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ABSTRACT
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meta-analysis mathematically integrates the research £1nd1ngs to
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criteria, the authors measured the "effect sizes" in grand means.
When each effect size was treated equally, the grand mean effect size
was -.37, indicating that promoted children scored 0.37 standard
dev;at;on units higher than retained children on the outcome
measures. When effect sizes within each study were averaged, the .
grand mean was -.34. In studies in which promoted and nonpromoted
students had been compared, the grand mean was -.38. It is noted that
the high degree of consistency lends cre ibility to the validity of
the findings. In addition to the grand means, effect sizes were
calculated on some dependent variable measures, including academic
achievement, personal adjustment, attitude, behavior, and attendance.
The cumulat1ve research shows that the potential for negative effects
cons1stent1y outweighs positive outcomes. The analysis concludes with
an extensive list of references. (JW)
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Abstract

In this study data from all studies identified as meeting

® -
the selection criteria were mathematically integrated to
determine the effect of grade-level retention on elementary
and/or junier high school pupils. When each effect size

. calculated was treated equally, a grand meah’ effect size of

-.37 was obtained indicating that, on the average, promoted —— .

N

o

children scored .37 standard deviation units higher than
retainea children on the various outcome measures, When ‘the
effect sizes within each study.were first averaged, so that

each study could be given equal weight, a grand mean® of -,34 -
was obtained. By using the effect sizes from only those
studies in which the promot?‘a and nonpromoted pqgils had been
matched, a grand me:g;' of -.38 was calculated., The high degree:,

of consistency in these measutés len‘ds credibility to the‘\

' validiq}/o‘?tthese Eindings. - |

£ \»# ~ 3 -~
Q ke b ,‘),é .

a {.‘
SRR In addition to the grand means, effects sizes were

. S0 .
calculated on various dependent yariable measures. These

measures include academic achievement (further sub-divided into :,
various areas) + personal adjustmenf: (which included subareas

self-concept, social adjﬁstment, and emotional ad»jnmtinent),

attitude toward school, behavior, and attendance. 1In all

.

cases,ékhe outcomes for promoted pupils were more positive -than
for retained pupils,
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The Effects of Nonpromotion on Elementary and Junior High

School Pupils: A Meta-Analysis

The rate of nqnptom&tiqn had declined over the last few

-

decades, but with the current emphasis on "competency-based

education,” it is now increasing. Hubbeil (198@) found, that

the percentage of children retained in the 124 schools she

sutveyed had risen steadily each year over the last five yeaté.
Greensville County Kvitginia) Schools retained 1,308 of their

’

3,759 studeqts as a result of a’'move to promotion based
exclusively on student mastery of skills (Ower;s & Ranick,
1977). Approximately half of the first-, second-, and
third-grade pupils in the Washington, D.C., School System

failed to meet the new math and reading standards each of the

last two years and were retained 4in grade (CBS, Note 1). With

this reassessment of retention policies by.school districts, a
look\if the existing research seems approptiat;. \

Reiter (1973), after reviewing the research on
promotion/retention for the PhiladelphhaSchoél[ﬁstrict,
concluded that the research tells us tha:t “how the pupil is
promoted or retained .is more important than whether ﬁe is" (p.
20)» He reported that the*réseatch indicated both nonpromotion
and social promption have negative effects. Hess (1958) also

concluded  that the available research on this question

"produces a varied range of conclusions" (p. 155).

@
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The Best of ERIC (1979){ stated that Jackson had provided

the only critical review of the research on grade retention.

He (Jackson, 1975), after concluding that the available
teseatch.was generally of poor quality and contained major
flaws, stated it provided only mixed results. In conélusioé
Jackson wrote, "Thus those educators who retain pupils in a
grade do so without valid research evidence that such treatment
will provide greater benefits to students with academic or
adjustment difficulties than will ﬁromotion to the next grade"
(p. 627). |

McAfee (1981) agreed wioth'Jackson's assessment of the
quality of existing tefeatch. He, however, dismissed the
possibilities of more research employing an experimental design
as follows: ~

To determine whether or not retention is béneficial, all

would agree that implementation of experimental designs

would best allow us to answer the question. Unfortunaly

(sic), it seems that most school districts will be

unwilling to adopt such a strategy because‘of the

political ramifications. (p. 22)
Hopefully‘the decisions made by school officials to not
randomly select students for retention are not only based on
pos$ible political ramifications but also on possible
consequénces to the children in their care.

