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Abstract 
Social promotion and grade retention represent two sides of a multifaceted issue that is 
not limited to these two options.  Social promotion is difficult to quantify, but statistical 
data on grade retention clearly show its frequency and outcomes.  Substantial evidence 
exists to suggest that students experience greater negative consequences from social 
promotion and from wholesale grade retention, including increased likelihood of retained 
students dropping out, thereby placing a greater burden on society.  A carefully 
structured retention program can have benefits.  Recommendations include (1) gaining 
parental support; (2) identifying at-risk students early; (3) establishing quality preschool 
programs; (4) incorporating a full range of school-based support services; (5) engaging 
community support agencies; (6) extending the school day/year for at-risk students; (7) 
hiring, retaining, and providing appropriate professional development for highly qualified 
teachers; (8) promoting well-established instructional strategies; (9) implementing a 
credit recovery program; and (10) ensuring that retention is only conducted with an 
appropriate plan to address learning deficiencies. 
 
Keywords: social promotion, grade retention, at-risk students 

 
Introduction 

Grade retention and social promotion have both been used to address issues associated 
with graduation rates and with old-for-grade students.  Students struggling to achieve 
performance standards frequently find one of two options applied: (1) grade retention in which 
the student remains behind his or her peers to repeat a year of school; or (2) social promotion, 
which the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) describes as “the practice of allowing 
students who have failed to meet performance standards and academic standards to pass on to 
the next grade with their peers instead of completing or satisfying the requirements” (Picklo & 
Christenson, 2005, p. 259).  In the current age of high stakes testing, student performance is 
paramount to school accreditation, and performance on state standards-based tests can 
determine if students have the requisite knowledge and skills to advance to the next level.  At 
the same time, there are implications for students being retained and subsequently grouped 
with students of lower ages.  There has been substantial evidence to indicate that neither grade 
retention nor social promotion provide a benefit that outweighs the negative impact (Center for 
Mental Health in Schools at UCLA [Center for Mental Health], 2008; Davis School District, 2012; 
Franco & Patel, 2011; National Association of School Psychologists [NASP], 2011).  As such, it 
has been argued that the issue needs to break away from the dichotomy of retention or 
promotion in favor of evidence-based practices that result in academic success for students 
(NASP, 2011). 

The State of the Issue 
Currently, grade retention and social promotion are used at varying degrees in the 

United States.  It is difficult to quantify either one in statistical data since is not maintained at the 
federal level and states vary in methods of reporting student retention (NASP, 2011).  What is 
constant is that both methods are employed out of a belief that they are effective (Alexander, 
Entwistle, & Dauber, 2003; Hauser, 2000).  Retention does not necessarily begin once students 
are in school.  Teachers tend to believe that there are benefits to preprimary nonpromotion to 
allow students to mature (Oliver, Osborne, Patel, and Klieman, 2009).  However, upon further 
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examination, there are clear issues surrounding both practices.  Examining these issues at both 
the national and state levels provides insight into their overall lack of effectiveness as well as 
the monetary cost (NASP, 2011). 

The most common reason for retention is academic failure.  Typically this is defined as 
reading difficulty between grades one and five or failing to earn course credit in grades 9 
through 12 (Picklo & Christensen, 2005).  Other justification includes the need for greater 
maturity before entering primary school, resulting in delaying student entry to or repeating 
kindergarten (Oliver, et al., 2009). 

Social promotion is often justified on the belief that students should remain with their age 
peers.  Some experts suggest that it may be more prevalent than retention.  However, 
quantifying social promotion is difficult as data is scarce and unreliable (“Social Promotion”, 
2004). 
 
Status of the Issue Nationwide 

Grade retention statistics are difficult to compile as the practice is inconsistently applied 
from state to state, down to the local level (NASP, 2011).  With no federal mandate to report 
such data, there is no national database of information (Center for Mental Health, 2008).  Few 
studies address how it is implemented, but frequently it means a repeating of the prior year’s 
experiences.  Some states have passed legislation requiring additional accelerated instruction 
for at-risk students and those who are retained, but there is little done to monitor implementation 
(NASP, 2011). 

