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ABSTRACT
CROSSING THE BRIDGE FROM EIGHTH TO TENTH GRADE: CAN NINTH
GRADE SCHOOLS MAKE IT BETTER?
by Eddie James Peasant Il

December 2006

Ninth grade is a complicated time period in the school years of young
adolescents. They face many social, emotional, physical, and academic issues
during the transition from eighth grade to the freshman year. In some cases,
these problems in ninth grade lead to increases dropout rate. This matter is
addressed in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). School districts across the
country are establishing programs to deal with this dilemma of students
transitioning from the middle grades to high school. One such program is the
ninth grade school or academy.

The general purpose of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of
ninth grade schools. The study focused on student achievement in ninth grade
schools or academies compared to ninth grade students enrolled in traditional
high schools housing grades nine through 12. Student achievement, for this
study, was assessed by the students’ scores on the Mississippi Subject Area
Testing Program (SAPT) in Algebra | and Biology | for the 2005-2006 school
year. Other variables tested were gender and ethnicity of the students used in
this study. All students used in this study were enrolled in the ninth grade during
the 2005-2006 school year at one of the six schools selected for this research.

1
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Three of the schools were ninth grade schools or academies and the other three
were traditional high schools. The students were enrolled in Algebra | and/or
Biology I course(s) and therefore took the Subject Area Test for the respective
course(s). Students at the ninth grade schools were compared to students at the
traditional high schools based on SAPT scores, gender, and ethnicity.

In this study, there was a significant difference in Algebra | scores on the
SAPT between students attending ninth grade schools or academies when
compared to students attending traditional high schools. Students in the ninth
grade schools scored significantly higher on the Algebra | test.

There was also a significant difference in Biology | scores on the SAPT
between students attending ninth grade schools or academies when compared to
students attending traditional high schools. Students in the ninth grade schools
scored significantly higher on the Biology | test.

Further analyzed data revealed significant differences, based on ethnicity,
in achievement of Biology | students in the ninth grade academies when
compared to the Biology | students in the traditional high schools. The African
American students in the ninth grade academies had a higher mean score on the
Biology | SAPT than Caucasian and African American students enrolled in the
traditional high schools. Additionally, the Caucasian students in the ninth grade
academies scored only .03 higher than the mean score of African American

students in the ninth grade academies.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

Over the past several decades, school administrators have strived to find
solutions for assisting ninth grade students in making a contented transition to
high school. The ninth grade year is usually an intricate time as these teenagers
attempt to deal with the peak of their adolescent years. Research has shown
retention and dropout rates are higher for this grade level than any other grade.
Some school administrators have found that these young students are placed in
situations, which they are not yet prepared to cope. These situations which may
include academic and social challenges of high school and the inability to cope
often result in the student dropping out. |

The dropout rate is such a critical component and barrier to overcome that
it has received national attention and been written into the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB). This part of the decree is known as the Dropout Prevention Act. The
act states:

The purpose of this part is to provide for school dropout prevention

and reentry and to raise academic achievement levels by providing

grants that (1) challenge all children to attain their highest academic

potential; and (2) ensure that all students have substantial and

ongoing opportunities to attain their highest academic potential

through school wide programs proven effective in school dropout

prevention and reentry. (www.ed.gov)
Making a successful transition in high school is now being investigated to curb

1
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the dropout rate in the ninth grade and ensure schools are getting aligned with
NCLB.

In order for schools to comply with all of the NCLB expectations, they must
find ways to improve annually. “Schools’ ability to meet expectations will depend
on the tests’ instructional sensitivity” (Popham, 2003, p. 11). An article in
“Education News Report”’ said the drop out rate is increasing every year. Popham
stated that testing has caused more ninth graders to be retained, which
encourage’s dropping out. One way that school districts across the United States
have worked to combat this problem is by creating ninth grade academies.
Students are overwhelmed in the schools where ninth graders are moved into the
high school settings, and they are suddenly expected to conform to a higher level
of teaching and learning (Chmelynski, 2004). Without the schools looking for
alternative methods to curb the dropout rates, states will find themselves with a
larger problem. The dropout rate will have a bearing on the future as students
who dropped out will have a more difficult time securing a job later in life. These
issues have concerned the State Superintendent of Education in Mississippi, Dr.
Hank Bounds. He noted:

“...the dropout rate in Mississippi is too high. It is too high in lots of
other states too, but it is definitely a tide we must stem in this state
if we are going to have a viable workforce and prosperous future.

We cannot continue to attract the kind of businesses we want with

the kind of jobs we want if we do not have a pool of people who
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have basic reading and math skills, a strong work ethic and an
ability to be trained with which to fill those jobs.”
(www.mde.k12.ms.us/extrel/news)
Therefore, the state of Mississippi needs to research and employ measures that
will begin to reduce its dropout rate quickly.

The state of Mississippi’s promotions and non-promotions report in 2004 —
2005 show numbers that support the concern felt by Dr. Bounds for the
importance of a good transition from ninth to tenth grade. Table 1 (taken from
the State Superintendent’'s 2004-05 Annual Report) indicates the number of
dropouts during the 2003 — 2004 school year for ninth grade students was 1,088.
This grade level showed the highest number of dropouts for that year. In 2004 —
2005, that same group of students (which are now in tenth grade) increased to
1,040. In addition the new group of ninth grade students for the 2004 — 2005
school year was 979, making ninth grade the second highest number of dropouts
again. Table 1 illustrates this data for all grade levels for the 2003-04 and 2004-
05 school years.

