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experience regarding competency may be interpreted in terms of Maslow's (1943) third and 

fourth stages—belonging and self-esteem.   

 

Figure 4.  Maslow's (1943) Third and Fourth Hierarchies of Need—Belonging and Esteem— 

and Establishing Social Competence 

 

 Students described their initial transition experiences in terms of their need to establish a 

sense of belonging.  Initial social concerns included knowing someone, belonging to a group, or 

simply locating someone to sit and talk with in or outside of class.  Another initial concern 

involved establishing self-esteem in part by performing well academically, but also socially by 

being perceived to perform well by parents, teachers, and peers.  Interviewees explained in 

Chapter Five that the initial challenges they experienced establishing a sense of belonging and 

esteem in high school involved breaking into what they perceived as pre-formed social groups or 

cliques.  Wentzel (2005) defined the differences between group membership in cliques, which 

pertains more to the initial transitionary phase and questions of social competency, and dyadic 

friendships, which pertain more to the second and third phases of the transition experience.  
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Group membership is defined by publicly acknowledged outward characteristics valued by the 

entire group, whereas dyadic friendships are established on the basis of private and unique or 

individualized criteria (Wentzel, 2005).  Participants explained the most significant stumbling 

block they experienced in their ability to gain membership in social groups initially was the large 

size of their respective high schools.   

Smaller Schools Research 

 The majority of participant comments regarding their initial difficulty breaking into 

cliques and establishing a sense of belonging during their transition involved school size, both 

with regard to the large size of the high schools in question and the small size of the Waldorf 

school.  Smaller high schools emerged in the high school transition literature as one of the most 

important structural characteristics associated with academic and social success across the high 

school transition (Fowler & Walberg, 1991; Lee & Smith, 1997; Simmons & Blyth, 1987).  

Positive academic and social outcomes, including feeling a sense of belonging, occurred more 

often in smaller high schools with student populations under 1000 (Lee & Smith, 1997).  All nine 

of the participants attending larger high schools reported feeling less personal connection with 

teachers and a less familiar connection with the student population in general than at their 

Waldorf elementary school.  Two of the four participants attending smaller high schools 

described community in their schools more positively than the nine attending larger schools.  A 

possible explanation for the negative social experience of two of the four students attending 

smaller high schools is explored next. 

 Lee and Smith (1997) further explained the positive outcomes associated with smaller 

schools did not follow for a smaller subgroup of students who were unable to locate a peer group 

in high school (Lee & Smith, 1997).  Kinney (1993) found the more polymorphous environment 
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of large high schools to be largely positive for those students who had experienced 

marginalization in their more hierarchically-structured former schools.  In fact, of the four 

students interviewed in this study attending high schools smaller than 1,000, only two developed 

positive friendships and reported feeling a close-knit sense of community comparable to their 

Waldorf experience.  The other two participants experienced difficulty finding their “crowd” and 

eventually switched schools, one to a larger urban high school and one to an even smaller arts-

based school.  Both students described feeling like an outcast in their respective smaller high 

schools.  Interpreted through the lens of Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs, perhaps neither of 

these students were able to overcome their initial transition challenges in part because of their 

inability to establish social competence by achieving a sense of belonging.  In terms of Kinney's 

study (1993), perhaps the reason these students were unable to achieve a sense of belonging was 

precisely because of the small size of their respective high schools.   

 Lee and Smith (1997) used a national sample to attribute positive outcomes in smaller 

schools to greater opportunities for social participation with peers and personal relationships with 

teachers. Personal connections with teachers emerged as one of the most significant factors 

associated with a positive transition experience (Beresford, 2013).  Simmons and Blyth (1987) 

hypothesized that students transitioning from smaller schools into larger schools may experience 

a form of cumulative stress from meeting a large number of new peers, while at the same time 

acclimating to new schedules and instructional methods.  This cumulative stress may be part of 

what is experienced by Waldorf elementary graduates attending larger high schools.  On the 

other hand, studies have shown students transitioning to high school from middle schools 

experience more challenges than their peers transitioning to high school directly from K-8 

elementary schools because middle school graduates have experienced two such transitions 
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(from elementary to middle school, and from middle to high school), while their elementary 

school peers have experienced only one such transition (Alspaugh, 1998; Seidman et al., 1994; 

Weiss & Baker-Smith, 2011). 

Phase Two of the Transition:  Analyzing and Assessing Experience 

 Students described their transition from the Waldorf elementary school to non-Waldorf 

high schools in terms of the move from establishing competency to analyzing and assessing 

experience to a third transforming and self-actualizing stage.  Once former Waldorf elementary 

students established academic competence by demonstrating proficiency in a fundamentally new 

educational environment, and social competency by securing a sense of belonging within the 

larger high school community, they began a secondary transitionary phase of analyzing and 

assessing their academic and social experiences.  Next I interpret the student experience of 

analyzing and assessing academic material and activities for relevance and meaning before 

exploring student assessment of social affiliations and friendships. 

Analyzing and Assessing Academic Experience and Bloom's (1956) Cognitive Taxonomy 

 Eccles et al. (1998) explained that after students ask themselves “Can I do this?” the next 

question they ask is “Why do I want to do this?”  The first question involves competence and 

relates to Bloom's (1956) first three levels of learning—remembering, understanding, and 

applying.  The second question concerns value.  The second transition phase of analyzing and 

assessing experience relates to Bloom's (1956) fourth and fifth levels of learning—analyzing and 

evaluating, in which students break down information into component parts and begin to judge 

the value of information or experience  (Anderson, 2001).   
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Figure 5.  The Fourth and Fifth Levels of Bloom's (1956) Cognitive Taxonomy—Analyzing and 

Evaluating—and Analyzing and Assessing Academic Experiences. 

 

 Students established basic academic competence in the first phase of their high school 

transition.  Students in the second transitionary phase, as in Bloom's (1956) stages of learning, 

began to analyze and assess the value of their academic experiences.  I recounted in the previous 

section different instructional methods encountered by students across their transition to high 

school.  These different methods included a de-emphasis on artistic and experiential learning 

activities, an emphasis on fact-based over more relational understandings, as well as a move 

from more collaborative to more individualistic modes of learning.  Students additionally 

described the differences in instructional methods in terms of assessments, which moved from 

more qualitative measurements in the Waldorf school to more quantitative measurements in high 

school. 

 Students in the second phase began to analyze their initial high school academic 

experiences; they began to assess those same experiences in terms of value.  The process of 

analysis and assessment involved comparisons between learning styles and teaching methods 
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employed in the Waldorf school and high school.  The result of student assessments as reported 

in Chapter Four was a decrease in their personal connection to academic material across their 

transition to high school.  This decrease in meaning was experienced most intensely freshman 

and sophomore years, and improved junior and senior years based on the unique attributes of 

particular teachers.  The reasons students attributed to the decrease in meaning across the 

transition involved their assessment of the instructional methods employed in high school, in 

particular the fewer opportunities for artistic, experiential, and cooperative learning, as well as 

the emphasis on facts over relational understandings.   

 Students additionally reported an increase in extrinsic motivation across their transition to 

high school occurring concurrently with declines in intrinsic values.  For instance, many students 

felt invigorated by receiving good grades and satisfying the need to “know” how they compared 

to others.  Students were excited by their experience of the extrinsic value of excelling in a 

graded, competitive academic environment.  Part of what students described as positive in their 

assessment of the value of their academic experiences in high school involved the understanding 

that they compared favorably to others in the “real world” as well as the feeling they were 

learning the “real world” skills they would need in college and beyond.  Students found value in 

favorable performance appraisals. 

