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Abstract 

This study employed a difference-in-differences analysis technique to estimate the average treatment effect of 
automatic promotion on students’ cognitive learning outcomes in Uganda’s primary education. Regression results 
indicate a positive policy effect on learning achievements in literacy and numeracy at primary three (P3) and primary 
six (P6). Specifically, the implementation of automatic promotion policy has translated in to an increase in learning 
outcomes in reading and mathematics at P3 and P6, all statistically significant at conventional levels. Decomposing 
the effect along gender and school location (rural or urban) dimensions reveals positive and statistically significant 
effect on literacy and numeracy in both grades. The effect on students’ scores in rural areas is higher than that on 
students’ in urban schools. In terms of gender, the effect is relatively similar for female students and their male 
counterparts. These results are contrary to the popular belief among many Ugandans, but consistent with earlier 
scholarly works that have attributed automatic promotion with positive impact on learning outcomes.    
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The practice of allowing students to progress from one class to the next irrespective of their academic performance – 
otherwise called automatic promotion, has polarized education development stakeholders along the lines of those in 
support and those against. According to Steiner (1986), the origin of the policy can be traced to the 1930s and it is 
adopted and implemented in the perceived interest of a student’s social and psychological well-being. Arguments for 
and against automatic promotion are centered on its credibility as a viable alternative to grade retention, in the search 
for efficiency and better learning outcomes. Empirical and non-empirical studies conducted in both developed and 
developing countries to estimate the impact of automatic promotion policy and that of grade retention policy on 
students’ learning achievements show mixed and inconclusive results. Arguments in support for the policy as a better 
alternative to grade retention fall into three broad categories namely; enhancing education quality, improving internal 
efficiency of education and personal development of students/learners.  

Enhancing the quality of education arguments point to the fact that repetition does not improve the achievement of 
the low-achiever, nor does it reduce the range of abilities, since each grade will carry the retained student into the 
next year as a source of a difference in ability (Ndaruhustse, 2008; and Peterson et al., 1987). Moreover, retaining 
students leads to crowding in classrooms, leading to high student-classroom ratios and high student-teacher ratios 
thus lowering the overall quality of education (Chimombo, 2005). By contrast, automatic promotion fosters equity in 
learning outcomes especially between male and female students (Ndaruhustse, 2008) and between rural-urban 
settings (Chen et al., 2010; and McCoy & Reynolds, 1999). In developing countries, female students and students in 
rural schools tend to register lower learning outcomes, compared to their respective counterparts.  

In terms of improving internal efficiency of education, the arguments highlight the policy’s ability to save costs for 
both governments and households since it reduces if not eliminates, grade repetition, increases survival and 
completion rates by reducing student dropout rates, and increases the number of years low achieving students spend 
in school (Mehrotra, 1998; Verspoor, 2006; and Ndaruhutse, 2008). Regarding personal development of learners, 
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grade repetition is noted as having adverse effect on students’ self-esteem and motivation (Xia & Kirby, 2009). 
Likewise, retention stigmatizes students and impairs their natural ability to relate with their peers. This more often 
than not culminates into alienation of the students in question, thus resulting in eventual exiting of the schooling 
cycle (Holmes, 1989). Furthermore, repeating grades prolongs the actual school completion time as well as time to 
engage productively in the labor market, which represents a monetary cost to students over their life-cycles (Eide & 
Showalter, 2001). 

Counter arguments against automatic promotion state that it negatively affects the overall quality of education since 
it eliminates competition, de-motivates students and teachers alike hence lowering teaching and learning outcomes 
(Koppensteiner, 2014; Taye, 2003; and Chohan & Qadir, 2011). By contrast, grade retention is viewed as leading to 
an improvement in cognitive learning outcomes (Brophy, 2006; Roderick et al., 2002; and King et al., 1999). It is 
worth noting that studies that have reported academic gains attributable to repetition have gone on to add that the 
gains are short-term and as a result eventually retained students end up lagging behind, which affects their 
self-esteem and increases the probability of dropping out (Brophy, 2006; and Jimerson et al., 1997).  

1.2 Ugandan Context 

Uganda adopted and implemented the automatic promotion policy in 2005 as an interventionist strategy aimed at 
enhancing the internal efficiency and quality of primary education. Implying that it was and is still targeted at 
eliminating if not reducing grade repetition, reducing school dropout, improving pedagogical duration and efficacy, 
hence improving learning outcomes (see also Ndaruhutse, 2008). Improvements in internal efficiency and quality of 
education in turn enhance the achievement of Education For All (EFA) goals and Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), especially EFA goals 2, 5 and 6, and MDGs 2 and 3. The policy is implemented only in government 
primary schools because internal inefficiencies in terms of high repetition rate, high dropout rate, low survival rate 
and low completion rate were on average higher among them. Moreover, government schools form the bulk of 
primary schools in the country (12,203 out of 18,079) and implement Universal Primary Education (UPE), thus high 
inefficiencies imply wastage of money for both the government and households, as well as time for the students. 
Under the UPE program, government pays tuition for all students enrolled in UPE implementing schools and parents 
meet costs related to scholastic materials such as school uniform, pens, pencils, exercise books, school meals and so 
forth. Thus when a child repeats a grade/ grades or drops out of the primary schooling cycle, it represents wastage of 
not only financial resources for both entities (government and households), but time for students since they will take 
relatively longer to graduate and enter the workforce (see also Chimombo, 2005; Eide & Showalter, 2001).  