This proposed study investigated the transition of ninth grade students to
high school in the state of Mississippi. The traditional high school encompassed
grades nine through 12, whereas a non-traditional high school, in this study,
referred to the institution which isolates ninth grade students in a separate
building. Some school districts are able to place the ninth grade in a building and
on a separate campus; however, other school districts with ninth grade schools,

because of the lack of necessary resources, are forced to use a building on the
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same campus with the 10-12 high school. The researcher examined the effect
ninth grade schools had on student achievement when
Table 1

Dropouts by Grade Level

Grade 2003-04 % of Total 2004-05 % of Total
Dropouts Enrollment Dropouts Enroliment

7 215 52 255 .62

8 238 .62 311 .80

9 1,088 2.75 979 2.44

10 986 2.94 1,040 3.04

11 981 3.49 922 3.20

12 800 3.10 709 2.77

Dropout percentages based on first month enroliment.

*Dropouts during the school year. This does not include summer dropouts or
withdrawals of students under compulsory school age.

compared to academic development of ninth grade students in the traditional
high schools.

This study, more specifically, focuses on the academic achievement of
ninth grade students in traditional high schools versus ninth grade students in
ninth grade schools or academies. Stimulated by the federal legislation of the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001), educators and legislators are compelled to
meaéure student achievement and success by standardized test scores. One of

six objectives identified by President Clinton and the nation’s governors in “Goals
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2000 Educate America Act” was to increase the high school graduation rate to
90% (Goals 2000). This goal has not yet been met. The emphasis on school
accountability and the mandates of NCLB has led the state of Mississippi to
develop the Subject Area Testing Program (SATP) for high school students in the
areas of Biology |, Algebra I, English 1l, and United States History. Students must
achieve or exceed the minimal required score on the tests in order to satisfy part
of their graduation requirements in the state of Mississippi. The majority of the
ninth grade students in the state take the biology and algebra portions of the
SATP. All students do not take these tests in the ninth grade; however, high
school pupils must pass these assessments before they graduate from senior
high school. Because of this measure of high stakes testing accountability, and
graduation requirements, the ninth grade year is critical for building a foundation
for conquering high school years.

Several school districts in the state of Mississippi have segregated ninth
grade students from tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grade students in their high
schools by creating ninth grade schools and academies. These ninth grade
schools consist of at least one administrator, a counselor, and a staff of teachers
who concentrate solely on the ninth grade students. These school districts
believe this separation gives students the attention and nurturing needed to help
them understand the rigors of high school. The intent is to diminish or alleviate
the distractions of dealing with older students and situations many ninth grade

students are not yet mature enough to endure. These school settings seem to
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offer the freshman student an opportunity to make a smoother transition to high
school as opposed to going directly to the traditional high school setting.
Setting

The concept of ninth grade academies gained popularity after former
United States Secretary of State, Richard W. Riley, gave his Annual Back to
School Address in September 2000. He recommended school districts create
summer academies to assist students in improving academic achievement. This '
was also an effort to curtail or altogether prevent students from dropping out of
high school. In addition, Riley suggested the creation of freshman or ninth grade
academies. There are many varieties of ninth grade academies.

The grade configuration of any school district depends upon the needs of
the students as determined by the superintendent and school board. However,
secondary components all have the same basic characteristics. Some freshman
academies are integrated in the junior high school concept that contains seventh
through ninth grades. Other academies are entities of the senior high school that
includes ninth through twelfth grades. However, most ninth grade academies are
located in close proximity of senior high schools. Two models are most
commonly used; one houses ninth students in a separate wing of the senior high
school while the other model places the freshmen in a building on another
campus.

Statement of the Problem
The problem of this study is to determine if academic achievement is

higher when ninth grade students attend separate freshman academies or
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schools when compared to ninth grade students attending traditional high
schools which include grades 9-12.
Purpose of the Study

The general purpose of this study is to determine if there is a significant
difference between academic achievement of students who attend ninth grade
schools or academies and those who are enrolled in the traditional high school. It
was posed as a research question and is essential because it provides educators
with data on the most effective secondary grade configuration that may lead to a

decrease in high school dropout rates. The specific purposes of this study were

as follows:

1. Identify the basic characteristics of the ninth grade students
involved in this study.

2. Review related literature to determine what personal characteristics
of the freshman students, researched in prior studies, influenced
them to drop out of school during their ninth grade year.

3. Review related literature to determine what demographic
characteristics of the freshman students, researched in prior
studies, influenced them to drop out of school during their ninth
grade year.

4. Review related literature to determine what personal characteristics

of freshman students, researched in prior studies, encouraged

success in school during the ninth grade year.
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5. Review related literature to determine what demographic
characteristics of the freshman students researched in prior
studies, encouraged success in school during their ninth grade
year.

A significant difference in academic achievement by students in ninth
grade academies or schools could serve as evidence that school districts should
consider grade reconfiguration. In essence, school districts may want to
incorporate the concept of the freshman academy to promote academic
achievement and decrease the dropout rate.

Statement of Hypotheses

The hypotheses of the study are as follows and are tested at the .05 level
of significance:

Hi:  There was a significant difference in Algebra | Subject Area
Testing Program scores between freshman students who attend
ninth grade academies and freshman students who attend
traditional high schools.

H.:  There was a significant difference in Biology | Subject Area
Testing Program scores between freshman students who attend
ninth grade academies and freshman students who attend

traditional high schools.
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Definitions

Academic achievement — The ability of students to successfully master the

required objectives for the grade level which they are enrolled for the designated
school year.

Accountability — Each state sets academic standards for what every child should

know and learn. Student academic achievement is measured for every child,
every year. The results of these annual tests are reported to the public.
(www.ed.gov)

Adolescents — Youth between the ages of 13 - 16.

Class 5A high school — Schools with at least 1,000 students in grades 9 through
12.

