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Executive Summary 
 

For the younger generations, obtaining a postsecondary degree and demonstrating college 
and career readiness is vital for success. However, almost half of the students in Colorado are 
not enrolling in postsecondary institutions of any kind (including technical, associate, and 
bachelor’s degree programs) upon graduating from high school. This opportunity gap has 
profound impacts on the long-term return on investment for students, as students with less 
than one year of college credit have lower earnings and less mobility compared to their two-
year and four-year degree earning peers. Salida High School has so far done well to match the 
statewide postsecondary immediate enrollment rate, but has an opportunity become a leader 
in Colorado’s efforts to ensure that all students can obtain a postsecondary credential. 
 
This brief considers the implementation of a Ninth Grade Academy (NGA) at Salida High School 
in order to support state and community college and career readiness efforts. Developed to 
combat the “ninth grade shock” that many high school freshmen endure, NGAs are “schools 
within a school” that allow ninth graders to have a dedicated learning community driven to 
supporting their academic, social, and emotional development throughout high school. Not 
only do NGAs provide an opportunity for learning that prioritizes the ninth graders’ transition 
and growth, but they also can kickstart a pathway to success that extends through 
postsecondary life and into their careers. In full, NGAs have proven to promote student 
achievement, as well as benefit the teachers and staff involved. 
 
The following brief provides four recommendations for the implementation of an NGA at 
Salida High School: 
 
1. Ensure explicit hiring practices so that the teachers and staff members employed at the 

NGA understand their role towards serving and supporting the ninth grade population. 
 

2. Create a dedicated space for the NGA, either as its own section within the traditional high 
school building, or as a stand-alone building. 
 

3. Establish opportunities for mentorship programming between the ninth graders and 
upperclassmen to begin integrating ninth graders into the rest of the community. 
 

4. Allow ninth graders accommodations and flexibility in their coursework, especially with 
regards to electives and activities. 
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Introduction 
 

For the younger generations, obtaining a postsecondary degree and demonstrating college and 
career readiness is vital for success. However, almost half of the students in Colorado are not 
enrolling in postsecondary institutions, of any kind, upon graduating from high school.1 With an 
immediate college enrollment rate of only 57% in 2018, Colorado is below the national 
immediate college enrollment average of 69%, as shown in Figure 1.2,3 Postsecondary certificate 
and degree completion is vital, both for an individual’s personal growth and return on 
investment, but also for statewide economic growth.4 Therefore, Colorado’s below-average 
college-going rates are unacceptable 
and have far-reaching impacts.  
 
Salida High School has so far done well 
to maintain course with the statewide 
postsecondary immediate enrollment 
rates, with 55% in 2018 and 57% in 
2019.5 But instead of maintaining course 
with the state’s below national average 
rates, Salida schools can become a 
leader in the state’s efforts to ensure 
that all Colorado students can obtain a 
postsecondary credential. 
 
The following policy brief will investigate just one of the ways that Salida High School can better 
prepare its student population to be college and career ready: Ninth-Grade Academies 
(hereafter referred to as NGAs). Not only do NGAs provide an opportunity for learning that 
prioritizes the ninth grader’s transition and growth, but they also can kickstart a pathway to 
success that extends through postsecondary life and into their careers.6  

 

Ninth Grade: The Pivotal Year 
 
The development of the NGA model is underpinned by 
research and literature that demonstrates ninth grade as a 
pivotal period in an academic timeline for students. 
Researchers and scholars have found that a student’s 
performance and experience during the first year of high 
school can determine the outcomes for not only the 
following three years, but also the ability to access and 
succeed within a college and career.7,8 More specifically, 
decline in academic performance throughout high school 
can be attributed to “ninth grade shock,” or a difficult 
transition from middle school into high school exemplified 
by a sudden drop in academic performance and social 
behaviors.9 Students that experience “ninth grade shock” 
are more likely to drop out of high school early or fail to 
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graduate high school within four years. On the other hand, ninth graders “who successfully 
navigate this transition are far more likely to graduate from high school with their peers and 
attend college.”10,11 See Figure 2 for more elements on “ninth grade shock.”12 
 