As already alluded to, the adoption and subsequent implementation of automatic promotion came on the back of high 
internal inefficiency prevailing within the primary education sub-sector, coupled with low quality of education. 
Inefficiency manifested itself through high repetition and dropout rates, which by 2004 were recorded at 
approximately 35% and 21% respectively (EMIS, 2010). The low quality of education was reflected by low 
academic achievements at all primary grades, and characterized by disparities along gender and rural-urban 
dimensions. For instance, according to National Assessment of Progress in Education (NAPE) 2004, pass rates for 
English and mathematics at primary three (P3) were respectively 37% and 44% and even lower for primary six (P6), 
25% and 27% respectively. By 2010 these rates had improved, albeit still below regional and international averages. 
While literacy and numeracy at P3 improved to 57% and 72% respectively, at P6 they had improved to 50% and 
54% respectively. Uganda’s, learning outcomes in terms of gender and rural-urban dimensions are lower among 
female students by approximately 5 percentage points (Nannyonjo, 2007; and Kasirye, 2009) and rural areas by 
approximately 15 percentage points (Kagoda, 2012; and Nannyonjo, 2007). In the Sub-Saharan Africa context, 
Zhang (2006) and Ndaruhutse (2008) likewise acknowledge the existence and persistence of these disparities.  

1.3 Problem Statement 

Since its adoption and implementation, automatic promotion has given rise to an engaging debate amongst education 
stakeholders in Uganda. The policy is supported by the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES) and international 
education development partners (donors) operating in the country. The opponents of the policy comprise parents, 
school administrators, district education officials, private education providers, and Non-Government Organizations 
(NGOs). The arguments for and against the policy in Uganda are similar to those held in developed and other 
developing countries that have experience with it (i.e. contrasting it with grade retention). The difference being that 
the debate in Uganda is happening without either side presenting any evidence in the context of Uganda to support 
their respective claims/arguments. The MoES and education development partners for example base their arguments 
on positive experiences from other countries that have adopted and implemented the policy, which though basically 
acceptable, represents an over generalization. Different countries have different education systems and levels of 
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education development, so simply assuming what worked or is working in one country/ region will automatically 
work in another is a gross misrepresentation. The opponents on their part simply blame the policy for the 
inefficiencies and low quality of education still prevailing in the primary education sub-sector, without any proof. 
They also point to the fact that no prior sensitization and/or awareness creation was conducted among the various 
stakeholders on the relevance and necessity of the policy before its subsequent implementation.  

Moreover, previous studies on quality and efficiency of primary education in Uganda including but not limited to the 
studies by Muvawala (2012), Ogawa et al. (2011), Tamusuza (2011), Byamugisha (2010), Kasirye (2009), 
Nishimura & Ogawa (2009), Okumu et al. (2008) and Nannyonjo (2007), have made no reference to the policy at all 
and those that have, simply report it as potentially leading to either lower or better learning outcomes, but without 
any empirical evidence. For instance Nannyonjo (2007); and Nishimura & Ogawa (2009) both simply mention 
automatic promotion even though it was not the main focus of their respective studies. In particular, Nannyonjo 
(2007) argues in favor of the policy as potentially being good for Uganda, while Nishimura & Ogawa (2009) cite 
discontent towards it among sampled parents. Muvawala (2012); Ogawa et al. (2011); Byamugisha (2010); and 
Kasirye (2009) examined factors affecting learning outcomes in Uganda’s primary education, but make no mention 
and/ or reference to automatic promotion. Tamusuza (2011); and Okumu et al. (2008) focused on the determinants of 
school dropout in Uganda, but likewise make no reference to the policy. On the international scene, some of the 
scholarly works that have investigated the impact of automatic promotion include; Chohan & Qadir (2011); Fonkeng 
(2006); and Taye (2003), who employed qualitative approach to explore the impact of automatic promotion on 
learning outcomes at primary level in Pakistan, Cameroon and Ethiopia respectively. These studies documented only 
opinions and views of the respondents (teachers) in the three countries regarding the policy and its impact. 
Koppensteiner (2014) examined the effect of automatic grade promotion on students’ performance in Brazil, using a 
difference in differences approach. However, his analysis focused on 4th grade students and did not assess effect 
incidence along gender and school location dimensions.  

1.4 Purpose and Research Questions 

Given the above mixed and inconclusive discussion, coupled with the lack of national empirical evidence either for 
or against the policy, this study thus seeks to fill the information gap regarding the impact of automatic promotion on 
students learning achievements in Uganda. This impact estimation extends to capture effect incidence on female and 
male students, as well as students in rural and urban schools. This is important since it highlights the effectiveness of 
the policy in terms of fostering equity in learning outcomes. Moreover, automatic promotion operates efficiently and 
effectively in complement with other factors that contribute to better teaching and learning outcomes (sees also 
Ndaruhutse, 2008; Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005; and Palafox et al., 1994). Some of these factors are gender specific, 
others are rural-urban specific and some overlap between the two. Therefore by highlighting the incidence of the 
effect in the context of Uganda, this study helps draw attention from the currently narrow narrative that equates 
learning achievements as a function of only automatic promotion, to a broader and deeper focus on the factors 
affecting teaching and learning at the primary level of education. 

Consequently, the key research question guiding this study is; what is the effect of automatic promotion on students’ 
learning achievements in Uganda’s primary education? To assess the incidence of the effect along gender and school 
location, this study responds to the following sub-research questions. First, what is the effect of automatic promotion 
practice on learning achievements of students in rural areas and those in urban settings? Second, what is the effect of 
automatic promotion practice on learning achievements of female and male students? The answers to these research 
questions demonstrate the effectiveness of the policy, a key requirement in the field of policy analysis for purposes 
of knowing whether the policy is working. If not, why not? If yes, in which area or category of people? How can it 
be improved? This line of analysis is relevant from the point of view of Uganda’s primary education, given that the 
policy was adopted to ensure both male and female students stay in school and learn, whether in rural or urban 
settings. The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 3 contains a review of previous studies, section 
4 entails the methodology adopted, including theoretical framework, analysis technique, data and sources. Section 5 
presents the results and discussion of the impact assessment and section 6 is the conclusion. 

1.5 Review of Previous Studies 

This section takes stock of some of the earlier research works reviewed in the debate on the pros and cons of both 
automatic promotion and grade retention. Myung et al. (2013) found that students who are retained in grades 1 to 5 
perform in middle schools as well as their propensity matched, continuously promoted peers, both academically and 
in terms of behavioral engagement and feeling part of the school. Retention did not appear to offer any advantage to 
these students, nor did it impede their performance in middle school. Reschly & Christenson (2013) argued that 
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grade retention and automatic promotion are often portrayed as a dichotomy, though this portrayal is a simplification 
of the issue. According to them, at the center of this debate, is the question of what to do with students who are not 
meeting academic and behavioral standards. In their opinion, it is vital that struggling learners receive carefully 
monitored instruction and supplemental interventions that address their learning needs. 