Dropout Prevention Act — A part of the No Child Left Behind Act that is provided

for school dropout prevention and reentry and to raise academic achievement by
specified provisions in the law.

Dropout rate — The percentage of students in grades 9-12 who withdrew from a
school in this district during the 2004 — 2005 school year.
(www.greatschools.net/definitions/fl/dropout_district.html)

Freshman Academy — Academic institution housing only ninth grade students. It

has its own administrators, counselors, and teachers.
Freshman student (pupil) — A student enrolled in the ninth grade.

Goals 2000 Educate America Act (Goals 2000) — The framework for meeting the

National Goals established by this act under the Clinton administration (President

Clinton). It does so by promoting coherent, nationwide, systemic education
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reform and defining appropriate federal, state, and local roles and responsibilities
for education reform and lifelong learning. In short, the Act, by definition,
specifies what each level of government must do. It is a "top-down" plan for
education reform. The act applies not just to school students, but to parents and
everyone else from birth to death.
(uci.net/%7Ebonville/PositionPapers/Goals2000.html)

Grade configuration — The method by which grades are grouped within a school

district (i.e. k-5, 6-8, 9, and 10-12). Configuration is based upon the
superintendent’'s and school board’s decision on what is best for their students. It
also depends on the availability of facilities and resources.

Graduation requirements — The courses set by the state department of education

that by completion will allow a student to earn a high school diploma at the end of
the senior year of high school.

High stakes testing — A term that is used to describe programs designed to
measure not only the achievement of students, but also of teachers, principals,
and schools. "High-stakes" also is used to describe assessment tools that can
have a variety of consequences. (www.naesp.org)

Junior high school — An academic institution housing any configuration of grades

seven through nine.

Ninth Grade Academy — Academic institution housing only ninth grade students.

It has its own administrators, counselors, and teachers.

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) - Just after the passage of the Civil

Rights Act in 1964, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act became law in
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1965. No Child Left Behind is the 21st-century iteration of this first major federal
foray into education policy--a realm that is still mainly a state and local function,
as envisioned by our Founding Fathers. On Jan. 8, 2002, President Bush signed
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (P.L. 107-110) into law with overwhelming
bipartisan support. No Child Left Behind ensures accountability and flexibility as
well as increased federal support for education. No Child Left Behind continues
the legacy of the Brown v. Board decision by creating an education system that is
more inclusive, responsive, and fair. (www.ed.gov)

Non-traditional high school — An academic institution housing students in grades

10 through 12.

Senior high school - An academic institution housing any configuration of grades

nine through 12.

Standardized test scores — The student results from the state mandated Subject

Area Testing Program and the Mississippi Curriculum Test.

Student achievement - The ability of students to successfully master the required

objectives for the grade level which they are enrolled for the designated school
year.

SATP (SATP) ~ The curriculum and assessment required for students by the

Mississippi Department of Education to receive a high school diploma. Students
are tested at the end of the course in the areas of Algebra |, Biology |, English 11,
and United States History from 1877.

Traditional high school — An academic institution housing students in grades nine

through 12.
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Transition — The period which students evolve from eighth grade students into
ninth grade students and all of the changes that occur during this phase.
Assumptions

Some general assumptions were made in order to correctly evaluate the

outcomes of this study:

1. The researcher assumed school personnel accurately provided the

data presented.

2. The researcher assumed students who were included in the data were

first time ninth grade pupils.
Delimitations

The delimitations of the study are as follows:

1. The subjects of this study are delimited to pupils who were first-
time ninth grade students.

2. The subjects of this study are delimited to pupils who took the
Algebra | and Biology | Subject Area Tests in Mississippi schools.

3. The subjects of this study are delimited to pupils who attended
schools that are categorized as 5A in the Mississippi school

classification system.

4. The subjects of the study are delimited to pupils within ninth grade
academies or schools in the state of Mississippi that have been in
operation for at least two or more years.

5. The ninth grade academies or schools used in the study are

delimited to those that have been in operation for at least two or
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more years because these academies will have had the opportunity
to become better established and practice effective procedures.
Limitation

The limitation of the study is as follows:

1. The study may not be relative to schools with low enroliment in
ninth grade. This study will not be applicable because smaller
enroliments will not allow schools to create classes for specific
student needs. For instance, it may not be feasible to establish a
ninth grade academy if there are not enough students for full
classes. Thus the pupil/teacher ratio could be too low, causing a
district to lose money.

Justification

As educators continue to search for solutions for the dilemma of elevated
dropout rates in today’s high schools, it is important that various strategies are
investigated. Statistical data and research support theories that suggest ninth
grade is a major stumbling block for public school students. Consideration must
be given to the development of programs that will aid in improvement of student
achievement and success during the transition to high school. Ninth grade
students face many issues as they move from middle school to high school.
Therefore, from the information in this study, school boards, school districts, and
administrators will be able to determine configurations for their cities and
communities. This will allow school affiliates to justify meeting the needs of

students and allow them to reach academic success upon entering those
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transitional grades and times during their academic tenure. The study will also
serve as justification for school administrators when requesting school board and
community approval to build new facilities or remodel existing structures in order

to implement the ninth grade academy concept.
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CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
Introduction
The review of related literature will outline benefits of ninth grade

academies after examining factors that led to the deviation from a traditional high
school setting. Some of the following primary factors played an essential role in
the creation of ninth grade academies:

¢ higher dropout rates,

e academic culture,

¢ low self-esteem,

» poor student/teacher relationships,

e lack of study and organizational skills,

¢ inability to meet academic expectations of the high school curriculum,

e receiving less personalized attention due to higher enrollment in the

traditional high school, and

¢ the “ninth grade bulge.”
Information from other studies that support the exploration of ninth grade
academies is reviewed in this chapter. This literature review will be helpful for
school districts, administrators, teachers, parents, and students facing issues that
could contribute to students’ incompletion of high school. In addition, the review
of related literature will be useful for college and university recruiters as they
work with high schools to entice students to enroll. The prolonged existence of
colleges and universities often depends on enroliment figures based on pupils.

