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MEMORANDUM 

TO: BRUCE REED, ELENA KAGAN, MICHAEL COHEN 

CC: MARY SMITH, WILLIAM KINCAID 

FROM: TOM FREEDMAN 
JULIE MIKUTA 

RE: SOCIAL PROMOTION 

DATE: JUNE 20,1997 

SUMMARY 

In preparation for the President's speech to the Mayors, it may be useful to discuss recent 
developments in the banning of social promotion, an effort being led by Chicago. On June 4, 
Mayor Daley supported the Chicago School Board's announcement that 26.6% of eighth graders 
[7,392 students] and 48% of ninth graders will not graduate on time for failing to master required 
subject matter. These students must attend summer classes and pass a standardized test, or they 
have to repeat the grade next year [6/4/97: Chic Sun-Times]. Many other school districts across 
the country have said they will end social promotion, but Chicago is one of the first— and the 
first large metropolitan district— to actually enforce its rule. President Clinton encouraged ending 
social promotion in his State of the Union Address and in a speech he gave to the National 
Govemors Association Education Summit (3/27/96). 

DETAILS ON CHICAGO'S ACTIONS 

• 42,700 third-, sixth-, eighth-, and ninth- graders must attend summer school this year. 

Criteria for attending summer school: [6/4/97: Chicago Sun-Times] 

1. all grades: failed math or reading classes during regular school year 
2. 3rd graders: more than a grade level behind in a reading or math score on the Iowa test 
3. 6th graders: more than 1.5 years behind 
4. 8th graders: to graduate from eighth grade the student must attain minimum score of 7.0 

on Iowa Test of Basic Skills (This is the standard for a beginning seventh grader; 8.8 is 
true grade level for an end-of-the-year eighth grader.) 

• At the end of summer school, 8th graders retake Iowa Test; if they fail, they repeat the 
8th grade (in most other districts, students need only to pass summer school to be 
promoted). 

• esfimated cost for this year's summer school is $40 million 



• This is first year that the ban on social promotion is being imposed at the ninth grade 
level. Last year, it was imposed on eighth graders, but they were allowed to participate in 
June graduation ceremonies; at the time, there was a waming given that, in 1997, there 
would be no graduation for those who needed summer school [6/6/97, NYT]. 

• Last summer, 7,400 8th graders who took summer school, and 1,600 needed to repeat the 
grade. Now, the minimum test score is higher (last year it was 6.8; this year it is 7.0), so 
the superintendent, Paul Vallas, expects 2,000 to 2,500 eighth graders to repeat (no 
mention of how many 3rd, 6th or 9th graders expected to repeat). 

PREVIOUS ADMINISTRATION SUPPORT 

In the State of the Union Address (2/97), and at the Education Summit held by the nation's 
govemors (3/27/96), President Clinton urged the ending of social promotions as a way to 
encourage students to meet higher standards. 

WHAT'S DONE ELSEWHERE 

Several other states and districts ban social promotion on paper, but this mle is not enforced in 
most places. 

Places where ban on social promotion is enforced: 
• In Gwinett schools (part of Atlanta metropolitan system) a ban on social promotion is 

enforced at the middle school level [Atlanta Jnal, 5/12/97]. In 1,667 of district's 80,270 
students were retained [At Jnal 6/3/96]. 

• Several school districts in NY state have a policy of no social promotion [NY Beacon, 
3/12/96]. 

• These states use exit tests to determine whether a child is ready to move on to the next 
grade: AK, LA, NC, SC, VA (no menfion of whether or not students are always retained if 
they fail these tests) [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 

• Many states and districts enforce a 'no pass, no play' mle. 

Where law banning social promotion has not yet been tested 

• In Detroit, the school board voted in 3/96 to ban social promotion at every grade level for 
school year of 1997-98 [Detroit News, 3/27/96]. 

