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ABSTRACT 

Grade retention has long been at the center of education debates (Rothstein, 1998). 

Despite the overwhelming evidence of the negative effect of retention on student’s self-esteem 

(Holmes & Matthews, 1984), attitude towards school (Jimerson, 2001), and increased likelihood 

of dropping out of high school (Roderick, 1994; Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002), it is still 

difficult to promote students who do not have a mastery of the curriculum content of their current 

grade. But it is not just content mastery that is in question, there are other factors that make a 

student more likely to be retained. Students who are Black, male, and come from a low 

socioeconomic background (Bali, Anagnostopoulos, & Roberts, 2005; Meisels & Liaw, 1993) 

have an increased likelihood of being retained. Based on what we know about who is impacted 

the most by retention and the effects of retention on students, it is important to understand how 

grade retention policy is understood by those who are tasked with enforcing it. 

 Two schools in a rural school district in Florida participated in this case study analysis. 

Twelve elementary school teachers and three school leaders provided a deeper understanding of 

how they have made sense of their school district’s grade retention policy. The framework 

developed by Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s (2002) informed this study. This framework breaks 

down sense-making into three categories: individual knowledge and beliefs, collective sense-

making, and external pressures. The findings revealed that from the outset participants worked 

within the framework of external pressures. How participants individually and collectively made 

sense of grade retention policy was nested in the context of pressures   within and surrounding 

the policy. Participants reported that prior experiences were an important influence in how they 

made sense of policy individually. If participants had a personal experience with retention they 

said this contributed to their understanding of and subsequent reaction to the policy. All 
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participants reported making their decisions about retention in a context and culture of 

collaboration. Participants collaborated with each other on everything from intervention 

strategies to making final decisions on who should be retained.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The merits of grade retention have been a constant debate in education since the inception 

of our current educational systems (Rothstein, 1998). Since 1860, administrators and teachers 

have used grade retention, also known as “ending social promotion1” (Jimerson, 2001), as a way 

to check that all children master specific curricular content and academic skills before being 

promoted to the subsequent grade (Owings & Magliaro, 1998). While opponents of grade 

retention do not oppose the idea that it is important for children to master curriculum content and 

skills, many advocates believe that school can do more to assist students earlier so that retention 

is not a necessary (Denton, 2001; Smink, 2001).Over the last thirty years, research on grade 

retention provides mixed findings, with some studies identifying it as a practice that helps 

students gain the crucial knowledge and skills for success in future grades (Chansky, 1964; 

Greene & Winters, 2004), and with others finding that it has no effect and may be damaging 

(Allensworth, 2005; Jimerson, Anderson & Whipple, 2002; Martin, 2009).  

Over the last century states have experimented with different approaches in the effort to 

find the best way to keep students progressing through school while also making sure that 

students who are not prepared for the next grade are held back. Using a variety of methods such 

as grade retention, social promotion, intensive help for struggling students, high quality 

preschool programs, and highly qualified teachers (Rothstein, 1998), educators have led a 

continued struggle to determine the best formula that leads to promotion for all students.  

                                                           

1 Social promotion is defined as graduating students to the next level even if they have 

not mastered the necessary curriculum skills in their current grade (Rothstein, 1998). 
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There is ample evidence that retention can have negative outcomes for students and 

society. Non-promotion is linked to increased dropout rates (Allensworth, 2005; Jimerson, 

Anderson & Whipple, 2002), less likelihood of attending college (Ou & Reynolds, 2010), and 

increased potential to earn low wages post high school (Jimerson, 2001). Complicating matters is 

the central role of variables like race, gender, socioeconomic status, and parental support in the 

retention equation (Bali, Anagnostopoulos, & Roberts, 2005; Martin, 2009; McCoy & Reynolds, 

1999; Miesels & Liaw, 1993). Despite this evidence a number of states have turned to policies 

that enforce grade retention in an effort to encourage “teachers and students to alter their 

behaviors and remedy school failure” (Anagnostopoulos, 2006, p. 6). Grade retention policies as 

mandates2 were designed to produce compliance. In the 2000s the federal government, with the 

No Child Left behind Act, began to play a magnified role in encouraging states to hold students 

and schools accountable for academic success (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2010). These states turned 

to grade retention policies in an effort to offer consistency in how students are evaluated for 

grade promotion.  

In the 1990s, and early 2000s, the Florida legislature passed their version of standards 

based reforms.  As part of the package of policies associated with accountability in 2003, the 

legislature officially put an end to social promotion at the third grade.  The policy required that 

students who did not obtain a score of level two or higher (five is the highest level) on the 

reading portion of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) at the third grade and 

                                                           

2
 Mandates assume “(a) that the required action is something all individuals and agencies 

should be expected to do, regardless of their differing capacities, and (b) that the required actions 

would not occur, or would not occur with the frequency or consistency specified by the policy, in 

the absence of explicit prescription. Rules, in other words, are introduced to create uniformity of 

behavior or, at least, to reduce variations in behavior to some tolerable level” (McDonnell & 

Elmore, 1987, p. 140). 
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eighth grade level be retained. Students were also required to pass the reading portion of the 

FCAT again in high school in order to graduate. Through these policies, Florida aligned itself on 

the of grade retention in critical grades. 

Focus of the Study 

This study examines how school personnel make sense of Florida’s grade retention 

policy. School district leaders and administrators play a critical role in how teachers interpret 

policy (Coburn, 2005; Spillane 1998; 2000); and teachers are critical players in their student’s 

academic success (Wright, Horn & Sanders, 1997). As such, investigating how administrators 

and teachers make sense of grade retention policy will provide insight into a process that has a 

critical impact on many students’ lives.  In this dissertation, I examined Florida’s grade retention 

policy in two elementary schools in a rural Florida district.  Using a qualitative case study 

design, I examined how school leaders and teachers came to understand grade retention policy 

and how that understanding has shaped their work. Findings have shown that grade retention is 

the last resort for any student. In most cases a myriad of accommodations were made to ensure 

student success. Findings have also revealed that collaboration had a critical role in the decision 

to retain or promote. Final decisions to retain students rested with the principal with a lot of 

feedback and documentation review provided by teachers. This dissertation contributes to the 

research on grade retention by exploring, qualitatively, the impact of policy on schools in a 

small, rural district. The existing literature does not specifically address the impact on this 

population. This study also provides insight into how the sense-making process impacts school 

personnel who are working with an existing policy. The current literature on sense-making as it 

relates to school personnel as policy implementers focuses on how sense is made of new policies, 

not exiting ones.  
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Grade Retention in Florida 

To understand grade retention in Florida, it is important to examine the statute mandating 

the policy.  Florida statute 1008.25 serves as the guideline on how to work with children who do 

not meet the requirement for promotion. In order to be promoted to the next grade a student must 

pass all classes and achieve a level two or higher on the FCAT. There are six good cause 

exemptions identified in the statutes.  The exemptions are designed for the following students: a) 

children for whom English is a second language and have had less than two years of English 

instruction; b) students with disabilities who are unable to take the statewide assessment; c) 

students who have been receiving remediation and have previously been retained for two years in 

grades kindergarten through third grade; d) students who have performed well on the reading 

portion of an alternative standardized exam; e) students with disabilities that have participated in 

remediation for two years and have already been retained for two years in grades kindergarten 

through third grade; and finally f) for students who did not successfully pass the exam a portfolio 

of their work can be presented that demonstrates their mastery of the content for that grade level 

(Florida Statute Chapter 1008.25 Part I). 

According to Florida’s policy if a student is determined to have a reading deficiency the 

following must occur: a) the parent(s)/guardian(s) must be notified of the services that are being 

provided to the child(ren) to aid him/her in becoming proficient in reading; b) recommendations 

on what the parent/guardian can do at home to assist the child(ren) must be provided; and c) 

information must be provided about the opportunity for mid-year promotion once the child(ren) 

has demonstrated a mastery of reading on grade level (Florida Statute Chapter 1008.25 Part I). 

During the 2004-2005 legislative session, the statute was amended to include a remediation, or 

progression, plan for retained students. The legislature mandated that school districts employ 
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remediation strategies, such as small group instruction, summer reading camps, and tutoring or 

mentoring services, when working with students. The statute also required that school districts 

create a mid-year promotion policy for those students ready to move to the next grade prior to 

the end of the school year.  

In addition to the above requirements of Florida’s statutes, school districts in the state of 

Florida can add additional stipulations. For example, the Coral County School District, (this is a 

pseudonym that will be used for the rest of this study to name the school district in which this 

study took place) has added an additional exemption to their grade retention policy. Any student 

in grades four through eight that has been retained twice in those grades and who has received 

remediation in reading or mathematics for two years but still has a deficiency in reading or 

mathematics, or has been retained for a total of three years in grades kindergarten through eight 

is eligible for promotion.  

 As an example of a mid-year promotion strategy, Coral County School District has 

created a process they call “bridging.” Bridging allows for any student in third through eighth 

grades who was not successful on one portion of the FCAT or who failed one course the 

opportunity to take courses at the next grade level while being remediated in the failed subject 

area. If a student has failed more than two sections of the FCAT or two courses he/she is not able 

to participate in the bridging program. The bridging program allows students to continue learning 

at the next grade while getting the assistance they need in the subject area in which they were not 

successful (Coral County School District, 2011).  

Impact of Florida’s Policy 

Prior studies provide insight into the impact of Florida’s grade retention policy on 

students across the state. Two studies, in particular, have found positive results of Florida’s 
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policy. In the first study of the policy, just after its implementation, Greene and Winters (2004) 

found that compared to low performing promoted peers, students who were retained in the third 

grade showed improvements in reading by 4.10 percentile points on the FCAT and 3.45 

percentile points on the Stanford-9 exam. They also find that retained students also showed 

marked improvements in mathematics by 9.98 percentile points on FCAT and 9.26 percentile 

points on the Stanford-9 when compared to their low performing promoted peers (Greene & 

Winters, 2004). Similarly, in 2006, the Office of Program Policy Analysis & Governmental 

Accountability (OPPAGA) conducted an analysis of the policy examining the 2003-2004 and 

2004-2005 school years.  The analysis revealed that during the 2003-2004 year there was an 

increase in the number of students retained coinciding with the implementation of the new 

policy. Those students who were retained showed academic improvement to a level two or better 

on the FCAT and maintained this improvement through the fourth grade, while students who 

failed to meet the minimum requirement, but were not retained due to a good cause exemption3, 

had academic performances that were lower than the students who were retained (OPPAGA, 

2006).  

In addition to research on grade retention in Florida, other researchers have examined the 

effects of grade retention using a variety of methods.   In contrast to the Florida analyses, a study 

conducted in Chicago Public Schools found that while retained students showed marked 

improvement in the short term, the improvement faded in the long term (Roderick & Nagaoka, 

2005). The same year a national study on the effects of grade retention, on elementary school 

students in lower grades, revealed that being retained neither negatively nor positively affected 

                                                           

3
 Good cause exemptions are alternative methods that schools can use to promoted students if 

they have obtained the required score on the FCAT necessary to be promoted. The Florida statute 

has six good cause exemptions. 
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student achievement (Hong & Raudenbush, 2005). These studies, unlike the Florida work, 

highlight that the effects of retention are not always positive and while it may have an impact in 

the short term, over the long-term there is very little to no effect. 

Although prior studies have examined grade retention from different perspectives, they 

consistently find that students who have been retained are more likely to be Black or Hispanic, 

male, and from a low socioeconomic community (Meisels & Liaw, 1993).  Studies have also 

found that retained students have higher dropout rates (Roderick, 1994; Russo, 2005).  Given 

these inequities, it is important to explore how school employees make sense of grade retention 

policies to understand how their sense-making processes shape this practice that can have such a 

critical impact on a student’s long term outcomes.  

Purpose of the Study 

This study explored the role that school leaders and teachers have in retention decisions. 

Exploring how administrators and teachers make sense of grade retention policy from a school 

level context is important considering that Florida’s policy has and continues to receive national 

attention and students’ long term outcomes can be affected.  The choice to retain or promote is 

not always as simple as a low test score on an exam. Although Florida’s policy is written in a 

way to make it that simple, this study provides insight into the complex factors that affect the 

choices that are made when implementing grade retention policy.  

Examining grade retention at the elementary school level is important because few 

studies have examined this policy approach through a qualitative lens with a focus on elementary 

school students (Anagnostopoulos, 2006). Many studies that have examined grade retention have 

used a quantitative framework (Corman, 2003; Hong & Yu, 2007; Meisels & Liaw, 1993; ). The 

studies that have focused on Florida’s policy have used quantitative methods to understand the 
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effect of the policy on elementary school students (Greene & Winters, 2004; 2009; Winters 

2012).  This study not only allows for an empirical and theoretical extension of the existing line 

of research by adding a qualitative dimension on the sense-making process of grade retention 

policy, but will also extend the existing research on Florida’s policy specifically by examining its 

impact on a local level. With a focus on understanding school staff’s sense-making of grade 

retention policy this study will make an important contribution to existing research. 

In this dissertation I used qualitative methods, specifically a case study research design, 

to examine how school administrators and teachers made sense of grade retention policy. 

Spillane, Reiser and Reimer’s (2002) sense-making framework guided this study. Their 

framework identifies three methods by which policy implementers interpret policy: 1) through 

their individual knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes; 2) through their context, specifically as it 

relates to collective sense-making; and 3) through the impact of external pressures. This context 

served as the guide for the research questions and the study design. I explored how school 

administrators and teachers made sense of grade retention policy at two elementary schools in 

Coral County School District located in the southeastern United States. Through the use of open-

ended interviews with teachers and school administrators, as well as a review of school district 

policy documents on student progression, I examined the following questions:  

1. How did elementary school administrators’ and teachers’ individual understanding 

(knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes) about students and their own work, shape how 

they made sense of Coral County School District’s grade retention policy?  

2. How did collective sense-making among elementary school administrators and 

teachers influence how Coral County School District’s grade retention policy is 

understood? 
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3. How did external pressures influence how school administrators’ and teachers’ made 

sense of Coral County School District’s grade retention policy? 

 Exploration of these questions revealed the ways in which school staff’s sense-making of grade 

retention policy affects the academic progress of students.  

Conceptual Framework 

As policy is implemented in schools, administrators and teachers engage in individual 

and collective sense-making of the policy. Interpreting the policy can be a bit more challenging 

than policymakers may expect due to how those who must implement the policy understand its 

meaning. To understand how school stakeholders make sense of external policies, I draw from 

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) who developed a framework to understand how 

implementing agents4 make sense of policy initiatives. It is this process of sense-making, among 

Florida elementary school administrators and teachers that this study aims to understand. 

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) identified three levels of sense-making: individual 

understanding (knowledge, beliefs and attitudes), collective sense-making (the perspective of 

school district leaders, school administrators and teachers), and external pressure (the policy 

message, parents, and other factors that can add outside influence to policy implementation), as 

factors that influence how teachers understand and ultimately implement policy. It is the 

understanding of policy that influences how a policy is shared with others and amongst groups. 

By examining how school district leaders make sense of state policy and how school 

administrators and teachers understand district level grade retention policy, policymakers will 

                                                           

4
 Implementing agent: An implementing agent is someone who implements a policy that 

has been created by the federal, state or local government. In this study the implementing agents 

are classroom teachers. 
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gain awareness of how prior knowledge and beliefs, collective sense-making and external 

pressures impact the interpretation and subsequent implementation of grade retention policy.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s (2002) sense-making framework. The sense-

making framework explains the three step process used to understand policy. Imbedded within 

each step are factors that shape how policy implementers come to interpret policy changes. 

 

School administrators and teachers acquire a wealth of knowledge over time that impacts 

their beliefs and ultimately their understanding of policy (Cohen & Ball, 1990). The knowledge 

they have developed through life experiences, training, and previous work experiences (Daft & 

Weick, 1984; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005), has an effect on how grade retention policy is 

understood and enacted upon. Administrators and teachers use previous experiences to dictate  

teaching methods or techniques that they feel would best meet the expectations and requirements 

of a new policy, thus leading to an amendment or change in the policy (McLaughlin, 1987; 

Spillane, 1999). The research on policy implementation has consistently found that the individual 

matters (McLaughlin, 1987). While school district leaders impact how information about state 

policies is dispersed to schools, school administrators and teachers ultimately have influence 

over how policies are implemented. As such, how they feel about and come to understand policy 

is important.  

Collective sense-making is the idea that administrators and teachers develop policy 

responses within the context of their schools. Policies are amended and changed by 
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administrators and teachers based on their collective sense-making process with colleagues 

(McLaughlin, 1987; Spillane, 1999). Jeong and Brower (2008) describe the change in 

environment that impacts sense-making as the enacting process. During this process teachers and 

administrators interpret what is happening around them and internalize it. They then take what is 

now internal to them and create a new external reality. Relationships with colleagues and 

organization memberships, professional and social, can have a profound impact on this process 

ultimately impacting how policies are interpreted and implemented. Each relationship and 

membership adds its own level of complexity that can have an effect on the sense-making 

process (Jeong & Brower, 2008; Weick, 1995;), but even in all of the complexity that 

understanding policy can encompass, it is ultimately an administrator’s or teacher’s willingness 

to implement change that determines how the policy is interpreted (Cohen & Ball, 1990).  

Finally, the external pressures surrounding the policy are important (Spillane, Reiser & 

Reimer, 2002; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). Understanding the policy as well as the 

political and social pressures is just as important as understanding the policy itself. Because 

administrators and teachers rely on their individual and collective sense-making to understand 

policy, the pressures surrounding the policy can add, positively or negatively, to comprehension 

of the policy.  

