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Executive SUMMARY

Social promotion has long been the normal practice in American schools. Critics of this practice, whereby students
are promoted to the next grade regardless of academic preparation, have suggested that students would benefit
academically if they were made to repeat a grade. Supporters of social promotion claim that retaining students (i.e,
holding them back) disrupts them socially, producing greater academic harm than promotion would. A number of
states and school districts, including Florida, Texas, Chicago, and New York City, have attempted to curtail social
promation, by requiring students to demonstrate academic preparation on a standardized test before they can be
promoted to the next grade.

This study analyzes the effects of Florida’s test-based promotion policy on student achievement two years after initial
retention. It builds upon cur previcus evaluation of the policy in two ways. First, we examine whether the initial ben-
efits of retention observed in the previous study continue, expand, or contract in the second year after students are
retained. Second, we determine whether discrepancies between our evaluation and the evaluation of a test-based
promotion policy in Chicago are caused by differences in how researchers examined the issue, or by differences in
the nature of the programs.

Our analysis shows that, after two years of the policy, retained Florida students made significant reading gains relative
to the control group of socially promoted students. These academic benefits grew substantially from the first to the
second year after retention. That is, students lacking in basic skills who are socially promoted appear to fall farther
behind over time, whereas retained students appear to be able to catch up on the skills they are lacking.

Further, we find these positive results in Florida both when we use the same research design that we used in our
previous study and when we use a design similar to that employed by the evaluation of the program in Chicago.The
differences between the Chicago and Florida evaluations appear to be caused by differences in the details of the
pregrams, and not by differences in how the programs were evaluated.
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GETTING FARTHER AHEAD

BY STAYING BEHIND:

A SECOND-YEAR EVALUATION
OF FLorIDA’s PoLicy To END
SocliAL PROMOTION

Jay P. Greene & Marcus A. Winters

INTRODUCTION

ocial promotion is the practice of promoting students to the

next grade regardless of their academic preparation, While

some students have always been made to repeat a grade, the

prevailing view among educators has been that it is in the
best academic and social interests of students to advance to the next
grade, When students have been retained, it has generally been at the
discretion of teachers in consultation with administrators and parents,
and not based on the results of standardized tests.

This practice of social promotion has recently been replaced by “test-
based promotion” in a number of states and school districts around the
country, including Florida, Texas, Chicago, and New York City. Under
test-based promotion, students are required to demonstrate a certain
level of academic preparation on a standardized test before they can
be promoted to the next grade. There are usually various exemptions
and alternative routes to promotion, but the default outcome under
test-based promotion is that students with low test results are retained
in the same grade.

There has been considerable debate among educators, policymakers,
and researchers about the consequences of this shift away from social
promotion and toward test-based promotion. This study adds evidence
to that debate by analyzing the effects of being retained under Florida's
test-based promoticn policy on student achievement two years after
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initial retention. This stucy builds upon our previous
evaluation of the policy in two ways. First, we are able
to examine whether the initial benefits of retention un-
der a test-based policy observed in the previous study
continue, expand, or contract in the second year after
students are retained, Second, we are able to determine
whether the different findings of our evaluation and a
high-quality evaluation of a test-
based promotion policy in Chi-
cago are caused by differences
in how the researchers examined
the issue, or by differences in the
nature of the programs.

The results of this new analysis
show that retained students in
Florida made significant reading
gains relative to the control group
of socially promoted students two years after being
subjected to the policy. These academic benefits of
being retained grew substantially from the first to the
second year after retention. That is, students lacking in
basic skills who are socially promoted appear to fall
farther behind over time, whereas retained students
appear to be able to catch up on the skills they are
lacking. In addition, we find these positive results for
the test-based promotion policy in Florida whether we
use the same research design that we used in our previ-
ous study or a design similar to that employed by the
evaluation of the program in Chicago. The differences
in outcomes from the Chicago and Florida evaluations
appear to be caused by differences in the details of the
programs and not by differences in how the programs
were evaluated,

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON
DISCRETIONARY RETENTION

nder the practice of social promotion, some stu-
dents have always been retained, but retention
was rare and was based on the discretion of
educators, not the results of standardized tests. Several
previous studies have evaluated the academic impact
of this discretionary retention under social promotion
regimes. Meta-analyses indicate that the cumulative
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finding of this previous research is that retaining a stu-
dent leads to substantial academic harm (Holmes and
Matthews 1984, Holmes 1989, Jimerson 2001).

These findings on the effects of discretionary retention
are plagued by two serious limitations. First, it is very
hard for those studies to find an appropriate control

group against which retained students could be com-
pared. Even if control-group students have similar test
scores and other observable characteristics, students
retained at the discretion of educators may differ sig-
nificantly in unobservable ways. When educators use
their discretion to retain students, they are aware of
detailed contextual information that may lead them
to recommend retaining one student while promot-
ing another student with similar test scores and other
recorded characteristics.

The fact that educators chose to retain one student
and not another means that the two are not likely to
be similar in their future prospects. After all, if the two
really had been identical, educators would probably
have made the same decision about their retention.
The retained students’ unrecorded disadvantages may
account for their lower future achievement, not their
retention. Unfortunately, most of the previous studies
used in the meta-analyses that draw negative conclu-
sions about retention failed to address this difficulty with
proper techniques or research design to produce valid
apple-to-apple comparisons. While these meta-analyses
are often cited as conclusive, there is legitimate reason
to doubt the findings of previous studies on discretion-
ary grade retention.!

Second, it is not at all clear that the findings from stud-
ies of discretionary retention under social promotion





regimes would apply to retention under test-based
promotion policies. Studies of discretionary retention
are essentially evaluations of whether educators use
their discretion wisely in identifying students who ought
to be retained. If that discretion is used wisely, only
students who could benefit from retention are retained
and all others are promoted.

Under test-based promotion policies, the discretion of
educators is greatly restricted. Retention decisions are
based primarily or exclusively on the results of standard-
ized tests. This shift to test-based promotion has been
motivated by the belief that educators have generally not
used their discretion wisely, either by failing to retain
more students or by failing to retain the right students.
It would therefore be inappropriate to extrapolate from
evaluations of discretionary retention to the effects of
retention under test-based policies meant to restrict or
alter the use of that discretion.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON TEST-BASED
RETENTION

test-based promotion policy (Greene and Winters

2000), there is another high-quality study of test-
based retention.? Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) evalu-
ated the impact of a test-based promotion policy in
Chicago on reading-test scores. Since 19906, students in
Chicago have been required to reach minimal bench-
marks on the reading and math portions of the lowa
Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) in the third, sixth, and eighth
grades in order to be promoted to the next grade,
Roderick and Nagaoka found that the retention policy
led to small improvements in reading scores relative to
socially promoted students during the first year after the
retention decision but that these gains disappeared or
turned negative in the following year.

:}:[n addition to our previous evaluation of Florida’s

The existence of a test-based promotion policy in Chi-
cago allowed Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) to develop
more appropriate comparison groups than had been
available to previous researchers. They utilized two
comparison groups in the study. First, they took ad-
vantage of a change in the policy’s design that made it
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likely that students with scores just below the test-score
cutoff would get an exemption and thus be promoted
in a later year. Prior to this change, students with scores
just below the cutoff were likely to be retained; after the
change, students with these same scores were likely to
be promoted. Rederick and Nagaoka (2005) compared
the test-score gains of these two groups on the assump-
tion that the only difference between them was the year
inwhich the student happened to have been born. This
was the “across-year” research design,

In a second comparison, Roderick and Nagaoka (2005)
took advantage of the existence of an observable cut-
off for the promotion policy and utilized a regression
discontinuity design. In this design, they included only
students with test scores that were very close but on
either side of the cutoff score, That is, they compared
the test-score gains of students whose original score was
“just” above the necessary threshold (most of whom
were promoted) with those of students in the same
year whose score was “just” below the threshold (most
of whom were retained). This was their “discontinuity”
research design.

Using multiple analytical models on both the across-year
and discontinuity research designs, Roderick and Na-
gaoka (2005) found similar results. They found that the
retention policy in Chicago had a mild positive impact
on the test-score performance of retained students rela-
tive to promoted students in the year that the students
were retained. However, in their analysis of test scores
two years after the baseline year, each specification
found that the effect of retention was either statistically
insignificant or negative.

But this negative result from Roderick and Nagaoka’s
study in Chicago may not be generalizable to all test-
based promotion policies in other school systems.
Perhaps Chicago’s test-based promotion policy has
been counterproductive while Florida's has been ben-
eficial. While both programs use test-based promotion,
differences in the characteristics of the two programs
could lead the policies to have different effects. For
example, the Chicago program did not have a clear
policy permitting exemptions to test-based promotion
requirements, while Florida did. Perhaps the restricted
but guided discretion of educators’ decisions about

-
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retention under Florida’s test-based policy has signifi-
cant advantages over the unguided policy in Chicago.
In addition, recent allegations of testing impropriety in
Chicago (see Jacob and Levitt 2003 and Greene, Winters,
and Forster 2002) compared with validation of testing
integrity in Florida (see Greene, Winters, and Forster
2004; West and Peterson 2005) may produce different
findings from the Chicago and Florida programs. If Chi-
cago schools are manipulating test results in response
to student retention, rather than addressing the needs
of those students, test-based retention may indeed be
counterproductive.

The current paper analyzes student performance one
and two years after retention in Florida, using both
across-year and discontinuity research designs. If an
analysis in Florida were to produce negative results,
like those found by Roderick and Nagaoka (20053) in
Chicago, we could have greater confidence that test-
based retention policies truly harm student achievement,
However, if the results differ even when similar analyses
are performed, we have reason to be more encouraged
about the prospects of test-hbased promotion as prac-
ticed and implemented in Florida. Especially given the
clearer exemption policy and superior test integrity in
Florida, a positive result from Florida in a second-year
study using multiple research designs would suggest
that test-based promotion is likely to add significantly
to student learning under the proper conditions.

FLORIDA'S TEST-BASED
PROMOTION POLICY

n 2002, the Florida legislature voted to require
third-grade students to meet at least the Level 2
benchmark (the second-lowest of five levels) on
the FCAT reading test in order to be promoted to the
fourth grade. According to the state’s testing website,
students who score at Level 2 are considered to have
“limited success” with the challenging content on the
test.* The third-grade class of 2002-03 was the first that
was subjected to the mandate.

The legislature allowed for several exemptions to the
retention policy: students with limited English profi-
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ciency who had had less than two years of instruc-
tion in English; disabled students whose individual
educational plans indicated that testing would be
inappropriate; students who scored above the S1st
percentile on another standardized reading test; dis-
abled students who received intensive remediation
in reading; students who demonstrated proficiency
through a student portfolio; and students who had
been retained twice previously.

Table 1 shows the promotion characteristics of third-
grade students in the first year that the policy was in
place, whose test scores were below Level 2 and for
whom baseline test scores were reported in our dataset,
The table shows that only 57 percent of students who
had test scores below the threshold necessary to be pro-
moted were actually retained in the third grade. The table
shows that some students (13 percent) with scores below
the threshold were coded as having been promoted
without any explanation for their exemption. After dis-
cussing this with the Florida data-warehouse personnel,
it remains unclear why these students were promoted or
whether there was an error in their coding.?

Schools must develop an academic improvement plan
for any student who does not meet the standards for
promotion. These plans must address the student’s
specific academic needs and create “success-based
intervention strategies” for his improvement.® Students

Table I. Promotion Characteristics — All Students in Third Grade |
in 2002-03 with Scores Below Test Score Threshold
Promoted Because.., Percent
No Code Listed 4%
Limited English Proficient 6%
Disability — Testing Not Appropriate 0%
Passed Alternative Test 7%
Student Portfolio 3%
Disablity — Has Received Extensive Instruction 7%
Already Retained Twice 1%
No Longer Enrolled in School System 3%
No Explanation 13%
Total Promoted 43%
Retained 57%
* Totals may not sum due to rounding






who fail to meet the necessary test-score cutoff are also
required to attend a summer reading camp, where they
receive literacy instruction.

The only substantial change to Florida’s retention policy
since its implementation is that beginning in the 2004-05
school year, retained students became eligible to receive
a midyear promotion if they demonstrate possession
of necessary skills. In the time period evaluated in this
paper, retained students remained in the third grade
for the entirety of the retained year.

RESEARCH DESIGN

e most difficult problem for previous studies
evaluating the academic effect of grade retention
has been the identification of a proper group

with which to compare retained students, The exis-
tence of a test-based retention policy helps solve this
problem by reducing (but not eliminating) the impact
of subjective teacher assessments that made compari-
sons ditficult in the past. With the increased reliance
on objective, test-based criteria for promotion, we can
identify treatment and control groups that are similar
on those criteria and are less likely to differ in other,
unrecorded ways.

In this paper, we utilize two strategies for identifying
comparison groups with which to evaluate the effect
of grade retention. In the first analysis, we compare
students with similar reading-test scores who differ by
the year in which they entered the third grade. In the
second analysis, we utilize the discontinuity in reten-
tion created by the test-score threshold and compare
the achievement of students who were just above and
just below the retention benchmark.

= Across-Year Comparison

In our first analysis, we focus only on Florida students in
the third grade in 2001-02 or 2002-03 whose test scores
were below the Level 2 benchmark on the FCAT reading
test. The score required to reach Level 2 was identical in
both years.® We compare the academic achievement of
students with these low test scores who were in the first
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third-grade class (subject to the retention mandate) with
the test-score gains of students with the same low base-
line score but who entered the third grade in the year
prior to the policy (who were thus were not subjected
to the program). That is, our treatment group consists
of the first cohort of low-achieving students subject to
the test-based retention policy, and our control group
consists of similarly low-achieving students who were
not subject to the policy because they happened to be
born a year earlier. On average, the two groups should
be very similar, and any observed differences can be
controlled statistically.

We compare the test-score gains of students in the first
and second years after their initial third-grade year.
For each group of students, we measure the test-score
gains that they made between the baseline year and
two years afterward. Thus, in the evaluation of gains
after one year, we compare the gains that the control
group made between 2001-02 and 2002-03 with the
gains made by the treatment group between 2002-03
and 2003-04. For the analysis of gains in the second year
after retention, we compare the gains that the control
group made between 2001-02 and 2003-04 with the
gains that the treatment group made between 2002-03
and 2004-05.

The test scores of students in our two comparison
groups not only differ in the year of the evaluation but,
in most cases, in the grades evaluated as well. Since
most students in the treatment group were retained
after their baseline year, in the second year after base-
line (2004-05) most of them were in the fourth grade.
However, since they were not subjected to the reten-
tion policy, most of the students in the control group
were initially promoted, and thus in the second year
after baseline (2003-04), most of them were in the
fifth grade.

The existence of Developmental Scale Scores (DSS) al-
lows us to compare student gains on the FCAT reading
test regardless of the year and grade in which the test
was administered. These scores were developed by the
Florida Department of Education as a uniform measure
of proficiency across grades and years. For example,
a third-grade student who earns a DSS of 1000 on the
FCAT reading test in 2002-03 has the same proficiency
as a fourth-grade student who earns a DSS of 1000
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Table 2. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics — Across-Year Comparison
Control - 3rd grade 2001-02, Treatment - 3rd grade 2002-03,
reading score below threshold reading score below threshold
Indian 0.2% 0.2%*
Asian 1.1% 1.0%*
African-American 37.5% 36.6%*
Hispanic 279% 30.0%*
Multiple Race 1.8% 2.0%*
White 31.4% 30.2%*
Ineligible for Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 73.1% 76.0%*
Limited English Proficient 26.1% 26.6%*
Baseline DSS Reading Score 761 776*
Retained in Baseline Year 6.3% 56.8%*
N 47,684 40,881
* indicates statistically different at ,05 level

on the FCAT reading test in 2004-05. Similar scale
scores have also been developed for other commercial
standardized tests such as the Stanford testing series.
Previous research has shown that the FCAT produces
results that are very similar to those of the Stanford-
9 test (Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004; West and
Peterson 2005).”

Table 2 reports descriptive statistics on the treatment
and control groups and compares them using a one-
way ANOVA analysis. The table shows that the two
groups of students are, in fact, statistically different on
all observed dimensions. The control group of students
with low test scores who entered third grade the year
before the policy was in place are slightly more likely
to be white or Asian (and consequently less likely to
be Hispanic or African-American) and have test scores
that are below those of the treatment group. However,
though each of these differences is statistically signifi-
cant, most are quite insubstantial. Only whether the
individual is white or whether he is Hispanic differs
by more than a single percentage point between the
groups. These modest differences that do exist can be
controlled statistically.

The across-year comparison approach is limited because
our treatment and control groups entered the third
grade in different years. It is possible that students in
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our treatment and control groups were not uniformly
affected by reforms other than the retention policy that
might have occurred in Florida. In fact, Florida has ex-
perimented with many educational reforms, including
vouchers, charter schools, and other forms of test-based
accountability. Our results could be biased if our treat-
ment and control groups were affected by these other
policies in different ways. Further, it is possible that
schools responded to the implementation of the reten-
tion policy by improving the education provided in the
third grade so that fewer students would be retained.
The statistically higher baseline reading scores for our
treatment group reported in Table 2 indicate that this
bias could exist. The difference in baseline test scores
highlights the importance of controlling for these scores
in all the analyses,

= Regression Discontinuity Comparison

For a check on robustness of the results of our across-
year approach and to compare our results more directly
with those of Roderick and Nagaoka (2005), we further
analyze the effect of Florida’s retention policy using a
regression discontinuity design. The use of regression
discontinuity has been growing in popularity as a design
for evaluating public policy. This design is useful in
cases such as this, when a treatment is primarily deter-





mined by the reaching of a threshold of some kind. Van
der Klaauw (2001) shows that if obtaining a treatment
is conditioned on meeting a certain known threshold,
an analysis of individuals in a narrow margin around
the threshold approximates random assignment. That
is, chance has a large influence over whether students
are just above or just below the promotion threshold,
so students on either side of the threshold should be
very similar at baseline. Differences in their progress
over time can then be attributed to whether they hap-
pened to be promoted or
retained, since the two
groups were nearly identi-
cal at the start.

We take advantage of
the existence of a known
cutoff score below which
students were more likely
to be retained and above which they were more likely
to be promoted. The design we utilize is very similar
to that used by Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) in their
evaluation of Chicago’s objective retention policy as
well as to other studies outside of education (see, for
example, Van der Klaauw 2001, Angrist and Lavy 1999,
DiNardo and Lee 2004).

In this evaluation, we compare the test-score gains of
students whose reading scores in 2002-03 were just
below the threshold required for promotion with stu-
dents who were in the third grade that same year and
whose scores were just above this threshold. Unlike
the “across-year” analysis, all students in this design
were in the third grade in 2002-03 and were subject
to the policy if they did not score above the necessary
threshold. Since all students were in the same grade
and age cohort, they were all uniformly affected by
policies other than the retention policy. Thus, the re-
gression discontinuity approach does not suffer from
the limitation of the previous across-year analysis that
other policies could affect the results.

In their evaluation of Chicago’s policy, Roderick and
Nagaoka (2005) use grade-equivalency scores and draw
the discontinuity line at scores that were within three
months of the threshold.® However, DSS scores are not
ditectly convertible into grade equivalents, so we are
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left to produce our own definition of those “just” above
and below the threshold.

Lacking a formal definition for those who are “just”
below or above a threshold, we use two potential
definition strategies in the regression discontinuity de-
sign. We draw the discontinuity first for those whose
score on the third-grade FCAT reading test in 2002-03
(the test used for the retention decision) was within 50
DSS points of the threshold for retention and then for
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whether it was within 25 points of the threshold. In the
baseline year, the mean DSS score on the FCAT reading
test for all students was 1290.9 with a standard deviation
of 381.2. Thus, both definitions of those “close” to the
threshold severely limit the sample, and the 25-point
definition is quite strict.

The comparison of descriptive statistics of our treatment
and control groups using the regression discontinuity
cutoffs are recorded in Table 3. Within the 25-point
definition of “close,” the observed demographic char-
acteristics of the treatment and control groups are
statistically identical, except, of course, for their base-
line reading-test score and whether or not they were
retained. When we compare those within 50 points of
the threshold, there are only minor differences in the
percentage of students who are white and African-
American and who are ineligible for the free or reduced-
price lunch program. Thus, the regression discontinuity
helps to confirm the robustness of the findings from
the across-year model. In particular, the regression
discontinuity approach has the advantage of helping
to address concermns about unobserved demographic
differences between the treatment and control groups
in the across-year analysis,

Our method follows the so-called “fuzzy” discontinu-
ity design, as do many other such papers. That is, the
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Table 3. Comparison of Descriptive Statistics — Regression Discontinuity Analysis

Within 50 Points
Above or Below Threshold

Within 25 Points
Above or Below Threshold

Above
Baseline Reading Score 1073
Proficient in English 75.8%
Asian 1.2%
African-American 34.0%
Hispanic 25.5%
Indian 0.3%
Multiple Race 2.5%
White 36.2%
Ineligible for Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 24.5%
Retained in Baseline Year 4.2%
N 7,871

* indicates statistically different at .05 level

Below Above Below

1022+ 1060 1033*
74.8% 74.8% 75.3%

12% 1.3% 1.2%

35.4% 35.8% 35.7%
26.4% 25.5% 25.9% |

0.3% 0.3% 0.4%

2.3% 2.2% 23% i
34.2%* 34.6% 34.5% ;
22.2%* 23.2% 23.1% .
43.3%* 4.5% 41.4%* |
7,362 3,826 4,267

discontinuity of student baseline test scores is not strict.
Many students with test scores below the cutoff score
were exempted from the policy. Further, some students
who scored above the cutoff were nonetheless retained.
Table 3 also reports the percentage of students in the
treatment and control groups of the discontinuity ap-
proach who were retained and exempted from the
policy. Under the 25-point definition, the table shows
that 59 percent of students with scores below the test-
score cutoff were actually promoted (did not receive the
treatment) while 4.5 percent of students whose scores
were just above the cutoff were actually retained (did
receive the treatment).

When there are a lot of exemptions, we risk running
into the same methodological dangers that beset ear-
lier studies of discretion-based retention. If exemp-
tions are granted on a discretionary basis, perhaps
retained students will once again be incomparable in
key unobserved ways. To address this problem, we
use a two-stage model. In a two-stage approach, we
essentially identify who would have been retained if
exemptions did not distort the pool of retained stu-
dents. Then we predict the effect of this undistorted
retention on academic achievement. This technique
removes bias that could be introduced by the subjec-
tive use of exemptions.

I Cantambar 3006
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One limitation of the discontinuity approach is that by
including only those students whose baseline reading
score falls within a very narrow range, we eliminate
many potentially useful observations. While our number
of observations in the across-year comparison is 78,039
in the second year, under the regression discontinuity
this falls to 13,841 under the 50-point threshold and
only 7,326 under the 25-point definition.

The regression discontinuity approach also suffers from
a potential problem with external validity, not faced
by our across-year approach. By limiting the analysis
to only those students whose baseline score is within
a quite narrow region of the cutoff score, we are only
able to make inferences about the effect of the policy
on this small group of marginally affected students. If
the impact of the policy is not identical for all students
below the retention cutoff--for example, if students with
very low baseline proficiency are more or less affected
by the policy—-then our estimates will not indicate the
true effect of retention.

Of course, the across-year design has its limitations as
well, such as the danger that different cohorts differ
in unobserved ways or are differentially affected by
changes in school practices over time. The point of us-
ing multiple designs and multiple analyses is to gauge





o 1-Year 2-Year
Gain Gain
Across-Year Comparison 4.1 40.9
N 79,747 78,039
Adjusted R-Square 0.17 0.24
Regression Discontinuity — Within 50 Points 16.3 57.8
N 14,172 13,841
Adjusted R-Square 0.03 0.08
Regression Discontinuity — Within 25 Points 17.9 60.3
N 7,501 7,326
Adjusted R-Square 0.03 0.08
Controlling for race, free lunch status, limited English proficiency, baseline test
scores, and school district dummy

one’s confidence in results by seeing if they are robust
across different specifications.

RESULTS

he results using multiple research strategies

are consistent with the theory that test-based

retention of low-proficiency students increases
their reading proficiency and that these gains increase
over time.

The results of cur analyses on the test-score gains made
in reading are reported in Table 4. The first column
of the table shows the test-score gains in the first year
after retention, and the second column shows the test-
score gains two years after retention.® These results can
be interpreted as the gains made by retained students
above those made by comparable students who were
promoted. Table 4 also contains the results from the
three different analyses we performed: the across-year
comparison; the discontinuity comparison, using 50
DSS points as the definition of “close” to the promotion
threshold; and another discontinuity comparison, using
25 DSS points as the definition of “close.”

In both the first and second year, the effects of being
retained are statistically significant and positive in all
three comparisons. Test-based retention has significant

 Table 4. Effect of Retention on
Reading Developmental Scale Scores

benefits that grow over time and are robust across mul-
tiple analytical strategies. In the across-year comparison,
the effect of retention on reading scores after one year
is small but statistically significant (4.1 DSS points).
Two years after students are retained, however, their
reading achievement outstrips their counterparts who
were promoted by 40.9 DSS points,

These results are confirmed by the regression discon-
tinuity comparisons. In the discontinuity comparison
of students whose FCAT reading score was within 50
points of the cutoff score, retained students macde test-
score improvements over promoted students of 16.3
DSS points in the first year after retention and 57.8 in
the second year after retention. We find similar results
using the very strict discontinuity comparison of those
within 25 points of the promotion threshold. After one
year, retained students made reading gains on the FCAT
that were 17.9 DSS points higher than students with
similar characteristics who were promoted, and these
relative gains grew to 60.3 DSS points in the second
year after retention.

The true size of the retention effect is difficult to inter-
pret from the above results because it is substantially
different depending upon the comparison group uti-
lized. This is, however, somewhat to be expected given
that the regression discontinuity approach is limited to
evaluating only the impact of the policy on those with
test scores in a very narrow margin near the cutoff,
while the across-year approach measures the impact
of the policy for all students who were subjected to
it. Thus, the true size of the effect is most likely found
in the across-year comparison. However, the fact that
in all analyses the effect of retention is positive, highly
statistically significant, and grows from the first year to
the second year after retention provides confidence that
the overall effect of the policy is distinctly positive,

It is also difficult for most people to interpret how
large a benefit these improvements in DSS scores re-
ally represent. To put them in better perspective, we
have converted the results into standard deviations
and percentiles in Table 5. A standard deviation is a
measure that helps education researchers compare re-
sults across different studies that use different tests. A
standard deviation represents a portion of a bell curve
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Table 5. Effect of Retention on Reading in Standard Deviation and Percentiles

[ * Assuming student began at 23% percentile

(or normal curve). If all students were arrayed in a bell
curve, 95 percent of them would be within two standard
deviations of the average student and 68 percent would
be within one standard deviation (more students are
packed into the middle of a bell curve).

After one year, retained students
benefit by between .01 and .05
standard deviations, depending
upon the analysis. These represent
small, but statistically significant,
effects, After two years, the benefit
of retention grows to between .11
and .16 standard deviations, which
education researchers would gener-
ally regard as moderate benefits. Gains of this size are
somewhat smaller than have been observed in evalua-
tions of class-size reduction or voucher programs, which
are around one-quarter of a standard deviation, but they
are larger than the effects of charter-school programs or
increased per-pupil spending, which tend to be between
zero and one-tenth of a standard deviation.