Places where ban on social promotion is 'on the books', but not enforced: 
• In 1984, the Texas Legislature banned social promofion, but this hasn't happened in 

schools. John Cole, president of the teachers' group, estimates that 150,000 of TX's 3.6 
million students were socially-promoted in 1995. (A State Board of Educafion mle limits 
number of times a student can be retained to once in PreK-4th grade and once in 5th-8th 
grade.) [Austin America-Statesman, 1/23/96] 



• In Cincinnati the school board voted in 1991 to ban social promotion. The practice now 
is to require students to demonstrate mastery of certain skills at 3rd, 6th and 8th grades; 
they must attend summer school if unable to do so. If a student fails a grade twice, s/he is 
assigned to a remedial class with students their own age [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 

Places where social promotion occurs 
• NYC: students are automatically promoted from 8th to 9th grade when they reach 16 

years of age [NYT, 6/6/97]. 

• Chancellor Crew of NYC is currently investigating the harming of social promotion. 

• In Atlanta, socially promoted students are assigned a team of teachers, psychologists and 
social workers who create an individualized plan of goals and strategies to bring student 
up to grade level. 

• Bloomington, IL mns a program for socially-promoted students which focuses on basic 
academic skills, and is seen as successful [Pantagraph, Bloomington, 1/26/97]. 

RESEARCH ON SOCIAL PROMOTION AND FLUNKING STUDENTS 

Albert Shanker, former President of the American Federation of Teachers, endorsed the ending 
of social promotion. Advocates of social promotion argue that flunking students stigmatizes them 
and creates discipline problems in the classroom. They are supported by most of the research in 
this area, which says that social promotion does not result in students performing better 
academically. Programs that combine social promotion with extra help/ support for the student 
are frequently seen as a preferred altemative to flunking students. 

General Facts: 
• 40% of 2,312 members of TX Federation of Teachers [total membership = 25,000] 

surveyed in 1995 said failing students were promoted even after teachers recommended 
they be retained [at least 150,000 students] [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 

• A Texas Poll of 1,001 adult Texans done by TX Federafion of Teachers in spring, 1996 
found that 2/3 of respondents said that social promotion should be outlawed in TX [Dall 
Mng News: 4/16/96]. 

• According to a 1995 survey of 805 members of American Federation of Teachers, these are 
some of the main reasons social promotion is done: 

1. 61%) believe that retenfion causes discipline problems; 
2. 61% believe retention doesn't help students; 
3. 58% say pressure from principal; 
4. 52% say pressure from parents; 
also: 
54% said they had promoted unprepared students during the previous year [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 



• A common recommendation as an altemative to retention is to create special programs for 
failing students such as after-school and weekend tutoring, career-development centers and 
smaller class size. 

Research Supporting Social Promotion: 
• National Center for Education Statistics (1992) found that the dropout rate for 16- to 24-year 

olds who had been held back at least once was more than double that of those who were 
never held back (no control mentioned) [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 

• Linda Darling-Hammond of Columbia University Teachers College argues that retention 
rates for low-income students is at least twice that of classmates [Associated Press report, 
9/1/96]. 

• According to Lorrie Shepard, a University of Colorado education professor, students that 
help outside classroom while being promoted tend to do better than those who get same 
extra help but are held back [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 
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Where We Stand 

By Albert Shanker, President 
I he American Federation oF I eachers 

Passing on Failure 

"How is it lhat some students enter higli school-and even go on to graduate-williout being able lo read 
or do simple math?" John Cole, president ofthe Texas Federation ofTeachers, says he is often asked 
thai question, and he doesn't have any trouble with the answer. It happens because the students have 
been passed from grade to grade without being able to do the required work. 

Social promotion, as this practice is known, is less popular than it used to be. It is even against the law in 
some places. Nevertheless, polls of teachers show lhal social promolion is alive and Vv̂ ell in schools 
across the country. For example, accoi ding lo a recent survey of Texas teachers, 

• 68 percent of elementary school teachers had students who were promoted to the nexl grade level even 
though they had failed the class. 

• 61 percent of middle school and junior high teachers had students who failed the coiu-se and were 
allowed to move on without repeating it. 

