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ABSTRACT

 Grade retention may seem to be an immediate solution for a struggling student. One more year for a student to learn the skills he or she needs to move onto the next grade level certainly sounds plausible. However, research has repeatedly shown the exact opposite and instead  demonstrates a strong correlation between grade retention and dropping out. Currently, some of  our high schools are facing a record number of dropouts.  U.S. President Obama has admitted we are in a “dropout crisis.” The purpose of this literature review is to investigate and compare earlier retention research to current retention research. The earliest study examined was published in 1988, with subsequent studies published in  1989, 2000, 2002 and 2008. Conclusively, each study posited a direct correlation between grade failure and dropping out and advised educators to seek out other alternatives.

It should not surprise most Americans to learn that our high schools have an alarming dropout rate. In fact, recent reports warn that our schools are facing a dropout “crisis.” Each school day about 7,000 students decide to drop out of school--a total of 1.2 million students each year. It is estimated that our nation loses $319 billion in potential earnings associated with the dropout crisis each year (Office of Press Secretary, 2010).  In an effort to combat our nation's dropout crisis, on  March 1, 2010, President Barack Obama  challenged the states to identify high schools with graduation rates lower than 60%. The President stated, “This is a problem we can’t afford to accept or ignore. The stakes are too high--for our children, for our economy, for our country. It’s time for all of us to come together--parents and students, principals and teachers, business leaders and elected officials--to end America’s dropout crisis.”  The Obama administration has committed $3.5 billion to fund “transformational changes in America’s persistently low-performing schools” (Office of the Press Secretary, 2010). Arne Duncan, the U.S. Secretary of Education, will manage the U.S. Department of Education’s School Turnaround Grants. These grants are part of Obama’s FY 2011’s budget to provide underperforming schools with the resources they need to help school districts with a less than 60% graduation rate. Under recent federal guidelines, a school with a lower than 60% graduation rate has four options: (1) Turnaround Model- School district must replace the principal and at least half of the school staff, adopt a new governance structure for the school, and implement a new or revised instructional program. (2) Restart Model- The school district must close and reopen under the management of a charter school operator. (3) School Closure- The school closes and admits the students into higher performing schools. (4) Transformational Model- The school must address four areas: 1. Develop teacher and leader effectiveness by replacing the principal that led the previous transformational model 2. Implement comprehensive instructional reform strategies 3. Extend learning and teacher planning time and create community-oriented schools and 4. Provide operating flexibility and sustained support (Office of the Press Secretary, 2010). These avenues may appear drastic at first, but in order to qualify for the federal funding, schools must meet the criteria. The day after Obama dangled grant money and challenged states to seek out their low-performing schools, Central Falls High School of Rhode Island, New York fired 93 people -- including the principal, three assistant principals and 77 teachers. Central Falls High is one of the lowest performing schools in Rhode Island and has a graduating rate of only 48%. Following the federal requirements--the Transformation model-- to receive help, superintendent Gallo asked teachers to put in a longer work day and tutor students often, to meet for ninety minutes each week to discuss education and to set aside two paid weeks in the summer for professional development. When the teachers’ union could not come to a consensus on the requirements, Gallo had no choice but to switch from the Transformation model to the Turnaround Model and issue the school-wide firings (Kaye, 2010). The lay offs have received national attention, and education seems to have replaced other usual topics of conversation. Among the questions being asked are: Should the teachers and administration hold the blame for the schools’ incessant dropout rate? Should other factors be considered?  More specifically, what causes a student to dropout?


Writing in Educational Leadership Sparks, Johnson, and Akos, (2010) state that America is facing a dropout “crisis” and they list retention as one out of the three major variables for predicting a dropout: “Being retained in any grade, kindergarten through 9th grade. We found that 60.9 percent of 9th grade dropouts had been retained at some point during their schooling.”

Retaining students has been practiced for many years, but is it an effective means of getting our students on grade level? What factors influence the decision to promote or retain a child? Does retention insure a student’s high school graduation? Are there benefits to retention, but do they outweigh the costs? This literature review will examine earlier and current studies that have investigated the effects and outcomes of grade retention and attempt to answer these questions. 
The Practice of Retention


In the late nineteenth century, a shift occurred.  The one-room school house, full of students with varying abilities and grade levels, was changed into a separated, graded system--what American schools currently use today. This paradigm shift gave birth to the practice of retention. Influenced by the German educational system, by 1870 every aspect of the American educational system was graded. Buildings, principals, teachers  and curricula were designed per specific grade level. Once the student mastered a grade level, the student would be promoted to the next level. However, not every student mastered the content and thus the practice of retention --or holding the student back and even sometimes referred to as “failing” the student--began. Retention was meant to be a solution to a problem. Retention was meant to enforce a system that required grade standards to be met. But, even as early as the 1900s retention rates were high and they have steadily climbed upwards in recent years (Balow, 1990). During the 1930s, social promotion and tracking became a more acceptable practice and there was a decline in the use of retention; however, by the 1970s and into the 1980s, with competency testing and the excellence in education movement, retention began to creep up once again (Anderson, 1992).


