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Abstract 

As no-social-promotion policies are included in school reform/restructuring efforts, school leaders seek ways to 
meet the needs of students at risk for grade retention.  This article reviews the history of research and practice on 
the retention and promotion topic. This article also provides a template, the Academic Achievement Audit, for 
documenting interventions and action plans for student grade placement decisions. 

 

Through the years, the education pendulum has swung between two alternatives: retention and 
social promotion. The no-social-promotion mandate is currently part of many state school 
reform initiatives. By the end of the 20th century almost every state had implemented aca-
demic standards and one third of the states required students to score at a designated level to 
be promoted (Duttweiler & McEvoy, 1999). The research indicates little support for student 
retention (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Hauser, 1999; Kelly, 1999, Natriello, 1998). If the state 
mandates say “no” to social promotion yet the research says “no” to retention, what can edu-
cators do? 

History 

 “In the mid-1800s as public education evolved beyond the one-room schoolhouse and 
children moved ahead in school based on strict academic standards for each grade level,” half 
of the children experienced retention at one point during the elementary years of schooling 
(Van Dorn, 1999, p. 2). “Around the 1930s, attitudes about children’s social and emotional 
development changed and social promotion was born,” with the proviso that academic support 
would be given when at-risk students moved on with their peers (p. 2). During the 1970s, the 
promotion vs. retention research was inconclusive, and by the 1980s, the research “argued 
against retention” because of negative effects on students’ achievement and self-esteem (Na-
triello, 1998, p. 1). In the 1990s and 2000, the low achievement of students has prompted state 
legislation requiring schools to have a no-social-promotion policy. About two million students 



annually repeat a grade and about 25% of students in America have at least one school reten-
tion (Holland, 1999). 

So swings the social promotion pendulum through the decades, and Jim Grant, director 
of the Society for Developmental Education, believes that even no-social-promotion propo-
nents are tired of the “swing from one extreme to another” (cited in Kelly, 1999, p. 1). 
“We’ve gone from no retention to a move to retain everyone. That’ll devastate a lot of lives,” 
says Grant (p. 1). California estimates that ending social promotion “would require flunking 
about half the district’s students” (Cloud, 1999, p. 1). The impact of retaining large numbers 
of students across the country will have a delayed effect. “The real earthquake is still a few 
years away, when hundreds of thousands of students will find they are not graduating from 
high school” (Seligman, 1999, p. 1). Believing that neither social promotion nor retention is 
the remedy for underachievement, educators are looking to research to guide this school re-
form debate. In dealing with the inadequacies of retention and social promotion, the research 
that is most helpful focuses on programs that promote student achievement. 

Research 

Most of the educational research does not support retention (Darling-Hammond, 1998; 
Hauser, 1999; Kelly, 1999). In 1989, C. Thomas Holmes’s analyses found 54 of 63 empirical 
studies on retention that resulted in overall negative effects (Hauser, 1999; Kelly, 1999). The 
negative effects of retention on primary students were confirmed independently in 1992 by A. 
Reynolds and L. Shepard (Kelly, 1999). Holmes found nine retention studies that resulted in 
positive effects. The studies all had the common elements of special classes with low student/ 
teacher ratios, individualized plans, and early identification of at-risk students (Kelly, 1999). 
Holmes noted that promoted at-risk students who received the same type of assistance outper-
formed the retained group. 

The wave of school reform has placed educational leaders in a position of no social 
promotion, “a policy that has not worked in the past–and without any evidence that it will 
work in the future” (Hauser, 1999, p. 2). Particularly troubling is the research that indicates 
students who have been retained usually do not catch up and that low performing students 
learn more if they are not retained (Hauser, 1999). So what should educators do? 

What to do? 

Promising alternatives to the practice of no social promotion have been developed. Be-
cause of the research that indicates grade retention contributes to academic failure, behavioral 
problems, and low self-esteem, Darling-Hammond (1998) offered alternatives to the practices 
of no social promotion. Alternatives include providing four complementary strategies: staff 
development on variable teaching strategies; school structures to support intensive learning; 
special education and related services as warranted; and useful assessments to guide teaching 
practice.  

In a 12-step program to implement high standards, Grant and Johnson (1997) cautioned 
that retention decisions should only be made judiciously after a variety of assessments and 
observations inform the decision. They maintain that alternative programs rather than reten-
tions should be considered for students already a year older than their peers. Also, if chrono-
logically and developmentally young children are provided an additional year of learning 
time, the retention needs to be accompanied by additional services and interventions. Assess-
ments, observations, alternative programs, additional services, and interventions are part of 
the documentation needed to keep track of student performance and subsequent grade place-
ment decisions. 



Keeping Track 

Reform initiatives spell accountability. Educators are in a position of defending promo-
tion or retention decisions. Keeping track of at-risk youngsters is not new to teachers and ad-
ministrators but formalizing that process requires a paper trail to ensure a student’s promotion 
is merited or retention warranted. One way to keep track is with an Academic Achievement 
Audit, (AAA) (see Appendix). The Academic Achievement Audit includes four parts: I. Per-
formance Progress, II. Personal Profile, III. Action Plans for Academic Achievement, and IV. 
Retention. 

