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Abstract
Many school districts provide one-time transition events to help students prepare for the rigors of kindergarten; yet, research 
shows families desire additional information and opportunities to help their children thrive once school begins. Researchers 
for this study interviewed 39 parents whose children participated in a three-week structured kindergarten transition program 
designed to promote parental involvement in school, reduce students’ chronic absenteeism, and increase children’s readiness 
for kindergarten. All interviewees expressed that participating in the program yielded benefits for themselves and their chil-
dren. Respondents shared that meeting education staff members early during the summer, familiarizing themselves with the 
layout and routines of their schools, and building stronger social connections with other families were of particular value in 
helping them prepare for the start of kindergarten. Similarly, understanding kindergarten expectations more thoroughly and 
acquiring tools to support their children at home were deemed especially beneficial for those families who had not previously 
participated in preschool or other structured school opportunities. In addition to positive feedback, participants proposed 
various ways that adjusting the program could better meet the needs of all stakeholders. Suggestions included increasing 
the length of the student sessions, improving communication between district and families, re-structuring the parent infor-
mation sessions to be more conducive to working families, and staffing the program with more individuals who would stay 
on as teachers during the transition from summer to fall. Parent suggestions from this study were synthesized into multiple 
implications for practice and substantiated by current relevant literature.
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Throughout the years, the purpose of kindergarten in 
America has shifted. Today, kindergarteners are expected 
to acquire a range of academic and social-emotional skills 
that serve as the foundation for a long career of educational 
achievement (Assel et  al., 2007). Increasingly, children 
in kindergarten have come under scrutiny, as educational 
research demonstrates that acquiring literacy and other 
learning competencies is often a predictor of future aca-
demic success (Morgan et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2003). 
Children at this stage are also monitored for school readiness 
behaviors, such as the ability to sustain attention during aca-
demic content, as these proficiencies have also been strongly 
associated with long-term educational attainment (Claessens 
et al., 2009). Never before has the pressure on kindergarten-
ers to perform been greater (Barbour, 2010; White, 2020).

This shift in the goal of kindergarten is also experienced 
by parents and caregivers (McGettigan & Gray, 2012). In 
the past, kindergarten may have been primarily a time for 
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socialization and creative exploration; but, today children 
are expected to keep pace with rigorous school routines. 
Kindergarten students are expected to acquire mastery of 
a complex set of standards, leading some schools to use 
rigorous diagnostic assessments as early as the first week 
of school (Hilbert & Eis, 2014; Jeon et al., 2010; White, 
2020). The contrast between what parents may expect based 
on their own kindergarten experience and the realities of 
today’s kindergarten can be challenging to reconcile (Assel 
et al., 2007; Bassok et al., 2016).

Preparing for the new challenges associated with kin-
dergarten has made attending preschool a highly recom-
mended activity (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2013; Isaacs, 2012; 
Kang et al., 2017). The positive impacts of structured early 
childhood opportunities like preschool have been extensively 
studied across multiple states by the National Center for 
Early Development and Learning, a program funded by the 
U.S. Department of Education (Pianta & Cox, 1999; Pianta 
et al., 2001). Research from this work and similar studies 
shows that children who attend preschool programs accli-
mate to school quickly once kindergarten begins (Atchison 
& Pompelia, 2018; Ferguson & Wood, 2005; Pianta et al., 
2001). Some of the benefits of preschool attendance include 
greater opportunities for children from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds to succeed (Ansari & Lopez, 2015; Knudsen 
et al., 2006) and an overall reduction in special education 
placements (Pals & Jameson, 2015). In response to these 
findings, cities and school districts across the nation have 
expanded investments in preschool (Dockett & Perry, 2001; 
Meloy et al., 2019).

Despite these investments and benefits, only 54% of fami-
lies in the United States access full-day preschools (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Moreover, research 
from the Brookings Institution (Isaacs, 2012) found large 
school readiness gaps correlated to family socioeconomic 
status. Though research has shown that attending preschool 
provides an important opportunity for young children to suc-
ceed, preschool alone may not meet the needs of all families 
(Bassok et al., 2018; Christakis, 2016; Dail et al., 2008). 
Indeed, families need additional information, assistance, and 
opportunities to ease their children’s transition to kinder-
garten (Ansari et al., 2018; Kang et al., 2017; Wildenger & 
McIntyre, 2011).