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivations and Eccles' (2005) Subjective Task Value 

 What I categorized as meaning in my presentation of many student comments in Chapter 

Four pertained largely to intrinsic measures of motivation, or what Eccles (2005) termed interest 

value.  Eccles (2005) listed intrinsic or interest value as but one part of what she termed 

“subjective task value” (STV).  To interest value, Eccles (2005) added three other motivating 

factors:  attainment value, utility value, and perceived cost.  Attainment value is the value of an 
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activity based on its consistency with one's self-image, and as such it is closely related to the 

process of identity formation (Eccles, 2005).  Eccles (2005) further described the social aspects 

of attainment value as “(1) the need to feel that what one does matters in a fundamentally 

important way to one's social group, and (2) the need to feel respected and valued by one's social 

group” (p. 109).   

 Utility value or usefulness pertains to the relationship of the activity to future plans 

(Eccles, 2005).  The extent to which long-range plans or goals fit with the individual's 

burgeoning sense of identity, utility value may coincide with attainment value.  Perceived cost 

involves the overall cost of participating in the activity.  Cost is defined by many factors 

including time, opinions of parents and peers, or fear of failure (Eccles, 2005).  For instance, a 

student may be motivated to participate in an activity because the perceived cost is low, or avoid 

an activity entirely out of fear of failure 

 Many interviewee comments regarding motivation and presented in Chapter Four indeed 

concerned intrinsic or interest value.  However, the transition to high school for Waldorf 

elementary students in terms of motivation is really the story of the move from more intrinsic to 

more extrinsic motivators.  Interviewees repeatedly mentioned meaning, or intrinsic motivation.  

However, many of their comments also regarded extrinsic motivation.  Several interviewees 

mentioned utility value specifically, both with regard to the importance of grades for college as 

well as developing “real world” skills.  And several students made comments regarding the 

cost/benefit analysis they applied to academic activities (after gaining competence).  Cost/benefit 

comments largely regarded what students referred to as “working for a grade,” which among 

other factors involved keeping intrinsic and extrinsic motivations separate to achieve long-term 

goals.   
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 Attainment value may be the most significant aspect of motivation for Waldorf students 

in high school, even though only one student said her explicit motivation to attain good grades 

was to keep pace with her friend group.  While only one student referred to attainment value 

directly, the majority of other students expressed the importance of grades to their overall sense 

of identity.  Doing poorly at school or receiving low grades was simply out of the question for 12 

of 13 interviewees.  Participants generally expressed personal frustration with the emphasis on 

grading in high school and bemoaned the “one-dimensionality” of grades.  However, many 

students nonetheless maintained that achieving good grades was personally rewarding and 

important to their sense of self-worth.  In other words, while only one student directly referenced 

attainment value, a majority of others pointed to attainment value indirectly.   

Research on Intrinsic Motivation 

 Part of the tale told by Waldorf elementary graduates of their transitional experiences is 

the story of the move from more intrinsic to more extrinsic motivators.  It is important to note, 

however, the importance of intrinsic motivation to the overall learning process.  Researchers 

found intrinsic motivation supports learning (Eccles, 2005; Renninger et al., 1992; Schiefele, 

1996).  Principle 9 of the top 20 principles for K-12 teaching and learning published by the APA 

(2015) explained the importance of intrinsic motivation, or meaning:  “Students tend to enjoy 

learning and perform better when they are more intrinsically than extrinsically motivated to 

achieve.”  Researchers similarly found intrinsic motivation affects reasoning.  Adolescents 

reason better when they are personally interested in the subject matter (Klaczynski et al., 2001).  

Eccles (2005) reviewed research into the positive effects of intrinsic motivation, defining 

intrinsically motivating activities as those performed for their own sake and out of innate 

interest.  Extrinsically motivated activities are done for other reasons, including the promise of a 
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reward, and may exert a debilitating effect on students’ desire to learn (Eccles, 2005).  The need 

for intrinsic motivation or meaning stems from the basic human need for self-determination 

(Eccles, 2005; Deci & Ryan, 1985).  One of the major themes in student comments was what 

they experienced as a lack of subjectivity in much of their high school academic work, 

particularly in their ninth and tenth grade experiences.  Subjectivity in student comments referred 

to a sense of self-agency or self-determination in their academic work. 

Analyzing and Assessing Social Experience and Krathwohl's (1964) Affective Taxonomy 

 Students analyzed and assessed the value of academics by comparing old and new 

educational experiences in the context of changing motivations.  Students analyzed and assessed 

their social experience in terms of Krathwohl's (1964) fourth affective stage—organizing.  

Participants in this second phase began to analyze and assess their social membership in various 

groups in terms of their emerging senses of self.  Unlike Krathwohl's (1964) first three stages—

receiving, responding, and valuing—which may be understood in terms of establishing social 

competency, his fourth stage—organizing—may be understood in terms of analyzing and 

assessing the value of social experiences. 
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Figure 6.  The Fourth Stage of Krathwohl's (1964) Affective Taxonomy—Organizing— 

and Analyzing and Assessing Social Experiences 

 

Krathwohl's (1964) third stage—valuing—relates to initial commitments and the need for 

approval, and as such it relates to the initial transition phase of establishing social competency.  

The fourth stage—organizing—concerns the development of a coherent value system in which 

the individual begins to order and prioritize certain values.  Students in the initial stage of their 

transition experience achieved social competency and an initial sense of belonging through their 

membership in various social groups or cliques.  Students in this second, analysis and assessment 

phase, began to experience a sense of uncertainty as they found former affiliations, even those 

based on a shared Waldorf experience, lacking in terms of their newly organized senses of self.  

At some point in the organizing phase, students began to move into a fifth affective stage—

characterization (described more in detail elsewhere; Krathwohl, 1964)—in which they began to 

revise their social affiliations based on their burgeoning identities.   
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Changing Friendships in Later Adolescence 

 Participants described the process of making friends in high school as the move from 

friendships based more on external characteristics such as shared experiences or interests to more 

internal characteristics such as shared values.  Whereas group membership was defined by 

publicly acknowledged outward characteristics valued by the entire group, dyadic friendships 

were established on the basis of private and unique or individualized criteria (Wentzel, 2005).  

The move from friendships and alliances based primarily on group membership to more 

individualized criteria replicated findings from research on the changing nature of friendships in 

high school.  Shrum and Cheek (1987) reported that membership in social groups or cliques was 

most pronounced in early adolescence.   

Dyadic friendships and group associations become increasingly individualized as children 

move into later adolescence (Shrum & Cheek, 1987).  Both Piaget (1969) and Erikson (1968) 

theorized that meaningful, interpersonal relationships are most likely to begin in adolescence.  

The move from relationships defined by group membership in early adolescence to more dyadic 

friendships in later adolescence may be understood in terms of Krathwohl's (1964) affective 

taxonomy, or as the move from more simple, generalized feelings, to those of a more complex 

and individualized nature.  Student responses outlined in Chapter Five on the nature of their 

friendships and associations in high school indeed confirmed the move from relationships based 

more on external attributes such as shared activities to more internal characteristics concerning 

value and sense of self.   

Students described the phase-one-process of forming connections with students known 

from other contexts such as sports or former schools.  However, these group associations began 

to wane for the majority of participants as they described forming their own, individualized 
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friend groups, based on individualized versus group attributes.  The move from friendships based 

on group to more individualized affiliations was a painful process for some participants, 

especially during the period between the breakup of former friend groups and before newer 

dyadic friendships were fully established.  

