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Th:rd«-Grade Readmg SRﬂls?

No Child Left Behind Act

-..asserted “President Bush'’s
unequivocal commitment to ensuring
that every child can read

by the end of third grade”

...requires states to annually test and
report third-grade reading skill
by poverty status and race-ethnicity

Slide 5.
Why Focus on
Third-Grade AReading Skills?

President Obama’s blueprint
for the
Elementary and Secondary Education
Act calls for...

“Putting Reading First”
by significantly increasing
Federal investment in
scientifically-based
early-reading instruction
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New Results in This Study

First-ever study to

calculate
high school graduation rates

for children
with different...
reading skill levels
and
poverty experiences

Slide 7. Fourth-Grade Reading Skills of
merica’s Children, Based on NAEP,

“The Nation’s Repqrt Card”
Among All children...

¢ 339% ... proficient readers
(at or above grade level)

. 67% ... not-proficient readers
(below grade level)

Among Not Proficient Readers...
¢ 33% ... basic level readers
¢ 349% ... below-basic level readers
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Thanks for support from...

e Annie E. Casey Foundation
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Survey of Youth

Slide 3.
Overview of New Study

e Why study third-grade reading?
o Key features of the study

e New findings

Policies and programs




Slide 8.
Key Features of the New Study

/3 of chil'dren classified as high,
medium, or low skill readers

e National Longitudinal Study of Youth
e 3,975 children born 1979-1989
o PIAT reading test

e Children classified as (1) never poor, or
(2) poor at least 1 of 5 interview years

e High school graduation on time, that is,
by age 19

Slide 9. Percent of Students
- Not Graduating by
3rd Grade Reading Proficiency

Proficient Not Proficient,
Total
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Not Graduating,
among Not-Proficient Readers

23%

9%

Not Proficient, Not Proficient, Not Proficient,
Total Basic Below Basic
Slide 11.

3rd Grade Reading Test Scores for
All Students and Non-Graduates

Reading Scores for Reading Scores for
All Students Non-Graduates

P 333%
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Not Graduating by Reading Proficiency
& Poverty Experience

) & Children without Poverty Experience ® Children With Poverty Experience

26%

11%

Total Proficient Not Proficient

Slide 13.
Poverty Experience for
All Students and Non-Graduates

Poverty Experience for Poverty Experience for
All Students Non-Graduates




siige 14. Percent of Students
Not Graduating by Reading Proficiency
Mw{&}’RacemEthnm%ty
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Slide 15.
Race-Ethnicity of
All Students and Non-Graduates

- Race-Ethnicity of - Race-Ethnicity of
All Students | Non-Graduates

TR White 8 17% Black ®8% Hispanic 5&% White B8 305% Black 8 14% impanic
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to Improve Third-Grade Reading
and H:gh Schno‘l Graduatian

e Align Iu?h quality early education with
curriculum/standards thru 3rd grade

e Attend to health and developmental
needs of children

e Work training and other programs to
help lift families out of poverty

o Two-generation programs
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Policies Intending to End Social
Promotion

In the Fast public schoolg have tended to romote students
to next grade level even if they have very low academic
proﬁciency

-~ The idea is that hafdmg them back would be harmful to their
self esteem, and thus Bounterproductive

—~ This is the idea of “social promotion”

But in recent years more and more eo le have afgued that
it might be better to ensure that students have the Skills
necessary to succeed at the next grade level

Previous Research

There is a wide body of research goin q_back several decades that
finds student proficiéncy is harmed byretention

But past {esea has severel% {u,ted % its mgbth
account for uno! ifferences een retaine
promoted s uden

- Past regearch has not been able to make apples-to-apples
comparnsons




Test-Based Promotion

» Florida is one of several school systems that have
recently adopted test-based promotion policies
intended to end social promotion

~ Texas, Chicago, New York City and others

o Students must meet a minimum threshold on a reading
test in order to be default promoted to the next grade

« These policies provide us with the opportunity to better
measure whether or not retention is related 16 later
academic achievement

Florida’s Policy
* Policy first enacted statewide in 2002

« Third grade students required to meet the Level 2~
benchmark on the state’s reading exam in order fo be
defauit promoted fo the fourth grade

~ Second lowest of five levels

» Could receive one of a variety of exemptions and be
promoted even if scored below threshold
— About 60 percent of students in the first class sutéjected

to the é)ohcy with scores below the benchmark were
retained




Interventions Other than Retention

+ Retained students were required to attend summer school

. \é\ée S rrr.re;i?\Lgrtee% ég el:)lg; placed in the classroom of a “high-

. B g%n"tgggge yégfg&%nt performance data and above-satisfactory

. hools were required {o.develop . academic improvement
plansor each or'the re%ameg s&ﬁjen?s P

