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Executive Summary
Social promotion is the practice of advancing students to the next
grade even if they have not met the academic requirements of
their current year. Generally, advocates of social promotion focus
on the problems they associate with grade retention or repetition.
• The argument for social promotion rests primarily upon the claim
that students kept behind end up worse off academically and
emotionally than those socially promoted.
Despite the widespread use of social promotion in North American
schools, there are good reasons to question this practice.
• Social promotion leads to graduates who lack the necessary
knowledge and skills for academic success.
• Social promotion results in signiﬁcant ability disparities among
students in individual classrooms.
• Many of the criticisms leveled at grade retention (i.e., higher
dropout rates and damage to self-esteem) apply to social
promotion.
• The negative effects of grade retention have been exaggerated.
• Social promotion has a negative effect on student motivation.
The practice of promoting students without sufﬁcient regard
to academic ability or achievement needs to end. There are
circumstances where students will beneﬁt from extra time in a
particular grade or course.
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Introduction

“

For many years, a vigorous debate has existed in educational circles
surrounding the practice of social promotion. Should teachers
make failing students repeat grades or is it better to promote them
with their peers? Although both sides of this argument have their
advocates, the latter position has become dominant in Canada. In
fact, very few students in kindergarten through grade 8 are held
back (“failed” in old-fashioned parlance).

However, the other side in this debate has not received an adequate
hearing, as the evidence for social promotion is less deﬁnitive than
its supporters claim. In fact, there are a number of good reasons for
not promoting students before they have demonstrated reasonable
proﬁciency with the knowledge and skills taught in their present
grade. Perhaps the educational pendulum has swung too far to one
side on this issue.

The Case for Social Promotion
Social promotion is the practice of advancing students to the
next grade level even if they have not fully met the academic
requirements in their present year of school.1 Students progress
with their peer group even if they are unable to meet the expected
achievement levels.
Arguments made on behalf of social promotion tend to focus on
problems associated with grade retention. They are as follows.

Should teachers
make failing
students repeat
grades or is
it better to
promote them
with their
peers?

”
“
”
...students held
back one or
more grades
are twice as
likely to drop
out of school.

• Educational research shows that while grade retention sometimes
leads to short-term academic gains for students, the beneﬁts fade
within three years. In addition, students held back one or more
grades are twice as likely to drop out of school.2

• Students retained in one or more grades develop lower selfesteem than students promoted with their peers. Forcing students
to experience failure damages their self-esteem and makes it less
likely for them to succeed in the future.3

• Retaining students leads to substantial increases in the cost of
educating them. Since it costs thousands of dollars to educate a
single student for a year, retaining students is very expensive with
little measurable beneﬁt.4
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Problems with Social Promotion

“

While grade
retention is
not a perfect
solution, it may
be preferred
to promoting
very weak
students...

”

Despite the widespread support for social promotion in Canadian
schools, there are at least ﬁve good reasons to reconsider this
practice.
• Social promotion leads to graduates who lack the necessary
skills for employment.5
Promoting students from grade to grade without requiring the
achievement of clear standards leads to an increasing number
of functionally illiterate and innumerate high school graduates.
In Ontario, almost one in six grade 10 students is unable to pass
the provincial basic literacy test.6 At the same time, a recent survey
by the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education found that only
36 per cent of Ontario residents have a great deal or quite a lot
of conﬁdence in their public schools.7
Clearly, social promotion undermines the meaning and value of
a high school diploma by sending the message that mastering
academic standards is not required for high school graduation.
• Many of the criticisms leveled at grade retention (i.e., higher
dropout rates and damage to self-esteem) apply to social
promotion.8
Obviously, students know when they are promoted despite their
lack of achievement and skills. As such, promoting students does
little for their self-esteem and, in fact, probably does more harm
than good. No wonder socially promoted students have higher
dropout rates than other students.9
Nevertheless, advocates of social promotion point to studies
showing that students held back a grade often have substantially
higher dropout rates than students promoted with their peers.10
However, this research does not adequately distinguish between
serious and marginal academic weaknesses in students. That is,
it is reasonable to expect that students who have been retained
would be those with the weakest academic records and naturally
those most likely to drop out of school.
Realistically, it is not clear that the research shows that grade
retention, in comparison with social promotion, is more likely to
produce high school dropouts. Research cannot show that social
promotion is superior to grade retention without actually examining
the impact of both retention and promotion on the academic
achievement and dropout rate of students. In other words, there
is no clear causal linkage between grade retention and dropping out
of school. While grade retention is not a perfect solution, it may be
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preferred to promoting very weak students to the next grade where
they are more likely to fall further behind their age-grade peers.
• Recent educational research indicates that the negative effects
of grade retention are exaggerated.11
The Beginning School Study, a long-term research project that
began in Baltimore in 1982, examined the socio-emotional and
academic effects of retention on a large group of students in
their ﬁrst eight years of school. These researchers found that the
negative emotional effects of grade retention on students were
signiﬁcantly less than expected, and children retained in a grade
normally experienced increases in their test scores and grades.12
While these researchers recognized problems with retaining
students for another year in a speciﬁc grade, the problems were
less signiﬁcant than widely assumed. The results of this major
study strongly suggest that many educators have been too quick
to dismiss the merits of keeping struggling students in a grade for
an additional year.