Continuously, the results of numerous studies, covering a range of different school situations, have shown retention to be directly correlated to dropping out of high school.  Research has shown that each year that a student is not “promoted from one grade to the next significantly decreases his or her chances of graduating high school” (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010).  In 2007, there were 1.2 million drop outs in the U.S., and the nation’s dropout rate was 7 percent (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2009). According to a July 2009 KIDS COUNT Indicator Brief, this problem affects mainly students of color and males and the price to be paid is higher today than at ever before: “Recent studies show that between the ages of 18 and 64, dropouts, on average earn some $400,000 less than high school graduates. For males, the differential is even higher--$485,000” (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2009).  A 2009 report from the Center for Labor Market Studies states, “ The costs of dropping out of high school today are substantial and have risen over time, especially for young men, who find it almost impossible to earn an adequate income to take care of themselves and their families” (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2009).
Methods

Research on the topic of retention is abundant. Sources were narrowed and selected for the purposes of this Literature Review. A systematic search for literature included grade retention and its correlation to student outcomes. Descriptors such as  “effects of retention,” “retention,” “grade retention,” “outcomes of grade retention,” and other suggested synonyms were utilized to search references These databases included JSTOR (Journal Storage), PsychINFO (Psychological Information Abstracts), ERIC (Education Research Information Center), as well as Google Scholar. I was also able to obtain relevant material from the SUNY Cortland Memorial Library. To be considered for use in this review, each source had to discuss one of the criteria: (1) Causes of grade retention (2) Later implications or outcomes of the retention (3) Possible benefits to grade retention (4) Possible costs to grade retention. The studies I have included in this literature review are listed  chronologically in Appendix 1.
Results

Earlier Research

I define earlier research as research that was conducted more than ten years ago. The earliest study included in this review is Baenen’s study (1988): “Perspectives after Five Years--Has Grade Retention Passed or Failed?” This study was presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association in Louisiana, April 5th through the 9th, 1988.

 
Baenen  focused on the progress of 243 students who were repeating the first grade. These participants’ mean achievement scores were compared to the scores of matched low achievers. Following the two groups, Baenen obtained mean achievement scores  for each year between spring 1981 and spring of 1986  and then compared the scores to the national average. In all, 183 of the first grade retainees and 184 of the matched sample were retained between the grades of four and seven. Almost 40% of the comparison group was eventually retained.  The results of the study concluded that in both reading and mathematics, those promoted made greater progress than did the retainees, and the differences between the promoted and the retained deepened as the years went on. Baenen’s results also suggested that retention  did not help students get on grade level and they suggested that placement with  special help would have been a better alternative than retention for the low achieving students. One limitation of the  study was that it  did not provide any type of demographic, socioeconomic or other data about why students failed to meet grade level expectations.

Interestingly, Baenen reports that long-term effects were of obvious importance but “have been available infrequently” (Baenen, 2). However, she does include a piece in her study on long-term effects of retention. She notes that national and  AISD (Austin  Independent School District) research “has found retention and dropping out to be highly correlated. Students older than average for their grade level were found 2.7 times more likely  to drop out than those on grade level” (3). Baenen also provided a detailed chart illustrating the costs and the benefits of retention. She found the following costs:

· Loss of improvement in long-term achievement growth rate for mathematics and reading. Therefore, students fall behind again.
· Loss of a year--an extra year is needed to graduate.
· More negative attitudes toward school and self.
· Loss of peer group
· High risk of dropping out.
· High cost of $9,081,100 for 4,118 retainees for the school system (That’s assuming these students do not drop out)
Baenen did note that there were  benefits for a “few” students:

· Better grasp of concepts, increased rate of learning
· More success experiences--better attitudes toward school and self-esteem
Conclusively, Baenen recommended that fewer students be retained and that schools should provide special help for those retained or allow transitional classes, tutoring, grouping, intense remediation, cross-grade or within grade grouping. Also, she posited that retention can be lessened with such programs as summer school, transitional classes, TAP (Transitional Academic Program) and AIP (Academic Incentive Program). (pp., 9-10)

 
The same year (1988) Cadigan, Entwisle, Alexander and Pallas conducted a study using data from a large stratified random sample of 825 Baltimore children who began 1st grade in 1982. Cadigan et al. examined a series of logistic regression analyses that pinpointed the factors that determined whether or not to promote a student at the end of the first grade. Of the group examined, sixty-one students who failed were contrasted with sixty-one students who were promoted, with the two groups approximately matched on the California Achievement Test scores. Cadigan et al.’s study found that among four clusters of predictor variables that involved the child, parent, or teacher, the variables related to judgments made by teachers had the most influence. 