 Bradford and Klute (2005) reviewed studies of friendships over the past 30 years, and 

found equality and reciprocity served as two of the fundamental attributes of adolescent 

friendships.  Just as importantly, adolescents are likely to select as friends individuals who are 

similar in terms of their sense of self (Bradford & Klute, 2005).   One of the factors affecting 

adolescents and their ability to form lasting, meaningful friendships in high school is their 

cognitive and emotional maturity level (Bradford & Klute, 2005).  The majority of interviewees 

described the changing nature of friendships across their transition to high school in terms of 

their concepts of self.  Only two students continued to describe friendships in terms of outward 

characteristics such as shared activities.   

 Research concerning identity status (Marcia, 1967) has found adolescents increasingly 

achieve more mature identities as they move into later adolescence.  However, over 50% of 

adolescents still have not achieved mature identity statuses as they leave high school (Bradford 

& Klute, 2005).  Eleven of 13 participants described friendships during their junior and senior 

years in terms of their sense of self and their unique individuality and purpose.  Two interviewees 

continued to describe their friendships in terms of either belonging or not belonging to social 

groups with external characteristics based on shared interest or opportunity.  These two 

individuals may not have experienced an identity crisis in high school, with its concomitant 

phase of exploration, nor entered a commitment stage in which they commit to values based on 

their newly burgeoning sense of self (Marcia, 1967).   



 

262 

 

Phase Three of the Transition:  Transforming and Self-Actualizing 

 Students described their transition from the Waldorf elementary school to non-Waldorf 

high schools in terms of three distinct stages: establishing competency, analyzing and assessing 

experiences, and transforming and self-actualizing.  Waldorf elementary students began a 

secondary transitionary phase of analyzing and assessing their academic and social experiences 

after an initial phase spent establishing basic competencies.  Part of this second-phase analytic 

process involved incorporating new understandings into existing frameworks.  Students in their 

second transition phase internalized new academic and social experiences and integrated them 

into a larger sense of self before moving into a third transitional stage involving transformation 

and self-actualization.  Students in this third phase established a new, more independent 

relationship towards their learning and friendships.  They became more open and purposeful in 

their learning, and more independent and discerning in their friendships based on their increased 

knowledge of their school system as well as themselves.  In the metaphor of learning to drive 

offered in the introduction, reaching the third phase of the high school transition put students 

securely in the driver's seat, steering their own destiny.  Learning in this third phase was 

transformative, in part because it was self-generated.  Learning was also self-actualized because 

it was guided by more self-conscious, existential purposes. 

The Third High School Transition Phase and Maslow's (1943) Final Self-Actualization 

Stage 

 Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs model shows individuals must first satisfy basic 

needs or motivations before turning their attention to higher levels of motivation.  The individual 

is available to enter a phase of self-actualization after meeting basic physiological and safety 

needs, and achieving a sense of belonging and esteem (Maslow, 1943).  Self-actualization may 
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be understood in terms of the desire for self-fulfillment, or living up to one's potential.  Self-

actualization may be understood in terms of education as a personal and meaningful form of 

learning (Maslow, 1943).   

 The self-actualization stage may also be understood in terms of the individual's 

existential life project or unique destiny.  As such, it may be entwined intimately with identity 

development.  Erikson (1980) defined the psychosocial development of the adolescent in terms 

of the conflict between the individual's burgeoning sense of self (identity) and their role in 

society.   Later adolescence, according to Erikson (1980), is a time of exploration for the 

individual as they experiment with possible identities and future societal roles.  Future societal 

roles, or life-projects, may all be understood in terms of Erikson's (1960) concept of identity.  

The third and final phase of the high school transition experience—transforming and self-

actualizing—may be understood in terms of Maslow's (1943) final self-actualization stage. 

 
 

Figure 7.  Maslow's (1943) Final Self-Actualization Stage and the Third Transition Phase—

Transforming and Self-Actualizing 
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 Students in this third transition phase have fulfilled more basic needs, or competencies, 

both in terms of achieving a basic sense of belonging as well as a sense of self-esteem.  They are 

now available to a more individual and purposeful learning experience.  Maslow (1943) 

described some of the attributes of self-actualized individuals.  These attributes include 

acceptance, solitude, and appreciation (Maslow, 1943).  Participants in this third stage indeed 

described coming to terms with the differences between the Waldorf school and their respective 

high schools as well as the relationship between grading and testing and their own sense of self-

worth.  Students demonstrated acceptance by putting grades into proper perspective—important, 

but not representative of their value as a person.  Several students described the importance of 

solitude and how they began to carve out times for recharging or reflection.  Many students 

began to appreciate and value some of their teachers.  Participants described the inspiration and 

wonder they experienced through their relationships with particular teachers.  This appreciation 

marked a return of intrinsic measures of motivation, which had declined during their freshman 

and sophomore years.  Next I describe some of the attributes of these inspiring teachers and 

classrooms as relayed by students. 

Bloom's (1956) Creating Stage, Krathwohl's (1964) Characterization Stage, and Maturity 

in Adolescence 

 Bloom (1943) and Krathwohl (1964) addressed the cognitive and affective aspects of 

more individualized learning, or learning based on unique purposes or destiny.  The fourth stage 

of Krathwohl's (1964) affective taxonomy described in the previous section involves analyzing 

and assessing new information for value.  His fifth and final stage—characterization—involves 

relating or integrating new information into existing frameworks of understanding or senses of 

self, and beginning to act in one's self interest in accordance with these same understandings.  
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The final stage of Bloom's (1943) cognitive taxonomy—creating—likewise involves the creative 

and synthetic process of combining different discreet understandings gained previously through 

analysis and assessment into a new, individualized understanding.  Both Bloom's (1943) creating, 

and Krathwohl's (1964) characterization stages may be understood in terms of the third transition 

phase—transforming and self-actualizing. 

 
 

Figure 8.  The Final Stage of Bloom's (1943) Cognitive Taxonomy—Creating, 

the Final Stage of Krathwohl's (1964) Affective Taxonomy—Characterizing, 

and the Third Transition Phase—Transforming and Self-Actualizing 

 

 Another important element in self-actualization is simple maturity.  Above I shared 

research reporting that the adolescent’s ability to form lasting, meaningful friendships in high 

school is based on his/her cognitive and emotional maturity level (Bradford & Klute, 2005).  

Research into identity status (Marcia, 1967) has similarly shown adolescents increasingly 

achieve mature identities as they move into later adolescence (Bradford & Klute, 2005).  Steiner 

(1977) believed it is only at adolescence that individuals arrive at a full awareness of their own 

ego-individuality.  The individual begins to relate to their own life of feeling in a more objective 

way in later adolescence, and begins to seek out knowledge and experience based on their own 

individual and unique existential purposes (Steiner, 1996c).  
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Transforming and Self-Actualizing and Kegan's (2009) Transformational Learning 

 Self-actualized learning as described by Bloom (1943) and Krathwohl (1964) involves 

not only the social-constructive notions of learning outlined in former sections, but what Kegan 

(2009) referred to as transformational learning.  Particulalry, synthetic modes of learning, such as 

the cognitive act of creating or the affective act of characterizing, relate to Kegan's (2009) 

process of reforming the meaning forming.  Kegan (2009) referred to two processes at the heart 

of the transformational educational experience.  The first is a meaning-forming process in which 

the individual constructs his or her meaning in a process akin to Bloom's (1943) analyzing and 

evaluating stages of learning.  Kegan (2009) called the second process in transformational 

learning reforming the meaning-forming.  This second meta-process involves the larger 

meaning-forming of many, many smaller meaning-forming processes, and it is an 

epistemological process transforming how we know.  This reforming-the-meaning process is 

akin to the final stage in Bloom's (1943) cognitive taxonomy—creating—in which the learner 

actively combines different and disparate understandings into something new and wholly 

individualized. 

