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profound gap between the study of education and the formulation of education
policy. For practitioners such a lack of analysis of the new policy initiatives
has worrying implimtions particularly at such a time of policy flux and change.
Education policy has, in recent years, been a matter for intense political debate
—the political and public mterest in t.he workmg of the system has come at
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Education and policy analysis has long been a neglected area in the
United Kingdom and to an extent in the USA and Australia. The result
has been a profound gap between the study of education and the
formulation of education policy. For practitioners such a lack of analysis
of the new policy initiatives has worrying implications particularly at
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Introduction and Qverview

harmful -effect on individuals with ‘accumulated educational deficits’

(1978 P 9). The NAE panecl approved, instead, of ‘critical competency
wir=av ~roda lavale Far_tdinanncng individunalsmident
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L. A. Shepard and M. L. Smith

students who fail will not be passed on unnoticed but will have another
opportunity to acquire necessary skills. Furthermore, at a time when
the nation’s future is in peril, removing those who lag behind is also
cxpected to facilitate the pace of learning for students who merit
promotion.

The end of social promotion is enthusiastically endorsed by the
public. In the 1983 Gallup Poll, 75 per cent of US citizens agreed with
the statement ‘children should be promoted from grade to grade only
if they can pass examinations’ (p. 38). In the 1986 Gallup survey,
Americans strongly favored making requirements stricter for both
grade to grade promotion and high school graduatlon with endorse-
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favored ‘stricter requirements for high school graduation even if it

meant that significantly fewer students would graduate than is now the
casc’ (pp. 52-3).
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Introduction and Qverview

Anderson (1969) provided a short history of graded education
which serves as background to the conflict between retention and social
promotion policies. What Americans presume to be the natural form of
schooling 1s a product of the industrial revolution and mass education
beginning in the mid-nineteenth century. Earlier, when only a few
students were educated, each could proceed at his own pace through
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Retention Rates

There arc no national data on the numbcr of children retained in grade
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rctentions has increased substantially as schools in many jurisdictions,
cspecially large cities, have installed achievement-based promotion
policies.

Despite its salience, rates of promotion and retention are not kept
by governmental agencies. Instead retention rates must be inferred from
the proportion of pupils of a given age who are not in the appropriate
(or modal) grade. For example, third grade is the normal grade for
cight -year-olds. Therefore, most eight-year-olds enrolled in second or

§ Hf i I!P HFQ hava haan retunad Thicindicaeas Lims s eemm A

M |

-

e - k.

".EI_'—"‘

since the turn of the century (Thorndike, 1908). Table 1 is a summary of |

cnroliment data from the US Bureau of the Census (1971, 1978, 1979a,
1979b, 1981, 1983 and 1985). Consistent with popular conceptions,
retentions in grade were at an all-time low in the carly 1970s. The
percentage of overage students began to climb, however, in the late
1970s 1n response to minimum competency testing. Compared to
practices in the 1950s, more reccent data also show a very large increase
in the number of students who are overage by third grade, in keeping
with the belief that students should be rctained early in their school
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per cent of whites were enrolled below modal grade compared to 38 per
cent of blacks. The discrepancies between spring and fall statistics in

1970 and 1976 also reveal the limitations in using overage to infer
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retentions; conversely the October census shghtly overcounts students

as below modal grade in states with early cutoffs. These indices serve
1 1y b —arcamr alaienes da i @t floen irestcnrenataanallsr

Rose, Medway, Cantrell and Marus (1983) made an cffort to gather |
rctention data from fifty states and the Dastrict of Columbia. Only
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State or Region K

11

12

Total
{K-12)

2 a

" Disinct of Columbra 127 B4 74 54 46 28 106 66 NA  NA NA NA, 3
Flonida 10b 172 47 4% 38 26 35 V9 58 121 119 89 35 72
Georgia 80 124 67 7852 39 %3 67 75 11811 122 87 45 85
Hawan 20 6 10 07 ¢5 04 05 21 28 89 €92 55 08 26
Kentucky 4.0 53 49 30 23 t9 27 54 38 96 63 4B 34 53
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account for roughly 15 per cent of all retained students by grade 8.
A simple sum of the recent retention data in Arizona through grade
8, before students have begun to drop out, 1s 68 per cent. If this rate is

adjusted to allow for double retentions, then 9 per cent of Arizona
“i;‘_-ilnﬁ.rr bl b nras honn wnc~ivnd frcian hofnerdecarv— o awmbal mws d e




L. A. Shepard and M. L. Smith

The purpose of this book is to present both the research evidence
on the effects of grade retention and research on school policies and
practices regarding retention. The book is organized to illuminate the
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Introduction and Overview

phenomenon. An extra year to mature or acquire readiqess skills is seen
by some as a way to prevent subsequent stress and faillure. Resecarch-
based conclusions about kindergarten retention have not been rehashed
exhaustively by reviewers. Here Shepard analyzes the results of fifteen

controlled studies, mostly dissertations to evaluate the effects of extra-
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school structure, standardized curriculum, graded education, and the
need of some teachers to establish homogeneous classrooms by remov-
ing children who are difhicult to teach.
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on grade retention by considering effects heretofore unexamined, by
systematically examining retention practices, and by addressing directly
the discord between perceptions about grade-level standards and
measured effects of non-promotion.

Note

1 We are grateful to M. Elizabeth Graue for conducting the telephone survey
and for the subsequent analysis of documents.
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MACCHIAROLA, F. J. (1981) Promotional Policy for Students in Grades Kindergarten
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P-20, No. 408. ‘School Enrollment — Social and Economic Characteris-
tics of Students: October 1982 Washington, DC, U.S. Government
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P-20, unpublished. ‘School Enrollment — Social and Economic Char-
acteristics of Students: October 1984." Washington, DC, U.S. Govern-
ment Prmtmg Ofhce.
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C. Thomas Holmes

Editors’ Introduction

Because of the high visibility of grade retention policies more than twenty reviews
of retention research have been authored since 1980. The most distinguished of
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Grade Level Retention Effects

grade? Do initial effects persist over time? What are the characteristics of the few
positive studies that were found? Did these studies involve special students or

]
H

students. As early as 1904, Superintendent W. H. Maxwell of the New |
York schools sounded the alarm over the use of retention as a means of

-— - - . - Fa AN SR *



C. T. Holmes
Sources of Data

A systematic search of the literature was conducted to identify studies
that were potentially relevant. Descriptors such as grade retention,
grade repetition, non-promotion, grade failure, and suggested syn-
onyms were used across reference data bases. In the inital phase,
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and Dissertation Abstracts International were computer searched. In addi-
tion, a manual search was conducted of Education Index and Master’s
Thesis in Education. In the second phase, each report located in phase one
was consulted, when possible, for additional citations. The search
produced a blbhography of approxlmately 850 entnes

bxbhography to the llst of 51xty three studies included in the meta-
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C. T. Holmes

Table 1: Mean Effect Sizes

# of ES’'s # of Studies ES (Weighted by Effect) ES (Weighted by
Study)}
S -~ [T 7 3 . ps oo — 15 AU =

£
i
Jf
i

I |

‘.'i;

Academic achievement 536 a7 -.19 — .31
Language arts 106 18 - .16 -.33
Reading 144 34 - .08 - .30
Mathematics 137 31 : - 11 - .25
Social studies 7 3 - .35 - 37
Grade point average 4 3 - .58 - .78

Personal adjustment 234 27 - .09 -.21

. §prin 11 ST - no - 7
i

Emotional 33 10 + .03 — .12

Behavioral 24 10 -.13 - .23

Self-concept 45 11 -.13 + .06

Attitude toward school 39 10 - 05 -.18

Attendance 7 5 - .18 - .22

junior high grades. These 861 ES’s were then grouped for further study
into five major categories of the dependent variables, (a) academic
achievement; (b) personal adjustment; (c) self-concept; (d) attitude
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Grade Level Retention Effects

Table 2: Mean Effect Sizes for Acadermic Achieverment

- L _ -
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TOTAL
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X " —
|
.- i
{’)_
r '
b 0}
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weighted by study (# studies) — 280 8) —.28(12y - 100 4y - 1% 7 — _36( 6 - .381 5 ’
NEGATIVE STUDIES — 32125 - 52(35) - .45(11} - 390105 — 3781y — 371108
-3 N - .54 9 -.38 3 -334H B -.360 6 - .38 5
POSITIVE STUDIES + .2916)} + 57140 <+ 74018} + 95018) 0 0

+.290 1) +.531 3y +.740 1} + 950 1}

Equal years (same age,

different grades) 1Yr 2 Yrs 3 Yrs 3+ Yrs
TOTAL —.45(178) - H1i(32) — 67122y - 83(18)
- 411 28) — 640 5) — 741 3) - .88t 3
NEGATIVE STUDIES - 460174} - B51(32) — 67(22) - .88(18)
- 460 260 - 640 5 — 741 3y - 88t 3
— = | i :
- )
+ 271 2)

Equal grades {different ages.

same grade) 1Yy 2 Yrs 3 ¥Yrs 3+ Yrs
TOTAL + .250107)  + 19161} + ON33) 001411
Q00 10y + 020 7y — 120 5 + .04 6)

NEGATIVE STUDIES -.031 77y —.19i(25) - 2BA1%) - .34128)
- 220 8 -.281 4) -.250 4y — 31t 4)

POSITIVE STUDIES +.960 300 + .46136) + .40(18) + .73(13)

+.880 2) +.421 3y + a0t 1) + 741 2}

benefit from retention. Based on eight studies in kindergarten and
twelve studies in first grade, the average effects were — .28 and - .28,
respectively.
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Grade Level Retention Effects
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Self-Concept, Attitude toward School and Attendance

Eleven of the studies measured the effects of retention on the self-
concepts of pupils, with a mean ES of —.13. Ten studies yielded
thirty-nine ES’s with measures of attitude toward school indicating that
the two sets of groups were essentially not different with respect to
measures of attitude. The mean ES for attendance of — .18 indicated
that on average retained groups were absent from school at a greater

rate.
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Because the overall effect was somewhat less negative than that
reported In an earlier meta-analysis (Holmes and Matthews, 1984),
where a mean ES of -~ .37 was obtained from an analysis of forty-four
studies, an attempt was made to pinpoint what had changed. Based on

an analysis of the nineteen additional studies (Holmes, 1986), a set of
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Grade Level Retention Effects
The Positive Studies

The set of positive studies consisted of nine investigations, most of

which have been published during the 1980s. These studies have
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Grade Level Retention Effects

Table 3: Studres with Matched Subjects

Study Matched On ES
1o Achieverment test SES Sex Grades Chher
1 X X X X - .23
2 X X X - .39
3 X - .73
4 X X X — .96
5 X X X — B6
6 X — .42
7 X X X X X — .63
8 X X X - 06
9 X X X — .40
10 X X X + .20
11 X X X - .32
12 X X — .05
13 X — 04
14 X x — 43
15 X X X X — .48
16 X X x + .31
17 X X X + 76
18 X - .39
19 X X X X ~ 41
20 X X X X -.13
21 X X X — .65
22 X X X - .59

1.
e Ya Y ¢ -3
25 X X X X + .35
Mean -~ .30 - .30 - .28

standard deviation below their matched counterparts. Thus, better
controlled studies showed on average a greater negative effect for
retention.