Conflicting data cloud the picture of grade retention rates.  Some studies indicate that 
retention rates overall have fallen (NASP, 2011).  There is some evidence, however, suggesting 
that retention rates are rising, particularly as outcomes from standards-based exit exams for 
courses or grades are evaluated (Center for Mental Health, 2008).  What is known is that certain 
age groups and certain racial and socioeconomic demographics have higher rates of retention.  
Younger children, for example, are more frequently retained to address developmental issues 
such as maturity (Frederick & Hauser, 2008; Lapkoff & Li, 2007).  Black students at age nine are 
50% more likely than non-Hispanic white students to have been retained, although this is 
frequently attributed to socio-economic and geographical factors (Hauser, Pager, & Simmons, 
2000).  By the age of 11 this trend is firmly established (Frederick & Hauser, 2008). 

Social promotion rates are more difficult to quantify than grade retention rates.  There is 
even less available data as social promotion is not a formal policy for schools.  School systems 
on the whole do not like to admit to engaging in this practice, but a majority of teachers admit to 
having promoted unprepared students (“Social Promotion”, 2004; Consortium for Policy 
Research in Education, 1990).  There is little or no monitoring of this practice and its 
implementation (NASP, 2011).  Students who are socially promoted may differ substantially 
from retained students.  This is largely due to the more subjective criteria upon which social 
promotion decisions hinge.  Retained students frequently have quantifiable factors such as 
grades and other performance indicators to guide the decision, whereas social promotion 
hinges on other factors that are more often observed by teachers than researchers, including 
maturity, motivation, or behavior (Babcock & Bedard, 2009). 
 
Status of the Issue in Virginia 

Virginia has a mandatory testing requirement which can gauge certain factors that 
contribute to retention.  Grade level performance standards are the benchmarks by which 
student retention or promotion are measured (Davis School District, 2012).  While there is no 
mandate to retain struggling students, Virginia requires, for example, that districts identify 
struggling readers by third grade and provide remedial help (Layton, 2013).  This creates some 
degree of uniformity across the state in determining retention and promotion (West, 2009).  It 
does not provide a sole criterion by which the decision to retain can be made (Va. Code Ann. § 
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22.1-253.13.3, 1988). 
Virginia was an early adopter of an anti-social promotion policy, relying more on 

statewide assessment scores to determine promotion versus retention (Department of 
Education, 1997).  Beginning in 1997, the General Assembly has provided annual funding to 
implement remediation, early intervention plans and reading instruction, and additional hours of 
instruction and teacher training to support these initiatives ("Early Intervention Reading 
Initiative," 2012). 

Requirements for students with disabilities differ a bit, as students must demonstrate 
progress according to an individual education program (IEP) or Section 504 plan to advance to 
ninth grade.  However, students without disabilities must meet performance indicators on 
literacy tests.  Passing Standards of Learning (SOL) test scores are required for all students 
unless alternate assessments or demonstration of proficiency are specified in the IEP 
(Quenemoen, Leh, Thurlow, & Thompson, 2000).  While some accommodations are made for 
students with exceptional needs, the practice of social promotion has become more difficult in 
courses with statewide assessments.  More recently, former Governor Bob McDonnell unveiled 
a series of initiatives that would, among other things, move more aggressively toward ending 
the practice of social promotion in Virginia (Editorial Board, 2012). 

 
Key Issues Surrounding Grade Retention and Social Promotion 

Numerous factors must be considered in evaluating the effects of grade retention and 
social promotion on the populations they are designed to assist.  Research suggests that both 
policies have limited positive impact, and potentially greater negative impact on students.  
Furthermore, there are significant potential consequences for special education populations that 
must be taken into account in a full analysis of these policies (Babcock & Bedard, 2009; 
Crothers, et al., 2010; Frederick & Hauser, 2008; Picklo & Christenson, 2005; Range, 
Pijanowksi, & Holt, 2009). 
 
