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Importance of the Study 

CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

With the increasing emph . 
asis on back-to-basics and 

competency-based education, the controversy 
over promotion 

and retention is again at the forefront of educational con-
cerns. To promote or not to promote i's a question that 

plagues thousands of teachers each June. Finlayson suggested 

that we are now "focusing on educational standards to be 

achieved by individuals so as to assure the public that we 

have high-quality programs and competent people" (1977, p. 

205). However, if the concept of the normal curve has any 

validity, some individuals must eventually meet failure in 

attempting to achieve these standards. When children are not 

promoted to the next grade with their classmates at a regular 

promotion period, Finlayson contended that they are being 

told in effect that they are failures in school. If the cur

rent move to higher standards continues to its logical con

clusion, inevitably some school children will fail or be 

retained in a grade, 

Another popular movement of the past decade, according 

to Finlayson (lg 77), focuses on affective education. Its 

h · d'vi'dual's growth and development main concern is forte 1n 1 

Such as attitude formation, self
in noncognitive areas 

and values clarification. Godfrey 
concept development, 

f · 1 tend to doubt their 
(1972) believed that students who ai 

f ' d in themselves, see 
own self-worth, have little con 1 ence 
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thems elv es as inadequate in 
social and family situations, and 

have an unfavorable view of their own behavior and moral 
worth. 

Powell (1981) maintained th . . . 
at pos1t1ve reinforcement, a 

positive self-concept, a feeling of self-worth, and an enthu-

siastic, positive attitude about school are all important if 

a child is to have a life of happiness, fulfillment, and 

success. He stated that "every child comes to school knowing 

something and has the ability to learn something" (p. 5). It 

is not the student's failure, but the failure of the school 

system for not providing positive environments, flexibility, 

and materials necessary to see that no child fails. Glasser 

(1969) supported this position also by his contention that 

once children receive the failure label and see themselves as 

failures, they will rarely succeed in school. 

Purkey (1970) suggested that the image of school grows 

gradually less positive with time, and "communicates a sense 

of personal inadequacy to many students" (p. 42). In order 

to make an understanding of self-concept a central -~art of 

the school, ways of modifying educational met hods t o prevent 

lf ts in students must be the development of negative se -concep 

found. Convinced t ha t school is not the Once children become 

Place of threat and an xiety place for them, that it is a 

and where the i r identity is 
where they cannot hope to succeed 

1 h 1 as well as ost, then the sc oo, 
the student, is in a very 

difficult position (Purkey, 197 o). 
d t heir approval of 

Ames and Gillespie (1970) offere 
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having children repeat d gra es. They felt that a child's re-
peating a grade should not be a 

disgrace or admission of 
failure since no o 

ne considers it a disgrace if a child 

walks, talks, or teethes a little late. 
Therefore, it is no 

disgrace if a child is maturing a li'ttle more slowly than the 

average. They also reminded their readers that the "average" 

is not a person; it is a statist 1·c. · Retaining a child in a 

grade "does not indicate that the child is stupid or dumb; it 

simply means that the school made a mistake and started the 

child before he was ready" (p. 82). 

At the Gesell Insitutue of Human Development in Con

necticut, Ames (1981) reported that retention should not lead 

children to be emotionally damaged. She said the temporary 

hurt might well be worth a more comfortable placement for the 

child. The Institute has studied thousands of children who 

have been retained, and reports that in almost every in

stance, retention was successful. She also summarized the 

works of others who found very positive responses from the 

majority of teachers and parents whose students and children 

were retained. 

9) Sugge sted that "parent, administraWeathersby (197 
laziness, and lack of qualitive, and professional pressure, 

ha ve turned guaranteed promotion 
ty in teachers themselves 

all students are promoted, regardless 
into a system whereby 

t rs have mastered the skills" 
of whether or not the youngs e 

ntually these youngsters 
(p. 6). She maintains that eve 

'th official diplomas but 
graduate from high school wi 
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frequently without adequate knowledge 
and skills to enable 

them to work effectively in society. 

sa
nd

in (cited in Plummer, 1982) stated that non-promotion 

is a sort of "official reminder to the pupil that he/she has 

failed in an aspect of his/her career which to many children 

is quite important" (p. 5). Herrick, Goodlad, Estvan, and 

Eberman (1956) suggested that neither non-promotion nor pro

motion is the real answer. They recommended an educational 

program that facilitates continuous progress for all children 

in each of the various aspects of their development. 

It is surprising, given the importance of the problem 

and the large number of children involved, how little is 

known about the impact of grade retention. There is no con

sistent, generally accepted basis for non-promotion. Chil

dren may be retained due to deficiencies in academic per

formance or to deficiencies in social maturity {Jackson, 

1975). 

· · t to promote a student from one grade to The dec1s1on no 

Consl.derable attention since its conthe next has received 

ception in the 1800's. 

no one point of view. 

The literature is vast and contains 

Proponents of grade retention efforts 

h the disadvantages and those assert that the benefits outweig 

Obviously, there are 
opposed find fault with the system. 

m f that e nter into a any actors 
discussion of retention and 

positive results for the 
whether it may actually produce 

school-age child, 
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statement of the Problem 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine the 

literature on promotion and retention in the elementary 

school. Conclusions have been drawn from this research about 

the specific effects on a child's self-esteen and future 

academic success. Promotion and retention policies vary 

widely from state to state, from school to school, and even 

from classroom to classroom. This study will be made avail

able to the Clarksville-Montgomery County School System to 

assist teachers and school administrators in making decisions . 
regarding their promotion and retention policies. 



CHAPTER 2 

Review of the Literature 

Effects of Promotion and Retent' 
ion on Self Esteem 

The impact of poor achievement on 
self-concept has re-

ceived considerable attention in literature. 
A 1973 study by 

White and Howa rd examined the relationship of self-concept 

and retention. The resea h re ers used data collected by the 

North Carolina Advancement School on more than 600 sixth 

graders from several school systems. They divided the stu

dents into three groups: those who had never failed a grade, 

those who had failed once, and those who had failed more than 

once. In comparing student self-concept scores, White and 

Howard found that failure was significantly related to lower 

self-concept, and that this relationship was most pronounced 

for the students who had failed more than once. However, 

this study did not attempt to establish a causal relationship. 

In 1975 Finlayson conducted a longitudinal study of the 

effect of non-promotion upon the self-concept of primary

grade students. He followed the children through the 1973-74 

1 In t he first year, the sample and 1974-75 schoo years. 

group consisted of 585 first-grade children who had never 

Durl·ng the second year the research included been retained. 

t d borderline, and promoted pupils still groups of non-promo e , 

attending the selected schools. Twenty-five students were 

and promoted groups also con
not promoted, so the borderline 

tained 25 students. 
t o highlight the effect of In an attempt 

of the pupils in the 
non-promotion on the self-concepts 

6 
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oromoted and non-promoted gr 
• oups , an intermediary or 
borderline group was selected b 

Y classroom teachers at the 
end of the first year. 

These students displayed the same 
characteristics (maturity achie . 

