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Repeating Grades in School

Current Practice and

Research Evidence

Retaining students in grade is often used as a means to
raise educational standards. Many believe that repeat-
ing a grade is an effective remedy for students who have
failed to master basic skills. Therefore, grade retention
is relatively prevalent in this nation.

However, research on student retention indicates that it
does not work as intended to assure mastery of skills,
avoid failure at higher grade levels and lower dropout
rates. This issue of CPRE Policy Briefs is based on
material in a recently published book, Flunking
Grades: Research and Policies on Retention (London:
Falmer, 1989). The book’s editors, Lorrie A. Shepard
and Mary Lee Smith, address a series of questions
about the practice of grade retention and the research
evidence.

How prevalent is student
retention in grade?

No national statistics are collected on grade retention.
Census data on the proportion of students “‘below modal
grade” are very inaccurate because of variation among
states in school entrance ages, number of children who
start school late and changes in the time of year when
census data are collected. Table 1 summarizes retention
rates from Washington DC and 13 states where data
were available.

It is estimated that 5 to 7 percent of public school
children (about 2 children of every classroom of 30) are
retained in the U.S. annually; Southern states are over-
represented in Table 1. However, annual statistics give
a misleading picture. A 6 percent annual rate year after

year produces a cumulative rate of nonpromotion great-
er than 50 percent. Even allowing for students who
repeat more than one grade, by ninth grade approx-
imately 50 percent of all students in the U. S. have
flunked at least one grade (or are no longer in school).

As discussed in the sidebar on page 3, even those
children just beginning school are flunking. In some
districts, as many as 50 percent of children are asked to
repeat kindergarten. Altogether, current grade failure
rates are as high as they were in the nineteenth century,
before the days of social promotion.

Also not apparent from the aggregate annual data in
Table 1 are the differential retention rates by sex and
ethnicity. Data from the October 1986 Current Popula-
tion Survey, averaged across grades 1-12, indicate that
the percentage of overage students was 31 percent for
males as compared to 22 percent for females. Similarly,
the percentages of overage students are much higher for
African Americans and Hispanic origin students than
for whites. For male students, 29 percent of whites
were overage as compared to 42 percent of African
Americans and 39 percent of those of Hispanic origin.
These figures somewhat underrepresent actual counts
of overage students because they do not include those
students who dropped out before finishing high school.

A final note is that annual rates in the U.S. are also
higher than in many other industrialized nations. Pri-
mary grade retention rates are O percent in Japan and the
United Kingdom, for example, and the median rate of
grade repetition for Europe and the Soviet Union is 2
percent.
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TABLE 1

Percentages of Students Retained in Each Grade
at the Conclusion of the 1985-86 School Year

Grade Total
State or Region K- 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 . 10 i1 12 (K-12)
Arizona 8.0 20.0 8.0 5.0 4.0 4.0 4.0 8.0 7.0 6.0 3.0 20 140 - 72
Delaware 54 172 4.9 2.8 23 3.0 3.2 9.6 7.7 156 168 8.7 7.5 8.1
District of Columbia n/a 12.7 8.4 7.4 5.4 4.6 28 106 6.6 n/a n/a n/a n/a 7.3
Florida 105 11.2 47 45 3.8 2.6 3.5 7.9 58 121 119 8.9 35 7.2
Georgia 8.0 124 6.7 7.8 52 3.9 5.3 6.7 75 181 122 8.7 4.5 8.5
Hawaii 2.0 1.6 1.0 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.5 2.1 2.8 8.9 6.9 5.5 0.8 2.6
Kentucky 4.0 5.3 4.9 3.0 2.3 1.9 2.7 54 3.8 9.6 6.3 4.6 3.4 53
Maryland n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/‘a 5.5
Mississippi 1.4 1641 7.0 5.3 5.7 6.0 56 11.2 9.3 129 128 8.0 57 89
New Hampshire 4.4 9.1 3.7 1.5 1.1 1.0 7.0 3.3 32 105 5.5 4.2 49 4.2
North Carolina 6.0 9.3 5.0 57 2.7 2.1 8.1 79 110 139 132 9.3 3.9 7.7
Tennessee 39 109 5.1 39 3.3 32 3.2 8.1 6.1 9.6 8.6 7.0 59 6.2
Virginia 83 102 4.8 4.2 3.7 29 3.4 8.1 8.7 139 8.8 6.1 7.0 7.2
West Virginia 4.4 7.5 3.3 2.7 2.3 2.2 1.8 4.6 2.5 n/a n/a n/a n/a 3.5