15
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Factors Leading to the Creation of Ninth Grade Academies
High Dropout Rates

Retention rates have posed the question of whether student achievement
is greater in traditional high schools housing students from grades nine to 12 or
academies exclusively servicing ninth grade pupils. School administrators have
pondered this dilemma over the past years because it is a growing concern. The
transition from middle school to high school has been an issue for ninth grade
students in school districts all over the country. As students make this transition,
many young adolescents experience a larger, more impersonal, competitive, and
grade-oriented environment than they experienced in middle school (Eccles,
Midgley, & Adler, 1984). These problems have led to an increase in retention and
dropout rates for the young adolescents.

School administrators have been concerned with eighth grade students
making a successful transition to ninth grade. Kaufman, Alt, and Chapman
(2001) cited that more than five percent of all high school students dropout of
school each year. Among certain groups, such as low-income students, that
number could rise from five to 10 percent. They further state if current rates
continue, one in seven children in the United States will not graduate from high
school (2001). As evidence of high dropout rates among ninth grade students,
one of every three students entering the freshman class in Texas public high
schools in 2003-04 left school without graduating, and the dropout rates were

highest for Hispanic and African-American students (Honawar, 2004). Because
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dropout rates have such an effect on the country, it is being examined on scales
beyond local and state departments of education.

The United States Census Bureau suggested, in its household survey
report, that high school completion among young adults was approaching 90
percent, which was the goal set by the first national Education Summit in
Charlottesville, Virginia, in 1989. As a result of this information, the issue of
dropouts became dormant over the last two decades. However, independent
researchers and universities investigated the topic further when they found an
inconsistency in the official reported dropout rate. Barton (2006) wrote those new
findings induced concerns of escalating dropout rates and brought the issue back
to the forefront. Barton reported the following five studies found these high school
completion rates:

e Jay Greene at the Manhattan Institute 71% in 1998

¢ Andrew Sum and colleagues at

Northeastern University 68.7% in 1998
e Christopher Swanson and Duncan Chaplin
at the Urban Institute 66.6% in 2000
¢ Thomas Mortenson of Post-secondary
Education Opportunity 66.1% in 2000
o Walter Haney and colleagues at
Boston College 74.4% in 2001
These contradictions of official dropout rates led to a “political explosion”

after accuracy in each state’s report to the Department of Education were
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attacked by the Education Trust in 2003. Rod Paige, Secretary of Education at
that time, appointed a task force to explore the matter. The purpose of the task
force was to devise a plan detailing how states could develop a premium high
school graduation scale (Barton, 2006). Because dropout rates were pushed to
the forefront of concern, closer attention was being paid to contributing factors.
Some researchers have found a correlation between particular ethnic groups and
high numbers when studying dropout rates.

According to Burka (2004) a San Antonio research group says that the
statewide class of 2001 in Texas lost 40 percent of its members between the
ninth and twelfth grades. They also investigated the percentage of Texans of
recent high school age (18-24) who did not have a high school diploma. The
United States Census Bureau reports that figure at 29.3 percent.

It was noted earlier by Honawar (2004) that dropout rates were highest
among Hispanic and African-American students. Other studies found similar
evidence that minorities have lower completion rates than Whites. Barton used
Elaine Allensworth’s study, completed in 2005. She conducted a study sampling
Chicago schools and discovered that among boys, only 39 percent of African-
American students graduated by age 19, compared with 51 percent of Latino
students and 58 percent of white students. The rates among girls were better
with 57 percent of African-American students graduating compared to 65 percent
for Latino students and 71 percent for Caucasian students.

Authors associated with the Business Roundtable make a strong case that

30 percent of America’s adolescents never meet the requirements for graduation
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from high school. Of that percentage, the authors report the dropout rate is
higher for males, African Americans, Hispanics and inner city residents. These
authors report there has not been an improvement in two decades, and it seems
to be worsening. They report a dropout range of 45 percent and 44 percent in
Arizona and Mississippi to Vermont’s 15 percent and Nebraska’s 17 percent. To
further clarify the impact the dropout rate has on the country, the researchers
point out the difference in lifetime earnings between a man with a high school
diploma and one without--$450,000. (Ingram, 2004)

At Johnston High School in Austin, Texas, the freshman class averages
750 students. According to past experience, only 250 of those students will
graduate with their class. There are approximately 100 freshmen in the magnet
program. Presumably, almost all of the 100 freshmen will graduate. This means
that of the remaining 650 or so students in the class—those who live in the
Johnston High School boundaries, almost all of them Hispanic or black—fewer
than 150 will graduate with their peers. If these predictions are accurate, the
dropout rate at Johnston High School will be 67 percent. (Burka, 2004) While
students have no control over their ethnicity, and in some cases a learning
disability, there are still other factors hindering their progress toward the
completion of high school.

A separate study also found ninth grade to be a critical component in the
education pipeline and is closing for many students, especially minority students.
The study concluded ninth grade African-American males fared worse with

completing requirements for graduation. Walter Haney, who is responsible for
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this study, noted that those who fail to graduate are “far more likely to end up in
prison” (1999, pg. 42). While race is one subgroup of high dropout rates, some
adolescents have additional attributes, such as learning disabilities, that can
affect them completing high school.