' yea‘r?ﬁ'}'ﬁ o O A R SR ARG g hrdlons

Our Research Approach

* We use a research strategy known as “regression discontinuity”

» Essentially, the procedure compares the later academic outcomes
of students who barely pass the exam to those who barely failed it

~ The difference of one or a few questions right on the exam
« Largely explained by randomness

» Compare students when in same grade level

» Look at the medium-run effects of the policy on student
achievement

- Can follow students through the seventh or eighth grade

+ Here we will focus on the second class subjected to the policy
~ Measuring the effect on the first class is tricky
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Summary of Findings

» Retention had a la '%a short-run effect that declines over
time, but s still distinguishable and meaningful in size as
late as 7" grade

+ Reading Cohort 2 — by 7" grade 0.183 standard deviations
« Math Cohort 2 — 0.174 standard deviations
- Also see similar positive effect on 5" grade science test

« Results similar on low-siakes standardized test

What We Still Need To Know About
Florida’s Experience

»  We now want to know whether that positive effect leads to higher
rates of high school graduation

. ;Veg?,t? effect does this have on students in their initial third grade

. {lggg,tgr?n want to know whether the program is cost effective in the
- Holding students back a year is an expensive reform

—~ The benefits might very well outweigh the costs if the program
gaasrtgaat?%ag%; lrr;creases student achievement and graduation, but the
» e
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ret” g Farther Ahead by Staymg Behind: A Second-Year Evaluation of Florida's Policy to
nd >ocial Promotion

y Jay P. Greene and Marcus A. Winters

xecutive Summary

ocial promotion has long been the normal practice in American schools. Critics of
\is practice, whereby students are promoted to the next grade regardless of
cademic preparation, have suggested that students would benefit académically if
ey were made to repeat a grade. Supportc;rs of social promotion claim that
staining students (i.e, holding them back) disi‘upts themvsocially, producing greater
cauem|c harm than promotion would. A number of states and school districts,
icluding Florida, Texas, Chicago, and New York City, have attempted to curtail
ocial promotion, by requiring students to demonstrate academic preparation on a

tandardized test before they can be promoted to the next grade.

his study analyzes the effects of Florida’s test-based promotion policy on student
chievement two years after initial retention. It builds upon our previous evaluation
f the policy in two ways. First, we examine whether the initial benefits of retention
bserved in the previous study continue, expand, or contract in the second year

ftéu-'étudents are retained. Second, we determine whether discrepancies between



ur evaluation and the evaluation of a test-based promotion policy in Chicag |
aused by differences in how researchers examined the issue, or by differen

1e _ature of the programs.

)ur analysis shows that, after two years of the policy, retained Florida students
1ade significant reading gains relative to the control group of socially promoted
tudents. These academic benefits grew substantially from the first to the second
ear after retention. That is, students lacking in basic skills who are socially
romoted appear to fall farther behind ovér time, whereas retained students appear

3 be able to catch up on the skills they are lacking.

fu[fcher, we find these positive results in Florida both when we use the same
eé‘eérch design that we used in our previous study and when we use a deéign
imilar to that employed by the evaluation of the program in Chicago.The
lifferences bétween the Chicago and Florida evaluations appear to be caused by
lifferences in the details of the programs, and not by differences in how the

yrograms were evaluated.
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1troduction

jocial promotion is the practice of promoting students to the next grade regardiess
f their academic preparation. While some students have always been made to
speat a grade, the prevailing view among educators has been that it is in the best
cademic and social interests of students to advance to the next grade. When
tudents have been retained, it has generally been at the discretion of teachers in
opgyltation with administrators and parents, and not based on the resuits of

tandardized tests.

his practice of social promotion has recently been replaced by “test-based
romotion” in a number of states and school districts around the country, including
lorida, Texas, Chicago, and New York City. Under test-based promotion, students
re required to demonstrate a certain level of academic preparation on a
tandardized test before they can be promoted to the next grade. There are usually
arious exemptions and alternative routes to promotion, but the default outcome

nder test-based promotion is that students with low test results are retained in the



ame grade.

'hgrg has been considerable debate among educators, policymakers, and
aée;rchers about the consequences of this shift away from social promotion and
»ward test-based promotion. This study adds evidence to that debate by analyzing
1e effects of being retained under Florida’s test-based promotion policy on student
chievement two years after ihiti-al retention. This study builds upon our previous
valuation of the policy in two ways. First, we are able to examine whether the

iitial benefits of retention under a test-based policy observed in the previous study
ontinue, expand, or contract in the second year after students are retained.
)econd, we are able to determine whether the different findings of our evaluation
nL.J high-quality evaluation of a test-based promotion ‘policy in Chicago are
aused by differences in how the researchers examined the issue, or by

ifferences in the nature of the programs.