While measuring effects in standard deviations permits
comparisons with other studies of other programs, these
units are still relatively unfamiliar to most non-research
ers. To help people understand the magnitude of the
effects, we have also converted them into percentiles in
Table 5. Percentiles rank all students so that 1 percent
would be in each percentile. A student performing at the
50th percentile outperforms 50 percent of all students.
Students in our across-year treatment group (those who
entered the third grade in 2002-03 with FCAT reading
scores below the necessary threshold) had an average
score at the 23rd percentile on a nationally normed test
also administered to all students in the state. A student
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Standard Deviation

1-Year Gain 1-Year Gain 2-Year Gain
Across-Year Comparison - 001 o 0.11 N 7703 o 34
Regression Discontinuity — Within 50 Points 0.04 0.15 1.2 4.8
] Regression Discontinuity — Within 25 Points 0.05 0.16 15 5.1

n I_’ercen‘ciles‘fr
2-Year Gain

at the 23rd percentile outperforms 23 percent of all
students but trails the other 77 percent. A gain of five
percentile points is easier closer to the middle of the
pack, where most students are grouped, and harder on
the tails, just as passing other students in a foot race is
easier if one is running in the middle of the pack than

if one is way ahead or way behind, where there is more
distance between each runner. Given that retained
students start at the 23rd percentile in reading, they
would barely gain one percentile point one year after
being retained but would gain between three and 5.1
percentile points two years after being retained.

COMPARING FLORIDA WITH CHICAGO

sing several analytical strategies, we find that

Florida’s test-based retention policy has led

to significant improvements in reading scores
for those students who were retained. These results
contradict those of Roderick and Nagaoka (2005), who
also found initial benefits after the first year of the pro-
gram but found that these benefits disappeared in the
second year after retention. Because we use a similar
basic analytical model as Roderick and Nagaoka, the
different results most likely stem from differences in





the policies and their implementation in Chicago and
Florida, not from differences in the research designs."
Although we are unable to test the effects of the different
characteristics of the two programs empirically, some
key policy differences deserve discussion.

One important difference between the two policies is
that Florida’s policy regulated and guided the exemp-
tions from the policy while Chicago’s policy had no
formal rules for promotion of students with scores
below the minimal threshold. The idea of allowing
exemptions in Florida is to accommodate the needs
of students whose test scores, for some reason, do
not truly demonstrate their academic proficiency or
who have some exceptional characteristic that could
explain low test scores (such as a disability or limited
proficiency in English). If these exemptions effectively
promote students for whom retention would be harm-
ful, they would add to the effectiveness of the policy
overall. Thus, part of the negative findings in Chicago
could be attributed to the fact that the policy in that
city retained some students who would have benefited
from promotion. Without formal rules for promoting
students, it is likely that the exemption strategy was
not well tailored to identifying individuals who would
benefit from promotion, and it could have been quite
arbitrary. In Florida, on the other hand, the procedures
for exempting students from retention may have more
effectively guided educators about who would benefit
most from being exempted from test-based retention.

Another difference between the policies in Chicago
and Florida is that the Chicago policy underwent
several changes in its implementation, while Florida’s
policy has remained consistent. Changes in the policy
might cause uncertainty in the response of schools
and thus inconsistent results. If educators believe
that a retained student will be promoted because of a
change in the retention policy rather than because of
improved skills, their incentives to improve student
skills are undermined.

In addition, recent allegations of testing impropriety in
Chicago (see Jacob and Levitt 2003 and Greene, Winters,
and Forster 2004) compared with validation of testing i+
tegrity in Florida (see Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004;
West and Peterson 2005) may help explain the different

findings from the Chicago and Florida programs. If Chi-
cago schools are manipulating test results in response
to student retention, rather than addressing the needs
of those students, test-based retention may indeed be
counterproductive. If that explains the different findings,
the lesson would be that test-based promotion with a
valid testing system is beneficial while the same policy
without testing integrity may be harmful,

Of course, these possible explanations for the differ-
ences in the findings in Florida and Chicago are only
hypotheses and require further empirical examination.
What is clear, however, is that there are differences in
the effect of test-based retention across these two ju-
risdictions and that these differences do not appear to
have been caused by variation in the way the programs
were evaluated.

CONCLUSION

ile we can have confidence that test-based

W retention in Florida has academic benefits,

we do not know a number of things. We

do not know whether the gains we have observed two

years after students are retained will continue to hold,

expand, or disappear over time. We intend to continue
tracking their progress to find out.

We do not know whether test-based retention poli-
cies in other school systems, such as Texas and New
York City, have benefits similar to those in Florida.
The results from Florida tell us that test-based reten-
tion, when implemented under the right conditions,
improves student learning, but the evidence from
Chicago reminds us that the same policy improperly
implemented can be counterproductive. These pro-
grams in other school systems need to be carefully
evaluated to determine if they are producing benefits
or if their features need to be modified to achieve
results similar to those found in Florida.

We do not know whether the benefits of test-based
retention in Florida justify the additional costs involved.
Retaining students means that students may spend an
additional year in public schools. With national per-pu-
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pil spending topping $10,000, adding another year of
school for a large number of students requires significant
additional spending over time. Of course, additional
spending that significantly improves outcomes for stu-
dents may well be worth it. Without tracking the benefits
over the long term, and without a careful cost-benefit
analysis, it is difficult to draw conclusions on this.

What we can know is that test-based retention in
Florida is helping students improve their reading.
This evaluation supports the theory that students with
low test scores who are promoted appear to lack the
minimum skills to prosper in the next grade. Retaining
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low-scoring students gives those students a chance to
catch up on their skills so that they have the wherewithal
to progress academically.

Given the frustrating stagnation in student achievement
over the last three decades, despite the significant
increase in resources and efforts to improve learn-
ing, any large-scale policy that produces progress is
promising. Test-based retention should continue to
be tried and carefully evaluated to see if this promise
can become a reality of higher student achievement
for students nationwide.
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ENDNOTES

September 20

. Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) provide a very useful review of this literature and come to a similar conclusion.

. The results reported in this paper after one year differ somewhat from those reported in Greene and Winters

(2006) because of revisions to the original dataset obtained from the state of Florida as well as slightly different
analytical models.

. Florida Department of Education, “FCAT Explorer: Parent & Family Guide,” http:/Awww.fcatexplorer.com/parent/

shared/en/about_fcat.asp

. E-mail exchange between authors and Florida K-20 data-warehouse representative, May 10, 2006.

. Florida Department of Education, ”Promotion and Retention: Common Questions and Answers,” http:/Aww.

firn.edu/doe/commhome/progress/promo-ga.pdf.

. The cutoff was an FCAT reading score of 1045 DSS points. DSS points are discussed later in this paper.

. Greene and Winters (2006) also evaluated the effect of the retention policy on the Stanford-9 as a validity check

on the FCAT results. This is no longer available as a comparison in Florida, however, because in 2004-05 the
state switched to the Stanford-10, the newest edition of the test. This is further complicated by the fact that not
all districts immediately switched to the Stanford-10 and instead continued to administer the Stanford-9 that
year. However, there is enough previous research indicating that FCAT results correlate strongly with those of the
Stanford series that we can have confidence in the FCAT alone.

. Grade equivalency is another type of score that allows for comparisons of proficiency across years and grades to

which the test was administered. The score is meant to describe the grade level to which a student’s proficiency
belongs. For example, a grade-equivalency score of 3.5 means that the student had the same proficiency as the
median students in the fifth month of third grade.

. The complete models and results are available from the authors upon request.

10. Unlike Roderick and Nagaoka (2005), we do not perform a one-stage HLM design because the one-stage

design does not accurately account for the large number of exemptions in the policy’s implementation. But we
both perform the same type of discontinuity comparison and yet arrive at different conclusions for the different
programs.
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. Promotio Retention

The typical organization of American schools into grades by the ages
of their students is challenged by large variations in achievement within
ages and grades. The resulting tension is reduced somewhat by overlap in
the curriculum from one grade to the next. It is also reduced by strategies
for grouping students by observed levels of readiness or mastery: these
include special education placement, academic tracking, extended kin-
dergarten, and grade retention. The uses of tests in tracking and with
students with disabilities are discussed in Chapters 5 and 8, respectively.

The use of testing to support the strategies of extended kindergarten and
grade retention is treated in this chapter.

SOCIAL PROMOTION, RETENTION, AND TESTING

Much of the current public discussion of high-stakes testing of indi-
vidual students is motivated by calls for “an end to social promotion.”
The committee therefore began by looking for data on the actual extent
of promorion and retention, on the prevalence of test use for making
those decisions, and at trends and differentials in those data.

In a memorandum for the secretary of education, President Clinton
(1998:1-2) wrote that he had “repearedly challenged States and school
districts to end social promotions—to require students to meet rigorous
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academic standards at key transition points in their schooling career, and
to end the practice of promoting students without regard to how much
they have learned. . . . Students should not be promoted past the fourth
grade if they cannot read independently and well, and should not enter
high school without a solid foundation in math. They should get the
help they need to meet the standards before moving on.”

The administration’s proposals for educational reform strongly tie the
ending of social promotion to early identification and remediation of
learning problems. The president calls for smaller classes, well-prepared
teachers, specific grade-by-grade standards, challenging curriculum, early
identification of students who need help, after-school and summer school
programs, and school accountability. He also calls for “appropriate use of
tests and other indicators of academic performance in determining
whether students should be promoted” (Clinton, 1998:3). The key ques-
tions are whether testing will be used appropriately in such decisions and
whether early identification and remediation of learning problems will
take place successfully.

The president is by no means alone in advocating testing to end
social promotion. Governor Bush of Texas has proposed that “3rd graders
who do not pass the reading portion of the Texas Assessment of Aca-
demic Skills would be required to receive help before moving to regular
classrooms in the 4th grade. The same would hold true for 5th graders
who failed to pass reading and math exams and 8th graders who did not
pass tests in reading, math, and writing. The state would provide funding
for locally developed intervention programs” (Johnston, 1998). New
York City Schools Chancellor Rudy Crew has proposed that 4th and 7th
graders be held back if they fail a new state reading test at their grade
level, beginning in spring 2000. Crew’s proposal, however, would com-
bine testing of students with “a comprehensive evaluation of their course
work and a review of their attendance records,” and the two-year delay in
implementation of the tests would permit schools “to identify those stu-
dents deemed most at risk and give them intensive remedial instruction”
(Steinberg, 1998a). :

Test-based requirements for promotion are not just being proposed;
they are being implemented. According to a recent report by the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers (1997b), 46 states either have or are in the
process of developing assessments aligned with their content standards.
Seven of these states, up from four in 1996, require schools and districts
to use the state standards and assessments in determining whether stu-
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dents should be promoted into certain grades.! At the same time, lowa
and, until recently, California have taken strong positions against grade
retention, based on research or on the reported success of alternative
intervention programs (George, 1993; lowa Department of Education,
1998).

In 1996-1997 the Chicago Public Schools instituted a new program
to end social promotion. Retention decisions are now based almost en-
tirely on student performance on the lowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) at
the end of grades 3, 6, and 8. Students who fall below specific cutoff
scores at each grade level are required to attend highly structured summer
school programs and to take an alternative form of the test at summer’s
end.” At the end of the 1996-1997 school year, 32 percent, 31 percent,
and 21 percent of students failed the initial examination at grades 3, 6,
and 8, respectively. Out of 91,000 students tested overall, almost 26,000
failed. After summer school, 15 percent, 13 percent, and 8 percent of
students were retained at the three grade levels (Chicago Public Schools,
1998a).3

The current enthusiasm for the use of achievement tests to end social
promotion raises three concerns. First, much of the public discussion and
some recently implemented or proposed testing programs appear to ig-
nore existing standards for appropriare test use. For that reason, much of
this chapter is devoted to a review and exposition of the appropriate use

IThe states are Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana, New Mexico, North Carolina, South
Carolina, and West Virginia. A report from the Council of Chief State School Officers
(1998) lists five states with required testing for promotion: Louisiana, North Carolina,
New York, South Carolina, and Virginia. The committee has not attempted to reconcile
this discrepancy.

{The 1997-1998 Guidelines for Promotion in the Chicago Public Schools also list minimum
report card requirements and a minimum attendance requirement, but “students who
score at or above grade level on both the Reading and Mathematics sections of the ITBS
are excepted from the latter requirement” (Chicago Public Schools, 1997a). This use of
the ITBS appears to be in conflict with the publisher’s recommendarions about “inappro-
priate purposes” of testing: “If a retention decision is to be made, classroom assessment
data gathered by the teacher over a period of months is likely to be a highly relevant and
accurate basis for making such a decision. A test score can make a valuable contribution
to the array of evidence that should be considered, However, a test score from an
achievement battery should not be used alone in making such a significant decision”
{Hoover et al., 1994).

IBetween 2 and 3 percent of students failed the initial exam at each grade level but
were ultimately “waived” into the next grade.
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of standardized achievement testing in the context of promotion or re-
tention decisions about individual students. |

Second, there is persuasive research evidence that grade retgntlon
typically has no beneficial academic or social effects on students.* The
past failures of grade retention policies need not be repeated. But they
provide a cautionary lesson: making grade retention—or the threat of
retention—an effective educational policy requires consistent and sus-
tained effort. |

Third, public discussion of social promotion has made little refere.nce
to current retention practices—in which a very large share of American
schoolchildren are already retained in grade. In part, this is beca}m? of
sporadic data collection and reporting, but far more consistent statistical
data are available about the practice of grade retention than, say, about
academic tracking. It is possible to describe rates, trends, and differen-
tials in grade retention using data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census,
but these data have not been used fully to inform the public debate. For
this reason, the committee has assembled and analyzed the available data.
Our findings about grade retention are summarized here and elaborated
in the appendix to Chapter 6.

TRENDS AND DIFFERENTIALS IN GRADE RETENTION

No national or regional agencies monitor social promotion and grade
retention. Occasional data on retention are available for some states and
localities, but coverage is sparse, and little is known about thg compara-
bility of these data (Shepard and Smith, 1989). The committee asked
every state education agency to provide summaries of recent data on
grade retention, but only 22 states, plus the District of Columbm, pro-
vided data on retention at any grade level. Many states did not respond,
and 13 states collect no data at all on grade retention. Among responding
states, retention tends to be high in the early primary grades—althoggh
not in kindergarten—and in the early high school years, and retention

rates are highly variable across states. 4

4The failure of past programs is recognized in President Clinton’s initiative w0 end
social promotion: “Ending social promotions by simply holding more sFudents back is the
wrong choice. Students who are required to repeat a year are more likely to eventually
drop out, and rarcly catch up academically with their peers. Tbe right way is to ensure
thar more students are prepared to meet challenging academic standards in the first
place” (Clinton, 1998).
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. The -committee’s main source of information on levels, trends, and
differentials in grade retention is the Current Population Survey ((,3PS)
of the U.S. Bureau of the Census. Using published dara from the annual
October School Enrollment Supplement of the CPS, it is possible to
track the distribution of school enrollment by age and grade each year for
groups defined by sex and race/ethnicity. These data have the advantage
of comparable national coverage from year to year, but they say nothin
dire.ctly about educational transitions or about the role of high—stakef
testing in grade retention. We can only infer the minimum rate of grade
retention by observing changes in the enrollment of children below the
modal grade level for their age from one calendar year to the next. Sup-
pose, for example, that 10 percent of 6-year-old children were enrolled
below the 1st grade in October 1994. If 15 percent of those children were
enrolled below the 2nd grade in October 1995, when they were 7 years

old, we would infer that at least 5 percent ;
between 1994 and 1995, percent were held back in the 1st grade

Extended Kindergarten Attendance

Over the past two decades, attendance in kindergarten has been
extended to two years for many children in American schools,’ with the
consequence that age at entry into graded school has gradually crept
upward and become more variable. There is no single name for thP;s
phenomenon, nor are there distinct categories for the first and second
years of kindergarten in Census enrollment data. As Shepard (1991)
}:t?po.rts, Fhe names for such extended kindergarten classrooms include
junior-first,” “prefirst,” “transition,” and “readiness room.” Fragmentary
reports suggest that, in some places, kindergarten retention may have
been as high as 50 percent in the late 1980s (Shepard, 1989, 1991). The
degree to which early retention decisions originate with parents—for
example, to increase their children’s chances for success in athletics—
rather than with teachers or other school personnel is not known. More-
over, there are no sound national estimates of the prevalence of kinder-
garten retention, and none of the state data in Appendix Table 6-1
indicate exceptionally high kindergarten retention rates.

The Census Bureau’s statistics show that, from the early 1970s to the

5 y ’
'Another relevant factor is change in state or local requirements abour the exact age a
child must reach before entering kindergarten or first grade.
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late 1980s, age at entry into Ist grade gradually increased, but for the past
decade there has been little change. Among 6-year-old boys, only 8
percent had not yet entered the 1st grade in 1971; in 1987 the number
was 22 percent, and in 1996 it was almost that high-—21 percent. Among
6-year-old girls, only 4 percent had not yet entered 1st grade in 1971; the
number grew to 16 percent in 1987 and to 17 percent in 1996. Although
boys are consistently more likely than girls to enter st grade after age 6,
there are only small differences among the rates for blacks, whites, and
Hispanics.

One contributing factor to the rising age at entry into Ist grade has
been a rising age at entry into kindergarten, which is not related to
retention.t Although it is not known how widely tests are used in assign-
ing students to extended kindergarten, there is substantial professional
criticism of the practice. According to Shepard (1991), such decisions
may be based on evidence of “immaturity or academic deficiencies.”
Shepard adds, “Tests used to make readiness and retention decisions are
not technically accurate enough to justify making special placements.
 Readiness tests are either thinly disguised 1(Q tests (called develop-
mental screening measures) or academic skills tests. . . . Both types of
tests tend to identify disproportionate numbers of poor and minority
children as unready for school” (1991:287). Other educators, however,
believe that such rests may appropriately be used for placement decisions
about young children.

An advisory group of the National Educational Goals Panel has rec-
ommended against the use of standardized achievement measures to make
decisions about young children or their schools: “Before age 8, standard-
ized achievement measures are not sufficiently accurate to be used for
high-stakes decisions about individual children and schools” (Shepard et
al., 1998:31). This committee has reached a similar conclusion. At the
same time, the advisory group encouraged one type of testing of young
children: “Beginning at age 5, it is possible to use direct measures, includ-

ing measures of children’s learning, as part of a comprehensive early
childhood system to monitor trends. Matrix sampling procedures should
be used to ensure technical accuracy and at the same time protect against
the misuse of data to make decisions about individual children” (Shepard

6Narional statistics do not indicate exactly how much extended kindergarten may
have contributed to the rise in age at entry into graded school because they do not
provide direct information about transitions between grade levels (or retention in grade)

from year to year.
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et al., 1998:27).7 With young children, it is especially important to
distinguish between uses of tests to monitor the progress of large groups
and to make decisions about the future of individual students. ’

Research on kindergarten retention suggests that it carries no aca-
demic or social benefits for students. Shepard’s (1991:287) review of 16
controlled studies found “no difference academically between unready
children who spent an extra year before first grade and at-risk controls
who went directly on to first grade.” She did, however, find evidence
that most children were traumatized by being held back (Shepard, 1989
l1991; Shepard and Smith, 1988, 1989). Shepard further reports thatz
‘matched schools that do not practice kindergarten retention have just as
bigb average achievement as those that do but tend to provide more
;r;dg[;:lzdg?)ﬁzed instruction within normal grade placements” (Shepard,

In some cases, even with special treatment for retained students, they
were no better off than similar students who had been pmmoteé and
given no exceptional treatment. Leinharde (1980) compared at-risk chil-
Firen ina transition room who received individualized instruction in read-
ing with a group of at-risk children who had been promoted and received
no individualized instruction. The two groups performed comparably at
the end of first grade, but both performed worse than a second compari-

son group that had been promoted and given individualized reading in-
struction.

Refention in the Primary and Secondary Grades

“Age-grade retardation” is a term that refers to enrollment below the
modal grade level for a child’s age—and no broader meaning is either
intended or implied. For example, consider children who were 6 to 8
years old in 1987—the most recent birth cohort whose history can be
traced all the way from ages 6 to 8 up through ages 15 to 17. At ages 6 to
8, 21 percent were entolled below the modal grade for their age; some of
this below-grade enrollment reflects differentials in age at schc;ol entry
but some represents early grade retention. By 1990, when this cohoré
reached ages 9 to 11, age-grade retardation grew to 28 percent, and it was
31 percent in 1993, when the cohort reached ages 12 to~14.’ By 1996,

In matrllx‘samphng, each child takes part of a test, and performance levels are esti-
mated statistically for groups of students.
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when the cohort reached ages 15 to 17, the percentage who were either
below the modal grade level (or had left school) was 36 percent. Almost
all of the growth in retardation after ages 12 to 14, however, was due to
school dropout, rather than grade retention among the enrolled. In most
birth cohorts, age-grade retardation occurs mainly between ages 6 to 8
and 9 to 11 or between ages 12 to 14 and 15 to 17.

Age-grade retardation increased in every cohort that reached ages 6
to 8 from the early 1970s through the mid- to late 1980s. It increased at
ages 15 to 17 for cohorts that reached ages 6 to 8 after the mid-1970s,
despite a slow decline in its dropout component throughout the period.
That is, grade retention increased while dropping out decreased. Among
cohorts entering school after 1970, the proportion enrolled below the
modal grade level was never less than 10 percent at ages 6 to 8, and it
exceeded 20 percent for cohorts of the late 1980s. Age-grade retardation
has declined slightly for cohorts that reached ages 6 to 8 after the mid-
1980s, but rates have not moved back to the levels of the early 1970s.
Overall, a large number of children are held back during elementary
school. Among cohorts who reached ages 6 to 8 in the 1980s and early
1990s, age-grade retardation reached 25 to 30 percent by ages 9 to 11.

Refention Affer School Entry

Age-grade retardation cumulates rapidly after age 6. For example,
among children who were 6 years old in 1987, enrollment below the
modal grade increased by almost 5 percentage points between ages 6 and
7 and by 5 percentage points more between ages 7 and 9. The trend
appears to be a decline in retention between ages 6 and 7 after the early
1980s. That is, there appears to have been a shift in elementary school
grade retardation downward in age from the transition between ages 6
and 7 to somewhere between ages 4 and 6.

How much retention is there after ages 6 to 8! And does the recent
growth in grade retardation by ages 6 to 8 account for its observed growth
at older ages? Age-grade retardation grows substantially after ages 6 to 8
as a result of retention in grade. For example, among children who
reached ages 6 to 8 between 1972 and 1985, almost 20 percent more were
below the modal grade for their age by the time they were 15 to 17 years
old. Among children who reached ages 6 to 8 between the mid-1970s
and the mid-1980s, age-grade retardation grew by about 10 percentage
points by ages 9 to 11, and it grew by close to 5 percentage points more by
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ages 12 to 14. Relative to ages 6 to 8, age-grade retardation at ages 9 to 11
and at ages 12 to 14 increased for cohorts who were 6 to 8 years old in the
early 1970s; it was stable from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s: and it has
declined since then. However, the gap between retention at ages 15 to
17 and that at ages 6 to 8 has been relatively stable—close to 20 percent-
age points—with the possible exception of a very recent downward turn.
Thus, the rise in age at entry into st grade—which is partly due to
kindergarten retention—accounts for much of the overall increase in
age-grade retardation among teenagers.

In summary, grade retention is pervasive in American schools. End-
ing social promotion probably means retaining even larger numbers of
children. Given the evidence that retention is typically not education-
ally beneficial—leading to lower achievement and higher dropout—the
implications of such a policy are cause for concern.

Social Differences in Retention

Boys are initially more likely than girls to be placed below the typical
grade for their age, and they fall farther behind girls as they move through
school. Overall, the sex differential gradually increases with age from 5
percentage points at ages 6 to 8 to 10 percentage points at ages 15 to 17.

Differences in age-grade retardation by race and ethnicity are even
more striking than the gender differential. Rates of age-grade retardation
are very similar among whites, blacks, and Hispanics at ages 6 to 8. But
by ages 9 to 11, 5 to 10 percent more blacks and Hispanics than whites
are enrolled below the modal grade level. The differentials continue to
grow with age, and, at ages 15 to 17, rates of age-grade retardation range
from 40 to 50 percent among blacks and Hispanics, and they have gradu-
ally drifted up from 25 percent to 35 percent among whites.

Gender and racefethnic differentials in recent years result mainly
from retention, not differences in age at school entry. By age 9, there are
sharp social differentials in age-grade retardation favoring whites and
girls relative to blacks or Hispanics and boys. By ages 15 to 17, close to 50
percent of black males have fallen behind—30 percentage points more
than at ages 6 to 8—but age-grade retardation has never exceeded 30
percent among 15- to 17-year-old white girls.
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PSYCHOMETRICS OF CERTIFICATION

This section addresses the underlying rationale for using tests in pro-
motion decisions and then describes the evidence required to validate

such use.

/ Logic of Certification Decisions

Promotion can be thought of in two ways: First, as recognition for
mastering the material raught at a given grade level. In this case, a test
used to determine whether a student should be promoted would certify
that mastery. Second, promotion can also be thought of as a prediction
that the student would profit more by studying the material offered in the
next grade than by studying again the material in the current grade. In
this case, the test is a placement device. At present, most school districts
and states having promotion policies use tests as a means of assessing
mastery (American Federation of Teachers, 1997a). Furthermore, reten-
tion in grade is the most common consequence for students who are
found to lack this mastery (Shepard, 1991).

Validating a particular test use includes making explicit the assump-
tions or claims that underpin that use (Kane, 1992; Shepard, 1991, 1997).
On one hand, the most critical assumption in the case of a promotion test
certifying mastery is that it is a valid measure of the important content,
skills, and other attributes covered by the curriculum of that grade. If, on
the other hand, the test is used as a placement device, the most critical
assumption is that the assigned grade (or intervention, such as summer
school) will benefit the student more than the alternative placement.

In either case, the scores should be shown to be technically sound,
and the cutoff score should be a reasonably accurate indication of mastery
of the skills in question. As explained in Chapter 4, not every underlying
assumption must be documented empirically, but the assembled evidence
should be sufficient to make a credible case that the use of the test for this
purpose is appropriate—that is, both valid and fair.

Validation of Test Use

Tests used for promotion decisions should adhere, as appropriate, to
professional standards for placement, and more generally, to professional
standards for cerrifying knowledge and skill (American Educational Re-
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search Association et al., 1985, 1998; Joint Committee on Testing Prac-
tices, 1988). These psychometric standards have two central principles:

(1) A test score, like any other source of information about a student,
is subject to error. Therefore, high-stakes decisions like promotion should
not be made automatically on the basis of a single test score. They should
also take into account other sources of information about the student’s
skills, such as grades, recommendations, and extenuating circumstances.
This is especially true with young children (Shepard and Smith, 1987;
Darling-Hammond and Falk, 1995). According to a recent survey, most
districts report that they base promotion decisions in elementary school
on grades (48 percent), standardized tests (39 percent), developmental
factors (46 percent), attendance (31 percent), and recommendations (48
percent). The significance of these factors varies with grade level. It
appears that achievement tests are more often used for promotion deci-
sions in the elementary grades than in secondary school: at the high
school level, they are used by only 26 percent of districts (American
Federation of Teachers, 1997a:12).

