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tudents” knowledge and skills are assessed in multiple

ways throughout their elementary and secondary

school years. Some of these assessments are
considered “high stakes” because a poor performance on
them at critical junctures during a student’s school career
can have life-altering consequences, including a school,
district, or state policy to retain the student in a grade or
to deny the student a high school diploma. This position
statement examines issues and policies related to such uses
of assessments and offers stakeholders recommendations
concerning these practices.

It is the position of the International Reading
Association (IRA) that grade retention and high school
graduation decisions must be based on a more complete
picture of a student’s literacy performance, obtained from
a variety of systematic assessments, including informal
observations, formative assessments of schoolwork, and
consideration of out-of-school literacies, as well as results
on standardized formal measures. Further, it is the position
of IRA that in addition to these considerations, teachers’
professional judgment should be a major factor in such
decisions, along with input from students and their families.

The Prevalence of Using High-Stakes
Assessments for Grade Retention
and Graduation Decisions

It should be noted that few nations outside of the United
States mandate using assessment results for purposes

of determining grade promotion or graduation from
secondary school. For instance, in Singapore, exam results
may be used to stream students into particular types of
secondary schools, ranging from the advanced express
schools to technical programs (OECD, 2011b), or to place
elementary-grade students in content learning bands that
are designed to meet ranges of student ability (Singapore
Ministry of Education, 2013), but results are not used to
retain students in the elementary grades or to deny high
school diplomas. Further, Japan and Finland rarely practice
grade retention (OECD, 2011a), and in its study of retention
practices among European countries, the Eurydice Network
(2011) found great variation in practices yet concluded that
it was primarily educational culture and teacher judgment
that determined grade retention and that parents are
increasingly included in making decisions. Practice in Latin
American countries also differs from that of the United
States; in Latin America, a combination of performance
measures and minimum attendance requirements (in days)
are typically used for grade promotion decision making
(Koppensteiner, 2011). Across the United States, however,
states are attributing high stakes to statewide tests and
end-of-course exams by mandating grade retention and/or
withholding high school diplomas on the basis of student
performance on these assessments. Thus, the concerns,

recommendations, and data provided here are drawn
primarily from the U.S. school experience.

With the inception in the United States of the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 in early 2002, schools
receiving Title | funds (approximately 50% of public
schools) were required to demonstrate that their students
made adequate yearly progress (AYP) on state-developed
assessments that used state standards for reading (literacy)
and mathematics, as well as one additional indicator
that, for most states, meant an attendance indicator at
the elementary- and middle-grade levels and graduation
at the high school level (Frey, 2010). States set their own
AYP targets each year, but the goal of NCLB was to have
100% of students proficient by 2013-2014. Assessment
results, available to the public, had high stakes attached to
them. Based on their performance on these assessments,
individual students were identified as below basic, basic,
proficient, or advanced. Schools had to provide separate
reporting of results for economically disadvantaged
students, for students with disabilities, for limited English
proficient students, and by race/ethnicity. Results were
used to identify schools in need of improvement, and
those so identified were given up to six years to make AYP
before being required to restructure (GreatSchools, n.d.).
These were high-stakes assessments.

Most states are now transitioning to new high-stakes
assessments to evaluate a student’s performance in reading,
mathematics, and writing that are aligned with the national
Common Core State Standards, a state-led initiative
coordinated by the National Governors Association Center
for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State School
Officers (2010).

Obtaining a Complete Profile
of Literacy Performance

Individuals vary in what they know and can do, as well

as whether and how they make known their knowledge
and skills to others. Student performance on high-stakes
assessments is increasingly being used to evaluate a
teacher’s effectiveness. Thus, literacy instruction frequently
centers on teaching to the test, and classroom assessments
are often designed to match the high-stakes assessment
format. Linn (2003) explains, “It is no surprise that attaching
high stakes to test results in an accountability system leads
to a narrowing of the instructional focus of teachers and
principals” (p. 4). Consequently, students have limited
opportunities to demonstrate the full extent of their literacy
knowledge.

Curriculum narrowing...reduces many students’ chances of
being thought talented in school and results in a restriction
in the creative and enjoyable activities engaged in by
teachers and students. The tests commonly used with



narrower curricula also appear to restrict thinking skills.
(Berliner, 2011, p. 287)

In such classrooms, a teacher may erroneously conclude
that a student lacks literacy proficiency because such a
conclusion is based on limited information.