Ndaruhutse (2008) found that repetition had negative effects on children’s learning achievement, attendance record, 
personal adjustment in school and attitude towards school as they advanced to the next grade. On average, retained 
students are worse off than their counterparts in both personal adjustment and academic outcomes. She adds that; 
countries with policies of automatic promotion produced higher results in reading compared to those that practice 
repetition. Jimerson in his 2007 study concluded that grade retention, when compared with automatic promotion of 
similar children, is an ineffective and possibly harmful intervention. Promotion plus, which involves combining 
grade promotion and effective evidence-based interventions is most likely to benefit children with low achievement 
or behavior problems. Manacorda (2006), in his study on grade retention and dropout in Uruguay, found that grade 
retention leads to lower educational attainment 4 to 5 years after the time when failure first occurred. Silberglitt et al. 
(2006) used longitudinal analyses and revealed that grade retention did not yield advantages in reading trajectories 
from first- to eighth-grade. In particular, the results indicated that; compared to their prior growth rate, retained 
students did not experience either a benefit or deficit in their growth rate during the repeated year. Compared to 
similarly performing promoted students, retained students did not experience any benefit or deficit in their growth 
rates as a result of retention; and the growth curve of the randomly selected group was significantly greater than the 
progress of the retained students. 

Brophy (2006) also noted that grade repetition leads to relative and temporary improvement in learning achievement, 
though this outcome should not be such a surprise precisely because the repeating students are literally a year older 
and are working through the same curriculum for the second time. Grade repetition does not provide more general 
advances in knowledge or cognitive skills that would enable them to make more satisfactory achievement progress in 
subsequent grades. Hong & Raudenbush (2005) found a null and very small average effect of the kindergarten 
retention policy, as compared to a policy that banned retention. They found no evidence that the policy would benefit 
those children who would be promoted if the policy were adopted, though they found evidence that children who 
were retained would have learned more had they been promoted. This was true in both reading and math.  

McCoy & Reynolds (1999) indicated that grade retention is at best an insufficient intervention strategy for promoting 
student achievement, at least for many children in urban, metropolitan areas such as Chicago. In their view, the 
major implication is that grade retention does not appear to benefit many of the children it is designed to help. 
Holmes (1989) found that when promoted and retained students were compared one to three years later, the retained 
students' average levels of academic achievement were at least 0.4 standard deviations below those of promoted 
students. Peterson et al (1987) indicated that retention does not have a favorable long-term impact on the academic 
achievement of primary students as measured by relative class standing in the same year. This is especially true 
considering that promoted students scored nearly as well as retained students by the third year after retention, but 
they were taking a test that was one grade level higher than the retained students and thus were answering questions 
concerning more advanced material. 

Contrary to the above scholars, Koppensteiner (2014) in his study on the relationship between automatic promotion 
and learning achievements in Brazil found a negative and significant effect of about 6% of a standard deviation. 
Findings by Taye (2003) on the impact of automatic promotion on learning outcomes in Ethiopia showed that 90.4% 
of the teachers interviewed said grade retention is better than automatic promotion to help underachieving students 
perform better in latter grades. Chohan and Qadir (2011) employed qualitative method to explore the impact of 
automatic promotion policy on the quality of education and found a negative impact. Furthermore, Greene and 
Winters (2006) found that after two years of the policy, retained students in Florida made significant reading gains 
relative to the control group of socially promoted students. These academic benefits grew substantially from the first 
to the second year after retention. 

In terms of rural urban discourse, a study by Chen X. et al (2010) on grade retention and school performance in poor 
areas in rural China showed that there is no positive effect of grade retention on school performance of the students 
that were retained in rural areas. Whether in the short term or longer term, they reject the hypothesis that grade 
retention improves the scores of the students that were retained. This result is true for students that were retained in 
grade 2, grade 3 and grade 4. In fact, in the analysis of some students that were retained grade retention was shown to 
have a statistically significant and negative effect on school performance. Terry (2011) while examining the beliefs 
of kindergarten through fourth grade teachers regarding effects of retention on academic, emotional, and social areas, 
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as well as alternative interventions to retention in a rural school in Ohio - USA, found that teachers felt that grade 
retention is an appropriate intervention for students and that retention has very a negative effect on a student’s future 
socially or academically. This is despite the strong empirical evidence against grade retention and calls for automatic 
promotion. 

Battistin and Schizzerotto (2012) investigated the effect of grade retention on student achievement among upper 
secondary schools in Italy and concluded that the reform had a negative effect on motivation and engagement of the 
most struggling students, thus exacerbating existing inequalities. In particular, they observed negative effects for 
female students in technical and vocational schools, for both reading and science test scores. Westbury (1994) stated 
that males are far more likely than females to repeat an elementary school grade, with the gender difference 
persisting when achievement is controlled. Meisels and Liaw (1993) examined the phenomenon of retention in 
kindergarten through Grade 8. They found that retention does not equalize outcomes even when retained students 
have been in school a year longer. In particular, they asserted that retention is associated with more negative 
outcomes for female, White, and higher SES students.  

 
2. Methodology 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

This study is structured within the human capital theory, which attributes increased productivity of individuals (male 
or female either in rural or urban areas) to education and training, as a result of acquiring relevant skills and 
knowledge. Increased productivity ultimately raises workers’ future income and their lifetime earnings. Literature on 
human capital theory identifies different types and/ or means of education and these are formal education (primary, 
secondary and higher levels of education), non-formal education, on the job training and specialized vocational 
education (Becker, 1964). Human capital theory thus suggests that individuals and society derive economic benefits 
from investing in people primarily through education (Sweetland, 1996). According to Boissiere (2004), education is 
the cornerstone of economic growth and social development, and primary education provides the foundation for 
secondary and tertiary education and training, and lays the foundation for a more productive labor force through 
promoting literacy and numeracy.  

