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School Strains Under Effort to End 
Social Promotion 
" L.A. Unified: Extra classes, other steps yield 
meager results as Nightingale Middle School tries to 
raise Fs in English. 

By LOUIS SAHAGUN, Times Education Writer 

Standing at the front of a classroom, hands on 
hips, Principal Marylou Amato faced a group of 
uneasy eighth-graders. "Y ourticket to this meeting 
was getting an F in English," she said. 

The students chewed their nails and squirmed in 
their seats as Amato made it clear that it was time to 
get serious about schoolwork. The alternative, she 
warned, was to repeat eighth grade while their peers 
at Nightingale Middle School moved on to high 
school. 

She also gave them rays of hope during the 
meeting in mid-February. To help them pull up their 
grades, the school was offering after-school and 
Saturday classes and summer school. They could get 
counseling and even medical examinations to spot 
emotional and health problems that might interfere 
with learning. Their parents, she said, would receive 
weekly updates on their progress. 

Next year, California will require all school 
districts to end the practice of advancing failing 
students to the next grade. 

Nightingale Middle School, in Cypress Park, like 
schools across the Los Angeles Unified School 
District, is in the vanguard of that statewide move, 
struggling to implement a new policy that requires 
every child in second and eighth grade who gets an F 
in English to be held back. District officials have 
estimated that thousands of children are at risk of 
flunking this year. 
, Amato closed the meeting with the Nightingale' 
eighth-graders by issuing an order for-every student 
to write her a letter--due the following day--listing 
three things they were going to do to improve their 
grades. 

The letters dribbled in days late. One of them, 
submitted unsigned, underlined the challenge facing 
Amato and her staff: "What I'aI11 planing to do for I 
can go to His,chool is my homeworck and my class' 
worck 0 and I am go in to improve on my reating and 
raightin skills. Does are my plans" 
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Fifty-one eighth-graders were informed at the 
beginning of the semester that they would be held 
back if they didn't lift their English grades at least to 
Ds. Another 98 students who earned Ds last 
semester hover near the fail zone. 

To step inside the lilac walls ofNightingale is to 
feel the weight of the challenge bearing down on 
Amato, her staff and similar staffs statewide. They 
have launched a nearly nonstop series of meetipgs, 
initiatives and programs in a rush to shore up the 
grades of their failing students. In the process, 
Nightingale has made some surprising and painful 
discoveries. 

A reading test of sixth-, seventh- and 
eighth-graders revealed that their skills were far 
worse than the staffhad imagined. An analysis of 
test data showed that no single strategy would be 
effective with all the students; in fact, it became 
clear that each failing student presented a unique set 
of academic and emotional issues. And apathetic 
parents.undermine the staffs best efforts. 

Retention Could Worsen Crowding 
The end of social promotion has profound 

implications. With nearly 2,000 students, . 
Nightingale already is so crowded that holding back 
even a dozen eighth-graders could mean busing an 
equal number of higher-achieving students to 
another school. Also troubling to many is how being 
held back might affect adolescents emotionally and 
academically. 

Through it all, Amato and her staff search for 
signs of potentia] and improvement. But they are 
frustrated by a lack of time. 

"I have every educational reform program known 
to mati here; I have counselors and psychologists. 
and a $400,000 budget surplus," Amato said. liMy 
teachers are doing their level best to help our kids 
promote. . 

"What I don't have is time to do this right," she 
said. "The speed at which this change is being . 
implemented is mind-boggling. I! 

Nightingale's war on social promotion 'began in 
November when the school administered a reading 
test to get a better understanding of eighth-graders' 
basic skills and to sharpen remedial techniques. 

School officials discovered that roughly 
three-fourths of their eighth-graders were reading at 
the fourth~grade level or below~~far lower than the 
levels suggested by their Stanford 9 test scores. The 
same could be said for roughly two-thirds of the 
sixth- and seventh-graders. 

No one anticipated such abysmal reading levels 
in the school, which for four years has operated 
under the guidance and financial slipport of highly 
touted reform programs with such names as 
LEARN, LAAMP, Parent Learning Partners, L.A. 
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Bridges, Healthy Start and DELTA. 
"We are astounded by the results of the reading 

test. They're appalling," said Assistant Principal 
Byron Maltez. "But, then, we now have a clear 
picture of the immensity of the problem we face [in] 
ending social promotion." 

Even before the reading exam, school officials 
knew they had their workcut out for them. 

Nightingale's ranking on the state's new 
Academic Perfonnance Index is among the lowest in 
the city. 

Four of its six eighth-grade English teachers, are 
first-year instructors with emergency credentials and 
little or no training in teaching adolescents how to 
read. 

Eager to spot patterns in the test scores of the 
10west-peI:fonning eighth-graders that could help the 
school focus resources and teachers' attention, 
Assistant Principal Cynthia Cordova, who is in 
charge of counseling, flipped on the portable 
computer in her cramped office and began crunching 
numbers one day in early. March. 

But as the data for one student after another 
rolled past her professiOIial eye, she grew 
increasingly frustrated. There were no discernible 
trends. 

One boy tested far above average in reading, yet 
flunked first-semester English. A girl scored at the 
21st percentile in reading in last year's Stanford 9 
exam--not that far below the average 30th percentile 
scored by eighth-graders districtwide--but bottomed 
out.in a separate ,test that pegged her reading level as 
early first grade. , 

In follow-up talks with the youngsters and their 
parents, Cordova learned that one student's parents ' 
were in divorce proceedings. Another shared a tiny 
apartment in a nearby housing project with seven 
brothers and sisters and a mother on welfare. Several 
fOrri1erly above-average students were suddenly , 
adrift. in the awkward period of life that school 
officials referred to as "eighth-grade funk" 

Getting Teachers on the Same Page 
A few days later, Cordova and Amato shared the' 

results of the data analysis with the school's 
eighth-grade English teachers, whose assessments 
would weigh heavily in deciding which students 
should be held back. 

"Your judgment will make or break these kids," 
Amato said. "Therefore, I want you to prepare a 
syllabus detailing exactly what it will take for each 
student to pass your class with an A, a B, a C and a 
D. Parents will be given a copy and you will keep 
parents infonned of their child's progress once a 
week." ' , 

"That way," Amato said,'''there will be no 
surprises in June.'" 
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That meeting was followed by others held after' 
school with the parents of the failing students. Only 
about half of those who had been invited showed up. 

They were encouraged to applaud the children's 
efforts and to find children a quiet place to do 
homework. They also were reminded that, even if 
they struggle with math or reading, they should not 
give their sons and daughters the impression that 
these skills will be hard to learn. 

In. one meeting, parents sipped hot coffee and 
munched on Mexican pastries as Cordova handed 
out data sheets on their children. "You need to know 
what level your children are performing at so we can 
make a plan for improvement," she said. 

, The parents expressed surprise at their children's 
abysmal test scores and grades. One woman even 
asked, "My daughter says she never gets homework 
from her teacher. Do you ever assign homework at ' 
this school?" 

. Cordova shot back: "Every day." 
That night, 'in the living room of their modest 

wood-frame house just down the street from 
Nightingale, Francisco Callejas, his wife, Sara, and 
their 13-year-old son Alexander faced the tough 
facts. 

Staring into his father's eyes, Alexander 
confessed, "I didn't do my homework because I 
thought it was too hard." But he promised that 
"everything is different now. I'm going to 
intervention classes. I want to' graduate." 

Bis 'father, a watch repairman from EI Salvador, 
responded with a lecture. "One of my dreams was to· 
go to the United States and raise a family in my own 
home with a clean room for every child. I have all 
that now, but my dream is incomplete because I 
want you to go to college. . 

"But I'm worried," he added. "You don't drink, 
smoke or belong to a gang and you're a happy 
youngster--all great. But you won't do your 
homeworkl What's 'Yrong? What can we do for 
you?" 

"I'm not going to stay behind, I promise" 
Alexander said. "I'm really trying now." 

That kind of talk delights eighth-grade English 
teacher George Gund, one of the first-year teachers 
with emergency credentials. Gund has had more 
failing students in his classes than any of his 
colleagues. . 

Packing his briefcase at the end of a long day in a 
classroom that had not been swept in days, Guild 
said, "Sometimes it's hard to be optimistic." 
, Gund, 27, says he works with a surprisingly large 

number of students who "are not apathetic toward 
instruction; they're resistant to it." 

Bemust clean up after students who spit on the 
floors~ and Gund has to beg their parents to take an 

3/27/20006:20 PM 

http://www.latimes.com/news/state/2000032


School Strains Under Effort to End Social Promotion http://www.latimes.cominews/stateI20000327 It000028891.htrnl .... " " 

50f6 

active interest in the children's schooling. He must 
comfort students who come to him with tears in their 
eyes, pleading, "Teacher, I'm sorry; but I can't read 
and I'm dumb. H 

During a recent "Welcome back to school week" 
meeting, the mother of one failing student asked, 
"My son watches five hours of television a night. Do 
you think that's bad?" Gund replied, "Look at it this 
way: Your son is in my class less than five hours a 
week." 

'It's Just School,' Student Says 
A struggling female student strolls into class on 

most days about 10minutes before class lets out. "I 
recently said to her, 'How long db you think you 
could get away with that at a job in the real world 
without getting fired?' !! he recalled. "She looked me 
right in the eye and said, 'This isn't my job. It's just 
school.' " 

Then there is the 14-year-old whose refusal to 
remove her backpack in class--or to read or do her 
homework--has led toa months-long standoff. 

Overwhelmed by the generally low level of 
academic skills among· his students, Gund has asked 
for advice from his mentors and principal. They 
suggested that he not spend so much time fighting 
with students over such things as backpacks, and 
make literacy his priority. They also urged him to 
take a hard look at his grading practices to ensure 
that he has not been holding his students to an 
impossibly high standard. 

Applying that advice in class quickly produced 
results. 

"In first semester, about halfof my students were 
failing; now, I have about a dozen kids who 
probably aren't going to promote," he said. 
"Personally, I think it's better to hold a child back a 
year than have them grow bitter that the school 
district let them down. n 

Mentor teacher Margaret Andrews, who is 
regarded as one ofNightingale's most effective 
intervention instructors, is opposed to retention. 

As soft jazz played on a boombox behind her 
desk between classes, Andrews said, "One year of 
retention will not make up for every negative 
variable in a student's life. 

"We nm a tight ship at school, but their home life 
may hot be so tight--but that doesn't mean I accept 
excuses," she said. "The parents ofmy after-school 
intervention students must sign their children's 
homework folders every night. And the students 
must arrive (in] class on~time with a positive 
attitude.' . 

That is, if they attend after-school intervention 
classes at all. 

Only 18 ofthe"51.students who received grades 
ofF in English last semester showed up for the first 
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day of such classes, which began March 6. Each of 
those students is required to 'attend at least three 
hours of intervention during the week or on 
Saturday. . 

Although the intervention materials that Amato 
had ordered months before had yet to arrive, the 
teachers pressed ahead with instructional tools' 
geared to sixth- and seventh-graders. 

In one of those intervention classes, where only 
two of the 13 students assigned to it showed up, 
English teacher Brenda Chan read a ghost story 
aloud and then discussed its plot and vocabulary. 

Down the hall and around the comer, nine 
intervention students sipped black cherry punch and 
ate cookies as Dennis Greninger, department head 
for social studies and a mentor teacher, lectured on 
the ethnic history of the region. 

Midway through his lecture, a boy stood up, 
walked to the blackboard and wrote an expletive 
with chalk, then drew stars around it. Greninger 
gently admonished the student, who returned to the 
blackboard and erased the marks. 

In a firm yet friendly voice, Greninger ended the 
class with a reminder. 

"Next time, I wantto see you here at 3:05 sharp," 
he said, as the students dashed out the door. 
"Attendance is reaUy important. -

"Xou can't get anything out of this by. staying 
home," he said. "I don'.t want to see you back in the 
fall. " 

Four weeks after that mid-February meeting with 
-the principal, 13 bfthe 51 failing students had 
nudged their English grades up to Ds . 

. However, an additional 14 students who had been 
getting Dssaw their grades slip to Fs. They're now 
in mandatory intervention classes. 

6Search thearchivesofthe Los Angeles times for 
similar stories about: Los Angeles Unified SchQol 
District, Education Reform, Graduation, Students, 
Academic Requirements. 
You will not be charged to look for stories, only to 
retrieve one. .
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The Heat Is On as Big Districts Expand 
Summer School . . 

Read our story, 
"From Denver to 
Norfolk, School Is 
III for the Summer," 
Aug, 6, 1997. 

"Promote or 
Retain? Pendulum 
for Students 
SwmgsBack 
Again," June 11, 
1997, 

Though workbooks lie open and students sit neatly at their desks, the 8th 
graders assembled for the day's geometry lesson this morning at Beaubien 
Elementary School seem lulled. . 

Annmarie Enright methodically fill~ the blackboard before them with' 
sketches and vocabulary words. "Can anyone tell me what 'congruent' is 
another name for?" the teacher asks the class, her voice straining over the 
hum of the air conditioning system. No hands go up. A pregnant pause 
passes. 

flyou need to know this, class," she warns the qUIet, racially mixed group 
of about a dozen students. "You're going to be tested on it." 

And the tests are going to count. 

This summer, Chicago and several other big-city districts have'summoned 
thousands ofchildren back to school in attempts to hone the skills of 
students who have fallen behind. 

Many of these programs are a crucial element in districts' efforts to hold 
students to higher standards and to end the "social promotion" of children 
who aren't ready for the next grade. ' 

The stakes are high, both for the students, who in many cases must either 
show improvement or repeat a grade, and for the districts, which are under 
pressure to improve lagging achievement and show greater accountability. 

'Targeting Resources' 
.' 

In the District of Columbia, .about 20,000 students who scored poorly on 
standardized tests are slated for the 77,000-student district's first-ever . 
mandatory summer classes. In 89,000-student Gwinnett County, Ga., east 
ofAtlanta, some 10,000 students were recommended for summer school. 
In Milwaukee, officials have revived summer school after a five-year 
hiatus, and some 17,000 of the district's 106,000 students are signed up. 

Denver is requiring about 2,500 students who are reading below grade 
level to attend summer school. And administnitors in the 68,000-student 
Boston school system are working on a large-scale plan for mandatory 
summer school, possibly for the summer of 2000. 

In Chicago, which has the largest and perhaps most rigorous summer 
school program, 60,000 students have been summoned back. For these 
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2nd, 3rd, 5th, 8th, and 9th graders, whose low test scores, failing grades in 
reading or math, or excessive absences have propelled them into the city's 
mandatory "bridge program," lazy summer is a thing of the past. 

If students in the program fail to show improvement, they'll lose their pass 
to the next grade. In most cases, that decision will be based on 
standardized tests that will be given early next month. 

·Robert Pavon admits that he'd rather be playing basketball. But the 

soft-spoken teenager says he wants to pass his 8th grade program at 


. Sharon Christa McAuliffe Elementary School "really badly~" 


Ifhe doesn't, Robert, who at 15 is too old by the district's reckoning to 
repeat the 8th grade in a regular classroom, will be sent to an alternative 
school this fall. "I'm working hard," he insists, shaking his head almost in 
disbelief. . . 

Officials here say the six:- and seven-week mandatory program, for which 
they supply detailed lesson plans, is part of the system's push for higher 
standards and greater accountability. ("Do or Die," Aug. 6, 1997.) 

The program is not a stopgap measure, but part of a broad assault on 

chronically low achievement, says Paul G. Vallas, the district's chief 

executive officer 


"It's our version ofyear-round schools," he explained last week. "We're 
taking advantage ofthe summer months, targeting our· resources to kids 
who have fallen behind." . 

The mandatory bridge program is only one slice of the district's suriuner 

· offerings. Schools are also open for special education; bilingual, and 


. ' gifted programs and a variety of recreation activities. All told, about 
175,000 of the system's 430,000 students are in schools this summer, 
administrators say. 

Sweating It Out 

The summer months can be a learning drain on poor and urban children, 

· experts say. Often, they have far less. access to out-of-schoollearning 


experiences than their suburban and middle-class peers. 


A recent report by sociologists at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore 
documents that drain. Karl Alexander arid Doris Entwisle followed the 
academic progress of790 Baltimore students who began 1st grade in 
1982. 

They found that, though poor and nonpoor children have similar test 
scores during the school year, nonpoor students continue to make 
academic gains over the summer, while less advantaged children typically 
show declines. 

High-quality year-round· schooling for less affluent children, the 
researchers conclude, would help close that learning gap. Experts say that 
conclusion has long been obvious, but until recently the will and 
wherewithal to put those findings to good use have been lacking. 

"It's a longstanding finding that poor kids lose more academic ground 
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over the summer months," said Michael D. Casserly, the executive 
director ofthe Washington-based Council ofthe Great City Schools. 
"These summer school.programs speak to that loss." 

But, as districts seek to end social promotion, Mr.Casserly worries about 
research showing that holding students back mUltiplies their chances of 
dropping out of school altogether. 

Mr. Vallas says that Chicago's mandatory summer school,in conjunction 
with expanded after-school programs and remedial.centers, is providing a 
safety net for low achievers. 

"Kids are dropping out because they can't read," he said. "They're 
dropping out because, for so many years, they were passed along to the 
next' grade" without having mastered the necessary skills .. 

'D-Day' Ahead 

In Charles Saporito's reading class at McAuliffe Elementary, 8th graders 
read a short story that takes place in Australia's outback--far from the 
liquor stores, boarded-up houses, and homeless people that dot their West 
Side neighborhood. 

"There's a lot of resentment the first week the students are here, but we 
tum it around pretty quickly and try to stay focused," the 31-year-old 
teacher says as he checks on students' work. A sign in the comer of the 
blackboard reads "D-Day"--testing day for these teenagers--"Aug. 3 & 4." 

But grudges are not a problem in Amalia Rini's 1st and 2nd grade 
"early-intervention program" at Beaubien Elementary. Her seven students 
seem eager to participate, and most raise their hands when she asks a 
question. "They were excited to learn they were coming to summer 
school," says Ms. Rini, 28. The summer school is "a great concept," she 
adds. "And I think it's a good start." 

