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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.
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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,
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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 2000.1 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).3


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 1 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.4 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 a result, 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
a prepolicy 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.5 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.6


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.7


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.8 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.9 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.10 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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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 2000.11


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-
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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.12 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


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%
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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.13


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.14 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 11⁄2 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-


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 totala 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 retentionb


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.
bAll 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.
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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
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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”—repeat-
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%


TABLE 3
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 cutoffa


aA 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).15 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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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
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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.16


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 2.7.17 These stu-
dents failed to meet the promotional cutoff in
reading, and in 1998 and 1999, most were retained,


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 Very low-achieving
comparison group 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 gradersa


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% 77% 77% 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 gradersb


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.
bFor 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.
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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.18 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.19 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-
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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
a bad 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.20 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
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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


Level 1 is a repeated-measures model in which
Yijk is the reading test score in the Rasch metric at
year i for student j in school k.21 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 1” 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.22


It is 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.
But if 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.23


Level 2: Student model


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 (π0jk) and average rate of growth slope (π1jk)
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.24


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
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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.25


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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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 × 2] − 0.25) compared with 1.13 for the
predominantly retained group, a difference of
less than 4%.


324


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-


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 < .01.
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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 × 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-
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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* 2.41
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** 5.41
Double retained 0.30** 2.92 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 < .01.
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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.26 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).27 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.28


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).29 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 1 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.30 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
1We use the spring of the school year as the reference


year, that is, 1998 refers to the 1997–1998 school year.
2In 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).


3Reynolds (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.


4There 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).


5In 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.


6Most 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
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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).


7Some 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.


8The 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).


9In 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.


10For 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).


11The 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.


12Eighth 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.


14During 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 a related 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).


17CPS 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.


18Approximately 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.


19We 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.


20In 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.


21All 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.


22We 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:


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, π2jk, π3jk, and π4jk represent the adjusted growth in
achievement between second and third grade, second
grade and Postgate 1, and second grade and Postgate 2,
respectively.


23To 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.


24Inspection 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-cutoff 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.


25To 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 × 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).


26The 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.


27We 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.


29The 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.
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30In 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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Getting Farther Ahead By Staying Behind:  
A Second­Year 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: 


• 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. 


• 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. 


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


Policy Implications: 


• 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. 


• 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. 


• 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. 


• Beginning in 2004‐2005, policy changed so that retained students could be promoted 
midyear if they demonstrated mastery of the necessary skills. 


• 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.  


• Study does not address whether benefits of test‐based retention policy in Florida justify the 
additional costs involved 
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Research Question: 


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


 


Major Findings: 


• 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). 


• 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. 


• A review of the research indicates that simply repeating a grade does not generally improve 
achievement and increases the dropout rate. 


• 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: 


• 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. 


• 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).  


• 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. 


• 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. 
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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 w BS).  ere based on student results on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (IT


o 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.” 


o At the 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). 