In this regard, countries all over the world (developed and developing, including Uganda) strive to maximize human 
capital development by investing in primary education and education in general. In order to promote efficiency and 
effectiveness of these investments, governments have and continue to implement various policy initiatives. In the 
case of Uganda, one such policy is the automatic promotion policy, which seeks to enhance efficiency in the 
provision of quality primary education. This study therefore highlights the impact of automatic promotion on 
students’ learning achievements in the country. Proficiency in literacy and numeracy at the primary level is a reliable 
predictor of students’ acquisition of foundational skills and knowledge required for future personal and 
socio-economic development.  

2.2 Analysis Technique/ Model 

The technique used to estimate the effect of automatic promotion on students’ cognitive learning achievements, is the 
Difference in Differences (D-i-D) approach. This approach is a quasi-experimental method used in econometrics to 
estimate the effect of a treatment or intervention at a given period in time. The simplest set up is one where outcomes 
are observed for two groups for two time periods. While one of the groups is exposed to the treatment in the second 
period but not in the first period, the other is not exposed to the treatment in either period.  

The use of D-i-D method became very widespread in the field of evaluating the impact of a policy or program, 
especially after research work by Ashenfelter and Card (1985). Other early scholars greatly associated with this 
estimation method include Card and Krueger (1994), Meyer (1995), and Hastings (2004). As mentioned above, 
D-i-D assumes two groups (treatment and control) and two time periods (pre-treatment and post-treatment), such that 
outcomes of the two groups are observed during the two periods. The treatment group is exposed to the treatment in 
the post-treatment (second) period but not in the pre-treatment (first) period. The control group is not exposed to the 
treatment in either period. In cases where the same units within each group are observed in each time period, then 
average gain in the control group is subtracted from the average gain in the treatment group. This removes biases in 
second period comparisons between the treatment and control groups that could be a result of permanent differences 
between those groups, as well as biases from comparisons over time in the treatment group that could be a result of 
trends. D-i-D is applicable with either experimental data or non-experimental (observational) data. 

In the context of this study, the treatment is automatic promotion, implemented only in government primary schools 
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(not in private schools), implying that the control group is comprised of students from private schools and the treated 
group is comprised of students from government schools. The decision to use students as the unit of analysis instead 
of schools (private and government) was taken because ultimately the policy is geared towards ensuring that students 
stay in the primary schooling cycle so as to be able to gain knowledge and skills required for their academic and 
personal development. It is the students who are taught and assessed, who repeat classes and who drop out of the 
schooling cycle, so evaluating the policy effect at this level is critical for future policy decisions. This line of analysis 
is further justified by the fact that international commitments on education (EFA Goals and MDGs), whose 
achievement the policy is meant to enhance, target learners (male & female) whether in rural or urban settings for 
purposes of ensuring sustainable socio-economic development.  

The adoption of D-i-D method was dictated primarily by the nature of the dataset available and the methods ability to 
minimize if not eliminate any biases that might arise from permanent latent differences between treatment and 
control groups as well as biases resulting from common trends overtime. Therefore, whilst students from government 
and private schools are respectively the treatment and control groups, years 2004 and 2010 represent the before and 
after time element. The two groups are indexed by treatment status (S=1,0), whereby S=1 indicates students who 
received treatment and S=0 indicates students who did not receive the treatment. Students’ learning achievements is 
denoted by Y and observed over two time periods (T=1,0) where T=1 indicates a time period after the treated group 
received treatment and T=0 indicates a time period before the treated group received treatment. In addition, every 
student observed in either group pre and post treatment is indexed by the letter i=1,...,N, so that individuals will 
typically have two observations each, one pre-treatment and one post-treatment. With either repeated cross sections 
or experimental data, the D-i-D model for a generic member of any of the groups can be written as shown in 
equation 1. ࢚࢏ࢅ ൌ ૙ࢼ ൅ ࢏ࡿ૚ࢼ ൅ ࢚ࢀ૛ࢼ ൅ ࢏ࡿ૜ሺࢼ ∗ ሻ࢚ࢀ ൅  (1)      ࢚࢏ࢿ

Where Yit is the outcome variable of interest, Tt is a dummy variable for the second time period, Si is a dummy 
variable for treatment status. Si captures possible differences between the treatment and control groups prior to the 
policy change and Tt captures aggregate factors that would cause changes in Yit even in the absence of a policy 
change. The coefficient of interest, β3 multiplies the interaction term, Si*Tt which is the same as a dummy variable 
equal to one for those observations in the treatment group in the second period. The coefficients given by β0, β1, β2, 
β3, are all unknown parameters and εit is a random, unobserved "error" term which contains all determinants of Yit 
which the model omits. The coefficients have the following interpretation; β0 = constant term, β1 = captures 
time-invariant difference in overall means between two groups, β2 = captures the time trend common to control and 
treatment groups, β3 = true effect of treatment.  

Under the D-i-D framework, causality is inferred when the parallel assumption holds, depending on whether it is 
experimental or non-experimental data. The assumption posits that the average change in the outcome variable for 
the treated in the absence of treatment is equal to the observed change in the outcome variable for the control group. 
If experimental data is used during analysis, then a simple comparison of the mean of the outcome in the treatment 
and control groups is justified on grounds that randomization guarantees they should not have any systematic 
differences in any other pre-treatment variable (Morgan & Winship, 2012; Angrist & Krueger, 1999; Meyer, 1995). 
On the other hand, if non-experimental data is used, as is the case in this study then the parallel assumption requires 
that in the absence of treatment, the difference between treatment and control groups is relatively stable over time, 
since randomization is not guaranteed (Angrist & Pischke, 2008; Antonakis et al., 2010; Murnane & Willet, 2011). 
In this study, allocation to treatment status among the treated group (government schools) and control group (private 
schools) was not random and as such randomization is not guaranteed. There are differences and similarities between 
the two groups, which are relatively stable over time. Stability of the trend between government and private schools 
is supplemented by the fact that selection of schools and students to participate in the assessment was randomly 
carried out. Bertrand, Duflo, and Mullainathan (2003), discuss extensively the problem of serial correlation in D-i-D 
estimates arrived at using time series and/ or pooled cross-sections datasets. The existence of autocorrelation was 
tested using Breusch-Godfrey test (estat bgodfrey, lag (1)), and found not to exist (no autocorrelation correlation). 
Given the observational data, equation 1 was modified accordingly to control for observable school, teacher, student 
and household covariates, such that D-i-D framework takes the structure illustrated by equation 2. ݕ௜௧ ൌ ଴ߚ ൅ ଵߚ ௜ܵ ൅ ଶߚ ௧ܶ ൅ ଷሺߚ ௜ܵ ∗ ௧ܶሻ ൅ ߜସߚ ൅ ହ߮ߚ ൅  ௜௧     (2)ߝ