Grade Retention Issues 

Grade retention is used for a variety of reasons.  Students may lack specific academic 
skills or have poor attendance patterns that preclude acquisition of essential skills and 
knowledge.  They may have been placed in classroom settings that do not meet their particular 
academic needs.  Still others may be socially and emotionally immature for their grade level, 
while some may have extenuating circumstances – family difficulties, socioeconomic factors, 
etc. – that make schoolwork difficult to complete to a satisfactory level.  However, retention is 
not always carried out in a consistent fashion as the criteria themselves vary.  Inconsistent 
remediation during retention years coupled with inconsistent application of policies have the 
effect of impacting which students are retained and what outcomes are achieved (Stone & 
Engel, 2007). 
 
Social Promotion Issues 

Social promotion has similar issues to grade retention.  Students whose academic 
progress is unsatisfactory are identified as in need of remediation.  It has been used as an 
alternative practice to grade retention with attention given to the comparative effects of the two 
policies on educational and socio-emotional outcomes.  As a practice, it has been in 
government crosshairs for several years because of its perceived low rate of positive outcomes.  
In 1998 and 1999, President Clinton called for an end to social promotion in his State of the 
Union addresses.  He made the case that standardized test scores would help end social 
promotion as they would serve as an objective indicator of student achievement.  This has in 
part come to fruition as many states now use performance on state-mandated tests, frequently 
used to conform to the requirements of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001), as a criterion for 
promotion (Picklo & Christenson, 2005).  However, research on the topic is limited and difficult 



SOCIAL PROMOTION AND GRADE RETENTION          43 

 

 

R
e

s
e

a
rc

h
 t

o
 P

ra
c
ti

c
e

: 
K

-1
2

 S
c
h

o
la

rs
h

ip
 |

 F
a

ll
 2

0
1

4
  

to quantify. 
 
Special Education Issues 

The general school population is impacted by both retention and social promotion, but 
special education has its share of issues as well.  In particular, government mandates under 
NCLB calling for meeting and maintaining adequate yearly progress has put special education 
into the spotlight as a subgroup that need specific attention.  Standardized test scores have 
become increasingly important, and special needs students often require testing 
accommodations, meaning increased resources and expenditures (Chambers, Parrish, & Harr, 
2004).  With the risks associated with dropout from grade retention, focus has naturally been on 
improving graduation rates with increased performance levels on standardized tests 
(Lechtenberger, Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008). 
 

Retention Outcomes 
 Outcomes from both retention and social promotion tend to be negative with fewer 

positive outcomes.  These require timing and well-planned implementation to achieve 
successful outcomes. Research in the 1970s demonstrated that retention is harmful to students 
(Range, Pijanowski, & Holt, 2009).  Picklo and Christenson (2005) cite several meta-analyses 
studying the effects of grade retention, and the evidence in these studies without exception 
show that grade retention is not an effective practice for academic remediation.  Specific issues 
noted include poorer self-concept and attitude toward school, poorer social and personal 
adjustment, and poorer employment outcomes for students who have been retained.  
Additionally, there is an association between retention and the likelihood of dropping out of high 
school (Picklo & Christenson, 2005; USDOE, 1999).  Similarly, an evaluation of the Chicago 
Public Schools’ (CPS) Ending Social Promotion policy found that students retained frequently 
had complex and multiple problems.  Retained students also report that retention is generally 
ineffective.  Many state that the retention year felt similar to the previous year and that the 
methods of instructional delivery did not differ substantially from one year to the next.  Few 
indicated that they learned new content (Stone & Engel, 2007). 

Grade retention is associated with certain societal costs, including higher educational 
costs, decreased lifetime earning potential and higher rates of imprisonment.  Those who finish 
school do so with additional years, a cost on average of $10,000 per student per year.  
Additionally, the average dropout earns less money and has a lifetime net negative fiscal impact 
of over $5,000, whereas the average high school graduate makes a net positive lifetime 
contribution in excess of $287,000.  This results in greater dependence on public assistance 
and a higher likelihood of criminal activity (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2009).  A 
1997 study found about 75% of state prison inmates and about 59% of federal prison inmates 
did not earn a high school diploma.  Further examination found about 36% of violent criminals in 
state prisons had failed to earn a high school diploma (Franco & Patel, 2011; Picklo & 
Christensen, 2005).  The likelihood of arrest for students with emotional and behavioral 
disabilities (EBD) is four times that of their peers, and research indicates a 73% chance if they 
drop out of school (Lechtenberger, Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008).  While a reasonable 
expectation of similar return on investment from an extra year of school would more readily 
justify retention as a practice, there is no demonstrable benefit and taxpayers pay more money 
for worse results in the end (Welner, 2012). 