In an effort to address these needs, most school districts 
offer single-day kindergarten transition events before the 
start of school, such as school visits, orientation nights, and 
family outreach “round ups” (Atchison & Pompelia, 2018; 
LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008). While participating in these 
one-time events has been shown to lead to more successful 
social adjustments for children (Buhs et al., 2006), research 
has found that that these events, which often occur after chil-
dren have entered kindergarten, may not provide sufficient 
transition support (Early et al., 2001; Pianta et al., 2001).

To reach a wider cross-section of families, some school 
districts have expanded beyond one-time transition events to 
establish early kindergarten transition programs, designed to 
serve as bridges between local communities and their neigh-
borhood schools (Atchison & Pompelia, 2018; Fonseca, 
2017). For example, Somerville Public Schools in Massa-
chusetts initiated a free, four-week program held during the 
summer in 2008 called the Summer Explore Kindergarten 
Transition program (Olsen, 2016). The Somerville program 
developed students’ academic and non-academic skills, 
including learning to write their name and raising their hand 
to be called on. A similar six-week transition program was 
established in Georgia, with priority registration given to 
those families whose children had not attended preschool or 
Head Start (Fonseca, 2017). The Georgia program was con-
ducted in small classes of 14 students, with a focus on fos-
tering oral language, literacy, and numeracy skills (Fonseca, 
2017). In Kentucky, Griebling and Gilbert (2020) evaluated 
the Me and My School summer transition program for at-
risk children. The program ran four to six weeks during the 
summer and did not use a designated curriculum; teachers 
instead organized group activities around literacy, math, and 
movement. The evaluators found reduced anxiety in both 
students and parents, and an increase in classroom leader-
ship among kindergarteners who participated in the program 
(Griebling & Gilbert, 2020). Despite these positive find-
ings, however, scholars observe that such multi-week transi-
tion programs are still relatively uncommon across the U.S. 
(Fonseca, 2017; Griebling & Gilbert, 2020; La Paro et al., 
2003). Numerous early childhood experts have advocated 
for further exploration of the benefits of these programs on 
transition outcomes (Bassok et al., 2018; Kang et al., 2017; 
Meloy et al., 2019).

Purpose of This Study

To fill this gap in the research, the purpose of this qualita-
tive case study was to investigate parents’ perceptions of 
participating in one multi-week kindergarten transition pro-
gram, termed Families First (FF), which operates in a large, 
urban school district located in the Pacific Northwest. In the 
context of this study, the term “parents” will be used as an 
inclusive term that also refers to guardians and caretakers 
that participated in the FF program. Three research questions 
guided this work: (1) How do parents perceive the experi-
ence of participating in the Families First program? (2) How 
do parents perceive their children’s experience of participat-
ing in the Families First program? and (3) Which aspects of 
the Families First program were most helpful to parents and 
students, and which aspects might benefit from changes in 
order to better meet the participants’ needs?
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This study aimed to fill crucial gaps remaining in the 
literature. For example, though past research has demon-
strated that early childhood transition opportunities gen-
erally lead to positive outcomes for children (Kang et al., 
2017; Perry & Dockett, 2011; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 
2000), fewer studies have reported the perspectives of par-
ents as they participate in these programs (Ferguson & 
Wood, 2005; Griebling & Gilbert, 2020; McIntyre et al., 
2007). Moreover, specific ways that family involvement 
impacts kindergarten transition activities continue to be 
under-investigated (Kang et al., 2017; Rosenkoetter et al., 
2009; Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011). Therefore, findings 
from this study may illuminate how structured kinder-
garten transition programs could be improved to serve 
families who need additional help during the transition 
to school (Bassok et al., 2018; Kang et al., 2017; Meloy 
et al., 2019).

Theoretical Framework

The Families First (FF) program was designed as a two-
generation kindergarten transition program, meaning that 
both parents and children were considered (Chase-Lans-
dale & Brooks-Gunn, 2014). This relatively uncommon 
framework for kindergarten transition was used because 
of the emphasis FF places on family involvement in its 
service model (Bassok et al., 2018). Current evidence sug-
gests that two-generation programs promote increased col-
laboration between teachers, administrators, parents, and 
children (Chase-Lansdale & Brooks-Gunn, 2014; Kaushal, 
2014). Utilizing the two-generation model allowed the 
school district to introduce kindergarten to both par-
ents and students who may not have participated in pre-
school or other school transition opportunities (Atchison 
& Pompelia, 2018; Fonseca, 2017; Griebling & Gilbert, 
2020). Throughout the study, researchers considered the 
contributions of this model to the outcomes of the kinder-
garten transition process.