The Greek small letter delta δ represents school and teacher explanatory variables and the Greek small letter phi φ 
represents student and household explanatory variables. Then taking expectation of the outcome variable y given the 
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treatment status (treated and control), treatment period (pre-treatment and post-treatment) & selected explanatory 
variables, leads to equation 3. ܧሾ ௜ܻ௧ǀ ௜ܵ , ௧ܶ , ,ߜ ߮ሿ ൌ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଵߚ ௜ܵ ൅ ଶߚ ௧ܶ ൅ ଷሺߚ ௜ܵ ∗ ௧ܶሻ ൅ ߜସߚ ൅ ହ߮ߚ ൅  ௜௧ሻ     (3)ߝ

Whereby; ܧሾݕǀܵ ൌ 1, ܶ ൌ 1, ,ߜ ߮ሿ ൌ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଵߚ ൅ ଶߚ ൅ ଷߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ǀܵݕሾܧ ହሻߚ ൌ 1, ܶ ൌ 0, ,ߜ ߮ሿ ൌ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଶߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ǀܵݕሾܧ ହሻߚ ൌ 0, ܶ ൌ 0, ,ߜ ߮ሿ ൌ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଵߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ǀܵݕሾܧ ହሻߚ ൌ 0, ܶ ൌ 1, ,ߜ ߮ሿ ൌ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ସߚ ൅  ହሻߚ
Therefore the Difference in Differences (DID) estimator is given by; ܧሾݕǀܵ ൌ 1, ܶ ൌ 1, ,ߜ ߮ሿ െ ǀܵݕሾܧ ൌ 1, ܶ ൌ 0, ,ߜ ߮ሿ - ܧሾݕǀܵ ൌ 0, ܶ ൌ 1, ,ߜ ߮ሿ െ ǀܵݕሾܧ ൌ 0, ܶ ൌ 0, ,ߜ ߮ሿ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଵߚ ൅ ଶߚ ൅ ଷߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ହሻߚ െ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଶߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ଴ߚହሻ - ሺߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅ ହሻߚ െ ሺߚ଴ ൅ ଵߚ ൅ ସߚ ൅  ହሻߚ
Implying that D-i-D estimator = β3 

2.3 Data Description 

The study employed two non-experimental (pooled cross-sections) datasets. The first is the National Assessment of 
Progress in Education (NAPE) for the years 2004 and 2010. NAPE is managed and administered for and on behalf of 
the MoES by a semi-autonomous institution called Uganda National Examination Board (UNEB). The assessment 
was first conducted in 1999 and has continued to be conducted every year at primary education to randomly selected 
schools and students. It contains learning achievements in literacy (English) and numeracy (Mathematics) and 
covariates related to schools, teachers and students. Literacy and numeracy scores in both grades are standardized at 
100 percentage points, with a student deemed proficient if he/ she, scores a minimum of 40 percentage points in a 
particular subject. The assessment is conducted in primary three (P3) and primary six (P6) in order to ascertain the 
level of students’ learning outcomes at lower primary and upper primary respectively, and to monitor changes in the 
achievement levels over time, thus allowing for any necessary remedial measures to be implemented. While P3 
marks the end of lower primary (upper primary transition), P6 though not the final grade of primary schooling in 
Uganda, represents the end of upper primary. The P7 (actual final grade in Primary) candidates are exempted from 
NAPE because they have to prepare for the national lower secondary transition exam.  

The two grades (P3 & P6) were considered during this policy evaluation in order to estimate its impact on learning 
achievements at lower primary and upper primary, especially considering the fact that the age composition of the 
students and curriculum content in the two grades are different. As already highlighted in the introduction, automatic 
promotion does not operate in isolation and as such understanding its effect in this grades helps draw attention 
towards complementary factors influencing learning outcomes. The official primary school enrolment age for 
primary one (P1) is 6 years old and that of completing primary seven (P7) is 12 years old. Implying that, a student in 
P3 is supposed to be 8 years old and a student in P6 is supposed to be 11 years old, however, there are cases of 
underage and overage enrolment throughout the primary schooling cycle.  

The sampling design used in the process of collecting NAPE data is a two-stage stratified cluster. The first stage 
involves selecting a random sample of schools stratified by district, with all the districts in the country being 
included in the sample frame. In the second stage, random samples of students present in the school on the day of the 
survey are then selected from P3 & P6. From each district a minimum of 10 primary schools are sampled and from 
each school a simple random sample of 20 students (male and female) are selected per class. At P3 the total number 
of observations (students) tested were 27,653, of which 19,265 students were from government schools and 8,388 
from private schools. At P6 the total number of observations tested was 27,413, of which 8,316 were from private 
schools and 19,097 were from government schools. During the analysis, the actual number of observations used was 
26,835 for students in P3 and 26,413 for students in P6, after eliminating missing values and outliers through a data 
cleaning process.  