Students with learning disabilities who are transitioning into high school
are presented with far greater challenges (Letrello & Miles, 2003). “A crisis often
develops when the student enters high school because the students’
compensating efforts are no longer adequate.” (pg. 22) However, it is important
to note students who struggle with learning are not the only individuals
considered as special education pupils. The gifted student also belongs to this
category.

Gifted students present challenges at the ninth grade level also. It cannot
be assumed that because they have a propensity to master concepts faster they
will not be as likely to dropout. Brough, Bergmann, and Holt (2006) wrote in their
book Teach Me | Dare You that students at the gifted level, especially those not
yet identified or challenged in school, are as much at risk as those with academic
difficulties. The gifted student may not realize his or her own aptitude unless
some content sparks an interest or becomes noticed. in addition, these students
may not have parents who understand giftedness and have low expectations.
However, there is still a more evident risk for the student who has a true learning
disability because of the incapacity to attain skills.

Wagner (1989) found that the school programs for students with

disabilities in the ninth and tenth grades were strenuous. The heavy load of
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academic requirements causes students with disabilities to be more likely to
experience problems. The problems with students receiving failing grades arise
because of three main factors: 1) the intense academic focus in high school, 2)
the predominance of regular education placements, and 3) the lower level of
support services provided. Poor grades cause students with disabilities to fall
behind their peers and lengthen their advancement toward graduation. Marder
(1992) reported that students with learning disabilities have a dropout rate of 30
percent, one of the highest for students with disabilities.
Academic Culture

Many factors which contribute to the high dropout rate among ninth grade
students include more advanced expectations, in-depth homework assignments
and additional academic and extracurricular choices. Middle school experts
Lounsbury and Johnston (1985) conducted an extensive study of ninth grade
across the United States. Nearly 20 years ago, they discovered a disturbing
discrepancy between school policies and practices and the developmental needs
of 14-year-old students. Their probe found instruction was teacher-centered, with
teachers lecturing and students taking notes and completing assignments. Forty
to 50-minute classes, ability grouping and tracking were also common practices
in ninth grade settings. Lounsbury and Johnston (1985) also cited high schools
were lacking in the level of guidance provided for ninth grade students to help
them adjust academically and socially. Based on findings of these researchers,

they predicted the ninth grade would “continue to drift” and “mirror the worst of
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outmoded high school practices that do little to foster positive learning for all
students.”

A study of high school reform by Wheelock (1993) proved similar
problems with ninth grade students. Students who become disengaged,
discouraged, and who are unable to develop strong bonds with teachers are
most vulnerable to failure. In addition, other factors such as tedious lessons,
overcrowded classrooms, and indifferent teachers were also contributors to
students being unsuccessful in the ninth grade.

The inability to meet academic expectations can also lead to an increase
in dropout rates. For example, students at risk for school failure report that their
schoolwork is “too difficult” and that they lack the skills needed to complete
homework (Crist, 1991). An investigation conducted by Stanley, Slate, and Jones
(1999) tracks study skills in a sample of 255 ninth grade students in the Honors
and College Prep classes at a southeastern high school. They had participants
complete a true-false Study Habits Inventory that consisted of 58 items. The
inventory was designed to explore various study habits and note-taking
behaviors. The three areas of weaknesses detected were: (a) failure to recopy
lecture notes soon after class, (b) failure to use any special method for learning
new terms, and (c) waiting until the last minute to study for tests. The results also
indicated that students frequently read several pages of text without knowing
what they had read, and they also seldom utilized advanced organizers, charts,
or diagrams to focus their reading and reviewing. Another factor associated with

academics and the dropout rate is difficulty of selecting appropriate classes.
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In an environment with many academic choices to be made, students
develop an unenthusiastic attitude towards high school and fail to remember the
importance of graduating and receiving a high school diploma. “Many
adolescents develop a more negative view of themselves than they had in middle
school; they feel less competent to handle the academic and social demands of
school.” (Hertzog, Morgan, Diamond, & Walker, pg. 7) Because many students
must independently devise a schedule of classes, the lack of guidance by
teachers to assist learners in making astute academic choices leads to the
incompletion of high school.

Many ninth grade students struggle with the transition from middle school
because of higher expectations from teachers, more homework, and the freedom
of selecting the most appropriate classes and activities that will prepare them for
life upon exiting high school. Reyes, Gillock, Kobus, and Sanchez further
indicated they needed to know more about high school, the classes that would
have to be taken, directions for finding their way through the building, and
locating classes in the new setting. Furthermore, students need to understand
the details of how classes are planned and become knowledgeable about
academic and graduation requirements. If challenges arise, students need
information regarding resources to assist them in their need to solve problems
and issues (Reyes, Gillock, Kobus, & Sanchez, 2000).

Mizelle notes “Choosing to take a particular section of Algebra | may track
a student into the general curriculum when he or she intended to enter the

college preparatory curriculum.” (pg. 57) Students are faced with making
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decisions about which classes to enroll before they have determined a career
path beyond high school. This could mean pupils need more college preparatory
classes or seek vocational courses to provide them training before entering the
work force after graduating from high school. In addition, the determination of
extracurricular activities can also be critical because participation in these
classes can sometimes earn students scholarships.

Isakson and Jarvis (1999) found a decline in the participation of school
activities is often observed. This study, that surveyed ninth grade students,
indicated participating in school activities was helpful (1999). Findings by Fulk
(2003) also supported Isakson and Jarvis. She indicated that students who
participate in school activities come to identify with and value the school’s
mission and culture. Students who do not participate in school activities begin to
feel alienated and marginalized. However, finding a balance between time and
courses required can lead to frustration, self-doubt, and loss of interest in school.
The Ninth Grade Bulge

Barton mentions the trend of a ninth grade growth or bulge that has
developed over the last decade. He states, an increasing number of ninth
graders are failing to be promoted to the tenth grade (2006). Haney and
colleagues (2004) found that in 2001, 440,000 more students were enrolled in
grade nine than in grade eight the previous year. They believe there is an
association between failing a grade and dropping out of school.