Methods

To understand the perceptions of parent participants in the 
FF program, researchers first investigated the structure of FF 
and how it provided services to students and their families. 
After this context was investigated, researchers devised a 
series of semi-structured interview questions to be asked 
of parents that participated in the program. The steps taken 
to investigate the research questions are provided in greater 
detail in the following sections.

Families First Program

In the summer of 2019, when this study occurred, the FF 
kindergarten transition program provided services to stu-
dents at 13 school sites in a large, urban school district 
located in the Pacific Northwest. Though all families were 
encouraged to participate, priority attendance in FF was 
given to students who had not attended preschool or Head 
Start; students identified as low income; students identified 
as emergent bilinguals; students receiving special education 
services; or students belonging to a historically underserved 
racial/ethnic category.

The FF program provided services to both children and 
their parents over the span of three weeks during the sum-
mer, with a total of 15 half-day sessions. Students attended 
the program every day for three hours. Daily sessions began 
with a soft start so that parents and children could have 
breakfast together in the cafeteria before the sessions. Ses-
sions for students were structured as a mini-kindergarten 
day, and included story time, group and table activities, and 
a focus on transitions between activities and classroom rou-
tines. Children also had the opportunity to establish new 
friendships with peers during recess.

Parent sessions were held twice a week during the chil-
dren’s session and were optional. These sessions varied 
somewhat from site to site. Most lasted about an hour and 
included a presentation on a particular topic, a question-
and-answer session, and informal time for getting to know 
other parents. During the sessions, parents met program 
staff, received information about their child’s new school, 
reviewed kindergarten expectations and routines, explored 
community resources, discussed the importance of regular 
attendance, and developed strategies for promoting and sup-
porting learning at home. Translators were available during 
parent sessions, as was childcare for younger siblings.

At the end of the session, lunch was served in the cafete-
ria for all parents and children, provided through the summer 
school lunch program, and many families stayed afterwards 
to chat and play at the playground. In addition to relationship 
building, these activities were designed to help students and 
parents become familiar with classroom and school routines 
and expectations.

The FF program set three overarching goals for the 
three-week intervention period before the start of school. 
These goals were: (a) increase parental involvement in 
schools, (b) reduce chronic absenteeism in kindergarten, 
and (c) increase children’s readiness for school. These 
goals aligned with many best practices from the literature 
for promoting early childhood transitions, including pro-
viding continuity to kindergarten readiness routines (San-
dall et al., 2005), maximizing involvement among families 
(Galindo & Sheldon, 2012), and strengthening the exist-
ing bonds within a local community (Hirst et al., 2011). 
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Moreover, the organizational structure prioritized fam-
ily involvement by offering concurrent sessions for both 
children and their parents. Previous research on FF had 
revealed the FF program did have a potential significant 
impact on attendance (Goal b) and that it may not have a 
significant impact on school readiness (Goal c); however, 
no research had yet been conducted on the impact of FF 
on parental involvement (Goal a). This study, therefore, 
sought to focus on that component of the program’s mis-
sion statement.

Participants

To gather the perceptions of parents who participated in 
the FF program, researchers conducted semi-structured 
interviews with parents at 5 of the 13 FF sites during 
the last week of the 2019 program. Family member par-
ticipants for this study were recruited through purposive 
convenience sampling using a multi-step process (Patton, 
2002). Prospective families were first notified via email 
by school district administrators that researchers would 
be conducting a study and that their perceptions of the 
program would be welcomed. These announcements were 
also relayed in person to prospective parent participants 
by local FF site leaders. Researchers were present at the 
FF sites displaying study signage when parents were both 
dropping off and picking up their children, allowing par-
ents to participate in an interview on the spot or sign up for 
a designated time slot, some of which had translators avail-
able. No compensation or other benefits were provided 
upon completion of interviews. In total, 39 parents were 
interviewed. The participants were distributed across the 
five schools, with 5 to 11 participants interviewed at each 
school. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was 
obtained, and all participants provided informed consent.

Positionality

This study was conducted by university researchers col-
laborating with the school district through a Research-
practice partnership (RPP). In this particular partnership, 
school district partners suggest problems of practice they 
would like help with or program evaluation needs. Univer-
sity researchers, including faculty and doctoral students, 
designed and conducted studies with the primary goal of 
answering the districts’ research questions. The FF study 
is part of a series of studies that the RPP has conducted 
focusing on early learners. The researchers’ guiding inter-
est in this study was to help the district understand the 
impacts of and improve its work with early learners and 
their families.

