Rethinking Retention
to Help All Students Succeed

A Resource Guide

8 Strategies that Educate
Our Children Effectively
Without Social Promotion
or Retention

by Designs for Change
Suzanne Davenport, Ed.D.
Antonio Delgado, Ph.D.
Marlene Meisels, Ph.D.
Donald R. Moore, Ed.D.

presented at the
Rethinking Retention to Help All Students Succeed Conference
Chicago, lllinois = November 14, 1998




Educating Our Children Effectively

Strategies That Don’t Work In Achieving The Goal

L
1 Social Promotion -%_\/\
2 Retention in Grade, p
even with special help

Strategies That Do Work In Achieving The Goal

Top Priority Goal

Highest possible

Basic School Restructuring: percentage of
1 Changing What Happens in School students who:

Between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m.
P e Graduate from

Immediate Intensive Help high school )
for Students Who Do Not Master = Master academic
Skills & Knowledge the First Time skills

High Quality
Early Childhood Education

Effective Reading
Instruction
in All Grades

Smaller Learning Commu-
nities That Use Effective
Educational Practices

Family & Community
Involvement Focused on
Educational Improvement

Connecting Students
with Real Futures

Promotion with
Extra Help

O IN[O|O|,||WIN




RESOURCE GUIDE FOR
“RETHINKING RETENTION TO
HELP ALL STUDENTS SUCCEED”

In the view of most people, the top priority goal of urban public education is that:

The highest possible percentage of students both:
(1) Graduate from high school and

(2) Master academic skills sufficiently so that they are able to succeed in the post-
secondary education and/or in obtaining and succeeding in ajob with a future.

Two Strategies That Clearly Do Not Work
In Reaching This Top-Priority Goal,
Based On Educational Research

Strategy 1: Social Promotion

Definition: Allowing students to move through school with their age group, without
carrying out educational practices that, research indicates, will enable avery high
percentage of students to reach the top priority goal of high school graduation and
academic competence.

What Research Says

As defined above, “social promotion” allows schools to escape their responsibility to
organize themselves and to teach students in ways that keep studentsin school and that
actively and effectively help students to master academic skills. The basic attitude of
many staff in such ineffective schoolsis that some students “have it” and some students
do not, and their school is not able to have much impact on those students who do not
“haveit.”

Therefore, students are allowed to drift through school with their age group. However,
this approach is very destructive to many students for several reasons:

¢ Students who are far behind in academic skills when they reach high school are
far more likely to drop out.

¢ Students who graduate from high school but have not mastered academic skills
will have trouble finding ajob with afuture in today’ s global and changing
economy or succeeding in post-secondary education.?



Strategy 2: Grade Retention

Definition: Requiring students to repeat a grade if they fail to meet promotion standards
for that grade (flunking). Sometimes, this repeated year includes additional or different
educational programs for the student.

What Research Says

This strategy is extremely popular, because it sounds like common sense. If a student has
not mastered the skills and knowledge needed to advance, keep the student at the same
grade level until they have caught up. Then, when they have caught up, they can move
ahead and succeed.

If this strategy worked in the way that it is supposed to, few could be opposed to it.
Unfortunately, one of the clearest and most consistent findings of educational research is
that:

¢ Students who are retained in grade do not do better academically, as measured by
standardized tests, compared with similar low-achieving students who are
promoted.

. Studentss who are retained in grade are much more likely to drop out of high
school.

These patterns hold true even if the retained students are given substantial extrahelpin
the year or years that they are held back.

Neither socia promotion nor retention help us achieve the primary goal of maximizing
the number of students who graduate from high school and master academic skills.

Eight Strategies That Clearly Work
In Reaching This Top-Priority Goal,
Based On Educational Research

It istime to get beyond the social promotion versus retention debate, and focus on
strategies that, research indicates, are effective in achieving the goal of maximum high
school graduation with strong academic skills for our students.

