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More than 39,000 Ohio children have failed the statewide reading test and been mandated, with some exceptions, to repeat 

third grade since 2014.  

The idea being kids learn to read between kindergarten and third grade before reading to learn for the rest of their 

education.  

But educators, parents, school psychologists and early childhood researchers at Ohio State University's Crane Center have 

spent the last decade questioning whether our Third Grade Reading Guarantee works. Whether the stigma of being held 

back was outweighed by gains in reading comprehension and student success.  

A pair of state representatives think the answer is no, and they've introduced House Bill 497. The legislation would keep 

the state tests but not the requirement that those who fail must repeat third grade.   

"Policymakers did what they thought they needed to do in responding to data," said Jamie O'Leary, associate policy 

director for the Crane Center. "But a decade later, in Ohio, the law hasn’t done the thing it needed to do." 

Teach kids to read.  

Gov. John Kasich's big idea 

In 2010, the Annie E. Casey Foundation released a bombshell special report called, "Early Warning! Why reading by the 

end of third grade matters." 

Students, it said, who don't catch up by fourth grade are significantly more likely to stay behind, drop out and find 

themselves tangled in the criminal justice system.  

"The bottom line is that if we don't get dramatically more children on track as proficient readers, the United States will 

lose a growing and essential proportion of its human capital to poverty," according to the report. "And the price will be 

paid not only by the individual children and families but by the entire country." 

State legislatures around the country responded.  

In Ohio, Republican Gov. John Kasich made it the focus of his education overhaul, saying the time had come to "put an 

end to social promotion." 

He drafted, lobbied for and eventually signed the Third Grade Reading Guarantee into law in 2012.  

Districts had to start assessing reading skills in kindergarten. Struggling children had to get "intensive, explicit and 

systematic instruction." And those who were still too far behind by third grade would be held back, with some exceptions, 

starting in the 2013-2014 school year.  

State Rep. Gayle Manning, R-North Ridgeville, had reservations from the beginning.  

The former third grade teacher told the Senate Education Committee in March 2012 that she worried whether schools had 

the time and money to execute the program. 

"To me, that's an unfunded mandate," Manning said. "Will there be funds provided? That's an expensive venture." 

Lawmakers approved $13 million for additional costs, and Manning voted for the guarantee.  

Manning saw the anxiety her students experienced, the seemingly arbitrarily strict examination rules and the way parents 

crumpled under the news their children were being held back.  

"I had a boy whose test had two pages stuck together, and I couldn't tell him," Manning said. "That kid failed." 

She hoped all the stress and fear and tears were worth it. She hoped that maybe the policy was helping children find 

success. 

Then, O'Leary and a team of researchers from the Ohio State University published a study called "Has Ohio’s Third Grade 

Reading Guarantee Led to Reading Improvements?" 

The answer was no.  

Does retention work? 
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"We found no meaningful or significant improvements to Ohio’s fourth grade reading achievement from the time the third 

grade reading guarantee was implemented," according to the OSU study.  

Ohio’s National Assessment of Educational Progress reading scores, it said, have stayed stagnate since 2002. And the 

three highest-scoring states, Massachusetts, New Jersey and Wyoming, didn't mandate retention in 2019 (the last year of 

pre-pandemic data). 

O'Leary had some theories about why.  

The first was early learning, and she didn't mean kindergarten through second grade. She meant those years before 

kindergarten that are critical for long-term student success.  

Only 41% of children passed the Ohio Department of Education's kindergarten readiness exam in 2018. Twenty-three 

percent needed "significant support." 

The second theory focused on evidence-based methods and teacher training. The third was wraparound support to help 

children experiencing "toxic stress" or anxiety about their lives both in and out of the classroom.  

"(The reading guarantee) looked really substantive on paper," O'Leary said.  

But, just as Manning feared, it appears to have become somewhat of an unfunded mandate. The districts retaining 2% or 

fewer of their students are overwhelmingly located in wealthy suburban neighborhoods.  

The classroom divide 

In a third grade classroom at Leighton Elementary, Jen Miller sat crossed-legged on the carpeted floor beside a girl 

hugging a pink teddy bear. 