The Performance Progress includes standardized test scores (i.e., Iowa Tests of Basic 
Skills, California Achievement Tests, or others); state standards tests (i.e., South Carolina’s 
Palmetto Achievement Challenge Tests, Illinois Standards Achievement Test or appropriate 
state test); and, local tests as reflected in periodic progress reports.  

The Personal Profile includes cognitive ability test data, number of years in the district, 
attendance/tardiness data, special education programs, and/or bilingual education programs. 

The Action Plan for Academic Achievement documents participation in enrichment/ 
remediation opportunities such as summer school, homework centers, and Saturday school as 
well as parent/student/teacher/administrator conferences. 

Retention may be the recommendation and then the necessary documentation is in place 
to make an informed decision. (See parts I, II, and, III above.) Because retaining a student 
without changing instructional strategies is ineffective (Kelly, 1999), specific interventions 
need to be designed (Individualized Student Action Plan for Retention Year) indicating the 
educator who is responsible for implementing the action plan.  

The Academic Achievement Audit is a flexible documentation template that can be de-
signed to align with specific state tests requirements, local standardized tests, school norm-
referenced and criteria tests, and other pertinent data.  

“Nearly all researchers and education policy analysts agree that it is best to avoid a re-
tention/social promotion decision by giving students appropriate opportunities for learning—
including qualified teachers, extra help, and additional resources “ (Oakes, 1999, p.1). The 
American Federation of Teachers believes neither social promotion nor retention is the solu-
tion because “neither requires change in pedagogy, content or curriculum” (cited in Merrick, 
McCreery & Brown, 1998, p. 4). The task is clear. Educators need to ensure that each child 
has the benefit of instructional strategies and resources designed to meet his/her academic 
needs while the debate continues on no social promotion. No kidding! 

  
Appendix: Academic Achievement Audit (AAA) 

   
Student-

Name___________________________Birthdate___________Age________Grade_______School_____

_______________________________  

Gender_________Teacher__________________________Parent’s 
Name(s)________________________________________Date________________  

   
   

I.  Performance Progress  
A.  National Standardized Test Data 

Reading and Language Scores (Grade Equivalent) 
Academic 
Area  Reading  Language  

       Usage/  



Subtest Vocabulary Comprehension Total Spelling Capitalization Punctuation Expression Total 
Year: 
Grade: 

                        

Year: 
Grade: 

                        

Year: 
Grade: 

                        

   
Mathematics (Grade Equivalent) 

Academic 
Area  

Mathematics  

Subtest   Concepts/Estimation  Problems/Data 
Analysis 

 Computation Total 

Year: Grade:             
Year: Grade:             

Year: 
Grade: 

            

   
B.  State Performance Test Data  

Reading and Writing Scores  
Academic 
Area 

Reading Writing  

Subtest     Overall Focus Support Organization Conventions Integration 
Year:     
Grade: 

                     

Year:     
Grade: 

                     

Year:     
Grade: 

                     

Mathematics  
Academic 
Area  

Mathematics  

   Overall Ratio/% Measurement Algebra Geometry  Data 
Analysis 

 Estima-
tion 

Year:     
Grade: 

                     

Year:     
Grade: 

                     

Year:     
Grade: 

                     

   
C.  Local Performance Data  

Progress Reports  
   Reading Test Writing Sample Mathematics Test 

Year:     
Grade: 

         

Year:     
Grade: 

         

Year:     
Grade: 

         

   



D.  Teacher’s Narrative (Use additional paper and/or enclose dated student work samples.) 
   

   
II.  Personal Profile  

A.  Cognitive Ability Test 
Subtest  Verbal Quantitative Non-Verbal  Composite  
Test:       Date:           
Grade: 

            

Test:       Date:           
Grade: 

            

Test:       Date:           
Grade: 

            

   
B.  Attendance and Promotion History  

   Years in the District Daily Attendance Daily Tardies 
Year:          
Grade: 

         

Year:          
Grade: 

         

Year:          
Grade: 

         

   
   
   
C.  Special Programs (Special Education, Bilingual, and others). 

Program  Special Education Bilingual Other 
Year:         
Grade: 

         

Year:         
Grade: 

         

Year:         
Grade: 

         

   
   

III.  Action Plans for Academic Achievement  
A.  Interventions 

Action  Summer 
School 

Homework 
Center 

Saturday 
School 

Retention Other: Multi-Age, 
Looping, Individ-
ual Plans, Tutor-
ing, et al. 

Year:     
Grade: 

               

Year:     
Grade: 

               

Year:     
Grade: 

               

   
B.  Parent Conferences  

   School (Partici-
pants) 

Phone (Partici-
pants) 

Home (Partici-
pants) 

Other (Partici-
pants) 

Date:             



Date:             
Date:             

   
   

IV.  Retention  
   

A. A.                  Reasons for Retention (See documentation above)  
• •                  Attendance 
• •                  National Standardized Test Data 
• •                  State Standardized Test Data 
• •                  Tardies 
• •                  Local Test Data 
• •                  Other 
   

B.  Individualized Student Action Plan for Retention Year (Attach Plan)  
   
Student Name_________________________Parent Signa-
ture___________________________  
   
Teacher Signature______________________Principal Signa-
ture_________________Date_______  
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
(Academic Achievement Audit-K. D. Woelfel)  
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