Dissertation Overview 

 Four additional chapters will accompany this introduction. Chapter two will explore the 

existing literature on grade retention and is organized by the three components of the conceptual 

framework used for this study: individual knowledge and beliefs, the impact of community on 

decisions to retain, and the external pressures that exist in the decision-making process. Chapter 

three describes the methodology used for this study. The setting of this study is outlined as well 
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as participant selection, data coding, and analysis. The findings of the study will be discussed in 

chapter four. This chapter is divided into findings framed in the context of the three components 

of sense-making. Chapter five will follow up with a discussion of the findings from the study by 

theme and provide the implications of this work for policymakers and practitioners. This chapter 

will also describe the limitations of the study and end with areas of further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Everyone has an opinion about whether students should be promoted or retained if they 

have not mastered the materials for their current grade. Questions related to grade retention 

include: Who should be promoted when and why? Who should be retained and why? Should 

retained students be given additional services or treatment? Will being held back cause any 

social or emotional damage to the student? These are questions that have been debated for over a 

hundred years. While we seem not to be any closer to a collective definitive answer to any of 

these questions, we do know who is more likely to be retained. Research has shown that students 

most likely to be retained come from single parent, low socioeconomic households, with 

caretakers who are not involved in their education and/or have a negative attitude towards 

school. These students are likely to have already repeated kindergarten, and they are likely to be 

Black or Hispanic males (Bali, Anagnostopoulos & Roberts, 2007; Burkam, LoGerfo, Ready & 

Lee, 2007; Martin, 2009; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Meisels & Liaw, 1993). While this is not an 

exhaustive list of characteristics these appear over and over in the existing research. 

With research showing that our most vulnerable students are most likely to be retained, it 

is critical to understand the mechanics and decision making that occurs in the grade retention 

decision. In this chapter I review the studies related to grade retention. I begin with a history of 

social promotion.  I follow with an exploration of the literature on grade retention breaking this 

research into three main categories. The first will explore how teachers, as individuals, make 

decisions about which students to retain. The second will explore the communal aspect of 

retention decisions. Teacher’s colleagues, administrators, and school district personnel all 

influence the choice to retain or promote a student. The final area will highlight the external 
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pressures that exist in retaining students. Taken together, this chapter provides insight into the 

debates and complex processes related to grade retention. 

History of Social Promotion 

The practice of advancing students to the ensuing grade level even if they are not 

academically prepared has been a contentious issue throughout the history of compulsory 

education (Rothstein, 1998). The concept of grade promotion emerged in the early 1900s with 

the belief that schools were catering to student wants in an effort to keep them entertained. As a 

result schools became more focused on the necessities of education, spelling, writing, and 

arithmetic (Owings & Magilaro, 1998; Rothstein, 1998).  In 1914 Stanford University conducted 

a study that assessed promotion policies across 100 school districts. The study revealed wide 

variation on how the promotion of students was handled. In an effort to reduce the amount of 

variation in promotion decisions recommendations were made.  They varied from suggestions 

for an increase in the practice of social promotion in schools, to more individualized instruction 

for students, to tracking students based on ability level (Rothstein, 1998).  

During the 1920s through the 1940s there was a pendulum of negative and positive 

reports about social promotion and grade retention (Owings & Magilaro, 1998). Similar to what 

is found in much of today’s research, reports produced during this time highlighted grade 

retention as an economic drain on urban school districts and a form of humiliation for retained 

students. The humiliation resulted in some students dropping out of school (Rothstein, 1998).                                 

A 1938 a survey of school superintendents conducted by the National Education Association 

(NEA), revealed that social promotion in some form was favored as a method for promotion in 

schools. This finding coincided with emerging research that highlighted grade retention as 
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having a negative impact on students (Rothstein, 1998). While school superintendents favored 

some form of social promotion, by 1941 the New York Regents advocated for a different 

approach. They recommended that instruction be tailored to each student and that individual 

instruction continue in the next grade to maximize student learning (Rothstein, 1998). This 

method would allow for students to be promoted while still getting the help they need. This 

recommendation, similar to the one proposed in the 1914 Stanford University study, highlighted 

individualized instruction as the method to help students become academically successful. 

 The debate about when it was best to promote students continued through the 1980s. The 

creation of the National Commission on Excellence in Education in 1983, by Secretary of 

Education Terrel H. Bell under President Ronald Reagan, intensified the discussion on education 

in America’s schools. The release of the national report, A Nation at Risk, began to stir a 

sentiment, seen earlier in the 1920s and 1940s, that retaining students was a way to ensure that 

students who needed the additional time to master academic content were able to do so. During 

this time that school districts began to create policies that ended social promotion and required 

students to meet specific criteria before being eligible for promotion (Bali, Anagnostopoulos, & 

Roberts, 2005).   

After A Nation at Risk states and urban districts started measuring schools based on 

student achievement scores (Guthrie & Springer, 2004). As a result, in the 1990s states began to 

develop standards and assessment policies that held students to a higher standard. Concurrently 

they began to implement increasingly stringent promotion policies aimed at requiring students to 

master content knowledge. For example, in 1996 Chicago Public Schools implemented a merit 
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promotion5 policy that required students, in the third, sixth, and eighth grades, to achieve a 

minimum score in reading and mathematics on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) in order to 

be promoted (Roderick & Engel, 2001).  

Subsequently other states began to implement their own merit promotion policies that 

enforced grade retention for students who did not achieve a passing score on a standardized 

exam. As mentioned earlier, Florida created a policy that enforced grade retention at the third 

grade, its first promotional gate6 (Greene & Winters, 2004). Promotional gates were expanded to 

include eighth and tenth grades with students required to successfully pass the reading, 

mathematics, and science portions of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)7 

(Florida Statues, Chapter 1008.22 Part I Assessment K-20). Other states including Texas, New 

York, Pennsylvania (Greene & Winters, 2004), California, South Carolina, Delaware, Georgia 

and Wisconsin have adopted similar policies (Bali, Anagnostopoulos & Roberts, 2005).  

Individual Knowledge, Beliefs, and Attitudes 

With an increasing number of states using promotional gates as a means to ensure 

students are mastering curriculum content, it is important to explore how enforcers comprehend 

such policies. This will be achieved below using the sense-making framework described earlier.  

This sense-making framework is ideal (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002) to explore the 

application of grade retention policy in schools and classrooms.  The three-pronged approach 

allows for a deeper understanding of the processes teachers and administrators go through when 

                                                           

5
 Merit promotion policies require that students obtain a specific score on a standardized 

exam or risk being retained (Anagnostopoulos, 2006). 

 
6
 A promotional gate is placed at a grade level that requires passage of a standardized 

exam in order to move to the next grade level. State legislatures typically implement these 

policies and they have been found at the third, eighth, and tenth grades. 
7
 This portion of FCAT has changed as students in high school are now required to pass 

end of course exams in math and science in lieu of passing these portions on the FCAT exam. 
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deciding how to work with their students and parents when they suspect that retention is a real 

possibility. This approach also lends itself well to exploring the research on grade retention in a 

way that has yet to be seen in the existing literature. As I use sense-making in this study, it is 

important to understand what previous researchers have found about how teachers and 

administrators make sense of grade retention in the larger context of sense-making. I therefore 

begin with sections that relate to studies on how stakeholders make individual decisions in the 

context of grade retention. I follow with studies that inform the collective sense-making and 

external pressures components of the framework.  

Teacher Sense-Making and Influence 

Teachers bring their knowledge, beliefs and experiences to their schools which impacts 

many decisions that are made on a daily basis. They have substantial influence over the 

educational lives of students. In fact, studies find teachers are the most important factor in the 

academic success of students (Wright, Horn & Sanders, 1997). Based on results from the 

Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP), in 20 out of 30 analyses that were 

completed, teachers had the largest effect size compared to any other factor examined including 

classroom size and classroom heterogeneity. Effective teachers had a significant impact on the 

achievement level of all students, while students who had ineffective teachers did not make 

adequate academic progress. With teachers playing such a critical role in student success, it is 

important to understand how they respond to and make sense of the ways to help struggling 

students.  

As with any policy, it is the interpretation of the policy by school officials that impacts 

student achievement (Lipsky, 1980). In the case of Florida’s grade retention policy, using the 

resources at their disposal, school districts interpreted and implemented the policy in a way that 
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adhered to its requirement. As street-level bureaucrats8, educators serve on the front line as the 

gatekeepers of the policy. With grade retention policies, school leaders and teachers adhere to a 

benchmark of test scores as one measure for promotion, it is their belief about the policy that 

guides how they teach and interact with students (Tomchin & Impara, 1992). School district 

leaders and administrators serve as the first sense-makers of policy. They interpret policy and 

pass that interpretation on to teachers. School administrators in particular serve as the mediators 

of policy for school districts and teachers (Spillane, Diamond, Burch, Hallett, & Zoltners, 2002). 

They play a role in shaping the messages that teachers receive about policy. In interpreting those 

messages teachers then make decisions about how to implement the policy in their classroom.  

Studies find that teacher’s beliefs about grade retention have a strong influence on the 

approach they take when working with students (Bonvin, Bless & Schuepbach, 2008). Tomchin 

and Impara (1992) found that teachers make retention decisions based on several factors, such as 

a student’s maturity level, ability, and academic performance. They found that 135 teachers in 

grades kindergarten through seventh differed in opinion on which factors were the most 

important when retaining students. Data revealed that kindergarten through third grade teachers 

agreed two thirds of the time on the factors that influenced their decision to retain students. Some 

teachers retained students because they felt that grade retention could be a necessary part of 

success for their students. Others felt that the design of the curriculum forced grade retention by 

not allowing the flexibility necessary for children to grasp the material. And certain teachers felt 

that by retaining students they were living up to the high levels set by the standards (Tomchin & 

Impara, 1992). However, teachers who taught grades fourth through seventh had differing views 

                                                           

 
8
 Street-level bureaucrats are “public service workers who interact directly with citizens 

in the course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in the execution of their work” 

(Lipsky, 1980, p. 3). 
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on retention. These teachers believed that retention was appropriate in upper grade levels, while 

others believed that retention should be a last resort. Another group of teachers believed that any 

student that did not meet the standard should be retained. Still, other teachers believed that if a 

student's lack of academic success was due to home environment or personal characteristics they 

should be promoted anyway, especially if they showed a good work ethic.  

As Tomchin and Impara (1992) show in their study, the decisions teachers made were 

based, most often, on how they felt about retention and not on a strict measure of academic 

achievement (Larsen & Akmal, 2007). In interviews with middle school teachers in Washington 

and California, Larsen and Akmal (2007) found that teachers made a concerted effort not to 

retain students because of the detriment they felt it caused the student. For children from low-

income backgrounds, in particular, the attitude of teachers has been found to be critical to their 

promotion (Bonvin, Bless & Schuepbach, 2008).   Taken together these studies suggest that 

teachers have strong beliefs about retention. These beliefs could in turn impact how policies 

about retention are enforced. These beliefs are shaped by their attitudes and knowledge of the 

impact of failing a student. These studies find that not only do teachers’ beliefs about grade 

retention impact decisions about who to retain or not, but also how they make decisions about 

instructional practices.  

The amount of time teachers spend preparing students for end of year exams is one 

method that is used to control who is retained. Jacob (2004), using a Rasch model, analyzed the 

influence that 32,972 teachers in Chicago had on retention decisions by focusing on the amount 

of time they spent preparing students for end of year exams. He found that teachers in low 

performing schools had the greatest increase in time spent on test preparation. He also found that 

teachers in upper grades made the greatest increase in test preparation time on grade level 
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mathematics and reading. By adjusting the time spent on test preparation, teachers influenced the 

promotion and retention rates of their students. Adjusting instructional strategies to meet a new 

policy demand was indicative of one way Chicago teachers chose to make sense of policy.  

Reynolds (1992) examined achievement and teacher ratings of development outcomes of 

1,255 primarily Black children retained in the fourth grade who were served by Chicago Public 

Schools for at least three years. Using a hierarchical regression analysis, Reynolds found that 

while grade retention had a negative effect on student achievement in reading and mathematics, 

student perception of achievement was positive and teacher perception of achievement was 

moderately positive. The teacher's ratings of their student’s adjustment were not related to 

retention whereas the children's perceived competence had a positive correlation to retention. 

Retained student’s perceived confidence is consistent with what other research has presented as 

the social comparison theory.  The theory explains the process by which individuals compare 

themselves to their peers (Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). As a result of retained students 

comparing themselves to younger classmates, they viewed themselves in a positive light. This 

theory was only applicable provided that retained students had not become susceptible to the 

negative implications of being retained (Reynolds, 1992). On the other hand, Bonvin, Bless and 

Schuepbach (2008) found no clear relationship between grade retention and a negative social or 

emotional concept on behalf of retained students.  

Teachers have a role in student success. In her study of high school teachers and students 

Anagnostopoulos (2006) found in 44 teacher and 21 student interviews and found that how 

teachers chose to engage with students was important to how students viewed their chance of 

success. Students that teachers viewed as “real” students or as simply being “tripped up” by not 

doing well on one portion on the Illinois Test of Achievement and Proficiency were viewed more 
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favorably and were praised as being very smart students. Students who were “true demotes” 

were cast as not being “real” students. A quarter of teacher’s classroom time was spent managing 

the class instead of teaching content. This management style reduced the amount of instructional 

resources provided to the students. Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge (2007) found in a subsequent 

analysis focused on the implications of school sanctions on urban high schools that teachers 

made accommodations for students who they felt worked hard in their class and behaved in a 

way that was socially acceptable. Students who did not fit into this category were not given the 

same consideration. 

These studies underscore the important role that teachers’ have in retention decisions. 

These studies find that grade retention is not a clear cut decision, rather teachers’ beliefs, 

knowledge and identity all shape implementation of these policies (Christman & Pugh, 1989). As 

shown in the research how teachers view a student has an effect on how he/she is treated in the 

classroom.  These studies highlight the critical role that teachers’ beliefs about students have in 

grade retention practices. Teachers make many decisions from how to interact with students that 

they feel are “true” students to how they implement teaching strategies that impact a student’s 

academic success. In addition to how teachers choose to spend their time in the classroom, the 

environment they create impacts a student’s drive to learn (Porath, 1996). How teachers view the 

students in their classroom impacts their willingness to provide additional assistance to them. 

When low achieving students feel that they receive adequate support from their teachers they 

perform better in school (Stone & Roderick, 2004).  Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge (2007) 

found that when teachers saw students as putting forth effort in their classrooms they viewed 

them positively and were willing to provide them with additional accommodations, whereas if 

teachers felt that students in their classroom did not put forth their best effort they were less 
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likely to assist them beyond what they were already doing. These studies highlight the impact 

that teacher’s beliefs have on implementation, and by extension, student success. Understanding 

how teachers make sense of grade retention policy is imperative to understanding how the policy 

impacts students. The next section will take a closer look at the impact that retention has on 

students. 

Impact of Grade Retention on Students 

Reynolds (1992) examined school adjustment outcomes of 1,255 primarily Black 

children retained in the fourth grade who were served by Chicago Public Schools for at least 

three years. While grade retention had a negative effect on student achievement in reading and 

mathematics, student perception of achievement was positive and teacher perception of 

achievement was moderately positive. The teacher's ratings of their student’s adjustment were 

not related to retention whereas the children's perceived competence had a positive correlation to 

retention. Retained student’s perceived confidence is consistent with what other research has 

presented as the social comparison theory.  The theory explains the process by which individuals 

compare themselves to their peers (Suls, Martin, & Wheeler, 2002). As a result of retained 

students comparing themselves to younger classmates, they viewed themselves in a positive 

light. This theory was only applicable provided that retained students had not become susceptible 

to the negative implications of being retained (Reynolds, 1992). On the other hand, Bonvin, 

Bless and Schuepbach (2008) found no clear relationship between grade retention and a negative 

social or emotional concept on behalf of retained students.  

In Anagnostopoulos’ 2006 study, she examined how Chicago’s promotion policy created 

boundaries of inclusion and exclusion among promoted and retained students.  Students who 

were promoted viewed themselves differently from students who were retained. Promoted 
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students felt that their success was due to their hard work, whereas they viewed students who 

failed as being responsible for their own downfall. While some students who were not promoted 

viewed themselves as poor students, others viewed the demotion as a second chance to do well. 

Separating students based on school assignments academically limited those most at risk for 

academic failure, but labeling students as “promoted” or “demoted” gave students social 

identities. Based on these identities students had access, restricted or open, to resources, such as 

instruction time. Students who were classified as “true demotes” received 25% less instruction 

time due to how teachers managed class time. This study suggests that teachers made decisions 

about how to manage their classrooms based on the labels given to students. Whether perceived 

or actual, teachers’ perceptions of students impacted how motivated they were to strive for 

academic success. 

During interviews conducted among low-achieving students, Roderick & Engel (2001) 

found that students who were motivated to do well academically showed improvement. Those 

who were not motivated to succeed, or were not placed in supportive environments that 

encouraged them to excel, did not attain the same level of achievement. Teachers that provided 

continual verbal praise and additional support, through increased preparation time in class, 

helped encourage students to take the test seriously. This provided students with increased 

confidence that they would do well on their standardized exam.  

Taken together teachers matter when it comes to student success both in terms of 

instructional time and motivation. The following section will delve deeper into the characteristics 

associated with students who are most likely to be retained.  
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Predictors of Grade Retention  

 While the above studies show that teachers have a role to play in grade retention, both in 

terms of how they interpret their individual students’ needs and the motivation of their students, 

studies show that there are demographic predictors of retention. Using data from the 1988 

baseline National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) data, through analysis of 16,623 K-8 

students, Meisels and Liaw (1993) found that boys were retained more often than girls. Black 

and Hispanic children were retained more often than White children. The highest number of 

retentions occurred within the first four years of schooling (Meisels & Liaw, 1993). Bali, 

Anagnostopoulos, and Roberts (2005) found that students from low-income backgrounds were 

three times as likely to be retained when compared to their more affluent peers. 

Burkam, LoGerfo, Ready, and Lee (2007), using the 1998-1999 Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class (ECLS-K) data on 12,780 children, also found that 

children from low socioeconomic communities and boys were at an increased risk of being 

retained.   They also found that children who lived in a single-parent home were at an increased 

risk of being retained. Students who repeated kindergarten also had an increased likelihood of 

attending a Head Start preschool. They were also more likely to participate in a full-day 

kindergarten program and to have received additional support through special education services. 

