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Introduction 
Retention is defined as the repetition of a specific 

grade level or academic year of schooling. A child who 
has spent a full year in school in a particular grade is not 
permitted to advance to the next grade level with his class
mates (Light, 1998). Social promotion is moving a child 
ahead into the next grade level regardless of academic and 
other factors, keeping him with his peers. It has been noted 
by the National Association of School Psychologists in 
2003, that as many as 15 percent or more than 2.4 million 
American students are held back and repeat a grade each 
year. Other studies found that between 30 and 50 percent 
of all students are retained by the time they are freshmen in 
high school (NASP, 2003) . 

The focus of the research presented is intended to 
provide a connection with the New Hampton Community 
School with the question of the benefits of retention. Is 
it an option for those students who are performing below 
grade level? Given the increasing number of students who 
have become identified as requiring special support services 
including both Special Education and Title One and also 
with the establishment of the Grade Level Expectations 
and annual New England Common Assessment Program 
testing mandates, would it be in the best interests of the 
child to provide him or her with the "gift of time" by al
lowing them to remain in place for another year o,r as most 
of the research presented will indicate, will it be of greater 
benefit to move the child on and provide supplemental 
services? 

There are advocates for both sides of the issue and 
there are those who do not promote either practice regard
ing grade retention or social promotion. Advantages and 
disadvantages of retention will be analyzed as well as a 
resolution as to what can be done for the focus of the con
cern at hand, the elementary students of the New Hamp
ton Community School. 

School Profile 
The New Hampton Community School is one of five 

elementary schools located in the Newfound Area Regional 
School District. The enrollment of students in kindergarten 
through 5th grade for the 2005-06 school year was just 
below 200 students. There were two classrooms for each 
grade level with one multiage classroom for grades 3 and 4. 
There was a full time kindergarten program in place, which 
returned to part time status for 2006-07 due to rising 
enrollment and space issues within the building. 

The approximate number of students who received 
Special Education services during the 2005-06 school year 
was 21, not including any new referrals which have taken 
place. The total number of students receiving Title One 
services was 18 at the beginning of the school year, not in-

eluding new school referrals. The New England Common 
Assessment Program Results (NECAP) for 2005 indicated 
that there were areas of concern for students in grades 3 
through 5 with rather high percentages of students who 
scored at the Level 1 (substantially below proficient) . At 
grade 3, 10 percent scored at this level in both reading and 
math. In grade 4, seven percent scored at this level in read
ing and 18 percent were at Level 1 in math. Fifth graders 
scored 19 percent in reading, 28 percent in math, and 19 
percent in writing (N.H. Department of Education, 2006). 

Although the studies regarding retention indicate that 
a single assessment should not be the only factor for con
sideration, it is unavoidable to raise questions as to whether 
these students who are "substantially below proficient" are 
adequately placed academically, since the testing is based 
on standards and grade-level expectations. Another assess
ment piece, which is given at the New Hampton Com
munity School, is the Developmental Reading Assessment. 
This test is individualized. If students score substantially 
below grade level, should they be retained? 

Now it is time for another swing as 
the consistent poor achievement of 
students has persuaded several states to 
pass laws forbidding social promotion 
and requiring schools to bring back the 
practice of retention. 

History of Retention-The Pendulum Swings 
According to the Westchester Institute for Human 

Services Research (1998), over the past three decades there 
has been a pendulum effect between the topics of reten
tion and social promotion. During the 1970s, there was an 
increase in the practice of sending students on to the next 
grade level regardless of academic performance because of 
the growing evidence of the negative effects of retention 
on the student's self-esteem. In the 1980s, when concerns 
arose about low student achievement and the number of 
high school graduates who were ill prepared for college or 
the workplace, social promotion was put on the defensive 
by its advocates. As a result, there was a marked increase 
in students who were retained because school districts 
were creating policies connecting student performance to 
standardized test scores. Then again, in the early 1990s 
there was another shift. Several of the larger urban districts 
realized a link between grade retention and dropout rates, 
and reconsidered their rigid promotion policies. 

In 1998, President Bill Clinton in his State of the 
Union Address issued the following statement: "When we 
promote a child from grade to grade who hasn't mastered 
the work, we don't do that child any favors. It is time to end 
social promotion in America's schools." 
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On January 8, 2002, President George W. Bush signed 
the No Child Left Behind Act, holding schools account
able by administering tests every year for students in grades 
3 through 8, putting more pressure on the system to bring 
children up to grade level. Now it is time for another swing 
as the consistent poor achievement of students has per
suaded several states to pass laws forbidding social promo
tion and requiring schools to bring back the practice of 
retention. Many political leaders are arguing for retention 
as the best solution to student failure, including Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg of New York. In an article written in 
the Los Angeles Times on February 22, 2004, the mayor 
announced that the scores given on the standardized Eng
lish and math tests that spring would be the only indicators 
used to determine whether 3rd graders were moved on or 
held back (UCLA, 2004). 