The reading specialist for Aurora City Schools, about 30 miles southeast of Cleveland, talked animatedly about the book 

the girl held in her hand. Completing her choice, asking why she picked it and suggesting ideas to keep in mind while she 

read. 

"I honestly feel like our enthusiasm and passion for reading and writing helps build a community where they all feel 

valued," Miller said. "They all feel they belong. They all feel they can, and they are reading." 

And the threat of retention gets in the way.  

That's why the district decided holding children back wouldn't be an option.  

"I understand what the legislators were trying to do by drawing a line and saying that we need to have them reading by the 

time they leave third grade. We agree. We know that's crucial," Aurora Assistant Superintendent Paul Milcetich said. "But 

there is not good research-based literature that would support retaining students."  

So, they set about building a district-wide system that would get all students across the finish line. Reading specialists, 

like Miller, travel from classroom to classroom to meet with students one-on-one.  

Third graders divide their days between teachers who specialize in English language arts like Jennifer Bindus and those 

who teach math, social studies and science. 

Bindus screenshots book pages with notes about patterns or concerns. She breaks kids into small groups. And she 

celebrates every reading choice, from graphic novels to 400-page epic fantasies.   

"This doesn't just happen overnight," Bindus said. "This took a lot of coaching."  

The district also had several advantages before the overhaul. Nearly all their kindergartners arrive with breakfast in their 

bellies and at least one year of preschool.  

"If their basic needs aren't met, that's far more challenging," Miller said. "We can't speak to lots of that here." 

Ohio retained 5% of its third graders in the 2018-2019 school year, according to data from ODE. 

Aurora retained none. The same was true for Avon Lake, Avon local and the Forest Hills School District in Hamilton 

County. 

Olentangy Schools, near Columbus, reported 2% of its students did not meet the threshold. East Cleveland, however, 

reported 28%. 

Jefferson Township Local Schools southwest of Dayton had 30% below the line. Canton City Schools had 17%, and 

Columbus City Schools were at 13%. 
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What that means, Ohio Education President Scott DiMauro said, is that our most vulnerable students are the ones getting 

held back. 

That's a problem for him because several studies suggest retaining children also decreases their chances of graduation. 

Notre Dame sociologist Megan Andrew published a study in 2014 about 6,500 pairs of students with similar backgrounds 

and IQ scores. The ones held back were 60% less likely to graduate high school.  

She hypothesized that since students routinely ranked retention as "second only to a parent’s death in seriousness," the 

move was so "psychologically scarring" that many never regained their confidence. 

DiMauro, put it this way, "Instead of creating lifelong learners. We’re creating kids who hate to read." 

What do we do? 

State lawmakers pressed pause on the retention requirements during the COVID-19 pandemic. No third grade students 

from 2019-2020 to 2021-2022 school years were held back.  

Manning and state Rep. Phil Robinson, D-Solon, want to make that permanent with HB 497. Testing would still happen, 

but the law's "teeth" would be taken out.  

"This isn’t about not doing all the good work of intervention ... ," Manning said. "But when we’re putting all this pressure 

on 9-year-olds, It gets in their heads. The last thing we need to do is convince them you can’t read."  

Lisa Gray, the president of Ohio Excels, disagreed.  

She's been the lone opponent to testify against HB 497 and said removing retention was not the answer, in part, because 

retention was never fully applied.  

Alternative assessments, school petitions for promotion and other workarounds have allowed Ohio children to "continue 

to be socially promoted even though they cannot read at a proficient level." 

O'Leary understood where Gray was coming from. Her own children's teachers didn't use certain kindergarten 

assessments despite them being in law.  

"I don’t want it to sound like I'm blaming the teachers," she said. "It was more like it wasn’t helpful for their work." 

When asked whether the Third Grade Reading Guarantee worked as intended, she didn't "know how to think about that 

because there have always been these exceptions." 

Miller was more certain.   

"More of the same doesn't mean better," she said. "If third didn't work for a child and you just do that same thing, third 

grade all over again, that does not guarantee a different outcome." 

Anna Staver is a reporter with the USA TODAY Network Ohio Bureau. It serves the Columbus Dispatch, Cincinnati 

Enquirer, Akron Beacon Journal and 18 other affiliated news organizations across Ohio. 
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