Position Statement on Retention of English Language Learners in 
Warren County Public Schools
Retaining students who are having significant academic, behavioral and social difficulties is certainly one the most controversial actions that educators can make, yet it is estimated that 15% of students in U.S. schools are retained each year (National Association of School Psychologists, NASP, 2003).  Our schools are under intense pressure to demonstrate growth in content standards, and retention, particularly in primary grades, has gained a lot of momentum as an effective tool for intervening with struggling students. 

While the popularity and rates of retention may have varied in Warren County over the course of the last decade, the research findings have remained unchanged.  According to the Position Statement on Student Grade Retention and Social Promotion published by the National Association of School Psychologists in 2008, the results of research over the last decade consistently suggest that retention is not effective for improving educational outcomes and the risks of poor educational outcomes (e.g., dropout) increase dramatically.  Furthermore, the practice can have very damaging effects on students’ academic and social-emotional adjustment.  

The results of national studies on retention suggest that students who are most at-risk for retention include children of color (African American and Hispanic children top this group), children from families experiencing poverty, children of parents with limited education, children from families who have moved frequently, children whose birthdays fall late in the academic calendar, children who struggle in reading and English Language Learners. 

English Learners (ELs) are at high risk for retention because of the unfounded beliefs held by many that “giving ELs an additional year” to develop English language proficiency and adjust to the U.S. school environment could only be a helpful thing to consider.   Certainly, one of the seemingly compelling reasons for retention is an assumption that a student may be struggling because of developmental reasons.  

As educators, we should keep in mind that the majority of ELs enter our schools with age-appropriate receptive and expressive language abilities in their native language.  Our youngest ELs enter Kindergarten classrooms with important conceptual knowledge in areas underlying reading and math development that can be readily accessed with culturally and linguistically appropriate instructional accommodations.  Likewise, many of our older immigrants and refugees come to the Warren County Schools with significant educational experiences in their native countries and have highly developed content knowledge in reading, math, science and social studies in their native language.   Thus, in many cases, the causes of academic struggles are not due to student-centered developmental lags, but can be attributed to instructional and/or curricular characteristics in the classroom that are impeding the ELs students access to and demonstration of content knowledge.  

Many educators believe that ELs are not capable of achieving in U.S. English only classrooms without at least intermediate level proficiency in listening and speaking skills in English.  This myth has been disproved by the results of many research studies which consistently find that, with culturally and linguistically appropriate instructional and curricular modifications/accommodations, ELs can access and respond to grade level content effectively (Artiles & Ortz, 2003; Klingner, Hoover & Baca, 2008; Also See “Doing What Works” http//www.dww.ed.gov).  

Finally, many educators base decisions to retain EL students on the results of standardized tests in reading and math.  While some data elements collected on these instruments can be useful for instructional planning (though not as useful as the results of on-going, authentic assessments), the linguistic demands and inappropriate norm sampling associated with these instruments makes them inappropriate for reflecting an EL students “true” level of functioning in content areas.  In essence, these tests become indexes of EL students’ English language proficiency rather than measures of content knowledge (Abedi, 2006; Kopriva, 2000).

Students who struggle in content areas require some form of instructional and/or curricular intervention.  Retention is not an intervention.  The Response to Intervention (RTI) process being implemented in all schools in Warren County is intended to provide a structure and process for identifying students who need additional help, providing that help with research-based interventions and supplemental instruction and assessing the outcomes.   With regard to ELs specifically, it is critical that consistent, explicit and high quality instruction is provided in all content areas and English language skills.  We cannot wait for one to develop before providing the other (Goldenberg, 2008).

Retention should be a very rare event in the general student population and particularly so for EL students.   Strong evidence must be presented in support of the decision.  Educators and administrators are urged to address academic, social and behavior difficulties with sound, research-based interventions and educational practices.   Retention (and Social Promotion) will not ensure that student will have access to these practices.
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For more information, please go to www.colorincolorado.org and www.readingrockets.org and search for topics related to retention.  Readers are also referred to the NASP Position Statement on Retention and Social Promotion (2008).