(2) Assessing students in more than one subject will improve the
likelihood of making valid and fair promotion decisions.8

Content Coverage

The choice of construct used for making promotion decisions will not
only determine, to a large extent, the content and scoring criteria, but it
will also potentially disadvantage some students. Depending on whether
the construct to be measured is “readiness for the next grade level” or
“mastery of the material taught ar the current grade level,” the content
and thought processes to be assessed may be quite different. The first
construct might be adequately represented by a reading test if readiness
for the next grade level is determined solely by a student’s ability to read
the material presented at that level. With the second construct, how-
ever, the number of subjects to be assessed is expanded, along with the
type of evidence needed to validate the test use.

In the case of a promotion test being used to certify mastery, it is

8For example, in 1997 the Florida legislature set forth several new requirements sup-
porting higher student standards. These include a requirement that student progression
from one grade to the next be determined by proficiency in three areas: reading, writing,
and mathematics (National Coalition of Advocates for Students, 1998).

2
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important that the items employed be generally representatiye of the
content and skills that students have actually covered at tht‘,l.r current
grade level. For example, in the case of a reading test, evidence of
content-appropriateness might be the degree of alignmept between the
reading curriculum for that grade level and the test. Ev.1dence thaF the
test measures relevant cognitive processes might be obtained by aslqgg a
student to think aloud while completing the items or tasks.? In -ad.dmon,
the suitability of the scoring criteria could be assessed by examining the
relative weighting given to the content and skills measured by the: read-
ing test and comparing this to the emphasis given theseT areas in the
curriculum. Some of this information may be collected during test devel-
opment and documented in the user’s manual, or it may be obtained by
the user during testing. |
Whether the test is being used to certify mastery or predict readm‘ess,
students’ scores on the test should be interpreted carefully. Plausible rival
interpretations of low scores need to be discounted (Messick, 1989). For
example, a low score might be interpreted as sho~w1ng 1gck of compe-
tence, but it could in fact be caused by low motivation or s1cknes's on the
day of the test. Or the low score could result from lack of a.hgn‘tr'le.nt
between the test and what was taught in class. Language or chsabﬂ.ltles
may also be relevant. One way to discount plausible rl\.ral interpretations
of low scores is to take into account other sources of information abgut
the student’s skills, such as grades, recommendations, and extenuating
circumstances (American Educational Research Association et al., 1985,

1998).

Setting the Cutoff Score

Chapter 5 described different procedures for setring cutc')ff. scores
(cutscores) on tests used for tracking, as well as some of the dlff.ICL'lItleS
involved. With promotion tests, the validity of the cutscore s1m1lar‘1y
depends on the reasonableness of the standard-setting process and its
consequences—especially if they differ by gender, race, or language-mi-

9This same kind of evidence can illuminare possible differences in meaning or intt;r—
pretation of rest scores across subgroups of examinees, and it can help det‘ermme- t le
extent ro which capabilities irrelevant or ancillary to the construct mgybe dlffercntlalsv
affecting their performance (American Educational Research Association et al., 1985,

1998).
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were more beneficial to the students assigned to them than would be the
case if everyone got the same treatment (American Educational Research
Association et al., 1985, 1998; Haney, 1993; Linn, 1997).

This evidence of an “aptitude-by-treatment interaction” could be
gathered by taking a group of students who fall just below the cutoff score
on the reading test and randomly retaining or promoting them. At the
end of the first year, students who were promoted could be given a read-
ing test and their scores recorded. The same test would be given a year
later to the students who were retained—after they had been promoted
and had spent a year at the next grade level. The results of the two groups
could then be compared to see which group benefited the most—if “ben-
efit” is defined as scoring higher on the test. In addition, because reading
is necessary for learning other subjects, another potential benefit to ex-
amine is differential subject matter learning.!3

Effects of Retention

Determining whether the use of a promotion test produces better
overall educational outcomes requires weighing the intended benefits
against unintended negative consequences for individual students and
groups of students (American Educational Research Association et al.,
1985; Cronbach, 1971; Joint Committee on Testing Practices, 1988;
Messick, 1989).

Most of the relevant research focuses on one outcome in particular—
retention in grade. Although retention rates can change even when tests
are not used in making promotion decisions, there is evidence that using
scores from large-scale tests to make such decisions may be associated
with increased retention rates (Hendrie, 1997).

13According to a recent American Federation of Teachers report (19972:9), “in the
carly 1980s, partly in response ro A Nation at Risk’s (U.S. Department of Educartion,
1983) dire message about low student achievement, many districts passed stringent poli-
cies requiring retention of students based on their performance on standardized rests
{Ruderick, 1995). Chicago, New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, and Dade County,
Fla., all instituted policies to retain students who failed standardized tests at various
rransitional points along the K-12 continuum. By the late 1980s, however, those policies
were rescinded when research studies indicated that student achievement of retained
students was not improved compared to students with similar reading scores who were
socially promoted, bur the retained student’s dropout rate was higher (Gampert and
Opperman, 1988; Olson, 1990; Darling-Hammond and Falk, 1995)."
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Increased retention is not a negative outcome if it benefits students.
But are there positive consequences of being held back in school because
of a test score? Does the student do better after repeating the grade, or
would he have fared just as well or better if he had been promoted with
his peers! Research data indicate that simply repeating a grade does not
generally improve achievement (Holmes, 1989; House, 1989); moreover,
it increases the dropout rate (Gampert and Opperman, 1988; Grissom
and Shepard, 1989; Olson, 1990; Anderson, 1994; Darling-Hammond
and Falk, 1995; Luppescu et al., 1995; Reardon, 1996).

For example, Holmes (1989) reports a meta-analysis of 63 controlled
studies of grade retention in elementary and junior high school through
the mid-1980s. When promoted and retained students were compared
one to three years later, the retained students’ average levels of academic
achievement were at least 0.4 standard deviations below those of pro-
moted students. In these comparisons, promoted and retained students
were the same age, but the promoted students had completed one more
grade than the retained students. Promoted and retained students were
also compared after completing one or more grades, that is, when the
retained students were a year older than the promoted students but had
completed equal numbers of additional grades. Here, the findings were
less consistent, but still negative. When the data were weighted by the
number of estimated effects, there was an initially positive effect of reten-
tion on academic achievement after one more grade in school, but it
faded away completely after three or more grades. When the data were
weighted by the number of independent studies, rather than by the esti-
mated number of effects on achievement, the average effects were negli-
gible in every year after retention. Of the 63 studies reviewed by Holmes,
54 yielded overall negative effects of retention, and only 9 yielded overall
positive effects. Some studies had better statistical controls than others,
and those with subjects matched on IQ), achievement test scores, sex,
and/or sociceconomic status showed larger negative effects of retention
than studies with weaker designs. Holmes concluded, “On average, re-
tained children are worse off than their promoted counterparts on both
personal adjustment and academic outcomes” (1989:27). A more recent
study of Baltimore schoolchildren concludes that grade retention does

increase the chances of academic success (Alexander et al., 1994), but a
detailed reanalysis of those findings yields no evidence of sustained posi-
tive effects (Shepard et al., 1996).

Anderson (1994) carried out an extensive large-scale national study
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of the effect of grade retention on high school dropout rates. He analyzed
data from the National Longitudinal Study of Youth for more than 5,500
students whose school attendance was followed annually from 1978-1979
to 1985-1986. With statistical controls for sex, racefethnicity, social
background, cognitive ability, adolescent deviance, early transitions to
adult status, and several school-related measures, students who were cur-
rently repeating a grade were 70 percent more likely to drop out of high
school than students who were not currently repeating a grade.

There are also strong relationships between race, socioeconomic sta-
tus {SES), and the use of tests for promotion and retention. A recent
national longitudinal study, using the National Education Longitudinal
Study database, shows that certain students are far likelier than others to
be subject to promotion tests in the 8th grade (Reardon, 1996:4-5):

[Sltudents in urban schools, in schools with high concentrations of low-income
and minority students, and schools in southern and western states, are consid-
erably more likely to have [high-stakes] test requirements in eighth grade.
Among eighth graders, 35 percent of black students and 27 percent of Hispanic
students are subject to [a high-stakes test in at least one subject] to advance to
ninth grade, compared to 15 percent of white students. Similarly, 25 percent
of students in the lowest SES quartile, but only 14 percent of those in the top
quartile, are subject to eighth grade [high-stakes test] requirements.

Moreover, the study found that the presence of high-stakes 8th grade
tests is associated with sharply higher dropout rates, especially for stu-
dents at schools serving mainly low-SES students. For such students,
early dropout rates—between the 8th and 10th grades—were 4 to 6 per-
centage points higher than for students from schools that were similar
excepting the high-stakes test requirement (Reardon, 1996).

What does it mean that minority students and low-SES students are
more likely to be subject to high-stakes tests in the 8th grade? Perhaps, as
Reardon points out, such policies are “related to the prevalence of low-
achieving students—the group proponents believe the tests are most likely
to help” (1996). Perhaps the adoption of high-stakes test policies for
individuals serves the larger social purpose of ensuring that promotion
from 8th to 9th grades reflects acquisition of certain knowledge and skills.
Such tests may also motivate less able students and teachers to work
harder or to focus their attention on the knowledge domains that test
developers value most highly. But if retention in grade is not, on balance,
beneficial for students, as the research suggests (Shepard and Smith,
1989), it is cause for concern that low-SES children and minority stu-
dents are disproportionately subject to any negative consequences.
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Those who leave school without diplomas have diminished life
chances. High dropout rates carry many social costs. It may thus be
problematic if high-stakes tests lead individual students who would not
otherwise have done so to drop out. There may also be legal implications
if it appears that the public is prepared to adopt high-stakes test programs
chiefly when their consequences will be felt disproportionately by minor-
ity students!4 and low-SES students.

Negative findings about the effects of grade retention on dropout
rates are reported by Grissom and Shepard (1989), based on dara for
several localities including the 1979 to 1981 freshman classes from the
Chicago Public Schools. Another Chicago study, of students in 1987, by
Luppescu et al. (1995), showed that retained students had lower achieve-
ment scores. Throughout this period, the Chicago Public Schools cycled
through successive policies of loose and restrictive promotion policies,
and it is not clear how long, and with what consequences, the present
strict policies will hold (Chicago Public Schools, 1997a).

New York City appears to be following a similar cycle of strict and
loose retention policies, in which the unsuccessful Promotional Gates
program of the 1980s was at first “promising,” then “withered,” and was
finally canceled by 1990, only to be revived in 1998 by a new central
administration (Steinberg, 1998a, 1998b). This cycle of policies, com-
bining strict retention criteria with a weak commitment to remedial in-
struction, is likely to reconfirm past evidence that retention in grade is
typically harmful to students.

Another important question is whether the use of a test in making
promotion decisions exacerbates existing inequalities or creates new ones.
For example, in their case study of a school district that decided to use
tests as a way to raise standards, Ellwein and Glass (1989) found that test
information was being used selectively in making promotion and reten-
tion decisions, leading to what was perceived as negative consequences
for certain groups of students.!” Thus, although minorities accounted for
59 percent of the students who failed the 1985 kindergarten test, they
made up 69 percent of the students who were retained and received

4o a discussion of possible claims of discrimination based on race or national origin,

see Chapter 3. .
L5Ellwein and Glass (1989) assumed thar the intervention, i.e., retention, was not as

beneficial as promotion to the next grade level.
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Fransition services. A similar pattern was observed at grade 2. In this
instance, disproportionate retention rates stemming from selective test
use constitutes evidence of test invalidity (National Research Council
1982), ’

In addition, there may be problems with using a test as the sole mea-
sure of the effectiveness of retention or other interventions (summer
school, tutoring, and so on). This concern is related to the fact that the
validity of test and tetest scores depends in part on whether the scores
reflect students’ familiarity with actual test items or a particular test for-
mat. For example, there is some evidence to indicate that improved
scores on one test may not actually carry over when a new test of the same
knowledge and skills is introduced (Koretz et al., 1991).

The current reform and test-based accountability systems of the Chi-
cago Public Schools provide an example of high-stakes test use for indi-
vidual students that raises serious questions about “teaching to the test.”
Although Chicago is developing its own standards-based, course-specific
assessment system, it is committed to using the lowa Test of Basic Skills
as the yardstick for student and school accountability. Teachers are given
detailed manuals on preparing their students for the tests (Chicago Public
Schools, 1996a, 1996b). Student test scores have increased substantially
both during the intensive summer remedial sessions—the Summer Bridgej
program—and between the 1996-1997 and 1997-1998 school years (Chi-
cago Public Schools, 1997b, 1998b), but the available data provide no
means of distinguishing true increases in student learning from artifactual
gains. Such gains would be expected from the combined effects of reach-
ing to the test, repeated use of a similar test, and, in the case of the

Summer Bridge program, the initial selection of students with low scores
on the rest.10

Alternatives to Retention

Some policymakers and practitioners have rejected the simplistic al-
ternatives of promoting or retaining students based on test scores. In-
stead, they favor intermediate approaches: testing early to identify stu-
dents whose performance is weak; providing remedial education to help
such students acquire the skills necessary to pass the test; and giving

16 : ;
In the Chicago Public Schools, each retest is based on an alternative form of the
lowa Test of Basic Skills.
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students multiple opportunities to retake different forms of the test in the
hope that they will pass and avoid retention. Here, testing can play an
important and positive role in early diagnosis and targeted remediation.

Intervention strategies appear to be particularly crucial from kinder-
garten through grade 2 (Shepard et al., 1998; American Federation of
Teachers, 1997a). Some of the intensive strategies being used at this
level include preschool expansion, giving children who are seriously be-
hind their age-level peers opportunities to accelerate their instruction,
and putting children in smaller classes with expert teachers.!” Such
strategies are being implemented in school districts across the country.!8
Data on their effectiveness are as yet unavailable.

It is the committee’s view that these alternatives to social promotion
and simple retention in grade should be tried and evaluated. In our
judgment, however, the effectiveness of such approaches will depend on
the quality of the instruction that students receive after failing a promo-
tion test, and it will be neither simple nor inexpensive to provide high-
quality remedial instruction. At present only 13 states require and fund
such intervention programs to help low-performing students reach the
state standards, and 6 additional states require intervention but provide
no resources for carrying it out.!? )

17General intervention strategies employed throughout grades K-12, as described to
the committee by James Watts of the Southern Regional Education Board, include clear
core-content standards for each grade and course, clear communication of these stan-
dards to reachers and parents, having expert faculty, professional development for teach-
ers, and extra instruction beyond the regular school day.

18] the Long Beach School District in California, children are assessed beginning in
kindergarten. When problems are found, interventions include parent-teacher confer-
ences and mandatory summer school after grade 2. 1f after completing the 3rd grade and
subsequent summer school a student has not reached the 1st grade reading level, he or
she is retained in the 3rd grade until reaching the st grade reading level. No single test
holds students back (interview with Lynn Winters of the Long Beach School District).
Cincinnati uses grouping and intervention as well as intensive instruction and smaller
classes to help children who appear to be having difficuley staying at grade level (Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers, 1997a).

1911 Chicago, there is a standard summer program for students who fail the [owa test at
designated grades. Many schools also offer extended-day programs aimed at helping
students pass the test. The decision to offer these programs, as well as their content, is
made at the school level. Funds for such programs must be found in each school's annual
lump-sum allotment (American Federation of Teachers, 1997a).
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Issues of Fairness

As discussed in Chapter 4, a fair promotion test is one that yields
comparably valid scores from person to person, from group to group, and
from setting to setting. This means that if a promotion test results in
scores that systematically underestimate or overestimate the knowledge
and skill of members of a particular group, then the test would be consid-
ered unfair. Or if the promotion test claims to measure a single construct
across groups but in fact measures different constructs in different groups,
it would also be unfair. The view of fairness as equitable treatment of all
examinees in the testing process requires that examinees be given a com-
parable opportunity to demonstrate their understanding of the con-
struct(s) the promotion test is intended to measure. This includes such
factors as appropriate testing conditions on the day of the test, opportu-
nity to become familiar with the test format, and access to practice mate-
rials.

The view of fairness as opportunity to learn is particularly relevant in
the context of a promotion test used to certify mastery of the material
taught. In this regard, when assessing the fairness of a promotion test, it
is important that test users ask whether certain groups of students are
doing poorly on the test due to insufficient opportunities to learn the
material tested. Thus there is a need for evidence that the conrent of the
test is representative of what students have been taught. Chapter 7
discusses several ways of demonstrating that the test measures what stu-
dents have been taught in the context of graduation tests, although much
of this discussion is also relevant to promotion tests. For example, to
enhance the fairness of promotion tests linked to state-wide standards
and frameworks, states should develop and widely disseminate a specific
definition of the domain to be tested; try to analyze item-response pat-
terns on the test by districts, schools within a district, or by student
characteristics (for example, race, gender, curriculum tracks in high
school, and so on); and plan and, when feasible, carry out a series of
small-scale evaluations on the impact of the test on the curriculum and
on teaching (Madaus, 1983).2° Taken together, these steps should in-
crease the chance that these tests give students a fair opportunity to
demonstrate what they know and are able to do.

20judgmental methods for the review of tests and test items are often supplemented by
statistical procedures for identifying items that funcrion differently across identifiable
subgroups of examinees.
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Finally, the validity and fairness of test score interpretations used in
promotion decisions can be enhanced by employing the following sound
educational strategies:

(1) identifying at-risk or struggling students early so they can be

targeted for extra help;
(2) providing students with multiple opportunities to demonstrate

their knowledge through repeated testing with alternate forms or other

appropriate means; and |
(3) taking into account other relevant information about individual

students (American Educational Research Association et al., 1985).

The committee's findings and recommendations about promotion
and retention are reported in Chapter 12.
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TECHNICAL APPENDIX
Social Promotion and Age-Grade Retardation

Current public discussion of social promotion has made little refer-
ence to current retention practices—in which a very large share of Ameri-
can schoolchildren are already retained in grade. In part, this is because
of sporadic data collection and reporting, but far more consistent statisti-
cal data are available about the practice of grade retention than, say,
about academic tracking. These data have not been used fully to inform
the public debate. For this reason, and to support its analyses of high-
stakes testing for promotion and retention, the committee has assembled
and analyzed data on rates, trends, and differentials in grade retention.
Some of the available data have been collected by state education agen-
cies, but the most uniform, long-term data have been collected by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census in connection with its Current Population
Survey (CPS), the same monthly household survey that produces impor-
tant economic statistics, like the unemployment rate. This appendix
presents the details of the committee’s analysis.

No national or regional agency monitors social promotion and grade
retention. Occasional data on retention are available for some states and
localities, but coverage is sparse, and little is known about the compara-
bility of these data (Shepard and Smith, 1989). For example, the de-
nominators of retention rates may be based on beginning-of-year or end-
of-year enrollment figures. The numerators may include retention as of
the end of an academic year or as of the end of the following summer
session. Some states include special education students in the data;
others exclude them. In the primary grades, retention is usually an all-or-
nothing matter; in high school, retention may imply that a student has
completed some requirements but has too few credits to be promoted.

Table 6-1 shows all of the state data collected by Shepard and Smith
(1989:7-8) from the late and mid-1980s, updated with data from 1993 to
1996 that other states have provided. Although we have inquired of
every state education agency, 15 states have not responded. Some states
do not collect retention data at all, or collect very limited data. For
example, 13 states—Colorado, Connecticut, 1llinois, Kansas, Montana,
Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, North Dakota, Pennsyl-
vania, Utah, and Wyoming—collect no state-level data on grade reten-
tion. Another 22 states, plus the District of Columbia, provided dara on
retention at some grade levels, but in some cases the data were very
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limited. For example, New York State collects such data only at the 8th
grade.

We can offer few generalizations from the table. Retention rates are
highly variable across states. They are unusually high in the District of
Columbia, most of whose students are black. Rates are relatively low in
some states, like Ohio, including states with relatively large minority
populations, like South Carolina and Georgia. Retention rates tend to be
relatively high in the early primary grades—although not in kindergar-
ten—and in the early high school years. Perhaps the most striking fact
from this effort to bring together available data is that—despite the promi-
nence of social promotion as an issue of educational policy—very little
information about it is available.

The committee’s main resource for information about levels, trends,
and differentials in grade retention is the CPS. Using published data
from the annual October School Enrollment Supplement of the CPS, it is
possible to track the distribution of school enrollment by age and grade
each year for population groups defined by sex and race/ethnicity. These
data have the advantage of comparable national coverage from year to
year, but they say nothing directly about educational transitions. We can
only infer the minimum rate of grade retention by observing trends in the
enrollment of children below the modal grade level for their age from one
calendar year to the next. Suppose, for example, that 10 percent of 6-
year-old children were enrolled below the 1st grade in October 1994. If
15 percent of those children were enrolled below the 2nd grade in Octo-
ber 1995, when they were 7 years old, we would infer that at least 5
percent were held back in the 1st grade between 1994 and 1995.

EXTENDED KINDERGARTEN ATTENDANCE

Historically, there has been great variation in age at school entry in
the United States, which had more to do with the labor demands of a
farm economy and the availability of schooling to disadvantaged groups
than with readiness for school. The variability declined as school enroll-
ment completed its diffusion from middle childhood into younger and
older ages (Duncan, 1968; National Research Council, 1989).

'Contrary to the historic trend, age at entry into graded school has
gradually crept up and again become more variable over the past two
decades, partly through selective extension of kindergarten to two years,
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TABLE 6-1 Percentages of Students Retained in Grade in Selected
States by Grade-Level and Year

FIAIIVIALS L IVAN MUNLY IV 1 LAY 1y

Grade Level PK K l 2 3 4 5 ‘ 7 8 9 10 i 12 Tortal
E—

Alabama i
1994-95 NA 4.6 7.7 28 2.4 21 21 ] i) 7.3 58  13.1 7.2 6.:12 iess g;&
1995-96 NA 4.4 7.9 29 23 2.3 1.4 | 2.9 6.7 54 121 1.2 2-2 i i
1996-97 NA 5.1 8.5 3.3 15 21 2.0 ; 1.9 6.1 44 126 6.7 : : :

Arizona ; ) 24 - "
1979-80 NA 5.2 7.7 4.0 2.4 19 1.4 1 1.3 3.1 2.3 g.g 3.3 2 I s
1985-86 NA 8.0 200 8.0 5.0 4.0 4.0 | 4.0 8.0 7.0 : < o e i
1994.95 18.0 1.4 2.4 0.9 0.6 0.4 0.4 - 1.0 2.5 2.2 5.3 2.5 2 & L3
1995-96 18.9 1.6 2.4 1.0 0.6 0.4 0.4 i 0.9 2.3 2.2 5.4 i s 8 b4
1996-97 14.8 1.7 2.2 1.0 0.7 0.5 0.5 z L1 21 2.3 7.0 : : : :

California ;
1988-89 5.7 4.4 1.8 1.1 0.6 0.5 ; 0.5 1.0 0.7

Delaware |
1979-80 NA  NA 11.4 5.1 2.9 2.4 3.1 2.4 7.9 81 131 126 7.1 6.6 7.0

! 3.2 9.6 7.7 156 168 8.7 7.5 8.1

1985-86 NA 54 172 4.9 2.8 23 3.0 e &Y e s A
1994-95 NA 2.1 5.8 21 1.1 0.7 0.6 | 1.4 3.4 L7 A
1995-96 NA 1.6 5.3 2.0 1.9 0.8 0.9 § 1.3 1.8 1.6 NA NA EA 0 Sk
1996-97 NA 2.0 5.0 2.4 1.4 0.9 1.0 i 1.9 3.4 2.8 NA NA A

District of Columbia
1979-80 NA  NA 153 100 7 7.2 6.3 i 31 NA  NA 20.5 Ei T;]]ﬁ Lﬁf N7A3
1985-86 NA  NA 12.7 8.4 7.4 5.4 4.6 g 2.8 106 6.6 NA S .
1991-92 NA  NA 129 108 8.9 6.9 6.5 5 30 173 176 152 221 18 :
1992.93 10.4 8.2 7.4 8.0 6.2 : 33 185 164 165 260 138 127
1993-94 11.1 7.9 6.3 6.1 5.3 : 35 156 152 195 237 186 14l
1994-95 1257 8.5 6.2 5.9 5.8 : 24 122 136 161 221 151 139
1995-96 1.4 8.7 7.4 7.0 55 273 119 121 162 243 159 133
1996-97 147 113 108 8.0 6.1 ; 41 154 165 187 1.8 217 136

Florida
1979-80 NA 6.1 137 7.4 7.0 5.9 4.6 55 104 83 102 115 7.5 ;;f 5;(2)
1985-86 NA 105 11.2 AT 45 3.8 2.6 3.5 7.9 5.8 121 119 8.9 - I3
1994-95 3.1 3.0 3.3 1.5 1.1 0.8 0.6 3.3 4.7 36 111 9.3 1.8 = T
1995-96 1.8 3.1 3.6 1.9 1.2 09 0.7 3.7 4.7 36 128 108 1.8 ; H
1996-97 3.6 3.6 4.1 2.9 1.5 1.0 0.7 4.4 4.9 40 143 121 8.6 7 :
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TABLE 6-1 Continued |

Grade Level PK K 1 2 3 4 5 i 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Total
Georgia i
1979-80 NA NA 11.0 4.7 3.8 2.8 25 : 2.6 573 7.4 13.3 10.8 7.9 4.0 6.5
1985-86 NA 8.0 12.4 6.7 1.8 5.2 3.9 | 5.3 6.7 75 18.1 12.2 8.7 45 8.5
1994-95 NA 3.8 3.5 1.5 1.1 0.7 0.6 i 1.5 1.8 1.9 11.6 7.5 5.0 3.0
1995.96 NA 3.7 3.7 1.9 1.2 1.0 0.7 i 1.7 2.1 2.2 12.6 7.7 5.2 3.2
1996-97 NA 3.6 3.8 2.1 1.5 1.0 0.8 ‘ 1.9 1.4 2.2 13.1 8.2 5.6 3.4
1997-98 NA 3.7 4.0 1.4 1.7 1.3 1.1 ‘ 2.1 15 2.1 12.4 8.7 5.4 3.5
Hawaii l
1979-80 NA NA 1.1 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.4 ] 0.4 0.2 2.3 13.1 10.1 8.5 5.2 38
1985-86 NA 2.0 L6 1.0 0.7 0.5 0.4 1 0.3 2.1 2.8 8.9 6.9 5.5 0.8 2.6
Indiana I!
199495 . 1.4
199596 ! 1.6
1996-97 ; 1.4
Kentucky |
1979-80 NA 2.3 12.6 5.7 3.4 2.2 1.8 | 1.9 4.2 3.6 5.8 4.2 7.8 3.2 4.4
1985.86 NA 4.0 53 49 3.0 2.3 1.9 i 2.7 5.4 3.8 9.6 6.3 4.6 3.4 5.3
1994-95 NA NA NA NA NA 1.1 0.7 1.9 2.7 1.6 10.7 6.9 4.0 2.3 3.6
1995-96 NA NA NA NA NA 1.1 0.8 i 1.8 2.7 19 10.7 6.8 4.1 22 3.6
Louisiana |
1995-96 8.7 11.0 5.4 4.4 |
Maryland '
1979-80 NA NA 7.6 15 3.3 2.5 1.5 | 1.8 8.5 7.6 8.6 113 6.2 4.4 5.8
1985-86 NA NA .  NA NA  NA NA NA [ NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 5.5
199495 NA 0.8 2.0 1.1 0.7 0.5 0.2 [ 2.1 3.2 2.4 13.1 7.1 4.8 4.7 3.1
1995-96 NA 0.9 253 1.2 0.7 0.5 0.3 | 23 3.3 23 12.2 6.6 4.7 5.3 3.2
1996-97 NA 1.1 2.8 1.5 1.0 0.7 0.4 ; 9,5 3.7 2.6 10.3 6.1 43 55 3.2
1
Massachusetts }
1994.95 0.3 0.2 0.6 1.5 1.5 6.3 4.5 33 2.2
1995-96 03 0.2 f 0.6 1.4 1.5 6.3 4.5 3.6 1.9
1
Michigan ;
1994.95 : 7.8 5.6 38 2.0