Not only is ninth grade a pivotal transition moment for students, but researchers, scholars, and 
academics are beginning to frame ninth grade as a predictive year for high school graduation 
abilities, college enrollment, and ultimately, college success. With that in mind, colleges 
themselves have begun to look towards performance and test scores from the ninth grade year 
for recruitment and marketing.13,14 

 

NGAs: The What 
 

NGAs seek to address the issue of “ninth grade shock” and provide ninth 
graders a more seamless transition that will support their long term 
success. By definition, an NGA is “a self-contained learning community 
for ninth-graders that operates as a school within a school.”15 The school 
within a school can either be traditional, as seen in high schools that 
separate their NGAs into its own wing of the building, or stand-alone, as 
seen in high schools that separate their NGAs into an entirely unique 
building.16 Both types of NGAs can be beneficial for ninth graders by 

allowing them to develop a more distinct sense of community that is separate from the differing 
needs of upperclassmen.17,18,19 

 
Even when housed within the same buildings, NGAs have the unique feature of dedicating entire 
teams of faculty, staff, counselors, and executive administrators to the ninth graders; these staff 
members are hired with the explicit purpose of understanding and supporting the ninth grade 
experience, and work amongst one another to ensure student success.20 Within NGAs, the 
teachers themselves form interdisciplinary teacher teams that see the same group of rotating 
students, and therefore can work together to track student needs. Because NGAs utilize teacher 
and staff teams, NGAs allow for staff members to monitor the evolution of the student’s 
transition, ensuring that all students can be supported and do not get lost or forgotten within 
the system.21 
 

NGAs: The Outcomes 

Figure 3 
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NGAs seek to have positive outcomes based on the theory of action shown in Figure 3; they 
bring environmental change mediators into the ninth grade experience that prevent common 
ninth grade issues.22 The benefits from the environmental changes are two-fold, and apply to 
students as well as teachers and staff. 
 
For Students 
 
• Improved Achievement: Studies show that student 

achievement levels improve greatly when 
participating in an NGA. In this sense, student 
achievement pertains to academic success through 
GPAs and test scores.23,24,25,26 See Figure 4 for a 
data example that examines test score differences 
between ninth graders enrolled in an NGA versus a 
traditional high school model.27 See Appendix B for 
details on the case study from which this data is 
drawn. 

 
• Fewer Distractions: When ninth graders have a 

smaller academic environment, as in an NGA, there 
are lower levels of bullying, between-class distractions, and social stress.28 Because of this, 
schools that have implemented NGAs see better attendance, less tardiness, and more 
attentiveness.29 

 
• Focused Supports: Because the teacher and staff teams at NGAs are explicitly dedicated to 

the ninth grade students, ninth graders have more opportunities for one-on-one tutoring and 
counseling driven towards the ninth grade context.30,31 NGAs can also begin to promote 
curricula oriented towards career and college awareness from an early stage that is 
specialized for ninth grade comprehension and age level.32 
 

• Increased Educational Equity: Studies show that because 
ninth graders enrolled in NGAs receive more attention 
from teachers and staff, students from underserved 
backgrounds have more opportunities to see growth and 
achievement.33 For students from low-income or 
historically minoritized backgrounds, whom are 
statistically more likely to struggle with academic and 
social transition periods like ninth grade, NGAs provide 
extra support and attention to these students. In this way, 
NGAs support creating equitable outcomes at the high 
schools in which they exist, therefore creating a more 
even playing field for college and career aspirations.34 See 
Figure 5 for an example of an NGA’s effect on test scores 
for students from different racial groups.35 See Appendix B 
for details on the case study from which this data is 
drawn. 
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For Teachers and Staff 
 
