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State and municipal policymakers are increasingly addressing the practice of social promotion in schools—moving
children along to the next grade whether or not they have mastered the curriculum—by mandating test-based grade
promotion.

This paper draws conclusions about the effects of a policy limiting social promotion. To do so, it employs a methodology
known as regression discontinuity, which is capable of producing causal estimates of policy effects to study the impact
of Florida’s test-based promotion policy on later student achievement. Under this program, students must take an exam
to automatically pass from third to fourth grade (some students scoring below the automatic promotion threshold
may still advance at teacher discretion). Students who are retained in third grade also receive a rigorous remediation
regime aimed at improving their long-term performance.

By studying the long-term performance of children who just barely passed the test, as well as those who were just
barely left behind, it was possible to compare two essentially identical populations: one set of students who moved
forward despite only borderline understanding of the material; and another set who stayed behind a year and received
tutoring, mentoring, and other remedial interventions.

On average, the students who were remediated did better academically, in both the short and long term, than those
who were promoted. Tellingly, the benefits of the remediation were still apparent and substantial through the seventh
grade (which is as far as the data can be tracked at this point).

These results contrast with previous work cited by supporters of social promotion finding that grade retention has
strong negative consequences for the student’s later academic outcomes. This paper takes the view that there is
considerable reason to question the validity of much of that research because most prior studies on grade retention
use methods that are flawed or inadequate. Notably, these studies do not take into account “unobserved differences”
between students studied. Unobserved differences are characteristics, such as maturity level or home environment, that
aren’t accounted for in the researchers’ datasets, but which may have an enormous bearing on student performance.

The results of this study demonstrate that a test-based promotion policy structured similar to Florida’s policy should
be expected to improve student performance relative to a policy of social promotion. Florida’s system is an example
for policy makers across the country to emulate.
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THE BENEFITS OF
FLORIDA'S TEST-BASED
PrROMOTION SYSTEM

Marcus A. Winters

INTRODUCTION

he practice of social promotion in schools—promoting
children to the next grade level even if they have not
mastered the curriculum—has become a flashpoint in
recent years. Increasingly, legislators and policymakers
are scrutinizing social promotion policies and are indeed passing
laws and regulations aimed at limiting or prohibiting the practice.

Though most modern policies aimed at addressing social promotion
incorporate several treatments meant to remediate low-performing
students, such policies are particularly controversial because they
substantially increase grade retention. Opponents of such policies
point to a wide body of research that seemingly shows that retention
harms later student outcomes. Although there is a great deal of
research on the topic, very little of it is of high enough quality to
be a useful guide for policymakers.

This paper discusses the results of recent research that measured the
effect of remediation under Florida’s test-based promotion policy on
student achievement. Using test-score data over several years, the



author examined the progress of third-grade students
by comparing groups of children who had been barely
promoted with those who had just missed the cutoff
and were remediated. The study provides strong
evidence that remediation under Florida’s policy has
a substantial positive effect on student performance.
The data show a very large short-run effect on student
achievement that fades somewhat over time. However,
several years after the intervention—the data follow
students up to the seventh grade—the positive effect
of remediation remains distinguishable and quite large.

The research described in this paper, conducted with
University of Arkansas professor Jay P. Greene, has
been peer-reviewed and is scheduled for publication
in the summer issue of the journal Education Finance
and Policy. Readers interested in technical details and
specification checks should look to that academic
work. The purpose of this paper is to interpret the
results of the academic article to better inform the
ongoing policy debate.

BACKGROUND

eeking to end the practice of social promotion,

several school systems have recently enacted, or

are considering adopting, test-based promotion
policies that attempt to augment teacher discretion with
objective measurement. These remediation policies
often include several treatments for low-performing
students, including assignment to summer school.
What makes these policies particularly controversial is
that they require students to demonstrate possession of
some minimal skill in order to avoid grade retention.
Such policies have been in effect for several years
in Florida, New York City, and Chicago; they were
recently adopted by state legislatures in Oklahoma,
Arizona, and Indiana; other states, including Colorado,
Iowa, New Mexico, and Tennessee, are reported to be
considering similar legislation.

