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Chapter 1:
Introduction and Overview

Lorrie A. Shepard and Mary Lee Smith

This book is about research on the topic of flunking. A pejorative term
avoided by adults, flunking is used by children to describe the
experience of repeating a grade in school. Although research on ‘grade
retention’ has a long history, it is of particular importance today when
strict grade-to-grade promotion standards are being imposed as part of
educational reform.

The End of Social Promotion

The highly visible reforms of public education in the 1980s reject the
soft-headed, open education, child-centred curriculum of the late 1960s
and 1970s. Characterized by the label ‘educational excellence’, these
most recent correctives are a more demanding version of the back-to-
basics and minimum competency testing movements of the late 1970s.
Get-tough reformers share an abhorrence for lowered educational
standards leading to test score declines and incompetent high school
graduates.

Improving education in the 1980s has commanded extraordinary
popular attention because it has been linked to economic crisis and the
future of US competitiveness in world markets. A Nation at Risk
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), the most
visible of the reform reports, described the loss of US pre-eminence in
‘commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation” as a conse-
quence of inattention to the purposes of schooling. We are falling
behind the Japanese in production of both automobiles and student
math scores, creating a danger keenly felt by the public. Although some
reformers have provided sophisticated, future-oriented analyses of the

1



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

complex educational preparation needed to preserve Americans’ stand-
ard of living in a changing world economy (Carnegie Forum’s Task
Force, 1986), the most common understanding of the crisis i1s the urgent
need to reinstate the standards of the past.

Ending social promotion is seen as one of the most obvious and
direct means to redress lax standards. The widespread practice of
promoting students with their age-peers regardless of achievement is in
disrepute. Blatant disregard for standards out of tenderness for students’
self-esteem is blamed for the current educational disarray. The National
Commission on Excellence in Education (1983) specifically recom-
mended that, ‘placement and grouping of students, as well as promo-
tion and graduation policies, should be guided by academic progress of
students and their instructional necds, rather than by rigid adherence to
age’ (p- 30). If students are not passed to the next grade untl they have
mastered grade-level subject matter, then students would not arrive in
high school incapable of reading and doing basic math.

A precursor to the present reforms was the famous educational
malpractice case, where Peter W. (1976), a high school graduate, sued
the San Francisco Unified School District because of his inability to
rcad. His complaint held that the school district (i) failed to apprehend
his reading disabilities; (i1) assigned him to classes in which he could not
read ‘the books and other materials’; (ii1) allowed him ‘to pass and
advance from a course or grade level’ with knowledge that he had not
achieved either its completion or the skills ‘necessary for him to succeed
or benefit from subsequent courses’; (1v) assigned him to classes in
which the instructors were unqualified or which were not ‘geared’ to
his reading level; and (v) permitted him to graduate from high school
although he was ‘unable to read above the eighth grade level, as
required by the Education Code. ...” (Yudof, Kirp, van Geel and Levin,
1982). Although the courts found in favour of the school district, the
case of Peter W. is remembered with trepidation by cducators as a
symbol of their potential liability in promoting students without basic
skills.

Employers have complained that the high school diploma can no
longer be trusted as a certificate of basic competence. Apparently there
are many graduates who cannot read or compute. Beginning in the late
1970s, ninetecn states enacted legislation requiring that students pass a
minimum competence examination before being awarded a diploma
(Education Commission of the States, 1985). A National Academy of
Education panel warned, however, that high school graduation tests
were unworkable because of limitations in the measurement art and the
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harmful -effect on individuals with ‘accumulated educational dehcits’
(1978, p- 9). The NAE pancl approved, instead, of ‘critical competency
points’ at selected lower grade levels for ‘diagnosing individual student
weaknesses and pinpointing remediation needs’ (p. 9). Likewise in the
courts, 1t appearcd that high school competency tests would only be
upheld if there was an adequate phase-in period, giving students
sufficient warning and time to acquire necessary skills (Dcbra P v
Turlington, 1981).

What began as an attempt to enforce standards at the exit from
public education was translated downward into ‘promotional gates’ at
earlicr grade levels. As expressed by Owen and Ranick (1977) in
explaining the Greensville, Virginmia achievement-based promotion
system: ‘If a student doesn’t know that 4 times 9 equals 36, there’s no
point in passing him to the next grade where he will have to deal with
329 umes 436’ (p. 532). According to policy analysts, the institution of
New York City’s promotional gates at fourth and seventh grades was
partly in response to anticipated failure rates on state competency tests
(Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1984).
‘Few believe that the solution lies at the high school level. One of
cducation’s incontrovertiblc propositions is the high premium returncd
on early teaching... . If high school diplomas are to have meaning (and if
children are to have advance warning and a reasonable chance to meet
standards) then the process leading there has to be strengthened as well’
(Mann, 1984). The rhetoric of Superintendent Macchiarola’s (1981)
‘Promotional policy for students in grades kindergarten through gradce
9’, was almost identical to statements in Philadelphia (Toch, 1984) and
other cities:

Student promotion will be determined by the degree to which
the student has mastered the basic skills required in cach grade.
Automatic advancement from grade to grade without evidence
of achieving required performance standards in basic skills
places an unfair burden on students in succeeding grades. The
carly mastery of basic skills will help to ecnsure that today’s
elementary school student is not tomorrow’s high school drop-
out. The current dropout rate is intolerable and a program to
attack this problem must be mounted immediately.

According to the rationale of Macchiarola (1981) and others,
rigorous adhercnce to grade-level promotion standards is expected to
mimprove the achievement of individual students in two ways. First,
students will be more diligent in their efforts to learn if they perceive
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some gcnuinely negative consequence for failing to learn. Second,
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 graduation, with endorse-
ments of 72 per cent and 70 per cent respectively. Sixty-eight per cent
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).

Many educators agree with the general public that retention in
grade 1s essential to assuring student achievement. Teachers and
principals dispute negative findings from research on retention, heark-
cning instead to common sense and their own personal experience in
rctaining students (letters to the editor, Phi Delta Kappan, 1988a,
1988b). When tcachers are surveyed regarding the effects of repeating a
grade or an extra year of kindergarten, they report benefits for nearly all
pupils (Brevard County Public Schools, 1987; Schuyler, 1985).

‘Public opinion’ and the rhetoric of reform, therefore, are in
agreement that promotion from grade to grade must be based on merit.
Retention i1n grade i1s seen as the logical means to correct inadequate
lcarning and to ensurc greater subsequent achievement both
individually and collectively. .

History of Graded Education

The commonscense view that students should repeat a grade to repair
deficient skills implies a particular conception of education. According
to this view, subject matter can be broken down into sequential units
that are presented in a linear fashion. Furthermore, it is presumed that
fixed subject matter must be mastered in a particular grade and that
uniform progress can be standardized in all subject areas so that, for
cxample, all fourth graders are ready for fourth grade reading, long
division in math, local history, and so forth, the same for everyone. -

4



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
increasingly difficult material. A graded system of education was
developed to handle large numbers of students efhiciently, in a mode that
Labarec {1984) referred to as large-scale batch production. Advocates
for grade uniformity believed that equal accomplishment could be
achieved by diligent effort and recommended discipline of both retard-
ed and precocious children (Wells, 1867). From the beginning of graded
schools, however, there has been an inherent conflict between merito-
cratic values, 1.e., that promotion should be based on merit, and the
need to treat all pupils the same for purposes of organizational efficiency
(Labaree, 1984). In the nineteenth century merit prevailed. Grade
rctention was widely practiced, atfecting more than 70 per cent of all
students (Anderson, 1969). Very few students were expected to pass the
necessary exams to be admitted to high school.

Although social promotion is often thought to be a phenomenon of
the liberal 60s, a broader purview shows it to be the pervasive
educational practice of the twentieth century. Concern over the nega-
tive consequences of so many misfitting overage students was voiced as
carly as 1909 (Ayers). As the purpose of education changed, intended
for all students instead of the elite few, ‘continuous progress’ policies
served the purpose of keeping students in school rather than forcing
them out. Holding students in school and out of the work force was
especially important during the depression of the 1930s (Medway and
Rose, 1986). A steady decline in the proportion of overage students was
observed from 1918 to 1952 (Lennon and Mitchell, 1955). The
inevitable tension created by students functioning at vastly different
levels of achievement was solved by ability groupings or tracking
within grades (Anderson, 1969). Ironically nostalgic yearnings for
standards are based on a distorted vision of the past. There never was a
time when students were held to strict promotion standards without
there also being segregation of pupils by ability or massive school
leaving by eighth grade.

What has been the effect of minimum competency testing and
reforms in the 1980s on the incidence of non-promotion? Is it possible
to detect in current practices a reinstatement of standards and reversal of
social promotion trends?
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Retention Rates

There arc no national data on the number of children retained in grade
cach year. A widely shared perception exists that the number of
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
first grade are likely to have been retained. This indicator has been used
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
pcrcentage 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
carcers. Aggregate data in table 1 obscure differential rates by sex and
race. In 1982, for example, at age 13 29.9 per cent of males were below
modal grade as compared to 21.9 per cent of females. At age 13, 23.4

Table 1-  Percentages of Children Enrolled Below the Modal Grade from 7950 1o 1984
Age 1950 1960 1970 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984
5 (3.01 {2.7) (3 8} (3.31 (3.6} (4.7}
6 (4.4) {6.5) {7.2) (9.4) {11.1} {(11.1)
7 (13.1) (11O {(13.6) {16.1) (18.4) {18.5)
8 6.6 4.0 34(15.1) 3.81014.7) (16.5) {19.5) (20.8) (20.7)
9 11.2 6.5 5.118.6) 4.9 (16.5) {18.3} (19.6) (20.9) {22.0n
10 15.7 8.1 6.7 121 2) 5.7 118.6} {20.4} (19.6} {24 .4) (24 O}
11 18.0 9.2 7.4 (230} 6.7 (13.5) (20.4) {22.1) (23.5) (26 1}
i2 21.6 105 8.4 (22.4) 7.6 {20 5) {19.5) {(22.9) (24.7) {(29.1)
13 236 1.7 9.0(23.6) 8.0(19.9) (19 5} {22 4) (26.0) (26.8)
14 25.0 13.9 10.2 (23.1) 8.5 (19.5) {19.2) (23.1) (21.9) (26.3)
15 26.4 15.2 10.7 (24 .3} 9.6 (23.8) (23.0) (25.5) (25.1) (26.7)
16 24.6 15.0 10.8 (26.5) 11.0(24.5) (25.5) (24.1) (25.7) {27.9)
17 220 14.9 11.01(22.1) 11.2(24.0} (22.4) (23.9) (23.4) {24 .6)

Note: Data from 1950 through 1976 were collected in the spring of the school year. Data reported in paren-
theses from 1970 onwards were collected in October.
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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
rctention. To account for a range of school entry cutoffs, the spring
census used a two-year span for modal grade thus undercounting
retentions; conversely the October census shghtly overcounts students
as below modal grade in states with early cutoffs. These indices serve
only as rough barometers of trends in retention practices nationally.
Rose, Medway, Cantrell and Marus (1983) made an cffort to gather
retention data from fifty states and the District of Columbia. Only
fifteen states had collected retention information for the 1979-80 school
year or immediately preceding years. For comparative purposes the
same fifteen states were contacted for retention rates from 1979 to the
present.! Tables 2 and 3 report data for the 1979-80 school year, based
on state documents or Rose ef al. (1983) data, and for the 1985-86
school year. Although these figures were collected to document the
impact of educational reform on retentions, the increase from 1980 is
quite modest, less than one percentage point on average. In a few states
the annual rates have grown more substantially, for example, in Arizona
from 3.5 per cent to 7.2 per cent retained. Although the change data do
not reveal dramatic trends, percentages of repeaters in these states arc
considerably higher than in other developed countrics. For example,

Table 2. Percentages of Students Retamned in Fach Grade ar the Conclusion of the 1978-80
School Year

Grade Total
State or Region K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 (K-12)
Arzona 52 77 40 24 19 14 13 31 23 44 24 25 69 35
Delaware* NA 114 531 29 24 31 24 79 B1 131 126 7.7 66 7.0
District of Columbia™ NA 153 100 7.2 72 63 31 NA NA 205 NA NA 166 NA
Florida 61 137 74 720 59 46 55 104 83 102 115 76 44 8O0
G-rorgia 110 47 3B 28 2% 26 53 74 133 108 79 40 65
Hawaii ® NA 11 07 05 04 04 04 02 23 131 101 85 52 38
Kentucky 23 126 S7 34 22 18 19 42 36 58 42 28 32 44
Maryland* 76 35 33 25 25 18 85 76 B6 113 62 a4 58
Mississippi® 151 69 48 50 56 51 135 111 124 117 81 60 89
New Hampshire 86 33 20131109 25 28 77 49 36 36 36
North Carolina 45 98 60 45 32 28 34 68 7.1 141 148 86 4.2 69
South Carolina™ 83 44 35 27 26 35 38 26 NA NA NA NA 26
Tennessee 24 107 56 39 31 3328 73 56 85 63 41 6.1 5.4
Virginia 62 110 63 53 44 42 42 77 126 115 B3 63 74 7.4
West Virginia 1.7 108 34 22 19 18 14 35 25 NA NA NA NA 34

Nore: NA = data not available.
* Data from Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Maryland, Mississippi. South Carolina are as reporied in
Rose, Cantrell and Marus {1983). South Carolina data were from the 1977-78 school year.
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- Table 3°  Percemiages of Studeriis Reilained in Each Grade at the Conclusion of the 1985-86
Schoo/ Year -

Grade Total
State or Region K 1 2 3 4 5 &6 7 8 9 10 11 12 {K-12)
Arnzora 80 200 880G 50 40 40 40 BO 706 60 30 20 140 72
Delawnare 54 172 49 28 23 30 32 96 77 156 168 87 75 81
isinct of Columba 127 84 74 54 46 28 106 &6 NA NA NA N A 73
Flonida 105 172 47 4% 38 26 35 79 58 121 119 89 35 72
Georgia B0 124 b7 7852 39 %3 67 75 181 122 87 4% 85
Hawan 20 t6 10 07 05 04 05 21 28 89 6% 55 08 286
Kentucky 4.0 "3 49 30 23 19 27 5 4 38 96 63 46 34 53
Maryland NA NaA NA NA NA NA NA N A NA NA NA  NA NA 55
AMissisSIppI t4 161 70 53 57 B0 56 112 93 129 1286 90 57 89
New Hampshire 4.4 91 37 15 137 0 70 33 32 i05 H5 42 49 a?z?2
North Carolina 60 23 S50 57 27 2181 79 11¢ 139 132 93 39 77
South Carolina N A NA NA NA NA NA NA MNA NA NA NA  NA NA NA
Tennessee 39 109 537 39 33 32 32 81 61 98 86 70 5H9 B2
Virginia 83 102 48 42 37 29 34 81 97 139 88 61 70 7 2
Wast Virgira 4.4 75 33 27 23 22 18 46 2% NA NA NA NA 35

Note NA = data not avaitable

the annual percentage repeating in primary education i1s 0 per cent 1n
Japan, O per cent in the United Kingdom, and 1.9 per cent in the Federal
Republic of Germany. Available data in the US more closely resemble
retention practices in Kenya or Cuba (Ofhce of UNESCO Statistics,
1984).

Furthermore, annual rctention rates give a misleading picture of
thec impact of non-promotion policies. Consider the first line of table 3.
In 1985-86, only 7.2 per cent of all students in Arizona were retained.
To form a more accurate impression of the number of students affected
by retention, however, it is more realistic to sum the rates across
grades. For example, 8 per cent of kindergartens and 20 per cent of first
graders in Arizona rcepeated that year. If there were no double retentions
and annual rates followed the same pattern each year, then by third
grade 41 per cent of Arizona children (8 + 20 + 8 + 5) would have been
held back. Of course, to obtain the cumulative retention rate for a
specific entering class of kindergartners it is more correct to add
kindergarten retentions in 1979, first grade retentions in 1980, and so
forth. Howevecr, when these sums were computed they differed in most
states by only a few percentage points from the cumulative totals that
can be calculated from table 3. (Arizona is an exception because its
annual rates jumped substantially from 1980 to 1986.) Many school
districts have policies against double retentions within the same level of
education, thus it is reasonable to consider these rates additive. More-
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over, from census data and the large-city data sets analyzed by Grissom
and Shepard in chapter 3, it is possible to estimate that double retentions
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
students will have been retained twice before leaving eighth grade and
50 per cent will have been retained once. These cumulative rates are
surprisingly high but are based on actual retention data. The only way
that these cumulauve effects would not occur is if the annual rates in the
early grades dropped drastically in the next few years. Instead the rates
have been rising steadily. The 50 per cent estimate can be adjusted by
altering the proportion of double retentions but with a corresponding
increase in the percentage of students made to repeat two years.

Arizona is not alone in the high proportion of students affected by
retention at some time in their school career. Cumulative rates over 50
per cent pertain in all of the states with annual rates of 7 per cent or 8
per cent. Florida actually reported a decrease in annual retention rates
from 1970-80 to 1985-86. Yet according to the more recent figures, 55
per cent total retentions have occurred by eighth grade, meaning that
approximately 7 per cent of eighth graders have repeated two grades
and an additional 41 per cent of eighth graders have repeated one grade.
Thus the data do show dramatic results of rigorously enforced grade
level standards in response to educational reform. States with higher,
but seemingly modest annual retention rates (7 per cent, 8 per cent, 9
per cent), have established cumulative rates of non-promotion greater
than 50 per cent, which characterized nineteenth century schools before
the days of social promotion.

Overview of this Volume

In spite of reform rhetoric and non-promotion practices affecting
substantial numbers of school children, there is little reason to expect
that the increase in retentions will resule in an overall rise in accom-
plishment with the long term promise of national economic revival. In
fact, the evidence to be presented in this book suggests the opposite.
What is the evidential basis for evaluating these claims and counter
claims? Does retaining pupils in grade have a salutary effect? Will strict
achievement-based promotion policies improve student learning and
increase the life chances of students who would otherwise drop out?
Research in this volume is addressed to these questions.
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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
discrepancy between what research says and widely held beliefs about
the efficacy of retention.

Chapters 2 through 5 are structured to provide a comprehensive
trcatment of research findings on retention. Until 1984 the definitive
review of the retention literature was by Jackson, published in 1975 in
the Review of Educational Research. In 1984 also in the Review of
Educational Research, Holmes and Matthews produced a more up to date
review of non-promotion studies using quantitative methods of
research synthesis. These two articles are generally cited as the
authoritative references on the topic because of their visibility and
completeness and because these authors critically examined how the
quality of study controls affects research conclusions. Thomas Holmes
was invited to update the previous synthesis to incorporate the recent
spate of comparative studies. Chapter 2 is a summary wherein he
presents the results of sixty-three controlled studies. Selected contrasts
allow the reader to see plainly what the average effect of retention i1s
on student achievement and self-concept from all available studies, to
compare retention in first grade with retention in fourth grade, to
consider the effect of initial matching on study outcomes, and so forth.
Common understandings about retention usually acknowledge some
potential harm to a child’s self-esteem but hold that achievement gains
are more important than this potential risk. Contrary to popular belief,
however, the negative effect of retention 1s greater for achievement
measures than for personal adjustment, self-concept, or attitude toward
school.

Holmes’ chapter is definitive in the sense that it omits none of the
available research on grade retention. The entire literature on retention
1s limited, however, by the lack of systematic investigation of long term
effects. Chapter 3 by James Grissom and Lorrie Shepard is the report of
work undertaken to investigate more long term consequences of grade
retention. Previous studies from the school dropout literature and new
large scale analyses address the effect of repeating a grade on dropping
out of school. Even with the necessary caveats for interpreting quasi-
cxperimental data, the results starkly contradict the rhetoric of reform,
that retention will make students less at risk for dropping out.

Chapter 4 is a separate review of research focused exclusively on
kindergarten retention. Compared to grade failure which has its origins
in the previous century, repeating kindergarten is a very recent
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phenomenon. An extra year to mature or acquire readiness skills is seen
by some as a way to prevent subsequent stress and failure. Research-
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-
year programs. Then in chapter 5 Lorrie Shepard and Mary Lee Smith
present the results of an additional controlled study of kindergarten
rctention. In this study the authors were able to institute more rigorous
controls than previous studies to ensure that retained children were
compared to promoted children who were equally young and unready
when they first entered kindergarten. Intended program benefits were
assessed by outcome measures such as attention span and learner self-
concept as well as academic achievement. Narrative interview data from
parents of retained children provide evidence about competing positive
and negative effects of retention not available in other studies. The claim
that retention works when children are selected for immaturity is not
supported when studies of just this type are isolated. According to
parent interviews, most kindergartners are not protected from the
trauma of being held back by being too young to notce.

The second part of the book focuses on the practice of retention.
Deborah Byrnes’ research in chapter 6 includes both surveys of parents,
tcachers, and principals and interviews with retained children. Thus
Byrnes addresses both the practice of retention as seen by educators and
direct effects of retention, measured by the feelings and attitudes of
affected children. The data available in this chapter are rare. To our
knowledge there have not been systematic attempts to survey the
attitudes of these groups. In Byrnes’ study the opinions of educators
and parents, even parents of retained children, closely match those of
the general public (Gallup Poll, 1983). Children as young as first grade
also accept the necessity of retention as something that happens to you
for being bad or doing poor work.

Trying to assess what educators believe about retention is some-
thing more than simulating how they would vote, given a referendum
on non-promotion policies. Terms such as ‘teacher beliefs’ or ‘teacher
thinking’ are used by educational researchers to refer to mental con-
structs or working theories in the minds of teachers that determine
instructional decisions. It is plain from statistical data that the number
and types of children retained in grade differ profoundly from onc
school to the next, more so than can be explained by the biology or
sociology of the children themselves. Can these differences in practice
be explained by the philosophical or theoretical orientation of teachers?

11
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Mary Lee Smith’s chapter 7 is a qualitative study of teacher belicfs about
retention. Based on teachers’ accounts of individual children, decisions
about retention are related to views about child development, to
teachers’ theories about instructional intervention, and to conceptions
of school structure.

A book on grade retention practice in the 1980s would be
incomplete without a close look at district policies to install test-based
promotional gates. Chapter 8 by Mary Catherine Ellwein and Gene
Glass is a case study in educational reform. Unlike implicit theories in
the minds of teachers or informal policies, this study focuses on
implementation of formal policies intended to end social promotion.
They trace the standard-setting process and consequences of com-
petency testing at grades K, 2, 5 and 7. Elwein and Glass found
inconsistencies between public statements about reform and actual
retention practices. From the perspective of a multi-site case analysis
the authors are able to see a recurring pattern, for policy makers to
invest heavily in the technology of impressive standards at the outset
but purposely ignore follow-up examination of consequences.

Two distinguished scholars were invited to review the research in
the preceding chapters and comment on its implications for educational
practice and policy. Their analyses comprise the last section of the book.
Penelope Peterson, recognized for her extensive research on teaching
and learning, was asked to consider instructional alternatives to reten-
tion. In chapter 9 Peterson draws on her own analysis of teacher beliefs
and classroom practices to propose that greater teacher knowledge
about how children learn might make teachers less ready to sec
rctention as a2 remedy. Instead ‘the challenge for the teacher would
become one of accessing and diagnosing the knowledge and abilities of
their children to solve problems and then organizing and arranging the
learning environment and learning activities to facilitate children’s
development of that knowledge’. Ernie House is a prominent researcher
in educational evaluation and policy analysis and one of the national
cxperts called in to audit the evaluation of New York City’s Promo-
tional Gates Program. House was asked to respond to the relevance of
research in this volume to policies beyond the classroom. His recapitul-
ation of research findings is caustc, referring to retention as a per-
nicious educational practice. House suggests alternatives in the form of
legal and legislative interventions but ultimately ideological beliefs are
not likely to change unless educators themselves collect evidence on the
consequences of their own retention practices.

In the concluding chapter we reconsider research findings and
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attempt to reconcile them with teachers’ beliefs about the necessity and
benefit of retention. We also propose explanations for current beliefs;
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.

In sum, the book is intended to extend research-based knowledge
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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Chapter 2:
Grade Level Retention Effects:
A Meta-Analysis of Research Studies

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
these was by C. Thomas Holmes and Kenneth M. Matthews using meta-analytic
techniques and published in the Review of Educational Research in 1984. In
this chapter, Holmes provides an update of their earlier synthesis. In the few
ensuing years, nineteen new controlled studies were conducted, more than in the
previous decade, again indicating the salience of the topic.

Meta-analysis is a relatively recent and sophisticated method for integrating
the findings of multiple research studies. It has several important features that
recommend it over traditional narrative reviews. First, meta-analytic summaries
are more comprehensible to the reader than lengthy recounting of each individual
study’s methods and results. Second, the quantification of effects is based on the
actual difference between treated and control groups averaged across studies rather
than tests of statistical significance. Traditional vote counting methods that tally
statistically significant differences can alternately obscure or exaggerate practically
important differences because of their dependence on sample size. Finally,
meta-analysis permits systematic examination of study attributes that might
influence study results. In the case of retention research, for example, do studies
where promoted and retained children are well matched on initial characteristics
lead to the same conclusions as studies with poorer controls? Although there is
always more to be learned from future research, these features of meta-analysis
enable a definitive statement about what research says on a topic.

Holmes answers the question as to whether retention works better than
promotion. What are its effects on student achievement and personal adjustment?
Are results different depending on whether students repeat in first grade or fourth
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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
special treatments or were anomalous results attributable to features of research

design?

The grade organization of schools has traditionally required that
teachers make promotional decisions concerning low-achieving
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
improving the achievement of low-achieving students (Coffield and
Blommers, 1954). By the beginning of the twentieth century, millions
of poor performing students nationwide were being retained (Ayres,
1909).

Although there have been periods since the early 1900s when strict
retention policies were not employed, retention remains the major
strategy used by educators as a remedy for academic failure. This
practice of retention persists despite reviews of the literature that show
little or no academic achievement benefits from retention (Bocks, 1977,
Holmes, 1983 and 1986; Holmes and Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975).
The perpetuation of retention is fueled by advocates who assert that
competency based education and ‘back to basics’ cannot be accom-
plished without grade-level standards.

Does adherence to grade-level requirements improve student
achievement? Are there definitive conclusions from research on non-
promotion? The current study is an integration of the extant body of
research; especially, it is intended to extend the synthesis provided by
Holmes and Matthews (1984).

Light and Smith (1971) concluded that ‘progress will only come
when we are able to pool, in a systematic manner, the original data
from...studies’ (p. 443). The purpose of this chapter is to summarize the
empirical studies on the effects of grade retention and to examine study
characteristics which account for differences in research conclusions. A
meta-analytic technique, such as the one pioneered by Glass (1978), was
chosen as suitable for examining the effects of grade level retention on
pupils. This technique allows for systematic synthesis of study results
and permits testing of the extent to which study results vary as a
function of study characteristics. For example, does the efficacy of a
treatment, such as non-promotion, vary as a function of a pupil’s grade
level? Do well-controlled studies lead to different conclusions from
those with poor research designs?
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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,
Current Index to Journals in Education (ERIC), Research in Education (ERIC),
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 bibliography of approximately 850 entries.

The following selection criteria were used to reduce the completed
bibliography to the list of sixty-three studies included in the meta-
analysis. To have been included in the final list, the reported study must
have (a) presented the results of original research of the effects on pupils
of retention in kindergarten, elementary, or jumior high school grades;
(b) contained sufficient data to allow for the calculation or estimation of
an effect size; and (c¢) described an investigation with an identifiable
comparison group. The sixty-three studies consisted of twenty pub-
lished studies, twenty-two dissertations, eighteen master’s theses, and
three unpublished papers. Forty-four of these studies had been included
in the 1984 meta-analysis (Holmes and Matthews). Discarded references
were largely reviews or essay discussions without empirical data.
Approximately 1 per cent of the 850 references could not be included
because they failed to report means and standard deviations.

Calculation of Effect Sizes

Meta-analysis, as defined by Glass (1978), is based on the concept of
effect size (ES), which represents the benefit (or harm) of an educational
intervention. In this study, effect size was defined as the difference
between the mean of the retained group, X,, and the mean of the
control (promoted) group, X;, divided by the standard deviation of the
control group, sp.

ES = X — Xp)/sp

This procedure results in a measure of the difference between groups
expressed in quantitative units which are comparable across studies.
Because each effect is standardized with respect to the control group
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standard deviation, it then becomes possible to combine the results
from many different outcome measures including different tests at
different grade levels, as well as personality rating scales. A neganuve ES
means that the treatment, in this case retention, had a negative or
deleterious effect compared to promotion.

If the research reports being reviewed had always contained the
means of the groups and the standard deviation of the control group,
effect sizes could have been calculated directly from the definitional
formula. In those cases where the necessary data were not provided,
estimates of the ES’s were obtained by working backwards from the
reported significance tests (as described in Holmes, 1984).

Results of the Initial Integration

In all, 861 individual effect sizes were calculated. Although this
represents a mean of almost fourteen effect sizes per study, as many as
160 ES’s and as few as one ES were obtained from individual studies. As
indicated in table 1 the mean effect size, based on 861 effects, was — .15.
This value indicates that on the average retention produced a negative
result. The groups of non-promoted pupils scored .15 standard devia-
tion unit lower than the promoted comparison groups on the various
outcome measures.

Because some of the studies yielded many effect sizes and others
produced only one, the data were reexamined to see if individual studies
had created substantial distortions in the mean effect sizes. All
individual effect sizes within a study were averaged, then the mean of
these averages was computed across studies. This second method of
combining effects, weighted by study rather than individual effect sizes,
gave each study equal weight in determining the overall result. From
this perspective, the overall findings are slightly more negative, with an
ES of —.26. Later, when studies were classified as either positive or
negative based on the sign of their average effect, fifty-four were
classified as negative and only nine as positive. However, the nine
positive studies averaged twenty-one individual effects per study, while
the negative studies averaged only twelve. Therefore, the few positive
studies had had a disproportionately large influence on the computa-
tions of the overall result.

The ovcrall effect sizes were calculated for data measuring scveral
different kinds of dependent variables and represent the overall effect of
non-promotion on pupils retained in kindergarten, elementary, or
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Table 1: Mean Effect Sizes

# of ES’'s # of Studies ES (Weighted by Effect) ES (Weighted by

Study)}

Overall effect size 861 63 - 15 - 26
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
Social 101 27 - .09 —.21
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
toward school; and (e) attendance.

Academic Achievement

The majority of all effect sizes (62 per cent) were measurements of
academic achievement. This is particularly true of measures obtained
from more recent studies. The 536 achievement ES’s were obtained
from forty-seven individual studies and indicated that the retained
groups scored .19 of a standard deviation unit lower than the promoted
comparison groups. With each study given equal weight, the mean ES
was —.31. When academic achievement was further subdivided into
language arts, reading, mathematics, and social studies measures, the
promoted comparison groups outscored the retained groups in each
subarea. When the effects of retention on achievement were explored by
grade of retention (see table 2), ES’s in the upper elementary grades
were more strongly negative. On average, children who repeated
fourth grade were later found to be .37 standard deviation behind
promoted control children. The negative effects of retention were not
so great in the earlier grades but nonetheless showed harm rather than
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Table 2: Mean Effect Sizes for Acadermic Achieverment

By grade of retention K 1 2 3 4 5-7
TOTAL
weighted by effect (# effects) — 08(41) + 06(75) + 2929 -.200123) — 3781} - 370108
weighted by study (# studies) — 280 8) —.28112) — 100 4y -.15( 7 - .36t 6 - 381 5}
NEGATIVE STUDIES — 32125) —.52(35) -.45(11} -.390705% - 3781y - 371108
- .37 7} -.54{ 9y -.381 31 -33 6 -.3606) -.38 5H
POSITIVE STUDIES + . 29416} +. 57140y + 740118} + 95(18) O O

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

Equal years (same age,

different grades) 1Yr 2 Yrs 3 Yrs 3+ Yrs

TOTAL — . 451178) - 51i32) — 67122y - 8B3(18)
- 411 28) — 640 5) — 741 3) - .88t 3

NEGATIVE STUDIES - 460174} - B51(32) — 67(22) - .88(18)
- 460 26) - 841 5 — 741 3) - 881 3

POSITIVE STUDIES + 241 4} 0 0 0
+ 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) - 2BA15) - .34128)
- 220 8 -.281 4) -.250 4y — 31t 4)

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

+. 880 2) +.420 3t + 40t 1} + .74( 2}

benefit from retention. Based on eight studies in kindergarten and
twelve studies in first grade, the average effects were — .28 and - .28,
respectively.

By the nature of the phenomenon under study, all ES’s could be
divided into one of two categories based on the time at which the
achievement measures were compared: (a) after the retained groups and
the comparison groups had spent an equal number of years in school;
and (b) after the retained groups and the comparison groups had
completed the same grade in school. Thus, if children had been retained
in first grade, type (a) comparisons would evaluate their performance at
the end of a second year of first grade as compared to the performance
of promoted controls who were completing second grade. Type (b)
comparisons would involve waiting a year until the repeating children
had also finished second grade and then comparing same-grade per-
formance. In both same-age and same-grade studies, the retention year
itself was considered year one. This is the year when retained children
should have been at their best because they were repeating familiar
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material and taking for a second time normative tests designed for their
younger classmates. Note that when same-grade, year one comparisons
werce made, the control children’s scores were the original low test
scores possibly used to select them as controls, whereas the retained
children’s scores were from a second year’s retesting on the same test.
Regression to the mean could affect the retained group’s scores but not
the control scores. In all other comparisons, regression artifacts could
influence both sets of scores equally.

When a mean ES was calculated for those measurements taken one
ycar after retention on same-age children, a value of - .45 was obtained.
After one year the retained groups were scoring .45 standard deviation
unit lower than the comparison groups who had gone on to the next
grade and in many cases were being tested on more advanced material.
Each subsequent year this difference became larger with the difference
reaching .83 standard deviation unit for measures taken four or more
years after the time of retention. Because this type of comparison
produced so few positive studies, two out of twenty-eight in year one
and none thereafter, the result weighted by study was very similar to
the result weighted by individual effects, — .41.

When those measures taken after the completion of the same grade
were used to calculate a mean ES, the retained groups outperformed
the promoted comparison groups. This advantage, however, steadily
decreased with the completion of subsequent grades. After three grades
there was no longer a difference between the groups, although the
retained children were a year older.

Personal Adjustment

Of the total 861 effect sizes calculated, 234 were grouped as measures of
personal adjustment. These 234 ES’s were obtained from 27 individual
studies and had a mean of —.09. Following retention the retained
groups scored .09 standard deviation units lower than the comparison
groups on measures of personal adjustment. Three sub-categories
(social adjustment, emotional adjustment, and behavior) were separated
for further analysis. In each of these sub-areas the mean ES weighted by
effect was not appreciably different from 0. However, this finding of
‘no negative’ effect is created in large part by the large number and size
of positive effects from only three positive studies. If studies were
weighted equally, the overall ES for personal adjustment would be
—.21, and ranges from -.23 to -.12 in the subareas. Unique
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characteristics of the few positive studies are considered in a later
section.

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.

Secondary Analysis

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
seven studies was separated as those which were reporting results
somewhat in favor of retention. The frequency distribution of effect
sizes for all studies was constructed and examined. As seen in figure 1, a
slight bulge or positive skew was noted in the upper end of the
distribution.

In the secondary analysis, a great deal hinged on the hint of
bimodality. By chance, one would have expected some positive results
from studies looking at a negative treatment. Had the curve been
smooth, there would have been no justification in selecting the positive
studies to analyze separately. The bulge, however, hints that there may
be two populations of studies.

To represent the ‘two populations of studies’ all sixty-three studies
were classified as either positive or negative studies based on their
average effects. In addition to the seven new positive studies, two
positive studies were found among the pre-1984 studies. Mean effect
sizes were then calculated for the two types of studies as shown in table
2. The implication is that two different kinds or conditions of retention
are being investigated in these studies: (a) one in which the retained
pupils suffer negative consequences from being retained and (b) one in
which some positive benefits are obtained.
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Figure 1:  Distribution of Effect Sizes from Positive {w ) and Negative { o) Studies

The Negative Studies

Of the total of sixty-three studies, fifty-four resulted in overall negative
effects. When the effects in table 1 were reanalyzed using only data from
the negative studies, the mean effect sizes were substantially more
negative for all areas and subareas. Academic achievement was the area
with the largest negative mean ES. Retained groups scored .4 of a
standard deviation below the comparison groups. Table 2 reveals that
for the majority of studies with negative average effects, early retention
is not less harmful than when it occurs during higher grades. In
addition, the data suggest that the negative effect not only remains, but
continues to grow during subsequent years.
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The Positive Studies

The set of positive studies consisted of nine investigations, most of
which have been published during the 1980s. These studies have
generally focused on academic achievement as the outcome measure.
Seven of these nine studies were conducted as dissertation or masters
theses studies. Although the samples and conditions of retention were
not always reported in detail, an attempt was made to provide a
description of these retentions which appear to be at least somewhat
effective.

Sample characteristics

It appears that all of these studies were conducted in settings described
as suburban and included few if any black subjects. The populations
were described as ranging from lower middle to upper middle class. In
most cases some form of IQ score was reported for the retained pupils.
These children tended to all have 1Q scores at or about 100. In addition
these children tended to be scoring less than .75 of a standard deviation
below norm on standardized achievement tests. In fact, although they
were reading well below norm, in one study the retained children were
scoring at national average in mathematics and language arts. Thus,
children in the few studies where retention ‘worked’, were sys-
tematically more able than the traditional population of retainees who
were more likely slower learners with below average 1QQ and achieve-
ment. In some cases, a more able population may have been obtained
simply because the local school district was more affluent. In other cases
the constraints of data collection may have produced results for only the
retained children with the best attendance records and least mobility. In
one study (Hains, 1981), students were systematically excluded from
the analysis if they had a ‘high rate of mobility’, which resulted in a
greatly disproportionate reduction in the retained sample.

Program characteristics

The following 1s a composite description of the retention plans of the
positive studies. Potential failures were 1identified early and were given
special help. When the decision to retain was made, the parents werce
first consulted for permission. An individualized and detailed educa-
tional plan was prepared for remediation purposes. The children were
not recycled through the same curriculum but were instead placed in
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special classes with low student-teacher ratios. One of the plans,
described in the greatest detail, placed all retainees in classes of twelve
to fifteen students with a teacher and a full-time aide (Dolan, 1982). In
addition, many of the children were mainstreamed into the regular
program with their age peers for part of the day. Pupil-personnel-
services teams consulted on a regular basis and a continuous evaluation
was made. The results of this continuing evaluation could at any time
allow for the child to rejoin his or her age cohort.

While most of the successful retention comparisons involved extra
help for the retained children, none of the positive studies provided
extra help to the at-risk control children. In cases where such a
comparison was made (for example, Leinhardt, 1980), the promoted
children with extra help did better than the retained children with extra
help, causing the study to be classified as a negative outcome.

Academic achievement

From the seven positive studies which measured academic achievement,
112 ES’s were obtained which yielded a mean effect size of + .60. Large
positive ES’s were obtained for language arts, reading and mathematics.
All but four of these effect sizes were obtained from comparisons made
after an equal number of grades had been completed (the retained
groups had been in school an additional year and were therefore one
year older). The positive effects of retention observed after the repeat
year tended to diminish over the subsequent grades.

Matched Studies

In summarizing research on retention, there was particular concern that
findings might depend on the degree of statistical control. Would
markedly different findings result when the retained and promoted
subjects were matched on various relevant criteria? Twenty-five of the
sixty-three studies had matched subjects. All but one of these had
included IQ andfor achievement test scores among the matching
criteria. Table 3 summarizes the matching criteria employed by each of
the studies and its respective mean effect size. A mean ES of — .28 was
calculated. When just those studies matching on prior achievement test
scores were used a mean ES of — .30 was obtained. Although these
groups of retained students had been matched prior to retention on
achievement test scores, they were scoring almost one-third of a
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Table 3: Studres with Matched Subjects
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standard deviation below their matched counterparts. Thus, better
controlled studies showed on average a greater negative effect for
retention.

Conclusions

The meta-analysis of the sixty-three studies is consistent with previous
reviews of research and an earlier meta-analysis finding largely negative
effects for retention. On average, retained children are worse off than
their promoted counterparts on both personal adjustment and academic
outcomes.

Of the sixty-three empirical studies, fifty-four found negative
results while only nine were positive. Although it appears that some
success has been achieved by those plans being evaluated in the ‘positive
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studies’, two notes of caution must be emphasized. First, the few
positive studies involved intensive remediation plus retention and
ironically an unusually able population of retainees. These studies failed
to compare retention plus remediation to promotion plus an equivalent
amount of remediation. Second, positive studies 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 disappeared over time so that
retained children were no better off in relation to their younger at-risk
controls who went immediately on to the next grade.

When only well-matched studies were examined, a greater neg-
ative effect was found for retention than in the research literature as a
whole. In studies where retained children and promoted controls were
matched on I1Q and prior achievement, repeating a grade had an average
negative effect of — .30 standard deviations. The weight of empirical
evidence argues against grade retention. As Holmes and Matthews
concluded in 1984, ‘Those who continue to retain pupils at grade level
do so despite cumulative research evidence showing that the potential
for negative effects consistently outweighs positive outcomes’ (p. 232).
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Chapter 3:
Repeating and Dropping Out of School’

James B. Grissom and Lorrie A. Shepard

Editors’ Introduction

In a typical end-of-school-year news story, USA Today reported that one-quarter
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
students’ life chances, the principal explained her decision: ‘In years past, those
students would have beenn promoted to second grade. Then they might have
dropped out in five, six, or seven years.’