• Clarified Purpose: For teachers and staff at NGAs, the workload becomes more focused and 

clear. Because the NGA’s mission is solely focused on the wellbeing and development of 
ninth graders, academy teachers can more easily get to know their students and their needs 
within their developmental contexts.36 Additionally, NGAs streamline the mission by 
establishing simpler vertical and horizontal alignment structures, allowing for easier 
communication and agenda-setting for the teachers and staff involved.37 

 
• Team Collaboration: By developing teams, academy teachers can collaborate with one 

another to support their students’ evolution, therefore creating a support system that 
relieves pressure from support individuals that many K-12 schools have.38 Via these 
interdisciplinary teacher teams, academy teachers can work together at tracking the 
students and ensuring they have detailed attention in all subjects and courses.39 

 
Overall, NGAs have positive results for student achievement in ways that are academic, social, 
and emotional. During a pivotal time of development and transition, NGAs provide space where 
ninth graders can focus, and teachers and staff can ensure that ninth graders begin to track 
towards college and career success. For discussion on some of the potential shortfalls of NGAs, 
see Appendix A.  
 

Recommendations:  
Implementing an NGA at Salida High School 

 
While Salida High School historically maintains high 
graduation and completion rates, in 2018, 36.1% of 
students graduated from high school but did not enroll 
in any kind of postsecondary institution, as shown in 
Figure 6. 40 The implementation of a NGA structure for 
Salida High School can help remedy the district’s 
college opportunity gap; by providing guided and 
attentive supports for ninth graders, Salida ninth 
graders with all backgrounds as well as social and 
emotional learning (SEL) needs can have the 
opportunity to increase their academic marks, 
therefore catapulting them towards being college 
bound. 
 
The following recommendations for how to actualize 
an NGA for Salida High School are based on extensive 
research and established best practices. The 
recommendations seek to not only ensure that the 
NGA would be wholly beneficial for students and staff, 
but also work to remove some of the potential 
drawbacks. Figure 6 
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Recommendation 1: Explicit Hiring Practices 
In order to provide ninth graders with the maximum amount of 
support in their NGA, Salida High School must hire teachers and staff 
with the explicit purpose of working with ninth grade students. 
Traditionally, high schools often utilize their teachers and staff within 
multiple grade levels, therefore requiring those employees to be 

flexible in their knowledge, as well as track a wide variety of students with a wide variety of 
needs. For a successful NGA, teachers and staff must be hired under the notion that they will be 
working only with ninth graders; in this way, these teachers and staff members will be able to 
get to know their students on a deeper level, and become intimately familiar with the academic 
and personal needs of their ninth grade students.41,42  
 
Over time, a dedicated teacher and staff team to the NGA will help the teachers and staff 
anticipate needs of ninth graders as well, therefore supporting their transitions in and out of 
ninth grade. With regards to the transition out of ninth grade, the NGA teachers and staff should 
work closely with the upperclassmen teachers and staff on a teacher and staff council. This 
council-based coordination between ninth and tenth grade employees will facilitate easier 
transitions between the two grades; for example, ninth grade teachers can communicate the 
learning styles and struggles of their students to the tenth grade teachers, so that the tenth 
grade teachers can best prepare and accommodate for those needs in advance.43 
 

Recommendation 2: Dedicated Space 
For NGAs to provide ninth graders with a unique, specialized 
experience compared to their upperclassmen peers, the NGA must 
be provided with its own space.44 The space can either be a part of 
the main high school building itself, as is traditional, or the space can 
be in an entirely separate building, or stand-alone. Both traditional 
and stand-alone NGAs have significant benefits for the ninth graders 
involved.45 

 
For traditional NGAs, the space must be in a separate hallway or wing of the building and must 
contain only classrooms and offices for the ninth grade students, teachers, and staff. This 
ensures that students are not having to commute to other sections to the building for classes, 
unless they choose to for opted-in electives or activities. The goal of separating the students into 
their own part of the school creates the “school within a school” effect, and allows ninth graders 
the familiar comfort of their own building section and community.  
 