Below, we briefly describe eight research based strategies for achieving thisgoal. Notice
that they are interrelated; for example, basic school restructuring (Strategy 1) makes it
more likely that students who do not master skills and knowledge the first time will get
immediate intensive help.

Also notice that what these eight strategies have in common is that they are not easy to
carry out, because they require teamwork, creativity, and ongoing education among all
the adults in a school community that work with children — for example, staff, parents,
volunteers.



Strategy 1. Basic School Restructuring: Changing What
Happens in School Between 9 a.m. and 3 p.m.

What the Research Says

For more than 30 years, researchers have been studying urban schools that serve a high
proportion of low-income children in which students achieve at national norms. They
have been called “effective schools’ or “successful schools’ or * schools that work.”

Two recent summaries of this research, for example, are:

¢ Daniel Levine and Lawrence Lezotte, Unusually Effective Schools. A Review and
Analysis of Research and Practice.’

¢ Charles Teddlie and Sam Stringfield, Schools Make a Difference: Lessons
Learned from a 10-Year Sudy of School Effects.”

In Chicago, research about successful urban schools has been organized around Five
Essential Supports for School |mprovement:

¢ Leadership Focused on School Improvement.

¢ Family-Community Partnerships Support Learning.
¢ School Environment/Culture Supports Learning.

* Staff Development and Collaboration.

¢ Quality Instructional Program.

These Five Essential Supports reflect the fact that high achievement requires a
fundamental restructuring of the school’ s policies, practices, and social organization, as
well asitsrelationship to its community. A number of research efforts have identified
specific educational practices for these Five Essential Supports. The Consortium on
Chicago School Research has organized much of its research on Chicago schools around
the Five Essential Supports and concludes that “we have now assembled considerable
evidence testifying to the validity of the framework...”® Designs for Change found that
elementary schools that showed a seven-year trend of substantial improvement on the
lowa Test in reading were carrying out these Five Essential Supports. These schools
brought a dramatic decrease in their percentage of students scoring in the bottom quartile
on the lowa reading test, the students at risk of being retained.’”

Examples

Galileo Academy of Math and Science, Chicago, Illinois
Kinzie School, Chicago, Illinois
Garden Homes Elementary School, Milwaukee, Wisconsin



Strategy 2. Immediate Intensive Help for Students Who Do
Not Master Critical Skills and Knowledge the First Time

What Research Says

In an unsuccessful urban school, the teachers often teach a skill once and move on, or
they keep teaching it the same way, even if the studentsdon’t “get it.” Often the view
that underlies this approach is that some students “have it” and some do not, so that there
is not much usein providing immediate intensive help for students who do not master
skills and knowledge using the school’ s established methods.

Wheelock has summarized the qualities of successful schools that “ see academic failure
as evidence that they themselves [the staff] have failed to provide students with the
support they need to do better work.”® In these schools:

* Staff develops a schoolwide “culture of high standards’ and every student
receives the support needed to “meet standards’ for grade promotion. Educators
in such schools do not wish to pass unprepared students on to the next grade, but
they also know that grade retention undermines achievement and is a poor
substitute for good teaching and learning.

* These schools offer every student effective help early and often during the school
year, rather than after students fail.°

* They provide this help in the regular classroom during the regular school day.
They assume that all students will need extra help, and that “ Everybody has to get
it. No one can be sorted out.”

* While they may group students sometimes to teach specific subjects or tasks,
these grouping are flexible. They do not segregate out a group of low-achieving
students in permanent pullout classes or entirely separate classrooms.

* They attend to students' academic and social needs and involve families as
partners providing help to children and in problem-solving.

* With extra help built into the regular school day, students who need help are al'so
given extra assistance through such strategies as after school tutoring, Saturday
schools, summer school, and homework help-lines.*

Examples

Ohio Reading Recovery Project, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio
Success for All Project, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland

Strategy 3. High Quality Early Childhood Education

What Research Says

Thereis clear evidence that high quality early childhood education for children ages three
to five has short-term and long-term impacts on children’s educational achievement, the
likelihood that they will avoid special education placement and retention in grade, and the
likelihood that they will graduate from high school. Some key qualities of a high quality
preschool program include the following:



* Providing adequate student-teacher ratios, facilities, and instructional materials.

e Committing to an instructional strategy for early childhood education that has
been shown, through research, to lead to short-term and long-term educational
benefits.