What are the effects of grade retention on dropout prevention? Is it true to say
that holding children back will make them less at risk for dropping out? In the
research literature on retention there is little mention of long term consequences. In
Holmes’ review (chapter 2), for example, only eighteen of sixty-three controlled
studies provided any data three or more years past the retention year. None
followed retained students into high school. It is in the literature on school
dropouts, however, where an association between retention and dropping out is
noted consistently. This correlational evidence suggests that holding children back
increases rather than decreases their risk for dropping out of school.

In this chapter, Grissom and Shepard review previous studies that exaniined
the retention-dropout relationship. Then they use causal modeling techniques
to assess the direct effect of repeating on dropout behavior while accounting
Jor relevant background factors, especially school achievement. Their findings,
consistent across districts of very different socioeconomic levels, show that retained
students experience a greater risk for dropping out that cannot be explained by
their poor achievement. Even with appropriate caveats regarding the limitations of
non-experimental analytic methods, the most defensible reading of the evidence
suggests that the first graders made to repeat in Mississippi have now been placed
more at risk for failing to complete high school, perhaps to a significant degree.
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Tothe teacher deciding whether Justin should be retained in first grade,
his later pupil career and its successful conclusion seem remote con-
siderations. To the high school counselor, the concern for keeping
pupils in school is only too immediate and the word ‘retention’ has a
different meaning altogether. Recent statistics on the proportion of
school dropouts have led some to declare a crisis. Policy researchers
have looked for reasons and predictors. They have found for example
that family background and early school achievement predict tenden-
cies to drop out (Natriello, 1987). Pertinent to this volume on grade
failure, various researchers have noted the strong relation between the
tendency to dropout and the fact of having repeated a grade in school.

Often when the correlation between grade retention and dropping
out has been observed, its potential importance for educational policy
has been dismissed because of the obvious explanation that poor
achievement very likely accounts for both retention and school leaving.
For example, in a longitudinal study of dropouts in Dade County,
Florida, Stephenson (1985) found that the dropout rate was 55 per cent
for overage students compared to only 27 per cent for normal-age
students. However, he cautioned readers, ‘not to conclude that reten-
tion per se causes higher dropout rates. More lhikely 1s the occurrence
that low achievement causes both being retained and dropping out.
Even more likely is the occurrence that low interest in school, httle
extra-school support for school accomplishment, and a host of other
factors cause low achievement, which ultimately causes “dropping
out™ (p. 11). Rarely has there been a systematic attempt to account for
achievement or the interrelation among antecedent variables before
assessing the retention-dropout relation.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the effect of grade
retention on dropping out of school. We summarize briefly the simple
correlational studies which first raised the issue that retention might
exacerbate the problem of high school dropouts. Then, the few studies
which provided some degree of statistical control are discussed in more
detail. Next, our own analyses of three large-city data sets are presented
using causal modeling. Lastly, the research findings on the reasons for
dropping out are summarized in an attempt to understand why factors
that pull students out of school may be more potent for those who are
overage for their grade as a consequence of their retention.

Simple Descriptive and Correlational Research

Reviewers of the dropout literature are able to construct profiles of the
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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
history of poor attendance and trouble with school, and so on
(Rumberger, 1987; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986). It is also typical that
dropouts have repeated one or more grades in school. For example, the
Association of California Urban School Districts (1985) reported that in
Los Angeles dropouts had becn retained five times more often than
graduates. ‘A student who fails either of the first two grades has only a
twenty percent chance of graduaung’ (p. 2).

It i1s not our intention to recount all individual studies. Rather, we
present a few examples to illustrate the methods and findings of simple
descriptive and correlational studies. It is not possible to make cause-
and-effect interpretations with certainty from such data. But the rela-
tionships between retention and dropping out are striking and suggest-
ive of the need for further investigation.

Table 1 is taken from a report by Randall (1966) examining the
characteristics of dropouts and graduates in the Bloomington public
schools of Minnesota. Two-thirds of the dropouts had repeated one or
more grades compared to only 3 per cent of graduates. These data are a
classic example of the results found in dozens of unpublished reports
from school districts across the United States over the past twenty
years. The study also provided similar cross-tabulations contrasting
dropouts and graduates on standardized test results, attendance, grade
point average, and participation in extra-curricular activities with
differences occurring in the predictable direction in each case. The
interrelationships among these factors were not examined. A more

contemporary example of a similar school district study was reported
by Noth and O’Neill (1981). In the Pasco School District in Wash-

Table 1. Percent of Dropouts and Graduates in
the Bloomington Class of 1965 Who
Repeated None, One, or Two Years of

School
Dropouts Graduates
Percent Percent
None 341 971
One vyear 45.9 2.9
Two years 200 0.0

Source: Randall (1966}
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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
variables that distinguished three groups, those who dropped out, those
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:

The relationship between failing a grade and later educational
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 muluple classification
analyses to determine how well dropping out could be predicted from a
combination of background, school experience, and personality
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
predictive factors. Multiple correlation studies have not, however, been
focused on the unique effect of retention. Instead, most studies have
been designed to answer an actuarial question: ‘“What variables are
effective in predicting dropouts so that district administrators can
identify students at risk and intervene?’

A recent example of a multivariate study was reported by Curtis,
Doss, MacDonald and Davis (1983). Table 2 shows the differences
between dropouts and graduates on each of their significant predictors.
Grade level is the retention variable with students categorized accord-
ing to their normal-progress grade expectation. The disproportionate
number of repeaters among the dropouts is again observed. A discri-
minant function equation based on these variables was able to predict
dropping out versus graduating with 78 per cent accuracy. Also shown
in table 2 are the standardized coefficients which reflect the weight? of
each predictor. Being behind in grade is the second strongest predictor
of dropping out. Although the authors did not try to isolate the effect of
retention, the. fact that grade level makes a modest but significant
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Discriminant Analysis Results, Dropouts and Nondropouts,
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 9 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%
Ethnicity
% Hispanic 35 6% 20 6%
% Black 18.7% 16.4%
% 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)

contribution to the prediction after considering grade point average
suggests that the effect of retention cannot be explained as merely the
cffect of poor achievement.

Two other multiple correlational studies deserve brief mention
because they are often cited in the dropout literature. In a 1972 study of
black males in St. Louis, Stroup and Robins found that repeating grades
in elementary school was the single strongest predictor of dropping out
of high school. The study included numerous family background
measures and 1QQ but no measure of school achievement. Lloyd (1978)
could predict dropping out with 75 per cent accuracy using IQ, reading

38



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.
The Chicago studies are also exemplary in that extensive effort was
made to improve the validity of the dropout information. All categories
of school leaving were included, follow-ups were made of delayed
graduations, and cohorts of students were studied over time so that the
true attrition from an entering freshman class could be examined.
Hess and Lauber (1985) first controlled for achievement simply by
comparing normal-age and overage dropout rates within achievement
strata. Table 3 is reproduced from their report. Students with low
reading achievement scores are more likely to drop out. At each level of
achievement, however, the dropout rate is appreciably higher for
overage students. The authors also noted, as indicated by the diagonal
arrows in table 3, that the dropout rate for overage students in the
next-higher stanine is worse than for that of lower-reading normal-age

Table 3. Dropout Rates by Achievernent Level for Normal-Age and Overage Students, Chicago
Class of 1982

Normal-Age Overage
Stanine 1 62.1% : 73.2%
Stanines 2 and 3 46.1% 57.5%
Stanine 4 36.3%1\*52.5%
Stanine 5 27 0% 43.8%
Stanine 6 up 18 3% 37 9%

Source: Hess and Lauber (1985)
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students. Even if the retention could have served to raise reading scores
by a stanine, the chances of students dropping out were increased.

The Hess and Lauber report was based on 30,000 students in the
1978 entering cohort. Schulz, Toles, Rice, Brauer and Harvey (1986)
combined these data with successive cohorts entering through 1980
which resulted in a sample of 77,000. They predicted dropout status
using both log-linear and multiple regression analyses. When eighth-
grade reading scores and entry age were entered first, they (and their
interaction) accounted for 80 per cent of the modeled variance (exclud-
ing error variance) or 38 per cent of the total variance. Figure 1,
reproduced from their report, illustrates the relation between achieve-
ment and dropping out for normal-age and overage students. On
average, the dropout rate of overage students is 13 per cent higher than
the dropout rate of normal-age students with equivalent reading
achievement scores. Read the other way, overage students must have
reading scores approximately 2.25 grade levels higher than normal-age
students to have the same chance of graduating. Schulz ef al. (1986)
concluded that a year of remedial study could not possibly boost
achievement enough to offset the negative effect of being overage.

Another Chicago study, reported by Rice, Toles, Schulz, Harvey
and Foster (1987), provided a direct measure of the consequences of
deciding to retain more children. In the spring of 1980, a more stringent
cighth-grade promotion policy was imposed. Therefore, Rice ef al. were
able to examine directly what happened to dropout rates when reten-
tions were increased. Their data for three cohorts are presented in table
4. The freshman class entering in 1979 was the last class unaffected by
stricter eighth-grade promotion standards. The 1980 class was unique
because it was the only class to go through with a substantial number of
low achievers removed. Low-scoring students from the class of 1980
subsequently joined the 1981 cohort after repeating the eighth grade.
Notice the appreciable decline in the total number of 1980 students.
Predictably, because students were being retained in eighth grade, the
attrition was greatest in the normal-age and lowest achievement
stratum. With so many at-risk students removed, the 1980 cohort had a
substantially reduced dropout rate, 36 per cent overall compared to 42
per cent the two preceding years (see Hess and Lauber, 1985).

The intervention effect of the retention policy is seen in the 1981
data. Here the overall dropout rate climbed to an all-time high of 45 per
cent. Furthermore, the rate of dropping out for overage students
actually increased, especially for those in the middle and above-average
achiecvement categories. Rice ef al. (1987) used logistic regression

40



(986 L) 891y pue §8(0L 'ZINYIS 804008
sj0040S 24iqnd 06edry) ‘0861 -8L61
‘uawysal4 Bungiug abesang pue ebe-jewioN 10) WUBWBABIIY Buipesy isuiebe aley nodoiq jO 10/d | 8Bl

apeio) LyBi3 ul usjeainb3 epeig) Buipesy Sall

3
Q
it
L
%
>
3
O L] i [ t -M
B¢ 4! 471! zol 4] ’8 rL 29 A (A T
.n " " & N
], %0
3 /
Q 44 ot
3
<
M¢ %07
n - %0
(84
- %0F
— - - §
r %09
r %0L
%08
16'0 = aJenbs-y JOH#p0'0 — 0'G6 = ueded nodoiq suspmigebeleag = o, [ %08
660 = esenbs-y JON#L9'0 - §'98 = Wedsed inodoiQ siuepmg efe-jgwioN = V.
Juedsed

nodosqg

41



J. B. Grissom and L. A. Shepard

Table 4.  Enrofiment and Dropout Rates 1978 1o 71981, Chicago Pubfic Schools

Entering Dropout Rate
1979 1980 regi 1878 1980 1981

Total 29,023 24,867 25,8959 41 6 361 44 .9
Age

Normal-Age 21,495 17,959 16,769 342 290 33.9

Over-Age 7.528 6,908 9,190 625 54 8 64.9
Achievemeni?®

051070 11,753 9,069 8,867 538 48 7 55.0

7.1t 80 4,482 4,251 4,422 381 334 42 1

81+ 7.881 7.448 7,389 232 20.6 259

Missing 4,547 4,099 5,281 45 2 395 56.7
Achievemernt and Age
< 7.1 & Normal-Age 7.334 5,157 4,440 46 5 40 9 44.8
7.1 — B0 & Normal-Age 4,071 3.440 3.282 358 306 37.4
8.1+ & Normal-Age 7,358 6,913 6.636 220 193 23.4
Missing & Normal-Age 2,732 2,449 2,411 315 288 378
< 7.1 & Over-Age 4.419 3,912 4,427 65.9 58.9 65 2
7.1 -8.0 & Over-Age 771 811 1,140 49.8 45 4 556
8.1+ & Over-Age 523 535 753 40.3 368 48.2
Missing & Over-Age 1,815 1,650 2,870 65 9 55.3 72.7

ta} Achieverment expressed as reading grade equivalents from lowa Test of Basic Skills.
Source: Rice, Toles, Schulz, Harvey and Foster (1987}

weights based on the 1979 class to predict dropping out in the 1981
cohort; predictors included race and sex as well as reading achievement
and entry age. According to the authors, ‘The 1979 parameters were
unable to predict the general rise in dropout rates for the 1981 class.
More importantly the 1979 model was unable to predict the dropout
rate for 1981 overage students. As a result of better achievement scores,
the 1979 model parameters predicted a reduction in the overage 1981
dropout rate. However, the observed dropout rate for the 1981 overage
group did not decrease (it increased) which generated an
under-prediction of the 1981 overage dropout rate’ (p. 4). Rice
concluded that being overage was more of a handicap than poor
achievement.

Lastly, it should be noted that the full consequences of the non-
promotion policy are very likely underestimated in the Rice ef al. (1987)
paper because some students may never have entered high school
after being retained in eighth grade. Even after the large number of
children removed from the 1980 class had had the opportunity to rejoin
the 1981 group, the enrollment figures show a sharp decline compared
to the entering class of 1979. A long-term decline in enrollments
in Chicago makes it impossible to attribute the entire 1979 to 1981
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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

In this section we present our own analyses of three large-city-school
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 leading to dropping out of high school. Causal modeling
or structural equation models are the preferred statistical procedures for
attempting to make causal inferences from non-experimental data.

The rationale is given here for the conceptual model used in figure
3 with data from the Austin Independent School District. The samc
model, with slight changes in variable definitions which we describe
later, was then used to reanalyze the Chicago public schools data and
data from a high socioeconomic school system.

In the model, the exogenous variables (those that exist before the
schooling process begins) are student sex, ethnic group and socio-
economic status (SES). There are sex differences in early learning and
behavior which account for differences in measured achievement and
retention. Although the relation between sex and dropping out is
modeled, it remains an open question whether gender differences in
dropping out will be so strong once achievement and differential
retenition are accounted for. SES is expected to have an effect on both
retention and dropping out but ethnicity is not thought to influence
these variables once other factors are controlled. Rumberger (1983) has
provided compelling evidence that apparent race differences in dropp-
ing out can be explained by group differences in family background.
Rumberger’s measures of SES were quite complete, however, involving
the number of parents in the home, both parental education and
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earnings, and a cultural index counting reading materials in the home
and so forth. In the school systems’ data, the only indicator of SES is
whether each child is eligible for reduced-price or free lunch. To the
extent that family differences in educational level are not reflected by a
weak index of SES, these differences are likely to be seen as ethnic
effects instead. Thus, SES and ethnicity should be considered together
as measures of family background which affect achievement, retention
and dropping out.

Achievement precedes retention and in many cases leads directly to
the decision to fail a child. (The only exceptions occur when above-
average children are retained in kindergarten and first grade for reasons
of immaturity [chapter 4 in this volume]). Achievement is expected to
be causally related to dropping out either because poor achievers are
unable to complete work required for graduation or because low
achievement causes poor self-esteem and disaffection with school.

- Many researchers who study the dropout problem have tended to
treat grade retention as one of several measures of school achievement
(for example, Rumberger, 1987). A distinctive feature of the model and
perspective advanced in this chapter is that retention is not synonymous
with very low achievement, either in terms of who 1s selected for
retention or its subsequent effect. There are dramatic school and teacher
differences that determine whether a poorly performing student will be
retained. For equally poor achievement, children are more likely to be
retained if they are boys, small for their age, relatively young for their
grade, seem immature, or are members of a school culture that practices
retention at greater rates than other schools (Shepard and Smith, 1985).
As to its consequence, retention is distinctly different from poor
performance in a child’s regular class. Repeating a grade 1s a highly
visible act which separates a student from his age peers. Therefore,
having been retained is expected to have a direct effect on dropping out,
over and above the effect of achievement.

Each of the endogenous variables in the model has errors or
disturbance terms associated with it, indicating the effect of fallibly
measured variables and unpredicted variance on the estimation of
parameters. Exogenous variables are assumed to be measured without
error. As we have discussed, this assumption is clearly not satisfied for
the measure of socioeconomic status.

Conclusions based on causal modeling depend on correct speci-
fication of the model. If all of the relevant variables are included and
measured without error and if the location and direction of all causal
linkages have been correctly specified, then the parameter estimates
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clearly Tepresent causal connections between independent and depend-
ent variables. If important variables are omitted from the analysis,
however, the results may be biased to a greater or lesser degree. As
is usually the case when causal inferences are attempted from non-
randomized data, it is not possible to claim that all factors contributing
to dropping out have been represented in the model. Therefore, it is
important to assess the adequacy of the model and consider how serious
the distortions might be from missing variables. Technically, the results
of structural equation modeling will not be spurious so long as missing
variables are uncorrelated with the other predictors. Biases are intro-
duced to the extent that the effects of missing variables add to or
subtract from the effects of included variables with which they are
correlated.

The obvious omissions from the present model are student atu-
tudes and expectations about school, discipline problems and truancy or
absentecism. These types of variables are not usually available in
large-city school data sets and, for purposes of a larger study (Grissom,
1988), we wished to test a common model across very different
school systems. Based on prior multiple-prediction studies, it can be
argued that these factors provide only a slight improvement to predic-
tive accuracy once achievement and family background are considered.
For example, in the large-scale High School and Beyond national
survey Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack and Rock (1986) found that self-
esteem measures did not correlate with dropping out. We have already
seen from the Austin data i1n table 2 that serious disciplinary incidents
add only slightly to the predicted vanance.

Considering the weak contribution of attitude, attendance and
discipline variables in previous rescarch, it is unlikely that their
omission here could seriously distort conclusions about the effect of
retention. To understand fully the process of dropping out, however,
these variables should surely be included in a more elaborated model.
Moreover, better explanatory models would require longitudinal data.
Studies that wait until the high-school years to measure self-concept,
educational aspirations, or truancy very likely confuse symptoms with
causes. A complete model would include self-concept measured in the
early grades before the influence of achievement and retention and
measured again in high school prior to dropping out, and so forth.

Sample 1: Austin Schools

“Austin is a large urban school district in Texas with an enrollment of
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60,000. It serves a population that is approximately 26 per cent
Hispanic and 18 per cent black; its dropout rate computed longitud-
inally is from 20-24 per cent. Data were provided by the Office of
Research and Evaluation in Austin Independent School District for
29,399 students who comprise a representative sample from the
1984/85 school year in grades 7—12. Each student’s completion status
was updated through 1987. A student who was a tenth, eleventh or
twelfth grader in 1984/85 would have had time to graduate; such
students were classified as dropouts, graduates, or as currently enrolled
depending on their 1987 status. Graduates and stay-ins were combined
for purposes of the analysis. Obviously, because sufficient time had not
elapsed to allow seventh and eighth graders to graduate, these students
are not as accurately categorized as dropouts or non-dropouts. Includ-
ing these latter students has a conservative effect on the analysis in that
misclassification will tend to minimize the effect of retention on
dropping out.

Variables for Sample 1

Student information on sex, ethnic group and eligibility for subsidized
lunch was supplied by schools to the district office. To create a
dichotomous variable, ethnic group membership was recategorized as
minority and non-minority with Asians omitted from the analysis. Free
and reduced-price lunch is used as an indicator of family socio-
economic status, but is clearly more limited than if measures of parental
education had been available. The inclusion of both ethnic group and
achievement help compensate for the limited measure of SES. The
model is therefore slightly misspecified in that the relative contribution
of these three variables would shift somewhat if SES could be more
accurately represented. Dichotomous variables were coded 0 and 1 with
female, minority group member, and subsidized lunch receiving the
higher codes.

Data were available from two separate achievement test batteries,
the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) and the Tests of Achievement and
Proficiency (TAP). Within-grade percentiles permitted joint analysis
using students who were in different grades; percentiles were converted
to normal-curve equivalents (NCEs). Most student records included
test results for more than one school year. Scores were standardized and
averaged for each student on each sub-test. It is desirable to include as
much information for each student as possible and hence improve the
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reliability of the achievement measure, because any underestimate of
achievement in the analysis will act to inflate the apparent effect of
retention. Lastly, confirmatory factor analysis was used te estimate a
global latent achievement variable from performance on several sub-
tests.

In the Austin data centralized records of grade retentions were kept
from the 1980/81 school year onward. Therefore, accurate data were
available on retentions over a seven-year period. For a student who was
a tenth grader in 1984/85 this would mean explicit evidence of having
repeated in grades 6—12. We refer to these as known instances of grade
failure or verified retentions.

Retentions prior to 1980/81, largely in the students’ elementary
grades, had to be inferred from age. It is essential to try to capture
earlier retentions because in virtually all school systems a dispropor-
tionate share of retentions occur in the early elementary years, espe-
cially in first grade. Normal age for grade was determined by historic
entrance-age policies and was confirmed empirically. The cutoff date for
entrance to Texas schools has been 1 September for over fifteen years.
Figure 2 is an example of the month-by-month birthdate, within-grade
histograms that were constructed to confirm normal-age for grade.
Beginning in September 1970, there 1s clearly a twelve-month span
with greater frequency representing normal-age eighth graders. The
earlier twelve-month span from September 1969 to August 1970 are
students who are one year too old for their grade. An additional
twelve-month span far to the left are the few students who are two
years too old. To the right of the graph is the small number of students
who are too young for their grade. Most of the too young eighth
graders have birthdays very near the normal age cutoff consistent with
later entrance-age policies in other states.

The question arises, of course, as to how good overage is as an
indicator or proxy for retention. Because Texas has had one of the
earliest entrance ages in the nation, it is not likely that students could be
too old for their grade by moving to Texas from another state.
Overage would be less accurate as a sign of retention in Cabifornia, for
example, where the entrance age is 31 December; children with fall
birthdates who started school in a state like Texas and then moved to
California would be classified as overage. Children could also be too
old without having repeated, if their parents held them out of school for
an extra year. Based on kindergarten entrance practices elsewhere, it is
most likely that parents would elect to hold their children out when
their birthdays are within three months of the cutoff (Shepard and
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Figure 2: Austin ISD Students in Grade 8 Grouped by Birth Year and Monith.

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
is believed to be the aspect of retention that most influences dropout
behavior. Although retention is the variable which can be manipulated
by school policy, it may have its effect, in part, simply by making
students older when they enter high school. These interpretations arc
discussed further in the final section of the chapter.
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Model Estimation and Results for Austin ISD

This section provides only a brief summary of the more extensive
analyses reported in Grissom (1988). Structural equations were speci-
fied on the basis of the conceptual model and paramcters were estimated
using multiple regression.>

Path coefhicients for the Austin data are presented in figure 3
separately for the two different achievement composites using the exact
definition of overage as the measure of retention plus know retentions.
This joint definition of retention was selected for purposes of illustra-
tion because it provides the most logically defensible indicator of
retention; note also that using the exact cutoff produces a more
conservative measure of the retention effect on dropping out than
would the exaggerated cutoff. For dichotomous variables, unstand-
ardized regression coeflicients are reported in parentheses and can be
interpreted as probability statements. For example, all other things
being equal, having been retained increases a student’s chances of
dropping out by 27 percentage points compared to thosc not retained.
The effect of retention on dropping out is substantially greater than the
direct effect of achievement on dropping out. Even when the total effect
of achievement is considered (that is, its effect through retention plus
its direct effect) the effect of retention is still considerably larger.*
Consistent with Rumberger’s (1983) findings, minority status does not
account much for dropping out except through achievement.

The more complete ITBS data were also analyzed separatcly by
grade, by sex, by ethnic group, within each sex and ethnic group
combination, and using the various definitions of retention and over-
age. The greatest variation in results occurred for the separate grade
analyses. Therefore, the grade-by-grade path coeflicients are provided
in table 5, again using the exact overage cutoff to infer retention plus
verified retentions. In our view, there 1s little difference between the
overall results and the results for grades 9, 10 and 11. As expected there
1s lower predictive accuracy for grades 7 and 8 because of the
misclassification of some stayers and leavers. In grade 12 there was also
a reduction in predictability most likely because by this time the
dropout sample was quite small, n = 73, and the remaining number of
repeaters had diminished to 333 in a class of 2132. In contrast there
were 2659 repeaters and 1421 dropouts in the ninth grade cohort of
5214. Thus nearly all repeaters and would-be dropouts had already left
school by the twelfth grade.

Retention, as defined above, explained dropping out virtually the
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Figure 3: Causal Model of Dropping Out: Estimated from Ausiin ISD Data
fa) Using ITBS measures of achievement, n= 21,337 7th—12th graders
{b) Using TAP measures of achievement, n = 12,808 9th—1.2th graders
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Table 5. Paih Coefficients and R’'s for Each Grade. 7 through 12, for Students in Austin 1SD
{Using IT8 Achieverment

Achievement

Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade

7 8 g 10 11 12
R?— 277 286 .309 275 260 267
SES —.248 — 244 - .199 —-.164 —.139 —-.142
Sex 1185 087 0886 .105 062 061
Ethnicity —.359 - 37% — .439 - 426 - 435 - 445
Retention o
Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade

7 8 g 10 11 12
RZ - .249 248 292 .250 212 126
SES 071 078 .049 03 .035 064
Sex — 122 - 075 - 071 -.103 -~ 152 - 037
Ethnicity — 046 — .004 - 031 036 —.029 -.016
Achievement —.461 - 452 —.494 —.450 —.428 - 337

Dropping Out

Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade
7 8 2] 10 11 12

Rz . .07 .082 .191 221 .203 009
SES 066 068 044 020 — 002 - .015
Sex —.001 075 037 042 -~ 000 005
Ethnicity —-.113 - 055 - .006 — 036 —.0486 -.032
Achievement - .104 —.1565 — .08 —.014 019 .006
Retention .184 70 .376 474 A67 109
n= 4039 4227 5214 3342 2383 2132

same for males as for females, with path coefficients of .33(.26) and
.35(.29), respectively. Unstandardized regression weights are reported
in parentheses. Analyzed separately by race and sex, these same
coeflicients were .35(.27) and .35(.26) for black males and females,
.30(.27) and .35(.30) for Hispanic males and females, and .31(.24) and
.32(.28) for Anglo males and females. Apparent differences by race and
sex are diminished when unstandardized regression weights (prob-
abilities) are considered. For example, both Anglo females and black
males had weights of nearly .30 meaning that, other things being equal,
the chances of dropping out increased by 27 or 28 percentage points for
repeaters in these groups compared to non-repeaters. When a morc
stringent or exaggerated definition of overage was imposed the overall
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effect of retention on dropping out was increased to .35(.34). Known
grade retentions alone (i.e., junior-high and high school retentions) had
a path to retention of .34, with an increase in the probability of
dropping out of 29 percentage points. When verified retentions were
combined with the exaggerated definition of overage, producing the
most inclusive and certain measure of retention, the effect on dropping
out was .34 with a probability increase of 27 percentage points. Thus
the conclusion that repeating a grade increases the likelihood of
dropping out was robust for different subpopulations and for the direct
and inferred indicators of retention. Although Anglo males appear to
have escaped slightly from the negative effect of being overage with an
unstandardized coeflicient of only .24, even for them the influence of
retention on dropping out was substantially greater than the effect of
achievement on dropping out.

Sample 2: Chicago Public Schools

The data provided by the Department of Research and Evaluation for
the Chicago Public Schools are the same data analyzed by Rice, Toles,
Schulz, Harvey and Foster (1987) and summarized in table 4
(n = 79,849). However, for purposes of this research, we omitted
Asians and students who were missing achievement test scores. The
resulting sample size was 63,872. Chicago is a very large urban school
system. Its population is 80 per cent minority with longitudinal
dropout rates of 40—45 per cent.

Variables for Sample 2

Sex was coded O for males and 1 for females. Blacks, Native Americans,
and Hispanics were called minority group members with a code of 1,
Anglos were coded 0. Achievement on the I'TBs administered in eighth
grade had been categorized by the district as below grade level (< 7.1),
at grade level (7.1-8.0), and above grade level (8.1 +). Retention was
also represented by Rice et al. as overage for grade. Because Chicago
has traditionally had a 1 December entrance age we would expect there
to be slightly greater ambiguity (compared to the Austin study) in using
overage as a proxy for retention. For example, children with September
and October birthdates moving to Chicago from Texas would be
erroneously classified as retained. Because we did not have actual
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birthdate information, we could not experiment with more stringent
definitions of overage.

Model Estimation and Results for Chicago Public Schools

Structural equations were specified for a model with SES removed and
using the categorical measure of achievement. Path coefhcients were
estimated using multiple regression again because all but one variable
was dichotomous. Given that Rice et al. had observed a change in the
predictability of dropping out after the institution of more stringent
eighth grade promotion policies, the Chicago data were analyzed
separately by entering class cohort.

Results are portrayed in figure 4 for the 1979 and 1981 high-school
entering classes. The 1979 class was the last to be unaffected by the
stricter enforcement of eighth grade promotion standards. The 1981
class includes approximately 2000 students who had been held back
from the 1980 class.

In the Chicago data achievement and retention are the two most
important predictors of dropping out (in standardized units or percent
of variance accounted for). Prior to the increase in non-promotions,
however and in contrast to the Austin findings, achievement was the
stronger predictor. The 1981 estimates show the increased effect for
retention and diminished effect for achievement discussed previously by
Rice ef al. In the 1981 model, all other things being equal, a retained
student’s chances of dropping out of school are increased by 18
percentage points.

The effect of retention on dropping out in Chicago is represented
by a coefhcient of only .18 compared to effects on the order of .30 in the
Austin data.®> Yet the smaller values occur in a situation where the
retention policy was directly manipulated and a perceptible increase in
the dropout rate was experienced. Therefore, the more potent Austin
values take on even greater practical significance. Differences between
the two cities may well reflect differences in populations and the
processes being modeled. It is also true that the weaker path from
retention to dropout in the Chicago data is consistent with the more
ambiguous definition of overage in that sample.

Sample 3: High Socioeconomic District

Sample 3 is from a large suburban school system in the North-east. The
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Figure 4: Causal Model of Dropping Out: Estimated from Chicago Public Schools Data
{a) Freshman entering class of 1979, n=24,017

tb) Freshiman entering class of 1881, n= 20,003
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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.

Records of actual grades repeated were available for the most
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
would have been made to wait an extra year to enter. Given the
potential for misclassifying students who have moved between regions
of the country, the exaggerated definition of overage is more interpret-
able in District 3. In this case, students with birthdates from the four
months at the boundary were removed to crecate the exaggerated
definition of overage.

Model Estimation and Results for District 3

Multiple regression was used to estimate model parameters. The results
for two versions of the analysis are shown in figure 5. With all grades
combined, the path coefficient from retention to dropping out was .29
when verified retentions were added to retentions inferred from an
exaggerated definition of overage. Known retentions in the past three
years alone produced a coeflicient of .27. The unstandardized
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{a) Using known retentions in the past three years plus an exaggerated definition o
over-age as a proxy for retention, n = 35,247
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Figure 5: Causal Model of Dropping Out: Estimated from a High-Socialeconomic District

fa} Using known retentions in the past three years plus an exaggerated definition of overage as a
proxy for retention, n = 35,247

b} Using only known retentions in the past three years to indicate retention, n = 38,364
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coeflicients are quite different, however, suggesting that a student who
1s made to repeat during grades 7—12 has a greater increase in the
probability of dropping out (27 percentage points) than the total mix
of overage students, many of whom were retained in earlier grades. As
would be expected when many students are misclassified on the
retention variable, the retention-dropping out relation was much
weaker when the exact defimition of overage was used to infer
retention, with standardized and unstandardized coefhcients of only .21
and .10; all other paths in this analysis, however, remained very closc to
those 1n figure 5(a). The results in figure 5 are conservative because
students from all grade levels were included. If only students in grades
10-12 were included, because only these students would have had a
chance to graduate (or be still enrolled in their senior year), then the
retention~-dropout relation using the exaggerated definition of overage
becomes .34(.22).

With student background factors and achievement accounted for,
retention still had a direct effect on dropping out in District 3. The
strength of the effect was surprising in several respects. First, a high
socioeconomic district had been selected because it was thought that in
a more advantaged setting family and community support to stay in
school might counter the negative effects of retention. In addition, on
purely statistical grounds we would expect it to be very difhcult to
observe a strong relationship between two variables that occur at such
different rates. In District 3, only 4 per cent of the population had
dropped out while 13 per cent had been retained, according to the
dcfinition used in figure 5(a). Furthermore, all of the definitional
problems with overage and retention work to attenuate the rela-
tionships. For example, when verified retentions for just the last three
years are used as the predictor, a great number of students retained in
the previous ten years of their schooling are falsely classified as not
retained. Similarly we know from other policy studies that teachers are
most likely to retain poor-achieving children who are also youngest in
their class. Therefore, the effort to create a more defensible measure of
overage by removing the four months at the cutoff undoubtedly
climinates many genuine retentions.

Limitations of the Causal Analysis

We have discussed previously omissions from a more elegant causal
model and the limitations of specific measures, especially using over-
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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
Austin, most subjects were actually retained before the achievement
tests were administered. Thus we have used these measures as if they
were indicators of relatively enduring levels of achievement. Advocates
who believe that retention increases achievement would say that the
scores of retained children were higher, then, by some amount than
they would have been previously. Based on Holmes’ meta-analysis
(chapter 2), however, the reverse is more likely true, i.c., achievement
could actually have been depressed by prior retention. In the latter
event the lowering of achievement due to retention would falsely
increase the apparent effect of achievement on dropping out at the
cxpense of the retention-dropping out relation. Following this reason-
ing, the unavailability of achievement measures in the early grades
should not seriously distort results. We have persisted in modeling the
data with achievement predicting retention because achievement is
logically prior. We also had more than one year’s worth of achievement
data for many students in Austin and District 3. Our achievement
cstimate was an average of these years making it a more stable indicator
of achievement.

Interpreting the Retention-Dropping Out Relation

Analyses that adjust for achievement and various background variables
suggest that there may indeed be a causal connection between retention
and dropping out. Statistical controls help to assure us that the apparent
relationship between retention and dropping out is not merely a
correlational artifact. The causal model is not, however, truly explana-
tory. It does not tell why retained students are more likely to drop out.
The causal model does not rest on an underlying theory, for example,
that some students carry a grudge from the time they are made to repeat
first grade and finally decide to leave school in the tenth grade as an act
of defiance.

Repeating a grade undoubtedly contributes in subtle and inter-
active ways to an already complex constellation of causes for school
leaving. Mann (1986) examined the reasons students give for dropping
out and suggested that some students are ‘pushed out’ by the aver-
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stveness of their experiences in school while others are ‘pulled out’ by
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 (1986) described a mutual process
of rejection whereby students, who had originally said they intended to
finish high school, eventually found it more comfortable to leave: ‘It
begins with negative messages from the school concerning academic
and discipline problems. As these messages accumulate into concrete
problems — failing courses and thereby lacking credits required for
graduation — the choice is between continuing an extra year or more in
a setting that offers increasingly negative experiences and dropping out’
(p. 81). Given this picture, it 1s very plausible that flunking a grade,
especially in high school or junior high, would add to the fecling of
alienation and contribute to a student’s sense that graduation was out of
reach.

The next most frequent category of reasons for dropping out
reflects the pull of out-of-school factors. For males, getting a job or
helping to support their family are major reasons for dropping out. For
females, getting married or having a baby are the most prevalent
responses (Ekstrom ef al., 1986; Rumberger, 1983). Dropout interviews
suggest that sometimes students feel trapped by necessity, ‘mother got
tired of taking care of my baby’, but others are attracted to leave by
what they see as more satisfying alternatives (Doss, 1983). If we
speculate that both marriage and jobs represent the taking on of adult
roles, then it is plausible to say that students who are a year too old for
their grade may find it more and more difhcult to postpone leaving
school. One could argue that in the culture of public schools students
are treated as children and assigned subordinant roles. The older the
student, the more he or she perceives the disparity between adult demands
thrown upon him or her outside of school and the necessity to be a
powerless child within the confines of the school building. From this
perspective, previous retention could work to make a student more
likely to drop out even if the student had no memory of stigma or
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injured self-esteem from the original decision. To the extent that
overage 1s a salient aspect of what it means to have been retained, the
effect would be the same whether the child had repeated grade 1 or
grade 10.

These explanations are not mutually exclusive. Regardless of what
students are able to voice as the primary reason for quitting, multiple
factors may all be operating, both pushing and pulling students away
from school.

Conclusions

Whenever high school dropouts and graduates are compared, it 1s
always the case that a substantially larger proportion of the dropouts
have repeated a grade. This observation has had little influence on
school promotion policies, however, because it has been logical to say
that grade retention is just another symptom of poor achievement,
which is the real cause of dropping out. The purpose of this chapter was
to analyze whether the retention decision itself increases the risk of
dropping out.

When student background, sex and achievement are controlled,
there remains a significant effect for grade retention on dropping out.
The magnitude of the effect varies from one school system to the next.
For black males in Austin repeating a grade increases the risk of not
finishing high school by 27 percentage points. For white females in a
high sociceconomic district, retention increases the chances of not
graduating by 21 percentage points. Although causal modeling tech-
niques can never produce unequivocal conclusions from correlational
data, the consistency of findings across many analyses supports the
conclusion that retention adds to the risk of dropping out. Even the
most advantaged groups, those who are least likely to leave school,
experience a practically significant increase in dropout rate when they
are a year too old.

For a school district contemplating tougher promotion policies it 1s
possible to estimate what the effect might be on the district’s dropout
rate. If annual retention rates are increased, say, from 5 per cent to 7 per
cent, the cumulative retention rate will go up on the order of 20 per cent
(chapter 1). That is, an additional 20 per cent of students will experience
retention sometime in their school career. Following from the extra
retentions, the district’s dropout rate will go up by 3 to 6 percentage
points. A district that had had a 20 per cent dropout rate could
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anticipate a ncw rate of 25 per cent as groups of previously retained
students reached high school age.

Students leave school for a variety of reasons, often because they
are not good at school or because the attracuions of job, marriage, or
associations with out-of-school peers become harder to resist. In many
cases dropouts may not be very articulate or perceptive in explaining
their reasons for leaving to survey researchers. Grade retention 1s a
discrete policy intervention that appears to contribute to the dropout
problem. Whether it i1s a part of a negative set of experiences that
convince the student he can’t make it or merely a temporal dislocation
that makes the student too old for his classmates and a year further from
graduation, the negative consequences of the extra year are clear. As
noted by Rice et al. (1987), the repcat year would have to produce
achievement gains of thirty months to compensate for the negative
effects of being made a year too old.

NNotes

1 This research was supported in part by a grant to the Center for Research
on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing from the Ofhce of Educa-
tional Research and Improvement/Department of Education (OERI/ED).
However, the opinions expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the
policy of the OERI/ED, and no official endorsement by the OERIJED
should be inferred. We thank the researchers in the Austin Independent
School Dstrict, Chicago Public Schools, and District 3 for their efforts in
making comprehensive data sets available to us. We also thank Robert L.
Linn and Charles S. Reichardt for their advice on methodological issues.

2 On several occasions throughout the chapter, we refer to the relative
weight of predictors in a regression system. Although standardized
coefhicients make wvariables comparable in standard deviation units, it
should be noted that the relative contribution of each will be constrained by
the variability and intercorrelations among variables in a particular context.

3 Duplicate analyses were also conducted using LISREL VI (Joreskog and
Sorbon, 1984) maximum likelihood estimation. Because the model is fully
recursive, LISREL and muluple regression will produce very similar
numerical results. Multiple regression estimates are reported because they
do not rest on the questionable assumption of normality with these several
dichotomous variables.

4 As explained in a previous note, comparisons regarding the relative size of
effects on dropping out are dependent on the standard deviations of each
variable in a particular context. The lay person has some common
understanding of the effect of achievement on dropping out. Thus we wish
to compare the magnitude of the retention effect, when retention has
typical variance, to the achievement effect, under conditions of typical
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variability, from which these common understandings derive. The Austin
ITBS average within-grade standard deviation was 22 NCEs compared to
the national norm standard deviation of 21.06 NCEs. The retention
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
1; (for dichotomous variables variance is a function of proportion).
Therefore, these data provide a realistic contrast between achievement and
retention effects on dropping out.

5 The relative size of effects between the two school systems holds true
whether the comparison is made in standardized or unstandardized regress-
ion weights or percent of variance accounted for.
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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 academic skills. And, many believe that being held
back in kindergarten does not carry the stigma associated with retention later on.

Given these arguments, it is unwise to generalize the findings from research
on later-grades retention to what might happen in kindergarten. Advocates for
kindergarten retention deny that conclusions from Holmes’ review (chapter 2) are
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 (before repeating) than at-risk controls who
are promoted to first grade.
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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 recommendation of the Gesell Institute (1982) to
have immature children repeat kindergarten. But nattonally the number
of children affected by such policies has been quite small. Recently,
however, state level retention rates show that the most consistent and
dramatic increases are in kindergarten (chapter 1). In California local
district practices vary such that 0 to 50 per cent of kindergartners are
made to repeat (School Readiness Task Force, 1988). One school
district in New York state required two-thirds of its children to spend
rwo years in kindergarten (Liebfred, 1987).