In an effort to provide political insight into the context of school district retention rates Bali, 

Anagnostopoulos & Roberts (2005) conducted a study of 1,039 Texas school districts and found 

that race mattered in grade retention decisions, although socioeconomic level was found to be an 

even greater factor. McCoy and Reynolds (1999), in a longitudinal study, found that additional 

factors such as parental support, academic success, school mobility, and gender were all 

predictors of grade retention.  
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Another important predictor of a student’s promotion or retention status, however, is 

parental involvement. The level of participation by parents as well as their attitude towards 

school plays an important role in the academic progression of each student (Ferguson, Jimerson, 

& Dalton, 2001).  Stone and Roderick (2004) similarly found that students performed better in 

school when they felt they received adequate support from their teachers and parents (Stone & 

Roderick, 2004).   

Effects of Grade Retention 

I now turn to the effects of grade retention. The section is broken down into those studies 

that highlight the negative consequences, those that showcase the positive attributes of retention, 

and those that have shown mixed results. These studies help to explain why grade retention 

remains a highly debated policy and approach. 

Holmes and Matthews (1984), in one of the most widely cited meta-analysis on grade 

retention, reviewed forty-four studies, conducted between 1929 and 1981. Two of the studies 

were conducted in Canada, while the remaining studies were conducted in the United States.  

They found that grade retention had a negative effect on student’s academic achievement in all 

subject areas. Retained students had lower self-concept when compared to their promoted peers 

and negative effects were found in the overall adjustment of retained students. When measuring 

their attitude toward school, retained students had a more negative view of school compared to 

their promoted peers.  

In a more recent meta-analysis on grade retention, Jimerson (2001) analyzed research 

conducted between 1990 and 1999. Based on selection criteria 20 articles were included leading 

to an analysis of data on 1,100 students who were retained and 1,500 students who were 

promoted. Overwhelmingly, the studies showed that grade retention was found not to be an 



26 

effective intervention for struggling students. The studies revealed that students who were 

retained had more negative attitudes toward school, poorer school attendance, increased behavior 

issues in the classroom, and had a more difficult time adjusting socially, when compared to their 

promoted peers. Students who were retained also had a much higher probability rate of dropping 

out of high school. In fact, Jimerson (2001) found that being retained was the greatest predictor 

of a student dropping out of school. In an analysis of grade retention in the Chicago Public 

School system, Russo (2005), found that more than 75% of eighth grade students who were 

retained dropped out of school by age 19.  

Longitudinal studies also provide important insight in the effects of grade retentions. 

Jimerson, Carlson, Rotert, Egeland, and Sroufe (1997) studied 190 children who participated, 

along with their parents, in the Minnesota Mother-Child Interaction Project. The children were 

followed from kindergarten through third grade, again in the sixth grade, and a final follow-up 

when they reached the age of sixteen. Participants were placed into one of three groups: retained, 

comparison, and control. Findings from the study revealed no significant difference between 

retained students and the comparison group on measures of achievement or ability. They found 

differences, however, when personal adjustment and social variables were taken into 

consideration. Retained students were more likely to have behavior problems, decreased 

popularity, decreased academic engagement, decreased social competence, and lack of 

confidence and self-assuredness.  

In a follow-up study, Jimerson and Ferguson (2007) examined the behavior and academic 

progress of 72 students from kindergarten to eleventh grade. Students were grouped into four 

categories: a) traditionally promoted students; b) retained students; c) students who were retained 

and placed in a transition classroom; and d) students who were recommended to be placed in a 



27 

transition classroom but were instead promoted. Students who were retained and students who 

were placed in transition classrooms, in grades fourth through fifth and eighth through eleventh, 

had lower achievement scores when compared to their promoted peers. Results of seventh grade 

outcomes revealed that students who were recommended to be placed in transition classrooms 

but were promoted had higher achievement levels. These same students exhibited lower 

aggression levels compared to those students who were retained and placed in transition 

classrooms.  

 In a nationally representative study, Griffith, Lloyd, Lane, and Tankersley (2010) 

categorized 7,625 kindergarten through eighth grade students, into two groups: a) retained 

students and b) non-retained peers. In their quantitative analysis of data from the 1998 NELS 

follow-up study, they found that students who were retained had lower reading achievement 

levels and showed an academic disadvantage by the eighth grade compared to students who were 

promoted. While the analysis of the data set was done differently the original Meisels and Liaw 

(1993) study did reveal that retained students showed an academic disadvantaged by the time 

they reached the eighth grade when compared to students who had never been retained. These 

two studies conducted 17 years apart reveal that the national data has been consistent over time 

in showing that retained students do not benefit from being retained.  

Dobbs and Neville (1967) conducted a separate analysis of early elementary school 

students. In their study of 30 matched pairs of promoted and retained students, they found that 

promoted students performed significantly better in mathematics and reading (although both 

groups made academic gains each year). Students held back in first through third grades 

experienced a greater negative effect from retention than did students in grades fourth through 

seventh who were not promoted (McCoy & Reynolds, 1999). Even as students proceeded to 
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upper grade levels, McCoy and Reynolds (1999) discovered that students retained between the 

ages of 12 and 14 showed no marked academic improvement, particularly in the area of reading. 

They also did not show any increased social competence and struggled in their social and 

emotional adjustment to school (Jimerson, et al, 1997).  

A study using the 2000 national ECLS-K data set revealed that even retention in 

kindergarten had negative consequences.  Hong and Raudenbush (2005) analyzed data for 

20,000 kindergartners and found that the majority of students held back showed diminished 

academic growth during the retained year. In a follow-up study Hong and Yu (2007) found that 

students held back in kindergarten and first grade showed immediate negative effects in reading 

and mathematics. However for students in kindergarten, the negative effects diminished two 

years after the retained year and completely diminished by the end of the fourth year of 

schooling. On the other hand first grade students continued to experience the negative effects of 

retention through the first and third years after the retained year.  

Chicago’s Summer Bridge Program sought to assist retained students by providing them 

additional academic assistance over the summer. The program proved to help third grade 

students attain a modest increase in their academic performance the year following retention 

(Roderick & Nagaoka, 2005). However there was not a sizeable positive increase in academic 

performance two years after being retained. Sixth grade students did not experience a positive 

growth. In fact, they experienced negative growth during the following year of their retained year 

with that effect persisting two years after being retained. Students who were retained twice or 

were placed in special education programs due to being retained had negative growth following 

the first and second years of retention.  This study suggests that even despite efforts to remediate, 

retained students experience long terms negative consequences.   
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In an effort to understand the relationship between grade retention and school dropout 

rates in 1994 Roderick conducted a study of 707 students in Massachusetts. The analysis 

revealed that retained students had an increased likelihood of dropping out of school. Jimerson, 

Anderson, and Whipple (2002) conducted a review of literature on the relationship between 

grade retention and school dropout rates. Seventeen studies found that there was a significant 

link between the two. While examining the impact of retention in Chicago Public Schools Russo 

(2005) found that more than 75 percent of eighth grade students who were retained dropped out 

of school by age 19. Allensworth (2005), also investigating dropout rates of students in Chicago 

Public Schools, found that retaining a low-achieving student in the eighth grade increased the 

likelihood that he/she would drop out of school. While Chicago’s promotion policy had been 

found to have an effect on a student’s likelihood of dropping out of school, it did not affect the 

time in which a student would drop out. These studies showcase a clear relationship between 

being retained and dropping out of school. 

These studies show that the social development of students is one aspect of student life 

that grade retention policies do not consider, although it may be an aspect that is considered 

when promotion and retention decisions are being made. Making the decision to retain a student 

may not only be a matter of following policy, but may also be a matter of considering how grade 

retention will impact the long-term social development of students.  

Understanding the effect that grade retention has on students is a vital component to 

understanding how to best support students in their school career and in their lives after 

graduation. One detrimental consequence of grade retention to student life after high school is 

the rate of attendance in postsecondary schools. Ou and Reynolds (2010), based on data from 

1,367 youth who participated in the Chicago Longitudinal study, found that students who were 
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retained did not attend postsecondary schools at the same rates as promoted students. Grade 

retention in general has been found to be associated with low levels of postsecondary attendance 

(Jimerson, 2001), but retention in the later grades was found to be a more significant predictor.  

Babcock and Bedard (2011) in an economic analysis found that the relationship between grade 

retention and postsecondary attendance is statistically insignificant, but does share a small 

positive correlation. This relationship, large or small, has an impact on a student’s wage earning 

potential after graduation; as the level and type of education received after high school has an 

impact on potential earnings (Babcock & Bedard, 2011). 

Using the High School and Beyond data collected by the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES), Eide and Showalter (2001) aimed to understand how grade retention affected 

student life after high school. Grade retention was not only positively correlated with dropping 

out of high school, but also had a negative correlation with earnings in the labor market 

(Jimerson, 2001). Babcock and Bedard (2011) similarly found that financially grade retention 

had no benefit to retained students. In addition to poor earnings, retained students had an 

increased chance of receiving poor work evaluations and having a lower work status (Jimerson, 

2001). 

The impact of grade retention on high school completion rates and future earnings expose 

grade retention as an intervention method that has far reaching impact on a student’s success 

inside and outside of the classroom. The long lasting effects of retention support the notion that 

grade retention does not have a positive impact on students.   

Studies have also explored the effects of retention outside of the United States and have 

come to similar conclusions. In an examination of grade retention in Australia, for example, it 

was found to have no substantial benefits for students. The study of students in seventh through 
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twelfth grades found that students who were overage in their cohort group had lower levels of 

school engagement and motivation, lower rates of completion of homework, and lower academic 

performance (Martin, 2009).   

Taken together, these studies make a strong case that retention is a detriment to retained 

students; however none of the studies recommend conclusively that all students should be 

automatically promoted. The negative effects highlighted in the research do provide caution for 

grade retention as a worthwhile intervention for struggling students, but the following section 

reveals that grade retention may not be as negative on student achievement as the studies in this 

section suggest.   

Positive Effects  

While there are many research studies that emphasize the negative effects of grade 

retention on students, there are a few studies that have found positive benefits from grade 

retention. In 2002, Florida legislators wanted to have more of an impact on creating a stronger 

accountability system in Florida’s education system and included a grade retention policy in their 

accountability initiatives. As a means to understand how the implementation of the policy 

impacted Florida’s children, Greene and Winters (2004) conducted an analysis on third grade 

students prior to and after the implementation of Florida’s policy. Assessment data on retained 

third graders and their low-performing peers who were promoted to the fourth grade were 

analyzed. The data showed that after one year retained students made greater gains in reading 

and math when compared to their peers who were promoted. Retained students also made greater 

gains in reading and math when compared to students who were not affected by the policy. 

Similar to the results found in the Greene and Winters (2004) study, a much older study by 

Chansky (1964) revealed that after one year retained and promoted students showed 



32 

improvements in the areas of reading comprehension and vocabulary as well as in the areas of 

mathematics and reasoning.  

In a continued effort to understand the effects of Florida’s policy, Greene and Winters 

(2009) conducted a follow-up to their 2004 study. The follow-up investigation focused on the 

good cause exemptions in Florida’s policy. Good cause exemptions allowed for struggling 

students to be promoted as long as they fell into one of the seven accepted categories of 

promotion. While students of color were more likely to be retained under the policy, being 

exempt from the policy did not provide an advantage to struggling students. On average, after a 

two-year period, students who were promoted due to an exemption had smaller academic gains 

when compared to those students who were actually retained. The minute increase in academic 

achievement experienced by exempted students is not significant enough to argue that retaining 

students is a worse than promoting them. In fact they found that retained students experienced 

greater gains in reading and mathematics achievement than exempted students. This trend in 

increased academic improvement among retained students is thought to exist because those 

students who were promoted through exemptions did not have the necessary skill set to do well 

in their new grade.  

Similarly, in a study of 217 retained and 228 promoted sixth and eighth grade African-

American students, Gottfredson, Fink, and Graham (1994) found that students who were retained 

reported a higher level of attachment to school and less seditious behavior when compared to 

their promoted peers. Another older study finds that retained students were also more outgoing 

and supportive of each other’s choices than promoted children (Goodlad, 1954).  These findings 

suggest that retention may have the socio-emotional benefits of increasing connectedness to the 
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school as well as empathy with others, although this is not the reason why most students face 

retention. 

In a study conducted in the late sixties, Scott and Ames (1969) examined 27 elementary 

school children who were retained.  They found that these students improved academically 

during their retained year. In addition, students showed improvement in their attitudes toward 

school and schoolwork and in their ability to complete their work. The study also found that 

teachers and parents felt that each student’s overall behavior in school improved. Parents also 

highlighted that their child’s behavior at home improved greatly during the retained year. 

Taken together these studies suggest that context matters. Where the study is conducted, 

who is studied when, all matters. Retained students saw academic improvement, more positive 

social behavior recognized by their parents and teachers, and overall a better attitude towards 

school. These results, particularly as it relates to students affected by Florida’s grade retention 

policy provide evidence for why students may benefit from being retained. These varying sets of 

research provide school administrators and teachers with conflicting reasons to follow through 

with grade retention. The final subsection will continue to showcase the complicated nature of 

grade retention. 

Mixed Results  

While most studies over the years have showcased grade retention as something either 

negative or positive, several researchers have found that retaining students in grade is a 

complicated and complex decision. In a meta-analysis, Jackson (1975) categorized 44 studies 

into three groups based on methodological design. The studies revealed varying results of grade 

retention. The first group of studies compared retained students to promoted students and 
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highlighted promotion as a greater benefit to students than grade retention. The second group of 

studies focused on the effects of retention and highlighted that retention was a benefit to retained 

students.  The final group of studies encompassed experimental design models in which students 

were randomly assigned to a promoted or retained group. These studies showed no difference 

between the retained and promoted groups, while one study in this group indicated that the 

students who were promoted fared better than the retained group. This study highlighted the 

complexity in determining if grade retention or promotion is more beneficial to students.  

While Jackson’s meta-analysis highlights studies conducted over 40 years ago, an 

analysis performed 12 years later yielded similar results.  In an analysis that compared 109 first 

through third grade retained students to their matched promoted peers, Peterson, DeGracie, and 

Ayabe (1987) found that students retained in first and second grade outperformed their promoted 

peers in reading and mathematics the year following the retained year, but lost the advantage by 

the third grade.  

Similarly, Jimerson, et al (1997) found that over the short-term retained students made 

greater gains in mathematics. In yet another study of 64 retained students and 160 promoted 

students, when the groups were compared, retained students did not show significant differences 

in the following indicators: IQ, Stanford-9 reading scores, teacher perceptions of their academic 

competence and on measures of behavior problems (Beebe-Frakenberger, Bocian, MacMillan, & 

Gresham, 2004).  

In a longitudinal design Silberglitt, Jimerson, Burns, and Appleton (2006) explored the 

effects of grade retention on reading outcomes over time. Using the results from a Reading-

Curriculum Based Measurement (R-CBM) participants were divided into three groups of 49 

students: promoted (matched group), retained, and a control group of randomly selected students. 
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Analysis revealed that grade retention did not contribute to improved academic performance 

among retained students. When the retained group was compared to their promoted peers and 

their previous growth rate, retained students showed no increase or decrease in performance. 

However the control group showed significant progress in reading when they were compared to 

the retained group.   

The studies highlighted in this section contribute to the grayness that exists when 

decisions are made around promotion and retention. While Florida’s policy requires grade 

retention if certain requirements are not met, the literature clearly suggests that there is no 

definitive way to ascertain if grade retention is beneficial for students. Many studies make a 

strong case against the use of retention, while a few have highlighted the positive aspects of this 

important decision. The ambiguity that exists in the literature may contribute to the varied ways 

in which school administrators and teachers make sense of grade retention policy.  

Collective Decision Making 

Teachers engage in sense-making with their colleagues, administrators, and even school 

district personnel as a way to understand policy. The following section will explore this aspect of 

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s (2002) construct and investigate the role that collaboration with 

others has in the sense-making process, broadly, with implications for grade retention 

specifically.  

Teachers make sense of policy based on the context of their schools and communities 

(Coburn, 2005; Spillane et al, 2002). With other stakeholders in the building, teacher engage in a 

process identified as collective sense-making. Researchers have identified three sub-processes 

that comprise collective sense-making: 1) Understanding through interpersonal interactions; 2) 

Gate keeping (a process in which teachers collectively decide whether to move forward or 



36 

dismiss a policy approach); and 3) Working through the details, technical and practical, of 

implementing the policy (Coburn, 2001). The process of collective understanding for schools is 

impacted by how the school district frames policy. Based on how the policy is framed school 

administrators then share their interpretation of the policy to teachers. Faced with each different 

levels of policy, teachers make decisions about what to follow strictly, loosely, or not at all by 

sharing practices, opinions and ideas with colleagues. This section will be broken down into 

three areas: the influence of the school district on the sense-making process of teachers, the 

effect of school administrators on how teachers understand policy, and how teachers influence 

each other when it comes to interpreting policy. 

The Influence of the School District  

District leaders and school administrators play a pivotal role in shaping how teachers 

understand state-level grade retention policy. These leaders shape and mediate the information 

that teachers receive from the state. District leaders set the policy stage for every school within 

their district and thus serve as the first interpreters of grade retention policy.  

 In an analysis that explored the role that school districts play in the sense-making 

process, Spillane (1998, 2000) has found that school district leaders make sense of policy based 

on their local context. This suggests that school district leaders consider the ability and resources 

they have available to implement policy while still meeting the needs of the students they serve. 

Over the course of a five-year multisite case study in Michigan, that examined the impact of the 

relationship between state and local government concerning policymaking around mathematics 

and science curriculum, Spillane (2000), over the course of 80 interviews, found that the 

language of the policy was an important factor in how district administrators understood policies. 