Retention has a limited time window within which positive outcomes can be expected.  
By the time a student is in fourth grade, retention is almost guaranteed to produce a negative 
outcome (Meador, n.d.).  Students retained in early grades show short-lived improvement in 
reading and math, but those improvements are rarely sustained after two to three years (Range, 
Pijanowski, & Holt, 2009).  When supported with academic remediation, retention can have 
positive effects; however, when intervention is simply a recycling of the previous failed school 
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year the effects are predominantly negative (Stone & Engel, 2007).  High-stakes testing may 
also provide some motivation.  CPS provides some evidence that low-achieving students tend 
to increase their work effort when testing is a significant determinant in promotion, but a full one-
third of the students observed showed little increase in effort despite a desire to not be retained 
(Picklo & Christenson, 2005).  The Chicago system, similar to the one created by NCLB, 
includes a restriction on social promotion, and by removing social promotion as an option the 
district experienced an increase in the number of students meeting minimum test requirements 
for promotion.  However, exceptions were built into the system for students with special needs 
and need for English language support.  Consequently, nearly a third of all CPS students were 
excluded from the policy.  

Students in kindergarten through second grade have the highest rates nationwide of 
retention (“Social Promotion”, 2004).  Overall, 10-30% of students nationwide, depending on 
student age, the time period, and the source of data, have been retained at least once 
(Frederick, & Hauser, 2008, p. 720).  Crothers et al. (2010) found that from kindergarten through 
eighth grade 9-11% of students are retained annually, and that delayed entry of kindergarten-
age students is at about nine percent annually. 

Students most likely to be retained come from lower-income households in which 
parents tend to have less involvement in the educational process (Center for Mental Health, 
2008; National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2012).  Male students are held back 
more frequently than females.  African American and Hispanic students are held back more 
frequently than other ethnicities (NCES, 2003).  Retained students more often have birthdays 
later in the year, making them younger than their classmates.  Frequently their parents have 
attained lower education levels than those of students who have not been retained.  Single-
parent homes are also overrepresented among retained students.  Finally, students with 
learning or behavioral difficulties and English Language Learners are retained at a greater rate 
(Center for Mental Health, 2008; Oliver, et al., 2009; Picklo & Christensen, 2005).  While some 
evidence shows an overall decline in retention rates, they remain high among poor, minority, 
and inner-city students (NASP, 2011). 

For special education students, early detection is critical.  Significant percentages of 
students (e.g., 58% in Indiana in the late 1980s; 72% in Michigan in the early 1990s) were 
retained prior to being identified with learning disabilities (Picklo & Christenson, 2005).  The 
pressure to provide adequate support while avoiding retention and social promotion is expected 
to increase as estimates from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services predicts a 
rise from the current level of 20% to nearly 50% of all students identified with mental disorders 
by 2050 (Lechtenberger, Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008).  The societal cost for students with 
emotional or behavioral disorders is substantial if they do not finish school.  While they already 
have a 58% higher chance of being arrested within five years of high school graduation, that 
likelihood increases to 73% if they drop out of school.  Therefore, it is essential that these 
populations have access to remediation that increase their potential for success while keeping 
them with their social peers.  This includes programs that allow for credit recovery when 
students do not meet competencies sufficient to advance and graduate (Franco & Patel, 2011). 

Frequent positive outcomes from retention are not supported by research and dropout 
potential increases when a student is retained.  This is particularly true for certain 
demographics, including Hispanics and African Americans, who already have higher than 
average dropout rates (Davis School District, 2012; Franco & Patel, 2011; “Social Promotion”, 
2004).  So significant is the correlation that retention is considered a predictor for dropping out 
(Poland, 2009).  Ninth grade is a pivotal year for achievement.  Historical longitudinal data 
indicates that freshmen who fail at least one course are four times as likely to not graduate in 
four years (Franco & Patel, 2011; Maushard, 2009). 