According to Debra Viadero (2004), this “bulge” is the term education

researchers give to a percentage increase in ninth grade students over the
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number of pupils who are enrolled in eighth grade. Over the same period,
statistics show that growing numbers of students seem to be disappearing
between ninth and tenth grades. Researchers attribute those trends to the rising
use of standardized exams, stiffer course requirements for graduation, and, more
recently, the growth of "high stakes" accountability programs. In the face of those
developments, they say, schools are retaining students in ninth grade — and, in
some cases, derailing them from the path to a regular high school diploma. Such
changes, together with more recent declines in high school graduation rates,
signal a "real national emergency." Though few studies have documented the
extent of the growth of the 9th grade bulge, educators have long recognized the
year as a pivotal transition point for students.

In a 112,000-student Charlotte-Mecklenburg, N.C. school system, for
instance, a school watchdog group flagged a 29 percent bulge among ninth
grade students as early as 2002. Local school officials said at the time numbers
had ballooned because the district had enacted tougher high school promotion
requirements. In an effort to incorporate extra safety nets, Charlotte-Mecklenburg
school leaders have since initiated ninth grade "academies," an extended
"freshman focus" period, tutorial programs, and career-planning help for ninth
grade students. Nationwide, Viadero stated, ninth grade enrollment bulges had
grown in ali but three states: Arkansas, Louisiana, and Maine. In 12 states, the
percentage of "extra" students in ninth grade was 15 percent or more. Across the
country, the report says, the bulge has grown from four percent in 1970 to 13

percent in 2000.
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A 30-year study conducted by Haney, et al. (2004) shows the
percentage of increase or decrease, from the previous grade in the previous
year, in the number of students across the nation enrolled in the eighth, ninth,
and tenth grades in the school year 1969-1970 compared to the school year
2000-2001. The information supports the increase in ninth grade enroliment
when percentages are compared to eighth and tenth grade enroliment. In 1970,
eighth grade enrollment was one percent less than in 1969 while tenth grade
enroliment was two and nine tenths lower than the previous year. The ninth
grade enrollment increased four and three tenths during the same period. In
2001, eighth and tenth grade student counts decreased by three tenths and 11.4
percent, respectively, while there were 13.2 percent more ninth grade students in
the same period.

In the “Goals 2000 Educate America Act,” one of six objectives identified
by President Clinton and the nation’s government was to increase the high
school graduation rate to 90% (Goals 2000). The year 2000 has come and six
years have passed, but this goal has yet to be accomplished. Concerns about
the academic performance of American secondary school students are resulting
reforms which focus on high standards, accountability, and high-stakes
assessments according to Fulk (2003). Researchers argue that this is the cause
of too little attention being focused on the academic skills required for success in
today’s schools (Stanley, Slate & Jones, 1999). Some literature supports
academic study skills instruction for all students, including students with identified

disabilities (Boyle & Weishaar, 2001; Deshler et al., 2001), those at-risk for failure
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(Burke, 2002), and those considered to be above average to high achievers
(Stanley, Slate & Jones, 1999).

Zigmond argues that ninth grade is the crucial year for students with
learning disabilities. In the ninth grade, students must earn passing grades in
core courses (i.e., English, biology, social studies, and math) that carry credits
required for graduation. At the same time, ninth grade students are faced with
increased demands both in terms of independent study skills (Reith & Polsgrove,
1994) and in the amount of content covered in each class. Some students who
are at-risk for failure may have advanced through earlier grades due to individual
teacher attention and vigilant monitoring that may not be possible or desirable
within the larger secondary school culture (Fulk, 2003).

Reinhard (1997) refers to ninth grade as the “make or break” year in terms
of secondary school success or failure. He further explains that students who fail
their classes are likely to: (a) begin questioning their ability to make graduation
requirements, (b) lose interest in school, and (c) consequently drop out of high
school (Wagner, 1989). Catterall (1998) listed the three most common reasons
students give for dropping out as: (a) not liking school, (b) not getting along with
teachers and others, and (c) failing.

Research by Jay Hertzog and Lena Morgan (1998) indicates that about 25
percent of freshman students who fail the ninth grade will not graduate. Further
studies find some schools exceed that average with as many as 45 percent of
ninth grade students failing, thus creating a “holding tank for high schools.” Black

(2004) explains that a school district which accepts 1,000 students into ninth
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grade with 45 percent of them failing at the end of the year, for example, will
cause the subsequent ninth grade class enrollment to climb to 1,450 students
with the 10 grade class dwindling to 550 students. Many of these 1,450 ninth
grade students will end up in either the alternative school or dropping out of
school for good.

In a report of the Pittsburgh School District, Chute (1999) confirms the
studies of the “bulging ninth grade.” The 1997-98 district records show the
following statistics:

e Almost a quarter of ninth grade students (23 percent) do not pass
enough courses to be promoted to the 10" grade.

¢ Only 78 percent of ninth grade students attend school regularly,
compared with 92.5 percent in first grade, 86.3 in eighth grade, and
80.9 percent in 12" grade.

¢ Ninth grade students are almost five times as likely to receive
failing grades (26 percent) as eighth grade students (six percent).

o Numbers of over-aged students are highest in ninth grade. Nearly
14 percent of ninth grade students are 16.5 years old or older by
the end of the school year.

