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The Failure of Test-Based Retention in Chicago

| have read the December 1999 and September 2000 reports of the Chicago study carried out
by the Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR), in light of the debate over ending “socid
promotion.” The latest, sad findings reconfirm and strengthen those of the first report.

. The combination of test-based retention with a narrowly test-based curriculum has no remedid
educationd vaue.
. Over athree-year period, students who have been retained gain no more on the ITBS than

students who have passed promotiona gates or who have failed to meet the cut-score on the
summer examination and been waived into the next grade. But those retained students lose a
year of ther lives, ther retention adds to the cost of schooling, and they have ahigher risk of
dropping out before completing high school.

. Low-scoring eighth graders are somewhat more likely to drop out within two years under the
new policy than under the policies of 1995, and dropouit is especidly high among low-scoring
eighth graders who were retained or sent to trangition centersin 1997.

. There are higher rates of passing the promotional gates at grades 3, 6, and 8, but they are no
reason to celebrate. Gains have been very small between 1998 and 1999. Part of thegainin
grade 3 is explained by more retention in grades 1 and 2. Part of thegainin al gradesis dueto
increased exemption from the testing program. Morever, fewer waivers have been issued after
1997, S0 retention rates remain very high.

. Most important, repeated use of the same forms of the same tests invariably leads to test-score
inflation, and that may well account for the observed increase in pass rates.

The meager impact of the Chicago reforms is especidly evident in comparisons between third-
graders who failed to meet the cut-score on the ITBS in the soring of 1997 and third-gradersin the
spring of 1995 whose scores were so low that they would have failed to meet the cut-score. (That is, |
ignore the differences among students who passed after the 1997 summer bridge and who were
retained or waived theregfter.) From Figure 2-9 of the first Consortium study, | calculated that the
andl initid difference between the two low-scoring groups (0.1 ITBS Grade Equivdentsin the
December 1999 report and 0.0 among continuing students in the September 2000 report) was
unchanged ayear later — after the 1997 students had gone through the first round of testing, the
Summer Bridge program, and the following academic year. Thisfinding isreinforced by the additiond
year of data: As shown by Figure 14 of the September 2000 report, the average three-year gainin GE
is 2.7 among students who would have failed in 1995, and it is 2.7 among al students who failed to
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meet the cut-score on the ITBS in the spring of 1997 (in the categories * passed after the bridge,”
“waived,” and “dl retained”). That is, the overdl test-score gain of initialy low-scoring 3¢ graders was
essentialy unaffected by sdection after the 1997 summer bridge into groups that were passed, waived,
or retained. The program had no overall effect on test-score gains of low-scoring third-graders after
three years, but we can expect that it will eventualy increase school dropout among the retained
students.

Much the same finding holds among students a the sixth grade level. Thereisvirtudly no
difference after three years between the test-score gains of low-scoring sixth gradersin 1995 and the
aggregate of those who initidly failed to meet the cut-score on the ITBS in the spring of 1997 and were
subsequently successful or unsuccessful in the summer bridge program.  Again, the program had no
effect on test-score gains of low-scoring sixth graders after three years, but we may expect it to
increase school dropouit.

Both among dl third-graders and among al sixth-graders, there was a smdll overdl increasein
test-score gains between those who first completed the grade in 1995 and those who first completed
the gradein 1997. But the gain is due entirdly to the larger share of sudents who initidly passed the
ITBS. Yet we know that the increased passing rates are of doubtful validity because of the repeated
use of the same forms of the same test after 1995.

In its 1999 report on high stakes testing, the National Research Council (NRC) stated afew
basic principles of appropriate test use: (1) Any particular test has vaidity only in relaion to pecific
uses, (2) tests are not perfect, but neither are the alternatives to tests; (3) no high-stakes educationa
decision about a test-taker should be made soldly or automatically on the basis of asingle test score;
other relevant information should also be taken into account; (4) tests should be used for high-stakes
decisons only after sudents have been taught the knowledge and skills on which they will be tested; (5)
neither test scores nor any other kind of information can justify educationa decisons that are not
beneficid for sudents.