• 40 percent said thai a sludenl they had lecommended Ibr letcnlion was promoted. 

• 7S percent disagreed with the slatemenl that students in their school are not promoted tinless they have 
earned the necessary passing grades. 

7'hese llgtires are stai'k, but other surveys, both national and stale, tell a similar story of promoting 
students who are unprepared. 

Supporters of social promotion justify it by talking about the stigma attached lo being "kept back." They 
say thai students who do not go on with their peers fiom grade to grade suffer a disastrous blow to their 
seif-esteem and are likely to drop out of high school. Indeed, many people who went to school in the 
days before social promotion became standard practice lemember the hulking 14-year-old who sat in the 
back of their sixth-grade class. Did being kept back do him any good'-* (And if he was a discipline 
problem, as was often the case, how did having him repeat the grade affeci the learning of other students 
in the class?) 

Recently, an economic argument for social promotion has also been put forward. It is very expensive to 
fail students and thtis add a year, or more, onto their schooling. Undoubtedly this accounts in pari for the 
willingness of some administrators lo promote students whom teachers have tried lo fail. 

But if we are talking abotit the costs of retention to the sttidents themselves and to society, we should 
also look al the costs of promoting students who have not met the minimum standards lhal most schools 
require. How hard are students likely to work when they learn, from the earliest grades, that they will 
pass no mailer how little they do? What kind of preparation are they getting for real life, where bosses 
seldom reward substandard performance with promotion'? And whal ahotil the cost to classmates who 
miglit be inclined to work if they didn't see that meeting the siandards for promotion was unnecessary 

fhc harm of social promotion is compotinded for children who make a slow start in school. If we 
promote elementary school students who have not learned to read, saying they will "catch up," they ai'e 
likely to fall more and more behind until, by the time they reach middle school, catching up is nearly 
impossible. Will ihey feel good aboul themselves when they sit in class, as sophomores or juniors, 
unable lo follow what is going on? If they hang around long enough to get a high school diploma, have 
they any hope of gelling a permanent Job thai pays a decent wage'̂ -* We are not doing these students a 
favor by passing them, even if they have not learned the work; we are cheating them. 
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The trtilh is, social promotion is a lousy idea. Siandards only work if everybody can see that they mean 
something. If you have many, many failures, there will be tremendous political pressure to return lo 
social promotion. To sustain the ability lo hold students back, yoti must have a system of supports lo 
keep failures low. But you must be willing to lail the few sludenis who don't meel the standards, despite 
all you can do to help. 

The best way to keep this from happening is to identify children who are noi learning basic skills very 
early in their school career and offer them extra help before they fall behind and get used to failure. 
There are various ways of doing this. One-on-one tutoring with an expert teacher can turn children who 
were unable to sound out a word into confident readers. There are also full-scale programs that combine 
excellent in-class instruction with frequent diagnostic testing and daily tutoring sessions. Do 
interventions like these cost money? Of course, but even if you want to look at the issue in strictly 
economic terms, the dollar cost is far less than holding students back-or sending Ihern out into the adult 
world without the basic skills they need. 

"^Previous "Where We Sland" Columns 

•\]Back lo the Main AFT Web Page 

/Vmerican. Federation of Teacheis 555 New Jersey Ave, NW Washington, DC 2U0U1 

Copyright 1996 by the American Fedeiaiioii ol Teacher̂ i. All l ighus reserved. I'hoiogiaph.s and illii5trations. as well as text, 
cannot tie used wiihotil peiniissioii IVoni the Al" T. 
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Promote or Retain? PenduBioTii for Students 
Swings Back Again 

aw ton 

Read otir story. 
"SLnrimit .Accord 
Calls for Focus on 
Siandards." April 3 
1996. 

reaelieis colLinin. 
March 1996. 

Read aboul 
National Standards 
from OLM" Politics 
Watch area. 
Hacking Clinton's 
1 0-point plan for 
education. 