A study that focused on demographics, socioeconomic status, and retention came out a year after Baenen’s and Cadigan et al.’s study.  Marion, McCaul, and McIntire (1989),  examined the affective and academic outcomes of grade retention using the High School and Beyond (HSB) data set--a national representative student sample. The study compared the “academic (achievement and educational attainment) and affective (educational aspirations) outcomes of retained and non-retained students, and it compared the academic and affective (including self-efficacy) outcomes of early and late retained students. Additionally, the study assessed potential factors that may have influenced successful retentions and also considered the contribution of sex and socioeconomic status (SE) in the retention decision. One thousand fifteen schools were selected for a sample of thirty-six seniors and thirty-six sophomores from each school, totaling the number of participants to 13,425. These were assessed four times during their high school careers, in 1980, 1982, 1984 and again in 1986. Of the 13, 425 participants, 1,469 had been retained at some point in school.  Results from the study indicate that there were some success stories for retained students. Marion et al. defined “success” as those “students, who, after being retained at some point scored in the highest 50% of the achievement test distribution” (p. 10). However, the study also indicates that success seemed to reside on the socioeconomic status of the student rather than on the basis of the student’s retention. Results from this study also suggest that the relation between lower socioeconomic status and retention was positive, and that the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and achievement among non-retained students was positive.  Clearly, the study implies a student’s socioeconomic background has a tremendous impact on his or her educational outcome. Marion et al. state, “The fact that students from high SES backgrounds have a better chance of succeeding in school, whether they are retained at some point or not, does not obscure the finding that students from high SES who have been retained have a much greater chance of success than retained students from low SES families” (p. 10).  Marion et al. also found that there was an overrepresentation of boys in the retained group and they speculated about the factors that may have influenced the decision to retain. They conclude that retention decisions were not solely based on student achievement  or ability, but that retention decisions were based on “physical or emotional maturity” (p. 10). Such subjective assessment questions the equity of retention decisions.  Marion and et al. state, “Less than one-half of the American schools surveyed had written policies concerning retention and social promotion” (p.11). Marion et al. also argued that the process of retention decision making  is elaborate and costly and is subjective to biases. They add, “With such unpredictable and often biased outcomes for retained students, clear guidelines need to be developed in order to best serve all students” (p. 11).  Additionally, Marion et al. asserted that there was a disproportionate number of boys and poor children retained and they indicated that the retention policies were discriminatory (p.11). One limitation of the Marion et al.’s study was that it did not indicate any long-term effects directly regarding the participants; but does mention in the introduction, the correlation between retention and dropouts: “There’s an estimated 40% dropout rate for students who are held back at least one grade compared with 10% for those students never retained.” Marion et al. further concluded that grade retention is a strong predictor of dropping out and suggested that the practice may constitute a form of punishment for disadvantaged students .


Unlike Baenen, Marion et al. examined the possible factors that contribute to a student’s assessment for retention. Marion et al.  indicated that there are possible flaws to the process itself and the achievement bar that schools want students to reach. Marion et al. shift the responsibility onto teachers, school officials and society as a whole and question an inequitable educational system. 


A fifth grade teacher from Florida, Vivian L. Rothstein, (2000) wanted to see for herself if holding a student back helps the child academically by allowing more time to practice the curricula, or if retention was damaging to the student’s self-esteem and caused the student to dropout from school.  Rothstein blames Florida’s  high-stake tests (FCATS)  for the occurrence of  retention.  Florida’s benchmarks or  standards which all students should meet are assessed in the second, fifth, eighth and tenth grades. Rothstein’s  case study,  is a more qualitative study than the previously studies I have mentioned. This study examined only five participants who were repeating the fifth grade: three boys and two girls with different socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds. The students were in Rothstein’s fifth grade class of 29 students. Data were collected through various methods: student interviews, parent surveys, examination of information in student records, classroom observations and scores on standardized achievement tests. Rothstein provides a detailed profile for each retained student. One Caucasian boy who resided with both of his parents had passed the reading benchmark, but did not pass the Florida Writes or writing benchmark. Another Caucasian female student who resided with her mother only, struggled significantly.  While in the fourth grade, this girl was only reading on the third grade level. Even though the student worked hard, she was receiving her reading work on the third grade level. Her writing, however, was on the fourth grade writing level. An African-American boy who lived with both of his parents received “N’s” for “Needs Improvement” on his benchmark progress report for both reading and writing. Another Caucasian boy who also lived with both parents, and identified as having a special learning disability, was on the third grade reading  and writing level in fourth grade. In his fifth grade year, the boy was still reading on the third grade level but had improved his writing up to the fourth grade level. 

The findings from the study indicated that parents of three of the five retained students considered another year in fifth grade helpful  in preparing their children for middle school. Rothstien found that student responses  about school and retention varied greatly and that students and parents generally responded in similar ways regarding attitudes towards school and retention. Rothstien’s last participant was a Hispanic female who lived with her father and stepmother. The  year prior to Rothstein’s study she received an “N” in reading and “C” in writing. Rothstein concluded that the extra year was beneficial for three out of the five retained students in her study. But for the other two boys, it did not help them academically. From outside research on retention, Rothstein believes that children may do the best they can during the first year in a grade, so another year will not make any difference academically and may even hurt them socially (p. 15). Rothstein concluded that the most important aspect she learned from her study was that there needed to be more research, and “many more studies done in different socioeconomic areas to see where students are being retained the most and if that experience of being retained helped the children do better the next school year and in subsequent years” (p.16). Rothstein indicates that the strengths of her study were that it provided deep insight into the attitudes of parents and how those attitudes shape their children’s attitudes regarding school and retention. Rothstein admits that her study had many limitations and perhaps even some bias as she was the participants’ teacher. The limitations included not showing “the whole picture” (p.17). Her study involves one school, one fifth grade class and only five students. However, with many qualitative studies the strength is in focusing in on a limited number of participants. Rothstein’s final thoughts were that retention still remains a controversial practice and she blames state testing as a causative reason for the retentions. She ends her study with a question: “Do we continue to retain a large number of children without knowing if that’s what they need, or do we look for alternative approaches to reach those students that are having difficulties?” (18) I found Rothstein’s study limiting in that it failed to answer her original question: “Does retention cause a student to dropout?” Perhaps if Rothstein followed the five participants until they were expected to graduate, and later performed another study to see what avenues  these students followed, the study would be more complete. Like Rothstein, Baenen and Cadigan et al.’s did not provide  the long-term trajectories of grade retention in their studies. Of the four studies, Marion et al. examined the connection of retention to dropping out. Marion et al.’s thoroughly  examined the aspects of retention-- starting with why a student is considered for retention, and then considering what happens years later after a student has been retained.