Conclusions




C. T. Holmes

studies’, two notes of caution must be emphasized. First, the few
positive studies involved intensive remediation plus retention and
1romcally an unusually able population of retainees. These studies failed
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amount of remediation. Second, positive studics tended to be based on
more favorable comparisons with grade peers rather than age peers,
used only academic outcome measures, and most did not follow-up
past one year. When all available longitudinal studies were taken
together, the same-grade apparent beneﬁt dlsappeared over time so that
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Chapter 3:
Repeating and Dropping Out of School’

James B. Grissom and Lorrie A. Shepard
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of the first graders in a Mississippi community would be held back because ‘they
can’t read at a first-grade level’ (USA Today, 15-17 April 1988, p. 1).
Consistent with the view that retention will repair deficient skills and improve

_stpdents’ life if'fﬂﬁf“ the nrincinal exolained her decision: ‘In vears past. those
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students would have been pramoted to second grade. Then they might have
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Repeating and Dropping Out of School

To the teacher deciding whether Justin should be retained 1n first grade,
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J. B. Grissom and L. A. Shepard

typical school dropout by listing across studies the variables that
distinguish graduates from dropouts. Dropouts consistently come from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds, have little support for school from
“home, perform poorly on academic tasks, have poor self-esteem, a

.

dropouts have repeated one or more grades in school. For example, the
Association of California Urban School Districts (1985) reported that in
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Repeating and Dropping Out of School

ington state, 50 per cent of the high school dropouts had repeated a
grade in school. Of those dropouts who repeated, far more than half
had repeated first grade.

Another older study 1s an example of large-scale surveys of
dropouts conducted by social scientists interested in education or labor
economics. Bachman, Green and Wirtanen (1971) studied a nationally
representative sample of high school boys and, again, identified various

;Y;lq-al_'zlgs_tga distinenished three pronunc those wha dronned . anr thnce

_ ‘ d
pR——————

who graduated but did not attend college, and those who went on to

college. Their conclusions about failing a grade in school (against

which they caution inferring cause and effect) were as follows:

Tl wsleticmckhia Fognnaa= ilins 4 ~~-da oo 10— i

attainment is quite strong. More than half of the dropouts had
failed a grade by the time they reached tenth grade; the same
sort of failure had occurred for 27 per cent of those who ended
their education with high school graduation, and only 8 per cent
of those who went on to college. (p. 54).

Bachman et al. (1971) also conducted multiple classification
analyses to determine how well dropping out could be predicted from a

xﬁ@if}ﬂriﬂ' !!f l’ﬂqu?nnr] crhnanl svherian-a and  rnoercarnalisce
..ri,l‘

i

i
measures. Similarly, multiple regression or discriminant function analy-
ses found in most up-to-date studies are an improvement over single

variable studies because they acknowledge the interrelationships among
Pd T Rl {alial aea way ra ~vadic>
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J. B. Grissom and L.. A. Shepard

Ausnn independent School District

Descriptive Statistics
Graduates and

Dropouts SIay-ins
IN=942} (N =2965)
GPA
Average 76.6 85 8
% in 60-69 9 gpa range 19 8% 1.5%
% in 70-79 9 gpa range 47 1% 18 9%
% in 80—-89 3 gpa range 28 7% 47 5%
% in 90-99.0 gpa range 4. 4% 32 1%
Grade level
% Below grade 45.3% 15 2%
% At grade 53.1% 75 5%
% Above grade 1.6% 9 3%
Ethricity
% Hispanic 35 6% 20.6%
QL Dit~r~l T T I £ AL
) 4 F]
! ﬂ
4
% AnglofOther 44 7% 63.0%
Discipline
Average # of Serious
Discipline Incidents 5 A
Sex
% Male 52.3% 50 4%
% Female 47 7% 49 6%
Stepwise Discriminant Analysis Results
Wik ‘s Standardized
Step Variable Lambda Coefficients
1 GPA 770 .85
2 Grade Level 752 .32
3 Black 744 24
4 Discipline 742 -.13
5 Sex .739 -.13

Source: Curtis, Doss, MacDonald and Davis (1983)



Repeating and Dropping Out of School

scores, retention, gpa, and family background. The surprising feature of
Lloyd’s study was that all these variables were measured in the third
grade. Being overage in third grade or having been retained by that
time correlated .31 and .27, respectively, with dropping out of high
school.

Accounting for Achievement

Repeating a grade might directly increase the risk of dropping out. The
competing hypothesis is that poor achievement explains both retention
and dropping out. Is it possible to disentangle the effects of poor
achievement and grade failure? Here we focus on a series of studies
(Hess and Lauber, 1985; Rice, Toles, Schulz, Harvey and Foster, 1987;
Schulz, Toles, Rice, Brauer and Harvey, 1986) conducted in the
Chicago public schools that in various ways adjusted for student
achievement before examining the effect of retention on dropping out.
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Repeating and Dropping QOut of School

decrease to early dropouts; nonetheless, it is plausible that some portion
of the attrition is due to dropouts that occurred before high school and
thus outside the boundaries of the study.

Causal-model Analyses

I dais sgojioreue nrecrnsmin e malygog nf thre ] ypgegit i# g
data sets using causal modeling. Our purposes are to provide a

conceptual framework as well as staustical controls and to test the
stmilarity of findings across communities of quite different socio-
economic status.

Conceptual Model

For policy purposes it is important to understand whether the practice
of grade retention contributes directly to the dropout problem. A
structural model was developed to represent the hypothesized relations
among factors leadmg to droppmg out of high school. Causal modeling

i ‘— St W e S macot e Lo

attempting to make causal inferences from non-experimental data.
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Repeating and Dropping Out of School

clearly Tepresent causal connections between independent and depend-

ent variables. If tmportant variables are omitted from the analysis,
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Repeating and Dropping Out of School

reliability of the achievement measure, because any underestimate of
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Figure 2: Austin I5D Studernts in Grade 8 Grouped by Birth Year and Month.

Smith, 1985). Therefore, analyses were conducted using both an exact
September definition of overage and an exaggerated or stricter defini-
tion of overage with the ambiguous 3-months students removed. In
addition, separate analyses were conducted using verified retentions
only, verified plus inferred retentions and overage only with known
retentions removed.

Ultmately the fidelity of overage as a proxy for retention is not so
serious a question if overage itself becomes the variable of interest and
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Achievement

Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade

7 8 9 10 11 12
R?— 277 286 .309 275 260 2867
SES —.248 — 244 ] Q9 ~ 1R4 — 123Q = 13
_ S ——————
F———

“ ,
Ethnicity —.359 - 375 —.439 - .426 - .435 - .445
Retention .
Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade

7 8 2] 10 11 12

Rz - .249 2486 292 .250 212 126
SES 071 078 .049 031 .035 064
Sex —.122 - 075 - 071 -.103 - 1562 - 037
Ethnicity — 046 — 004 - 031 036 —.029 —-.016
Achievement — 4861 —.452 —.494 —.450 —.428 - 337

Dropping Out
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fa) Freshman entering class of 1979, n = 24,017

SEX —.08 (—.07) —.10 (~.10)
o4 X -3
. 13 (148
ACHIEV 28 RETAIN 3414
~.30 95 96
U, U,
—.01 {—.0%} :

ETHNIC —.01 {—.01)

DROPOUT

{b} Freshman entering class of 1981, n = 20,003

SEX —.10 {~.10)

—-11 (—.11)




Repeating and Dropping Out of School

district was selected because of its high average socioeconomic level to
test the effect of retention on dropping out in quite different circum-
stances. District 3 has a minority population of 21 per cent and a
dropout rate of 4 per cent. Data were provided by the Research and
Testing Office for a 1985/86 sample of 38,364 seventh—twelfth graders.
Subsequent grade retentions and school leaving status were then
updated over the next two school years. It was agreed that the district
would not be identified by name.

Variables for District 3

Sex was coded O for males and 1 for females. Blacks and Hispanics were
coded 1 as members of minority groups, Anglos were coded O.
Achievement was estimated by composite score on the California
Achievement Test (CAT). Using normal curve units, test scores were
averaged for each student across the years of available data.

e —— . s— L —

recent three years. In addition retention was inferred from overage
using the procedures described previously. However, District 3, like
many other districts in the North-eastern region of the country, has a
late entrance age of 31 December. Therefore, when overage is defined
precisely as this boundary, there will be many students with September
to December birthdays who appear to be too old but were never
retained. Instead, if they had started school in a state like Texas, they
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age to represent retention. An additional caveat is needed about the time
precedence of achievement. In the conceptual model, achievement
occurs beforc grade retention. Except for the eighth grade retainees in

Chicago and some unspecified number of later grade retentions in
e i R A S e ST PP
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circumstances outside of school. Different aspects of retention may be
more or less salient when considering existing influences on dropping
out.

From natonally representative data, Erkstrom, Goertz, Pollack
and Rock (1986) found that dropouts said they left because they ‘did not
like school’ (33 per cent) or had ‘poor grades’ (33 per cent). Rumberger
(1983) had reported similar results from the National Longitudinal
Survey; 44 per cent of dropouts gave school related reasons for leaving.
They disliked school, had poor performance, or had been expelled or
suspended. Looking at the same High School and Beyond data analyzed
by Eksrom et al. Wehlage and Rutter (1 986) described a mutual process
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injured self-esteem from the original decision. To the extent that
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These explanations are not mutually exclusive. Regardless of what
students are able to voice as the primary reason for quitting, multiple

fampv,aﬂ‘pc iEEI;;ing, both pushing and pulling students away_







J. B. Grissom and I.. A. Shepard

variability, from which these common understandings derive. The Austin

proportion in figure 3a was 36 per cent which is typical (or an underes-
timate) of cumulative retention rates inferred from data reported in chapter
g ; - - - Fa - - .
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Chapter 4:
A Review of Research on Kindergarten
Retention

Lorrie A. Shepard

Editors’ Introduction

Rcepeating kindergarten is intended to be different from non-promotion at other
grade levels. Because it comes before academic failure it is meant to be a
preventative treatment. The populations served and its social effects are thought to
be different. Often children are selected for kindergarten retention because of
immaturity rather than poor academtc skills. And, many beheve that bemg held

RPN S

Given these arguments, it is unwise to generalize the findings from research
on later-grades retention to what might happen in kindergarten. Advocates for

BitderaonscrtatriiorIopentiaal wedisrioe o o e Il ol s 1oy w16 Wy ot qeve= ) oo
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pertinent. Separate studies aimed directly at the effect of repeating kindergarten
are needed.