On the Web 

The "Online NewsHour," from PBS provides "Higher Learning'?" an Aug. 12, 1997, , 
transcript on the Chicago Public Schools' mandatory summer school to bring test scores 
up to par. 

PHOTO: Charles Saporito drills students enrolled in Chicago's mandatory summer 
"bridge program" at Sharon Christa McAuliffe Elementary School. "There's a lot of 
resentment the first week the stUdents are here, but we tum it around pretty quickly and 
try to stay focused," he says. 
--Tod.d n.V"",,"U"l 
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MEMORANDUM 

TO: 	 Ceasar Soriano 
U.S..Weekend Magazine 

FROM: 	 Veronica O. White 
Education Program Research Analyst!I 

DATE: 	 June 24, 1997 

RE: 	 Information Request . 

Below is information regarding your request concerning what states are doing 
. Some states have blanket legislation which does not mandate that public 

schools retain students, but gives to suggestion and allows the district to impose their own 
policies. 

FLORIDA 
Status: enacted 6/90 
Summary: (Grade Retention Legislation) Lawmakers adopted a measure encouraging districts to abolish 
grade retention in the early grades. Also allows districts to apply for state funds to'restructure their 
primary grades. Although this bill does not authorize new funding. legislators said the state could 
provide grants through existing programs. 

Source: Education Week (6/13190) 

ILLINOIS 
Summary: Superintendent for public schools announced a policy to end social promotions. To graduate 
from the 8th grade, Chicago students will need to attain a minimum score of7.0, the standard for a . 
beginning 7th grader on the Iowa Test ofBasic Skills. Students required to attend summer school, take 
the Iowa Test again and ifthey fail repeat the eighth grade. Eighth graders who are 15 or older and who 
fail summer school or the Iowa Test will be enrolled in one of 12 new transitional schools in the fall. A 
similar requirement will fallon approximately 48 percent of ninth graders. 

. 	 Source: The New York Times (6/6/97) 

MASSACHUSETTS 
Statu.f: enacted 5/90 
Summary: (State Retention Policy) The Massachusetts Department of Education advised districts to 
eliminate grade retention and pursue policies that will improve success rate for all students; 

Source: USA Today (August 9, 1990) 
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NEW YORK 
Summary: New York's policy for automatically promoting failing students is being reviewed by schools 
Chancellor Rudy Crew. . 

Source: The New Yark Times (4/6197) 

OKLAHOMA 
Status: enacted 4/21/95 
Summary: (House Bill!056 Retention of Students) Requires a school principal to review a teacher 
recommendation that a student be retained at the present grade level or not passed in a course; provides 
for a parent conference and an appeal process; authorizes the parent to prepare a written statement to be 
placed in the student's pennanent record stating the reason for disagreeing with the decision ofthe 
district board of education. 

Source; StateNet 

SOUTH CAROLINA 
Status: enacted 317195 
Summary: (H.B. 3507 Promotion ofStudents) Approves regulations ofthe Board ofEducation. relating 
to criteria for the promotion of students to the next higher grade. 

Source: StateNet 

TEXAS 
Status: passed by both houses ofthe legislatures but no governor signature, or approved by the state 
board. ' . 
Summary: (promotion and Alternatives to Social Promotion; GradinglReporting Requirements; Course 
Credit) Repeats rules concerning curriculum to comply with the sunset review process mandated by S.B. 
1, 74th Legislatures, 1995. Repeals rules regarding grading and reporting requirements; promotion arid 
course credit; grade level advancement and course credit; encouragement of students to take advanced 
courses; alternatives to social promotion; memorandum ofunderstanding for'multi-problem children and 
youth; and Texas advanced placement incentive program. 

Stattl3: enacted 7196 
Summary; (19 TAX 74.24 Curriculum Requirements; Credit by Examination) Establishes requirements 
and procedures to advancing a student without the benefit ofdirect instruction. Provides guidelines 
under which a school district must develop or select exams for this purpose. 

Source; StateNet 

Status: enacted 7/90 
Summary: (State Retention Policy) the Texas Board of Education voted to bar state districts. beginning 
in 1991, from retaining students in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten-an increasing practice by districts 
using "readiness" tests to gauge a child's preparedness for first grade. 

Source: USA Today (August 9. 1990) 
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St S1afInI Summary 
Eff.Dt. 

VFL Enacted 
0690 

.. 
Florida lawmakers adopted a measure encouraging districts to abOfi= retention In tlte ebly grade5. 
This legislation also Bliows districts to appIv for state funds 10 restruc re thefr primary gradea. Allbaugh 
the bin does not authorlze new fundinG.. legialatars said the state eQutd prov!degrants through exUiting 
programs, 

. Title; Graefe Retel1don Legislatton 
Sou~: Education Week {June 13, 1990) 
AREV 10: fLiII 85 

( ,­

fL Proposed 
0397 

Revises provisiot1$ ragardillG the district'scamprehensive 1Jf0gram (or pupil progASlSsion; raqulrea remcrdla' 
insb'uction and fetnellan of students who have not met district required and alate required levels of 
proflciency; provld&s student performance standards. insll'Umarlm,and assessment IlrccedlJres. 
Titie: S8 t 956 Pupil Proore.ssion 
Autbcr. Lae 
SoUtee: Statenet 
AREV 10: FL-98 

MA Erlacted 
0590 

' The Massachusett. Department of Education advised districts to aIlminate grade retention and pursue 
policieS that wit. improve success Tillil 'Of' an stud1mts. The .tata cannot force She poDc;y on the racaly . 
(lontrolled dtStr"lCtl, but could un grant money to maka dIstricts toe the line, says drlJpout preventicn 
$p&Cialist Dan Frencl1 , 
Title: State RetentIon Policy , 
Source: USA Today (Alfgust 9, 19901 
AREV 10: MA"43 
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\B at StatllS Summary ~ 

(L 
NM Vetoecj Gov. Gary E. Jal1nsan of New Mexico has vetoed legislation jnt6!"ded to make "social promotia,f'" of ~. 

,,-i 
,,-i 
,,-i 

I 

03 95 studenrs mare difficult. As approved by the legislature. the bill would have repealed • law ttlat pormits 
parents to block a sehool'$ decision ~t to promote their chikl. k would have required ella! an advisGry 

.... 
Q.. 

Fe 
IS) 
['­
I.D 

'4 
N 

committee composed cf the student's teacher. a schaal c01.B1seiar, the principal, and the parents make a 
joint decision an whether 10 promo. a child. l' no consensus were reached. chI district superiAtendent 
womd have fllllal authorilv in 1he matter. Ina veto measag.e delivered March 16, Mr. Johnson saki the bUr 
would ·chanae the focus from OIle of marit to one of subjectiveness," 

Q 
110 

! 
Coo 

~ "TItle: N.M. Governor Vetoes Sdtool·Plomotlon BI 
o 
c.o 

,,-i 

00 Source: Education Weak eMareb 29, 1995} .. 
-­ N 

flit 

o AAEV ID: NM·6 7 ~ 

I­ .go . 

M EnactedOK 
~ 495 
M 

~ 
M 

~ 

Proposed 
0397 

OR 

Requires a .choat princ:fpal to review a teachar recommendation that a student be retained at the prastH't 
grade level or not passed in a course; provides 'or I patent conference and .. appeat process; authorizes 
'(heIiMent 10 prepare a written statement to be pfaced in the stucfent's permanent record SIBling ahe rtalOn 
for disagreeing with the decision 01 dle districl board of educ:atlon. 
Tilte: HB 1056 RetfJntion of Students ~ 
Auth04": SI8Vgs 
Sourca: SwaNet 
AAEV 10: OK·30 

Allows a student who has not met or exceeded mastery level OJ grade lwei standards 10 advance to next 
leva if certain requirements are met. 
Title: S8 754 , 

Author: Stull 
Source: StatMlet 
AREV fO: 0,.·3l 

..J 
(J) 
u Approves re"ulations of lIle Board of Educadon, relating 10 criteria for tbe promoliOn of srudtnla 10 the nellt EnactedSCz . higher grade. .'395o.c: u.. Title: HI! 3507 promodon ()' Students 

Author: Committal an Educaiton Pl 
Source: StateNe1
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~ St Statui Summary ~ 

a.. TX Passed Repeals rLiea ':ooCil'ninG curriculum to comply with the sunset review process manda1ed bV Senate Bifj 1, 09f0119 ~ 
,,-l 

,,-l 0598 74th Leg!sfa ....... t995. Aepeats rutes regBfding grading and repDrting raqurremenUi ,,-amotiOfl and coorsa 6 I-" 
,,-l 

I credit grade level advancement and c;ourse ilreal1; encouragement of students ttl take advanced courses; o 
CD 
N altemadvH to IOcial promo1ion; memorancklm of understanding for mllhlprobJam children ancj votlthj and o 

w 

~ Texas advanced placement 1ncendva program.
ill T'dte~ Promotion and AIlenatives,fa Social Promotion; Gradll1g/Rep«1ing ReQ1Jlrements: Caul'll Credit ~ ~ 
N 
(S) 
N 

Source: SlateNet 
AREV ID! TX*33 

<.:0 
o 
Coo 
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CD 
TX EIlatted Establishea reqilirementa and procedures related to advancino a student withDut thte benefit of direct 09(Otl9 

N 
~ 
<:I) 

~ 
1'1 

0798 instruction. Provide! gllid.iRes under which a sc~ool dislrict must develop or select exams for this pwpase 
rltle: 19 TAC 74.24 C,.fiCtlIum Requiremenls; Cradit by Examination 
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CD Sm.wce: Statenet 
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~ EnactedTX 
1'1 0790(S) 
1'1 ~ 

TX Ertactad 
0491 
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The Texas Soard of E<i'ucation voted to bar state dislricts, beginnrl1fl in 1991. from retaining SlUdentB in' 

p"e-kindefgarten and kindellJiUt8R - an increasing ptactlt:e by dislflcts usfrlg ",sadlness" 1UfS 10 gauge a 

child's PIliparedness for fitst trade. 

Title: State Aetlntlon Pollcv 

Source: USA Today (AullUlt9. 1990) 

AREV to: TX·39 


.' 

To accommodate parents seeking alternatives tor children they feel need more time to muuns, before 
entsring the 1st grade. the Texas Soard of Education has softened ita groul1dlm~ardnG pdicy barring 
nstentian in Prekindarganen and kmdargarten. The naw rute stiD dlsalrows retention "'-pr•.K and 
kindergarten. Inselting the words "without parental consent.or In addition. it folates Utat" ·wkIJ parantal 
consent, 6-year-old studMts d.tennined by the scbcol nol to be developmentally ready for 1at grade may 
be assigned to a grade as deemed apPrtlpriate by the school.· To deter tisUicts from ~acino children in 
sud1 progr.ams too nladlfy, however, the new rute bars more than ooe retention betweel1 pre-K and 4th 
grada - except In ~exc8plional cases" and with tM approval of the parent and a pilMl of teachtrs and 
admirlistralors. It also encoUJa,oes districts to provide "devefopmentally apPlflpriat6 insnotion for aJl 
stlJdent pOJlutations." 

Title: State Ratention Polity (19911 

Source: Education Week rApril10. 1991) 
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Ralates to promotion tei me naxt grade level after compledon 0' an elCtended year program. 
Title: S8522 Student PromotlOI1 
Authof: Bivins 
Source: SlateNet 
AREVJD:TX·S2 

RefaMs to public educa1ion; provides for Ihe adrrnnistration of a reading proficiency tltSl in 1:I1e 5tta grade: 

reCluifes students to paas the taS1 in order to advance ID Ihe 6th gfllde; provides for exemptions; provIde 

ror an assessment of emerQing em ci early m<ing skills of children IIltering kindergarten and the 1 st grade; 

provides that school clstricts make availabJe matarial10 Pll'8nts to assist In htlll'p!n", 1hair chldren 10 masrer . 

emerging reading skills and earlv readirlg skills. 

Title: He 67 Srudent A&HI&mBnta of Reading Proftdencv 

. Authur. Haymond' 
Source: SaateNet 
AREVID:UT·6f 

Requires .school boards co eatab1lsb criteria for pramotion designed to 'equint satisfactory comp'atioo of tile 
requirements of tile 8cardofE'duaction and local raquiremenu. 
Title: HB 1939 Stuci8l'lts Promotion Requirements 
Author. Marshal 
Soun:a: StaleNat 
AREV 10: VA -103 
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December 13, 1999 

VIA FACSIMILE 202-401-0596 

The Honorable Richard Riley 

Secretary ofEducation ' 

DcpanInentof~ucation 
400 Maryland Avenue, SW' 

Washington, DC 20202 
 > . :', . 

',,,/ .,.,J 

Dear Secretary Riley: , ) tv 

It has recently come to our attention that the Department's Office of CiVil~~ts (O~R) 
is investigating the Chicago Public Schools' grade retention policy to detenmne whether such 
policy has a "disparate impact" on minority students. In addition. we have heard that OCR plans ' 
to examine Massachusetts' graduation test for the same pUIpose., 

In his State of the Union address earlier this year, the President praised Chicago's efforts 
. to end social promotion, and subsequently modeled his Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
proposal on their efforts. Chicago has made tremendous progress over the last few years in 
student achievement, including the achievement ofeconomically disadvantaged students and 
minority students. Its promotion policy is based on attendance and grades, as well as test scores. 
With these investigations taking place we are concerned that the Federal government is sending 

confusing and contradictory messages to States and school districts with respect to social 
promotion policies and high standards. 

We want to do aU we can to help and empower school districts and states in their elIorts' 
to .strengthen accountability fot student achievement. However, we are very concerned that these 
inquiries may have a chilling effect on efforts to turn arOtmd low performing schools and narrow 
achievement gaps. 

Given that the Department has not released fonnal regulations or policy·guidance on the 
issue of "disparate impact," we are requesting infonnation to better understand OCR's policy on 
this matter, how these inquiries were initiated, and how these investigations will be conducted. 

http:HILl.f.;.RY
http:CAAOI.1N
http:DOIW..DM
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In tlus regard, pLease provide a written response to the following requests, no latcr than 
December 29, 1999: 

(l) a copy of the November 18, 1999 letter from the Office of Civil Rights to Parents United for 
Responsible Education regarding Chicago grade retention poliCies; . 

(2) 	a copy of all written communications. including e-mail transmissions, that the Department 
has had or is having in each of these matters with any individuals, groups, organizations or 
entities regarding the Chicago and Massachusetts inquiries. 

(3) the regulatory or statutory justification(s) for OCR's investigation ofChlcago's grade 
retention policy and the examination of the Massachusetts graduation test for disparate . 
imps«?i; 

(4) whether all-cities with grade-retention policies that have effectively ended social promotion 
are subject to investigation by OCR to determine if there is a disparate impact on minority 
students; 

(5) whether improvements in minority academic achievement and graduation rates are taken into 
consideration when determining whether a policy or test has a "disparate impact" on minority 
students; 

(6) OCR's operational definition of disparate impact and the written criteria in place to­
detennine whether or not an investigation is warranted; and 

(7) the precise criteria OeRwin use to detennine whether or not Chicago's grade retention 
policy or Massachusetts' graduation test have a disparate impact on minority students, and a 
detailed explanation of the process by which OCR will determine this. 

Thank you in advance for your cooperation in this matter and should yo~ have any 
questions please do not hesitate to contact us or Christine Wolfe (5-7101) or Kent Talbert (5­
6558) of the Committee.staff. ' 

Sincerely. 

~.~' 
BILL GOODLING, Cha' MIKE CASTLE, Chainnan, Subcommittee 
Committee on Education and the on Early Childhood, Youth arid Families 

'. "'.Workforce 

..--..,,~ 
HOWARD P. "BUCK" MCKEO , . ETE HOEKSTRA, Chairman J 

Chairman Subcommittee on Oversight' and 
Subcommittee on Postsecondary Investigations 
Education, Training and Life-long Learning 
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SHOULD WE END SOCIAL PROMOTION? TRUTH AND CONSEQUEN ~~ 

Robert M. Hauser :\~ 

Center for Demography and Ecology, Tbe University ofWiscolIsiu-Madiso ~ t . 

Testing for readiness. achievement. or mastery plays a substantial-but not· l 
quantifiable:-role in grade retentio~ and it is likely to playa greater role ifthe pres 

movement toward test-basccl promotion policies should continue. Such policies wi 

well lead to substantial increases both in the public and private costs ofschooling wi· 

corresponding educational benefit 

The age at enfty into graded school has gradually crept upward since the earl 

1970s. reversing one ofthe major historic trends contributing to ~ growth of school 

in the Unitec:l States. Data on early school transitions and on the possible reasons for 

cb'ange in those transitions are grossly inadequate, \>ut it would appear that retention . 

pre-kindergarten and kindergarten has played some,role in the rise of age at entry int the 

first grade. Excepting the ubiquitous tendency for
,
girls to 

. 

enter (and complete) prim 
~ 

and secondary school at earlier ages thatl ,"
boys, there is little sign of social differentia on 

in age at school entry. 

Socially differentiated pa~ms ofgrade retention develop.soon after entry to 

graded school, and they persist through secondary school. White girls progress'throll 

school most rapidly, while African-American boys are most often held back in grade. By 

ages IS to 17. about 30 percent ofwhite girls and close to halfofAfrican-American b ys 

are below the modal grade for their age-or have left school. ;Rates ofgrade retardati n 

at those ages have remained high, even though school dropout has declined.. 