Retention in kindergarten 1s sometimes considered to be an extra
year of preparation before first grade. According to this theory,
retaining a child for a second year in kindergarten is only one of three
alternative tactics aimed at early prevention of school failure. Perhaps
the most popular extra-year program is the transition room, somectimes
called the readiness room, junior first grade, or pre-first. The advantage
of transition classes, as seen by their advocates, is that they do not
simply repeat the kindergarten program but provide an intermediate
step between kindergarten and first grade. In many cases transition
rooms have the status of special programs and have a reduced class size,
fifteen or sixteen children (Dolan, 1982; Jones, 1985; Kilby, 1982); in
other school systems, transition classes are equal in size to other first
grades. A third form of retention is a developmental kindergarten, or
pre-kindergarten, followed by regular kindergarten. Children who are
the normal age for kindergarten are usually placed in developmental
kindergarten on the basis of readiness tests or developmental tests given
before the start of school. All of these two-year kindergarten place-
ments have a common purpose, to provide a more appropriate
curriculum for children judged to be unready for the learning demands
of first grade.

Are extra-year programs effective? Do they prevent subsequent
failure? Do they improve achievement over what it would have been
had the child been promoted to first grade? And, since academic
progress is not the only issue, is similar achievement obtained with less
emotional distress? Is there evidence that retention in kindergarten is a
fundamentally different intervention from retention in later grades?

In this chapter, extant studies of the effects of extra-year programs
are reviewed and methodological issues are raised. This review is
different from that of Holmes (chapter 2) because it focuses on
retentions and transition placements prior to first grade. In 1984,
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Gredler provided the only review of research on transition rooms.
Here, Gredler’s major findings are recapitulated. Then the results of
more recent studies are summarized.

Gredler’s Review

Unlike the 800 references on grade retention and sixty empirical studies
found by Holmes (chapter 2), relatively few controlled studies exist on
the effects of kindergarten retention or transition room placement.
Gredler (1984) located several dissertations (Bell, 1972; Matthews,
1977; Raygor, 1972; Talmadge, 1981) and published studies which
compared transition room children with ‘at-risk’ children who had
been socially promoted to first grade. He concluded that ‘transition
room children either do not perform as well or at most are equal in
achievement levels to transition room-eligible children placed in regular
classrooms’ (p. 469). Gredler also noted that educators express a great
deal of faith in their transition room program, although ‘few, if any,
schools have gathered any data to indicate the educational status of
children so placed’ (p. 469).

Bell’s (1972) investigation is worth special attention, because it was
the only study to examine the effect of program placement on self-
concept as well as achievement. At-risk, control children were
identified by teachers’ opinions and two tests but attended a school that
did not have a readiness room. At the end of one year and again after
two years, the control children significantly outperformed the retained
children on achievement test measures. During the same period,
self-concept scores for the control children had increased slightly while
those for the readiness room children dropped significantly. Raygor’s
(1972) study likewise deserves special comment because it provided
a more long-term comparison of transition room children and the
‘potential first-grade failure’ group. Although the retained children
scored higher on a standardized measure of achievement at the end of
first grade, their advantage had washed out by the end of third grade;
furthermore, the achievement of the ‘potential first grade failure’ group
had become indistinguishable from that of their fourth-grade
classmates.

Finally, Gredler (1984) gave special status to a study published by
Leinhardt (1980). Leinhardt’s investigation was exemplary because she
examined the effect of an individualized reading program as well as the
eftfect of transition room. Transition room children who also received
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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.
Reference lists were also cross-checked to identify additional studies.
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 ffteen new empirical
studies, primarily dissertations, were read and categorized along two
dimensions. First, studies were typed by their degree of control. ‘No
control’ meant that only data for the retained group were reported or
that the retained group was inappropriately compared to normal grade
peers. Studies with ‘minimal control’” were those with comparison
groups who had been recommended for retention, sometimes called the
‘refusal’ group; but there was no measure of the initial equivalence of
the two groups. Studies with ‘adequate control’ compared retained
children to promoted, at-risk children only after matching on imtial
readiness or using some form of statistical adjustment. Then, the
outcomes of controlled studies were classified as positive, negative, or
no difference.

Rather than recount the design and findings of each study (as was
done exhaustively in every one of the dissertations referenced), a brief
summary is provided from the controlled studies for each outcome
category. Within each category, greater attention is given to research
with more adequate controls. The results of studies without control
groups are mentioned briefly to make the references accessible to the
reader but were not given weight in forming conclusions. Are there
general conclusions that can be drawn from this expanded set of
studies?

Among the newly-identified studies, the predominant finding was
one of no difference. After having been retained in kindergarten,
children were no better off in first grade (or later) than similarly at-risk
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children who went directly to first grade. For example, Kilby (1982)
compared graduates of a Junior First Grade program with program-
cligible students across three separate years. Initial readiness scores were
used to make covariance adjustments. There were no significant differ-
ences between the groups on achievement measures at the end of first
grade, second grade, or fourth grade; (tests were not available in third
grade). Kilby also examined several years of test scores for a small
group of junior first graders (n = 12) who were then completing eighth
grade. They were consistently behind in achievement compared to a
representative sample of classmates in grades 4 through 8. When
covariance adjustments were applied to these same data, the children
who had been junior first graders were above their own expected scores
in reading for three years. Then in seventh and eighth grade, their
reading scores fell below expectation. Through their entire school
career they were below their own expectation scores in math. Junior
first graders and program-eligible students did not differ in subsequent
special education placements nor in measured attitude toward school.
Junior first grade children had significantly fewer grade retentions, but
in arriving at that conclusion the extra year of kindergarten was not
counted. If junior first grade had been counted as retention, the junior
first graders would have had by far the greater number of retentions.
Questions surrounding the use of subsequent retentions as an outcome
measure in retention research are discussed in the section on
methodological issues.

Jones (1985) studied groups of transition children in first through
third grades and in each case compared them to at-risk children whose
parents had refused transition placement. Jones’ data are particularly
noteworthy because of the large pretest advantage for the transition
children; in some cases they started transition with as much as a 1.9
standard deviation advantage over their at-risk counterparts. Gain
scores from the beginning to end of first grade showed no differences
between the two groups. By the end of second grade the advantage of
the transition group had substantially diminished; and by third grade
there were no significant differences on four tests. In fact, in one third
grade group, a non-significant difference favored the at-risk, non-
transition group.

Four other studies showing no differences were also identified. In
May and Welch’s (1984) study, the Gesell Developmental Test was used
to identify children who were developmentally immature and in need
of an extra year. Children whose parents refused the extra-year
placement comprised the control group. There were no significant
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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 evaluation of transition rooms in the Kirkwood School District
(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
difference findings because the comparison group began far behind the
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
on sex, socioeconomic level, age when first entering kindergarten
(within four months) and kindergarten readiness. The negative study
results were especially compelling because the readiness room children
were ahead at the end of first grade (though not significantly so). By the
end of the second, third and fourth grades, however, the control
children had surpassed the extra-year children and were significantly
higher on reading, math and composite standardized achievement test
scores. The developmentally immature children who had refused the
extra year were also significantly higher on social, emotional, and
academic readiness for middle school as judged by fifth grade teachers.

At the opposite extreme, Turley (1979) found a strong positive
effect for kindergarten retention. Measured at the end of first grade, the
retained children were approximately eight months ahead in reading
and math compared to those who had been recommended to repeat.
Because the district was in a very high socioeconomic community, the
unready, non-retained children were themselves eight or more months

69



L. A. Shepard

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
second grade reading or fifth grade math and reading. Dolan’s analysis
did not adjust for initial differences between the groups.

Three studies by Hunter (1975), Sheets (1977) and Wilson and
Hewett (1978) were classified as uncontrolled because transition child-
ren were compared to a sample of normal grade peers rather than with
children who had been judged similarly unready at the end of the first
year of kindergarten. In each case, the results were negative, transition
room children were behind their younger classmates on achievement
measures.

Three other uncontrolled studies claimed to show the benefit of
extra-year placements. A study in the Brevard County public schools
(c. 1987) compared transition children, developmental kindergartners
and those retained in kindergarten, to each other on subsequent
achievement measures. Transitional students were the best group
achieving at the district average and 30 percentile points above the
national norms at the end of third grade. Despite the fact that the
district as a whole was very high achieving and that no data were
available on initial characteristics of the groups the above evidence was
used to conclude that ‘the effect on achievement appears to be of
long-term benefit’ (Highlights, p. 2). This conclusion is obviously
unsupportable given the serious invalidity of the study design. Com-
paring transition children to other retained samples i1s not the same as
comparing them to unready but promoted children. Before attributing
high third grade scores (consistent with the district average) to the
transition room placement, the evaluators would have to know whether
these children were below the district average going into the transition
year.

Duhe’, Green, Taylor, Frank and Dunlap (1984) did not isolate the
scores for students participating in developmental programs. Instead
they noted that school and district averages on standardized achieve-
ment tests at the end of regular kindergarten had climbed dramatically,
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for example, a 28 percentile point gain in reading, from 1980 to 1985
during the period when development kindergartens had been imple-
mented. The authors noted that ‘the gift of time provided by develop-
mental placement appears to be the only altered variable that may
account for this significant growth in kindergarten achievement test
scores during the five-year span’ (p. 3). A careful reading of their data,
however, reveals that schools without developmental programs gained
an average of 7.3 percentile points per year compared to average gains
of 7.7 points per year in schools where the program had been in place
for two or three years, suggesting that scores were going up regardless
of the special program. Furthermore, the average reading scores then
dropped by 25 percentile points from 1985 to 1987. A study reported
by Ford (1985) had no control group but compared readiness scores for
transition participants at the end of their transition year to their own
readiness scores at the end of the first year of kindergarten. Gains in
readiness scores were striking, an average of 55 percentile points in one
year. Transition children were not followed up in first grade. It was
presumed that they would fare as well as more ready children who had
achieved similarly high readiness scores their first year in kindergarten.
Such a presumption cannot be supported by existing predictive
validity data on the Metropolitan Readiness Tests and could only be
confirmed by following these children into first grade and making the
appropriate controlled comparisons. In the measurement literature
there are many instances where a test is correlated with a subsequent
criterion but artificial increases in the predictive measure are not
followed by gains on the criterion.

Methodological Issues

In the course of reading and categorizing kindergarten retention
studies, important methodological issues arose pertaining to popula-
tions studied. First, with respect to external validity, there were
differences between studies in the types of children served that could
make a difference in conclusions about program effectiveness. For
example, transition rooms might work for immature children with
average ability but appear to be ineffective when tried with slow
learners. Secondly, within studies, systematic differences between
retained and control children could influence the direction of findings. If
transition children are selected to be more able than other at-risk
children who are passed on, then initial ability differences would create
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spurious results in favor of the transition program. Each of these
population 1ssues will be considered in turn.

Although all two-year kindergarten programs have the intention
of protecting at-risk children from first-grade failure, there are some-
times sharp philosophical differences about the definition of readiness
and the selection of children who might benefit from an extra year. At
one extreme, 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
extra-year placements. Programs of this type, advocated by proponents
of the Gesell philosophy, specifically exclude potential special education
children (see Jones, 1985). For example, Scott and Ames (1969) argued
that, ‘Repeating should be the solution for children who are too
immature for the work of a grade in question and thus need to be older
to succeed...” (p. 434). They dismissed negative iindings from previous
rescarch saying that, ‘There 1s no reason to assume that repeating can
correct low intelligence, emotional disturbance, brain damage or many
of the other difficulties that produce poor school work.’ In their study,
Scott and Ames (ibid.) climinated subjects who had been retained for
reasons others than immaturity; no control data were provided.

Because children selected for immaturity are academically more
able than children identified because of pre-academic deficiencies, the
effects of retention could be quite different for the two populations.
Thus, a review of literature that fails to acknowledge the distinction in
types of kindergarten retentions could mask an effective treatment for
one or the other group. In fact, however, the predominant finding of no
difference between extra-year and control children holds true whether
children were placed for academic unreadiness or developmental imma-
turity. Both the most positive and the most negative studies (by Turley,
1979, and Mossburg, 1987) were examples in which children were
retained on the basis of the Gesell tests. Three other controlled studies,
by Jones (1985), May and Welch (1984) and Caggiano (1984) found
essentially no benefit for immature children assigned to extra-year
placements. _

The practice of identifying either slow learners or immature
children for kindergarten retention also has implications for the internal
validity of comparative studies. In Jackson’s (1975) often-cited review
of retention research, the case is made that non-random controlled
studies will tend to have hidden biases favoring the control group. Even
when the controls were themselves candidates for retention, the final
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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
see, however, on the basis of studies with pre-measures, this portrayal
i1s not necessarily an accurate depiction in the case of kindergarten
retention. The reverse i1s more likely true; 1.e., transition children might
be systematically more able than promoted at-risk children. As noted
previously, transition children in Jones’s (1985) study began with an
initial advantage over control children of 1.9 and 1.5 standard devia-
tions in reading and math, respectively. Similarly, in Stapleford (1982)
and Turley (1979) the retained groups began ahead of their respective
controls. We know of school districts in California, Connecticut,
Florida and New Jersey where the explicit policy is to follow the advice
of Scott and Ames (1969), passing slow learners on to first grade but
holding ‘bright immature’ children in transition classes. In-chapter 5,
we present data from a specific school where there were systematic
differences between the children whose parents agreed to an extra-year
placement and those who refused; the children whose parents agreed
had had significantly higher readiness scores at the start of school.
Although there were also examples in studies cited earlier that had the
more traditional bias favoring controls, such a pattern should not be
presumed. Researchers seeking validly controlled comparisons should
be equally cautious that the promoted, refusal group might be the more
seriously deficient group.

The occasional placement of academically able groups into transi-
tion rooms also alters the perspective for interpreting uncontrolled
studies. For example, Sandoval and Fitzgerald (1985) conducted a
retrospective study of high school students who had either attended a
junior first grade or had repeated a later grade in school. In high school,
the junior first grade participants were achieving on a par with their
grade peers while repeaters had significantly poorer academic perform-
ance. Advocates for pre-first grade retentions might take these results as
proof that early retention works, in contrast to later-grades retention.
These findings are exactly what would be expected, however, if there
had been no benefit to the extra-year placement but the junior first
graders had been selected for immaturity (with average academic
ability) and the" subsequent grade repeaters had been selected for
academic failure. As the authors pointed out, the study could not
determine if the junior first graders were doing better than they would
have done without the extra year, because they did not have a
comparison group of equivalent children who did not spend the year in
junior first.
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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 retainees, kindergarten retentions are not counted, thus
the control group invariably has more retentions. Second, a reduction
in future retentions i1s an artifact of implicit policies against ‘double
retentions’.

Consider, for example, the findings reported by Kilby (1982).
When two sets of junior 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 nonc 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 junior first graders versus 27 per cent
for non-attending candidates: and rates of double retentions would
have been 2 per cent and 13 per cent, respectively. If it is argued that
carly retention is better than later retention, then 40 per cent of the
Junior first graders benefited by being ‘saved from’ later retentions, as
judged by the control group rates. By the same reasoning, however, 60
per cent of the junior first graders were harmed by the early retention
because they were retained in kindergarten to forestall a subsequent
retention that never would have occurred, again judged by the control
group rates.

The inference that kindergarten retainees are recommended to
repeat later grades less frequently because they are more successful in
school is invalid. Teachers’ recommendations to hold children back are
governed by explicit and implicit policies to avoid double retentions
within the primary grades. For example, Ellwein and Glass {(chapter 8)
describe 1n one school district both formal and informal policies against
retaining children twice within the 1-3, 4—6, and 7—8 grade spans. In
addition, teachers use age as a significant factor in deciding whether to
retain a child. Consideration of a child’s age when recommending
retention was documented in both a judgment-capturing experiment
and a simple rating task (Shepard and Smith, 1985). For example, if two
boys had equally poor academic skills, but one was the youngest and
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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) kindergarten retainees
were compared at the end of first grade to an equally unready control
group that went directly to first grade. Teachers rated the children on
five sets of scales reflecting both academic success and adjustment. On
these scales from 1 to 7 of the control children and none of the
previously retained children were suggested for possible first grade
retention. However, on these same scales essentially the same numbers
of retained and control children were judged to be below grade level in
reading and roughly equal numbers were judged to be in the ‘bottom
five’ in their respective classes (e.g., 10 vs. 12). Therefore, 1t cannot be
said -that the difference in retention recommendations represented
performance differences.

Based on these observations, the literature review 1n this chapter
was rewritten giving much less credence to retention as an outcome
measure. For example, Caggiano (1984), Stapleford (1982), and Turley
(1979) also reported that controls suffered significantly more retentions,
ranging from 8 per cent to 54 per cent of controls subsequently
retained. At'a minimum, the meaning of this program benefit should be
kept in perspective by acknowledging extra-year programs as reten-
tions; couched in these terms, results always favor controls. Further, 1t
would seem that subsequent retention should not be interpreted as an
indicator of poor achievement to the extent that older and previously
retained children are excused from repeating.

Summary of Research Findings

In summary, the expanded purview of available research studies
corroborates the conclusions of Gredler’s (1984) review. Kindergarten
retention and transition rooms are ineffective. Although a year older
than their new grade peers, transition children perform no better
academically than transition-eligible children who went directly on to
first grade. The finding of no difference or no benefit is true whether
children were placed on the basis of pre-academic problems or develop-
mental immaturity. Children who spend an extra year before first grade
are just as likely to end up at the bottom of their first or third grade class
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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
top of their first grade class but are not ahead of where they would have
been without the added year, as shown by equivalent controls. Only
onc adequately-controlled positive study was found among twenty-
one; it did not follow the comparison groups beyond first grade.
Several other controlled studies found an advantage for transition
children in first grade that disappeared when groups were followed up
in third and fourth grades. Self-concept or attitude measures, only
rarely included in research studies, showed no difference or negative
effects from the extra-year placements. In this respect retention,
whether it is called by a special name (transition), occurs for special
reason (imrmaturity), or takes place in kindergarten rather than later, is
still retention — and still ineffective.
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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
studies. The question as to whether children were placed in extra-year programs
because of immaturity, learning difficulties, or both, was addressed directly by
studying the characteristics of retained children when they first entered school.
More rigorously equivalent comparisons could be established by selecting control
children _from similar schools where retention was not practiced rather than relying
on the comparability of children whose parents refused retention. Qutcomes were
measured in a way that respected the claimed benefits of those who advocate an
extra year of kindergarten. For example, retained children were always measured
in relation to their new, younger peer group where the advantage of being older
would most likely be seen, and important affective outcomes were assessed such as
learner self-concept, social maturity in relation to classmates, and appropriate
attention span.

Perhaps the most important contribution of the chapter is the extended
analysis of parent interview data on the effects of kindergarten retention for their
children. Verbatim quotations reveal, in a way not captured by survey rating
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scales, how parents can hold simultaneously both positive and negative feelings

about program effects.

Is an extra year of kindergarten safe haven for immature children whose
‘time clocks tick slower?” Will they have a happier and more successful
first-grade experience for having waited? Or, as some parents fear, is
staying back in kindergarten simply a case of ‘flunking’, just like
repeating any other grade? This chapter presents detailed results of a
comparative study undertaken as part of a policy analysis for a
Colorado school district (Shepard and Smith, 1985). The purpose of the
study was to evaluate the effects of kindergarten retention. Were the
retained children more successful academically than they would have
been without the extra year of school? Did they feel better about
themselves because they were not pushed ahead before they were
ready?

The literature review pertinent to this research is presented in
chapter 4. When the study was begun in 1984, Gredler’s (1984) review
had already concluded that transition or readiness rooms are ineffective
means to prevent school failure. There was and continues to be,
however, sharp disagreement between research findings and the beliefs
of local educators about the benefits of such programs. In a context of
controversy, methodological issues that might bias results become
especially salient. Our research was undertaken to replicate controlled
studies of the effects of kindergarten retention but with an eye to
correcting the methodological limitations of previous investigations.

The naturally occurring variation in retention rates among schools
within the district allowed us to institute more rigorous controls than
had previous researchers over the initial comparability of retained and
non-retained groups. Alerted to the issues of population differences in
candidates for retention (see chapter 4), it was possible to examine the
characteristics of children selected for retention and to ensure that
controls were matched on relevant dimensions. Because the research
was intended to inform policy decisions in the district, both program
advocates and detractors influenced the design of the study. Social-
emotional outcomes were deemed as important as measures of achieve-
ment in judging program success. Therefore, the study methods were
intended to improve on previous research by including multiple
outcome measures and more adequate controls.

80



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 0 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
and served both higher and lower sociocconomic neighborhoods.
Because the schools were so different in retention rates, the present
study did not have to rely on the questionable practice of selecting
control (promoted) subjects from the same school as the retained
children. Thus we could avoid the threat that control children were
systemmatically more or less able. Instead, more comparable subjects
from matched schools could be selected who were equally young or
unready and who would clearly have been candidates for retention had
they attended a high-retaining school.

A two-stage sampling procedure was used to identify comparable
schools and matched pairs of subjects within the schools. Data on
kindergarten retention rates by school were collected at the end of the
1982/83 school year. Four schools with the highest retention rates were
identified for study as the high-retaining schools. These schools, labeled
A through D, in table 1 retained from 16 to 20 per cent of their
kindergartners. Then, control schools were selected so as to be
matched as closely as possible on percent receiving reduced or free
lunch and mean scores on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills
(CTBS) but with retention rates of 4 per cent or less.

The characteristics of the high-retaining and low-retaining schools
are summarized in table 1. The percent of children receiving free and
reduced-priced lunches (FRL) was used as a crude index of the school’s
socioeconomic status (SES). However, other knowledge of SES factors
was also considered. For example, schools ID and (d) both have
significant English as Second Language (ESL) populations. Schools B
and (b) serve adjacent attendance areas and are believed to be more
similar in SES than the FRL measure would suggest. Finally, third grade
mean CTBS scores were used to identify schools whose populations
have similar achievement-ability levels. Schools (e1) and (e2) served as
additional control schools. For example, at the pupil level, if an accurate
match could not be found from control school (a) for a retained child at
school A, the control child might be selected from school (el).
Especially, because of missing entry-level data at school (c), school (e2)
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Characteristics of High-Retaining and Matched Control, Low-Retaining Schools (in

Fable 1:
Matched Pairs)
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%
CTBS 4.4f4 4 4545 4.9[4 9
% R in K 19% 4% 1%
School D School (d)
n 520 415
FRL 37% ) 38%
CTBS 42141 4.0[36
high ESL pop. high ESL pop.
% R in K 18% 3%

K-6 enroliment
** % of school population receiving free or reduced lunch (FRL)
*** Third grade CTBS school means in grade eqguivalent units for total battery andfor 'expected’ grade
equivalent based on short form aptitude tesis
** "% % retained in kindergarten, based on 1982/83 data in all schools except school (e2) where the rate

reported is for 1981/82

served as an alternate control for school C to which it i1s a close
neighbor.

At the second stage of sampling, entry-level data and school
histories were coded for all first graders at both the high-retaining and
low-retaining schools. Data included sex, birthdate, retention in first
grade or in kindergarten, participation in the reduced-price lunch
program, first language other than English, and scores on a kinder-
garten readiness measure. The Santa Clara Inventory is an individually
administered measure of developmental tasks. It is administered to
kindergartners district-wide in September. The Santa Clara has eight
sub-tests like those typically found on school readiness measures:
conceptual development, language development, auditory memory,
auditory perception, visual memory, visual perception, visual motor
performance and motor coordination.

At the high-retaining schools all first graders who spent two years
prior to first grade were identified. Included in this category were
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children who had attended pre-first grade or developmental kinder-
garten as well as those who had repeated regular kindergarten. These
children, called the retained group, were automatically in the study if
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
measures) than the children studied. It should also be noted that the
only children eligible for inclusion in the retained sample were those
who had not only repeated kindergarten in 198283 at schools A
through D, but who also were still attending the same school at the end
of first grade. Some children were lost to the study either because of
normal migration out of district and between schools or because parents
specifically changed schools as a result of the retention decision or to
avoid retention. For example, we found several children in the control
schools who had been recommended for retention at school A or C but
whose parents wanted them to repeat with different classmates.

The characteristics of children retained in kindergarten are depicted
in figures 1 and 2 for the three schools with the largest retained samples.
These distributions were constructed to facilitate matching with control
children as described below. However, these graphs also convey
important information about implicit differences in school policies as to
who should be retained. Teachers in school A tended to recommend
children to repeat kindergarten who had been low on the readiness
measure (figure 1). As shown in figure 2, these extra-year placements
bore almost no relation to children’s sex or age in months. School B
appeared to apply more joint criteria. That is, children recommended to
repeat were low on the readiness measure but also tended to be cither
male or in the younger half of their class. When the readiness
distribution was constructed for school C the results were surprising
and inexplicable; this anomaly was the reason, in fact, for adding figurc
2. Readiness performance was uncorrelated with retention recommend-
ations at school C; instead, children had been asked to repeat most often
if they were boys or in the younger half of their class.

In addition, an important policy implication was noted for school
C. Because the parents of the more ready kindergarten children had
acceded to the recommendation for an extra year, and generally 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
first-grade class. Children who were average or above on readiness
measures when they came to school then spent an extra year in
kindergarten and were 7 years old when they entered first grade. These
already advantaged children were then in the same class with just barely
6-year-olds who had been the lowest scorers on readiness measures. If
what occurred in school C were to generalize to other school districts,
then parent choice as well as teacher selection criteria might explain the
occastions where transition children are more able than the parent-
refusal control group (chapter 4 in this volume).

In the second stage of sampling, a matched-control child was
selected for each retained child from the corresponding low-retaining
school or schools. Retained and control children were matched on sex,
birthday, SES factors, and entry Santa Clara scores. In creating the
matched pairs, there was never any deviation from the requirement that.
the children be the same sex. We judged it better, for example,
sometimes to have birthdates or scores deviate by two or three months
than to pair a boy with a girl. Birthdays were used, lagged by a year, so
that the retained and control children were the same age when they
entered kindergarten for the first time. Thus, retained children were a
year older at the time of the first-grade outcome measures, but at the
time they first presented for kindergarten, they were the same age
within one or two months. Of the forty matched cases, thirty-two had
what we considered to be good matches for age at entrance, i.c.,
birthdays were within two months of each other (in fact, twenty-three
were within one month). Four matched pairs differed by three or four
months in entrance age; these and the remaining four cases were flagged
as either ‘favoring controls’ or ‘favoring the retained’ group; i.e., if the
retained child was three months older than his counterpart, this was
considered a selection bias ‘in favor of’ the retained group. Later, when
we did separate analyses for only identical matches or those favoring
one group or the other, we were able to examine the effect of any
inaccuracies in the match of initial characteristics on the final results.
Two retained children for whom English is a second language were
matched with comparable low SES (reduced-price lunch), second
language control children.

Retained and control children were also matched on Santa Clara
scores obtained at the start of their first year in kindergarten. Thus,
these two groups of children were comparable when they first entered
school. Because the Santa Clara does not have adequate normative data
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for combining separate item responses, a scoring procedure had to be
“devised for the purposes of this study. Separate sub-test scores were
computed for each child as the sum of the item scores. Then, based on
the September kindergarten data for all 700 first graders in the ten
sampled schools, means and standard deviations were calculated for
cach sub-test. These statistics could then be used to determine each child’s
standard score on each sub-test. Finally, each child received a total
Santa Clara score that was the average of his or her separate z scores.
These total or composite scores were used to match children who
started school with the same level of academic readiness. Of the forty
matched cases, twenty-three were matched on initial Santa Clara scores
with z-score differences of less than .2; an additional six pairs had z
differences between .2 and .3. The remaining eleven matched pairs were
noted to favor one group or the other on z scores and were excluded
from later analyses designed to test the effect of initial matching on
outcomes.

To summarize, the two-stage sampling procedure produced forty
matched pairs. First graders from high-retaining schools who had
repeated kindergarten (and hence were completing three years of
school) were matched on sex, birthday, initial readiness, and dominant
language with first graders from low-retaining schools who had not
been retained. Whenever the initial data were suspect or the data were
certain but the match was imperfect, the pairs were flagged so that the
effect of these biases could be checked in subsequent analyses.

Qutcome Measures

Retained and non-retained children were compared on seven outcome
measures, including five teacher ratings and two standardized test
scores as described below. Each first grade teacher in the ten participa-
ting schools rated all of the children in his or her class during the last
two weceks of school in spring 1984, The teachers rated each child in the
following areas: reading achievement, math achievement, social matur-
ity, learning self-concept and appropriateness of attention to school
work. For each of these five areas, teachers made a normative judgment
about each child in relation to other children in their first grade class. These
normative comparisons were on a five-point scale: 1 = bottom group
(the child is one of the lowest five children in this class), 2 = next-to-
bottom group (next-to-lowest five children), 3 = average children in
this class, 4 = next-to-top group (next-to-top five children), and
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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 the instrumentation threat to internal validity. The
teachers in the low-retaining schools could not have been aware of
which children had been selected as control cases. To the extent that the
first-grade teachers in the high-retaining schools were aware that the
ratings were part of the ‘kindergarten study’, they might have surmised
that the ratings of children who had been repeaters would be of special
interest. Teachers were also asked to report how much time was spent
in completing the rating forms, which ranged from thirty minutes to
five hours. All of the teachers appeared to take the rating task seriously,
many reported that they got out their grade books or looked at their
reading groups to assign children to categories.

The two standardized test scores were the reading and math total
scores from the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills (CTBS) (Level B,
Form S). The CTBS is routinely administered district-wide to all first
grade children in April each year.

To supplement test scores and teacher ratings, we collected
information from the parents of the children. Parents of the retained and
non-retained samples of first grade children were surveyed by the first
author and a trained graduate assistant by means of a structured
telephone interview. Two additional samples of parents were also
interviewed: those who had refused to have their children repeat
kindergarten and a group whose children had repeated first grade. The
interviews were intended to answer several questions regarding parents’
perceptions of their child’s readiness when first entering kindergarten,
the nature of screening and orientation to school, and perceptions of
progress in kindergarten and first grade. (These narrative data were
analyzed in Shepard and Smith, 1985.) Parents were also asked to rate
their children on four dimensions reflecting their progress and adjust-
ment at the end of first grade.

Teacher Ratings and Test Score Results

The overall results based on teacher ratings and test scores for forty
retained children and forty matched controls are reported in table 2. In
this study, significance tests to check for random sampling error are
inappropriate because subjects were not randomly assigned to groups.
We instead addressed the related question regrading the effects of initial
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Table 2: First Grade Outrcorne Measures for Previously Retained Children and Matched Corntrols

Retained Matched controls
{in kindergarten}
X s n X s n
Teacher Ratings
{(Compared to classmates,
1 = lowest group, b = highest group)
Reading 2 65 1.31 40 250 1.32 40
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 273 1.20 40 2.63 1.35 40
Standardized Tests

CTBS Reading

Raw Score 69 85 9.78 40 54 bb 12.96 40

Natona!l percentile 63rd 56th

Grade egivalent 1.9 1.8
CTBS Math

Raw Score 44 65 8 94 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 of the differences is addressed using the more appropriate metric
of effect sizes. Effect sizes are defined as the difference between the
experimental and control (retained minus control) in standard deviation
units, 1.e., divided by the pooled standard deviation (Glass, McGaw,
and Smith, 1981). For the CTBS scores we had the benefit of national
percentiles and grade equivalent scores for interpreting the magnitude
of effects. We also obtained overall distributions for both teacher
ratings and CTBS scores in the ten schools as another way of
interpreting the distribution of outcome measures for retained and
control groups.

Overall, the picture in table 2 is one of very small or no differences.
The only real difference (measured in effect size or by statistical
significance) occurred on the CTBS reading sub-test where the retained
children were five raw-score points higher than the control group. This
difference translates into seven percentile points on the national nor-
mative scale. In grade equivalent units this difference amounted to a one
month gain. That is, children who repeated kindergarten were one
month ahead of where they would have been if they had been promoted
to first grade instead of spending two years in kindergarten. The benefit
of retained over control children on CTBS reading is highlighted by the
frequency distribution in figure 3. The five-point gain at the mean
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Figure 3:  Distribution of Retained vs Control Scores on CTBS Reading

appears to be fairly stable across the distribution (i.e., the retained
distribution is shifted one score interval to the right). For example,
children who would have been at the twenty-fifth percentile nationally
are improved to the thirty-third percentile as a result of the extra year.
An average improvement of one month may seem trivial to some,
important to others. In any case, it is correct to say that the effect is real
but that these children spent a year to gain one month in reading
achievement. Other effect sizes were cither zero, or were constdered to
be zero if removal of one or two extreme cases would climinate the
effect.

On the CTBS math test the effect was reversed. The control group
was ahead of the retained group by three percentile points, or by one
month in grade equivalent units (however, the effect size was quite
small). It is worth noting that in an absolute sense both the retained
children and their matched controls performed well in comparison to
national norms. In reading the retained group was at the sixty-third
percentile; the control group, who were younger and low in academic
readiness compared to other children in the district, was at the
fifty-sixth percentile nationally. In math the retained and control
children were at the seventy-eighth and eighty-first percentiles,
respectively. The very lowest child in either group on either test was at
the twenty-second percentile nationally in reading.

With the exception of CTBS reading, the other variables in table 2

90



Academic and Emotional Effects of Kindergarten Retention

show essentially no difference between groups. Thus, the extra year
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 social maturity or attention to school work. The claims
that an extra year will move immature children to the head of the class
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
grade. More than 40 per cent of the retained children were rated as
below average in social maturity by their first grade teachers despite the
fact that they were now a year older than normal first graders. This last
finding caused us to speculate that perhaps when teachers or Gesell
cxaminers identify kindergarten children as immature they are respond-
ing to relatively enduring personality traits (such as shyness or hyperac-
tivity) that are not altered by the passing of time. Or viewed another
way, Gesell examiners might be responding to a child’s context-bound
response to the testing situation with an unfamihar adult.

How can these results be explained? If it can be shown that ‘ready’
children do better than ‘unready’ children in first grade, why don’t
unready children gain substantially when they are given time to become
ready? It may surprise many to realize that the small gain in reading (7
percentile points) is precisely what would be predicted by a sizable
portion of the research used to justify kindergarten retention. Many
advocates for extra-year programs do not cite evidence from controlled
studies. Instead, they point to the research literature on the ‘youngness’
effect, whereby children in first and second grade are at a disadvantage
on achievement measures if they are youngest in their grade. It is
presumed that by holding children for an extra year in kindergarten
they will perform in first grade like the oldest children. And indeed,
such a result sometimes occurs in controlled comparisons (but the effect
1s small or non-significant). A computational review of the youngnecss
literature reveals that the advantage of the oldest group was never very
large, on average across studies only about 7 or 8 percentile points
(Shepard and Smith, 1986). Thus, the result in this study of 7 percentile
points gain in one subject area is consistent with the predicted effect of
making the children a year older before receiving first-grade instruc-
tion. This interpretation is also consistent with findings from a few
controlled studies (chapter 4) showing an initial benefit for kindergarten
retention at the end of first grade but no benefit when retainees arc
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followed to third grade. The youngness effect also disappears by about
third grade (ibid.). Thus, the lack of bencfit from waiting a year is not
surprising, if one has a realistic rather than an exaggerated conception
about the average difference between the oldest and youngest first
graders.

Controls over Internal and External Validity

In any quasi-experiment, researchers should consider whether hmita-
tions in design threaten its conclusions. Since random assignment is
impossible and unethical in studies such as the one reported here, the
initial comparability of groups is open to question. In this case,
however, the groups were well matched on those variables thought to
be most related to development and early school achievement; that is,
chronological age, sex, measured readiness, and dominant language. In
addition, the schools were comparable in socioeconomic status and
typical achievement levels. The stability of the foregoing effects was
tested across pairs of schools and across comparison groups that
differed 1n the exactness of the original matching data. The most reliable
effects were for the CTBS data; i.e., the small negative effect (favoring
controls) in math and the shghtly larger positive effect (favoring
retained children) in reading held up over all the crossbreaks of the data.
By selecting the most favorable school comparison the benefit on CTBS
reading for retention could be boosted to two months (based on nine
cases), whereas in the worst case the effect was reduced to zero (based
on twelve cases). Nevertheless, the total data give a good picture of the
pattern of effects across schools and types of two-year programs.

As one might expect when the average is roughly zero, the effects
for the teaching rating variables tended to be sometimes positive and
sometimes negative. One school had all negative effects (i.e., the control
children were higher on all five dimensions), another school had all
positive effects, and a third school had zero effects except for the
retained children being seriously behind on social maturity and atten-
tion even after an extra year. These positive and negative effects
averaged out to the near zero effects reported in table 2. When only the
exact matches (n = 14 pairs) were used, virtually identical effect sizes
were obtained as those found for the total sample (n = 40 pairs). Thus,
the no difference result on the teacher ratings fluctuates a little, but is
corroborated when the quality of the original matching is taken into
account.
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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
chapter 4 placed more able groups in extra-year programs than the
at-risk group who were promoted to first grade and served as controls.
The present study is less susceptible to regression or selection threats
than studies in which the control group consists of children in the same
school as the retained group, who were recommended for retention but
not retained. The type of bias identified in chapter 4 would have
occurred here, for example, if the low-readiness children in school C
whose parents refused retention had been compared to the high-
readiness children whose parents agreed to retention (see figure 1). In
our study non-retained children in low-retaining schools had the same
readiness abilities as retained children in high-retaining schools;
furthermore to achieve the matches, cases were selected from the same
regions of the respective distributions. In the few cases where retained
children were more extremely low on entry scores than were their
matched controls, we actually treated the difference as a selection bias
favoring the controls. Regression artifacts like this, which occurred in
only one school, would in fact mitigate against the selection effect.

However, selecting groups from different schools confounds treat-
ment (retention or non-retention) with school culture. It is conceivable,
for example, that less ready children do equally well without retention
because the instruction in their schools is geared to their level of
development. It might not follow then that the retained children would
have done equally well in their schools if they had gone on to a more
aversive curriculum. We addressed this question by analyzing data from
one group of parents interviewed, those who had refused the extra-year
placement for their children. These children were part of the same
culture of the high-retaining schools as their retained counterparts.
Furthermore, those who were retained actually were slightly more able,
initially, than those who were recommended but not retained. By the
end of the first grade, the ratings given by the parents of the two groups
did not differ (see table 3 in the next section). These findings of no
difference between retained and non-retained children in the same
schools are consistent with the controlled comparisons between
schools.

A check was made on the possible bias created by the omission of
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six cases (four from school A) prior to matching because of missing
entry level data; a seventh case was left out of the study because no
extremely low counterpart could be found. The six retained children
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
means (71.83 and 45.33) where most of the missing data occurred.
Because these children would have been matched with correspondingly
more able children as was done for school A, there 1s no reason to
believe that the six missing cases created any systematic bias in the
results. In general, then, we believe that the findings are robust with
respect to the initial comparability of the groups and generalize to the
complete population of retained kindergartners in this district.

Parent Ratings and Descriptions of Retention

Parent interviews for four samples of first graders were conducted
following a chronological protocol. Parents were asked to think back to
their feelings about their child’s readiness before starting school, to
describe their perceptions of progress in kindergarten, to recall the
discussion of the extra-year decision {where relevant), and to report on
several aspects of their child’s progress in first grade. These interviews
were recorded with the permission of the parents and transcribed. More
complete analyses of the narrative responses are provided in Shepard
and Smith (1985). For the purposes of this chapter, results are presented
for the quantitative rating scales. In addition, qualitative results are
reported from the sample of parents (n = 30) whose children were
retained in kindergarten.

Parent ratings at the end of first grade are summarized in table 3.
These data show that the two key comparison groups, those retained
or not retained in kindergarten, differ only slightly from each other
according to parents’ perceptions. The differences that do exist favor the
non-retained matched-control group. Both the non-retained children,
who had been selected from low-retaining schools, and the
recommended-but-not-retained children, who attended the high-
retaining schools, appear to have better attitudes toward school than the
retained children as judged by their parents.

Parents are also an appropriate source for information about the
effects of kindergarten retention. In the interviews, parents often told
about what retention had meant to their child or family in response to
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Table 3: Quantitative Ratings from Parent Interviews

‘Now at the end of tfirst grade, how would you describe your child’s progress in school
subjects?’ {Doing extremely well = 5; Having serious difficulty = 1)

At Risk Recommended First Grade
Rerained Not Retained Not Retained Retained
X 3.38 3.43 3.46 3.14
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 .80
Sz 21 14 .26 .34
n 30 28 10 7

‘How would you describe histher) retationship with histher) peers?’ (Is very popular, gets
along very well with peers = 5; Has a great deal of difficulty getting along with others = 1)

Ar Aisk Recommended First Grade
Retained Not Retained Not Reramned Retained
X 3.43 3.89 3.36 3.43
s 1.01 .83 .51 79
S5; .18 .16 16 .30
n 30 28 10 7

"How ready would you say your child is now for second grade?’ (Very ready, | expect him
to be very successful in second grade = 5; Definitely not ready, we expect difficulties = 1)

At Risk Recommended First Grade
Retained Not Retained Not Retained Retained
X 3.00 3.38 3.30 3.43
s .98 .81 .68 1.41
Sy .18 .15 .22 .53
n 30 28 10 7

the following standard questions:
What were the reasons for repeating kindergarten?
What were your feelings about the decision at the time?