, vement, attitudes, behavior) 

as the non-promoted students but f • 
, or various reasons they 

were promoted to the second grade. h 
Te pupils' self-concepts 

Were measured on four separate occasions by the researcher 

during the two-year period. The results of this study 

indicated that after non-promotion, the group of retained 

pupils continued to increase their self-concept scores 

significantly, while scores of the borderline and promoted 

groups dropped slightly, but not significantly, during the 

second year. At the fourth measurement period, the self

concept scores of the non-promoted and promoted groups were 

virtually identical. 

Supplementing the self-concept data were two teacher 

questionnaires, a parent questionnaire, and an in-depth, 

follow-up parent interview designed to highl ig ht the effect 

of non-promotion of the first-grade youngsters (Finlayson, 

1977). The questionnaires secured facts and opinions bearing 

Pupi. ls' self-concepts and any effect that on the non-promoted 

non-promotion may have had on their self-image from the 

· t · s The teachers classroom teachers' and parents' perspec ive · 

of the pupils recommended for 
reported that approximately 75 % 

self-image prior to non
retention manifested a positive 

ts remained stable or became 
promotion, and the self-concep 

· very case; 84% the first school year in e 
more positive during 
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displayed a positive self-concept in the classroom after non

promotion; and 96% of the cases d • 
ur1ng the repeated school 

year remained stable or became more 
positive. Parents of the 

non-promoted children were asked to 
express their opinions 

regarding retention on the basis of how it affected their 

child. More than half of the responding parents stated that 

their children liked school more than they had the previous 

school year and found going to school easier than the last 

school year. A majority of the parents viewed their retained 

children as being more confident, more successful, and happier 

during the non-promoted year. Given the non-promot i on situa

tion and decision a second time, most parents indicated they 

were in favor of non-promotion and would make the same deci

sion. Finlayson concluded from his study that non-promotion 

does not negatively influence a child's self-concept. 

Plummer (1982) conducted a very thorough study using 218 

second- and fifth-grade students who attended a rural school 

in northeast Georgia. The Katz and Zigler (cited in Plummer, 

1982) self-image disparity approach was used. Each child was 

assessed individually with a questionnaire consisting of 20 

d . 10 pos1· t1· ve and 10 negative. a ject1ves, 
For each adjective 

" "or "no" Three question-there were two responses, yes · 

measure the real self, ideal naires were administered to 

self, and social self. 
The results of the study indicated 

been retaine d had higher , more 
that participants who had 

participants who had not been 
favorable self-evaluations than 

retained. 



9 

Godfrey (1972) cited 
a research project conducted by the 

North Carolina Advancement School 

matic 

those 

Which revealed some dra
differences between stud t 

ens who had been retained and 
who had not. 

The Tennessee Self-Concept Scale was used 

to measure self-concepts of 1,200 · 
sixth- and seventh-grade 

students. This scale yields scores on 10 subscales: self-

criticism, total positive, identity, self-satisfaction, 

behavior, physical self, moral-ethical self, personal self, 

family self, and social self. On every subscale students who 

had repeated grades scored lower t han those who had not. 

Students who had repeated two or more g rades scored fa r below 

the mean on each subscale. Scores on t hes e t ests showed t hat 

grade retention resulted in poor attitud es a s wel l a s the 

belief by the students that they could no t achi eve goals 

possible for most people. 

Cooper conducted a study in 1980 to dete r mi ne if the r e 

were differences in achievement, s elf - concept , ob se rved be

havior, and teacher perce pt i ons of kindergarten and fi rst

grade students who had been reta i ned a nd those who had be en 

considered for retention but pr omo ted . The s ampl e fo r t h is 

study consisted of two groups: the first con t aining e leven 

h had been r etai ned, kindergarten and first-grade st uden ts w 0 

the second containing 
d de s tude nt s who 24 f irst- a nd s econ - gra 

. but we r e promo t ed. Subjects 
were considered for retention 

ol i tan Achi eveme nt 
were administered the Metrop 

Tests, the 

t he Cop i ng An alysis 
California Test of Personality, and 

Schedule for Educational settings. 
A sta ti s t ical d ifference 
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was found between the Promoted and non-
academic achievement with the promoted groups in 

promoted group f 
better academically than the per orming 

non-prom t 0 ed group. N o signifi-
cant difference was found in 

self-concept, overt behavior, 
and teacher perceptions. 

The correlation between 
success or failure and self-

concept has been extensively 
researched. In 1973 Walker 

(cited in Chafe, 1984) 1· isted numerous studies from the 

fields of education and psychology which demonstrate the 

cyclical relationship between 1 se f-concept and failure (not 

necessarily grade retention). F ·1 a1 ure breeds poor self-

concept which in turn leads to more failure. The issue, 

according to Chafe, is the effect that failure caused by 

grade retention has on self-concept. 

Is it more harmful to retain a student or to pro

mote a student who will then remain at the bottom of the 

class? If a low-achieving student is socially promoted, 

there is no immediate sense of failure; however , the 

pattern of failure in relation to classmates remains 

unchanged. If the student is retained , t he failure is 

there for all to see; but repeating a grade may help the 

student improve in class ranking, thus beginning a pat-

tern of success, 
on the other hand , if a student expe-

f ne Y
ear as a result of repeating a 

riences success or o 
re there that the success is not 

grade, what assurances a 

transitory? 
. rease in achievement is not ac

If the inc 
. . ability to learn, then the 

companied by an increase in 
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student will soon be at the bottom of the class again, 

but this time with classmates who are 
younger. This 

could be an even more devastati'ng bl f 
ow to sel -concept. 

(Chafe, 1984, p. 8) 

Chafe (1984) reviewed several studies and concluded that 

"relationships have been demonstrated between students who 

have been retained and four indicators of personal and social 

well-being: low self-concept, poor social adjustment, poor 

attitudes toward school, and potential for dropp ing out" (p. 

10), The problem, he adds, is trying t o determine a cause 

and effect relationship. 

It has not been determined whe the r r eta i nees fail 

because they have a low s e lf-co nce pt or whe t her t he y 

have a low self-concept becaus e t hey fail . It ha s al s o 

not been determined tha t t he r e ason that they drop out 

t he y were retained early in their of school is because 

academic career. It may be s imply that the kind s of 

students who are at r i s k for retention are the s ame 

kinds of students who a r e at ri s k for dropping out . 

i s t hat rete ntion doe s not solve What is clear, however, 

se lf -co nce pt , poor social adju stthe problems of poor 

t owa rd s chool , or potential fo r ment, poor attitudes 

dropping out. 
, s tudy provide s evi Altho ug h Fin l ay s on s 

lt in s hor t- term improve
dence that retention ma y resu 

by Whit e a nd Howard t the study ments in self-concep ' 

tha t these improv e men ts suggests 

(Chafe, 1984, P· lO) 

may be s hor t-l ived. 
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Effects of Promotion and Retent· 
ion on Academic Achievement 

Bocks (1977) pointed out several 
studies which do not 

support the idea of non-prom t· 
0 ion as a means to greater 

achievement. As early as 1911 a seven-year study was done by 

Keyes (cited in Bock s , 1977) in a school district of about 

5,000 pupils. Keyes found that of those students retained, 

20% did better, 39% showed no change, and 40% actually did 

worse. In 1926 Buckingham (cited in Bocks, 1977) found that 

only about one-third of several thousand children did better 

work after repeating a grade. McKinney (cited in Bocks, 

1977) studied repeaters above the first grade and discovered 

that 35% of the repeaters did better work the second time, 

53% did not improve, and 12% did poorer work. Bocks con

cluded from these studies that the majority of pupils who 

repeat a grade will achieve no better the second t ime in that 

grade than they did the first t ime . 

