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OVERSIGHT:  THIRD GRADE PROMOTION POLICY

On Wednesday, March 3, 2004 at 3:30 pm, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Eva Moskowitz, will hold a hearing to evaluate the new third grade promotion policy proposed by the Department of Education.  Officials from the Department, as well as parents, faculty from local universities, advocates and testing experts are expected to testify.  The purpose of the hearing is to examine the Department of Education’s rationale for and any research supporting the new promotion policy, and to hear from experts, advocates, and parents regarding their reaction to the policy.  The Committee will also explore possible alternatives to addressing the needs of struggling third graders. 

Background 


Chancellor Klein was the invited guest speaker on Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Day at the New York Urban League’s 2nd Annual Symposium, held on Monday, January 15, 2004.  During the course of his speech, Chancellor Klein outlined a new third grade retention policy intended to abolish so called “social promotion”.  Chancellor Klein stated that too many students are being promoted without being fully prepared for the next grade, and were thus falling further behind in school.  Pursuant to the new third grade promotion policy, third grade students will need to “meet State literacy and math standards in order to progress to the fourth grade.” 
  As a result of this new policy, third graders will need to achieve at least a level two performance score in both reading and math before being promoted to the fourth grade.  

New York City “Social Promotion” History


The third grade retention policy that Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein are proposing is not a new phenomenon for the New York City public school system.  During the 1970s, a wave of resistance to the practice of social promotion ensued, and reformers pushed for students to show basic achievement before graduating with a high school diploma.
  In response to the concern, a “Promotion Gates” plan was implemented in New York City in 1981.  The idea was to set promotion gates at the fourth and seventh grade levels that required students to “meet performance standards to advance”.
  Herman Badillo, former chairman of City University of New York, was a strong supporter of the Promotional Gates Program, and indicated that New York City schools had a “90 to 95 percent promotion rate” despite “statistics showing that fewer than half the students have passed their reading or math.”
  The Promotional Gates Program was a costly project because more money was needed to cover the expenses of the extra help needed for retained students, and the project resulted in a cut back to other programs.
  By 1991, the plan was abandoned because students had been in the same grade level for a number of years without showing any substantial progress.
  Some who were held back for a few years were eventually placed in special education classes.
  Under Chancellor Fernandez’s administration, the Promotional Gates Program was terminated, and research began on the program’s successes and failures. 

Research on Grade Retention

Many researchers assert that retention policies are not appropriate solutions for struggling students. One journal article found that “[a]n overwhelming body of research underscores that repeating a grade undermines school engagement, predicts truancy and placement in low track classes, and contributes powerfully to dropping out (Heubert & Hauser, 1999; Smith & Shepard, 1989; Weitzman, et al., 1985).” 
  According to the authors of Mismatch: Historical Perspectives on Schools and Students Who Don’t Fit Them, “[t]he push in many urban areas for an end to social promotion as part of the standards movement also punishes the student for failure, with little attention to the structures that might be contributing to student failure.”
  Further research indicates that “[i]ndeed, a review of the literature on motivation and testing sponsored by the American Educational Research Association (AERA) concluded that, contrary to claims that external examinations inspire greater student effort, such testing not only fails to energize most students but may precipitate harmful outcomes, including higher dropout rates” (Kellaghan, Madaus, & Raczek, 1996). 
    
Response from Opponents

The Chancellor’s recent policy announcement has been met with strong resistance from parents, advocates and educators citywide.  Advocates for Children and Class Size Matters, two non-profit organizations, have written a letter to Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein in opposition to this new policy.  More than 100 supporters have signed the letter.  In particular, criticism has surfaced that question the motive behind this policy.  For example, Jane Hirschmann, chair of Time Out From Testing, a statewide coalition that has started a petition and firm campaign against the proposed policy, has stated that  "[t]he Mayor's way of improving test scores is to eliminate the children who are most at risk from taking them."
  On February 26, 2004, this organization held a 3rd Grade Retention Policy meeting to garner support from parents and advocates against the new policy.  