For stand-alone NGAs, which scholars have proven to be most impactful on student achievement 
especially within larger high schools, the NGA is its own building with its own classrooms, offices, 
cafeterias, and resource centers.46 Stand-alone NGAs truly act as a separate school, and enhance 
the close-knit ninth grade community that NGAs seek to provide. If this pathway is chosen, it is 
recommended that the separate building is within close proximity to the main building to ensure 
students can travel between the two for opted-in class if they choose. 
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Recommendation 3: Mentorship Programming 
One of the most foundational components of NGAs is the separation of 
ninth graders from the upperclassmen at a high school; while this has 
profound benefits on the academic and social development for ninth 
graders, Salida High School might also consider creating a mentorship 
program that exists between the NGA and the upperclassmen in order to 
facilitate some interaction. See Appendix A for a discussion on “tenth 
grade shock” in order to better understand the importance of cross-

grade interactions for students involved in NGAs.47 
 
A mentorship program would unravel this fear; by creating opportunities for ninth graders and 
upperclassmen to intentionally engage both in and out of the classroom, ninth graders will have 
specified opportunities to get to know older students at the high school and learn about their 
experiences. Mentorship programs have also been shown to support student achievement and 
retention for both mentees and mentors involved, therefore helping Salida High School as a 
whole achieve goals for graduation, college, and career readiness.48 
 

Recommendation 4: Flexibility and Accommodations 
While ninth graders will have dedicated course plans and 
requirements within their NGA, it is important to allow those students 
flexibility in their scheduling and the classes they are allowed to take. 
Depending on how Salida High School organizes their electives, ninth 
graders should have the opportunity to take any electives they choose 
(and qualify for based on level); even if in a stand-alone NGA, ninth 

graders should have to option to take courses at the main building if there is an elective subject 
of interest that is not offered at the NGA. Additionally, ninth graders should have the ability to 
participate in extracurriculars and after school activities with the upperclassmen. Engaging in 
these activities with older students will allow the ninth graders to be positively challenged in a 
way that will help them learn and grow. By accommodating the interests and needs of ninth 
graders with regards to electives and activities, ninth graders will also have moments of 
interaction with upperclassmen that can prevent the feared tenth grade shock. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Salida High School has an opportunity to be a champion for opportunity and mobility for its 
students. As shown in this brief, data and research reveals that considering the implementation 
of an NGA could set Salida’s ninth graders down a pathway leading towards high school, college, 
and career success by uplifting and supporting them during a pivotal moment of transition. 
 
Colorado is in desperate need of innovative ideas from high schools like in Salida; as a state 
working to catch up with national college-going rates, bold redesign ideas at the K-12 level have 
the capacity to ensure increased college and career opportunities for our students. The 
implementation of an NGA at Salida High School could be this bold idea, and create classes of 
students that are prepared and capable for all college and career options that come their way. 
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Appendix A 
 
The discussion of the researched benefits of NGAs warrants a discussion on some of the 
shortfalls. Three primary shortfalls of NGAs and their ability to support high school students are 
presented within this appendix. 
  
1. Segregated Environment:  

 
Opponents of the NGA model argue that the protected environment created by NGAs silos 
students into interactions with only their age group, therefore hindering their abilities to 
learn from and interact with upperclassmen students. Additionally, these opponents argue 
that the segregated environment only shifts the “freshman” feel to tenth grade, rather than 
ninth grade, therefore pushing the transition struggles to a later year instead of dissolving 
them completely (Habeeb, 2009). Based on this argument, “ninth grade shock” would evolve 
into “tenth grade shock,” and transitions could still be damaging (Letgers et al., 2013). 
 
This argument can be remedied by the creation of mentorship programming between ninth 
graders and upperclassmen, as well as by allowing opportunities for course flexibility with 
regards to electives and student activities. See Recommendations 3 and 4 for more details. 