Retention is viewed by schools as an academic decision, but socio-emotional 
consequences come with it.  Some students describe being retained for a year as an event as 
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stressful as losing a parent or going blind, while other students with a history of juvenile 
detention described grade retention as more emotionally troubling than detention (Poland, 
2009).  Students who are retained tend to develop negative attitudes toward school, have more 
behavioral issues, and have poor attendance.  This is particularly evident by the time students 
enter middle school (CPRE, 1990; Davis School District, 2011).  Retention has a negative 
impact on all areas of achievement as well as social and emotional adjustment (Crothers et al., 
2010; Davis School District, 2012; Poland, 2009).  It does not work to assure mastery of skills, 
curtail future failures, or lower dropout rates and there is no evidence of long-term benefits for 
students (CPRE, 1990; Davis School District, 2012; NASP, 2011).  An additional consideration 
for retention is the difference in age that results in grade levels.  Old-for-grade students tend to 
display more victimizing behaviors and to show outright aggression toward students around 
them (Crothers et al., 2010. 
 

Social Promotion Outcomes 
Social promotion is more difficult to quantify as a body of research and data is lacking 

overall.  However, the ease with which social promotion is carried out has decreased in the age 
of high stakes standardized achievement tests.  In some states, if students do not demonstrate 
acquisition of knowledge or skill on a performance test, they do not move to the next level, 
regardless of the grades assigned by teachers (Franco & Patel, 2011).  With the 2001 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, commonly called No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), the practice of social promotion has become more difficult in courses with 
performance assessments that determine whether students matriculate to the next grade.  If a 
student does not meet the prescribed level of competency, he or she is not promoted (Picklo & 
Christenson, 2005).  This does not, however, mean that the practice cannot continue in courses 
lacking end of course assessments.  While no definitive data exists to prove it, some experts 
have suggested that social promotion is more prevalent than retention (“Social Promotion”, 
2004). 

There is little evidence to suggest that social promotion prepares students to succeed in 
academics or in life.  Students find themselves unprepared to advance to the next level where 
they continue to struggle and become frustrated (“Social Promotion”, 2004).  They tend to fall 
further behind their classmates over time and frequently graduate from high school without the 
skills and knowledge expected of a high school graduate.  An evaluation to identify outcomes of 
the CPS program found that students retained tended to show smaller gains than socially 
promoted students.  Achievement trends showed that socially promoted students still fell farther 
behind their peers.  Those who did not meet the test cutoff but were promoted for other reasons 
met the next test cutoff at a rate of 27% (Roderick, Nagaoka, Bacon, & Easton, 2000).  
Similarly, a Florida program requiring students to meet a minimum proficiency score on a 
standardized test to advance from third to fourth grades showed that students subject to the 
policy outperformed non-subject peers.  Students subject to the policy outgained students not 
subject to it by 1.85 percentile points in reading and 4.76 percentile points in math.  
Furthermore, those actually retained showed gains of 4.10 percentile points in reading and 9.98 
percentile points in math above those of students promoted (Greene & Winters, 2004). 

Grade retention and social promotion both bring increased financial costs, most of the 
burden being borne by the states and localities.  In 2006-2007, Texas had 202,099 students 
retained for a rate of 4.8%.  This came at a cost of $10,162 per student, or more than 2 billion 
dollars in additional expenditures (NASP, 2011).  Texas is one example, but estimates of the 
cost of retention for the nation as a whole are in the billions of dollars annually (Franco & Patel, 
2011).  Social promotion advances students through school to graduation frequently unprepared 
for work and future occupational pursuits.  The financial costs, while more difficult to quantify, 
are found in detrimental consequences for students in the working world.  This leaves them with 
lower income expectations over a lifetime, and subsequently lower contributions through taxes 
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and increased need for government assistance.  Additional costs are borne by colleges and 
businesses to provide remedial assistance in basic academic areas such as reading (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1999).  The Brookings Institution estimates a cost of 2 billion dollars 
annually on remedial education, particularly at the community college level (Sawhill, 2014).  
Students who drop out represent another burden to society.  Young male dropouts show a 
remarkably higher rate of incarceration as compared to more educated peers.  Among the 
general population between ages 16 and 24, 0.1% with bachelor degrees, 0.2% of college 
students, 0.7% with one to three years of college, and 1.0% of high school graduates were 
incarcerated.  However, dropouts lacking a GED were incarcerated at a rate of 6.3% (Sum, et 
al., 2009).  This higher rate suggests that society bears the cost of housing and care during a 
prison term.  While the cost of housing prisoners varies from state to state, the average annual 
cost in a federal prison was $25,251 in 2009 (Lappin, 2011). 