1995.96 § 4.8 3.9 2.7 1.7
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TABLE 6-1 Continued

Grade Level PK K 1 2 3 4 5 : 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Total

Mississippi
1979-80 NA NA 15.1 6.9 4.8 5.0 5.6 5.1 13.5 1.1 12.4 11.7 8.1 6.0 8.9
1985-86 NA 1.4 16.1 7.0 5.3 5.7 6.0 ! 5.6 11:2 9.3 12.9 12.6 9.0 5.7 8.9
1994-95 0.0 4.9 11.9 6.1 4.9 6.2 7.1 ! 8.3 15.4 1.3:2 21.0 135 9.5 6.5 9.6
1995-96 22.2 4.8 11.6 5.8 4.6 5.6 6.3 i 1.5 14.2 I1.5 20.9 12.9 7.9 5.5 9.5
1996-97 16.7 5.4 11.9 6.6 5.4 6.1 6.6 3 7.7 15.6 12.9 19.7 12.8 7.7 5.2 9.8

New Hampshire

1979-80 NA NA 8.6 3.3 2.0 1.3 1.1 ‘ 0.9 2.5 2.8 7571 4.9 3.6 3.6 3.6
1985-86 NA 4.4 9.1 3.7 1.5 1.1 1.0 1 7.0 33 3.2 10.5 5.5 4.2 4.9 4.2
New Mexico
1990-91 2.2 6.1 2.8 1.5 l
1991-92 1.6 4.8 2.0 ; i
1992.93 1.5 4.3 1.7 1.2 ;
1993-94 1.3 4.2 1.9 1.0 |
|
New York .
1994-95 NA NA NA NA NA NA f NA NA NA NA 16.2 NA NA NA NA
1995-96 NA NA NA NA NA NA i NA NA NA NA 18.2 NA NA NA NA

1996-97 NA NA NA NA NA NA i NA NA NA NA 19.5 NA NA NA NA

North Carolina

1979-80 NA 4.5 9.8 6.0 45 3.2 2.8 ; 3.4 6.8 7351 14.1 14.8 8.6 4.2 6.9
1985-86 NA 6.0 9.3 5.0 5.7 2.7 2.1 ; 8.1 7.9 1.0 139 132 9.3 3.9 7.7
1987-88 NA 7.4 7.7 3.8 2.8 2.0 1.3 1 232 3.6 3.0 9.0 7.6 45 3.9 45
1988-89 NA 6.8 7.2 2.9 2.7 1.6 1.1 | 2.3 3.5 2.8 9.6 7.8 4.5 1.8 4.2
1989-90 NA 53 55 2.1 2.0 1.1 0.8 | 1.6 2.6 2.1 10.4 7.4 43 1.7 3.6
1990-91 NA 3.7 4.0 1.6 1.4 0.8 0.6 ! 1.5 2.7 2.0 10.8 79 4.6 1.9 3.3
1991-92 NA 2.9 4.1 1.9 1.5 0.7 0.6 { 1.4 2.4 1.9 11.3 7.8 4.6 1.7 3.2
1992-93 NA 3.0 4.1 2.0 1.6 0.7 0.5 { 1.3 2.4 1.8 128 8.3 4.9 1.8 3.4
1993-94 NA 3.3 4.8 1.4 1.9 0.9 0.7 i 1.6 25 | 13.4 10.0 5.7 2.0 3.8
1994.95 NA 3.5 4.7 2.4 1.9 1.0 0.7 | 1.7 2.6 1.8 150 102 5.9 1.9 4.0
1995-96 NA 3.8 5.0 2.8 2t 13 0.8 i 2.2 3.2 2.3 157 102 6.1 2.3 4.3
1996-97 NA 4.2 5.7 3.1 2.5 1.4 1.0 f 2.6 14 2.8 158 103 6.8 2.1 4.7
Ohio i
1994.95 NA NA 4.0 1.6 1.2 0.9 0.9 _ 1.9 2.9 2.3 9.1 5.2 2.9 4.4
1995-96 NA NA 4.1 1.7 1.1 0.8 0.7 | 1.6 2.1 1.8 8.1 4.3 2.7 3.9

1996-97 NA NA 4.7 20 1.8 1.1 0.9 . 1.8 2.9 3.1 11.4 5.9 3.2 4.2
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TABLE 6-1 Continued

1
Grade Level PK K 1 2 3 4 5 ! 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Total
South Carolina i
1977-78 NA NA 8.3 4.4 3.5 2.7 2.6 ! 3.5 3.8 2.6 NA NA NA NA 2.6
1994-95 7.0 2.2 1.9 1.4 1.7 i 2.4 3.3 2.2
1995-96 6.8 2.6 2.0 1.4 1.6 2.4 3.8 2.7
1996-97 - 7.0 2.9 2.1 1.7 1.8 : 2.8 3.9 2.9
Tennessce
1979-80 NA 2.4 10.7 5.6 3.9 3.1 3.3 2.8 7.3 5.6 8.5 6.3 4.1 6.1 5.4
1985-86 NA 39 109 5.1 3.9 3.3 3.2 3.2 8.1 6.1 9.6 8.6 7.0 5.9 6.2
1991-92 4.2
1992-93 3.9
1993-94 3.9
1994-95 i 3.5
1995-96 i 3.4
1996-97 NA 4.3 5.5 2.5 1.8 1.2. 1.4 | 2.7 7.2 5.7 13.4 9.5 7.0 5.8 e
Texas
1992-93 1.6 1.7 2.5 1.5 1.2 1.1 2.3 3.2 2.3 16.7 8.5 6.1 4.1 4.4
1993-94 1.4 6.0 2.1 1.2 0.9 0.8 2.0 3.0 2.2 16.5 8.2 5.7 3.8 4.0
1994-95 1.5 5.8 22 1.3 1.0 0.9 1.7 2.1 1.9 16.8 7.9 5.4 3.9 4.0
1995-96 7 5.9 2.6 1.5 1.0 0.8 1.7 | 2.9 2.1 17.8 7.9 5.5 4.2 4.3
Vermont 1
1994.95 1.9 1.7 1.0 0.5 0.6 0.3 0.3 i 1.5 1.6 39 2.6 2.2 4.8 1.7
1995-96 1.5 1.6 1.1 0.7 0.3 0.2 0.3 ! 1.5 1.3 49 3.0 2.2 3.4 1.7
1996-97 2.1 2.4 1.2 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 l 1.5 1.3 4.8 2.6 2.2 4.4 1.8
Virginia )
1979-80 NA 6.2 11.0 6.3 5.3 4.4 4.2 f 4.2 7.1 12.6 11.5 8.3 6.3 7.4 7.4
1985-86 NA 8.3 10.2 4.8 4.2 3.7 2.9 | 3.4 8.1 9.7 13.9 8.8 6.1 740 7.2
1993-94 NA 3.0 3.9 2.0 1.3 L1 0.7 : 3.1 5.4 6.2 12.2 8.3 6.3 6.6 4.6
1994-95 NA 3.5 4.2 2.1 1.5 1.2 0.7 3.4 5.2 6.3 13.4 8.6 6.6 6.5 4.9
1995-96 NA 3.9 4.3 2.4 1.9 1.6 1.1 i 3.6 5.3 6.0 13.2 8.4 6.2 6.4 4.9
West Virginia !
1979-80 NA 1.7 10.8 3.4 2.2 1.9 1.8 : 1.4 3.5 2.5 NA NA NA NA 34
1985-86 NA 4.4 1.5 33 2.7 2.3 2.2 1.8 4.6 2.5 NA NA NA NA 3.5
1994-95 NA 4.7 4.9 2.0 1.5 0.9 0.9 13 3.9 3.0 NA NA NA NA 2.6
1995-96 NA 4.7 5.4 2.2 1.4 0.8 0.7 1.3 35 2.7 NA NA NA NA 2.6

1996-97 NA 5.8 6.7 3.1 2.5 2.0 2.1 . B 33 4.6 29 NA NA NA NA 3.8
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TABLE 6-1 Continued

FEOUMUI N AINL RE L 2IN T IJEN i

Grade Level PK K 1 2 3 4 5 } 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Total
Wisconsin ;
1993-94 E‘ 2.2
1994-95 i 2.1
1995-96 : 2.3
1996-97 1.2. 2.2 1.0 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.6 1.0 0.8 8.5 7.9 6.3 4.4 2.8

NOTE: The following states do not collect these data: CO, CT, IL, KS, MO, MT, NE,
NH, NJ, ND, NV, PA, UT, WY.

SOURCES: Shepard and Smith (1991:7-8) and individual state reports to the committee.

rather than a single year prior to graded schooling.?! This is a diffuse
phenomenon and there is no single name for it, nor are there distinct
categories for the first and second years of kindergarten in the Census
enrollment data. Fragmentary reports suggest that, in some places, kin-
dergarten retention may have been as high as 50 percent in the late 1980s
(Shepard, 1989; Shepard, 1991). We do not know the degree to which
early retention decisions originate with parents—for example, to increase
their children’s chances for success in athletics—rather than with teach-
ers or other school personnel. Moreover, there are no sound national
estimates of the prevalence of kindergarten retention, and none of the
state data in Table 6-1 indicate exceptionally high kindergarten reten-
tion rates.

The Census Bureau's statistics on grade enrollment by age show that,
from the early 1970s to the late 1980s, entry into 1st grade gradually came
later in the development of many children, but for the past decade there
has been little change in age at school entry. Figure 6-1 shows percent-
ages of 6-year-old children who had not yet entered the Ist grade as of
October of the given year.2 Among 6-year-old boys, only 8 percent had

21 Another relevant factor is change in state or local requirements about the exact age
a child must reach before entering kindergarten or the Ist grade.

22Percentages shown in Figure 6-1 are 3-year moving averages and do not agree exactly
with the annual estimates reported in the text.
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FIGURE 6-1 Percentage of 6-year-old children who have not entered 1st grade.

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-20 for
various vears. NOTE: Entries are 3-year moving averages.

not yet entered the Ist grade in 1971,%3 but 22 percent were not yet in the
1st grade in 1987, and 21 percent were not yet in the 1st grade in 1996.
Among 6-year-old girls, only 4 percent had not yet entered the 1st grade
in 1971, but 16 percent were not yet in the st grade in 1987, and 17

23The percentages include those enrolled below st grade level and a small share of 6-
year-olds who were not enrolled in school. The data are virtually unchanged if
aonenrolled children are eliminated from the analysis; neither the trends nor the differ-
ences by race-ethnicity and sex are affecred.
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percent were not yet in the 1st grade in 1996. Although boys are consis-
tently more likely than girls to enter 1st grade after age 6, there are only
small differences between blacks and whites in age at entry into graded
school, and these differences consistently favor black children. That is,
6-year-old black children are slightly less likely than white children of
the same age and sex to be enrolled below the 1st grade or not enrolled in
school. Also, 6-year-old Hispanic boys are consistently more likely than
white boys to have entered the 1st grade, but 6-year-old Hispanic girls are
less likely than white girls to have entered the 1st grade.

One of the contributing factors to the rising age at entry into 1st
grade has been a rising age at entry into kindergarten, which need have
nothing to do with kindergarten-level retention and would presumably
reduce rates of developmental immaturity among kindergartners.?* Since
the early 1970s, as shown in Figure 6-2, enrollment of 5-year-olds below
the kindergarten level—that is, in nursery school-—grew from about 2
percent in 1972 to 7 percent in 1992.2 During the same period, the
percentage of nonenrolled children fluctuated around 8 percent, so the
combined percentages of 5-year-olds who were either not enrolled or who
were enrolled in nursery school grew in parallel with nursery school en-
rollment. However, there is no firm relationship between these trends
and enrollment below the 1st grade at age 6. Children may enter first
grade without first attending kindergarten, and, in many of the early
years, the share of 5-year-olds who were not enrolled or were in nursery
school exceeded the share of 6-year-olds who were enrolled below the 1st
grade in the following year.

National statistics do not tell us exactly how much extended kin-
dergarten has contributed to the rise in age at entry into graded school
because they do not provide direct information about transitions between
grade levels (or retention in grade) from year to year. However, there is
a clear downward trend in the ratio of 1st grade enrollment of 5-year-olds
in each October to the kindergarten enrollment of 4-year-olds one year
earlier. For example, among white males, this ratio declined almost

linearly from 0.9 in 1972 to 0.4 in 1987. There is reason to doubt the

24However, the possibility of retention in kindergarten could lead some parents to hold
their youngsters in nursery school a year longer.

$There is a very large increase in the enrollment of 5-year-olds below kindergarten in
1994, but this may be attributable to changes in the mode of dara collection in the
Current Population Survey.
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FIGURE 6-2 Percentage of 5-year-old children enrolled below kindergarten or not en-
rolled. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-20.
NOTE: Entries are 3-year moving averages.

accuracy with which parents report kindergarten rather than nursery
school attendance, but the declining ratio suggests that kindergarten re-
tention has increased.

The Census Bureau’s enrollment data are even less informative about
the rate at which children who entered kindergarten at age 5 were re-
tained for an additional year at age 6. For example, in 1996, 15 percent of
6-year-old boys and 12 percent of 6-year-old girls were enrolled in kinder-
garten. The data on enrollment of 5-year-olds in 1995 and of 6-year-olds
in 1996 are consistent with the possibility that all of the 6-year-old kin-
dergartners in 1996 were in their second year. The enrollment data are
equally consistent with the possibility that all of those children had been
in nursery school or had not attended school at all in fall 1995. That is,
all we can learn from national statistics is that retention in kindergarten
affected no more than 15 percent of 6-year-old boys and no more than 12
percent of 6-year-old girls in 1996.26

RETENTION IN THE PRIMARY AND
SECONDARY GRADES

Age-grade retardation refers to enrollment below the modal grade
level for a child’s age—and no broader meaning is either intended or

6These inferences are based on the assumptions that immigration and mortality be-
tween ages 5 and 6 can be ignored and that no children move down in grade hetween
school years, i.e., from kindergarten to nursery school or from 1st grade 1o kindergarten
or nursery school.
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FIGURE 6-3 Percentage of children enrolled below modal grade for age by age group
and year in which cohort was ages 6 to 8. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Historical Staristics, Table A-3, Persons 6 to 17. NOTE: Dropout series represents the
percentage of the age cohort that had dropped out by ages 15-17. Dropouts are included
in the series at ages 15 to 17.

implied. The committee has looked at national rates of age-grade retar-
dation by age, sex, and racefethnicity for three-year age groups at ages 6
to 17 from 1971 to 1996 and also at parallel tabulations for young chil-
dren by single years of age from 1971 to 1996. In each case, we have
organized the data by birth cohort (year of birth) rather than by calendar
year, so it is possible to see the evolution of age-grade retardation through-
out the schooling of a birth cohort, as well as changes in age-grade retar-
dation rates from year to year.2’

The recent history of age-grade retardation is summarized in Figure
6-3. It shows age-grade retardation at ages 6 to 8, 9 to 11, 12 to 14, and
15 to 17 among children who reached ages 6 to 8 between 1962 and 1996.
The horizontal axis shows the year in which an age group reached ages 6

YTThese data have been assembled from Historical Statistics, Table A-3, “Persons 6 to
17 Years Old Enrolled Below Modal Grade, 1971 to 1995,” which is available from the
U.S. Bureau of the Census at www.census.gov/populationfsocdemofschool/report95/
raba-3.txt, and from selected publications in the P-20 series of Current Population Reports,
“School Enrollment: Social and Economic Characteristics of Students,” from the U.S.
Bureau of the Census (Nos. 241, 260, 272, 286, 303, 319, 333, 346, 360, 400, 408, 413,
426, 439, 443, 451, 460, 469, 474, 479, 487, and 492). Unpublished data for 1996, as
well as corrections in the Historical Statistics, Table A-3, were kindly provided by Cen-
sus Bureau staff.
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to 8, so vertical comparisons among the trend lines at a given year show
how age-grade retardation cumulated as a birth cohort grew older.

For example, consider children who were 6 to 8 years old in 1987—
the most recent cohort whose history can be traced all the way from ages
6 to 8 up through ages 15 to 17. At ages 6 to 8, 21 percent were enrolled
below the modal grade for their age. By 1990, when this cohort reached
ages 9 to 11, age-grade retardation grew to 28 percent, and it was 31
percent in 1993, when the cohort reached ages 12 to 14. By 1996, when
the cohort reached ages 15 to 17, the percentage who were either below
the modal grade level or had left school was 36 percent. Almost all of the
growth in retardation after ages 12 to 14, however, was due to dropout (5
percent), rather than grade retention among the enrolled.

One could read the rate of enrollment below the modal grade at ages
6 to 8 as a baseline measure, that is, as if it did not necessarily indicate
that grade retention had taken place. Relative to that baseline, increases
in enrollment below the modal grade at older ages clearly show the net
effects of retention in grade. This reading of the data would suggest that,
in most birth cohorts, retention occurs mainly between ages to 6 to 8 and
9 to 11 or between ages 12 to 14 and 15 to 17.48 This way of looking at
the data surely understates the prevalence of grade retention, for much of
it occurs within or below ages 6 to 8.

The series for ages 15 to 17 includes early school dropout, which is
also shown as a separate series along the bottom of the figure. Dropout,
rather than retention, evidently accounts for a substantial share of the
increase in age-grade retardation between ages 12 to 14 and ages 15 to 17.

The trend in age-grade retardation at ages 6 to 8, 9 to 11, 12 to 14,
and 15 to 17 can be read across Figure 6-3 from left to right. Age-grade
retardation increased in every age group from cohorts of the early 1970s
through those of the mid- to late 1980s. Age-grade retardation increased
at ages 15 to 17 after the mid-1970s, despite the slow decline in its early
school dropout component throughout the period. That is, grade reten-
tion increased while dropout decreased. Peak rates occurred earlier at
older than at younger ages, suggesting that policy changes occurred in
specific calendar years, rather than consistently throughout the life of
successive birth cohorts. Among cohorts entering school after 1970, the

28y/e ignore the logical possibility that age-grade retardation ar younger ages could be
counterbalanced by double promotion at older ages.
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FIGURE 6-4 Differences in age-grade retardation berween age 6 and ages 7 to 9 by year
when cohort was age 6. SOURCE: U.S. Buteau of the Census, Current Population
Reports, Series P-20. NOTE: Entries are 3-year moving averages.

percentage enrolled below the modal grade level was never less than 10
percent at ages 6 to 8, and it exceeded 20 percent for cohorts of the late
1980s. The trend lines suggest that age-grade retardation has declined
slightly for cohorts entering school after the mid-1980s, but rates have
not moved back to the levels of the early 1970s.

Overall, a large share of each birth cohort now experiences grade
retention during elementary school. Among children ages 6 to 8 from
1982 to 1992, age-grade retardation has reached 25 to 30 percent by ages

9to1l.

RETENTION AFTER SCHOOL ENTRY

Enrollment below the 1st grade at age 6 is a convenient baseline
against which to assess the effects of later grade retention. The compari-
sons of age-grade retardation at ages 7 to 9 with that at age 6 are shown in
Figure 6-4. There are two main patterns in the series. First, grade reten-
tion continues through the elementary years at each successive age. Re-
tention cumulates rapidly after age 6. For example, among children who
were 6 years old in 1987, enrollment below the modal grade increased by
almost 5 percentage points between ages 6 and 7 and by 5 more percent-
age points between ages 7 and 9. Second, there appears to have been a
decline in retention between ages 6 and 7 after the early 1980s. That is,
comparing Figure 6-1 with Figure 6-4, we can infer a shift in elementary
school age-grade retardation downward in age from the transition be-
tween ages 6 and 7 to somewhere between ages 4 and 6.
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EIGURE 6-5 Differences in age-grade retardation between ages 6 to 8 and ages 9 to 17
Sy year when cohort was ages 6 to 8. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical

tatistics, Table A-3, Persons 6 to 17. NOTES: Dropouts are included in the series at
ages 15 to 17. Entries are 3-year moving averages.

How much grade retention is there after ages 6 to 87 And does the
recent growth in age-grade retardation by ages 6 to 8 account for its
observed growth at older ages? Figure 6-5 shows changes in age-grade
retardation between ages 6 to 8 and each of the three older age groups.??
Age-grade retardation grows substantially after ages 6 to 8 as a result ‘of
retention in grade. For example, among children who reached ages 6 to
8 between 1972 and 1985, almost 20 percent more were below the modal
grade for their age by the time they were 15 to 17 years old. Amon,
children who reached ages 6 to 8 between the mid-1970s and- the midg»z
1980s, age-grade retardation grew by about 10 percentage points by ages 9
to 11, and it grew by close to 5 percentage points more by ages 12 to 14
Relative to ages 6 to 8, age-grade retardation at ages 9 to 11 and ages 12.
to 14 increased for cohorts who were 6 to 8 years old in the early 1970s; it
was stable from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, and it has declined sin’ce
then. However, the gap between retention at ages 15 to 17 and that at
ages 6 to 8 has been relatively stable—close to 20 percentage points—
V\-fith. the possible exception of a very recent downward turn. Tphus the
rise in age at entry into Ist grade—which is partly due to kinderga;rten
retention—accounts for much of the overall increase in age-grade retar-
dation among teenagers.

29 ; s
Again, early school dropour (ar ages 15 to 17) is counted as age-grade retardation





o4 FIOH 31 AKED: [ESING FUK | RAUKING, FRUMU L TON, AN GERALDUALTUN

In summary, grade retention is pervasive in American schools. It is
important to consider the implications of ending social promotion when
ages at school entry are increasing, and a large share of each new cohort
of youth already experiences grade retention after the early years of
schooling. To be sure, the temporal location of age-grade retardation
appears to have changed over time. Cumulative rates of age-grade retar-
dation have increased for cohorts entering school since the early 1970s,
but this has occurred through a combination of later entry into [st grade—
possibly involving retention in nursery school or kindergarten—reduced
retention between ages 6 and 7, and variable patterns of retention in the
preadolescent and adolescent years.

SOCIAL DIFFERENCES IN RETENTION

Not only are there similarities in the pattern of age-grade retardation
among major population groups—boys and girls and majority and minor-
ity groups—but there are also substantial differences in rates of age-grade
retardation among them, many of which develop well after school entry.
Figure 6-6 shows differences in grade-retardation between boys and girls
at ages 6 to 8 and ages 15 to 17. Overall, the sex differential gradually
increases with age, from 5 percentage points at ages 6 to 8 ro 10 percent-

--------- Male, 6 to 8 years old ---- Male, 15 to 17 years old
—— Female,6to 8yearsold - Female, 15 1o 17 years old

Percent of Cohort
™~
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|
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FIGURE 6-6 Percentage enrolled below modal grade ar ages 6 to 8 and at ages 15 to 17
by sex and year cohort reached ages 6 to 8. SOURCE: U.S. Burcau of the Census,
Historical Statistics, Table A-3, Persons 6 to 8 and 15 to 17.
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FIGURE é-7 Percentage enrolled below modal grade ar ages 6 to 8 by race/ethnicity and
year. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Sratistics, Table A-3, Persons 6
to 8.

age points at ages 15 to 17. That is, boys are initially more likely than
gitls to be placed below the modal grade for their age, and they fall further
behind girls as they pass through childhood and adolescence.

The differentiation of age-grade relationships by race and ethnicity is
even more striking than that by gender. Figures 6-7 to 6-10 show trends
in the development of age-grade retardation by race/ethnicity in each of
the four age groups: 6to 8,9 to 11, 12 to 14, and 15 to 17. Here, unlike
the case of gender differentiation, the rates of age-grade retardation are
very similar among whites, blacks, and Hispanics at ages 6 to 8. However,
by ages 9 to 11, the percentages enrolled below modal grade levels are
typically 5 to 10 percentage points higher among blacks or Hispanics
than among whites. The differentials continue to grow with age, and at
ages 15 to 17, rates of grade retardation range from 40 to 50 percent
among blacks and Hispanics, and they have gradually drifted up from 25
percent to 35 percent among whites. By ages 15 to 17, there is a differen-
tial between Hispanics and blacks favoring the latter, and this appears to
follow from high rates of early school dropout among Hispanics. Figure
6-11 shows the rates of school dropout among whites, blacks, and Hispan-
ics ages 15 to 17. There is almost no difference in the dropout rates
between whites and blacks,’® but Hispanics are much more likely to leave

30Drapout by ages 15 to 17 does not indicate ultimate rates of failure to complete high
school because large numbers of youth complete regular schooling through age 19 or,
alternatively, pass the GED exam through their late 20s (Hauser, 1997).
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FIGURE 6-8 Percentage enrolled below modal grade at ages 9 to 11 by year cohort
reached ages 6 to 8 by racefethnicity. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical
Staristics, Table A-3, Persons 9 to 11.
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FIGURE 6-9 Percentage enrolled below modal grade at ages 12 to 14 by year cohort
reached ages 6 to 8 by racefethnicity. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical

Sratistics, Table A-3, Persons 12 to 14.

school at an early age. Thus, early high school dropout contributes very
little to the observed difference in age-grade retardation between blacks
and whites, which is mainly due to retention in grade. Early dropout does
account in part for the difference in age-grade retardation between His-
panics and whites or blacks.

In recent years, gender and race/ethnic differentials in age-grade re-
tardation, even at young ages, are a consequence of school experience
and not primarily of differentials in age at school entry. Social differen-
tials in age-grade relationships are vague at school entry, but a hierarchy
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FIGURE 6-11 Percentage dropping out by ages 15 to 17 by year cohort reached ages 6 to
8 by racefethnicity. SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics, Table
A-3, Persons 6 to 17.

is clearly established by age 9, and it persists and grows through the end of
secondary schooling. This growth can only be explained by grade reten-
tion. By age 9, there are sharp social differentials in age-grade rerarda-
tion, favoring whites and girls relative to blacks or Hispanics and boys.
By ages 15 to 17, close to 50 percent of black males have fallen behind in
school—30 percentage points more than at ages 6 to 8—but age-grade
retardation has never exceeded 30 percent among white girls of the same
age. If these rates and differentials in age-grade retardartion are character-
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istic of a schooling regime in which social promotion is perceived to be
the norm, it is important to consider what we might observe when that
norm has been eliminated.
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Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program:
Helpful, Harmful, or Harmless?

Melissa Roderick and Jenny Nagaoka
University of Chicago

In the mid-1990s, the Chicago Public Schools declared an end to social promotion and instituted pro-
motional requirements based on standardized test scores in the third, sixth, and eighth grades. This
article examines the experience of third and sixth graders who were retained under Chicago’s policy
from 1997 to 2000. The authors examine the progress of these students for 2 years after they were re-
tained and estimate the short-term effects of retention on reading achievement. Students who were re-
tained under Chicago’s high-stakes testing policy continued to struggle during their retained year and
faced significantly increased rates of special education placement. Among third graders, there is no
evidence that retention led to greater achievement growth 2 years after the promotional gate. Among
sixth graders, there is evidence that retention was associated with lower achievement growth. The ef-
fects of retention were estimated by using a growth curve analysis. Comparison groups were con-
structed by using variation across time in the administration of the policy, and by comparing the
achievement growth of a group of low-achieving students who just missed passing the promotional
cutoff to a comparison group of students who narrowly met the promotional cutoff at the end of the
summer. The robustness of the findings was tested using an instrumental variable approach to address

selection effects in estimates.