Data Collection

While on location at each FF site, researchers conducted a 
total of 39 semi-structured interviews lasting between 15 
and 20 min each. The interviews were conducted during two 
time periods: after drop off, when students had left for their 
sessions, or during lunchtime after the student sessions were 
complete. Interviews consisted of eight questions, though 
not all participants answered every question. These ques-
tions were designed in line with the literature review and in 
collaboration with the district to meet their needs and answer 
the research questions. Sample interview questions included: 
Tell me a bit about what it was like for you to participate 
as a parent in the [FF] program. To what extent has it been 
helpful to meet with school staff? Tell me a bit about what it 
was like for your child to participate in the [FF] program, 
and To what extent has it been helpful to meet with other 
parents? Researchers recorded participant responses to each 
question by hand and then transferred responses into a word 
processor.

Data Analysis

Researchers conducted a series of qualitative coding analy-
ses with the transcripts of the 39 interviews to arrive at sub-
stantiated conclusions for this study. During the first phase 
of analysis, responses from the participants’ interviews were 
coded broadly as positive, neutral, or negative regarding the 
FF program. Next, data from these interviews were grouped 
according to the perceived impact of the FF program upon 
the parent participants or upon their students. Within each 
of these two response categories, overlapping ideas were 
aggregated and synthesized to provide a set of common 
response themes (Saldaña, 2015). A third response category 
identified ways in which the FF program could be adjusted 
or improved. Themes derived from each of these coding pro-
cesses were then analyzed to determine pertinent findings to 
address each of the three research questions (Saldaña, 2015).

Reliability of results was increased through peer review 
from multiple researchers reading and coding the interview 
data to achieve consensual validation (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Specifically, the two rounds of coding for this study 
were compared for consistency and double-coded to promote 
trustworthiness of findings.

Results

Analysis of interview responses yielded insights regarding 
each of the three research questions for this study. Results 
included feedback on the parent sessions and of meeting 
staff and other families during program events, and parent 
perceptions of student development in the areas of school 
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readiness, self-confidence, and social-emotional behaviors. 
Lastly, several areas for improvements of the FF program 
were proposed. Findings pertaining to each of these research 
categories are presented with select quotes from participants 
to provide detail and context relevant to each theme.

Parent Perception of Program Impact

The initial analysis focused on the perception of the over-
all program, with first-round coding revealing how many 
parents’ responses were positive, negative, or neutral. 
Table 1 displays the results of parents’ impressions of the 
FF program, divided by question. The percentage of positive 
responses ranged from 74 to 100%, indicating that parents 
primarily reacted positively to their FF program experience.

Program Impact on Parents

Initially, researchers investigated the perceived impact of 
the program on the parents themselves. The majority (90%) 
of parents interviewed attended at least one of the optional 
parent sessions, and 97% of parents described the FF pro-
gram as having had a positive impact on them. Participants 
revealed that attending these sessions allowed them to 
access available resources and become more familiar with 
the school environment. All but one respondent explicitly 
appreciated that the FF program was held at the school their 
child would be attending, as this allowed both parents and 
children to feel more at ease for the start of school. One par-
ent summarized this experience by sharing, “The school is 
huge and it’s easy to get lost, so it’s really helpful to have 
this time to get to know the school before school officially 
starts.”

Parents also described increased understanding of the 
routines and customs that were specific to each school. 
One parent described an appreciation for “…learning 
the processes of the school. It really pulled back the veil 
and gave transparency for what kids do during the day.” 
Another parent shared, “As a parent, it can be scary to 
see your child grow up and be independent. I felt that the 

[parent] meetings were a way to build teacher-parent rela-
tionships and learn how to support your child.” Additional 
respondents agreed that the opportunity to ask questions 
about expectations such as attendance policies or bussing 
protocols was beneficial.

Parents also described how participating in the FF ses-
sions increased their knowledge of the supports and services 
that were available for their students. Parents explained that 
information about resources like the library and school-
based health clinic helped them feel more confident to seek 
out what they needed. Participants also referenced take-
home resources that provided information about the school. 
One parent appreciated that the school offered learning 
games that they could play with their child at home.

The majority of participants (78%) valued making one-
on-one connections with school staff. Parents expressed that 
meeting their child’s teacher helped relieve stress and create 
a sense of continuity for the start of school. This led mul-
tiple participants to feel “known” and “heard,” and to feel 
“calmer” overall. Similarly, attending the parent sessions 
helped alleviate anxiety about supporting their child’s transi-
tion to kindergarten. Parents with children who had special 
needs especially appreciated the ability to meet staff early. 
One parent explained, “my daughter has an IEP, so [meeting 
staff] eased anxiety for both me and her. [The teachers] know 
her now, and I know them. I feel much more comfortable.” 
Another parent was grateful for the opportunity to “explain 
[their] daughter’s weaknesses and needs” to their teacher.