For Tony E. Fulton, the lasl straw came 
when he tried lo buy Venetian blinds at 
Linen World in Baltimore. Subscribe to 

Teacher Magazinel 
Not only was a store worker, a recent high 
school graduate, unable to convert 
measurements in feet to inches. But Mr. • - ..̂  ' ' 
Fulton, a Mai-yland state delegate, was 
also unable to interest either the employee or the store manager in the 
importance ol" being able to do such a calculation. 

So the Baltimore Democrat took the one action he felt might keep 
another sttident from gradtiating from Maryland schools unable lo do 
simple math. He introduced a bill this year in the legislature that would 
have permitted sludent promotion lo the next grade in a public school 
only on the basis of "the student's academic performance and 
d e m 0 n stra led CO m peten cy." 

The experience al the store was "outrageous," Mi'. Fulton said in 
recounling the story in a recent interview. "We can't make excuses Ibr 
nonperformance." 

The bill was ultimately unsuccessful, failing to gain the backing of a 
key committee. But the action rellects the thinking of a growing 
number of politicians, including President Clinton, as well as many 
state and local edticalion officials: The promolion of students simply 
for "social" reasons-because of their age or the fact thai they've 
warmed a seat for an entire school year-has to slop. 

"he get-tough stance of holding students back if they cannot show they 
can do grade-level work has become pari ofthe ongoing 
toughei' academic standards for students nationwide. 

movement for 

.At the national edticalion summit lasl year in Palisades, N.Y., the 
president called for student testing "that says no more social 
promotions, no more free passes." To further that goal, the U.S. 
Department of Education is creating voluntary national tests in reading 
and math that were proposed by Mr. Clinton in his Stale olThe Union 
.Address this year. 

And whether in Chicago, Long Beach, Calif., or Portsmouth, Va., 
school officials are bashing so-called social promotion and trying to rid 
their districts ofthe practice. 

Leaders ofthe National Education Association and the American 
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"I.AUiisiana 
Teacheis Protest 
Sludeiii's 
Pioinolion." Oct. 
IS, 199,v 

Leaders ofthe National Education .Association and the American 
Federation ofTeachers have also been argtiing against it. Adam 
Urbanski, the president ofthe Rochester Teachers Association in New-
York, an AFT affiliate, calls social promotion "the most insidious form 
of racism" and edticational "malpractice." 

In his urban districi, the union has waged for several years what Mr. 
Urbanski calls "a war against social promotion"-a practice lhat wotild 
not be tolerated in a suburban district, he argues. "What social 
promotion essentially says is, 'You can't learn this anyway, or al least 
not soon enough for us not to be embarrassed by it.'" 

".Abolish Grade 
Relent ion. 
\4assaclnisetts 
Chief Says." May 
20. 1990. 

'T. Board 
Softens Rtiles on 
Retention Before 
IstGi 
10. 1990. 

.April 

Shades of Gray 

Bui some researchers say that to think of only two options for 
students-promotion or retention-is to see only the ends ofthe 
spectrtim and to miss the middle. 

"1 wish we had advanced the discussion to a different level between the 
black-and-white alternatives of social promolion and retention," said 
Nancy L. Kai'weil, a principal research scientist al the Center for 
Research on the Educalion of Students Placed at Risk, based at .lohns 
FJopkins University in Baltimore. 

"Whal school reform should be about," she said, "is having Hexible 
enough arrangemenls so that all children can receive the instrtictional 
depth and time that is required for them lo make progress." 

The collective educational wisdom on the promotion-retention issue 
seems to cycle every few years back and forth between the two 
alternatives. "There's a pendulum swing that's always going on wilh 
this issue," Ms. Karweit said. 

"Political Shift 
Emboldens Clinton 
To Uvi I ests. 
Feb. 19, 1997. 

In the 197(js, social promotion was in vogue. During the 1980s, Ihe 
standards-raising movement made retention more appealing. By 1990, 
though, New York City and Chicago were revising districi policies in 
order to encourage promotion. ("Education Officials Reconsider 
Policies on Grade Retention," May 16, 1990.) 