Keywords: grade retention, high-stakes testing, urban education

THeRE is perhaps no more controversial policy in
education today than the decision to retain students
on the basis of their performance on standardized
tests. Proponents of “ending social promotion”
argue that promoting students who have not mas-
tered basic skills will set these students up for fail-
ure later, and sends the message that achievement
does not matter. Opponents argue that avoiding
failure by failing students is a misguided approach
and point to research evidence that retaining stu-
dents does not help their achievement, negatively
affects their self-esteem, and increases their risk of
dropping out. National education organizations
such as the National Association of School Psy-
chologists (2003) and the American Educational
Research Association (2000) have taken strong
policy stands against retaining students, particu-
larly when retention decisions are made on the
basis of standardized test scores.

Since 1996, the Chicago Public Schools (CPS)
has been at the center of this national debate. In
that year, Chicago declared an “end to social pro-
motion” and instituted promotional requirements
based on students’ scores on the Iowa Tests of
Basic Skills (ITBS) in the third, sixth, and eighth
grades. As a result of this policy, Chicago has re-
tained from 7,000 to 10,000 students per year in
these three grades—nearly one in five third graders
and one in ten sixth and eighth graders subject to
the policy.

This policy initiative is not the first time a
school district has ended social promotion. Over
the past several decades, large urban school sys-
tems have been caught in a cycle of one adminis-
tration “ending social promotion” followed by the
next administration declaring an end to the dele-
terious practice of retention (House, 1998; Rod-
erick, 1994; Rose, Medway, Cantrell, & Marus,

309

Downloaded from http://eepa.aera.net by guest on October 30, 2008



http://epa.sagepub.com



Roderick and Nagaoka

1983; Shepard & Smith, 1989). This pendulum
swing captures a central conundrum facing ad-
ministrators of how to motivate teachers and stu-
dents to set high expectations while dealing with
the problem of persistent poor student perfor-
mance and the responsibilities of large urban
school systems toward their most vulnerable stu-
dents. The central tension, however, is that high-
stakes testing policies are premised on the idea
that it is the threat of retention as much as reten-
tion itself that will lead to higher performance.
Proponents argue that by setting standards, being
clear that achievement matters, and enforcing
negative consequences, students will work harder
and teachers and parents will pay attention to the
needs of the lowest-performing students, leading
to higher achievement (Jacob, Stone, & Roder-
ick, 2004; Roderick, Jacob, & Bryk, 2003). Thus,
such policies assume that retention, and the aca-
demic failure it signifies, is a negative experience
that students, their teachers, and their parents will
work to avoid. However, for such policies to work,
not only must students’ achievement improve be-
cause they are trying to avoid retention, but those
who are retained must make large enough achieve-
ment gains to mitigate the negative impact of the
initial failure. Many policymakers and educators
believe strongly that an extra year of instruction
could give low-achieving students the extra time
they need to raise their skills and that this extra
time will lay the foundation for more positive
achievement later (Byrnes, 1989; Jacob et al.,
2004; Tompchin & Impara, 1992).

This article examines the experience of stu-
dents who did not meet Chicago’s minimum test-
score standards from 1998 to 2000.! We focus on
three central questions. First, did the extra year
of instruction allow retained students to raise
their test scores to meet the promotional stan-
dards their second time in the same grade? Sec-
ond, how did retention under high-stakes testing
and Chicago’s use of multiple chances to pass the
promotions test shape retained students’ subse-
quent progress, including the probability of spe-
cial education placement, being retained again,
or rejoining their age-appropriate classmates?
And, third, did retention lead to higher achieve-
ment for these students than if they had been pro-
moted to the next grade?

In the first section of this article, we focus on
our first two questions by descriptively examin-
ing the progress of all third- and sixth-grade stu-
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dents who were retained under Chicago’s policy
for 2 years. We then use several different meth-
ods to estimate the short-term effect of retention
on achievement using a sample of low-achieving
students who attended Chicago’s mandatory sum-
mer program, Summer Bridge, and whose read-
ing test scores by the end of the summer were just
above or just below the test-score cutoff used for
the promotional decision. First, we use informa-
tion on students’ entire test-score histories to es-
timate their yearly achievement growth and the
deviations from that prior trajectory in the gate
grade, and for 1 and 2 years after the gate grade.
We derive these estimates of the effect of reten-
tion using Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM),
in which we compare the postgate achievement
of students while controlling for demographic
differences. We begin by simply comparing the
achievement growth of students whose test scores
fell just above and just below the test-score cutoff,
and then examine differences in postgate achieve-
ment growth by students’ experiences after the
high-stake testing year (e.g., whether they expe-
rienced a full year of retention, were placed in
special education, later rejoined their classmates,
or were promoted). We then test the robustness of
our findings using a two-stage probit least squares
model (2SPLS).

Previous Research

The term “social promotion” implies that edu-
cators promote students out of concern for their
long-term social adjustment and self-esteem but
retain students out of concern for their educational
progress. This view is strongly held by many
teachers, who believe that holding students back
improves their long-term chances of success,
although teachers worry that retention may
have a negative impact on students’ self-esteem
(Byrnes, 1989; Jacob et al., 2004; Tompchin &
Impara, 1992). Yet, there is little consistent evi-
dence to support the contention that retaining stu-
dents actually improves long-term educational
outcomes. Few studies have examined the long-
term effects of retention on student achievement
and school attitudes, and these studies have gen-
erally found that even when there are short-term
benefits, those benefits are not sustained over time
(Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994; Holmes,
1989; Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland, &
Sroufe, 1997; Peterson, DeGracie, & Ayabe,
1987). Moreover, there is strong evidence that
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students who are overage for grade, particularly
retained students, face an increased risk of drop-
ping out (Allensworth, 2004; Grissom & Shep-
ard, 1989; House, 1998; Jimerson, 2001a, 2001b;
Roderick, 1994).

Most research has evaluated the effects of re-
tention in the primary grades, where retention is
largely based on teachers’ assessments of students’
readiness and academic performance (Dauber,
Alexander, & Entwistle, 1993; Jimerson et al.,
1997).2 There has been less research on the ef-
fects of retention under high-stakes testing. In the
1980s, New York City instituted a policy quite
similar to Chicago’s that affected fourth and sev-
enth graders. An evaluation concluded that even
when retained students were given extra support,
they did not perform better than low-achieving
students prior to the policy and were more likely
to drop out (House, 1998).

What is less clear is how retention influences
student achievement, school engagement, and
self-attitudes in the short run and, in particular,
how high-stakes testing might either exacerbate
or mitigate these short-term effects. In an influ-
ential and widely cited meta-analysis, Holmes
and Matthews (1984) estimated that studies with
matched comparison groups generally found that
retained students performed lower on measures
of achievement, grade point average, personal
adjustment, and self-concept. In a follow-up
analysis, Holmes (1989) again concluded that es-
timates from studies using matched comparison
groups suggest that retention has a significant
negative effect on academic achievement, par-
ticularly in the upper grades. These conclusions
generally reflect the findings of Jackson’s (1975)
earlier review and Jimerson’s (2001a) more re-
cent meta-analysis.

Whereas these meta-analyses often have been
cited as conclusive evidence of the effects of re-
tention, some researchers have questioned their va-
lidity, arguing that while they are a valid summary
of the research conducted predominantly in the
1960s and 1970s, most of the studies reviewed by
Holmes (1989) do not stand up to current standards
of evaluation. Seldom did the studies reviewed by
Holmes (1989) and Holmes and Matthews (1984)
use rigorous matched comparison groups or con-
trols for the prior achievement and demographic
characteristics of students associated with reten-
tion (Alexander et al., 1994; Reynolds, 1992).
Subsequent studies, moreover, offer varying con-
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clusions about the academic effects of retention,
with several studies finding no effects to positive
effects (Alexander et al., 1994; House, 1998;
Jimerson et al., 1997; Mantzicopoulos & Morri-
son, 1992; Peterson et al., 1987; Pierson & Con-
nell, 1992) and others finding significant nega-
tive effects for all grades or in very early grades
(Alexander et al.,, 1994; Holmes, 2000;
Reynolds, 1992). In addition, studies have found
little consistent evidence that retention nega-
tively impacts self-esteem or school attitudes
(Alexander et al., 1994; Pierson & Connell, 1992;
Plummer & Graziano, 1987; Reynolds, 1992).

Why is there so little agreement on the short-
term effects of retention? There are three method-
ological reasons why studies differ in their con-
clusions about the short-term achievement effects
of retention: (a) the point at which researchers
estimate achievement effects; (b) the comparabil-
ity of test scores across grades; and (c) the ability
of researchers to construct adequate comparison
groups of retained and promoted children and ac-
count for their prior characteristics.

Same-Grade Versus Same-Age Comparisons

First, estimates of the effects of retention dif-
fer by whether retained and promoted students
are compared at the same age (e.g., 1 year after
retention or promotion) or at the same grade.
Studies that compare the achievement growth of
students during the same time period or at the
same age (e.g., 1 year after retention) tend to find
negative effects, while studies that wait until re-
tained students reach the same grade as promoted
students (thus comparing 2 years of learning for
retained students to 1 year of learning for pro-
moted students) tend to find either no effects or
positive effects (Alexander et al., 1994; Holmes,
1989; Peterson et al., 1987; Reynolds, 1992).

While several researchers have tried to side-
step the debate by using both types of compar-
isons, we argue that only same-age comparisons
should be used when evaluating the effects of re-
tention under high-stakes testing. If the primary
objective is to evaluate the effectiveness of hav-
ing a student repeat a grade versus moving on to
the next grade, then the evaluation should focus
on estimating the counterfactual: What would have
been the achievement of retained students in the
absence of retention? In this case, the appropriate
comparison is retained students’ achievement after
retention against that of a control group within
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the same period of time. Indeed, the central ques-
tion in evaluating whether retention is an effec-
tive educational strategy, is whether struggling
students do better when given another chance to
master material than if they move on to more dif-
ficult material in the next grade—that is, whether
2 years of learning in the same grade would pro-
vide greater achievement growth than 2 years of
learning in subsequent grades.

Same-grade comparisons, on the other hand, es-
timate whether low-achieving students learn more
over 2 years than | year, essentially evaluating
whether there is a benefit to adding an extra year
of instruction. This question of what is the benefit
of investing in an extra year of instruction is a po-
tentially important one, but retention is just one
way to add a year of instruction. Other ways to add
a year of instruction include investing in preschool
or using alternatives to retention such as transi-
tional years, which allow students to progress more
slowly. In this respect, estimates of the effects of
adding a year of instruction through retention
should then be compared to the effects of alterna-
tive policy options that add an extra year. While
this is an interesting question, it is not the central
focus of our analysis. Instead, we focus on whether
it is better for low-achieving students to move on
to more advanced material or to repeat material be-
fore moving on—a same-age comparison.

Comparability of Test Scores Across Grades

Second, estimates of the effects of retention
may be test-dependent and strongly influenced
by differences across tests in the comparability of
scores and gains in achievement across grades.
For example, Chicago uses the ITBS, and until
2002, Chicago reported results in grade equiva-
lents (GE). The GE is intended to evaluate stu-
dent performance against national norms within
a grade level. It is not useful, however, in assess-
ing student growth or comparing performance
across grades because scores are not directly
comparable across test levels.* Across-test-level
effects in the GE are particularly acute at the ex-
tremes of the score distribution. In general, stu-
dents at the lower end of the achievement distribu-
tion will receive higher scores simply by taking a
higher level of the test. So, a low-achieving stu-
dent taking a fourth-grade test will probably
have a higher score than if that same student
were retained and took a third-grade test, lead-
ing to negative estimates of the effects of re-
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tention (Roderick et al., 2003). The fact that test
scores may not be comparable across grades does
not mean that same-age comparisons are inap-
propriate. It means, however, that without paying
attention to the comparability of test scores across
grades, estimates of the effects of retention will
be biased.

Researchers studying retention seldom pay at-
tention to the problems of test-equating. Reynolds
(1992), for example, estimated the effects of re-
tention by comparing the performance of retained
third graders in Chicago on the ITBS in GEs to
that of fourth graders, and found significant neg-
ative effects. However, he did not discuss prob-
lems in the comparability of test scores across
grades. Peterson et al. (1987) found positive ef-
fects of retention in a study that used the Califor-
nia Achievement Test (CAT). The authors noted
that the CAT fourth-grade test tended to be more
difficult than the third-grade test, an opposite trend
from the ITBS, but made no adjustments for
these differences in difficulty levels. Alexander
et al. (1994) similarly found positive effects of
retention using the CAT. Recognizing this prob-
lem, Shepard and Smith (1996) presented a re-
analysis of the Alexander data using a conversion
to within-grade scores and found that, while re-
tained students did receive a bounce back after the
retained year, the previous conclusion that they
“made up ground” after retention was signifi-
cantly overstated. Thus, not only do problems of
test-equating across grades influence estimates
of the effects of retention, but the direction of
that influence differs depending on what test is
used in the analysis.

Constructing Comparison Groups

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, studies
differ significantly in the extent to which they are
able to construct adequate comparison groups
and address selection effects that may shape es-
timates of retention. Studies conducted in the
1980s and 1990s have been more sensitive to the
need to construct adequate comparison groups
(Peterson et al., 1987; Reynolds, 1992) as well as
to estimate retention effects using statistical ad-
justments for prior differences between groups
(Alexander et al., 1994; Reynolds, 1992). Statisti-
cal adjustment for previous performance, how-
ever, may not completely address selection ef-
fects. One problem that arises when estimating
the effects of grade retention is that measured
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characteristics alone might not explain why one
student is retained and another is promoted. Other
factors such as lack of motivation or maturation
may lead a teacher to recommend retention. In
addition, the methodology of constructing a con-
trol group of students who have similar prior
achievement but are not retained may introduce
bias into estimates because of regression to the
mean. Students are not retained randomly. They
tend to be retained after a bad year. We expect
that students who are retained after a particularly
bad year would follow that poor performance
with a better-than-average year. The opposite
could be true for a matched group of students
with similar performance who were promoted.
This matched group might be promoted because
of a better-than-average year, which would then
be followed by a below-average year. Several
studies of retention lend strong support to this
regression to the mean effect (Alexander et al.,
1994; Shepard & Smith, 1989).

Evaluating the effects of retention under high-
stakes testing makes the construction of control
groups both more and less problematic. On one
hand, the use of test scores to make promotional
decisions significantly reduces the selection bias
that occurs when trying to construct control groups
under circumstances in which teachers deter-
mine retention and the variables that teachers are
using to make that decision are unknown. On the
other hand, the problem of how to estimate the
counterfactual—what would the achievement of
retained students have been in the absence of
retention—is particularly acute because of moti-
vational and programmatic effects. As stated in
the introduction, a central argument for ending
social promotion is that the threat of retention
will motivate students and parents and send a
strong signal to teachers to pay attention to low-
achieving students and focus on basic skills. The
Chicago policy also provides substantial program-
matic supports in the form of after-school and sum-
mer programs. Students retained under the policy,
then, are those students who for various reasons do
not benefit from these incentives and program-
matic supports. In essence, high-stakes testing has
the effect of sorting low-achieving students by
their parents’, teachers’, and their own capacity
to respond to the policy and its programmatic
supports.

Whether or not as a result of high-stakes testing,
test scores rose significantly in the period after
1996, particularly in the sixth and eighth grades
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(Bryk, 2003; Roderick, Nagaoka, Bacon, & Eas-
ton, 2000). As aresult, the proportion of students
in the gate grades with test scores below the min-
imum standards for promotion fell significantly.
For example, the proportion of sixth graders with
test scores below 5.3, the promotional cutoff, fell
from 37% in 1995, the year before the policy took
effect, to 14% in 1999 (Roderick et al., 2000).
Because so many more students had low test
scores prior to the policy, it is difficult to identify
aprepolicy comparison group. It is likely that some
students with low test scores in the prepolicy pe-
riod would have improved their test scores in re-
sponse to incentives. Thus, a standard pre- to post-
policy comparison is problematic when estimating
the effects of retention under high-stakes testing.

In this study, we seek to address several of
these methodological problems in estimating the
effects of retention. First, we use same-grade com-
parisons to estimate our counterfactual. Second,
we estimate achievement effects using ITBS test
scores that have been equated to allow for com-
parisons of growth across grades, as well as forms
and levels of the test. Third, we take unmeasured
selection effects into consideration in construct-
ing comparison groups, interpreting results, and
choosing estimation procedures. Finally, we use
growth curve modeling to estimate achievement
effects on the basis of a student’s entire prior test-
score history, correcting for regression to the
mean. Before discussing our methodological ap-
proach in detail, we first outline the specifics of
the Chicago policy and describe the experience
of retained students under the policy.

The Chicago Policy

Under Chicago’s high-stakes testing policy,
third, sixth, and eighth graders must meet mini-
mum test-score standards in reading and mathe-
matics on the ITBS to be promoted to the next
grade. The promotional test-score cutoffs were
set using the GE metric and corresponded to scor-
ing roughly at the 20th percentile on national
norms. A student is considered on grade level at
national norms in the GE metric if, when taking
the test in the 8th month of the school year, he or
she obtains a score of that grade plus 8 months
(e.g., 3.8 for the third grade). From 1997 to 2000,
the time period of our evaluation, Chicago’s pro-
motional test-score cutoff for third graders was set
at 2.8, 1 year below grade level. The sixth-grade
cutoff was initially set at 5.3, 1.5 years below
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grade level, and was raised to 5.5 in 2000. The
eighth-grade cutoff started at 7.0, 1.8 years below
grade level, and was increased each year.’ Spe-
cial education students and students in bilingual
education for 3 years or fewer were exempted
from the promotional policy, meaning that their
promotional decisions were not based solely on
their test scores.

Students who did not meet the test-score cut-
offs at the end of the school year were required
to participate in a summer school program called
Summer Bridge and retook the test in August.
Those who failed again were retained in their
grade or, if they were 15 years or older, sent to an
alternative school for overage eighth graders.
The primary focus of the retained year was to
provide students with an additional opportunity
to meet the promotional requirements. If retained
students did not raise their test scores to the cut-
offs by the spring testing, they were required to
attend a second Summer Bridge. In January of
1999 and 2000, retained students were provided
a third chance to meet the promotional test-score
cutoffs. Students who passed the promotional re-
quirements in January, as well as those who did
so at the end of the school year with scores well
above the cutoff, were allowed to rejoin their age-
appropriate classmates after an intensive double
dose of summer school.”

In Summer Bridge, Chicago adopted a highly
structured and prescribed approach to addressing
the needs of students who did not initially meet
the promotional test-score cutoffs. Significant re-
ductions in class size were made, and a manda-
tory curriculum was provided.® In comparison,
the district gave little structure to the retained
year. Decisions about how to group retained stu-
dents for instruction, whether they would have
the same teacher, and whether they would be
given extra supports were left to principals. Re-
tained students were required to participate in an
after-school program that extended instructional
time. Initially, the district directed some funding
to provide extra support to schools with very high
retention rates, but there was little direction as to
how these resources should be used.’ Stone and
Engel (2004), in a qualitative analysis of the ex-
perience of retained students, found that schools
differed somewhat in how they structured the re-
tention year (e.g., whether students received the
same teachers), but a common theme was that
students received few extra supports or alterna-
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tive interventions. Thus, in Chicago the educa-
tional experience of retention amounted to going
through the policy a second time.

Passing, Promotion, and Retention Rates
in Chicago 1997-2000

The test-score standards initially set by Chicago
were relatively low. Yet, in 1997, only one-half
of third graders, two-thirds of sixth graders, and
about three-fourths of eighth graders met the pro-
motional standards at the end of the school year.
Passing rates were initially higher among eighth
graders because the cutoff was set farther below
grade level than in other grades.

The initial Chicago policy stated that students
would be retained if they did not meet the test-
score cutoff, and made no provision for waivers.
But in the 1st year, as seen in Table 1, many stu-
dents received waivers and were promoted despite
not meeting the cutoff. Some of these waivers re-
flected initial problems in implementation and
may represent students or schools simply getting
around the policy. These waivers also reflected
last-minute decisions about how to handle par-
ticular subgroups of students and special cases
brought by principals and region heads.'* In 1998
and 1999, the district tightened its monitoring
of promotional decisions and waiver rates fell.
Region offices handled principals’ requests for
waivers for students who had extenuating cir-
cumstances or who had test scores very close to
the cutoff. Our analysis of waivers in these 2 years
found that Chicago’s six school region offices dif-
fered greatly in their willingness to grant waivers.

From the beginning, CPS leadership received
significant criticism for its strict reliance on a test-
score cutoff. The policy was challenged in a civil
rights complaint, and in the 2000-2001 school
year, a revised policy was formally adopted that
used a range around the cutoff scores rather than
a strict standard for promotion, and allowed for
consideration of a student’s grades, attendance,
and teacher recommendations. Although the for-
mal policy applied to students who took the test
in May 2001, the district signaled its intention to
change the policy in August 2000 and invoked
the use of a range around the cutoff in making
promotional decisions for the 2000 cohort. This
was the same year in which the sixth-grade cut-
off was increased to 5.5 GEs. Thus, using a range
around the cutoff (5.3 to 5.5) kept the minimum
test-score cutoff the same as previous years. But
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TABLE 1

Percent of First-Time Third, Sixth, and Eighth Graders Who Met Chicago’s Promotional Test-Score Cutoffs in
Spring and Summer and Percent Retained From 1997 to 2000

Cohort
Grade 1997 1998 1999 2000
Third grade
Total tested 23,483 23,299 24,277 24,680
Percent meeting cutoff in spring 52% 61% 64% 62%
Percent meeting cutoff by end of summer 69% 73% 76% 73%
Total not meeting cutoff 7,278 6,367 5,905 6,538
Number waived 2,328 1,247 1,171 3,640
Percent waived (of not meeting cutoff) 32% 20% 20% 55%
Total retained in fall 4,644 4,878 4,522 2,657
Percent retained in fall (of total tested) 20% 21% 19% 11%
Sixth grade
Total tested 24,833 24,196 24,208 22,973
Percent meeting cutoff spring 65% 72% 74% 72%
Percent meeting cutoff by end of summer 80% 84% 85% 85%
Total not meeting cutoff 5,045 3,921 3,638 3,482
Number waived 1,941 1,080 827 1,567
Percent waived (of not meeting cutoff) 39% 28% 23% 45%
Total retained in fall 3,047 2,789 2,768 1,778
Percent retained in fall (of total tested) 12% 12% 11% 8%
Eighth grade
Total tested 22,229 22,890 21,804 22,719
Percent meeting cutoff spring 73% 70% 73% 62%
Percent meeting cutoff by end of summer 84% 83% 86% 74%
Total not meeting cutoff 3,591 3,854 3,131 5,908
Number waived 1,186 1,016 1,069 3,257
Percent waived (of not meeting cutoff) 33% 26% 34% 55%
Total retained in fall 2,217 2,531 1,791 2,003
In eighth grade 1,389 1,566 1,000 1,022
In Academic Preparatory Center 828 965 791 981
Percent retained in fall (of total tested) 10% 11% 8% 9%

in the third grade, the decision to reduce reten-
tions and use a range around the cutoffs meant
that many more third graders were promoted. As
seen in Table 1, in August 2000, the proportion
of retained third graders dropped from 19% to
11%, even though the proportion of third graders
who met the test-score standard at the end of the
summer was actually slightly lower in 2000."
These waivers significantly complicate our analy-
sis of retention because not all students who scored
below the cutoff were retained. At the same time,
the change in the administration of the policy in
2000 presents a unique opportunity to compare
the achievement of students who had similar test
scores but different promotion decisions, a nat-
ural variation in the experiences of similar stu-

dents that we will use later as one of our means
of estimating the effects of retention.

Progress of Third- and Sixth-Grade
Retained Students

Table 2 tracks the progress of retained third
and sixth graders during the 2 years after the pro-
motional gate grade. We do not show the results
for eighth graders because this grade is excluded
from our achievement analyses.'> Students re-
tained in the fall were given an extra chance to
meet the test-score cutoff in January, and for the
1998 cohort, 28% of third graders and 30% of
sixth graders did so. Those who did not meet the
cutoff at that time were given another chance the
following May, and an additional 25% of third
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TABLE 2

Progress of Third- and Sixth-Grade Students Retained in 1998 to 2000 in the 2 Years Following the Gate Grade

Third grade Sixth grade
1998 1999 2000 1998 1999 2000
Status Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort
Progress during first year of retention
Retained fall 4,878 4,522 2,657 2,789 2,768 1,778
Passed in January or promoted 28% 28% 7% 30% 33% 7%
midyear
Passed by May the next year 53% 51% 30% 52% 47% 22%
Passed by August the next year 62% 59% 34% 63% 57% 26%
Waived at end of summer 14% 18% 33% 15% 15% 45%
Promoted total® 73% 74% 65% 75% 69% 69%
Retained again 10% 7% 12% 9% 10% 8%
Placed in special education during 10% 13% 15% 8% 12% 12%
the retained year
Status 2 years after initial retention®
Two years behind 4% 4% 7% 2% 4% 3%
One year behind 41% 41% 51% 36% 30% 40%
Back with original cohort 26% 29% 11% 31% 34% 24%
In special education or other 18% 17% 20% 18% 20% 18%

exemption from testing

aSome students who passed the cutoff left CPS before fall so the total number passing and being waived exceeds the number pro-
moted. Students not falling into the promoted, retained, and special education categories left CPS before the fall after their re-

tained year.

All other students were in a grade other than fourth or fifth grade for the third-grade cohorts, or seventh or eighth grade for the

sixth-grade cohorts.

graders and 22% of sixth graders met the cutoff.
Thus, almost one half of the initially retained
third and sixth graders had still not met the pro-
motional cutoff at the start of the summer, and had
to complete a second Summer Bridge. By the end
of the summer of 1999, a cumulative total of 62%
of retained third graders and 63% of retained sixth
graders had raised their test scores to the promo-
tional cutoff. Of the students promoted, more than
25% of third graders and more than 30% of sixth
graders rejoined their age-appropriate classmates
within 2 years."

The fact that fewer than 65% of retained third
and sixth graders in the 1998 and 1999 cohorts
were able to meet the promotional cutoff, even
with an extra chance to pass in January, seems dis-
appointing. In these years, some retained students
had taken the same level of the ITBS five times be-
tween the end of their first time in the grade and
the end of their second time through Summer
Bridge.!* After 2 years in the same grade and two
times through summer school, these students still
had not raised their test scores to 1 year below
grade level in third grade and 1% years below
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grade level in sixth grade. Part of the reason for
these low passing rates was that high proportions
of these students were placed in special educa-
tion during their retained year, and thus were no
longer subject to the promotion policy. From 8%
to 15% of retained third and sixth graders were
placed in special education during their second
time through the grade. In the same years, only
2.5% of all third graders and 1.5% of all sixth
graders were placed in special education.
Retained students, particularly those who did
not meet the cutoff at the end of their retained
year, faced high rates of special education place-
ment. As shown in the bottom panel of Table 2,
within 2 years of the gate grade, from 17% to
20% of retained third and sixth graders had been
placed in special education. Most of these addi-
tional special education placements came from
students who did not meet the cutoff their second
time in that grade. For example, in 1998, the dis-
trict double retained more than 900 students.
About half of these students were placed in spe-
cial education during their third time in the same
grade. The district officially stopped double re-

Downloaded from http://eepa.aera.net by guest on October 30, 2008



http://epa.sagepub.com



taining students after 1998 and ended up waiving
retained students who did not meet the test-score
cutoffs their second time through the grade. But
the percentage of retained students who were
placed in special education remained high.