Why is retention in grade
relatively prevalent in the
United States?

Retention in grade is intended to
catch students up on prerequisite
skills so they are less at risk for fail-
ure when they go on to the next
grade. Strict enforcement of promot-
ion standards at every grade is ex-
pected both to ensure the competence
of high school graduates and lower
the dropout rate because learning de-
ficiencies would never be allowed to
accumulate.

Grade retention is very popular with
the public. In a recent Gallup poll, 72
percent of the U.S. citizenry favored
stricter grade-to-grade promotion
standards (Gallup 1986). Such public
support creates strong political pres-
sures on schools to maintain accept-
ably high levels of grade retention as
proof of high standards.

Furthermore, without the benefit of
controlled experiments that systema-
tically compare the performance of
equally achieving students who are
retained and not retained, teachers
and administrators may think grade
retention is successful. If a child does
poorly but is promoted, his struggles
in the next grade may be interpreted
as evidence that he should have been
retained. If a comparable child is held
back and does better on the repeated
material the following year, his im-
provement, whatever its magnitude,
may be interpreted as evidence that
retention works. If he does not do

2 better in the next or succeeding

grades, the response may be “at least
we tried” or “he would have done
even more poorly without the extra
year.”

Does repeating a grade
improve student
achievement?

In a recent synthesis of research, C.
Thomas Holmes (1989) of the Uni-
versity of Georgia reviewed 63 con-
trolled studies where retained stu-
dents were followed up and com-
pared to similar students who went
directly on to the next grade.

Fifty-four studies showed that when
retained children went on to the next
grade they actually performed more
poorly on average than if they had
gone on without repeating. For ex-
ample, suppose that retained and
control groups started out at the 10th
percentile on standardized achieve-
ment tests at the end of first grade.
The retained group was made to re-
peat first grade while the control
group was promoted to second grade.
Two years later when the retained
children completed second grade
they might be (on average) at the 20th
percentile. However, the control
children, would be achieving ahead
of their retained counterparts by
roughly .31 standard deviation units,
or at roughly the 30th percentile on
average.

When Holmes selected only 25 stud-
ies with the greatest amount of
statistical control, the negative effect
of retention was again confirmed. In-
deed, only 9 studies of the entire 63

showed overall positive results, and
most of these compared retained stu-
dents who had received extra help
through individualized programs and
smaller classes to promoted control
children who had not been given
comparable assistance. Even so, the
apparent benefits of retention tended
to diminish over time so that dif-
ferences in performance between re-
tained and control children dis-
appeared.

What are the emotional
effects of retention?

Holmes’ synthesis of controlled stud-
ies included nearly 50 studies with
some social or emotional outcome
measures. On average, retained stu-
dents do more poorly than matched
controls on follow-up measures of
social adjustment, attitude toward
school, behavioral outcomes, and at-
tendance.

Children perceive retention as a
punishment. When researcher De-
borah Byrnes (1989) interviewed
children and used euphemisms to
refer to spending two years in the
same grade, even first graders said,
“Oh, you mean flunking.” Eighty-
seven percent of the children inter-
viewed said that being retained made
them feel “sad,” “bad,” “upset,” or
“embarrassed.” Only 6 percent of re-
tained children gave positive answers
about how retention made them feel
like, “you learn more” or “it lets you
catch up.”