However, in classrooms where high-stakes assessments
do not drive the curriculum or test design, teachers
are able to obtain a much richer profile of a student’s
performance. In these classrooms, students have
opportunities to demonstrate their literacy achievement
throughout the school year through such varied activities
as completing reading and writing tasks, taking teacher-
made tests, engaging in reading and writing conferences,
completing independent and group projects, or
performing in plays. Many teachers use these activities
as formative assessments. Teachers’ focused observations
and anecdotal records document student reading and
writing performance during authentic learning tasks
throughout the school day and also contribute to formative
assessment. Such assessments inform instruction and are
thus purposeful, collaborative, dynamic, and descriptive;
they contribute to the continuous improvement of teaching
and student learning (IRA, 2013). These frequent, ongoing,
low-stakes assessments allow teachers to monitor student
learning and enable them to adjust instruction, and these
assessments provide opportunities for students to reassess
their learning goals. By design, as they review results
of formative assessments, teachers can also consider
how the unique attributes of individual learners, such as
home language, culture, strengths, and needs (Risko &
Walker-Dalhouse, 2010), affect student performance. The
information obtained from formative assessments can
make an important contribution to teacher decisions about
student needs and progress, including decisions about
retention and graduation.

Limitations of High-Stakes
Assessments for Grade Retention/
Graduation Decision Making

Summative assessments may include standardized tests,
state assessments, end-of-course exams, and other
assessments such as those being developed by the Smarter
Balanced Assessment Consortium and the Partnership

for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers to
evaluate student performance in relation to the Common
Core State Standards (Doorey, 2012). Unlike formative
assessments, summative assessments may be described as
“assessments of learning” because they assess cumulative
learning of specific benchmarks, criteria, or standards over
a longer period of time than do formative assessments,
and thus they cannot be used on an ongoing basis to
guide instruction. Because they assess cumulative learning,

summative assessments may also be used to evaluate
the effectiveness of curricula and instructional programs
(Afflerbach, 2012). Increasingly, however, results of student
performance on summative assessments are being used
inappropriately as tools to reward, evaluate, or punish
students and/or teachers. Thus, they are often referred to as
high-stakes assessments.

Although they can provide effective program
evaluation information, high-stakes assessments do
not provide the qualitative, diagnostic, and formative
information that helps teachers plan for differentiated
instruction and learning opportunities for each of their
students, in all of their diversity (Flippo, 2014). High-stakes
tests are constructed based on prescribed standards. That
is not only their strength but also their limitation. They
do not typically consider a number of important student
dimensions of learning that affect student performance,
including the following (Flippo, 2014):

Depth and range of prior knowledge and other
cognitive experiences

Language diversity and experiences

Family, community, cultural, and sociocultural
experiences

Linguistic and cognitive strategy use to get important
information

Motivations, aspirations, and goals

Penfield (2010) notes that grade retention based
on the results of a single high-stakes test does not meet
professional standards for fair and appropriate test use.
This view is corroborated by Standard 8 in Standards
for the Assessment of Reading and Writing (Joint Task
Force on Assessment of the IRA and the National Council
of Teachers of English, 2010), which advises that the
assessment process should involve multiple perspectives
and sources of data. Because of the complex nature of
reading and writing skills and strategies, a single test cannot
measure all aspects of literacy accurately. High-stakes
assessments do not provide sufficient information regarding
students’ performance and thus are not appropriate to use
for making grade retention or graduation decisions. As the
Joint Task Force on Assessment states, “Such decisions
are simply too important to make on the basis of a single
measure, evaluation tool, or perspective” (p. 25).

Current Policies and Practices
Linking Retention and Graduation
to High-Stakes Assessments

Extensive use of high-stakes assessments for determining a
student’s advancement to the next grade or to high school
graduation remains very evident in the United States,



despite the fact that beginning in 2011, many states applied
for and have received waivers from the U.S. Department of
Education’s AYP requirement of the NCLB. Such waivers,
according to the U.S. Department of Education (2011),
allow flexibility such that “states will begin to move beyond
the bubble tests and dumbed-down standards that are
based on arbitrary standards of proficiency,” and will
provide states with opportunities to “make accountability
decisions based on student growth and progress, as

well as other measures of student learning and school
performance. They will consider more than a single test
score measured against an arbitrary proficiency level”

(p. 2). A review of current policies suggests that states have
not taken advantage of this flexibility.