Lastly, nearly 90% of those interviewed found it helpful to 
connect with other families through the FF program. Parents 
reported creating contact lists, scheduling play dates, and 
seeing familiar faces as some of these benefits. These new 
community connections also included linguistically diverse 
parents. For example, at some of the FF sites Spanish-speak-
ing parents were able to connect with each other, while at 
another site parents made a chat group for Mandarin speak-
ers. The format of the FF program allowed parents to mingle 
in the cafeteria before and after the sessions as their children 
ate breakfast and lunch together. One parent summarized 
their gratitude for these social opportunities by sharing, “It 

Table 1  Positive, neutral, and negative perceptions of FF

*Not all parents responded to each question; thus, the percentages listed do not always reflect the sum total of all participants

Interview item (n = number of responses) Positive Neutral Negative Not addressed Percent of responses 
that were positive*

Helpfulness of FF program for parent (n = 39) 38 1 0 0 97
Helpfulness of meeting school staff (n = 23) 18 4 1 16 78
Helpfulness of meeting other parents (n = 28) 25 3 0 11 89
Program located in assigned school (n = 23) 22 1 0 0 96
Change in parent perception of kindergarten (n = 31) 23 7 1 8 74
Helpfulness of FF program for child (n = 39) 39 0 0 0 100
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was a diverse group and I was able to learn from other par-
ents’ experiences.”

Parent Perceptions of the Impact on Students

In addition to providing benefit for parents, all 39 interview 
participants (100%) reported that participating in the FF pro-
gram positively impacted their children. Parents identified 
several ways that the FF program impacted school readiness 
in their children, such as building confidence and practic-
ing academic skills. One parent shared that her daughter 
now knew “the rules, walking in line, lunch line, independ-
ence, and where to throw things away.” Similarly, other 
parents reported that their students felt “more confident” 
as they began to “break out of their shell and not be as shy” 
when meeting new friends. Another parent explained that 
these new friendships extended into play dates outside of 
the school with children in their neighborhood. Multiple 
respondents shared that their children felt they belonged and 
were part of those schools now; these were their schools.

Respondents also reported that academic skill-building 
during the FF program helped their children develop pre-
paredness for learning. For example, one parent shared that 
their child learned to write their name right side up instead 
of sideways, and another participant described that the FF 
activities made their child “excited about writing, reading, 
and doing homework.” A different respondent described how 
skills carried over at home, where “she’s playing pretend 
school, where she’s the teacher and I’m the student, and she 
sits me down and reads me a book.”

Lastly, participants shared observations of how par-
ticipating in the FF program helped their children acquire 
new behaviors and attitudes concerning kindergarten. Par-
ents described their students’ developing awareness of the 
importance of getting a good night’s sleep, waking up in the 
morning with enough time to get ready, and working on “not 
being so grouchy” as their parent helped them get ready. Par-
ents shared that their children “learned to be quiet when the 
teacher is talking, how to line up,” and how to “ask for help” 
from teachers whenever a problem arose. Another respond-
ent was relieved when their 5-year-old son who was identi-
fied with an autism spectrum disorder successfully included 
himself with peers for the first time in his life. This parent 
shared that even though their child does not speak much, “I 
can tell he thinks about his teachers when he goes home. He 
asked to go see [his teachers] when he was at home. I think 
he wants to make his teachers proud now.”

Families expressed their approval of various aspects of 
FF. For example, the instruction their students received dur-
ing the FF program was given as the reason for one parent to 
decide to keep their child in their neighborhood school rather 
than applying for a transfer. Other parents cited childcare for 
younger siblings as an attractive element of the FF program. 

These examples highlighted the perception among parents 
that the FF program contributed to welcoming their families 
into the school community.

Program Improvements Suggested by Respondents

Although respondents predominantly spoke about aspects 
of the FF program that they deemed beneficial, ideas were 
offered regarding ways that the program could be improved. 
Suggestions included altering the length of the school day 
sessions, staffing the program with more individuals who 
would stay on as teachers during the transition from summer 
to fall, and increasing the communication with both current 
and prospective FF attendees.