Comparing the rate of special education place-
ment of retained students to the average of their co-
hort is misleading because low-performing stu-
dents, in general, face a much higher likelihood of
being referred to special education. Table 3 com-
pares the proportion of retained third and sixth
graders who were placed in special education
within 2 years of the gate grade, with the placement
rate of two comparison groups of low-achieving
students: (a) all students who had test scores below
the promotional test-score cutoff prior to the pol-
icy, and (b) students who attended Summer Bridge
and had reading test scores just above the pro-
motional cutoff at the end of the summer. The sec-
ond group allows us to examine whether all low-
achieving students were more likely to be placed
in special education after the policy was imple-
mented versus the extent to which placement was
associated with retention under the policy. We
present the average placement rates of retained
students in special education for 1998, 1999, and
2000 because there was little variation across
these years.

As seen in Table 3, in the prepolicy years of
1995 and 1996, only 5% of third graders and 3%
of sixth graders with ITBS reading test scores
below what was later used as the promotional
cutoff were placed in special education within
2 years of being promoted. Among the group of

TABLE 3

Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program

students who narrowly passed the reading cutoff
postpolicy, we also find that only 6% of third
graders and 3% of sixth graders were placed in
special education. However, within 2 years of the
gate grade, retained third graders were placed in
special education at approximately three times
the rate of other low-achieving students both
prior to and after the implementation of the pol-
icy. Retained sixth graders were placed in special
education at more than six times the rates of other
low-achieving students.

This initial look at the academic progress of re-
tained students raises questions about the impact
of retention as implemented under Chicago’s
high-stakes testing program. These students con-
tinued to struggle their second time through the
grade, and clearly did not experience a “turn-
around” in their performance in the retained year.
A high proportion of these students were classi-
fied as needing special education services, and
many were promoted despite their failure to meet
the test-score cutoff after multiple attempts. It is
also clear that the administration of the Chicago
policy meant that not all students experienced what
is commonly thought of as “retention”—trepeat-
ing a grade and then progressing to the next grade
the following year. Only 40% of third graders
and one-third of sixth graders retained in 1998
and 1999 experienced a standard full year of re-
tention. More than one-quarter of third graders
and approximately one-third of sixth graders who
were initially retained later rejoined their age-
appropriate classmates, having skipped at least part
of a grade. In addition, 2 years later, almost 25%

Percent of Retained Students Placed in Special Education Within 2 Years of Third and Sixth Grade Compared
With Comparison Groups of Low-Achieving Students Pre- and Postpolicy

Percentage who had a special education placement
within 2 years after gate grade

Group Third grade Sixth grade
Retained under policy (average 1998, 1999, and 2000) 18% 19%
Prepolicy comparison—Students in 1995 and 1996 5% 3%
with reading test scores below cutoff (2.8 for
third grade and 5.3 for sixth grade)
Postpolicy comparison—Students in 1998, 1999, and 6% 3%

2000 whose reading test scores after Summer Bridge
placed them just above the promotional cutoff*

A third grader was defined as having reading test scores just above the cutoff if his or her reading test score by the end of Sum-
mer Bridge was between 2.8 and 3.1 grade equivalents. For sixth grade, the comparable range was a reading ITBS test score of

between 5.3 and 5.6 grade equivalents.
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of retained students were either two grades be-
hind or in special education. This analysis
raises the question: Did retention and the vari-
ous experiences of retained students ultimately
benefit or harm their academic achievement?
To examine this question, we turn to an analy-
sis of achievement effects.

Analyzing Achievement Effects

Analytic Approach and Constructing
Comparison Groups

The central argument for grade retention is
that if students have not mastered basic skills,
they would be better served by repeating a grade
and gaining those skills than by struggling with
more advanced material. This argument suggests
that if we were able to identify two students who
were similar in both their background character-
istics and prior achievement, and retained one
while promoting the other, the retained student
should do better the next year because that student
would be able to catch up and master material
rather than continue to struggle in the next grade.
This argument also implies that we should con-
tinue to see greater achievement growth for re-
tained students when they move on to the next
grade because if they catch up in the retained year,
they should do better than students with inade-
quate skills who were socially promoted to the next
grade. Thus, we would expect the achievement
gains of a third-grade retained student in the 1st
and 2nd years after the gate grade to be greater
than a similar student who was promoted to fourth
grade and then to fifth grade.

Testing these claims requires that we find a way
of estimating what the achievement growth of
the retained students would have been in the ab-
sence of retention. We use two different oppor-
tunities to construct comparison groups: the de-
cision to introduce a range around the third-grade
promotional cutoff in 2000 and the discontinuity
in the probability of retention caused by the use
of a strict test-score cutoff. First, as we discussed
earlier, in 1998 and 1999 most third graders with
reading test scores just below the cutoff were re-
tained, but in 2000 the majority of students with
these test scores were promoted. This change in
the experience of students with similar test scores
provides a unique opportunity to evaluate the ef-
fects of retention. In all 3 years, these third graders
had the same experience—they faced the promo-
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tional gate, attended Summer Bridge, and per-
formed similarly on the ITBS. The difference
in the probability of promotion for these students,
then, was solely the year they were born, and
thus, the year they attended third grade. As dis-
cussed earlier, because in 2000 the sixth-grade
cutoff was raised, we did not observe a similar
change in the probability of promotion just below
the previous cutoff.

A second comparison approach is to use the
sharp discontinuity in the probability of retention
created by the single cutoff score to construct a
comparison group (Roderick, Engel, & Nagaoka,
2003)."> Because the promotion decision was
based on whether a student met a particular test
score, one question right or wrong could deter-
mine whether a student achieved that standard.
But there is often wide variation from test to test
in a student’s performance on the ITBS. Thus,
students within a narrow range around the test-
score cutoff should be similar in their underlying
achievement. This second approach allows us to
estimate results for both third- and sixth-grade
students in 1998 and 1999. This approach com-
pares students who scored just below the test-
score cutoff in reading, the majority of whom
were retained, to students whose scores were just
above the cutoff at the end of the summer, the
majority of whom were promoted.

We expect that students who had test scores
just above and just below the cutoff would be
similar in their pre- and postachievement growth
in the absence of retention. Thus, the achieve-
ment growth of students in our above-cutoff group
provides an estimate of the counterfactual. Sim-
ilarly, we expect that third graders in 2000 with
test scores just below the cutoff would also be a
good representation for what the achievement
growth of their counterparts with similar test
scores in 1998 and 1999 would have been if they
had not been retained. This strategy only works,
however, if we compare all students whose test
scores fell just below the cutoff to all students
whose test scores fell above the cutoff, not just
those retained below the cutoff to those promoted
above the cutoff. As shown in Table 4, some stu-
dents in our below-cutoff group in 1998 and 1999
were promoted and some in the above-cutoff
group were retained. We do not know why some
students received waivers when the majority of
their counterparts with similar test scores were
retained; but we can expect that these promoted
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TABLE 4

Third- and Sixth Grade Above- and Below-Cutoff Groups and Very Low-Achieving Students Not in Achievement

Analysis Sample: 1998, 1999, and 2000 Cohorts

Above-cutoff
comparison group

Very low-achieving

Below-cutoff group students not in sample

1998 1999 2000 1998 1999 2000 1998 1999 2000
Status Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort Cohort
Third graders®
Total 1,168 1,065 1,201 2,162 1,819 2,325 1,807 1,968 1,919
Promoted September  87% 86% 95% 23% 23% 87% 9% 9% 36%
Retained September  13% 14% 5% 7% 7% 14% 91% 91% 64%
Status next spring
Retained full year 7% 8% 2% 46% 46% 11% 72% 71% 62%
Midyear promote 7% 6% 3% 32% 31% 3% 19% 19% 2%
Sixth graders®
Total 534 595 936 1,032 1,096 790 1,242 1,340 782
Promoted September  87% 86% 90% 42% 43% 47% 13% 11% 14%
Retained September  13% 14% 10% 58% 57% 53% 87% 89% 87%
Status next spring
Retained full year 9% 8% 9% 34% 32% 48% 63% 57% 80%
Midyear promote 4% 5% 1% 24% 25% 5% 24% 32% 7%

aFor third graders, above-cutoff group consists of Summer Bridge students with ITBS reading between 2.8 and 3.1; below-cutoff
group contains Summer Bridge students with ITBS readings scores between 2.4 and 2.7; and very low-achieving students are

Summer Bridge students with below 2.4 in reading.

"For sixth graders, above-cutoff group consists of Summer Bridge students with ITBS reading between 5.3 and 5.6; below-cutoff
group contains Summer Bridge students with ITBS reading scores between 4.9 and 5.2; and very low-achieving students are Sum-

mer Bridge students with below 4.9 in reading.

students might have had more resources, such as
parents advocating for them, that may have led
them to have better achievement potential. Sim-
ilarly, students who were retained in our group
with reading test scores just above the cutoff either
did not pass the cutoff in mathematics or were
retained because of poor grades and attendance.
Thus, while we might argue that students with
reading test scores just above and below the cut-
offs are similar, if we select out the best of one
group (i.e., those with test scores just below the
cutoff who were promoted) and select out those
most likely to struggle in our comparison group,
the two groups would no longer be similar be-
cause of the introduction of this selection bias.
In the next section of this article, we address this
problem by comparing the achievement growth
of all students with scores just below the cutoff
(predominantly retained students) to students with
scores just above the cutoff (predominantly pro-
moted students). Later in the article, we check this
estimation method by explicitly modeling selec-
tion at the end of the summer using a two-stage
probit and demonstrate how large the bias would

have been if we had simply compared retained
to promoted students in these groups.

Sample

Table 4 describes our analytic sample and the
very low-achieving students who were excluded
from the analysis. We do not include students
with very low test scores in this analysis because
they might have had different growth trajectories
even in the absence of retention. In addition, the
ITBS may not be an adequate tool to measure
these students’ achievement levels and growth in
achievement because so many of these students
were scoring at the level of chance.!®

We limit our analysis to students in 1998, 1999,
and 2000 who failed to make the promotional cut-
off in reading in spring and who attended Summer
Bridge. We formed our groups on the basis of stu-
dents’ reading test scores at the end of Summer
Bridge. Our third-grade below-cutoff group con-
sists of students whose highest reading test score
by summer was between 2.4 and 2.7." These stu-
dents failed to meet the promotional cutoff in
reading, and in 1998 and 1999, most were retained,

319

Downloaded from http://eepa.aera.net by guest on October 30, 2008



http://epa.sagepub.com



while in 2000, most were promoted. Our third-
grade above-cutoff comparison group is defined as
third graders whose highest reading test score by
summer was between 2.8 and 3.1, slightly above
the cutoff, the majority of whom were promoted.
Third graders in our below-cutoff group make up
slightly more than half of third graders who failed
to make the cutoff in reading at the end of the sum-
mer. In the sixth grade, our below-cutoff group
consists of students whose highest reading test
score was between 4.9 and 5.2, and our above-
cutoff group consists of sixth graders who had
reading test scores between 5.3 and 5.6.

The sample consists of students who were in the
grade for the first time. Students who were re-
tained, and thus were in that grade for the second
time, are considered part of the retained sample
from the prior cohort. We exclude students if they
did not have postgate grade test scores because
they had left the school system within 2 years of
the gate grade.'® We had test scores for more than
90% of the students who were placed in special
education after the gate grade and we exclude those
special education students without test scores.
We only include students who faced the policy in
1998 to 2000 because waiver rates and the process
of waivers were so dramatically different in 1997,
the first year of the policy."” We also restrict analy-
sis to third and sixth grade because of the lack of
comparability of test scores for retained and pro-
moted eighth graders. Students in the eighth grade
in Chicago take the ITBS, whereas students in the
ninth grade take the Test of Achievement Profi-
ciency (TAP), and the two tests are not compara-
ble. Thus, it not is possible to estimate achieve-
ment growth for eighth graders because retained
eighth graders took a different test than students
promoted to the ninth grade.

Data

The data used in this analysis come from ad-
ministrative student records, provided by CPS
and maintained by the Consortium on Chicago
School Research, that contain test scores, grade
level, and school attended. School records also
provide data on students’ race and ethnicity, gen-
der, and special education status. In addition to
official school records, we use a measure of stu-
dent poverty status based on 1990 census block
variables derived from a geo-coding of students’
addresses from school records.
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Measuring Achievement Growth:
Use of Equated Test Scores

As discussed earlier, the GE metric used by
Chicago until 2002 is problematic when com-
paring across test levels and forms. The lack of
comparability of test scores across grades is par-
ticularly important when evaluating the effects
of retention in Chicago because, as discussed
previously, by 2 years after the gate grade, stu-
dents were in several different grades (two grades
below their age-appropriate counterparts, one
grade below, or on grade level). To address these
problems, the Consortium on Chicago School
Research conducted an extensive equating study
that converted ITBS test scores to a logit metric
using Rasch models that are comparable across
time and across test levels and forms (Bryk et al.,
1998). At present, equated Rasch scores are only
available for test forms used in Chicago through
2001. Thus, when using our 2000 comparison
group, we can only examine the effects of reten-
tion 1 year after the gate grade. Scores in the logit
metric are not as easily interpretable as the GE.
We can, however, compare the relative size of ef-
fects and can express effects as a percentage of
the average learning gain.

Finally, we estimate the effect of retention on
reading achievement and define groups in terms
of performance in reading. There are two reasons
that we focus on reading. First, students’ low read-
ing scores accounted for the lion’s share of Sum-
mer Bridge attendance and retention decisions.
More than 85% of third and sixth graders who at-
tended Summer Bridge from 1998 to 2000 did so
because of their reading scores, while less than
half needed to pass mathematics. Most students in
our above-cutoff group attended Summer Bridge
for reading and were promoted because they had
raised their reading scores and also met the cut-
off in mathematics. Some students in our above-
cutoff group, as shown in Table 4, were retained
because of their mathematics scores. Because
so many students had to pass reading, construct-
ing an above-cutoff group in mathematics would
have resulted in a control group with very high re-
tention rates because many students met the cut-
off in mathematics but not reading. Restricting
analysis to only those who needed to pass mathe-
matics would result in extremely low sample sizes
and a group that was not representative of most
students who were retained and attended Sum-

Downloaded from http://eepa.aera.net by guest on October 30, 2008



http://epa.sagepub.com



mer Bridge. Less than 10% of students who at-
tended Summer Bridge in the 1998-2000 school
years had passed the cutoff in reading but not in
mathematics.

Using a Growth-Curve Model
to Estimate the Effects of Retention

The simplest method of estimating retention
effects is to compare the gate grade (i.e., third
or sixth grade) with postgate grade achievement
growth of students in our groups. A problem arises
when studying the effects of grade retention—
students who are retained are, by definition, those
with low achievement and most likely have had
abad academic year. This problem is exacerbated
when students are selected for an intervention,
such as Summer Bridge, based on a single test
score. Whenever participation in a program is
based on a single test score, some students will
be selected because of a bad testing day, and these
effects will be most acute for the group whose un-
derlying ability is close to the cutoff. Indeed, stu-
dents in our above-cutoff group might be more
likely than students with lower test scores to have
ended up in Summer Bridge because of a bad
testing day.? If we simply compare the achieve-
ment growth between spring of the gate year and
the postgate year, we might overestimate the
average achievement gain of our above-cutoff
group, because part of that achievement growth
would be moving from a below-average spring
performance to an average year. Thus, without
correcting for regression to the mean, we would be
more likely to estimate a negative retention effect.

We can address this regression to the mean
problem by using available data on students’ en-
tire test-score histories to estimate each student’s
achievement both prior to and after the gate grade,
and then statistically compare the average esti-
mated postgate achievement growth of different
groups. To obtain these estimates, we use a three-
level HLM with ITBS reading test scores as the
outcome (Roderick et al., 2003). Estimating a
student’s growth curves in HLM has three ad-
vantages (Bryk & Raudenbush, 2002). First, it al-
lows us to estimate students’ growth curves even
if they are missing test scores by imputing values
using the data we do have. Second, it allows us
to deal adequately with the nested structure of the
data—students in our sample are nested within
schools and thus HLM provides consistent stan-
dard errors that take into account the correlation of

Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program

errors within schools. Third, and most importantly,
it provides a convenient framework with which to
model variation across students and schools. The
model produces student- and school-specific “ran-
dom” effects, (i.e., the extent to which the achieve-
ment gains vary across students and schools).
This allows us to explicitly model differences in
achievement growth across students and control
for differences in the achievement growth of stu-
dents by their demographic characteristics and
their school.

In the next section of this article, we estimate
three variations of a basic model, all of which
provide different comparisons with which to es-
timate the effects of retention.

Comparison 1: A cross-cohort comparison of
third graders using the change in the policy in
2000 to estimate the effects of retention, com-
paring the 1998 and 1999 predominantly retained
below-cutoff group with the predominantly pro-
moted 2000 below- and above-cutoff groups.

Comparison 2: A within-cohort comparison
of the postgate achievement growth 1 and 2 years
after promotion/retention of the 1998 and 1999
predominantly retained below-cutoff group with
the predominantly promoted above-cutoff group
for third and sixth graders.

Neither of these first two comparisons explicitly
addresses the fact that the experience of retained
students varied during their retained year and the
following year. In Comparison 3 we modify our
basic model to estimate the achievement growth
of promoted and retained youth in our sample by
their experience of retention.

Comparison 3: A within-cohort comparison
of the postgate achievement growth 1 and 2 years
after promotion/retention of 1998 and 1999 third
and sixth graders in the below- and above-cutoff
groups by whether students: (a) were promoted,
(b) experienced a full year of retention and re-
mained one grade below their age-appropriate
counterparts, (c) experienced two retentions,
(d) were placed in special education, or (e) were
initially retained but later rejoined their age-
appropriate groups.

The variables used in all three models are de-
scribed in Appendix A. For the purposes of ex-
plication, we present the basic model estimated
in Comparison 2 for the sixth grade.
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Level 1: Repeated-measures model

Yijk = nojk + nl_;‘k (tCSt year)ijk

+ 7, , (sixth grade)

ijk
+x,, (Postgate 1),,

+ 7, (Postgate 2),, +e,,. 1

ijk

Level 1 is a repeated-measures model in which
Y is the reading test score in the Rasch metric at
year i for student j in school k.?' Thus, for the
sixth-grade model, each student has up to eight
test scores stacked at Level 1 (first through sixth
grades and two postgate test scores). “Test year”
is a continuous variable that is centered so that it
takes on a value of zero in the year in which stu-
dent j was in the third grade (i.e., —1 for the year
before third grade and 1 for the year after third
grade, with values ranging from —2 to +4). Test
year measures the average linear yearly rate of
achievement growth in reading for student j. Be-
cause test year is centered on third grade, the in-
tercept is the adjusted Rasch reading score in the
third grade.

Once we have students’ growth curves and
baseline adjusted achievement, we can then use
dummy variables to determine whether their test
scores deviated from their underlying achieve-
ment growth in the high-stakes gate grades and
postgate grades. “Sixth grade” is a dummy vari-
able that equals one in the year the student was in
the sixth-grade gate and zero otherwise. ‘“Post-
gate 17 is a dummy variable that equals one in the
first postgate year regardless of the grade in which
a student was enrolled, that is, whether or not the
student was promoted or retained in sixth grade
(a same-age comparison). Similarly, “Postgate 2”
is a dummy variable that equals one in the sec-
ond postgate year. Each of these dummy variables
then represents the extent to which a student’s
test score deviated from the score that would
have been expected based on the student’s growth
trajectory and baseline achievement status (i.e.,
in third grade for the sixth-grade models and sec-
ond grade for the third-grade models). We call
these terms the achievement deviation in each of
those 3 years. We use the same Level 1 model for
all three comparisons, except Comparison 1, in
which we do not include a Postgate 2 dummy vari-
able. For estimating achievement growth among
third graders, our Level 1 model is identical to that
above with the exception that the test year vari-
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able is centered on second grade so that the in-
tercept represents the adjusted achievement in
second grade, and the gate grade becomes third
grade rather than sixth grade.??

Itis easy to see how using a growth curve would
correct for regression to the mean. If, for exam-
ple, students with test scores close to the cutoff
ended up in Summer Bridge because of a below-
average test performance, we expect that the aver-
age coefficient on “sixth grade” would be negative.
Butif they followed the bad year with a better post-
gate year, we would not expect a substantial de-
viation from their prior test score trajectory at
Postgate 1. We might, however, see postgate dif-
ferences if there is any deviation from the linear
growth model. These differences may be most
pronounced in our models for third grade. Stu-
dents in CPS typically make larger gains on the
ITBS between first and second grade relative to
their gains between second and third grade be-
cause the third grade test represents a content shift
to reading comprehension. Thus, in the third-grade
model, we might expect a negative intercept at
Level 2 in third grade and postgate grades be-
cause achievement gains would be expected to be
larger between first and second grade. In the third
grade, because of the limited number of data
points, we cannot estimate a quadratic model.?

Level 2: Student model

6
Ty = Boox + ZBW (demographics)jk
gq=1

+B,,. (below-cutoff) , +r.

ojk;
5 .
T, =B + ZBW,{ (demographlcs)jk
g=1
+ 1

Tu = Ban + BZ]k (below-cutoﬁ‘)_i,{ )

T = Buoe +Ban (below_cuto_[f)jk ; and
T = Buoe +Bus (below_cutoﬂ)jk . 2)

At Level 2, we model the intercept, the sixth-
grade value-added term, and the two postgate
value-added terms as a function of whether a stu-
dent’s highest score placed him or her in our
below-cutoff group. The baseline achievement
status (7o) and average rate of growth slope (7,;)
are further adjusted for demographic characteris-
tics that may affect prior achievement. “Demo-
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graphics” is a vector of student demographic char-
acteristics that might shape achievement. These
demographic characteristics include dummy vari-
ables for a student’s race and ethnicity, gender,
whether the student experienced a prior retention,
whether the student changed schools in the gate
grade, and a measure of the poverty in the stu-
dent’s neighborhood. This model assumes that the
pregate achievement growth of students in our
below- and above-cutoff groups were compara-
ble, an assumption consistent with our observa-
tion of the data and the theory behind using the
above-cutoff group as a comparison for estimat-
ing the counterfactual.*

At Level 3, we do not include any predictors
at the school level, but simply allow the baseline
status and average growth rate to vary randomly
across schools. We include random effects on the
intercept (baseline achievement status) and the
test year variable (average achievement growth
rate) because we expect both of these to vary
greatly by school. In fact, nesting students within
schools is critical because if retained students are
concentrated in schools with lower achievement
gains, we do not want to conflate school effects
with retention effects. Although we might expect
the effects of retention to vary by school, in this
article we are most interested in the average ef-
fects of retention (e.g., the average difference be-
tween our above- and below-cutoff groups) across
schools, and thus do not include random effects
for the two postgate variables.

Comparison 3 is nearly identical to Comparison
2 except that at Level 2, instead of using the below-
cutoff dummy variable, we use a set of dummy
variables to indicate whether at the end of 2 years
the student had been retained for a full year, was
initially retained in the fall but was later promoted,
had been retained twice, had been placed in special
education or, for sixth graders, been placed in an
Academic Preparatory Center (APC).

Results Using Growth Curve Models
Estimated Through HLM

The first column in Table 5 shows the results
of our HLM growth curve analysis for the third
grade when we include the 2000 cohort and look
only at growth in achievement 1 year after the
gate grade. The second and third columns show
the results of Comparison 2 for third and sixth
grade. Before discussing the findings of Com-
parison 1, let us walk through the model. The ref-
erence group in Comparison 1 is third graders in

Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program

2000 who scored just above the cutoff. Thus, the
intercept represents the adjusted second-grade
achievement in logits for the 2000 above-cutoff
group. This intercept allows us to control for pre-
retention differences based on demographic and
other characteristics of our groups that might alter
our estimates of the effects of retention. The in-
tercept on test year estimates the average yearly
achievement growth across all years, beginning in
first grade, for all groups. For our analysis, we are
primarily interested in the coefficients on Post-
gate 1 and Postgate 2, which reflect the difference
in the average achievement gain of our groups
from their prior growth trajectory and allow us to
measure the effects of retention.?

Comparison 1: A Cross-Cohort Comparison of
Third Graders Using the Change in the Policy
in 2000 to Estimate the Effects of Retention

Comparison 1 serves two purposes for our
analysis. First, it serves as a validity check on our
analytic approach. Second, it provides us with a
1-year estimate of the effects of retention in the
third grade based on our cross-cohort compari-
son. As discussed above, in 2000, third graders
who had test scores just below the cutoff were
promoted, while in 1998 and 1999 students with
test scores just below the cutoff were predomi-
nantly retained. If, in the absence of retention, we
would expect that students with scores around the
cutoff would be similar in their postgate achieve-
ment growth (e.g., if the below- and above-cutoff
comparison is a valid way of estimating the ef-
fects of retention), then we would expect that the
estimated postgate achievement differences of
students in our below- and above-cutoff groups
would be similar in 2000, because both groups
faced similar probabilities of promotion. And, in-
deed, our estimates confirm this. The Postgate 1
coefficient on the 2000 below-cutoff group is —.01,
which suggests there was little difference in the
estimated postgate achievement growth of the
below- and above-cutoff groups in that year.

Now that we have illustrated the validity of the
comparison, Comparison 1 also provides us with a
short-term, 1-year estimate of the effects of reten-
tion. Students in our 1998 and 1999 below-cutoff
group, most of who were retained, had slightly
higher estimated learning gains (0.04) between
second grade and Postgate 1 than the 2000 above-
cutoff group. They also had higher achievement
gains than students in the same cohort who had
test scores just above the cutoff, as indicated by
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TABLE 5

Comparison 1 and Comparison 2: Growth Curve Estimates of Postgate Reading Achievement Growth in

Adjusted Rasch Scores
Third grade Sixth grade
Comparison 1 Comparison 2 Comparison 2
Parameter Coefficient t Coefficient t Coefficient t
Intercept (second grade for
third-grade model; third grade for
sixth-grade model)
Intercept —2.30%* —94.15 —2.43%* —-114.02 =2.11%* —121.58
Below-cutoff (1998, 1999) —0.18%* -11.62 —0.15%* -9.13 —0.11%* -8.23
Below-cutoff (2000) —0.27** -11.91
1998/1999 Cohort —0.12%%* —4.75
Latino —0.05%* -3.22 —0.07** -3.51 —0.13%* -5.74
White/other race 0.02 0.97 -0.02 —0.64 0.00 0.06
Mobile —0.02* -2.01 -0.02 -1.35 —-0.01 0.42
Male —0.02%* -2.30 —0.03* -2.15 0.03* 2.17
Prior retention 0.00 0.09 -0.00 -0.03 0.10%%* 5.33
Neighborhood poverty —-0.02* -1.98 -0.02 -1.58 -0.02 -1.65
Test year (average rate of growth)
Intercept 0.67** 39.85 0.64** 30.27 0.52%* 84.18
Latino 0.07** 7.06 0.08%* 7.56 0.03%* 4.32
‘White/other race 0.04%#%* 2.60 0.06%* 3.13 0.02 1.73
Mobile 0.01 0.72 0.00 0.54 —-0.01 -1.61
Male —.02%* -3.83 —0.03** -4.13 -0.00 -0.52
Prior retention —.05%%* —4.93 —0.05%* —4.28 —-0.04* -7.20
Neighborhood poverty -.01 -1.19 -0.01 -1.18 -0.00 1.25
Gate grade (third or sixth grade)
Intercept —0.35%* -10.97 —0.36%* —-10.60 —0.34%* —-19.24
Below-cutoff (1998, 1999) 0.18** 10.06 0.21%* 11.07 0.22%%* 13.80
Below-cutoff (2000) 0.21%* 9.14
1998/1999 Cohort -0.04 -1.72
Postgate 1
Intercept —0.25%* -5.19 —0.18** -3.31 0.09%* 4.07
Below-cutoff (1998, 1999) 0.04* 2.03 0.05%* 2.30 —0.07** -3.03
Below-cutoff (2000) -0.01 -0.56
1998/1999 Cohort 0.01 0.21
Postgate 2
Intercept —0.40%%* -5.57 0.16%* 5.78
Below-cutoff (1998, 1999) 0.02 74 -0.06* -2.53

Note. Bold indicates the retention parameters that are the primary focus of this analysis.

