	Retention of English Language Learners: 
Multiple Perspectives 
by Debbie Lindsey
For several months I have belonged to a listserv, created by the North Carolina State Department of Public Instruction, for public school teachers of English as a Second Language (ESL).  Recently on this forum, an animated discussion about retaining English language learners (ELL’s) at the same grade level was sparked by a teacher asking questions about the practice.  As I read the many comments from teachers throughout the state, and did further reading about the subject of retention and promotion, I learned that: 1] there are several pros and cons to retaining ESL students who fail to meet the standards of their grade level, 2] there are people with very strong opinions on both sides of the issue, and 3] there is no easy answer to the problem of whether to promote or retain any student.  This paper is a presentation of both sides of the matter of whether or not to retain low-achieving English language learners, both from the perspectives of ESL teachers throughout the state of North Carolina, and from the information that can be garnered from the research on the subject of retention and promotion of students in general. 

Some of the teachers who wrote emails to the NC ESL listserv oscillate back and forth in their discussion about retaining their students.  They could see advantages and disadvantages to both retention and promotion, so they could not take a definitive stand on one or the other side of the issue.  This indecisiveness reflects the educational policies and practices regarding retention in our nation, which have also swung back and forth over the past several decades in response to research and public opinion.  In the 1970’s, students’ self-esteem was of primary concern, and the evidence showing the negative effects on it caused by retention raised opposition to keeping students back. However, in the 1980’s, there was growing concern about low student achievement and high school graduates who were not prepared for college or the workforce; this led to stricter adherence to standards and tougher promotion policies.  The early 1990’s saw many places, especially several large cities such as New York and Chicago, back down on their strict policies after research and experience indicated that the increase in retention likely had a strong link to the increasing dropout rate.  Recently however, in response to political pressure many state policies have moved once again toward prohibiting social promotion and approving of more retention of students (Westchester Institute).  

Despite the most recent trend towards more retention of students, many researchers and educators, including a good number of ESL teachers, are adamantly opposed to making students repeat a grade.  Judging from the ‘conversation’ on the ESL listserv, the prevailing opinion of these instructors, at least in North Carolina, is against retention of their English-language learners.  The reasons for their opposition come from published research, personal experience, observation of their students, and, for lack of another way to describe it, their ‘sense’ as teachers for what is right for their students.  Their arguments include some that are specific to English language learners and others that are often used to contest retention of any students. 

One of the main reasons teachers of English language learners oppose making their low-achieving students repeat a grade is that it is very likely that the problem is due to a lack of English proficiency instead of an inability to grasp academic content.  Put succinctly by one instructor, “We know that cognitive ability is not linked to language proficiency.  We also know when language is the reason that a student is not getting the content” (McLaughlin, 2005).   In fact, points out Michael Waters (2005), an ESL teacher from Macon County Schools, according to federal law students may not be retained at grade level solely for having limited proficiency in English.  The Lau v. Nichols Supreme Court decision (1974) made it clear that students with limited English proficiency must be granted equal opportunity in education, and may not be discriminated against because of their lack of English.  This means that they must be given opportunities and support by the schools to learn English so that they can participate meaningfully in the academic classroom, and must not be treated differently than other students (for example, kept from being promoted to the next grade) on the basis of their lack of English language skills.   As Waters (2005) also mentions, since we have learned from Cummins that it may take as long as five to seven years for an English language learner to acquire enough academic English to be on grade level, aren’t we safe in assuming that a failure to reach grade standards is most often due to lack of adequate English language skills?  Awareness of this effect on academic achievement by lack of proficiency in English is reflected in the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction’s Accountability Standards Requirements (1999), which states that “students who are exempt from statewide testing in accordance with the Guidelines for Testing Students with Limited English Proficiency shall also be exempt from the test standard for passage through each of the gateways,” and also that “once limited English proficient students are no longer eligible for exemption from statewide testing, they may be eligible for a waiver up to two additional years” (sections 1 & 2, Students of Limited English Proficiency).  

