Retention…Helpful or Harmful

20

Running Head: RETENTION…HELPFUL OR HARMFUL
Elementary Teachers’ Perspectives of Retention 
Katie Morel

Carrie Sappenfield

Manda Sias

California State University at San Bernardino

EDUC 607

Table of Contents

Abstract









3

Introduction









4

Literature Review








5
Hypothesis









6

Definition of Terms








7

Instrumentation and Data Treatment






9
Findings









10


Conclusion









14 Recommendations for Further Research





15 References









17 Appendices









19
Abstract
Retention is a controversial topic in the educational community.  Most current research does not support the use of retention as an intervention for low-performing students; however, it continues to be a frequently used practice amongst teachers and administrators in schools today.  This study focused on teachers’ perceptions of retention for elementary aged students.  Surveys were administered to elementary school teachers at three school sites. Survey results showed that, overall, teachers perceive retention to have positive implications for students.  The study reveals that there is a disconnection between the current research and teachers’ perceptions of retention.
Introduction

Retention is one of the most controversial topics in education.  Educators and administrators often struggle with the decision of whether to retain or promote a struggling student in an effort to meet their needs.  Most of the current research does not support retention due to the fact that data from students who have been retained show no significant growth in comparison to those who were promoted.   Regardless of the current research, many teachers still consider retention as an option for students who are below grade level.  This study will seek to determine whether teachers gauge retention to be beneficial or harmful for elementary-aged students. 

The Effects of No Child Left Behind

“With national initiatives such as the 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, there has been an increased emphasis on ‘closing the achievement gap’ between minority and non-minority students and improving the performance of all children” (Jimerson et al, 86, 2006).  In effort to close the achievement gap many educational communities are turning to retention.  Most often low socio-economic and minority students are unable to meet the high demands of standardized tests, as a result these students are most often targets for retention.  Moreover, studies show a correlation between the educational level of a student’s parent and the likelihood that they will be retained.   Studies also reveal that boys are twice as likely to be retained as girls.  Demographics seem to have a more influential role than IQ in determining whether or not a child will be retained. Has No Child Left Behind achieved its purpose?  Since the enactment of No Child Left Behind “the number of students retained annually in the United States has increased, with recent estimates between 7 and 15% (over 3 million children) each year” (Jimerson et al, 86, 2006).  

Short-Term Effects of Retention

Teachers and administrators often feel confident in their decision to retain as a result of the success that is immediately apparent.  “A meta-analysis conducted by Holmes and Matthew (1984) indicated that children make progress during the year they repeat a grade, but not as much progress as similar children who were promoted” (Rust & Wallace, 1993).  In a study conducted by Wu, West and Hughes (2008), it was determined that there was an increase in math and reading scores on the Woodcock-Johnson III assessment in the short-term. The overall consensus amongst the research shows that students who were retained experience immediate academic growth in the repeated year. 

Long-Term Effects of Retention

While retained students experience success during the years immediately following retention, they are often faced with many challenges throughout their remaining educational experience.  One study on the long-term effects of grade retention found that “retained students did not experience any benefit in their growth rates as a result of retention; over and above the growth rates seen by similarly performing promoted students (Silberglitt et al, 266, 2006).  In addition to the academic struggles that students continue to face after being retained, research indicates that these students are also faced with social and emotional challenges.  The combination of the academic, social and emotional challenges that confront students who have been retained often result in these students dropping out of high school.  Eide and Showwalter (1999) found “a similar relationship between retention and dropping out after controlling for variables such as age at school entry, parental education, family income, urban/rural community type and region of the country (57).   In fact, students who are retained during elementary school are “between two and eleven times more likely to drop out of high school than non-retained students” (Jimerson, 89, 2006).  All in all, the research shows no long-term benefits for retention students.  

Summary of Research

In summary, the research indicates that retention has some short-term benefits; however, there are no long-term benefits for students.  Despite initial growth, students’ results on standardized tests level out within two or three years.  Many of the studies revealed that low-performing students who were promoted were more successful in school than those who were retained.  The studies were unclear, however, on the age or grade level of the students who were retained.  Additionally, most of the studies focused on the academic factors influenced by retention, but did not include information on the social and emotional repercussions of retention.  