In 2 much quoted study of childhood



stressors by Kaoru, Yamamoto
(1980), children rated the prospect of
repeating a grade as more stressful
than “wetting in class” or being
caught stealing. The only two life
events that children said would be
more stressful than being retained are
going blind or losing a parent.

Does nonpromotion
prevent school dropouts?

Researchers of the dropout phenom-
enon have consistently found that
student retention is associated with
an increased probability of dropping
out, rather than the reverse. Dropouts
are five times more likely to have
repeated a grade than are high school
graduates. Students who repeat two
grades have a probability of dropping
out of nearly 100 percent.

While this relationship has been
documented for a long period of
time, only recently have we under-
stood that retention affects dropping
out independently of achievement.
Grissom and Shepard (1989) con-
ducted three large-scale studies, in-
volving 20,000 to 80,000 students
each, where they examined the
retention-dropout relation after con-
trolling for achievement. They found
that with equally poor achievement
(and controlling for other back-
ground characteristics associated

The new phenomenon of
kindergarten retention

The decade of the 1980s saw a
dramatic rise in the number of chil-
~ dren asked to repeat kindergarten. In
districts with special programs for
“‘unready” kindergartners, as many
as 50 percent are held back. An extra
year before first grade is offered in a
variety of different forms: transition
classrooms before first grade, de-
velopmental kindergarten before
kindergarten, and straight repeating
of kindergarten. According to its
advocates, kindergarten retention is
different from retention in later
grades because it is intended to pre-
vent school failure before it occurs.

Controlled studies do not support
the benefits claimed for extra-year
programs, however, and negative
side effects occur just as they do for
retention in later grades. In a review
of 16 controlled studies on the
effects of extra-year programs, the
predominant finding is one of no dif-
ference (Shepard 1989). For ex-
ample, when researchers follow
extra-year children to the end of first
grade or as far as fifth grade and
compare their performance to un-
ready children whose parents re-
fused the extra year, the extra-year
children perform no better academi-
cally despite being a year older for
their grade. The conclusion of no
benefit holds true even for studies
where children were selected on the
basis of immaturity rather than for
academic risk, and even where a
special transition curriculum was
offered rather than repeating kinder-
garten.

Aithough the majority of teachers
believe that retention in kindergarten
does not carry a social stigma “if
handled properly,” extra-year chil-
dren are more likely to have lower
self-concepts and poorer attitudes
toward school compared to con-

trols. Parent interviews reveal both
short-term and long-term distress
associated with the retention deci-
sion (teasing by peers and tears be-
cause friends are going on; refer-
ences years later such as, “If | had
only been able... | would be in third
grade now.”)

Various analysts have suggested
that kindergarten retention is an edu-
cational fad, gaining popularity be-
cause of the apparent need to re-
move unready children from in-
creasingly narrow academic de-
mands in kindergarten and first
grade. Long periods of seat work,
worksheets, and coloring inside the
lines are required of children. These
demands are inconsistent with the
nlcérmal development of 5 and 6 years
olds.

Although these trends might have
originated because schools wanted
to teach more, inappropriate curric-
ulum has actually resulted in chil-
dren learning less. For example, kin-
dergartners can solve addition and
subtraction problems if they are
given blocks or beads to count, but
will fail if expected to learn from flash
cards. Young children, however
bright, are in a concrete stage of
learning and are not ready for sym-
bolic representations.

Numerous national associations
have issued policy statements call-
ing for more developmentally appro-
priate curriculum in early grades and
reform of harmful instructional prac-
tices. These organizations include
The National Association for the
Education of Young Children,
National Association of State Boards
of Education, Association for Child-
hood Education International,
Association for Supervision and Cur-
riculum Development, International
Reading Association, National
Association of Elementary School
Principals and the National Council
of Teachers of English.

with dropping out), students who re-
peated a year were 20 to 30 percent

% more likely to drop out of school. For
¢ example, in Austin, Texas, males of

African-American origin with below
average achievement have a 45 per-
cent chance of dropping out of
school; but males of the same origin
and identical achievement scores

who have repeated a year of school
have a 75 percent chance of leaving
school before graduation. A sub-
stantially increased risk for dropping
out after repeating a grade was found
even in a large affluent suburban
school district with only a 4 percent
dropout rate. The evidence is clear:

school policies meant to raise the 3




number of grade retentions will more
likely increase rather than reduce
school dropout rates.