“

•

AUGUST 2009

Social
promotion
sends the
unfortunate
message that
effort and
attitude make
little difference
in school.

• Social promotion results in signiﬁcant ability disparities among
students in individual classrooms.
When students are promoted into grades for which they are not
adequately prepared, teachers have to cope with a wide range
of performance levels. Consequently, it is unrealistic to expect
teachers to effectively educate all students when a signiﬁcant
number of them are not able to function at the same level as their
classmates. While teachers should adapt their lessons to meet the
needs of their students, this principle needs to be balanced against
the need to maintain speciﬁc academic standards at each grade
level.

”

• Social promotion has a negative effect on student motivation.13
While advocates of social promotion usually focus on students who
are having academic difﬁculties, there are also students who are
academically capable but for whatever reason are not academically
successful. These students must learn that graduating from school
consists of more than simply putting in time. Social promotion
sends the unfortunate message that effort and attitude make little
difference in school. This is a poor way to prepare students for life
beyond school.
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“

Conclusion

Post-secondary
institutions and
employers must
be conﬁdent
that students
who receive
diplomas have
the necessary
skills and
knowledge...

”

The practice of social promotion in Canadian schools needs to be
re-evaluated as it is important for all students to receive a good
education. Unfortunately, social promotion makes it impossible
to know whether this is actually happening. Post-secondary
institutions and employers must be conﬁdent that students who
receive diplomas have the necessary skills and knowledge to
function in post-secondary institutions and as productive citizens
in society. The practice of social promotion undermines this by
allowing students to be promoted despite not having mastered the
necessary knowledge and skills.
Instead of implementing strict no-fail policies, school boards should
enact policies that help teachers and principals do what is best for
their students. There are times where retaining students in their
current grade would be appropriate because of serious academic
deﬁciencies or because they have not put in the required effort.
Similarly, there are times when students have fallen slightly short
of the standards for promotion to the next grade, but they have
worked hard throughout the year and they have shown promising
improvement. If the teachers are conﬁdent that the deﬁciencies
can be made up during the holiday period or in the next grade, we
see no reason why the students could not be promoted. However,
this decision should be made by the teachers and the principal in
consultation with the students’ parents, and in light of a realistic
prognosis of their probable success.
The key is that school boards, teachers, principals, and indeed
parents, need to use common sense in deciding on whether or not
students should be promoted. Principals and school boards are
not doing their students any favours when they force teachers to
promote them to the next grade regardless of their achievement
and effort. This should be obvious to virtually everyone. As a result,
it is reasonable for school boards to avoid rigid no-fail policies and
ensure that the responsibility for promotion or retention lies with
the professionals who are most directly accountable, the teachers
and principals in consultation with the students and their parents.

6
FCPP BACKGROUNDER NO. 79

•

AUGUST 2009

© 20O9

PUBLIC POLICY
FRONTIERFORCENTRE

FRONTIER BACKGROUNDER

FCPP BACKGROUNDER NO. 79

•

AUGUST 2009

SOURCES
1. Debra Johnson, “Beyond Social Promotion and Retention – Five Strategies to Help Students Succeed,”
North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, 2001.
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/students/atrisk/at800.htm
2. Westchester Institute for Human Services Research, “Social Promotion and Retention,” The Balanced View,
Vol. 3, No. 1, March 1999.
http://www.sharingsuccess.org/code/bv/socialpromotion.pdf
3. Mary L. Smith and Lorrie A. Shepard, “What Doesn’t Work: Explaining Policies of Retention in the Early
Grades,” Phi Delta Kappan, 68, October 1987, pp. 129-134.
4. Jane Mawson, “Promotion and Retention: What Works for Students?” EGallery, Vol. 4, No. 5, March 27,
2002. University of Calgary: 2002.
http://www.ucalgary.ca/~egallery/volume4/mawson2.html
5. Debra Johnson, op. cit.
6. Jill Mahoney, “Why Children No Longer Flunk in School,” The Globe and Mail, April 3, 2009.
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/article763719.ece
7. Doug Hart and D. W. Livingstone, Public Attitudes toward Education in Ontario: The 16th OISE Survey,
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, 2007.
http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/OISE-Survey/2007/survey_ﬁnal_ﬁnal.pdf
8. Department of Education, United States of America, Taking Responsibility for Ending Social Promotion: A
Guide for Educators and State and Local Leaders, May 1999.
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/socialpromotion/index.html
9. Ibid.
10. Mary L. Smith and Lorie A. Shepard, op. cit.
11. Jon Lorence, “Grade Retention Redux: A Dissenting Perspective,” in International Handbook of Research
on Teachers and Teaching, eds. Lawrence J. Saha and A. Gary Dworkin, New York: Springer, 2009,
pp. 1153-1175.
12. Karl L. Alexander, Susan L. Dauber, and Doris R. Entwisle, On the Success of Failure: A Reassessment
of the Effects of Retention in the Primary Grades, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press: 2003).
13. David Mandzuk, “Does Research Tell the Whole Story: Taking another Look at Social Promotion,”
Crosscurrents: Contemporary Canadian Educational Issues. Eds. Lance W. Roberts and Rodney A. Clifton.
Scarborough, ON: Nelson Canada, 1995, pp. 181-187.