  
2. Limited Activities and Electives:  

 
Because the idea behind NGAs hinges upon ninth graders having their own space, separate 
to that of the upperclassmen, academics have noted that ninth graders may therefore have 
fewer activity and elective options (Habeeb, 2009). Especially for NGAs that exist in stand-
alone buildings, opponents fear that housing activities and electives at the main high school 
cuts off opportunities for ninth graders’ social and skill development. 
 
So far, this argument has not been researched with enough depth to have data supporting it. 
Every school that implements an NGA can choose how to handle the electives and activities 
issue, and all schools approach the issue entirely differently. See Recommendation 3 for this 
researcher’s perspective. 
 

3. Pulling resources:  
 
In order to develop an NGA, research shows that having dedicated teachers, staff, 
counselors, and administrators is essential for the NGA’s effectiveness. With that in mind, 
NGAs require a re-prioritization of school resources, and even the allocation of more 
resources than would be originally given to ninth grade. Opponents of NGAs believe that this 
resource reallocation takes away from the upperclassmen, who could then suffer from 
resource scarcity (Habeeb, 2009). 
 
This argument also does not have data to support it, and is mostly a fear that can be 
understood through the resource demands at the upperclassmen level. However, if ninth 
graders at their academy are able to see increased student achievement levels, as well as 
more frequent SEL opportunities, upperclassmen will not need as many intervention-focused 
resources (Becker et al., 2014). By reallocating resources, NGAs simply frontload resources at 
high schools to emphasize prevention rather than intervention. 
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Appendix B 
 

In order to best understand the data presented throughout the brief, as well as the impacts of 
NGAs, it is important to include case study examples in which NGAs have been implemented and 
examined. The following public schools and systems have been studied for their use of NGAs, 
with findings that relate to the recommendations and research provided in this brief. 
 
• Undefined State in the Southern Region of the United States, 6 High Schools (Styron & 

Peasant, 2010) 
 
This case study specifically focused on student achievement for ninth graders enrolled in 
NGAs, comparing the data with student achievement for ninth graders enrolled in 
“traditional” high schools. The researchers used standardized test scores from the SAT 
Subject Tests in math and science for the comparison; the use of SAT Subject Tests is 
important, as these tests are often used as a benchmark for college readiness, and predictor 
for college success. Data was drawn from 100 randomly selected first-time ninth-graders, 50 
from traditional high schools and 50 from NGAs, enrolled in six different high schools from 
three state regions. Additionally, students were from diverse racial/ethnic and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 
 
The researchers found that ninth graders enrolled in NGAs scored significantly higher on 
their SAT Subject Tests than those enrolled in traditional high schools. Additionally, the 
researchers found that students from underserved and historically minoritized backgrounds 
received similar marks to their more privileged peers when enrolled at NGAs, but scored 
significantly lower when enrolled at traditional high schools, revealing the equity outcome of 
NGAs. See Page 3 of the policy brief for data visualizations on these outcomes. 

 
• Broward County Public Schools (BCPS), Florida (Letgers et al., 2013) 

 
Funded by the U.S. Department of Education, the MDRC and Johns Hopkins University  
partnered with BCPS in 2009 to analyze the implementation of NGAs at every high school in 
the district. As one of the larger school districts in Florida, the district implemented an NGA 
at 18 different high schools and analyzed them for data over the duration of three years. The 
researchers focused on four components of NGA implementation, including leadership 
dedication, the creation of a separate space for the NGA, explicit hiring of NGA faculty, and 
the development of interdisciplinary teams of ninth grade teachers. 
 
Ultimately, the BCPS researchers’ findings revealed positive outcomes for student 
achievement, but also noticed that implementation over time was not sustained due to lack 
of resources, and the changing of district priorities. Part of this is due to the breadth of the 
implementation, and the number of high schools involved. The researchers argue that 
implementation would be much more successful when occurring at fewer high schools, 
therefore allowing more opportunities to receive attention and district-level support.  
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