¢ Adequate training and support for teachersin carrying out the program’s
instructional strategy.

¢ Building on children’s strengths and building up areas where they are weaker.
Enabling children to demonstrate different modes of knowing and learning and
different ways of representing what they know.

¢ Assessing students’ progress and achievementsin ongoing, strategic, and
purposeful ways. Results are used to benefit the children in adapting curriculum
and teaching to meet the developmental and learning needs of children.

¢ Addressing the range of children’s needs that help them benefit from schoal,
including health, nutrition, and emotional and social well-being .

¢ Communicating regularly with the families of studentsin the language they speak,
and involving families in the classroom and in learning at home.

Research suggest that early childhood programs with quite different strategies can
succeed. Issuescritical to success of a strategy are grounding the program in research
about its effects, preparing teachers thoroughly in how to carry out the program, and
using consistent strategies with the children as they move through elementary school .
Key practices include actively engaging children with hands-on learning materials in an
environment that creates stimulating educational experiences; engaging childrenin oral
language activities and meaning discussions, reading and writing activities, aswell as
specific instruction in word analysis skills, including phonemic awareness and phonics
skills to understand the rel ationships between print and speech.™

Low-income children in Chicago participated in a program that included pre-
kindergarten, kindergarten, and follow-through into grades two and three. The early
childhood program featured a structured reading readiness program, parent invol vement,
and comprehensive health services. Reynolds has followed these students for two years
after they exited the program, and found that participation in the full program extending
into elementary school was associated with higher levels of reading achievement, math
achievement, and parent involvement, and lower levels of grade retention.™

Some Examples

Child Development Schools, Developmental Studies Center, Oakland, California
High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, Y psilanti, Michigan

Norwood Park School, Chicago, Illinois

Greeley School, Winnetka, Illinois

Murphy School, Chicago, Illinois

Johnson School, Bensenville, Illinois

State Pre-Kindergarten Demonstration School, Chicago, Illinois



Strategy 4. Effective Reading Instruction in All Grades

Learning to read with understanding is perhaps the single most important competence
that schoolsteach. Learning to read should be a major focus of the primary grades (pre-
kindergarten through third grade). However, every teacher at every grade level must see
himself or herself as areading teacher and incorporate reading development objectives
and activitiesinto classroom instruction.

What Research Says

Primary Grades. For decades, there has been a battle between advocates for “phonics”
and advocates for “whole language’ in the teaching of reading. However, a recent
anaysis of all available research by the National Research Council concludes that the
best results in teaching children to read result from a balanced approach, which
combines:

* A literacy-rich environment with multiple opportunities to read with
understanding and to enjoy reading.

* A structured program for explicitly teaching word analysis skills (including
phonics), comprehension skills, and spelling skills.

* Multiple opportunities to write, speak, and listen that are an integral part of
reading activities.

* Reading skill and strategy instruction that is woven into the process of student
reading and writing."

It isalso critical that the reading program be coherent from grade to grade, with pre-
kindergarten, kindergarten, first, second, and third grade teachers constantly planning
together and coordinating their work and operating from a common understanding of the
process of learning to read.

Examples

Kinzie School, Chicago, Illinois
Norwood School, Chicago, Illinois
Oriole Park School, Chicago, Illinois

Middle and High School Grades. Many urban students who master the basics of reading
in primary grades fall behind in their reading competence as they move through school.
All middle and high school teachers must see themselves as reading teachers. The staff
members of middle and high schools should have shared objectives for the reading and
writing development of their students, as well as shared understanding about how to teach
reading so that reading instruction is coherent and consistent across these grades.