Given the high rates of retention created by current evaluation praCtices-and 

their disparate'impact on minority youth--the possibility ofsubstantially increased, te 

based retention creates a number ofconoerns. For example, the costs of grade rcpetiti 

are large-botb to those retained and those who must pay for repeated schooling. " .
Moreover, the ~.of older students creates serious management proble~ for 

, schools. Mo~ unJ;bt18n~ the available ~dence shows that retention bas· no lasting 

• 

n 

educational benefits, that it.typically le~ to lower achievement (than promotion) and to 

higher rates ofschool dropout. It is possible to imagine an educational system in whi 

test-base(! promotion standards are combined with effective diagnosis and remcdiatio 

learning'problems, yet past experience suggests that American school systems may no 

have either the will or the means to enact such fair and effective practices. 

of 
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S~OULD WE END SOClAL pR,OMOnON? TRUTH AND CO~SEQUE.NCESI 

Robert M. aauser 

Center (or Demography and Ecology 

Tbe UaiveJ"lity of Wisconsia-Madis'm 


The typical organization ofAmeriean schools into gradea by the ages oftheir students i.s 

challenged by large variations in achievement within ages and grades.,The resulting tension is 
~.. 

reduced somewhat by overlap in the curriculum from one grade to me next: It is also reduced. by 

strategies for grOupiag students by observed levels ofaptitude or mastery: These include special 
, , 

educationplaoement, academic tracking, extended kipdergart~ and grade retention. -In this ,. 

paper, I discuss the extent and conseq~enc~ ofgrade retention in elementary' and secondary 
r" .. 

school. Testing for readiness, athievement, or mastery plays asubstantial-but not easily 

quantifiable role in grade retention, and it is likely ~o playa greater role ifthe present movement 

toward test-based promotion policies should continue. Such policie~ might ~elllead to 

substantial increases both in the public and private costs ofschooling without correspoading 

"~ducationa1 benefit. 

The age at entry into graded school has gradually crept upward since the early 1970s, 

reversing one 'Of the major historic trends comnDutittg to the groWth ofschooliug in the·United 

State!? Data on early..school p-ansmons and on the po~sible reasons for change in those 
~ 

transitions are grossli inadequate, but it would appear that retention in pre-kindergarten and 
"...,J,i tI' . ":' . ' 

I Prepared for a conference on Civil Rights and High-Slakes K-12 Testing, Harvard University, December 4, 1998. 
This draft is based largely on material in Chapter 6 of National Research Council. High Stake~: Tesfing for 
Tracking p,.omotio" alfd Gmduatian, Jay M, Hcuben anQ Robert M.. HaQSer. eds., WashingtOn, DC: National 
Academy Press, 1998. Samuel Messick, Marguerite Cllllke., Jay P. Hcubett, and Taissa S. Hauser contributed 
substantially to this chapter of the NRC repon. 
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kindergarten has played some role in the rise of age at entry into the first grade. Excepting the . }. . 
. ubiqtdious tendency for girls to enter (and complete) primary and secondary scbool at earlier ages 

than bOy&t there is little sign ofsocial differentiation in age at school entry. 

.' Socially differentiated pattcms ofgrade rctcmtion develop rapidly after &may into graded 

schoot and they persist throu~ secondary school. White girls progress through school most 

rapidly, while Afiican-America.a boys are most often held back in grade. ]:lyages IS.to 17, about , . 
·30 percent ofwhite girls. but close to balfof Aftican..Am.erican boys arobelow the modal STade 

for their age-or have left school. Rat~s ofgrade retardation at those ages have remained'high, . 

even though school dropout has declined. .. 
Given the high rates ofretention 

. 
created 

• 
by CWTent evaluation practices~ their 

• I 

~~ .. 
disparate impact on minority youth-the possibility ofsubswuial1y increased. test-based retention 

creates a number of concerns. For example, the COSl5ofgrade repetition are large-both to t.hose 

retaUied and those Who must pay for repealed schooling. Moreover the presence ofolder 

students creates serious mana.g~t problems for schools. Most important, the available 

evidence shows that retention has no lasting educational benefits, that it typically leads to lower 

achiev~ment (than promotion) and to hIgher t&* ofschool dropout. It is possiblcHO imagine an 

educational system in which test-bucd promotion standards are combined with effective diagnosis 

and remediation oflcamiris problems. yet past experience suggests that American scbool systems 
.. I 

\ , 

may' not have either the wm or the means to ~ such fair and effective practices.
.. ' / 

, • # 9' ~ 

:- ..... !'f' • 

SOCIAL PROMOTION, RETENTION, AND TESTIN.G 

2 ' 
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Much ofthe current public discussion ofhigh-stakes testiDg ofindividual students is 

motivated by calls for "an end to social promotion." In a memorandum to the secretary of 

eduCation, President Clinton (1998: 1...2) wrote that be had ''repeatedly challenged States and 

school diStrict:; to end social promotions-to require students to meet rigorous academic standards' 

at key tnuiSmoD 'points ii1 their schooling career, and to end the practi9C ofpromoting students 
.' .. '.. .' ''I • 

without regard to how much they have learned'... , Students should Dot be promoted past the 
, . 

fourth grade ifthey cannot read independently and well, .~d should not enter high school Wi~out 
, ,. 

a solid foundation in inath. They should get the help, sbey need to meet the standards before • 

Movingon.n .' . 

'. 


The .administration's proposals for educational reform strongly tie me ending ofsocial 
. 

promotion ta early iden~cation ~ remediation of leamipg problems. 'The president calls fo/ 

smaller classes, well-prepared teachers, specific grade-by-grado standards, challenging curriculum, 

early identification ofstudents Who neet! help, after"school and summer school programs, and 


.. school accountability. He abo caUs for "appropriate use oftests and other indicators, ofacadenuc 


performance hI determining whether stUdents should be promoted" (Clinton, 1998:3). The key 


questions are whether testing WiD. be uSed appropriately in such decisions 4U1d ~iiether early 

identification and remc.diation,ofleaming problems will take place successfUny., , 

The president \S b¥ no means alone in advocating testing to end social promotion. 
~..,.:.~ .. -: .' ~ 

Governor Busliof Texas bas proposed that "3!d graders who do not pass the reading portion of ' 

the Texas Assessment ofAcademic Skill/! would be required to receiv~ help befute moving to 

reguiar classrooms i~ lhe 4th grade. The same would ~ol~ true ·for Sth graders Who failed to pass 

3 
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reading and math exams andStb graders who did Dot-pasS tests in readiJlg, math, and writing. 

The state would provide funding for loeally developed intervention programs" (JohnSton, 199B). 

New York City Schools Chanc:ellor Rudy Crew has FDposed that 4th and 7th graders be held 

back'utbey fail 
( 

a new state reading test at their grade level, beginning in spring 2000. Crew'S 

proposal, however, would combine testing ofstudents with "a comprehensive evaluation oftlleir 

course work aDd a review oftheir attendaocc records." A two--year delay in implem=tation of 
; 

the tests would permit schools "to identifY those stUdents deemed most: at risk and give them 


intensive remedial instruction" (SteiDber& 1998a). 


Test-based requirements for promotion are DO} just being proposeci; they are beir&g 


implemented. According to a recent repon by the Ameriean Federation ofTeacbcrs (l997b). 46 

'" ,." , 

states either have or arc in the process ofdeveloping assessments lIigncd with their cOntent . 
. 

slaudards. Seven ofthcsc states, up from four in 1996, require schools and districts to use ~ 

state standards and assessments in determining whether·students should be promoted into certain . . 

grades.1 At the same time, Iowa and California. have taken mong positions against grade 

retention, based on research or 0Jl tho reported success of'alternative intervention programs 

(George, 1993,; Iowa Department ofEducation, 1998). 

10 1996-1997 the Cbicago Public Schools iastitutcd a new program to end social. 
. . .. 

promotion. Retention decisions are now based almost eotirc:Jy on student perfOmlaocc on the
."" . .. ,

Iowa Test ofBasic Skills (ITBS) at the end ofgrades 3, 6, and 8. Students who fall below
' 

....:J Ii' -: 

specific cutoff ScOfcs ai each grade level arc required to attend highly structured,summer school 

~ The SIales ate ~ florida, Louisiana, New Mc~eo, North Carolitul, So1lth Carolina. ani:l West Virginia A 
report from the Council ofChief State Sc::hool Officers (1998) lists five states with required testinB for promotion: 
Louisiana. Nonh Carolina, New Yorky Soum Carolina, and Vqinia. 

4 
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progr~ tm4 to take an·Jutematiye form' of the test at sununers.end.l At,the ~nd ~fthe 1996­

19~7 $ch(,)ol year, 32 percent, 31 percent, ana 21 percent ofstudents failed the initial examination 

at grades 3,6, and. 8, respectively. Out of91.000 students tested overall, almost 26,000 fai1ed~ 

Aftet .sUlllDler scho~ 15 percent:, 13 percent, and 8pc;rcent of~dents ",ere retained at the three 

grade levels (Chicago Public Schools, 1998a).4 
, 

The ctU'(ent enthusiasm for the lise ofachievement. tests to end social promotion raises 
.. 

three concerns. First, much of the public disCussion and some recently iinplem~ed or proposed 

tesfillg programs appear to ignore existing standards for 3.ppropriate test use (National Research 
, '. 

Council 1998: Ch. 6). S4!Cond, th~e is persuasive r~~e~ evirJence that gtllde retention typjcal~ 

~ DQ beneficial academic ~r s~cial ~~ qn SJ\ldents.S The past failures ofgrade retention 
,

,If' ." 
PQUcl~ need not be repea~. But they. provide acautionary ~esson: M~g grade retention-or 

the $ca~ ofretention··an effective education!1l policy reqmres consistent and sustained effort: . ' ... 
Third, p~blic ~$cus~on ofsocial promotion has .pwle liUle reference to current retention 

practices··in which a very large Share ofAmerican schc;lolcbildren. are already retained in grade. 

3 The J997-1998 Guidelines/or Prl}motlo7f 1Ft the ChiCDg" Public Schools also list miniltIUm repon card 
requirements and nninimum ammdance reqWrement. bQt ..students who score at or above grade level on both the 
Reading and Mathematics 5CCtions ofthe.lTBS are excepted from the laucr requUement" (Chicago Public;: Schools, 
1997a). This qsc afthc lTBS appc:aIJ to be incxmtlict Witb.1he pllblishcts ~endatiODS ~0lIl "inappropriate 
pm'poses" oftesti~: "Ifa mention decision is to be made. olassroom assessment datlt Ptbem:t by the teacher over 
a perifld of month& is likely to 'be a bigbly n:lcvant and accurate basis tor maIdn~ such a decision. Atest &core can 
make a valuable contri'buPan to Ibc amtY ofevidence mat should be cansidCRd. However. a test SC¥lfC from an 
achievement ~attery shouN. not be used ilone inmaking such a si~ decision" (Haover et al., 1994). 

'/ .' . 

~Between ~ and 1 ~qj 5raJ!ems failed the initial exam at cac:h grade level but were ulUmately ''waived'' into 
the Jl~1 gtade.. . 

~ The tailmc Qfpan progmms is MIOOgnizcd in President ClliUon's iniliative to end social promotion: "Ending 
social promotions ~ simply holding morestlldents back is tIu; YoTOtIS choice. Studes\t$ who are required to repeat a 
year ate more likely to eventually drop out. ami rarely catch up academically with their peers. The right waY is to 
eDsute that more students are prepared to meet challenging academic standarlis in the first place" (Clinton, 1998). 

5 
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In part. this is because ofsporadic data collection and reporting, but far more consistent statistical . . 
d.ta are available about the practice ofgrade retention than, say, about academic tracking, It is 

possible to describe rates, trends, and di1f'erenUals in grade retCmtlon using data from the U.S, 

Bureau oflhe Census, but these data. have not been used fully tO,inform the public debate. 

TRENDS AND DIFFERENTIALS IN GRADE RETENTION 
" 

To support its lUlBlyscs ofhigh-stakes testing for promotion and retentiol1, the NRC 

Committee on Appropriate Test Use assembled and 'aqalyzed dau on rates, trends. Uld 

differentials in grade retention (National Rese~ Council 1998: Table 6-1). Some oftho 
1'" 

available data were collected by state education agencie~ but the ~ost'unifonn., long-term data 

bve been collected by the U.S. Bureau ofthe Census in connection with its Current Populatiqn 

Survey, the same the monthly household survey that produces important economic statistics, like 

the unemployment rate. 

Na national or regional agency monitors social promotion and grade retention. 

Occasional data on retention are available for some states and localities, but coverage is sparse, 

and linle is known about the comparability ofthese data (Sbepard and Smith, 1989). For 
.. 

example. the denominators ofretention rates may be based on beginning-of-year or end-of-year
" ,

enrollment figures. 1\e numerators may mel de retention as afthe end ofan academic year or as 
".. 

. ,.-".... ~'. ' 

ofthe end of the following summer session. ome states include special edllcation students in the 

data; others exclude them.' In the primary es, retention is u5lIaUy an all-or·nothiQg matter, in . 

6 
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" 

\ . high schooL retention may imply that a student has completed some·reqUirements but has too few 

credits to be proinoted. 

Some states do not collect retention data at all, or coUect very limited data. For example, 

we hav~ oonfirined that 13 states-Colorado. Connecticut,' Illinois, Kansas, Montana. Nebraska) 

Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, North Dakota, Pennsylvama,Utah, and Wyoming-collecf/ 

no state-level data on gradc retention.' Twenty-two states, plus the District ofColumbia, provided 
. .' 

data on retention at some grade levels. but in some cases the data were VCl'}' limited. For 

example, New York State collects such data only at the 8th grade. 

Retention rates are bigbly variable across Sta~~1. They arc unusually high in the District r4 

Coimnbia: whose students are largcly black., Rates are relatively low in some stateSt like Ohio, 
r 

" 

including states with rela~ly 13rge minority populations, like So~ih Carolina and Georgia. 

Retention rates tend to be relatively high in the early .primary grades--though not in kindergaIlen~­

aIld in the e8rly high school years.' Perhaps the r:t1ost striking fact from this offon tabring together 

available data is that-despite the prominence ofsocial promotion as an issue ofeducational 

policy-avery littie infonnation about it is available. 

The best currcnt source ofinformation on levels, ~ds, and differentials in grade 

retention iii the CUlTent Pop~atiOD Survey (CPS) ofthe U.S, Bureau ofthc CeDS'US. Using 
. 

pubUshed data from tb~ annu~ October Schoo) Enrollment Supplement ofthe CPS, it is possible
" , 

to track ~ distrlbutiqn Qfschool enrollment by age and grade each year for groups defuled by 
, , ... 

:-.' W' I 

sex and racelethnicity, These data have the advantage ofcomparable national coverage from year 

to year, but they say nothing directly about educational transitions or about the role ofhigh..stakes 

testing in grade rt;tention. We can only infet the minimum rate of grade retention by observitlg 

7. 
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changes in the enrollment ofchildren below the modal grade level for their age from One calendar 

year to the next. Suppose, for eumpJe., that 10 percent of6-year-old clu1dren were enrolled 

below the 1st grade in October 0; 1994. If] 5 pereem ofthose children were enrolled below the 

2nd srBde in October of 1995, wh~ they were 7 yeaR old, we would infer that at least Spercent 

were held back in the lst grade between 1994 and 1995. 

Extended Kindel'larten AttendaDce • 

Historically, there bas been great variation in fie at school entry in the United States, ~ 

which had more to do with the labor dcmapd~ ofa farm economy and the aVailability ofschooling 
f~ • I 

to disadvantaged groups than with readiness for school. The variability declined as school 

enrollment completed its di.flUsion from mid,dle childhood inio younger and older ages (Dune:an. 

1968~ National Researcb Council, 1989). Over the put two decades, attendance in Jdndergarten 

bas been extended to 'tWo years for many children in American schools,6 with the consequence 

that age at entry into graded school bas gradually crept upward and become more variable. There 

is no single JUU'ne for this phenomenon. nor are there distinct categories for the first and second 

years oflcinderganen ill Census enrollment data. As Sbepard (1991) reports, the names for such 

extended kindergarten classrooms include ujunior.~U "prefirst,,. "transition,n and "readiness 
. .... 

\ . . , 

room." Fragmentary(lP,qrts suggest that, in. some places, kindergarten retention may have .been 
. ~..:.. ~ -; . . 

as high as 50 perCeQtin the late 19805 (Shep~ 1989) 1991). The degree to which early 

45 Another relevant factor is change in It8tC or local rcquiremcnu about lite cut! age a child must reacb before 

entering kindergarten Dr fltsl grade. ' 
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retention decisions originate with parents, e.g., to increase their cbildrenls chances for s.uccess in 

athletics, rather than with teachers or other school personnel is not known. Moreover. there are 

no sound national estimates ofthe prevalence ofkindergarten retention, and none orthe available 

state 'indicate exceptionally high kindergarten retention rates. 

The' Census Bureau's statistics on grade enroUroetlt by age show'that, from the early 

19708 to the late 1980s. entry'into lst grade 'gradually came later in the development ofmany
• 

children, but for the past decade there has been little change in age it school entrY, Figure 1 

shows percentages of60-year-Old children. who had not yet entered the 1 at grade as ofOctober of' . . 

, ,the given year.7 Among' 6-year-old boys.' only 8 perc~ had not yet entered the 1 st grade in 

197r,8 bui 22 perceJ;1t were not yet in the lst grade in 1987, and 21 percent were riot yet in the 1st 
,,~f 	 • 

grade ill 1996." Among 6-year-old girlst ollly 4 percent had ~t yet entered the 1st grade in 1971, 

but 16 percent were not yet in the 1 Sf grade.in 1987, and 17 percent were 'not yet in the IsfSfade 

in 1996. While boys are consistently more likely than girls to Bliter 1st grade after age 6, there are 

only small difFerences between blacks and whites in age at entIy into graded school, and tbese 

differences consistently favor black children: That is, 6-year-old tilack'children are slightly less 
, 	 I 

,likely than white children of the same; age DIid seX to be enroUed below the 1st grade ot not 

'enrolled in school. Also. 6-year-old Hispanic boys are consistently more likely-'than white boys 'to 

.	., u.s. Bureau ofthe CcruPs, i1Utnnl Populo/io" RBptJ7tS. "School Emollment: Socialud Economic 
Characteristics of S~faivariousycart. Unpublished data for 1996 were gencrolJSly provided by Census 
Bureau staff. Percentages shown in Figure 1 are 3..year moving averages IU1d do IlDt agreecxactJy with the annual 
estimates reponed in the text. ' ' 

II The percentages include those enrolled below ~st gIlldc level and a small share of6-year-olds who were not 
enrolled in school. The data are 'Virtually unc:hansed ifDOIl-enroned children arc climinatc~i'1'ralIl the a:naJ.ysis: 
Neither the trends nor the differences by raCHtlmicity and sex aft aft'eGted. 