Research on Meaning and Community in the Classroom 

 Students reported their intrinsic motivation (meaning) and their sense of community with 

peers and teachers declined across their transition to high school.  However, both factors 

rebounded somewhat during the third transitionary phase.  This positive shift corresponded with 

changes in the academic program between 9th and 10th, and 11th and 12th grades.  An important 

aspect of student comments regarding motivation concerns their sense of classroom community.  

I previously described the classroom community as the programmatic factors within the 

classroom leading to a sense of community and intrinsic motivation.  Urdan and Turner (2005) 
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reviewed classroom practices shown to increase intrinsic motivation and academic performance.  

These practices included selecting authentic and relevant material, adopting mastery-goals and 

downplaying comparative or performance orientations, providing rich and formative feedback, 

providing opportunities for students to work cooperatively, and promoting supportive and caring 

classroom communities (Udan & Turner, 2005).   

Participants valued all of the motivating and meaningful practices listed by Urdan and 

Turner (2005), referring to them to express both their disappointment and joy in learning.  

Students found these favorable classroom practices lacking in their initial transition experiences 

in 9th and 10th grades and improving in 11th and 12th grades.  These positive shifts in their junior- 

and senior-level experiences may be explained by a change in their maturity levels already 

referenced, but may also reflect the shift in high school to more advanced application work and 

interest-driven electives available to students in their junior and senior years.  Positive changes 

may also relate to the experience level of lower- and upper-level teachers.  Part of what students 

experienced as an increase in their sense of community within upper-level classes may be 

associated with the smaller class sizes of some of their junior- and senior- level electives.  

Positive feelings of community may also be associated with the cohort feeling they experienced 

in some of their IB sequence classes and world language classes. 

 The most significant aspect of classroom experience in upper-level classes related by 

interviewees and involving intrinsic motivation—or what Urdan and Turner (2005) called 

relevant material—involved student comments regarding teacher passion.  Students reported 

being inspired by teachers interested and passionate not only about their subjects, but their 

students as well.  This passion did not necessarily relate to the teacher's skill or expertise level, 

but rather more to the teacher's love of or interest in their subject, as well as their ability to go 
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beyond discreet facts and make larger connections.  Part of what students responded to with 

regard to teacher passion may relate to what Steiner (1996a) and Dewey (1997) described as the 

underpinnings of learning. Steiner (1996a) thought the real substance of education was not the 

transference of information brain-to-brain, but feelings and attitudes soul-to-soul.  Dewey (1997) 

thought the collateral education of attitudes, likes, dislikes, and most importantly, the desire to 

continue learning, was more important than the explicit academic content of any lesson. 

 Several students commented specifically on the mastery-orientation of some junior- and 

senior-level classes, as well as the adaptive grading scheme of some higher-level classes.  While 

the focus of performance-oriented classrooms is on the student's performance on various 

assessments and tests, the focus of mastery-oriented classrooms is on the student's ability to 

master different skills (Gutman, 2006).  In separate studies Gutman (2006) and Anderman and 

Midgley (2004) found mastery-oriented programs supported students in their transition to high 

school more than performance-oriented programs.  Although many participants found 

performance-oriented schemes to be extrinsically motivating, many experienced stress and 

anxiety.  Students commented on what they experienced as the relentless pace of summative 

testing, and their experience of receiving formative feedback too late in the learning process.  

Factors found to exacerbate the transitional emotional and social demands of the transition to 

high school include a greater emphasis on relative ability and competition (Hertzog & Morgan, 

1999). 

 Perhaps the most significant aspect of student comments related to experiencing a sense 

of community in classrooms regarded their opportunity to work cooperatively with peers.  

Participants reported a general decline in opportunities for cooperative learning across the 

transition to high school.  However, several students reported opportunities to work together 
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increased junior and senior years.  Students commented on cooperative learning opportunities 

including dynamic class discussions and working on projects.   

 Additionally, Udan and Turner (2005) listed the promotion of supportive and caring 

classroom communities as integral to intrinsic motivation.  Social aspects of the high school 

transition associated with negative academic outcomes and outlined in the review of literature in 

Chapter Two include impersonal relations with teachers (Mizelle, 1995) and a more anonymous 

environment (Roderick, 1993).  Part of what students reported experiencing in their shift from 

freshman and sophomore to junior and senior classes was greater opportunity for personal 

connections with teachers.  In fact, nearly half of the interviewees described inspiring 

relationships with particular teachers and mentors during their senior year.  Dewey (1997) 

recommended classrooms be organized around community, where the “moving spirit of the 

whole group” provides healthy social control (p. 54).  The challenge for the educator, according 

to Dewey (1997), is designing activities in such a way that the activity itself provides a natural 

and lawful form of control and each individual within the community has opportunities for 

growth. 

Summary 

 The transition experience of Waldorf elementary graduates attending non-Waldorf high 

schools involved three phases—establishing competency, analyzing and assessing experience, 

and transforming and self-actualizing.  Students in the first phase of their transition acclimated to 

new learning styles and teaching methods as well as the larger, more impersonal environment of 

high school.  This first chapter in the transition story generally involved establishing basic 

competencies.  Academic and social competencies have been found to be interrelated and 

dynamic (Eccles, 2005; Udan & Turner, 2005).  Perhaps the most significant aspect of academic 
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competency for Waldorf elementary graduates initially involved not the academic material itself, 

but the adjustment to new instructional methods.  The first three stages of Bloom's (1956) 

description of the process of learning— remembering, understanding, and applying—all relate to 

the establishment of basic competencies.  The need for student adjustment to new instructional 

methods may be due to the underlying philosophical differences between Waldorf and more 

“traditional” methodologies.  Researchers found students experienced an adjustment period as 

they acclimated themselves to new knowledge and skill bases in high school (Felner et al., 1982; 

Schiller, 1999).   

 The most immediate social concern for Waldorf students entering high school was 

making personal connections with students and achieving a sense of belonging.  A large part of 

the initial social challenge was breaking into to what students perceived as pre-formed social 

groupings or cliques in their larger high schools.  Membership in social groups initially provided 

students with a sense of security and belonging, and a stepping stone to the formation of more 

dyadic friendships later based on more internal characteristics such as shared values (Shrum & 

Cheek, 1987).  The need to establish a sense of belonging and esteem may be understood in 

terms of Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs.  Individuals are motivated to meet higher-level 

needs involving belonging and self-esteem after meeting basic physiological (food, water) and 

safety (health, security) needs.  Only after achieving basic competencies in terms of self-esteem 

(being seen to perform well academically) and belonging (establishing personal connections) 

were students able to enter further, more individualized stages of development.   

 Once students established academic and social competencies initially, they entered a 

second transitionary phase—analyzing and assessing.  Students in this second phase began to 

assess the value of both their academic work and the quality and nature of their friendships.  
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Students analyzed and assessed their initial academic experiences and discovered a change in 

their motivation.  Motivations across the transition changed from more intrinsic motivators, such 

as inherent interest or meaning, to more extrinsic motivators.  Extrinsic motivations included the 

desire to fit in socially or achieve future goals related to college or professional aspirations.  

Once students achieved a sense of belonging through their membership in various social 

groupings, those affiliations started to diminish in importance as students branched out and 

formed more intense dyadic friendships based on more unique and individualized characteristics.  

After students integrated and internalized new relationships to learning and changing friendships 

in this second chapter of their transition experience, they began to act in a fundamentally new 

and individualized manner with regard to their motivations in learning and their choice of 

friends.   