Middle and high school teachers must also be prepared to explicitly teach reading
strategies for comprehension and word identification. Most of the practices that are
effective for primary students are still relevant, although phonics instruction
(understanding the basic connection between letters and sounds) is typically replaced by
“word analysis’ (for example, understanding that “ed” at the end of aword usually
signals the past tense). Other important practices include, for example:



* Teachers explicitly teach the structure of stories and the ways that different types
of written materials are organized®™

* Teachers provide opportunities for students to choose literature and topics they
find interesting and meaningful .*°

¢ Students are given opportunities to tie reading to drama and art, to relate reading
experiences to their lives, and to discuss and share reading experiences.”’

¢ Teachers provide activities before, during and after reading that teach and activate
students’ klr;owledgefrom their past experience and from other materials that they
have read.

¢ Students are taught to consciously read for a specific purpose, to actively
determine what they want to get out of what they are reading.’

Examples

Middle Schools

Canton Middle School, Baltimore, Maryland

Central East Middle School, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
High School

Lincoln High School, Dallas, Texas

Strategy 5. Smaller Learning Communities
That Use Effective Educational Practices

What Research Says

In the last twenty years, there has been a nationwide movement toward small free-
standing public schools, breaking large schools down into separate “houses’ in which a
team of teachers educates a specific group of students, and creating “multi-plex” school
buildings that house several small schools.

Small schools may be organized around a particular educational philosophy or focus.
However, small schools that effectively educate students who are at risk of school failure
serve adiverse student body. They are not academically selective. Nor do they separate
out low-achieving students into a separate program or building.”

Itis certainly possible to have an ineffective small school. The key to successisthat the
school, whatever its size, carries out the educational practices that have been shown
through research to lead to higher achievement (Strategy 1) and that the school helps all
students master critical skills (Strategy 4).

However, research indicates that small schools are, on the average, significantly more
effective in avoiding student failure, because small size makesit much easier to carry
out practices that boost student achievement. In small schools, teachers can build strong
personal bonds with students, press students to excel, and provide appropriate extra help.
And it ismuch easier for teachers to collaborate and communicate, build trust among
each other, and reach out to families.? Small schools have been shown, on the average,



to bring about higher student achievement for low-income students.?® In Chicago, the
Consortium on Chicago School Research has found that a variety of desirable practices to
be more prevalent in small schools, including more effective Local School Councils,
principals who act as educational |eaders, more teacher collaboration, higher levels of
student safety, and wider use of innovative instructional practices?

Examples

Best Practices High School, Chicago, Illinois
The Metropolitan Career and Technical Center, Providence, Rhode Island
Turner Technical High School, Miami, Florida

Strategy 6. Family and Community Involvement
Focused on Educational Improvement

What Research Says

A series of ongoing reviews of the research about family involvement in schools
conclude that:

The evidence is now beyond dispute: parent involvement improves student
achievement. When parents are involved, children do better in school, and they go
to better schools.?

Schools can help families be productively involved in their children’s education in a
number of major ways: maintaining regular two-way communication between school and
family, teaching families how to aid their children at home, encouraging families and
community to be involved as volunteers at school, linking with community agenciesto
provide arange of educationa and social services, and encouraging family involvement
in school decision making.” Good schools do not see these various ways to involve
families as mutually exclusive, but rather as the spokes of awheel, each one of which
strengthens the school’ s effectiveness.?’

Family and community involvement is one aspect of the Five Essential Supports for
Student Learning (Strategy 1), but it deserves extra emphasisin its own right.

Examples

Funston School, Chicago, Illinois
Fratney School, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Strategy 7. Connecting Students with Real Futures

School-to-work is a high school reform strategy that grounds student learning in both a
rich academic curriculum and active workplace or community projects. This strategy is
an effort to address three key problems that plague high schools: one, the disengagement
of students in any high school curriculum track from learning, expressed in an “asif |
care” student attitude toward required assignments; two, the disconnection between youth
and adults, expressed in poor communication and weak relationships; and, three,
segregation of students into atraditional vocational education track, experienced as a
dead-end preparation for non-existent jobs.?