'he results of this new analysis show that retained students in Florida made
ignificant reading gains relative to the control group of socially promoted students
vo years after being subjected to the policy. These academic benefits of being
stained grew substantially from the first to the second year after retention. That is,
tudents lacking in basic skills who are socially promoted appear to fall farther

eh...d over time, whereas retained students appear to be able to catch up on the



kills they are lacking. In addition, we find these positive results for the test-based
romotion policy in Florida whether we use the same research design that we used
] Lf previous study or a design similar to that employed by the evaluation of the
rogram in Chicago. The differences in outcomes from the Chicago and Florida
valuations appear to be caused by differences in the details of the programs and

ot by differences in how the programs were evaluated.

'REVIOUS RESEARCH ON DISCRETIONARY RETENTION

Inder the practice of social promotion, some students have always been retained,
uti‘ >tention was rare and was based on the discretion of educators, not the
asults of standardized tests. Several previous studies have evaluated the
cademic impact of this discretionary retention under social promotion regimes.
leta-analyses indicate that the cumulative finding of this previous research is that
staining a student leads to substantial academic harm (Holmes and Matthews

984, Holmes 1989, Jimerson 2001).

hese findings on the effects of discretionary retention are plagued by two serious
mitations. First, it is very hard for those studies to find an appropriate control

ro  against which retained students could be compared. Even if control-group



tudents have similar test scores and other observable characteristics, students
stained at the discretion of educators may differ significantly in unobservable
/a,., When educators use their discretion to retain students, they are aware of
etailed contextual information that may lead them to recommend retaining one
tudent while promoting another student with similar test scores and other

acorded characteristics.

'he fact that educators chose to retain one student and not another means that the
vo are not likely to be similar in their future prospects. After all, if the two really

ad been identical, educétors would probably have made the same decision about
1eir retention. The retained students’ unrecorded disadvantages may account for
16._'iower future achievement, not their retention. Unfortunately, most of the
revious studies used in the meta-analyses that draw negative conclusions about
stention failed to address this difficulty with proper techniques or research design

) produce valid apple-to-apple comparisons. While these meta-analyses are often
ited as conclusive, there is legitimate reason to doubt the findings of previous

tudies on discretionary grade retention.[1]

)econd, it is not at all clear that the findings from studies of discretionary retention
nder social promotion regimes would apply to retention under test-based

ro...otion policies. Studies of discretionary retention are essentially evaluations of



vhether educators use their discretion wisely in identifying students who ought to
e retained. If that discretion is used wisely, only students who could benefit from

st tion are retained and all others are promoted.

Inder test-based promotion policies, the discretion of educators is greatly
astricted'. Retention decisions are based primarily or exclusively on the results of
tandardized tests. This shift to test-based promotion has been motivated by the
elief that educators have generally not used their discretion wisely, either by

ailing to retain more students or by failing to retain the right students. It would
1ereforé be inappropriate to extrapolate from evaluations of discretionary retention
) the effects of retention under test-based policies meant to restrict or alter the use

fi Jt discretion.

'REVIOUS RESEARCH ON TEST-BASED RETENTION

1 addition to our previous evaluation of Florida’s test-based promotion policy
sreene and Winters 2006), there is another high-quality study of test-based
stention.[2] Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) evaluated the impact of a test-based
romotion policy in Chicago on reading-test scores. Since 1996, students in

‘h’ go have been required to reach minimal benchmarks on the reading and



nath portions of the lowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) in the third, sixth, and eighth

yrades in order to be promoted to the next grade. Roderick and Nagaoka found
ha. fhe retention policy led to small improvements in reading scores relative to
socially promoted students during the first year after the retention decision but that

hese gains disappeared or turned negative in the following year.

'he existence of a test-based promotion policy in Chicago allowed Roderick and
Jagaoka (2005) to develop more appropriate comparison groups than had been
wailable to previous researchers. They utilized two comparison groups in the
itudy. First, they took advantage of a change in the policy’s design that made it
ikely that students with scores just below the test-score cutoff would get an
exé..A..:i'ption and thus be promoted in a later year. Prior to this change, students with
icores just below the cutoff were likely to be retained; after the change, students
vith these same scores were likely to be promoted. Roderick and Nagaoka (2005)
sompared the test-score gains of these two groups on the assumption that the only
lifference between them was the year in which the student happened to have been

yorn. This was the “across-year” research design.

n a second comparison, Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) took advantage of the
sxistence of an observable cutoff for the promotion policy and utilized a regression

lisuuntinuity design. In this design, they included only students with test scores



hat were very close but on either side of the cutoff score. That is, they comparéd
he test-score gains of students whose original score was “just” above the

1ei: ;ésary threshold (most of whom were promoted) with those of students in the
;ame year whose score was “just’ below the thréshold (most of whom were

etained). This was their “discontinuity” research design.