Spillane (1998) highlighted the influence that district interpretations of policy had on teachers 
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who were required to implement the policy in the classroom. Across two school districts 

instructional messages varied and were at times not in alignment with the district policies that 

were established. School districts also conveyed messages that were oftentimes inconsistent, thus 

causing the varied implementation of policy in schools. Melville (2008) similarly found that 

when policy changes reached teachers the message was not conveyed in a way that resonated 

with teachers.  

Seashore Louis, Febey, and Schroeder (2005) argue, in their analysis of accountability 

policies, that school districts played a much larger role in teacher’s sense-making process than 

school administrators. In their study of the sense-making process of accountability policy in 

North Carolina, Minnesota, and Iowa among school leaders and teachers across three high 

schools, administrators were highly regarded by their teachers; however it was the role that 

school districts played as the interpreters of the policy that had the most impact on teacher’s 

individual sense-making.  

These studies highlight the role that school districts have in interpreting policy. School 

district leaders have an important role in the sense-making process as the way they frame policy 

shapes how school administrators and teachers interpret and implement policy in schools. While 

the policy messages that school districts give to schools impacts how policy is understood the 

characteristics of school districts have shown to be just as important (Bali, Anagnostopoulos & 

Roberts, 2005). In an analysis of retention rates in 1,039 school districts in Texas, Bali, 

Anagnostopoulos and Roberts (2005) found that school districts with higher retention rates had 

the following characteristics: they were large with higher revenue levels, increased student to 

teacher ratios and were more conservative (dictated by support for former President Bush). 

School districts with lower grade retention rates were less conservative and had new 
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superintendents.  Across all districts students with the following characteristics were retained at a 

higher rate: students that had low academic achievement, minority students, English learning 

students, or students from low-income communities. Race was found to be the most significant 

factor in grade retention decisions. These characteristics (e.g., size, type of superintendent and 

student population) influenced how policy was understood and implemented. These findings 

suggest that a combination of factors plays a significant role in the sense-making process of 

districts on the subject of retention.  

The Influence of School Administrators 

While districts have been found to play an important role in teacher sense-making, other 

research has found that school administrators have a substantial role in how teachers make sense 

of policies.  These studies find that school administrators serve as the mediators of policy 

between the school district and teachers (Spillane, Diamond, Burch, Hallett, & Zoltners, 2002). 

In this role, school administrators make interpretations of what is required of them by the school 

district and discern what to disclose to teachers. School administrators’ sense-making process is 

influenced by the multiple contexts that they work within (Spillane et al, 2002); as a result the 

policy message that is relayed to teachers is shaped by the lens through which they view the 

policy.  

Along with shaping the conversation among teachers in learning communities, Burch 

(2007) found that relationships in professional associations influenced how school administrators 

instructed teachers to implement policy changes. An analysis of data collected from 59 school 

leaders across 20 schools in three school districts, revealed that not only did the broad political 

context impact their understanding of policies but their everyday relationships with other school 

leaders influenced their sense-making process. Similar to the way in which teachers make sense 
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of policy among each other (Coburn, 2001; Seashore Louis, Febey & Schroeder, 2005); school 

leaders do the same amongst themselves. 

School administrators also have the power to dictate how policy messages are presented 

to teachers, if they are presented at all. By providing teachers with limited access to policy 

messages school administrators directly influence the sense-making process of teachers (Coburn, 

2005). This method of serving as the interpreter of the policy message, particularly when it 

comes to grade retention policy, can account for some level of the varied interpretation among 

administrators (Majone & Wildavsky, 1978).  

A second method that school administrators have used to influence how teachers 

understand policy is through the social relationships teachers form amongst themselves (Coburn, 

2005). Coburn (2005) found that administrators were able to dictate the type of conversations 

that teachers had and were able to place boundaries on the content of those conversations by 

focusing on certain aspects of the policy, rather than all of the policy. This allowed 

administrators to influence teacher conversations in a way that aligned with what they wanted 

teachers to focus on. In a subsequent analysis to understand the role of policy on teacher’s social 

networks, Coburn and Russell (2008), found that school administrators had a substantial impact 

on teacher sense-making and relationship building due to their ability to influence two important 

sense-making processes: 1) they were able to shape how teachers discussed curriculum and; 2) 

they were able to influence the opportunity and ability for teachers to participate in learning 

communities within the school. 

In sum, school district leaders and school administrators influence how teachers make 

sense of policy. The research highlights that school district leaders mediate/shape the policy 

message that is passed on to school administrators and teachers; school administrators then 
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convey their interpretation of policies on to teachers. School administrators influence teachers 

understanding of policies by shaping the policy message shared with teachers. They also shape, 

to some extent, the social relationships teachers shared with each other by influencing the 

content of curriculum discussions and learning communities.  

In the context of grade retention policy, these studies suggest that by the time state policy 

messages reach teachers it has undergone several stages of interpretation by district and school 

administrators. How policies are interpreted has a direct impact on how teachers are able to make 

sense of the policy they need to implement. The amount of power inherent in being able to 

dictate how others understand anything, much less policy, provides for implementation that is 

purposeful and targeted by the interpreters. The result can be negative or positive for those 

impacted the most by the policy changes. Fortunately, teachers as implementers, do not have to 

solely rely on one or two entities to help them make of sense of policy changes, as they have 

each other. Having another source to share ideas and strategies with is important. The following 

section will explore how teachers serve as source of support and understanding for each other. 

Teachers Influencing Teachers 

Teachers also influence each other that, in turn, affects teacher sense-making.    In a case 

study analysis designed to understand how first and second grade teachers made sense of a new 

reading policy, Coburn (2001) found that not only was each teacher’s process influenced by the 

knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes, but that teachers processed much of their understanding of the 

policy and its implications for their work with other teachers. In team meetings and after 

professional development trainings teachers shared their views and rejected or accepted 

strategies based on what they deemed to be appropriate for their students. Just as teachers relied 

on each other for shared understanding in formal networks, in informal settings teachers 
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gravitated towards others that had similar views. Over time as teachers worked together more in 

informal ways their views became increasingly similar. Actively working with other teachers to 

make sense of policy allowed the teachers to make the best decisions for their students. Seashore 

Louis, Febey and Schroeder (2005) also found similar results in how teachers worked 

collaboratively to make sense of policy. Their analysis revealed that the more collectively 

teachers worked together the more likely they were to make changes in their classroom practices. 

Even within the collaboration that may exist among teachers collectively, the level of 

collaboration varies by department (Anagnostopoulos & Rutledge, 2007). In an analysis of urban 

high schools Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge (2007) found that math and reading departments 

socialize differently. The math department focused on individual curriculum needs whereas the 

reading department worked more collaboratively. As a result, each teacher in the math 

department had a different interpretation of what should have been taught in the classroom, 

whereas the reading teachers had a more uniformed understanding. This particular finding 

underscored that relationships within schools have a substantial impact on how policies are 

implemented in the classroom. Relationships with colleagues coupled with individual 

understanding of policy profoundly affect how policy messages are understood.  

It is clear through the literature that the support teachers received through collaborations 

with each other played an important role in the sense-making process. As shown there are many 

elements that can influence how teachers make sense of policy. These components not only 

effect how teachers understand policy, but implement it as well. Individual knowledge and 

beliefs coupled with collective sense-making plays an important role in how grade retention 

policy is understood.  
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The rest of this literature review will focus on the final factor in the sense-making 

process, external pressures. This section will provide a greater understanding of the role that the 

political environment plays on the sense-making process.  

External Pressures 

External pressure also plays an important role in the sense-making process. This is the 

third component of Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s framework (2002). From the impact of federal 

and state policies to parents and other teachers, the messages and pressure that can come along 

with policy implementation is real. These pressures encourage individuals to rely on their own 

knowledge and experiences and input from others to help policies make sense.  

In addition to collaboration, Spillane (1999) and Coburn (2001) identify the following 

external factors as influencers in the sense-making process: 1) Specific policies, 2) professional 

associations and affiliations, 3) pre-service education, 4) students, 5) public concerns influenced 

by the community and parents, and 6) private influences from such groups as textbook 

publishers, and the business community (Coburn, 2001; Spillane 1999).  Some of these factors 

can bring a significant degree to external pressure to the retention decision, while others may 

provide relief. Professional associations can provide meaning and context for policies that will 

have widespread impact. They can serve as mediators (Spillane, 1999), which help as teachers 

try to make sense of how policies will impact their practice and work in the classroom and with 

each other.  Pre-service education can also help, adding to teacher’s prior knowledge and beliefs 

that have been shown to influence how policies are understood.  

One the pressure side students themselves have a role as teachers engage in practices that 

they feel will be in their best interest. If teachers feel that a particular policy will do their 

students a disservice they will adjust their methods and strategies to ensure minimal impact or 
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they may negate the policy all together (Coburn, 2001). Parental concern and community 

involvement provide for another source of influence. Making decisions about students whose 

parents you attend church with or attend social functions with can make making the difficult 

choice to retain even more stressful. Changes in the political environment can have a substantive 

impact on how policies are understood (Gioia & Thomas, 1996). The atmosphere and messaging 

created around the policy shapes how it is perceived (Seashore Louis, Febey, & Schroeder, 

2005).  

The pressures that can impact how a person makes sense of policies are varied.  They 

vary not only in number and context but in their level of influence. For instance at the local level 

teachers may feel more immediate pressure to avoid grade retention from parents and school 

administrators and less immediate pressure from the state board of education.  Coupled with 

individual knowledge and believes and collective sense-making, external pressures round out the 

final component of the sense-making process. Understanding this process, particularly as it 

relates to grade retention, is invaluable in the insight it provides on what influences teachers 

promotion decisions.  

To date, we do not have much research on how external pressures from grade retention 

policies are shaping administrators and teachers’ sense-making of the policy. A more in depth 

understanding of the elements that impact sense-making will provide a better picture of what 

happens at the level where implementation occurs.  

Conclusion 

This literature review has showcased how each level of sense-making, individual, 

collective, and external pressures, impact how school personnel understand policy generally and 

student retention policy specifically. The literature reveals how challenging it is to make the 
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decision to retain a student, even if there is a policy in place that mandates it. Overall, a few 

studies have shown that retaining students based on content mastery has been effective in 

Florida, but these results do not negate the numerous amount of studies that have shown that 

retaining students can be detrimental to their success. The results are overwhelming that 

retaining students in grade does not provide them any benefit. This study has continued the 

exploration of this topic. How do school personnel make choices about who to retain and who to 

promote when working in a state that mandates grade retention in a particular grade? Chapter 

three outlines the methodology and methods used to conduct this research.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 Understanding how school administrators and teachers make sense of grade retention 

policies is important as the number of states mandating retention increases. Having a true 

understanding of its impact on students by way of exploring how school personnel make sense of 

the policy provides a window into the consequences of retention policies. As illustrated in the 

literature review, school personnel influence grade retention by their attitudes towards students 

and through the adjustment of instructional methods and time in the classroom.  While the 

research had found that teachers used these methods in response to accountability policy it does 

not provide the larger context in which grade retention occurs.  Here, I use a case study design to 

understand how school administrators and teachers have come to make sense of grade retention 

policy in a rural district in Florida. I conducted interviews of the leadership teams and teachers 

from each grade across both schools. I also use a document analysis to provide context for both 

schools as well as descriptive data to showcase such data as school grades and teacher 

demographics. By using a multi-site (Creswell, 1998) case-study, I was able to explore how 

school administrators and teachers understood grade retention policy. I was able to examine 

sense-making in the context of two different school cultures. This comparison provided for 

varied viewpoints and allowed for individual and cross case analysis.  

Context of the Study 

 This study was conducted in Coral County School District (CCSD). Coral County, a 

pseudonym, was chosen because of its high percentage of students that are retained in 

elementary school as well as the high percentage of students who score at a level one or two on 
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the reading portion of the FCAT compared to other counties in Florida.  Because of these feature 

Coral County was a good place to conduct this study. Surprisingly there is an almost even 

number of students retained in kindergarten through second grades. The third grade retention rate 

likely indicates the students who were not successful in obtaining a passing score on the FCAT 

and did not qualify for a good cause exemption. The high retention rate in the lower grades is an 

interesting finding that warrants more investigation. School leaders and teachers were 

interviewed because of the impact they had in preparing students for successful grade promotion.  

 In Florida, students are retained in third grade, as mentioned previously, based on 

achieving a level two on the reading portion of the FCAT and passing all courses, although 

students can be promoted if a portfolio documenting their mastery of the content is submitted. 

Retention in other grade levels can be due to a variety of reasons. In this study, I explore this 

piece of the puzzle. The research has showcased many of the detriments that can accompany 

grade retention. A few of the detriments to grade retention highlighted were an increased 

likelihood of dropping out of school (Jimerson, Anderson & Whipple, 2002) along with a 

decreased opportunity for high employment earnings after high school graduation (Eide & 

Showalter, 2001). Retention decisions that are made have far reaching consequences for 

students, so it is important to understand what influences the views and subsequent 

implementation retention policy.  

Data Collection 

 I was able to gain a better understanding of how school administrators and teachers 

understand grade retention policy using a qualitative methodology. I interviewed three school 

administrators, one from Bellview Elementary School (BES) and two from Sunnyside School of 
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the Arts and Sciences (SSAS). I also interviewed 12 teachers, six from BES and six from SSAS. 

By engaging in multi-site (Creswell, 1998) case-study analysis I was able to explore how school 

personnels’ individual knowledge and beliefs, collective understanding, and pressures influenced 

how they understood grade retention policy. Engaging in a multi-site analysis allowed me to 

gather viewpoints from schools that have different school cultures. This type of comparison 

allowed me to explore varied viewpoints and allowed for individual and cross case analysis. 

While this method does not allow for this data to be generalized to all school districts or school 

staff across Florida, this study does continue to expand the existing research on sense-making in 

general and on grade retention policies specifically. I conducted interviews and also engaged in 

document analysis of Florida’s grade retention statute, CCSD’s student grade retention policy, 

each school’s School Improvement Plan (SIP), as well as each school’s School Public 

Accountability Report (SPAR). 

 The following section details how I collected the data for this study. I begin this section 

with the study sample that I used as well as the instruments that were used for data collection. 

This section concludes by discussing the standards of qualitative research and the strategies that I 

used to ensure that the data collected for this study was valid, reliable, and unbiased. This section 

also includes a discussion of the subjectivities I bring to this work and I will close with an outline 

of how confidentiality was ensured during this study. 

Sample 

To identify the sample for this study. I wrote several emails and made phone calls to 

several members of the CCSD leadership team. An Assistant Superintendent who is in charge of 

reviewing all research requests gave me permission to conduct this study. The Assistant 
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Superintendent granted my research request via email and provided me with the names of several 

school administrators. I sent those administrators several emails and I left several voicemails 

with no success of response. After not receiving any responses for several weeks I emailed all 

school administrators (principals and assistant principals) in the school district (that included 

charter, private, and public schools). I received two responses requesting to meet with me to 

receive more information about the study. One was a public charter school (SSAS) and the other 

a public elementary school (BES). I had an initial meeting with each school’s principal in which 

we reviewed and discussed the consent form for the study, the questions that I would ask them 

and their teachers, and the time frame that was needed for each interview. Both administrators 

agreed to participate. At the end of my first meeting with each principal we scheduled additional 

visits to the school so that I could interview their teachers. 

Table 3.1: SSAS participant information. 

Name (Last, 

First) Gender Race 

Years in 

Education 

Other Places 

Taught 

Leadership 

Positions 

Held 

Current 

Grade 

Principal 

Roberson M B 12 

None; Same 

School 

Team leader; 

Curriculum 

coordinator, 

Assistant 

principal Admin 

Sawyer, Anne F B 13 

Different Cty in 

Florida 

Team leader; 

Instructional 

coach Admin 

Jordan, 

Stephanie F B 13 

None; Same 

School 

Team leader; 

Pre-school 

Coordinator; 

Reading 

Coach Pre-K 

Jones, Melissa F B 6 

None; Same 

School 

Team leader 

K 
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Table 3.1: Continued. 

Name (Last, 

First) Gender Race 

Years in 

Education 

Other Places 

Taught 

Leadership 

Positions 

Held 

Current 

Grade 

Jackson, 

Charmaine F B 2 

None; Same 

School 

Cheerleading 

Coach 1 

Adams, Lydia F B 6 Georgia None 2 

Johnson, Sade F B 8 

Illinois; 

Pennsylvania 

Team leader 

3 

Banks, 

Charles 

M B 5 Different Cty 

in Florida 

Office 

manager; PE 

Coach; 

Admin of 

Discipline 

5 

Table key: F is short for Female; M is short for Male; B is short for Black; Cty is short for 

County; Admin is short for Administration; Pre-K is short for Pre-kindergarten; K is short for 

Kindergarten. 

Table 3.2: BES participant information.  

Name (Last, 

First) 

Gender Race Years in 

Education 

Other Places 

Taught 

Leadership 

Positions 

Held 

Current 

Grade 

Dr. Hughes, 

Principal 

M B 8 Same Cty 

Different 

School 

Junior ROTC; 

Assistant 

principal 

Admin 

Brown, Keisha F B 7 Georgia Team leader K 

Turner, 

Tamika 

F B 34 None; Same 

School 

None 1 

Ward, Heather F B 11 Different Cty in 

FL; Georgia 

May Day 

Chair 

2 

Weiss, 

Kimberly 

F B 10 Different Cty in 

FL 

Reading 

Coach; 

Common 

Core trainer 

for the state 

3 

Vargas, 

Audrey 

F B 9 Same Cty 

Different 

School 

May Day; 

Black History 

Month; PR 

Committee 

4 

Jenkins, 

Brittany 

F W 14 Different Cty in 

FL 

Team leader 5 

Table key: M is short for Male; F is short for Female; B is short for Black; W is short for White; 

Cty is short for County; “Admin” is short for administration; K is short for Kindergarten  
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Participants consisted of 12 elementary school teachers and three school administrators. The 

teachers were split evenly between the two schools, 50% came from SSAS and 50% came from 

BES. Female participants made up 92% of the pool. Ninety-two percent of the participants 

identified as African-American. Teachers also held a variety of positions in their schools in 

addition to teaching. The leadership position that teachers held most often was team leader for 

their grade. Some were serving in their first year at team leader and others had held their post for 

four years at the time of this study. Teachers also served in a range of other positions such as 

reaching coach, physical education instructor, Black History Month committee, and May Day 

committee chair. Many participants also had teaching experience outside of CCSD.  Those who 

had taught outside of Florida made up 33% of the participant pool, but there was an equal 

percentage who had teaching experience in other school districts in Florida. Only 8% had 

experience only within CCSD (this experience as at different schools in the district). Also, 92% 

of the participants only had teaching experience at the elementary school level.  