Other studies cited by Bocks (1977) supported the idea 

does not ensure greater mastery of elementhat non-promotion 

tary subject matter. Arthur 's stud y (cited in Bossing & 

the ac hievement of 60 first -grade Brien, 1980) compared 

. t of non-repeaters of the same repeaters with the achievemen 

mental age. th e average repeater learned she found that 

as the average non-repeater about the same in two years 

learned in one year. and Bloomers (cited in Bocks , Coffield 

1977) discovered in 
· children who are 

1956 that slow-learning 

promoted ultimately perform on about 
the same level when 

. ared in the their performance 1s comp 
same higher grade , in 
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spite of the fact that the rt . 
e ained students each spent an 

extra year in attaining this higher 
grade. In a frequently 

quoted study by Klene and Branson (c1'ted i· n 
Bocks, 1977) 

children who had been recommended f 
or retention were equated 

on the basis of chronological age, mental age, and sex. Half 

were then promoted and half were retai· ned. 
The researchers 

concluded that potential repeaters profi' ted more from promo-

tion than did the repeaters from non-promoti on in terms of 

measured achievement. In 1933 Farley, Frey , and Garland 

(cited in Bocks, 1977) discovered t hat chi l d ren wi th low IQ's 

who had repeated several grades we r e no t doing as we ll in 

their schoolwork as children of t he s ame ability wh o had been 

kept with those of approximate ly th e i r own age . 

Godfrey (1972) referred t o a 1970 research project by 

the North Carolina Advancement Sc hool in which more tha n 

1,200 students in grades s i x and s even from 14 repre s entative 

schools were tested and t he data analyzed to differentiate 

repeaters and non-repeaters. Re s ults showed that those who 

r e adl· ng at a 6 . 8 grade level ; had not been retained were 

those who had repeate d one g rad e s cored a t a 5 . 2 level ; and 

those who had repeated two o r more grades dropped to a 4 . 5 

grade level. On mathematics achievement, students who had 

7 h Pe rcentile ; those who had 
averaged in t he 2 t not repeated 

t he 10th percentile ; and t ho se 
repeated one grade scored i n 

h or more g r ad es w o had repeated two 
dropped to the 5th pe r -

centile. These data point 

not result in helping them 

d i d out that r e taining s tud e nts 

" c ademi ca ll y--the usual "catc h up a 
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j ust ificati o n for having 
students repeat. 

Holmes and Matthews ( 1984 ) 
used data from 44 different 

studies to determine the effect 
of grade-level retention on 

elementary and junior high school pupi'ls. 
The 44 studies 

consisted of 18 published studie s , 14 dissertations, and 12 

master's theses. 
A total of 11 , 13 2 pupils were included in 

these 44 investigations. The effect of non-promotion on 

pupils' academic achievement was me asured i n 31 of the 44 

studies. The results of these stud i'es · · 1nd1ca t ed t hat non-

Promotion had a negative effect on t he · 1 pu p1 s' academ i c 

achievement. 

In 1964 Chansky (cited i n Cha f e , 1984) studied the 

effects of retention on academic ac hievement in the fir s t 

grade. The populat i on used was a group of student s who were 

a t risk for retention. Student s from this group who were 

identified by their te a c he r s and principals as more promising 

were pr omoted. The progres s of the students who had been 

pr omoted was then compared with that of the retained stu

dents. After a year, Chans ky found significant differences 

on the vocabulary and re ad ing scales of the California 

Achievement Test which f avore d the promoted students . How-

were still below the expectations ever, the promoted students 

Of . in danger of being retained . 
the next grade and again 

McAfee (1981) conducted a 
s tudy over a two- year period 

l
· n to d e t e rmi ne if retention has a be ne-

1977-78 and 1978-79 
An a naly s i s of his data reveal ed 

f icial effect on students. 

b
e nefi c i a l effect in the e leme ntary 

that retention did have a 
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grades. In the middle-secondary 
grades no significant effect 

was observed. In all grades std . 
' u ents in compensatory educa

tion groups showed as 1 
arge as or larger gains than the other 

groups. 

Hess, Martin, Park 
er, a nd Beck (1978) reported that 

studies of effects of t · 
re ent1on on academic achievement are 

generally inconclusive. R d' 
eme 1al instruction within the grade 

level may be more valuable than older methods of retention. 

Dobbs and Neville (cited in Chafe, 198 4) studied t he 

effects of retention on first graders. The i r s tudy t ook 

place in 1967 and they attempted t o overcome t he pr oblem o f 

initial differences between the pr omoted and retain ed groups 

by matching 30 pairs of subjec t s on a va r iety of pe r s onal and 

academic variables. Each pa ir con s is t ed of a s t uden t who had 

been retained and a student who had been promoted . Ov e r a 

two-year period they f ound s ignificantly greater gains in 

reading and arithmetic achi ev ement among the promoted group . 

In 1971 Abidin, Gollad ay , and Howerton (cited in Chafe , 

1984) reported the results o f a longitudinal study . which 

observed the effects of rete nt ion over a six- year period . 

had been retained in the first or They compared students who 

who had scored below the 25th persecond grade with students 

l ·tan Re ad ine s s Te s t but who had been centile on the Metropo 1 

promoted. no s ho rt-te rm po s itive or negativ e 
They found 

did obs erve a s ig nifica nt 
effects of retention, but th ey 

a cademic achieveme nt a nd 
long-term deterioration in th e 

l tiv e to t ha t of the 
d students r e a ability of the retaine 
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Promoted students. The' 
ir conclusion was that retention 

produces a continuous deteriorat · . . 
ion in achievement and 

measured intelligence th h 
roug out elementary school. 

In an examination of the results of 25 studies Rose, 

Medway, Cantrell, a nd Marus (1983) found that promoted pupils 

made gains averaging 8-12 months i' n 
one year while retained 

pupils gained approximately 6 months. In other words, they 

concluded, it often takes two years for t he retained child to 

learn what the promoted child learned in one year. 

A doctoral dissertation by Powell ( 1982 ) assessed t he 

academic effects of retention on e l ementary s c hoo l pup i ls. 

He found that retention did not con s i st e ntly imp r ov e ac hie ve

ment relative to national norms on s tandardized te s t s; how

ever, the earlier the child was r etained and t he high e r th e 

child's pre-retention rank, t he greater the improveme nt wa s 

likely to be. 