Jsing multiple analytical models on both the across-year and discontinuity |
esearch designs, Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) found similar results. They found
hat the retention policy in Chicago had a mild positive impact on the test-score
erformance of retained students relative to promoted students in the year that the
itudents were retained. However, in their analysis of test scores two years after the
>a;f:,\;ine year, each specification found that the effect of retention was either

itatistically insignificant or negative.

3ut this negative result from Roderick and Nagaoka’s study in Chicago may not be
jeneralizable to all test-based promotion policies in other school systems. Pérhaps
>hicago’s test-based promotion policy has been counterprdductive while Florida’s
1as been beneficial. While both programs use test-based promotion, differences in
he characteristics of the two programs could lead the policies to have different
sffects. For example, the Chicago program did not have a clear policy permitting

ixe..iptions to test-based promotion requirements, while Florida did. Perhaps the



astricted but guided discretion of educators’ decisions about retention under |
lorida’s test-based policy has significant advantages over the unguided policy in
h».ago In addition, recent allegatiohs of testing impropriety in Chicago (see
acob and Levitt 2003 and Greene, Winters, and Forster 2002) compared with
alidation of testing integrity in Florida (see Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004,
Vest and Peterson 2005) may produce different findings from the Chicago and
lorida programs. If Chicago schools are manipulating test results in response to
tudent retention, rather than addressing the needs of those students, test-based

stention may indeed be counterproductive.

he current paper analyzes student performance one and two years after retention
) [Q’.Jrida,' using both across-year and discontinuity research designs. If an analysis
1 Florida were to produce negative results, I}ike those found by Roderick and
lagaoka (2005) in Chicago, we could have greater confidencé thaf test-based
stention policies truly harm student achievement. However, if the results differ

ven when similar analyses are performed, we have reason to be more

ncouraged about the prospects of test-based promotion as practiced and
nplemented in Florida. Especially given the clearer exemption policy and superior
sst integrity in Florida, a positive result from Florida in a second-year study using

1W"le research designs would suggest that test-based promotion is likely to add



significantly to student learning under the proper conditions.

)

‘LORIDA'S TEST-BASED PROMOTION POLICY

n 2002, the Florida legislature voted to require third-grade students to meet at

east the Level 2 benchmark (the second-lowest of five levels) on the FCAT

eading test in order to be promoted to the fourth grade. According to the state’s
esting website, students who score at Level 2 are considered to have “limited
success” with the challenging content on the test.[3] The third-grade class of 2002—

)3 was the first that was subjected to the mandate.

I'ht, ~;égislature allowed for several exemptions to the retention policy: students with
imited English proficiency who had had less than two years of instruction in
-nglish; disabled students whose individual educational plans indicated that testing
vould be inappropriate; students who scored above the 51st percentile on another
standardized reading test; disabled students who received intensive remediation in
eading; students who demonstrated proficiency through a student portfolio; and |

students who had been retained twice previously.

rable 1 shows the promotion characteristics of third-grade students in the first year

ha. «ne policy was in place, whose test scores were below Level 2 and for whom



raseline test scores were reported in our dataset. The table shows that only 57
yercent of students who had test scores below the threshold necessary to be
>rc;;.».?oted were actually retained in the third grade. The table shows that some
students (13 percent) with scores below the threshold were coded as having been
yromoted without any explanation for their exemption. After discussing this with the
-lorida data-warehouse personnel, it remains unclear why these students were

romoted or whether there was an error in their coding.[_&]

schools must develop an academic improvement plan for any student who does
10t meet the standards for promotion. These plans must address the student’s.
;pé..‘.:fic academic needs and create “success-based intervention strategies” for his
mprovement.[5] Students who fail to meet the necessary test-score cutoff are also

equired to attend a summer reading camp, where they receive literacy instruction.

"he only substantial change to Florida’s retention policy since its implementation is

hat beginning in the 2004-05 school year, retained students became eligible to
eceive a midyear promotion if they demonstrate possession of necessary skills. In
he time period evaluated in this paper, retained students remained in the third

jrade for the entirety of the retained year.



RESEARCH DESIGN

"he most difficult problem for previous studies evaluating the academic effect of
irade retention has been the identification of a proper group with which to compare
etained students. The existence of a test-based retention policy helps solve this
roblem by reducing (but not eliminating) the impact of subjective teacher
issessments that made comparisons difficult in the past. With the increased
eliance on objective, test-based criteria for promotion, we can identify treatment
ind control groups that are similar on those criteria and are less likely to differ in

»thyer_, unrecorded ways.