At the outset, the Chicago plan violated these basic principles. The lowa Test of Basic Skills
(ITBS) was not designed to be used as the sole criterion of grade-promotion decisons. Test rdiability
was not considered in setting arbitrary cut scores, and there was no systematic second chance to teke
the spring exam. No other clearly specified criteriawere used at first — though we now have learned
from the Consortium study that thousands of students have actudly been promoted, despite failing
scores. The ITBS has no verified relaionship to previoudy established curricular goas and stlandards
of the Chicago Public Schoals. In fact, the NRC Committee concluded that Chicago’s regular year
and summer school curriculawere so closaly geared to the ITBS that it was impossible to distinguish
red subject mastery from mastery of skills and knowledge useful for passing this particular test. Again,
this problem is exacerbated by Chicago’s repeated use of exactly the same forms of the test.

Thislatest evauation of the Chicago plan reconfirms that it has o failed the last of the NRC's
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criterig; thereis no credible evidence of lasting educational benefit, either to those who passed or those
who failed to exceed cut-scores on the ITBS. Use of an independent, externa standard of academic
achievement — not the ITBS —is essentid to avalid evaluation — but the Consortium study includes no
independent standard of achievement.

The failure of the Chicago plan will come as no surprise to anyone who has followed research
on the consequences of grade retention. While retention sometimes leads to short-term gains for
retained students — and even these are lacking in Chicago — study after study shows that the costs of
retention are high, both to school systems and to students, and that retention leads to lower academic
achievement and greater high school dropout. And aworrisome level of school dropout is dready
sgnded by the Chicago data. These findings reconfirm the failure of retention as shown in New York's
Promotiona Gates program of the 1980s and by more recent studiesin Batimore and in Texas.

The Consortium reports merdly tell us, again, what has happened in the past, not what need
happen in the future:

Chicago’s school |eaders should ask themselves, what are the likely consequences, both immediate
and in the long-term, of their wdl-intentioned efforts to raise educationd standards?

Chicago' s leaders need strong evidence that reforms will work before they put them in place on a
large scale.

Chicago' s leaders should maintain a commitment to measure reforms and their consequences as
they take place. The Consortium studies are a commendable move in this direction, but their value
is reduced by the absence of an independent criterion of achievement and by other problems of
research design and andysis.

Chicago’s leaders should remember what the problem is asthey seek to solveit. The problemis
not socid promoation; it is low academic achievement.

During 1998, | served as Chair of the Committee on Appropriate Test Use of the Board on
Testing and Assessment a the National Research Council. The National Research Council isthe
operating arm of the National Academy of Sciences, which was chartered by Congressin 1863 to
advise the government on matters of science and technology. | was elected to the Academy in 1984.
The Committee on Appropriate Test Use prepared its report, High Stakes: Testing for Tracking,
Promotion, and Graduation (Nationa Research Council, eds. Jay M. Heubert and Robert M.
Hauser. Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1999), in response to a Congressiona charge “to
recommend appropriate methods, practices, and safeguards to assure that existing and new tests ... are
not used in a discriminatory manner or inappropriately for student promotion, tracking, or graduetion,
and existing and new tests adequately assess student reading and mathematics comprehension in the
form mogt likely to yied accurate information regarding student achievement of reading and
mathematics skills” (P.L. 105-78, Sec. 309). The NRC paned was adiverse group of 15 scholars from
al acrossthe country. My comments on the Consortium study are informed by the NRC study, but
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they are mine done. Neither the NRC nor my fellow committee members bear any responsibility for
My opinions.

When used appropriately, high-stakes tests can help promote student learning and equal
opportunity in the classroom by defining standards of student achievement and by helping school
offidas identify areas in which students need additiond or different ingtruction. When used
ingppropriately, high-stakes tests can undermine the quality of education and reduce opportunities for
some students, especidly if results are misinterpreted or misused, or students are relegated to alow-
quality educational experience as aresult of their scores.

One of the NRC' s strongest recommendeations was that “ Accountability for educational
outcomes should be a shared responsibility of states, school digtricts, public officids, educators,
parents, and students. High standards cannot be established and maintained merely by imposing them
on students’ (p. 5). Chicago hastried to raise achievement largely by imposing arbitrary standards on
dudents. It istimefor Chicago’'s educationd leaders to become accountable, to recognize the failure of
their “get-tough” policies, and to turn in new directions.
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