This chapter is a review of available research on kindergarten retention in its
several forms: transition classrooms before first grade, developmental kindergarten
before kindergarten; and straight repeating of kindergarten. Research findings are
summarized for both acadewic and personal adjustment outcomes. Studies are
categorized as to their degree of control in accounting for the initial readiness of
retained and promoted children and studies with more adequate control are given
greater weight in formulating conclusions. Methodological issues unique to this
topic are discussed, especially the odd occurrence that retained children are often

more advanced on readiness measures {befirp_reneatigg! than at-risk controls who_




A Review of Research on Kindergarten Retention

Holding children back in kindergarten in large numbers is a phenomenon
of the 1980s. In the past, a relatively small number of school districts
have followed the recommendaton of the Gesell Institute (1982) to
have immature children repeat kindergarten. But nattonally the number
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Gredler provided the only review of research on transition rooms.
Here !JI_E(“E‘!‘"; mainr findines are recanitillated. Then the results of
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A Review of Research on Kindergarten Retention

individualized instruction were no better off at the end of first grade
than at-risk children who had been promoted with no special instruc-
tion. The group that did best of all, however, was the transition-room-
eligible children who had been promoted but received individualized
instruction in the regular classroom.

Additional Studies

In order to expand Gredler’s review, especially to include more recent
studies, computer-assisted searches were conducted of education-and
psychology data bases using the following descriptors: transition room,
kindergarten retention, pre-first, and developmental kindergarten.
3 pference licre were alsa cross-rhecked ra identifv addirional stiidies

| Yr— -
School districts identified by the Gesell Institute (1988) as having
successful developmental programs were contacted for copies of their
evaluation or research reports. The resulting fifteen new empirical
studies, primarily dissertations, were read and categorized along two
dimensions. First, studies were typed by their degree of control. ‘No

gontral meant that only dara for the retained.eroun were venorted no
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peers. Studies with ‘minimal control’ were those with comparison
groups who had been recommended for retention, sometimes called the
‘refusal’ group: hut_there was no measure of the initial eguivalence of
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childrepaatba went divectly ta first grade For exawnle Kithv (1982
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differences between these groups on achievement tests given at the end
of their second, third, fourth, and sixth grade years, respectively.
Similarly, Caggiano (1984) found no difference on standardized
achievement measures at the end of second, fourth, and sixth grades
between Gesell identified children who spent an extra year in transition
room and those whose parents refused the extra year. Caggiano did,
however, find statistically significant differences favoring the transition
group on two of four behavioral rating scales. In contrast, the transition
group had significantly more referrals to special education in subse-
quent years and significantly more special education placements. (The
study was classified as ‘no difference’ because most of the outcomes
showed no difference and significant indings did not consistently favor
one group.)

—An evoluatinn of rransitinn rooams inthe Kitkwood SchoolDisfrict
(1984) found that children who had ‘barely passed’ into first grade
outperformed transition children. However, because the negative find-
ings were no greater than might have been expected from the initial
differences between the groups, this minimally controlled study was
classified as a no difference result. Conversely, generally positive effects
for transition reported by Stapleford (1982) were also treated as no
E--ﬂ“: ~ - T . hd - —— i 1 - h B S

group that agreed to retention; no adjustments had been made in the
study to control for initial differences.

One well-controlled, negative study was located, that by Moss-
burg (1987). Relatively large samples, 149 in each group, were matched
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above national norms. Although covariance adjustments were used to
permit some degree of control, comparative data were not provided
beyond first grade. The only other positive study was reported by
Dolan (1982). Dolan’s study had only five or six children in the ‘parent
refusal’ group in follow-up grades and most of the specific contrasts
between transition children and the refusal group were not statistically
significant. However, when significant results did obtain, they favored
the transition group. For example, children who spent a year in
transition subsequently had better second grade math scores and less
need for special services. The groups were not significantly different in

Iy Yy
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Three studies by Hunter (1975), Sheets (1977) and Wilson and
Hewett (1978) were classified as uncontrolled because transition child-
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spurious results in favor of the transition program. Each of these
nanwlarinoo issues will he cnnsidered intumn
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times sharp philosophical differences about the definition of readiness
and the selection of children who might benefit from an extra year. At
one cxtreme, transition rooms are seen as a pre-special education
intervention and are intended for children with poor academic prog-
nosis. At the other extreme, children who have normal intelligence but

immature development are judged to be the best candidates for
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decision to promote these children imphlies that their characteristics

were not as severe as those for the retained group. From what we can
. - 3 A1 " 1 .
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retention. The reverse is more likely true; i.e., transition children might
. :

- | L R b I (OO E‘ PR |
_ .
5? —

- - .,




L. A. Shepard

A final methodological issue concerns the use of subsequent grade
retention as an outcome measure to judge the benefit of extra-year
placements. Because kindergarten retention is intended to prevent
failure later on, researchers are led naturally to count subsequent
retentions (the fewer the better) as a quantification of program benefits.
Such data are spurious, however, for two reasons. First, in studies
where comparisons are made between later retentions for control and
kindergarten retamees kindergarten retentions are not counted, thus

[ * 1 11 L I - A el oy o :1 P mdir(ﬁ.&s.nﬂ
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in future retentions is an artifact of implicit policies against ‘double
retentions’.

Consider, for example, the findings reported by Kilby (1982).
When two sets of jumior first grade participants and non-attending
controls were followed up through second and fourth grades, respect-
ively, only two of eighty-two program participants had been retained
subsequently and none had been retained twice. On the other hand,
eight of thirty non-attending candidates (27 per cent) were later
retained and four (13 per cent) were retained twice. If kindergarten
retentions had been counted, however, the rates of single retentions

would have been 98 per cent for ) Junlor first graders versus 27 per cent
< . Ve ¥ Y <. E e SN 1.1
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the other the oldest in his class, teachers are likely to retain the youngest
boy but promote the oldest.

Achievement data obtained in conjunction with the study reported
in chapter 5 further corroborate the disassociation between actual
achievement and retention decisions for previously retained children. In
the study reported by Shepard and Smith (1987) kmdergarten retamees

PP
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as unready children who refused the special placement. Academically
able but immature children who repeat kindergarten may well be at the

tan nf rheir first grade class but 3re not ahead of where they xonld haye
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Chapter 5:
Academic and Emotional Effects of
Kindergarten Retention in One School

District’

Lorrie A. Shepard and Mary Lee Smith

Editors’ Introduction

In a climate of extreme opinions, for and against repeating kindergarten, it is
unlikely that dry, summarized research findings will be persuasive to those who
hold contrary opinions. There is always the thought that somehow the groups were
inappropriately selected or the outcome measures too narrowly focused to grant
credence to the findings. Chapter 5 presents an in-depth study of kindergarten
retention in one school district, intended to give flesh to the research reviewed in
chapter 4. In a single study it is possible to describe methods in greater detail thus
enabling the reader to examine critically the integrity of study conclusions.

The research reported here also had the benefit of issues raised by previous
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scales, how parents can hold simultaneously both positive and negative feelings

about program effects.




Academic and Emotional Effects of Kindergarten Retention
Sample Characteristics

Elementary schools within the district differed markedly in the percent-
age of children spending two years before first grade, from O to 25 per
cent. In some schools as many as 38 per cent of kindergartners were
recommended to repeat. The ‘high-retaining schools” were not of one
particular type or location, i.e., they were spread throughout the district

il{}g ;}E.DLf‘d haoth _higsher and lawer soriacronomic naickhkha-bho-d-




L. A. Shepard and M. L. Smith

Table 1- Characteristics of High-Retaining and Matched Comtrol, Low-Retaining Schools (in
Matched Fairs)

High-retaining schools Low-retaining schools

School A School fa) Schoof fel)}
n* 559 225 477
FRL** 13% 14% 3%
cTes =" 5.0/4 9 5.1/5.0 5.0/48
% RinK**** 16% 0% 2%

School B Schoaol (b)
n 580 607
FRL 7% 24%
CTBS 5.0/4 7 4242
% R in K 20% 4%

School C Schoof (¢} School (e2}
n 5983 483 302
FRL 3% 16% : 8%
CL_BS , 4 é‘l_bd % A_Ofa a——

- l/i

School/ D Schoof (d)
n 520 415
FRL 37% ' 38%
CTBS 4.2f41 4.0[36
high ESL pop. high ESL pop.

wET o

K-6 enroliment

% of school population receiving free or reduced lunch (FRL)

Third grade CTBS school means in grade equivalent units for total battery andfor ‘expected’ grade
equivalent based on short form aptitude tests

% retained in kindergarten, based on 198283 data in all schools except school {e2) where the rate
reported is for 1981/82
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they had been given the Santa Clara at the beginning of their first year
of kindergarten. The lack of entering Santa Clara scores resulted 1n
some attrition from the sample. The final sample of forty retainees was
comprised as follows: twelve of seventeen children retained at school A,
sixteen of seventeen children retained at school B, nine of nine children
retained at school C, and three of four children retained at school D.
Follow-up analyses are provided later to determine if the children with

missing data had been systematically more or less able (on outcome
meacnirec) than the children eriidied Tt chanld alen he nated that the
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parents of the least ready children had not, the practice of kindergarten
retention in this school had greatly increased the heterogeneity of the

ﬁm;rlp ~lace  Children whn were averace_ar ahave on_readiness
i I
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5 = top group (the five top children in this class). The purpose of having
teachers rate all these first graders and not merely those involved in the
study was not only to ensure true relative comparisons but to control
for reactivity and rhe instrumenfatian threat to internal validitv. The,
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Table 2: First Grade Outrcorne Measures for Previously Retained Children and Matched Corntrols

?‘L-‘.,__l _ 1 _‘il‘l‘i

{in kincernactend

X s n X 5 n
Teacher Ratings
{Compared to classmates,
1 = lowest group, 5 = highest group}
Reading 2.65 1.31 40 2.50 1.32 a0
Math 2.80 129 40 2.68 1 33 40
Social Maturity 2.83 115 40 2.65 1.29 40
Learner Self-Concept 2.90 1 30 40 255 1 20 40
Attention 2.73 1.20 40 263 1 35 40
o Pr— i S e
CTBS Reading
Raw Score 69 85 9.78 40 64.55 12.96 40
Natona!l percentile 63rd 56th
Grade eqivalent 1.9 1.8
CTBS Math
Raw Score 4465 = 894 40 45 93 7. 50 40
National percentile 78th 81st
Grade equivalent 2.2 2.3

matching on the stability and magnitude of effects. The concern about
the size nf.rhe differences is addressed nsing themare anoronristenerric
]

\

- e
of effect sizes. Effect sizes are defined as the difference between the
experimental and control (retained minus control) in standard deviation
units, i.e., divided by the pooled standard deviation (Glass, McGaw,
a_n‘is_lni_rht 128._] )_For, the CTRS srorqu_ye_badjhﬁ henefit of national
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FiGh
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before first grade did not raise academic performance in comparison to
classmates. As rated by first grade teachers, there was no harm to
self-concept for the retained group in comparison to the control group.
Interestingly, the retained group was not better off after an additional