Black (2004) found that traditional high schools which included grades
nine through twelve present the greatest problems for adolescents. The transition
from middle school to high school presents major challenges for ninth grade
students. Black (2004) states many of these teenagers “find themselves

struggling to navigate large, impersonal, competitive environments—far different
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from their more comfortable middle schools.” (pg. 43) Although some students
make a smooth transition, many of them get overwhelmed by the larger high
school hallways, complex schedules, and demanding course requirements.
Mizelle (1995) interviewed some ninth grade students who stated that the high
aspirations with which they entered ninth grade were lost along with their self-
confidence after receiving the first report card. The students admitted ninth grade
was much more difficult and demanding than they thought. As the problem of
transitioning from middle school to high school persisted across the United
States, educators have explored many programs to improve this important yet
delicate time for adolescents.
Creation of Ninth Grade Academies

In the 1960s, concerns about providing a more supportive environment for
early adolescents fueled the middle school movement, which advocated
replacing junior high schools serving grades 7-9 with middle schools comprising
grades 6-8. The number of middle schools has mushroomed from 3,916 to
10,205 over the past 20 years, according to the United States Department of
Education. That transformation shifted most ninth grade students from junior
highs to high schools. However, with many students struggling to make the
transition, some educators are second-guessing the wisdom of subjecting 14-
year-olds to the more intense academic and peer pressures of high school.

Over the years, the challenge of heiping 14-year-olds reach academic
success continued to be an issue. During the mid-1990s, high schools were

rampant with crises that included a 70 percent attendance rate, student apathy
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and unruliness, and high numbers of academic failures. Administrators and
teachers began to rethink the design of high schools that encompassed ninth
through 12" grade students. One approach school personnel considered to
combat these problems was the school-within-a-school concept. While ninth
grade students are housed in the high school building, they are detached from
10™ through 12" grade students. The ninth grade school is designed with
interdisciplinary team teaching, block scheduling, and curriculum and instruction
focusing on core academic subjects. (Black, 2004)

Houston County High School, located in Georgia, created a special
program for ninth grade students to aid them in successfully making the transition
from middle school to high school. The school was plagued with such problems
as high discipline referrals and grade retention. In a school with a population of
2,200 students, ninth grade pupils accounted for more than 60% of the discipline
referrals. Six years after creation of the program, the ninth grade discipline
incidents were down 55% and grade retentions decreased 46% says Chmelynski
(2004).

During the first five years of the Houston County Ninth Grade Academy,
students were housed in a separate wing of the high school. In the sixth year, the
academy was moved into its own building. Schoo!l administrators and counselors
created an elective class which they called High School 101. The curriculum for
this course consisted of time management, decision-making skills, study
strategies, test-taking tactics, learning styles, social tolerance, computer research

proficiency and career alignment.
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Freshman academies have been used in the Philadelphia school system
over the past several years. The academies are part of the Talent Development
initiative. School officials have reported a 41% decrease in suspensions and a
50% decline in arrests at schools where freshman academies were a part of the
transitional concept. By year five of the initiative, all 54 high schools within
Philadelphia’s school system had ninth-grade academies because of
overwhelming success from the incorporation based on this transition technique.
(Chmelynski, 2004)

The curriculum for the ninth-grade academy curriculum included two
classes each of English and math instruction along with study skills and
comprehension classes. The purpose of the academy was to make sure students
succeeded in high school according to Chmelynski (2004). This preparation is
essential because students who are academically at risk at this stage were
probably already there before they entered ninth grade.

It was noted by Brough, Bergmann, and Holt (2006) that students who
lacked foundational basic academic skills in reading, math, and writing become
more at risk of failure as the level of content material and expectations increase.
These authors note some students develop complex coping skills and are
passed from grade to grade by a thin margin. They wrote some of the students
who are at risk are not recognized or identified until it is too late. Others attend
remediation classes and programs and try to obtain the skills necessary to do the
school work. This situation becomes a challenge for teachers to meet the needs

of students with such learning challenges. Teachers were willing to try different
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approaches to ensure students would not get lost in the system, thereby possibly
dropping out of school. One school in Tennessee was ready to conquer the
issue.

The ninth-grade academy concept was launched at Chattanooga Central
High School, located in Harrison, Tennessee, in 2003. They wanted to create a
nurturing program that would enable ninth-graders to acclimate to high school
with less pressure from older students, according to school officials. The program
was also focused on providing more opportunities for teachers to interact with
students in order to assess their needs and help them learn. The Tennessee
school reported a drop in suspensions from 29.4% to 17.8% during the first year
of the academy. (Chmelynski, 2004)

Albany High School, which is located in the state of New York, was in the
second year of its ninth-grade academy, Chmelynski reported. The academy was
housed on the entire third floor of the high school. Administrators of the 2600-
student school found that the separation allowed the pupils to more easily learn
the building and the teachers to better know the freshmen class (2004).

During the 1999-2000 school year, Dudley High School in Greensboro,
North Carolina decided to experiment with a ninth-grade academy. They took the
100 most academically challenged ninth grade students and isolated them in the
academy. They found that retention and discipline problems decreased while
academic achievement increased. As a result of the success in the first year,
they expanded the academy to include all ninth grade students except those

enrolled in the early college program. Professional development was provided for
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the ninth-grade academy teachers at North Carolina A & T State University. The
curriculum for the program included double classes of English and math, study
skills and ninth grade survival tips. (Chmelynski, 2004)

A Midwestern high school took a slightly different approach for combating
transition problems as they pertain to ninth grade students. The administrators at
this school developed a three phase project with which they surveyed students
and accessed their academic abilities in phases one and two. In phase three of
the project, they identified students who showed weaknesses in the areas of time
management, motivation, and homework and addressed these weaknesses by
placing the students in smaller homerooms. This setting was known as the
“Freshman Academy” where they received instruction in study skills and
strategies for organization (Fulk, 2003).