Retention in the Early Grades

Policies and discussions in the United States about grade
retention are often directed at grade 3, perhaps because

of the conventional thinking that if a child has not learned
to read by the end of third grade, he or she will struggle
throughout school. Torgesen, Wagner, Rashotte, Alexander,
and Conway (1997) found, however, that with appropriate
research-based intervention, older readers develop the
skills they missed in the primary grades and can reach
grade level in one to two years. Nonetheless, in 2012, the
Education Commission of the States identified that 14 states
and the District of Columbia required third-grade students
to “be proficient in reading, attain a specific score on a
state-wide reading exam, or otherwise meet a defined
literacy benchmark in order to be promoted to 4th grade”
(Rose, 2012, p. 3). According to the commission’s 2013
survey, the number of states using high-stakes assessments
for third-grade retention decisions had increased to 15,
with four additional states considering adopting this
requirement (Lu, 2013). Many children are affected by such
policies. In Arizona, for instance, “The Arizona Department
of Education estimates that the law taking effect this fall
will force about 1,500 children to repeat third grade next
year. Another 17,000 third graders are at risk of being held
back under the new rule” (Reid, 2013, para. 2).

African American and Hispanic students and students
living in poverty are most affected by grade retention
practices that use the results of high-stakes assessments
for decision making. Achievement patterns reveal wide
disparities between the achievement of white students
and that of African Americans and Hispanics (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2011); thus, it follows
that there would be similar differences in the number of
students retained in each subgroup. In 2009-2010, African
American students represented 49% and 56% of the
third and fourth graders who were retained, respectively,
which was disproportionate to their representation in
those grades; Hispanic students were twice as likely to be
retained than their white counterparts (Adams, Robelen, &

Shah, 2012). In The Condition of Education 2013, Aud and
colleagues (2013) also report,

the percentages of repeating kindergartners were higher for
students living below the poverty threshold (10 percent) or
for those living between 100 percent and 199 percent of
the poverty threshold (6 percent) than for students living in
households that were at 200 percent or more of the poverty
threshold (4 percent). (p. 37)

High School Exit Exams

High-stakes tests are also used frequently to determine
whether a student will graduate from high school on

time. NCLB legislation required the establishment of an
assessment system for high school students but did not
require test results as a criterion for graduation. Prior to

the passage of NCLB in 2002, 18 states already required
passing scores on exit tests for graduation (Snyder &
Dillow, 2012). By 2012, this increased to 25 states, with
69% of all high school students being affected by this
practice. An even greater percentage of minority students
are enrolled in high schools using exit exams to determine
graduation (Mclntosh, 2012). Some states are beginning to
reassess the value of exit exams for graduation, with several
(e.g., Alabama, Arizona, Georgia, Nevada, South Carolina,
Tennessee) recently announcing that they were eliminating
these exams, phasing them out, or replacing them with
more frequent course exit exams. Yet, nearly half of the
states using exit exams for graduation determinations

have not placed reconsideration of this practice on their
legislative agenda (Barnett, 2013). Further, two states
(Connecticut and Rhode Island) were adding an exit exam
in 2020 and 2014, respectively (Swanson & Lloyd, 2013). It
should be noted that despite this focus on requisite literacy
proficiency for graduation, only 16 states include resources
in their budgets for remediation for struggling students who
did not pass exit, or end-of-course, exams (Swanson &
Lloyd, 2013).

As with the outcomes of third-grade retention policies,
African Americans, Hispanics, and students living in
poverty are most affected by the use of high-stakes
assessments for diploma decisions.

While progress is encouraging, a deeper look at the data
reveals that gains in graduation rates and declines in dropout
factory high schools occurred unevenly across states and
subgroups of students....[Further], large “graduation gaps”
remain in many states among students of different races,
ethnicities, family incomes, disabilities and limited English
proficiencies. (Balfanz, Bridgeland, Bruce, & Fox, 2013, p. 5)

Policymakers may believe that linking grade retention
and high school graduation to students’ results on high-
stakes assessments will motivate students to perform better,
but instead, evidence indicates that these practices have
harsh and lasting consequences for students academically,



psychologically, socially, and economically (Baker & Lang,
2012; Jimerson, 1999; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple,
2002; Norton, 2011; Walker & Madhere, 1987, Yamamoto
& Byrnes, 1984).

Conclusion

IRA recognizes the need to improve the literacy
achievement of many students. However, high-stakes
assessments do not provide a complete picture of students’
literacy knowledge and accomplishments and should not
be used to make decisions about student grade retention or
high school graduation.

Recommendations

To address concerns about the use of high-stakes
assessments for making grade retention and graduation
decisions, IRA recommends the following actions:

1. Grade retention and graduation decisions should be
based on multiple assessments, including teacher
professional judgment, results of formative assessments,
and student and family input, as well as results from
standardized literacy assessments.

2. Schools, school districts, and policymakers should be
guided by the expertise of professional associations and
literacy professionals when making decisions about how
to best utilize results obtained from high-stakes literacy
assessments.

3. Professional development should be available for
teachers on assessment strategies for obtaining a
complete picture of a student’s literacy performance.
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