, year in.terms of sadial mawrity anatrention ra schoal work” The daims

or make them leaders are not borne out. Extra-year children were no
different in comparison to their respective classmates than a group of
very young and unready children who were sent directly on to first

. iéarlp Mare than 40 ner cent of the retained children were rated as
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followed to third grade. The youngness effect also disappears by about
h ‘i,.l cmoda Libkid N Thevwe tha lacrlk Af henefir fram waitaina a vearis nnt
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Controls over Internal and External Valiai'tlt_y
In any quasi-experiment, researchers should consider whether mitas

tions in design threaten its conclusions. Since random assignment 1is
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Even careful matching does not preclude regression artifacts when
the treated and control groups are chosen from different populations
or different regions of a distribution. In traditional grade retention
research, control groups are likely to be systematically more able, thus
potentially masking outcomes favorable to retention (Jackson, 1975).
Conversely, several studies of kindergarten retention reviewed in

rwpr A ?J]QF%A-IPQL.—’L‘ll“;QI n< in extra-vear nrnorams than the
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six cases (four from school A) prior to matching because of missing
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with missing entry data had mean first grade CTBS scores of 72.5 and
45.7 in reading and math, respectively. These values are slightly above
the total retained group means (see table 2) but are the same as school A
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Table 3: Quantitative Ratings from Parent Interviews

1

_

i

subjects?’ {Doing extremely well = b; Having serious difficulty = 1)

At Risk Recommended First Grade
Retained Not Retained Not Retained Retained
X 3.38 3.43 3.46 314
s 82 42 b2 1.07
S; .16 .08 16 40
n 29 28 10 7

‘How would you describe his attitude toward school?’ (Very positive, loves school = 5; Has
a very negative attitude toward school = 1)

At Risk Recommended First Grade
Retained Not Rerained Not Retained Retained
X 3.93 4 50 4.36 4.14
s 1.14 .75 .81 .90
Sz 21 .14 26 .34
n 30 28 10 7
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parents were an extra year to mature, an academic advantage or ‘boost’,
and more self-confidence.

At the same time that a very large majority of parents expressed an
overall positive effect of retention, an equally large proportion reported
ogpegotve exneriences thathad beeva parr of zetention for their child
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Table 4- Parent Reports of the Effects of Kindergarten Retention: A Continuurm of

Excerprs from Positive o Negative
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Table 4 (Conunued)

and he learns. That's the important thing, and | think that’s what going to two years of
kindergarten did.
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than the other kids.
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T_able- 4 (Continued)

month or two of the second year. The kids he went to kindergarten with who went on
to first grade made life miserable. Unfortunately, there are about five of them in the
neighborhood. We tried to help him cope with it and by about December, it was just
assumed in the neighborhood that he was a kindergartener and they were first grade.

—_—

1’4 tell you the drawbacks first. | think it decreased her attention and | was upset at the
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Table 4 (Continued)

important also. The way they explained it to me, | could understand their point, and |
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We were somewhat disappointed with (his progress in kinder-
garten). The teachers had segregated him pretty much from the
rest_of the kids in the class because of his age (entry age 5.3).

They put him in this category that he was underdeveloped and
that no matter what they would do he would continue that way.

T ercoured hisglassaaternd shar fact.This was due to a

prejudice in my opinion.

Results in table 4 should be interpreted with the understanding that the
respondent group were on average somewhat favorably disposed
toward the potential benefits of retention.
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A

pressurc psychologically to reduce dissonance by bringing their beliefs
in line with their action.

Had it been ethical to inform parents about the lack of program
benefits, it is reasonable to suppose that information of this kind might
shift the balance of positive over negauve effects in the minds of some
parents. Consider especially parents in the middle of the distribution
(categories 3 and 4) who expressed ambivalence. They reported mild to

serious negatlve 51de—effects for their child but cast a positive vote for
_ . . _ 1

4
.. P
) ’ y | A

knowledge about program effects.

The largely positive program endorsement by parents of retained
children is consistent with the results of other parent surveys on grade
retention (Ames, 1980; Chase, 1968). In her survey of parents whose
children had participated in junior first grade, Kilby (1982) obtained the
very highest agreements for general program items; 90 per cent agreed,
‘I'm glad my child was in junior first grade’. Greater dissonance
occurred on specific items such as ‘unkind remarks from others’ (24 per
cent) and ‘Being in junior first grade made my child feel “different” from

) nther children in ecchanl” 114 ner centy Fuen en rWnri v nf pharents
A ——

t

& i

—~ j
gave positive ratings to the extra year. In Kilby’s study as well, parents
were probably not aware of the lack of significant achievement gains
found by the author.

Summary and Conclusions

This study was designed to assess the efficacy of kindergarten retention.
It was intended to add to the existing body of research studies by
mstituting more rigorous controls, by testing the generality of findings
for both immature and slow learner retainees, and by measuring
affective as well as academic outcomes. Results are summarized as
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transition participants even though transition children had sometimes
shawmn an ipiial advaptage

In our study, children who had repeated kindergarten were com-
pared at the end of first grade to matched control children who had been
equally young and unready when they first began school. The retained
children were, of course, one year older when measured at the end of
first grade. On teacher ratings of reading and math achievement there
were no differences between the groups. On CTBS math the groups
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Chapter 6:
Attitudes of Students, Parents, and
Educators toward Repeating a Grade'

Deborah A. Byrnes

Editors’ Introduction

This chapter marks the divide in the book between research on the consequences of
retention and research about practice. Byrnes provides both types of data and
draws the contrast between beliefs about retention and its verified effects.

Parent, teacher and principal opinions about the advisability of retention
'__]”‘=_-l'7‘_4‘-- . $: . T' - .. a . r~ ]

L XL R = 4 T - R

group, even parents of retained children, applaud retention to corvect deficient
academic skills. Making students repeat is an accepted and expected school
practice. Parents and educators have slightly different opinions about using criteria
such as immaturity for retention and about who should have the final say.
Byrnes also contributes the only study we know of in the literature where
retained children are interviewed. The accounts of these children, about what it
meant to be held back. are not iust ovinion data. Thev are measures of the effects of
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pupil achievement, it is important to understand the meaning of this
expericnce for children and to look more closely at how parents,

MEH nrincinale. view the nce of retentinn.
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dissatisfaction with the academic gains of its children (Thompson,

1979) ,i! he choice of rmoanv school distrifts o dmbproyve public schaool







the 27 per cent of parents in this category is roughly proportional to
their share in the population (see note 2). Lower and middle class
parents tended to respond at equal rates. However, there may have been
other untested biases in who responded related to opinions about
retention; thus, analyses should be taken to represent views from the
population of respondents.

Survey Findings

The majority of responding parents, teachers and principals in this
district supported grade retention for children who did not meet
requirements of the grade. Seventy-four per cent of the principals, 65
per cent of the teachers, and 59 per cent of the parents in this study felt
children should ‘usually’ or ‘always’ be retained if they did not meet
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D. A. Byrnes

to retain. A fairly large percentage of parents (20 per cent), in contrast to
principals (3 per cent) and teachers (3 per cent), felt the parent should

have the final say. Parents who felt they should have the final say tended
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Attitudes of Students, Parents and Educators toward Repeating a Grade

Discussion of Survey Findings

Rescarch findings indicate that repeating a grade docs not improve a
student’s subsequent performance. Yet the majority of parents, teachers
and principals in this school district felt that students should be retained
if they do not meet grade lcvel expectations. It is apparent that the
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However, thosc options chosen most frequently, smaller classes with
more individuahzed instruction, and increased remedial 1nstruction
opportunttics, are also altecrnatives which are the least threatening to

v R ueig 3 thay gl 10 spchmey Al ox— — —

transitional maturity classes, and mult- or non-graded school struc-
ture, which involve a greater change in the structure of the school, were
not supported by the majority of the teachers and principals.

Interviews with Non-promoted Students and Their
Teachers

For the second part of the study, the views of seventy-one retained
children in grades 1, 3 and 6 were gained through structured personal
interviews by the author or, in the seven cases where Spanish was the
dominant language, by her bilingual assistant. The study looked
particularly at the students in the first grade (ffty-two retained children:
thirteen girls, thirty-nine boys) because younger children are most
likely to be retained and particularly because parents and teachers often
think retention is less socially stigmatizing for younger children. A
small group of third (nine retained children: six girls, three boys) and
sixth (ten retained children: four girls, six boys) graders were also
interviewed to examine the varied impressions among non-promoted
middle and upper elementary students. Approximately half of the.
children were from upper-middle income schools and half from the

lower-middle income schools.
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Attitudes of Students, Parents and Educators toward Repeating a Grade

Views of Children

All students were introduced to the topic of retention in the following
way: ‘Some students who need more time to learn spend another year
in the same grade. Have you or any of the students in your class ever
had that happen?” (Interestingly, despite the efforts of the researcher and
her assistant to stay away from any negative labeling of the retention
experience, it was at this point that many of the children automaucally
referred to the experience as ‘flunking’.) Of the seventy-one children
who were repecating a grade, 73 per cent named themselves. Interest-
ingly, only 57 per cent of the retained girls included themselves,
whereas 81 per cent of the boys named themselves. First grade girls in
particular were the most likely children not to admit they had been
retained, even after the question was clarified or repeated.

Most of the children who did not name themselves did, however,
I T W5 [ TR wha had hesn
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had written. It became evident from responses such as the above that

many of these children did not feel comfortable admitting that they had
t y Y S B—— N T T— | s IR s ——. . Sy S B S

secret. The fact that fewer girls than boys were willing to name
themselves may indicate that girls’ identities are more tied up with
school success or that girls are more aware of the social sugma of grade
retention.

Students, depending on their earlier responses to the question of
whether they had been retained or not, were asked how they ‘felt” or
‘would feel’ about being retained. Of the sixty-four responses, the vast
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expressed in many dlfferent ways. Eduardo (farst grade) who did not
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D. A. Byrnes

Carol [third grade]: They were okay. They hope I pass this year.

Robert [sixth grade]: They were mad. They said that I better pass
cause I need a good education.

These comments may not accurately reflect what their parents’
actual responses were but they do reflect how children interpreted and
remembered their parents’ feelings about their retention. Interestingly,
children who were good students (in the top 25 per cent of their class)
and children who were slated for possible retention the followine vear
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parcnts feel?” was presented to them. One high achieving first grade girl
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D. A. Byrnes

give them mformatlon at all. Thls point will be discussed further in the
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classes, we asked all the retained respondcnts if they had ever heard
their tcachers talk about keeping children in the same grade. Seventy
per cent of the students reported ‘yes’. When asked what kinds of things
teachers say, children mentioned such statements as: ‘If you don’t want
to do it, we won’t force you. You will be here next year, too’; ‘If you
don’t follow directions, you are going to flunk’; “All of you kids who
didn’t hand in your papers, stand up These will bc tht‘ ones that arc

1







D. A. Byrnes

be retained and had talked to her about it long before Stacey saw it on
her report card. Stacey asscrted that children should be retained ‘if they
didn’t do good on stuff .