Why does retention in grade
fail to improve performance
and prevent dropping out?

Researchers have not been able to tell
why retention doesn’t work as in-
tended. Some have speculated that
the negative emotional effects of
repeating harm subsequent learning.
Others have suggested that going
through the same material again is a
crude and ineffective way to in-
dividualize instruction since a child
may be more than one year behind in
some subjects and only a few months
behind in others.

Because retention itself is considered
to be the treatment, there is usually
no additional effort to correct the lack
of teaching and learning that oc-
curred the first time through. In other
words, the child may have failed to
achieve grade-level standards be-
cause the programs or teachers he had
were ineffective. Merely repeating
the same curriculum or instruction is
not likely to fix the problem.

What aiternatives are there
to retention in grade?

There are numerous ways to provide
-extra instructional help focussed on a
student’s specific learning needs
within the context of normal grade
promotion. Remedial help, before
and after school programs, summer
school, instructional aides to work
with target children in the regular
classroom, and no-cost peer tutoring
are all more effective than retention.
Unlike retention, each of these solu-
tions has been shown to result in

Accelerated schools:
An alternative to holding
kids back -

Aside from having students repeat
grades, other common strategies
designed to help raise achievement
among at-risk students include re-
medial or compensatory services.
Another approach is to accelerate
student learning, according to Henry
Levin. In a report published by
CPRE, Levin describes a model of a
transitional elementary school de-
signed to bring students up to grade
level by the end of sixth grade. The
Accelerated School model is being
piloted in California, Missouri, Illi-
nois and Utah.

The CPRE report, Accelerated
Schools for At-Risk Students, dis-
cusses three major assumptions
underlying the organization of an
Accelerated School: (1) the strategy
must enlist a unity of purpose
among all of the participants; (2) the
strategy must empower all major
participants and raise their sense of
efficacy and responsibility for school
outcomes; and (3) the approach
must build on the strengths of the
participants rather than criticize their
weaknesses.

The entire organization of the
Accelerated School focuses on pre-
paring children for the educational
mainstream. Intervention is not lim-
ited to “pull out” sessions in a school
where the main agenda addresses
other goals, according to Levin. In
addition to the overall structure, the
accelerated school also features:

» School-based governance—
curriculum, instructional strat-
egies and other school policies are
decided by school staff within
guidelines set by the district.

» Pupil and school assessment that
serves both accountability and di-
. agnostic purposes.

» Substantial parent involvement
and training.

+ Use of community resources such
as social service agencies, volun-
teer groups and arts and business
organizations.

« Extended-day sessions for tutor-
ing, homework, physical activities,
etc.

Accelerated Schools for At-Risk Students
by Henry Levin (September 1988, 39 pp.,
No. RR-010, $4) is available prepaid from
CPRE, Eagleton Institute of Politics, Rut-
gers University, New Brunswick, NJ
08901.




more positive achievement gains for
participating children than for con-
trols. Cross-age peer tutoring, for ex-
ample, where an average 5th grade
student might tutor a 2nd grader who

is behind in math, shows learning -

gains for both the target students and
the tutors.

Educators are also experimenting
with alternative structures of school-
ing and other innovative strategies to
meet the needs of those students who
are at risk (see sidebar on page 4).
These programs should be studied for
their potential for improving student
achievement.

One of the fears about social promot-
ion is that deficient students will be
passed on endlessly as if no one had
noticed their problem. Rather than
ban retention but do nothing else,
creative groups of teachers in a few
schools have developed staffing
teams (of regular teachers) to work
out a plan with the next-grade receiv-
ing teacher about how to address the
learning difficulties for each student
who would have been a retention
candidate.