The second data set is from Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS), called Uganda National Household Survey 
(UNHS) for the years 2004 and 2010. UNHS likewise adopts a two-stage stratified sampling design. In the first stage, 
Enumeration Areas (EAs) are grouped by districts and rural-urban location; then drawn using Probability 
Proportional to Size (PPS). At the second stage, households which are the ultimate sampling units are drawn using 
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systematic sampling. The two data sets (NAPE and UNHS) were merged and subsequently analyzed using Stata data 
analysis and statistical software version 13. These data sets provide a backdrop against which an empirical estimation 
of the effect of automatic promotion on students’ learning achievements was carried out. In particular, NAPE 
provided the dependent variable (learning achievements) and covariates related to schools, students and teachers, and 
UNHS provided information on household variables. Tables 1and 2 portray descriptive statistics for the variables 
used during analysis.  

 
Table 1. Dependent and Independents Variables Used to Analyze the Effect of AP at P3 

Variables Obs Mean or 
Proportion 

Std. Dev. Min Max 

Outcome Variable      
Literacy Score (in percentage) 26835 45.10092 22.28487 0 100 
Numeracy Score (in percentage) 26835 55.71201 21.82946 0 100 
Exogenous Variables      
Post2005 (1= Post Treatment) 26835 0.7204938 0.4487641 0 1 
Treatmentstatus (1=Treated Schools) 26835 0.7052233 0.2547746 0 1 
Interactionterm (1= Treated & Post Treatment) 26835 0.6694839 0.4704068 0 1 
School and Teacher Variables      
Location (1= Rural) 26835 0.7319462 0.4695123 0 1 
Distance to nearest Market (Km) 26835 2.162047 3.994293 1 15 
School Feeding Program (Mid-day) 26835 1.206937 0.4771973 1 3 
Teacher Education (Level) 26835 3.306264 1.008662 1 5 
Teacher Experience (Years) 26835 9.579145 6.420587 1 31 
Teacher Absenteeism 26835 2.336018 0.6098313 1 5 
Student and Household Variables      
Gender (1= Male) 26835 0.512661 0.499848 0 1 
Age in Years  26835 10.57338 1.580671 5 20 
Student Repeated Class or Classes 26835 1.759658 0.8554717 1 4 
Student Absenteeism (Yes=1) 26835 0.9960403 0.0628023 0 1 
Student Receives Homework 26835 3.218935 0.9170761 1 4 
Student Receives Homework Corrections 26835 3.705777 1.176349 1 5 
Mothers Education (Level) 26835 2.739959 1.036803 1 5 
Fathers Education (Level)  26835 2.612418 1.130686 1 5 
No of Children in Household (Siblings) 26835 1.423419    1.162823    0 6 
Distance from Home to School 26835 3.814042 0.255717 0 11 
Household Expend on Education (US$(Note)) 26835 41.26442    172.61272   0 6566 

Source: Created by Author using NAPE (2004 & 2010) and UNHS (2004 & 2010) 

Note: Uganda’s currency is called Ugandan Shilling and the international code is UGX. The average exchange 
rate between the US$ & UGX in 2004 was 1:1,700 and that of 2010 was 2,490. To adjust for inflation between 
2004 and 2010, I used Consumer Price Indexes (CPIs) for the two years. According to Bank of Uganda (BoU) 
website, the CPI for 2004 was 92.21 and that of 2010 was 149.97. 
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Table 2. Dependent and Independent Variables Used to Analyze the Effect of AP at P6 

Variables Obs Mean or 
Proportion 

Std. Dev. Min Max 

Outcome Variables      
Literacy Score (in percentage) 26413 41.87358 20.89814 0 100 
Numeracy Score (in percentage) 26413 47.15012 19.27435 0 100 
Exogenous Variables       
Post2005 (1= Post Treatment) 26413 0.7199864 0.4490141 0 1 
Treatmentstatus (1=Treated Schools) 26413 0.6981032 0.4590894 0 1 
Interactionterm  (1= Treated & Post Treatment) 26413 0.5231287 0.4998791 0 1 
School and Teacher Variables      
Location (1=Rural) 26413 0.7224094 0.4478188 0 1 
Distance to nearest Market (Km) 26413 1.80574 1.927116 1 15 
School Feeding Program (Mid-day) 26413 1.205929    0.4752283 1 3 
Teacher’s Education (Level) 26413 3.31036 1.010984 1 5 
Teacher’s Experience (Years) 26413 9.540291 6.413295 1 31 
Teacher Absenteeism 26413 2.33352    0.6124514 1 3 
Student and Household variables      
Gender 26413 0.5587779 0.4965425 0 1 
Age in Years 26413 13.77384 1.459634 9 27 
Student Repeated a Class/ Classes 26413 1.75988    0.8562059 1 4 
Student Absenteeism 26413 0.9961383 0.0620239 0 1 
Student Receives Homework 26413 3.221631 0.9189553 1 4 
Student Receives Homework Corrections 26413 3.711572 1.178228 1 5 
Mothers Education (Level) 26413 2.742328    1.043092 1 5 
Fathers Education (Level) 26413 2.617028    1.136788 1 5 
No. of Children in a Household 26413 1.409874 1.162359 0 6 
Distance from Home to School 26413 3.814042 0.255717 0 11 
Household Total Expend on Education (US$) 26413 41.26442    172.61272    0 6566 

Source: Created by Author using NAPE (2004 & 2010) and UNHS (2004 & 2010) 

 
3. Results and Discussion 

The regression results presented here are from equation (2) specified in the methodology section. The results are 
structured according to the research questions such that sub-section 3.1 titled automatic promotion and students’ 
learning achievements illustrates the overall treatment effect in response to the main research question, and sub 
sub-sections 3.1.2 and 3.1.2 respectively contain the breakdown of the effect along the two dimensions referenced by 
the two sub-research questions.  