1 this paper, we utilize two strategies for identifying comparison groups with which
> evaluate the effect of grade retention. In the first analysis, we compare stude.nts
vith similar reading-test scores who differ by the year in which they entered the
hird grade. In the second analysis, we utilize the discontinuity in retention created
y the test-score threshold énd compare the achievement of students who were

ist above and just below the retention benchmark.

\cross-Year Comparison

1 our first analysis, we focus only on Florida students in the third grade in 2001-02




r 2002-03 whose test scores were below the Level 2 benchmark on the FCAT
zading test. The score required to reach Level 2 was identical in both years.[6] We
.oav.’.‘;jare the academic achievement of students with these low test scores who
/ere in the first third-grade class (subject to the retention mandate) with the test-
core gains of students with the same low baseline score but who entered the third
rade in the year prior to the policy (who were thus were not subjected to the
rogram). That is, our treatment group consists of the first cohort of low-achieving
tudents subject to the test-based retention policy, and our control group consists

f similarly low-achieving students who were not subject to the policy because they
appened to be born a year earlier. On average, the two groups should be very

irr™*ar, and any observed differences can be controlled statistically.

Ve compare the test-score gains of .students in the first and second years after
1eir initial third-grade year. For each group of students, we measure the test-score
ains that they made between the baseline year and two years afterward. Thus, in
1e evaluat\ion of gains after one year, we compare the gains that the control group
1ade between 2001-02 and 2002-03 with the gains made by the treatment group
etween 2002-03 and 2003-04. For the analysis of gains in the second year after
atention, we compare the gains that the control group made between 2001-02

ne’ 7003-04 with the gains that the treatment group made between 2002—-03 and



'004-05.

-h?,, test scores of students in our two comparison groups not only differ in the year
f the evaluation but, in most cases, in the grades evaluated as well. Since most
tudents in the treatment group were retained after their baseline year, in the |
econd year after baseline (2004—-05) most of them were in the fourth grade.
ijowever, since they were .not subjected to the retention policy, most of the
tudents in the control group were initially promoted, and thus in the second year

ifter baseline (2003-04), most of them were in the fifth grade.

"he existence of Developmental Scale Scores (DSS) allows us to compare student
;ai/ns on the FCAT reading test regardless of the year and grade in which the test
va{s administered. These scores were developed by the Florida Department of
ducation as a uniform measure of proficiency across grades and years. For
xample, a third-grade student who earns a DSS of 1000 on the FCAT reading test
1 2002-03 has the same proficiency as a fourth-grade student who earns a DSS

f 1000 on the FCAT reading test in 2004—-05. Similar scale scores have also been
leveloped for other commercial standardized tests such as the Stanford testing
.eries. Previous research has shown that the FCAT produces results that are very

imilar to those of the Stanford-9 test (Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004; West



nd Peterson 2005).[7]

'aple 2 reports descriptive statistics on the treatment and control groups and
ompares them using a one-way ANOVA analysis. The table shows that the two
roups of students are, in fact, statistically different on all observed dimensions.

he control group of students with low test scores who entered third grade the year
efore the policy was in place are slightly more Iikély to be white or Asian (and
onsequently less likely to be Hispanic or Afﬁcan-American) and have test scores
1at are below those of the treatment group. However, though each of these
ifferences is statistically significant, most are quite insubstantial. Only whether the
dividual is white or whether he is Hispanic differs by more than a single

el 2ntage point between the groups. These modest differences that do exist can

e controlled statistically.

he across-year comparison approach is limited because our treatment and control
roups entered the third grade in different years. It is possible that students in our
-eatment and control groups were not uniformly affected by reforms other than the

astention policy that might have occurred in Florida. In fact, Florida has

xperimented with many educational reforms, including vouchers, charter schools,




ind other forms of test-based accountability. Our results could be biased if our
reatment and control groups were affected by these other policies in different
va,m;. Further, it is possible that schools responded to the implementation of the
etention policy by improving the education provided in the third grade so that
ewer students would be retained. The statistically higher baseline reading scores
or our treatment group reported in Table 2 indicate that this bias could exist. The
lifference in baseline test scores highlights the importance of controlling for these

icores in all the analyses.
Regression Discontinuity Comparison

-or a check on robustness of the results of our across-year approach and to
:ofnpére our results more directly with those of Roderick and Négaoka (2005), we
urther analyze the effect of Florida’s retention policy using a regression
liscontinuity design. The use of regression discontinuity has been growing in
opularity as a design for evaluating public policy. This design is useful in cases
iuch as this, when a treatment is primarily detérmined by the reaching of a
hreshold of some kind. Van der Klaauw (2001) shows that if obtaining a treatment
3 conditioned on meeting a certain known threshold, an analysis of individuals in a
):arrow margin around the threshold approximates réndom assignment. That is,

ha..ce has a large influence over whether students are just above or just below



he promotion threshold, so students on either side of the threshold should be very
similar at baseline. Differences in their progress over time can then be attributed to
vh;;«her they happened to be promoted or retained, since the two groups were

1early identical at the start.