Some parents expressed a preference for extending the 
length of the student day. Approximately 15% of participants 
suggested that extending the duration could both allow for 
more academic instruction and remove barriers for work-
ing parents to allow their children to participate. One par-
ent explained, “My child would benefit from practicing the 
whole day routine. I’m not sure if he’ll be able to keep going 
to school after lunch [once kindergarten starts in the fall]!” 
Another parent added, “The short time per day makes it hard 
for people going to work when it’s only a half day.”

On the other hand, 13% of respondents suggested that 
the length of parent sessions could be reduced and run more 
efficiently for working families, with an additional 20% of 
respondents citing work or family commitments as reasons 
why they did not attend more parent sessions. Other parents 
suggested decreasing the total number of parent sessions in 
order to allow more working families to participate. One 
participant shared, “The [parent] sessions were pretty slow-
paced… they could be just as effective if they were one time 
per week. It could save some time for parents that work.”

Participants shared a strong desire for teacher continu-
ity so that their children could start the school year with 
a kindergarten teacher they already knew. Some parents 
felt that local site leaders were not forthcoming with this 
information, and that they only found out after asking. Simi-
larly, additional parents observed that various staff mem-
bers would answer their questions differently, which led to 
confusion about program operations. The suggestion was 
made that local site leaders could maintain more consistent 
messaging, which in turn would allow parents to feel more 
informed.

Many suggestions were centered around improved com-
munication. For example, 36% of respondents identified 
that outreach toward prospective parents should be dramati-
cally improved, as the current marketing of the program was 
insufficient. Parents suggested that a wider distribution of 
advertising materials within each school community would 
result in increased participation, as many families were 
simply unaware of the opportunity. Additionally, parents 
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reported ways that program registration could be improved. 
One respondent stated that after receiving a flyer in the mail, 
they enrolled their daughter but did not hear back that she 
had successfully been registered. Lastly, 33% of families 
expressed a desire for stronger day-to-day communication 
from staff regarding how their children were performing in 
the program. Some parents wanted more updates about their 
child’s progress, which could have come from more access 
to the teachers. Taken as a whole, many FF participants 
thought that communication with parents could be improved 
both before and during the program.

Discussion

Several trends emerged regarding how the benefits that par-
ents and children experienced in the FF program might be 
utilized in other similar kindergarten transition programs. 
Respondents shared that meeting staff members early during 
the summer, familiarizing themselves with the layout and 
routines of their schools, and building stronger social con-
nections with other families were of particular value in help-
ing them best prepare for the start of kindergarten. Similarly, 
interview participants identified that understanding kinder-
garten expectations more thoroughly and acquiring tools to 
support their children at home were helpful, especially for 
those families who had not previously participated in pre-
school or other structured school opportunities.

These findings also connected with outcomes from related 
literature. Forging strong relationships with staff members 
has been shown to foster kindergarten readiness, with some 
research suggesting that these connections may yield higher 
gains in academic competency as compared to other fac-
tors, such as student-to-teacher ratios (Howes et al., 2008; 
Ladd et al., 2000). Moreover, these types of parent-teacher 
partnerships developed early in the kindergarten experience 
may also build trust and lead to longer-term family involve-
ment in schools (Goldenberg et al., 2001; Rimm-Kaufman 
& Pianta, 2000).

The strongest responses from interview participants cen-
tered on the perceived academic, behavioral, and social-
emotional benefits for their students. All 39 participants 
described how their children experienced positive changes 
during the summer program. In particular, preparation for 
kindergarten through practice with school routines and 
behaviors, literacy and numeracy skills, and familiarity with 
the school building and staff were reported as helpful aspects 
of the program.

In addition to sharing positive feedback, participants 
proposed ways that the FF program could better meet the 
needs of all stakeholders. Improved communication was sug-
gested, both in the outreach to families eligible and with the 
information provided to families once they had registered. 

Research has found that most families want more informa-
tion from their kindergarten teachers in terms of educational 
expectations, available learning resources, and recommenda-
tions for activities that can be completed at home (Dockett 
& Perry, 2007; Wildenger & McIntyre, 2011).

One concern that emerged from the interviews was that 
there appeared to be inconsistency in the outreach and com-
munication efforts across sites. For example, though one 
program coordinator lead and supported the FF program 
district-wide, differences in the approach to communication 
at each school site still led to discrepancies in terms of dis-
tributing program information. Pianta and colleagues (2001) 
suggest that one person supervise kindergarten programs at 
each site to ensure programmatic consistency in the service 
of equity. This program leader should have direct experi-
ence working with families in order to establish rapport, 
anticipate any needs that may arise, and preempt challenges 
with careful design (Groark & McCall, 1996). It may also 
be important for schools to provide the coordinator with the 
authority to design and implement a coordinated outreach 
effort.