AN ‘F’ FOR SOCIAL PROMOTION

© 20O9

7

FRONTIERFORCENTRE
PUBLIC POLICY

FRONTIER BACKGROUNDER

AN ‘F’ FOR SOCIAL PROMOTION

FURTHER READING
Frontier Backgrounder
March, 2009

Back to the Drawing Board: The Case for Meaningful Homework
By Michael Zwaagstra and Rodney A. Clifton
http://www.fcpp.org/pdf/FB072%20Homework.pdf
February, 2008

Computers in the Classroom: Technology Overboard?
By Michael Zwaagstra
http://www.fcpp.org/images/publications/FB054%20Computers%20in%20the%20Classroomﬁnal.pdf

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Michael Zwaagstra is a research associate at the Frontier Centre
for Public Policy and a high school Social Studies teacher. He has a
B.Ed., a Post-Baccalaureate Certiﬁcate in Education and an M.Ed. in
Educational Administration from the University of Manitoba. During his
studies, he received numerous academic awards including the Dr. A. W.
Hogg Undergraduate Scholarship, the Klieforth Prize in American History,
the Schoolmasters’ Wives Association Scholarship and the Aaron Bricker
Memorial Scholarship. He has written a number of policy papers on
Canadian education for the Frontier Centre and the Atlantic Institute for
Market Studies in Halifax. His research reports have received national
attention, and he is a frequent guest on radio stations across the
country.

Dr. Rodney A. Clifton has a B.Ed. and a M.Ed. from the
University of Alberta, a Ph.D. from the University of Toronto, and a
Doctor of Philosophy from the University of Stockholm. He is a professor
in the Faculty of Education at the University of Manitoba, and over the
last 33 years, he has published numerous articles, monographs and
books. In addition, Clifton has received a Spencer Fellowship from the
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement,
an Rh Award from the University of Manitoba, an R.W.B. Jackson
Research Award from the Canadian Educational Researchers’ Association,
an Edward Shefﬁeld Award and a Distinguished Research Award from the
Canadian Society for the Study of Higher Education.

8
FCPP BACKGROUNDER NO. 79

•

AUGUST 2009

© 20O9

PUBLIC POLICY
FRONTIERFORCENTRE

FRONTIER BACKGROUNDER

FCPP BACKGROUNDER NO. 79

•

AUGUST 2009

The Frontier Centre for Public Policy is an independent,
non-proﬁt organization that undertakes research and education in support
of economic growth and social outcomes that will enhance the quality of life
in our communities. Through a variety of publications and public forums,
the Centre explores policy innovations required to make the eastern prairies
region a winner in the open economy. It also provides new insights into
solving important issues facing our cities, towns and provinces. These include
improving the performance of public expenditures in important areas like
local government, education, health and social policy.
The authors of this study has worked independently and the opinions expressed
are therefore his own, and do not necessarily reﬂect the opinions of the Board
of the Frontier Centre for Public Policy.

Frontier Centre for Public Policy
MB: 203-2727 Portage Avenue,
Winnipeg, Manitoba Canada R3J 0R2
Tel: 204 957-1567 Fax: 204 957-1570
SK: 2353 McIntyre Street,
Regina, Saskatchewan Canada S4P 2S3
Tel: 306 352-2915 Fax: 306 352-2938
AB: Ste. 2000 – 444, 5th Avenue SW
Calgary, Alberta Canada T2P 278
Tel: (403) 230-2435

www.fcpp.org
Copyright © 2009 by the Frontier Centre for Public Policy
Online at www.fcpp.org Email: newideas@fcpp.org

AN ‘F’ FOR SOCIAL PROMOTION

© 20O9

9

FRONTIERFORCENTRE
PUBLIC POLICY