Hypothesis

This study will assess teacher perceptions of retention.  The group hypothesizes that primary teachers, grades kindergarten through third, will perceive retention to be beneficial for students, whereas, upper grade teachers, grades fourth through sixth, will perceive retention to be harmful for students.  Additionally, the group hypothesizes that teachers will perceive retention to be a positive option for students who are performing below grade level standards.  
Definitions of Terms

For this study, the following definitions apply:

1. Retention/Retain

Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary (2009) defines retention as “the act of retaining or the state of being retained.”  This source also defines retain as “to keep in possession or use.” When used within this study, both terms will refer to a student that has not been promoted to the next grade level rather; the student will repeat the same grade for another school year.
2. Primary Grades

Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary (2009) defines Primary as “first in order of time or development.” In Elementary School, this term refers to grades kindergarten through third grade.
3. Upper Grade

For the purpose of this study, this term refers to students that are in fourth through sixth grade.
4. Low Socioeconomic

A family's socioeconomic status is based on family income, parental education level, parental occupation, and social status in the community. Families with low socioeconomic status often lack the financial, social, and educational supports that characterize families with high socioeconomic status. Poor families also may have inadequate or limited access to community resources that promote and support children's development and school readiness. As a result, children from families with low socioeconomic status are at greater risk of entering kindergarten unprepared than their peers from families with median or high socioeconomic status. 
5. Minority Student

According to Encarta’s Online Dictionary (2009) a minority is defined as “a smaller socially defined group or a group of people, within a society, whose members have different ethnic, racial, national, religious, sexual, political, linguistic, or other characteristics from the rest of society.”
6. Low Performing School

For this study, a school is identified as “low performing” if their overall Academic Performance Index (API) score is below proficient and/or the school has been unable to meet the expected Academic Yearly Performance (AYP) goals for its specific sub-groups.  These scores are determined by the state standardized achievement tests given each spring.  
7. No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

Overwhelmingly passed by both houses of Congress in 2001, NCLB, a significant federal education statute, originally supported by a bipartisan coalition, was signed into law in 2002. This landmark, groundbreaking law contends to have the answer for improving bad schools and public school teachers in an effort to ‘leave no child left behind’, by enforcing a system of standards and accountability through high stakes testing (ED.gov/nclb/overview/,2005). Popham (2004) explains that, “now according to federal law, the dominant determiner of whether a school is performing satisfactorily will be whether the school fails to meet annual required improvement levels in students’ test scores” (p.5). While this new law “to improve the performance of U.S. primary and secondary schools” sounds like a great idea, it has proven to be the cause for much of the incongruence in our school system.  Popham adds, “…of the many schools that will be labeled “failing” some simply are not. Just as seriously, of the many schools that escape the “failing” label, some are doing an unsatisfactory instructional job” (p.5). 
Instrumentation and Data Treatment
In order to gauge teachers’ perceptions on retention a survey was administered to teachers at three elementary school sites.  Surveys were given to all teachers at each school site (see appendix B).  Surveys were collected from 51 teachers in all: 9 kindergarten, 11 first grade, 9 second grade, 9 third grade, 8 fourth grade, 6 fifth grade, and 1 sixth grade teacher.  The surveys were distributed to the teachers’ mailboxes and were asked to be returned within five days to a designated box.  This method for distribution and collection maintained the anonymity of the survey.  The survey was formatted in a manner that required quick check-off responses, in order to respect the time of the participants and encourage a greater number of responses.  

The survey required a response to 6 questions regarding retention.  The survey questions asked teachers to acknowledge their own experiences with retention, rate the success of retention on a likert scale, as well as identify specific benefits and negative implications they have observed as a result of retention.  All questions were close-ended in order to provide clear data for the study.  The survey was designed to assess teachers’ perceptions of the retention process, as well as the implications this process holds for students.  
Findings

The survey revealed that thirty-five (69%), of the fifty-one teachers surveyed, had previously retained a student.  Forty-eight (94%) of the teachers have had a student who was retained in their class. Teachers were asked to rate the overall benefit of retention according to a five-point likert scale, with 1 being “not beneficial” and 5 being “very beneficial”.  The responses from this question are shown in the tables below:

	Do You Feel Retention is Beneficial?

1= not beneficial  (   5 = very beneficial

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Number of Responses
	3
	5
	21
	13
	7

	Percentage
	6%
	10%
	41%
	25%
	14%
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Given a list of responses to choose from, teachers were asked to identify benefits that they have observed as a result of retention.  The responses are shown in the tables below:
	What benefits have you observed as a result of retention?