Relatedly, some parents expressed a lack of enthusiasm 
about participating in the adult sessions, with 28% respond-
ents referring to these events as slow-paced, improperly 
organized, or lacking in useful content. Participants theo-
rized that the FF sites prioritized planning successful student 
experiences, and thus may have spent less time organizing 
the adult informational events. However, most respondents 
who participated in the sessions stated that they found them 
helpful, indicating that improved efficiency and preparation 
could expand these benefits. School districts incorporating 
parent sessions as a component of kindergarten transition 
programs may wish to spend equal amounts of time prepar-
ing for both offerings. Ensuring that parents have informa-
tion about best practices for kindergarten may translate into 
larger school readiness gains for their children (DeCaro & 
Worthman, 2011; White, 2020).

Implications for Practice

The U.S. Department of Education (2015) has observed that 
children who arrive unprepared for kindergarten often spend 
their entire elementary school years trying to catch up with 
learning targets. Scholars have consistently advocated for 
early intervention to interrupt this cycle of inequity (Bogard 
& Takanishi, 2005; McCartney & Phillips, 2006). However, 
one-time events may not be adequately preparing families 
for the start of elementary school (Buhs et al., 2006; Pianta 
et al., 2001). Kindergarten transition programs like FF may 
serve a valuable function by bridging the gap in school read-
iness between those families who participate in preschool 
or Head Start and those who do not (Atchison & Pompelia, 
2018; Fonseca, 2017; Heckman et al., 2012). Research has 
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shown that promoting early childhood initiatives simulta-
neously benefits all stakeholders, including communities, 
schools, and families, making them a wise investment for 
districts (Cunha et al., 2006).

Districts looking to foster stronger outreach towards par-
ents of incoming kindergarteners can start by understanding 
the needs of each local community more thoroughly (Ham-
mond, 2015; Manigo & Allison, 2017). Most respondents 
from this study lamented the lack of advertising for the FF 
program and asked the district to create additional ways to 
inform families about the program. School districts could 
advertise such programs during kindergarten registration and 
increase publicity through flyers posted at the school site, 
preschools, local libraries, and community centers. Addi-
tionally, information about the FF program could be mailed 
home in registration packets to qualifying families, including 
the expectations for parent participation. Literature indicates 
that families are most empowered when they are provided 
specific information about their role in the transition to kin-
dergarten (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000; Sandall et al., 
2005).

Participants also spoke many different languages and rep-
resented a wide variety of cultures. Because family involve-
ment activities are often biased toward the values of white 
middle-class families (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011), future tran-
sition programs must use the lens of cultural responsive-
ness to include culturally and linguistically diverse families 
in meaningful ways (Ansari et al., 2018; Fonseca, 2017; 
Ladson-Billings, 2014). Participants in this study suggested 
ways to promote access to program content, including ensur-
ing that translators are present during the parent sessions. 
In turn, this might encourage increased participation from 
non-English speaking parents (García-Sánchez et al., 2011). 
Increasing access to the program and decreasing barriers to 
participation are both important ways that school districts 
could increase the cultural responsiveness of future tran-
sition programs (Ansari et al., 2018; Galindo & Sheldon, 
2012; Hammond, 2015; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011).

Similarly, to build strong relationships prior to the start 
of school, administrators should make efforts to staff the 
transition program with the same kindergarten teachers who 
will be returning in the fall. Kraft-Sayre and Pianta (2000) 
explain that relationships among children, families, and 
educators are valuable resources that can lead to powerful 
collaboration when adequately cultivated. Experts maintain 
that early connections among students, parents, and school 
staff build a foundation for appropriate support when the 
need arises (Berns, 2012; Boethel, 2004). A parent sug-
gested moving the FF program adjacent to the beginning of 
school, rather than occurring during the middle of the sum-
mer, to make it easier to coordinate childcare, time off work, 
and vacations. This move may also make it more appealing 
for kindergarten teachers with these same responsibilities to 

staff the program. Programs should not miss opportunities 
to develop strong bonds among children and their incoming 
teachers (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000; White, 2020).

Lastly, extending the overall time of the program from 
half-day to full-day sessions may provide students with more 
opportunities to practice school routines and build attend-
ance stamina (Griebling & Gilbert, 2020). Literature sup-
ports the finding that children are more successful during 
the transition to kindergarten when their summer experience 
more closely matches the real environment of their future 
school days (Dail et al., 2008). Extending the student day 
and reducing the time commitment for parents may allevi-
ate some of the challenges faced by working parents (Patton 
& Wang, 2012). Some participants suggested that offering 
full-time childcare at each school site might be a way to 
increase attendance, as it could help families balance work 
and school responsibilities.