At the end of the interview, parents of retained children were also asked
this question:

Now looking back, what would you say are some of the
benefits or drawbacks to having your child spend two years in
kindergarten?
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Full-length transcripts from parent interviews were read and coded.
Responses describing the effects of retention were coded whether they
occurred in response to standard questions or incidentally in answer to
other questions.

Narrative data were analyzed using qualitative methods as sug-
gested by Miles and Huberman (1984). Verbatim quotations were
excerpted summarizing each parent’s descriptions of the effects of
retention. A continuum of positive to negative effects was identified.
Excerpts that were similar in attitude or valence were grouped together
and located on the continuum. The analysis proceeded 1teratively until
all cases had been assigned to relatively homogeneous categories, and
the distinctions between the categories could be typified. The results of
the analysis are presented in table 4. Six categories or degrees of positive
versus negative effects are presented followed by quotations from
parents that gave rise to the category. Excerpts have been altered
slightly to correct for errors in grammar; names and class references
have been changed to disguise the identity of individuals and schools.

The frequencies of responses from parents of retained children
were distributed from the most positive to the most negative category
as follows, indicating a greater preponderance of positive conclusions
about retention:

Category Category Label N

Category 1 Unambiguously positive 7

Category 2 Very positive; misgivings are expressed 5
but are only in the background

Category 3 Benefits outweigh the drawbacks; 7
but negative effects had to be overcome

Category 4 It was the right decision but negative 5
impact was keenly felt

Category 5 It wasn’t necessary and we worry about 4
negative effects

Category 6  Very negative 2

Responses in the first two categories, representing 40 per cent of the
cases, reflected fairly enthusiastic endorsements of the extra year for
their child. In fact, if parent comments were to be reduced to a single
vote, ‘Yes or no, did the retention help more than it hurt?’, responses in
the first four categories would be considered ‘yes’ votes, representing
80 per cent of the cases. Positive effects of retention as seen by the
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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
on negative experiences that had been a part of retention for their child.
The continuum which was constructed reflected the relative salience
or weight these negative occurrences seemed to have for the parents
(rather than the presence or absence of negative events). For example,
parents in all of the categories mentioned hurtful comments from other
children or adults: but the overall tone of the responses placed in
category 1 were so positive that these negative side eftects seemed to
have very little import. In contrast, category 4 was created expressly to
represent the parents who wanted to give a positive overall vote for the
program but whose extended comments reflected largely negative
emotional effects that had to be overcome. Although only 20 per cent of
parents gave pervasively negative answers, an additional 40 per cent
gave accounts of unhappy or distressing problems that weighed against
benefits to some significant degree. The most seriously negative effects
reported by the parents were teasing by other children for being kept
back and the child’s own sense of failure. Other negative effects were
being too big for one’s grade, careless work habits (from work being
too easy and repetitive), and the persistence after an extra year of
behaviors that the extra year had been intended to correct. Some
behaviors, originally attributed to immaturity, such as ‘antsiness’ and
lack of social skills had not been corrected either by the program or by
time alone. '

Issues of non-response bias were treated more fully in our com-
plete report (Shepard and Smith, 1985). For example, two non-English
speaking families had been eliminated from both the retained and
non-retained samples; half of the remaining non-respondents in both
samples were accounted for by disconnected telephones; obviously,
more mobile families were underrepresented in the interview portion of
the study. Further, the positive to negative continuum represented in
table 4 is naturally, systematically biased (by some unknown amount)
toward the positive end of the scale because, by definition, all of the
parents in this group agreed to the retention decision. Although in some
cases parents were under considerable pressure to agree, being told that
the school would not accept responsibility if the child was pushed ahead
before he was ready, the district policy gave parents the final authority
for retention decisions. As was mentioned previously, some number of
parents had moved their children to have them repeat with other
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Table 4- Parent Reports of the Effects of Kindergarten Retention: A Continuurm of
Excerpts from Positive [0 Negative

CATEGORY 1: UNAMBIGUOUSLY POSITIVE

She got that extra year in, which | believe will help her throughout, until she graduates
from high school. Just that added boost that she needed was to me the most heneficial
part. She didn't attend pre-school, and t don't know whether that might have had
anything to do with the decision, but | think that's the biggest thing right there. ... The
only {drawback} would be other people who would say, ‘"Why isn’t Abby in first grade?
She should be, you know’. But it didn’t bother me_ It seemed to bother some people,
but for me and my husband, it didn’t bother us at ail.

Overall it was a good decision and t support the program and | think it was very good
for her. They were very helpful and she had a real good experience in special ed.

The extra year gave him a chance to strive ahead instead of always catching up. It has
aliready proven itself. We felt he was exactly where he belongs. He wouldn’'t have
made it in a straight academic kindergarten. He was not ready to sit and learn to do the
things that his sister had done in one year of kindergarten.

We felt that he was not really developed and mature enough to do the concentration.
He could have (gone on) but it would have put him at a disadvantage in that he would
have struggled from there on through school, for the rest of his life, rather than really
letting him be on top from the beginning. He has shown that {theory} has proven to be
successful all the way through first grade aiso. ... He has no problems socially at all. He
refates well and tends to be maybe a little timid at times. He's probably more of a
follower than a leader in some respects, but yet there doesn’t seem to be any problem

for him.

It gave her that extra year to develop. Without that she would have been withdrawn or
a clown.

He didn’t have the patience. He was a fidgety type person, was not good at
concentrating at all ... {The extra year) helps the child adjust more to the classroom
setting and the speed. Brnian’s trouble area used to be the reading. He caught up a lot in
the areas where he had been having trouble. It helped him in getting along with the
other kids. It was slower paced — he's on a slower speed scale — he’'s very
meticulous. That helped him because he would get very frusirated.

I would say the benefits far outweigh the disadvantages, especially in her situation.
(Also repeating first) | would say the maturity level is a real big thing, just giving them a
chance socially to adjust to the school, and keeping it less academic. It gives you the
freedom as a parent to say, ‘'It's O.K. if you don't catch it this year, don’t worry about it,

you’'ll get it next.’

CATEGORY 2: VERY POSITIVE: MISGIVINGS ARE EXPRESSED BUT ARE ONLY IN
THE BACKGROUND

During the second year, | asked how those students that went on to first grade (despite
the teacher’s recommendation} were doing — if they were keeping track of them. She
said, 'Yes, that they weren’t doing as well in first grade, that they still weren’t
emotionally ready to be there.” So i felt a lot better about Collin’s staying back a year.
Well not staying back, but being in that particular program. ... | think that if he had just
jumped into kindergarten and then gone on to first grade, | don't think he'd be doing
well at all. It's hard to know, because | look around at some of these other kids on our
block who have moved from other states, and they're the same age as my son and
they’re a year ahead, because they didn't go through the two year program ... But, it
really doesn’t make that much difference, just as long as he enjoys what he’'s doing
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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.

Well, the benefits were that if she would have pushed on she wouldn’t have made 1t
anyway. She would have failed. It was beneficial to hold her back. What would be the
point of pushing her ahead and being totally frustrated not being able 16 do the work
and keep up?

He has done very well. He still has a few probiems of antsiness but he’s doing a lot
better ... The only drawback is he’s extremely tall. So he overtowers most of the kids in
first grade. t think that might bother him, maybe not. | feel that it’s the best thing f could
have done for him and | feel he's done very well. If | had not kept him back it would
have been harder for him to stay back in first grade than it would be in kindergarten ... |
wish David had gone to a pre-school betore | put him in kindergarten_ | think he would
have learned to adapt 1o strangers and would have been more drilled in the fact that he
has to sit still.

They call it a ‘gift of time’ and | think that is probably the best way to describe it. Going
over the same stuff again gives him an advantage over some of the other kids ... t was
a different program (from kindergarten) but it didn't seem that it was very challenging.
It wasn't very hard for him to do. It was mostly busywork compared to this year (first
grade).

He was one of the lowest in reading and they thought that as the years go on he was
going to have more difficulty. They thought they could hold him back and catch up in
reading; and it would make it a lot easier for his school work in later years because
reading is one of the big essentials ... When Elliot was taken out of first grade and put
into pre-first, it made him more prepared for the first grade level. So when he did enter
that first grade, | think that they may have given him too much confidence. They may
have prepared him too much because he was finishing his work a lot sooner than most
of the students.

CATEGORY 3: BENEFITS OUTWEIGH THE DRAWBACKS: BUT NEGATIVE EFFECTS
HAD TO BE OVERCOME

| think the benefit is that he has more confidence. He’s older and 1 think boys should be
older. He's kind of small physically, so this puts him with kids his own size. It has its
drawbacks in that he’s older. This year he’ll be 9 and going into the second grade. On
our block he’'s playing with 9-year-clds who are in fourth grade or going into third. |
only regretted it one time when a woman at the shopping center asked me about his
grade and | told her | had retained him, and her kids were standing there. At that point |
regretted it only for his ego, not for his mind.

He was doing real well in reading and math. | attribute that to the two years he had in
kindergarten because he was able to sit still and listen better and know what school’'s
all about. But (I worry about} the fact that they placed him with the first grade teacher
that is considered to have a little more patience and (they said) she takes things at a
slower pace. | thought, ‘Is he going to be behind throughout?’ But, he’'s got friends
who have other first grade teachers and they seemed to have all learned the same
things, but maybe at a slower pace.

To him it made all the difference in the world. He's blossomed. He participated; he
wasn’'t withdrawn. {But we still cannot talk about it at home.)

I'd say its going to help her in the long run. She got the basics and the readiness; she
got socially more mature and the motor development. A disadvantage | would say is
Continued
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Table 4 (C ontinued}

that she's a real tall girl. She probably was one of the higgest in the first kindergarten
class so she's really big in all of these classes. | think she probably feels older and stuff
than the other kids.

I knew he was struggling and he knew that he wasn’t doing what the cther kids were
doing so | thought this was right. He seemed to be pleased about it. He's OK now. He
does refer back once in a while. He says, “If | would have made it through kindergarten,
| wouid be in second grade instead of first.” But he doesn’t harp on 1t ... He wasn't
ready to do it. But | think going through a second time he was able to retain what he
learned. So, HHelt it was the right thing to do, to go through the second time. If they are
to be held back at any grade, 1 think kindergarten is it.

Well, the only drawback was that he wasn’t going to be going with the rest of his class
into the next grade. But it was only because | told him that he was so special that his

_teacher wanted to keep him. But anyway, the positive thing about it, the advantage,
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was that he just did so much better and it just made him feel good about himself —
because he was right up there with the rest of them then ... i{ | had to do it ail over
again, | think | probably would have had him tested (earlier} or put him in preschool or
something.

I think the biggest drawback is the attitude of other children and aduits. Not so much
from the teachers, but parents of other children remarking on how he looks so much
older, "he should be here’, "he should be there’, and other children picking up on the
tact that he was going to remain in kindergarten, giving him a hard time about that_ It
was difficult for him to handle it until the teacher was real supportive and expfained
what was happening and that there were other children that were going to an
advanced kindergarten because they weren't quite ready for first grade yet ... | think
the positive aspects are just him feeling better about himself, and having more
confidence, and the fact that we did it early enough in his education that it's not going
to damage him socially and emotionally farther down the road.

CATEGORY 4: IT WAS THE RIGHT DECISION BUT NEGATIVE IMPACT WAS KEENLY
FELT

I think it was more of a social thing_ It was really hard to explain to her that her friends
would be going on and she wouidn't be. That was a real hard part of it_ I think it helped
her more than it hindered her. | just wished it had been done in a different way. There’s
got to be some kind of program that they can have so they don't have to do that. A lot
of kids would react negatively, like, "there go my friends into first grade and | have to go
back there’. | wouldn’t want to go through it again. | never want to go through it again.

The benefits are that she has —, again it almost sounds negative, but the fact that she
wouldn’t be so terribly behind her peer group. | personaily think it's better that we’'ve
held her back and she has the possibility of being a little closer to the top than being a
grade ahead and being at the very bottom. Some of the negative aspects of it are her
own problems dealing with it and saying that she’s been held back. It's very strange
because we had attempted to deal with this in a very positive manner, never really
saying that she’s been held back. We pretty much said it was my decision, a conscious
decision on my part that she take kindergarten over again, so she'd have some more
chances. But, she’s still picked up on the fact that she's been held back.

| think putting Frankie in pre-first grade was one of the best things that ever happened
to him, but | don’t feel he would have had to, | think he would have been ready for first
grade had he had a more qualified teacher in kindergarten. He had a lousy year. After
having a lousy year, there was no way he could be ready for first grade.

The benefits far outweigh the drawbacks. The only drawback we had was in the first
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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.
We haven’t had any trouble since then.

1’4 tell you the drawbacks first. | think it decreased her attention and | was upset at the
kindergarten teachers. They said to hold her back and she knew everything so she
went to kindergarten the second time and she got everything checked the first quarter
and the child learned zero for three quarters. She didn’t learn anything and she figured
she didn’t have to pay attention. 1 think that carried into first grade because that was
one of the bad things on her report card ... But, she caught up. | could see a difference
in her the second time. (It heiped} that she was allowed to mature another year. But
maybe | was a hitle upset because they didn’t teach her anything {the second year) ...
Another drawback was what the other kids would say to her, especially a couple of the
older ones who knew that she had been retained. But | don’t think it fazed her | don't
think she considered it a failure. If she was older it may have been a blow.

CATEGORY 5: IT WASN'T NECESSARY AND WE WORRY ABOUT NEGATIVE
EFFECTS

He's doing OK academically but behaviorally and socially we still have some concerns
... The benefits are that he’'s one of the older ones in his class instead of one of the
younger ones. He likes 1o feel that he’s a leader and have people follow what he tells
them; so if that comes with age, then he feels better about that now. One of the
drawbacks was having him repeat the same program even with another teacher.
Throughout the year, he'd come home with the same thing or he'd say, ‘Well, we did
this again.” That was not a8 major problem, but it was a minor problem. Another
drawback is that he doesn’t, I've tried to explain (sigh), he doesn’t understand why he
went to kindergarten twice, and he wondered if he wouldn't go to first grade twice. He
looks on himself as having failed that first time even though he didn’t fail, and it was us
that held him back. Then ancther drawback is, if this is indeed just behaviorally and
socially a part of him, you know, that he has trouble dealing with other children, then |
don’t think he gained anything by holding him back.

I don’t think two years does them good or harm reatly. | really don’'t know what two
years of kindergarten is going to accomplish for any of them. There hasn’t really been a
benefit because he didn’t feel top of the class at all; and the drawback is, of course, my
children are all bigger than life. They’'re tali. Every once in a while he’ll come to me,
‘I'm the biggest kid in my class.” On the other hand, he’ll say, ‘I'm the toughest too, so
it's O.K.” It hasn't been a real detriment, but | think it could be.

The teachers told us (that first year), ‘well, we're not trained in working with younger
kids. What they were doing, | guess when Greg was going to kindergarten, was
weeding out the younger 5-year-olds and just taking the older ones that, you know,
would sit down and listen 10 instruction and be able to do what they instructed themn to
do ... | think that if the teacher had spent more time with him, he would have done
really well in kindergarten_ | don’t think being out of his seat was a valid enough reason
to hold him back. But, | think he more or less accepts it, and keeps on going. As far as
advantages go, he’s older and probably will pick up a lot from the teacher a ot easier
than some of the other children in his class.

They said he wasn't prepared. | was very shocked because he did enter kindergarten at
the age of 6. My husband was against it because he was already a year older. We're
afraid that we may not be able to keep him in school when he’s older, which is

Table 4 (Continued)
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important also. The way they explained it to me, | could understand their point, and |
just thought maybe 1t would be best for him . | don’t think that it has hurt him in any
way. | think that sometime maybe l[ater that someone will say, ‘Oh, you're such and
such an age and you’'re supposed to be in this grade.’ If he has brought it up to me, oh
maybe one time, we’'ve sat and talked about it and I've explained it to him. Several of
his friends have had to repeat and go 1o pre-first. | think he's accepted it at that level.
He seems fairly well adjusted. | just hope that in years to come that everything will
work out. [t's a very, very important thing | guess, | hope everything will be ok.

CATEGORY 6: VERY NEGATIVE

To me, his kindergarten teacher ruined him for a whole year and then the (second vear)
teacher helped him {recover). Henry lost all his self-esteermn, his self confidence. He
would come home saying, 'I'm stupid.’ '| don’t know anything, | can’t learn anything.”’
And before that time he was a very confident, happy little boy. He knew he was smart,
he knew he was someone special. And then when he had this kindergarten teacher,
that was just blown away. In fact, his teacher bent over and put her face in his face and
said you are definitely going to be in (class) next year. | am not letting you go on to
first grade. His second year teacher gave his confidence back to him; but he wouldn’t
have had to be there if he'd had the proper kindergarten teacher.

My only regret is that | didn't take him to another school when | put him back in,
because of the teachers ... If you have a child who does not fit exacily within the moid
of the setup that they've got going, they have no time for him. They don’t want to take
time for him. Now with Issac | don’t know that he will ever like school. He is a typical
little boy that would rather play than do anything else. His first grade teacher has given
him motivation to do something and to like school. Even with ali the trouble we had in
kindergarten he never hated it. He has the type of personality that he just kind of
developed the attitude, ‘I'm damned if | do and 'm damned if | don’t’, and he went
from there.

schoolmates. Obviously, this group of parents had a greater foreboding
initially about the negative stigma of repeating and took action to
protect their children from it. Other parents had removed their children
from the high-retaining schools to avoid retention. This phenomenon
was detected when files for children recommended for retention turned
up in the low-retaining schools and is consistent with Turley’s (1979)
finding that many parents withdrew their children to private schools
rather than have them repeat kindergarten. A final group of parents
whose children were not in the retained group were those who had
refused the extra-year placement but remained in the same school.

Based on the above omissions from the population of children
recommended for retention, the parent sample was clearly a select
group who tended to favor retention from the outset. To convey how
much more negative the results might have been if parents opposed to
retention had had their children retained, consider the following
interview example typical of parents who refused kindergarten
retention.
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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.
They structured his class around that 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.

Concerning parents’ views two years later, the interview data
suggest that the majority of parents who had agreed to retention still
believed in positive gains from retention. Most of the parent con-
clusions in table 4 appear to rest on the assumption that the extra year
moved their child ahead of where they would have been otherwise. ‘If
she had pushed on, she wouldn’t have made it.” *“Without the extra year,
she would have been withdrawn or a clown.” ‘It gave him a chance to
strive ahead.” ‘I attribute his success in reading and math to the two
years in kindergarten.” Even if their child was still struggling, they
believed the situation would have been even worse if they had pushed
on. When the idea of retaining their child had first been discussed,
parents were told that the extra year would give their child greater
confidence and better preparation for first grade. And, they had been
warned that immature children ‘never catch up’, if they are pushed on
too soon.

The results of the controlled comparison presented earlier indicate
that these retained children were not any further ahead. Some were at
the top of their class and some were at the bottom, in equal numbers
with the at-risk control children. We believe it would have been
unethical to present these data to parents of retained children and then
ask them how it affected their feelings about the benefits of retention.
Lacking the insights provided by a control group, however, parents are
likely to believe what the school said would occur, or what they
themselves expected would be the benefits of retention. For example, if
their son is in the top reading group in first grade, they are likely to
believe this happened because he repeated kindergarten. According to
cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), it would be very difficult
for parents to maintain a negative conclusion about retention even if
they had been skeptical initially. Once having acted on the belief that
retention is beneficial, by agreeing to the decision, they are under
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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 negative side-effects for their child but cast a positive vote for
retention. Theirs are the opinions most likely to be changed by access to
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
other children in school’ (14 per cent). Even so, the majority of parents
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
1nstituting 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
follows: '

1 Kindergarten Retention Does Not Improve Achievement

Gredler’s (1984) review concluded that at-risk children, promoted to
first grade, achieved as well or better than children who spent an extra
year in transition rooms. In chapter 4, fifteen additional studies were
located and analyzed as to degree of control; they confirmed Gredler’s
conclusion of no benefit. Long-term follow-up studies, especially,
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found no difference in achievement between transition-eligible and
transition participants even though transition children had sometimes
shown an 1nitial advantage.

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
were the same; on CTBS reading, the retained group was one month
ahead. The one month advantage in reading is equivalent to a 7
percentile point difference, which 1s the same as the average difference
between the youngest and oldest first graders in research on the
within-grade age effect. When parents were asked to rate the relative
academic standing of retained and non-retained children in their
respective schools, there were no differences. Thus, the findings from
this study are consistent with previous research showmg no boost or
academic advantage from the extra year to mature.

2 Extra-year Kindergarten Programs Are Intended to Serve
Different Populations but the Finding of No Benefit Is True for Both
Immature and Slow I.earner Populations

Extra-year programs differ sharply from one locale to the next in the
type of child expected to benefit. Some programs are intended for slow
learners and others for academically able but immature children. Those
studies, where extra-year placements had been made on the basis of
developmental immaturity, also showed no differences in comparison to
controls. In this study, it was possible to analyze the characteristics of
children selected by teachers for a second year of kindergarten. At one
extreme children tended to be recommended for retention if they were
young and male, regardless of readiness scores; at another school,
academic readiness appeared to be the basis of extra-year decisions. The
study findings of essentially no differences between retained children
and their comparable controls were consistent across schools, regardless
of the type of child selected for retention. The research review in
chapter 4 prompted the same conclusion. Kindergarten retention was
ineffective regardless of whether children had been placed for develop-
mental immaturity or deficient academic skills.
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3 Retention in Kindergarten Produces either No Differenice or Harm
on Social-emotional Outcomes. Parents Rate Extra-year Programs
Positively but Describe Negative Side Effects from Retention

Most controlled studies have not included affective outcomes. Bell
(1972) reported a negative effect on the self-concept of readiness room
children but Kilby (1982) showed no difference in attitude toward
school between junior first graders and controls. Mossburg (1987)
found that extra-year children were significantly behind ‘non-readiness’
children on ratings of social and emotional behaviors at the end of
elementary school.

In the comparative study reported here, the extra year had pro-
duced no benefit for retained children over controls on teacher ratings
of social maturity, learner self-concept, or attention at the end of first
grade. Thus there was no evidence to substantiate the claim that
retained children will become leaders, have greater self-confidence, and
longer attention spans than if they went unready to first grade. In the
interview data, several parents of retained children had noted that
characteristics such as lack of attention and poor social skills had not
been corrected by the extra year to grow, causing us to speculate that
when teachers identify children as immature they may be attending to
relatively enduring personality characteristics rather than develop-
mental readiness.

Parents of children who repeated kindergarten reported that their
children had slightly poorer attitudes toward school then either
matched controls or the group of at-risk children whose parents had
refused to have them repeat. Interview data from parents of retained
children reflected both positive ratings of the program and negative
side-effects which had to be overcome. The majority of parents believed
that their children were ahead of where they would have been without
the extra year (a belief contradicted by the results of the controlled
experiment); the most serious negative effects were teasing by other
children and the child’s own sense of failure. Although only 20 per cent
of parents described pervasively negative effects, the large majority told
of emotional disruption for their child associated with not making
normal progress.

The intention that extra-year programs will give at-risk children a
boost, in academic achievement or in self-concept, has not been borne
out by research. Kindergarten retention is not fundamentally different
in its effects from retention in later grades. Negative associations with
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‘staying back’, communicated by other children and adults, are the same
as in higher grades.

Note

1 Substantial portions of this chapter are reproduced with permission from
Shepard, L.A. and Smith, M.L. (1987) ‘Effects of kindergarten retention at
the end of first grade’, Psychology in the Schools, 24, pp. 346—-57. Readers
familiar with previous work are referred to new data and analysis based on
parent interviews, pp. 94—104.
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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
were gathered using large-scale survey techniques. The large majority of each
group, even parents of retained children, applaud retention to correct 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 just opinion data. They are measures of the effects of
retention in a metric other than standardized test scores or self-concept ratings.

Finally, responses from able students as well as those who were held back give
a consistent picture of what retention means in the school culture. All of the
children were well on their way to seeing retention as a deserved punishment for
poor work, in much the way that parents and teachers saw it as a necessary
corrective.

To be held back or retained, to repeat a grade, or as one first grader
clarified for me, ‘Oh, you mean, flunking’, is a phenomenon increas-
ingly prevalent in American schools. Because this procedure has shown
a resurgence in many school districts as an ostensible answer to low
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pupil achievement, it is important to understand the meaning of this
experience for children and to look more closely at how parents,
teachers and principals view the use of retention.

General policies on school retention tend to be mandated by school
boards and are often established after the local community expresses
dissatisfaction with the academic gains of its children (Thompson,
1979). The choice of many school districts to improve public school
credibility by developing strong retention policies appears to be due to
traditional beliefs in the value of retention, the ease of implementation,
and the need to satisfy the public outcry for quick, noticeable action.
Academic retention appears to be popular, at least in part, because it
does not disrupt the organization of the district, local school, and
classroom (Labaree, 1984).

Unfortunately, there is little in the research literature to support
retention as a pedagogically sound strategy. The majority of past
rescarch strongly indicates broad retention policies accomplish little of
what they are intended to achieve (Bossing and Brien, 1979; Holmes
and Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; Shepard and Smith, 1985). Specif-
1cally the research indicates that:

(1) Grade retention does not ensure significant gains in achievement
for children who are academically below grade level (Holmes
and Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975).

(1) The threat of non-promotion is not a motivating force for
students (Bossing and Brien, 1979).

(i11)) Grade retention does not generally improve achievement or
adjustment for developmentally immature students (May and
Welch, 1985; Shepard and Smith, 1985).

(iv) Economically, grade retention is a poor use of the education
dollar, because it increases the cost of education (the retained
child spends an additional year in the public school system)
without any benefits for the vast majority of retained children
(Haddad, 1979).

(v) Characteristics such as low socioeconomic status (SES) and poor
classroom conduct affect the likelihood that a child will be
retained (Bossing and Brien, 1979).

The Study

The study consisted of two parts, a questionnaire on the views of grade
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repetition given to parents, teachers and principals; and personal
interviews with non-promoted children and their teachers. Both parts
of the study were conducted in a school district of 26,000 elementary
students 1n a large southwestern US border city. This district is
composed of two quite diverse communittes separated for the most part
by a freeway. On one side of the freeway the community is middle to
low SES with the majority of families speaking both Spanish and
English, while on the other side the families are middle to upper SES
with fewer bilingual families. The school district in which the study
took place had recently implemented a strict non-promotion policy
based on mastery of grade level objectives that resulted in an overall
(K-12) annual retention rate of 9.5 per cent.” The highest rate at the
elementary school level was in grade one (11.5 per cent), followed by
grades two (6.6 per cent), three (4.6 per cent), four (4.4 per cent), five
(2.8 per cent), and six (1.6 per cent). (Kindergartners were not retained
in this district.) The rates at the jumor high level zoomed to 19, 20, and
21 per cent respectively, creating the overall average.

Survey on Views of Grade Retention

The opinions of parents, teachers and principals toward retention were
surveyed better to understand their viewpoints and to provide a
backdrop and contrast for the children’s views of the experience. In
addition, the questionnaire made it possible to identify differences or
similarities in the viewpoints of parents, teachers and principals toward
grade retention. An overview of the survey findings will be presented
here. For a more detailed report see Byrnes and Yamamoto (1986).

The questionnaire was sent to 2000 parents of students in grades
1-6, 200 teachers in seven elementary schools and forty-five principals
and assistant principals in thirty elementary schools. Approximately
half of the survey sample was drawn from each of the income areas. The
numbers of usable returns were: parents — 1063; tcachers — 145; and
principals — thirty-five. There was a parent, teacher and administrator
version of the questionnaire. The parent version was written in Spanish
and English.

Response rates were reasonably good for educators, 72 per cent
and 78 per cent respectively. Parent response rate was only 53 per cent;
however, demographic characteristics of parents were known thus
permitting analysis by sub-group. Answers from parents of retainced
children were analyzed both separately and as part of the total group;

110



Attitudes of Students, Parents and Educators toward Repeating a Grade

the 27 per cent of parents in this category is roughly proportional to
their share 1n the population (see note 2). Lower and mddle 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
grade level requirements. ‘Occasionally’ was selected by 17 per cent of
the principals, 25 per cent of the teachers and 24 per cent of the parents.
‘Rarely’ or ‘never’ were marked by 9 per cent of the principals, 11 per
cent of the teachers, and 17 per cent of the parents. Diftferences in the
views of parents, teachers and principals were significant.

Parents, teachers and principals varied greatly on what should be
considered an appropriate reason for academic retention. Not surpris-
ingly, ‘lack of basic skills’ was the most widely supported response in all
groups (principals — 94 per cent; teachers — 85 per cent; and parents —
63 per cent). A fairly large percentage of teachers and principals,
significantly more than parents, supported ‘emotional immaturity’
(principals — 54 per cent; teachers — 53 per cent; parents — 19 per
cent), ‘academic failure for reasons other than lack of basic skills’
(principals — 57 per cent; teachers — 37 per cent; parents — 30 per
cent), and ‘excessive absences’ (principals — 69 per cent; teachers — 39
per cent; parents — 14 per cent) as reasons for grade retention. ‘Parental
request’ for retention was the least supported reason in all of the groups
(principals — 20 per cent; teachers — 16 per cent; and parents — 15 per
cent).

There were significant differences found in parents’, teachers’ and
principals’ responses to the question about who should have the final
say on whether a child is retained. The majority of principals (54 per
cent) felt it should be left to them. In contrast, the majority of the
teachers (66 per cent) felt the final decision should be made by teachers.
Parents (48 per cent), especially those from lower income communities,
were also most likely to feel that teachers should make the final decision
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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
to be from higher income communities.

Of the 1063 parents who completed the survey, 285 (27 per cent)
had a child of theirs retained at some time. When responses of parents
with and without a retained child were compared, several interesting
differences were evident. Parents with a retained child were more likely
to be from lower income neighborhoods, to speak Spanish, have more
school-aged children, report less school involvement, and mark the
school’s performance lower than those without a retained child. How-
cver, there were no significant differences in their support for the usc of
grade retention, what constitutes appropriate reasons for retentlon or
who should have the final say 1n the retention decision.

Teachers and principals were asked to check three characteristics
from the following list that they observed most often in children who
have been sclected for retention: (a) low self-esteem; (b) learning
disabled; (c) low motivation; (d) low intelligence; (¢) decvelopmentally
immature; (f) emotionally unstable; (g) disciplinary problem; (h) shy
and non-assertive; or (i) lack of English proficiency. The three most
frequently marked characteristics (in order) were developmentally
immature, low self-esteermn and low motivation. These were followed
by lack of English proficiency, low intelligence, discipline problem,
lcarning disabled, shy and non-assertive, and emotionally unstable.
Only onc characteristic, low self-esteem, showed a significant rank
difference between rating groups. Sixty per cent of the principals vs. 34
per cent of the teachers marked this response.

Teachers and principals were asked to check any of the following
they saw as preferable to retention as a way of handling inadequate
academic progress: (a) development of transitional maturity classcs;
(b) remedial instruction opportunties increased; (c) smaller classes with
more individual instruction; (d) establishment of school readiness of a
child prior to entrance to kindergarten versus entrance by age alone;
and (e} use of multi-grade grouping or a non-graded school structure.
The two most frequently checked responses were smaller classes with
more individual instruction (teachers — 70 per cent; principals — 77 per
cent) and increased remedial instruction opportunities (teachers — 50
per cent, principals — 80 per cent). The remaining three alternatives
were selected as positive strategies by less than 35 per cent of the
teachers and principals.
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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 level expectations. It is apparent that the
rctention of children in grade is not a school district policy being put
into effect by school administrators and board mcembers against che
wishes of cducators and parents in the community. Interestingly,
parents who have had children retained are no different 1n their views
toward retention than parents who have not.

The responses of parents, teachers and principals to what arc
appropriatc rcasons for retention indicate that children are not being
retained only because they need to gain skills in reading, writing and
arithmetic. Academic ability is only part of school failure. Many
children, as indicated in Humphrey’s review (1965), are retained on the
basis of attitude, work habits, attendance, conduct and maturity.
Interestingly, parents in this survey were less supportive of reasons that
were not directly related to academic skills. For example, the vast
majority of parents believed that reasons such as excessive absences and
emotional immaturity should not, in and of themselves, be used as a
basis for a child’s promotion or non-promotion.

Each group of educators thinks it knows best what 1s in the best
interest of the retained child. That the majority of principals responded
that they should have the final say on whether a child is rctained
probably reflects the fact that principals are inevitably responsible for
what goes on within their schools. Teachers, no doubt, feel they should
make the final decision because they know best the child’s academic
strengths and weaknesses. Because many parents also felt that teachers
should make the final decision, it appears that parents accede to the
professional judgments of their children’s teachers. This pattern varics
somewhat with the sociceconomic status of the community. Higher
income parents tend to want more power in decisions regarding
whether their children repeat a grade.

There was surprising consistency in the way teachers and princi-
pals characterized retained students. The picture of the typical retained
child emerges as an immature child, who is not motivated to work and
has fairly low self-esteem. There 1s a good chance that in this district the
child will also lack English proficiency.

Principals and teachers supported several alternatives to retention.
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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
the current structure of the school. Ideas such as flexible entry age,
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. Approximatcly half of the.
children werce from upper-middle income schools and half from the
lower-middle income schools.

These children were all currently repeating a grade in one of
twenty-five classrooms within four schools. The interviewer was
introduced to all the students in these classes as a person interested in
finding out what children think about school. The retained children, an
equal number of ‘good’ students, as well as some students slated for
possible retention the following year, were individually called out of
the room to talk in private. It was hoped that by talking with these
other children, as well as the non-promoted ones, the students would
not infer the intention of the study. Also, it was hoped that the
procedure would in no way call specific attention to the target children.
For the same purpose, all the questions asked of the children pertaining
to retention were nested within a longer discussion of school in general.
Retention information from school records was also collected and brief
personal interviews were held with the twenty-five teachers of the
seventy-one non-promoted children.
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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,
accurately namec other children in their classrooms who had been
retained. It became obvious that their denial of being retained was not
because they did not understand the concept of retention. For example,
Nancy? (Airst grade) told the interviewer that she had never spent two
years in the same grade; she then proceeded to name accurately two
children who had. She also stated that ‘nobody’ in her family had been
retained. In actuality, according to school records, all four of her
siblings had been retained. Denise (third grade) accurately named the
other child who had been retained in her room but throughout the
interview never admitted that she had experienced retention. She went
so far as to say that, ‘Last year I thought I was going to flunk’ in
response to the question ‘Do you ever worry about being retained?’ But
she never admitted to the interviewer that it had actually happened.
Debra (first grade) did not name herself as a child who had been retained
but did, with great pride, name herself as a child who ‘did really good
work in school’. Her current teacher ranked Debra academically in the
top 25 per cent of the class. It was obvious that Debra took pride in her
high academic standing and was not willing to admit that she had ever
performed otherwise.

One of the most interesting cases was a first grade girl, Renae, who
correctly named several other individuals but not herself when asked
about retention. She then asked that I interview her best friend next. |
obliged. When her friend was asked the same question, she namecd
several students and added, ‘But not Renae’. [ wrote down ‘not Renac’
next to the other names in my notes. Seeing me writing somcthing
down, she said sternly, ‘I said not Renae’. I assured her that was what 1
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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
been retained. At least one child called on a friend to help her keep the
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
majority (84 per cent) centered on ‘sad’, ‘bad’, and ‘upset’. This feeling was
expressed in many different ways. Eduardo (first grade), who did not
name himself as retained, replied that if he was retained, he would feel
‘sad, because you did wrong things. They [children who are retained]
are dumb and get in trouble.” Anna (first grade) confided that she felt
‘sad, it’s not fun not to pass’. Jorge (first grade) responded that he felt
‘sad, I wanted to pass. Kids sing and tease if you don’t pass.’ Diego (first
grade) responded, ‘bad! 1 don’t like being in first’. Janis (third grade)
replied, ‘real sad. Kids start calling me names’, and Connie, another
third grader, responded, similarly, ‘sad. People laugh at me’. Ellen (sixth
grade) responded, ‘sad. Friends were going on and I was staying’ and
Herberto, a sixth grader who did not admit to being retained rephed,
succinctly, ‘terribly bad’.

Closely related to the predominant responses of ‘bad’, or ‘sad’,
were the few children (3 per cent) who used the word *embarrassed’ to
describe how they felt about being retained. Victor (first grade) whose
response was more elaborate than most of the other first grade children
said, ‘I'm afraid to tell someone I flunked. On my birthday I'll be
embarrassed. I don’t want it to come because then the teacher will ask
how old I am’. Jennifer (first grade) replied that ‘My mother told me it’s
okay that you stay [in the same grade] but I feel embarrassed’.

Six per cent of the students reported positive feelings such as
‘happy’ when asked about retention. Juan (first grade) said, ‘Kinda
happy, because the teacher would always get all mad [last year]. Now I
do better work.” However, later in the interview, when Juan was asked
if he thought it was a good idea for him to stay in the same grade, he
rephed, ‘No, I should have gone to second. Kids tease and say [
flunked’. Similarly, Frankie (first grade) responded that he was ‘happy,
cause I didn’t want to go to second’. In response to whether he should
have been retained he said, ‘No! We be good. I should gone on to
second so I learn more’. In contrast, Sarah (first grade) said she was
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‘happy’ to stay in first because ‘I can learn more’. In response to
whether she should have been retained she replied, ‘yes’. It is evident
that several of the children who responded positively had mixed
feelings about the experience. Notably, none of the nineteen (27 per
cent) children who demed being retained responded positively about
how it would feel. This finding lends weight to the interpretation that a
child’s dechning to say that he or she was retained reflects some shame
or negative association with that fact.

The responses of the remaiming 7 per cent of the students were
idiosyncratic and did not fit into any of the above categories. When
Steven (sixth grade) was asked how he felt about being retained he
replied that he felt ‘shy and nervous — out of place’ but also agreed that
he should have been retained because he ‘didn’t know a lot’. Vince (first
grade) said he felt “‘mad at myself. I think 1 stayed back because I hurried
and got bad grades.” He also felt he shouldn’t have been held back
because when you ‘grow older you’ll be dumb’. Jorge (third grade) fele
it was ‘good’ he was retained because ‘otherwise I'd just flunk fourth
grade instead’.

When the non-promoted students were asked how their parents
‘felt’ or *would feel’ about them repeating a grade, 46 per cent of the
seventy-one respondents replied ‘mad’, 28 per cent ‘sad’, while 8 per
cent seemed to feel their parents ‘didn’t care or had or would not react at
all’. The other 18 per cent of the responses could not be categorized. A
follow up question, ‘“Were you pumshed at all?” was asked of thosc
children who admitted to being retained. Forty-seven percent of them
replied ‘yes’. Examples of responses to these questions follow:

Angela (first grade):  They were mad and real sad. They spanked
me and [I got] grounded. I didn’t get to go to
Disneyland.

Tommy [first grade]: ‘Mad’ Dad paddled me and kicked me out of
the house.

Miguel (first grade):  They were sad. They said, ‘Be good at
school’.

Will [first grade]: They didn’t care. They were mad at school
because my teacher didn’t tcach me barely
anything.

Veronica [third grade]: ‘Mad! They said I didn’t try hard. No TV for
a month. I couldn’t go anywhere. I got
grounded.
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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 following year
responded similarly when the hypothetical question, ‘How would your
parcnts feel?” was presented to them. One high achieving first grade girl
replhied, ‘“Whew! They’d be mad’. A first grade child who was being
considered for retention responded, ‘I'd get a whippin’.

In order to understand better children’s perceptions of the retention
experience, children who admitted to being retained (fifty-two of the
respondents) were asked how they had found out they were going to be
retained. This question was difhcult for some of the first graders to
understand. In those cases, children were asked if they found out from
their parents, teacher, their report card, or some other way. Forty-two
per cent of the children answered ‘by their report cards’. The next most
common response was ‘parents’ (31 per cent), followed by ‘my teacher’
(20 per cent). The remaining 7 per cent made comments such as ‘my
sister’, ‘the principal’, and most distressingly, ‘the list of names on the
door at the beginning of this school year’. It was so surprising that
tcachers were not mentioned in the vast majority of cases that we often
asked children outright, ‘Did the teacher talk to you about 1t?" Their
yes-no responses to this form of question merely confirmed the original
assertions.

The fact that so many children replied that they found out they
were going to be retained from their report cards is surprising.
Howecver, scveral of the high achieving children who were interviewed
mentioned they were always a little scared to look at the promotion box
on their final report card just in case they didn’t pass. Regardless of how
well or poorly one might be doing in school, it appears that promotion
or non-promotion may only be realized for sure when one gets his or
her final report card. Decisions such as promotion or non-promotion
appcar to be quite arbitrary to many children.

When the children who acknowledged repeating were asked why
they thought they had been retained, their responses were diverse.
Responses related to ‘not getting good grades’ were the most common
(25 per cent). Children made such comments as ‘I got a lot of U’s’; ‘I got
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bad grades in reading and math. 1 couldn’t do them’; and ‘Because of
my report card’. Statements regarding behavior problems (14 per cent)
were the next most frequently given responses. Diego, Joshua, Victor
and Johnny (all first grade boys) answered, respectively, ‘I don’t know. 1
flunked. 1 kept playing’. ‘I always played and talked to my friend.” ‘1
didn’t act good.” ‘Because a kid always talked to me and he didn’t get in
trouble and I did.” Work habits followed (13 per cent), usually being
mentioned by the older children in terms of lack of studying or
listening. Eleven per cent of the remarks focused on missing school.
Robert (sixth grade) said, ‘I was absent too much. I was sick with colds
and ear aches’. Juan and Jennifer (first graders) both reported that they
were retained because they had ‘chicken pox’, and missed too much
school. A few children responded with ‘not knowing Enghsh’ (9 per
cent), and ‘I don’t know why’ (9 per cent). The remaining responses (19
per cent), which could not be typified, included such statements as:

Frankie (first grade): 1 ran out of medicine [Ritalin] for the last two
weeks and didn’t do any work. I think that’s
why.’