Current Research

I define current research as research performed within the last ten years.  A name that continually arose as I was researching the topic of retention was  Shane R. Jimerson. Jimerson’s literature review, co-written with Gabrielle E. Anderson and Angela D. Whipple,  (2002) focused “on studies examining influences on high school dropout to explore the association between grade retention and dropout status. Jimerson et al. claimed that most of the studies they reviewed examined the effectiveness of grade retention on short-term outcomes during elementary school and middle school; however, very few studies focused on outcomes during high school. Past research suggests high school dropout as a “potential deleterious long-term correlate of grade retention; however, a “systematic review of the association has not been presented” (p. 442). Jimerson et al.  investigate this gap in research.  They examined 17 professional publications, typically journal articles, books, reports and conference papers. They found  that all of the studies demonstrated grade retention as a “potential predictor of dropping out” (p. 443). Jimerson et al. found in one study  that  a  high school dropout was “reliably predicted in seventh -grade using a combination of factors including retention, aggressiveness, low school achievement, socioeconomic status, affiliation with peers who dropped out, and early parenthood. Overall, retention was among the strongest predictors of high school dropout” (p.443).  In another study, Jimerson et al.  found that in spite of race and ethnicity, scholastic performance and grade retention are the determining factors that influence  students’ decisions to remain in school or drop out (pg. 443).  Jimerson et al. challenge teachers to ignore educational reform that is highly influenced by politicians and to instead  seek out what the research reveals regarding the long-term outcomes of grade retention. The review reminds teachers and educators that they play a key role in retention decision-making and suggests that they should bear some of the responsibility. The review’s closing comments also state that teachers usually have a  “limited” perspectives regarding the efficacy of grade retentions and only consider the immediate years following the retention decisions (p. 452).  Jimerson et al. did admit the limitations of their review. Due to the systematic  nature of their search, there may be sources that did not emerge that would demonstrate no association between retention and dropping out. They suggest that their review “seeks to begin a dialogue” about the association between grade retention and dropping out. Conclusively, Jimerson et al.  indicate that the child’s perspective is “largely absent” in research literature and should be pursued in future studies (p. 454).


 Stearns, Moller, Blau, and Potochnick  (2007) affirm that there are numerous models that demonstrate a clear link between dropping out and retention; however, their study posits the need for an explanation as to why the probability is so strong.  Stearns et al. faulted dropout models for not illustrating the different levels of importance grade retention has on white, black and Latino students. Their study sought to reveal the reasons behind the relationship between retention and dropping out. Furthermore, the study focused  on how dropping out differed among white, black and Latino students and the reasons why the outcomes differed. Stearns et al. looked at three theories that sought to explain why all students drop out of school. These models include: the frustration self-esteem model, which claims school failure lowers students’ self esteem; the participation-identification model, which asserts that students who are more engaged with school are less likely to drop out; and the social capital model that claims that the fewer resources that students can draw from their peers, teachers and parents, the more likely they are to dropout. The study sought to fill in the gaps the researchers felt were missing in the retention-dropout relationship. Stearns et al.’s guiding questions in their research were: 


How do the three aforementioned models, along with retention as an early warning, 
explain retained students’ higher probability of dropping out? Do these models explain 
dropping out among black and Latino retained students as well as they explain dropping 
out among white retained students? Do they explain both early and late dropout? (p.211)

Stearns et al. further sought to explore the connection between retention and dropout for both early and late dropouts through regression decomposition, “a statistical technique that has been used extensively in examinations of wage differentials between white and black workers”(p. 211). Stearns et al. found that retained students are more likely than continuously promoted students to dropout both early and late and that white and Latino retained students are more likely than black retained students to drop out early. Retained students usually come from poorer homes and retained students usually come from one-parent households. Also, Stearns et al. concluded from their research that “white retained students are 25 times more likely, black retained students are 15 times more likely, and Latino retained students are 24 times more likely to drop out early than are white continuously promoted students” (p.220). Stearns et al. results suggested that the differences in socioeconomic status, school sector, academic achievement, aspirations, behavior, self-esteem, engagement in school, and social capital, partly explain why retained students are more likely to drop out (p. 231). Furthermore, their research concluded that retention predicts both early and late dropout for white, black and Latino students. The differences in available resources for each racial group affect the gap of probability of dropping out between retained and continuously promoted students. Stearns et. al did admit to the shortcomings of the study such as not including other individual differences between retained and continuously promoted students. These would include friendship with peers who value school success. Also, the researchers admit that there is a possibility that there are aspects of engagement with schooling that their measures did not “adequately capture” (p. 231). Furthermore, Stearns et al. contend that gender differences in relation to retention and dropping out needs to be further examined.