Opponents of social promotion have argued that, while
retention might hurt a student’s feelings (at least in
the short run), the school is doing the child no favors
by promoting him to a higher grade level for which
he lacks the proficiency to succeed. Proponents of

ending social promotion point to the third grade as a
particularly important gateway because it is commonly
said that after this point, students stop “learning to
read and begin reading to learn.”

But proponents of social promotion argue that keeping
children back a year harms students more than it helps
them. The intuition behind their argument largely
centers on student feelings: social promotion is the
default for many public school systems largely because
educators are concerned that holding a student back
a grade will harm his self- esteem, leading to negative
effects on later learning and life outcomes.

At first blush, the evidence appears to be against the
use of grade retention. Those opposed to test-based
promotion policies point to a wide body of research
purporting to find that retention harms later student
achievement. However, the reliability of much of that
earlier research has been called into serious question.
In particular, the research techniques utilized are, in
most cases, inadequate: most previous research has
failed to adequately account for the many differences
between retained and promoted students that are not
listed in the data. Research that does not account for
so-called unobserved differences between retained and
promoted students cannot credibly estimate the effect
of retention on later student outcomes.

THE LIMITATIONS OF PREVIOUS
RESEARCH ON GRADE RETENTION

chool systems adopting policies that dramatically

increase grade retention do so despite a large

body of research finding that it is harmful to
student achievement.! Opponents of grade retention
frequently point to this research as proof that retaining
students will inevitably harm later student outcomes.
The ferocity with which this research is wielded is
often eyebrow-raising. Commenting on the recent
expansion of such policies in several school systems
across the nation, Arizona State University professor
David Berliner recently said, “It seems like legislators
are absolutely ignorant of the research, and the
research is amazingly consistent that holding kids
back is detrimental.”



But is the research really that clear? There is ample
reason to question the validity of findings for much
of the existing body of research on retention. Most,
though not all, previous studies on the effect of
retention on student outcomes provide misleading
conclusions because they fail to adequately account
for all the differences between retained and
promoted students.

A valid study must measure the effect of an intervention
by comparing the outcomes of a group of individuals
who were exposed to it (the treatment group) with
that of another group of individuals who were not
(control group). The purpose of the control group is
to represent what would have happened to the treated
group had the intervention not occurred.

The most important problem facing any empirical
researcher is ensuring that the differences between
the outcomes of the treatment and control groups can
be entirely attributed to the intervention in question.
One must reach a very high bar to make such “causal”
interpretations of research findings. There must be
substantial reason to believe that members of the
treatment and control groups in a study are identical
in every way—both observed in the researcher’s data
set (for instance, race/ethnicity) and unobserved in
that data set (did his parents read to him as a child?)—
except for their access to the treatment.

Many previous studies on grade retention have simply
compared the later outcomes of retained students with
those of promoted students from their class, holding
constant some observed characteristics about them,
such as their race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status.
The problem with this approach is that when retention
is determined by the teacher rather than by some
administrative rule, there is ample reason to believe
that there are differences between the promoted and
retained students that are observed by the teacher but
invisible to the researcher.

For instance, a teacher might look at two students
with identical test scores at the end of the year but
determine that one of the students has the maturity
level to be promoted while the other is immature and
thus should be retained. Researchers can’t account for

a characteristic like the student’s maturity level because
it does not appear in their data set. Nonetheless, the
maturity level of students is very likely to be related
to students’ academic achievement in later years.
Thus, when the researcher observes that the promoted
student outperforms the retained student on later
standardized tests, it is unclear whether the difference
can be attributed to grade retention or if it is just an
artifact of the personality differences between the
two students.

Random assignment to treatment is the strongest
available research technique because it ensures
that the treatment and control groups are identical
at baseline. These types of “gold standard” studies
are often used in medical trials and have recently
become more common in the social sciences as well.
However, random assignment is not always feasible.
It would be beneficial for researchers; but schools, for
obvious reasons, do not randomly assign students to
be promoted or retained.