Two large urban high schools experimented with a program to test the
effectiveness of a set of reforms aimed at improving ninth grade students’
attendance and academic performance (Quint, Miller, Pastor & Cytron, 1999).
Pulaski High School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin implemented the program during
the 1995-1996 and 1996-1997 school years and Schlagle High School in Kansas
City, Kansas embarked on their program during the 1996-1997 school year.

The program, Project Transition, was organized with three strategies and
a purpose to develop a more nurturing environment for ninth grade students and
their teachers. The first strategy involved the establishment of teams which
consisted of four core academic teachers on each, with approximately 120

students who rotated through these classes. The second strategy required the
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teachers from each team to collaborate on a daily basis to discuss professional
development and solutions to student problems. The third strategy necessitated
a coach to support the teachers’ professional development and attempts to
improve instruction in ninth grade classes. The coach served as a “non-
supervisory peer’ for the teachers. The key function of this person was to
improve their professional growth including one-on-one assistance. According to
Quint et al.,

Program developers expected these changes to alter students’ and

teachers’ attitudes and behavior in ways that would help students

make a successful transition from middle school to high school and

ultimately improve their attendance and performance. (1999, p. 3)

Quint et al. (1999) reported that Project Transition was successful in
improving the environment of the school for ninth grade students and their
teachers. Student relationships with other classmates improved at Pulaski High
School, while student relationships with teachers improved at Schiagle High
School. “The academic outcomes of students showed a positive, but
unpretentious improvement as a result of Project Transition.” (p. 12)

Mizelle (1995) did further research on the middle school environment and
found that students had a more successful transition when they stayed together
using the cohort concept. Their success was heightened because they remained
with the same teachers through sixth, seventh, and eighth grades where they
experienced more hands-on, life-related learning activities, integrated instruction,

and cooperative learning groups. Mizelle noticed these students were more
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successful than students from the same school who had a more traditional
middle school experience.

Oates and her colleagues (1998) researched a similar program,
Community for Learning Program (CFL), at Sunrise Middle School in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Their investigation concluded that the CFL program
participants had a higher success rate in their transition to high school than
students who had not participated in the program. The CFL program was based
on the following three components: (1) support and training for teachers, (2) a
learning management system designed to help middle school students develop a
sense of responsibility for their own learning and behavior, and (3) an emphasis
on community and family involvement.

Gladston, a midsized midwestern city, received what is believed to be
“one of the largest gifts ever offered to a single public school” in 1997. According
to Holland and Mazzoli (2001), the leaders of an industrial corporation pledged
$10 million to rebuild an urban high school which had been faced with problems.
School leaders seized this opportunity to revamp the school by forming a series
of academies which would focus on a variety of career paths from which students
could choose.

The core of the series academies would be a school facility designed for
freshman students. This segment of the school was designed to help ninth grade
students make a smooth transition from middie school to high school. The
objective was to provide academic and emotional supports to allow the “urban

students” to rise to a level of expectation that would be competitive with the best
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of their peers. The initial stage of the freshman academy, in the 1999-2000
school year, was scheduled to house approximately one-third of the ninth grade
students from the school district. Holland and Mazzoli state that eventually, all
freshmen would attend the academy before ehtering tenth grade.

The ninth grade school operated in two sessions—one in the morning and
another in the afternoon—and students would attend the regular school during
the other half of the academic day. The freshman academy faculty focused on
developing ways to keep potential drop out students involved in the learning
process. Teachers created assignments and tests which allowed students to
experience success and achieve the higher standards of learning placed upon
them (Holland & Mazzoli, 2001).

The United States Department of Education’s National Center for
Education Statistics reported that during the 1999-2000 school year, 128 ninth-
grade only schools were operating, according to Reents (2002). The Aldine
Independent School District in Houston, Texas, which has an enroliment of
approximately 53,000 students, operates four ninth-grade centers. The high
schools range in size from 1,900 to 2,300 students in grades 10 through 12,
while the ninth-grade schools average about 850 students. The district places
these schools on isolated campuses to allow ninth grade students to become
better acquainted with the “rigors” of the high school curriculum. This would also
allow the students to mature for a year without the influence‘ of the upper

classmen.
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The Aldine Independent School District experienced immediate success
with their ninth-grade centers. There was a dramatic decrease in the dropout rate
and an increase in the attendance rates says Reents (2002). Fewer students
failed ninth grade by earning more credits to be classified as true tenth grade
students when the enrolled at the high school. Most rewarding for the school
were the improved test scores of ninth grade pupils and improved behavior. The
Aldine Independent School District earned the second high rating from a Texas
Education Agency for the state system of accountability. Reents (2002) states
“this is based on student performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic
Skills, dropout rates and attendance.

Mac Iver (1990) found fewer students were retained in ninth grade when
they experienced a high school transition program which contained several
diverse expression activities. Hertzog and Morgan (1999) conducted a study of
56 high schools in Georgia and Florida which confirmed schools with extensive
transition programs have significantly lower failure and dropout rates than
schools that provide students few expression activities. Mac lver, Hertzog and
Morgan concluded that the best transition programs included a variety of
activities-in particular, counseling, school visits, and special summer courses to
help students understand their new school. Furthermore, it is of critical
importance that there are practices in place at the middle school to assist
students in the transition to the ninth grade.

Starkman, Scales, and Roberts (1999) found consistent data which proved

that there is a strong relationship between academic success and social
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