Now the pendtiltim is swinging back, and Chicago, for one, is cracking 
down. Last week, more than 42,200 students in grades 3, 6, 8, and 
9including 48 percent of 9th graderslearned that they wotild have to 
attend summer school to raise their low standardized-lest scores. In 
most cases, they will not be able to advance tinlil they meet minimums 
set by the 41 3,600-student district. 

It is with an eye toward preventing later school failtire that the Long 
Beach school board decided this school year to have checkpoints al 
both 3rd grade and Sth grade, said Richard Van Dev Laan, a districi 
spokesman. 

Long Beach 3rd graders wilh low reading scores will have to take 
intensive reading inslruclion this summer. This fall, Sth graders with' 
two or more F's will not enter high school directly but go instead to an 
alternative school until they can shore up their skills. 

There is no national figure for whal proportion of schoolchildren is 
retained. Experts' estimates vary widely: Between 20 percent and 
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of all 9th gi'aders may have Utinked at least one grade or are no longer 
in school, they say. 

Whal is known is lhat, nationwide, most retentions occur in the 
elementary grades, most often between the 1st and 4th grades. 

'Transition' Classes 

A Virginia district has also gone on the offensive against social 
promotions, ratcheting up expectations for both its elementary and high 
school students. 

.After years of hearing employers and colleges complain aboul the skill 
levels of Iheir gradtiates, officials in the Portsmouth city schools "just 
realized that here in Portsmouth thai promoting students who cannot do 
the work misleads everyone," said Superintendent Richard D, Trumble. 
By advancing students and evenltially graduating them with inadequate 
skills, "we fib lo the student," he said. 

Mr. Fulton in Baltimore echoed that sentiment. To award an 
unprepared student a high school diploma "really devalues the degree 
that other kids receive who've really earned i l , " the state lawmaker said. 

The Portsmouth school board this spring approved a tougher policy for 
high schoolers. Beginning with this twill's freshman class, sltidenls in 
the 1 7,700-student district will have lo maintain a minimtim grade 
point average in order lo graduate—a cumulative 1.3 out of a possible 
4.0—over four years. Previotisly, all students needed lo pass was 
slightly more than an F. Students in the class of 2001 also will have to 
lake and pass algebra sometime before graduation. 

The next year's class will have it harder. Those students will have to 
pass algebra in the 9th grade to advance to 10th grade and maintain a 
1.6 CPA to graduate. 

.And by the time the class of 2003 graduates, students will have lo earn 
a 2.0 CPA, or C average, lo gel their diplomas. 

Mr. Trumble said that students who find themselves having trouble 
meeting the requirements can retake algebra or other classes during the 
school year or in stimmer or night school and, evenltially, perhaps by 
television. 

For its elementary students, the district is requiring pupils who do not 
show grade-level reading skills by the end of Ihe school year lo repeal 
Ihe grade. Because of stale class-size-reduction aid, Portsmouth has two 
I'eading-resource teachers in each elementary school who can also offer 
more help to students who need il . 

Once Virginia launches its new state competency exam for 3rd, Sth, 
and 8lh graders—planned for next year—the Porlsmoulh school board 
has decided, within three years, to use those lesls as gatekeepers for 
promotion. Sludenis will have to reach a minimum score to move on to 
the next grade, Mr, Trtimble said. 

Fie acknowledges that the new requirements will make the tests "high 
stress" events, but he said that is the only way to assure the public and 
the school system that students are really learning what they need to 
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know. 

Mr. Trumble is also aware lhal having an elementary student i-epeat a 
grade and go through the same material a second time is no guarantee 
of success. Btit, he stiid, "the reality is school systems don't have 
enough money to create alternalive school systems" for sludenis 
needing extra help. 

So Portsmouth has fashioned something of a compromise. The district 
created "transition" or between-grade classes for elementary schools. 
The total number of classrooms and teachers is the same as without the 
program, but those sltidenls who, say, need more lime on 1st grade 
material arc grouped in a classroom with those needing more time in 
2nd grade. That way an entire classroom is focused on bringing along 
sludenis who need more help, and the students may move on to the next 
grade at any poinl during the year. 