 Gregory P. Hickman, Mitchell Bartholomew,  Jennifer Mathwig, and Randy Heinrich (2008) examined the developmental pathways between high school graduates and dropouts.  Participants in Hickman et al.’s study were students enrolled in the 2002-2005 cohorts. (Cohorts were described by Hickman et al. as a group of students who start kindergarten in a given year and are tracked over time to graduating or dropping out of high school). Hickman et al. obtained official school data through a purposive random sample of 119 students enrolled from four different cohorts. These students started kindergarten between 1990 and 1993. (p. 6).  Hickman et al. examined the following variables:  GPA, various test scores, retention, absenteeism, family and demographic variables and county juvenile court records. Their study found blatant differences between the graduates and dropouts. This study’s research question sought to answer whether or not there were differences between the pathways of graduates and dropouts;  Hickman et al. found substantive differences. Looking at their school careers, Hickman et al. found that dropouts performed considerably lower on standardized tests, “demonstrated significantly heightened levels of grade retention, absenteeism, and behavior problems than did graduates” (p.10). Furthermore, Hickman et al. concluded from their study that the “majority of students do not deviate from the developmental pathway set forth from kindergarten” (p.12).  Additionally, Hickman et al. state that the differential capabilities between dropouts and graduates were quite apparent as early as kindergarten. They state:


Such academic deficits from the beginnings of school, academic retention in middle 
childhood, and absenteeism at critical stages throughout their developmental progression 
together create a developmental pathway for dropouts from the beginning of their 
academic career that is distinct from that of students who graduate (p.12).


Hickman et al. encourage educators to look at these various stages of a student’s school career as a way to monitor and perhaps even prevent a student from becoming a dropout. They credit the influx of inquiry into dropouts to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and state that  current dropout rates have “required policy makers to address the educational, economic, and civic impact of dropouts on society” (p. 3).  Hickman et al. suggest the reason why our educational system is unable to curtail the high drop out rate is due to the approach educators use to understand  dropouts. They indicate that most the research and intervention programs narrowly focus on secondary education and many times overlook the “human ecology of students before matriculation to high school” (p.3). Quoting the National Dropout Prevention Center, Hickman et al. assert,  “One of the greatest challenges in educational research is documenting long-term outcomes of early childhood experiences” (p.3). Hickman et al. also posit that indicators of students who dropout of high school are present within the child's first two years of school. These first two years are critical according to Hickman et al.:


“Many educators and researchers believe that by third grade, if actions are not taken to correct academic deficits, students can enter an academic downward spiral that eventually forms an unnavigable pathway that leads to dropping out of school” (p. 4).  Hickman et al. cite research  found that the earlier a student experiences academic failure or  negative or “uninviting” instances in the school setting, the less likely the student will  become successfully engaged in academics as an adolescent. Furthermore, the study asserted a strong correlation between grade retention and dropping out.  Hickman et al. acknowledged the study’s limiting factor of only using students from Northeastern Arizona, but did add that the ethnic background of the sample was similar to the state demographics, and that the family income similarly reflected the state's median family income. 


Currently, Bowers (2010) examined past predictors of at-risk students and contended that these  do not accurately identify a large percentage of students who eventually drop out. Analyzing the Grade 1–12 longitudinal cohort-based grading histories of the class of 2006 for two school districts in the United States, Bowers “extends past longitudinal conceptions of dropout to a longitudinal risk perspective, by using survival analysis, life tables, and discrete-time hazard modeling to appropriately account for student graduation, transfer, or dropout” (p.1) Bowers  found that the risk of dropout began in Grade 7, “with the most hazardous years at Grades 8 and 11. A novel calculation of teacher-assigned grades, noncumulative GPA, is identified as a strong predictor of student dropout” (p.1).  Bowers’ method for conducting the research consisted of collecting and examining teacher-assigned, subject-specific grade histories of students from the class of 2006 (whether they graduated or not) from two separate school districts. The sample size was small, 193 students; however, the districts were chosen based on their willingness to participate in the study. Both school districts were  from the midwestern part of the United States and were within ten miles of each other. The purpose of the study was to determine if teacher-assigned grades was a predictive indicator for students at risk of dropping out. Bowers acknowledges that much “more high-quality work is needed in the evaluation of dropout prevention programs before any one individual program can be recommended over another” (p. 205).


In a  recent study conducted in a large, southeastern U.S. school district Sparks, Johnson, and Akos (2010) attempted to identify the factors that drive dropout rates. Sparks et al. faulted traditional methods of identifying students who were  considered at risk of dropping out.  All too often, schools rely on demographic factors to identify at risk students. According to Sparks et al., this is stereotyping,  and it results in “delivering inappropriate services, or denying opportunities to certain student groups” (p.46). Sparks et al. evaluated data for 17,735 ninth graders who had attended school during 2003-2004 and 2004-2005. They found that of these students, 6 percent dropped out in ninth grade. Next, Sparks et al. identified the driving forces that affect students’ decision to drop out. Narrowing the factors to what Sparks et al. call “The Big Three,” they found that the prevailing factors involved in the decision to drop out were: being retained in any grade, kindergarten through the ninth grade; scoring below grade level on the North Carolina end-of-grade math test in 8th grade or failing Algebra I; and receiving a long term suspension. By identifying these factors, the study hoped to help educators target dropout prevention efforts to students who needed them the most (p. 46).