	
	Academic 

Success
	Positive Peer Interactions
	Classroom Behavior
	Self Confidence
	Self Perception

	Number of Responses
	38
	22
	23
	36
	18

	Percentage
	75%
	43%
	45%
	71%
	35%
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Given a list of responses to choose from, teachers were asked to identify negative implication they have observed as a result of retention.  The results are presented in the tables below:

	Negative Implications as a Result of Retention

	
	Poor Student Achievement
	Stagnant Academic Achievement
	Classroom Behavior
	Peer Interactions
	Self Perception
	Lack of Self Confidence

	Number of Responses
	8
	18
	19
	13
	16
	17

	Percentage
	16%
	35%
	37%
	25%
	31%
	33%
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The data reveals that teachers perceive the positive implications of retention to be greater than the negative implications.  The data is shown in the graph below:


[image: image1]
The final question on the survey asked teachers to whether they would consider retention an option in the future.  65% of teachers reported that it is was likely that they would retain in the future, 10% reported that it was unlikely that they would retain in the future, and 25% of the teachers were unsure on whether or not they would retain a student in the future.    
Conclusions

The data revealed that the use of retention is actively present at all three elementary schools.  Most of the teachers surveyed had previously retained a student, and almost all of the teachers have had a student in their class who had been retained.  Also, the data indicated that a large majority of the teachers would be likely to retain a student in the future.  Overall, the data collected from the surveys revealed that teachers perceive the positive implications of retention to outweigh the negative. Consequently, it can be determined that most teachers identify retention as a plausible intervention for students who are performing below grade level. 
The study reveals that there is high level of disconnect between the current research and teachers’ perceptions of retention.  Although research on the effects retention in the primary grades is minimal, most current research does not support retention. Despite this, teachers still consider it to be a viable option for their students.  It is likely that teachers are not ignoring the research, but rather, are unaware of the information surrounding this topic. It would be beneficial to provide teachers at all three school sites with current research on the topic of retention, in order for them to be better equipped to make appropriate decisions regarding the retention of their students.  
Possible Steps to Consider for Further Research
1. Consider applying for grants to aid you in funding a larger scale research study. Funds from a grant could offer incentives to survey participants and could be used to hire on additional researchers to access and track a larger sample of retained students and the teachers that choose to retain them.  

2. Refine questionnaire. It would beneficial to the study to re-word questions on the survey to clarify terms for participants. It would also be beneficial to add more specific questions to the survey. 

3. Include students and parents in the survey process. Retention students and their parents could be surveyed utilizing revised questionnaires over several years. Opinions may change over time. It would be interesting to see the change in views reported. This could be valuable information to future studies of long term effects of retention.

4. Offer incentives to survey participants. If sending surveys out in a larger scale format, providing incentives may encourage more participation. It may beneficial to offer an incentive to those who complete the survey with comments in a timely manner. The type of incentive would depend upon the amount of funding available. 

5. Pre-establish an appropriate time frame for this study on a larger scale. In order to evaluate multiple comments on each survey a larger time frame would be needed.  

6. Pursue publication of results in order to draw attention to the implications and or benefits of retention.
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Appendices

Appendix A
School Demographics

Student Enrollment by Grade Level

This table displays the number of students enrolled in each grade level at the school.

	Grade Level
	Number of Students
	Grade Level
	Number of Students

	Kindergarten
	310
	Grade 4
	250

	Grade 1
	280
	Grade 5
	240

	Grade 2
	310
	Special Education
	58

	Grade 3
	360
	
	


Student Enrollment by Group

This table displays the number of students enrolled at the school who are identified as being in a particular group.

	Student Ethnicity
	Home Languages of

English Language Learners
	Free/Reduced Lunch

	Hispanic – 37%
	Spanish – 86%
	67% of students

	Asian – 8%
	Vietnamese – 8%
	

	White – 39%
	Other Languages – 3%
	

	Pacific Islander – 1%
	Khmer - <1%
	

	Filipino – 7%
	Tongan - 2%


	

	African American - 8%
	Total English Language Learners: 73%
	


Appendix B
1. What grade level do you teach?  Please circle.  

        K

1

2

3

4

5

2. Have you ever retained a student?  Please circle.

Yes

No

3. Have you ever had a student in your class that was retained?  

Please circle.

Yes

No

4. Overall, do you feel retention is beneficial? (1 = not beneficial and 5 = very beneficial)
1

2

3

4

5

5. What benefits have you observed as a result of retention?

Please check the box(es) that apply:
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6. What negative implications have you observed as a result of retention? 

Please check the box(es) that apply:


Poor student achievement  

          
  Peer interactions



Stagnant academic achievement                      Self perception

Classroom behavior                                           Lack of self confidence

7. Would you consider retention an option in the future?  Please circle.  

Likely

Unlikely
Unsure