9 

http:grade.in


JAN. 4.1999 9:58AM DEPT OF ED/DEP SECY NO. 488 P.12/46 


.. 

have entered tbe 1st grade, but 60-year-old Hi$p=c girls are less likely than white girls to have'. ) 

entered the ht grade. 

. One olthe contributing factors to the rising age at entry iDto 1st ~e has been a rising 

age at entry into kiDderganen, wPich need bave nothing to do with kindergarten-level retention 

and would presumably reduce rates ofdevelopmental immaturity among kindergartners.9 Since 

the early 1970s. as shown in Figure 2, enrollment of S-year-olds below the kindergarten level. that 
" 

. is, in nursery school, grew ~m about 2 percent in 1972 to 7 percent jn'1992.10 During Ille same 

period. the percentage ofnon-cnroUcd children fluctuated Brciuud 8 percent, so the combined 

percattagcs of 5 ...year-olds wbo were either not enrolled or who were enrolled in nursery school , ~ 

grew in parallel 'Wi~ nursery schoOl enrolbp~, However, there is no fir.r:o relationship bc;tween 
,.,­

these trends and enro~ent below the l.st grade at age 6, ChUdmt may ~nter first grade without 

first attending kindergarten, and in many ofthe early years, the share: of S ..year..olds who wer~ not 
. . . 

enrolled or in nursery school cxceedcc:l ,the share of6-year-olds :who were enroUed below the 1st 

grade in the fonowing year, 

National statistics do nut tell us exactly how much ex:tcodcd kindcrgancn bas CQntributcd 

to tbe rise in age at entry into graded school because they do not provide direct information about 

transitions between gr.de--lev~ (or retention in grade) from year to year. However. there is a 

clear downward trend in tbe ratio of 1st grade enrollment ofS-year-oJds in eIlch October to the. . 
. ,.. . . 

~ndergarten enrollment of4-ycar.olds Q1le year earlier. For example, among white males, this 
. • f • 

,_ R . 
, ...... ' ~ . 

II However, the possibility ofntel\tion in kindcrpnen could lead some parcnu to hold their youagliters in nursery 
school 'a year lODger. 

. . 
10 There is. a very large incn:ase in Ihc enrollment of 5..yW'-olds below kindergarten in 1994, bu\ t.hi5 PJay be 

ann'buwble ta changes in the mode ofdata co11ec:tion in the Current Population SPtVe)'. ' . 


10 
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ratio decJjn~ ~most ljncarTy frOQl 0.9 in 1972 .~o 0.4 in 1987. There is reason to doubt the 

accuracy with whi~ parents report kindergarten rather than nurseI:)' school attendance~ but the 

d~c1ining ratio JItIgges~s ~t .kindergarten ret~ntion has increased. 

'. The Census enro~ent data are evenless infoJmativte about the rate at wbich cbUdrcll who 

entered ldA4Qfgarten. at age 5 we~ retained for an additional)'eat at a~e 6. For example, in 1996~: . 

1 5 perc~ of6..yC{U'-old boy~~d 12 percent of 6",ycar..ald S,irIs were ellfPlled in kind~rgarten. 
. . 

The Census ~ OJ) enJ'Qlbpent ofS-year..olds in 1995 and of6-year-olds in 19~.6:are consistent 

with thl' possil:!ility that ~1 ofthe 6-year-ol~ kindergartners in 1996 were in ~heir secQnd.year.' 

Th.e ~nroUment data ~cqu~ly consist~t with the pPlisibUity that all ofthose children had been ,. .. 
in n~ery $choo19r haq not att~ed school at all in the fall of 1995. That is, all we can learn

.' . 
fir ". , 

from I)auonal ~ati~cs i:; that cctentionin,ldndergartcn Mfect.ed no more than 15 pr:rcent of6-- . 
... • I 

y~:-014 Qqys and. no more tbao. 12 p~ent of6-year-old girlS in 1996.11 

Although it is not known how widely tests are used in assigning students to ex:tend~ 

kioderg~en, there is mlbst~a1 professional criticism of~e practi~. According to Shepard 

(1991). such qecisions mAY ~e based on evidence of"immaturity at academic deficien~cs." 

Sbep~4 ad"s, "Tests ~scd to make readiness and retention doeisions are J)ot technicaUy accurate 

e,npugh ~o j"stitY m.aJc:iQg special placements, . .. Readine~s. tests are either thi~y disguised IQ 

tes~ (called ~evelopmenUl screening measures) ~r a'?ldemic.skills te$t~ • 1 :Soth types of tests 
-

tend to id~'tiiY dispropo~nate numbers of poor and minority children as unready for sChool" 
, ' I . • .. ' • 

.. ...:.~ y.t' "": 

II These inferences ate based on lite assumptions that immigration and mortality between ages 5 and 6 can be 
ignored and that no cltildren move down in grade between School years, i.e.• from kindergarten to nursery school 
or ftolJl 1st grade to kindergarten or nursetY sChool ' 

11 
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(1991 :287). Other educators, however. believe that su~h tests may appropriately be used for 


placement dccisiollS abam young children. 


An advisory group of'the Natio~ Educational Goals Panel has reconunended against the 

use ofstandardized achievement measures to make decisions about yowsg cbildrcll or their 

schools:. "Before age 8, standardized achievement measures are Dot sufticiendy accurate to be 

used for high·stakes decisions about individual cbil~cn and schools" (Shepard et at; 1998). At , 
" 

the same time, the advisory group encouraged one type of testing ofyoung children: "Beginning 

at age S, it is possible to use dire~ measures, including measures ofchildren's learning, as part of 

a comprebensive ~arly childhood system to monitor tr;ruts. Matrix sampling proccd~s should ,.. 

be used to cDSllre technical accuracy and ~ t,he same time protect against the misuse ofdata to . ",. . 
make decisions about individuals" (1998:27),12 With young chi1dr~ it is especially important to 

distinguish betWeen uses oftests 'to moDitortlte progress oflarge ~oups and to make decisions 

about the future ofindividual studa;mu. 

Research on kindergarten retention suggests that it carries no academic .or .social benefits 

for stUdents. Shepard's (1991 :287) review of 16 cOlltroned. studies found ''no difference 

academically between unready children who spent an extra year before first grade and at..risk 

, controls :who wC'.Jt dircdly on to first grade,It She did, however, find evid~ce that most children 

were traumatiZed by being bcld back (Shepard, J989. 1991; Sbepard and Smith, 1988, 1989).. . , . . 
Shepard further repory ~t "matched sc~oot& that do not practice kindergarten retention have 

. . ..." 
:,-.'~' , 

1: In matrix sampling, each child takes part of a test. and petfonnance levels are estimat.e4 SUltisticaUy for groups 
. of students. . 
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i 

just ~S. high average achi~ lIS tbo~. ,at do lint IeDd to prav;de more individualized 

instruction within notIna! grade placemetlJ' (Shepard, 1991:287). 
l 

In some cases, even with special tre~tment for retained stUdents, they were no be~er off' 
!. 

than similar students who bad been prtJmo~ and given no exceptional treatment. Leinhardt 

(1980) compared at-risk children in a transi~on room who received individualized instruction in 
I 

reading with a group of~t.risk childrC%1 wh~ had been promoted and received no individualize4.' ~ 

instruction. The ~o groups performed CO~perablY'at the end offii"st ~ade, but-both performed. 
I 

~rse than a second comparison group tlu¢had been promoted and given individualized reading 

instruciion. I 

j .. 
lhtentioil in the Ptimary and Seconda';'· Gnid'e! 

. I ' 

Age-grade ~etardation refers to enroilment below the modal 
. 
grade level for a cbild's age

I 
I 

(and no broader meaning is either intended dr implied), We have looked' at national rates of age-
r, 

grade retardation by age, sex. arid race etbDifity for three-year age groups at ages 6 to 17 frOQl 
. . 

1971 to 1996 and, also, at paiallel fabuJa.tiods for YOUDg children by single years ofage, 1971 to 
, I 

1996. In each case. we have organized the data by birth cohort' (year ofbirth), r.ather than by 
. I 

calendar year. so it is l!ossible to see the evoiution ofage-grade retardation throughout the. . ,... : 
schooling ofa birth ~hoJt as well as chang~s in 

. 

age-grade retardation rates from year to year.13 
.....: .• .,. 7. : 

~ 
13 These data have been allSornblcd. from Historu:ll Statistics. Table A-3, "Persons 6 to 17 Yem Old E;nmUcd 
Belin\' Modal Grade, 1971 to 1995," wbich is availaSle from the U.S. Btm:au ofthe Census at 
,,'W\\·.census.g~·/POpulatjpnlsocdemo/S9hooVreDOrtg~/raba-3,lj1.1, QIld from sclcc:tcd publicarions in the P·20 .series 
of Current PopulQrion Reports. 44School Enrollment; jSocial and Economic Chatactcristics of Smdents," from the 
U.S. Bureau of the Census (NOll. 241, 260, 272. 286,}303. 319. 333, 346, 360, 400,408,413,426,439,443, 4S1, 

13 
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, . 
The recc,nt history ofage-grade retar4atioD is summarized in Figure 3, It shows age-grade 

. retardation at ages 6 to 8,9 to 11, 12 to 14, and IS to 1.7 among children who reached ages 6 to, 
. 

8 between 1962 and 1996. The horizontal axis shows the year in which an age group reached 

ages 6 to 8. so vertical comparisons among the trend Jines at a given year show how age-grade 

Rwdation cumulated as a binh cohort w.ew older. 

For example, consider c:hildren who wer~ 6 to 8 years pld in 1987 - the most recent 
" 

cohon whose history can be traced all the way from ages 6 to 8 up through ages 1 S to 17, At, 

ages 6 to 8, 21 percent were enrolled ~clow the modaJ grade for their age. By 1990, when this 

cohort reached ages 9 to 11. age-grade retardation grew to 28 percent. and it was 31 percent in·, . 
1993, when the cohort reached ages 12 to 14. By 1996. when the cohon reached ages 1S to 17, 

• • ~ f I

,..' , 

the percentage who were either below the modal grade level or had left school was 36 percent. 


~ost all ofthe growth in retardation after ages 12 to 14. hOwever; was due to dropout (4.~ 

.perccnt)~ rather than grade retention ~ong the cnroUI!d. 

One could read the tate ofcnrollmeut below the modal grade at ages 6 to 8 as a baseline 

measure, that is, as ifit did !Jot !Jcccssarily indicate that grade retention had taken place. Relative 

to that bascUne, increases in enrollment below the modal grade at older ages clearly show the net 

effects ofretention in grade. This reading of the data would suggest that in most birth cohorts, 

retention occurs mainly between ages to 6 to 8 and 9 to 11 or between ages 12 to 14 and 1 S to 
,. 
• ,4 .. ,. ,.,, 

:-.... ' 

460,469,474,479,487, _11 492). Unpubliahcd Mia for 19~•.u wel185 COtTIClions in the Historical Slati&t.iC$, 
Table A..3, wer~ Jdndly provic1cd by Census Bqrr::aQ staff. ," 
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17.'4 -This way Qflooking at the data surely \.JI1derstates the prevalence ofgrade retention, for 

much ofit occurs within: or beloW age~ 6 to 8. 

The series for ages 15 to 17 includes early scbool dropout, which is also shown as a 

separate series along the bottoDl ofme figure.Oropout, rather than retention, eVidently accounts 

for a substantiai·shate ofthe incr~c, in ",ge-wade retardation betWeen ages 12 to 14 and ages 15 .. . 

to 17. 
.' 

The trend in age-grade retardanoll at ages 6 to 8, 9 to 11, 12 t~'14, 
. 

and:.lS 
'. 

to 17 can be . . 

read across Figure 3 from ieft to righ~. ;'\ge·grade relUdati~11 increased· in every age group from 

cohons of the early 1970s througb. tho~e ofthe ~dPlI! to lale 1980s. Age-grade retardation . ,.W 

increased at age~ 15 to 17 ~ W..f: mid-I97.05 4c~pite the slow decline in its early school dropout
.. 

". .. 
component througllol,lt th~ p'erio~ Tlurt is, grade rctention inQ'eased ~hile dropout decreased. 

Peak ra.tes o~e~Uer at 9lg~ than at younger ages, suggesting that policy changes OCCUlTed 
, . . '. , 

in specific.. c.alend;ar years, ra:tP.~r ~an consistell~y thr01Jghout the life of successive ~jrth cohorts.. 

Amol)g cohorts ~tering sOP90l after 1970, tlle percentag~ enrolled below tbe.mpdal grade level 

was never less than 1 0 peJ'~c;nt at "g~ 6 to 8, and it exceeded 20 percent for cohorts'of the late 
. , 

19805. The trend-lines suggest that age-srade refardation has declined. slightly fot cohorts 

entering sdloQI a.tt~the mic;I-.1980s, but rates have not moved back to the levcds.ofthe early 

19705. 

.., 
.'­

,..t,. "" t 

14 We ignQre 1he logical possibUity that age-retardation at younger ages eould be counter-balanced by double­
promotion at Older ages. 
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Overall, a large share ofeach binh cohon now experiences grade retention during 

elementary schoo], Among children aged 6 to 8 from 1982 to 1992, age-grade retardation has 

reached 2S to 30 perCCDt b) ,ages 9 to 11. 

Retention after Sthool Entry 

, 

Bnrollment below the 1st grade at a~e 6 is a convenient baseline'against which to assess 

the effects ofJater grade retention. The comparisons ofage-grade retardalioD at ages 7 to 9 with 

that at age 6 are shown in figure 4. There are two'm,ain patterns in the series. First, grade 

rct~tion continues through the elementary ~ears at ea.eh successive age. Retention cumulates 
;" 

" • rapidly after 8p 6. For example. among children who were 6 years old in 1987" enrollment below 
. 

the modal grade increased by almost 5 percentage points bctw~ ages 6 and 7 and by 5 more 

percentage points between ages 7 and~, Second, there appears to have been a decline in 

retention between ages 6 and 7 after'the early 19805. 'That is, comparing Figure 1with Figure 4, 

we can infer a shift in elementary school grade retardation downward in age from the transition 

between ages 6 and 7 to somewhere between ages 4 and 6. . , 

How much grade retention is thtre after ages 6 to 87 And does the recent growth in grade 

retardation by ages 6 tp 8-~unt for .its observed growth at older ages? Figure S shows changes 
, '-. ' 

in age-grade retardati~n ~~ecn ages 6 to 8-and each ofthe three older age groupS.IS Ageagrade .., ... 
•-,t til· • , 

retardation grows subBtantiaUy after ages 6 to 8 as a result ofretention in grade. For example, 

among cblldren who reached ages 6 to 8 between 1972 and 1985. almost 20 percent more were' 

U' Agai~, earl)' 5ClJDDl dropout (at ales 15 \0 17) i$ cmntcc1 as age-grade retardation. 
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belC'w the modal grade for their age by the time they were 15 to 17 years old. Among children 

who reached age$ 6 to 8 between the Itliddle 19705 and the middle 1980s, grade retardation grew 

by aboui 10 percentage points by ages 9 to 11, and it grew by dose to Spercentage points mO,re 
, . , ~ , 

by ages 12 to 14. Relative to ages 6 to 8, age grade retardation at. ages 9 to 11 and 12 to 14 

incr~ed for cahons'who were 6 to 8 years old in the early 1970s; it w~ stabJe from the middle ." 

]970s to the middle 1980s, and it bas declined shice then. However, the gap between retention at
• 

ages 15 to 11 and that at ages 6 to 8 has b.een relatively' stable-close to 20 pcrcent8.ge points-­

possibly excepting a very recent downward tur:tl. Thus, the rise in age at enny into 1st grad~ 

which is partly due to kindergarten reteD~on-accoUn~ for much ofthe overall increase in age- ,. 

grade retardation among teenagers. 

In summary. grade tetention is pervasive in American .scho~ls. It is cautionary to think 
, . 

about the implications ofcean end to sQcial p~omotion" when ages at. school entry are incrcash)g. 

and a large share ofeach new cohort ofyouth already experiencos grade retention after the early 

years ofschooling. To be sur.:;,the tcmporallOcation ofage-grade retardation appears to have 

changed over time. Cumulative rates ofage-grade retardation have increased for cohorts entering 
. . 

school since the early 1970s. but this bas occurred through a combilUltion oflat.er entry into 1 st 

grade-..possibly htvolving retention in nursery school br kindergarten-reduced retention between 

ages 6 and 7, and variaple pa~ems ofrete.ntion in the'pre-adolescent and, adolescent yearS. 
\ 
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Socill Differences in.Retention 

While Jhere are simi1a.rit.ies in the ase'pa~tcm of grade retardation among major population 

groups--boysud girls ud majority and minority groups-there are also substantial difFerences in 

rates of retardation among them., many ofwhieh d~elop well after ~chool entry. Figure 6 shows 

differences in grade-retardation betWeen boys and girls at ages 6 to 8 and ages 15 to 17. Overall, 
. f 

" 
the sex differential gradually increases with age from 5 pen::entage points at agcs 6 to 8 to 10 

pereentagc points at ages IS to 17. That is. boys are initially more likely than girls to be plaeed 

below the modal grade for their age, and they fall further behind girls as they pass through 
J' 

childhood and adolescencc. , . 
, 

r*" '. 
The differentiation of age-srade relationships by race and ethnicity is even more striking 

than that by gender. Figures 7 to 10 show trends in the devefop!l1ent ofage-grade retardation. by 

race/cthnicity in each ofthe four age groups: 6 to 8 years old. 9 to 11 years old, 12 to 14 years 

old, and 15 to 17 ycan old. HcfC. unlike the case ofgender differentiation, the rates of age..grade 

retardation are very similar among whites, bJacks, and Hispanics at ages 6 to 8. However, by ages 

9 to 11, the percentages enrolled below modal grade levels are typically 5 to 10 percentage points 

higher among blacks or Hispanics than among whites. The differentials continue to grow with 

age. and at ages 1 S to 17, rates ofgrade retardation range from 40 to SO percent atnong blacks . . 
and Hispanics, while th~ havegradually drifted up from 2S percent to lS percent mnong whites. 