According to Stacey’s current teacher, Stacey’s mother, a teacher at
a private school in the area, had requested that Stacey be retained.
Despite Stacey’s comments that she did not do well in math, her school
records indicate she has always made satisfactory progress in math. In
fact, the only area in which Stacey received an unsatisfactory grade was
handwriting. From information in her school file, it was apparent that
her mother and school officials actually retained Stacey because she
acted 1immaturcly and had poor work skills. Stacey’s mother was
reported to have said that if there was any question about Stacey’s
abihity to do well in second grade, Stacey should be retained. Appar-
ently, this is partly in reaction to the fact that Stacey’s older sister was
not retained and is now doing poorly in the sixth grade. Not surpris-
Y — | —— i R S5 il £ N
i

(However, she still has poor handwriting skills.) Stacey was not seen as

being immature or having behavior problems during her second year in
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Attitudes of Students, Parents and Educators toward Repeating a Grade

that keeping children in the same grade was not a good idea because it
made them sad. '

School records indicate that Ivette was retained because she did not
know English. Her original first grade teacher described her as well
behaved, a hard worker and a good student, one who did not do well in

school only because she predominantly spoke Spanish. Records indicate
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current first grade teacher indicated that Ivette is now in the top 25 per
cent of the class and 1s well adjusted socially and emotionally. When
Ivette’s current first grade teacher was asked if Ivette received any
individual instruction in her classroom, the teacher replied ‘no’. How-
ever, she did inform the interviewer that Ivette had been receiving ESL

f— - - - —
—_— bt .
I3 _




D. A. Byrnes

saw retention as a negative experience, he believed that it was justifiable
for academic reasons that he was retained.

School records indicate that George was retained because he just
wouldn’t work. His 1nitial first grade teacher commented that ‘George

™} AT AN Rt S RG] e

&

not interested in school’. This teacher also mentioned that George often
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these absences were even partially the cause of his retention. George’s
mother approved of his retention, but George’s father was vehemently
against it.
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another story. The question ‘How do you let the children know they
will be repeating a grade?” elicited varied and interesting responses.
Sixty per cent of the teachers left it up to the parents, either directly or
indirectly. Some specifically discussed how the parents should handle 1,
while others assumed the parent would naturally discuss it with the
child 1n a constructive way. With the sixth grade children it was often
assumed, due to a frequently verbahized policy concerning grades for
promotion to junior high, that they were well aware of their status. At
one school, however, the principal tried to meet personally with all
sixth grade students to be retained.

First grade teachers scemed to have a pardcularly difhcult time
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whom information regarding parents’ attitudes toward retention could
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their concern for each of the children they retained was evident. Many
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dccision to retain. For example, one teacher stated that she often lost
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retention could be stressful for the child, it would be worse for the child
if he or she was promoted. They felt that the next grade teacher would
not be able to accommodate the child’s level of skills or emotional
development and the child would experience even more failure. Several
teachers also mentioned their fear of being ridiculed by the colleagues of
the following grade for creating more work for them by sending such
ill-prepared students.

In two cases first grade teachers did mention that if specific children
could have received remedial assistance outside of the classroom, they
might not have retained these students. However, as one teacher
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‘the situation by punishing the child for her or his failure to be
promoted.

Conclusion

A survey of principals’, teachers’ and parents’ views of retention in
grade revealed that non-promotion 1s 2 popular means of improving
poor school achievement. Grade repetition 1s intuitively thought to
help children who are considered unable to deal responsibly with tasks
typically assigned to students in the next grade. Children who lack
basic skills, have poor work habits or are immature are all likely
candidates for retention in grade. These children, who are characterized
as not being motivated to work, having poor self-esteem, and being
immature, are given another year in the same grade in the hope that
time and a repeat of the same curriculum will make them more capable
students in the future. Unfortunately, children who are retained gen-
crally do no better than their matched counterparts who have been
promoted (sec chapter 2 in this volume). Retention is generally not an
effective remedial strategy. Retained children perceive retention as a
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Notes

1 Portions of this chapter are based on previously published articles: Byrnes
and Yamamoto (1985, 1986).

2 Annual retention rates should not be confused with cumulative retention
rates (which are rarely computed by school districts). If these data were
stable from year to year and discounting double retentions, then by sixth
grade the cumulative rate in this district would be 31.5 per cent; i.e., nearly
one third of all pupils would have been retained at some time before sixth
grade.

3 All names used in this analysis are fictitious but were chosen to preserve the
sex and ethnic group identity of the subjects.






Chapter 7:
Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

Mary Lee Smith

powerful determinant of classroom practices and student learning. If we can
quematm teachers’ beliefs or mental constructs about how children learn. then we
¥ ! .




Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

with very few exceptions, that children who have been rctained for a
second year in a grade are not better off than mmitially equivalent
children who have been promoted. This 1s true whether the outcome is
achievement or adjustment and whether the reason for the retention
was low academic performance or immaturity.
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M. L. Smith

the following situation. Every child except one in her class is proceed-

ing through the curriculum. Invariably, one boy leaves his seatwork to
1 -




Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

retaining a child for an extra year in kindergarten or by
screening children into a prekindergarten or transition kinder-
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M. L. Swmith

perceptions about the outcome of retention reported in chapter 5)
included the parents’ recollection of their interactions with teachers
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children’s reaction.

Findings
Teachers’ Beliefs about Development
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Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

go of mom, they’re not ready to take directions from another
person, and I just feel like this is a developmental stage. And that
every child will eventually go through the stages. But right now
in kindergarten the first part of school is just really hard on a lot

S

speced, and we cannot push that development.

The remainder of the teachers were labeled ‘non-nativists’ and fcll
into three sub-groups.

Remediationists
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ready for school and can be taught. What the teacher does can Influence

the pupil’s readiness and ability to learn. These teachers are acave
instructional and resource managers. They break the curriculum into
segments and provide pupils with repeated opportunities to learn.
Children who lcarn the material more slowly than their peers are given
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M. L. Smith

spccific training program to correct it. After treatment, the child will be
able to function more or less normally like his peers in kindergarten.
The beliefs of diagnostic-prescriptive teachers differ from those of
Remediationists in that the latter intensify general instruction and the
former target therapies to diagnosed disorders.

You always have children who can handle everything else but
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children probably are going to have those problems so that
wouldn’t be any reason for retention. We have our learning lab,
and children that are showing these problems work there ... If a
child absolutely couldn’t listen, I'll certainly try very hard to
find out what the problem is before wanting to keep him in
kindergarten another year. The rcasons he can’t attend may be
because he has an auditory problem...If he has this block or a
problem, then he’s got to learn to work around that to
compensate for it, and that’s what we’ll try to give him, arc
ways to compensate.

Interactionists

This group believes in a2 complex pattern of interactions between the
psychological nature of the child and the environments provided by
teachers. They believe that the environment and materials should be
arranged by the teacher based on an ongoing study of each child and
what interest of his might awaken the learning process. Levels of
decvelopmental readiness can be influenced in this way.
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M. L. Smith

nativists, who use it frequently. This expectation was not fulfilled.
tcachers of all belief types and those who retain relatively few pupils all
cndorsed retention as an effective solution to a perceived problem. They
may have defined the problem differently, but what they said about the
solution was the same. Presumably, low-retaining teachers would have
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children.
Beliefs about retention and its consequences are detailed in this
section along with representative excerpts from the data.

Retention is beneficial
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struggle and struggle because the next year they might be at the
top of their class. And rather than push and put them ahead one
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M. L. Smith

There’s not the stigma of failure in kindergarten, so that is the
time to do 1t

For nativist teachers particularly, the benefits of retention are
simply the result of having more time to mature.

Sometimes you just have to wait for Mother Nature to help the

ih;u _

concerning the harmful effects of promotung a kindergartner who
should have been retained. Children such as these were judged to be

destined for failure, subsequent retention, or referral for specml edu-
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parent and consequently how the parents present it to the child.

If the parents let the child know they are happy with the
decision ... if they’re not happy and there’s a lot of wavering on
it, then I think it’s almost — then 1 think it is probably harmful
to the child. Because they are going to read that from the parent.
And the kids really will read what you’re feeling. And if you
accept 1t, they accept it. So it depends on how the parent
approaches the child.

How the teacher ‘handles’ the retention decision is also viewed as
influencing whether retention will help or hurt the child:

If i1t’s handled correctly, there shouldn’t be [any risks to reten-
tion]. I think if it’s approached in a positive way, ‘this is going to
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Interactions with parents

Making the decision to retain a child places teachers in complex
relationships with the child’s parents. Few retentions are imitiated by
parents. Because some principals insist that parents make the final
decision, teachers who have made the recommendation to retain must
persuade the parents. Teachers talked about marshaling evidence from
the child’s performance throughout the year, passing out pamphlets like
‘A Gift of Time’, bringing in ‘experts’ to test the children and bolster
the case, having the parents visit the classroom to see for themselves the
putative difference between their child and his or her peers. Some
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Teachers” Beliefs about Retention

these kindergarten clothes and we want that child to go. All his
friends are going to first grade. Oh, I can’t stand for him to stay
back.’” But that’s so minor in kindergarten.

They were willing to risk her whole future!

In some schools, the parents’ point of view was genuinely respect-
cd, and the first grade teachers into whose classes the children were

i e R 2 e £k

wise worked to ensure the children’s success.

The teachers’ interviews were cross-referenced with data from
interviews with parents. Teachers consistently underplayed the extent
of conflict with parents over the decision to retain and underestimated
the degree of parents’ active resistance or passive but unhappy com-
pliance.
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M. L. Smith

The scntiments above are in the minority. In most cases teachers
discounted the possibility that children might be bored or frustrated by
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might expericnce any more than the most munor and ephemeral

emotions. The value of social promotion, that is, keeping a child with
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Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

conditions that lead to retention:

I have a lot of trouble failing anyone. It means [ haven’t done
my job. I feel it’s my job to take all the kids who come in and
teach them what they need even though they are behind in their

devclopment.

Practical vs. Propositional Knowledge
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group study yields. Two groups start out alike, onc gets the treatment
— in this case retention — and the other group gets an alternative
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promoted. Since teachers lack this abstract information, they rely on

their direct, but madequate experience. Nor do teachers acquire feed-
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Teachers” Beliefs about Retention

methods are repeated and intensified. If necessary, children are recycled
through the whole package by retaining them for a second year in
kindergarten.

Many teachers reject this view of schooling as inappropriate for
young children, yet feel powerless to alter the structure of the school,
the externally-imposed curriculum and accountability requirements
placed on them. The only autonomy still available to them is the

reggmmendatinatn retioa childositho dees mar At thoentr wp oo sy

rhetoric of teachers’ beliefs about retention regularly places the problem
of unrcadiness or incompetence in the psychological make-up of the
child rather than in the institutional characteristics of the school. The
curriculum 1s left unexamined.