The current research collectively agree that there is a  need for educators to look early in a student’s career for indications of problems. Jimerson et al. summons educators to assume their role in retention decisions. Additionally, Jimerson et al. believes that the perspective of a retained student is absent from research. While doing my own research for this review, I searched for a comment or a video from a student who had been retained, and I found nothing--substantiating Jimerson et al.’s claim. Like Jimerson et al., Stearns et al. examined early indications of student trouble. They also examined the reasons why the probability of  retention and dropping out is so strong. Stearns et al. looked in depth at how racial diversities can impact retention decisions and dropping out. Similar to Jimerson et al. and Stearns et al., Hickman et al. believes there is a flaw in the way the educational system understands dropouts. Hickman et al. believes that researchers need to look early on for warning signs and not limit their efforts to interventions in secondary education. Like the previously mentioned studies, Bowers, too, stresses the need for educators to assume a longitudinal conception of academic achievement. Like Hickman et al., Sparks et al. believes there are flaws in the traditional methods of identifying dropouts and warns the method of using a student’s socioeconomic status as a way to identify is stereotyping and could affect the ways a student is treated. Sparks et al., like the other current research, posit the need to look at the early years of a student’s educational career. 

The Literacy Connection

 
Two of the research studies I have previously discussed suggest a direct correlation between low level literacy abilities and retention. Cadigan et al. (1988) found that the first grade is a  crucial period for a student who is being considered for promotion and this consideration  largely depends on the student’s ability to read. They state, “The most striking finding from the combined analysis is that two of the three variables that significantly predicted promotion status can be measured by the end of the first marking period in first grade. In particular, failing reading in the first quarter is a clear watershed” (p.12). David P. Sklarz, deputy superintendent of curriculum and instruction for Charleston, County S.C., found that one-fourth of Charleston County’s first graders were not promoted because they had not mastered first grade reading skills (1989). Current research also echoes this analysis. Sparks et al. (2010)  found that failing English I and scoring below grade level on grade 8 standardized reading tests were highly correlated with being retained in 9th grade (p. 47).  In their research, Sparks et al. attempted to “identify the forces driving dropout rates so that the district could implement realistic and viable dropout prevention strategies” (p. 46). They initially found nine risk factors, but narrowed the nine down to three because many were highly correlated with one another. Of the three risk factors, the first   was “Being retained in any grade, kindergarten through 9th grade”(p.47).  Sparks et al. found that of the retained students who dropped out, 42.3 percent had also failed the English I standardized tests (p.47). Clearly, a student’s reading ability plays a significant role in determining if the student will be retained and if the student will later dropout.

Discussion

Key Findings


Baenen’s study (1988) of 243 first graders concluded that even if students were retained early in the first grade, they did not benefit from the retention later on. Of the students examined, those promoted showed higher gains in both reading and mathematics than those who were retained. Only a few students benefited from the retention. Marion et al.’s research (1989) of 13,425 juniors and seniors, of which 1,469 students had been retained at one point, found gender played a significant role in retention decisions and noted  an overrepresentation of boys in the retained population. Furthermore, Marion et al. suggest this overrepresentation  raises questions about the equity of many retention policies. Marion et al. concede that there are “some success stories for retained students” (p.10). However, they suggest this success is largely the result of students coming from a higher socioeconomic background and not from the extra year spent  in a particular grade: “The fact that students from high SES backgrounds have a better chance of succeeding in school, whether they are retained at some point or not, does not obscure the finding that students from higher SES backgrounds who have been retained have a much greater chance for success than retained students from low SES families” (p. 10). 


Rothstein’s study (2000) of five students repeating the fifth grade found that three of the five students’ parents felt another year in fifth grade would benefit their children, and generally the students’ attitudes regarding school mirrored their parents’  attitudes. Rothstein admits that other factors could have influenced the student attitudes, but she proposes the parental sway to be most influential. I feel Rothstein’s study is a bit biased. These students were in her classroom and she did not have the advantage of an objective perspective. Rothstein does admit to this: “Bias and being too close to the situation may have affected my analysis of the results. A larger study of different students may have been better” (p.17). Rothstein’s conclusions were troubling to me and inconsistent with the other research I have examined. She states: “Also because of such varying results where no definite answer can be said if retention is harmful or helpful, administrators and politicians that are pushing retention need to think long and hard, and base the decision to retain a child on individual circumstances considering their past history, their IQ and academic ability, parent's attitude, social skills and school work habits, before making the decision to retain” (p.16). This makes me wonder how much of a role Rothstein played in the decision to retain these five students as their teacher and why she did not once suggest that perhaps something else could have been done to get these students on grade level. Rothstein does not admit to playing a role in the five students’ retention decisions. Rothstein only states that the reason why she conducted a case study on grade retention was because she had five students in her class that were repeating the fifth grade (p.5). 


Marion et al.’s research suggested inequitable retention practices and the influence that many teachers have in those decisions. It makes me wonder if Rothsteins’ conclusive remarks reflect the blindness of an educator.  Jimerson et al. state in their study (2002) that “research suggests that although teachers play a key role in the retention decision-making process, they are often unaware of the conclusions of retention research” (p. 452). 