Wright (1981) studi ed t he impac t of first grade reten-

tion on performance in the thi r d grade . Retained and pro-

moted groups were matched on s everal variables . Achievement 

. d students showed a numerical test scores for the retaine 

d t d nt s· however , advantage over the promote s ue 1 
this advantage 

11 d Wright concluded that disappeared when age was cont ro e · 

the achi· evement was no t great enou impact on 
gh to justify t he 

. f t hese s tudent s. use of grade retention or 
t • policy for th e 

Of a r etent ion/ pr omo ion An evaluation 
. . t which went into e ff ect in 

Sc hool D1stnc Austin Independent d 
. t ha t were cons idere 

re. tainees ma de gai ns 1981-82 found that 
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ave rage for low achievers i . 
n reading and 

below average in math. 
gains that were 

st
udents With the lowest achievement 

in reading and math prior to ret t· 
en ion made the greatest 

gains. The performance of reta· 
inees after repeating a grade 

was closer to that of their younger classmates than that of 

students with similar characteristi·cs who 
had been promoted. 

some students made impressive gains. The conclusion was that 

if retention is intended to produce better gains among low 

achievers than routine promotion, it i s not ef f ective; how

ever, if it is only expected that r e ta i nees wi l l come closer 

to the functional level of their classmat es, it succeeds to 

some extent. In either case, the f act that rete nt i on i s not 

bad for all students suggests t hat rete ntion de c i s i ons s hould 

be made very selectively and on an ind ividual bas is . 

Kerzner (1982) tested once-re tained elementa ry s tude nts 

who had completed at least o ne grade level beyond the grad e 

which had been repeated. Scores on the Comprehensive Te s t of 

Basic Skills were compared wi th score s prior to retention . 

Results showed significant gain s were made at all level s, but 

especially in grades 1-3. 

ev a luated the new promotio n/ Elligett and Tocco (1 983 ) 

Pi·nellas Coun t y , Florida . retention policy in 
They compar ed 

f reta in ed s tudents at three 
the achievement test scores 0 

periods: 
. ( 2) immediately afte r 

(1) prior to retention, 

after complet i on o retention, and (3) 
f one more grad e. These 

researchers found that the 
of r eta ined st udents median ran k 

Yea r of retent i on. 
f their increased remarkably a ter 

Th e 
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median rank then dropped when the 
students were promoted to 

the next grade; however • 
. , it still remained significantly 

above what it was prior t . 
o retention. I mprovement in percen-

tile ranking occurred at 11 a levels, b t u was greater in the 
earlier grades than · in the later grades. Elligett and Tocco 
emphasized that the scores f 

rom the year following promotion 
should be compared with the s 

cores prior to retention since 

it is unlikely that students would have made such gains had 

they been routinely promoted. Thus, t he new promotion/ reten-

tion policy was effective in ra i·s 1· ng t he achi evement scores 

of retained pupils. 

Limitations of Stud i es 

One of the most quoted rev iews of r e tentio n re sea rch i s 

that which Jackson completed in 1975 for th e Uni t ed Sta tes 

Commission on Civil Rights. J ac kson crit i cally analyzed 44 

studies dating from 1911 t hr ough 1973 . From t hese stud i es, 

he identified three basic t ypes of rese a rch design . Two of 

the three designs have i nher en t flaws wh i ch bias the result s 

of the research either for o r again s t retention . De s ign Type 

I compares the progress of s t udent s who are reta i ned under 

· ' t h t h p r ogress of students who are normal school policies w1 e 

1 . · Since it can be assumed that promoted under normal po 1c 1e s. 

h ha ve academi c or social / emotional 
t e retained students 

Presen t i n t heir promoted counterpart s 
problems that are not 

not ha ve bee n re t ained) , it follow s 
(otherwise they would 

•i1 s how mo re prog r ess. 
l ogically that the promoted group wi 

. . biased i n fa vor of promot i on. 
This type of design 1s 
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Desi g n Type II compares the co nd ition of retained stu
dents before and after their 

year of retention. This design 
does not attempt to compare retention w1'th 

promotion, but 
rather the effects of spending 

two years learning material 
intended to be learned in one 

year. It is reasonable to as-

sume that students will show some progress 
after a second 

Year in the same grade; therefore, th' 
1s type of design is 

biased in favor of retention. 

Design Type III is the only design whic h effect ivel y 

compares the value of retent i on a nd promo t ion . Under t hi s 

design a group of students i s identif i ed fo r r eten tion under 

normal school policies. Half of th e g r oup i s th e n r andomly 

chosen for promotion while t he ot he r half is retained . Th e 

short-term and long-term e f fec t s of g r ade retentio n can t hen 

be observed from comparisons of these two groups in the 

following year and in late r years . 

Unfortunately, Jackson fo und only three studies which 

used Design Type III and a ll of them had additional ?roblems : 

the most recent of the stud ie s was more than 30 years old ; 

r epresentative enough to permit none of their samples were 

broad generalizations; and th ey s tudied only short- term 

effects. f i ndings of these studies did An analysis of t he 

. t retention as an educa
not significantly support or re Jec 

tional policy. 
could s till be ba s ed on 

Jackson felt that conc l us io ns 
de sign t ype s if the fi nd-

studies representing th e firS t two . Wh at 
. t in the de s ign s. 

b . ses 1nheren ings went against the ia 
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he found, however, was what 
he anticipated: the studies from 

oesign Type I significantly 
supported promotion while the 

studies from Design Type II si . . 
gnificantly supported reten-

tion. The primary conclusion that J k 
ac son drew was that 

additional controlled research . 
is needed before any definite 

conclusions on the effectiveness 
of retention can be made. 

In the meantime, II d 
e ucators who retain pupils in a grade do 

so without valid res h earc evidence to ind i cate that such 

treatment will provide greater benefits to students wi th 

academic or adjustment difficulti·es t han will promot i on to 

the next grade" (Jackson, 1975 62 7) ' p. . 

Chansky's 1964 study (descri bed previously in t hi s 

paper} provided a good e xample of the problems inherent in 

Jackson's Design Type I. Although all of the students in

volved were at risk for r et en tio n, those who were promoted 

had observable differenc es which led teachers and principals 

to believe that they had a be t ter chance of succeeding in ·the 

second grade. The promoted s tudents had higher mental ages 

and were months ahead in achi e ve ment areas before the study . 

It cannot be determined whether the superi or performance of 

the promoted stude nts was due to their promotion or to ini -

tial differences in abilit y (C hafe , 19 84 ) · 

d On Jac kson ' s (1975) suggestion that 
McAfee (1981) expande 

rch in this area . McAf ee 
there is a lac k of exper i menta l re s ea 

. d"ff i cul t y in conducting an expe r i -
contended that the maJor 1 

S
chools a re unwilling to as s ign treat 

mental study is that 

l
· s, f r om a pool of poten tial 

· 1 . that ments randomly to pupl s , 
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· nees t o randomly ass1' gn retal some to be promoted and some to 

be retained. He maintained that this unwillingness results 

from the political realities that school people must face at 

the grassroots level. School officials are expected to know 

that retention is either effective or it is not. Given the 

lack of good data, one's position is partly determined by the 

most persuasive rhetoric that one hears. Schools must 

exhibit a degree of certainty in their decisions on student 

assignments. Parents, particularly, are not anxious to have 

their children as objects in a social expe r i ment. 