Ne take advantage of the existence of a known cutoff score below which students
vere more likely to be retained and above which they were more likely to be
romoted. The design we utilize is very similar to that used by Roderick and
lagaoka (2005) in their evaluation of Chicago’é objective retention policy as well
1s to other studies outside of education (see, for example, Van der Klaauw 2001,

\ngrist and Lavy 1999, DiNardo and Lee 2004).

n thls evaluation, we compare the test-score gains of students whose reading
cores in 2002—-03 were just below the threshold required for promotion with
tudents who were in the third grade that same year and whose scores were just
Ibove this threshold. Unlike the “across-year” analysis, all students in this design
vere in the third grade in 2002-03 and were subject to the policy if they did not
core above the necessary threshold. Since all students were in the same grade
ind age cohort, they were all uniformly affected by policies other than the retention
iolicy. Thus, the regression discontinuity approach does not suffer from the

mi.tion of the previous across-year analysis that other policies could affect the




asults.

1 their evaluation of Chicago’s policy, Roderick and Nagaoka (2005) use grade-
quivalency scores and draw the discontinuity line at scores that were within three
1onths of the threshold.[8] However, DSS scores are not directly convertible into

rade equivalents, so we are left to produce our own definition of those “just”

bove and below the threshold.

acking a formal definition for those who are “just” below or above a threshold, we
se two potential definition strategies in the regression discontinuity design. We
raw the discontinuity first for those whose score on the thirdégrade FCAT reading
3s‘t,in 2002-03 (the test used for the retention decision) was within 50 DSS points
fi:he; threshold for retention and then for whether it was within 25 points of the
reshold. In the baseline year, the mean DSS score on the FCAT reading test for
Il students was 1290.9 with a standard deviation of 381.2. Thus, both definitions
f those “close” to the threshold severely limit the sample, and the 25-point

efinition is quite strict.

‘he comparison of descriptive statistics of our treatment and control groups using

1€ regression discontinuity cutoffs are recorded in Table 3. Within the 25-point

efinition of “close,” the observed demographic characteristics of the treatment and




ontrol groups are statistically identical, except, of course, for their baseline
sading-test score and whether or not they were retained. When we compare those
/it.r...i 50 points of the threshold, there are only minor differences in the percentage
f students who are white and African-American and who are ineligible for the free
r reduced-price lunch program. Thus, the regression discontinuity helps to confirm
ie robustness of the findings from the across-year model. In particular, the
agression discontinuity approach has the advantage of helping to address
oncerns about unobserved demographic differences between the treatment and

ontrol groups in the across-year analysis.

)Ur method follows the so-called “fuzzy” discontinuity design, as do many other
uch papers. That is, the discontinuity of student baseline test scores is not strict.
lany students with test scores below the cutoff score were exempted from the
olicy. Further, some students who scored above the cutoff were nonetheless
atained. Table 3 also reports the percentage of students in the treatment and
ontrol groups of the discontinuity approach who were retained and exempted from
1e policy. Under the 25-point definition, the table shows that 59 percent of

tudents with scores below the test-score cutoff were actually promoted (did not

acu.ve the treatment) while 4.5 percent of students whose scofes were just above




1e cutoff were actually retained (did receive the treatment).

Vh{e}n there are a lot of exemptions, we risk running into the samé methodological
Eaﬁgérs that beset earlier studies of discretion-based retention. If exemptions are
ranted on a discretionary basis, perhaps retained students will once again be
1comparable in key unobserved ways. To address this problem, we use a two-
tage model. In a two-stage approach, we essentially identify who would have
een retained if exemptions did not distort the pool of retained students. Then we
redict the effect of this undistorted retention on academic achievement. This
schnique removes bias that could be introduced by the subjective use of

xemptions.

)ne I\imitation of the discontinuity approach is that by including only those students
/hose baseline reading score falls within a very narrow range, we eliminate many
otentially useful observations. While dur number of observations in the across-
ear comparison is 78,039 in the second year, under the regression discontinuity
1is falls to 13,841 under the 50-point threshold and only 7,326 under the 25-point

‘efinition.

‘he regression discontinuity approach also suffers from a potential problem with

xternal validity, not faced by our across-year approach. By limiting the analysis to




nly those students whose baseline score is within a quite narrow region of the
:utoff score, we are only able to make inferences about the effect of the policy on
hi;é,ﬂ Q’mall group of marginally affected students. If the impéct of the policy is not
Jentical for all students below the retention cutoff—for example, if students with
'ery low baseline proficiency are more or less affected by the policy—then our

sstimates will not indicate the true effect of retention.