In Chicago, a similar program was established, costing 
about $100 million a year for extra schooling and sum-
mer school. A study conducted by Nagoaka and Roderick 
found that 3rd graders in Chicago's school system who 
were retained due to the test-based retention policy showed 
no difference in test scores compared to those who were 
promoted. Sixth graders who were retained continued to 
score worse than those who were promoted (Frederick and 
Hauser, 2006). According to Professor Ernest H ouse, of the 
School of Education at the University of Colorado, a single 
standardized test score is not a legitimate way to make a 
critical decision about whether a student should be retained 
or promoted (House, 1998). 

The Retained Student 
In an article entitled "Two Wrong Solutions" (1997), 

Sandra Feldman states that in many large urban districts 
half of the students entering kindergarten are likely to 
be retained at least once before they leave school. Those 
who can't read, write, or count when they graduate have 
probably been both retained and socially promoted. The 
most frequently repeated grades are kindergarten through 
second. The students are most likely to be male, African
Arnerican, Hispanic, come from a lower socio-economic 
class, and have parents who did not graduate from high 
school (Feldman, 1997). According to the National Asso
ciation of School Psychologists, additional factors contrib
uting to "high risk" for retention include: late birthdays, 
delayed development, attention problems, single parent 
households, change schools frequently, behavior and ag
gression problems, immaturity, reading problems, and hav
ing English as a second language (NASP, 2003). The most 
notable academic deficiency is in the area of reading. 

School psychologist H. Wayne Light, PhD., has 
developed a criterion scale that has become a tool for many 
schools for the determination of retention consideration. 
There are several categories that are rated: 

• Knowledge of the English language 

• Physical size 

• Student's age 

• Sex of student 

• Present grade placement 

• Previous retention 

• Immature behavior 

• Emotional problems 

• History of delinquency 

• Experiential background 

• Siblings 

• Parent/school participation 

• Transiency 

• School attendance 

• Present level of academic achievement 

• Student's attitude about possible retention 

• Motivation to complete school tasks 

• History oflearning disabilities 

• Estimate of intelligence 

Light describes each of these attributes in detail and 
concludes that a child who is within the average or normal 
ability range is clearly the best candidate for retention 
(Light, 1998). 

Supporters of Retention 
Educational consultant Jim Grant of Peterborough, 

N.H., was quoted in a Harvard education letter (Kelly, 
1999). He stated: 

Think ef retention as additional '!/earning time"for 
misplaced students. When you have 365 birth dates, two 
genders, kids who have low birth weights and are living 

in poverty, someone is going to be assigned to the wrong 
grade. Often you can correct an inappropriate placement 
by hav ing a child repeat the grade. 

Grant also commented that it is not appropriate for all 
struggling students. It works best for younger students in 
a class, emotionally immature children of average or high 
ability, and children who are small for their age. Professor 
Mary Lee Smith of Arizona University interviewed 40 
teachers at different primary schools in Boulder, Colo. Few 
teachers could name one negative effect of retention. Al
most all stated that they would rather have made the error 
on the side of retaining a child who might have needed to 
be retained. There was no doubt that children's achievement 
and adjustment would be enhanced by a second year before 
1st grade (Kelly, 1999). 

Other advocates of retention argue that this practice 
sends a message that weak effort and poor performance 
will not be tolerated. Non-motivated students are given an 
opportunity to "get serious" and prepare for the next grade 
(Thompson and Cunningham, 2000). Opponents of social 

New H ampshire Journal of Education 



promotion state that the stigma and self-esteem are less 
damaging than the personal failure of graduating without 
necessary skills. The long-term effects will far outweigh the 
short term when the student works harder to master learn
ing requirements and earns a diploma that "means some
thing" (Westchester Institute, n.d.). 

An example of success regarding a state's program to 
end social promotion was cited by the journal of Opinion 
and Research. In 2002, Florida revised the law to require 
third grade students to score at the Level 2 benchmark or 
above on reading (FCAT) in order to be promoted. Third 
graders who were retained made larger relative gains on the 
FCAT and Stanford Nine assessments (Hoover Institu
tion, 2006). Education researcher Jay Greene suggests that 
these results demonstrate that it is better to offer students 
another opportunity to learn basic skills by repeating a 
grade than by promoting them to a grade for which they 
are not academically prepared. Math scores also improved 
even though the focus was on reading. 