Some instructors know from experience that English language learners can overcome the difficulties in learning academic material if just given a chance.  One ESL teacher from the listserv, Maria Bowen (2005), commented on her own experience as a child for whom lack of English skills kept her from keeping up with the academic material for the first year or two in American schools.  She was very grateful that her teachers realized this and promoted her to the next grade despite her lack of achievement; now as a teacher, she tries to do the same for her own English language learners.  Another ESL instructor, from Puerto Rico, insists that second language learners can eventually catch up and succeed academically, despite difficulties in the beginning: “In Puerto Rico, I taught second and fourth grade for years . . . and had to teach in ENGLISH! . . . I never once retained a student due to language skills!  In fact, in the eleven years . . . I NEVER RETAINED A SINGLE STUDENT!  It took my students about three years, but by then, they were on "grade level" and really had no problems.   The first year was awful for them because we were not allowed to modify their work, but somehow, SOMEHOW, THEY MADE IT!” (DeMejia, 2005).  

A second reason given by North Carolina ESL teachers for opposing retention of English language learners is the connection between dropout rate and retention. This link is strongly supported by many studies, even when controlled for differences in prior achievement, attendance, sex, race, grades, family background, and personality (Westchester Institute).  Rumberger and Larson (1998) show that students who were retained once before the eighth grade were 2.56 times as likely to drop out before reaching the twelfth grade as those that had not (Advocates for children, 2000); “even more staggering is the fact that being held back twice makes dropping out of school a virtual certainty" (Setencich, 1994, quoted in Robertson, 1998).  This is a cause for alarm of course, because dropping out of school carries with it serious consequences, for “those who leave school without diplomas have diminished life chances”  (Heubert & Houser, 1999, p. 130) 

Many of the listserv emails that deal with the issue of students dropping out of school reveal a concern by the teachers for students in this situation.  Michelle Burnette (2005) from Henderson County writes: “I think we have to work very hard to find solutions other than retention for our kids and try to keep them in school. I would think that it would be in the interest of the state to fund more programs now to ensure the success of our ESL children than to have them out of school at 16, jobless and starting families at a young age, needing financial assistance to survive.”  Tim Sims (2005) adds, “The biggest indicator of dropping out is that a student is older than his/her peers.  Those of us who are responsible for monitoring what happens to students over the long term are frequently the biggest critics of retention.”  

Another argument against retention offered by several of the ESL listserv subscribers is that, according to research, retention offers very little or no advantage to students, and any benefit achieved from repeating a grade is lost within a few years.  For example, according to studies by Holmes (1989) and House (1989) “research data indicate that simply repeating a grade does not generally improve achievement” (Heubert & Hauser, 1999, p. 121).  In addition, “when the data were weighted by the number of estimated effects, there was an initially positive effect of retention on academic achievement after one more grade in school, but it faded away completely after three or more grades” (Heubert & Hauser, 1999, p129).   Jennifer Loiseau (2005), ESL Program Psychologist for Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, writes: “The North Carolina School Psychology Association has a summary of research . . . [which states that] retention hurts much more than it helps. Retained children may, at the most, show better achievement the first year; but that declines over the next 2-3 years and leads to many other problems later on.”  Some people’s thinking goes: if the student didn’t learn the material the first time, why should it be expected that he will learn it any better by getting another year of what he already received; another year of ineffective instruction?   McLaughlin (2005) sums up this view with the cutting saying, “The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over again expecting different results.” 

The resulting age discrepancies between retained students and others in their classes are another reason teachers from the listserv do not agree with keeping students back.  The age difference can become marked when English language learners are initially placed in grades lower than they should be in according to their age, and then later are retained, or when students are retained more than once.  Michelle Burnette (2005) is obviously upset about these situations: “I am very concerned about our teenage kids who are in classes with much younger peers. They are sometimes more mature than the other students due to life experiences . . . I think we need to look at the big picture, when we are thinking of retaining elementary school children. Will this strategy best serve them when they are 16 years old and in the 8th grade?”  Alesha McCauley (2005), ESL program consultant for the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, has concerns about the legal ramifications of this age discrepancy: “With regard to older students being placed in classes with younger students, let me issue this warning:  That type of situation is just asking for a lawsuit or OCR audit.  All it takes is someone (parent or teacher or student himself) to complain, and we have had that happen in NC and will have it happen again.”  Another ESL teacher, Karen Fitcher (2005), shares a story about one of her students who, because of his advanced age due to retention and misplacement, was disqualified during certain years from playing soccer on the school team.  Soccer was so important to him that this was a huge disappointment and led to his skipping classes and receiving lower grades .  