. ! ,~ . 

By ages 1 S to 17. th~e'fs a'diff'ercntlal between Hispanics and blacks. favoring the latter, and this 

. appears to follow from higfl ratcs ofearly rwhool dr0poul among HispaniCS. Figure 11 shows the . 

r~es ofschool dropout among 15 to 17.year..old whites. blacks,.ancl Hisp~cs. There is almost. 
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no diff~rence in the dropout rates between whites and blacks,16 but Hispanics are much more 

likely'to leav~ school at an early age. Thus, early high sebool dropout conuibpte~ very little t~ 

the: observed differ~ce mage-grade retardation betw~en blacks and whites, which is m.aQlly due 

to retention in grade. Early drC?pout does account in part for the differenQe in age-8fad~ 

retardation between HispaQic:s an~ Whites qr blacks. I 

In r.ecci1t years, gender ana ra~etbnic differentials in age-grade retardation, ~en a.t 

young age~ are a -confl~l.Ience ofschool e;q!l!!ri~Jlce and llot p~y Qf di#'~~;Us in age at 

scho'ol entry: Social dUferentials in age-grade re1~tioJlShips are v~~ at school entIy, but a 

hierarchy is clearly established by age 9, and it persi~·~d grOW$ tbrqugh the e1Jd ofll~J;1d!»Y we 

s~hoo1ing. This gr~ can "my be exp]~d by grade-rctentiQn. By age 9, there are sharp social 
J'" 

differentials in age-grade retardation, favoring whites an4 girls rel9.#ve to "~cks Qf Hi~panic~.and 

boys. By ,ages IS to 17. close to so percent ofblack!D18les ~avc; faUeq b~din school-30 ! 

percentage po.nt,$. morc than at ages ~ to 8··but ",ge.gn\d~r~dation tJ,as Dever ~ceedcd 30 
" 

percent. aJIlQng:white girls oftbc same age. Ifthese rates and diffcr~ in age-gr~e re.tar~tion 

are ch'aracteristic ofa. schOoling regim., in which sQciaJ promotion ~ perceived to be the norm, it 

is cautionary to imagine what we might ob~ewh~ that norm has been ~ted. 

. . 
t ri_ .....J..... . 

pI. 

16 Dropout by ages 1.5 to 17 docs not indicate ultimate rates ofrailurc 10 complete high scbooL because large 
numb~ ofycmth complete regular schoollilg through age 19 ot', alu:rnadvely, pass the OED oxam through their 
late 20:; (Hauser. 1997). 
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. Determining whether the use ofa promotion test produces better overall educational 

oUtcomes requires weighing the intended benefits against unintended negative consequences for 

individUal students and groups ofstudents (American Educational Research Association et a,l" 

i98'S~ Jo~t Committee on Testing Practices, 1988; Messick, 1989; Nati~nal Research CounCil, 

1998), ,Most afthe relevant research focuses on one outcome in panicular-retention in grade. 
. '. 

" 	Although retention rates can change even when tests are not used in making promotion decisions. 

there is evidence that u~g scores from l~ge-sca1e tests to make such decisions may be· 

associated with increased retention rates (Hendrie. 1~97). 

Iricrea.sed retention is not a'negarlv.e,outcome if it benefits 'students. But are there positive
,

,..' 
consequences ofbeing held back in school because ofa test score?' Does the student'do better 

. 
after repeating the grade. or would he have fared just as well or better ifhe had be~h promoted 

witl:i'his peers? Research data indicate that simply repeating a grade doc:s not generally improve 

achievement (Holmes, 1989; House,. 1989); moreover. it il1cteases the dropout rate (Gumpert lUld 

Opperman. 198'8; Grissom and·Shepard, 1989; Olson, 1990; Anderson, 1994; Darling-Hammond 

and F~ 1995; Luppescu et at, 1995; Reardo~ 1996). 

'For example. Holmes (1989) reports a meta-analysis of63 controlled stUdies ofgrade­

ret~tion in elementruy BJi'd ~or high scbool through the mid.-198'Os. When promoted and .. . 	 ' , . 
retained studentS werf C901pa.red oile to tflrce years Jater, the retailled stUdents! average levels of 

.":." ~ ~ . . 

academe achievement were at least 0.4 standard deviations below those ofpromoted students. In 

these comparisons, promoted and retained' students were the s~e ase, out the proD'loted students 

had completed one more grade than the retaineq, students. Promoted and retained. StUdents were 
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also compared after .completing one or more graeJes, that is. when the retained students were a , ' . 
year aider than the promoted students but had,~omplcted equal number& of 9.dditio~ graqe$. 

Here, the findings were less consistent, but still negative. ,When the data, were weighted by the 

number of e~ated effects, there was an initially positive effed: ofretCQtion on acadf9Dic 

achievement after one more grade in sc.hoo~ but it faded away compl~telY after thr~e Of more 

grades. When the data were wejghte~ by the'munber ot"independent)stJJ;dics, rather than by the 
, " 

estimated number ofeffects on achievement, the average effects were neg1igiblein every year 

after retention...Ofthe 61 studies reviewccl by Holmes, S4 yi~lded ov~alll.ll;g~p.ve effects of 

retention, and only 9 }ielcled overall po~tivc effects., ,Som~ studies had bett.;r ~tistjcal COlltro~ 

tQan' otbeir,bpt tbose with subjccts matched on IQ, .achieVemeAt t~$t scqres, sex. andlor . " ", 
" ' 

socioecono1l)ic status showed:larger negative effectS O.ftetentioQ. than .stUdi~ wim weaker 
. . 

designs. Holmes co~cluded, "Oil average, retained ~hildre.n ate WClrsf' Qfftban their promoted 

counterp~s on both perspnal adjustment and academic ou~comes" (19~9:27). A more recent 

study ofBaltimore schoolchildren concludes that SfRde retention doe~ ~f~ase the c~ces of 

academic succe$S (Alexander et ai" 1994). but a detailed reanalysis ofthose fin~ings yields no 

evidence ofsustained positive. effects (Shepard et al. r 19.96). . 

Anderson (1994) carried out ~~~eJarge-~caIe 1\Jtic;Jnal ~dy ofth~ e~ ~fgrade 
~ . 

retention onltish schopl drop,.:mtrates. He analyzect <ktft. from. th~ Nau.Q~ Longitudinal Study 

.' " , , . 

ofYouth fQr ~orc thf1 ~j,;SOO students whose schoQI auendan~ w~ foUowed ~ually from .. ... 
•.- .• ~. t 

1978·1979 to 1985-1986. With statistical controls for sex, racelethnic~w. spcial bac~ground. 

coSImive, ability, adolescent d~@ce, early ~~sjtions to ad~* sutus~ and s~veral s9b.ool~related 
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tnel\SUreR, smdcnts who were currently repeatins a grade were 70 percent more likely to drop out 

ofhigb school than students who wore not currently repeating a grade. 

There are also strong rcla, :onships between race., socioeconomic status (SES), and the use 

of tests for promotion and retention. A recent DAtionalloDgitudinaJ study, using the National 

£ducauon Longitudinal Study databue, shows that cenain students arc far likelier than others to ' 

be subjeCt to -promotion tests in the 8th grade ~on, 1996-:4-5): ; 

[Sltudents in urban schooisl in schools with IUgh concentrations oflow-income and 

minority studetrta, and schools in southern inp'wcstem states, are conaidcrably more lik.w 

to bave [bigh·stakes] test requirements in eighth grade. Among eighth graders, 35 percent
," ., 

ofblack students and 27 percent ofHispanic students arc subject to [a high-stakes test in 
. 

at least one subjeCt] to advance·to ninth grade, cOlXlpared to IS percent ofwhite students. 

Similarly, 2S .percent ofstudents .in the lowest SSS quartileJ but o.\lly ]4 percent ofthose 

in the top quartile. are subject to eighth grade (bigh-stakes test] requirements. 

Moreover, the study found that the.]JTCsencc ofhigh-stakes 8tb grade tests is associated with 

shatply higher dropout rates. especially for students at schools serving mainly loW·SES students: 
.. 

For such &mdcnts, dropping '!ut of school early-between tbe 8th arullOtb grades-was 6 to 8 

" .percent more likely t¥n for students from schools that were similar excepting the high~ste.kes test .. ... 
,........ ,
~.. 

requirement (Reardon, 1996). 

. What does it'mean that minority stUdents and low-SES swdents ire JI10re likely to be . 
• I $ • . ­

subject to high",staltes tests in the 8th grade? Perhaps, as Reardon points out, such policies are 
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"related to the prevalen(:t oflow-achieving students-the gr~up proponents beJieve the tests are 

most likely to help" (1996). Perhaps the adoption ofhigh-stakes tem policies for individuals 

serves the lirger social purpose ofensuring ~t promotion from 8th to 9th grades reflects 

acquisition ofcCft1l1n knowledge and skills.' Such tests may also motivate less able students and 

teachers to worle:· harder or to focus their attention p~ the knowledge dOtp.ajDS that test devel~pers/ 

value most highly. But ifretention in grade is not, on balance. benefici1l1 for students, as the 
j 

research suggests (Shepard and Smith,-1989), it is, cause for concern tbat low-SES chlldren and 

minority students are disproportionately subject to any ttegative consequences. 

Those who leave school without diplomas ba~e diminished life chances. High dropout ... 

"ra~es cany many soeia1 costs. It may thus PC! problematic ifhigh-stakes tests lead individual 
1" " 

students who would. not otherwise have done so to drop out. There may also be legal 

, implications ifit appears'that the public is prepared to adopt bigb-stakcS' test progl'wns chiefly.• 

when their consequences will be felt disproportionately by minority studentsl 
? and low-8ES' 

students. 

Negative firidings about the effects ofgrade retention on dropout rates -are r:eported by . 

Grissom and Shepard (1989), based on data for several localities including the 1979 to 1981 

freshman classes frota the Chicago Public Schools. Anotb,er Chicago study, of ~d.ent~ in 1987. 

by LuppescU et al. (1995),'"showed that retained students had lower achievement scores. 
~ . . 

, , ~ . " 

Throughout this perio~ t!tr Chicago Public Schools cycled through SQ.ccessive policies of loose 
, .....:.r.,.. -; 

'I ' ' 

• ,I 

11 Por a discussion ofpomole- r::1aims ofdiSCrimination based on race or national origin, see National Research 
Council (1998 Chapter 3), 
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and res~ctiVe promouon policies, and it is not clear ~~w long, 8J)d with what consequences, the 

. present strict policies will hold (Chicago Public Schoql~ 1997a). 

New Yorle City appears to be following a similar cycle of strict and loose reteJltioD 

policies, in which the unsucccssfuJ Promotional Gates program ofthe 19805 was at first 

"promising," then "withered,tt and was finally caaceled by 1990, only to be revived in 1998 by B 
( 

new central administration (Stcinber& 19988, 1998b). This cycle ofpolicies, combining strif:t . , 


retention criteria with a weak commitment to remedial instruction, is likbiy to reconfirm past 


evidence that retention in grade is typically harm1Ul ~o students. 


Another important question is whether me use,of a test in making promotion decisions 

, ­

exacerbate:; existing inequalities or creates new ~nes. For example, in their case-study ofa sebool 
, . . 

district that decided to use tests as a way tii"raise standard~ BI1weisl and Glass (1989) foUnd that 

test infonnauoD was being used seleCJivcly in .making promotion and retention decisiollS, lead~ng 

to what W$\S perceived as negative consequences for certain. groups ofstudents. l
' Thus, sithough 

minorities accounted for 59 percent ofthc stUdents who failed the 1985 kindergart~ test, they 

made up 69 percent oCthe students WQo were retaiD.ed and received transmon services. A similar 

. pattern was observed at grade 2. 

In addition, there may be problems wkh using a test as the sole measure ofthe 

effectiveness ofretention or other interventions (summer Icboo~ tutoring, and so on). This 

concern is ,elated to Ill'e f~ct tlmt the validity oftest and retest scores depends in part on 'whether. .. 

.; 

. 


the scotes retlect sttrletts' familiarity 'With actual test items or a particular test format. For 


~{( Ellwein and (jlass (1989) assumed that the inlCmllltion, i.e. mention, was not ~ beiletiCialll'proinDtiOil tQ the 

.ne~1 grade level. . . 
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example, there is sOme evidence to indicate"that improved scores on o~e test may not actually 
. . 

carry over when a new test of the same knowledge and skills is introduCed (Koretz et aI., 1991). 

The current. reform and test-based accountability systems ofthe Chicago Public Schools 
. ,. . 

provide ~ example ofhigh-&takes test use for individual students that raises serious questions 


about "teaching to the test.'· Although Chicago is developing its own standards-based, cQurse- .' 
. . 

. .. specific assessment system, it is cornDlitted to using the Iowa Test ofJ3asic Skills as the yardstick 
. , ­

for ~drmt and school accountability. Teachers are given detailed manilals on preparing their 
I • 
I 
! 	 students for the tests (Chicago Public Schools, 1~9oa" 1996b). Student test scores have increased 

substantially, both 4uring the intensive suminer remQdial session&-the SW1mier Bridge program,. 

and between the 1996..1997 and 1997-1998,school years (Chicago Public Schools, 1997b, 
~' 	 . 

1998b), but the available data provide no means ofdistinguishing iNe ~creases in student 
'. 	 . .. 

IearninS fr,om artifttctual gains. Such'gains ~ould be expected from the combined effects of ,.' 
.. .. 

teaching to the test, repeated use of a. similar test, and, in the case of the Summer Bridge program. 

the initial selection of studen~ with low scores on the teSt. 19 

Altematives to Retention 

'". 
Some policym.ers ar.u1 pracntioners have rejected the simplistic .uternatives ofpromoting 

\ . 	 . 
or retaining siUdents ~as~ on test scores. Instead, they favor intermediate approaches=' icsting 

. ....: ... N" ":' 

e~ly to identify students ';Vhose performance i$ ~ea.k; providing remedial education to help such 

students acquire the skills necessary to pass the test; and giving ~wdeQfs multiple opportunities to 
/' 

HI In the Chicago Public Schools, each retest is based on an alternative fann 9ftM Iowa TeSt of Basic Skills.. 
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retake different forms oCme test in the hope that they wiJ1 pass and avoid retention. Here, testing 

can play an imponant and positive role in early cliagnosis and targeted remediation. . . 

Intervention &tratt:des appear to be parti~arly crucial from kindergarten thro~gh grade 2 

(Sbepard ct aI., 1998; Ame.ueaD Federation oiTeachers, 1997a). Some ofthe intensive strategies 

bci.Dg used at this level iDc)udD preschool expansion, giving children who are seriously behind their­

age-level peers opportUDities to accelerate their instructiOD, and puttiJIg children in smaller classes 

with expert teacbcrs.20 Such strategies are being implemented in school'distric;ts across the 

country.:u Data on their effectiveness are as yet unavailable. 

These alternatives to social promotioD aDd simple reumtion in grade should be tried and 
I • 

evaluated. In our judgment, however. tile effectiveness.. ofsuch approaches will depend on the 
,11 ., .. quality ofthe instnlction that students receive after failing a promotion test, an~ it will be neither 

simple nor inexpensive to provide high-quality remedial inatnic:tion. At present only 13 states, 

require and fund such intervention programs to help low-performing students reach the stale 

standards, and 6 additional states require intervention but provide no resources for carrying it 

out.22 

:10 General in\CTVention stmegics emplgycd tbrougbOia sradca K",,12. as described to the committee by Jam.es Wans 
ofthe Southern Regional Education Board, iDcJude clear CQrc-contatt standards for each grade and eoutse, clear 
communication of these standatds to teachers BIld pan:nu, baviDa ~ faculQ'. professional development for 

, teachers, and e.\1ra instnKtionbeyond the Jeplar school day. . . 
21 in the Long Bc:acm Scbot1 fljrmict mcaJifomiBt childteD arc 8!SISSed beginning in kindergarten. Whm 
problems arc found, interven&tqns include parem-teacher conferences ~ mandatcny sommer.scbool after grade 2. 
,Ifaftc:r completing 1h~Jr/Fld~and mbsequcnf. SUII1J'ller scbool a SDldenl has not reached the 1st grade IUding 
level. he or &he is retained in the 3rd grade UDtil reaching me 1st a:radc leading level. No one WI. balds students 
back (interview with Lynn Winlen of the Long'Beach School Di.s1rict). CincilUl8ti uses grouping and intervention 
as well as int.c:tl.sM in&U'U~on atld smaller classc5 to help children wtto appal' to be having diflic:Wty staying at 
grade IcvcJ (American Fc4ctation ofTcacbtr5. 1997a). 

=In Chicago, !bere is a standard summer PRlgraDl fQT stUdents who fail1he 10\\'3 lest at designated grades. Many 
schools also o~er extcnded-day proSJi11ll5 aimed at helping students pass tbe test. The deciiion to offer 1hese 
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Figure 10 . 
Pe~~entage Enrolled Below Modal Grade or Dropping out by Ages 15to 17 
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April 22, 1999 

DRAFT :MEMORANDUM 
;ii~~itt:~~~:" 

FROM: Bruce Reed 

, Tanya Martin 


" RE: , Florida Education Reform Legislation~and 
Texas Education Accountability System 

As you requested, we are providing this memorandum to outline the Florida 'education 
reform legislation that would, among other things, institute the nation's first statewide 
voucher system. We have also described below key aspects ofTexas , accountability 
system, including recent proposals by Gov. George Bush to end social promotion and 
TK. 	 ,', .," 

FLORIDA 
In January of this year, Florida's Governor released his education reform proposal- the 
"A+ plan" which drew on many of his campaign themes - and called for strengthening' 
accountability through measures such as 'rating schools, rewarding high':perfofrriing" ' 
schools and providing vouchers for parents to move their kids out failing schools. The' 
Governor identified this proposal ashis top 'tegislative priority and lobbied hard to move 
the legislation quickly through Flodda's House and Senate. [TK":''': The A + Plan also 
called for separate bills to address standards and training for educators and school safety 
and anti-truancy measures - what happened to these proposals?] , . , 

'. 	In March, the Florida House approved a bill that largely mirrored Bush's plan by a vote 
of79-41, split mainly among party lines. On April 16, the Florida Senate approved its 
own version of the education bill by a vote of26-14, a party-line vote broken only by one 
Democrat. The Senate Democrats, joined by eight Republicans, were able to pass some 
amendments to plac,e more restriction on the vouchers than in the House version. 

