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Project Description  
This study describes the efforts undertaken by Head 
Start programs to coordinate with elementary schools 
to support children’s transition to kindergarten. Given 
research showing that a substantial proportion of 
children face challenges adjusting to kindergarten, and 
that a productive start in school is essential for future 
school success, this project seeks to understand how 
early childhood programs can best coordinate and 
support children’s successful movement into 
kindergarten. The study objectives are to examine the 
relationship between coordination practices and child 
outcomes, and to investigate whether the relationship 
differs by child/family characteristics, and school-
based transition practices. In addition, the study will 
gain a deeper understanding of the coordination 
efforts taking place in Head Start programs and the 
opportunities and barriers to coordinating across 
systems. This study will provide a nuanced view of 
the coordination between Head Start programs and 
elementary schools, going beyond prior research, 
which solely examined sharing of information across 
systems. With the goal of extending implications for 
policy and practice to the diverse early education 
system and elementary schools, this project employs a 
two-phase design, beginning with a quantitative phase 
followed by a qualitative phase. Phase I includes 
secondary data analysis of the Head Start Family and 
Child Experiences Study (FACES) dataset, and phase 
II includes collection of semi-structured interview 
data from Head Start Directors and staff.   
 
Research Questions 
• Which coordination practices are Head Start 

centers using to support the transition to school?  
• Is use of vertical coordination practices associated 

with children’s enhanced academic and social 
skills in kindergarten? 

 

 
 
• Is there an additive or interactive relationship 

between Head Start centers’ coordination 
practices and kindergarten programs’ investment 
in transition activities to promote positive 
academic and social skills in kindergarten?   

• Does the relationship between coordination 
practices and children’s academic and social skills 
vary by characteristics of children and families 
(i.e. family income, parental education, and dual 
language status)?  

• What opportunities and barriers are present when 
preschools and elementary schools seek to 
coordinate efforts around the transition to 
kindergarten, and what are suggestions for 
building better coordination efforts across 
systems? 

 
Sample   
Phase I: Data were drawn from the FACES 2009 
dataset. The analytic sample includes 2,019 3- and 4-
year old children attending their first year of Head 
Start in 2009, and follows them through the spring of 
their kindergarten year.  
Phase II: Qualitative data are being collected through 
16 interviews with Head Start directors and other 
management staff across one state in the northeast.  
 
Methods   
Phase I: First, weighed descriptive statistics were 
used to examine the practices being reported in a 
national sample. Next, lagged OLS regression 
analyses were used to test the relationships between 
coordination practices and child outcomes (language 
skills, math skills, social skills and problem 
behaviors) in kindergarten, adjusting for prior skills 
and a host of covariates. Finally, interactions were 
added to the regression models to test for moderation 
effects.  



Phase II: Data were collected through phone 
interviews with Head Start directors and other 
management staff using a semi-structured interview 
protocol. Thematic analysis within and across 
interviews provided an overview of the practices 
described by participants as well as benefits and 
challenges.  
  
Progress Update 
• Phase I: Data analysis has been completed. 

Results suggest that coordination efforts are 
prevalent amongst Head Start programs. 
However, results reveal that more coordination 
practices reported by Head Start are significantly 
related to children’s language and math skills only 
when kindergarten transition practices are limited. 
When considered separately, one coordination 
practice (i.e. Head Start meets with kindergarten 
teacher at school) was related to children’s 
language skills at the end of kindergarten, when 
controlling for other child, family, Head Start and 
school characteristics.  

• Phase II: Data collection and analysis has been 
completed. Results suggest that Head Start 
programs engage in substantial coordination 
activities, with activities falling into two main 
categories: a) information sharing (e.g. sending 
child records, holding joint planning sessions); 
and b) activities that bridge families to elementary 
schools (e.g. supporting registration). Results 
showed that Head Start directors believed that 
these activities benefit children, but found it 
challenging to describe how they benefit children 
directly. Potential indirect pathways between 
coordination activities and benefits to children, 
such as changes to teacher practices and benefits 
to parents are hypothesized.  

    
Implications for policy/practice  
This study has the potential to impact policy and 
practice for both early childhood education providers 
and elementary schools. First, it provides a national 
picture of the coordination efforts being initiated by 
Head Start programs and compares these patterns to a 
nuanced look at what programs in one state are 

undertaking, seeking to understand the keys to 
successful coordination efforts, as well as the barriers 
and challenges to coordinating efforts between two 
distinct education systems. Head Start directors 
interviewed in phase II stressed the importance of 
joint trainings and bringing together staff and teachers 
face-to-face as an important part of relationship 
building and information sharing. This finding is 
consistent with the finding from phase I that when 
Head Start directors reported meeting with 
kindergarten teachers at school, children had 
increased language skills in kindergarten. Together, 
these findings suggested that in-person 
communication across programs may be important to 
foster true information sharing that benefits children. 
 
Implications for research 
This is one of the first research studies to look at the 
unique role coordination efforts between early 
childhood education and elementary schools play in 
the transition to school. This study extends the 
literature on elementary school-based transition 
practices targeting children and families to better 
understand what is needed to support the transition 
across the differing systems. Results suggest that more 
research is needed to the pathways by which 
coordination practices support children and more 
work is needed to assess the depth and quality of 
coordination practices in the future across different 
early education models.  
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