An added age-related difficulty that can result from repeated retention is a student turning twenty-one while in high school, which disqualifies him from graduating in North Carolina since the schools are only required to provide educational services until age twenty-one.  Although some students in this predicament, if they are motivated enough and lucky enough to have teachers or counselors that help them navigate the ‘system,’ can finish up their high school requirements in a community college, they are the rare ones; most students will have dropped out before reaching this age.  Joy McLaughlin, Ed.D (2005), director of LEP Programs for Asheboro City Schools, writes about her concerns regarding this matter: When students are retained or not placed in grades according to their age, their lost years catch up with them in high school.  They cannot graduate when they are retained more than once during their elementary years.  Then if they encounter problems in high school, they are doomed.  Elementary teachers often do not see the long range picture when they retain at the early grades.” 

 The last (but not by far the least)  argument against retention of student that I will mention is the emotional trauma that a child endures when he must repeat a grade.  Retention has been shown to cause negative effects on personal adjustment and attitude towards school; these compound the difficulties English language learners already have in these areas because they do not comprehend the language of their classmates and their instruction.  The North Carolina School Psychology Association states that research shows children view the thought of flunking a grade to be almost as stressful as the death of a parent or blindness (Sevener 1990, quoted in Robertson, 1997).  

After examining so many negative opinions and consequences of retention, it would seem that no responsible person could advocate for holding a child back in the same grade.  However, there are many good, caring educators with legitimate reasons and deep-held convictions that lead them to push to retain certain low-achieving students.  

Since in North Carolina the principal is usually the one with the deciding vote about whether to retain or promote a student, let us look at the many factors that lead school administrators to opt for retention.  Gary Natriello (1998), in the Web edition of The School Administrator, points out that there are multiple considerations besides the concern for the individual child that must be taken into account when principals consider retention, concerns relating to the classroom, the school, and the community.  First, reality dictates that retention is often the most available option for remediation, since special intervention programs often require dedicated staffing and funding to which schools and districts may not have enough access (Natriello 1998).  Natriello (1998) further explains how finances help dictate which choice is made: “Administrators seeking to secure funding to establish alternatives to retention face considerable resistance, while the decision to add a full year of additional expenditures for a retained student is made without much notice of the budgetary implications at the school, district or state level.”  Secondly, administrators must “be mindful of public reactions to graduates who lack basic skills as well as the reactions of other students (and their parents) who find themselves in classes with poorly prepared students who have been promoted” (Natriello, 1998).  Other factors this author claims that principals must consider before promoting low-achieving students are: the potential impact on the classes that these students are promoted into, the ability for the teachers in the new grades to realistically meet these students’ needs, and even the attitudes of the teachers to whom the promoted students are assigned (Natriello, 1998)  

Regarding research, while many critics of retention feel that the cumulative research about this subject shows that the negative effects outweigh the positive (Robertson, 1997), there are also studies that indicate that there are benefits to retaining students, or at least that the practice does not do any harm. The Westchester Institute for Human Services Research claims, “when promoted and retained students are compared after completing the same grade, the results generally favor retained students.”  They also say that some studies show more positive adjustment outcomes after retention, while others show the practice has little effect on adjustment; the consensus, they state, is that students’ personalities before retention seems to be the deciding factor that determines whether subsequent adjustment will be positive or negative (Westchester Institute). 

When teachers choose retention for students, it is often because they feel that the students need more time to mature.  The issue of immaturity seems to be an important factor especially when concerning kindergarteners; probably because in children so young, it easy to see a large difference in maturity between children who differ in age by even just several months.  In an effort to satisfy themselves that they are not choosing retention because of a lack of English language skills, teachers of young English language learners may look to English-speaking kindergarteners who have been retained and compare their characteristics (such as late birthdays combined with immature behavior) with the ELL students they are considering for retention.  Marilyn Clayton (2005), an ESL teacher on the listserv, explains: 

“I have a couple of kindergartners with fall birthdays (started K as 
four-year-olds) who have really struggled this year.  Their ELL status was only 
one of their problems -- immaturity and lack of readiness were the primary obstacles.  If they were native English speakers, I would likely consider them 
for retention, too, so I think they might be better served by spending another 
year in Kindergarten and growing up a little before first grade.  I had the same experience with my own son (Oct. 10 birthday) and he excelled by waiting 
another year before first grade.”  
(Clayton, 2005) 

There are also teachers who feel that they would rather see children retained at younger ages than wind up lagging behind when older, when the social stigma and the consequences due to standardized tests are greater.  Writes Betina Coetzee (2005), “I think that it is less traumatic for students to be retained in Kindergarten, than for them to be promoted every time and then be frustrated when they are in the 3rd grade and expected to write the EOG's. I have had American students tell me that they wish they had been retained in the second grade because they were not ready for the 3rd grade.”  Maria Bowen (2005) adds, “. . . if the children are to be held back, the earlier you do it, the better, in my opinion.  The younger children roll with the punches a little easier than the older ones.” 