School-to-work is designed to detrack high schools, engage all students in meaningful
and challenging work, and to prepare them to make informed and capable choi ces about
future work and education. Key practices in the school-to-work strategy are:

* Using real-world contexts to teach rigorous academics, with an emphasis on
higher order thinking skills.

* Expanding academic instruction to include problem-solving and other cross-
cutting competencies vital to further study and future careers.

¢ Extending learning beyond the classroom through work internships, field-based
investigations, and community projects linked to academics.

* Providing students with adult mentors and coaches for project work.

* Emphasizing high-quality student products through regular exhibitions, portfolios,
and other assessments, informed by real-world students.

¢ Offering regular opportunities for students to explore their interests and develop
personal plans for future learning and work.?

Examples

Central Park East Secondary School, New Y ork, New Y ork

The Metropolitan Career and Technical Center, Providence, Rhode island

Turner Technical High School, Miami, Florida

Oakland Health Academy at Oakland Technica High School, Oakland, California
Fenway Middle College High School, Boston, Massachusetts

School of Environmenta Studies at the Minnesota Zoo, Rosemount, Minnesota
St. Louis Career Academy, St. Louis, Missouri

Strategy 8. Promotion with Extra Help

What the Research Says

When the seven strategies described above are consciously carried out at the same time,
the number of students who fail to meet grade-level standards will be minimized, and the
decision about whether to promote or retain a student will come up much less often.

However, research indicates that low-achieving students do better academically and are
lesslikely to drop out later on, if they are promoted but provided extra help in summer
school or in the next grade, rather than being retained. This approach is not the same as
“social promotion”; it requires that the school diagnose a students' problems and provide
intensive extra help. Providing this help is not only more effective; it is much cheaper
than providing a full additional year of school for aretained student.®

Teachers, trained tutors, and students themselves can provide different kinds of extra help
throughout the school year to those students who need it . 1n order to target help to the
particular needs of an individual student, teachers may need to modify and adapt the
curriculum.®, Intensive reading tutoring for first grade reading students using Reading
Recovery methods effectively brings students up to grade level.** Peer tutoring and peer



sharing in which older and younger students or higher-achieving and lower-achieving
students read and talk together proves to be an effective learning experience for both
students in the pair.*

Related to the strategy of “promotion with extra help” are two methods for minimizing
the need to make the promotion-retention decision, through the way that the school staff
are organized:

* Multi-Age Grouping. Inaschool with multi-age grouping, combined classes are
created, such as a kindergarten-first grade class; afirst-, second-, and third-grade
class; athird-, fourth-, and fifth-grade class. Thus, for example, astudent in a
first-, second-, and third grade class staysin that classroom for three years, and
the decision to promote or retain does not come up at the end of each year.

e Looping. Inaschool that employs “looping,” the same teacher or the same team
of teachers remains with a group of students for two, three, or four years. The
student group remains intact as long as they are working with these teachers. The
focusis not on labeling students as being in a certain grade, but on achieving
grade level standards for all students over a multi-year period.

It should be emphasized that multi-age grouping and looping are not, in themselves,
solutions to the retention-social promotion dilemma, unless the school staff is carrying
out the effective instructional practices described under the other strategies above. For
example, students must receive immediate intensive help if they are not mastering the
skills appropriate for their grade level, in a multi-age classroom.

Examples

Saundra Graham and Rosa Parks Alternative Public School, Cambridge, Massachusetts
Garden Homes Elementary School, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

So Take Heart

Y ou don’t have to choose between retention and social promotion. There are research-
based strategies for changing the way that schools are organized and that students are
taught that can enable urban schools to reach their goal of graduating a high percentage
of students with the academic skills to lead a productive life.
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L. A. Shepard and M.L. Smith (Eds.) (1989). Flunking grades: Research and policies on
retention. New Y ork: The Falmer Press.

“D.U. Levineand L W. Lezotte (1990). Unusually effective schools. A review and
analysis of research and practice. Madison, WI: The National Center for Effective
Schools Research & Development.
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