CHAPTER 3 

Summary of Current Policies 
and Practices: 

Considerations for 
Retention 

Lindvig (1983) r 
eported that research does exist to sup-

port the contention that d 
gra e retention can have some very 

Positive results. It ma b 
y e that educators a re better able 

to recognize when a child is · 
in need of additional time, and 

it may be that attitudes have changed in res po nse t o the 

understanding of individual prob l ems. Vi ew ing re t ent ion as 

an opportunity as opposed to a defe a t ha s likely made chi l

dren and those around them much more receptive to retention 

(Lind v ig, 1983). 

Perhaps the answer lies in an e xamination of why chil 

dren fail and an attempt t o provide a learning situation 

where they can succeed (G odf r ey , 1972) . If instruction is 

t r ul y individualized t o me et the needs of each student (a 

concept often given onl y " lip service " in most schools) , God 

f rey maintained that it mat ters little what grade a child is 

in. 

When it has been de c id ed t hat a child wi ll be retained , 

Mooney and Mooney ( 19 7 0 ) made the following su ggestions : 

( 1) See that the c hi l d is allowed to remain at home on 

report ca r d da y · 

Ch l'ld for taunts from other ch ildre n. 
(2) Prepare the 

to summer school . 
(3) Do not force the c hild to go 

. " and " failing . " (p. 17) 
t " pas s ing (4) Ne ver tal k abou 

d r carefully each instance . ned t o po n e Teachers are cautio 

2 2 
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of doubtful promotion (Herrick G dl 
, oo ad, Estvan, & Eberman, 

1956). These authors advised t 
eachers to give children the 

benefit of any existing doubt 
and promote them. 

Powell (1981) maintained that educators must develop a 

different attitude toward the lower level student. They must 

accept th is type of student as a human being who has the 

ability to learn. Educators must take the students from 

where they are, socially, academically, a nd emotionally, and 

help them to grow as individuals. Powe l l conte nded that 

there is no conceivable way to ev e r pract ice t he philosophy 

of "uniqueness" or individualization until a more po s i t ive 

approach to grading is initiated . To help allevia t e thi s 

problem, Powell recommended a grading system of A- B- C- I . 

Using this system, students, te achers , and paren t s would no 

longer have to fear report ca rd day . Students then would not 

fa il, but would mainta i n a grade of I (Incomplete) until the 

required work was compl e ted . 

Chase (cited in Plummer , 1982) concluded from his 1972 

f th child who is retained and study that careful select ion o e 

t ha t child ' s progress is necessary consistent monitoring of 

' bl negative effects of to alleviate or decrease t he po s si e 

grade retention. 

Herrick et al., d th t non- promotion of 
( 19 56 ) conc lude a 

pupils in order to assu 
t matter doe s no t re maste ry of subjec 

Children do not appear to 
often accomplish its ob j ecti ve. 

but e xperience l ess growt h i n • a gr ade learn more by repeating 
do wh e n pr omoted . 

. ment t han t hey subject-matter achieve 
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simply to conclude from res 
earch that promotion is the more 

defensible of two alternat· ives is not the answer (Herrick et 
al,, 1956). "Promotion is no . 

universal panacea. It does not 
change a child's basic learning 

rate. It does not auto-
matically provide the instruct· 

ion needed for the range of 

abilities and attainments ever-present 
in any given class" 

(p. 398). 

Godfrey (1972) wrote "R · ' etention of stude nts obviousl y 

does not effect improved academic ach i evemen t" (p. 35 ) . 

Moreover, he maintained that re t ent i on appa ren t ly has detr i 

mental effects, not only on academic achi evemen t, but al so on 

the students' self-concepts an d a tti tude s. 

Social promotion and ret ention are not the sole solution 

to academic achievement acc or ding to Lindvig (198 3 ) . Ideally , 

an educational system shou ld be designed to accommodate the 

individual needs of its s tudents , and in many ways , sy s tems 

have undergone tremendous change over the last decade in an 

attempt to meet both t he academic and the emotional needs of 

students. Educators now under s tand that many children suffer 

learning problems resulting from factors other than intelli -

gence. have been designed to help remediate Special programs 

t he C lassroom , and in the classroom 
learning problems out of 

. h1'ld r en according to need. Lindvig 
teachers work to group c 

are e ve n i nc or porating into t heir curri c
continued, "Teachers 

' a f fe c tive ' educational mea s ures 
ulum what is now termed 

t . se lf - expres s ion , etc . a nd 
Which refer to attitude forma i on , 

as th e academic growth of t he 
promoting the personal as well 
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student" (1983, p. 254). 

There are certain circu t 
ms ances when a ch ild might bene-

fit from repeating a grade (L' d . 
in vig, 1983); for example, the 

child who is not quite ready for fi'rst grade 
and meets with 

failure during a very critical time is gi ven a chance to 

start again rather than being pushed on to further failure 

and frustration. The ch1'ld h · w o 1s genera l l y i mmature and is 

pressured by demands in the fourt h grade migh t welcome t he 

opportunity to grow by repeating a grade. Th e same can be 

said of the child who gradua l ly fa ll s f urt he r and f urther be

hind and is seriously frustrated by junior high . Th e chi l d 

who is continually absent f r om school as a result of medi ca l 

problems, or the child whose f amily is constantly on t he 

move, may need extra time t o catch up or master the bas ic s . 

According to Lindv i g (1 9 83 ) there are numerous cases 

when a child fa i ls to mast er the basics and has to struggle 

years afterward. Despite the new methods of teaching and 

pr ograms offered to meet s pecial needs, there are still stu-

dents in danger of be i ng pus hed on to continued failure . On 

to Say that all underachievers would benefit the other hand, 

from repeating a grade i s probably unrealistic . The answer 

f the student problem and the 
is dependent upon the na tu re 0 

circumstances that sur r ound it . 
Lindvig joined other 

that teachers look at the 
researchers i n recommendi ng 

t he fa ctor s that are like ly t o 
individual child and assess 

to a Succe ssful retent ion , contribute 
• · to retai n a t ha t t he dec i s ion 

Horn (1976) conte nded 
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student should not be made in 
haste and that teachers should 

follow these guidelines: 

(1) To avoid the ill f e fects of n t · ega ive reinforcement, 

( 2) 

( 3) 

the teacher should not th 
reaten retention nor refer 

to it in the classroom. 

Individual attention should be 
g iv en to the student 

to insure that his second year i s not simply a 

repetition of the first. 

The repeating student shou ld ha ve a dif fe r ent 

teacher during t he second yea r if pos s ible , and t hat 

teacher should keep a c lose chec k on the child 's 

progress to allow f o r quick discovery and correc t io n 

of any problems. (p . 33 ) 

Children needing retent ion should receive it early in 

their school career accordi ng to Horn (1976) because that is 

when the basics t o sup po r t their future education are 

learned. If childre n a re too immature to grasp these basics 

when first presented , th ey will profit greatly from an extra 

year in which to mature emo t ionally and academically . 