Retention is seen by some teachers as a way of keeping students from being completely ‘lost’ or overwhelmed by the academics of a grade for which they are not ready.  These instructors see the repetition of a grade as a gift of additional time needed to master concepts and skills needed before moving on to material that is more difficult.  Chris Livingstone (2005), another listserv ESL teacher, is especially concerned about his poor readers on the brink of entering high school: 

“The reality is in a standard high school that students reading at a third grade level and lower are unlikely to experience much academic success.  My 8th grade student who arrived as a non-reader and is now comfortably reading very easy chapter books for the first time will have a hard time passing World History and Biology.  At the same time, he needs to keep on building his literacy so that, in a year, he is reading longer and more difficult books.  This kind of growth will not happen if all his energy is going to trying to keep his head above water.” 

Chris also points out that he has seen retention work out well for several children at the sixth grade level, especially for those who have had extremely weak math and literacy skills in their native language.  He notes that the social stigma is not so great at this age because rising sixth graders coming in from various schools do not already know him as someone who was held back.  He adds that at the beginning of the school year, a sixth grader who already ‘knows the ropes’ from having been at the school for a year can take on a leadership role among nervous rookie classmates. 

One more argument that teachers give for approving of retention of low-achievers is that without the real threat of being held back, students get the message that hard work and achievement do not matter.  Many students become wise to the fact that retention of English language learners is frowned upon, and this can cause them to develop unmotivated or apathetic attitudes.  Phyllis Muller (2005) writes about this frustrating situation on the ESL teacher listserv: “What about a student who does absolutely no work and demonstrably has learned very little during the year (in ESL and in content classes with suitably modified assignments)? Some of my students are saying "I'm in ESL so they'll pass me even if I don't work." 

With so many legitimate arguments for both sides of the retention issue, and with politicians and communities calling for an end to social promotion while researchers are cautioning about the harm caused by retaining students, it is difficult to know whether to support or oppose retention of low-achieving students.  Add to this confusion the tricky task of figuring out whether or not underachievement is due to lack of English proficiency, and it is no wonder several teachers on the ESL listserv are seeking advice from colleagues around the state about what to do with their questionable students. 

Because of the wide variance in the backgrounds, environments, knowledge, attitudes and abilities of students, I think there cannot be a “one size fits all” answer to this problem. I also do not believe that statistics can predict what will happen with any one individual.   It does not make sense, nor is it respectful of the dignity of each individual student, to say either that no student should ever be retained or to proclaim that every student who falls below a certain level or score must not be promoted.  Along with several teachers from the ESL listserv, I think the decision to retain or not to retain has to be made on a case-by-case basis.  

For each student, teachers and parents should work together to try to determine what course of action would most benefit the student in both the short and the long term.  I believe that if the student is old enough to understand the issue, his input should be sought as well; after all, it is his life that is being profoundly affected.  The decision process ought to take into account all the factors that have gone into causing an English language learner to have difficulties keeping up with the expectations of his grade level, including age, language, background, family, cultural, emotional, psychological and cognitive issues; plus any new or continuing issues the student will have to face in the following school years.  Also, those who are making the decision should ask themselves what a student may gain from repeating a grade (that wasn’t gained the first time around), and what that student may achieve from moving ahead to the next level.  

Finally, I think it would be cruel to put a child in the same exact situation two times in a row, just as it would be to pass him up to the next level with no new supports.  Therefore, rather than taking an ‘either-or’ approach, teachers and administrators need to come up with a comprehensive plan to help the student move ahead from wherever he is placed.  They should consider all the available and possible resources such as summer school, private tutoring, education in the native language, instruction from a teacher with a different style, extra assistance from teachers or volunteers in the community, smaller classes, modified instruction, and any other options that would be appropriate and beneficial for the individual.  It seems to me that making an individualized decision about promotion or retention, and developing a program for the following year(s) tailored to a specific student’s strengths and weaknesses,  is the most appealing recipe for the future academic success of struggling English-language learners. 
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