Fortunately, researchers have developed several
techniques capable of closely replicating random
assignment studies. However, most of the studies
cited by opponents of test-based promotion policies
do not use the updated methods. Of the 22 papers
evaluating the effect of grade retention on achievement
published between 1990 and 2006 that were identified
in a recent meta-analysis, only six could be defined as
“high quality,” meaning that they included comparison
groups with similar observed characteristics at baseline
and adequate statistical controls.®> The meta-analysis
discovered that studies of higher quality report more
positive effects from grade retention than do lower-
quality evaluations. Nonetheless, even these higher-
quality papers do not tend to find that retention leads
to substantial academic improvements.

There are limitations even among the very few
papers deemed “high quality.” Most important,
several of these papers utilize statistical matching
techniques based solely on observed characteristics
of retained and promoted students. Thus even some
of the most sophisticated papers do not account
for unobserved differences between retained and
promoted students.



One of the few notable exceptions in the previous
research is a series of studies that utilizes a regression
discontinuity strategy to study the effect of remediation
under test-based promotion policies on short-run
outcomes in Florida and Chicago. These papers
deserve particular attention because—in contrast
even to very sophisticated matching strategies—
under minimal assumptions, regression discontinuity
accounts for both observed and unobserved
differences between retained and promoted students.
That is, this research strategy closely replicates the
results of a randomized experiment. Regression
discontinuity is one of the few research strategies
strong enough for the U.S. Department of Education’s
What Works Clearinghouse to consider capable of
making causal estimates.

Results are mixed from studies using a regression
discontinuity design to study the effect of Chicago’s
policy on the achievement of third- and sixth-grade
students.* My own previous research, also coauthored
with Jay Greene, used a regression discontinuity design
and found that third-grade students remediated under
Florida’s test-based promotion policy benefited one
and two years after the retention decision.’

This paper is an extension of my earlier work
evaluating the effect of Florida’s policy. The primary
contribution of this paper is to follow student
achievement over a much longer period of time to
discover whether the effect of remediation under
Florida’s policy fades as students progress through
school. T am also able to measure the effect of the
remediation treatment on multiple cohorts of entering
third-grade students.

FLORIDA'S TEST-BASED
PROMOTION POLICY

lorida’s test-based promotion policy was among

a series of education reforms adopted under the

governorship of Jeb Bush, who was first elected
in 1998. Students who entered the third grade in the
fall of 2002 were the first subjected to the mandate.
The law has applied to all subsequent cohorts of third-
grade students in the state.

Florida’s policy requires that third-grade students score
at or above Level 2 (the second-lowest of five levels)
on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)
in order to be promoted by default. However, scoring
below the benchmark does not guarantee that the
student will be held back: students can receive one
of several exemptions and be promoted despite their
low performance. In fact, nearly half of the students
with test scores below the threshold in the policy’s
first year were promoted.®

Under Florida law, students retained according to the
policy are also subjected to additional interventions
during the retained year; they are required to attend
a summer reading camp and are assured of being
assigned to a “high-quality teacher” during the
following school year. Schools must also develop
academic improvement plans for each remediated
student that addresses the student’s specific needs
during the retention year.

Because the other interventions are also triggered by
the policy, we are not able to determine the effect
of retention alone on student achievement separate
from these other interventions. That is, the results
should be thought of as an average effect of the entire
remediation treatment on student achievement and
not just of retention itself. However, in the technical
version of this paper, we show that assignment to a
“high-quality” teacher during the retained year does
not appear to be driving any of the reported results.”

THE REGRESSION
DISCONTINUITY APPROACH

he analyses underlying the results discussed

in this paper utilize a regression discontinuity

design. Readers interested in the technical
details of our approach should look to the academic
work on which the discussion in this paper is
based. However, the intuition behind the regression
discontinuity procedure is relatively simple to
understand.

The procedure takes advantage of the fact that students’
likely exposure to Florida’s remediation policy



depends on where their third-grade reading score falls
relative to a known benchmark. As mentioned, under
Florida’s policy, students needed to score at or above
Level 2 on the state’s third-grade reading exam to be
default-promoted to the fourth grade; students who
scored in Level 1 were retained unless they received
an exemption. The cutoff for the intervention was a
score of 1046 on the test’s developmental scale.