Jimerson et al. investigated retention research spanning over the last 100 years with the purpose of providing a comprehensive review of dropout research that examines grade retention as a predictor variable. Based on their findings, Jimerson et al. concluded that the educational system “must move beyond the use of grade retention as an intervention strategy and attempt to implement those strategies research has demonstrated to  be effective” (p. 455).  Cadigan et al. (1988) also found that the teacher’s judgement and recommendation for retention was highly valued and  had the most influence regarding the decision to retain a student. Bowers (2010) also found that teacher-assigned grades were a major predictive indicator for students at risk of drooping out. Additionally, Jimerson et al. posit the need for educators, administrators, policy makers and parents to review the research before making retention decisions. Stearns et al. (2007) examined the effects of retention in a different way from the other studies, looking specifically at the different  effects of grade retention on white, black and Latino students. They claimed the reasons for grade retention and  the differential impact after grade retention was due to the resources each ethnic group possessed. They state: “For white students, it appears that retained students are harmed by their relative lack of social capital, but the results suggest no such effect for black students. For Latino students, the relationship appears to  work in the opposite direction, with social capital disproportionately advantaging Latino retained students over their continuously promoted counterparts” (p. 20-21). Stearns et al. found that the effects of retention differ among the three ethnic groups. Quoting an earlier study done by Blau et al. (2003), Stearns et al. report that there are “subtle psychological and community responses to educational decisions and that the black community places less emphasis on these decisions because they are perceived to reflect a legacy of discrimination” (p. 230). On the other hand, the white community “believes that the signals that retention decisions are sending are accurate, and the children act accordingly. Thus, for white students the labels of success and failure are viewed in stark terms that are reflective of individual ability, motivation, and effort, and the labels are considered valid, stable indicators of individual worth” (p.230).  Conclusively, Stearns et. al’s research suggests that schools seek to minimize their dropout rates by paying particular attention to their retention rates.


After analyzing the various studies ranging from 1988-2010, I have come to the conclusion that not much has changed regarding the practice of retention. The results found in 1988 could have easily been found by current research. Jimerson et al. in their study on retention spanning over the past 100 years also concluded that the “results of research published during the past decade examining the efficacy of grade retention on academic achievement and socioemotional adjustment are consistent with the converging evidence and conclusions of research from the remainder of the century that fail to demonstrate that grade retention provides greater benefits to students with academic or adjustment difficulties than does promotion to the next grade” (p.441). Sadly, our educational system has overlooked the implications of grade retention and instead continues to repeat the same mistakes it made twenty years ago. If the decision to promote or retain a student resides on the student’s reading ability, it seems that the answer would be to provide the student with a specialized differentiated reading program to improve the student’s literacy skills. As demonstrated in this review, too many other negative consequences are at stake: a student’s self-efficacy, the financial cost to school and taxpayers, and perhaps even the creation of another dropout. Surely, not every retention decision depends on a student’s reading ability. However, if reading is as strong a factor for retention decisions as research suggests, I would implore parents, educators, and administrators to seek other alternatives. As demonstrated in this review and indicated in numerous studies, retention is a strong predictor of dropping out--not creating life-time literacy learners. There has got to be a better way to get struggling students on grade level. Based on the findings, most of the studies examined in this review suggest seeking an  alternative to retention. Furthermore, as indicated in several of the studies mentioned in this review, an ounce of prevention is worth more than a pound of cure. Early intervention should be the first consideration in reducing retention rates and dropouts. 

Alternatives to Retention

David P. Sklarz (1989) emphasizes the need for decreasing  the dropout rate by means of early intervention. In an article entitled, “Keep at-risk students in school by keeping them up to grade level,”  Sklarz, who is deputy superintendent of curriculum and instruction for Charleston County, South Carolina, addresses the At-Risk report card  for school leaders. He discusses the revolving problem of retention and dropping out and shares some solutions and alternatives that he utilizes within Charleston County. Sklarz suggests we stop relying on alternative schools and interventions for 16 year-olds who are considering dropping out. These programs are too little, too late.  Our main focus needs to be on early academic years.  Sklarz states the formula is simple: “Increase students’ chances of staying on grade level, and you reduce the chances they’ll drop out” (p. 33). This might not be so easy in practice;  however, Sklarz posits the process needs to begin early by providing high-quality kindergarten programs. Also in Charleston County, schools utilize individualized instruction for not all students learn at the same rate or in the same way. The instruction may provide an at-risk or struggling student with extra help from the teacher, or maybe a computer-assisted instruction, or help from another student known as cooperative learning (p.34).


 Charleston County emphasizes a focus early on reading skills. Sklarz and his staff have devised a reading program that allows a student to move from one reading level to the next regardless of age or grade level. They have used the Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition method, which uses a mixture of skill-based reading groups with mixed-ability groups. Additionally, all teachers including Mathematics, Social Studies and Science teachers emphasize language arts skills when they assign a word problem, laboratory write up or diary. 
Some other ways that Charleston County strives to keep their students on grade level include continuing students’ education throughout the summer. They recognize that at-risk students cannot afford ten weeks off. Also, Charleston County created parent workshops in which parents are encouraged to play an active role in their children's education. Also, Charleston County recognizes the lost hours spent on dealing with behavior issues, drugs, delinquency, truancy, etc. The County adopted a Saturday School in which students spend some of their suspension time. It has discouraged suspensions and saved valuable school time. In addition to this, Charleston County has worked with researchers from John Hopkins University to find ways to improve discipline and minimize time lost to suspensions. Overall, Sklarz stresses the need to start early, preventing problems before they arise. He states that if “schools wait until middle school or high school to make their bid to save the at-risk child, they’ll be too late” (p.34).