 Students in the third phase of their transition experience began to integrate new 

understandings and experiences into existing frameworks as well as their burgeoning senses of 

self.  Students applied their new attitudes towards learning and relationships in unique and 

creative ways related to their personal destinies or life projects.  Motivation and learning in this 

third phase may be compared to Maslow's (1943) fifth and final level of motivation—self-

actualization—or Bloom's (1956) final stage of learning—creating.  This third, transforming and 

self-actualizing phase of the transition coincided with a shift in participant experiences of their 

academic program in high school between 9th and 10th, and 11th and 12th grades.  Students formed 

new academic motivations concerning college and the “real world,” and they experienced a 

positive shift in intrinsic motivation and their personal relationships with teachers in some 

junior- and senior-level classes. 
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 One of the limitations of this analysis regards the different ways to interpret 

developmental factors influencing motivation or learning, and the way these are represented by 

the ubiquitous pyramid shape. The pyramid illustrates how important foundational experiences 

are in providing stability and opportunity to advance to higher stages.  However, the pyramid 

does not give a proper sense of the dynamic interplay and movement involved in these 

developmental processes.  Organisms do not develop in an additive manner, as a brick is piled 

upon another brick.  Nor do we orient our experiences and motivations in the same manner, 

experience layered upon experience.  Organic development is too complex to represent two-

dimensionally.  In reality, it is probably impossible to isolate any single learning experience.  

Learning involves a tapestry of multiple, interwoven learning moments consisting of disparate 

topics, each at different stages in the learning process.  There is never a point in the learning 

process—if our motivations and learning are to be fruitful and meaningful—when the learner 

arrives at the peak of the pyramid.  In other words, a living idea will not fit into place like the 

capstone on a pyramid.  A closer representative illustration of the developmental process of 

learning might be a more organic and dynamic representation, such as the growth of a plant from 

a seed or the development of the fetus in utero.  The succeeding stage of development in these 

organic processes is not so much “built” upon the previous stage, but built “out” of it.  As Steiner 

indicated (1996a), developmental processes are more plastic than additive.     

 Previously I compared the transition experience to the process of learning to drive.  

Student drivers must first establish some basic competencies with regard to the different parts 

and functions of the car as well as basic traffic laws.  Young drivers begin to apply their new 

understanding with behind-the-wheel practice after establishing basic competencies.  Part of this 

second-stage process involves integration of all the disparate acts in the driving experience into a 
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sense of the whole.  After this holistic understanding has been established and integrated into 

existing frameworks, the driver is then available—in the sense of Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of 

motivations—to attend to more unique and personalized aspects of driving, such as getting you 

where you want or need to go.   

 One of the limitations of the driving analogy is the majority of our time spent in cars is 

devoted to mundane activities.  We do not often describe going to the store in existential terms, 

although stopping at the grocery store to pick up a gallon of milk does meet a basic, 

physiological need.  Personally, I am more likely to describe my driving experiences in terms of 

stupid or inconsiderate drivers or construction delays than in terms of how I fulfilled some aspect 

of my unique destiny.  Similarly students described in detail the academic and social challenges 

they faced initially in high school.  However, they did not go into the same detail with regard to 

how their academic or social experiences related to their own identity development or existential 

life projects.  In a simple example, students commented more on their frustration with fact-

checking learning activities during their initial transition than how their academic program in 

high school fit with their life purposes.  Furthermore, participants described their initial 

challenges in detail, and devoted less time to the satisfying aspects of their high school career or 

its effects on them later in life.  This is but one limitation to my analysis.  I describe other 

limitations and provide a summary of findings and implications for practice in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In the last chapter I analyzed the transition experience of Waldorf elementary graduates 

attending non-Waldorf high schools through the developmental lenses of Maslow's (1943) 

motivational theory, and Bloom's (1956) and Krathwohl's (1964) learning theory.  I described 

how the transition experience of Waldorf elementary graduates may be understood as occurring 

in three phases—establishing competency, analyzing and assessing experience, and transforming 

and self-actualizing—each phase relating to subsequent stages in motivation or learning (Bloom, 

1956; Maslow, 1943).  Next I summarize the research findings and compare them to earlier 

research studies, identifying areas of agreement and disagreement in the literature.  I then discuss 

implications for practice, such as how my findings may inform the practice of Waldorf 

elementary schools, including teachers, marketing and enrollment departments, prospective and 

current Waldorf families, and the methodology of studies concerning school transitions.  I further 

discuss the limitations of my research and suggest possible areas for further research on 

transitions from Waldorf schools to other educational environments.  I conclude with some 

personal thoughts regarding the nature of learning. 

Research Findings 

 Participants described and interpreted their Waldorf elementary school experiences and 

their subsequent experiences during their transition from Waldorf elementary to non-Waldorf 

high schools.  Students recounted their academic and social transitions to high school, and 

generally categorized their responses into either academic or social domains, although many 

comments revealed the integrated and dynamic relationship between socioemotional health and 

academic success (APA, 2015; Eccles, 2005; Udan & Turner, 2005).  The transition experience 

of Waldorf elementary graduates to non-Waldorf high schools may be understood in terms of 
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three distinct phases—establishing competency, analyzing and assessing experience, and 

transforming and self-actualizing.   

The first phase of the transition involved establishing competence both academically and 

socially.  Competence here is defined by the students’ own assessment of their standing.  

Academic competence involved developing a positive sense of self-esteem by achieving good 

grades.  Social competence involved establishing a sense of belonging through membership in 

various social groups.   

 The most significant challenge academically in this initial phase concerned not any 

academic content itself, but new instructional methods experienced for the first time in high 

school.  Participants described the process of acclimating to new learning styles valued in high 

school as well as new teaching methods.  Changes in learning styles included a decrease in 

opportunities for artistic and experiential learning.  This included a concomitant decrease in 

opportunities for cooperative and communal learning.  Students reported learning in high school 

relied more heavily on visual learning than their Waldorf elementary school experience.   

 Changes in teaching methods included different testing and grading schemes as well as 

what students experienced as a decrease in teacher passion for both their content area and 

learning in general.  This was particularly evident in freshman and sophomore classes, improving 

somewhat in junior- and senior-level classes.  Students reported testing and grading methods 

across the transition to high school became more fact-based, as evidenced by an increase in 

multiple choice or one-answer questions.  Tests and grades also became more performance-

oriented, as evidenced by an increase in summative quizzes and tests.  Also significant in student 

responses was their description of the emphasis of quantitative over qualitative measurements of 

performance in high school.  Studies in the literature confirmed the need for students to learn the 
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nuts and bolts of high school itself, including instructional terminology and processes, before 

effectively applying that knowledge to various academic content areas (Alspaugh & Harting, 

1995; Beresford, 2013; Felner et al., 1982; Schiller, 1999; Ward, 2013).   

 The most significant challenge socially in the first phase of the transition was establishing 

a sense of belonging by integrating into the high school social structure.  Initial social concerns 

included knowing someone or identifying someone to sit with during class or at lunch.  The most 

significant social challenge initially was breaking into what presented as pre-formed social 

groups or cliques based on interests such as participation in sports or clubs, or based on former 

middle school associations.  Establishing membership in these social groupings posed special 

challenges for more shy and introverted individuals.    

 Students in the second phase of their transition began to analyze and assess their initial 

academic and social experiences.  Analysis involved student comparisons of their new high 

school experiences with their former Waldorf experience.  Participants analyzed their academic 

transition and found their personal connection to academic material waning at the same time they 

discovered new, more extrinsic motivations.  Students felt invigorated by achieving good grades, 

even though they concluded grades were one-dimensional as measures of value.  Motivations 

changed from more intrinsic measures (i.e. interest value) to more extrinsic measures (i.e. grades 

as a gateway to college).   