Key Provisions 'of Legislation 
• 	 Testing. Students in grades 3-10, will be tested annuaJly with Fl6rida's ne\vrigof()US" .' ." 

"assessment. This test, first instituted by former Gov. Chiles, is currently only given to 
students in grades 4, 5, 8, and 10. The legislation would implement yearlY,tests for 
the remaining grades by the TK 2000-2001 school year. 

• 	 Ratings. Each school will be assigned ag~ade ofA-F based on ,student achievement ­
largely measured by scores on the state assessment.' Other criteria that factor into the 
ratings include attendance, dropout, and suspension rates, and standardized test 
performance for minority groups ~ but these would apply only for schools seeking to 
earn an "A" or a "B". 	 ,,' ,. , 
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, 	 ' , 

• 	 Vouchers. Children in schools that receive "F" grades in two ofthe preceding four 
years will be given a choice of attending another higher-graded public schools or 
receiving 'a $4000 "opportu.nity~c1:loUlIship" for use at a private school of their choice 
- including a religious school. A private school accepting the voucher cannot collect, 
any additional money for the student's enrollment, or corripelany particip'ati'onin "", , 
religious activity. Students at only four schools statewide would qualify for the 
vouchers next fall. However, as the new assessment test is implemented, the state 
education department estimates that 170 of its 3, 000 public schools would be 
designated as failing within two years. 

The Senate has proposed limiting the vouchers to only the lowest-scoring children ­
scoring in the bottom 25 percent on the state's assessment te~ts - in the schools 
deemed as failing or "F" schools. News reports con'servatively estimate that this 
would halve the number of students eligible for vouchers. The Senate would also 
require private schools that accept ,voucher students employ teachers with college, 
degrees or experienced teachers, to teach certain topics that public schools are 
required to teach, e.g., the history of the Holocaust and ofAfrican-Americans, and to 
allow student's to attend for at least three years. (TK contributions of women, African­
Americans ,and Hispanics.) 

, " 

• 	 Failing School Intervention. Schools performing at a failing level will be given two 
years to improve, during which time they will receive assistance from the district and 
states. If the school fails to improve beyond an F in the second year, it will ,be subject' 
to sanctions, including reconstitution.'" ," '.. 

• 	 Rewards and Flexibility. Schools that either receive "A" ratings or that improve their 
grades by TK [one or two] levels would receive an additional $100 per student for the 
school to spend as its discretion. The state will also free top-performing schools from 
most of the state's regulations and allows those schools to manage their own budgets. 

'., ­

• 	 Ending Social Promotion. Students will be required to meet standards in order to be 

promoted or to graduate. TK interventions. 


• 	 Teacher Quality. Those teachers whose students show gains in test scores will be 

, eligible for additional pay. '{K training . ' 


.• 	 Report Cards. Parents will receive report cards on how their student, and their 
student's school, is performing each year. ' 

• 	 The legislation also covers truancy, and provides for one district to experiment with 

, increasing the compulsory school attendance age from 16 to 18. ' 


Legislative Status 
Conferees have beenappointed and a final bill is expected by the end ofFlorida's 
legislative session within the next two weeks. A few Senate Republicans have publicly 
expressed reservations about the bill and have stated that they voted to advance the bill to 
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a confere'nce with the House, but are reserving final judgment until they see the bargained 
bill. Bush has stated that the Senate limitations on voucher eligibility and the stricter 
requirements for private school participation are unacceptable to him - and many 
observers expect negotiators to emerge with a final bill that is Closer to the House 
version. The Governor is expected to have the votes to secure final passage. 

Public and Constituency Group Opinion 
Teacher unions strongly oppose this bill and have launched a public campaign agaillst it. 
They are pleased with the Senate limitations on the vouchers - but are still working hard 
to eliminate the voucher provisions altogether. A business-backed, Miami-based alliance 
has advocated the bill with their own ads and lobbyists. . 

The NAACP and other groups are preparing for a lawsuit over the legislation and argue' .• 
that it conflicts with the state Constitution's ban against any public money, directly or . 
indirectly, supporting religious institutions. 

In a Florida voter poll, conducted while the voucher plan was under debate in the Florida 
legislature, showed that 45% ofvoters were opposed to the vouchers, 39% viewed them 
as very good or somewhat good and 16% did not know about the issue. In general, 
Democrats overwhelmingly opposed the idea while most Republicans favored it. 
Independent voters were almost evenly split. South Florida - with the state's largest 
block ofDemocratic voters - was the geographic region most opposed to vouchers. 

TEXAS 

Texas has one ofthe nation's most comprehensive school accountability systems. Over a 
decade old, the accountability system is comprised of the following key components: 
state-wide standards, assessments linked to standards, consequences for results, increase 
local control and access to data. Texas has also enacted accountability reforms to link 
teacher and principal assessments to student performance and to focus attention on early 
reading interventions. Most recently, Governor George Bush has proposed expanding the 
accountability systemto prohibit social promotions and to allow students in low.;· . . 
performing schools in eight urban districts to receive vouchers. 

Accountability System~ 	 . 
• 	 State-wide academic standards. Texas adopted statewide academic standards for each 

. ,grade and in several subjects in TK year. Efforts were made to align textbooks and 
curriculum with the statewide standards. These standards were recently revised (see 
below) . 

• 	 Assessments linked to standards. A new statewide assessment (T AAS) tied t6 
standards was implemented in 1993-94. The assessment is given in grades 3-8. 

• 	 All students held to same standards. The only students exempted from state standards 
are children with significant disabilities who are held to their individual education 
plan..Texas requires T AAS results to be disaggregated by race, ethnicity and socio­
economic status. To. meet the accountability requirements, each subgroup in a school 



or district must meet performance targets. In 1998-99, for the first time, state 
assessment reports will also include results from students taking the.Spanish language 
and Tk versions of the state assessments. . 

• 	 School Ratings. Texas rates schools based on their performance on the TAAS. 
Schools are rewarded financiapy for improved performance and both school districts 
and principals can be penalized for poor performance. The system takes into account 
both absolute scores as well as year-to-year gains in scores. 

• 	 Local control. Strategic plans implemented in the late 1980s and early 1990s give 
district administrators and principals more control over budget, and flexibility in 
determining how to meet standards. 

• 	 Reports and Data. State assessmens are graded centrally in Texas. Test scores are 
provided to students, parents, teachers, schools and school districts. Access to school 
level results is provided on the Internet. Teachers have access to summaries and 
individual tests of students entering their classes. Test items ar made avaiable tothe 
public after each test. 

• 	 Targeting. TK something about failing schools or schools with high-poverty 
populations. 

Recent changes~ 
• 	 Revised academic standards. TK - TEKS. New standards, a.ssessmentsalignedwith". 

revised standards. 
• 	 Teacher evaluation. Last year, Texas instituted the first ~ and very controversial -­

state teacher evaluation program that linked teacher appraisals to student 
performance. Teachers are evaluated in eight areas, including one section that rates 
teachers based on the schools' rating. The schools rating is derived from attendance, 
dropout rates, and scores on T AAS. All teachers at a particular school receive the 
same score on this component based on how their school rated. A similar model for 
principals took effect during this current school year. A plan for superintendents is 
still a year away. . 

• 	 Early Reading Intervention. Last fall, Texas began requiring that districts assess the 
reading skills ofK -2 students· The state issued model reading assessments, but 
districts are fee to use their own. 

• 	 College teacher certification. Under rules implemented last fall, programs will be 
rated on their graduates' scores on certification exams. Low-performing programs 
will receive technical assistance. Persistent low-performers will lost their state 
accreditation. . 

Proposed Cbanges~ 
.. , ....... :. 


• 	 Vouchers -- TK 

• 	 Social Promotion - TK 

Notes: 



1 : 

T AAS implemented in 1993. Problem - many students expempted from T AAS. Pass 
rates should reflect students enrolled, not just students taking the test. 

TEKS became effective for all content areas in Sept 98. Spring 2000 fine tuning done 
make srire tests refletc TEKS , students have learned, and that non-TEKS terns drpopped 
from T AAS. ' ' 

. '.' - .: .).:: ~ ,. ,::. .',' 

.~, . 
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\ 	 White House Social Promotion Meeting • Invitation List 

( ~r' faxed 817198) Superintendent 
. Dr. Eric J. Smith .. Philadelphia .School Distrielf)

Superintendent Administration Building, Room 218 . 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg School 21 st Street South of the Parkw~y 
701 E. 2nd Street Philadelphia, PA 19103·1099 
Charlotte, NC 28230 phone: (215) 299-7623 
phone: (704)379.7135. Jt...., JI-rP fax (215) 299-4687 
fax (704) 379-131.5. -5"'....... 

. (Need to Invite Following Meeting with Mike 
2. Dr. Geny House IS~e Smith) 
Superintendent ~ 


Memphis City Sehools . 

2597 Avery AvenuE!, Room 214 

Memphis, TN 38112 

phone: (901) 325-5444 

fax (901) 325-5578 


. 9. Karl Alexander' 

'- 3. Paul G. Vallas, CEO· Professor of Sociology 


Chicago Public Schools 533 Mergenthaler 
Central Service Center Johns Hopkins University 
1619 West Pershing Road 3400 N. Charles St fl. 
Chicago, IL 60609 . Baltimore, MD 21218 \..\1 U 

. phone: (773) 535-3700 . :,J-J (410) 516-7626 \{J\ 
fax (773) 535-8461 ~ kla2@jhll.edu 

4. Arlene Ackerman ~.."I J\..) 10. Nancy L. Karweit 
Superintendent ~ , ­ Principal Research . ntist 
District of Columbia Public Schools r for S' rganization of Schools 3505 
415 12th Street, NW. Suite 1209 N. Cares st. 
Washington. DC 20004 Baltimore, MD 21218 
phone: (202) 724-4226 ,...rl (410) 516-0370 
Fax (202) 7~S855 ~' nka7eit@csos.jhu.edu 

. ~Dr. Nancy S. Grasmick V. ~jt./ ~ Samuel J. Meisels

Q Superintendent of Education ~­
'Itj Maryland State Department of Education 
~, 	 200 W Baltimore .Street 


Baltimore. MD 21201 

phone: (410) 767-0462 

fax (410) 333-6033 

6. Dr. Judith Rizzo t-M '1'1 

(07

Deputy Chancellor for Instruction Lr., 10(13

New Yorl< City Board of Education 

110 Uvingston Street 

Brooklyn, NY 11201 ;11-1 

phone: (718) 93&-2800 lr ~.L 

fax (718) 93&-3383 


. Dave Hornbeck . 

mailto:nka7eit@csos.jhu.edu
mailto:kla2@jhll.edu
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Professor of Education 
University of Michigan-Ann Arbor 

~-fui~ 

3210SEB 

OVAnnArbOr. MI 48109

?:e=3067.' :..~~Umjeh.edU (out until August 19) 

12. Lorrie A Shepard 

Desn, School of E:ducation 


~ Box249 
University of Colorado-Boulder 
Boulder, CO 80309 
(303) 492-6937 
Lorrie.Shepard@Colorado.EDU 

H:IESDMARGO\SOCPROlSUPERS.DOC 
<dats> 

mailto:Lorrie.Shepard@Colorado.EDU
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Tanya: 


Also ,on the list of potential invi~ees are: 


A representative from NEA 

A representative from AFT 
A representative from Council of Great CHy'Scbools 
A representative from MALDEF or its equi va 1ent " 

Let me hear from you ASAP on alternative dates for the Conference. 


Thanks so much. 


E1len Conaway 

260-1922 

'-'. 



'~ , 	 Agenda For Kick-Off Meeting On 
Ending Social Promotion 

April 1, 1998 
10:00 

OEOB 


• 	 Purpose ofGuide--Relationship to Administration initiatives, proposals " 

• 	 Audience and Level for Quide --State & local policy makers, school officials & staff, 
parents' 

• 	 Timing--Schedule and "Back to Scho'ol" activities 

• ' Specific issues that need to be discussed: 

Problem ofending social promotion while not promoting grade retention . 
(research shows poor prognosis for students·from both social promotion and grade 
retention) 

Problem of not placing blame on students and parents while conveying some 
responsibility 

Problem of high-stakes testing and differential impact on minorities 
, . 	 . 

-- I Recommending specific gates in stUdents' academic career vs. interventions when 
appropriate 

Other substantive issues 



Time Line for Pre.sident's Directive on Belpi~g Sc~ools End Social Promotion 

2/23 	 President announces that ED will produce within 6 months: (1) guiaelines for educators and 
policymakers on effective approache·s to ending social promotions; (2) a plan and an 
inventory that identifies how federal funds can be used to assist states, districts and schools in 
this effort. 

3/20 	 Team requests literature search of the research evidence on social promotion and retention .. 

3/27 	 Team meets with White House staff to identify scope of the guidelines and audience. 

~127 	 Kickoff meeting with senior officers. Discuss nature of plan to assist schools and districts. 
Discuss. and approve protocol for case studies. Identify federal programs for inventory, and 
sources of information for guide. Discuss the look of the report. 

3/27 Team meets with Susan Frost's ~ursday afternoon group. 

4/3 Team sends out protocol for listservs and requests 2-week~rnaround. 

4/3 Team procures task order for focus groups with administrators, teachers, parents,and 
students. 

4/24 Team completes· literature search and. compiles review. Examples ofeffective approaches 
received. . 

5/8 Team develops and revises outline ofreport and plan. '. 

5/22 Team researches sources, makes external contacts, chooses sites for examples ... 
Writes up inventory of federal funds. . 

5/29 Team meets with White House staffto present evidence; outline, and examples .. 

6112 Team writes up case studies of effective practices .. 

6/26 Team drafts the report. 

6/26 	 Team works with 1-800-USA-LEARN and KickbushlWinters to establish dissemination 
process and website. Drafts Secretary's letter. Arranges graphic design, copy editing, and 
pu b lication. 

7/10 	 Team sends products to reviewers: Mike Smith, Terry Peterson, and external people (to be 
identified). . . . '. . 

7/31 Team revises products based on comments. 


8/14 Team sends products out !or final Feview 


8/2] Team finalizes report, prepares press copies with OPAl insta]]s guide on Web: 

. '. 

8/28 	 Secretary transmits report to President. Press conference. Guide is on Web, copies are 
available for press, bi~ distribution plan is announced. 

K:\SOCPROM\TIMELINE.· 
March 16, 1998 



Opinions of the American Public and Teachers on Social Promotion 

The public overwhelmingly favors setting "higher standards than are now 
required about what students should know and be able to do" in "math, 
history; English and science for promotion from grade to grade": 87% are 
in favor, and 10% are opposed. And 65% favor requiring public school 
students in their community "to pass standardized, national examinations 
for promotion from grade to grade" (32% are opposed}(Gall~p,1995b). 

More than two-thirds (70%) of the public and 62% of teachers want 
to raise standards ·of promotion from grade school to junior high and 
require students to pass a test showing they have reached these 

· standards (Public Agenda, 1994 & 1996).· . . 

Fully 84% of the public supports requiring public school students in 
their community "to meet higher standards than are now required in 
math, English, history, and science in order to graduate from high. 
school" (13% are opposed) (Gallup, 1995b). 

The public favors "stricter requirements for high school graduation, 
even if it meant that significantly fewer students would graduate than 
is now the case" (65% fav6r;29% would be opposed) (Gallup, 1995b). . 

· Moreover, there is strong support for "having students pass an 
. academic examination in order to graduate from school" (67% 
strongly favor, 20% favor, 6% oppose, 5% oppose strongly) (US 

NewslWorld Report, 1996b).. 

, . 
Almost nine in ten members of the public (88%) and 83% of teachers 
support not allowing students to graduate from high school unless 
they demonstrate they can write and speak English well (Public 
Agenda, 1994& 1996). 

Teachers believe. that automatic (social) p~omotion is "the single 
biggest cause of the tremendous disparities in student preparation," 
and while teachers believe the practice should end, ~54% 

· acknowledged that they have promoted unprepared students during 
the past year"; 6 in 10 ,jsay they fear that students repeating the 
same grade might create social and disciplinary problems for a 
class" (AFT, 1996). . 

March 9, 1998 
K:\SOCPROM\POLL 
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BELDENRUSSONELLO &STEWART ~ 
RESEAR~H AND COMMUNICATIONS .• ~ 
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\ 

MEMO 

TO: Judith Johnson, Deputy Assistant Secretary 
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education 
US Department ofEducation 

FROM: Nancy Belden 

RE: Enclosed summary of focus group research 

DATE: July 13, 1998 
'.' 

Attached is a summary of the focus groups on social promotion. It was gratifying for me 
to teaa these groups, as it gave me an opportunity to concentrate on an issue which comes 
up so often in other focus groups and has so much bearing on education reform. I hope 
that the ideas the research generated will be useful to you as you develop guidelines, and 
would be happy to come over and discuss findings and the application with you at any 
point. We will also be sending you transcripts of the entire discussions -- btitknowing 
that you all were anxious for quotes, we excerpted a bunch and attached them in an 
appendix. Also there are video tapes enclosed. 

Please give me a call when you have a chance. 

Regards. 