Jackson (1975) stated that studies comparing groups of

regularly promoted students with those retained under normal

«
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school policy, to be biased in favor of promotion. He arrived

at this conclusion based on the assumption that the fact that

the promoted students were promoted, indicated that they aré/

doing better than those who were retained. While undoubtedly
this was sometimas’ttue, it has not always been ignored in the
research design., When retained groups are mﬂect&ifrom
schools with more stringent retention policies than the
policies hin the schools from which the control groups were
selected, his assumption need not Qhold. With lsome studie’s
selecting control groups from age-peers and some from
grade-peers (the latter may be biased in favor of retentjon),
some selecting control groups from within the same school and
some from without, and a couple of studies employing
experimental designs, somé of the research-biases may be
compensated for in a meta-analysis. 0
Cognizant of the danger of a possible bias in advance, as

well as, knowing the current concerns educators have about this

issue, a meta-analysis of the existing research was undertaken.

N ~

- Methods

Sources of Data

“ &

A syétematix: search of the literature was conducted to
identify studies which were potentially relevant. In the
imitial phase, Current Index to Journals in Education (ERIC),

Research in Education (ERIC), and Dissertation Abstracts
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International werée computer-searched. .In addition, a manual

l

|

l
search was conducted of Education Index and Master's Thesis in -
Education. In the seéond phase, each report leccated in phasé
one was consulted, when possible, for additional citations.'_
The search produced a bibliography of apptoximétely Ggﬂ
entties.l

The following selection criteria were used to reduce the
compfeted bibliography to the 1list of 44 studies included in
the‘meta-analysis. To have been included in the final list,
the reported study must ohave: (a) ptesel‘zted the results of
original research of the effects on pupils of retention in the
‘elementary r Jjunior high schobl grades, (b) contained
sufficient reported data to alloﬁ éortthe calculation or
estimation of an effect size, and (c) compared a group of
retained pupils with a‘gtoup of promoted pupilsea The 44
studies consisted of lB"published studies, 14 dissertations,
and 12 master‘'s theses.
A total of 11,132 pupils were included in these 44

investigations. There were a total of 4,2ﬂ8rmnpummtéd ‘
pupils, with 6,924 regularly promoted pupils serving as .

controls. As few as 36 and as many as 1,929 pupils were

involved in the individual studies.

Chronological and Geographical Distribution )

Figure 1 (page 7) shows the chronological distribution of

. the studies included in the meta-analysis. The earliest
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publication date among the studies is 1929; the most recent is

[+

1981 with most studies being conducted between 1968 and 1975.
'In an attempt to determine whether «changes in society
and/or the educat;onal setting make it more appropriate to set
a specified time range for the incluEion of studies, a Pearson
ptoduét-ﬁoment correlation was éomputed between the year the
- study was feported and the mean effect size (ES) for the study.

A correlation coefficien% near -zero would suggest that change

" taking "place over time has no systematic effect on the

magnitude of the effect size and would support the decision to
include all studies, The coefficient obtained was ~.07;
therefore, all studies were included in the meta-analysis.

The state in whiéh the study hkad been conducted was
;dentifigd for all but two of the studies. %wo others had been
‘carried out in public schools in Canada. The remaining 40
sgpdies had £een conducted in 26 different states (See. Figure
2, page 8). The location of the two studies which were not
idenéified could be placed in a particular regian of the United
States. One of the investigations was undertaken in the
northeastern United States, yhile the othef qu~c6nducted in
the southeastern United Stgies. Geographically the studies

were well distributed over the continental U.S. with the

exception of the Mountain States' not being represented.
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. Results

. In all, 575 individual effect size§ w;re-calculated. This
represents a mean of 13 effect sizes per study. In actuality,
however, as many as ;Gg effect sizes and as few as one effect
size were obtakned'from individual studies. As indicated in
Table 1 (page "18), the mean ES obcained from avef%ging-the 575
effect sizes was -.37. THis value indigates that on the
average, the droups of - nonpromoted pupils scored .37 standard

o

deviation units lower on the varicus outcome ‘measures than did
-the_promoted group.

The overall effect size includes ESs that were calqylated
with data measuring several differént dependent variables and
represents .the overall effect of nonpromotion on pupils
retained in elementa}y or j;nior high school grades. These‘575
ESs were then grouped into five major areas of dependent
variables: (a) academic acﬁievement, (b) personal adjustment,

(c) self-concept,. (d) attitude toward school, and (e)

. ‘attendance. The first two of these areas were further

' "subdivided.

Ag‘denic Achievement
. The effect of.nonprmmotion on the academic achievement of
. - ;

pupils was measured in 31 of the 44 studies. From those

studies, 367 effect E;zes were calculated. When the mean- of"

these 367 ESs was calculated, a value of -.,44 .was obtained
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Table 1
MeannEffect Stzes * )
Overail'and By Area
T #ESs ES
‘, overall Effect Size - . 515 L =37
'Academic Achievement 367 ® ~-o 44
’ Language Arts 85 - -+ 40
Reading 75 -.48
Mathematics 77 -+ 33
Work-Study Skills 32 -.41
Social Studies 7 ~e35
. Grade Point Averagé 4 -+ 58
Pé;sonal Adjustment 142 -e27
g Social Adjustment ‘ 60 | , -e27 .
Emotional Adjustment é - o 20
Behavior 13 -«31
Self-Concept® 34 -e21 5
Attitude Toward School 26 -.16 ‘