Data Sources 

I conducted interviews and document analysis. The interviews allowed me to have 

individual time with teachers to delve into their beliefs and philosophies on working with 

struggling students. This shed light on many of the techniques used to help students, which 

allowed me to see how their beliefs reconciled with their methods. I included the following 

documents in my analysis: the CCSD pupil progression plan, each school’s School Public 

Accountability Report (SPAR) and School Improvement Plan (SIP). Each school drew strictly 

from the school district’s plan. Using that as their guide participants made decisions about who 

to retain and how to help those that were in danger of retention. I analyzed all documents prior to 

conducting any interviews.  
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Before I could begin this study I needed to understand the grade retention rates within the 

school district. Below are the numbers of retained students by school year and grade level. 

Table 3.3: Number of non-promotions in CCSD. 

Year Kindergarten First 

Grade 

Second 

Grade 

Third 

Grade 

Fourth 

Grade 

Fifth 

Grade 

2008-2009 65 45 65 68 42 60 

2009-2010 42 26 62 42 25 14 

2010-2011 42 44 50 59 21 9 

2011-2012 10 14 21 97 5 11 

2012-2013 13 9 9 56 8 12 

2013-2014 20 25 26 110 25 25 

Total 192 163 233 432 126 131 

Florida Department of Education (2015). 

As mentioned earlier, the district had close retention numbers, particularly within the last 

four years, between kindergarten and second grade. Over the last three years students retained in 

the third grade began to outpace the number of retained students in the second grade. Over the 

last year fourth and fifth grades had an increase in the number of retained students. Taking the 

total numbers of retained students for all grades into consideration, Coral County appeared to be 

a school district that was not afraid of retaining students in the lower grades. I engaged in 

purposive sampling (Kumar, 2005) and worked with each school’s principal to identify 

participants for this study. Teachers were chosen based on availability during the days and times 

that I would be at the school. Each principal reached out to each teacher and asked them to 

participate in the study. At SSAS the principal called teachers from his office once I arrived, in a 
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few instances he found teachers as we walked through hallways looking for others who were still 

around and could participate. A BES the principal reached out to each teacher once we agreed on 

a day and time that I could come out and he scheduled their interview times. Teachers were 

chosen based on their availability provided they had a classroom assistant. The classroom 

assistant took over the class while the teacher was interviewing with me. We had a strict 

schedule and each teacher arrived at our interview room during the time set by the principal. 

Below is demographic information about each school that participated in the study. 

Table 3.4: School demographic information. 

School Name School Type Title I Free/Reduced 

Lunch Rate 

Minority 

Rate 

SSAS Public 

Charter 

Yes 60% 95% 

BES Elementary Yes NA 100% 

 

Table 3.5: School grades from 2009-2014.  

School 

Name 

2009-2010 2010-2011 2011-2012 2012-2013 2013-2014 

SSAS A A A A A 

BES C C C D F 

 

Both school have somewhat similar demographic information but the similarities end there. The 

school grades between the schools could not be more different. Aside from having different 

administrative teams, teachers, and students, there is not a clear academic explanation by the data 

alone that accounts for such a difference.  

Documents 

All documents were analyzed prior to the start of participant interviews. These 

documents provided the guidelines on performance standards, remediation requirements, and 
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progression alternatives and also allowed me to review testing scores and other demographics for 

each school. It was important to go into each school with as much prior knowledge as I could 

acquire so that I fully understood the background of each school and adequately prepare for each 

interview. After I completed the interviews and they were transcribed a secondary analysis of the 

SPAR and SIP was done for the purpose of comparing where there was any alignment or 

misalignment between the data. 

 The first document I analyzed was CCSD’s 2012-2013 Student Progression Plan.  It 

detailed all requirements to be promoted as well as a framework for considerations for grade 

retention for all grade levels. The directives for elementary school students that will be explored 

in greater detail in chapter four.  

The School Public Accountability Report (SPAR) and School Improvement Plan (SIP) reports 

provided a better understanding of how students were progressing academically and provided me 

with the numbers of students that did not meet promotion requirements. SPAR reports compared 

student scores in each school with student scores in the county and across the state. The SIP 

detailed how schools were going to improve in areas that they did not do well in the previous 

year. These plans included everything from how they were going to increase parental 

involvement to steps they were going to take to increase the academic achievement of their 

students. 

Interviews 

All participants were interviewed once for this study.  I chose interviews as a data 

collection method because I wanted to have direct, firsthand accounts from those who enforced 

the school district’s policy. This allowed me to truly explore and understand their sense-making 
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process about the policy. I interviewed three members of the administration team (two principals 

and one instructional coach) were interviewed, along with 12 teachers across both school. All 

participants at BES were interviewed for approximately 30 minutes during the school day as not 

to interfere with their free time after school. Participants at SSAS were interviewed from 35 to 

60 minutes during after-school hours as this did not interfere with their work during the day. The 

time of day for the interviews was given by each school’s principal. All interviews were semi-

structured and digitally recorded.  

Interviews with teachers occurred before the administration interviews and served as the 

foundation of this study. Because teachers engaged in direct instruction and interaction with 

students I wanted to gain a clear understanding of their views on retention and how they 

influenced their teaching strategies and interactions with students and other professionals. 

Research has shown that teachers are the most important factor in student success (Wright, Horn, 

& Sanders, 1997) as such understanding what has shaped their views is vital. 

Conducting the teacher interviews before the school administration interviews allowed 

me to have a sense of how they felt about the policy and allowed me to develop specific 

questions for the administrators based on teachers’ responses. The schools had their similarities 

and differences, but I was able to tailor questions to each school to gain each administrators 

unique context.  

I wrote three observational memos after each day of teacher interviews. I created two 

memos after interviews with teachers at SSAS (one for each day of interviewing) and one memo 

was created after a morning of interviews at BES. In these memos, I wrote my observations of 

participant body language, demeanor, and classroom appearance. These memos were also used 
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as a time to make note of thoughts that came up during any of the interviews, additional 

questions, and served as a starting point for making connections between interviews. These 

memos were initially recorded in Microsoft Word and were later transferred in to NVivo for 

further review. NVivo is software that is used for the analysis of qualitative data. 

After each administrator interview, I again wrote observation notes. These notes included 

everything from the colors and odors surrounding the school to the demeanor of the students and 

the feel of the school. These notes allowed me to more easily recall any events surrounding the 

interview, whether it was the body language of the participant or a school function that I was 

able to observe. The observation notes were originally recorded in Microsoft Word and were 

later transferred in to Nvivo for further analysis. 

Policy Context 

 In this section and drawing on the three sets of documents, I will provide a description of 

the policy context of student retention in CCSD. I include this section here and not in chapter 

four because these documents provided necessary background on each school. This background 

added to the context for this study. These documents provided each school’s academic success 

and progress, as well as considerations for improvement for the next year.  

School Public Accountability Report  

 SPAR gave a snapshot into the basic makeup and academic achievement of each school. 

The information is reported each year by the Florida Department of Education. While the 

information provided does not tell the entire story of a school, one can look at test scores and 

demographics overtime to glimpse trends at a school. The charts below give a glimpse into the 

schools used for this study. 
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Table 3.6: 2013-2014 school public accountability report demographics. 

Demographics SSAS BES CCSD 

Black/African-

American 

76% 86% 76% 

Hispanic/Latino 23% 8% 19% 

Economically 

Disadvantaged 

35% 63% 56% 

English Language 

Learners 

9% 3% 8% 

Migrant 3% 0% 3% 

Female 51% 47% 50% 

Male 49% 53% 50% 

*The percentage of White, Native American, or Asian students were 0% for each school and 1% 

for each racial group across the district. 

Table 3.7: 2013-2014 FCAT 2.0 satisfactory or above subject scores. 

Subject Area SSAS BES CCSD 

Writing 33% 36% 49% 

Reading 72% 27% 40% 

Math 84% 52% 52% 

Science 71% 20% 40% 

 

Table 3.8: 2013-2014 passage of FCAT 2.0 by grade level. 

Grade SSAS BES CCSD 

Reading: 3rd 70% 23% 46% 

Reading: 4th 74% 29% 43% 

Reading: 5th 79% 32% 54% 

Math: 3rd 90% 58% 73% 

Math: 4th 79% 57% 65% 

Math: 5th 74% 42% 63% 

  

The FCAT is arguably the most important factor in a student’s ability to be promoted. 

Starting at the third grade these scores can determine success or doom a student to another year 

of the same material. It is clear that SSAS overwhelmingly outperforms BES and the entire 

district when it comes to testing. The scores for SSAS emphasize why they are considered a high 

performing charter school. BES is on the opposite end and are considered a part of the Florida 
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Department of Education’s differentiated accountability system. They are considered a focus 

year three school. They have not yet reached the point of having to implement a turnaround 

option plan provided by the Florida DOE.  

Table 3.9: 2013-2014 Teacher demographics. 

Teachers SSAS BES CCSD 

Instructional staff 

(new) 

44% 16% 30% 

Administration (new) 0% 100% 36% 

Bachelor’s Degree 83% 76% 76% 

Master’s Degree 17% 24% 23% 

Specialist Degree 0% 0% 0% 

Doctorate 0% 0% 1% 

Teaching in field 99% 100% 96% 

Teaching out of field 1% 0% 4% 

 

Both schools have the overwhelming majority of their teachers teaching in their field and 

they have the educational background to support their work. The biggest difference in the 

schools was that BES has new leadership whereas the leadership team at SSAS has 22 years of 

experience between them at their school. And SSAS has a higher percentage of new teachers 

than BES. Based on each school’s test scores it appears that having a higher percentage of new 

teachers did not affect SSAS students from performing well on the FCAT.  

 The snapshot provided by SPAR allowed me to examine how well the philosophy and 

methods employed by each school actually translated into student success on the FCAT. There is 

clearly success happening at SSAS that does not seem to be translating at BES. The final 

document examined for this study was each school’s School Improvement Plan (SIP). 

School Improvement Plan  

 The SIP is the school plan to be implemented the coming school year. The academic 

piece of the plan was the most comprehensive and included ideas for how to increase learning 
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time and increase learning opportunities. In addition the plan provided strategies on how reading 

instruction would be improved, and goals for expected improvement and learning gains in all 

subject areas. The schools also provided data on if the goal they set the previous school year was 

met. 

Table 3.10: 2013-2014 school improvement plan submitted to CCSD. 

Area(s) of improvement SSAS BES 

Increased learning 

time/extended learning 

opportunities 

Extended day for all students 

adding 54,000 minutes to the 

school year. 

Before and after school: Core 

subject instruction; teacher 

collaboration, planning, and 

professional development; 

adding 0 minutes to the 

school year. 

Reading instruction Teachers will work in 

collaborative planning teams 

to design lesson plans. 

There will be 90 minute 

reading blocks during first 

period. 

Expected improvements:  

FCAT 2.0 Reading 

FCAT 2.0 Writing 

FCAT 2.0 Math 

FCAT 2.0 Science 

 

Target: 69%; Actual: 77% 

Target: 90%; Actual: 56% 

Target: 78%; Actual: 80% 

Target: 80%; Actual: 65% 

 

 

Target: 39%; Actual: 36% 

Target: 49%; Actual: 44% 

Target: 49%; Actual: 54% 

Target: 22%; Actual: 17% 

Parental involvement Increase the number of 

volunteer hours done by 

parents. 

Target: 75%; Actual: 60% 

Increase: parent participation 

in literacy reading days,  the 

number of chaperones for 

school events; and the 

number of homeroom parents 

 

 This is only a snapshot of the SIP for each school. Immediately what stood out in terms 

of additional academic support for students was that SSAS, the consistent A school, had added 

an additional 54,000 minutes to the school year by extending their school day. BES on the other 

hand, the school that has struggled academically over the years, had not proposed any new 

methods that would help students or any additional time dedicated to core subjects. But when it 

actually came down to test scores, although SSAS’ scores were significantly higher than BES, 
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they both only met their goals 50% of the time. Both schools had aims to increase parental 

involvement. BES was more specific in regard to how they wanted to use parents in their schools 

whereas SSAS was more general. These areas were chosen as focus areas because of their 

parallels to what was shared by participants. The stories of the many techniques teachers used in 

their classrooms to help their students, mirrored the academic goal setting in the SIP. Although 

those target goals were not always met, they gave teachers something to work towards. Parental 

involvement was included because of the important role parents play in the success of their child. 

This was a subject that came up continuously among participants.  

 Both the SPAR and SIP reports, provided by the Florida Department of Education, 

provided insight into test scores and the academic standing of each school that would have been 

difficult to come by otherwise. The next chapter will offer a few discussion points on this matter.  

Data Analysis 

A critical component of this study is confidentiality. In an effort to maintain the 

confidentiality of all study participants and to comply with FSU’s IRB requirements, I created an 

alias for each person. On all documents, including all journal entries, each subject’s alias was 

used in lieu of his/her real name.  The real names of the participants were kept in a separate file 

at my home. No one had access to this file except for me. I also provided the same level of 

confidentiality to the schools and the school district in this study. Neither schools nor the school 

district used for this study are identified by their known name.  

The development of codes during this process went through several steps. I approached 

this process by creating a set of codes that I thought would appear in the data prior to gathering 

any information. I kept these initial set of themes in my journal. I created codes based on the 

protocol questions, conceptual framework, and the literature. I initially created three overarching 
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themes: the role of the individual; collaboration is key; and pressures from policy and parents. I 

revisited these themes periodically throughout the interview process to determine if any of the 

initial themes held true and made any observations and notations in my journal. I transcribed all 

interviews and analyzed themes in NVivo. A final list of 14 themes were developed after 

reviewing all interview transcriptions: characteristics of retained students; classroom 

accommodations; collection decision-making; decisions to retain students; definition of terms; 

documentation; important of parental involvement; places taught; policy recommendations; 

positions held; the pressure to promote and retain; who or what influences views on retention; 

and years in education. After analyzing the codes, their content, and making more connections I 

condensed the data into four overarching themes with each theme having at least three 

subthemes, with the exception of the fourth theme (it does not have any subthemes). The 

documents that were used to add the needed background to the study were not analyzed for 

themes or codes. They were solely used as guiding documents that informed the policy 

requirements for promotion and basic school demographic information.  

I created two visual displays to help me process the data in a more manageable way to 

present the findings in a more organized and fluid manner (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I created the 

visual displays using Microsoft Word and subsequently transferred them both into NVivo. 

Placing them in NVivo allowed me to have ready access to all documents in one place. Both 

displays made use of the SmartArt graphic function in the Microsoft Word database. Word 

allowed me to be creative and use charts that would work best for how I wanted to convey the 

data. The first chart focused on interventions teachers employ when working with students in 

danger of retention and used the cycle graphic design. The second display focused on the ways 
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that are used to promote students and the relationship graphic was used. Both displays are shared 

in the following chapters.  

Credibility 

Validity and credibility were a vital part of this study. The method of research used for 

this study relied on my interpretations so it was imperative that steps were taken to reduce any 

biases that I brought into the study. As such, straightforward steps were taken to adhere to the 

standards of qualitative research. To this end journaling was an important component of this 

process. I kept a journal from the start of this process and have filled two composition notebooks 

with ideas, areas that needed follow-up, graphs, data, frustrations, and successes. This was a 

great place to keep my thoughts and reactions to interviews, observations, meetings, and 

research. Keeping a journal allowed me the space to think critically about the data while making 

connections between the research and the data (Dyment & O’Connell, 2010).  

Using a case study design required many methods of verification. Creswell (1998) 

recommended engaging in at least two procedures to verify data gathered for qualitative 

research; for this study three were utilized. The first used was triangulation. This method allowed 

me to use the data gathered through interviews, document analysis, and my narrative account to 

confirm or disconfirm trends found across the data or in one data stream but not the others 

(Creswell, 1998; Creswell & Miller, 2000). Creswell and Miller (2000) note the researcher’s 

narrative account as a unit of analysis of the triangulation process as appropriate since the 

researcher goes through the entire process and uses multiple forms of data to understand what is 

being studied. This process allowed me clear insight into how school administrators and teachers 
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understood grade retention policy. Corroborating information through various methods of data 

gathering added to the validity and credibility of this study.  

The second method of verification used was disconfirming evidence. As discussed above 

this procedure occurred during the coding process and required that I create an initial set of 

themes before collecting the data. Once I completed this process I explored the data for evidence 

that supported or disconfirmed those concepts. Creswell and Miller (2000) note that while this 

method of verification can lead many researchers to find more confirming evidence than 

disconfirming, this method supported the credibility that I brought to the study. Using this 

method I found data that supported my initial thoughts, and I had data that emerged that I had not 

thought about. 

Finally, I employed researcher reflexivity which allowed me to expose the biases that I 

brought to the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Being candid about the lens through which I 

analyzed the data allows readers to have a better understanding of how I have interpreted these 

study findings. These verification methods have allowed me to keep my biases in check and 

allow the data to showcase how school administrators and teachers make sense of grade retention 

policy. It is important that this study was completed in a manner that was credible as it will have 

implications for further research.  

Individual Bias 

I chose this topic because of the work that I have been engaged in for the last eight years, 

managing a mentoring program at State School University. This program has allowed me to 

work closely with many school administrators (at the district and school levels), teachers, 

students, and countless other school personnel. Over the years I have noticed an increasing 
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number of retained students, particularly students who had been retained more than once, served 

by our program. When I began to see elementary schools host fifth grade classes of 11 and 12 

year olds I wondered what happened to them in previous grades that led them to be so overage 

for their grade. Also, seeing how retained students have been treated by teachers has been 

interesting to witness. Some retained students were given the attention they needed while others, 

particularly those retained more than once, were not provided any additional services or 

assistance. 