Aboul iwo-lhirds ofthe students in Portsmouth are from low-income 
A\ fi-ican-American homes, and Mr. Trumble said he feels a "special 
obligation" to hold them to high expectations. Fie said he even 
considers it a mailer of social justice. "To keep people economically 
enslaved," Mr. Trumble said, "fail to educate them." 

Stay Back, Drop Out 

Is relention bad for students? Some researchers say yes. Retention can 
actually harm academic achievement, according to Lorrie A. Shepard, 
the interim dean of the educalion school at the University of Colorado 
at Boulder. 

She takes issue wilh the use ofthe term "social promotion" because il 
assumes the decision to promote is made for social reasons. She argues 
thai for an underachieving child, promotion is in Ihe child's best 
interests academically. 

She cited recent analyses of existing research that show lhat when 
retained children went on lo the nexl grade, Ihey performed worse on 
average lhan if they had gone on without repeating. 

For that matter, students who are held back arc more likely lo drop oui, 
many experts agree. Ms. Shepard's own research has found lhal to be 
Ihe case. Three large-scale studies she and another researcher 
conducted in the 1980s looked at 20,000 to 80,000 students each. 'Fhe 
researchers found that of sludenis with equally poor achievement-and 
controlling for other background characlerislics associated wilh 
dropping out, such as race, ethnicity, and gendeî —students who 
repealed a yeai' were 20 percenl lo 30 percent more likely to drop out of 
school. 

Instead of retaining students, Ms, Shepard argues, schools should 
provide extra instructional help, before- or- after-school programs, 
summer school, or no-cost peer tutoring. If some of those options 
sound pricey, the cosl of relention can be high, too; the average 
spending for a year ofpublic schooling is about .$3,500 pei- ptipil, 
according lo federal educalion statistics. 

And Ms. Shepard and others take a dim view, for several reasons, of 
parallel tracks or pullout progratns for students needing help wilh 
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skills. Such approaches may offer a watered-down curriculum. Or, i f 
students are plopped back into the regular ckissroom at midyear, they 
may be at a disadvantage if they have not been covering the same 
material. 

Even transitional classes are "just retention under a different name," 
contends C, Thomas Holmes, an education professor at Ihe University 
of Georgia in Athens. Mr. Flolmes and others offer multiage classrooms 
as another alternative lo the traditional promote-or-retain scenario. 

But according to some researchers at .lohns Hopkins University, having 
a student repeat a grade is not always a negative practice. They found 
in a study of inner-city Baltimore students that those who repeated a 
grade in elementary school saw their grades, lest scores, and 
self-esteem improve. The longitudinal study is also expected to yield 
information on how these students fare as they grow older. 

"Repeating the year gave them a chance lo consolidate their skills," 
said Karl L. /-Mexandcr, a sociology professor running the study. 

Mr. /Mexander emphasized, however, that retention is not a cure-all. 
The students who realized some benefits from retention were those kept 
back just one year. Even so, while they moved from failing lo passing, 
they remained behind peers their same age and were slill having 
"serious problems," Mr. Alexander said. 

Relention alone tloes not eliminate the student's difficulties, he said. 
Ideally, Mr. Alexander said, the sludenl would be getting extra 
resources and attention to address academic deficits. 

While some poinl to ihe detrimental effects retention can have on 
self-esteem, Mr. Alexander spectilated lhat such negative social elTects 
may have been eased in Baltimore becatise retention is lairly common 
and does not seem lo make students social pariahs. 

By the students' eighth year of schooling, Ihe Hopkins researchers 
found, four in 10 students had been retained al leasl once. 

•And all in the backyaixl of slate Delegate Ftillon, who had so much 
trouble buying blinds. 

Read "National Standards of Academic Excellence," the first point of Mr. Clinloii's 
I 0-point plan. 