Richard (sixth grade): ‘The teacher didn’t like me. I was in fights.
She always said I didn’t hand in work but |
did.

David [third grade]: The first time I came to school I couldn’t see
real well. I have glasses now.

When the children’s perceptions of why they were retained were
compared with school records of why they were retained, the first
grade children were accurate or partially accurate 50 per cent of the
time. The third and sixth graders were accurate or partially accurate 66
per cent of the time. (Children who responded ‘I don’t know’ were not
included in this analysis of accuracy.) A partially accurate response from
a child would be one such as ‘I played around and got in trouble’. In
actuality, the child was retained because he did poorly in reading which
was attributed to immaturity (he played around, wouldn’t attend to his
work). ‘Immaturity’ was frequently used in the formal school reports
as an euphemism for ‘misbehavior’, and ‘not following directions or
getting one’s work done’. The fact that 50 per cent of the first grade
children and 34 per cent of the third and sixth graders totally
misidentified why they were retained may be partially due to the fact
that teachers and parents actually gave them false information or did not
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give them informaton at all. This point will be discussed further in the
teacher interview section of this chapter.

Curious as to whether teachers talk about non-promotion to their
classes, we asked all the retained respondents 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 be the ones that arc
here next year’; “Start working or ...”; ‘Get busy or ...”; and, ‘If you don’t
shape up ...”. The ‘good’ students who were interviewed responded
similarly to this question giving credence to the picture understood by
retained children.

When the retained students were asked if they felt keeping children
in the same grade was a good i1dea, 42 per cent said ‘yes’. However,
when these same children were asked if they felt it was a good idea for
them personally, many of them said ‘no’. The most frequent reason
given for a ‘yes’ response was something like ‘they can learn more’.
Some of the reasons given tended to take on moralistic qualities. For
example, ‘It will teach them a good lesson’; *If they don’t act right and
talk too much they should flunk’; and ‘They should flunk becausc they
didn’t try’. Such responses, with one cxception, came from third or
sixth graders. Representative comments of first grade children who said
‘no’ are: ‘It ain’t no fun. Kids want to be in second’; ‘It makes you sad’;
‘You get in trouble’; ‘No, cause if I don’t go on to the next grade, [ will
never learn’; “You get the same stuff’; and ‘They’ll tell us and kids will
laugh, boo and those things’. Interestingly, when the high academic
children were asked this same question, 60 per cent of them responded
‘yes’. Generally, they were more likely than retained students to fecl
children who didn’t behave, work or learn should not be promoted.

The non-promoted children were all asked what they felt was (or
would be) the worst thing about not passing, as well as what they
thought had been (or would be) good about it. The most common
negative response was ‘being laughed at and teased’ (22 per cent). ‘Not
being with friends’ (16 per cent), ‘being punished’ (14 per cent), ‘being
sad’ (10 per cent), ‘getting bad grades’ (8 per cent), ‘being embarrassed’
(4 per cent) and ‘doing the same work’ (4 per cent) were also mentioned.
Twenty-two per cent of the responses were unique to the individual
child. Comments included ‘the teacher yclling at me’, ‘not knowing
how to do the work’, ‘like to feel bigger’, ‘not catching up with my
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cousin’, ‘thinking you do good and then flunking’, and ‘my sister
talking about it’ were also mentioned.

Most of the retained children found it difhcult to think of
something good about not being promoted, and a few scemed incred-
ulous that they were even being asked. Twenty-once per cent said there
was ‘nothing good about it’. Fifteen per cent of the children responded
with ‘1 don’t know’. Several children felt their new friends they had
made were the best part (15 per cent), while others mentioned their
teachers were nice (5 per cent) or they like doing their work better this
ycar (5 per cent). Others, representing a total of 39 per cent, said: ‘I
learned a lot’; ‘I'm doing better’; ‘Different things to do this year’; ‘It
taught me a lesson’; ‘The work 1s easy’; and ‘I don’t get in as much
trouble’.

When the non-promoted children with older or younger school-
age siblings were asked if they had any brothers or sisters who had
repcated grades, 76 per cent replied ‘yes’. Two of these children, onc
with five and the other with six siblings, said everyone in their family
had failed at lIcast one grade. One of these children added spontancously
‘my parents are used to us not doing good in school’. The attitudes of
parents toward education and the home environment in general cer-
tainly cannot be ignored as factors related to non-promotion.

Character Sketches of Retained Children

The following brief sketches, all of first graders, have been prepared to
illustrate more clearly the variety of experiences and pcrceptions that
characterize these retained children. Data for these character sketches
were integrated from several sources: child interviews, teacher inter-
views, school files, soctometric questionnaires and classroom obscrva-
tions. Through these short vignettes it is hoped that a view of young
non-promoted children may be gained that goes beyond percentages
and numbers.

Happy to be retained

Without hesitation, Stacey admitted to the interviewer that she had
been retained. She commented that she was happy she had been retained
in first grade because she ‘necded to learn more math’. She felt that she
had been retained because she ‘did not do good math’ and also because
she was a ‘ding dong’. She added that her mother agreed that she should
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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-
ingly, Stacey is now one of the top students in her first grade class.
(However, she still has poor handwriting skills.) Stacey was not seen as
being immature or having behavior problems during her second year in
first grade. On a class sociogram she appeared neither as an 1solate nor a
star.

It would be difhcult to say that Stacey benefitted academically from
the experience of retention. She was not particularly low academically
to begin with. Her positive acceptance of the retention experience leads
the author to believe that although Stacey may have advanced further
academically had she been promoted, she did not appear to be
cxperiencing any ncgative social or emotional effects from the reten-
tion. For Stacey, the expericnce of retention, although not challenging,
at least did not appear to be stigmatizing.

A problem of language

Ivette hesitated to include herself among those children in her class who
had been retained. It was only after she was specifically asked if it had
ever happened to her that she included herself. Ivette reported that she
felt ‘very sad’ that she had been retained. She stated that she did not
know she was going to be retained until she received her report card.
Ivette commented that her parents were ‘mad and real sad when they
found out’. She remembers being ‘spanked and grounded’ at the time.
With head down and in a barely audible whisper, she told the
interviewer that she did not know why she had been retained. Ivette felt
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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
that her parents (who speak only Spanish) agreed to the retention. Her
current first grade teacher indicated that Ivette is now in the top 25 per
cent of the class and is 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
(English as a Second Language) instruction for two years. On a class
sociogram Ivette was chosen two times as a friend. Only one of these
choices was mutual.

Classroom observations indicated that in her second year of first
grade, Ivette spent very little time actually intent on work in her
classroom. Yet, she was ranked by her classroom teacher as one of the
five best students in the class. Ivette appeared to have no understanding
of why she was retained and the experience was reported to be a sad one
for her.

Social concerns

George named himself right off when he was asked if he knew anyone
who had been retained. He said he felt ‘sad’ about the retention ‘because
everybody laughs at you’. George told the interviewer that he first
found out about being retained from his report card. He added that his
sister and friend also told him he had ‘flunked’ when they checked the
signs that tell students in what room they will be at the beginning of the
school year.

George reported that his parents didn’t say anything about his
repeating a grade; they were just a little sad. He believed that he was
retained because he missed a lot of school and didn’t get his homework
done. He felt the worst thing about being retained was ‘kids say
“flunker”’. When asked what had been good about it, he replied
incredulously, ‘If it happened to you, do you think there would be
anything good?” When asked if children should ever be kept in the
same grade, George said, ‘I don’t know’, and then added, ‘they’ve got
to if they have real bad grades’. Despite the fact that George generally
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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
got along well with other children but was very immature. He is just
not interested in school’. This teacher also mentioned that George often
complained of illness. He missed sixteen days of school his first year in
first grade. However, no mention was made in the school records that
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.

His current teacher sees him as being slightly above average in his
school work but believes he knows a lot more than he lets on. When
asked, his teacher admitted that she had done nothing to individualize
George’s academic program. She also described George as ‘very quiet
and frightened; he shies away from risks’. On a class sociogram he was
selected two times as a friend. The children who selected George and
the three children George selected had also been retained in first grade.
There was one mutual choice.

George secemed to feel quite concerned about being retained in first
grade. His comments about children laughing at him, being called
‘flunker’ and his friendship circle being made up entirely of other
retained children, indicate that he felt socially stigmatized by the
experience. His father’s non-acceptance of George’s retention may also
have contributed to his negative feelings about this experience. It is
unfortunate that there were no efforts made to help George cope with
the social and emotional impact of retention or to individualize his
academic program.

An angry child

Johnny openly admitted that he had been retained. He said the
- experience made him ‘very sad’, especially because ‘Daddy said I was
going to get a new bike but I didn’t cause I didn’t pass’. Johnny felt his
parents were ‘very mad’ at him because he failed first grade. He believed
he had been retained because he ‘was talking a lot and standing up’.
Also, he ‘didn’t color great’. Johnny was one of the few children who
said that his teacher told him he would be retained. He felt that children
shouldn’t be retained because ‘they get the same stuff and it makes you
sad. You don’t learn’. He adamantly stated that he shouldn’t have been
retained.
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School records indicate that Johnny was retained because he was
immature (i.e., had major behavior problems) and was academically
very low. He began going to the resource room and speech therapy
in his initial first grade experience. His parents, who speak very little
English, accepted the school’s plan to retain Johnny. According to his
teacher, at the time the decision was being made to retain Johnny, his
parents, who had been separated for several months, were going
through a rather difficult divorce.

In his second year of first grade, Johnny’s teacher commented that
he was still in the resource room and that he was one of the lowest
children in her class academically. She commented that she relied on the
resource teacher to provide Johnny with the individualized help he
needed. The classroom teacher believed that Johnny was better, socially
and emotionally, than the year before but added that he would still have
angry emotional outbursts that were difficult to handle. On the
classroom sociogram, Johnny was chosen only once and this was by a
child who received no friendship choices and was himself slated for
retention.

Johnny’s retention was one more stressful experience in an already
unstable life. In three years he had moved three times, attended thrce
different schools and his parents had divorced. Added to that, Johnny
appeared to have no friends in his class. It was obvious that Johnny was
going to need a great deal of help if he was to succced in school.
Repeating first grade appeared to be more like putting Johnny in a
‘holding tank’ than a specific effort to assist this child.

The Teachers’ Perspective

The teachers of these retained children (fifteen first, six third and four
sixth grade teachers) were all concerned educators who volunteered to
participate in this study. The vast majority of them worried about the
decisions they made to retain children or promote them. They werc
open and eager to gain new information on the topic. All of them
agreed to meet with the author to discuss the non-promoted children
in their classes. While many of the questions were only relevant to
individual cases, a few questions shed additional light on children’s
experience of school retention.

Making sure parents were aware of their child’s poor progress early
in the year was considered essential by teachers so as to prevent the
familiar lament, “Why didn’t you tell me that he (or she) was having
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problems?” The perceived need for warning parents well in advance
often led to teachers labeling children as future retainees as early in the
academic year as January. Discussing the matter with the children was
another story. The question ‘How do you let the children know they
will be repeating a grade?” ehicited 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 verbalized 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 seemed to have a pardcularly difhcult time
discussing non-promotion with their students. Even those who did talk
directly to the children gave euphemistic or even untrue explanations at
times out of concern for the child’s feelings. Children were told, ‘You’ll
be the best in the class next year’; ‘It’s only because you missed a lot
of school’; or, ‘You’re just a lot younger than the other children’.
Explanations such as these appeared to be used most frequently in cases
where the child was considered a ‘good student’ (i.e., did not misbehave
and tried hard) but was a slow learner. Other teachers tried to help
children come to the conclusion themselves. ‘1 tell them how hard
sccond grade work is and ask them how they think they would do’. ‘I
ask the child if they would like to read real well’. ‘T tell them to look
around at the other kids so they’ll understand why they need to stay in
first’. Generally, teachers appeared uncomfortable informing the child
of their retention. Some waited until the last week of school so as not to
discourage the children from working and to keep from upsetting them
in school. Only two of the twenty-five teachers interviewed mentioned
discussing the non-promotion with both parents and child together.

According to the teachers, the children whom they did tell almost
always accepted the news without comment. Only one teacher reported
a child who cried and begged not to be retained. This child, according
to the teacher, seemingly adjusted to the idea over the summer. In fact,
in the interview with the researcher three months into the repeat year,
the child stated that retention made him feel ‘sad not to be good’ and
that children shouldn’t be retained because ‘it makes you feel bad’.

In contrast to the complacency with which most children accepted
the decision, parents’ reactions were quite often emotional, and teachers
were sometimes openly blamed and criticized. Of the sixty children on
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whom information regarding parents’ attitudes toward retention could
be gained, 33 per cent of the children had at least one parent who
originally objected to their child’s non-promotion. As reported by
teachers, those parents expressed such feelings as: retention was not a
good solution to their child’s problem, if teachers were better at their
jobs their child wouldn’t have a problem, and their child did not have a
problem. It is important to note that the comments of teachers as well as
school records regarding individual retention cases indicate that parents
were not always in agreement with each other regarding their child’s
retention. Additionally, teachers frequently noted that most of the
objecting parents eventually came to accept and cooperate with the
school’s decision. The majority of parents (66 per cent) were reported as
agreeable, supportive and accepting regarding their child’s retention.
These percentages, although indicating a somewhat greater dissatisfac-
tion with retention on the part of these parents, are generally supportive
of the results of the parent survey reported earlier in this chapter.

The majority of teachers (60 per cent) felt they treated repeating
children the same as any other students, both academically and socially.
They made no mention of their non-promotion to the children or the
class, and they were treated just like any other children starting first,
third or sixth grade. Academically, their programs and lessons were the
same as their classmates’, which varied according to each teacher’s style.
Many teachers felt strongly that by concealing the child’s retention,
they were helping the child to escape the stigma of non-promotion.
One teacher even had her returning third graders print so as not to
stand out by their cursive.

Those teachers who reported special interaction of some sort (40
per cent) varied immensely in their approach. Some, especially first
grade teachers, gave the children extra responsibihities, such as deliver~
ing messages or setting out supplies. Others made special efforts to
encourage these children with praise and attention. Two teachers
reported giving the children harder work, while two others auto-
matically started these children in middle or top groups. One teacher
automatically began the fairly involved process of having a full
assessment done on each retained child so as to be assured the child was
not in need of special services. Several of the retained children in this
class, as well as in other classes, were identified during their repeating
year as having visual, auditory or learning disabilities. By implication it
appears that children had typically been retained without any special
intervention, either adaptation of instruction or indepth assessment.

Throughout personal interviews with these twenty-five teachers
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their concern for each of the children they retained was evident. Many
spontancously expressed the difbiculty they experienced in making the
dccision to retain. For example, one teacher stated that she often lost
sleep over such decisions. However, all the teachers felt that although
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
explained, “When there are open slots in the resource room they go to
the older children who are experiencing problems. I fecl I have no
alternative but to retain the young ones. It takes so long for them to get
additional help. They will be lost if they go on to second’.

Only two of the teachers mentioned in their spontancous com-
ments that retention was not helpful to some children. Both felt that
some children, particularly the ones who were slow to learn, may begin
to feel they are failures as a result of being retained. Additional insight
into teachers’ beliefs about the helpfulness of retention may be gleaned
from their comments regarding the success of individual students’
retention cxperiences. Of the sixty-two recorded responses to thc
question, ‘How effective do you believe retaining (child’s name) has
been?’ teachers believed that retention was effective or very effective in
helping the child in 89 per cent of the cases. Comments made included:
‘He has really turned around.” ‘She never would have succeeded in
second grade.” ‘He’s not doing well but imagine how poorly he’d be
doing 1n second grade.” ‘Karen has really matured this year. She has
more self-confidence now.” In 8 per cent of the cases the teacher
commented that the retention experience had been of questionable
assistance. Examples of the teachers’ comments are: ‘In some ways Joe is
more mature but his work hasn’t improved much.” ‘Tony is still doing
very poorly in his work. He should be in special education.” ‘Sue does
better in her work but she has become a behavior problem.” The
remaining 3 per cent of the retentions were considered to be unneces-
sary by the reporting teachers. In these cases the teachers commented
that they did not believe they would have retained these particular
students because they believed the students were already capable of
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succeeding in the next higher grade. Consistent with survey data
rcported carlicr in this chapter, it appcars that tcachers, for the most
part, believe grade retention is effective in assisting unsuccessful
elementary school students.

Discussion of Interviews with Retained Children and Teachers

The interviews with these retained children and their tcachers indicate
that many of our concerns about school retention are well justified.
Children do feel anxious about the reactions of their peers and others to
their status as ‘school failures’. Non-promotion is gencrally looked on
as a punishment, a testimony to one’s inability to succeed in school.

In a culture that places so much emphasis on what one (allegedly)
has in, and does with, her or his brains, retention 1s indeed a particularly
devastating indictment of a person’s whole being (Edgerton, 1967). It
should be remembered that children are, in fact, quite sensitive to
teacher evaluation, conveyed through school marks, even as they
remain uncertain of the exact basis for the appraisal (Boehm and Whate,
1967).

Teachers, although sensitive to the feelings of individual children
rcpeating a grade within their class, often provide little more than a
repeat of the previous year’s curriculum. The vast majority of these
teachers see the retention experience as effective in helping low
achieving students. Unfortunately, when speaking about repeating to
students, they tend to create a view of retention as punishment by
frequently using it as a threat to those students they sce as lacking in
motivation to achieve.

To add to the stress of those who repeat grades, there are few, if
any, attempts to help children deal with their fears and reservations
about the experience. The responsibility of this task is frequently left to
chance, with teachers often allocating the responsibility to parents who
may be unprcpared to help the child fecl more comfortable with and
understand his or her retention. ‘A reservoir without water cannot takc
water to those who are thirsty. Neither can a starved person feed
another out of full bounty’ (Baruch, 1964, p. 24). To many parents, the
world of schools is unfamiliar and intimidating and, even with the best
of intentions, they are in a poor position to guide their children along.
Parents who are poorly educated and who themselves had difficulty in
school are over represented among the parents of non-promoted
children. Indeed, the parcents frequently add to the seriousness of
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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
pumshment and a stigma, not as a positive event designed to help them.

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.
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Chapter 7:
Teachers’ Beliefs about Retention

Mary Lee Smith

Editors’ Introduction

In recent years, educational researchers have begun to study teacher thinking as a
powerful determinant of classroom practices and student learning. If we can
understand teachers’ beliefs or mental constructs about how children learn, then we
will have an insight into the myriad of day-to-day instructional decisions that
teachers make about what to teach when, how to organize lessons, and even whom
to teach.

In this chapter Mary Lee Smith uses clinical interviews and observational
data to examine teacher beliefs about retention. In the minds of teachers, what
kind of child is eligible for retention? What are its perceived effects on students?
How is the use of grade retention related to views about child development and
learning?

At the most superficial level, Smith’s findings are congruent with surveys of
educators’ opinions. Grade retention is seen as a benevolent intervention that will
help the students who need it. Retention is seen as efficacious, with virtually no ill
cffects, even by teachers who have a history of retaining very few children.

Extensive narrative data permitted analyses beyond a simple tally of teacher
votes_for or against retention. Given that nearly all teachers think that retention is
good, teacher decisions to hold children back were better explained by their beliefs
about which childven could learn in which learning contexts than by an
endorsement of retention per se. Unknown to teachers in individual school
environments, the need to retain many or few children might be explained by
artifacts of school structure and not by incompetencies in the children retained.

In earlier chapters of this book, the results of research on the effects of
retention have been made explicit. That is, controlled studies show
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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.

Teachers conduct their daily activities — decide what to teach and
how to teach it, when to intervene and correct improper pupil behavior,
and whether to alter the pupil’s progress through the grades — based on
sets of beliefs about the nature of learning and development and images
of what school should be. Research evidence is either not accessible to
them or seems not to apply in their particular circumstances. Instead,
teachers rely on practical knowledge.

Studying practical knowledge and beliefs of teachers is a recent
phenomenon. Its methods are controversial. Some people cannot
articulate what they know; therefore asking directly for them to state
their theories 1s unenlightening. As Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986)
noted, ‘Practical knowledge i1s difhicult to describe. People often know
how to do things without being able to state what they know.
Furthermore, neither teachers nor researchers have an adequate vocab-
ulary for describing practical knowledge, much of which is tacit ... If
teachers are pressed to give general descriptions of themselves and their
work, they often use the same language that social and behavioral
scientists do’ (p. 506).

One solution to this problem has been the usc of the clinical
interview with teachers. In the study reported here, the purpose of the
interview was to be able to infer the teacher’s beliefs about retention by
reference to that teacher’s practical knowledge. Practical knowledge is
based on the first-hand experience of a teacher with specific children
and concrete circumstances. Unlike formal knowledge, practical
knowledge cannot be stated in the form of generalized propositions of
this type: ‘On the average, children who have been retained have better
self-concepts than comparable children who have been promoted’.
Instead, practical knowledge is often in the form of stories of particular
events and particular children in specific circumstances: ‘“When my own
son was retained, it was because he was too young for his age, and the
next year he was a real leader in his class, and we never have regretted
that decision; and ever since then | have recommended that parents of
young children in my class take the same step’.

According to Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986), practical knowl-
edge is ‘Personally compelling’ and ‘oriented to action (p. 512)’. In
other words, it helps the teacher decide what to do i1n a given
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circumstance. For example, a kindergarten teacher is confronted with
the following situation. Every child except one in her class is proceed-
ing through the curriculum. Invariably, one boy leaves his seatwork to
crawl to the kitchen center; morcover, he does not seem to remember
letter-sound associations. The teacher forms a judgment that this boy is
falling behind his classmates in the kindergarten sequence and may not
be ready to progress to first grade. She decides that he must have more
consistent individual attention to enable him to concentrate and catch
up with his pre-reading skills. She bases her decision on previous
encounters with similar children in her kindergarten or those of her
mentors, as well as the feedback she has received from parents, teachers
and administrators about the results of these earlier interventions. Thus,
she knows what to do without necessarily being able to state directly
her underlying belief that ‘children who are ill-prepared for first grade
may make up for their lack of preparation if given intensive, individual
academic assistance’. This latter kind of general proposition can be
inferred by the researcher from the teacher’s narrated practical knowl-
edge or from observations of her actions in similar circumstances.

The study reported here is based on clinical interviews with
kindergarten teachers in the multi-method policy study (Shepard and
Smith, 1985) described in chapter 5. The interview agenda was
designed on the principle that beliefs can be inferred from recountings
of practical knowledge. Rather than asking directly for each teacher to
state her philosophy, we framed a series of indirect questions that would
clicit narrated stories. For example, we asked teachers to recall specific
children in their own classes who had manifested characteristics that
might cause them to be considered for retention, to describe these
children in detail, including the curricular, instructional and organiza-
tional choices that had been made for those children, the consequences
of these decisions and any lessons they learned from the case. From
the reported practical knowledge we would then be able to make an
inference about the teacher’s beliefs.

The interviews averaged one hour in length. The teachers were
promised anonymity and a report of the results. From previous
statements from the project director as well as district administrators,
they understood the nature of the policy study. The purpose of the
interviews was explained in the orienting statement, as follows:

The study is about practices in the school district relating to
providing an extra year prior to first grade for children who
need it. As you know, the extra year is provided either by
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retaining a child for an extra year in kindergarten or by
screening children into a prekindergarten or transition kinder-
garten. I know that such practices differ from school to school
and that responsible professionals differ in their opimon about
this issue. I would like to know your thoughts about this issue,
in your own words.

All interviews were conducted by the author. An effort was made
to keep the teacher focused on concrete episodes and specific children in
the teacher’s personal experience. The interview agenda progressed
from indirect to direct questions, under the assumption that the most
valid and least reactive data are expressed in the teacher’s own words,
prompted by neutral, fact-oriented questions and minimal leads and
non-directive probes by the interviewer. Toward the end of the
interview, if sufficient practical knowledge had not disclosed the
teacher’s imphlicit theories, more direct questions were posed. For
example, if at the end of the interview we could not readily infer the
teacher’s beliefs about retention, a more direct question was posed such
as the following. ‘Which do you think poses the greatest risk, retaining
a child who needs it or promoting a child who needs to be retained?’

This part of the study can best be understood as a semi-structured
interview. Its advantage is its unlikely reactivity with the purpose of the
study because of a reliance on teachers’ narrations rather than direct
questions. Its disadvantage is an absence of standardization of question
and response categories.

The interviews were tape recorded and the tapes transcribed. For
the analysis of the transcripts, we followed some procedures suggested
by Miles and Huberman (1984). We developed a list of categories from
the goals of the study and from initial reading of a sample of transcripts.
We then coded the transcripts. This chapter emphasizes the data from
categories related to teachers’ implicit theories about retention and its
effects. Other categories have received more attention elsewhere (Smith
and Shepard, in press).

As a control against invalid inferences that mught have been made
from self-report data, we triangulated interview data with data from
classroom observations and district documents on retention rates and
the like. We judged the interview data provided a fair representation
of the day-to-day workings of the teachers and the knowledge upon
which they draw. In addition, the teacher interview data were cross-
referenced with data obtained in interviews with parents of retained
and promoted children. The topics of the interviews (in addition to
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perceptions about the outcome of retention reported in chapter 5)
included the parents’ recollection of their interactions with teachers
over the decision to retain as well as the parents’ report of their
children’s reaction.

Findings
Teachers’ Beliefs about Development

Teachers’ beliefs about the mechanisms by which young children
develop readiness for school and the role played by teachers in this
development are the background for understanding their beliefs about
retention. Responses to the questions in the interviews about children
who appear to be ready for school, the charactenistics of these children,
evidence for readiness or lack of it, and causes of different degrecs of
readiness for school were extracted from the transcripts. A typology of
beliefs was obvious. Teachers differed among themselves in the extent
to which they construed the development of school readiness as an
internal, organismic process unrelated to environmental intervention,
or, in contrast, as a process amenable to influence by parents, teachers,
and other forces in the child’s environment. We used various methods,
reported elsewhere, to confirm this typology, the components of which
are described below.

Nativists

Nineteen of the forty teachers were classified as ‘nativists’. They believe
that, within some normal range of environments, children become
prepared for school according to an evolutionary, physiological unfold-
ing of abilities. This process, which unfolds in stages, is largely outside
the influence of parents and teachers. The only thing teachers can do
to help a child who is currently in a developmental stage that is not
appropriate for kindergarten is to allow more time for the child to
develop, and if possible to remove the child from the stresses of a
developmentally inappropriate environment.

Some children when they come to school are ready for the
school situation so that they can be able to meet the school and
with not a lot of stress. Other children are just not ready
developmentally. And by that I mean they are not ready to let
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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
of little children...All children develop at their own rate of
speed, and we cannot push that development.

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

Remediationists

These teachers believe that children of legal age for kindergarten are
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 lecarn.
Children who lcarn the material more slowly than their peers are given
remediation with the help of volunteers, older tutors, academic assis-
tance pull-out programs, and the like. Teachers in this group provide
additional instruction to make up for deficits they perceive.

If you take an average group of 6-year-olds and an average
group of 5-year-olds, the 6-year-olds will be able to sit and do
one thing longer. There is that. It is something that i1s a timce
kind of factor. But the timeline differs so much from child to
child. I'm sure a lot of it has to do with the experiences that
children have had, and whether they’re famihar with the kind of
thing you’re doing ... I think we as educators have to give them
the benefit of the doubt or do something different and help that
child. And maybe the way we taught it is not correct toward
their learning pattern. Maybe we ought to change our style or
do something different and help that child.

Diagnostic-prescriptive teachers

Any inadequacies in school readiness in children of legal school age
occur because one or more of several distinct traits necessary for
learning and attention (for example, auditory memory, visual-motor
integration) is not intact. A defect in any of these traits can be diagnosed
and corrected by concentrated training tailored to the defect. If a
diagnostician identifies a deficit in visual memory, she can prescribe a
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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
have problems with visual motor coordination, and thosc
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 reasons 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 learm 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 a 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
dcvelopmental readiness can be influenced in this way.

Maturity is the ability to focus and whether you can do it or not
... and to have their bodies working effectively for them or not.
When these things are not in place, you have an immature child.
The teacher can really help, even an immature child. They need
more in terms of your time and effort and they need the
environment to be set up in such a way that it’s not confusing
for them. And they need proper choices, not too many choices,
but I think the teacher really can affect that and work with the
child during the year so that those kinds of things are helped
along. We can’t get inside of the child and rearrange things,
but I think there are some things we can do in the child’s
environment.
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Retention Practices and Beliefs about Development

The next step in the analysis was to determine whether the retention
practices of the teachers could be accounted for by their beliefs about
the development of readiness for school. Table 1 shows the cross-
tabulation of teachers by belief-system (nativist vs. non-nativists)
and retentuion practices. Those who retained 10 per cent or more of
kindergartners were classified as high retention and those who retained
fewer than 10 per cent were classified as low retention teachers. The
table makes i1t clear that those who believe that children develop
readiness for school only as a physiological process, with little oppor-
tumity for correction by adults, are also likely to be those who practice
retention at high rates. Nativists were also more likely than other
teachers to rely heavily on such characteristics as measured level of
developmental readiness, chronological age, physical size and gender (as
opposed to academic skills) to decide whom to retain. Further analysis
revealed that teachers were likely to share beliefs and retention practices
with other teachers in their own school. Schools differed from one
another in striking ways, some retaining as many as a third of their
kindergartners for a second year, and others retaining only 1 or 2 per
cent. Beliefs about developing readiness may have conditioned or been
conditioned by this pattern of pracuice, for none of the obvious ways
that schools difter from each other (for example, social class, economic
opportunity, typical cognitive ability, minority composition, teacher
background or ability) could be found to account for the difference in
rates of retention.

Table 1: Relationship of Retention Practices and
Teachers™ Befiefs abour Development

Retention practices

Belief system High retaining Low retaining
Nativist 16 3
Non-nativist 3 18

Beliefs about the Merits of Retention

Beliefs about the merits of retention were analyzed. We expected that
teachers who retain few children would also entertain reservations
about its use and endorse it less often than teachers, particularly
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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
judged retention to be less beneficial if applied to larger proportions of
children.

Beliefs about retention and its consequences are detailed in this
section along with representative excerpts from the data.

Retention is beneficial

The predominant view expressed by the teachers 1s that retention
benefits the pupil. Specifically, because the pupil is older and more
experienced the second time through kindergarten, he or she ‘blooms’,
assumes ‘leadership’ in the class, is ‘comfortable’ with the environment
and routine, becomes more ‘a part of the social group’, ‘cooperates’,
has greater ‘self-confidence’, ‘helps’ the teacher, ‘and achieves more
academic success’:

I tend to get the children who are repeating, and it’s just hike
night and day for most of them. The first year they just don’t
cooperate, have no idea what’s going on, and the second year is
just like a new child just walked in.

Not only short-term benecfits but long-term ones were named:

I think we owe it to him to tell his parents that, you know, he
has another twelve years in school and if he’s not functioning at
a good level now, that we feel like another year, he would
benefit from another year. To make his years happy in school.

In my opinion, all I can say is, ‘That lucky child!” Because they
will be able to be a well-rounded child and can handle the peers
in junior high and high school.

Several teachers specifically said that the retained child would move
from the ‘bottom’ of his original class to the top of the class into which
he has been retained. Those who claimed that retention moved a child
from the bottom to the top tacitly assumed two things: that there is a
single continbum (probably academic achievement) along which all
students may be arranged; and that being on the bottom is undesirablec.
They failed to grasp, however, that if one child is removed from the
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bottom of this presumed distribution, another person must take his
place.

Retaining is really beneficial for some of those that just have to
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
year and let them struggle, it would be much more beneficial to
the child to just wait, so they can be superstars at the head of the
class.

Retention was believed to prevent a variety of ill effects, for
cxample, ‘struggle’, ‘frustration’, ‘stress’, general difhiculty in school,
retention in a subsequent grade, and peer pressure and drug use later
on. Those who mentioned struggle and stress always attached negative
value to them.

If he doesn’t [get retained], school’s going to be a struggle for
him. You think about on down the road what is school going to
be like for this child. If he 1s struggling right now in kindergar-
ten what will it ever be like in first or second grade?

We held our son back, number one because he was a boy and
because we felt from observing him that he didn’t have the
maturity. We didn’t want him to meet with failure, we wanted
him to be a year older to cope. And of course then in junior high
and high school ages we were delighted because he’s had the
maturity that so many of the kids haven’t had to say no and to
be his own man. And I am just a great one for letting children
have the benefit of the doubt and not have to be followers all the
time.

The quotation above also illustrates a common attribute of thce
interviews — the use of personal anecdotes from the teachers’ own lives
to recount or explain beliefs or sometimes to convince parents of the
wisdom of retention for their child.

Teachers also claimed that they cannot recall a single instance when
retaining a child had bad repercussions, and that there is no stigma
attached to a retention in kindergarten (as opposed to subsequent
grades).

I think another year in kindergarten wouldn’t hurt them, and 1t
certainly would help them [developmentally young children].

When they get older, it’s harder for them to be kept back.
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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
child.

A scparate category of responses was genecrated from excerpts
concerning the harmful effects of promoting a kindergartner who
should have been retained. Children such as these were judged to be
destined for failure, subsequent retention, or referral for special edu-
cation. Several responses we labeled ‘promotion disaster stories’. In
addition, we noted several responses that referred to the mismatch
between a developmentally unready child and the high degree of

structure and high expectations for performance in the first grades.

Scveral teachers acknowledged that, although retention in its ideal
form is bencficial, in reality several conditions may undo its effect-
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When I think about them going into first grade, it would have
been failure, failure, failure.

A child who when they come into kindergarten and they have a
hard ume with the structure here, and if | ind by the end of the
year that they’re just now able to cope with the structure here
and yet if I added any more structure to their day or to my
expectations that they would have a hard ume following it.
Then I figure when they go to first grade they would be
devastated by the structure, by sitting at a desk or by doing
tasks for an hour at a time, by being given a packet of work and
being responsible for going from page to page. That child is
going to be devastated when he gets into first grade and 1s
handed something and said, ‘Do it’. They’ll be in every recess
getting their work done. They will have a hornible self-concept
if they go through that trauma.

If a child gets into first grade here, they are referred to special
cducation very fast if they are unable to cope and go along with
what is expected.

Benefits are conditional
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iveness. The first has to do with how the decision is accepted by the
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 1it, 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 it’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
be terrific, it’s going to be fun, you're going to have a new
teacher and learn new things, and you’re still going to be in
kindergarten’, make it a positive thing. I think that that has a
great deal to do with what kids think.

Benefits of retention also can depend on the characteristics of the
child involved, according to some teachers. For example, retention was
seen as an effective device for solving the problems of general imma-
turity: wait a year for the child to grow into the kindergarten program
that exists. For other kinds of children, however, those with low
intellectual ability, low motivation, or educational handicaps, retention
was not considered efhicacious. Special education was deemed the more
appropriate solution for children with learning disabilities or retarda-
tion. If teachers suspect that handicaps exist, some will promote the
child so that he or she will be ‘staffed’ and placed as soon as possible,
not delaying services over the course of the second year in kinder-
garten.

I think over a period of twenty years, I can remember one child
who I don’t think it made any difference retaining that child.
That child did not have the ability to be a good student.

If I find that I'm repeating a child because I think that he’s slow
intellectually, then I'm not being of any benefit to that child.
Yes, they’re going to grow and they’re going to get a little bit
better, but in terms of what they need, they need to get into a
special program.
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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
schools where nativism was dominant conducted educational cam-
paigns with people in their neighborhood, building up a base of support
for delayed entry to school, kindergarten retentions, or placement in
developmental kindergartens or transition classes.

You see some parents just think retaining a child is a terrible
stigma, you’'ve labeled them for life. And you have to correct a
ot of these attitudes. And there are some neighborhoods and
some areas where the parents have been educated as to why this
rctention and everything has been going on, and the schools
have worked very closely with the parents over a long period of
years, and the whole thing is just a very easy thing. The parents
have to know what’s going on and why and you’re just not
picking on them or they’re not going to be labeled for life.

Elsewhere, parents have not been so amenable to ‘being educated’.
In low income areas, particularly, parents need the full-time placement
of first grade to fulfill the function of day care; they consider a second
yecar for kindergarten to be frivolous. In the interviews, teachers
directed a great deal of blame at parents for denying their recommenda-
tion for retention. Parents were seen as adversaries, not acting in their
children’s best interests.

At the end of the year the parents said no, he will go to first
grade. And we have a policy, when it comes down to that we
will actually write a letter and have the parents return a letter
stating that they want them to go to first grade even though it
[retention] had becn highly recommended. That’s kind of to
save our necks. It is almost always the men who will not go
along with it. We think it’s an ego thing.

The thing that is hard on parents is that, ‘Oh me. We bought all
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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
promoted made sincere efforts to individualize instruction and other-
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 parcnts over the decision to retain and underestimated
the degree of parents’ active resistance or passive but unhappy com-
pliance.

Negative effects of retention

Given opportunities and prompts for any negative ctfects that retention
might produce, few teachers could name even one. Almost all stated
clearly that they would rather err on the side of retaining a child who
possibly might not need it than to promote one who might have needed
to be retained. Some harm was mentioned, but it was either temporary
harm, harm in other schools than the respondent’s own, or reluctantly
acknowledged, any harm being minor in rclation to the positive effects.

I always tell the parents the first month is hard for the kids that
are repeating because they go out for recess and they see the first
graders and stuff like that, but after that even I tend to forget
which ones are repeating. They are just there.

I sometimes wish there was another program for that child
where then he wouldn’t feel like maybe he was not doing as
well as the other children.

And about the first week 1 think bothers them. Then after that
they pretty well fit in. But I guess you always have that stigma
of having to be held back.

I imagine there are risks. The risk would mainly be whether or
not the next year you could provide the child with his needs,
still let him go at his own speed and if he’s a little bit ahead of
some of the other children, to provide for him.
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The scntiments above are in the minority. In most cases teachers
discounted the possibility that children might be bored or frustrated by
rcpcating work done before (either adequately or not), or that they
might expericnce any more than the most munor and ephemeral
emotions. The value of social promotion, that is, keeping a child with
his age-mates for reasons of social and emotional cohesiveness, was
absent from the responses. Nor was there doubt that children’s achieve-
ment and adjustment would be enhanced by a second year before first
grade. They had seen the cvidence with their own eyes and took it as
sufhcient proof. Compared to the reports of parents interviewed,
teachers routinely underestimated the retained children’s feelings of
failure, disappointment and confusion.

Three teachers expressed beliefs about retention that distinguished
them from the others. The first was concerned about trying to
understand the perspective of the pupil on retention.

Of all the years to retain, kindergarten secms to be the safest,
but I'm sure there are going to be emotional things. You know,
1t’s really hard to say because a child doesn’t verbalize that kind
of emotional pain. The child seems to take it in stride, but who
knows what’s going on inside becausc they are not generally as
willing to talk about it ... We need to talk with kids about how
that feels.

The second teacher who stood out from the rest noted the complex
interaction between the characteristics of the child and the beliefs and
actions of the teacher as part of the child’s environment:

Many decisions that I make for children depend upon who
they're going to have down the road. If they’re going to a first
grade classroom where the teacher understands development
and can handle the differences in little children and not group
kids into high, medium, and low groups, but take advantage of
that heterogeneous grouping, then I don’t worry about sending
a kid on. On the other hand, if they’re going to be put in a
situation where, because they are young developmentally, and
that teacher doesn’t understand development, and doesn’t know
how to take advantage of the differences in little kids as far as
instruction is concerned, then I worry about the child.

The third teacher distinguished herself by specifically acknowl-
cdging the responsibility of the teacher, curriculum, or school structure
— as opposed to the characteristics of the pupil — for creating the
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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

Teachers have beliefs and implicit theories of developing readiness for
school that are explicable, internally consistent, and can be seen to
reflect extant propositional theories in psychology. Furthermore, these
beliefs predict (albeit imperfectly) teachers’ retention practices. Beliefs
about retention, however, fall into no clear pattern. Unlike their beliefs
about development, teachers almost unmiversally endorse retention. The
following tentative explanations are proposed for the unanimity of
practical knowledge and belief and its inconsistency with extant
propositional knowledge.