As a result of close interactions with students I have had many casual conversations with 

teachers about their students and the education system in general. I have heard many teachers 

complain about the amount of change they must endure and the time frame in which changes 

occur. With all of the increasing pressures on schools, I became increasingly interested in how 

teachers make sense of all of the policy changes they are being held accountable to uphold and 

how it affects their students, particularly retained students.  

As a result of these experiences I observed how negative grade retention can be for 

students. I have seen a few positive results, but not many. I also heard of schools that have taken 

advantage of mid-year promotions to move students retained more than once to the next grade or 

out of their school all together. For instance, I worked with a fourth grade retained student for 

two years. I wanted to work with her for a third year, with the hopes that she had been promoted 

to the fifth grade. When I checked in with the school to put together a schedule to meet with her I 

was told that she was promoted to the sixth grade. Now how does a student go from the fourth 

grade to the sixth grade? When I spoke with one of my school contacts he informed me that the 

student was promoted to the fifth grade during the last month of the school year and was then 

subsequently promoted to the sixth grade. Apparently that year there were at least one classroom 



64 

full of students in the same situation that were now all moved on to middle school. I was told the 

promotions happened because the administration was worried about how those students 

continued to affect their school grade. And school grades matter a lot in Florida. But what I was 

most concerned about was the preparation of those students for middle school. I know the young 

lady I was working with had many deficiencies in math and refused to read anything that did not 

come with pictures or was not about African-American history. How was she prepared to be 

promoted to the fifth grade at the end of the year and then moved on to sixth? To this day I 

wonder what is happening with her and if she is doing well in school. I have seen the interesting 

way that schools have interpreted policies to fit what they want to make happen. So I entered this 

study with that perspective in the back of my mind. 

Conclusion 

Employing the methods outlined in this chapter have served this study well. The multiple 

methods of analyzing data, along with the use of Nvivo proved invaluable in gaining a better 

understanding of how school administrators and teachers understood retention policies. The use 

of reliability and validity methods as well as showcasing the bias that I brought to this study all 

helped to ensure that my own biases and assumptions did not make it into the final analysis of 

the data. Chapter four provides the findings from the study conducted on school personnel’s 

sense-making process when it came to CCSD’s grade retention policy. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I present the findings from my study.  I begin with a brief ethnographic 

description of the school district. I will follow that with an ethnographic description of my 

impression of each school. Together, these are intended to provide a picture of the environment 

in which the study was conducted. After the descriptions, I will follow with an exploration of the 

sense-making framework. I will begin with the role of external pressures in setting the stage for 

how participants understood the policy. I will follow with case studies of both schools. I will 

describe how each school developed their individual and collectives responses to the retention 

policy. I was able to understand their collective response to the school district’s policy through 

their collaborative work. The comparisons of the two schools will continue with an outline of the 

similarities and differences between the schools. This will then be followed by the discussion in 

chapter five. 

The School District: Coral County 

Quiet. Serene. The country. It all reminded me of the hour and half drive every weekend 

to my granny’s house in Brewton, AL, when I was a child. I instantly had memories of the porch 

swing that my cousins and I broke because we ALL (5 of us) thought it would be a good idea to 

get on the swing at the same time. As I drove I had instant memories of cheese grits and fried 

fish before Sunday school, fried chicken as soon as we arrived on Friday night, and snuff. It was 

the most disgusting thing on earth that my granny did religiously every night. I absolutely loved 

the never-ending miles of green grass and houses that were miles and miles apart. There was 

something about the abundance of space that was calming. The towering trees, fully grown, in 

cliques and some in solitude, was a beauty to behold. It was peaceful here. It was the type of 
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quiet in which everything echoes, even the chirp of the birds. Here the sky was always a pretty 

shade of light blue with clouds like stretched cotton balls, thin, wispy, and a bit translucent. 

There was a distinguished difference between the businesses in the area.  

The older buildings in the county were sad and worn out. Many of the structures were a 

weathered gray with boards that had fallen apart and rotted from the wear of time. The bright, 

shiny new buildings were few and far between but had an eager and hopefulness of new things to 

come in the county. Just as the buildings in the area seemed to sit on the spectrum of ready to 

retire and ready to start a new lease on life, the schools shared a similar feel and look. 

Sunnyside School of the Arts and Sciences  

 As I drove up to SSAS it was almost regal. I traveled down a winding road in the midst of 

trees and a never-ending field of green grass there it sat, at the bend of the curve behind a well-

manicured lawn with a winding drive to the two row parking lot. As I came up the drive the 

school seemed almost majestic (think music to the pearly gates). The right side of the parking lot 

was for visitors and general parking on the opposite side was for staff and school buses.  

 My first visit was while school was still in session and I was amazed at how quiet the 

area was. It was the best of being in the country. The open space, the clean air, clear skies, and 

peace and quiet. The school had the minty new look and feel of all the new businesses in the 

area. Everything was shining, glistening, and looked too untouched to be a school. Even though 

the school was built in 2007 it is impressive that it was as clean and unscathed. It was clear that 

the staff had a lot of pride in how their school looked. The direction to the entryway to the school 

was very clear. Essentially it was the only door that I could open and enter. The door led me 

straight into the front office lobby. 
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 As soon as I walked into the school to the immediate left on the wall was a blue banner 

with the school’s grades. The banner only had two B’s since grades have been given out. The 

rest are A’s with the last five years being consecutive A’s. The rest of the lobby area was pretty 

bare. There were a few plaques here and there but the most prominent thing was the 

receptionist’s desk. It was not fancy compared to the rest of the school but was a light colored 

wood desk with enough space to sign in and out comfortably with a phone that anyone can use. It 

was also much larger than the receptionist herself. The desk completely swallowed her up if you 

viewed the desk from the side. When facing the desk head on, the space was still overwhelming 

but at least you could see her easily. The receptionist was very welcoming. She had a big smile, 

was pleasant had a very professional and polished look. The other woman who happened to be at 

the front (who I found out later was the executive director of the school) had a demeanor that 

read “I run this school and I don’t know you, so who are you and why are you here?” The 

encounter was interesting because I had never encountered a school that had an executive 

director (who was very involved in the school) and a principal, but being that this was a charter 

school it seemed logical. In Florida charter schools are required to have a governing board. The 

governing board then is responsible for creating a contract with the school district regarding the 

financial and academic aspects of the school (Florida Department of Education, 2015). 

 As I waited to meet with the principal I tried to look at as much as I could in the viewing 

area of the lobby. The waiting chairs were a bit out of place compared to how immaculate the 

school seemed to be. They were standard silver chairs with black cloth that was definitely not as 

expensive as everything else. The principal’s office was literally right behind the wall directly 

behind the receptionist, and it was quite spacious. The very first thing my eye went to were the 

security cameras. It had every possible angle of the school on a huge computer monitor! It was 
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definitely a “big brother is watching” moment. The office furniture was cherry wood and 

massive. The desk itself easily took up half of the room but because of its position but still 

provided ample space to move around.  

 The principal was young and had a close shaven haircut, known in the ‘hood as a low 

fade. He represented his school colors with a royal blue track suit. We had a great first 

conversation in which he divulged that he was also a doctoral student and wanted to support this 

study so we scheduled my first return visit. On the second visit I saw how the school operated. 

 On my second visit I arrived at the school just as the day was ended. There were a lot of 

people in the tiny parking lot. Parents and buses were in line up to pick up children, but there 

was still a calmness and peace in the air. The teachers on bus duty were all dressed in black skirt 

suits with white button down shirts and black flats or small heels. Most of the women had on 

stockings as well.  I was amazed at how clean and crisp their suits were at the end of a school 

day. The children also looked neat and clean in their uniforms. The girls had on dark skirts that 

came to their knees with matching vests and white button down shirts, along with what I can 

only describe as female ties. Their ties are much shorter than a boy’s tie and it sat very close to 

the neck (similar to a choker but with more slack to fit under a collared shirt). The two ends 

crossed over with a button or pin holding them together at the cross. The boys had on dark 

slacks, matching vests with white button down shirts and ties. They were also very orderly which 

surprised me. I expected to see children running around outside or playing jokes on each other. 

The executive director of the school, who I encountered earlier, was also dressed in her best. She 

had on a black pants suit, with a white button down shirt, and she wore her gray and white locks 

down around her face. The trend continued with the secretary and the principal. I was able to see 

the tone and expectation that they set for their students and school around cleanliness and 
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presentation. The school was immaculate and so were the staff and students. Everything being so 

neat and tidy created a stage of expectation that all staff and any students that I encountered 

during my time at the school would be well mannered and eager to help me with anything I 

needed. And they met all of those expectations.  

Bellview Elementary School  

 The second school that participated in this study was slightly different in look, demeanor, 

and environment. It was a horribly rainy day the first day I went to the school. The roads were 

flooding fast. It was a monsoon outside. I received a text alert from the university to find shelter 

immediately as I was halfway to my destination. I took a different route to get to this school 

because it was on the other side of the county. This route was not as spacious and gorgeous green 

as the other route. This scenery was more in line with a small town feel with the roads lined with 

businesses (although they all seemed a bit dated with the exception of a newly built Dollar 

General). While these buildings were not quite as worn as the other buildings I saw on the other 

end of the county, they did appear to attempt to showcase their best to visitors. I was not 

surprised that there was a brand new Dollar General in the area because they seem to only pop up 

in neighborhoods where folks may not have a lot of other options and/or access to reliable 

transportation.  

 I appreciated this new route because it gave me a different view of the county. The area 

reminded me of driving through small towns like Marianna, FL, or even Enterprise, AL. The 

towns are small, it does not take long to get through them, and it feels almost like a time warp. It 

was as if I drove through a town that set the stage for a wholesome family sitcom in the 1950s. 

The other great thing about this route was that the school was literally right off of the 

main road. So I didn’t have to do a lot of turning here or there I just had to look for the school 
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zone sign and I was there. The school was located right across the street from a Dominos, a 

hardware store, and a Dollar General.  

The turn into the parking lot of the school was not as majestic as the first school. The 

very first thing I saw was a brick building that seemed sad from years of wear and tear. It was 

hard to tell where the front of the school was but you at least knew it was the school because of 

the big red letters attached to one of the building’s brick sides. The letters were similar to what 

you would expect to see at an establishment with neon flashing lights, except these lights did not 

flash. There was only one row of parking that led into a roundabout. The parking spaces were 

located right in front of the brick wall of the school facing a door and all spaces were full. There 

were no visible signs indicating how to find the front office. The roundabout did not provide any 

additional spaces for cars to parallel park. As a result cars, mine included, parked in the grass, as 

far away from the mud as possible. The parking lot pavement was worn and cracked from years 

of hard rain and traffic. There were a few pot holes that made their appearance known and 

occasionally felt if you were not giving them the attention they deserved. 

After I parked on the grass I was not sure where to go so I entered the door facing the 

parking lot. To my surprise the door led right into a hallway of classrooms. My immediate 

thought was, “well this is dangerous.” But as I walked through the hallway I was struck by how 

decorative the teachers tried to make the space. It was a very short hallway with four classrooms. 

Artwork from the students in each class was posted along the wall right outside of each teacher’s 

door. The carpet was a very dingy blue with absolutely no cushion. It definitely was the kind of 

carpet that was designed for high traffic and to withstand the trials and tribulations of hundreds 

of children. Before I knew it I pushed open beige double doors and entered an outside corridor. I 

was immediately stuck by the smell that lingered in the area. It was a foul smell. Because it was 
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raining heavily I attributed it to runoff from old trash or something that accumulated in the area. 

Despite the smell, the atrium like feel of the outside space was nice and I imagined how pretty it 

could be on a sunny day when the grass had been freshly cut. The four corridors made a square 

and the middle space was greenery with a few benches and flowers growing. Along the building 

walls of the corridors were murals. The one that I saw the clearest, which I discovered was the 

way to the front office, was of children of all races smiling and holding hands. The painting was 

definitely dated. Upon closer inspection the paint was peeling and even the wooden double doors 

were full of splinters.  

As I entered the double doors the laminate floors were very glossy. This was a vast 

difference from the hallway I came from, so I knew I was in the right direction for the front 

office. I also finally saw signage pointing me to the front office that was helpful as well. The 

front office greeted me with glass windows. I could immediately see anything that was going on 

and the front office staff could see who or what was coming in. But the front desk was a bit 

different from others that I have seen. The receptionist’s desk was enveloped by glass, so there 

was no way to even touch the receptionist if you wanted to. To even get behind the receptionist 

desk you had to be let in through a glass door. As I walked in no one greeted me. The 

receptionist was in her own conversation with another worker about something in her personal 

life and I actually had to knock on someone’s door and ask for help. That person then let the 

receptionist know so that she could assist me. While I was waiting to be helped and meet with 

the principal I was able to take a pretty good inventory of the office space. It was definitely a 

good size. The ultra-waxy floors matched what was in the hallway leading to the office. The 

office furniture was the type of furniture that you would find in a lawyer’s office. It was a leather 

red-burgundy tufted couch with a matching chair. The furniture was completely out of place with 
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the office. The remaining décor was a wall of staff photos across the span of about 10 years. 

Each picture was surrounded by a thin black picture frame.  

In the midst of looking at the latest school picture, the principal walked in. He had a very 

serious, no non-sense way about him. He came off as all business all the time. His clothes were 

so pressed that even his jeans had a crease in them. He was an intimidating figure. Even in his 

interactions with the students he was more like the father in the household who handles the 

discipline. He was also very straight forward and followed policy and procedure to the letter. He 

believed in being clear about expectations and holding parents, students, and teachers 

accountable. In that way it made his process for decision making very clear for those that worked 

with him. His office was very organized. His desk, while it had lots of papers, was in order and 

clear enough to rest your hands fully without being on top of papers. He had a small statue of 

military soldiers planting the American flag at Imo Jima at the corner of his desk and his 

nameplate bared his military ranking. He had the same red-burgundy tufted furniture in his 

office. 

On my subsequent visits the front office staff was friendlier and the teachers and 

janitorial staff were very warm and welcoming. As I spent more time at the school I enjoyed the 

banter with the teachers and the maintenance staff that regularly made their way to our makeshift 

interview room for coffee. Apparently this room was the catch all for everything. It was a simple 

room with one wooden rectangular table, a coffee maker, remnants of a past year’s May Day 

activities, one small circular wooden table with three chairs (this was our interview area), and a 

few items that looked like they saw their best days in the physical education program. The walls 

were beige but an entire wall was made of two huge windows, which I appreciated. The windows 

had the classic beige plastic blinds and faced the pre-school wing of the school. During the 
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interviews I pulled the blinds closed so that no one could see who was entering and leaving the 

room. But with such a small school (there were only about two teachers per grade) I am sure 

finding out who was meeting with me would not have been hard to figure out if anyone really 

wanted to know. The room was located right next to the principal’s office, so it was also an easy 

way for him to keep track of his teachers’ coming and going and making sure that I stayed on 

schedule. He ran a very tight ship so he wanted to be sure that each teacher was only interviewed 

for the agreed upon thirty minutes. When a teacher was running late he popped his head into the 

room to let me know. I was impressed with his attention to detail, but coming from career 

military I should have expected nothing less. 

The environment in both schools was completely different. But the feel of both schools 

seemed to mirror their leaders. Each had a different style, a different approach to the work, and a 

strong commitment to student success. Part of that commitment to students was ensuring that 

teachers were knowledgeable of the requirements for promotion and retention. The following 

section will focus on the knowledge that participants have of grade retention policy. This 

includes their personal understanding of the policy and how that has impacted the retention 

decisions they have made. 

External Pressures 

Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) highlighted three components that encompass the 

sense-making process for policy implementers: individual knowledge and beliefs, collective 

understanding, and external pressures. What this study showed is that for those enforcing an 

existing policy the first two components of the sense-making process were heavily influenced by 

external pressures. These pressures informed every aspect of the process for participants. 
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Figure 4.1: Sense-making process for participants. 

External pressures permeated the atmosphere in which participants worked. Everything 

from the pressure to maintain high academic performance to being encouraged to promote 

students due to age, the pressures that existed guided how the school district’s policy was 

enforced. Participant’s personal testimonies, experiences with students, and the policy all 

influenced how they approached their work with struggling students. This very personal view 

coupled with the existing pressures helped to create a space for collaboration among the 

participants. How they worked together to make decisions was indicative of the burden to be sure 

that not only was the policy being met, but that the best interest of the students were being 

served. The influence that each component had on the other showed how intricately woven 

together they are. For participants sense-making was not about how to make retention policy 

align with their teaching philosophies, but how to make their sense of obligation to the policy 

align with how to help students in the most productive way. 

CCSD’s grade retention policy was the main source of pressure for participants. It is a 

policy that has been in existence for a long as the Florida Statute denying social promotion has 
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existed, over 10 years. I begin by describing the CCSD policy because these are the requirements 

that participants had to work within. Providing detail about the policy shows the framework that 

participants have worked with and will make the findings clearer to understand.  

The policy is very clear when it comes to the criteria for promotion:  

Promotion from Kindergarten to First: Students must score “satisfactory” in the following 

subjects: language, reading, mathematics, and writing; Consideration can be given in the 

areas of: social growth, work habits, and results of the school Readiness Uniform 

Screening; 

Promotion from First to Second and Second to Third: Students must have passing grades 

in the following subjects: reading, language, mathematics; Progress must be shown in: 

writing, science, and social studies; 

Promotion from Third to Fourth: Students must have passing grades in the following 

subjects: reading. Language, mathematics, science, and process writing; Students must 

also score a level two or higher on the FCAT 2.0 Reading (an alternative assessment can 

be given after the FCAT 2.0 Reading has been taken; this assessment can only be given 

twice and each test must be 30 days apart and different test forms must be given); 

Students who do not pass the FCAT 2.0 Reading must be retained unless they are 

exempted for good cause. 