 Students analyzed their academic experiences and found their interest and engagement 

waning.  The reasons participants gave for the decrease in intrinsic meaning across the transition 

included many of the changes in learning styles and teaching methods outlined in the previous 

section, including fewer opportunities for artistic and experiential learning, fewer opportunities 

for cooperative and communal learning, testing and grading schemes based on the reproduction 
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of facts, and lack of teacher passion.  Research confirmed participant comments regarding 

practices promoting engagement and interest, or intrinsic motivation, in the classroom, and 

lacking in their freshman and sophomore experiences.  These practices included the selection of 

authentic and relevant material (Eccles, 2005), the adoption of mastery-goals (and the 

accompanying de-emphasis of comparative or performance orientations; Anderman & Midgley, 

2004; Gutman, 2006), providing rich and formative feedback, (Hertzog & Morgan, 1999) and 

providing opportunities for students to work cooperatively (Udan & Turner, 2005).  

 Upon further analysis, students viewed many of the changes in teaching methods 

experienced across the transition as a move from an emphasis on relational or analogic 

understandings in the Waldorf school to the reproduction of discreet facts in high school.  

Relational understandings related to participant comments regarding teacher passion.  Teacher 

passion as described by participants concerned not teachers’ levels of expertise, but rather their 

interest in the material, as well as their ability to craft their teaching in personal ways.  This 

“crafting” included a teacher’s ability to draw larger connections between different content 

elements, or between the topic and students' lives.   

 Students analyzed their initial social experiences and found their larger high schools to be 

more impersonal than the smaller Waldorf school.  Students reported missing the close-knit 

community of the Waldorf school and began to search for new friendships based less on external 

characteristics such as interests or proximity, and more on internal characteristics such as values.  

Researchers found as children move into later adolescence, their dyadic friendships and group 

associations become increasingly individualized (Shrum & Cheek, 1987; Bradford & Klute, 

2005).  This proved true with regard to participant friendships in the second and third phases of 

their transition. 
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 Participants found freshman and sophomore classes lacking in classroom community, 

which may be considered as a combination of factors, including the quality of relationships with 

teachers and other students as well as the types of classroom activities engendering a positive 

sense of community.  Again, research confirmed classroom attributes associated with interest 

value and a positive sense of community, including the selection of authentic and relevant 

material (Udan & Turner, 2005), the adoption of mastery-goals (Gutman, 2006), providing rich 

and formative feedback (Anderman & Midgley, 2004), and providing opportunities for students 

to work cooperatively (Hertzog & Morgan, 1999). 

 Students entered a third phase of the high school transition—transforming and self-

actualizing—after establishing competence in their first phase, and analyzing and assessing their 

initial experiences in the second phase.  Students in this third phase integrated new academic and 

social experiences and understandings into existing frameworks.  This third phase coincided with 

a positive shift in participant experiences of their academic program in high school between 9th 

and 10th, and 11th and 12th grades.  Students formed new academic motivations concerning 

college and the “real world,” and they experienced a positive shift in intrinsic motivation and 

their personal relationships with teachers in some junior- and senior-level classes.  In fact, all 13 

participants described an influential and inspiring junior- or senior-level teacher. 

Implications for Practice 

 The results of this study concerning the transition experience of Waldorf elementary 

graduates attending non-Waldorf high schools may inform the actions of several different 

constituent groups.  Certainly the transition story has implications for Waldorf schools, 

particularly for Waldorf elementary teachers as they seek to prepare their middle-school-aged 

students for other educational environments outside of the Waldorf system.  Waldorf enrollment 
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and development departments may wish to use the results of this study when called upon to tell 

the transition story of Waldorf graduates to prospective parents and donors.  Along the same 

lines, the results of this study have implications for Waldorf families, both present and 

prospective, as they seek to make informed decisions regarding school choice, whether that 

means the choice to attend the Waldorf school in the first place or their choice of a non-Waldorf 

high school.   

This study also has possible implications for educational practice in non-Waldorf, 

comprehensive high schools, both in terms of general methodology and programs designed to 

ease transitional challenges.  Finally, this study has possible implications for further studies 

involving school transition experiences. I address possible implications for various constituent 

groups next.  

Implications for Waldorf Schools 

 The results of this study have several possible implications for Waldorf schools.  Steiner 

(2000), the founder of Waldorf education, believed that while Waldorf schools must hold true to 

their developmental understanding of childhood and its incumbent developmentally appropriate 

curriculum, they must also prepare students for the “real” world and other educational 

environments.  Because I located no previous studies devoted to the transition of Waldorf 

students to any other educational environments, including the important transition to high school, 

this study provides information immediately useful to Waldorf schools and families.  High 

school readiness is perennially on the minds of Waldorf teachers, middle school students, and 

their families.  Given the philosophical differences in the Waldorf approach and the more 

traditional delivery methods in large (typically public) high schools, questions of high school 
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readiness or the high school transition experience are lightning rods for many parents in their 

assessment of the ultimate value of a Waldorf education. 

 The main concerns expressed by teachers and families in the Waldorf School traditionally 

involve the academic content of high school.  Teachers, students, and parents worry Waldorf 

elementary graduates will not be prepared in specific content areas.  Areas of concern are 

somewhat obvious given some of the unique attributes of Waldorf methodology.  These concerns 

include technology (Waldorf elementary schools have no computers), and science (Waldorf 

science utilizes a phenomenological approach).  Other concerns may include differences in 

instructional practices and methods, including test-taking (Waldorf students take substantially 

fewer tests, and the tests tend to involve more qualitative measures than high school testing).  If 

the results of this study are any indication of the general transition experience of Waldorf 

graduates, concerns about specific academic content may be unwarranted.  None of the 13 

interviewees mentioned feeling unprepared in any specific content area, including science and 

technology.  Neither did any participant mention feeling underprepared in other content areas, 

such as math, language arts, or world languages.   

 No participant in this study reported feeling unprepared in any specific content area.  

However, one of the most significant findings of this study concerns student preparedness for the 

different styles of learning and methods of teaching taking place in non-Waldorf high schools.  In 

this sense, concern over test-taking in high school may be warranted.  However, the first phase of 

the transition experience, which in part involved gaining academic competence by learning the 

nuts and bolts of how high school works, was relatively short, lasting less than a semester for 

most students.  The adjustment to new instructional methods across the transition appears to be a 

more significant, although short-lived, challenge than academic preparedness. 
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 It is beyond the scope of this study to suggest changes to traditional Waldorf practice.  

However, it may be fair to suggest that in faculty conversations and studies concerning high 

school readiness, questions of high school teaching methodologies should take precedence over 

questions of content readiness.  Interpreted through the lens, for instance, of Bloom's (1956) 

cognitive taxonomy, students may not be able to even address possible content gaps until they 

first acclimate to new learning styles and teaching methodologies.  In other words, the question 

of whether or how Waldorf eighth-graders should be formally introduced to technology or 

science terminology may be less important than the question of their readiness to experience 

syllabi, rubrics, multiple choice tests, weighted grades, and performance-oriented grading.  The 

question of what, if anything, Waldorf schools may do to specifically prepare students, for 

instance, for taking multiple choice tests, is further complicated by the fact that based on learning 

styles some students reported having no issues at all acclimating to such testing methods, while 

others struggled with more quantitative testing and grading schemes even after learning the nuts 

and bolts of such schemes. 

 One question for consideration by Waldorf pedagogues is the question of if and how 

Waldorf schools might introduce some of the nuts and bolts of high school instructional methods 

to their middle-school-aged students, particularly seventh- and eighth-graders.  For example, if 

multiple choice tests were to be peppered into instruction several times during the middle school 

years, it would not only offer the opportunity to familiarize students with the particular testing 

method, it would also offer the opportunity for teachers to identify students for whom this type 

of testing presents a particular challenge.  This type of formative assessment might be helpful in 

suggesting other, more Waldorf-appropriate measures addressing high school readiness in terms 

of different instructional methods.  Other similar areas which might be addressed include note-
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taking, reading textbooks, and the importance of work completion (in terms of simple quantity 

and weighted grading). 