Critics of social promotion imply that 
it frustrates students by placing them in 
grades where they cannot do the work. It 
also sends a message to all students that 
they can get by without working hard. 

Light also outlines some arguments for grade reten
tion: a slow learner will hold up the rest of the class; stu
dents who do not meet grade level expectations should not 
be placed in an even more difficult academic program; and 
a child who has not earned the promotion is not prepared 
for the competitive world that he will face. Some children 
who were retained were quoted as saying, "You learn more" 
and "It lets you catch up." (Light, 1998). 

Critics of social promotion imply that it frustrates stu
dents by placing them in grades where they cannot do the 
work. It also sends a message to all students that they can 
get by without working hard. It gives parents a false sense 
of their child's progress. It leads employers to conclude that 
diplomas are meaningless and places poorly educated indi
viduals in a society where they cannot function (Thompson 
and Cunningham, 2000). 

Opponents of Retention 
Numerous studies indicate that holding children back 

does not help them catch up academically and can cause 
more social problems. In an article entitled, "Why Reten
tion is NOT the Answer" (2000), Amber Watts states that 
not only is retention ineffective at improving academic 
performance but it can have long term harmful effects on a 
student's social, emotional, and other outcomes. Retention 
can result in reduced confidence and self-esteem, increased 
behavior problems, higher dropout rates, lower academic 
and employment outcomes, and a decreased likelihood of 
receiving a diploma or going on to college (Watts, 2000). 

Watts states that during child development, social and 
emotional stability is as important to success as academic 
performance. Being part of a peer group is essential and 
when children are removed from a certain group it can be 
emotionally difficult. They feel inferior to others and are 
not motivated to achieve. This results in poor grades and 
higher dropout rates. Children won't do well in school if 
they are not emotionally and socially secure. 

Opponents also state that retention discourages stu
dents whose motivation and confidence are already shaken. 
Having a student repeat a grade will not significantly im
prove academic skills especially if the same techniques and 
methods of instruction are being used that were previously 
presented to the failing student. Minority students along 
with English as a Second Language and low socioeconomic 
students are usually the focal points of retention. 

Most studies indicate that if retention is necessary, 
the earlier it takes place the better. Some findings have 
concluded that early retention can be harmful and risky. 
It is a common practice but in many cases the students 
who are retained in 1st grade do worse than expected both 
academically and emotionally. Being removed from a group 
of peers (kindergarten, 1st) with whom a student has just 
gotten comfortable seems to create more challenges when 
adjusting to school. It sets the child back rather than help
ing him. 

Dr. Light has also provided some insight regarding 
arguments against retention that have not already been 
mentioned. One is the fact that retaining students provides 
a financial burden to taxpayers. Research also has proven 
that children who failed a grade would have learned more 
had they been promoted. He concludes that grade place
ment is best with chronological age, since children tend to 
achieve more with their peers than with younger or older 
children, If children are not all promoted, the slow learners 
will fill up the lower grades (Light, 1998). 

So What is the Answer? 
The question remains: Is retention the solution? It 

seems as though it is not. Most readings have stated that 
considerations need to be individualized and based on so
cial situations as opposed to academics. It has been recom
mended that intervention and prevention should supercede 
the decision to hold back a student from the next grade 
level. Several strategies were listed by the authors of"Be
yond Grade Retention" (Mims, Stock and Phinizy, 2001) 
as recommendations: 

• Remedial reading math classes 

• Early intervention 

• Mandatory summer school 

• Intersession programs 

• Saturday school 

• Differentiated instructional strategies 

• Expanding class size reduction 
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• One-to-one tutoring 

• Before/after school programs 

• Extended learning day 

Another alternative approach that should be examined 
is developing clear standards for making the decision to 
retain a student. The Newfound Area School District is 
heading in this direction with the alignment of the con
tinuum of skills with the state's Grade Level Expectations. 
l\1ultiple assessments for decision-making should be used 
along with personalization and more intensive instruction. 
The Developmental Reading Assessment and Personal 
Interest Plan have been components of instruction in the 
NASD. The district has also jumped on board with Com
missioner Tracy's initiative, "Follow the Child." 

Retention is not the answer to the concerns at the 
New Hampton Community School but can be beneficial to 
a select few. Whenever faced with the question of reten
tion, I remember the words of a former administrator who 
would ask me: "If you give that student another year at that 
grade level, will they ultimately (academically) be where 
they should be at the end of the following year?" In most 
cases I would have to answer, "No." We must look at each 
child individually and do what is best for each. 
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