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Schools Focus

Extra Efforts
On Nil}t_}i 7 Grade

By RoBeErRT TOMSHO

HE 3,475 ninth graders at the Aldine Inde-

pendent School District in Texas are old

enough for high school this fall, but in-
stead they will attend one of four freshmen-only
facilities, which offer smaller classes, double
doses of reading and math and after-school men-
toring by older students and adults.

Otis Wiley says the extra attention helped
hoost his self-confidence and his algebra grade, to
a B from a C. “They helped me out with a whole
lot of stuff,” says the 16-year-old, now a sopho-
more at one of Aldine’s high schools.

Under pressure to improve graduation rates,
more school districts are aiming their efforts at
the freshman year, With research suggesting that
students who do poorly in ninth grade are less
likely to graduate, dozens of distriets around the
country have opened freestanding freshman
schools designed to ease
the transition to high

school. Others, particu-
larly low-income urban
distriets, are launching
new support programs
for ninth graders or
transforming parts of ex-
isting high schools into
freshman academies.
Although the effor(s
are scattered, there are
signs that they are work-
ing. At Aldine Ninth
Grade School, Jeanie Out-
house, the principal, says
93% of her students were
promoted to 10th grade
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last year, up from 85%

when the school opened in 1998, Meanwhile, inci-
dents resulting in discipline at the school have
dropped by more than 39% over the past two school
years, which Ms. Quthouse attributes to closer con-
tact between students and teachers.

Dropout rates are under heightened serutiny
as business and political leaders demand that
high schools do more to produce a better-edu-
cated work force. Estimates vary, buf some-
where between 11% and 30% of all students leave
high school before graduation, and many do so
in the early years.

Since the early 1970s, the proportion of ninth
graders who don't show up for 10th grade has
tripled to about 11.4%, according to a 2004 study
led by Walter Haney, a Boston College education
professor whose research also indicates that about
709% of the students who fail ninth grade never
make it to graduation.

Ninth grade presents tough challenges. Teenag-
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Schools Mentor Ninth Graders to Cut Dropout Rates
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