 The implications for practice are less obvious with regard to the social transition of 

Waldorf elementary graduates to non-Waldorf high schools.  Given that the main, initial social 

challenge—trying to break into pre-formed social groups—relates to the small size of Waldorf 

schools, at least some of the possible remedies must necessarily reside outside the Waldorf 

school itself.  Waldorf teachers have traditionally encouraged their middle-school-aged students 

to engage in as many outside interests (sports, clubs, activities) as possible, and this participation 

may help provide some needed group affiliations going into high school.  To the extent that 

Waldorf schools are engaged in actively helping families choose high schools, they may also 

guide families to consider smaller high schools, particularly for more shy or introverted students.  

Another consideration with regard to school size is the extent to which the culture of a small high 

school may mesh with the particular student and their unique personality.  As Lee and Smith 

(1997) and Kinney (1993) found, students may experience difficulty locating a peer group in a 

smaller school.  Perhaps the most obvious implication for Waldorf schools as they assist families 

in choosing an appropriate high school involves careful consideration of the temperament of the 

individual student in question.   

 The implications for Waldorf teachers outlined above, including focusing questions 

concerning high school readiness around teaching methodologies and not content areas, and 

facilitating deeper conversations and assistance with parents surrounding high school choice, 

particularly with regard to individual student differences and temperaments, reverberate in 

Waldorf enrollment and marketing departments.  High school readiness is a lightning rod for 

prospective Waldorf families on the verge of making what for some must seem like a radical 
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educational choice for their child.  Even if the Waldorf methodology is enticing or intriguing in a 

holistic sense to prospective parents, concern over high school readiness often lingers.  In fact, 

concern over preparedness for high school lingers for some families throughout their eight-year 

Waldorf journey.   

 Focusing the readiness concern around the different methodologies and philosophies at 

play in the Waldorf school and mainstream high schools and away from content concerns may 

help enrollment and development directors alleviate some parent anxiety.  It may be that Waldorf 

families will be able to comfortably imagine what their child might experience going from the 

Waldorf school to a more “traditional” high school in terms of changing methods.  The specter of 

being unprepared, for instance, to factor polynomials in a high school algebra class, may be more 

difficult to resolve mentally.  Families may understand and accept that students will go through a 

necessary adjustment period in high school as they acclimate to new instructional methods; they 

may have a harder time imaging how a student would “catch up” should they be unprepared 

academically.   

 Another traditional area of concern for prospective and current Waldorf families involves 

the impression of the Waldorf school as an insulated or protected social bubble.  Traditionally 

this is not a lightning rod issue like the academic-preparedness concern, but it is a lingering 

question for Waldorf families, particularly as their children reach middle-school-age.  The 

question of how to communicate the story of the transition to high school socially is somewhat 

more complex than how to communicate the academic transition.  The positive effects of a small 

community for younger children notwithstanding, the challenge of moving from the smaller 

Waldorf school to larger high schools was more significant for those students with shyer, more 

introverted temperaments.  Furthermore, attending smaller high schools resulted in a positive 
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social experience for only two of the four participants attending such smaller schools.  School-

size research yields similarly complex findings.  Research studies concerning what types of 

elementary, middle school, or junior high school models best prepare students for the transition 

to high school are mixed (Alspaugh, 1998; Seidman et al., 1994; Simmons and Blyth, 1987; 

Weiss & Baker-Smith, 2011).   

 Perhaps the implication for communicating the story of the social transition of Waldorf 

elementary graduates to non-Waldorf high schools involves explaining the unique, 

socioemotional experience of each individual student, as well as giving a picture of the 

normative high school transition.  As the literature shows, some of the social challenges related 

by interviewees may be interpreted in terms of the “normal” high school transition experience, or 

as challenges experienced by freshman regardless of their former school experience.  Research 

confirmed some of the socioemotional challenges experienced in the normative high school 

transition.  These socioemotional challenges include relational challenges (Langenkamp, 2009; 

Seidman et al., 1996), anxiety and depression (Barber and Olsen, 2004; Slater & McKeown, 

2004), and declines in self-esteem (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Seidman et al., 1994).  Other 

emotional challenges include decreases in motivation (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles & 

Wigfield, 2002), and involvement (Barber & Olsen, 2004; Catterall, 1998).  Communicating this 

picture of normative, socioemotional, transitional challenges may be helpful in ameliorating the 

concern on the part of some families that Waldorf students will necessarily be at a disadvantage 

attending larger, more impersonal high schools. 

Implications for Comprehensive High Schools 

 Additionally, this study has possible implications for more mainstream, comprehensive 

high schools.  Research concerning programming designed to ease transitional challenges, as I 
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explained in the literature review in Chapter Two, was largely devoted to stand-alone programs 

existing outside or alongside normal programmatic elements.  Researchers did not typically 

make recommendations about how academic programs themselves might be changed to address 

transitional challenges.  In the research devoted to transitional programming, academic programs 

were often assumed to be a fait accompli.   

 Other researchers described academic programs or methodological processes which have 

been found to ameliorate academic and social challenges across the transition.  These processes 

mirror participant comments concerning what I have termed classroom community, or those 

elements which address not only intrinsic motivations or interest value, but a positive sense of 

community.  Researchers identified activities and processes shown to inspire interest and 

engagement as well as a positive sense of community.  These activities and processes include 

selecting authentic and relevant material (Udan & Turner, 2005), adopting mastery-goals and 

downplaying comparative or performance orientations, providing rich and formative feedback 

(Anderman & Midgley, 2004; Gutman, 2006), and providing opportunities for students to work 

cooperatively (Hertzog & Morgan, 1999). 

 Taken as a whole, the initial academic and social challenges reported by participants 

largely concern these aforementioned examples of classroom community.  For instance, giving 

students opportunities to work together not only addresses intrinsic motivation, or meaning, by 

allowing students to be more actively engaged in their learning, it also addresses the initial social 

concern of not knowing anyone, or the difficulty breaking into social groups.  One of the main 

differences in learning across the transition to high school for Waldorf elementary students 

involved a decrease in opportunities for artistic or experiential learning.  Both these types of 

classroom activities were similarly reported by participants as having not only positive academic 
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ramifications in terms of interest or engagement, but positive social effects as well.  Artistic and 

experiential activities are not only engaging, they are social and communal.  By the same token, 

performance-oriented testing and grading schemes have been shown to have the opposite effect; 

not only are they de-motivating in terms of intrinsic value, they are antithetical to the formation 

of a positive and caring sense of community (Anderman & Midgley, 2004; Gutman, 2006; Udan 

& Turner, 2005)  A seemingly obvious implication for more mainstream ninth and tenth grade 

programs is the adoption of methods and processes found to increase engagement and provide a 

positive sense of community.   

Implications for Future Educational Transition Studies 

 Finally, this study concerning the transition experience of Waldorf elementary graduates 

to non-Waldorf high schools has possible implications for future educational transition studies, 

including the need for longer-range emphases.  I described three phases of the high school 

transition experience in my analysis, and related those phases to developmental theories 

regarding motivation and learning.  For instance, as in Bloom's (1956) cognitive taxonomy of 

learning, individuals must necessarily proceed through initial stages of learning concerning basic 

terminology and processes before being able to analyze and assess the value of that same 

knowledge.  If, in fact, as I claimed, students necessarily went through a phase of establishing 

competency in large part by first learning the methodological nuts and bolts of high school 

before they were able to analyze and assess their initial academic experiences, then it may be fair 

to assume that students in their initial transitionary phase would not be in a position to analyze 

their experiences fairly or holistically.   