Where the goal of edu cation is maximal learning by each 

pupil, the key questi on is no longer , "Should academically 

deficient pupils be promote d or retained?" (Reiter , 1973 , P· 

14). Children can learn or r emain illiterate under either 

The question becomes "How ca n 
procedure according t o Reite r , 

. · t a t ion be provided for thi s 
the most favorable learning si u 

· him with t he 
pupil?" (p. 14 ). Reiter sugges ts , "Placing 

t ' th him and his 
most ef fe c t iv e ly i nt e r ac wi 

teacher who wi 11 
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unique needs usually is more . 
important th 

P
upil's tests an classifying the 

cores or his ch 
ronological " 

After examining age (1973, P• 14). 
several studies on the effects of reten-

tion on achievement, Ch afe (1984 'P• 8) came to the f 1 o lowing 
conclusions: 

(1) When academic , acnievement is 

norms for the grade which is 

measured against the 

being repeated, the 

retained student is 1 ikely to show improvement. 

(2) When the academic progress of the retained student 

is measured against the pro f gress o promoted 

students who exhib it s imilar sk1'll s and abilities, 

the retainee is likely to fall behind. 

(3) Any gains that the retainee has made relative to 

new, younger classmates will tend to disappear in 

subsequent years. 

Thus, the effectiveness of grade retention in 

solving academic difficu lties depends on the perspective 

one wishes to take; however, retention by itself ap

parently does not teach the child how to become a better 

student, so gains are not likely to be permanent. 

Labaree (1983) considered the stands taken by the 

writers of the six major literature reviews published in the 

last ten years. He noted that not one of these writers 

adopted a position in suppor t of retention : 

th Policy question (Jack son, 
Three remain neutral on e 

1975; Selden, 1982; southwest Education Development Lab-

prepared for the Philadelphia 
oratory, 1981) while one, 
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school system, mildl f 
y avors social promotion (Reiter, 

1973) and two others t 
s rongly support social promotion 

(Thompson, 1980· Haddad 19 1 

' 
79) • Th 1 k e ac of support for 

retention is understandable. 
Since social promotion 

represents the status quo, the burden of proof naturally 
falls on the supporters of 

a change toward t ougher pro-
motional standards; and no 

such proof currently exists. 
(p. 17) 

In the fall of 1973 the Greensvi l le Coun ty Schoo l s, 

Virginia, started a new achievement-ba sed promot ion program 

(Owen & Ranick, 1977). Its strict promotio n s ta nda r ds ref us e 

social promotion: no stude nt will be promoted unt il he/ s he 

has mastered the skills at t he grade level . Out of 3,7 50 

students, 800 were r e tained t he first year . The whole cur r i c

ulum was changed and to eva luate pupil progress the follow

ing testing program was adop t ed : Science Research Associate s 

(SRA) Achievement Tests (g rade s 1- 9 ) , Iowa Tests of Educa

tional Development (grades 10- 12) , and Metropolitan Readiness 

Test (kindergarten). New proficiency-based graduation re -

quirements accompanied the pr omotion standards . Owen and 

Ranick maintained that t he s chools sought to "bring each 

pupil up to established stand a rds ... and attend to the 

1 strengths and weaknes ses , 
diagnosis of students' ind ividua 

t the needs of slower · · · · tru c t ion t o mee provide intensive ins 
of succes s ,. (p . 533) . Re

students, and create an atmosphere 
the same class rooms with 

tained students were not pl aced i n 
. stead grouped with other b t were in 

newly promoted student s , u 
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students of their age. Partial p . 
romot1ons were available 

for students who achieved 
most of the sk1' lls of their grade. 

The authors reported the 
program an unqualified success. 

Achievement test scores d 
an measured IQs have risen, the 

dropout rate and number of retentions have fallen, and stu-

dents, teachers, and the community have r esponded with 

satisfaction. 

Koons (1977) reacted strongly to Owen and Ranick's 

advocacy of the strict student promotion po li cy of t he 

Greensville Schools. The resea r ch , he arg ue d , "consistently 

reveals the futility of such a 'common s en s e ' policy a nd 

points the other way" (p. 701 ) . Koon s cited re search s howi ng 

that regularly promoted low- achievers do better than s imilar

ly troubled students who ar e r etained . Some students may 

possibly benefit from retent ion , but for every one who doe s 

"there are two or more who are not helped or who may actually 

regress foll owing non-promotion" (p . 701) . Owen and Ranick 

claimed that age-based promotion is more damaging than work -

ing at the same materi a l un til it is mastered . 

claim is based on fallac y ac cording to Koons . 

But their 

"They falsely 

assume that low-achieve r s who are promoted with their peers 

d" level at which they can succee cannot be given work at a 

(Koons , 19 7 7 , p. 7 0 2) • 
Mak i ng s tudents fit the schools , as 

1 the problem according to 
Greens v ille does, will not s o ve 

h l s fit the students" (1 977 , P· 
Koons. "We must make the sc 00 

7 0 2) • 
t hat re gul a r l y pr omoted , 

Koons concluded by stati ng 
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low-achieving children score higher on 
achievement tests than 

do similar retained students f 
a ter they have spent an addi-

tional year in a grade. 
There is no criterion to predict 

which children may possibly benefit. 

Haddad (l 979 ), in a review of international reserach on 

grade retention, cited several studies which link retention 

t o dropping out. Findings · d ' in 1cate that a one percent in-

crease in retention leads to an equivalent increase in the 

dropout rate and that retention at t he pr imary level i s a 

significant predictor of dropp i ng out of high s chool . Haddad 

claimed the educational dollar is poorly s pent when a student 

repeats a grade and that thos e who argue for grade r epet i t i on 

make the assumptions t hat "a cademic factors determine succ ess 

and failure, achievement t e s t s are reliable , some skill s ar e 

best taught at a particu l ar l evel , and children placed at 

similar developmental l ev e ls are emotionally better off" (p . 

5). This researcher argued for automatic promotion and sug-

. 1 ab1' lity groups , and a new role gested a nongraded curr1cu um , 

t t Sol ve the educational and for educational me asuremen o 

economic problems of the sc hools. 

