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Executive Summary 

About half of Delaware’s students drop out of school if they do not successfully complete ninth grade. 

One programmatic strategy to help reduce the number of drop-outs is ninth grade academies. Academy 

programs generally assign between 120-150 students to a group of four to five teachers; this helps 

teachers to form closer bonds with students as well as to plan and deliver instruction more closely 

aligned with students needs. Almost half of Delaware high schools currently have academy programs for 

their ninth grades. 

The Delaware Education Research & Development Center randomly selected 40 ninth graders, 20 

enrolled in four high schools with academy programs and 20 enrolled in four high schools with 

traditional programs. Data collectors shadowed each student for an entire school day, noting every 5 

minutes what the student was doing in terms of location in the school, subject area, instructor, 

grouping, instructional format, engagement, cognitive complexity of instruction, and use of technology. 

In addition, data collectors coded every interaction between the shadowed student and an adult in the 

school. 

The analyses revealed significant differences between academy and traditional ninth grade programs in 

two areas. First, ninth graders had significantly more adult interactions than did ninth graders in 

traditional programs, by over 50 percent. This statistic confirms that academies in Delaware high schools 

are achieving one of their primary goals. Of some concern is the limited number of interactions with 

adults that students in traditional ninth grade programs had. Over half of the students shadowed had 10 

or less interactions a day, six had less than one interaction per class period. This lack of interaction 

undoubtedly contributes to students’ disengagement from learning at a critical point in their schooling. 

The other significant finding was the rigor or challenge of instruction presented in the classrooms that 

we observed. Although high quality instruction must include a mix of simple and complex discussion and 

assignments, students at the high school level should experience more instruction that can be classified 

as complex rather than simple. Academy programs generally had a better balance between the two 

(complex - simple, 46.6 percent - 43.5 percent) than did traditional programs (complex – simple, 34.0 

percent – 57.7 percent).This means that academy program instruction generally provided more 

challenging instruction for students than did traditional programs. Given the current accountability 

demands and comparatively low performance of secondary students, increasing the rigor of classroom 

instruction is imperative.  

No significant differences were found in student engagement between the two programs.  Additional 

analyses revealed substantial differences among schools, suggesting that where a student goes to high 

school is more important than whether the student is enrolled in an academy or in a traditional high 

school program. Differences also were found in student engagement, depending on the time of day (i.e., 

students were more engaged in instruction in the morning than in the afternoon) and day of week (i.e., 

students were most engaged on Wednesdays and least engaged on Tuesdays).  
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Four recommendations were offered to improve ninth grade programs, including: 

1. Reconsider the design of the current ninth grade academy program. Ensure that all teachers 

understand the design and rationale for each programmatic part. Monitor that all of the 

essential parts are in place and operating as intended. 

2. Incorporate some of the “best practices” of ninth grade advisories in traditional high schools. 

3. Provide professional development on effective lesson design and delivery of instruction. More 

closely monitor instruction in classrooms to ensure its alignment with expectations. 

4. Ask student for their feedback on the instructional program at the high school. Students over 

time can provide accurate and compelling insights on what is happening in their classes.