Teachers Have Access to Misleading Data

The practical knowledge that teachers have -about curricular choices,
teaching practices, diagnosis and correction of immediate snags or
setbacks in a pupil’s learning is arguably superior to propositional
knowledge in the professional literature. It is based on an on-going
accumulation of experience with specific children and specific teaching
and learning circumstances. There is immediate feedback to the teacher
about the effect of particular interventions in context. It is concrete and
immediate. In the case of a retention, however, the practical knowledgc
to which the teacher has access is incomplete and misleading. She secs
that the child in his second year of a grade is more competent in the
material already covered, and compared to his younger and less
experienced classmates, is familiar with the routine and the work.
Consequently, she concludes that retention is beneficial. What she lacks
access to, however, is the information about what that child would have
been like had he been promoted. Indeed, these unseen circumstances arc
hypothetical; they lack reality, and in fact, she may deny the possibility
that with some acceptable level of ‘struggling’ the child would have
succeeded in the subsequent grade and later on would be indistinguish-
able from his peers. The latter information is exactly what a control
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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
treatment or control condition. The control group shows the typical
outcome that would have been observed if a retained child had been
promoted. Since teachers lack this abstract information, they rely on
their direct, but inadequate experience. Nor do teachers acquire feed-
back on what happens to retained children later in their school careers.
A taller and quieter retained child may not seem too out of place in the
early grades. But what about the fifth grade boy who can shave, the
junior high student who can drive himself to school, the pubescent
third grader, those who can vote or be drafted before finishing high
school, the adult who no longer feels at home in a high school built for
adolescents? This is the kind of information that is not available to the
tcacher’s store of practical knowledge.

Retention as Logical Reaction to School Structure

The decision to retain is often rationalized as the protection of unready
or incompetent children from the harsh realities of the higher grade.
Kindergarten teachers are confronted with an external standard of
performance — to make sure all children are ready to begin reading and
figuring on the first day of first grade. The first grade teacher, in turn, is
faced with the demand that all children be able readers by the end of
first grade. In many districts and states, this common standard is
reinforced by the administration and public reporting of accountability
tests. To guarantee that promoted kindergartners are ready to read, they
must go through a curriculum that achieves a measurable level of
reading readiness skills; for example, letter-sound associations, conson-
ant blends, listening and following directions, working independently
or with their peers without bothering the teacher unduly, and
worksheet skills such as printing their names on the proper line. This is
too much for some pupils, who might be more appropriately educated
in a kind of kindergarten based on learning through social interactions,
natural language development, and guided exploratory play. The now
predominant literacy-focused kindergarten curriculum, as described by
Weber (1986), defines learning narrowly, assumes that the curricular
content to achieve literacy and numeracy is known, can be broken
down into small units, sequenced, taught directly, and assessed in
standardized ways. The methods of teaching are assumed to be uniform
for all pupils, and if a pupil fails to achieve, the same content and
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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
recommendation to retain a child who does not fit the structure. The
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-
free class. The kindergarten teacher especially is confronted with a
bewildering array of children of different chronological ages and
backgrounds. Because some parents keep their children out of public
school until they are 6 (to give them a competitive advantage), a range
of ages over two years in a single class is not unusual. Some children
come in with a rich background of family experiences and pre-schools,
not to mention television shows such as Sesame Street. Others lack even
the slightest degree of educational enrichment from home. Coupled
with the standard, literacy-focused curriculum and parents’ demands
that children progress academically from wherever they are, this degree
of heterogeneity overwhelms some teachers. In the study reported here,
there were marked differences among teachers in their abilities to
manage diversity in the classroom. For those whose only available
tactic was to divide by abilities, seeking the solace of a more homogen-
eous group was a logical step. Such teachers support programs such as
developmental kindergartens that siphon off the least mature, or urge
parents to keep their children at home until they are more mature, or
sort children into different educational tracks so that some do
worksheets and pass to first grade and others play at the water table and
then spend another ycar in kindergarten, or refer them for special
education. Tcachers also scek to reduce heterogencity by supporting
changes in age of legal school entry. These efforts may, however, largely
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be futile. There will always be a youngest child in a class, always be
parents who try to beat the odds by kecping their children out for a
year, and thus, great diversity within the kindergarten. Ample evidence
exists in the literature on educational tracking and segregation that such
practices actually create educational differences rather than solve them.

The study of teacher beliefs about retention opens a window on all
the important issues of educational policy: who should be taught, how
should schools be organized, how justice and equality might be attained
and how teachers might be trained to deal with individual differences.
This study has shown how teacher behiefs can be examined. With regard
to retention, teacher beliefs have been shown to be constrained by the
immediate context of the school structure and the broader context of
what information is available to them and what kinds of decisions they
can make. It remains to other researchers to design collaborative studies
with teachers to examine these constraints and enable them to reflect
more broadly on educational policies and practices.
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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 informal or implicit policies that govern promotion decisions. In
contrast, many school districts have implemented formal promotion-retention
policies in response to the call for school reform. Chapter 8 is a case study of one
such school district’s efforts to raise standards.

Researchers Ellwein and Glass studied what happened in Waterford when a
no-nonsense superintendent decided that students with inadequate skills would no
longer be passed to the next grade. The identity of the district and principal players
have been disguised. However, interview narratives and numerical data are
authentic reports of what took place as the district implemented test-based
promotion decisions. Professionals faced dilemmas about where to set passing scores
on a test to allow for measurement error but maintain credibility with the public.
What should be done with students in the gray area near the passing score? What
if students passed the reading test but failed in math? What should be done with
students who failed year after year?

In their analysis, Ellwein and Glass drew sharp contrasts between the initial
rhetoric of the program and actual practice. Similarly, the intense and scrupulous
early efforts to build a scientific test-based system were not mirrored by
conscientious follow-on evaluation or data collection. Rather than attributing these
Sindings to idiosyncracies of the case, the authors argue that this pattern is
consistent across several cases where test-based passing rules were used symbolically
to raise standards and satisfy the public.
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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
tests are intended for use as ‘progress indicators’. However, the tests
bear a heavier burden for kindergarten, second-, fifth-, and seventh-
grade pupils: scores on these tests are to be the primary criteria by
which students are promoted or retained. Social promonon was to be
ended in favor of a systematic and scientific set of procedurcs based on
testing. Waterford’s efforts to replace the tradiuonal, but politically
stigmatized, social promotion system with the new testing program are
described in this chapter. We present a chronological description of the
impetus, conceptualization, implementation and initial results of onc
district’s response to the promotion-rctention dilermma.

Background and Method

The study of Waterford’s promotional gates program was one element
of an in-dcpth study of competency testing and standard-sctting
(Edwein and Glass, 1987). The purpose of this multi-site qualitative
study was to examine a number of research questions:

(1) For whom and for what purposes are test standards set?
(1) How and by whom are standards established?
(111 What consequences follow from the application of standards?

Each of five study sites, either a local or state cducation agency,
administered competency tests and set standards by which decisions
would be made about individual examinees (for example, grade promo-
tion, high school graduation, college admission and teacher certifica-
tion). On the basis of data generated by semi-structured interviews and
agency documents, chronological narratives were produced for each
sitc. Waterford’s story was constructed from accounts given in tcn
interviews with eight district personnel and from seventeen documents.
A draft of the chronology was circulated to the key informant and other
district officials for confirmation of facts, clarification of ambiguities and
general reactions. Although respondent validation was sought, consid-
cred and incorporated when deemed appropriate, no effort was made to
sccure official district approval of the interpretations drawn from the
study.
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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 general feeling that the ‘product’ leaving the
Waterford schools could be improved. In the words of the Deputy
Superintendent, :

We met with a group of personncl pcople and they madce
allegations that [students] didn’t know how to fill out applica-
tion forms. The summary of many, many discussions was if the
schools ensured that students reached their maximum academic
potential, business could take over from there and train
[students] to serve its purposes.

Supcrintendent Williams had a vision, an inspiring and invigorat-
ing vision that students could reach their maximum academic potential;
and so he began to search for means to make it real. Social promotion
was viewed as a major obstacle to this goal, and following a number of
months of deliberations and discussion, the Superintendent announced
that social promotion would no longer be condoned or practiced.
Instead, quantifiable measures of progress would be used in making
promotion decisions in Waterford. The Superintendent’s announcement
was formally incorporated into the district’s five-year plan:

Addressing the needs of students who are not achieving up to
expectations is an important component of the mission of the
Waterford School District. The following commitments will be
made as the school district proceeds to develop policies and
procedures for intervention and for promotion or rctention of
students ... Test data will be used as primary information to be
considered in decisions about promotion or retention.

The Deputy Superintendent echoed the commitment in the dis-
trict’s five-year plan:

The Board [of Education] had madec a statement that the district
was not going to promote students socially. We needed some
measures as checkpoints to assure that students wouldn’t slip
through the cracks. |

To this end, 2 committee was formed to make recommendations
about achievement standards, promotional gates and student interven-
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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-
mendations which would serve as the blueprint for district retention
policies and procedures.

Blueprint for Excellence

Recommendations from this district-wide committee dealt with a wide
range of issues including achievement standards, promotional gates,
curriculum interventions, retention policies, parent notice and duc
process, implementation timelines, position responsibihites, staff
development, cvaluation and budget estimates. A few of the recom-
mendations will be discussed here, recommendations that would set the
stage for the actual determination of test standards.

Criterion-referenced tests had been developed in reading and
mathematics for grades K-9, with tests of writing in four of these
grades (3, 5, 7 and 9). Instead of basing promotion decisions on test
pcrformance at cvery grade, the committee selected four grades to serve
as the promotional gates. According to the committee’s report:

In order to provide students the experiences that accommodate
the readiness of five year olds, the first promotional gate is at
kindergarten. Here the focus is not so much upon achievement
as it is upon readiness for school learning. Some students need
additional experiences and/or maturing time before going on to
first grade; that is, they need opportunities to build readiness.
The gates at grades 2, 5 and 7 organizationally occur at about
the middle of the K-3, 4-6 and the 7-8 schools. There is still
enough time before the passage to the next school for necessary
skill acquisition. The gate placed one year ahead of the normal
‘end point’ for that level of schooling allows for reassessment
of the impact of the interventions during the repeated grade
year with an additional year to monitor progress and support
achievement gains of the students before leaving the environ-
ment of the primary, intermediate, or junior high settings.

In addition to recommending the grades at which the promotional
gates would be placed, the committee identified the means by which
test standards would be determined:

Standards of performance for the tests will be established
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centrally. The process to be used correlates test results with
teacher-determined criteria of performance.

Instcad of having onc test score to separate students into pass or
fail, two scores would be deterrmned for cach promotional gate test.
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 ...
Bcecause those errors exist, scores from each test will be divided
into three bands: satisfactory, questionable and unsatisfactory.

In describing the rationale behind the questionable (gray) area, the
math consultant echoed the concerns of the city-wide committee:

I think pcople have all secn situations where a child’s test
performance is not in agreement with their performance apart
from the test. People didn’t want to have an inflexible situation,
one that nobody could work with.

The committee went on to recommend procedures by which
promotion decistons would be made. Since examinees would score in
one of three areas — satisfactory, questionable, or unsatisfactory — on
cach of two (or three) sub-tests, many different scorc combinations
were possible for the entire promotional gate test. In the words of a
committce member who prepared the committee’s final report:

One of the issues we dealt with was what would happen if a kid
fails one test and passes the other(s). We came up with some
decision rules and we fought and argued over those damn
things, too. In the back of the whole argument were those
people who were basically against retaining anybody and 1
think those people would argue that you should only retain
those kids who fail all of the subtests. [Others would argue,]
‘We have a superintendent who says kids won’t pass 1f they fail a
promotional gate, so how can you go ahead and promote a kid
who has failed even one of the subtests?’.

After considerable debate, the committee finally agreed on a set of
decision rules and approved a flow chart by which promotion decisions
would be made in the Waterford schools. According to the Com-
mittee’s final report:

At kindergarten, there is one benchmark test which asscsses
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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 categories:
promotion, review, or retention. Table 1 shows the possible patterns of
sub-test performance for each category. As can be seen in the table,
there are six possible combinations of performance on the two sub-tests
in grade 2. For example, two of these performance patterns slot
students into the promotion category: 1) pass both sub-tests [S, S]; or 2)
pass one sub-test and score in the gray area on the second [S, Q]. In
grades 5 and 7 there are ten possible patterns used to determine
placement in the decision categories. For example, promotion would be
recommended for students with one of the following performance
patterns: 1) pass all three sub-tests [S, S, S]; 2) pass two sub-tests and
score in the gray area on the third [S, S, QQ]; or 3) pass two sub-tests and
fail the third [S, S, U].

Students recommended for ‘review’ would have their fate decided

Table 1. Patterns of Sub-test Performance for Promotion Decisions

Grade 2 Grade 5 and 7
Pattern on two sub-tests Pattern on three sub-tests

Promotion recommendation

Pl S S ) S S
P2 S Q S 5 Q
P3 — — S s U
Review recommendation

P4 S s S Q Q
P5 Q Q 5 U U
PG — — S Q u
P7 — — Q Q Q
Reterition recommendation

P8 Q u Q Q U
P9 U U Q U U
P10 — — U U LS

Noie: Where S = satisfaciory sub-test performance
Q = guestionable sub-test performance
U = unsatisfactory sub-test performance
Possible patterns of sub-test performance
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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
math specialist, or intervention teacher). A review of additional
objective data, in addition to staff judgments, will lead to either
a case conference, a retention recommendation or a promotion.

A case conference would be called when there had been no prior
intervention or parent notice. Staff and parents would meet at the
conference to determine whether the student would be promoted or
retained. Although a consensual decision was seen as most desirable,
the final decision to promote or retain a child would be made by the
building principal.

An addendum to the committee’s recommendations made fleeting
reference to some non-test considerations in promotion decisions:

A student should be retained for no more than one year at any
single grade level. The next consideration for a repeated reten-
tion would normally occur at the next promotional gate. Any
student recommended for more than one retention, excluding
kindergarten, can be retained only after a case conference.

This set of recommendations addressed the inevitable questions of
how to deal with multple retentions during the course of a student’s
time in elementary school. Not only did the committec speak against
repeated retention in a single grade, but they also indicated that
retention should generally occur only at the promotional gates of 2, 5
and 7.

A committee member instrumental in the writing of the final
report described the decision rules, flow chart and multiple retention
policies as means for gaining cooperation from those members who
expressed concerns about the promotional gates program:

We were screaming about [these issues] and we finally camce
up with a flow chart which said here’s how we’ll handle
promotion-retention decisions. The checks and balances built
into the chart, like the opportunity for review, finally sold those
folks who were against the whole concept from the beginning.
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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.

2 Rctesting 1s allowed only after a special request by the teacher
has been submitted.

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 four
promotional gates. Tests would be piloted along a staggered schedule,
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.

Setting Standards: Where Reason Prevails

With the standard-setting method selected and approved by the district
committee, the testing office was given the responsibility for imple-
menting the procedure. This office, in conjunction with the curriculum
department, had been in the throes of objective writing, test devel-
opment, bias reviews and was ready to begin piloting the first test (kin-
dergarten) in Spring, 1983. Except for the particular people involved
and the number of sub-tests for which standards had to be set, the
standard-setting procedure described below was similar for all of the
promotional gate tests. Before the tests were piloted, the district testing
office sent letters to teachers asking them to judge each of their students
as a ‘master’ or ‘non-master’ of the skills measured on the test. The
following dcfinition was provided to help teachers differentiatc
between the two types of student:

A master is defined as a student who knows enough of the basic
skills in this area that if you had to make a decision about
promotion or retention solely on this skill level as it will be
mcasured by this test at this time, you would clect to promote
the student. A non-master is defined as a student whosce reading
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[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
they had about each student: classroom performance, other test scores
and intuitive assessment of how the student would perform in the areas
mecasured by the test. After teacher judgments had been obtained the
tests were administered to a city~wide sample of kindergarten students.
The district testing office then collected, organized and merged the two
data sets and displayed them in tables like that shown in table 2.

The first column in table 2 shows the range of raw scores (five to
forty-one) on the pilot administration of the kindergarten test. The next
three columns display the numbers of students rated as masters and
non-masters as well as the total number who earned the corresponding
raw score. Column 5 is the ratio of students identified as masters to the
total number of students earning a particular raw score. The last cohumn
only displays information at the middle of the frequency distribution:
each entry is the percent of all students who scored at or below the
corresponding raw score. For example, 25.4 per cent of the kindergar-
ten students scored at or below twenty-seven on the pilot administra-
tion of the test.

For each sub-test at each promotional gate, similar frequency tables
were constructed by the testing office for use by members of the
standard-setting committees. Each committee was composed of ten to
fifteen members including district teachers and principals, as well as
individuals from the curriculum and testing offices. For each promo-
tional gate sub-test, the committee would inspect the data shown in
the frequency tables and apply the Contrasting Groups method to
deternmune the test standards. Using this method, standard-setters
would inspect the distribution of test performance, looking for the
score obtained by equal numbers of masters and non-masters. For
example, among the number of students who scored a twenty-four on
the kindergarten test (n = 43), 51 per cent were labeled as masters. If the
Contrasting Groups method was applied in the strictest interpretation,
a score of twenty-four would be selected as the standard.

However, frequency tables like that in table 2 were not the only
sets of information available to the standard-setting committees. The
testing office also prepared a table for each of the recommended
cut-scores which displayed test performance by ethnic group and sex of
mainstream students, as well as breakdowns by other student groups:
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Table 2. Kindergarten Master{Non-master Distributions for 2380 Pupils in Waterford School
District (Spring 1983)

% of all students

Raw # # # % scoring at
score master non-master total master of total or below
41 38 O 38 100
40 74 O 74 100
39 148 ) 148 100
38 156 2 158 99
37 214 1 215 99 +
36 183 3 186 98 .
35 173 2 175 99
34 . 147 11 158 93
33 110 12 122 g0
3Z 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 29.1
27 55 20 75 73 25 .4
26 50 21 71 70 221
25 20 18 38 53 193
24 22 21 43 51 17.3
23 17 24 41 41 15.3
27 13 22 35 37 13.4
21 17 25 42 40 11.8
20 13 20 33 39 99
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 10 12 17
12 3 15 18 17
1 1 11 12 8
10 0 5 5 O

9 0 13 13 O

8 0 7 7 O

7 0 7 7 O

6 0 2 2 0

5 0 1 1 0
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:
promotion, review, or retention.

In addition to the normative data, a number of considerations were
brought to bear on the committee’s deliberations, considerations that
may be grouped into three categories: technical issues, practical rcalitics
and appearances of the standards.
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Technical Issues

The Director of Testing held firm notions of how the standard-sctting
should be donc and what it should produce,

As long as the committee members didn’t violate what I
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.

The committee acknowledged that there was no absolute stand-
ard. The math consultant, who served on a number of the standard-
setting committees, described the prevailing attitude:

Any standard-sctting is arbitrary. I mean, the bottom linc is that
kids above the cut-score pass; kids below the cut-score do not.
And the reaction is that the standard-setting is going to bc
arbitrary, but not arbitrarily arbitrary. You don’t just go and
draw a line. The Contrasting Groups method seemed to be a
good enough process. You could move the cut-score up or
down a few points and I don’t know that doing so would make
that much difference. When you get down to it, the kids who
are marginal — a few points higher or lower than the cut-scorc
— are going to get into some kind of [intervention] program
anyway.

The Director of Testing cchoed the math consultant’s view:
The committees worked very well ... It was like “We have a job
to do, so let’s do what we think is the most rational and
reasonable thing to do ... If I'm holding out [on group
consensus} and my preferred cut-score is a point different, I'm

not going to argue it’. Let’s face it, the cut-score is not perfect.
There’s no magic point.

Practical Issues

Committee members werc aware of practical concerns as well in the
standard-setting process. The Director of Testing addressed concerns
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about particular cut-scores and their corresponding fail rates:

And wce weren’t entirely dumb about what the district could
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
given to the standard-setting committecs, he rephied: ‘Sure. I'm not
supposed to say that, but it was. I wasn’t going to recommend a
standard that would produce a 50 per cent fail rate’.

The Deputy Supcrintendent lent a slightly different perspective:

When you consider that all of the people working on the tests
and standards were seasoned teachers, their cxperience would
tell them that a standard that identifies only a small percent of
students is utopic. That’s not a reality — it’s not what teachers
face in the classroom. The same thing is true if a standard failed
60 per cent of the students. Kids are doing much better than
that. There’s a certain amount of intuitiveness to a standard.

A language arts teacher on the committee spoke of the muluple
mterests that had to be accommodated by the group.

Different people had different agendas when they set the
standards. I think that when statisticians look at the data, they
sce the numbers in the distributions and rely on [thosc
numbers] to pick out the high risk kids. And then someone
from a curriculum viewpoint looks and says, ‘Oh my god. What
are we going to do? This is an 80 per cent minority group and
there are all these kids, all in different places. How are we going
to design a curriculum that is going to help these kids?” And
then there’s the administrative viewpoint: ‘We don’t have any
classrooms. How are we going to schedule these kids? What are
we going to do with them? Who is going to want to teach them
when we put them all together — a lot of them are going to be
behavior problems’.

Appearance of the Standards

A third set of considerations dealt with the appearance of the standards.
In the words of the math. consultant: -
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The 1dea 1s that the passing score has to be high enough and the
number of students failing low enough ... If you take a look, the
cutoff scorcs range between 60 per cent and 76 per cent correct.
I think our feeling was that if the cut-score is lower than 60 per
cent, it is pretty low for a competency test.

Despite the various and often competing considerations, each of
the four standard-setting committees was able to agree on perform-
ance standards. According to informants, the kindergarten cut-score
(twenty-six) was easier to derive than those for the other promotional
gate tests. Whereas the breaks between the master and non-master
distributions were said to be distinct in the kindergarten data, the data
for the higher grades were murkier and cut-scores could have been set
in any number of places. In those instances, the committee relied on
information about the failure rates to discern among candidate cut-
scores.

Once the committees had set the test standards, the Director of
Testing circulated the cut-scores among members of the Superintend-
ent’s cabinet for approval. According to the Deputy Superintendent:

We would share the figures with the cabinet and our superin-
tendent. They raised a lot of questions because they would have
to answer to the Board of Education and the public. [Some of
the concerns included] the different standards in terms of
percent of correct items; the projected fail rates for each grade
level; and the per cent of minority students who would fail.
Their concern was something like this: ‘I accept this standard,
but what are we going to do about it? How can we make a
difference so that the children who fail this year are not the ones
who fail next year?’

The final step in the standard-setting process involved securing
Board of Education approval. Every recommended standard was
approved without modification. According to the math consultant,

If we had come up with a standard by which 50 per cent of the
kids would fail, I am sure the cabinet would have told us to go
back to the drawing board. But, I think the standards weren’t
changed because as we were setting them, we were looking at
the political realities.
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Consequences of the Promotional Gates Program

Table 3 is a summary of the passing rates for each promotional gate test
since piloting began in Spring 1983. These data were provided by the
Director of Testing.

Passing rates on the promotional gate sub-tests fail to convey the
whole picture for grades 2, 5 and 7. Rather, the per cent classified in
each of the three recommendation categories (pass, review, retain)
provides a much clearer picture of the impact of the tests on the pupils.
Table 4 shows the per cent classified in each category by grade and year.

As can be seen in table 4, anywhere from 14 to 16 per cent of the
students were slated for retention or performance review after the test
standards were first applied. These percentages were lower than those
observed in the pilot years in which 19 to 22 per cent of the students
were not eligible for automatic promotion. When asked whether the fail
rates on the promotional gate test were seen as reasonable by the
district’s constituency, the Director of Testing responded: ‘The educa-
tion community and community in general buy it. It seemns rational.’

The metropolitan newspapers published test results each spring.
and ranked individual schools by passing rates. Nevertheless, district
officials felt that the reporting was generally even-handed. The Deputy
Superintendent commented on the fairness of the publicity and, while
not admitting to political motives, nonetheless was quick to analyze
what took place in political terms.

Table 3: Promotional Gates Passing Rates in Waterford 198386

Grade and Year
subject 1983 1984 1985 1986
Kindergarten 81%” 89% 87% 86%"
Grade 2
Reading nja 78%* 81% 87%"
Mathematics nla 85%* 9% 90%"
Grade 5
Reading nfa nfa 80%"° 87%
Mathematics nfa nfa 76%* 82%
Writing nfa nja 74%* 87%
Grade 7
Reading . nfa nfa B3%* 84%
Mathematics nfa nja 78%* 84%
Writing nfa nfa 70%* 82%

? projected passing rates from pilot test data
b passing rates frorn paraltet form B
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Table 4. Percent of Students (Grades 2, 5, and 7) Classified in Pass,
Review and Retain Categories

Recommendation Year
Grade category 1984 1985 1986
Znd Pass 81° 86 85°
Review 10° g9 7°
Retain (= 5 7°
5th Pass — 752 81
Review — 132 9
Retain — 132 7
Tth Pass — 78° 74
Review — 112 ' 9
Retain — 112 7

Note: 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 parallel form

In retrospect, I think the media was very fair. We spent a lot of
time going over the test results and I think the reporters sensed
the seriousness of an error in reporting the results. And so, they
were not alarmists. They didn’t have control over their headline,
so the headliner would tend to shock people with percentage of
failures and percentage of minority students. It didn’t seem to be
detrimental; in fact, it was helpful. If what we were doing was
for a political motivation, it would have been a good strategy
because the common response was ‘It’s good to see a school
district insist the kids learn and it’s not fair to kids to pass them
if they don’t know what they should’.

What actually happened to students once they took the promo-
tional gate tests? At the conclusion of this study (January 1987), the
available information was scant. Although the Offlice of Testing could
cite how many students passed and failed the tests, the department did
not know how many students had been retained. The task of matching
test performance and promotion-retention decisions was not the
responsibility of the Office of Testing. Neither did the responsibility
rest with the Office of Research and Evaluation. Although this depart-
ment was responsible for evaluating the services delivered to students
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retained in grades K and 2 (and eventually grades 5 and 7), it was not
responsible for matching and tracking test performance and subsequent
promotion decisions. The task was said to be the responsibility of
someone in data processing, but informants from the central admin-
istration had no i1dea as to the task’s status nor the specific people
responsible for its execution. The absence of actual counts notwith-
standing, a few observations can be drawn about the link between test
performance and promotion-retention decisions in Waterford. These
observations are based on an integration of two sets of data; one set
came from the Office of Testing and the other from the Ofhce of
Rescarch and Evaluation. Bear in mind that the following observations
are investigator inferences based on reconstructions of available data.
They were not drawn nor offered by Waterford officials.

Table 5 is a display of the available information about the 1984/85
Kindergarten class. The columns indicate the numbers who passed and
failed the 1985 promotional gate. The rows indicate the actual decisions
made about these students: promoted to first grade or retained (with or
without retention services) in kindergarten.

In Spring 1985, 89 per cent (n = 3123) of the kindergarten students
took the kindergarten promotional gate test. As shown earlier in table
3, 87 per cent of these regular education students (n = 2717) scored at or
above the cut-score, thereby passing the exam. The remaining 13 per
cent {(n = 406) scored in either the gray (n =219) or unsatisfactory
(n =187) area, thereby placing them into the review or retain
categories, respectively. Of retained kindergarten students receiving
transition services in 1985/86, 278 scored in the gray (n= 109) or
unsatisfactory (n = 169) areas of the 1985 promotional gate test. An
additional eleven students who failed the test were retained but did not

Table 5: Kindergartent Test Performmance and Acrual Promotion Decisions (71985)

Promotional gate performance

Decision Passed Failed? Total
Promoted {2709} {117} (2926)
Retained
retention services 1 278 279
no retention service 7 11 18
2717 406 3123

Note: Numbers in parentheses inferred from other table cells.
dIncludes those who scored below the passing score of 26
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receive transition services and at least eight children were retained even
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
more than 300 kindergarten students who failed or barely passed the
1985 promotional gate were promoted to the first grade.

Among the 2813 second graders, 90 per cent (n = 2521) of the
regular education students took the 1985 promotional gate tests. As
indicated in table 3, approximately 86 per cent (n = 2171) would be
recommended for promotion to third grade and 14 per cent (n = 350)
would be recommended for retention (n = 125) or review (n = 225).
According to the evaluation report, only 162 of the ehgible 350
students were retained and received retention services. It appears that
over 50 per cent of the children eligible for retention were nevertheless
promoted. Indeed, the district evaluators estimated that 400 students
were promoted to third grade when their test performance indicated
they should not have been.

Apparently, test information was used asymmetrically in making
promotion and retention decisions in grades K and 2. With a few
exceptions, students who passed the promotional gate tests were
promoted. The link between performance and retention decisions was
weaker. Although a number of students didn’t clear the gates at each
grade, many were nevertheless promoted. Rumors of this asymmetry
circulated among district personnel and one informant commented on
it:

Kids are passed or retained on a larger agenda, and yet, I don’t
dare say that very loudly. We don’t have the statistics to confirm
anything, but I know there is a different number of kids in
retention compared to those who were eligible for retention.
What we don’t know i1s what happened to those kids who
weren't retained, nor why that happened.

If students were retained on a ‘larger agenda’, what non-test
criteria were considered in the decision-making process? Again, there
were no data to answer the question directly because the question was
never officially asked by the district. Nlevertheless, a few insights were
gained by inspecting the two sets of data previously mentioned. It is
possible that among those who failed the promotional gates, informa-
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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
retained students who received transition services.

A similar pattern for ethnicity was observed at grade 2. Of those
failing the reading and math sub-tests, minorities accounted for 61 per
cent and 62 per cent, respectively. Of those recelving retention services,
minorities accounted for 70 per cent — disproportionate to the per cent
failing either. Because the district did not produce figures on the entire
promotional gate (sub-tests combined) by ethnicity and sex, conclu-
stons about either’s influence on the decision-making process remain
speculative.

The district informant last quoted provided yet another view of the
hnk between district promotion policy and practice. According to this
informant, elementary building principals had agreed to an unofhcial
modification of existing policy. Recall that policy held that students
were (a) to be retained only at promotion gate grades; and (b) once
retained, they should not be held back again within the promotion band
(for example, grades 1-3, 4-6, and 7-8). Reportedly, the elementary
principals modified the policy to correspond to their own notions of
retention:

There are some schools who prefer to retain after grade 1,
because they feel that the sooner the retention, the better. So if a
student is rctained in first grade and then fails the grade 2
promotional gate, he or she will not be retained again.

Indecd, if this modificaion was widely practiced, the principals’
discretion in making retention decisions would be broadened at the
expense of the central policy.

At the time of this study, the district appeared uninterested as
cvidenced by its lack of systematic monitoring or reporting on this
issue. Although officials neglected to examine the link between test
performance and retention (or policy and practice), they did evaluate a
number of aspects related to the services delivered to retained students.
Several merit comment here. Both the kindergarten and grade 2
evaluations emphasized (i) description of the type and amount of
services delivered; (ii) characteristics of enrolled students; (iii) teacher
and parent opinions about the services; and (iv) teacher ratings of
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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
evaluators attempted to compare retained students’ achievement with
that of promoted (mainstream) students. To this end, the evaluators
identified those students (kindergarten and second graders) who had
scored low on the 1985 tests. All of the identified students had scored at
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. Although retained and promoted students had taken
the same promotional gate test in 1985 (the ‘pre-test’), they took
different tests in 1986. Retained students retook the promotional gate
test and promoted students were tested on the first grade crniterion-
referenced test. Nevertheless, evaluators compared performance dis-
tributions and remarked that greater proportions of promoted students
scored 1n the lower portions of the distributions. However, unad-
dressed issues of unmatched samples, different test metrics, statistical

Table 6: 1986 Performance of Low-scoring 1985
Kindergarten Students

% scoring below 30th
percentile on 1986 test

Status of 1985 Isr
Kindergarten students K Math Rdg
Retained
transition services 28 nfa nfa
no transition services 23 nfa nfa
Promoted nfa 78 92

Table 7: 1986 Performances of Low-scoring 1985 Second Grade Students

% scoring below 30th percentile on 1986 test

Status of 1985 2nd 3rd
grade 2 students Math Rdg Math Rdg
Retained
transition services 25 46 —_ _
no transition services NR NR — —
Promoted — - 87 83
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regression and dithculties with same-grade comparisons sabotage any
conclusions about comparative achievement gains.

At the time of the mulu-site study, Superintendent Willhlams was
plecased with the promotional gates program. Two informants indicated
that the Superintendent had yet to hear parental complaints about the
program. When asked to comment on the status of the promotional
gates program, the Director of Testing remarked enthusiastically:

The program is in great shape. I would never in my fondest
expectations have thought that 1t would be in as good a shape as
it has becn. The program has been well done.

Reflections on Waterford

Clearly, the events chronicled in this chapter reveal steady and
thorough cfforts to resolve the promotion-retention dilemma in Water-
ford. The traditional practice of peer promotion came under heavy
attack and a ratonalization of the promotion process was seen as an
urgent need of the district. To this end, the district’s best were brought
together to plan and implement a program that would supplant
heretofore irrational and haphazard practices. District personnel spoke
of pupil recadiness and skill acquisitions and after careful thought,
testing technology was employed to assess these constructs. Teacher
insight and knowledge werce consulted in the setting of test standards as
were pilot data of pass-fail rates. In acknowledgement of test error,
‘gray areas’ were created by the setting of a second standard on each
promotional gate sub-test and decision rules were formulated to
accommodate professional discretion. Finally, the tests were admin-
istered with care, painstakingly analyzed, and duly reported to the
district’s constituents. Indeed, the promotional gates program had been
designed and implemented in an exemplary manner. Waterford had
erected hurdles for its students and the consequences were made pubhc
— many had passed, but not all. Non-masters were identified and their
fate was clear. Or so it was said. Recall the statement issued in the
district’s five-year plan:

Test data will be used as primary information to be considered
in decisions about promotion or retention.

Has this policy been practiced in Waterford? Has the district
prevented students from slipping through the institutional cracks
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created by social promotion? At the time of this study, Waterford could
not supply answers to questions such as these and so we are left with
inferences drawn from an inspection of the available darta.

On the basis of these inferences, we concluded that test perform-
ance 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 students
were retained, many were not. Student ethnicity and gender may have
influenced subsequent retention decisions, but we can only speculate
at this point. We do not know how, or if, the review process was
employed. Moreover, informal modifications like the one formulared
by district principals may have influcnced the decision-making process
as well. The point 1s that no one really knew what happened in
Waterford.

One might argue that it takes time to study the policy-practice
connection. Events in Waterford were still unfolding at the conclusion
of the study and perhaps officials may someday be able to portray the
link between test performance and promotion-retention decisions.
Time notwithstanding, we must not overlook the absence of means that
would permit an analysis of the performance-promotion connection.
Despite the efforts expended in formulating a rationalized promotion
policy, the district had not included a mechanism to evaluate the actual
practices and effects. When obviously relevant data are missing, one can
generally infer an unwillingness to look at them — not oversight, but
looking the other way. Why weren’t the data collected to check on
whether promotion in Waterford schools was still social or whether it
had become scientific?

Predictably, some would argue that idiosyncracies of the Waterford
program developers account for the absence of examination. From our
vantage point, such an explanation is superficial and shallow. Systematic
observations and analyses of the four other programs in the multi-site
case study led us to conclude that Waterford’s experiences were
common and not idiographic. Rather we believe that the absence of
examination may reflect on the motives that created and sustain the
promotional gates program (and others like it). Therein may lie one
larger lesson to be drawn from Waterford’s story.

Much has been written of loose coupling in educational organiza-
tions (Glassman, 1973; Weick, 1976). Meyer and Rowan (1978)
interpreted loose coupling as a detachment of technical activity from
structure and effects from activity. According to their premise, schools
exert strong control over the ‘ritual classification of their curriculum,
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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’;
other rules dictated their performance as ‘satisfactory’, ‘questionable’,
or ‘unsatisfactory’; and still others prescribed their fate: ‘promote’,
‘review’, or ‘retain’. Meyer and Rowan concluded that although clear
classifications such as these are routinely made by schools, there are few
organizational mechanisms that oversee actual assignments to classif-
ications. Indeced, Waterford had no visible plans by which the district
could ensure that students were promoted or retained on the basis of
test performance. Just as structure was loosely coupled with activity so
too was activity decoupled from its effects. Almost as an afterthought,
the district evaluation addressed achievement differences between pro-
moted and retained students, but did so in a limited and convoluted
way. In the end, any comparison of achievement gains was rendered
meaningless.

Meyer and Rowan contended that the creation and control of ritual
classifications, as well as the lack of control over outcomes, serve
important functions. The creation of classifications legitimates schools
and enables them to mobilize resources. Waterford’s promotional gates
program was a sign to the public that the schools were raising standards
and ‘scientizing’ promotion practices. No longer would unscientific or
social promotion be allowed. Students would be held accountable for
their skills and denied promotion should their test performance warr-
ant. As a result, the school district would earn the increased respect and
confidence of the community. The image projected by the central
administration is preserved by the principals in the buildings and the
teachers in the classrooms provided they are given the latitude to
exercise a good deal of discretion on who is promoted and who is
retained, test performance notwithstanding.

Note

1 The work reported here was conducted under Grant # OERI-G00869003
from the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, US Depart-
ment of Education, to the Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards,
and Student Testing (CRESST), University of California, Los Angeles.
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Chapter 9:
Alternatives to Student Retention: New

Images of the Learner, the Teacher and
Classroom Learning

Penelope L. Peterson

Editors’ Introduction

Penelope Peterson is Co-Director of the Institute for Research on Teaching and
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
distinguished researcher who has wedded research on how children learn with
research on how teachers teach and ought to be trained as professionals. She was
invited to consider the retention research and discuss alternatives.

Peterson is also a leading authority regarding research on teacher thinking
and teacher beliefs; she co-authored the chapter on “Teacher Thought Processes’ in
the recent Handbook of Research on Teaching. In this chapter Peterson uses
findings from her own research to argue that teacher beliefs about the learner have
powerful effects on educational practices, such as retention or non-retention of
students. Although such belief systems are strongly held, teachers can change their
beliefs when given access to new information. If teachers believe that children have
a great deal of informal knowledge and ability, and see their task as arranging the
learning environment to facilitate children’s development of knowledge, then it is
unlikely that teachers would elect to retain children as unready for learning.

Nothing influences lcarning so much as attitudes and beliefs
about what produces it ... Achievement can be torpedoed by the
idea that it 1s mostly a matter of luck, wealth, or native ability —
an idea altogether too prevalent in American education today ...
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When such hands-in-the-air resignation about achievement is
reinforced by school administrators — who ought to know
better — our national effort to provide equal intellectual oppor-
tunity to all our students is undermined. (William J. Bennett,
(U.S. Secretary of Education) (1988) American Education: Making
It Work, p. 34)

In the above quotation from his progress report on the status of the
education reformi 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-
secated 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
education. Shepard, Smith and their colleagues have taken a sophis-
ticated, multi-method approach to analyzing the effects of retention
practices, the underlying processes that lead to retention or non-
retention of students, and the processes that mediate the effects of
retention practices on students. More specifically, the authors in this
volume have analyzed and assessed evidence from multiple sources
using a variety of methodologies to suggest that retention — holding
back a child for another year in the same grade — does not improve
subsequent achievement by that child. Moreover, the authors have
provided evidence to suggest potential negative effects of grade reten-
tion on social-emotional behaviors, attitudes and self-concepts of the
retained children.

Given these negative effects of retention, the researchers then
undertook the important task of trying to understand the processes that
underlie retention practices. Ellwein and Glass (chapter 8) and Smith
(chapter 7) have gathered and analyzed data to address directly the
question, ‘What determines whether a student is retained or not
retained in a grade?’

Understanding the Processes Underlying Retention
Practice

Ellwein and Glass described the case of Waterford, a school district that
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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
be considered in decisions about promotion or retenton’. Ellwein and
Glass examined the relationship between the district’s new promotion
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
students were retained, many were not ... The point is that no one really
knew what happened in Waterford’ (Ellwein and Glass, chapter 8).

One way of interpreting the findings of Ellwein and Glass is that all
educational policies are mediated through the minds of the individuals
who are charged with the responsibility of carrying out the policy.
Thus, for example, all changes or reforms in classroom practice must,
ultimately, be mediated through the minds of teachers. This perspective
is comnsistent with the notion of reform in educational practice as a
‘mind-changing’ process as put forth recently by policy researchers. For
example, McLaughlin (1987) has suggested that ‘organizations don’t
innovate or implement change, individuals do’ (p. 174). This perspec-
tive 1s also consonant with conclusions of researchers who have studied
teachers, tecaching and classroom practice, and have concluded that
previous attempts at reform of curriculum and classroom practices may
have failed because reformers attempted to prescribe programs of
instruction without taking into account the beliefs and knowledge of
the teachers implementing the program (Clark and Peterson, 1986;
Romberg and Carpenter, 1986).

In our recent work we have found increasing evidence to suggest
that teachers’ beliefs and theories of children’s learning and their
perspectives on the mind of the learner may affect significantly teachers’
classroom practice (Peterson, Fennema, Carpenter and Loef, 1988;
Carpenter, Fennema, Peterson, Chiang and Loef, 1988; Peterson,
Carpenter and Fennema, in press). Similarly, Smith (chapter 7) found
that one of the most important variables in whether or not a kindergar-
ten teacher retained a student was not the teacher’s beliefs about the
efficacy of retention, but rather the teacher’s beliefs about learning and
development.

Overview of This Chapter
In the discussion that follows, I will use our research to analyze some of
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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
that their beliefs about the learner and learning may be strongly held.
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, 1 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 new rescarch-based
knowledge to inform and change her classroom practice. I conclude by
suggesting that if research-based findings, such as those in this volume,
are to affect practice, then teachers need to have access to findings, as
well as time and opportunity to think through the meaning of research
findings for their classroom practice. To provide a counterpoint for our
subsequent discussion, I first recall Smith’s findings on the relationship
between kindergarten teachers’ beliefs and their retention practices.

