One hundred fifty-seven New York City schoolchildren are spending their third year in the third grade after being held back under Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg's new retention policy, city education officials said yesterday.

In addition, four children are spending their fourth year in the third grade, the officials said.
 Initially, officials said, 939 students were in danger of repeating third grade for a second time. Some showed improvement after summer school, and special efforts were made to promote others, including 80 who did not meet the criteria for promotion.

            The release of the double-holdover figures was the latest 

development stemming from the mayor's promotion policy, which mushroomed into one of the most hotly contested elements of his overhaul of the city school system.

            The new figures prompted those who had questioned the mayor's policy to renew their criticism.

            Jacquelyn Kamin, who was appointed to the city's Panel for 

Educational Policy by C. Virginia Fields, the Manhattan borough president, said she was troubled by the figures.

            "It could be that the system is not serving them, but it could 

also be that they're dyslexic and given the right circumstances they can achieve," Ms. Kamin said. "How many times can you go through the third grade? Can you imagine how boring that would be?"

            Carmen Fariña, the deputy chancellor for teaching and learning, said she felt confident that this time, things would be different.

            All 161 children, she said, have been assessed to determine 

their academic strengths and weaknesses, and to consider other factors, like their attendance.

            When it comes to giving individual help to students, Ms. Fariña  said, "I don't think there's ever been a time in New York City where teachers have had as many tools as they have this year." But officials said there was no systematic effort under way to evaluate all 161 children for special education services.

            "A holdover student would not be automatically referred for special education evaluation," Michele McManus, a department spokeswoman, said in a statement. "There are a variety of reasons that could account for the fact that they are struggling academically, such as sporadic attendance and high mobility."

            Critics of the retention plan have cited research showing that holding children back leads to greater dropout rates, causing more harm than good; supporters, including Schools Chancellor Joel I. Klein, have attributed the city's dropout rate to a history of promoting students despite poor performance, only to be lost in high school.

            The retention plan, which bases the promotion decision largely on standardized English and math tests, was approved only after an appeals process was added.

            Roughly 9,000 children attended a special third-grade summer 

program, after which tests were given again and a more forgiving appeals 

process was put in place.

            In the end, roughly the same number of third-graders were held 

back this year as last, appeasing some critics. When the mayor said in 

September that he wanted to extend the plan to cover fifth-graders, it 

passed easily.

            Ms. Fariña acknowledged yesterday that at the end of the summer, 

principals and their supervisors were given greater discretion to promote 

children who had already failed the third grade at least once.

            Of 939 children once at risk of spending a third year in third 

grade after scoring in the lowest of four categories on tests in the spring, 

officials said, 341 scored higher after summer school. In addition, 325 were 

promoted based on class work, after an August appeals process. But 80 were 

promoted even though their class work and at least one test score were still 

in the lowest category. (About 30 left the system.)

            "I think when it came to the double holdovers, we specifically 

wanted to give principals and teachers an ability to look at the students as 

an individual and especially to look at growth," Ms. Fariña said. "The 

criteria here was, could they deal with the content for fourth grade?"