Ultimately, both grade retention and social promotion fail to address the specific issues 
that lead to failure to demonstrate competency, and the evidence shows that they are both 
counterproductive (Center for Mental Health, 2008). 

 
Recommendations 

School leaders have a responsibility to provide for educational opportunity for all 
students in an environment that is geared for success.  Students must have adequate support 
from the school, family, and the community in order to achieve at the necessary levels to 
become productive members of society (Lechtenberger, Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008).  The 
overall success of the school hinges on cooperation with stakeholders to support their 
programs. 

The question itself needs to be modified from the traditional dichotomy of retention 
versus social promotion (Center for Mental Health, 2008, p. 4; NASP, 2011).  There are 
numerous interventions that require neither if they are properly implemented.  Administrators 
must be informed and aware of alternatives to retention and social promotion as this knowledge 
better empowers them to advocate for quality interventions (Poland, 2009).  They can also 
utilize school psychologists to communicate with faculty, staff, and parents about effective 
strategies and risks associated with retention (Crothers et al., 2010.  However, when the 
decision comes to retain or promote, it is really more a question of identifying intervention 
strategies to promote the child’s cognitive and social development to facilitate learning and 
school success (Center for Mental Health, 2008; Davis School District, 2012.) 
 
Recommendations for Schools 

Schools must be proactive in their approach to academic failure.  A full range of support 
needs to be in place to address classroom needs and barriers to learning, including transitions 
between schools and grades, home involvement, crisis response and intervention, community 
involvement, and student and family assistance.  Evidence shows that the best interventions 
happen early, particularly with at-risk students (NASP, 2011; Poland, 2009).  Therefore, early 
intervention should be adopted as a policy to stop academic failure before a decision must be 
made with respect to promotion or retention.  Addressing the learning, behavioral, and 
emotional need of students is essential to success. 

Students with learning difficulties need to be identified as soon as possible so that 
intervention efforts can address those needs (Davis School District, 2012; Picklo & Christenson, 
2005; Poland, 2009).  Strategies such as response-to-intervention (RTI) can be particularly 
effective as students with needs are identified early and are monitored in the general education 
environment (Crothers et al., 2010; Davis School District, 2012).  Regular assessments of 
student responsiveness to intervention strategies provide a clear indicator of whether these 
strategies are having the desired effect.  Student progress measures are dynamic in that they 
measure changes in individual performance.  This provides valuable data for instructors to 
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adjust to student needs (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006).  Students also benefit from tutoring and 
individual enrichment programs that target specific areas of deficiency (Jimerson, Plechter, & 
Kerr, 2005; Shinn, Walker, & Stoner, 2002). 

Addressing behavioral problems has been demonstrated to be effective in improving 
academic performance (Jimerson, Plechter, & Kerr, 2005).  Students who are retained have a 
demonstrably higher likelihood of engaging in risky behavior, such as drug and alcohol use, 
sexual activity, violent behavior, and suicide.  Therefore, regular monitoring of students 
identified as being at risk is essential, and school-based support programs need to be 
implemented (Jimerson, Plechter, & Kerr, 2005; NASP, 2011; Shinn, Walker, & Stoner, 2002).  
Behavior management and cognitive-behavior modification strategies should be used in the 
classroom to reduce disruption to the learning environment (Jimerson, Woehr, & Kaufman, 
2007). 

The emotional fallout from grade retention can be significant for students.  Some 
students experience loss of self-esteem, lowered confidence, and lack of a sense of belonging.  
Schools must provide emotional support for students who are retained, to include school-based 
mental health programs.  A student support team, comprised of teachers, administrators, and 
students support personnel, can be effective at monitoring the emotional well-being of such 
students, ensuring that intervention is provided in a timely fashion.  Finally, collaboration 
between administration, teachers, and parents provides the needed support in the home 
environment (Jimerson, Plechter, & Kerr, 2005). 