Echoing Sklarz, Hickman et al. (2008) also indicate that the key to reducing dropout rates is to start early. Hickman et al.’s  research indicates that the pathway that the majority of students undertake as early as kindergarten, is the pathway that they will follow for the remainder of their academic careers. Other approaches to reducing the drop out rate include  starting long before students even enter school. In their “KIDS COUNT Indicator Brief: Reducing the High School Dropout Rate,” The Annie E. Casey Foundation lists several approaches that will help reduce student failure and later dropout:

· Adopt a long-term approach that begins with strengthening school readiness
· Improve access to health care, beginning with prenatal care
· Address families’ access to economic resources and human services in children’s early years
· Expand access to high-quality early education programs
· Provide intensive support to students who struggle in elementary and middle school (p.3)

Other avenues should be considered before parents, educators and administrators retain a student. These avenues include, yet are not limited to,  promoting a student to the next grade with  remedial instruction, before and after school instruction and tutoring programs, summer school and  perhaps even extending one day of the school week for that promoted student as an alternative to retention (Bowman, 2005).


Retention is, at best, a sticky issue. Research reveals that the practice of retaining  students is a recipe for emotional, social and academic disaster. Yet, the practice persists. One might ask why there such a gap between research and practice. Are parents, educators and administrators informed of the long-term consequences of grade retention, or are they too focused on the immediate situation? Surely, the alternatives to grade retention I have mentioned are costly; however,  the costs of retaining a student are even greater.


In addition to considering other alternatives, this review suggests school districts have clear retention and promotion policies in place  to guide the retention decision. Open and continuous communication between parents and school officials can help to make informed, effective decisions regarding the educational outcome of students.

Appendix 1: Studies in Chronological Order

	Authors, Date
	Participants
	Purpose
	Methods
	Results

	Baenen, Nancy R.

1988
	243 students repeating first grade in 1981-82 was compared to matched low-achievers
	To see if retention allowed students to catch up to grade level.
	Focused on the progress of 243 students repeating first grade. The groups progress was later checked in 1987 when the students were in the  seventh grade.
	Results suggest that retention did not help students catch up to grade level.

	Cadigan, Doris. , Entwisle.,Doris R., Alexander, Karl L., & Pallas, Aaron M.

1988
	Large stratified random sample of Baltimore children.
	To see the differences between promoted and retained students of the first grade.
	A series of logistic regression analyses pinpoint the factors bearing on the decision not to promote children at the end of first grade.
	Results indicated that among the four clusters of  predictor variables, the teacher had the most influence in retention decisions. 

	Marion, Scott F. et al.

1989
	13,425 students, of which 1,469 retained. 36 sophomores and 36 seniors were randomly selected from 1,015 schools.
	To see if what the effects were  between early and late retained students.
	Compared the academic and affective outcomes of early and late retained students.
	Results indicate that there are some success stories for retained students.

	Rothstein, Vivian L. 2000
	5 students who were repeating the fifth grade
	To see if students were up to grade level by the end of their repeated school year
	Data were collected through student interviews , parent surveys,examination of information in student records, and classroom observations. Parent surveys were also sent to parents of the non-retained students in the class. Profiles were derived for each student, including scores on standardized achievement tests. 
	3 out of the 5 parents of retained students felt the extra school year was beneficial to their children. the children seemed to echo their parents feelings, good or bad. Rothstein found that only two of her students benefited academically form the retention, while the others did not and may have even suffered emotionally and socially as well.

	JImerson, Shane R., Anderson, Gabrielle E., & Whipple, Angela, 2002
	A systematic

review of 17 

studies

that examined 

dropping out of 

high

school before

graduating.
	To provide a comprehensive review of dropout research that examines grade retention within both associative and predictive models
	
	Discrepancies were found among the perspectives of many educational professionals regarding the efficacy of grade retention, and the developmental trajectories are presented.

	Stearns, Elizabeth., Moller, Stephanie., Blau, Judith., Potochnick, Stephanie.

2007
	Authors used a 

nationally 

representative 

sample

of eighth graders 

in 1988 who were 

resurveyed in

1990,1992, 1994,

and 2000.

They included

black,white and

Latino students,

but purposely left

out Asian students 

because of the low

incidence of

retention in Asian

students.
	The study tested whether standard theories of dropout including the participation-identification model and the social capital  model  explain a link between graduating and being promoted instead of retained.
	Used data from NELS, a nationally representative sample of eighth graders.
	Retention predicts both early and late dropout for white, black and Latino students even net of differences in resources and controls for sociodemographic and educational background.

	HIckman, G. Bartholomew, Mathwig, J. & Heinriech, R.,

2008
	Authors examined a

 random sample 119

 students enrolled

across 4 cohorts
	To see if differences

exist in the developmental pathways of high school graduates in comparison with high school dropouts, and which and when do these variables occur
	Multiple t tests were used to compare differences between high school graduates and dropouts
	T tests demonstrated differences between high school graduates and dropouts as early as kindergarten

	Bowers, Alex J.

2010
	Analyzed an entire

Grade 1-12 

longitudinal 

cohort-based

grading histories

of the class of 

2006 for two 

school districts in

the U.S.
	The purpose of the study was to extend and improve on the present longitudinal perspective of dropout identification to a longitudinal risk perspective through the use of teacher assigned grades to better understand and identify which students would dropout and when.
	Analyzed an entire

Grade 1-12 

longitudinal 

cohort-based 

grading histories 

of the class

of 2006 for two 

school

districts in the U.S.
	Results showed that grades as measured by noncumulative GPA were predictive of students at risk of dropping out and that this risk was greatest for students who received the lowest grades.

	Sparks, E. Johnson., J., & Akos.,P

2010
	9th Grade of 

Northeastern 

school district of 

17,735
	Performed a quantitative research on the theory that schools have misdirected their identification of students who are risk of dropping out
	Performed tests of 

statistical 

significance.
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