Discontent with the new policy has been the subject of recent news coverage.   Robin Brown, head of the United Parents Association of New York City, is quoted in a New York Post article on February 11th stating, “Our position is ‘no’ on retention.  It’s punitive and unfair…[t]here’s been no consultation with parents, teachers, principals or experts.”
  That article also revealed that the parents association is concerned about the effect this policy will have on Black and Latino children, who make up the majority of the students in the New York City public education system.  Moreover, The New York Post published letters written by concerned citizens, expressing deep concern for Mayor Bloomberg’s motive.  One such letter read: “[t]he real reason that this year's poorly performing third-graders are being held back is so that they will not be able to take the fourth-grade, state-mandated exams next year.  If only the passing third-graders are allowed to take the test, it will look like our children are suddenly scoring better.  It's nothing more than an election-year trick to hide the educational failings of the mayor and chancellor.”
  Other opponents agree with social scientific research that asserts grade retention damages students and affects their academic trajectory in the long run.  
Response from Supporters

Student retention policy supporters argue that students should be promoted to the next grade level only if they show achievement of basic skills.  A report, published in September 2002 by the Center for Civic Innovation at the Manhattan Institute, found the following data:
A substantial majority of the teachers surveyed favor ending the social promotion of students, even if that means significantly more students will be held back. Fourth grade teachers from urban and lower income schools are especially likely to favor ending the practice.

In addition, former President Clinton was a visible proponent of ending social promotion, making it one of his top five priorities in education in 1999
.  Former Mayor Ed Koch and his Deputy Mayor, Herman Badillo, are also long time local supporters of grade retention
.  A New York City resident in all likelihood summarized the feelings of many proponents when he expressed his support of the new policy, stating “[t]eaching a child that he will coast by, no matter how poor his performance, creates an adult who feels entitled to things without making any effort to earn them.”
  

Supporters of retention believe that the academic benefits outweigh any negative consequences of the policy.  In particular, supporters of retention assert that being held back will provide students with extra time to catch up and give them the skills necessary for the next grade level. A report presented by The North Carolina Education Research Council, found that, with respect to the rationale behind social promotion, 

weak, inconclusive evidence has been presented as robust. Bad science, when taken seriously, spills over to bad practice. Teachers by and large want desperately to help, but they have been cast as villains in the retention controversy and made to feel guilty for holding “unenlightened” ideas. Worse yet, some children who might have been helped by having an extra year to consolidate their skills probably have been pushed along unprepared when they would have been better served by being held back. 
  

Grade retention supporters believe that the policy works best when coupled with support from teachers, summer programs and other initiatives designed to enhance student performance.  For example, Randi Weingarten, President of the United Federation of Teachers (UFT) issued a statement on the UFT’s website regarding her organization’s position on of the Chancellor’s proposed grade retention policy: 

For years the city’s teachers and the UFT have tried to get the system to stop social promotion, so we welcome this 3rd grade initiative.  Our veteran teachers have a lot of experience with the previous attempts to put these programs in place.  But many of these attempts were unsuccessful because they didn’t provide what these kids need – dramatically lower class size, highly qualified teachers, a specialized curriculum, and enough support services.  We’re ready to sit down with the Chancellor and his staff and use our expertise to help create this time a program that will work.

Issues To Be Addressed At The Hearing

The Proposed 3rd Grade Retention Policy


The Committee will hear testimony from the Department of Education on the new promotion policy’s key elements, including the research and rationale involved in selecting this plan, as well as the timeline for implementation, and any information on support services to be provided.  

Community and Parent Concerns


The Committee will also hear from parents, community members, and educators about their concerns regarding the new policy.  
Best Practices


The Committee will hear from academics and advocates about the implications of the policy for students, teachers and schools.  The Committee will also solicit alternatives to ensuring that students meet basic skill levels and receive the services they need to be successful in the 4th grade.  
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