The Problem of Heterogeneity

The teacher 1s a self-interested theoretician. Though couched in the
rhetoric of pupil benefits, her beliefs about retention are, unconsciously
perhaps, conditioned by a wish for a more homogeneous and trouble-
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bewildering array of children of different chronological ages and
backgrounds. Because some parents keep their children out of public
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Chapter 8:
Ending Social Promotion in Waterford:

Appearances and Reality'

Mary Catherine Ellwein and Gene V' Glass

Editors’ Introduction

Teacher beliefs about retention, investigated by Smith in chapter 7, might be
considered to be mformal or :mphat pohaes that govem promotion decisions. In
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M. C. Elhwvein and G. V Glass

Since 1983, the Waterford School District has administered locally-
developed, criterion-referenced tests from kindergarten through to the
cighth gradc. Developed by a host of content specialists, school
administrators and classroom teachers, these examinations cover grade-

level material in reading, mathematics and, in some grades, writing. The
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Ending Social Promotion in Waterford
Impetus for the Promotional Gates Policy

In the carly 1980s, the Waterford School District (not its real namyc)
hired a new Superintendent. Charismatic and competent, the new
leader was viewed as the answer to many of the problems plaguing the

district. There was a gencral feeling that the ‘product’ leaving the
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M. C. Ellwein and G. V Glass

tions. This committee was made up of over forty individuals from
teaching, administration, currtculum and other speccial programs. After
meecting for nine months, the group produced a number of recom-
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Blueprint for Excellence

Recommendations from this district-wide committee dealt with a wide
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curriculum interventions, retention policies, parent notice and duc
process, implementation timelines, position responsibihtes, staff

- Pl L]



Ending Social Promotion in Waterford
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Instcad of having onc test score to separate students into pass or
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According to the committee’s report:

Test scores that are closest to the standard that separates
proficiency from non-proficiency may not accurately reflect
performance due to error of measurement present in all tests ...
Because those errors exist, scores from each test will be divided
into three bands: satisfactory, questionable and unsatisfactory.

In descnbmg the rationale behind the questlonablc (gray) area, the
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reading and mathematics readiness. Students who have scores in
the satisfactory range generally will be recommended for pro-
motion. Questionable scores will lead to a review of total
performance to determine promotion or retention. Unsatisfac-
tory scores will generally lead to retention.

The decision rules for second, fifth and seventh grade test perform-
ance were decidedly more comniplex. Depending on sub-test per-
formance, students would be classified into one of three categones
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sub-test performance for each category. As can be seen in the table,
there are six possible combmatlons of perfornmnce on the two sub tests




by a group of district educators. As described in the committee’s report:

Students recommended for a review of total performance will
have their scores examined by a review team consisting of the
principal, the classroom teacher plus at least one other staff
member (for example, social worker, counselor, reading or
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objective data, in addition to staff judgments, will lead to either
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A case conference would be called when there had been no prior
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Three other relevant policies are noted:

1 All regular education students are cxpected to take promotional
gates tests. The Individual Education Program (IEP) for special
education students must specify which tests, if any, the students
will take.

remiw g ety g C— — Wt} it ki & A1 :

3 Students who fail the promotional gate tests and are retained are
cligible to receive retention services. Kindergarten retention
services are delivered in a K-1 transition curriculum. Other
grades offer pull-out programs skills work during the retained
year.

Thus, plans were carefully laid for implementation of the fou
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standards would be set on the city-wide pilot data and students would
be held to those standards in the year following the pilot. By spring
1986 the four promotional gates would be in place and guarded.
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Ending Social Promotion in Waterford

[math or writing] skills are such that if you only had two
choices — to promote or to retain — you would clect to retain
the student at this time.

Teachers were urged to draw upon any and all of the information

',_ )?E ﬁ P T Sy I g

r

3
.




M. C. Ellwein and G. V Glass

i T i)y e T

H
i

District (Spring 1983)

% of all students

Raw # # # % scoring at
S!:_a':a! Tanﬂ' TP (27t 1N e 9V S g S 18 Ve— 0 | shi—
41 38 O 38 100

40 74 0 74 100

39 148 ) 148 100

38 156 2 158 99

37 214 1 215 99 4+

36 183 3 186 98 .

35 173 2 175 99

34 147 11 158 93

33 110 12 122 g0

32 98 1 109 90

31 102 24 126 81

30 94 18 112 84 37.9

29 83 13 96 86 329

28 63 24 87 72 291

3 - — I k (—'
_ R oy S
26 50 21 71 70 221

25 20 18 38 53 19.3

24 22 21 43 51 17.3

23 17 24 41 41 15.3

22 13 22 35 37 13.4

21 17 25 42 40 11.8

zv -

x

19 7 22 29 24
18 4 20 24 17
17 3 13 16 19
16 2 20 22 g
15 1 15 16 6
14 4 10 14 29
13 2 i0 12 17
12 3 15 18 17
M 1 11 12 8
10 0 5 5 0o
9 0 13 13 0O
8 O 7 7 0O
7 0 7 7 0
6 0 2 2 0
5 0 1 1 0O
n 1,917 463 2,380

special education and limited English proficiency. Another table was
prepared to indicate the percent of students (by ethnic group and scx)
who would be sorted into one of three recommendation categories:
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Technical Issues
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thought was the intent of the Contrasting Groups method, then
I basically took a position that they knew more about the
curriculum and expectations to set a reasonable standard. To
me, a violation would be if they sct the standard where 80 per
cent of the kids were rated as masters — any extrcme [percent-
age] would be a violation of the method.
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afford. We¢ never went and asked [central administration], but
we knew what the common sense approach was.

When asked if potential costs influenced the recommendations
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The i1dea 1s that the passing score has to be high enough and the
number of students falllng low enough .. lf you take a look the
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Recommendation Year
Grade category 1984 1985 1986
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= e ———————————————
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Retain 9? 5 7°
5th Pass — 752 81
Review — 132 9
IQ-F; or § .
L F —r
7th Pass — 78° 74

Retain —

Noie: Figures do not add to 100% in the last column because of missing sub-
test scores for a number of students

2 derived from pilot test data

® based on paralle} form
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though they passed (one of whom also received transition services
designed for those who failed the test). In sum, approximately 117
students (29 per cent) of the 406 who failed the 1985 promotional gate
were not found in 1985/86 kindergarten classrooms. It is likely that
these students were promoted to first grade. This conclusion is borne
out by the evaluation report released in Fall 1986, which indicated that
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tion about their ethnicity and gender may have influenced subsequent
decisions to be retained. For example, minoritics accounted for 59 per
cent of the students who failed the 1985 kindergarten test. However,
69 per cent of the students who were retained and received transition
services were minorities. Moreover, 56 per cent of those failing the
kindergarten test were male but they accounted for 65 per cent of the
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Ending Social Promotion in Waterford

student progress and achievement. In general teachers perceived a
positive impact on retained students’ achievement and achievement-
related bchaviors (for example, time on task). In additon, district

%_- - ﬁ{ v —iatni.u‘j gherdomen’ ..FL.MHEJ a3 m w
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that of promoted (mainstream) students. To this end, the evaluators
identified those students (kindergarten and second graders) who had

- li _ l]__ tNorc Lﬁ_. hll fﬂ,e ‘kﬁ]ﬁ't idpptc had crnrad ar

or below the district’s 30th percentile in 1985. Tables 6 and 7 show the
per cents of students scoring below the same point on the 1986 tests for

kindergarten and grade 2 respectively.
As can be scen in tables 6 and 7, students were not tested on a

common metric. A]though rctamed and promoted students had taken
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students, and teachers’; yet avoid controlling their ‘instructional
activities or outputs despite periodic shifts toward accountability’
(p- 72). In Waterford, we witnessed tight control over ritual classifi-
cations of students Rules defined students as ‘masters’ or ‘non- masters ;
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or ‘unsatisfactory’; and still others prescribed their fate: *promote’,
1
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clasmﬁcatlons such as these are routinely made by schools, there are few
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Chapter 9:

Alternatives to Student Retention: New
Images of the Learner, the Teacher and
Classroom Learning
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Professor of Educational Psychology and Teacher Education at Michigan State
University. She is also editor of the Review of Educational Research and
Vice-President of the American Educational Research Association. Peterson is a



Alternatives to Student Retention

When such hands-in-the-air resignation about achievement is
reinforced by school administrators — who ought to know
¢ — our national effort to provide cqual intellectual oppor-

| S

It Work, p. 34)

In the above quotation from his progress report on the status of the
education reform movement in America, US Secretary of Education,
William Bennett, argued persuasively that beliefs about the learner and
learming may have profound effects not only on the educational
opportunities and learning experiences provided to students in
American classrooms, but also, ultimately, on these same students’
achievement. Moreover, Bennett suggested that pervasive and deep-
seated beliefs about the learner and about learning have seriously
impeded the progress of educational reform in our country.

Bennett’s statement provides a context within which to discuss

the results of the present volume on retention practices in American
adiimarine Qhanard Qmirth and their cnlleacnies have taken a sophis-
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attempted to ‘replace the traditional, but politically stgmatized, social
promotion system with a new testing program’. In the words of the
Superintendent, the goal was to use test data ‘as primary information to

Lorcre darsddrmtdtdar—— e —— #iﬁf‘—-" ae grrete
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policy and actual practice. At the end of the study, they concluded that
‘test performance and promotion decisions were related asymmetrically.
Students who passed the tests were generally promoted, but the fate of
those who failed was much less consistent with policy dictates. Some
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the findings on retention practices in the present volume. The purpose
of my analysis 1s four-fold. First, 1 argue that teachers’ beliefs about the
learner and about classroom learning have powerful effects not only
on their specific classroom practices but also on thecir more general
educational practices, such as retention or non-retention of students.
Secondly, I suggest that teachers vary in their images of the learner and

- .,

However, even though teachers’ beliefs may be strongly held, teachers
do change their beliefs. This leads to the third assertion: that one way
for teachers’ beliefs to change is as a result of being given access to new
knowledge. For example, teachers may change their beliefs significantly
by being given access to new research-based knowledge on children’s
learning even if this knowledge is based on a different image of the
learner than they now have. Finally, I argue that what may be needed
is a ‘new’ image of the teacher as knower, learner and thoughtful
professional — a person who is able to use ncew rescarch-bascd
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proceeds according to an evolutionary, physiological unfolding of
abilitics. Nativist teachers viewed this unfolding process as largely
outside the influence of teachers or parents. Thus, they probably held
back or retained children in kindergarten because they perceived that

these children were not physiologically ready for first grade. In

S [ = AR L
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These teachers were more likely to promote the child to the next grade,
probably because they beliecved that the teacher in the next grade could
influence the child’s learning and development by remedial teaching,
diagnosing and correcting the child’s deficient skills, or by arranging
the learning environment to adapt to the child’s developmental level.