3.1 Automatic Promotion and Students’ Learning Achievements 

Table 3 illustrates the OLS regression results of the impact of implementing automatic promotion policy on students’ 
learning achievements at P3 and P6. Columns 1 and 3 show a positive and statistically significant effect of 
approximately 9% and 10% on literacy and numeracy at P3. At P6 the effect is approximately 7% for literacy, and 
5% for numeracy. These results are statistically significant, as shown in columns 5 and 7 respectively. 
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Table 3. Effect of Automatic Promotion on Literacy and Numeracy Scores at P3 and P6 

Variables P3 P6 
Literacy Numeracy Literacy Numeracy 

Coef. t Coef. T Coef. T Coef. t 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

Post2005 6.797*** 6.61 3.634*** 3.27 8.067*** 13.14 7.802*** 14.80 
 (1.029) (1.112) (0.614) (0.527) 
Treatmentstatus -31.695*** -33.05 -28.064*** -27.68 -26.025*** -39.37 -24.250*** -43.15
 (0.959) (1.014) (0.661) (0.562) 
Interactionterm 9.291*** 8.49 10.092*** 9.76 6.843*** 9.64 4.730*** 7.15 
 (1.094) (1.034) (0.710) (0.662) 
Constant 78.332*** 4.67 69.023*** 7.40 38.772*** 3.89 34.390*** 5.37 
 (16.781) (9.323) (9.952) (6.408) 
N 26835  26835  26413  26413  
Adj. R-Sq 0.323  0.387  0.330  0.395  
Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
These findings are consistent with Ndaruhutse (2008) who found that countries implementing automatic promotion 
(including Sub-Saharan Africa countries) produced higher learning results compared with those that practice 
repetition. However, the results are contrary to Koppensteiner (2014) who found a negative and significant effect on 
4th grade learning achievements of about 6% of a standard deviation attributed to automatic grade promotion in 
Brazil. One of the possible reasons for the difference in the effect at P3 and P6 is the difference in students’ school/ 
classroom attendance patterns. P6 students are older and as such are more likely to have household chores (cooking, 
attending to the sick and so forth), as well as helping generate income to supplement that of the household head, 
which makes their attendance very irregular compared to P3 students. This is not only the reality in Uganda, 
especially in rural locations, but a view held by earlier scholars such as Ndaruhutse (2008) and Chimombo (2005). 

3.1.1 Effect on Rural and Urban Learning Achievements at P3 and P6.  

The first sub-research question sought to ascertain the effect of implementing the policy on learning outcomes of P3 
and P6 students studying in rural and urban primary schools. Table 4 shows P3 literacy in rural and urban settings as 
having increased by about 9% and 12% respectively (see columns 1 and 3), all statistically significant at standard 
levels. This represents a 3% difference in the effect on urban and rural literacy in primary schools. As regards 
numeracy scores at P3, columns 2 and 4 show the implementation of automatic promotion resulted in an increase of 
approximately 12% and 11% for students in rural and urban schools respectively, implying 1% difference.  

 
Table 4. Effect of Automatic Promotion on Rural and Urban Learning Achievements at P3 and P6 

Variables 

P3  P6 

Rural  Urban  Rural  Urban 

Literacy Numeracy  Literacy Numeracy  Literacy Numeracy  Literacy Numeracy 

(1) (2)  (3) (4)  (5) (6)  (7) (8) 

Post2005 0.361 2.209  5.340*** 2.037  -6.552*** -0.596  19.194*** 12.351*** 

 (2.172) (1.931)  (1.338) (1.281)  (1.165) (1.045)  (1.724) (1.559) 

Treatmentstatus -36.229*** -30.776***  -34.323*** -31.221***  -34.360*** -23.758***  -29.016*** -20.864*** 

 (2.149) (2.033)  (1.139) (1.076)  (1.225) (1.102)  (1.282) (1.159) 

Interactionterm 8.712*** 12.453***  12.411*** 11.345***  10.561*** 9.099***  6.029*** 7.310*** 

 (2.297) (2.028)  (1.478) (1.414)  (1.301) (1.173)  (1.794) (1.620) 

Constant 84.394*** 86.199***  82.320*** 77.926***  63.125*** 62.420***  61.338*** 57.006*** 

 (11.898) (11.722)  (5.708) (5.299)  (7.469) (7.944)  (6.549) (5.921) 

N 19590 19590  7245 7245  19011 19011  7402 7402 

Adj. R-Sq. 0.388 0.369  0.378 0.332  0.357 0.368  0.339 0.375 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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At P6, regression results for both literacy and numeracy are likewise statistically significant at conventional levels. 
The rural literacy score increased by approximately 11% and the urban literacy score by 6%, as shown in columns 5 
and 7. In the same grade, columns 6 and 8 indicate that urban and rural numeracy scores experienced increases of 
approximately 7% and 9% respectively. One of the possible reasons for the rural-urban difference at P3 is that in 
Uganda, as in other countries (developed and developing) parents in urban communities generally tend to be more 
active and supportive towards the education of their children during early grades. These results are consistent with 
Chen et al. (2010) and Ndaruhutse (2008) who report no improvements in learning outcomes in rural areas of China 
and Sub-Saharan Africa respectively, as a result of grade retention and as such argue in favor of automatic 
promotion.  

At P6, a higher impact on learning achievements among students in rural schools relative to those in urban schools is 
contrary to findings by Gomes-Neto and Hanushek (1994), and El-Hassan (1998) who found higher learning 
achievements in urban areas of Brazil and Lebanon. In the local Ugandan context, possible reasons explaining the 
pro-rural difference include improved community participation in the form of functional school management 
committees (SMCs), coupled with support supervision for school administrators and teachers by center coordinating 
tutors (CCTs) in rural schools. These functions are generally at a lower level in rural schools relative to urban once, 
however, over the last 10 or so years, the government has made concerted attempts to address the imbalance.   

3.1.2 Effect on Male and Female Learning Achievements at P3 and P6 

In response to the second sub-research question, the incidence of the effect on the gender component was estimated 
and the regression results are contained in Table 5. From columns 1 and 3, it can be noted that female and male 
literacy scores at P3 have increased by about 7% and 6% respectively, implying 1% difference. Numeracy scores for 
both sexes at P3 increased by about 10% each as shown in columns 2 and 4. The effect along gender lines at P6 
shows that, the literacy score for both sexes increased by approximately 7% (columns 5 and 7). Regarding numeracy, 
girls’ score increased by about 6% and boys’ increased by about 4%, as shown in columns 6 and 8. This represents 
2% difference in numeracy learning outcomes between girls and boys. 