 My concern over the ability of students in the midst of their transition experience to have 

the capacity to analyze and assess that same experience influenced my decision to interview 
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seniors and high school graduates.  I worried freshman would over-react to areas of perceived 

lack of preparation without being able to bracket or contextualize initial transitional challenges 

with ongoing or structural challenges.  For instance, I worried freshman would report knowing 

absolutely nothing about science going into high school, and possibly report several years later 

wanting to pursue a career in science expressly because of their Waldorf science experience or in 

spite of their high school science experience.  This is not a criticism of high school science 

curriculums; it is a concern about how Waldorf science is portrayed.  Interviewing seniors and 

older students allowed for initial transitional phases to play out, and it allowed the participants to 

contextualize and assess their own transitional experiences, which I do not believe they would 

have been able to do as freshman or even sophomores.  Furthermore, interviewing seniors and 

high school graduates revealed further transitional phases such as the change from more intrinsic 

to more extrinsic measures of motivation.  An implication for future studies involving school 

transitions is to take a longer-range view and explore longer time frames, thus allowing students 

time to acclimate and adjust to new experiences before evaluating those same experiences.  

Taking a snapshot of the transition experience at any point in time may be a bit like analyzing 

one aspect of a circle.  Isolating any given moment in the circle, the circle will present itself as a 

point, or an infinitely small line.  Only by taking a longer-range view does the nature of the curve 

come into view. 

Limitations of the Research 

 This study has several important limitations, including the self-selecting nature of 

Waldorf students.  As middle class students with highly educated parents, Waldorf graduates 

belong to a demographic population typically weathering many transitional challenges (Baldwin 

et al., 2005).  I attempted to circumvent this methodological limitation by taking a 
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phenomenological approach focused not on any measurable outcomes, but on the phenomenon 

of the transition experience itself.  This story of the transition experience of Waldorf elementary 

graduates is not intended to be generalizable to any transitioning American freshman, although I 

have already described some possible implications for mainstream practice.  Other possible 

methodological limitations include the self-selecting nature of participants, the limited scope of 

high schools attended, questions of the generalizability of Waldorf class teachers, and the age of 

the participants and their chronological distance from the initial transition itself.  Next I describe 

the self-selecting nature of participants before outlining other limitations. 

 While Waldorf students belong to a self-selected population, the participants in my study 

were further self-selecting.  I interviewed every student who responded to my request for 

interviews; no sampling methods were applied.  It is reasonable to question whether students 

who might have negative opinions about their Waldorf education or their preparedness for high 

school might avoid being interviewed.  Similarly, it might be safe to assume shyer or more 

introverted students would be reticent to participate in interviews.  Students who volunteered to 

be interviewed may have had particularly positive Waldorf or transitional experiences they 

wanted to share.   

 Other possible limitations of my study concern the generalizability of the high schools in 

question as well as that of Waldorf class teachers.  Of the 13 interviewees, nine attended large, 

urban public high schools, three attended smaller, urban parochial schools, and one attended a 

still smaller public charter school.  Not represented in this sample are any of the area's higher-

end, private prep schools or any of the larger, outer-ring suburban high schools.  It may be safe to 

assume these private prep schools and outer-ring, public schools have different demographic 

populations if not different programmatic elements.  Another possible limitation of my study 
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concerns the generalizability of the Waldorf class teachers in question.  Given the class teacher 

loops with their students from first through eighth grade, interviewees' particular class teachers 

might have had a tremendous influence on their students' Waldorf experience and their possible 

preparedness for high school.  The 13 participants represent six different class teachers, two of 

whom stayed with their classes all eight years.  Given the Waldorf class teachers stayed with 

their classes for so many years and handled the majority of academic content, variability between 

different class teachers could be significant. 

 A final limitation (which I described previously as a possible benefit) is the age of the 

participants.  Participants ranged from 18 to 20 years of age, or from seniors in high school to 

juniors in college.  While the students' age allowed for reflexivity regarding their transition 

experiences, it rendered those experiences at least several years in the past.  Some participants 

described their initial transition experiences as if they were still fresh in their memory, while 

others struggled to recall some aspects of their Waldorf experience and initial transition 

experiences.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

 I located no published research on the transition from Waldorf schools to any other 

educational environments in my research, particularly the important transition from elementary 

school to high school.  Given the lack of research in this area, my intention in choosing this 

particular study was not only to provide some initial data regarding the transition experience of 

Waldorf elementary graduates attending non-Waldorf high schools, but to establish a rudimentary 

methodological template for researching and analyzing transitional experiences.  Further 

research is needed in transitions not only from Waldorf elementary schools to various non-

Waldorf high schools, but transitions in and out of Waldorf schools at various grade levels.  
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Research concerning transitions not only informs the practice of schools attempting to prepare 

their students for other educational environments, but sheds a unique light on the programming 

and methodological practices of schools on either side of the transition.  Given Waldorf schools 

start formal reading instruction several years later than most schools, other potentially 

informative transitions to study are those taking place in the early primary years between 

kindergarten and grade three.   

 There are several streams of research concerning the normative high school transition 

experience.  These two streams include research into academic outcomes in the wake of claims 

of American public school mediocrity such as those outlined in the 1983 report Nation at Risk 

(National Commission on Excellence in Education).  Research following this line of inquiry 

tends to focus on factors such as academic success as measured by standardized tests or as 

compared internationally (George, n.d).  In a second line of inquiry researchers have been 

concerned with the developmental needs of early adolescents (Manning, 2000).  Since the 

adoption of No Child Left Behind legislation in 2001, federal funding agencies have favored 

research of the first stream, research concerning academic success as measured by standardized 

tests or against standards or core curriculums (Anyon, 2009).  In fact, in my review of the 

normative high school transition and in my analysis of the transition experience of Waldorf 

elementary graduates, I found the performance-orientation of standardized tests and the pace of 

standardized curriculums (and some of the delivery methods of such curriculums in practice) to 

be de-motivating to students (Anderman & Midgley, 2004; Gutman, 2006; Hertzog & Morgan, 

1999; Udan & Turner, 2005).  If, as research has shown, motivation and mental health may be 

understood as measures of developmental appropriateness (Eccles et al., 1993; Eccles, Lord & 

Midgley, 1991; Eccles & Midgley, 1989), this indicates the need for more studies not only 



 

312 

 
 

 

Compensation: 

 

There will be no compensation for the participants. 

 

Confidentiality: 

 

The records of this study will be kept confidential.  In any sort of report I publish, I will use pseudonyms for you and 

the schools involved.   The types of records I will create include a sound recording of our interview and a written 

transcription from that recording.  If I use a professional transcriber, I will have that individual sign a confidentiality 

agreement for your protection as well.  I will keep a master list of the pseudonyms.  All data and subsequent documents 

arising from it will be kept on a password-protected computer and will be destroyed six months after the completion 

of my dissertation. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your 

current or future relations with the University of St. Thomas.  If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at 

any time up to and until 9/1/15.  Should you decide to withdraw, recordings and transcripts will be destroyed and not 

used in any future writings.  You are also free to skip any questions I may ask. 
 

Contacts and Questions 

 

My name is Peter Lawton.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions later, you may contact 

me at peterlawton@clws.org or (612) 327-64-71. You may also contact my instructor, Dr. Sarah Noonan, at 651-

963-4897.  The University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board can be reached at 651-962-5341 with any 

questions or concerns you may have. 
 

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 

 

 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information.  My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I consent to participate in 

the study.  I am at least 18 years of age.   

 

______________________________________ ________________ 

Signature of Study Participant    Date 

 

______________________________________ 

Print Name of Study Participant 

 

______________________________________ ________________ 

Signature of Researcher     Date 

 

______________________________________ ________________ 

Signature of Instructor     Date 

 

 

 