Old and New Images of the Learner

Although no systematic data exist on the prevalence of a ‘nativist’
theory among tcachers in general, this conception of the learner may
have long been part of the ‘scientific knowledge base’ that has been
passed on to tcachers. For example, 1 found such a view espoused a
century ago in a book entitled The Science of Education, written 1n

September 1887, by Dr Francis B. Palmer. At that time, Palmer was
S el Fede B . - - 5 a3 .
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Palmer suggested nativist beliefs about the learner similar to the

bcllefs exprcssed by the kindergarten teachers that Smith interviewed.
™ 1 1 RUNTY o S, ~ e we e [Py n“ L‘10
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learming process that is also probably held by many teachers today.
Palmer engaged in what might be called ‘anticipatory plagiansm’ of
Benjamin Bloom and others’ (1956) ideas by suggesting that cognitive
learning proceeds from mastery of lower-order facts to higher-order
reasoning and problem solving. As Palmer put it:

The mind must possess:

(1) Facts before principles and abstractions.

(2) Examples before precepts. .

(3) Methods before reasons. (Palmer, 1887, p. 73)

According to this conception, the learner must first “‘master’ basic
skills. Another prevalent conception that secems to abide side-by-side
with the mastery-learning model is the belief that the mind of the
lcarner 1s like an ‘empty vessel’. Recently, I heard a Superintendent of

Schools portray learners as ‘empty vessels’ mto which the teacher
S i R gy s Ly
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of boys and minority children were held back, far in excess of the
test-recommcended proportions (p. 168), 1s consistent with the claim

. - - .
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In sum, certain dominant images of the learner and learning may be

significantly related to teachers’ retention practices. These include a
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developmentally ready to go on. However, another idea is that the
learner must acquire or learn ‘basic facts’ before the learner is able to go
and master other skills and engage in ‘higher-order’ thinking and
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suggest -that a better metaphor is that knowledge is stored in the
learner’s head as a network of concepts or constructs and thus, the mind
of the learner is like a ‘tinker toy’. Learning involves the making of
connections between the learner’s existing network of knowledge and
the new information to be learned. Instruction should facilitate these
connections and the process of education might be defined as the
construction of knowledge by the learner.

Iq 2 vpowodk theorv of coomiti n_an learning. the concepts of
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mathematics education, such an argument applies equally well to
teaching the basics in reading (see, for example, Anderson et al,, 1985).
Recent theory and rescarch suggest that students benefit from instruc-
tional practices that relate new knowledge in a meaningful way to the
knowledge that they have already developed. This means, for example,
glaFch ing should alwavs be tauncht with a hacis in meanine (for
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that mathematics computation should be taught in the context of
real-world problem solving (for example, Resnick, 1985; Carpenter,
Fennema and Peterson, 1984).

In the following discussion, I use the case of learning and teaching
of addition and subtraction in first-grade mathematics to illustrate the
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subtraction problem. These strategies have a clecar relationship to the
type of problem children are solving.

Children’s Informal Knowledge of Mathematics

When young children first begin to solve addition and subtraction word
problems, they are limited in their thinking about the problem to
creating a direct concrete representation of the problem. For example,
they use their fingers, physical objects, or counters to represent each
quantity and the problem, and they can represent only the specific
action or relationship described in the problem. For example, suppose a

kindergarten child were given the following problem ‘Melissa has
e — ————rf— " Tt e o
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altogether?” To solve this problem, the child might use counters to
make a set of three objects, add more objects until she had a total of six

ob_]ects and then count the number of objects she had added. Through
l 14 ..-J P P Lr\t-' fLa‘i fd]lr
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mathematical knowledge and understanding. A teacher who disagrecs
might believe instead that it is the teacher’s role to organize and present
mathcmatical knowledge; and it is the child’s role to receive the
mathematical knowledge presented by the teacher (Peterson et al,
1989).

The Prevalence of Cognitive-Constructivist Conceptions of the
Learner among First-Grade Teachers

An important question becomes, ‘How prevalent is a cognitive-
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learners and learners’ styles. 1 guess learners must be actively
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and verbalizing what they are doing. (Peterson et al., 1989
p- 31).

Relationship of Cognitive-Constructivist Conceptions to Student
Achievement

One of the most significant findings from our initial study of teachers’
belhiefs was the finding that teachers’ conceptions were related to their
stygdents’” mathematics achievement. We assessed students’ achievement
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An Experimental Study of Cognitive Conceptions of Learning and
Classroom Practice

The possibility of a cause-effect relationship was addressed in an
experimental study. Our purpose was to determine whether giving
teachers access to research-based knowledge on children’s mathematics
lcarning would change teachers’ conceptions of learning and make a
difference in their classroom practices and subsequent student achieve-
ment.

Twenty teachers were assigned randomly to an experimental group
— the Cognitively-Guided Instruction (CGI) group — and twenty to a
control group. Experimental teachers participated in a four-week
summer workshop where we gave them access to recent ﬁndmgs on

b |

L — [~ z )
subtraction. We did not train experimental teachers in specific tech-

niques for altering their classroom instruction. Rather, we provided
information and worked with them as ‘thoughtful professionals’, who

construct their own knowledge and understanding. (For a complete
#i—‘ Gl g vt 0 e

e yraahia St o o= e ga o am- k- & ascam a8 siele

"

Loef, 1988.)
As a result of the workshop, CGI teachers” measured knowledge
was enhanced and their reported beliefs were more closelv aheoned with
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were more confident of their ability to solve word problems and
reported sigmfcantly greater understanding of mathematics than did
control students. Finally, despite the observation that control teachers
spent significantly more time on number facts, the students in CGI
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computation test, and CGI students actually did better in their ability to
recall number facts.

From our interview data we have eVJdence to suggest that teachers
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They should learn how to solve all of them ... Um, you know,
I would like all my kids to be able to, if I throw out any
problems, say, ‘Okay, I'm going to tackle it.” You know, not
throw up their hands and say, ‘I can’t do it.’

In a follow-up question, teacher M was asked why she deccided that
'S ROIRUNE 5N [ R Uy R [y i S U R, + £ar a1l Ahildrar 1ev hae
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class to learn to solve. In a revealing statement sEe aqmitted:

1 think that gomg through the workshop last summer helped

4T

again, 1t was exposure and what kids could do with it.

Teacher M’s words illustrate not only the interrelationship between
tcachers’ beliefs and knowledge, and the effect of the workshop and the
subsequent year of CGI teachlng on a teacher’s beliefs and knowlcdge
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ematics teaching, I would like to speculate on how our findings might
be relevant for the issues and questions addressed in this volume. We
did not ask our CGI teachers whether any children who entered their
classes at the beginning of the year should have been retained in
kindergarten. However, if we had asked this question at the end of the
year, I predict that most, if not all, CGI teachers would have replied
that few or no children should have been retained in kindergarten. To
put it another way, a typical CG! teacher probably would have stated
that all children entered her class with the ability to learn mathematics
i L e s L

word problems in addition and subtraction before these children
entered first-grade and even before these children received any formal

mathematics instruction. Qur first-grade CGI teachers came to know
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It’s embarrassing when people give you change. You know, I've
gone to places, and these young teen-agers will give you change
and have absolutely no idea if they are right or wrong. That’s

hecause thev'ye learped math the weone wav. It’s not that they
_B
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concepts that kids should learn and feel good about ... Like if
you add 0 to any number, that’s going to give you the same
number. [People should be able to say to themsclves] “Yes, 1
know this about numbers.” ‘that this will happen to numbers’.
and be able to build on what they know. I think some people
don’t have that confidence. I guess that’s what I want to relate to
my kids — that you know this now. You can build upon what
you know.

Asking the Question: What Is Possible?

In addition to altering teachers’ thinking about mathematics, teachers’

goals for mathematics instruction, as well as teachers’ knowledge and

beliefs about the learner, the results of our study suggest that teachers
y - .
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The children in teacher M’s class solved this problem by construct-
ing their own concrete representations (sets of objects) to solve the
problem. Thc teacher and class dld the problem together with the

matcly half of the students in the class afterwards and found that
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a group of teachers in a ‘study group’ in mathematics problem solving.
In many of her vignettes of teachers, she reports changes in teachers’
beliefs and knowledge about mathematics and the learning of math-
ematics and changes in teachers’ own mathematics knowledge as well as
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tion of mathematical knowledge. The ‘new’ conceptions of Lampert’s
teachers showed some striking similarities to those of our CGI teachers.
As the result of interacting with teachers in the solving of word
problems, Lampert (1987) reported that teachers changed their ideas on
the following: (1) what it means to know ‘subtraction’; (i1} connecting
teaching with the meaning of knowing; (ii1) conceptualizing the stand-
ards for deciding whether students are learning what they are supposed
to be learning away from a traditional belief that ‘knowing math-
cmatics’ can be measured by whether students follow the rules for
proceeding through the conventional arithmetic algorithm; (iv) a2 new
conception of ‘listening’ to students’ mathematics thinking; and (v)
conceptualizing math as ‘iguring things out’ vs. math as ‘getting things
done’. These findings as well as those of others who have studied
teachers’ thinking and decision makin_‘g (Clark and Peterson, 1986;
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such an image of the teacher assumes that for any changes in classroom
practice to occur they must, ultimately, be mediated through the minds
of teachers. Thus, reforms of classroom practice depend on teachers,
educators, administrators, and policy makers taking seriously the
centrality of teachers’ professional knowledge, in attemnpting to imple-

ment education reform.
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volume but also on larger issues of education reform, currently being
discussed at the state and local levels.
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Notes

Work on this chapter was in part supported by the Center for Policy
Research in Education (CPRE) which is funded by a grant from the US
Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improve-
ment (Grant No. OERI-G-008690011). The views cxpressed in this
chapter are those of the individual author and are not necessarily shared by
the US Department of Education, Rutgers University, Michigan State
University, the University of Wisconsin-Madison or Stanford University.
Some research reported in this chapter was supported by a grant from the
National Science Foundation (Grant No. MDR-8550236) to Drs. Elizabeth
Fennema, Thomas Carpenter and Penelope Peterson through the Wiscon-
sin Center for Education Research at the Umversity of Wisconsin-
Madison. Opinions expressed in this chapter do not necessarily reflect
those of the co-principal investigators or the National Science Foundation.
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Chapter 10:
Policy Implications of Retention Research

Ernest R. House

Editors’ Introduction

Ernie House is Director of the Laboratory for Policy Studies and Professor of
Education at the University of Colorado-Boulder. He is internationally recog-

niz;ed_as a scholar in educational evaluation and educational change. Because of

retention research.
Professor House has first-hand knowledge of retention policy issues, having
chaired the audit team called in to investigate the evaluation of New York City’s

Promotional Gates Program. Here he relates the New York experience and uses
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retained at grade level every year; no one knows exactly how many.
The formalized retention programs which employ standardized test
scores and rigid cut-oftf points are recent innovations, but the basic
practice has long becn an integral feature of American schools. It is an

extremely jmnortant edycatipnal practce because of irs great casf —

r i ]

because of the powerful negative effects upon the students retained.
This book demonstrates that the practice of retaining students in
grade is absolutely contrary to the best research evidence. Few practices
in education have such overwhelmingly negative research findings
arrayed against them. Yet educational professionals and the public are
almost universally in favor. This 1s an unusual situation: much of the

ume the best educational practice is far in advance of educational
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dramatic, but they too show negative effects for the students retained.
Overall, these statistics present a stark picture of the negative conse-
quences of flunking children.