Jf course, the across-year design has its limitations as well, such as the danger
hat different cohorts differ in unobserved ways or are differentially affected by
;hanges in school practices over time. The point of using multiple designs and
nultiple analyses is to gauge one’s confidence in results by seeing if they are

ob._.st across different specifications.

RESULTS

“he results using multiple research strategies are consistent with the theory that
est-based retention of low-proficiency students increases their reading proficiency

ind that these gains increase over time.

“he results of our analyses on the test-score gains made in reading are reported in

"abie 4. The first column of the table shows the test-score gains in the first year




ifter retention, and the second column shows the test-score gains two years after

etention.[9] These results can be interpreted as the gains made by retained

.tu; 2nts above those made by comparable students who were promoted. Table 4
lso contains the results from the three different analyses we performed: the
icross-year comparison; the discontinuity comparison, using 50 DSS points as the
lefinition of “close” to the promotion threshold; and another discontinuity

omparison, using 25 DSS points as the definition of “close.”

1 both the first and second year, the effects of being retained are statistically
ignificant and positive in all three comparisons. Test-based retention has

ig.. .icant benefits that grow over time and are robust across multiple analytical
trategies. In the across-year comparison, the effect of retention on reading scores
fter one year is small but statistically significant (4.1 DSS points). Two years after
tudents are retained, however, their reading achievément outstrips their

ounterparts who were promoted by 40.9 DSS points.

"hese results are confirmed by the regression discontinuity comparisons. In the
liscontinuity comparison of students whose FCAT reading score was within 50
oints of the cutoff score, retained students made test-score improvements over

ro...oted students of 16.3 DSS points in the first year after retention and 57.8 in




he second year after retention. We find similar resuits using the very strict
liscontinuity comparison of those within 25 points of the promotion threshold. After
e jear, retained students made reading gains on the FCAT that were 17.9 DSS
oints higher than students with similar characteristics who were promoted, and

hese relative gains grew to 60.3 DSS points in the second year after retention.

‘he true size of the retention effect is difficult to interpret from the above results
»ecéuse it is substantially different depending upon the comparison group utilized.
"his is, however, somewhat to be expected given that the regression discontinuity
ipproach is limited to evaluating only the impact of the policy on those with test
icores in a very narrow margin near the cutoff, while the across-year approach
ne. ures the impact of the policy for all students who were subjected to it. Thus,
he true size of the effect is most likely found in the across-year comparison.
lowever, the fact that in all analyses the effect of retention is positive, highly
tatistically significant, and grows from the first year to the second year after
etention provides confidence that the overall effect of the policy is distinctly

yositive.

t is also difficult for most people to interpret how large a benefit these
mprovements in DSS scores really represent. To put them in better perspective,

ve ..ave converted the results into standard deviations and percentiles in Table 5.




\ standard deviation is a measure that helps education researchers compare
esults across different studies that use different tests. A standard deviation

er. sents a portion of a bell curve (or normal curve). If all students were arrayed
1 a bell curve, 95 percent of them would be within two standard deviations of the
iverage student and 68 percent would be within one standard deviation (more

tudents are packed into the middle of a bell curve).

\fter one year, retained students benefit by between .01 and .05 standard
leviations, depending upon the analysis. These represent small, but statistically
ignificant, effects. After two years, the benefit of retention grows to between .11
ind .16 standard deviations, which education fesearchers would generally regérd
s . .oderate benefits. Gains of this size are somewhat smaller than have been
bserved in evaluations of class-size reducﬁon or voucher programs, which are
round one-quarter of a standard deviation, but they are larger than the effects of
harter-school programs or increased per-pupil spending, which tend to be

,etween zero and one-tenth of a standard deviation.

Vhile measuring effects in standard deviations permits comparisons with other

tudies of other programs, these units are still relatively unfamiliar to most non-




asearchers. To help people understand the magnitude of the effects, we have also
onverted them into percentiles in Table 5. Percentiles rank all students so that 1
e \;»nt would be in each percentile. A student performing at the 50th percentile
utperforms 50 percent of Aall students. Students in our across-year treatment

roup (those who entered the third grade in 2002-03 with FCAT reading scores
elow the necessary threshold) had an average score at the 23rd percentile ona
ationally normed tést also administered to all students in the state. A student at
1e 23rd percentile outperforms 23 percent of all students but trails the other 77
ercent. A gain of five percentile points is easier closer to the middle of the pack,
there most students are grouped, and harder on the tails, just as passing other
tu‘r‘énts in a foot race is easier if one is running in the middle of the pack than if
né is way ahead or way behind, where there is more distance between each
inner. Given that retained students start at the 23rd percentile in reading, they
rould barely gain one percentile point one year after being retained but would gain

etween three and 5.1 percentile points two years after being retained.