 
Table 5. Effect of Automatic Promotion on Female and Male Learning Achievements at P3 and P6 

Variables 

P3 P6 

Female  Male Female  Male 

Literacy Numeracy  Literacy Numeracy Literacy Numeracy  Literacy Numeracy

(1) (2)  (3) (4) (5) (6)  (7) (8) 

Post2005 4.925*** 1.723  4.492*** 3.325**  1.064 5.547**  5.110*** 6.643*** 

 (1.481) (1.463)  (1.374) (1.374)  (2.420) (2.239)  (1.439) (1.342) 

Treatmentstatus -37.606*** -31.972***  -34.749*** -29.437***  -31.084*** -22.183***  -29.913*** -21.992***

 (1.310) (1.294)  (1.215) (1.216)  (2.370) (2.193)  (1.234) (1.150) 

Interactionterm 6.927*** 9.760***  6.461*** 10.362***  6.591*** 5.511**  7.429*** 5.486*** 

 (1.534) (1.508)  (1.422) (1.417)  (2.490) (2.305)  (1.461) (1.413) 

Constant 72.542*** 76.876***  65.053*** 69.297***  44.350*** 42.761***  62.362*** 61.357*** 

 (4.083) (4.032)  (3.778) (3.780)  (14.660) (13.571)  (3.896) (3.632) 

N 13150 13150  13685 13685  12942 12942  13471 13471 

Adj. R-Sq. 0.380 0.341  0.368 0.351  0.394 0.381  0.326 0.302 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
The effect of the policy along gender lines in both grades, as indicated in columns 1 to 8 of Table 5, is relatively 
similar. The possible reasons for the similarity in the impact include; the use of the same curriculum, instructional 
textbooks and pedagogy. In addition, the schools have basic facilities and/ or infrastructure relevant to teaching and 
learning, such as classrooms, latrines, desks and benches, and so forth. Moreover, household/ community 
involvement through SMC activities likewise possibly explain the similarity. These results are consistent with Varol 
and Yilmaz (2010) who likewise noted similarities between female and male learners’ autonomous behaviors in 
relation to reading flashcards and making suggestions to the teacher about in-class language learning tasks.   
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4. Limitations of the Study 

Firstly, assignment to treatment and control groups was not randomly carried out, since the government simply 
announced the introduction of automatic promotion in public schools and not private schools. Moreover, control and 
treated groups have differences (e.g., students’ background characteristics, class sizes) and similarities (e.g., same 
curriculum, teachers trained in same teachers’ colleges, same grading and assessment system), which it must be 
noted, are relatively stable over time, thus allowing for plausible causal inference (Antonakis et al., 2010). Stability 
of the trend between government and private schools is supplemented by the fact that selection of schools and 
students’ to participate in the annual national assessment is randomly carried out (NAPE, 2010).  

Finally, the data sets used were not collected for the purpose of assessing the impact of automatic promotion policy. 
Thus there are inadequacies within the data in terms of other key variables that impact learning outcomes. In the 
context of this study some variables such as students’ and teachers’ attendance and actual teaching time are missing, 
meaning that the estimated effect of the policy justifiably attracts some critical reviews. Given enough time and 
resources, data specifically geared towards evaluating the policy and its impact on Uganda’s primary education 
quality and efficiency would be more insightful.  

 
5. Policy Implications 

The overall goal of this study was to empirically estimate the effect of automatic promotion on students’ cognitive 
learning achievements as one of the measures of education quality. Estimation results reveal a positive effect on P3 
and P6 learning achievements measured in terms of literacy and numeracy. When the effect incidence is 
disaggregated along gender and rural-urban components, the effect is still positive and statistically significant. 
Within conventional standards, these results indicate the effectiveness of the policy as one of the strategies for 
improving students’ learning achievements. Moreover, consideration of equity in the context of male and female 
students as well as school location (rural or urban) demonstrates the policy as being effective. These findings are 
contrary to popular belief in Uganda, but similar to those demonstrated by earlier studies on automatic promotion 
and grade retention. The belief among most Ugandans is that automatic promotion has contributed to the worsening 
of the quality of not only primary education, but education as a whole in the country.  

On the basis of these findings, two policy implications emerge. Firstly, there is a need for the government and 
education development partners in the country to conduct awareness campaign for the public about automatic 
promotion, why it is necessary and relevant for the long term provision and development of education in Uganda. 
One of the issues emerging (based on print and electronic media in Uganda) is the absence of prior consultations and 
awareness campaigns and/ or programs on the relevance, strengths and weaknesses of automatic promotion policy, 
targeted at the various stakeholders. The need for extensive consultation and awareness creation programs cannot be 
emphasized enough, especially given the fact that since the start of formal education in the country in the 1890s, a 
“merit based” system of promotion operated until 2005 when automatic promotion was adopted.  Therefore, parents, 
teachers and administrators (national, local government/ district and school level) are all products of the performance 
based promotion system. In the absence of comprehensive policy consultation and adequate public awareness 
campaigns, it’s plausible that the opponents to the policy in Uganda are rallying against change in the education 
system, which they do not fully understand.  

Secondly and coupled with the above is the need for the government and education development partners (donors) to 
assess the existence and adequacy of other factors or variables that influence the quality of education. This is because 
automatic promotion does not operate in isolation, but rather complements other equally vital components in 
provision and development of education. A number of these factors overlap the two components (gender and school 
location), some are gender specific and others are rural – urban specific. Examples of other equally important factors 
complementary with policy include the following teachers’ salaries, teachers’ accommodation, instructional material, 
parents/ community participation, absenteeism by both teachers and students, number of primary schools and their 
distribution between rural and urban settings, number of teachers, and proportion of teachers by gender (male and 
female), to mention but a few. Ensuring that necessary and sufficient conditions for productive teaching and learning 
processes are established, will in turn enhance automatic promotion practice as a viable option.  
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