Kindergarten Teachers’ Beliefs about Children’s
Learning '

Smith found that what seemed to affect kindergarten teachers’ retention
practices was their beliefs about children’s learning and development or
their image of the learner. Based on interviews with forty teachers, she
found that nearly all teachers tended to agree about the eficacy of
retention. However, teachers differed in their frequency of retention of
children. Subsequently, she classified teachers into groups of high-
retaining teachers — those who retained 10 per cent or more of their
kindergartners — and low-retaining teachers — those who retained
fewer than 10 per cent of their kindergartners. When she did this, she
found a significant relationship betwecn teachers’ beliefs about child-
ren’s learning and teachers’ retention practices. Sixteen of the nineteen
high-retaining teachers were ‘nativists’ in their theories of develop-
ment. According to these teachers’ theories, the pupil’s development
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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
contrast, only three of twenty-one low-retaining teachers were
nativists. The remaining low-retaining teachers were non-nativists.
These teachers were more likely to promote the child to the next grade,
probably because they believed 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
Principal of the State Normal School at Fredoma, New York and
he designed his book ‘as a text-book for teachers’. In the following
quotation, Palmer described the mind of the learner:

The notion attributed to some early philosophers that the mund
possesses ideas as an inheritance or by virtue of its constitution
must be regarded as satisfactorily disproved by Locke; but the
notion which he substituted for it, that the untrained mind is
like a piece of blank paper must certainly be rejected. There are
no more ideas in the undeveloped mind than expressions of
thought on a piece of white paper; but the ideas that may be
developed in the mind are not subject so absolutely to the will of
the teacher as the writing on paper is subject to the will of the
writer. The teacher should first of all rise to the conception of
the mind he seeks to develop as possessing an energy capable of
developing only into certain fixed and definite forms of action,
and in accordance with fixed laws, and should learn that to
attempt to put other things there, or to develop the energy
regardless of the mental laws is futile. Native Energy exists
under certain well-defined Laws (Palmer, 1887, p. 45).
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Palmer suggested nativist beliefs about the learner similar to the
beliefs expressed by the kindergarten teachers that Smith interviewed.
Palmer also discussed several laws reflecting a conception of the
learning process that is also probably held by many teachers today.
Palmer engaged in what might be called ‘anticipatory plagiarism’ 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 i

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 seems to abide side-by-side
with the mastery-learning model is the belief that the mind of the
learner is like an ‘empty vessel’. Recently, I heard a Superintendent of
Schools portray learners as ‘empty vessels’ into which the teacher
‘pours’ knowledge. He argued that differences between learners might
be likencd to differences in capacites between vessels with cach
capacity being more or less fixed and thus, outside the control of the
teacher.

How might these conceptions of learning and the learner underlie
the approach to standard-setting for retention or promotion that was
taken in the Waterford school district (see Ellwein and Glass, chapter 8)?
The Waterford school district sent letters to teachers asking them to
judge each of their students as a ‘master’ or ‘non-master’ of the skills
measured on the criterion-referenced test. The school district defined ‘a
master’ as ‘a student who knows enough of the basic skills in this area
that if you [the teacher] had to make a decision about promotion or
retention solely on this skill level as it will be measured by this test
at this time, you [the teacher] would elect to promote the student’
(p- 158). Retentions in Waterford were then accompanied by remedial
skills programs.

It is unclear how the teachers in the Waterford study used the test
information or their own knowledge of and beliefs about the learner
to make the actual decisions about promotion or retention of their
students. However, given the prevalence of ‘nativist’ conceptions of the
learner, as well as ‘basic skills’ conceptions of learning, it is plausible
that many teachers held these views and that these beliefs influenced
their retention practices. The finding that disproportionate numbers
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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
that these viewpoints mediated teachers’ decisions.

In sum, certain dominant images of the learner and learning may be
significantly related to teachers’ retention practices. These include a
‘nativist’ conception of the learner such that teachers believe that they
must hold the learner back until the learner has matured enough or is
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
problem solving. Both these conceptions of the learner seem to be
strongly related to the notion of holding the student back. In contrast,
the research-based evidence in this volume suggests that retention or
holding students back is not positively related to students’ later learning
and achievement. Thus, the question arises, *“What might be an alterna-
tive image of the learner based on recent research that would suggest
alternatives to retention, particularly in kindergarten?’ This view of the
learner might also reflect an alternative view of children’s learning and
classroom practice that would involve changes in the kinds of learning
and teaching prevalent in many elementary classrooms today. I turn
now to a consideration of this question.

Alternative Images of the Learner and Learning

A new cognitive conception of the learner and learning is gaining
increasing acceptance among researchers in cognition and instruction.
This image is based on the idea that minds actively construct knowl-
edge. This idea has an established basis in recent and current psycho-
logical research in cognition and instruction (see, for example, Glaser,
1984; Resnick, 1985).

A major lesson that might be extrapolated from recent theory and
research on cognition and instruction has to do with learning and
teaching the ‘basics’ in reading and mathematics. In the past, most
teaching of the basics has rested on the assumption, derived primarily
from task analyses and behavioral psychology, that students must learn
the ‘lower-order’ facts and skills before being able to master ‘higher-
order’ problem solving and application skills. A common metaphor is
that the mind of the learner is like a tower of building blocks in which
the foundation must be built before higher-level ‘blocks’ can be added.
In contrast, recent theory and research from cognitive psychology
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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.

In a network theory of cognition and learning, the concepts of
‘lower’ and ‘higher’ order learning may not make sense. For example,
computational skills may not exist as lower-order prerequisites for
higher-order mathematical problem solving, but rather are learned
in relation to, and as part of, the problem solving activity (see, for
example, Resnick, 1985; Lampert, 1986). Similarly, as Resnick (1985)
has pointed out, ample evidence exists that both ‘top-down’ and
‘bottom-up’ processes are involved in reading. The important point is
that new information to be learned and taught needs to be related in a
meaningful way to knowledge and information that the learner already
knows. In a recent article, Ginsburg and Yamamoto (1986) summarized
implications for classroom practice in mathematics education as
follows:

Much of mathematics education, particularly teaching the
‘basics’ usually takes a much different form, namely drilling
students in calculational routines or number facts, or devising
clever techniques, perhaps based on task analysis, to teach these
topics. Teaching the basics usually deals in an isolated way
with formal procedures and concepts separately, and ignores
informational knowledge ... this is 2 misguided approach based
on empty vessel theory that children know nothing of math-
ematics when they begin its formal study. But this is not true.
Even before the onset of schooling, children possess abundant
‘natural resources’ in this area ... The educational paradox and
dilemma are that children often fail to connect what they
already know with what is taught in school. Hence, teaching
the basics should involve tapping children’s informal knowl-
edge and encouraging its connection with various aspects of
formal mathematics. We think that most children failing in
school could succeed if only they were encouraged to use their
natural ‘intelligence’ (i.e., their information knowledge) to deal
with material that 1s, after all, not highly complex. (p. 364)

Although Ginsburg and Yamamoto applied the above argument to
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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,
that reading should always be taught with a basis in meaning (for
cexample, Anderson ef al., 1985; Applebee, Langer and Mullis, 1988) and
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
implications of this cognitive-constructivist conception of mathematics
learning for thinking about children’s learning and teachers’ teaching of
addition and subtraction in first-grade. This analysis may serve as a
framework within which to think about kindergarten retention prac-
tices as described in this volume. For example, one might consider first,
how this alternative conception of the first-grade child’s learning of
mathematics differs from the conception of the learner that seems to
underlie the retention of a child in kindergarten because ‘he or she is not
ready to go on to learn first-grade mathematics’. Second, one might
think about how this alternative conception of the learning-teaching
process of first-grade mathematics might differ from the teaching of
mathematics in the first-grade classrooms in schools that served as
samples of kindergarten retention practices in this volume.

An Emerging Cognitive-Constructivist Conception of
the Learner in Mathematics

In the early 1980s researchers in cognition and instruction and math-
cmatics education discovered through interviewing young children that
even before receiving formal instruction, most young children can
successfully solve addition and subtraction word problems (see, for
example, Carpenter and Moser, 1983; Riley, Greeno and Heller, 1983).
For example, Starkey and Gelman (1982) showed that young 3-year old
children who could count to five were able to solve a problem such as,
‘Judy has two marbles. Her mommy gives her one more. How many
marbles does Judy have now?’ Even before kindergarten, when young
children are given word problems or story problems, they use their
informal knowledge to invent strategies for solving the addition and
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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
three cookies, how many more does she need to have six cookies
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
objects, and then count the number of objects she had added. Through
interviewing children and studying how they talk about problems,
researchers found that children’s problem solving strategies become
increasingly abstract as they are able to engage in more abstract
thinking and cognitions. Children begin to use more advanced count-
ing strategies like ‘counting on’ or ‘counting back’. For example, to
solve the cookie problem above, the child might use a ‘counting on’
strategy if she recognized that it was not necessary to construct the first
sct of three objects. Thus, the child might simply count on from three to
six by keeping track of the number of counts either on her fingers or
with objects.

Children’s Invented Mathematics Strategies

Eventually children memorize number facts that help them solve word
problems or story problems. However, researchers have shown that
children learn and memorize number facts over an extended period of
time rather than all at once. Furthermore, children use number facts that
they have memorized along with counting strategies when they do not
have certain number facts memorized. Children learn some number
facts earlier than others, such as doubles like 5 + 5 = 10. Until they have
memorized all the addition facts, many children use a small set of
memorized facts to ‘derive’ other solutions for problems that have no
other number combinations. The following protocol illustrates child-
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ren’s use of ‘derived facts’ to solve a word problem presented by the
teacher:

Teacher: Six frogs were sitting on lily pads. Eight more frogs joined
them. How many frogs are there then?

Rudy, Denise, Theo and Sandra each answer: ‘14’ almost immediately.

Teacher: How do you know there were 14?

Rudy:  Because 6 and 6 is 12, and 2 more 1s 14.

Denise:  Eight and 8 1s 16. But this is 8 and 6. That is 2 less, so it’s 14.

Theo:  Well, I took 1 from the 8 and gave it to the 6. That made 7 and
7, and that’s 14.

Sandra: Eight and 2 more is 10, and 4 more is 14.

(From the Cognitively Guided Instruction Project, Carpenter, Fennema
and Peterson, 1987).

Researchers have shown that most children, not just bright child-
ren, figure out that new facts can be derived from the memorized facts
they have learned. These derived facts play an important part in
children’s thinking and cognitions as they solve addition and subtrac-
tion word problems.

In summary, researchers have documented that when children enter
school, almost all children can solve simple addition and subtraction
word problems by directly modeling the problem or by representing
the problem. Many children are using more advanced strategtes. Even
without explicit instruction, children discover the basic strategies
above, and even with instruction that emphasizes symbolic manipula-
tion, children continue to rely directly on their strategies for represent-
ing the problem and on counting to solve problems. Children’s
strategies for solving addition and subtraction problems become
increasingly abstract. Initially, children solve these problems by model-
ing them; but eventually they move on first to using more advanced
counting strategies; then to deriving or inventing number facts from the
facts they have memorized. And finally, children have number facts
memorized up to 10 + 10 = 20 and 19 — 10 = 9.

Implications for Teaching First-grade Mathematics

One implication of the above findings is that children’s informal
knowledge might provide a basis for the child to develop mathematics
concepts and computational skills and to learn mathematics with
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understanding. However, first-grade mathematics curriculum and tra-
ditional methods of teaching of addition and subtraction fail to build
systematically on children’s informal knowledge or support its devel-
opment. Moreover, first-grade teachers may not have this awareness of
children’s knowledge and thinking in mathematics. Teachers’ beliefs
may not be consonant with the above cognitive-constructivist concep-
tion of the learner derived from recent theory and research; and
teachers’ teaching of addition and subtraction classroom practice may
not reflect such a conception. With my colleagues Thomas Carpenter
and Elizabeth Fennema, at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1
have been involved in a study in which we attempted to determine first,
the extent to which first-grade teachers’ knowledge and conceptions
reflected those of the recent research and findings on children’s learning
of addition and subtraction described above, and second, whether
giving teachers access to recent knowledge and research findings on
children’s mathematics learning of addition and subtraction would
facilitate teachers’ changing their knowledge and conceptions of child-
rcn’s mathematics learning.

A Cognitive-Constructivist Conception of the Learner and Classroom
Learning

This new conception of the learner and classroom lcarning, and its
possible relationship to classroom practice, can be represented by the
following four assumptions in teaching elementary mathematics (sec
Peterson, Fennema, Carpenter and Loef, 1989):

1 Children construct their own mathematical knowledge.

2 Mathematics instruction should be organized to facilitate children’s
construction of knowledge.

3 Children’s development of mathematical ideas should provide the
basis for sequencing topics in instruction.

4 Mathematical skills, such as computation and memorization of
number facts, should be taught in relation to understanding and
problem solving in mathematics.

One’s agrecment or disagreement with each or any of the above
statements implies not only a conception of the mind of the learner but
also a related conception of classroom practice. For example, agreement
with the first three assumptions would imply a view of the teacher and
the learner as actively engaged with one another in constructing
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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-
constructivist conception of the learner among first-grade teachers who
are now teaching compared to other more traditional conceptions of the
lcarner?” Recently, we examined the extent to which forty first-grade
tcachers agreced with the cognitive-based perspective reflected in the
above four assumptions. (For a complete description of this study, sec
Pcterson ef al., 1989.) Our results showed that the first-grade teachers
in our small sample varied significantly in the extent to which they
agreed with the above assumptions, with some teachers endorsing the
cognitive-based perspective more than others. These differences in the
cxtent to which teachers’ beliefs corresponded to a cognitively-based
perspective related to their knowledge of specific mathematics content,
to their knowledge of individual children’s thinking strategies, to -the
kind and the quality of the mathematics content and strategies that the
tcachers reported using, and to their goals for students’ classroom
lcarning in addition and subtraction. Thus, for example, morc
cognitively-based teachers emphasized problem solving as the highest
priority in their teaching and classroom practice. They assumed that
students’ learning of computational skills and memorization of number
facts would follow from the teaching of problem solving. In contrast,
the less cognitively-based teachers emphasized number fact knowledge
and computational skills, and assumed that they would teach problem
solving only after their students had learned basic number facts in
addition and subtraction. Further, teachers’ underlying beliefs and
conceptions of learning were related to their conceptions of the role of
the teacher and the learner. For example, the more cognitively-based
teachers saw the role of the learner as an active one, engaged with the
tcacher in the construction of knowledge. As one such teacher put it:

... like the teacher also has to be the learner. She has to pay
attention to where the kids are, learn from where they are, and
dictate what her next step is because there are a lot of different
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learners and learners’ styles. 1 guess learners must be actively
involved in doing work and think about what they are doing
and verbahzing 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
students’ mathematics achievement. We assessed students’ achievement
using a test of twenty addition and subtraction computation items
involving basic number facts and a problem solving test consisting of
seventeen word problems in addition and subtraction. We found that
tcachers who were more cognitively-based in their beliefs tended to
have children who were higher in word problem solving ability in
addition and subtraction than did teachers who were less cognitively-
based in their beliefs. However, teachers’ beliefs were unrelated to their
students’ achievement of computational skills and knowledge of
number facts in addition and subtraction. The differences in problem
solving achievement seemed to be related to cogmtively-based teachers’
emphases on word problems as a basis for introducing addition and
subtraction, and to their reported emphases on word problem solving
throughout the year. Interestingly, when compared to less cognitively-
based teachers, the cognitively-based teachers reported placing least
emphasis on students’ learning of addition and subtraction number facts
and computation and relatively greater emphasis on students’ word
problem solving and understanding.

Although our findings for the relationship between teachers’ beliefs
and their students’ achievement were only correlational, they suggested
the possibility that students in cognitively-based teachers’ classes were
able to master computational skills and memorize number facts concur-
rently with their development of problem solving skills. Moreover,
their students may have mastered number facts as well as the students in
the less cognitively-based teachers’ classes even though the latter
teachers placed greater emphasis on mastery of computational skills.
Thus, these findings suggested the possibility of a cause-effect relation-
ship between teachers’ cognitively-based conceptions of the learner,
their classroom practice in teaching mathematics, and their students’
problem solving and computational achievement in mathematics.
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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 findings on
children’s learning, cognition, and problem solving in addition and
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
description of this study see Carpenter, Fennema, Peterson, Chiang and
Loef, 1988.)

As a result of the workshop, CGI teachers” measured knowledge
was enhanced and their reported beliefs were more closely aligned with
the four cognitive-constructivist assumptions above. In addition, data
from systematic observations throughout the next school year indicated
that CGI teachers changed their instructional practices and curricula in
addition and subtraction. CGI teachers organized their instruction
around word problems and often began the lesson by telling a story and
posing word problems for the children to solve. Observational data
showed that CGI teachers spent more time interacting with students
on story problems and expected them to use multiple strategies. In
contrast, control teachers had more of their interactions and student
time engaged in number fact and computation learning.

The lowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) and an experimenter-
constructed word problem solving test were used to assess student
learning, with appropriate statistical controls for any pre-test differences.
Compared to students in control teachers’ classes, students in CGI
teachers’ classes showed significantly greater ability to solve addition
and subtraction word problems, particularly complex word problems.
There was also a significant aptitude-treatment interaction (ATI)
whereby CGI classrooms that were lowest on the pre-test showed the
greatest advantage over controls. In addition, students in CGI classes
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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
teachers’ classes did as well as students in control teachers’ classes on a
computation test, and CGI students actually did better in their ability to
recall number facts.

- From our interview data we have evidence to suggest that teachers
might have changed not only their conceptions of learning and
expectations for children’s mathematics achievement but also their
conceptions of their own mathematics learning and abilities to teach
mathematics with understanding. This hypothesis is supported by the
words of one CGI teacher who, at the end of the study, was the second
highest of the twenty teachers in having beliefs that were the most
closely congruent with the cognitively-based perspective. Her behiefs at
the beginning of the study provide a contrast to those she held at the
end of the study.

Before the study began, teacher M was asked what kinds of word
problems she had her children solve. In response to this question, she
mentioned only one kind of problem — the kind that could be solved
by answering the question, ‘How many do you have altogether?’ This
kind of word problem is one of two types of problems that typically
appear as story problems in first-grade mathematics textbooks. In order
to solve this type of problem, teacher M said that she would teach her
children to focus on the word ‘altogether’ and what the word means.
Interestingly, mathematics educators as well as cognitve rescarchers
have sharply criticized this ‘key-word’ approach because it focuses on a
‘mindless’ or rote approach to problem solving rather than on concep-
tional understanding of the problem (see, for example, Ginsburg and
Yamamoto, 1986; Schoenfeld, 1982). When asked why she had children
learn to solve that kind of word problem in addition and subtraction,
tcacher M replied:

Because I didn’t learn to solve them, and word problems are
always hard for me. It was like, ‘How do you even attack a
problem like this?’

In contrast, a year later, at the end of the study, teacher M was again
asked, ‘Are there certain kinds of word problems that you deal with in
addition and you believe all children should learn to solvc?’ In responsc
she replied:
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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
these kinds of word problems were tmportant for all children in her
class to learn to solve. In a revealing statement she admitted:

I think that going through the workshop last summer helped,
because I had never done these kinds of problems in my life, and
again, it 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 teaching on a teacher’s beliefs and knowledge,
but also the empowering effects of access to knowledge and construc-
tion of knowledge by teachers.

The Interconnectedness of Teachers’ Beliefs and Their Knowledge of
Children’s Abilities

We also found that CGI teachers’ knowledge of their children’s
problem solving abilities was related to their beliefs and to their
children’s problem solving achievement. Why might this be the case?
Perhaps CGI teachers who believed that students construct knowledge
and that mathematics instruction should be organized to facilitate
student’s construction of knowledge also realized that they needed
knowledge of students’ problem solving abilities in order to plan and
organize appropriate instructional activities for these students and to
adapt instruction for them. Also, it might simply be the case that an
important interconnection existed between teachers’ knowledge and
awareness of students’ informal knowledge, the development of teach-
ers’ knowledge of children’s problem solving abilities, and teachers’
beliefs.

The following example is of a teacher who was the second most
knowledgeable teacher in her ability to predict accurately individual
students’ knowledge and abilities to solve addition and subtraction
word problems. Her words suggest an awareness that children have a
lot of knowledge when they come into first-grade and that children
actively construct knowledge in the process of learning addition and
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subtraction. When asked at the end of the year to ‘describe

the

knowledge that the children in your classroom had about addition and

subtraction when they started the school year’, this teacher rephed

It was all their own, basically. They had their own ideas of ways
to solve the problems. They came from just a vast well. I think 1
counted 8 different ways that they solved the basic addition
problem. It wasn’t presented as a basic addition problem, but 1t
was that. And they were generating their own concept of
addition through their own past experiences.

When asked, ‘Where do children get this knowledge?’, the teacher

continued:

They come up with it, that’s all. It’s just something that we
[teachers] have to be aware of and almost have to try to fit their
whole thought patterns into our scheme of the way we teach,
and the way that we are going to formulate some of the roles of
the concrete that we expect. So, they [children] gain it from all
the different experiences that they have prior to classroom
experience.

This teacher’s cognitive-constructivist view of the learner was also
reflected in her response to the question, ‘“What do you think the role of

the teacher should be in introducing addition to first graders?’

I really hope that, imually, you’re getting kids to find as many
different ways to come up with an answer and be able to share
that information without having all the modeling done for them
initially. So that this whole idea of developing your own style
and the way you go about solving a math problem is O.K.; and
then building on the ways that children solve math problems.
There are some real efhcient ways; there are some ways to go
about solving the problem by looking at relationships. They’ll
(the children) come up with them (those ways); and they’ll
generate those kinds of things so the teacher is facilitative more
than a ‘direct’ teacher.

Using Research-Based Knowledge to Think about
Retention Practices

Although we did not address directly the question of retention

or

promotion of kindergarten children in our study of first-grade math-

191



P L. Peterson

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
with understanding. Indeed, CGI teachers came to behieve that all
children had a great deal of informal knowledge and abilities to solve
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
and believe this because they had tested it out by asking their children
individually and in groups to solve addition and subtraction word
problems. These teachers found that, indeed, just as cognitive resear-
chers had found, children did have a great amount of informal knowl-
edge and abilities to solve word problems. As teacher M put it at the
cnd of the year:

Some first-graders don’t need to be introduced to addition. I
think teachers do kids injustice when they drill on things that
children already know, because they (children) get bored. 1
found my kids a lot more exciting. I was more excited, and 1
tried to give things to them, and really listened to them. Before
the holidays, one kid said ‘5 x 5 is 25 take away 20 1s 5°, and my
mouth dropped open. And 1 said, ‘Oh, they are ready for
multiplicatior’. And not everybody was, but some kids were.
So then it was my challenge to find out which kids were ready
for it.

Thus, the challenge for the teacher became one of accessing and
diagnosing the knowledge and abilities of the children to solve
problems and then organizing and arranging the learning environment
and learning activities to facilitate children’s development of that
knowledge. The teacher’s goal was for students to learn mathematics
with understanding and for the learning of mathematics facts and skills
to be meaningfully related to the solving of mathematics problems. The
findings from our study also highlight that the goal of learning
mathematics with understanding is an important one that needs to be
addressed. As teacher M put it:
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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
because they’ve learned math the wrong way. It’s not that they
have to be accurate 100 per cent of the time, but that they have
a ‘feel’ that they are in the right ball park. There are certain
concepts that kids should learn and feel good about ... Like if
you add O 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 peoplc
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
went from asking the question, “What is probable?’ to asking, ‘What 1s
possible?” For example, I have reported on teacher M’s rcactions at the
end of our study the first year. Teacher M continued the second year
to use her cognitively-based approach to the teaching and learning of
addition and subtraction in her first-grade classroom. In the course of
the school year, she not only deepened her knowledge and understand-
ing but also developed further her classroom teaching and instruction
into a problem-based approach in which she truly allowed her students
to construct their mathematics with understanding (seec the case studics
by Carpenter, Fennema and Loef, in preparation).

Although teacher M had a first-grade class with children who
differed significantly in their entering abilities and knowledge of
addition and subtraction at the beginning of the year, the types of
problems that her children were able to solve during the year astonished
not only herself, but others as well. For example, in April of the year,
teacher M’s first-graders solved the following problem:

There are fifty-five children on a school bus. Three-fifths of the
children like chocolate chip cookies, and two-fifths of the
children don’t like chocolate chip cookies. How many children
don’t like chocolate chip cookies?
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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. The teacher and class did the problem together with the
classroom discourse focusing on children’s strategies for representing
and solving the problem. A graduate assistant interviewed approxi-
matcly half of the students in the class afterwards and found that
approximately cleven of these twelve students were able to solve a
similar problem readily. Those not familiar with the typical content of
first-grade mathematics may not be surprised that first-graders in April
of the school year were able to solve such a problem. These skeptics
might be interested to know that the assistant later presented the same
problem to a class of sixth-graders in the same school. The sixth-
graders told the assistant that they didn’t think they would be able to
solve the problem because it was too hard. Subsequently, the sixth-
grade students visited teacher M’s classroom and worked with the
first-graders to learn how to solve the problem.

Other Cognitive-Constructivist Approaches to Classroom Learning

Although I have focused on a specific study as an illustration of this new
alternative conception of the learner and learning, such cognitive-
constructivist approaches to classroom learning are currently the focus
of study not only in mathematics, but in other subject areas as well,
including reading (for example, Palincsar and Brown, in press), writing
(for example, Florio-Ruane and Lensmire, in press; Scardamalia and
Bereiter, 1986; Englert and Raphael, 1in press) and science (Anderson
and Roth, 1n press). In mathematics, attainment of the curriculum goals
set forth for students across grades K-12 by the National Council for
Tcachers of Mathematics seems to require serious consideration of
recent cognitive theories of the learner and of mathematics teaching and
learning (see, for example, Zarinnia, Lamon and Romberg, 1987).
Moreover, other studies hike our study are currently underway to
cxamine the relationship between teachers’ cognitive conceptions of
mathematics learning and children’s learning of mathematics with
understanding.

Researchers are studying teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and their
related classroom practices and teachers’ attempts to teach mathematics
meaningfully and to facilitate students’ active construction of math-
ematics with understanding (see, for example, Lampert, 1988; Cobb,
Yackel and Wood, in press). Lampert (1987) has reported working with
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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
in their children’s knowledge of mathematics and children’s construc-
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) a 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 making (Clark and Peterson, 1986;
Peterson, 1988b) suggest an emerging image of the teacher similar to
the new image of the learner described above.

An Image of the Teacher as Knower, Learner and
Thoughtful Professional '

The new image of the teacher portrays the teacher as knower, learner,
and thoughtful professional and thus highlights several important
dimensions (Peterson, 1988b). First, the thoughtful teacher is engaged
continuously in the process of learning and ‘coming to know’. Because
she is herself immersed in higher-level learning and thinking, she
inspires and facilitates this kind of meaningful learning, thinking and
construction of knowledge in her students. Second, this image of the
teacher depicts the teacher in terms of the kind and quality of the
thinking, learning, decision making and judgment in which she
engages, not just in terms of her behavioral competencies. Third, this
conception of the teacher suggests that teachers’ thoughts, knowledge,
beliefs and decisions will have a profound effect on teachers’ classroom
practices as well as on their students’ classroom learning and achieve-
ment. Thus, teachers’ knowledge, thinking, decision making, and
beliefs become important determinants of classroom practice. Finally,
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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.

This view of the teacher as thoughtful professional also seems to
underlie the vision of the teacher put forth in the Carnegie Commis-
sion’s Task Force Report on Teaching as a Profession (1986) in which
the Commission called for a focus on the teacher as a key to educational
reform. As the Commission put it:

Teachers must think for themselves if they are able to help
others think for themselves, be able to act independently and
collaborate with others, and render critical judgment. They
must be people whose knowledge is wide-ranging and whose
understanding runs deep ... they must be able to learn all the
ume ... teachers will not come to school knowing all that they
have to know, but knowing how to figure out what they need to
know, where to get it, and how to help others make meaning
out of 1t (Carnegie Commission, 1986, p. 25).

These words suggest that for education reform to occur in classroom
practice, teachers’ ‘minds’ must be actively engaged in reform efforts
and teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, learning, and thinking must be
considered.

Conclusion

In a recent paper, I argued that construction of knowledge and access to
new knowledge may serve as foundations for a new reform both at the
level of a classroom — in teaching and classroom practice — as well as
at the level of the school (Peterson, 1988a). These ideas are derived not
only from our CGI model and research, but also from the image of
‘adventurous teaching’ and approaches to classroom practice premised
on construction of knowledge by the teacher and the learner (see, for
cxample, Cohen, 1987a and 1987b). These ideas are also consistent with
the notion of reform in educational practice as a ‘mind-changing’
process put forth recently by policy researchers such as McLaughlin
(1987) and Elmore and McLaughlin (1988). Such a model implies an
image of the teacher as knower, learner, and thoughful professional.
Following from such a model, an interesting study would be to
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investigate exactly how tecachers ‘make sense’ of the findings and
interpretations presented in this volume. Possible questions include:
What beliefs about learning, such as the building-~-block model, support
retention practices? Why is retention-research counterintuitive? Is social
promotion the only alternative to retention? What conditions must exist
to support effective non-retention practices? Such a study follows from
the model that we used in working with CGI teachers. The model was
one of providing teachers with access to research findings and working
with teachers in a collaborative mode as thoughtful professionals.
Similar approaches are now being tried by others (for example, Clark,
1988).

A lhively debate 1s now going on among teacher educators and
researchers about the assumptions and processes of teacher education
and the translation of research findings into educational practice by
researchers working with teachers and teacher educators. The debate
involves whether research should result in rules or prescriptions that are
then given to teachers and teacher educators for implementation, or
whether the translation of research findings into practice should involve
thoughtful discussions and analyses of research findings between
researchers and practitioners (see, for example, Berliner, 1987; Clark,
1988; Brophy, 1988). In discussing the relationship between educa-
tional research and educational practice, more and more educational
researchers from a wide variety of perspectives including researchers on
teaching, teacher education, and policy, seem to be concurring with the
sentiments expressed by William James when he talked to teachers morc
than 100 years ago about the relationship between science and practice:

You make a great, a very great mistake, if you think that
psychology, being the science of mind’s laws, 1s something from
which you can deduce definite programmes and schemes and
methods of instruction for immediate school-room use. Psy-
chology is a science, and teaching is an art; and sciences never
generate arts directly out of themselves. An intermediary
iventive mind must make the application, by using its orig-
inahty. (James, 1900, p. 15)

The present volume presents an important challenge for researchers
who work with practitioners to study and determine how ‘inventive
minds’ make the application of these findings on grade retention to
educational practice. Such a study would inform our understanding of
the relationship between research, policy, and practice not only on the
specific topic of retention policies and practices discussed in the present
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volume but also on larger issues of education reform, currently being
discussed at the state and local levels.

Notes

1 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-
nized as a scholar in educational evaluation and educational change. Because of
his credentials as a policy researcher, House was invited to react to the chapters on
retesition 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
strong words to summarize the research findings in this volume. His analysis offers
an explanation as to why beliefs about retention are unperturbed by negative
evidence.

In 1981 Ncew York City launched an ambitious new educational
program to revamp and revitalize the city schools. That year the schools
retained approximately 25,000 students in the fourth and seventh
grades because of low test scores. A new chancellor decided that neither
the teachers nor students were trying hard enough and that more
pressure was needed to ensure that students learn what they should.
Any student who was behind more than one grade level on the district
reading test at the fourth grade or more than one-and-a-half years
behind at the seventh grade would be held back. And with few
exceptions they were. This included about one-quarter of the students
at those grade levels.

The next step was to put the retained students into special classes of
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twenty or fewer students with specially trained teachers and special
materials and programs, where the students would stay until they
acquired the necessary skills to enable them to progress to the higher
grades, that is until they had attained the appropriate test scores. The
first year this program required about 1100 additional teachers and cost
the city well in excess of $40m. New York City clementary classrooms
at this time averaged about forty-three students, approximately 80 per
cent of whom were from minority groups.

This retention program was called Promotional Gates, the idea
being that deficient students would be checked at the designated ‘gate’
and not allowed to pass through until they had acquired the necessary
skills to do well in the educational system. This checking would send a
message to both students and teachers that social promotion was no
longer allowable in New York City. The next year the program was
expanded to include mathematics achievement and plans were to
expand to other subject areas in later years. The Gates program received
a great deal of publicity with the media generally supportive, although
the 300,000 member parents’ union was opposed.

Within the unusual arrangements of New York City government,
the Mayor’s office supplied most of the money for the new program and
insisted that it be evaluated and that ‘evaluation auditors’ from outside
be contracted to oversee the evaluation, which was conducted by the
New York City Schools’ Ofhice of Evaluation. Two colleagues, Robert
Linn and James Raths, and [, all at the University of Illinois at that time,
undertook the auditing task. For the next two years the New York
evaluators collected data, primarily test scores. When the scores were
analyzed, there were no substantial achievement differences between
the students who had been held back and those who in previous years
had been promoted. That is, the students in the Gates program had
progressed educationally about as well as had students in other special
programs who had not been held back. The same results were also
obtained the following year.

About this time the Chancellor was offered a job by Dawvid
Rockefeller to head a New York City commission and left the schools.
The program continued under successive chancellors but was increas-
ingly deemphasized and assigned a less prominent place. This book of
research on student retention explains in part both why this episode in
New York City occurred and why it did not succeed as anticipated.

The practice of holding students back a year in school — ‘flunking’
them — 1s almost universal in the United States, endorsed by most
educators and the public. Hundreds of thousands of students arc
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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 1mportant educational practice because of its great cost —
having a student repeat a grade obviously adds a year’s cost — and
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
research. That is, the finest teachers are capable of classroom judgments
that are sounder and more effective than educational research can
prescribe or even understand. Yet in this case I find the research
evidence to be sounder than professional judgment. Why is there such
an enormous discrepancy between the practice and the research?

The Studies

First, there is the overwhelming evidence of the ill effects of this
practice. The evidence is of several kinds, which enhances its credibility.
Holmes’ meta-analysis of the retention research literature demonstrates
that most studies have found the practice to be either ineffective or
harmful. When averaged across all studies, the group of students
retained are a quarter of a standard deviation worse oftf than comparable
students who were promoted. This negative effect is in fact larger in
magnitude than the positive gains associated with normal remediation
programs. :

These negative effects are even stronger when one considers
academic achievement alone. When children of the same age were
compared, the retained group lost .45 standard deviation in achieve-
ment on average. And this negative difference increased each succeed-
ing year. Only when the students were compared at different ages but
the same grade, for example, students who were retained in first grade
(and hence a year older) were compared to their peers when both had
finished second grade, did the retained students show a positive
advantage. And even this advantage disappeared by the end of third
grade. The results on measures of personal adjustment are not as
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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 is
one age at which retention might be expected to have benefits, it is in
kindergarten. Children enter with widely varying degrees of maturity
and background and are less likely to be aware of the stigmatizing
effects of being retained (one might suppose). Yet Shepard and Smith’s
chapter reports the results here are negative as well. In Shepard and
Smth’s controlled study teachers rated the retained students equal 1n
achievement and maturity to comparable students who were passed on,
cven though the kindergarten students were then a whole year older.
Furthermore, parents reported many emotional problems arising from
the retention even when they were in favor of it.

Perhaps the most astounding negative evidence is provided by
Grissom and Shepard, who found that failing a grade 1s strongly
associated with dropping out of school in later years. The effect is as
strong as the effects of achievement itself in determining whether the
student drops out. In Austin, for example, the sole fact of repeating a
grade increased the chances of a white female or an Hispanic male
dropping out by 30 per cent — when all other factors such as
achievement were controlled. Hence, we are faced with the incredible
fact that a practice that is supposed to help students in school greatly
increases the chances of their dropping out. It would be difficult to find
a more pernicious practice. The research evidence is absolutely onc-
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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
retention? Byrnes has provided a partal answer in her survey of
educators and parents in a large city. Fully 74 per cent of the principals,
65 per cent of the teachers and 59 per cent of the parents in this school
district thought students should ‘always’ or ‘usually’ be retained if they
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
Spanish-speaking. Although ‘lack of basic skills’ was the reason most
cited for retaiming students, Shepard found retained students in some
districts were eight months above the national norms in reading
performance. One suspects that ‘lack of basic skills’ is quite a relative
standard varying widely from district to district and classroom to
classroom, and that the critena for retention are not only variable but
also arbitrary in many cases. One wonders how the classroom behavior
of these students affects how educators view them.

The stigmatizing effects on the children of being retained are
stunning. In Byrnes’ interviews 57 per cent of the girls retained refused
to identify themselves as having been held back, even though they
could accurately name others who had been. In spite of euphemisms
employed by both parents and teachers, these very young students
called it ‘flunking’. Not only did some students conceal the fact they had
flunked, many others reported being teased and ridiculed by their peers.
Fully 84 pcr cent reported feeling ‘sad, bad, or upset’. Only 6 per cent
reported any positive feelings, and even those feelings were mixed with
negative ones.

These children said that their parents were ‘mad’ (48 per cent) and
‘sad” (28 per cent), and half reported being punished. First graders:
‘They spanked me and [I got] grounded’. ‘Mad! Dad paddled me and
kicked me out of the house’. Student interviews suggest no doubt about
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the immediate trauma of the event. Flunking evokes ridicule and
punishment, shame and humiliation. If these students knew that being
retained would also damage their academic performance in future years
and cause many of them to drop out of school, thus significantly
reducing their hife chances, they would feel even worse. At this stage
they were reassured by their protectors that this was for their own
good. Being helpless, they probably believed it.

What about teacher reaction to all this trauma? Students were most
likely to find out about their failure not from their teachers face to face
but from their report card or from their parents. Tellingly, teachers
avoided talking to the children about 1t. When they did, they employed
cuphemisms or gave untrue explanations as to why the students had
failed. Sometimes they tried to lead the children to come to the
conclusion themselves, which invariably meant inducing them to see
the inadequacy of their own performance compared to other children.
Most teachers said that by concealing the non-promotion and not
discussing it, they were helping the student avoid stigmatization.
Teachers did indeed worry about flunking students but reassured
themselves that it would be to the children’s advantage for them to stay
in the same grade. Teachers feared ridicule from their own colleagues if
they sent the students to the next grade improperly prepared.

When asked whether they thought that retaining their particular
students was effective, an incredible 89 per cent of the teachers said that
it was. In only 8 per cent of the cases did the teachers express some
doubts. Nor did the teachers think that the students who were retained
viewed the experience negatively, when in fact the students regarded it
as punishment and as stigmatizing. This is a striking misreading of the
students’ reactions by the involved teachers. How could the teachers
think this?

Smith has suggested part of the answer in her study. She found that
teachers have deep-seated beliefs about the development of children.
Half the teachers she interviewed held ‘nativist’ views about child
development. They believed that children develop in a linear fashion,
‘unfolding’ through set stages when they are ready, and that this
unfolding occurs largely outside the control or influence of teachers and
parents. The teachers who believed this flunked large numbers — over
10 per cent — of their students in kindergarten. If the children had not
‘unfolded’ to the point of doing the work or behaving, teachers felt they
might as well keep the children back a year until the proper develop-
ment did occur.

Some schools with teachers of this nativist persuasion held back 30
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per cent of the students, whereas teachers of other beliefs, such as the
‘remediationists’, held back less than 1 or 2 per cent. The remedia-
tionists, by contrast, believed that teachers could teach the necessary
skills to all students. However, teachers of all persuasions endorsed
retention, c¢ven though not all practiced it. Many teachers even
cxpressed the belief that next year the retained child would move from
the bottom of the class to the top. Retention would save the child from
becoming frustrated and failing in the future, they thought, and many
teachers claimed the children experienced no stigma from retention.
Most teachers could not recall a single negative example of harmful
repercussions, while reciting many stories about children who had been
socially promoted and who had subsequently suffered in later years.

Parents did not want their own children retained, even though a
majority of parents endorsed the practice in the abstract. Teachers
blamed parents for fighting against the retention recommendations
when the teachers thought it best for their children. Teachers routinely
misjudged the children’s feelings and the resistance of the parents,
according to Smith. The teachers located the child’s inability to perform
or behave properly in the psychological make-up of the child rather
than in any characteristics of the school.

What about the school administrators? In their case study of a large
school district, Ellwein and Glass have provided a picture of how
test-based retention programs are implemented in large cities. This
particular school district had been criticized for the poor quality of its
students. A new superintendent was hired who vowed to improve the
quality of the schools by abolishing ‘social promotion’ and thercby
toughening educational standards. The rhetoric used to promote his
new °‘Gates’ program was tough — ‘master, non-master’, ‘promote,
review, retain’ — a rhetoric to impress the public that something
rigorous was being done. The emphasis was on public relations.

Committees of teachers, administrators and test experts established
cut-off scores, and when all was said and done, between 60 and 70 per
cent of the correct answers on the test was deemed passing, quite an
arbitrary percentage. Most students who were ‘non-masters’ were
minority students and male. Only a small number of students was
eventually retained, although exactly how many was unclear because
the students were never studied by the district to see what happened to
them later. This program was declared a great success and highly
publicized both locally and nationally. As in New York City, establish-
ing a public image that the school district administration was ‘getting
tough’ with both students and teachers was an important consideration.
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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
schools alike. The eftects of flunking are immediately traumatic to the
children and the retained children do worse academically in the future,
with many of them dropping out of school altogether. Incredibly,
being retained has as much to do with children dropping out as does
their academic achievement. It would be difficult to find another
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
students are retained at one time or another. Teachers, administrators
and the public are strongly in favor of this practice, with teachers and
administrators claiming to sec only positive results from retaining the
students and no negative effects. School administrators 1n large cities
and legislatures in a few states have recently implemented massive
retention programs, often called ‘promotional gates’ programs, in
response to pressures to raise educational standards. These programs
cmploy standardized tests and cutting scores in an arbitrary manncr.