*p < 05; %% p < 0L,

the coefficient on 1998-1999 cohort. Thus, it ap-
pears that third graders in our predominantly re-
tained below-cutoff group experienced a slight
boost in performance in the postgate year. This ef-
fect, however, is small. Translating this into learn-
ing gains, students in our 2000 above-cutoff group
had estimated learning gains between second
grade and 1 year after the gate grade of 1.09 log-
its ([0.67 x 2] = 0.25) compared with 1.13 for the
predominantly retained group, a difference of
less than 4%.
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Comparison 2: A Within-Cohort Comparison
of the Postgate Achievement Growth 1
and 2 Years After Promotion/Retention

of the 1998 and 1999 Below- and
Above-Cutoff Groups for Third
and Sixth Graders

Comparison 2 extends our analysis by esti-
mating the reading achievement growth of third-
and sixth-grade students in our 1998 and 1999
below- and above-cutoff groups over two time
periods—1 year (Postgate 1) and 2 years (Post-
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gate 2) after retention or promotion. Table 5
shows the results for Comparison 2 for third grade.
Here the omitted group is students in 1998 and
1999 who attended Summer Bridge and had test
scores just above the cutoff. The effects of re-
tention are reflected once again in the estimates
of the postgate achievement growth of our stu-
dents (at Postgate 1 and Postgate 2). We again find
that third graders in our below-cutoff group had
slightly larger learning gains (0.05 logit) between
second grade and 1 year after the gate grade than
their counterparts in the above-cutoff group who
also attended Summer Bridge and who narrowly
passed the test-score cutoff in reading. These small
gains, however, were short-lived. The achievement
growth of the below-cutoff group between second
grade and 2 years after the promotional gate, as
represented by the coefficient on below-cutoff on
Postgate 2, is not statistically different than our
above-cutoff group. Thus, being in our third-grade
below-cutoff group (predominantly retained stu-
dents) is not associated with any differences in
achievement growth in reading 2 years after the
promotional gate.

Results for the sixth grade are more negative.
The third column of Table 5 presents the results of
the HLM analysis for the reading achievement of
1998 and 1999 sixth graders for the below-cutoff
(predominantly retained students) and above-
cutoff (predominantly promoted students) groups.
The coefficient on the intercept at Postgate 1 of
0.09 logit suggests that the adjusted achievement
growth of students in the above-cutoff group be-
tween fifth grade and 1 year after promotion or re-
tention was 1.13 [(0.52 x 2) + 0.09] logits. Sixth
graders in our below-cutoff group had average
achievement growth of 1.06 logits, or 0.07 logit
less than the above-cutoff group. This —0.07 trans-
lates into roughly a 6% difference in learning
gains over the 2 years. This gap between the
achievement growth of students in our above- and
below-cutoff groups in the sixth grade, moreover,
continued 2 years after promotion or retention.

Comparison 3: A Within-Cohort Comparison
of the Postgate Achievement Growth 1 and
2 Years After Promotion/Retention of the
1998 and 1999 Third and Sixth Graders
in the Below- and Above-Cutoff Groups
by Their Status 2 Years Later

Our analysis thus far could be considered a
conservative estimate of the effects of retention.
First, not all students who make up our below-

Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program

cutoff group in 1998 and 1999 were retained at
the end of the summer. In addition, as we saw in
the previous section, many students who were
retained at the end of the summer later rejoined
their classmates, and many were placed in spe-
cial education. Thus, our estimates of the effects
of retention in Comparisons 1 and 2 are based on
the average achievement growth of students who
did not reach the promotional cutoff at the end
of the summer but who had very different ex-
periences after Summer Bridge—some were pro-
moted right away, some were promoted midyear,
some were retained the whole year, and some
were placed in special education. Table 6 pre-
sents the results of our third comparison, in which
we amend our basic model to estimate the achieve-
ment growth of low-achieving students in our sam-
ple (those who scored just below or just above
the cutoff) by whether that student: (a) experi-
enced a full year of retention and remained one
grade below his or her age-appropriate counter-
parts 2 years later (retained); (b) was placed in
special education after failing to meet the cutoff
(special education); (c) experienced a second
retention (double retained); or (d) rejoined their
age-appropriate classmates after initially failing
to meet the cutoff and being retained, mostly be-
cause of passing the test in January (retained fall,
promoted). In the sixth grade, we also indicate
whether a student had been placed in the alterna-
tive program for retained students who are 15 years
or older, APC. The excluded group is students
who were promoted at the end of the summer re-
gardless of whether their highest reading test score
fell above or below the cutoff. These results should
be interpreted with caution because there are sys-
tematic differences among retained students who
are in each of these categories.

In third grade, our estimate of the effects of
a full year of retention is quite similar to that
found in our first two comparisons. Looking at
the Level 2 coefficient on Postgate 1 (0.02), the
second grade to Postgate 1 achievement growth
of third graders who experienced a full year of re-
tention (retained) was slightly but not significantly
greater than their low-achieving counterparts who
were promoted at the end of the summer. At Post-
gate 2, there was no statistically significant dif-
ference in the learning achievement growth of
third graders who experienced a full year of re-
tention and those who were promoted. Thus, in
the third grade, estimates of the achievement
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TABLE 6
Comparison 3: Growth Curve Estimates of Post-Gate Reading Achievement of Third and Sixth Graders in
Below- and Above-Cutoff Groups by Their Status 2 Years After the Promotional Gate in Adjusted Rasch Score

Comparison 3: Third grade

Comparison 3: Sixth grade

Variable Coefficient t Coefficient t
Intercept (second or third grade)
Intercept —2.43%%* -119.49 —2.14%%* —-137.66
Status 2 years after gate
Special education —0.27%%* -11.50 —0.14%%* -6.61
Double retained —0.49%* —6.18 —0.25%* —6.44
Retained fall, promoted —-0.05%* -2.37 -0.03 -1.43
Retained —0.23%%* -10.24 —0.14%* —-8.49
APC -0.03 -0.43
Latino -0.07%* -3.48 —0.13%%* =5.78
White/other race -0.01 -0.28 0.01 0.22
Mobility -0.03 -1.92 -0.01 -0.64
Male —-0.01 0.82 0.03* 241
Neighborhood poverty -0.01 -1.37 -0.02 -1.76
Prior retention 0.02 0.82 0.10%%* 5.10
Test year (average rate of growth)
Intercept 0.64%%* 30.01 0.52%%* 85.56
Latino 0.08%* 7.81 0.03%* 4.33
White/other race 0.06%* 3.48 0.02 1.77
Mobility 0.01 0.93 -0.01 —-1.45
Male —0.02%* -3.55 0.00 0.53
Neighborhood poverty -0.01 -1.22 0.00 -1.39
Prior retention —0.04%%* -3.84 —0.04%%* -7.53
Gate grade (third or sixth grade)
Intercept —0.31%* -9.67 —0.27%* -16.70
Status 2 years after gate
Special education 0.19%* 6.73 0.16%* 541
Double retained 0.30%* 292 0.36%* 6.28
Retained fall, promoted 0.08%* 3.25 0.12%* 5.23
Retained 0.19%* 7.37 0.21%* 9.77
APC -0.02 -0.20
Postgate 1
Intercept —0.16%* -3.04 0.15%%* 8.15
Status 2 years after gate
Special education —0.16%* —4.62 —0.39%%* -11.29
Double retained —0.25%* -2.60 —0.64** -9.41
Retained fall, promoted 0.14%* 4.90 -0.02 -0.83
Retained 0.02 0.57 —0.37%* —-13.31
APC 0.00 0.03
Postgate 2
Intercept —0.38%* -5.32 0.25%* 9.69
Status 2 years after gate
Special education —0.13%%* -3.87 —0.50%%* -10.72
Double retained -0.11 -0.99 —0.83%%* -7.59
Retained fall, promoted 0.08** 3.05 0.02 0.72
Retained -0.05 1.93 —0.44%* -15.47
APC 0.19 1.39
Note. Bold indicates the retention parameters that are the primary focus of this analysis.
*p <.05; ** p < .0l.
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growth of students who experienced a full year
of retention suggest no negative or positive ef-
fects on achievement 2 years after retention.

Results for sixth graders who experienced 1 year
of retention are much more negative than we es-
timated in Comparison 2. The estimated growth
in achievement of sixth graders who experienced
a full year of retention (retained) was 0.37 logit
lower than promoted low-achieving students in
our sample between fifth grade and 1 year after
the gate grade, and 0.44 logit below their pro-
moted counterparts after 2 years. This is equiva-
lent to a 31% difference in achievement growth
over 2 years and a 24% difference over 3 years be-
tween sixth graders who experienced a full year of
retention and students with similar performance
who were promoted, or nearly three-quarters of a
year’s growth of the promoted group.

The number of students who were double re-
tained was small because in 1999 the district
began to waive students who failed to meet the
promotional cutoff at the end of their second time
through the grade. Retained students, however,
continued to experience high rates of special edu-
cation placement. Fully 11% of third graders and
13% of sixth graders in our total sample were
placed in special education within 2 years of the
gate grade. In the third grade, the achievement
growth of these students was significantly lower
at both Postgate 1 and Postgate 2. In the sixth
grade, students placed in special education had
an achievement growth nearly 28% lower than
students with similar scores who were promoted
(1.31 logits versus 1.81 logits). Thus, even after
accounting for differences in prior achievement,
retained students who were placed in special ed-
ucation experienced deterioration in their achieve-
ment growth relative to other low-achieving stu-
dents who were promoted and relative to their
prior test-score trajectories.

Finally, a unique aspect of the Chicago policy
was the decision to allow students to rejoin their
classmates after passing the promotional cutoff
in January and completing an extra session of
summer school. In the third grade, these students
(21% of our sample) had small but statistically
significantly greater achievement growth than
promoted students both 1 year and 2 years after
the gate grade. In the sixth grade, the achieve-
ment growth of our retained but then promoted
group was no different than promoted students
both 1 and 2 years after the gate grade. Even if
we assume that these students represent the most
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resilient of the students retained in the fall, and
thus are experiencing regression to the mean, there
is no evidence that the short-term experience of
retention was associated with lower achievement
growth.

Checking for Model Specification and
Directly Modeling Selection Effects

Estimating Postgate 1
Achievement Effects Using a 2SPLS Model

In Comparisons 1 and 2, we attempted to con-
trol for selection effects that occurred because of
the waiver process at the end of the summer by
comparing the performance of the below- and
above-cutoff groups regardless of whether they
had been retained (comparing a predominantly
retained to a predominantly promoted group).
Our third comparison included no controls for
selection effects that occurred in this specifica-
tion, in two ways. First, by grouping students ac-
cording to their promotion and retention status at
the end of the summer, we placed the best of the
below-cutoff group in our promoted comparison
group and the weakest of the above-cutoff group
in the retained group. Second, throughout the re-
tained year, we expect that students were again
sorting themselves by their capacity to raise their
test scores. Thus, students who ended up in our
full-year retained group in Comparison 3 repre-
sent those low-achieving students who were not
waived at the end of the summer and were not able
to raise their test scores to the cutoff by January.

Despite these problems, in the third grade, our
estimates of the effects of retention were quite
similar across our models. In the sixth grade,
however, we obtained very different estimates of
the effects of retention when we compared the
difference in the estimated achievement growth
between the below- and above-cutoff groups in
Comparison 2 and the estimates of the effects of
a full year of retention using Comparison 3. This
disparity may exist because so many more sixth
graders than third graders in our below-cutoff
group were promoted despite narrowly missing
the promotional test cutoffs. In 1998 and 1999,
as shown in Table 4, 77% of third graders in our
below-cutoff group were retained compared to
about 58% of sixth graders in our below-cutoff
group. One possible explanation is that the much
higher waiver rates in our sixth-grade below-
cutoff group diluted our estimates of the effects
of retention, leading us to underestimate the
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achievement effect. To put this simply, if half of
the group experienced negative effects of retention
but half of the group were promoted and did not ex-
perience that negative effect, we might be seriously
underestimating the effects of retention by simply
comparing the below-cutoff group versus above-
cutoff group regardless of their experience of pro-
motion or retention. Another possibility, however,
is that the much higher waiver rates at the end of
the summer in sixth grade introduced selection
effects, leading to substantial overestimates of
the effects of retention in Comparison 3.

One approach to addressing the selection prob-
lem at the end of the summer is to use an instru-
mental variable approach. There may be an un-
observed variable that predicts both retention and
later achievement that is causing us to overesti-
mate the effects of retention on later achievement
(e.g., teachers’ assessments of a student’s ability
that would lead them to advocate for promotion).
The solution is to find an instrument or set of in-
struments that predict the retention decision but
are uncorrelated with the unobserved variable.
We can then use these instruments to estimate a
student’s probability of retention, producing a
new variable that is uncorrelated with these un-
observed characteristics.

As noted earlier, there was wide variation in
Chicago’s six school region offices in their will-
ingness to grant waivers.?® Both this variation
across regions and changes in the administration
of the policy over time meant that a student’s
probability of retention at the end of the summer
varied by the region in which his or her school
was located. The use of a strict test-score cutoff
to make the retention decision also produced a
sharp discontinuity in the probability of retention
and thus provides another instrument because
students with scores near the cutoff should be
similar in their underlying ability. And, as dis-
cussed throughout this article, in the third grade,
the probability of retention for students in the
below-cutoff group varied by year (1998 and 1999
versus 2000).%” These three characteristics of the
retention decision provide instruments that allow
us to identify variation in the probability of reten-
tion at the end of the summer that is independent
of a student’s own motivational and achievement
characteristics.?®

In this article, we use a derivation of the two-
stage least squares approach called two-stage
probit, which simultaneously estimates the prob-
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ability of retention and postgate achievement. In
the first stage, we estimate the probability of re-
tention at the end of the summer on the basis of
the two instruments: (a) the region in which the
student’s school was located, and (b) whether the
student’s reading test score fell above or below
the cutoff. In the third grade, we also validated
the results using the year the student reached the
gate grade (1998 and 1999 versus 2000) as an
instrument. In the second stage, we use the es-
timated probability of retention to predict post-
gate achievement controlling for students’ demo-
graphic characteristics (race and ethnicity, gender,
and socioeconomic status), their mobility during
the school year, whether they had a prior reten-
tion, 3 years of prior achievement in reading and
mathematics, and their school’s average reading
gain. The model is estimated using the CDSIMEQ
algorithm in STATA, which allows the estima-
tion of two-stage models when the dependent
variable in the first stage is dichotomous and pro-
vides for a correction of standard errors at stage 2
(Keshk, 2003).?° Estimated effect sizes were val-
idated using a traditional instrumental variable
approach in STATA that produced nearly identi-
cal results but that does not provide as efficient
estimates. We again restrict the analysis to stu-
dents who fell in our above- and below-cutoff
groups and estimate effects for only 1 year after
the gate grade in order to use time (1998 and 1999
versus 2000) as an instrumental variable in the
third grade.

Results Using a 2SPLS Model

Table 7 compares the estimated effects of re-
tention at the third and sixth grades when stu-
dents’ achievement | year after the gate grade is
estimated using ordinary least squares (OLS) and
2SPLS. In the OLS model, retained is a dummy
variable that simply represents whether or not a
student was retained in fall, thus using no con-
trols for selection bias. In the 2SPLS model, the
coefficient on predicted retention estimates the
association between the probability of retention,
predicted on the basis of region, and whether a
student’s test score fell above or below the cut-
off, and postgate achievement.

Our estimates of the Postgate 1 achievement
effects are slightly more negative than we ob-
serve in Comparison 2. In the third grade, reten-
tion in the 2SPLS model is not associated with a
difference in achievement in the Postgate grade
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compared to the slight boost in performance we
estimated in Comparisons 1 and 2. Once again,
however, we reach a similar conclusion, that re-
tention is associated with no negative effect on
achievement in the third grade.

In the sixth grade, our estimates of the effects of
retention on postgate achievement are also more
negative than we estimated in Comparisons 2 and
3. The estimated achievement difference between
promoted and retained sixth graders in our sample
is —0.20 with no selection controls and —0.24 with
selection controls, with a 95% confidence interval
of £0.03. Placing this in the context of our previ-
ous findings, in Comparison 2, we estimated that
sixth graders in our below-cutoff group experi-
enced learning gains Pre- to Postgate 1 (fifth grade
to 1 year after the gate grade) 6% lower than the
above-cutoff group [-0.07/1.13]. This would
suggest that, even after modeling for selection
effects, retained students in this group experi-
enced achievement growth nearly 21% lower
[-0.24/1.13] than promoted students. Although
our estimates from the 2SPLS may not completely
address concerns about selection, they do suggest
that retention was associated with significant neg-
ative effects on postgate achievement.

Discussion

In this article, we presented several alternative
methods of estimating the effects of being retained
on student achievement 1 and 2 years after reten-
tion. Using our growth curve analysis, we esti-
mated that third graders who were in our below-
cutoff group (predominantly retained students)
and those who experienced a full year of retention
had a very small boost in performance the year
after retention with no substantial positive effects
2 years after the gate grade. The 2SPLS estimates
differ slightly, showing no small boost in perfor-
mance 1 year after the gate grade. These differ-
ences, however, are moderate. In either case, we
reach a similar conclusion—retention did not
proffer any academic benefits to third graders
who were retained nor did it have any substantial
negative effect on their reading achievement.

In sixth grade, the question is: How much did
retention hurt? In all three models, we find that
retention (as estimated by our below-cutoff group,
our full-year retained group, and by a predicted
probability of retention) was associated with neg-
ative growth in achievement 1 year after the gate
grade, with that effect remaining 2 years later.
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The range of our estimates is wide. The most con-
servative estimate, obtained by comparing the per-
formance of our below- and above-cutoff groups
regardless of retention or promotion suggests
that the Pre- to Postgate 1 learning gains of stu-
dents with high probabilities of retention at the
end of the summer was 6% lower than students in
our above-cutoff group. Our 2SPLS estimates, in
which we compared retained and promoted stu-
dents in our sample using a predicted probability
of retention, are much more negative, suggesting
that retention is associated with approximately
21% lower achievement growth 1 year after the
gate grade. These results are consistent with previ-
ous research findings that retention effects on
achievement are significantly more negative in the
later grades (Holmes, 1989). We do not know if
this means that sixth graders who were retained
learned less in the year after retention or if these de-
clines in tested performance reflect increasing dis-
engagement from the test. Paris, Lawton, Turner,
and Roth (1991) suggest that older students begin
to disengage from testing in an effort to maintain
self-esteem in the face of repeated poor perfor-
mance, devalue their performance on tests, and are
more likely to adopt negative test-taking strate-
gies, such as guessing, random bubbling, and not
completing reading passages. Lower-performing
adolescents, moreover, were more likely to demon-
strate low motivation for performance and the
adoption of negative test-taking behaviors. Thus,
the significantly lower performance of retained
sixth graders may in part reflect a minimization
of effort and disengagement in the face of their
failure. Regardless of the source of their lower
tested achievement growth, their significantly
lower performance places these students at risk of
failing the next time they meet the promotional
gate at eighth grade and may even reflect effects
on self-esteem and school engagement that may
later increase their likelihood of dropping out.
Students who were double retained and those
who were retained and then placed in special ed-
ucation by virtue of that status were struggling 1
and 2 years after the gate grade. These effects
were most pronounced among sixth graders. Even
if we assume that the significant decline in these
students’ performance was not solely the result
of retention, it is clear that neither placement in
special education nor a 3rd year in the same grade
was an effective educational strategy. After 1998,
the district officially did not double retain stu-
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dents. Since the inception of the policy, we have
also observed very high rates of special education
placement. Students placed in special education
have multiple risks—they are at least 1 year older
than their classmates and they have the label of
special education. We also find that these students
were experiencing significantly lower achieve-
ment growth.

In 1998 and 1999, the district allowed many
students who were retained to rejoin their age-
appropriate classmates. This largely untested
policy was controversial. Would allowing low-
achieving students to essentially skip fourth or
seventh grade set these students up for failure
later? Or would it provide an appropriate mix of
remediation and acceleration that would allow
them to avoid the potentially negative effects of
retention while providing them extra support?
Although we should interpret these results with
caution, third graders who were initially retained
and then rejoined their classmates had slightly
higher achievement gains in reading between sec-
ond and fifth grade than students in our sample
who were promoted at the end of the summer and
thus attended fourth grade. There were no differ-
ences in the Pre- to Postgate 2 (fifth to eighth
grade) achievement growth of sixth graders who
were promoted to seventh grade and retained
sixth graders who then skipped seventh grade. In
the end, there is no evidence that these students’
tested achievement in basic skills was harmed
by their short-term experience of retention and
their resultant lack of instructional time in the
subsequent grade. Since the ITBS is a basic skills
test in reading, this lack of negative effects does
not mean that these students did not miss im-
portant content that would have been covered in
these grades and that may later affect their school
performance.

Conclusion

In the era of No Child Left Behind, virtually
every major school system in the United States is
struggling with motivating students to achieve,
while at the same time addressing the needs of
students who persistently struggle. The Chicago
example illustrates vividly the magnitude of this
problem. Chicago’s effort to end social promo-
tion was intended to address persistent low per-
formance in two ways. First, the initiative was
aimed at decreasing the number of very low-
achieving students prior to the retention deci-
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sion by using a combination of incentives and
resources—incentives for students to work harder,
and for teachers and parents to direct attention
and resources to at-risk students through after-
school programs and focused interventions such
as Summer Bridge. Achievement test scores did
rise significantly in the period after 1996, partic-
ularly in the sixth and eighth grades, and the pro-
portion of students with very low test scores fell.
The source of these test-score increases, and the
extent to which they can be attributed to Chicago’s
accountability policy, is debated (Bryk, 2003;
Roderick et al., 2003). But more than 25% of
third graders and approximately 15% of sixth
and eighth graders did not raise their test scores
to the promotional gate requirements. For these
students, Chicago’s approach was retention—a
second dose of the material they had struggled
with, as well as continued incentives to work
hard through additional chances to pass the pro-
motional requirements.

In this article, we focused on the question:
Did retaining these low-achieving students help?
The answer is definitively no. In the third grade,
there is no evidence that retention led to greater
achievement growth 2 years after the promotional
gate. In the sixth grade, we find that retention was,
in fact, associated with lower achievement growth.
Moreover, there is evidence that retaining students
under Chicago’s promotional policy significantly
increased the likelihood of placement in special
education.

An important caveat to this strong conclusion
is that our findings are limited to evaluating the ef-
fects of retention under high-stakes testing as im-
plemented in Chicago. This article does not evalu-
ate the effect of Chicago’s approach versus policy
initiatives that offer special services as alternatives
to retention or substantial interventions during
the retained year. Our conclusions also pertain
only to the effects of the Chicago policy on those
students who were retained. We did not seek to
evaluate the overall merits of test-based promo-
tion versus social promotion on all Chicago stu-
dents. That evaluation would require weighing
the relative merits of high-stakes testing that may
have been accrued by those promoted students—
who might, in the absence of the policy, have had
lower test scores—against the effect of the policy
on those who were retained.

What may be generalizable, however, is that
retention under high-stakes testing in any envi-
ronment differs in significant ways from retention
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under other circumstances. In Chicago, retained
students were expected to raise their test scores to
the promotional requirements by the end of their
second time in the grade. Those retained in the
third and sixth grades would face a similar hur-
dle in later grades. Retaining a student under poli-
cies like Chicago’s presents teachers with an ex-
tremely difficult problem: What do you do with a
student who has been consistently struggling and
needs to make substantial progress in a short pe-
riod of time? The Chicago administration gave
little guidance or support to teachers in diagnos-
ing that problem, in designing effective strategies,
or in providing extra resources and training. The
basic theory of action was that a second dose of
the same material would be enough. The conclu-
sion of this article is that there is very little sup-
port for that approach to remediating poor read-
ing skills. When it was not enough, as evidenced
by the many students who failed to raise their test
scores to the promotional standard in the next
year, teachers were faced with creating an alter-
native intervention. For the school system, the al-
ternative intervention was ultimately to waive
students to the next grade and wait for the next
promotional gate.

Teachers and schools, however, increasingly
turned to diagnosing the problem as a need for
special education. These special education place-
ments might reflect the fact that after students
were retained, teachers did identify undiagnosed
learning disabilities. However, it is also possible
that teachers mislabeled students as learning dis-
abled because they lacked an alternative expla-
nation and strategy for the difficulties students
were presenting. Or, teachers and schools might
have referred students to special education out of
concern that, without the exemption from the
policy given for special education status, stu-
dents would not be able to progress. Thus, spe-
cial education may have been used as a means of
getting struggling students around the policy.
Most likely the high rate of placement in special
education for retained students was driven by
some combination of the above.

This is not just a high-stakes testing problem.
A National Research Council (2002) report on
minority students in special and gifted education
recently concluded that reading difficulties are
one of the most frequent reasons that teachers
refer students to special education. Retention
clearly highlighted those reading difficulties, and
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because it did not provide an alternative inter-
vention, increased the likelihood that teachers
would look to special education as an answer.
However, there is little research support for the
idea that placement in special education leads to
remediation of students’ reading problems, par-
ticularly in the upper grades (Lyon et al., 2001;
National Research Council, 2002; Reynolds &
Wolfe, 1999). At best, special education can pro-
vide early intervention leading to the prevention
of reading problems and the provision of services
that allow students to access skills and teaching.

The problems that may have arisen from the
lack of clear directives about how to approach
the learning needs of retained students were fur-
ther exacerbated in Chicago by the fact that the
teachers and schools most affected by the policy
often had the fewest resources to draw on to mo-
bilize alternative approaches. Indeed, one of the
central critiques of retention under high-stakes
testing is that low performance is assumed to be
an indicator of an individual student’s problems
rather than poor teacher and school performance.
Put crudely, it is not surprising that students who
were retained struggled their second time through
the policy because Chicago’s approach to retention
relied on those teachers and schools that failed
the student in the first place to address those same
students’ learning needs the second time around.

There is some support for this argument. In
1998, 50% of students who were retained in the
third grade were concentrated in 100 of Chicago’s
416 schools, and nearly two-thirds were concen-
trated in 150 schools.* In the 100 schools with
the highest retention rates, on average, 42% of
included third graders were retained, or 11.4 stu-
dents per class of 27. Retained sixth graders were
similarly concentrated. Although there were some
efforts in the 1st year to provide resources to
schools hardest hit by retention, the administra-
tion never differentiated its approach by whether
a student was one of many in a class, one of many
in a school, or one of only a few students to be
retained.