Similarly, some schools “place” poor
performing students in the next grade
with a formally agreed upon In-
dividualized Educational Plan (IEP)
akin to the Special Education model
of intervention. The decision to allow
a deficient student to advance to the
next grade with a plan for special help
is analogous to prevalent school poli-
cies for gifted students. Instead of
skipping academically gifted stu-
dents one or two grades, schools
generally place them in their normal
grade and provide them with en-
riched instruction. Normal grade
placement is considered better for
them socially and the amount they are
ahead is generally not the same in
each subject, and not a tidy 12-month
amount. The same arguments can be
used to explain why retention does
not improve achievement but promo-
tion plus remediation does.

Finally, there is reason to believe that
what poorly achieving students need
is a more inspired and challenging
curriculum, one that involves them in
solving meaningful problems, rather
than repetitive drill on basic skills.
The belief that children have to mas-
ter component skills before moving
on to comprehension and problem
solving consigns slow learners to
school work that is not only boring
but devoid of any connection to the

TABLE 2

Estimated Annual Cost of
Grade Retention Nationally

2.4 million students
retained every year.

X $4,051 per pupil cost.

= §9,722,400,00

Based on 40 million K-12

enroliment (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
-1985) and 6% annual retention rate

(see Table 1).

1985-86 average cost per pupil in public
elementary and secondary schools. (U. S.
Dept. of Education, Center for Education

Statistics).

Nearly $10 billion is spent annually on
retention in U. S. public schools.
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kinds of problems they encounter in
the real world. Furthermore, current
learning theory. indicates that skills
cannot be learnea effectively nor ap-
plied to new problems unless they are
learned in context. For example, stu-
dents who are given lots and lots of
problems to solve about how much
tile to buy to floor a room with irregu-
lar dimensions are likely to be better
at both multiplication facts and prob-
lem solving than students who must
memorize all their multiplication
tables before confronting one such
problem.

How much does
retention cost?

Collectively, school districts spend
nearly $10 billion a year to pay for the
extra year of schooling necessitated
by retaining 2.4 million students.
Table 2 provides a summary of the
estimated costs of retention each year
in the U.S.

Ten billion dollars would support
substantial alternative efforts, such
as remedial programs, summer
school, classroom aides, or reduced
class size to help at-risk students
learn. For example, summer school
costs only approximately $1300 per
student compared to $4051 for a re-
peated grade.

The costs of retention are not general-
ly clear to policymakers and the pub-
lic. One reason is that students often
move during their years of school. A
student spending four years in a dis-
trict will incur the same costs whether
he enrolls in grades 1-2-3-4 or grades
1-2-3-3. By the time he has moved to
his 14th or 15th year of school, he is
highly unlikely to live in the same
district in which he was retained ear-
lier on. No one jurisdiction bears the
cost of retention in such cases.

Therefore, the costs of retention are
hidden in the general education
budget. In essence, a school simply
bills the costs of retaining a child to
the state agency in per-pupil costs.
The most cost-effective alternative
programs, such as tutors or summer
school, must be requested and jus-
tified as line-item add ons.

What policy implications
are suggested by research
on retention?

The research on retention clearly in-
6 dicates that policymakers and educa-

tors should support remediation and
other instructional strategies proven
to be effective within normal grade
placement. Furthermore, current re-

search suggests the value of focusing

on curricular reforms that ensure
learning by providing opportunities
for at-risk students to engage in solv-
ing real problems instead of
1rnemcrizing facts that seem meaning-
ess.

Since the public so strongly supports
retention, broad-based educational
efforts addressing the benefits of

alternative strategies may be needed. '

Among the facts the public needs to
know is how many students are
actually retained currently; it is evi-
dent that better data is needed. Onlya
handful of states collect such data at
present. '
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