What can be done? The most forthright action would be a mandate
to cease retaining students in schools. But, of course, this i1s not
possible. Quite the reverse i1s happening, particularly in cities and states
with large minority populations. The belief in retention is deep-seated,
held by teachers, admunistrators, and the public alike. It appears that we
are in the grip of a tightly held ideology rather than a simple educational
belief. Several signs point in that direction. First, retention is a practice
that produces extremely negative effects, absolutely contrary to its
claims, yet it is impervious to all evidence that it is wrong. Direct
negative evidence is not even perceived by teachers and administrators.
Better ways of dealing with low achieving students are ignored.
Certain groups — males, the poor, and minorities — suffer dispropor-
tionately. That is, the interests of particular groups of people are served
at the expense of other social groups. All this is legitimated by theories,
arguments, and language that turn out to be spurious upon inspection.
Retention has all the signs of an entrenched ideology rather than a
simple educational belief which happens to be wrong.

Educational practitioners often ignore research, and much research
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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,
case studies — everything from elaborate statistical analyses to asking
students how they feel. Almost everything points in the same direction
— retention is an extremely harmful practice.

Furthermore, teachers act peculiarly towards the pracuice. They
distance themselves by conveying their failing judgments through
report cards rather than face to face. They perceive absolutely no
negative effects upon students, even though all one has to do 1s ask or
observe the students and parents. Teachers contend that students arc
not stigmatized while parents and students say that they are ridiculed by
their friends and classmates. The schools themselves collect no data on
these students, nor do they follow them to see how they fare down the
road. All this adds up to educators protecting themselves from informa-
tion that might indicate something is seriously wrong. Seeing no ill
cffects whatsoever is a clue that a protective ideological shield has been
put into place.

As Smith and Shepard (1987) have noted, there are good reasons
why the teachers’ perspectives may be askew. Teachers do not see
students farther down the line in the educational system. They see the
students they have retained that year, who are now older and. may be
doing better temporarily than last year over the same instructional
material. Teachers cannot compare the students’ current progress with
what the students might have done had they been passed on. They
cannot observe these same students drop out of school ten years hence
or see that they are significantly behind their peers who were passed on.
The view that student development is a linear, staged process unin-
fluenced by learning experiences i1s supported by certain theories of
child development which are questionable themselves.

Three other factors also suggest the ideological nature of this
practice. First, other industrial countries seem to do without it quite
well. Retention in Japan is unknown. Second, there is intense public
pressure to institute such policies originating outside the educational
organizations, although the practice has been accepted in American
schools for decades. Legislators and governors see this practice as
politically attractive, particularly in cities and states with large minority
populations. Third, the practice differentially affects minority children,
particularly poor males, thereby seriously damaging their educational
chances and future job prospects. The public rhetoric is that these
programs are instituted to help just such children, who will be brought
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up to educational standards by bcing retained. All this suggests not
simply a case of collective ignorance but a case of ideological distortion.

I will not labor the point further other than to say that contem-
porary American beliefs assume that children will have approximately
equal life chances and that this will be accomplished primarily though
education that will provide knowledge and skills that will enable them
to compete in the world. It i1s apparent that this equalization of life
chances has not been successful for many, especially minority students.
The blame is most often placed upon the students personally for not
availing themselves of the educational opportunities rather than upon
the social system itself. Retaining students appears to be a way of
instilling the needed skills, though in reality it is a way of increasing the
likelihood that students will eventually drop out of school. Blame is
deflected away from society and onto the individual students and their
families.

Because of the ideological nature of the retention practice, one can
expect intense resistance to changing it. Stopping the practice requires
publicity, education, and legal action. A first step would be to publicize
the research findings, as this book attempts to do, though that will
hardly sufhce, given the ideological nature of the practice. Publicity is
essential to attract the attention of educators, reduce the public pressure
in favor of the practice, bolster the confidence of parents who wisely
resist having their children retained, and secure the support of impor-
tant policy-influencing organizations.

Second, pre-service and in-service training for teachers, with the
disadvantages of retention as a theme, would be a modest step forward,
although deep-seated behief makes this difhcult as well. It is essential
in reeducating teachers to present them with better remedies to the
problems of underachieving and immature students, rather than simply
telling them they have been wrong. The point is not that many students
do not necd extra help but rather that retaining them is not the way to
provide it. It will take a strong reeducative program to counter the
beliefs of teachers in this matter.

The most effective remedy in the long run would be for teachers to
conduct action research of their own in their own schools, following
their own students who have been retained, and examining thce
consequences. This would be the most persuasive evidence to teachers
and would not require the educators to believe in advance that the
practice was pernicious. But since there is little action research con-
ducted by teachers in American schools on any topic, this seems an
unlikely solution. It would also take a great deal of time.
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Short of that, school districts should or should be required to
- follow and document the fortunes of those students they retain over a
number of years. This is a reasonable demand and places the respon-
sibility directly upon the school district where it belongs. 1If districts
were required to study and provide special assistance to retained
students for a number of years, they would be less arbitrary and casual
in holding students back and in assuming good effects from doing so.
They would be faced with strong evidence of the ill effects of retention
which they have been so successful in ignoring.

Perhaps the most effective action that could be undertaken
immediately is recourse to legal sanctions. The courts, though too often
used, are sometimes an effective means of striking at permcious
practices that are ideologically based. A child advocacy or civil rights
group might embrace this issue as a cause. Since the criteria for
retaining a student are so arbitrary and the effects so pernicious and so
disproportionally directed at minority groups, a well publicized court
case might substantially reduce the frequency of the practice in
American schools. The legal brief could be approached either as a
violation of civil rights or as a harmful practice, like corporal punish-
ment, that should cease. The one-sided nature of the research evidence
suggests that such a case could be won.

There are also topics deserving further study. Most of the research
literature deals with achievement results and personal adjustment
measures. What are the stigmatic effects of being held back and exactly
how does this lead to the student dropping out eventually? Is this a
matter of shame carried forward throughout life? Of social alienation?
Exactly what are the beliefs of teachers, administrators and parents that
lead them to endorse this practice? How do they acquire and justify
these beliefs? What are the legal and ethical implications of this practice,
considering that 1t is primarily directed at males and minorities? Exactly
to what extent are minorities, males and the lower social classes
differentially affected? Are there indeed some students with special
characteristics who can benefit from being retained under special
circumstances?

Too much of the school agenda is controlled by legislation now,
but it well may be that preventing retention requires legislative action.
I endorse this reluctantly because of the usual excess of rules and
regulations that comes with legislated programs. However, it is now
the case that some state legislatures are already mandating retention

policies. So it seems inevitable that state legislators must be informed
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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
in the society as a whole. For example, in spite of their previous
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
we assembled and critically appraised the theoretical and empirical
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
life such as the practices and effects of grade retention cannot be
attained, scholars can tip the balance, increase the ratio of trust to doubt
by considering systematically the separate pieces of evidence. The
typical errors and the inevitable biases of social research can be canceled
out when the separate research studies have employed a variety of
methods, construct operationalizations, and researcher perspectives.
When the findings of these various pieces converge, the conclusions are
robust. According to Campbell (1986), when such conclusions have
been subjected to the critical review of the disputatious scholarly
community, their capacity to affect beliefs is enhanced. The literature
on retention and its effects meets the standards of multiple methods,
operations, and perspectives and has been subjected to critical scrutiny
— an ongoing process which this book extends. Thus our own point of
view has evolved and we hope to affect the point of view of our readers.

We believe that the accumulated evidence about retention is
sufficiently conclusive that policy-makers and practitioners must take
notice. As House (chapter 10) noted, no other body of educational
research is so one-sided as that relating to retention. In summary, the
conclusions are these:
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Retention in Grade Has No Benefits for Either School
Achievement or Personal Adjustment

Meta-analysis of scores of studies reveals that at-risk students who are
promoted achieve at the same of higher levels than comparable at-risk
students who have been retained and spent two years rather than one
year in a grade. The negative effect (the achievement of retained
students being less than that of promoted students) ranged in mag-
nitude from one-fifth to one-third standard deviation (an effect between
a few months and a half-year in grade equivalent achievement units).
Effects measured long-term were more strongly negative than those
measured short-term. Well-controlled studies yielded as strong or more
strongly negative findings than did poorly-controlled studies. In addi-
tion, retained children are no better off than initally comparable
promoted children on measures of personal and psychological adjust-
ment: self-concept, attitude toward school and attendance. The few
studies in which retention seemed beneficial were either poorly control-
led or employed populations of unusually bright pupils with question-
able necd for retention (chapter 2).

Retention Is Strongly Related to Later Dropping Out of
School

Large-scale surveys of dropouts and graduates reveal that substanaally
more dropouts than graduates have at some time in their career been
retained in grade. Although achievement explains part of the connec-
tion betwecn retention and dropping out, retention increases the
probability of eventually dropping out of school by 20 to 30 per cent,
cven with achievement, sociceconomic status and gender controlled

(chapter 3).

Two Years in Kindergarten, Even When One Year
Is Labeled “‘Transition Program’, Fail to Enhance
Achievement or Solve the Problem of Inadequate
School Readiness

Transition programs, which provide an extra year of school between
kindergarten and first grade, are no different — in spite of their different
philosophies — from simply retaining children for a second year in

215



M. L. Smith and L. A. Shepard

kindergarten. Although they are predicated on the i1dea that immature
children should be given an extra year to grow or to repeat the pre-first
grade experience, controlled studies show that children so treated do
no better than their counterparts who are promoted directly into first
grade. The findings of no difference or no benefit hold whether the
children were selected for retention on the basis of immaturity or low
achievement. Of the twenty-one studies reviewed, only one study
favorable to two years in kindergarten was well-controlled, and it
measured only short-term» outcomes. Therefore it cannot be said that
retention 1n kindergarten is more beneficial than retention in later
grades. Qur own study confirmed the results of extant literature:
promoted children suffered no disadvantages compared to equtvalent
children who had two years of kindergarten (chapters 4 and 5).

From the Students’ Perspective, Retention Is
Conflict-laden and Hurtful

Clinical interviews with retained students show strong patterns of
evidence that these children viewed their retention as ‘flunking’, as a
punishment for some quality or action. They felt angry or sad and
feared the reactions of their families and classmates (chapter 6). The
majority of parents whose kindergartners were retained reported
negative experiences such as being teased by neighbors as well as
adjustment problems caused by not progressing along with one’s
classmates.

Discrepancies between Propositional and Personal
Knowledge

The conclusions stated above contrast sharply with the abiding faith in
- the merits of retention held by many teachers, educational reformers,
and many laypersons. The reform package of the 1980s, echoing the
opinions of the public, features the mastery of grade-level skills as the
basis for advancing from grade to grade and for attaining the creden-
tialed status of high school graduate. Teachers, too, seem to reject the
idea of social promotion, the system of progressing through grades
with one’s age-mates.

In addition to these popular opinions, teachers hold views about
retention that are overwhelmingly sanguine. In clinical interviews, they
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cxpressed the personal beliefs that retentions, when handled properly
by teachers and parents, almost invariably enhance achievement and
personal adjustment. For example, they believe that the rctained child
will be one of the top students in the class he or she repeats. Immarture,
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
the problem of a child failed because of his ineptness in reading but
whose math skills are acceptable. The child gets a second dose of the
already known math, along with the identical fieldtrips, art projects, as
well as the instruction in reading that may be necded.

Any emotional distress the children or their parents experience as
a result of the retention 1s temporary or non-existent, according to
teachers’ beliefs. To say that these beliefs contradict the reported
experiences of the children themselves is an understatement. Retained
children, even those who acknowledge the rights of thc school to make
such a decision, report anger, sadness, teasing by other children, as well
as related emotional reactions in their parents. Yet teachers who
acknowledged that the child might feel bad blamed parents for the way
the decision was treated. Teachers tended to retreat from interactions
with the retained children, leaving it to parents or report cards to
deliver the bad news. Those who involved themselves tried to make the
children believe that the next year’s work would be too difficult for
them and that they were less adequate than their promoted classmates.

Whether or not kindergarten teachers in our study practiced
retention, they endorsed its benefits (chapter 7). Their retention rates
and how they decided whom to retain were influenced by their images
of the learner and their personal belicfs about the nature of child
development and what early childhood education should be. For
example, teachers who believe that children develop readiness for
learning according to a physiological and psychological unfolding
(unrelated to what teachers and parents do) practiced retention and
endorsed it as a tactic to give the child another year to mature.
Following the extra year, which could be spent in the same grade, in a
transition program, or at home, the child will have developed readiness
_ for school and can meet the rigors of the next grade with confidence and
ability to learn. According to this view, retention or its equivalent
protects young children from inappropriately difficult curricula in the
later grades. Other teachers endorsed retention as a way of correcting
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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
between propositional knowledge and the personal knowledge and
beliefs of teachers. Peterson {chapter 9) attributed teachers’ beliefs about
rctention to their lack of access to propositional knowledge and the lack
of opportunity for teachers to reflect on and make sense of this
information and incorporate it into their personal knowledge systems.
She argued that both types of belief about development and early
learning are outmoded as psychological theories. Neither behief makes
use of the cognitive-constructionist psychological theory that the
child’s mind actively constructs knowledge. It follows that instruction
should be aimed at relating ‘new knowledge in a meaningful way to
the knowledge that they have already developed’. Such an image of
learning and teaching challenges concepts and practices that pre-
dominate in contemporary schools: drill on building-block skills,
mastery learning hierarchies, active teaching and passive learning, and
the like. The cognitive-constructionist theory is only one of several
competing views (those of Dewey, Vygotsky, sociolinguists, whole
language specialists, and others) that challenge either skills-oriented or
maturationist instructional practices.

Peterson’s interpretation converges with our argument that teach-
crs’ beliefs about the efficacy of retention grow out of their personal
knowledge that children do in fact make some progress when they
repeat a grade and the lack of access to information about what progress
these children would have made had they been promoted. This latter
knowledge can only come from a contrived experiment, results of
which are either not known to teachers or are rejected when they
conflict with personal knowledge. When a bright, immature child is
retained in kindergarten and subsequently shines in first grade, teachers
tend to believe he i1s doing well because he repeated. Teachers fail to
compare this child to equally bright, immature children who are sent
directly to first grade and do well, a situation that (according to
controlled studies) occurs just as often. When a low-achieving, imma-
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ture child is promoted and struggles at the bottom of his class, teachers
conclude that things would have been better if only he had been
retained. When a low-achieving child is retained and sull struggles,
teachers tend to believe things would have been worse had he been
promoted (or perhaps the child was handicapped and thus failed to
benefit from retention). Teachers also have no access to knowledge
about the long-term effects of retention; for example, the effects of
retention on the probability of dropping out are not common
knowledge.

House (chapter 10) interprets the discrepancy between proposi-
tional and the personal knowledge of teachers differently from Peter-
son. He suggests that teachers are gripped by an ideology that precludes
a disinterested review of the research evidence on retention which
(contrary to Peterson) is available but ignored. By ignoring contrary
evidence and denying the deleterious consequences of retention, teach-
ers satisfy the interests of public schools to appear to be accountable for
achievement mastery but act against the true interests of students.

Consistent with House’s point of view, we have argued that
teachers are not disinterested theoreticians. No matter how altruistic
their motives, they operate in organizational, political and historical
contexts that shape in part their beliefs. These we have addressed in the
following categories.

Homogeneity

Teachers frequently express the wish for more homogeneous groups
and act in ways that they believe will restrict the range of abilities
within their classrooms. Actions that fall in this category are tracking,
special education placement and retention. In our study of kindergarten
teachers and classrooms, for example, some teachers actively promoted
parents’ decisions to hold children out from school until they had
attained the age of 6 (thus putting at risk those children whose parcents
could not afford day-care or preschool). Although couched in language
of the benefit to the child, it was clear from the teachers’ statements and
actions that the younger, immature children proved troublesome in the
classroom and detracted from their providing the instruction from
which the majority of the pupils could profit. Teachers also supported a
change in the legal age of school entry, supposing that an older group
would contain fewer immature and disruptive pupils. Retentions,
transition placements, and two-year kindergartens were all seen as
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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
have of learning from other pupils. In additon, many of the teachers
made use of within-class ability groups as the sole means of dealing
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
grade the range of achievement spans several grades. If kindergarten
retention is more often used with academically able but immature
children or subscribed to by sociceconomically advantaged parents
(chapters 4 and 5), then retention will exaggerate the range of individual
differences in the classroom. Ability grouping benefits the most able
group while restricting the amount and frequently the quality of
instruction received by the least able group.

Many teachers fail to realize that, even with such tracking policies
there will always be a child who is the youngest, the smallest, the least
able and the least mature in any group of children. These extremes in a
distribution attract the teachers’ attention and tend to be labeled as
deviant rather than different. In contrast, kindergarten teachers in our
study who retained few children were apt to accept heterogeneity more
readily and provide productive learning experiences for children of all
sorts. They tended less often (compared to high retaining teachers) to
seck solutions that used tracking and segregating. Teachers need help in
learning how to cope with very heterogeneous classes by means short
of rejecting pupils who cannot keep pace. The educational community
has offered tracking as a panacea without providing alternatives.

The Place of the Grade in American Schools

As the basis for organizing pupils and learning opportunities within
schools, the grade is neither universal nor historically inevitable,
though we are apt to take it for granted as such. The age-grouped grade
is a social invention. Labaree (1984) noted that American schools were
once orgamized individually by merit, with pupils progressing on the
basis of finishing a series of texts. But when the numbers of pupils to be
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educated increased, the structure of the schools changed.

Grading was a response to two forms of pressure exerted on the
new school systems, one organizational and the other cultural.
Orgamzationally, the sharp rise in the number of students put
the common schools under intense pressure to develop a system
of instruction which was fiscally, socially and pedagogically
efhicient. The result was that they abandoned the inefhiciency of
traditional individualized instruction in favor of the economies
of scale embodied in the simultaneous instruction of an entire
class. Since, under this new technology, the whole class learned
the same material at the same time, the students could then
proceed on to more difficult material as a group. Individual craft
production gave way to large-scale batch production, which in
turn led to batch promotion — cohorts of students of similar
age and, presumably similar ability, moving through a progress-
ion of educational stages.

Culturally, the new schools were under pressure both to
embody and to transmit meritocratic values — particularly the
belief that in US society rewards are allocated according to
individual ability and effort, and that they are earned, not given.
To the extent that a student’s rise to each higher stage came as a
result of personal achievement, the school system was a hier-
archy of merit. Thus, concerns about both efhciency and merit
led to the grading of students. The resulting tension centered on
promotion. The question was whether the primary unit of
promotion was the age-cohort or the individual. The i1deal case
for educational efliciency has always been to move entire classes
through the grade levels like an assembly line with no rejects.
The meritocratic ideal has been to promote only those who have
reached an acceptable level of achievement (Labatree 1984,
pp. 68-9).

The reforms of the 1980s call for merit-based promotion. Yet the
fiscal support of the public schools precludes abandoning ‘batch
processing’ on anywhere near the scale suggested by, say, the promo-
tional gates programs in the large urban centers. Rhetoric promuising to
detect and remediate deficiencies fails to acknowledge the sheer mag-
nitude of the deficiencies measured in grade-level units (whatever the
merits and problems of such scales as indicators of achievement). For
example, some Chicago ninth-graders (chapter 3) entered high school
with achievement scores at the third-grade level. Reformers seem to
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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
reformers are rarely heard to recommend that young people who, like
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
public image and increase the support of a community worried about
declines in achievement and loss of international economic superiority.

Viewed another way, from the perspective of social structures,
retentions can be seen as mechanisms by which the school maintains its
existing structure while warding off attacks from outside. Five to 10 per
cent of the lowest achieving students in a grade are retained, and thus
the school appears to be meritocratic. To be genuinely meritocratic,
however, would require a return to an organization based on
individual, rather than group, instruction, too costly and radical a
change for the schools to accomplish. The more efficient, age-cohort
organization is therefore maintained. The cost i1s borne by the student
(who pays with psychological hurt and an unproductive year) rather
than by the school or the teacher. Imagine an alternative structure
wherein the teachers would bear the cost of being demoted or
furloughed when their pupils failed to learn. This analysis is similar to
that of Coles’s (1978) analysis of the category of learning disabiliues.
He argued that the schools hide their failure to teach effectively by
categorizing certain pupils as learning disabled, deflecting what should
be the school’s responsibility to the defective brains of a minority of
pupils. In both cases, retention for low achievement or immaturity on
the one hand and categorization as learning disabled on the other, the
structure of the schools is maintained by labeling and otherwise
singling out some children as failures.

A different perspective on graded education is suggested by what
has been done in recent decades with precocious children, those
functioning one or more years beyond grade level standards. Skipping
grades is a practice, akin to retention, intended to align children with
grade-level instruction targeted for the class average. Because skipping
grades has recently been viewed as causing poor social adjustment, the
practice is less prevalent than it once was. In addition, double promo-
tions did not solve instructional problems because individual differences
in achievement often exceeded the one-year correction in grade place-
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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
more able students and provide enrichment while keeping gifted
children with their agemates. All the arguments against skipping
parallel the rationale for social promotion with one exception: falure to
skip students achieving above grade level does not have to be justified
to the public as a failure to respect meritocratic principles.

The Factory Model of Schools and the Accountability Culture

Consistent with Wise’s (1979) prediction, schools have become more
bureaucratic than they once were. The more like factories they become,
the more retention becomes a desirable mechanism for teachers and
administrators. According to Katz (1975), the model of schools as
factories comprises the following characteristics:

(1) Highly centralized administration. There 1s a strict hierarchy
of authornity from board and superintendent to central
administrators to principals to teachers, with power and
responsibility concentrated at the top.

(i) Standardized curriculum. What is offered to pupils, even
pupils in widely different circumstances and locations, is
standard. For example, textbooks, instructional programs,
school organizations and discipline programs are determined
by the central administration for all separate schools. This
crystallizes the notion that there is such a thing as a grade-
level curriculum, the curriculum that must be offered at a
given grade, and lessens the ability to adapt to individual
differences.

(1) Diminished teacher autonomy. Consistent with the first two
characteristics, teachers have little power (other than
advisory) to alter or set curriculum, school organization, or
even instructional techniques. Teachers are viewed less as
professionals than as operatives. They lack the authority to
alter arrangements for children who do not fit the grade-level
mold.

(iv) Grade isolation. A factory clearly differentiates the functions
that must be performed in each of its divisions. A grade level
can be thought of as one of these divisions. For third-grade
teachers to cover the material prescribed by the district
curriculum guide, the pupils who come into their classrooms
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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
third-grade material. Knowing these responsibilities in
advance the third-grade teachers may reject the raw matertal,
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
testing almost inevitably implies paper-and-pencil measures of building
block skills. Scores on these tests are becoming the primary standard for
demonstrating that schools and teachers are performing responsibly.
This trend reaches i1ts nadir in promotional gates programs wherein
large numbers of children are retained based on their competency test
performance. Although promotional gates are plausible on the surface
and appeal to the public, experience shows that, contrary to lifting the
overall level of pupil achievement, they can have adverse consequences.
First, the standard for passing may be set so high that large numbers of
children fail and must be remediated. Remediation usually involves
teaching to the test rather than pursuing any broader educational goal.
Testing experts understand that repeated testing increases test perform-
ance, even if the person has learned nothing in between tests. Those
who fail the retakes are retained, with all the negative consequences
described in this book. Contrary to common sense, the threat of failure
i1s a poor motivator, especially for disadvantaged and minority pupils
(Levin, 1987). Second, the standards are routinely compromised,
teachers’ judgments substitute for test scores in the actual promotion
decision, thus making the test an expensive and redundant public
relations device. Alternatively, the promotional gates test may be madec
so simple that virtually everyone passes it on the first or second
administration. '

Retentions are a way of recycling pupils through material that
administrators demand be mastered and certified at a given grade level.
Thus retentions represent a response to the accountability culture and
the factory model of schools. Yet, as this volume has made clear, the
accountability function is largely symbolic, as no real gains in achieve-
ment are made by the pupil who is so recycled.

Our own research contributes to the factory metaphor of schools
presented by Katz. First, the curriculum of high-retaining schools
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focuses on literacy, narrowly defined. In these schools, the purpose of
cducation is scen as instilling skills in reading and mathematics. The
curriculum is seen as linear, one block resting on a previously learned
block (Peterson, chapter 9) so that a child who failed to master
grade-level skills must be recycled before he or she can go on to the
next block. Retention is a logical consequence. Second, we saw that this
narrow, literacy-defined curriculum is pushed downward into kinder-
gartens. Instcad of being a time for socialization and acquiring good
work habits and good feelings about school, kindergartners are put
through a regimen of preparation for first grade, pushed to master
sounds, letters, elementary math and the like, in a fast-paced academic
program. If mastery is not attained by all, then the first grade teachers
cannot begin the teaching of reading at the beginning of first grade, so
the children havce to be retained. Third, we noted that schools that retain
also practice other means of segregation — tracking and special
education placements — at a higher rate than low-retaining schools.
There are many alternative views of schools that compete with the
factory model of organtzations (Morgan, 1986). In them, teachers can
be viewed as collaborative decision-makers who are responsive to local
circumstances. Pupils contribute to their own education, make their
own meanings, respond as feeling individuals rather than as raw
material shaped by manufacturers or empty vessels into which knowl-
edge and skills are poured. High expectations are set by encouraging
each student and recognizing each accomplishment rather than by
rejecting those who do not measure up to classroom standards. In the
low retaining schools we studied, teachers and pupils were apt to be
viewed and to view themselves in this way. Grade-level standards were
neither strict nor standardized, and retentions were not used to enhance
the school’s image of accountability. In terms of long-range achieve-
ment trends, these schools were no better nor worse than the others.

Can Anything Be Done about Retention?

The usual response we have received from teachers about retention has
so far been to ask what else they can do when they have a pupil who has
not met grade-level expectations. Many feel helpless to change the
curriculum or challenge the structure of their schools. They worry
about promoting low achieving pupils to the harsher climate of the next
grade. They press us for solutions.
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The literature offers few models. Lieberman (1980), after reviewing
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
are negative on the average, retention must benefit some pupils. Therefore
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
decision would be made.

We categorically reject this approach. Evidence clearly shows that
educators are not able to predict which children will benefit from
retention (Rose, Medway, Cantrell and Marus, 1983).l Nor does the
stathng model result in fair or valid placements, as our research on
stafing of learning disabled children showed (Shepard, Smith and Vojir,
1983). Fewer than half the children who were identified as learning
disabled in the Colorado population exhibited the characteristics listed
in official and professional definitions of the condition, in spite of their
having gone through the same stafhing and decision-making process
recommended by Lieberman. Ethnographic accounts of the decision-
making process (Smith, 1982) have shown that it 1s rarely collaborative
and usually governed by the sentiments of the teachers and assessment
specialists. We regard this stafhng process as a way the school attempts
to appear rational, scientific, and fair in the process, while the outcome
of the decision is anything but valid or beneficial.

Following the same logic as Lieberman, Light (1981) developed a
rating instrument to help educators decide whom to retain. Items from
this scale include sex, age within grade, physical size, English language
fluency, current grade level, deprived experiential background, parents’
school participation, previous retentions and intelligence. Several
reviewers have faulted Light’s scale for lack of evidence of validity
to make retention decisions (Hannifan, 1983; Sandoval, 1982; Watson,
1979).

Including a characteristic such as physical size is inherently invalid
and discriminatory, because no evidence exists to establish reliably a
correlation between size (within broad limits) and school success.
Perhaps Light reasoned that children who are small for their age are less
likely to experience stigma from retention. However, children do not
infer the meaning of retention by making size comparisons (chapters 5
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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 alternatives to retention. Action research, conducted by
teachers in collaboration with researchers, is the next logical step.

Legislative and Judicial Action

Following House (chapter 10), we advocate political activity to counter
the ideology and vested interests that exist in some districts and states.
For example, action groups should petition legislatures to delay stand-
ardized testing for accountability at least to the intermediate grades and
to eliminate promotional gates. Legislators and other policy makers
should be encouraged to see accountability in broader terms than
paper-and-pencil tests.

Because gender and size are invalid indicators and because the
burden of retention falls disproportionately on the poor and ethnic
minorities, corrective action against high retaining districts should be
sought through the courts. A National Academy of Sciences panel
studying special education placements argued that any treatment must
unambiguously benefit the child to warrant a decision that separates thc
child from his or her peers (Heller, Holtzman and Messick, 1982).
Clearly retention has not met that test and invites legal action.
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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,
which would bear no responsibility for the child’s future welfare. Many
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
grade, watching closely for any retaliation. These cases illustrate that
parents can have an active and informed voice in the decision. How-
ever, not all children have parents who get involved. Once again, poor
and minority parents are likely to have fewer options in finding another
school or in combating the pressure from school personnel.

Well-informed parents may help to solve the problem of retention
in another way: by restraining themselves and others from the decision
to withhold from kindergarten their children (usually boys) of legal
school age. Known as academic redshirting, this practice is rationalized
as follows. The child has attained the age that will allow him legally
to enter kindergarten, but only by a month or so. For example, his
birthday is 1 August and the entry birthday is 30 September. His
parents worry that he will be among the youngest and smallest in his
class. They worry that he is ‘immature’ and the school staff reinforces
their concern. They want him to have a competitive advantage, so they
decide to wait a year, in the interim he goes to pre-school, private
kindergarten or stays home with his mother. The next fall he enrolls in
public kindergarten at the age of 6. Looking around at the 5-year-old
boys in his class, his parents feel justified in their decision. Many of their
friends in high socioeconomic neighborhoods are coming to the same
conclusion.

Research shows that in any class of first graders, there will be a
difference of 7 or 8 percentile ranks in reading achievement between the
oldest and youngest (Shepard and Smith, 1987). So the parents’ decision
seems justified, if they look only at the interests of their own son. By the
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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
lasting academic advantage to the practice of holding children out of
school until they are older and more mature. The only possible lasting
advantage might be to the boys’ atheletic careers, for interscholastic
sports are tied to grade levels rather than to age or ability levels.

In exchange for these temporary, individualistic and perhaps
dubious values (further advantaging the already advantaged) the child-
ren whose parents lack the ability to hold them out an extra year suffer.
They are consigned to the role of youngest, smallest and least mature
in a relative distribution that has been arbitrarily and unfairly shifted
upward. :

This alone would not be problematic if the teacher is capable of
dealing effectively with so great a range. of characteristics. The teacher
must now offer a program that accommodates multiple levels of
academic and social curriculum and organization. However, 1t is
sometimes the case that teachers shift their own conceptions of what
constitutes ‘normal’ grade level characteristics, with the result that the
legal school-aged child becomes the deviant, ‘too immature for kinder-
garten instruction’ because he cannot learn the same material at the same
rate as the boy a year or more older. The teacher may respond to the
parents’ demands that the material covered be more rigorous and
advanced. Meanwhile, the youngest, smallest (likely also to be of
disadvantaged or minority status) becomes the likely candidate for
retention by virtue of his position in a distribution trending upward and
by expectations and curriculum that are no longer appropriate for
5-year-olds.

In this country we are apt to think of public school generally and
each grade within it as a race with equal starting points and equal
chances to succeed. A more appropriate metaphor might be the
tournament (Rosenbaum, 1976) in which the participants are further
disadvantaged at each stage by their prior poor performances. Thus, the
youngest and lower class child starts out behind his older grade cohort,
performs poorly in comparison, then is retained or tracked into the less
able group. He begins to think of himself as a failure, starting each
subsequent grade farther and farther behind, impoverished of oppor-
tunity to compete for life’s advantages: perhaps part of an academic
underclass in the making. Thus when parents must make a decision
about holding legal-aged children out of school, they should be asked
to consider not only the welfare of their own children but the
consequences to the group as a whole.
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District Policy Changes

In our original polhicy study (Shepard and Smith 1985), we recom-
mended to the district only that they counteract the statements made by
teachers that retention is beneficial. For a variety of reasons, some of
them economic, the district administrators went beyond our recom-
mendations to eliminate two-year kindergartens and discourage reten-
tions. To the best of our knowledge, this policy change resulted in no
negative effects on overall achievement, though the staff with intel-
lectual commitments to the affected programs were distressed at their
demise.

Although retentions for immaturity are more easily corrected than
retentions for low achievement, this action illustrates how district
administrators may make changes by fiat. Officially disallowing reten-
tions, however, fails to change the structure of the schools which give
rise to the practice. In a district that is organized on the factory model,
employing mnarrow literacy-focused curriculum and demanding
accountability by test scores, simply disallowing retention misses the
point. The hkely result will be something like increased referrals to
special education. Or, it 1s also possible that if a principal disallows
retention without providing alternatives, a few teachers may withdraw
learning opportunities within their classes from pupils they perceive
ought to have been retained. The policy change must be collaborative
and accompanied by support for teachers and pupils.

Promotion plus Remediation

For children whose achievement is substantially below some broadly
defined grade-level average, the most effective remedy is not retention
but promotion accompanied by remediation. Tutoring, summer school,
pull-out or within-class individualized instruction have all been shown
to be more effective and less costly than retention (with or without
special assistance). This solution overcomes teachers’ legitimate con-
cerns that the next grade may be too demanding for the unsupported
but promoted student. One district we know of has eliminated the
pcjorative term ‘social promotion’ and requires the promotion of at-risk
pupils be accomplished with a plan that specifies the remediation that
each child will receive.
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Postponement of Literacy Demands

The evidence on the effects of early teaching of reading is controversial;
nevertheless it has had substantial impact on educational practice,
particularly for the disadvantaged. The theory goes that, since dis-
advantaged children have not had educational support or stimulation at
home, the public school must intervene to provide a rigorous regimen of
instruction in basic learming skills as well as broad cultural exposure; the
earlier, more intensive, and repetitive, the better. The opposing philos-
ophy holds that children bring to school great resources of curiosity
and communicative competence that can be used as a basis for a more
fulfilling and complete education. This is true for all social classes and
ethnic groups. However, building such a program for children (some-
times referred to as whole language education, experiential learning,
language experience, and the like) precludes drilling on basic building
block skills in early grades. These learning theorists have as their
primary goal that the children become readers and writers. Mastery
of basic skills such as identifying medial sounds are seen by current
psychological theorists as acquired not prior to, but as a result of,
interaction in meaningful ways with written texts. Because acquisition
of skills comes later, accountability testing for basic skills also needs to
be postponed or replaced by assessment of the children’s comprehen-
sion and appreciation of texts of others and their own. The skills-
oriented approach to early learning is consonant with basic skills and
mastery testing. But failures at competency tests of narrow skills are
inevitable, as children progress at dramatically different rates in the
early years. Failures on tests also occur because the teachers have failed
to engage the pupils’ interests or capabilities, particularly if the only
way the teacher knows to individualize is to vary the pace of instruction
or form a new ability group.

In one of the low-retaining schools we studied, one teacher
explained why she never considered retention. She said that none of the
staftf became concerned if a particular child still could not read by the
end of second grade, so long as he or she was engaged in learning and
pursuing particular interests. The second-grade teacher was able to
provide an environment that encouraged pursuit of individual learning
and interaction with texts. Rarely did such a child fail to learn to read
before the end of the third grade. Meanwhile, that child was not made
to feel like a failure merely because of failure to master tested skills. It
must be noted that, in this particular district, there was no state-wide or
district-mandated mastery testing of competencies, so that the teachers
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were not pressured to produce high average scores or yecar-to-year
growth on achievement tests. Teachers had the luxury of allowing
individual paces for learning.

Broadening the Scope and Conception of Accountability

So long as there are narrow tests of competence as the sole arbiter of
accountability, there will be retentions. Standardized and other compe-
tency tests are frequently used for accountability purposes when their
original purpose was to survey typical performance at a grade-level.
The public believes naively in tests, which are sometimes poorly
written, invalid and discriminatory. As a basis of accountability, tests
put emphasis on narrow aspects of the curriculum and ignore broader
educational aims. The district that publishes rankings of schools by
achievement test scores encourages teachers and principals to neglect
parts of the curriculum not covered by the test and even to teach to the
test. Research has shown (Cannell, 1987; Koretz, 1988) that test results
can go up even when real achievement does not, simply because of
familiarity with and teaching to the test, selectivity of tests and
decisions about who will be tested, and the technical features of
standardizing the tests themselves. For these reasons, tests are poor
bases for deciding whom to promote or retain.

A broader conception of accountability that involves descriptions
of what goes on in classes, teacher judgments about accomplishments of
pupils, portfolios of students’ work, interviews with students after
significant learning events, and the like will provide more authentic
accountability to the public for the schools’ performance and will lessen
the need to show toughness by retaining pupils who perform poorly on
poor tests. In addition, teachers will have less interest in rejecting
‘factory inputs’ because of fear for the year-end test results if they can
show by other means that effective education has occurred and progress
has been made.

Reconceptualizing School Organization

Because of the salience of the concepts of grade and grade-level
instruction, some schools exhibit rigid grade segregation: third graders
do third-grade work, and anyone in grade 3 doing second-grade work
is deviant and troublesome. We have seen other schools that worked to
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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
well. There were as many upward shifts as downward shifts so that no
one was stigmatized for moving around. Ungraded primary organiza-
tions may serve the same funcuon, unless the decision to retain is
merely postponed so that children end up with five years of school
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 individualize instruction and provide an appro-
priate educational experience for that child. Groups of teachers then
monitored the subsequent progress of the promoted child.

Acceleration

In school systems where retention is used, there must be developed
equivalent mechanisms for accelerating pupils retained at an earlier
stage in their careers. This recommendation comes from the widely
shared experience that retained children are bigger and older than their
classmates, and are bored by an instructional experience designed for
younger children. Observation of sixth-grade classes, particularly in
disadvantaged schools, poignantly reveals these pupils, some of whom
are recruited by the teacher as teacher aides, runners or enforcers. In
some cases, whatever characteristic led to the decision to retain, it has
been overcome, and the children are socially and psychologically ready
to rejoin their age cohorts. But then the staff argues that the child has
not had the specific instruction in the grade into which he or she could
be accelerated, so no action is taken. Special intensive individual or
small group instruction could be offered at that point.

Levin (1987) described such a program for disadvantaged pupils.
He noted that schools responded to the failure (low achievement and
retention) of disadvantaged pupils by relegating them to impoverished
rather than enriched educational experiences. What these schools mean
by remediation is described this way:

By deliberately slowing the pace of instruction to a crawl, the
existing intervention model emphasizes endless repetition of
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material through drill-and-practice. The result is that the school
experience of disadvantaged youths lacks vitality, and their slow
rate of progress reinforces our low expectations. The programs
omit interesting applications and assignments in favor of
drudgery. The premise is that students must learn fundamentals
before they can be offered anything more challenging. As a
result, both language and mathematics skills are virtually with-
out substance, emphasizing mechanics over content. Such a
joyless educational experience diminishes the possibility that
the child will view school positively ... The achievement gap
between advantaged and disadvantaged students will grow.

(p- 20).

Although Levin did not specifically mention retention as part of the
typical remedial program for low-achieving disadvantaged pupils, we
believe that his analysis applies. Indeed, his characterization of existing
intervention models may even explain the connection between reten--
tion and subsequent dropping out. Levin proposes a transition school,
one that aims to close the achievement gap within a specified time so
that the child will re-enter the mainstream prior to secondary school.
The program within this school is characterized by ‘high expectations,
deadlines by which they will be performing at grade level, stimulating
instructional programs, planning by the educational staff who will offer
the program, and the use of all available parental and community
resources’ (p. 20). The instruction is fast-paced, developed to flow from
the interests of the children, meaningful rather than mechanical, using
cooperative learning and peer-tutoring, and oriented around ordinary
problems and events. Because the program is outside the structure of
the schools, participation in it by both pupils and staff confers high
rather than low status. Parental involvement is strongly encouraged.

Conclusion

The alternative courses of action described here confront, elude or
soften the ordinary structure of the public schools. The age-cohort
grade, grade segregation, competency testing as the basis of promotion
and accountability demand contribute to the practice of retention.
To some, retention is a way of demonstrating rigorous standards. To
children, retention is flunking, an indication that they themselves are
deficient. For the system of public schools, retention functions as a way
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to preserve the structure of efflicient, grade-level production while
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 denzial of life chances to those who most need
the benefits of education. Retention has high cost and virtually no value,
save the public relations advantages for the schools. Those children
who are retained or otherwise failed by public schools are thereby
deprived of rightful learning opportunities and, more important,
opportunities to succeed in life beyond school.

Note

1 One study cited to the contrary was reported by Sandoval and Hughes
(1982). They identified three groups of retained first graders: (1) those
moderately ‘successful’ on achievement but not adjustment; (ii) those
successful on both; and (i) those faiing on both. Through multiple
regression and other correlational methods, the researchers were able to
‘predict” which children had successful retentions, although no cross-
vahidation or confirmation was attempted. Correlates of successful reten-
tion included relatively high achievement and high self-concept, perhaps
implying that the most successful retainees are those who need the
treatment the least. The most damning finding from this study, however,
was that even the most successful retainees were no better than promoted
controls on a variety of outcome measures taken at the end of first grade.
Therefore we feel justified in our statement that prediction of which
children will benefit from retention is currently beyond the ability of
educators.
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