) t a research summary to Baenen and others (19 S0 wro e 

. conclusions as to whether 
present findings and re stat e policy 

i s more beneficial for students 
grade retention or promoti on 

• . d · c problems. with serious aca em1 
She concurred with other 

researchers by saying: 
l· s not conc lu s ive about d thus f ar The research complete 
o r r e t a in s tud e nt s who 

r to promote whether it is bette 
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are achieving below 
expectations. 

studies at present wh· h ic support 

retention is n t 

There seem to be more 

the view that grade 

o more beneficial th an grade promotion 
for students with serious academic 

problems. Many 
studies have found th 

at some students benefit, some stay 

the same, and some suffer fro b . . 
m e1ng retained compared 

to those who are promoted. Most of the research avail-

able, however, has serious h met odological problems that 

make any conclusions drawn t · e nt a t 1ve a t best. (Baenen, 

et al., 1980, p. 1) 

School systems across the country are developing pr o

grams and policies to deal wi th t he promotion/ retention 

dilemma. Competency Based Cur riculum (CBC) was introduced in 

the District of Columbia Pub lic Schools in 1976 and fully 

implemented throughout the sys t em in September , 1979 . The 

Student Progress Plan (SP P) which is an integral part of CBC 

dealing with grade placeme nt and promotion was implemented in 

the primary grades in Se pt emb e r , 1980 , CBC was designed to 

help children succeed i n sc hool through a skills mastery in

structional program which t ak e s into account individual dif -

f erences in learning style and rate of grow th ' In accordance 

Of CBC' t he goal of SPP is to eliminate 
with the phi l osophy 

by re quiring mastery of specific skill s 
automatic promotion 

d t o a higher grade level . 
before students are assi gne 

f
. t of t he SPP , the District of 

In evaluating its irs year 

( 19 81
) f ound that more s tuden ts we r e 

Columbia Public Schools 
woul d have bee n pr omoted under t he 

Promoted under SPP than 
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traditional policy. According t 8 0 PP, students are promoted 
at the end of each semester if they have mastered the re-
quired skills for their grade level 

1
. n 

both reading and 
mathematics. Students who h 

ave mastered t he required skills 
in only one of these areas 

are placed in either transitional 
reading deficiency classes or 

transiti onal mathematics defi-
ciency classes. Students who fail to mas t er the objectives 

for their grade level in both readi' ng d h · an mat emat1cs are 
retained. 

The report compared rates of pr omo ti on by s tud e nt educa

tional need (indicated by Titl e I s t at us under the El ementary 

and Secondary Eduation Act ) , re ad ing and math achievemen t 

level, sex, and participat io n in Operation Rescue , a volun

teer tutorial program. Resu lt s of the evaluation showed th at 

a higher proportion of all st ude nts and of Title I s tudent s 

were promoted at the end of the second semester than at the 

end of the first, and t ha t more girls than boys were pro

moted (District of Columbia Public Schools , 1981) . 

Reinherz and Gr i ffin ( 19 70) attempted to find out what 

f 1 retention experiences . facto rs contribute to succ ess u 

Their subjects were 57 pr imary boys from several Quincy , 

Schools Who were repeating a grade for the Massachusetts, 

first time. h d at lea s t normal intelligence . 
All the boys a 

• f try achievement 
The Of the Students made sat1s ac o majority 

and dur1· ng the retenti on. progress 
Thirty- six earned satis-

while 21 had e ithe r poo r 
factory achievement at grade le ve l 

Thirty-eight or fair achievement. 
mad e much progre ss or 
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improved over past levels while 
19 made only little or some 

In further analysis of the1'r progress. 
subjects' retention 

experience, the authors f 
ound several var1'ables to be signif-

icantly associated with t ' 
sa isfactory achievement. One was the 

grade level of retention. 
Over SO% of the first graders made 

satisfactory achievement, whereas more 
than half of the 

second- and third-grade repeaters h 
sowed only fair or poor 

achievement. This finding, noted Reinherz and Griffin, sup-

ports the common notion that retention is most helpful and 

least risky early in a child's schooling. 

Three additional findings were pert i nent to t he assoc i a

tion of grade level and achieveme nt . Fir s t , mo st of t he 

children showed learning difficulty f r om the beginni ng of 

their schooling. Second, paren ta l a tt itudes toward re tent io n 

tended to be more negative for second and third graders t han 

for first graders. And third , principals offered differen t 

reasons for retention for sec ond and third graders than for 

first graders. For the forme r t hey t ended to cite academic 

reasons, but for the latter t hey us ually cited emotional a nd 

behavioral reasons, particular ly immaturity (Reinherz & 

Griffin, 1970). 

Reinherz and Griffin also fo und t hat emotional and 

Were ll'nked wit h s a t isfactory student pro
social stability 

. 1 and emo t io nal adju stme nt 
gress. Students showing good socia 

relations us ually mad e good 
and students having good peer 

finding of t he study was its 
progress. The most important 

achievement a nd i mmat urity. 
association of satisfactory 
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Children characterizied as imm t 
a ure, the authors found, 

tended to achieve better during retention than children 

showing less sign of immaturity. 
This finding concurs with 

the common belief that retention 
can best help normal, but 

immature children who need ti'me t 
o develop their abilities 

(Reinherz & Griffin, 1970). 

Thompson (1980) cited several studies on retention and 

promotion and described a few policies current ly i n use. His 

examination of the literature reveal ed t ha t mo s t rev i ews of 

research comparing grade reten tion pol i ci es with s oc i a l pro

motion policies favor socia l promotion. The ideal promo t ion 

policy, according to Thompson, appears to involve an indi 

vidualized, continuous prog r ess curriculum . This policy 

would call for soc i al promo t ion as the rule and permit oc

casional retention wh e n it i s in the child ' s best interest . 

Thompson mainta i ned that the ready ava i labi lity of retention 

· · · t· on rac1· a1 , sexua l , and socio-can encourage d1scrimina 10n 

d Ml· sus e of retention can be discouraged economic groun s. 

1 t Of Pa r e nts, teachers , and specialists in through invo vemen 

the decision-making process. 

Owe ns ( 1977 ) s upported the Greensville Cunningham and 

County program in thel·r art i c le entitled , "Socia l Promotion : 

Problem or Solution? " These au t hor s suggested : 

belief that time inv es ted . i' s based on t he Education 
· will r esul t i n 

l·n t he l ea r ning s i t uation 
by the student 

definable achievement, 
s tudents allowed to progress 

. g t he fu ndame nt al ' h t maste r1n 
through the grades w1 ou 
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concepts of each achievement 
level are headed for future 

failures and disappointment. 

students succeed, we need new 

Merely eliminating social 

If we want to see these 

plans. 

promotion will not solve 
the problem. Unless special programs are provi ded, 

failing students will simply 
be recycled t hroug h pro

grams that were inadequate for them the first time and 

may be equally inappropriate and of l ess i nt e res t the 

second time. Renewed efforts by d e ucator s a t devel opi ng 

programs for students who a re t h' no ac 1eving at grad e 

level are badly needed. Th · e s ocial cost of unprodu c tive 

citizens, both within an d outside the schools , i s borne 

by all Americans. (p. 12 ) 

Zinski (1983) conducted a study to determine if partici 

pation in a pre-first grade transitiona l program would be 

more effective than g rade retenti on in enhancing first grade 

readiness. The transit ion p r ogram emphasized the acquisition 

of academi c and behav ioral skills necessary for a successful 

first grade experience . Tr ansition repeater students were 

compare d to non-trans ition repeaters at the end of their 

St andardized reading and language second first grade ye a r on 

achievement tests and on r e ading levels , 
Results indica ted 

· s cores of the two groups on the 
no significant d i fference 1n 

reading and language tes t s. 
Teacher ratings of student per-

no Sl· gn i fica nt differences in the t wo 
formance also showed 

groups. 
se lf -conc ep t were not assessed in 

School adjustment a nd 
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zinski's study. However, she 't 
c1 ed several studies which 

supported her belief that failure 1· n h 
t e early school grades 

can have significant adverse effects 
on children's percep-

tl·ons of themselves. z1·nski' · 
pointed out that one of the 

major differences between participation in a transitional 

program as opposed to first-grade retention deals with the 

concept of failure. Students participating in transition 

maintain a forward progression without the experience of not 

being able to compete and consequentl y f a il ing t he grade. 