*OMPARING FLORIDA WITH CHICAGO

Ising several analytical strategies, we find that Florida’s test-based retention policy




as led to significant improvements in reading scores for those studeﬁts who were
stained. These results contradict those of Roderick and Nagaoka (2005), who also
)LL; 1initial benefits after the first year of the program but found that these benefits
isappeared in the second year after retention. Because we use a similar basic
nalytical model as Roderick and Nagaoka, the different results most likely stem
'om differences in the policies and their implementation in Chicago and Florida,

ot from differences in the research designs.[10] Although we are unable to test

1e effects of the different characteristics of the two programs empirically, some

ey policy differences deserve discussion.

)ne important difference between the two policies is that Florida’s policy regulated
n\ Juided the exemptions from the policy while Chicago’s policy had no formal
lles for promotion of students with scores below the minimal threshold. The idea
f allowing exemptions in Florida is to accommodate the needs of students whose
ast scores, for some reason, do not truly demonstrate their academic proficiency
r who have some exceptional characteristic that could explain low test scores
such as a disability or limited proficiency in English). If these exemptions
ffectively promote students for whom retention would be harmful, they would add

> the effectiveness of the policy overall. Thus, part of the negative findings in

-hi~ago could be attributed to the fact that the policy in that city retained some




tudents who would have benefited from promotion. Without formal rules for
romoting students, it is likely that the exemption strategy was not well tailored to
ie ;.fying individuals who would benefit from promotion, and it could have been
uite arbitrary. In Florida, on the other hand, the procedures for exempting
tudents from retention may have more effectively guided educators about who

rould benefit most from being exempted from test-based retention.

\nother difference between the policies in Chicago and Florida is that the Chicago
olicy underwent several changes in its implementation, while Florida’s policy has
amained consistent. Changes in the policy might cause uncertainty in the
asponse of schools and thus inconéistent results. If educators believe that a

atk .ied student will be promoted because of a change in the retention policy

ather than because of improved skills, their incentives to improve student skills are

ndermined.

1 addition, recent allegations of testi'ng impropriety in Chicago (see Jacob and
evitt 2003 and Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004) compared with validation of
asting integrity in Florida (see Greene, Winters, and Forster 2004; West and
‘eterson 2005) may help explain the different findings from the Chicago and

‘lorida programs. If Chicago schools are manipulating test results in response to

tu.znt retention, rather than addressing the needs of those students, test-based




stention may indeed be counterproductive. If that explains the different findings,
e lesson would be that test-based promotion with a valid testing system is-

en».' _ficial while the same policy without testing integrity may be harmful.

)f course, these possible explanations for the differences in the findingé in Florida
nd Chicago are only hypotheses and require further empirical examination. What
; clear, however, is that there are differences in the effect of test-based retention
cross these two jurisdictions and that these differences do not appear to have

een caused by variation in the way the programs were evaluated.

0" *CLUSION

Vhile we can have confidence that test-based retention in Florida has academic
enefits, we do not know a number of things. We do not know whether the gains
re have observed two years after students are retained will continue to hold,

xpand, or disappear over time. We intend to continue tracking their progress to

nd out.

Ve do not know whether test-based retention policies in other school systems,
uch as Texas and New York City, have benefits similar to those in Florida. The

esuits from Florida tell us that test-based retention, when implemented under the



ight conditions, improves student learning, but the evidence from Chicago feminds
1s that the same vpolicy improperly implemented can be counterproductive. These
)rc’f;f’ams in other school systems need to be carefully evaluated to determine if
hey are prOducihg béneﬁts or if their featurés need to be modified to achieve

esults similar to those found in Florida.

Ne do not know whether the benefits of test-based retention in Florida justify the
idditional costs involved. Retaining students means that students may spend an
idditional year in public schools. With national per-pupil spending topping $10,000,
\dding another year of school for a large number of students requires significant
idditional spending over time. Of course, additional spending that significantly

m Jves outcomes for students may well be worth it. Without tracking the benefits
wer the long term, and without a careful cost-benefit analysis, it is difficult to draw

sonclusions on this.

Vhat we can know is that test-based retention in Florida is helping students
mnprove their reading. This evaluation supports the theory that students with low
est scores who are promoted appear to lack the minimum skills to prosper in the

iext grade. Retaining low-scoring students gives those students a chance to catch

ip on their skills so that they have the wherewithal to progress academically.




Given the frustrating stagnation in student achievement over the last three
decades, despite the significant increase in resources and efforts to improve
lea. .Ing, any large-scale policy that produces progress is promising. Test-based

retention should continue to be tried and carefully evaluated to see if this promise

can become a reality of higher student achievement for students nationwide