Of the sixty-three studics included in Holmes™ meta-analysis, only
nine recent ones completed in the 1980s reported some positive effects
of holding children back. These positive studies were alike in that the
programs were all in suburban setuings, included few if any black
students, and retained students with average 1QQs who were reading and
performing at or near the national norm. In fact, one wonders why
these children were retained at all. The students were put into special
classes with a low teacher/pupil ratio, given lots of extra help, and were
mainstreamed part of the day. When compared to children who were
passed but did not receive any extra help at the end of a particular grade, i.c.
the retained children were a year older, the retained children showed
positive effects. Hence, one cannot say that retention has negative
cffects for all students under all circumstances. But one might ask why
none of these studies provided the truly critical comparison of retention
and remediation compared to promotion and remediation.

Negative results were also found when investigating ‘transition

rooms’ and other means of retaining children in kindergarten. If there 1s
tabt ha nsraccralen hovae henefics Jt is 1n
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sided in finding negative effects from flunking students. I know of no
educational practice in which the research is in such agreement.

Why Does This Occur?

What do the major participants in these events think about the
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educators and parents ina large city. Fully 74 per cent of the prmcnpals
65 per cent of the teachers and 59 per cent of the parents in this school
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qualified. ‘Lack of basic skills’ was the reason respondents most agreed
upon as the basis for holding students back. More than half the
principals and teachers thought that ‘emotional immaturity’ was also a
good enough reason, but only 19 per cent of the parents thought so.
Neither did parents believe that excessive absence was a sufhcient
reason, but most educators did.

The typical student held back in this district came from families
with many children and had parents who were low-income and
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cited for retaimng students, Shepard found retained students in some
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the immediate trauma of the event. Flunking evokes ridicule and
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Conclusions

This then is the picture that emerges from the studies in this book.
Students are rctained in rather arbitrary and inconsistent ways, and
those flunked arc more likely to be poor, males and minorities, although

holding students back is practiced to some degree in rich and poor
a_lﬁr] i*ﬂ aEnngs ofranljaa are unmediasreho trauimatie tn the
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with many of them dropping out of school altogether. Incredibly,
being retained has as much to do with children dropping out as docs
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educational practice on which the evidence is so unequivocally
negative.

On the other hand, the practice is almost universal in the United
States, with estimates that from one-quarter to one-third of American
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1s eminently ignorable. In this case, however, the evidence is extensive
and unequivocal. It includes test scores, teacher ratings, parent ratings,
interviews, surveys, personality and emotional adjustment measures,
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students how they feel. Almost everything points in the same direction
— retention is an extremely harmful practice.
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distance themselves by conveying their failing judgments through

report cards rather than face to face. They perceive absolutely no
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Short _of_tbat. schnal districts shaidd ar sbownld he reauired to

- follow and document the fortunes of those students they retain over a
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about the ills of this practice to prevent them from fomenting unwise
policies.

I expect the effort to abolish student retention in the United States
to be long and hard. It is a practice, like bleeding patients, that exists
with public approval because professionals don’t know what else to do
with certain students and because it serves important vested interests
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experience and failure with their retention program, the New York
City schools have recently hired a new superintendent from Min-
neapolis who gained recognition for his ‘Promotional Gates’ program
there. He is considering reinstituting such a program in New York City
once again.
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Chapter 11:
Flunking Grades: A Recapitulation

Mary Lee Smith and Lorrie A. Shepard

In this volume we have presented a point of view about retention in

grade. We were not always partisans. We formed this point of view as
1 Llcd sed pnfal—Tl  smmcessdeal-a shnoaatioar] andiaaronizical

work on this subject. Campbell and his colleagues (Brewer and Collins,
1981) described the building of social science knowledge as an evolving
ratio of trust to doubt. Although an absolute truth about a slice of social
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kindergarten.
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Although they are predicated on the 1dea that immature
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cxpressed the personal beliefs that rctentlons when handlcd propcrly
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will be one of the top students in the class he or she repeats. Immature,
frustrated and troublesome in his or her original grade, the child will
be happy, confident and a classroom leader the second time through.
Teachers deny the possibility that the children might be bored or
careless when they encounter the same worksheets and lessons they had
worked through once before. Nor do teachers pay much attention to
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deficient learning skills. If kindergartners still have not mastered letter
sounds in May, they need another dose of instruction before they can
be taught the next skill in the sequence, such as word attack skills.
According to this belief, retention for another year in grade is the
conventional way to provide this extra dose of instruction. Teachers at
all levels worry that, if they promote children who have not mastered
grade-level skills, the next grade teachers will send the promoted but
incompetent children back to them or otherwise vilify the socially
promoting teachers.

Our reviewers added to our interpretations of the discrepancy
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conclude that things would have been better if only he had been
retained. When a low-achieving child is retained and still struggles,
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ways of ensuring a more homogeneous sct of entry-level skills among
the kindergartners and first graders. Placement of children in transition
classes restricted not only the range of abilities with which the teacher
would have to cope, but also restricted the possibilities that children
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with heterogeneous abilities and proficiencies.

Evidence suggests, however, that all such arrangements offer, at
best, a temporary and, at worst, the contrary effect. Retaining a child in
first grade means that the next year some first grade teacher will have
pupils with a range of ages of well over two years, with corresponding
variations in size, maturity and accomplishment. In any elementary
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educated increased, the structure of the schools changed.

Grading was a response to two forms of pressure exerted on the
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assume that low achievers are just slightly behind and will be positively
motivated to avoid retention by just working harder. Yet the same
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those in Chicago are five years’ behind in achievement, should spend
five years in eighth grade.

Since a true merit-based promotion system is economically impos-
sible, retentions in practice are largely symbolic (Ellwein and Glass,
chapter 8). Superintendents and policy-makers advocate promotion
based on mastery of grade-level skills and, by so doing, project a tough
pubhc image and increase the support of a commumty worrled about
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ment. Nor is a child’s precocity uniform in all subject areas. Today’s

teachers are expected to adapt instruction to accommodate the needs of
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in the fall must have mastered the material prescribed by the
second grade guide. This is tantamount to the raw material
that comes into the manufacturing division of a factory. And
like the quality control function in a factory, the third-grade

teacher is held responsible for the outputs, namely, mastery of
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advance the third-grade teachers may reject the raw matenal,
send 1t back to second grade, lest they themselves fail the
accountability test nine months later.

Testing for grade-level mastery is a growing trend, and such
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the negative evidence on retention, suggested that educators ought
to institute a diagnostic and consultative decision-making process to
determine whether children should be retained in grade. This stafiing
process would resemble that used in special education placement. The

reasoning behind such a recommendation is this. Although the effects
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we should identify in advance which pupils will likely benefit and retain
them. Assessment specialists, teachers, administrators and parents
would mect and discuss the child’s charactenistics, including his or her
age, sex, achievement, and likely response to the retention. Then a
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and 6). Instead they know directly that they failed and are teased by
other children who know. Correlations of successful retention with
chronological age, gender, or size are larger in teachers’ minds than they
are in the results of careful empirical research.

Alternatives
Dissemination and Action Research

Following Peterson (chapter 9), we advocate programs in which
teachers are given access to the evidence on the effects of retention.
They should have time to consider the implications of this research in
their own settings. In those places where the factory model does not
govern schools and where teachers have some power to alter
curriculum and school organization, teachers may be open to knowl-
edge that is both new and contrary to their common sense. For
example, our findings were presented to a group of teachers in a school
district. They were persuaded by the results and formed study groups
and eventually worked toward a new school organization that would
allow for alternatwes to retention. Action research, conducted by
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Legislative and Judicial Action

Following House (chapter 10), we advocate pohtlcal act1v1ty to counter
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Parental Action

In our study, high-retaining teachers attempted to persuade parents as
soon as their children became candidates for retention. Teachers
promised that the children would move from the bottom of their class
to the top. Teachers warned that if these children were not retained
now, they would certainly fail later or otherwise come to grief. Teachers
intimidated recalcitrant parents by demanding that they sign a state-
ment that promotion was against the recommendation of the staff,
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parents were convinced by the evidence or frightened into compliance.
But a significant minority walked away. In many cases, they removed
their children from that school into another public school or enrolled
them in a private school. Some actually changed residences so that their
children could be promoted with their class. Others braved the
decision, keeping their children in the same school, but in the next
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end of the third grade, however, the advantage of the oldest has
disappeared, and they are indistinguishable from the rest. There is no
l-“ﬂﬂf“t_? eir o mdeennengn tn the peactie Nf bpldine children ont of
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District Policy Changes

" In our original policy study (Shepard and Smith 1985), we recom-
mended to the district only that they counteract the statements made by

~

ri“m—@hﬂ_‘-ﬁﬂrﬂi—‘.“_’.- -.’h F"-"-!"'G PR | PN AP U SR g




i'?‘fi:-. - g [{QRAJ),U manl b '-IE"' ——




M. L. Smith and L.. A. Shepard

li?n it f}‘i‘fﬁ{l LY pfl\tll\cﬂ_l‘;ﬂr"- AT OAFEAYOD  CoMrac e wvrear_bovowvear

individual paces for learning.

Broadening the Scope and Conception of Accountability
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accountability, there will be retentions. Standardized and other compe-
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case grade segregation. For example, onc school developed mechanisms
for moving children from one grade to another for specific instruction.
Third-graders behind in reading but average in other subjects would
have reading in a second-grade class and remain with their age-cohorts

for the rest of the day. Some had a double dose of reading this way as
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one was stigmatized for moving around. Ungraded primary organiza-

tions may serve the same function, unless the decision to retain is
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before fourth grade. In another school, teachers initiated a program in
which the pupil who was a candidate for retention was promoted. But
the teacher into whose class the child was promoted signed a statement
that he or she would 1nd1v1duahze instruction and prov1de an appro-
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material through drill-and-practice. The result 1s that the school

experience of disadvantaged youths lacks vitality, and their slow
- - - n —

omit interesting applications and assignments in favor of
drudgery. The premise is that students must learn fundamentals

Epfnrp thev can he affered anvrhine maore challenoine. As a
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enhancing the meritocratic image. But because retentions do nothing to
promote the achievement of the affected individuals or the average of
the group as a whole, and because the disadvantaged and minority
children are most apt to be affected, retention should best be thought of
as educational waste and a denial of life chances to those who most need

the benefits of education. Retention has high cost and virtually no value,
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