CLINTON LIBRARY PHOTOCOPY 
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BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART 
RESEARCH AND COMMUNICATIONS 

Seeking Remedies to Social Promotion 
in American Schools 

Summary of Findings from Focus Group Research 
For the United States Department of Education 

I ntrod uction 

The Department o~Education (DOE) is developing a Presidential Directive to help schools 
j 

reduce social promotion, that is the practice of promoting students to the next grade level \ 
! 
jregardless of their academic readiness. Belden, Russondlo & Stewart (BR&S) conducted focus t 
igroup res~arch in Philadelphia and Houston on June 29 and July 2, 1998, respectively to provide 	 1. 	 , 
\ 
I 

perspective on American public opi~on in this' area. In each city one group each was conducted i 
among parents of public school children and one among public school teachers. In Houston, a -- . •I 

l 

third grou~~ cOllducted in Spanish among limited English proficiency (LEP) parents. A i 
diversity of viewpoints was sought for these groups: participants represented a spectrum of race, 

. ethnicity, education, and income. The parent groups represented a mix of grades of children and ,f 
the teachers represented a range of grades taught and years of experience. (Please refer to the 
table in Appendix A which lists characteristics of the parent and teacher groups.) II,:

I:The discussion guide was prepared in consultation with Judith Johnson and the working 
" committee on the Directive. All groups were led by partner Nancy Belden. The sessions were 11 

audio and videotaped and transcripts of these discussions are currently being prepared. i;
!; 
" 1IIn using this analysis, readers should keep in mind that focus groups are qualitative research and 	 :i 
jiare not intended to quantify public attitudes on issues. The findings of this research are not 'I 

proj~ctable to the population. Rather, our purpose in focus group research is to understand !,i: 
fundamental reactions and concerns people bring to the topics at hand, examine attitude 

" 

,.formation, gather reactions to materials and language for communication purposes, and examine 	
1 

" 

~ 
: ~the different ways in which. people react to and evaluate specific pieces of information. The 	
.; ,.

review of existing survey research which accompanies this analysis provides some quantitative 	 .' 
j 
,data on the topic of social promotion and related issues. 
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DOE Presidential Directive to End Social Promotion 2 

July 1998 


Key points· 

Advocating reductions in social promotion is a very wort~y step, according to our focus group I 
research. The parents and teachers alike are negatively disposed toward social promotion and are 

very receptive to p()licies to reduce the practice by i~tituting interventions that bring students up 

to grade level. 


Good practices are beneficial to weak and strong students: Social promotion is not a burning 
issue with many of the teachers and parents we.interviewed, however, they recognize the 

. , problem easily and see every reason why it should be tackled. Talking solutions to social 
promotion with the target audiences is facilitated by the fact that they appreciate the solutions a,s 
being good for all children, not just students who are failing. So the. parents and teachers are I, 

delighted to endorse policies that help strong or adequate students be even more successful while 
helping weak s~d~nts advance. 

It is necessary·to frame the issue for the public. The teachers and parents bemoan retention as 

an imperfect solution but do not spontaneously ,themselves suggest interventions to solve the 

underlying causes for student failur: .. 


Several ret.'!Ommended policies are quickly appreciated by the parents and teachers. When 

asked to think ofways to reduce the dilemma of social promotion, we found much agreement' 

among groups in Philadelphia and Houston, among LEP and English fluent parents and among 

the teachers. We tested a series of possible policies and practices developed by the Department. 

(please see Appendix B for tallied.reactions to specified alternatives.). Those four perceived as 

most useful are these: 
 4' 

I,. 
! 
i 

Providing summer school, tutoring, and after-school programs: Supplying more ! 
instruction via tutors, summer school, and other means is a very popular idea among 

! 
\ 


participants. The parents and teachers believe that a direct response to the particular needs of 

individual students is extremely effective in' bringing them back up to grade leveL ,. 


~ : 

;: 
The teachers and parents indicate that programs such as direct tutoring should be especially 

effective because students can receive the individual attention they need. Also, they may 

offer a chance to work with a new teacher who may be able to connect with the student in a 

better way. The parents and teachers in our groups believe that since many parents are not 

involved in their child's education, one-on-one programs offer an alternative forum for 

students to receive help with homework and concepts they find difficult. 111 Philadelphia, 




3 DOE Presidential Directive to End Social Promotion 
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parents and teachers are concerned that summer school is not free to students who need it. In 
Houston, parents and teachers are concerned that there is no transportation for students who 
are recommended for summer school. In order to make it feasible, it must be accessible, to 
students who need it. 

Helping families develop skills to help students succeed: Parental involvement is the 
highest ranked item among the teachers in both cities. The teachers state that involving 
parents more effectively would help develop a culture that supports education in the 
community. 

The parents in Philadelphia are more skeptical that there would be much to' gain from the 
creation of these types ofprograms. Though the parents agree that the programs'could be 
beneficial, they also argued that the people who want to be involved already are and that 
'offering new programs is unlikely to stimulate new interest. ' 

Reducing class size: The idea that smaller classes will result in mOre attention to each child 
and thus in mote achievement is familiar and spontaneously suggested by all groups. 
Participants are quick to add that reducing class size is not a cure-aU, but that it should be 
kept in the forefront as part ofany package to reduce social promotion in the schools. 

, . 	Early childhood programs: The teachers and parents are receptive to the creation'ofearly' 
childhood programs in their school districts. Participants emphasize that these programs ' 
need to be open' to all students. Support is less enthusiastic among Philadelphia parents who 
argue that many of these programs ;ll'eeither too much pressure for children or that they can 
be simply playtime and of no academic value. 

Other policies receive more mixed reviews and would require more explanation before the" 
-" ' teachers a.n8 parents like those in our research would endorse them enthusiastically. 

• 	 Improving diagnosis: The parents and Philadelphia teachers endorse the idea of better 
testing to help pinpoint students' weak areas and intervene more effectively to meet students' 
needs. In Houston, however, the teachers argue that an experienced teacher can just as 
effectively assess student deficiencies and that there are already so many tests required of 
students it would be a waste of instructional time. The word "assessment" needs to be 
monitored and possibly replaced to convey the meaning the Department intends. 

Ability grouping ""- pul.ling promoted, but failing, students out of class during the day to 
, address individual instructional needs: The teachers and parents in both cities told us that 

pulling students out of the class to address their instructional needs is something that works 
very effectively at present in their schools. The main draw of this approach is thatit provides 

BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART, 
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II ,istudents with individual attention that is often not available in a classroom full of students 
I

and allows a chance to focus on the particular obstacles faced by that student. 

t 
Setting high academic standards: Setting high academic standards generates less interest 
among the parents in part because they do not see low expectations as a defining factor of , I 
their schools and partly because·many fail to see how expectations drive improved learning. 

The public generally prefers direct intervention (as encompassed in the earlier, popular 

policies) over the. more overarching principles of higher standards. 
 ,I 
Different grouping strategies: The most controversial suggestion is multi-age classes and IIungraded schools, and it met with the most resistance from focus group participants. The ! 

teachers have some positive experiences with this policy, but the parents fail to see the I 

benefits or to be convinced by the argument that children iearn differently enough to make 
multi-age classes an effective solution. This is the only suggested policy that receives more 
negative assessments than positive. 

The participants in our focus groups recommepd three other types ofsolutions to social 

promotion that we had not proposed. 


Address the psychological and discipline issues: Participants conceive of the roots of the 

. social promotioillacademic failure issue to be in the psychological needs of students rather 


than as a fimction of their intellectual failings. 


This is important because the proposed solutions tend to be expressed in terms ofaddressing 

academic problems. We suggest developing a conceptual overlay to the social promotion 

policies that acknowledges the belief or fact that failure to thrive academically among 

students is often a breakdown in personal, family, and. general social supports rather than a 


-'~ , 

breakdOWJ:lo'in the academic programs and instructional skills of school systems. 

Also, it would also be useful for the Department to consider what kinds of specific policies or 

practices to address psychological and behavioral problems could be included in guidelines to 

reduce social promotion. 


• 	 Professional development for teachers: The parents and teachers agree that today's student 

is very different than the student of twenty years ago. To meet the new challenges associated 

with the modem student, participants recognize the need for professional development to 

keep teachers up-to-date with solutions to current problems. 


• 	 Alternate sites: In every group, parents and teachers suggest that one possible solution 

would be to offer a way to move failing students out ofclassrooms and out of schools, into 


BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART 
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special settings. Focus group participants acknnwledge that this might be a throwback idea, 
but also suggest ways of adapting alternate sites to be more acceptable. 

Addressing social promotion is good policy • .The focus groups suggest that the Department is on 
the right track with both parents and teachers in addressing social promotion. The parents and 
teachers alike believe that interventions such as those highlighted by the DOE would be effective 
at bringing students up to standards. The teachers and parents spontaneously suggest many of . 
the items on the DOE list and some ideas nolon the list. The discussion is fueled by the 
frustration with social promotion and the inadequacy of retention as the only means for coping 
with students who are not ready to move ahead. 

Participants also believe that implementing these programs is financially feasible if school 
districts are willing to make them apriority. 

Finally, the parents and teachers are receptive to leadership on this issue coming from the federal 
level. Participants know the President has focused on education as one of his policy priorities 
while in office and these parents and teachers believe advocating for increased student 
achievement by reducing social promotion is a very worthwhile endeavor for the Administration. 

BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART 
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Appendix A: 


Composition of Focus Groups 


Total 

Gender 
Females 
Males 

Age 
23 yrs to 29 yrs 
30 yrs to 39 yrs 
40 yrs to 49 yrs 
50 yrs to 59 yrs 
60+ 

Race 
White 
Black 
~ispanic 

Education 
Less than HS 
HS grad 
Some college 
C0.1lege graduate 

Income 
0-25K 
25-50K 
51-lOOK 

Grade of children/taught 
Elementary school 
Middle school 
High school . 

Primary Language 
English 
Spanish 

Location 
Philadelphia 
Houston 

Years in teaching 

0-5 

5-10 

10-20 

20+ 


Parents Teachers 

23 20 


15 14 

8 6 


2 2 


11 3 

9 .6 

1 8 


I 


4 9 

II 10 

8 1 


2 

8 

9 

4 20 


8 

6 

9 


9 9 

7 5 


11 6 


19 20 

4 


10 10 

13 10 


6 

1 

6 

7 
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Appendix 8: 

Participants rate alternatives to 

social promotion offered by the DOE1 


a. Reducing class size 
b. Setting challenging academic 
standards for students and outlining 
specific proficiency levels expected ofall 
students 
C. Developing better testing so teachers 
and principals can identify problems 
earlier and'use that information more 
effectively to identify and address student 
needs. 
d. Creating more early childhood 
programs such as Pre-Kindergarten and 
Head Start so that preschoolers are 
prepared to learn when they come to 
Kindergarten and first grade. 
e. Providing summer school, tutoring, or 
after-school programs for students who 
need extra help. 
f. Using different grouping strategies 

such as mUlti-age classes or ungraded 

schools. 1 


g. Ability grouping, that is leaving 
, children who are having trouble in their 
'grade, but pulling them out periodically 
during the day to address their ~dividual 
instructional needs. 
h":" creating programs that help families 

, develop skills to help their children with 
homework, discipline and other 
developmental needs. 

Parents 
Good, Bad 
idea idea 

22 2 

14 2 

21 

17 o 

20 2 

4 10 

17 3 

18 4 

Teachers 
Good 
idea 

15 

Bad 
idea 

2 

12 

11 2 

17 

19 

9 

o 

o 

5 

14 

20 o 

33 

23 

29 

34 

37 

-2 

27 

34 

!:; 
1: 
t 
J,.' 
" 

,I 


I 

I 

IFocus group participants were given a'list of alternatives to social promotion prepared by BR&S in 
consultation with the DOE. Twenty-three parents and twentyteacherswere asked to mark those they 
felt were good ideas with a check and those they felt were bad ideas or useless with an x. 

2 The total column represents the sum of the teachers and parents who checked the item as a good idea 
minus the sum of teachers and parents who marked the item,a bad idea. 



Appendix c: 

Quotes from focus group participants arranged by subject. 

Social promotion defined 

"That you promote the child basically due to age. My daughter's been promoted constantly and I was told that they 
wouldn't leave her back because it would be detrimental to her age." ~- Philadelphia parent 

"Ifyou're such and such an age, you have to be in such and such a grade. No matter what, even if you are not 
within the ability." -- Philadelphia parent 

Standards 

"If we can do anything to".hold students feet to the fire to make them rise up to the standards that they needto have 
then we are moving in the right direction. But I don't know how the district is going to fund it because it is an 
enormous amount." -- Houston teacher 

"Ifyou're sitting there saying to this child, 'If you don't do this, if it doesn't meet these requirements you wiil be 
reta~ed.' And some of those children may say, 'lfIwant to get out of this grade, I am going to have to meet this 
requirement. I'm goi.ng to do it.'" - Philadelphia teacher . 

. "They're excellent, they are excellent. But in practice it doesn't always work out that way." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"I don't see what's different. I mean, they always had standards. Setting the standards doesn't mean anything if 
you don't make students stick to the standards or the teachers or whoever the standards are set for. It's like making a 
law and not enforcing it." -- Philadelphia parent . ,f 

"If everybody knows what the agenda is then it's up to those three [parents, teachers, students]" -- Philadelphia 
I'parent ... 
j

"I think aUkids need to have a goal to reach for 'cause they need to know what's expected of them." -- Houston " 

teacher 
..... - J 

,:I 
"I think it's just setting it up so if the kids don't get there it's like, 'Who's the failure in it all?'" -- Houston parent ! 

"That's life. You have ajob, you meet the standards." -- Houston parent I 
"But I think that...ifthey'd begin at age four or five with this greater frrmness with their studies and qualifications I 

1they'd have to have 100 percent doing better, then everybody would do better. Now. But much earlier, no .. jt 
wasn't like that." -- LEP parent 

"Because one has to know first where a child is going to end up for him to get there." -- LEP parent 
./ 

BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEW ART 



2 Appendix C: Quotes from focus group participants 

Social Promotion is negative 

"She's not working on the seventh grade level. Why would you push her on?" -- Philadelphia parent 

"He just doesn't have the skills to even fill out an application for anything because of them just passing him along, 
passing him along. It really was really bad for him." -- Philadelphia parent 

"But in certain subjects where you need the basics, like math, and the next course is based on the previous one they 
are going to do the same mistakes as in the previous year. They are going to fail again." -- Philadelphia parent 

"If they are just going to pass them to the next grade they are dooming them to fail. They need that background to 
go onto the next level and you're not helping them socially or academically. Definitely not!" -- Philadelphia teacher 

, , 

"I think there should be some kind of prograrn to send those kids to because they are not ready. I mean, they 
actually lack skills that'll hurt them in the future. They may not be able to read a job application in the future. I just 
don't think social promotion is appropriate at any level." Philadelphia teacher 

"It's supposed to get tougher at each grade and they're already behind. How can just moving them on possibly do 
them any good at aIL" -- Houston parent 

Social promoti~n can be appropriate 

"There are children that really try hard and need that little extra something to maybe get them over the hump. If 
they've demonstrated through the course of the year that they've done their homework, they actively participate, 
but, God help them, they just can't do well on tests or their projects aren't quite the way they should be. But you 
see the effort compared to the other kids who aren't even trying. I think to leave this child down would be a sin."­
Philadelphia teacher 

"Well you can have a fifteen year old in seventh grade and it can just be more socially appropriate. That's the 
rationale." -- Philadelphia leacher 

"It depends on the individual child." -- Houston parent 

"I thirik that we have to analyze what is wrong}Vith the child. If the child is taking five classes, and of these five 
classes, there are three or four in which the child isn't doing anything, this child needs to repeat a year. But if it's a 

--child having problems in one class out of five, then, they should give him the opportunity to go to summer school 
and help him ... ":' LEP parent ' 

Environment distracts students from achieving 

"Ifit's based strictly on grades then fme. But sometimes other things play into why a kid got retained ... "-­
Philadelphia parent 

"Well you know how some people become complacent. They're just not in tune with what's going on and maybe a 
new subject could boost their interest and maybe they're [teachers socially promoting a child] doing it with the hope 
that they will grasp it. Or maybe they think there is something wrong within theirlife that is holding them back 
from learning and push them on., Like maybe this is just a bad year and it might not be that they can't do the work ... 
And sometimes teachers can sense that." -- Philadelphia parent 
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"We're talking here about schools that are in the communities where sometimes the children have to work and go to 

schooL These students have a much harder life than those in another community that only have to go to school and 

study." -- LEP parent 


"The parents lots of times don't know about the problems that their children are having in school, and the children 

don't know that the parents can help. And, sometimes it could be that the parents have problems, and those 

problems affect the children." -- LEP parent 


Social promotion as a district policy 

"I believe the district is going through some policy changes with this issue -- from my understanding. So they are 

going to do away with social promotion. What they are going to instill I don't know." -- Philadelphia teacher 


I 
!"There have been times when it has been strongly suggested to you that 'this child needs on should move on and let I 

the world and the community take care of the needs that are missing. We have done as much as we can do. So it is i 
advisable --.and I'm not telling you what to do -- but I would strongly take a look at that, Ms. __' And I go back I 
and I say, 'No, this is not what I think we should do.' And maybe I am wrong but I do not believe in social Ipromot,ion." ~- Houston teacher I 

I 
I 

"Twenty years ago the principal I had said, 'You make sure you flunk at least ten ... Now, a year after that I failed I 
seven or eight and he said, 'Sevenor eight! You failed seven or eight?!' And I said, "Well you told me to fail at 
least ten!' And he said, 'Oh no, oh no - it's all been changed. Now it's one or two. It's all been changed ... It's a 11 

question of money ~d it costs alot of money to fail a child." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"And ifyou fail too many kids, they're going to look at you and they're going to wonde~ what happened." -­ !..Philadelphia teacher r 

"It runs in cycles .. Thirty years ago it was one thing, then ten years later it was something totally different, then 

fifteen years later it was a new program and then it all comes back again." -- Philadelphia teacher' 
 I: 

I 
"You just do the best you can ... they do it, they still do it [socially promote students]. They're not really supposed . 