An important implication of this policy design is that
students with scores very near the Level 2 benchmark
have academic proficiencies that are very similar
to one another. The difference between a student
scoring just above or below the threshold was often
one or two questions on the exam—differences that
can be chalked up to luck, rather than meaningful
differences in knowledge or ability. Students with test
scores within a narrow neighborhood of the cutoff for
remediation eligibility thus were very similar to one
another except that one group faced the possibility of
remediation under the policy while the other group
did not and was instead default-promoted to the next
grade level.

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between student
third-grade reading scores and the probability of
retention during the 2003-04 school year. The dots
on the figure represent possible scores on the exam

according to the scoring scale—thus, the figure shows
the four possible scores above and below the threshold.
The figure shows a clear discontinuity in the probability
that a student is retained under the policy at the
threshold score. For instance, though the difference in
their scores was likely only a single additional correct
answer on the exam, about 22 percent of the students
with the next-lowest possible score below the test-score
threshold were retained in 2003—04, while only about 3
percent of the students with the next-highest possible
score on the test were retained.

Our analyses essentially compares the later academic
outcomes of students with third-grade reading scores
just below the threshold for default promotion—many
of whom were retained and received the remediation
treatments—with those of peers with scores just
above the threshold (the vast majority of whom were
promoted), controlling for other observed characteristics
about them.? Because among this group of students,
randomness played a significant role in determining
whether they were subjected to the intervention, we
can say with high confidence that the treatment and
control groups are identical in every way, both observed
and unobserved, except for their exposure to the
remediation treatment. Thus, unlike many other papers
on this topic, the regression discontinuity procedure
enables us to measure the effect of remediation under

Figure 1. lllustration of Regression Discontinuity
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Table I. Results—Reading
Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8
Entered 3rd Grade 2003-04
Retention (predicted) 0.3171*** 0.224%*** 0.237*** 0.183***
[0.0404] [0.0447] [0.0459] [0.0491]
Entered 3rd Grade 2004-05
Retention (predicted) 0.292*** 0.238*** 0.210***
[0.0399] [0.0499] [0.0470]
Entered 3rd Grade 2005-06
Retention (predicted) 0.385*** 0.327%**
[0.0447] [0.0490]
Entered 3rd Grade 2006-07
Retention (predicted) | 0.409%**
[0.0490]

Florida’s policy independent of other factors, such as
the student’s maturity level.

We compare the academic outcomes of remediated
and socially promoted students when they reach the
same grade levels during their academic careers. Like
some other earlier researchers, we argue that the
within-grade comparison is the most policy-relevant
because it best aligns with what schools are interested
in: the student’s performance relative to his same-grade
peers.’ In addition, we point out that, long-term, an
additional year of schooling is potentially one of the
most important interventions.

In this analysis, we follow four cohorts of students
from their initial third-grade year. The first cohort we
consider is the entering third-grade class of 2003-04.
Our data allow us to follow this group of students
through the seventh grade. To test the robustness of
our results, we also follow each subsequent cohort
of third-grade students for which data are available,
ending with the fourth-grade performance of students
who entered the third grade in 2006-07.

RESULTS

able 1 reports the results from our analyses of
student reading scores. The table shows the
coefficient estimate of the effect of remediation

on student achievement within the grade level listed
in the column head. Results are in standard deviation
units, which we will put into greater context below.

Under Florida’s policy, the results from reading show
a very large and sustained effect of remediation on
student achievement. Remediation has a very large
effect in the grades immediately following it. That
effect appears to fade as the student progresses
through middle school. However, by the seventh
grade, the performance of remediated students from
the second cohort subjected to the policy was about
0.183 standard deviations greater than it was for their
socially promoted peers. Though I will put that result
into greater context below, it is important to note at
this point that this effect is substantial.

Also notable in the table is that the effect of
remediation appears to be very similar for each of the
cohorts evaluated. Remediated students who entered
the third grade in 2005-06, for instance, had very
similar achievement relative to their socially promoted
peers, as did students who entered the third grade
in 2003-04. The fact that multiple cohorts appear to
have experienced similar outcomes because of the
remediation suggests that our findings are quite robust.