Other interventions include extended school year, extended school day, and summer 
programs (Center for Mental Health, 2008; Davis School District, 2012).  An additional strategy 
that must be considered is scheduling so that time for intervention exists within a student’s 
schedule (Picklo & Christenson, 2005).  Promotion of social and emotional well-being, 
implementation of school-based mental health resources, engaging community agencies, and 
regularly monitoring the status of special education services are all essential (Lechtenberger, 
Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008; Poland, 2009). 
 
Recommendations for the Instructional Environment 

The most important step in providing a quality instructional environment is in hiring and 
retaining highly qualified instructional personnel (Lechtenberger, Mullins, & Greenwood, 2008).  
Teachers also need access to professional development to ensure that well-trained teachers 
are in the classroom (Picklo & Christenson, 2005). 

Effective teaching strategies also lead to increased student success.  Programs that 
promote mastery learning, direct instruction, cooperative learning, and differentiated instruction 
show more positive results, and programs that incorporate peer tutoring and team teaching 
often meet with greater success (Davis School District, 2012).  When limited instructional 
options are employed, fewer students’ needs are being addressed.  Such an approach is 
unlikely to increase success for students under NCLB (Picklo & Christenson, 2005).  However, 
when solid motivational strategies are used and learning becomes personal, students perform at 
a higher level.  Teachers must be well-trained in implementing these strategies (Center for 
Mental Health, 2008). 

A preemptive approach is another key to reducing retention and social promotion.  High 
quality universal preschool programs have been identified as particularly effective in reducing 
retention, and students show improved pre-reading, pre-writing, and pre-mathematics skills 
(NASP, 2011; Poland, 2009). 

When failures occur, students need not be held back for an entire grade, and they need 
opportunity to recover lost credits.  An increasing number of school districts offer credit recovery 
via online learning, which allows students to keep pace with their classmates and make 
progress toward graduation.  In doing so, students who would be more likely to drop out of 
school can be motivated by the opportunity to graduate on time.  Such programs offer students 
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virtually any credit necessary with classes available at any time (Franco & Patel, 2011). 
There are times that retention cannot be avoided, and in those cases the retention year 

must not be simply a repeat of the prior year’s experiences (NASP, 2011).  Retention must be 
accompanied by a plan for action that addresses specific deficiencies in the learning 
experience. It remains preferable though to try to advance students while providing the 
appropriate interventions (Davis School District, 2012). 
 
Recommendations for Reaching Parents 

While schools have the legal responsibility to provide opportunity for education, parents 
need to partner with schools to facilitate the best possible experience both in the classroom and 
at home.  Therefore, school leaders should establish activities that encourage parental 
involvement in the schools.  Parental involvement in schools tends to create better 
communication between school and home, which promotes learning and appropriate behaviors 
for students (Davis School District, 2012).  Families can also have a financial stake in schools, 
and a nominal fee for additional services and programs can create buy-in.  People tend to 
undervalue that which costs nothing.  However, a modest fee can potentially be the catalyst for 
conversations within families about the importance of using additional resources and second 
chances wisely (Franco & Patel, 2011). 

 
Conclusion 

When considering student achievement and how failure to achieve at an acceptable 
level impacts students and society on the whole, one must take many issues into account.  
Traditional methods of addressing academic failure have not adequately addressed the needs 
of students and the impact of their failure on society.  Social promotion and grade retention are 
not successful strategies to remedy failure, and research has shown that they actually do more 
harm than good (Picklo & Christenson, 2005; Range, Pijanowski, & Holt, 2009).  When students 
fail, the likelihood that they will drop out increases (USDOE, 1999), and with it comes an 
increased burden on society as they are more likely to engage in criminal behavior (Sum, et al., 
2009).  They are also statistically destined to earn less over their lifetimes (Welner, 2012), 
meaning less lifetime taxes paid.  By implementing positive strategies to reform schools, placing 
the right people in classrooms, providing support to personnel, and engaging parents and the 
community, leaders can make a positive difference in student performance.  
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