1to." -- Houston teacher 
i 
I"And then they [students] get to me in the el~venth or twelfth grade and it's the last semester before they graduate 

and you are expected to help,this student toexit. .. " -- Houston teacher 

"Then it makes us look bad, like we don't have any control and I get real angry ... we get overridden by [the 
administration]" -- Houston teacher 

"They don't challenge the kids that [are] laid back. .. that need that little push. They don't really challenge them and 
Ii·academically ... and if you don't come to school, ifyou want to cut, that's on you and they don't say and force that 

education is important: you're going to need this someday. They don't really instill it in the kid's mind to make 
them see they're really going to need it. The ones that sit there and don't do anything -- they just let them!" -­
Philadelphia parent 

"I think they do it so they don't look bad~ ..They don't want to look like they're doing a bad job." -- Philadelphia 
parent 

"It's an assembly line ... Let's push them through and then get paid." -- Philadelphia parent 
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"The administration expresses their personal feelings to the teachers to keep a certain percentage of kids passing ... [If . 
you fail a student] it's saying to your administrator that you're not doing your job as a teacher." -- Houston parent 

" ... administrators just basically come down and tell their teachers, 'Look you know, we just can't have that failure 

rate because if we do, I look "bad. And ifllook bad, you look bad. They're [teachers] more or less powerless. 

They are more or less passing the problem onto the next teacher." -- Houston parent 


Parental involvement 

"Ifyou have parents who are concerned and anxious to succeed then they are there and they support the children. 

And the children succeed.': -- Houston teacher 


"There are some programs. Not enough." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"Yeah but it would only help those people that come." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"I don't think it's a realistic expectation that you're going to be able to teach some of these adults enough math to be 
. helpful to a student. What would be helpful are the other issues, the underlying issues. If you could help them with 

discipline and developmental needs then they could be tutored to handle with the math and ,the homework piece ... If 
you take care of those other two things with an intervention with the guardian or whatever then the academic stuff 
can be worked out in the framework of schooL" -- Philadelphia teacher 

"A lot of it stems from their family backgrounds. There was a lot more involvement with the home years ago. You 

saw the parent, the parent saw you, there was a constant go between. Nowadays, I can't fmd some of the parents." ­
- Philadelphia teacher 


"The people that want to do it are going to do it anyway regardless of a policy." -- Philadelphia parent 

"Outreach to parents. Say, 'Hey! we need your input. Please come to these meetings. Not everyone is going to 

come but at least some will get involved ... " -- Philadelphia parent 


"You have'Some parents that can't participate because they are a single parent and they have to work. It's not that 
they don't care but they are the sole provider in their home and they just carmot get up to their schools to participate. 
If you could set it to a schedule for that parent, or to their individual needs ... yeah, I think that would be great.." --
Ph iladeIphia1'art!ht 

"You see how you have parents who are involved with their own children. Since they have time to be involved with 

their own children why can't you develop a group for those parents who have the time to donate the time to kids 

whose parents don't have time ... And it's not even time sometimes. Some parents are on the same education level as 

their child." -- Philadelphia parent 


"It's not just the parents, it's the whole community." -- Houston teacher 

"Just like I think we should take into consideration the individual needs of the individual children, we also need to 

take into account the needs of the parents. Even though we really wish it was like it used to be and all that, it's 

really not. So if we could have different kinds of parent things and to help the parents and bring them up to where 

are standards are." -- Houston teacher 
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"A parents return to school program ... be in the school where they can learn the things their students are learning, 
refresh themselves, become familiar with the language. Whatever they need." -. Houston teacher 

"Some of the things their kids are doing in school they can't do. They can't help them with those skills and they 
really would like some help to help their child." .- Houston teacher . 

"It would be a good thing just at certain levels to explain to parents what techniques you're using." •• Houston 
parent 

"You have some parents who didn't finish school. You have parents who can't even read." _. Houston parent 

Alternate sites 

"The only solution that I can see is to go ahead and keep kids who are on track or within a few years of track at their 
home school and then to make alternative sites, alternative schools for kids who are off track --letting them move 
into a much slower paced program." -- Houston teacher 

"When you get into high school and not elementary and middle school, would you want your child going to school 
with someone who's an adult and thinks like an adult and you have a ninth grader with a twenty-one year old. So, 1 
think there should be a program for them; but I don't think they should be in high school." -- Philadelphia parent 

"Just like they have .magnet schools they can have special education schooL" -- Philadelphia parent 

"A school where they hire teachers who can teach them because I think the average teacher can't." - Philadelphia 
parent 

"They should be able to get a child who wiIl not do, who is a problem, out. They should not have to deal with it." ­
Philadelphia parent 

"We could do charter schools that focus on one way that children learn or you could do the format system in which 
every way the child learns the child is exposed to. Alternative school does not need to have a negative 
connotation." .- Houston teacher 

-" "It could be an alternat~ site on campus." -~ Houston teacher 
' 

"They expect for the teacher to take her time out from twenty to twenty-five kids to modify this student here, to help 
this student. .. the teacher, she just can't take time out just because this student is not on grade level!..." -- Houston 
parent 

"Send him to a different school and have a specialized school for kids with learning problems." -- Houston parent 

"Alternate education ...like trade school." ~- Houston parent 

"I think they should have a center: a special place where they concentrate on whatever ... " -- Houston parent 
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Retain at what age? 

"If they could do something prior to high school, that's different." .. Philadelphia parent 

"I think the problem becomes the more years· you promote someone, the more years you do that, you can't retain 
them because you compound the problem every year as that child falls farther and farther behind and we are not 
going to accomplish anything. If you don't do it in the beginning and get that child up to speed, you go six, seven, 
eight years and each year they lose more and more." -- Philadelphia parent 

"It's usually going to start in the lower grades." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"There is another break point - it seems to be between sixth, seventh, eighth grade where adolescence kicks in and I 
see, especially a lot of boys, are getting left down during that period of time because of the changes and so forth that 
they must be going through. So, there's more to it than just academics there's a whole physiological and 
psychological thing going on here that impacts on the kids and that is not being addressed." - Philadelphia teachers 

"When you are [grades] one to three or one to four these are not things kids think about. But moving from fifth to 
sixth -- it becomes a soCial thing." -- Houston parent . 

Retention and its coimection to dropping out 

"We have fewer children drop out if we can keep them into school. .. that's what I keep hearing: that if we keep 
them with their group they will staY,in school longer." ~- Houston teacher 

"When those kids get retained then they get in High School and they are nineteen, twenty years old!" -- Houston 
teachers 

"There is also a psychological factor when you fail.. It can be so detrimel).tal to you ... That failing could ruin a 
child's whole life." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"I think [social promotion] at the higher level, it deters drop outs." -- Houston parent 

"It seems to me that this practice of retaining the child one or two years can really affect the student a lot because, 
logically, his ela98rnates pass and he is left behind, I think that that can affect the child a lot, psychologically. And· 
in the future he could say that he's leaving school, because he doesn't want to feel ashamed that all of his classmates 
passed on to the next grade while he was left behind. Me, I think that it's something that a child at this age, who 
wants to be popular, I think there is a large emphasis on the child's psychological state and what is done." -- LEP 
parent 

Other options 

"Is there another alternative? Can't you intervene before retention and can you extend time periods so you spend 
more time with these children? Does it [retention] have to be your only option?" -- Houston teacher 

"What I would rather see, instead of socially promoting this child, is like you're saying, the other alternative. There 
should be other alternatives for ... the ones who are too old and shouldn't be in there because they might hurt the 
little ones and the others one when he's really trying hard and just isn't quite there. He's not quite ready to go to the 
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next grade so he shouldn't really go to the next grade. There should be some alternative like summer school, where 

he can go and pick it up and then go to the next grade ... " -- Philadelphia teacher . 


"It is not a solution. There have to be other alternative places for students to meet the standards and the 

benchmarks." -- Philadelphia teacher. 


Funding 

"It's reconsidering and looking at ,things. again and rerouting it." - Philadelphia teacher 

Feasibility of solutions 

"I don't think any of these on an individual basis is,going to solve the problems. They're all pieces of the puzzle 
that can be put together and colleCtively they might answer the problem. But I don't think anyone of these is going 
to answer the problem in and of itself." -- Philadelphia teacher i; 

:, 

j: 
"It depends on how they prioritize it. For me it would be a priority." -- Houston teacher ii 

I; 

r 
"It's more expensive, but we're growing. There are more people here now than we have had in the past. We are i' 

'I 
growing ... everyone is coming here. There is more money." -- LEP parent II 

!I 
Class size 

11
II
II 

''Nobody would object to it, that's for sure!" -- Philadelphia teacher 
\' 

"I think a big issue is class size. Until classes are made smaller ... so many other things could be put iIito place ifthe I'
class size was smaller." -- Philadelphia teacher I 

I" "Class size is not the answer to everything, though ... Adjusting class size ,in and of itself is not the answer. There are I 
I,

a lot more parts to it" -- Philadelphia teacher I 

"I think with\ihe stream of children that's cOf!1ing through schools now you need smaller classes because they need I 
more attention to be able to learn. And the teacher doesn't really have the opportunity to get those who really need 

" her help because she has thirty-five kids." -- Philadelphia parent 

"When there are more students Y9u have a higher chance ofdisciplinary problems." -- Philadelphia parent 

"It's not a cure-all." -- Houston parent 

"It should be kept in the forefront." -- Houston parent 

"Smaller classes is more individuality." -- Houston parent 

"There isn't enough time ... for each course, to explain and answer questions and keep order, or explain something if 

there is a problem. There isn't enough time." -- LEP parent 
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Assessment and developing new testing 

"It has no purpose. We see no benefit. That's where I come from." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"The school district uses it for funding purposes." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"They don't have to develop them, they already exist...the stuff is out there. 
wheel." -- Philadelphia teacher 

There don't need to reinvent the 

"The, only reservation I have is some students don't test well. They may be a very good student but they don't test 
welL" -- Philadelphia parent 

"It really depends on the child's environment, it depends on what district you are in. I don't think we can make a 
, general, blanket statement like one test for all tenth graders." -- Philadelphia parent 

"We wantour children to be successful and a lot of things that make them successful in the world cannot be tested 
ona traditional test. So we need to look, and see." -- Houston teacher 

"I'm so tired of testing these kids! They've been tested, tested, tested!" -- Houston teacher 

"And experienced teacher knows within a week what that child's weaknesses are. Better diagnostic testing mayor 
may not be beneficial. It may just take up more time." -l:Ioustonteacher 

"At the high school level we have the Stanford 9 test, the TOS test, the end ofcourse exams for biology, algebra, 
etc. And to, add another test when we have lost so much instructional time already may not be beneficial for the 
students." -- Houston teacher ' 

I 
i 

"Sometimes, the children suffer from dyslexia, and they can't learn--they can't. With all of them, in Kindergarten, 
in flISt and second grade, and they can't. And the teacher repeats that they can every two years, three years the 
child is there, and nobody ever knew that the child had dyslexia. And they deal with these children, and they 

,acquire problems because nobody ever thought... 'Oh! What's happenmg with this child?'" -- LEP parent 

Ii 
Ii 
Ii 
I 

!, 

Early childhood programs 

'-~ .' 

"That's an excellent, excelIent idea." -- Philadelphia teacher -­"I think by the time they get into first grade they would be ready to learn."-- Philadelphia parent 

" I think it would have a long-term effect because it would let them mature a little more." -- Philadelphia parent 

"Some of the parents now don't take the time with their children.;.this kind of program would help a lot." -­
Houston teacher 

, I 

"If a child starts out in Head Start, by the time they get to third grade they pretty milch have it." -- Houston parent r 

"A lot of them {early childhood programs] are like baby-sitting ... There's no education in there at all. It's like 
daycare." -- Houston parent 

BELDEN RUSSONELLO & STEWART 



--

9 Appendix C:Quotes from focus group participants 

"They can teach them other things, like how to behave. Because when they are very small, sometimes if there are a 
lot of children, and they are in a program, they can learn how to behave themselves, or listen to someone, or how to 
act with a group, all of this. This is important in the program." -- LEP parent 

Ability grouping 

"It's like tutoring and mentoring ... and all that other stuff." -- Philadelphia teacher· 

"It starts with ability grouping but the movement, especially at the middle school, is toward heterogeneous 
grouping." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"It's just not the PC thing right now though it's been done for years and may come back." -- Philadelphia teacher 

"Some children might put a stigma on those children ... " -- Philadelphia parent 

"We do that sort of thing and it's been really successful." -- Houston teacher 

"I don't think they should be isolated. I think the young adults should be identified and possibly place, the ones that 
[are] almost on the same level, together so they don't feel inferior. Those should be taken out of the normal 
classroom." -- Houston parent 

"They do that a lot." -- Houston parent 

"It's realistic. Ours already does· it." -- Houston parent 

Special populations 

"There are a lot of the s;;une strategies we use." -- Philadelphia teacher 

" .. :my son had a teacher, but the teacher moved and he didn't have a teacher. And they had to wait a month or more 
for a bilingual teacher because they didn't have one. And he was falling behind in his classes." -- LEP parent . 

Extra help 

"Remedial programs, things that get the student up to grade." - Philadelphia parent 

"Sometimes their achievement is based on their relationship with their teacher and so a new teacher can cause them 
to excel." -- Philadelphia parent 

"We've been trying to beef up the program. One of the things we have this year .that works nicely and supports 
those people who are having such ahard time is a one-on-one reading program." -- Houston teacher . 

"There are jump-start programs for kids who are borderline ... so for a child that has been retained, get them the extra 
help they need and it will maybe get them back on grade level." -- Houst~n teacher 

" .. .ifthe mother is informed about the programs thafthe school has that they can find out about. . .I think that the 
schools have a lot of programs, that if the children investigated them from the beginning, they're going to make use 
of them ... " -- LEP parent 
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Summer school . 

"They were ~ble to go to summer school, to kind of make it up and then they went to Star Academy for the first 
semester. If they tested out, they were sent on with their class." -- Houston teacher 

"We need to include transportation in that. One of the problems with the prograrnsnow is that transportation is not 
extended to the children who need it." -- Houston teacher . 

After-school programs 

"You tell a child to stay off the comer and get an education but what are you giving them afterwards ... they don't 
have anything interesting to do. They [are] in school all day and you want something to do afterwards." --;­
Philadelphia parent 

"They get that help they didn't get while they were in school." -- Houston parent 

Multi-age grouping 

"I taught in a schoolthat was ungraded for three years and it was not successfuL..And the parents could not handle it· 

at alL" -- Houston teacher . 


"I think it's going to'be a hard community sell." - Houston teacher 


"I think kids need to be with their peers ... Socially a fourteen year old doesn't belong with a ten year old or a nine 

year old." -- Houston parent 


"Maybe that happened,in days past, in a one room schoolhouse." -- Houston parent 


"It does happen in high school." -- Houston parent 


Professional development 


"Teach the te!.t:h1!ts how to handle certain problems ... the kids are different than they were when we were kids. So 
they can't use the tactics they used in the '50s." -- Philadelphia parent 

Presidential role 

"The President says that education is very important arid he is putting a couple of policies in that he felt were 
important to education and I think that if he promotes it them the rest of the people down the ladder will fall in place 
with it ifhe really lets them know that it's important to help our children better themselves." -- Philadelphia parent 
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Other 

"The school and the surroundingarea-- you have people hanging out around the area, around the schools. And 
sometimes its not heated right...And when you get into warmer days they have to open the windows and there is 
stuff going on outside." -- Philadelphia parent 

"The ratio of student to counselor should be real low. Not 700 to one." -- Philadelphia parent 

"Put an extra teacher in there, or a teacher aide." -- Houston parent 

"Talk to the children. Ask them what's on their mind." -- Houston parent. 

) : 

.; 
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Appendix 0: Handout 

For English dominant groups 

Nrune: 	____________________ _ 

Date: 
--~------------------

a. 	 Reducing class size. 

b. 	 Setting challenging academic standards for.students 
and outlining specific proficiency levels expected of 
all students. 

c. 	 . Developing better testing so teachers and principals . 
c:an identify problems earlier and use that information 
more effectively to identify and address student needs. 

d. 	 Creating more early childhood programs such as Pre­
Kindergarten and Head Start so that preschoolers are 
prepared to learn when they come to Kindergarten 
and first grade. 

e. 	 Providing slimmer school, tutoring, or after-school 
programs for studen"ts who need extra help • 

..... ­
f. 	 Using different grouping strategies such as 

multi-age classes or ungraded schools. 

g. 	 Ability grouping, that is leaving children who are 
having trouble in their grade, but pulling them out 
periodically during the day to address their individual 
instructional needs. 

..1 

h. 	 Creating programs that help families develop skills 
to help their children with homewor~ discipline and 
other developmental needs. 



--------------------
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Appendix D: Handout 2 

For Spanish dominant group 

Nombre: 


Fecha: _____________________ 


a. 	 Reducir el numero de estudiantes por clase. 

'b. 	 Dar a conocer de antemano los niveles de desempeno 
y estandares academicos que cada estudiante debe 
alcanzar. 

c. 	 Desarollar tecnicas de evaluacion que permitan a los 
profesores y directores identificar los problemas que 
enfrentan el estudiante y responder a sus necesidades. 

,d. ' Es.tablecer un mayor numero de programas a nivel 
preescolar que proporcionen las herramientas 
necesarias para que al ingresar al Kindergarden 0 
primer ano escolar. 

e. 	 Provenir escuelas de verano, tutores,o cursos extras, 
despues del dia escolar, para los estudiantes que necesitan 
ayuda especial. 

f. 	 Utalizar estrategias diferentes para agrupar a los 
-~~ , estudiantes, por ejemplo clases con edades mixtas. 

g. 	 Agruparse de habilidades, es decir, mantener en el curSo 
a estudiantes con dificultades y ofrecerles asistencia 
adicional a traves de reuniones periodicas en las que se 
acometen sus necesidades de aprendizaje. 

h. 	 Crear programas de capacitacion para ensefiar a la 
familia a apoyar al estudiante en sustareas, en 
disciplina, y en otros necesidades de desar9110. 

I 

I 
I 

I 
i 