If a 2nd year in the same grade and placement
in special education are not effective strategies
for remediating very poor reading performance,
then what is an alternative approach? Surely, so-
cial promotion alone is also ineffective. There
is no evidence that low-achieving students in
the third grade did significantly better when pro-
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moted to the next grade. We hope that the evidence
presented in this article will spur debate both in
Chicago and nationally over alternatives to social
promotion and retention, as well as to more
broadly identify and manage the needs of low-
achieving students who persistently struggle.
Other city and state school systems, such as
Boston (Boston Public Schools, 2005) and North
Carolina (North Carolina Public Schools, 1999)
have adopted approaches in which students who
are identified under high-stakes testing as not pro-
gressing receive a more focused intervention as an
alternative to retention. Such approaches attempt
to adopt a middle ground by combining the sort-
ing and information function of high-stakes test-
ing with alternative interventions. So far there has
been little research on whether these alternatives
to retention, when implemented under high-stakes
testing, are an effective approach.

One approach that is supported by the evidence
presented in our report on this research is to
focus on earlier identification and intervention
(Nagaoka & Roderick, 2004). The average low-
achieving third and sixth graders in our sample
who attended Summer Bridge started substan-
tially behind the average students in their cohort
in first grade. The achievement gap for both
those who were later promoted and retained
widened most significantly between first and third
grade, before Chicago’s promotional policy took
effect. Waiting until third or sixth grade to iden-
tify these students and intervene seems a non-
judicious use of resources. However, this does
not mean that high-stakes testing should occur in
the first grade. It does mean that school systems
must invest in developing effective early assess-
ment, instruction, and intervention approaches that
identify students who are not moving forward, and
provide appropriate supports. There is now a rich
literature and a solid base of research evidence on
the benefits of preschool and early reading inter-
vention programs. Evaluations of Success for
All and Reading Recovery have demonstrated
that such approaches, in which students are identi-
fied early, provided tutoring and structured sup-
port, and continually assessed are effective in pro-
moting reading achievement among students with
substantial early deficits, reducing special edu-
cation placements and avoiding retention (Bor-
man & Hewes, 2002; Jimerson et al., 2002).
Whereas there has been more substantial evalu-
ation of early reading programs, there is also a
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range of programs with proven effectiveness in
remediating poor reading skills in the middle
grades (Baincarosa & Snow, 2004; Deshler
Schumaker, & Woodruff, 2004).

All alternative approaches will require addi-
tional investment. In the end, the practice of re-
tention is monetarily and academically costly. It
involves investing in an extra year of schooling.
It makes students overage for grade and, as a re-
sult, increases their risk of dropping out of school,
an outcome with substantial social costs. High-
stakes testing leads to substantial costs in time on
test preparation and redirects resources away from
early intervention (Jacob et al., 2003). If an ex-
pensive policy is not working, as concluded in
this article, it makes little sense to invest more
money in it instead of directing that money toward
more effective alternatives. But if the alternative
is neither social promotion nor retention, then
research needs to identify effective approaches
in addition to early intervention that will assist
school systems in effectively meeting the needs
of students who are struggling at Grade 3 and
beyond.

The problem with all alternatives, however, is
that the real costs of retention are not in the bud-
get of an urban school system. As a result, end-
ing retention does not mean that there are then
available resources to redirect to alternative pro-
grams or approaches. For example, using a crude
calculation, if Chicago receives $5,000 from the
state for every student enrolled, retaining 7,000
students in a single year means that as those stu-
dents progress through school and take longer to
graduate, there will be more students enrolled in
Chicago, at a cost of $35 million. This is cer-
tainly a high estimate because retention may
make it more likely that some of those students
will drop out before graduating. However, not re-
taining students does not mean that the school
district can use the funds for alternative programs
such as reading specialists, lowering class size,
or providing intensive support in the early
grades. Instead it means trying to do more with
$5,000. Just as we need to understand whether al-
ternatives to retention provide effective ap-
proaches, finance reform at both the state and
federal levels must take seriously the magnitude
of the task that urban school districts face and the
importance of providing resources to adequately
address the needs of those students who will re-
quire effective alternatives.
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Notes

'We use the spring of the school year as the reference
year, that is, 1998 refers to the 1997-1998 school year.

?In this paper, we focus on research issues related to
retention in the elementary and middle grades. A com-
mon practice in education is to retain students in kinder-
garten based on teachers’ assessments of students’
readiness for school, social skills, and development.
There is a substantial literature on this controversial
practice, and the research issues involved in assess-
ing the effects of delayed entry into the elementary
grades or early retention are different than those dis-
cussed in this article (Shepard & Smith, 1986; Smith
& Shepard, 1987).

SReynolds (1992) notes that only 16 of the 63 stud-
ies reported by Holmes (1989) matched students on
prior achievement, and only four studies included con-
trols for demographic and other characteristics that are
associated with retention. Similarly, only 18 of the 44
studies originally analyzed by Holmes and Matthew
(1984) used matched comparison groups. Alexander
and his colleagues (1994) also note that these studies
were conducted predominantly in the 1960s and 1970s
and may reflect the effects of policies under different
educational environments.

“There are several additional well-known short-
comings of using GE scores for studying growth over
time. Different forms of the exam are administered
each year. Because the forms are not equated, one
might confound changes in test performance with
changes in form difficulty. The problems in the linear-
ity of the GE also means that one additional correct re-
sponse at the top or bottom of the scale can translate
into a gain of nearly one GE, whereas an additional
correct answer in the middle of the scale would result
in only a fraction of this increase. In addition, com-
paring identical scores across levels is problematic,
that is, a score of 5.3 on level 12 (Grade 6) of the exam
does not represent the same thing as a score of 5.3 at
level 13 (Grade 7) (Bryk, Thum, Easton, & Luppescu,
1998; Easton, Rosenkranz, Bryk, Jacob, Luppescu, &
Roderick, 2000).

’In 1996, the promotional policy only applied to
eighth graders, and the cutoff was set at 6.8. In the first
year of the full policy, 1997, the eighth-grade cutoff
was raised to 7.0 and was then increased each subse-
quent year to phase in higher standards. In 1998, the
cutoff was raised to 7.2, then in 1999 to 7.4, and finally
to 7.7 in 2000.

®Most Chicago students remain in elementary school
until eighth grade. It is Chicago’s policy that students
are not allowed to remain in elementary schools past
age 15. As part of the ending social promotion initia-
tive, the CPS created Transition Centers, later renamed
Academic Preparatory Centers (APC), that were sep-
arate schools for overage students who did not meet the

334

promotional cutoff. The APCs were supposed to pro-
vide support for students to raise their test scores and
prepare for the transition to high school (Miller, 2003).

’Some students who passed in January were pro-
moted midyear, particularly in the APCs, although
schools were given wide flexibility in how to admin-
ister the policy. In the fall of 2000, this policy was dis-
continued after complaints from schools, particularly
high schools, over the difficulties of dealing with stu-
dents promoted midyear. Students in APCs continued
to take a January test but were not allowed to move to
high school midyear. The system also provided an ad-
ditional intensive summer catch-up program, Making
the Grade, that allowed students who passed the pro-
motion requirement at the end of the school year with
scores well above the promotional cutoff to skip a grade
and rejoin their classmates. The Making the Grade pro-
gram was never large. In 1998, approximately 400 stu-
dents were double promoted through this program. In
addition, some students rejoined their classmates after
passing the test in January and then participating in the
Making the Grade program.

$The average class size in Summer Bridge is 16. It
provides a highly prescribed and centrally developed
curriculum that is aligned with the ITBS. Teachers are
provided with daily lesson plans and all instruction
materials. A multiyear evaluation of the program con-
cluded that students in Summer Bridge, particularly in
the sixth and eighth grades, experienced significant in-
creases in their test scores over the summer and that
the program was effective in raising the proportion of
students who met minimum standards for promotion
(Roderick et al., 2003).

°In 1998, the district provided extra teachers to the
65 schools most affected by retention to reduce class
size and hired retired teachers for extra support. There
was no direct prescription of what the teachers should
do, and decisions of how to direct these extra resources
were left to the principal.

For example, analysis of these first-year waivers
found that Latino students and students in schools with
high proportions of Latinos were much more likely to
receive waivers, suggesting initial uncertainty about
how to implement the policy among schools with high
proportions of students who were subject to the policy
but had been in bilingual education (Roderick, Bryk,
Jacob, Easton, & Allensworth, 1999).

The sixth-grade cutoff was raised to 5.5 in 2000,
and 76% of students scoring 5.3 or 5.4 were waived.
Even though there was not a substantial rise in waivers
for sixth graders scoring just below the previous cutoff
of 5.3, the administration did increase waiver rates gen-
erally in the sixth grade. In 1998 and 1999, only about
a third of sixth graders with test scores just below the
cutoff were promoted (between 4.9 and 5.2), compared
with nearly half of students with these test scores at the
end of the summer of 2000. In the third grade, 78% of
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students who scored from 2.2 to 2.7 were promoted,
compared with 23% in the previous 2 years.

1?’Eighth graders retained under Chicago’s policy
are the focus of a recent report by Elaine Allensworth
(2004), in which she evaluates the effects of retention
on the likelihood that retained eighth graders would
drop out of high school.

13As noted earlier, tracking the grade progression of
retained students who passed in January is not an easy
task because of the flexibility schools were given in
deciding whether to immediately promote students
who had met the standards midyear, or to move them
ahead at the beginning of the next school year, after
summer school. We present the number of retained stu-
dents who we know were later promoted and rejoined
their age-appropriate grade, although we do not know
when the transition occurred (in the 1st or 2nd year after
the gate grade). This number was also checked by look-
ing at the level of the ITBS the student took 2 years after
the gate grade.

“During this period, CPS was largely relying on
three forms of the ITBS. Thus, those students who did
not meet the criteria had taken the same form of the
ITBS at least twice.

15This approach, using the discontinuity in the prob-
ability of retention to construct a comparison group, is
often called a regression discontinuity design. See Rod-
erick et al. (2003) for another application of this ap-
proach to estimate the sustainability of summer school
effects. In arelated analysis, Jacob and Lefgren (2002)
used Consortium data to illustrate a full regression-
discontinuity approach in estimating the sustainability
of the effects of summer school and retention. Our find-
ings are quite similar to those reported by Jacob and
Lefgren (2002), although their estimates are biased be-
cause they excluded students who were placed in spe-
cial education after the retention decision.

16The ITBS may not be an adequate tool to mea-
sure learning and levels of achievement for very low-
achieving students, particularly in the third grade. Young
students may have failed to learn basic test-taking skills
and may have levels of numeracy and literacy that are
below the level of the test. The distribution of raw test
scores shows that third graders have much higher rates
of scoring below “chance” than students in higher
grades. Chance is defined as the expected score a stu-
dent would receive if guessing at random. For exam-
ple, the third-grade reading ITBS has 36 multiple-
choice questions, each with four possible answers. A
student answering the test randomly has a one in four,
or 25%, chance of getting these questions correct.
Across 36 questions, this results in an expected total of
nine questions correct (25% of 36). On the summer
ITBS, approximately 25% of third graders scored below
nine questions correct (below chance). The same was
true for approximately 13% of sixth graders who at-
tended Summer Bridge. Calculating test score gains
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for the lowest-achieving students is imprecise because
we cannot tell whether the difference between two test
scores represents an actual increase in student learning
or if it is simply the result of luckier guessing (Roder-
ick et al., 2003).

7CPS used both spring and summer test scores to
determine whether a student met the promotional cut-
off in a subject, and so we use the highest of a student’s
spring and summer reading test scores to form our
groups. Because we limit our analysis to students who
had to attend Summer Bridge for reading, for most stu-
dents, we used their summer test score. The use of test
scores in spring and summer to form groups while
controlling for spring test scores may introduce con-
cerns about endogeneity in our model. However, since
the spring test scores were the determinant of students’
promotional decisions in only a small proportion of
our cases, this problem should be minimal.

18 Approximately 6% to 7% of our below- and above-
cutoff groups in the third and sixth grade left the
Chicago school system after the gate grade and were
not included in our analysis. There was no statistically
significant difference in the leave rate of students in
our groups.

We might expect that the characteristics of retained
and waived students and the experience of retention to
be different in the first year of the policy. As we saw,
waiver rates were very high in the first year, reflecting
problems in implementation. And, the experience of
retained students might have been quite different in the
first year as schools had not had time to formalize their
decisions and approach to students who did not meet
the cutoff. Our analysis of the demographic character-
istics of promoted versus retained students in the below-
cutoff group in 1998 and 1999 showed no systematic
demographic differences between the two groups.

2In fact, inspection of the observed growth trajecto-
ries of both the above- and below-cutoff groups confirms
this problem. Both groups had similar growth trajecto-
ries prior to the gate grade, with the above-cutoff group
having, on average, slightly higher performance at every
grade but a similar achievement growth slope. Both
groups also had lower than expected performance on
the spring gate grade test given their prior growth tra-
jectories. But the magnitude of this deviation from the
prior trajectory was more pronounced for students in
our above-cutoff group.

2IAll three models are estimated as a linear growth
curve. For low-achieving students, the relationship be-
tween achievement and grade is relatively linear in the
Rasch metric. This is not true for the larger cohort, where
growth in the Rasch metric tends to decelerate in the
upper grades. Roderick et al. (2003) used a nonlinear
quadratic model to fit growth in estimating the achieve-
ment effects of high-stakes testing for the entire cohort
of sixth and eighth graders. This level-1 model is slightly
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different than reported in that article, in which grade
rather than year was the repeated measure.

2We used two different growth models to estimate
effects for third graders—the growth curve model pre-
sented here and a model that simply estimated a pre- to
postgate growth in achievement rather than estimating
deviations from the first- to second-grade growth in
achievement. The two models produced virtually iden-
tical results. The growth curve model that estimates a
slope is preferable because it explicitly controls for prior
achievement. The alternative Level 1 model which we
do not present here is:

Y =m,+m,, (first grade),.jk +T,, (third grade)ijk
jk

i

+m,, (postgate 1), +7, , (postgate 2),,

ijk

+ey,.

Here, the intercept represents a student’s adjusted
second-grade test score. First grade, third grade, Post-
gate 1, and Postgate 2 are dummy variables identifying
what year after the gate grade the test score represents.
Thus, T, T3, and 7,y represent the adjusted growth in
achievement between second and third grade, second
grade and Postgate 1, and second grade and Postgate 2,
respectively.

2To check for functional form, we did estimate a
quadratic growth model in the sixth grade. The esti-
mates produced for the effects of retention were nearly
identical, meaning that this effect was invariant to the
functional form used to estimate the growth trajecto-
ries. This suggests that the linear model fits the data
better. But, it also reflects the fact that, at Level 2, we
estimate the effects of retention as the difference in the
deviation from the expected growth trajectory for our
above- and below-cutoff groups. Thus any deviation
from a linear functional form will be captured in the
estimated postgate achievement of our reference group
(the above-cutoff group) and will not, in general, af-
fect our estimates of retention, which is based on the
difference between the postgate achievement of the
below-cutoff and the above-cutoff groups.

2Inspection of the average growth trajectories of our
below- and above-cutoff groups confirmed that the av-
erage pregate achievement growth of both groups were
quite similar. For example, the average yearly growth
in achievement between first and fifth grade for our
sixth-grade below-cutoft group in 1998 and 1999 was
0.511 logit compared to 0.513 logit for the 1998 and
1999 above-cutoff groups. We do observe a difference
in initial status that was maintained over time. The av-
erage first-grade Rasch scale score in reading was —3.24
for our 1998 and 1999 sixth-grade below-cutoff group,
compared with —3.13 for our 1998 and 1999 sixth-grade
above-cutoff group. Thus, the model adjusts for those
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initial differences by including a dummy variable for
the below-cutoff group on the intercept.

2To work more slowly through the model, the co-
efficient on Postgate 1 represents the achievement dif-
ference of the 2000 above-cutoff group from their
prior trajectory, because this is the excluded group in
this analysis. The coefficient is —0.25, which suggests
that achievement growth of the 2000 above-cutoff
group was slightly lower between second and fourth
grade than between first and second grade. As noted
earlier, this was expected because students in CPS typ-
ically make larger gains between first and second grade
than between second and third grade. After making this
adjustment, the estimated average growth in achieve-
ment between second grade and Postgate 1 for students
in the 2000 above-cutoff group is 0.55 logit a year
[(0.67 x 2) — 0.25)/2], a growth consistent with both
the observed growth of these students and the average
growth rate (test-year coefficient) estimated in the sixth-
grade model (0.52 in Table 5).

2The argument for using regions as an instrument
is that administrative variation in the policy across re-
gions caused variation in students’ probability of re-
tention but that regions would not be associated with
later achievement. If, however, there were substantial
regional effects on achievement, for example, if either
the administrations in regional offices were having
consistent effects on school development or larger de-
mographic or economic factors (i.e., gentrification or
social isolation) were causing differences across regions
in students’ access to social capital or school develop-
ment, then region would not be an appropriate instru-
ment. Because Chicago’s six regions were very large,
we did not expect to find region effects on achievement.
To check this assumption, we ran a two-level HLM to
estimate whether there was evidence for region effects
on postgate achievement growth after controlling for
the achievement and demographic characteristics of
students and schools in each region. This analysis sup-
ported the use of region as an instrument, as there was
no independent effect of region on achievement.

2"We do not use year as an instrument in sixth grade,
because as seen in Table 3, there was not much vari-
ation across years in the probability of promotion for
students in the below- and above-cutoff groups in
sixth grade.

28This model is overidentified in that we are using
several instruments to predict one variable, retention.
We checked the consistency of our estimates by esti-
mating the 2SPLS model without regions as instrument
and found that the results are generally the same. Thus,
our estimates do not appear to be instrument dependent.

The code used to run the CDSIMEQ algorithm was
modified so that the value estimated in the first stage was
the predicted probability of being retained rather than the
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linear probability. The predicted probability of being re-
tained is more comparable to the groups used in the first
three HLM comparisons to estimate the effects of reten-
tion. The disadvantage of using the predicted probabil-
ity rather than the linear probability is that our standard
errors are incorrect. Because we are more interested in
using the 2SPLS model to confirm our results, we are
more concerned about comparability than interpreting

the standard errors.

In 1998, there were 416 schools in Chicago that
had more than 20 third-grade students included under
the policy. The concentration percentages are based on
the percentage of schools that had more than 20 stu-
dents subject to the policy in that grade (e.g., they
served that grade and had 20 or more students who
were not in special education or in a bilingual program
less than 3 years) and the percentage of students sub-
ject to the policy who were retained.

APPENDIX A
Description of Variables and Sample Means and Standard Deviations
Third grade: Third grade: Sixth grade:
Variable Value Comparison 1 Comparison 2 & 3 Comparison 2 & 3
Student level
African American (0,1) Excluded group, 0.82 (0.38) 0.81(0.39) 0.62 (0.48)
1 if African American
Latino (0,1) 1 if Latino 0.14 (0.35) 0.15 (0.35) 0.33 (0.47)
White/other race (0,1) 1 if White or 0.04 (0.19) 0.04 (0.20) 0.04 (0.20)
other race
Mobile (0,1) 0 if student was 0.20 (0.40) 0.20 (0.40) 0.24 (0.43)
in same school
previous to the
gate year
Male (0,1) 1 if male 0.52 (0.50) 0.52 (0.50) 0.52 (0.50)
Neighborhood poverty Composite SES 0.50 (0.70) 0.49 (0.70) 0.38 (0.68)
variable based on
students’ census block
Prior retention (0,1) Whether student 0.10(0.31) 0.09 (0.29) 0.14 (0.35)
experienced a retention
prior to the gate grade
Student status at Postgate 2
Promoted (0,1) Excluded group, 0.42 (0.49) 0.54 (0.50)
1 if promoted and
on grade level at
Postgate 2
Special education (0,1) 1 if in special 0.13 (0.34) 0.11(0.31)
education by
Postgate 2
Double retained (0,1) 1 if two grades 0.01 (0.10) 0.01 (0.10)
behind (retained again)
at Postgate 2
Retained (0,1) 1 if one grade 0.24 (0.42) 0.16 (0.37)
behind at Postgate 2
Retained fall, (0,1) 1 if student was 0.21 (0.41) 0.18 (0.38)
promoted retained in fall of gate
grade and was pro-
moted to same-age
group by Postgate 2
APC (0,1) 1 if attending 0.01 (0.09)
APC in Postgate 2
n 11,625 6,214 3,257
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APPENDIX B
Means and Standard Deviation for 2SPLS Estimates

Third grade Sixth grade

Variable Mean SD Mean SD
Reading ITBS gate -2.10 0.37 -0.83 0.30
Reading ITBS Pregate 1 -2.52 0.69 -1.11 0.52
Reading ITBS Pregate 2 -3.20 0.78 —-1.66 0.54
Math ITBS gate —-1.81 0.73 0.14 0.58
Math ITBS Pregate 1 -2.31 0.68 -0.55 0.61
Math ITBS Pregate 2 -2.95 0.76 -1.22 0.63
SES 0.48 0.71 0.36 0.68
Mobility 0.20 0.40 0.24 0.43
Male 0.52 0.50 0.52 0.50
Latino 0.15 0.35 0.35 0.48
White/other race 0.04 0.20 0.04 0.19
Prior retention 0.10 0.30 0.06 0.25
School reading gain 0.79 0.18 1.08 0.16
Region | 0.07 0.25 0.09 0.29
Region 2 0.18 0.38 0.22 0.41
Region 3 0.18 0.38 0.16 0.36
Region 5 0.25 0.43 0.19 0.40
Region 6 0.16 0.37 0.13 0.34
1998/1999 Cohort 0.64 0.48 0.67 0.47
Below-cutoff 0.65 0.48 0.59 0.49
Below-cutoff in 1998/1999 0.41 0.49 0.44 0.50
n 6,348 4,270
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Getting Farther Ahead By Staying Behind:
A Second-Year Evaluation of Florida’s Policy to End Social Promotion

Jay P. Greene and Marcus A. Winters
Manhattan Institute for Policy Research

Research Questions:

What are the initial outcomes of Florida’s retention policy and do these outcomes continue, expand,
or contract in the second year after students are retained?

To what extent are the different findings between this analysis and the test-based promotion policy
in Chicago caused by differences in how the researchers examined the issue, or by differences in the
nature of the programs?

Major Findings:

e Students retained as a result of Florida’s test-based promotion policy made significant
reading gains relative to the control group of socially promoted students.

e Students who are socially promoted appear to fall further behind, whereas retained
students appear to be able to catch up on the skills they are lacking.

o Differences in the outcomes from the Chicago research are not due to methodology but
rather differences in the details of the programs.

Policy Implications:

e In Florida, third grade students must meet at least the Level 2 benchmark (the second
lowest of five levels) on Florida’s Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) to be promoted
to the fourth grade.

e Exemptions from the test-based retention policies in Florida include the following: students
with limited English proficiency with less than two years of instruction in English, disabled
students with an IEP exemption, students who scored above the 51st percentile on another
standardized reading test, disabled students who receive intensive remediation in reading,
students who demonstrate proficiency through a student portfolio, and students who had
been retained twice previously.

e Schools must develop an academic improvement plan for any student who does not meet
the standards for promotion. Students must also attend a summer reading camp.

e Beginning in 2004-2005, policy changed so that retained students could be promoted
midyear if they demonstrated mastery of the necessary skKills.

e Florida regulated and allowed for the exemptions to the retention policy. While Chicago’s
policy had no set rules in place for promotion of students below the cut score.

e Study does not address whether benefits of test-based retention policy in Florida justify the
additional costs involved






High Stakes
Testing for Tracking, Promotion, and Graduation

Jay P. Heubert and Robert M. Hauser, Editors
Committee on Appropriate Test Use, National Research Council

Research Question:

How are tests used to support extended kindergarten and grade retention policies?

Major Findings:

e National Educational Goals Panel has recommended against the use of standardized
achievement measures. “Before age eight standardized achievement measures are not
sufficiently accurate to be used for high-stakes decisions about individual children and
schools” (Shepard et al., 1998).

o Different methods yield different standards. Fewer students achieve the “proficient level”
on the fourth grade NAEP than on a state’s fourth grade reading test because the NAEP
standards are generally more challenging.

e Areview of the research indicates that simply repeating a grade does not generally improve
achievement and increases the dropout rate.

e Studies using the National Education Longitudinal Study database found that the presence
of high-stakes eighth grade tests is associated with higher dropout rates for students at
schools serving mainly low-SES students.

Policy Implications:

e The use of a test in making promotion decision can exacerbate existing inequalities or
creates new ones. For example, while minorities accounted for 59% of the students to fail a
kindergarten test, they made up 69% of the students who were retained and received
transition services.

e Validity and reliability of the scores of a test and retest depend in part on students’
familiarity with actual test items or a particular test format. There is some evidence to
suggest, “improved scores on one test may not carry over when a new test of the same
knowledge and skills is introduced” (Koretz et al., 1991).

e Policymakers are considering a multi-prong approach instead of relying solely on one test
score. The multi-prong approaches include early identification of students who need
additional assistance, intervention strategies, preschool expansion, and putting children in
smaller classes with expert teachers.

o The effectiveness of any alternative approach (i.e., early testing to identify students with
weak performance, remedial education, multiple opportunities to take different forms of the
test) depends on the quality of instruction that students receive after failing a high-stakes
test, and any alternative will not be simple or inexpensive.






Retention Under Chicago’s High-Stakes Testing Program: Helpful, Harmful, or Harmless?

Melissa Roderick and Jenny Nagaoka
University of Chicago

Research Questions:

In Chicago, does the extra year of instruction allow retained students to raise their test scores to
meet the promotional standards their second time in the same grade?

For those students in Chicago who do not meet the minimum threshold, does retention lead to
higher achievement for these students that if they had been promoted to the next grade?

Major Findings:

In the mid-1990s, the Chicago Public Schools instituted retention policies in grades 3, 6, and
8 that were based on student results on the lowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS).

0 7,000-10,000 students retained per year in these three grades

“Achievement scores did rise significantly in the period after 1996, particularly in the sixth
and eighth grades, and the proportion of students with very low test scores fell.”

0 Atthe same time, more than 25% of third graders and approximately 15% of sixth
and eighth graders did not raise their test scores to promotional requirements.

Students retained were offered after-school and summer programs (Summer Bridge).

Students who were retained continued to struggle and there was a significant increase in
rates of special education placement. There was little guidance or support provided to
teachers in diagnosing problems, designing effective strategies, or providing additional
resources and training. In effect, the problems continued because there was little support to
remediate poor reading skills. Previously undiagnosed learning disabilities were uncovered
after some of the retentions. However, the research suggests that many students may have
been mislabeled as special education because there was a lack of an alternative explanation.

Policy Implications:

In 2000, Chicago Public Schools changed the cut scores to a range around the cutoff rather
than one single standard for promotion. Also considered were grades, attendance, and
teacher recommendation.

Inconsistent use of waivers amongst the six school regional offices. The initial policy had no
prevision for waivers. But by the end of the first year, many students received waivers and
were promoted. Analysis of the use of waivers showed that the six regional offices “differed
greatly” in their willingness to grant waivers.

Guidance needs to be given for retained year (i.e., how to group retained students, whether
students would have the same teacher, extra support provided to students/teachers).