See "A Survey of Slate Standards-Setting Efforts." from the Mid-Continem Regional 
Educational I^aboialory Web site. 

"Siandards and F.ducaiion: A Roadmap for Stale Policymakei's." This briefing Ironi 
the Edticalion Commission ofthe States describes how states sluudd go aboul laising 
educational standards. 

"Peiioi'mance Standards: flow Good Is Goixl Enough'.'" .A brief for the 1996 National 
Educalion Sumniii by Ann Borlliwick and Kate Nolan of tlie New Standai\.ls Project, 

"State Responsibilily for Sludenl Opporluniiy; Comiiiitmeiit and Issues," A 
November 1995 policy slatenient from the Council of Chief Stale School Officei s. 
Schools must change so lhal all sludenis meet higher siandards--and states must 
|.iiovide leatlership for this process. 
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TO: BRUCE REED, ELENA KAGAN, MICHAEL COHEN 

CC: MARY SMITH, WILLIAM KINCAID 

FROM: TOM FREEDMAN 
JULIE MIKUTA 

RE: SOCIAL PROMOTION 

DATE: JUNE 20,1997 

SUMMARY 

In preparation for the President's speech to the Mayors, it may be useful to discuss recent 
developments in the banning of social promotion, an effort being led by Chicago. On June 4, 
Mayor Daley supported the Chicago School Board's announcement that 26.6% of eighth graders 
[7,392 students] and 48% of ninth graders will not graduate on time for failing to master required 
subject matter. These students must attend summer classes and pass a standardized test, or they 
have to repeat the grade next year [6/4/97: Chic Sun-Times]. Many other school districts across 
the country have said they will end social promotion, but Chicago is one of the first— and the 
first large metropolitan district— to actually enforce its rule. President Clinton encouraged ending 
social promotion in his State of the Union Address and in a speech he gave to the National 
Govemors Association Education Summit (3/27/96). 

DETAILS ON CHICAGO'S ACTIONS 

• 42,700 third-, sixth-, eighth-, and ninth- graders must attend summer school this year. 

Criteria for attending summer school: [6/4/97: Chicago Sun-Times] 

1. all grades: failed math or reading classes during regular school year 
2. 3rd graders: more than a grade level behind in a reading or math score on the Iowa test 
3. 6th graders: more than 1.5 years behind 
4. Sth graders: to graduate fi-om eighth grade the student must attain minimum score of 7-0 

on Iowa Test of Basic Skills (This is the standard for a beginning seventh grader; 8.8 is 
true grade level for an end-of-the-year eighth grader.) 

• At the end of summer school, 8th graders retake Iowa Test; i f they fail, they repeat the 
8th grade (in most other districts, students need only to pass summer school to be 
promoted). 

• estimated cost for this year's summer school is $40 million 



• This is frrst year that the ban on social promotion is being imposed at the ninth grade 
level. Last year, it was imposed on eighth graders, but they were allowed to participate in 
June graduation ceremonies; at the time, there was a waming given that, in 1997, there 
would be no graduation for those who needed summer school [6/6/97, NYT]. 

• Last summer, 7,400 8th graders who took summer school, and 1,600 needed to repeat the 
grade. Now, the minimum test score is higher (last year it was 6.8; this year it is 7.0), so 
the superintendent, Paul Vallas, expects 2,000 to 2,500 eighth graders to repeat (no 
mention of how many 3rd, 6th or 9th graders expected to repeat). 

PREVIOUS ADMINISTRATION SUPPORT 

In the State of the Union Address (2/97), and at the Education Summit held by the nation's 
govemors (3/27/96), President Clinton urged the ending of social promotions as a way to 
encourage students to meet higher standards. 

WHAT'S DONE ELSEWHERE 

Several other states and districts ban social promotion on paper, but this mle is not enforced in 
most places. 

Places where ban on social promotion is enforced: 
• In Gwinett schools (part of Atlanta metropolitan system) a ban on social promotion is 

enforced at the middle school level [Atlanta Jnal, 5/12/97]. In 1,667 of district's 80,270 
students were retained [At Jnal 6/3/96]. 