Promotion from Fourth to Fifth: Students must have passing grades in the following 

subjects: reading and/or language process writing, mathematics, and science; and they 

must score at least a level two on the FCAT 2.0 in mathematics, reading, science, and 

score a 3.5 or above on FCAT 2.0 Writing; For each subject area (excluding writing) if a 

student fails to score a level two or higher he/she can pass by one of the following 
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methods: a demonstrated gain representing one year’s growth on the FCAT 2.0, mastery 

shown through a portfolio, or an alternative assessment with a score at or above the 50th 

percentile. 

In addition to the outlined promotion requirements CCSD has determined that for “certain” 

students who are retained at the third grade level that additional interventions are provided for 

them: 

1. Additional support and services will be offered to remedy identified deficiencies.  They 

may take the form of supplemental tutoring in research based reading services (e.g. a 

“Read at Home Plan,” participation in “Families Building Better Readers Workshops,” 

and regular parent-guided home reading); and/or a mentor or tutor with specialized 

training in reading. 

2. Students will be provided intensive services and support to address their area of reading 

deficiency. This will include a minimum of 90 minutes of daily, uninterrupted researched 

based instruction and other strategies including but not limited to:  Small group 

instruction, reduced teacher-student ratios; more frequent progress monitoring, tutoring 

or mentoring; transitional classes, extended school day, week, or year, and/or summer 

reading camps. 

3. For any students who have been retained 2 or more years who scored at level one on the 

reading portion of the FCAT and who were retained in third grade the prior year, the 

District School Board will allocate remedial and supplemental instruction resources to 

those students. 

As demonstrated here, CCSD had a plan in place for how they wanted promotions and support 

for retained students to be handled. While the plan provided a foundation to work from, it still 
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offered flexibility for schools to develop their own solutions for their students. While the policy 

provided the first line of pressure from the school district, participants reported external 

pressures from many different directions.  

Participants’ Responses: Sunnyside School of the Arts and Sciences 

Participants felt the pressure to make academic gains each year, and to live up to the 

expectations, real or imagined, that parents and the community had of them. Participants 

identified feeling pressure from a variety of sources whereas some felt no pressure at all. For 

example, Charmaine Jackson, a first grade teacher at SSAS explained: 

I feel like if a student is struggling you’re going to do certain things. You’re not going to 

benefit the student if you’re just promoting them and their academics is just nowhere 

where it should be or they’re not on grade level. That’s not going to benefit your student.  

In addition to Charmaine, five other participants expressed the same sentiment. If a student 

needed to be retained, there was no hesitation to recommend retention for that student. 

One person who definitely felt pressure was Principal Roberson. He expressed that 

having a good school grade/reputation provided the greatest source of pressure, “Well, I’m not 

going to say it’s promote, promote, promote, but the politics of it is you don’t want a bad stigma. 

You don’t want that stigma of if you go to that school you’re going to fail.” 

Principal Roberson also discussed parents as a source of pressure. He discussed the 

balance of trying to please parents and making sure that their children are earning the grades they 

receive. But not all parents were satisfied. Some tried to make the case on their children’s behalf 

for promotion. Not all parents were successful in making their case, especially if the school 

maintained strong documentation on the struggles of the student, but some were successful and 

that was frustrating for the participants. Principal Roberson noted that: 
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Teachers feel the pressure of making sure that parents are happy and what if the kid gets 

a failing grade is that parent going to come and be upset with me and that whole nine 

yards? So we’re battling between making sure that parents are pleased with the job that 

we’re doing and that the grades are authentic because you don’t want to put your 

credentials behind an A and the kid goes to the next grade and they don’t know anything 

just because you’re trying to keep somebody happy.  

Parents played a large part in success being tangible for their children. As Charles Banks, a fifth 

grade teacher at SSAS, put it, “We always cut the school into thirds. As the instructor I have a 

third, the parent has a third, and the student has a third, and no one else can do anyone else’s 

third.” 

Sade Johnson, a third grade teacher, put it best when she described the pressure as a 

motivator for her. The pressure forced her to be sure that she was doing all that she could to help 

students grasp concepts and do well on exams, “At times it motivates me to make sure I’m 

putting forth the absolute best. It pushes me to go beyond myself oftentimes.”  

Participants’ Responses: Bellview Elementary School 

Participants felt very little pressure to promote students who should be retained.  The 

only participant that expressed feeling any kind of pressure was second grade teacher Heather 

Ward. She felt the most pressure from parents who were also teachers at the school.  

Every now and then there’s a child where they’re just struggling, but they’re a staff child 

so do you promote this child or do you, you know keep the child behind? How will your 

co-worker feel about it if you go to your co-worker and say I need to retain your child? 

Most of the time your co-worker is not going to like it, so…you just say okay I need you 
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to work with your child on this and maybe over the summer you can get them where they 

need to be so they’ll be ready for the next grade. 

The pressure of having overage students was also a source of concern for Ms. Ward. 

Getting those children on grade level while juggling concerns of having a 14 year old in the same 

class as a 10 year old made the pressure to get older students promoted stressful.  

 While the overwhelming number of participants did not identify any sources of pressure 

to promote students they did express frustrations over the lack of parental involvement when it 

came to helping their children with their school work, particularly if they were having a difficult 

time grasping the material.  

 In addition to being frustrated with the lack of parental involvement two participants 

because frustrated with the requirements of the policy. Both teachers had students that they 

wanted to recommend for retention but could not because they would have exceeded the number 

of times that they could have been retained in the lower grades. Brittany Jenkins a fifth grade 

teacher shared, “I’ve had a situation when I was encouraged to promote due to age. [The student] 

was already three years behind. I’m not a believer in having a 14 year old, well a 14 year old 

male sitting next to a 10 year old girl.” 

The pressures and frustrations endured by participants over their careers have impacted 

how they developed their own thoughts and beliefs about grade retention. Their experiences have 

been shaped by having to enforce a policy while juggling what they felt was in the best interests 

of their students. The following section will present the case of both schools. Each case will 

explore how the administration teams and teachers responded to grade retention policy 

individually and collectively.  
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Case Studies of SSAS and BES 

In their sense-making framework, Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) posit that 

individuals play an integral role in each stage of the sense-making process. In the context of 

grade retention, a participant’s knowledge and beliefs shaped their work when making decisions 

about how to support students, ranging from how they made choices about how to intervene with 

students to who they turned to for advice when needing strategies to assist students.  This 

framework illuminates the complexity that exists within the sense-making process. In this section 

will present how each school responded to the policy. SSAS will be presented first followed by 

BES. Each section will explore how school leaders responded to the policy, followed by 

teacher’s reactions. The sections will then share how school leaders made collective decisions 

about retention, followed by the response by teachers.  

Sunnyside School of the Arts and Sciences 

Leadership’s Individual Response  

 SSAS’s leadership team was responsible for ensuring the district’s policy was followed. 

They did this through a checks and balance system. This system included a team that consisted 

of the principal, instructional coach, a certified ESE instructor, a classroom teacher, and the 

parent when necessary. This team was known as the Student Study Team. The team followed the 

policy in ways that aligned with their views on grade retention. Retention is viewed as a last 

resort. As a result, students were provided with many opportunities to prove that they mastered 

the content. 

Principal Roberson required teachers to host promotion option conferences (the teachers 

called these retention conferences) with parents. The first conference was held after the first nine 

week grading period. This time was used to discuss strategies to help the student as well as what 
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the parent could do at home to help. The second conference was held in January to discuss the 

effect of the strategies that were implemented and steps moving forward. The final conference 

was held in April to help prepare the parent for the possibility of retention. 

In addition to these conferences, all students took a school wide diagnostic exam within 

the first two weeks of school year. This exam provided the leadership team and teachers with a 

clear picture of students’ starting point and how they could be supported moving forward. SSAS 

also had a school based Student Study Team. This was a group that met to discuss how to 

provide the best interventions for struggling students. Teachers referred students to the study 

team if they were having trouble helping them get on track.  

Even with the methods that were used to catch struggling students early additional 

accommodations were made to avoid retention. During the summer Principal Roberson would 

encourage parents to find a certified teacher to work with their student over the summer on 

missing skills. Before the summer was over the certified teacher would send in signed documents 

(along with his/her certification) to verify that the student completed the work. Principal 

Roberson then had the student come back to the school in August to take a test to prove that 

he/she actually learned the material.  

These measures ensured that Principal Roberson worked within the framework guidelines 

of the policy. Because the policy allowed for interpretation in some areas, he had the flexibility 

to implement any number of interventions that he deemed appropriate for his students. Even in 

making sure that the policy was followed there were influencers that shaped how the school 

leadership approached their work with retained students. 
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Teacher’s Individual Response 

Overall, the teachers had a clear understanding of CCSD’s promotion and retention 

policies. Despite being very involved in their classrooms and with their students, most of the 

teachers reported making decisions on their students’ retention based on district policy. 

Teachers’ knowledge of the retention policy varied by grade level. The length of time at the 

school or in the district also played a role in their depth of knowledge.  Two out three teachers in 

the lower grades at SSAS who had been at the school for at least six years could provide 

specifics about the requirements for their grade, whereas one who had only been there for two 

years could only provide a vague response, “promotion is based on academic performance.”  

 Teachers in the upper grades who had been at the school also had a clarity and depth of 

knowledge on the policy. Both upper grade teachers at SSAS were able to provide details for the 

promotion requirements for their grades, including the grade average needed in all classes to pass 

and the FCAT score that must be obtained. One teacher even provided information regarding the 

average needed on assessments placed in the portfolio for promotion. Overall, teachers were very 

clear on their understanding of the policy and what was expected of their students. 

At SSAS administrators required each teacher to create a portfolio for any struggling 

student in their class. But they could only create a portfolio for a student that had a grade average 

of C or better (this was determined by Principal Roberson). The portfolios allowed the teachers 

to show how they made accommodations for their students. The teachers did not wait to create 

the portfolio at the end of the year. They used it throughout the year to provide additional 

interventions as needed, especially for students who had already been retained. One of the 

interventions used was the school’s Student Study Team. In addition to the Student Study Team, 

on all report cards (this is district wide) there was a marker to indicate if a student was in danger 
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of retention. This marker was put on the report cards starting the first nine weeks of the school 

year. This ensured that parents were fully aware, even from the start of the school year, of their 

student’s academic progress.  

While the varied ways in which a student could be promoted was discussed, for the 

teachers the vagueness of the policy was not discussed as an issue. Their focus and concern was 

accountability. They wanted to make sure that they were doing everything they could on their 

end to ensure success. And part of ensuring that all possible methods were being used was the 

document those interventions in a student’s portfolio. Keeping track of skill mastery through a 

portfolio was the key to proving that a student had a mastery of the material, especially if he/she 

did not do well on the FCAT at the end of the year. 

Even in making sense of retention policy, teachers’ views on retention were influenced 

by a variety of factors. The policy served as the main source of influence for three of the 

participants. Only one teacher identified the work of the students as their sole influencer, while 

another credited her views to a professor she had in college. The final participant shared a 

personal story of watching family members be continually promoted until they dropped out of 

school in high school due to not being able to get on track academically. 

Having to work within the framework of the policy coupled with their own thoughts and 

beliefs about retention, teachers had their own ideas on how to improve the policy. Two teachers 

felt that the policy was fine as it was and did not need any changes, but others shared feedback 

on the policy. One teacher recommended that if a student is retained he/she should be required to 

attend summer school and receive tutoring after-school and during the individually during the 

school day. Another teacher recommended that retained students be required to attend school 

year round, while another wanted to see a norm-referenced test given to students in grades 
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kindergarten through second. She also advocated for more support for retained third grade 

students. The final teacher urged for a more holistic approach to promoting students and not just 

focusing on test scores. She urged that factors such as what was going on in the home and the 

level of effort given in class should be considered. 

 Even with trying to understand the policy individually, there was collaboration every step 

of the way. The second component of Spillane, Rieser, and Reimer’ (2002) framework is 

collaboration. Collaboration was the key to almost everything and had an integral part in every 

facet of the decision-making process when it came to developing interventions to making 

decisions to retain. 

Leadership’s Response to Collaboration 

 Mr. Roberson and his leadership team met as a unit to discuss student portfolios and 

grades to make final decisions on promotion or retention. Portfolios were reviewed prior to the 

team meeting, but all students in question were discussed collectively and decisions were made 

together and in the open. This approach allowed all leadership team members to have a voice in 

the process and ensured that the best interest of the child was being served. While the final 

decision had to come from Mr. Roberson, he used a very collaborative approach to aid the 

decision making process. According to Ms. Sawyer, SSAS’ instructional coach and member of 

the leadership team, 

 Principal Roberson and I work really closely together when the portfolios come in.  

We have a portfolio checklist based on every grade, based on every benchmark…once I 

go through the portfolio I’ll take it to him and say you know they don’t far to go maybe 

we should call them in and say let’s get a certified teacher to build your portfolio…We 
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usually work really close together so we usually don’t have any time where we haven’t 

agreed. 

Teacher’s Collective Response to Collaboration 

 Teachers used collaboration as a way to help them find the best methods to help their 

struggling students. For example many of the teachers, particularly those in the lower grades, 

referred to Ms. Sawyer (a member of the leadership at SSAS) when they were having difficulty 

finding the right strategy to help a student. Ms. Sawyer had a lot of trust among the teachers 

because of the length of time that she was at the school. Because of that she knew the students 

(no matter what grade) and their families well. Lower grade teachers also sought advice from 

upper grade teachers when questions arose about a student’s ability to do well in the next grade. 

Working as a team was an important piece to the puzzle when deciding if a student should be 

retained. For some teachers it is something that they check in with each other about all year.  

 The fourth and fifth grade teachers consulted each other often about their students. They 

would meet to talk about the students they had concerns about. They would discuss that student’s 

ability to do well in middle school. This was a constant part of the conversation. If there was a 

disagreement a portfolio would be submitted to the leadership team for review and their final 

decision. It was extremely important to the teachers that they were preparing students for success 

in middle school. 

 Collaboration was truly encouraged and was ingrained in the daily work of the teachers 

and leadership team. They interacted with each other as if they were family and this dynamic 

provided the environment that encouraged support and team work among everyone. 

Collaboration was valued and it showed in every facet of how they worked with students. 
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 Appendix E displays the findings from SSAS in a table. It highlights how participants 

understood the district’s policy along with the things that have influenced their views on 

retention, their experiences with retaining students, their documentation methods, and how they 

would change the policy if given the opportunity. 

Bellview Elementary School 

Leadership’s Individual Response 

The principal made all decisions at BES. Dr. Hughes enforced the policy requirements 

using a system that he created. He would then ask his office manager and guidance counselor to 

double check his work for accuracy. In addition to making sure that the policy was followed he 

supported a number of initiatives that focused on promotion. Like SSAS, retention was a last 

resort. 

For example Dr. Hughes required all teachers to submit weekly assessments on the 

bottom five students in each class for his review. This allowed him to track which students were 

on target and who was struggling based on each week’s lessons. In addition he required each 

teacher to create a portfolio on every student in their class. The portfolio was the key to proving 

that a student truly understood the material.  

As a way to involve parents in the process, parent expos were hosted every nine weeks. 

These were opportunities for parents to come to the school to pick up their child’s report card 

and discuss any concerns about their child’s academic progression. Progress reports also went 

home to parents every four and half weeks to let them know how their child was doing and 

where he/she needed to be in order to pull the grade up by the end of the grading period.  

Remediation was incorporated into the start of each school day and each class period for those 

that did not grasp the following week’s lesson. For those students still struggling in January, they 
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received more intensive remediation during homeroom. Dr. Hughes also made use of existing 

resources in their 21st Century After-school program to continue to identify struggling students 

and provide them with additional academic support. 

Similar to SSAS, Dr. Hughes went the extra mile to promote students by encouraging 

parents to have a certified teacher work with their student over the summer. The certified teacher 

had to verify the work that was completed. If Dr. Hughes was satisfied that mastery was met then 

that student was promoted. Dr. Hughes even allowed students to prove themselves into the start 

of the next school year. The student had the first nine weeks to prove that he/she knew the 

material. If mastery was proven then he/she was promoted.  

There were many methods that are used to accommodate students so that retention was 

the last resort. The flexibility of the policy allowed such accommodations to be made. Dr. 

Hughes determined what was acceptable and what was not. It was only when all of these things 

failed that retention was recommended for a student.  

Dr.Hughes was a stickler for policies and research. When asked about his primary 

influence when it comes to his approach to retention he recognized research as his primary 

source of influence. Dr. Hughes even quoted a statistic that he came across to support his efforts, 

“70% of high school dropouts enter high school two grades behind so retention says you’re not 

going to graduate.” When asked how he would improve the policy given his beliefs on retention 

and his experiences working with the policy, he offered none. He felt that the policy was fine as 

it is written. 

Teacher’s Individual Response 

 Similar to SSAS, the amount of knowledge teachers had about the retention policy varied 

by grade level. All three of the lower grade teachers were able to provide some specifics 
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regarding the number of times a student could be retained in the lower grades, with only one out 

of the three providing specifics for the upper grades. Teachers in the upper grades also had a 

clarity and depth of knowledge on the policy. Two out of three upper grade teachers were able to 

provide some detail about the policy for their grade, but one teacher expressed that her lack of 

knowledge about the requirements was due to how often the policy has changed over the years.  

 Overall teachers in all grades were clear on the requirements that needed to be met for 

promotion. But an idea that continued to develop during these interviews was the use and 

definition of what was considered “passing” in all subjects. It was an idea that came up at SASS 

but not with the same tone as it did at BES. Kindergarten teacher Keisha Brown explained: 

Um, D’s [are considered passing]. Well, it depends. It depends on the, that’s one of those 

things that the teacher and the reading coach and administrator actually sit down and 

decide, or even with the guidance counselor with that kind of thing. Now if they have a D 

in both like a D in math and a D in reading then okay you might not want to [promote], 

but if they have maybe a D in math and a C in reading then they should be able to go on. 