Table 2 reports very similar results for the effect of
remediation on student math achievement. Again, we
see a very large immediate effect from remediation
that appears to fade somewhat over time. However,



Table 2. Results—Math
Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8
Entered 3rd Grade 2003-04
Retention (predicted) | 0.360*** 0.268*** 0.199*** 0.174***
[0.0431] [0.0470] [0.0526] [0.0525]
Entered 3rd Grade 2004-05
Retention (predicted) | 0.368*** 0.276*** 0.217***
[0.0455] [0.0461] [0.0483]
Entered 3rd Grade 2005-06
Retention (predicted) | 0.416*** 0.328***
[0.0438] [0.0506]
Cohort 5
Entered 3rd Grade 2006-07
Retention (predicted) | 0.523***
[0.0479]

by the time they are in seventh grade—five years
after the remediation decision—treated students are
substantially outperforming their socially promoted
peers in math.

Figures 2 through 5 illustrate the effect of remediation
on student reading achievement for the entering third-
grade class of 2003-04 in the fourth through seventh
grades. The figures—known as kernel densities—are
visual representations of the student reading scores.
The dark line represents the scores of students who
were remediated after their initial third-grade year, and
the light line represents the scores of students who
were promoted after the third grade. Only students
with initial third-grade test scores within a very
narrow band of the eligibility threshold are included
in the figures. Thus, when considering the figures, it
is important to keep in mind that these students had
essentially identical test scores when they were in the
third grade together.

Consistent with the results reported in Table 1, the
figures show that in each grade subsequent to the third,
remediated students are, on average, outperforming
their socially promoted peers. Though relatively high
and low performers exist in both the remediated and
promoted groups, the pattern is clear: on average,
remediated students substantially outperform their
socially promoted peers beginning in the fourth grade,

lose some of this ground through middle-school
grades, but are still achieving at higher levels as late
as the seventh grade.

RESULTS IN CONTEXT

ur results indicate that by the time they are

in the seventh grade—five years after the

remediation decision—remediated students,
on average, outperform their socially promoted peers
by about 0.18 standard deviations in reading and 0.17
standard deviations in math. Let's put those results
into context by comparing them with those found for
other education interventions.

That the effect of treatment under Florida’s remediation
policy remains statistically significant five years after
the intervention distinguishes it from other educational
interventions; commonly, most benefits fade over
time. For instance, research (conducted using a
“gold-standard” randomized design) has found that
the positive effects of the Head Start program fade
to the point of statistical insignificance by the end of
the first grade.’®

The magnitude of the sustained effect of third-grade
remediation under Florida’s test-based promotion
policy is also noteworthy. Figure 6 puts the size of this
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result into context by comparing it with what some
high-quality research finds to be the effect of other
important policy interventions often characterized
as having a large effect on student outcomes. The
sustained benefit of Florida’s remediation policy
is substantially larger than the one-year effect of a
student being assigned to a “good” instead of a “bad”
teacher or the one-year effect of attending one of
New York City’s charter schools. The sustained effect
of remediation after five years is also larger than
what research has found to be the five-year effect of
assignment to a small class size in the third grade.

CONCLUSION

he results of our analyses are very encouraging

for the use of Florida’s test-based promotion

policy. We find evidence that students
remediated under the policy make large academic
gains relative to their socially promoted peers—gains
that are meaningful and sustained at least through
middle school.

There remains much to learn about the overall
effects of Florida’s policy. In future years, it will be

important to evaluate the effect of early remediation
on the probability that a student graduates from high
school. Research analyzing whether the academic
gains resulting from the treatment are worth the
cost of the program to the taxpayer is also needed.
Finally, the effect that the policy has on students
when they first enter the third grade has not yet
been examined adequately.

Given that policies can differ across school systems,
it is important to note that our results strictly apply
only to test-based promotion policies identical in
structure to Florida’s program. We are not able
to completely disaggregate the effect of retention
from that of summer school attendance and other
coinciding interventions. However, in the academic
version of this paper, we do provide evidence
that the policy’s requirement that a student be
assigned to a “high-quality” teacher the following
year does not appear to drive the effects from
treatment. Nonetheless, policymakers should be
aware that we can say that Florida-style test-based
promotion has a large and sustained positive effect
on student achievement and that they should use
Florida’s experience as a guide for designing other
remediation policies.
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