Limitations and Future Directions

Research for this study investigated the perceptions of parent 
participants. This was a voluntary study, and not all schools 
or parents participated. Some locations with a larger num-
ber of participants could be overrepresented in the results; 
it is possible these parents had a more positive experience 
and those that had a negative experience chose not to par-
ticipate in the study. Moreover, translators only were avail-
able to assist with interviews at certain times. This affected 
how many responses were gathered, potentially limiting the 
understanding of the breadth of opinions held by FF par-
ticipants who needed translators. Demographic information 
was not collected. Because of the undocumented families in 
the community, it was deemed likely to decrease participa-
tion if too much personal information were to be requested 
by researchers. This also limited the researchers’ ability to 
follow up with families, and member checking was not com-
pleted for this reason.

Finally, this study investigated only the immediate per-
ceptions of parents and guardians. As Patton and Wang 
(2012) explain, transition is a process rather than a single 
event. Therefore, investigating parent perceptions regarding 
their child’s kindergarten transition before, during, and after 
the program had commenced would yield additional insights 
regarding the needs of families and any potential barriers 
that exist to their participation in school. Future research 
may also seek to understand how parents and schools define 
and perceive readiness, as differences may exist between 
educators and parents.

Involving parents through parent sessions was one unique 
feature of the FF program that warrants further exploration 
on the impact on kindergarten readiness behaviors. More 
research could investigate how school districts might help 
parents problem-solve with their children and troubleshoot 
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issues during the summer, when the academic stakes are 
lower. Additional research could address family percep-
tions longitudinally, at places like reunions and other events 
planned by the district. Sample inquiries could include: How 
do families perceive the FF program once their children 
have finished kindergarten? Further, it may be helpful to 
measure the impact quantitatively: Does participation in FF 
measurably increase family involvement during the subse-
quent kindergarten year? What is the attendance and absen-
tee rate of children in the kindergarten year? Additional 
research with the program could also explore the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on kindergarten readiness, and the 
effects of the FF program on students who delayed kinder-
garten entry or were otherwise impacted by the pandemic. 
Additionally, if replicated, gathering demographic informa-
tion about parent participants and their students could yield 
further information about the impact of transition programs 
like FF in specific populations.

Conclusion

School districts thrive when communities thrive, and com-
munities thrive when the nuanced needs of families are 
considered, validated, and addressed (Bogard & Takanishi, 
2005; Pianta & Kraft-Sayre, 2003; Schulting et al., 2005). 
Participating in the FF program yielded numerous benefits 
for both parents and their children, including the develop-
ment of positive school-based routines, a reduction of anxi-
ety regarding what to expect from school, and perceived 
gains in multiple areas of academics. The opportunity for 
families to meet their children’s prospective teachers was 
appreciated by parents, especially those parents who had 
children requiring special education services. These findings 
are crucial, as the increased social capital created through 
family involvement has been linked to students’ self-per-
ception, intrinsic motivation for learning, attitudes toward 
school, and their relationships with their teachers (Turney 
& Kao, 2009; Walker et al., 2010).

Moving forward, it is imperative that districts and schools 
engage with families in positive and culturally responsive 
ways, as research shows that a parent’s actions and attitudes 
at home are crucial in the learning and growth of their child 
(Bower & Griffin, 2011; Hilado et al., 2011; Hornby & 
Lafaele, 2011). Continued attention and high-quality future 
research are needed to determine how best to build trust and 
increase family involvement beginning with students’ first 
contacts with schools.

This study provided ways that administrators and edu-
cational leaders can help their staff make positive strides 
toward improving the lives of families and students. Educa-
tors may be able to improve family-school collaboration by 
both building trust with families and also educating parents 

about the variety of ways they can be involved, taking advan-
tage of the opportunity presented by the first connections 
that familiesmake with the school and district at kindergar-
ten transition programs like FF (Goldenberg et al., 2001). 
Optimizing the beginnings of children’s school careers is 
an important investment society can make to help ensure 
children’s future success (Bogard & Takanishi, 2005; Cunha 
et al., 2006; Sylva & Wiltshire, 1993). As kindergarten tran-
sition programs continue to expand across the nation, they 
hold promise as an effective means that school districts can 
utilize to reach more student populations and to help them 
prepare for the start of elementary school.
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