• Several school districts in NY state have a policy of no social promotion [NY Beacon, 
3/12/96]. 

• These states use exit tests to determine whether a child is ready to move on to the next 
grade: AK, LA, NC, SC, VA (no mention of whether or not students are always retained if 
they fail these tests) [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 

• Many states and districts enforce a 'no pass, no play' mle. 

Where law banning social promotion has not yet been tested 

• In Detroit, the school board voted in 3/96 to ban social promotion at every grade level for 
school year of 1997-98 [Detroit News, 3/27/96]. 

Places where ban on social promotion is 'on the books', but not enforced: 
• In 1984, the Texas Legislature banned social promotion, but this hasn't happened in 

schools. John Cole, president of the teachers' group, estimates that 150,000 of TX's 3.6 
million students were socially-promoted in 1995. (A State Board of Education mle limits 
number of times a student can be retained to once in PreK-4th grade and once in 5th-8th 
grade.) [Austin America-Statesman, 1/23/96] 



• In Cincinnati the school board voted in 1991 to ban social promotion. The practice now 
is to require students to demonstrate mastery of certain skills at 3rd, 6th and 8th grades; 
they must attend summer school if unable to do so. If a student fails a grade twice, s/he is 
assigned to a remedial class with students their own age [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 

Places where social promotion occurs 
• NYC: students are automatically promoted from Sth to 9th grade when they reach 16 

years of age [NYT, 6/6/97]. 

• Chancellor Crew of NYC is currently investigating the banning of social promotion. 

• In Atlanta, socially promoted students are assigned a team of teachers, psychologists and 
social workers who create an individualized plan of goals and strategies to bring student 
up to grade level. 

• Bloomington, IL mns a program for socially-promoted students which focuses on basic 
academic skills, and is seen as successfiil [Pantagraph, Bloomington, 1/26/97]. 

RESEARCH ON SOCIAL PROMOTION AND FLUNKING STUDENTS 

Albert Shanker, former President of the American Federation ofTeachers, endorsed the ending 
of social promotion. Advocates of social promotion argue that flunking students stigmatizes them 
and creates discipline problems in the classroom. They are supported by most ofthe research in 
this area, which says that social promotion does not result in students performing better 
academically. Programs that combine social promotion with extra help/ support for the student 
are fi-equently seen as a preferred altemative to flunking students. 

General Facts: 
• 40% of 2,312 members of TX Federation of Teachers [total membership = 25,000] 

surveyed in 1995 said failing students were promoted even after teachers recommended 
they be retained [at least 150,000 students] [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 

• A Texas Poll of 1,001 adult Texans done by TX Federation ofTeachers in spring, 1996 
found that 2/3 of respondents said that social promotion should be outlawed in TX [Dall 
Mng News: 4/16/96]. 

• According to a 1995 survey of 805 members of American Federation ofTeachers, these are 
some of the main reasons social promotion is done: 

1. 61 % believe that retention causes discipline problems; 
2. 61% believe retention doesn't help students; 
3. 58% say pressure fi-om principal; 
4. 52% say pressure fi-om parents; 
also: 
54% said they had promoted unprepared students during the previous year [LA Times, 6/29/96]. 



• A common recommendation as an altemative to retention is to create special programs for 
failing students such as after-school and weekend tutoring, career-development centers and 
smaller class size. 

Research Supporting Social Promotion: 
• National Center for Education Statistics (1992) found that the dropout rate for 16- to 24-year 

olds who had been held back at least once was more than double that of those who were 
never held back (no control mentioned) [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 

• Linda Darling-Hammond of Columbia University Teachers College argues that retention 
rates for low-income students is at least twice that of classmates [Associated Press report, 
9/1/96]. 

• According to Lorrie Shepard, a University of Colorado education professor, students that 
help outside classroom while being promoted tend to do better than those who get same 
extra help but are held back [Associated Press report, 9/1/96]. 