First-grade repeaters, on the othe r ha nd, are f aced wi t h t he 

realization that they are not meet ing r equired crite ri a, a nd 

this is verified by their ha v i ng to e xperience the s ame cur

riculum a second time (Zinsk i , 1983) . 

Goodlad, a noted author of elementary education text

books and journal a r ticles, s ugg e sted that teachers promote 

children when in doubt (Goodlad & Anderson , 1963) . The 

ht When retaining a child , teachauthors reminded teache r s ta 

believe that the child will be ers should have good re as on t o 

placed in an environment cond ucive to pupil growth and satis-

faction. 

t provide not repetition , Another year i n t he g r ade mus 

. to grow steadily along 
but the best possi ble opportunity 

d individual unfolding . 1 f ul fillme nt an lines of persona . 

Likewise, the teachers 

learning ch i ldren hav e 

l ve s lowwho promote and rece 

l · t to see that a res pon s ibi 1 Y 

d from where t hey now 
carr i e d f o rwa r 

these children are unreali s ti c gr ade 
. f rustra ted by 

d f being are instea 0 
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expectations. 
By forgetting grades and grade standards, 

it is possible to 
provide educational habitats suited to 

the wide range of indivudals 

& Anderson, 1963, pp. 40_ 41 ) 

A variety of alternati ves to 

who li ve in them. (Goodlad 

retention have been proposed 

and applied in different school systems. 
One such alterna-

tive is the system used in Greensville Count v· · · y, 1rg 1n1a 

(described previously) where students a re g r ouped by age as 

well as achievement level. Non-graded pr og r ams are al so 

being initiated to ensure aga in st t he harmful co ns eque nce s 

some feel develop from non-promo t ion (Bos s ing & Brien , 1980) . 

Other authorities insist t hat t he only solution to thi s 

problem is individualized in s truction . An alternative to 

retaining a child because of immaturity might be " transi 

tional maturity" or re ad ine ss classes for those who did not 

develop need ed skills prior to academic learn i ng . Bossing 

and Brien report ed t ha t t eachers tend to continue the prac

tice of retention. These authors suggested that it is 

crucial to include the parents in the decision- making pro-

cess. schoo l Year , the teacher should keep the Th rough the 

parents well informed o f the c hild's progress . It is helpful 

Suggest this possibility to the parents at 
f or the teacher to 

the teacher determines that 
a mid-year conference as s oo n as 

f 1 for the child ' s social and 
such placement would be he lp u 

t feel comfortable with 
He lping t he paren academic growth. 

in helping the child feel com
this decision is a major st ep 

· 1980 ) • f ortable (Bossing & Brien, 
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Several authors have dev 1 e oped recommendations, 
guidelines, or instruments t • 

0 aid in making retention deci-
sions in individual cases. 

Li ndvig (1983) stressed that an 
attempt should be made to view the whole 

ch i ld, to trace his 
or her history in school, and to exhaus t 

a l ternatives. Con-

siderations for retention which seem to be cited most often 

include: age; present grade level; attitudes of t he student, 

parents, and others toward retent i on; i ntel l ec t ua l ability; 

maturity; physical size; sex; fam ily environme nt; soc ial/ 

emotional adjustment; current lev e l of academic achiev eme nt ; 

attendance; and previous re t ent ion s (Chafe , 1984) . Chafe 

reported that the common th r e ad among these criteria is t ha t 

they are all related t o t he i ndividual student ' s ability to 

benefit from retention; i t i s not automatically assumed that 

any student will be better off after spending an additional 

year in the s a me grade. 

Chafe described t he Light ' s Retenti on Scale which is 

frequently used as an a id in discussing the pros and cons of 

· d This scale measures 19 whether a student shoul d be reta1ne · 

t de n t 's ability , performance, ad justf actors related to as u 

ment, physiology, and env i ronment . From two to five forced -

d each factor . A value from 
choice responses are li st ed un er 

each response i ndicating 
zero to five has been ass ig ned t o 

t he relative importance 0 
in making a deci f t ha t re sponse 

consl. de r ed t o be a goo s i on. A zero is 
d indicator of s uc-

child is not li ke ly 
five me an s t ha t the 

cessful retention, a . d a val ue 

to benefit from retention. 
If a child ha s r eceive 



39 

of five on any individual factor, 
the child should not be 

retained, regardless of the 
overall score. The scale is to 

be used as a guideline only and should not 
be considered a 

psychometric test (Chafe, 1984). 

The type of promotion/ retenti' on 
policy that a school 

system adopts depends on the goals whi'ch 1· t · • 
1s trying to 

achieve. Currently, educators are feeling pressure from the 

public and from politicians to raise achi ev ement test scores. 

If this becomes the primary goal of t he school system, then 

Chafe (1984) recommended adopt i ng a promotion policy s im i l ar 

to the Greensville program. Thi s type of promotion policy 

has bee n e ffective in rais i ng the standardized achievement 

test scores of its students; however , the system need s to be 

prepared to retain between 20 and 40 percent of its students. 

If the goal of the sc hool system is to meet the needs of 

its low-achieving studen t s, then Chafe wou ld recommend a more 

moderate policy. In rev iewing several promotion/ retention 

policies Chafe has f ound most to be flexible in allowing for 

indivi dual differences among s tudents . 

d d and accountability has The pressure f o r new st an ar s 

f the sixties and chal t hreatened the progress iv e gains 0 

. of social promotion (Thompson , 
lenged the hard-won pract i ce 

t "In the mean-
1980). Godfrey (197 2 ) o ffered the commen ary : 

00 0 el emen t ary sc time, more than 1,000, 
hool children will be 

h rs who view retention 
Wel l-mea ning t eac e failed this year by 

as a way t o help." 
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suggestions for Further Research 

A review of the literature in th1's 
area has revealed the 

need to identify better the student who 
is likely to benefit 

from non-promotion. More 
research is required to deal with 

the individual needs of students as 
dramatic changes have 

occurred over the last few decades. · 
With t he recogn i tion of 

numerous learning problems and the need to adopt procedures 

t o meet the individual problems of students better, the stig-

ma attached to repeating a grade might we ll be a t hi ng of the 

past. 

The issue of inadequ a te researc h designs was add r essed 

numerous times in the litera ture. Therefore , it is suggested 

that more appropriate rese a rc h methods be developed . 

Another aspect of non-promotion that needs explora t ion 

i s whether a student who ha s not been promoted or who has 

fa iled secondary school subj ects is likely to drop out of 

school earlier. Some evid e nce seems to indicate that there 

i s a positive relati onshi p between school failure and early 

drop-out. 

effects of retention An investigation i nto t he long- term 

is scant in this i s also recommended as recent literature 

area. 
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