Attendance 6 o =el2

s ——
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indicating the promoted group, on ﬁhe average, had achieved
.44 standard deviatjon units higher than the retained group.’
Each of the sub-areas produced negative effect size values,
indicating that nonpromotion had a negative effect on the
pupils: language arts, -.45; reading, -.48; mathematics, -.33;
work-study skills, -.41; social studies, -.35; grade’point

avetage' "'0580 -

Personal Adjustment

Of the 575 individual ESs calculated, 142 were measures of
what has been labeled personal adjustmeﬁt. These 142 effect
sizes were obtained from 21 studies and yielded an average ES
of -.27. The retained students, in .the time following
retention, scored .27 ;tandatd deviation units below that of
promoted students in measures of personal adjustment. Tbtee

« sub-areas were indentified: (a) social adjustment, (b)
emotional adjustment, and (c) behavior. Once again all
sub-areas produced negative effect sizes (social aajustment,

-.27; emotional adjustment, -.28; behavior, -.31).

Self-Concept

~

Nine studies measuteq the effect of retention on the

self-concepts of pupils whe had been retained in either
elementary or junior high school. With data from these
studies, 34 effect sizes were calculated. These 34 ESE ’

p}oduced a mean of =.19., On self-concept measures, the

15
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promoted pupils outscored the retained pupils by .19 standard

deviation units.

Attitude Toward School

Eiéht studies measured pupil attitudes toward school.
These studies yielded 26 ES's with a mean sffect size of -.16.
Although this does not indicate large diffetences.in attitudes
toward school between the groups, the difference that was

measured indicated that retained students held school in less

favor than the promoted students.

Re-Examination of the Data

Since some of the studies yielded large numbéts of
individual .effect sizes while others produced but one ES, a
decision was made to re-examine the data to see if any one
study had produced substantial distortions in the mean effect

“

sizes. \ .

All individual ESs obtained from a single s{:udy which
measured the same general area were averaged and then the mean
of the avetagesﬂl‘as taken. 1In thi;s way, all studies which
measured an cffect contribated equally to the grand mean effect
size. As can be seen. from Table 2 (page 14), the differences
obtained from the original calculations were small. Ten of'the

15 mean effect sizes ‘calculated were, within .04 standard

deviatioﬁ units of those in Table 1. .A noticeable difference

was observed in the self-cqncept mean effect size, as the
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difference between the promoted and nonpromoted groups almost
vanished going from -.31 to -.92 standara deviations. -]
Eighteen of the 44 studies had matched subjects. All but
one of these had included IQ and/or achiev;ment test scores as
matching criteria. Table 3 (page 15) indicates the criteria
used in the 18 studies with matched subjects. A mean effect.
size was calculated with these studies- to see if the:matching
of the groups proéuced different’ results from the overall
effect si%es previously calculated. A grand mean ES of -.38
was obtained which is §ery similar to the -.37 in Table 1 and
the -.34 in Table 2. The high degreé Sf éonsistency between

these measures lends credibilig& to the validity of the

findings.

LY

Conclusion
Those who continue to retain pupils at grade level 46 so
in spite of cumulative research evidence showing the potential
for negative effects consistently ocutweighs positive outcomes.
Since this cumulating research evidence consistently points to
possibilities for negative effects to be produced by
nonpromotion, the burden of proof should fall on proponents 9f

retention plans to show there is comp21ling logic indicating

success of their plans, when so many oéher plans have failed.
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Table 2
Mean Effect Sizes

When Averaged by Study

$studies - ES

overall Effect Size 44 -3
Academic Achié&e&ént 31 -.43
Language Arts 14 -+54
Reading 24 -.50
Mathematics 29 -.45
wOrk-Stuéy Skills ) 1 -.41
Social Studies 3 -e37
Grade Point Average X 3 -.78
Personal Adjustment 21 -.38
Social Adjustment 13 . . -.24
Emotional Adjustment 5 =20
Behavior 7 -.35‘
Self-Concept 9 -.02
Attitude Toward School 8 -.17
Attendance 4 -.14
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Table 3 , v
Studies With Matched Subjects @
Mdtched On

10 Ach,Test SES Sex Grades Other ES
X X X X -.23
X X X \ -.39
X X X -.96
X X X -.66

X -.39
X X X X X -.63
X X X -.96
X X X -.40

X X X +.20
X X ’ X -.41
X X -.085
X -.04

X X -.42

X X X X -.48
X X X -.65
X X X -.59
X ) -.51
X X X X =.16
Mean Effect Size -.38

1§
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Note

1The complete bibliography is available on request from the

+

authors, . '

Reference Note

lCBS Evening News with Bob Schieffer. December 26,-1981.
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