So while promotion occurred with a grade of D there seemed to be hesitation to promote a child 

who had D’s in more than on subject.  Similar to the lower grades, teachers in the upper grades 

adhered to the school district’s definition of a passing grade, but they had another wrinkle to 

consider: the FCAT. The addition of FCAT into promotion considerations made the decision 

process a bit more complicated. But even with that added complication, the definition of 

“passing” was still a murky issue.  As Audrey Vargas, a fourth grade teacher explained: 

So there are so many different variations on how you can be retained or promoted. Say 

for instance you have a third grader…If they’ve been passing your class, if they have 

classwork to prove they actually know the material but maybe they’re a bad test taker 
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they can be promoted that way.  If they don’t pass your class, so they fail classwork, and 

they’re not passing the FCAT for third grade reading, they go to reading summer camp. 

It’s a very intensive reading program for I think six weeks…and if they can pass that then 

they can be promoted…it’s so many loopholes to FCAT, portfolios, and things like that.  

Teachers were frustrated with the vagueness within the district policy. They often raised this in 

my conversations with them. The teachers discussed very openly their frustration with the policy 

because of the many ways that students could be promoted in spite of not meeting the outlined 

requirement.  

While teachers had a firm grasp on what was being asked of them, the policy was vague 

enough to provide loopholes to work through. That could be confusing and/or frustrating for 

those that had to implement the policy. But even in spite of the frustration and confusion the key 

was documentation.  Teachers used a variety of intervention strategies as a means to address and 

prevent retention. And all of those strategies had to be documented in each student’s portfolio, 

especially if the portfolio was going to be used for promotion purposes. Participants from both 

schools were adamant that all roads to promotion lead to and from the portfolio. 

Documentation was so important that teachers were required to create a portfolio for each 

student no matter their academic standing. At the end of the school year that folder was 

transferred to their next teacher (provided they were being promoted) for review. This allowed 

the new teacher to have a sense of where his/her new students were academically.  

 Maintaining a portfolio on each student was time consuming, but it provided teachers a 

space to show the work that they were doing to help students reach success. Having this 

documentation also made it easier when it was time to talk with parents about their child’s areas 

of successes and weaknesses. This allowed teachers to make the case of promotion or retention 
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for each student much easier.  

Dr. Hughes’ checks forced the teachers to constantly evaluate how they could best help 

their students. As such, specific accommodations that teachers made were a part of the 

documentation that teachers kept. But accommodating students in a classroom was not an easy 

task. Heather Ward, a second grade teacher, described how she handled this situation when it 

arose in her classroom: 

 One thing that I’ve done this year is I’ve let [the students] work at their own pace.  

Maybe some students finish faster than others but I allow the other ones a chance to 

 finish and even if they don’t finish in the time period that I give them they can come  

back to it later. And another thing that I’ve done, I’ve paired my students up based not 

 only on behavior, I try not to put the behavior problems together, I pair them based on  

academics.  

 With all of the interventions and accommodations that were made for students retaining a 

student was still a difficult decision. Given the amount of time and effort that is poured into 

students to help them towards promotions, teachers shared stories of why they approached their 

work the way they did. They described being influenced by a variety of things. The majority of 

the teachers, five out of six, noted that students’ progress is what most influences their approach 

to their work. Only one teacher identified the policy itself as the main influence.  In addition to 

identifying the influences that shaped their beliefs about retention, teachers had 

recommendations for how the current policy could be improved. 

Two teachers wanted to see the language of the policy not allow so many loopholes. As 

mentioned earlier this was one of the hot topics particularly around “passing” grades. One 

teacher recommended that the grade D be taken out of the grading scale all together. That way all 
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students would be required to have at least a C to show mastery. Fourth grade teacher Audrey 

Vargas would “take out that gray area of D. It’d be A, B, C, F. I’m not sure how to work that out 

but I don’t like loop holes when it comes to such decisions…in a child’s academic progress.”  

 Other recommendations included requiring pre-kindergarten for all students from a 

teacher at BES. This suggestion came from a kindergarten teacher that retained more students 

than she would have liked because they did not know their letters and could not read. One 

teacher wished there were more opportunities for students to prove they were ready to be moved 

to the next grade. This comment came from a fifth grade teacher at BES who has had to deal 

with 13 year olds in her fifth grade class. Finally, another teacher wished that teachers had the 

final say in retention decisions. In her opinion, as the teacher she knew her students and their 

capabilities. If she had the documentation to show that a student should be held back then that 

student should be retained. There should not be an opportunity for the administration or school 

district to override that decision. 

Leadership’s Response to Collaboration 

 As part of his collaboration process Dr. Hughes had his guidance counselor and office 

manager double check his work. Their role was to ensure that recommendations were in line with 

the school district’s policy. While this approach placed him as the sole decision maker, he did 

provide for anything that he may have overlooked or misinterpreted to be caught before parents 

were notified that their child would be retained. This approach was sufficient for his process 

because he felt that the policy was very clear and provided very little areas for misinterpretation. 

Teacher’s Collective Response to Collaboration 

 Teachers relied on each other to help them develop the best strategy to help a student, 

especially if the teacher they were seeking advice from had that student in their class the 
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previous school year. Being able to not only have the portfolio to rely on, but firsthand 

knowledge about the personality of the student or best methods to keep that student engaged, 

things that test scores cannot show, was invaluable. The most collaboration occurred in the upper 

grades (fourth and fifth) due to their team structure. Each teacher taught one subject, so while 

they submitted individual grades for students, they discussed as a team about how each student 

did in each of their classes. At BES when disagreements occurred about a student’s promotion 

status they referred to the written policy to work out their differences. At BES fourth grade 

teacher Audrey Vargas’ team handled disputes by focusing on the numbers. 

Usually it’s just down to numbers.  You know just kind of step back and take all of the 

subjectivity out of it and you just look at okay well what did they just look at the 

numbers. Okay if they got a D in my class by policy that’s passing and then you just have 

to go back to policy so there’s no gray area because you never want to be in an area 

where you can’t explain something to a parent and you don’t have that backing saying 

this is the policy and this is what we followed.  

 Teachers in the lower grades did not use as much collaboration. Heather Ward, a second 

grade teacher, admitted that because their grades were not departmentalized “the individual 

teacher is the only one that’s observing this child on a daily basis and seeing what the child can 

and cannot do. The other teachers, they’re not there working with them.” As a result there was 

little collaboration or consultation that occurred among the teachers in these grades. There were 

few moments of inquiry if a teacher received a portfolio on a student that was promoted to her 

class, but otherwise they essentially worked in silos. 

 While collaboration occurred when necessary in the upper grades, it was not the main 

priority of the school or its teachers. The focus was wholly on how teachers could improve their 
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individual work with individual students who were struggling. While collaboration was not 

discouraged it was also not clear if it was highly encouraged. While it may not have been the 

focal point of the participants, student success was of paramount importance to everyone.  

School Similarities 

Leadership Response 

 The leadership at both schools provided similar approaches and philosophies to grade 

retention. They all felt that grade retention was a last resort and that all means should be used to 

ensure a students’ success. The variety of methods they used to catch struggling students early 

and support them was wide and varied but all within the parameter of the policy. They all knew 

the policy well enough to know what they could and could not do within its framework. 

 They were also very clear that the policy was important and would be followed. Even 

with the frustration that the team at SSAS had with the policy, they still made sure to follow its 

directives. And part of that was ensuring that all documentation was accurate and showed a 

student’s true mastery of the work. This was a big sticking point across both schools that 

documentation and data meant everything to a student’s success and ultimately theirs.  

 There were also some similarities among the leadership around involving others in the 

process. While the methods used were different, there was still value seen in having another pair 

or pairs of eyes reviewing the documentation to ensure that the right recommendation was made 

for a student. The approach that both administrators took highlighted the power that existed in 

being the person to make the final decision. At BES Dr. Hughes chose to make the decision on 

his whereas Principal Roberson, at SSAS, took a more collaborative approach. Both approaches 

were completely in line with the leadership style of each principal. There is also a burden that 

Principal Roberson and Dr. Hughes took on with these approaches because it put any frustration 
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or anger that a parent may have felt about the final decision directly on their shoulders. It 

allowed for teachers to tell angry parents that the principal made the final decision. The teachers 

at SSAS, saw this is a blessing and they appreciated not having to be the one to make the final 

decision. On the other hand the teachers at BES wanted to have that final responsibility; they 

wanted to have the final say about such decisions. 

Teacher Response 

 The teachers across both schools shared similarities as well. The main point they shared 

was their strongest desire to always make the best decision for their students. Each teacher, 

except one, always bent over backwards to provide additional accommodations and 

interventions, to meet late or talk late on the phone with parents. There were intervention 

methods they used to help their students get promoted at the end of the year (see figure 4.2 on the 

next page). They also found value in the student study team. Although they each had a slightly 

different approach, the recognition that struggling students need help early was a theme that 

resonated throughout the interviews and that both schools took seriously. 

 Teachers were also aware of the requirements and their expectations regarding the policy. 

Teachers at least knew the requirements for their grades and some were even able to share those 

of other grades. The fact that they all were on the same page regarding the requirements can be 

difficult to achieve. 

 All teachers spoke about the importance of parental involvement and documentation. 

Repeatedly parents were identified as one of the main supporters of education in the home and 

that their interest is imperative to their child’s success. Many attempts were made, and 

documented, to reach out to parents to encourage their involvement. In some cases it worked and 
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in others it did not. But even in those instances when it did not go as expected teachers in the 

study did not give up. 

 Documentation and use of data was another topic that was a part of every conversation. 

Data has a powerful role in schools. There was not a decision made about a student that did not 

involve data in some way. Data is kept in the portfolios that teachers kept on their students.  

They documented everything from parent phone calls to worksheets the student completed. Man 

of the participants employed similar intervention strategies with their students. They typically 

used one or more of the following interventions for students who they feared were in danger of 

retention:  

   

Figure 4.2: Grade retention interventions. 
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Teachers and school leaders across both schools reported using these practices to help 

struggling students. Teachers at BES reported using cooperative learning groups to pair two high 

achieving and two low achieving students in the same group. By mixing the groups in this way 

the high achieving students were able to help the low achieving students understand the content 

better. SSAS used promotion option conferences to inform parents early in the school year about 

any concerns related to their child’s achievement. Teachers met with parents individually to 

discuss where their child was struggling academically and to develop an intervention plan to help 

the child gain a better understanding of the work. Both schools used a variety of parental 

interventions to encourage parents to work with their students on their academic work at home. 

In doing this teachers provided parents with grade expectation lists, that clearly defined the skills 

that the child needed to master during the year; the study plans were part of the interventions that 

were developed during the promotion option conferences; and the report cared indicator made 

parents aware that their child was in danger of being retained. Teachers from both schools 

offered tutoring to students to help them gain a better understanding of concepts. All teachers 

also provided Additional assignments in the form of worksheets or activities that could be found 

online. The extra work was provided to students and their parents to help students get repeated 

exposure to class work so that they had many opportunities to practice and show mastery. And 

finally differentiated instruction was used in both schools to work with students during class time 

on the areas where they struggled. This was typically done in rotating small groups within the 

class. 

These interventions were used by participants as early in the year as possible. This early 

recognition of struggle is key in preventing grade retention. The earlier a struggling student can 

be identified the better their chance of getting the additional assistance they need to meet the 
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goals set for their grade level. And each level or type of assistance that was given was clearly 

documented in each student’s portfolio.  

School Differences 

Leadership Response  

 A major difference between the schools came in how the leadership team made final 

decisions about retention. The leadership team at SSAS worked closely together when making 

decisions about retention, using a step by step process to ensure no one was left out of the loop, 

or that decisions were made solo. At BES on the other hand, the principal made the decision and 

used the administrative team to check his work. He worked in a silo initially before bringing in 

others to check his accuracy. The communal nature of the process that was present at SSAS was 

not present in the same way at BES. 

 Also unlike SSAS, BES did not have their own Student Study Team and had to rely 

solely on the district wide Student Study Team. Because the district team served every school in 

the district the turnaround time for students to actually receive help included a long waiting 

process. So the advantage of being able to house a student study team on campus meant that 

students are receive immediate help. 

Teacher Response 

 While there was frustration with the policy across both schools there seemed to be more 

frustration expressed by the teachers at BES. There could have been many reasons why this 

seemed more pronounced at BES. At SSAS the teachers had a visible admiration for their 

leadership team. It was clear from my first interview until the last they trusted wholeheartedly in 

the leadership and were completely fine with them making final decisions on retention.  Their 

relationship was a deep familial connection that lent itself to a deep level of trust and admiration 
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on both sides.  

 On the opposite end, BES had yet another new principal so that deep level of trust and 

respect had not been built. As a result teachers at BES had a much higher level of concern about 

whether the administration would support their retention recommendations. 

Conclusion 

 How individuals process information matters, particularly related to policy. How 

participants understood the policy and their role within it was key to them providing the best 

instructional support they could for their students. It was also important that they were able to 

identify the sources of influence that have shaped how they think about retention. For some 

participants it was a time for them to reflect on something that they had not given much thought 

to in the past. But the findings show that influences matter as much as the individual.  

 These influences came from a variety of places including collaboration with others. Even 

with the profound role that each participant’s individual lives had in how they made sense of and 

ultimately made decisions about how to work within the policy, collaboration proved to be the 

true source of impact. In every step of the sense-making process there was not a decision that 

was made solely by one participant. Others were always a part of the equation, from parents to 

school leadership and the teachers themselves. The final chapter will provide a more in depth 

discussion of these findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

There were three key findings in exploring how school administrators and teachers make 

sense of grade retention policy. Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s (2002) sense-making framework 

highlights the ways in which individual, collaboration, and external pressures impact the sense-

making process. In this chapter I will discuss each the component of the framework. Under each 

component I will share the prior research along with my findings and provide a summary of the 

similarities and differences between them. After this has been done for each component of the 

framework I will share the implications of this work for policymakers and practitioners, as well 

as share the limitations of this work and areas for further research. 

External Pressures 

  Spillaine, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) explain external pressures as those things that 

impact how a policy is received and understood by implementers. These pressures can be 

anything from the language of the policy itself to the political environment in which the policy is 

created. The research in this area is clear that external factors have an important role in the sense-

making process. Factors such as professional associations, pre-service education, students, and 

even the community (Coburn, 2001; Spillane, 1999) have all be identified as having an influence 

on sense-making. The current research does not provide much by way of understanding how 

these pressures, and others, shape how administrators and teachers make sense of policy. 

This study provides a glimpse into the role that external pressures have on the sense-

making process of school personnel. I found that that administrators and teachers were making 

sense of policies that were already embedded with pressures. For existing policies it is not 

always an issue of how to make sense of the policy, but how to make sense of one’s own beliefs 
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and knowledge within a structure that already exists. Because the grade retention policy is over 

10 years old, many of the participants were entering into the system when this policy was already 

the normal way of work. Participants had to make a choice of whether or not to enter into a 

system that was already embedded with a significant amount of pressure to improve student 

achievement. 

This study also finds that how the policy is written matters in its impact on teachers and 

school leaders (Spillane, 1999). Ensuring that students are mastering the content as outlined in 

the policy lends pressure from parents, the district, school leaders, and teachers themselves. 

Teachers felt an obligation to other teachers to not promote a student who did not have a solid 

foundation to start the school year. There was an obligation schools felt to parents to make sure 

their children were learning, and there was an obligation to the school district for students to do 

well so that their school received a good school grade. Receiving a good school grade shows 

well for the school itself and the school district as a whole. The pressures teachers and school 

leaders felt are varied and complex. This pressure has impacted how school personnel approach 

their work, which in turn impacts student learning. So the implication of too much pressure or 

too little can have serious consequences for students. Accountability on all ends, from school 

leaders, teachers, parents, and students is important; but should never come at the price of 

teachers feeling as if they cannot teach their best. Fortunately for the schools in this study, the 

leadership struck a clear balance of teacher accountability and creativity in the classroom. 

This study provides support for the Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) framework in 

showing the influence of external pressures on the sense-making. This study builds upon the 

framework by providing detailed examples of the pressures, how they have influenced 

participants’ approach to retention. The examples shared by participants broadened the types of 
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pressures that can exist for school personnel by adding to the list of pressures that teachers feel 

that already exist in the literature.  

Individual Knowledge and Beliefs 

The knowledge and beliefs that policy implementers bring with them has a significant 

impact on how they receive and respond to policy. Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002) identify 

this component as a determinant of a teacher’s is enforcement of a policy as is or rely on their 

own experiences and ignore parts or all of the policy (McLaughlin, 1987; Spillane, 1999).  How 

teachers make sense of policy has been explored significantly because research has shown that 

related to student achievement, teachers are the most important factor to their success (Wright, 

Horn, & Sanders, 1997). So, exploring how teachers’ prior knowledge and beliefs impact their 

understanding of policy is important. School administrators have been also found to have a 

significant role in the process as they try to make sense of the policy first and then relay their 

understanding to teachers (Spillane, Diamond, Burch, Hallett & Zoltners, 2002). Prior research 

has shown that teachers made decisions about retention based on how they felt instead of solely 

on the policy (Lasren & Akmal, 2007). Other studies have shown that teachers are willing to 

work within policies and will adjust their teaching methods if necessary to do so (Jacob, 2004). 

Findings from this study were consistent in showcasing the vital role that school 

personnel have in the success of students. Their beliefs and prior knowledge have influences in 

their classroom and in the context of their understanding of policy, and subsequently how they 

work with students. But it was their personal experiences with retention that provided the most 

insight into how they truly felt about student success. Personal testimonies of watching family 

members drop out of school, and even one teacher deciding to retain her son, all showed the 

student learning curriculum is key.  
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The stories that participants shared about retaining students were not the same dreary 

stories that are cited repeatedly in the literature. Stories that were shared were those of proud 

moments of continuing to see the students they retained doing well in school now as middle and 

high school students. Some of them are even honors students. In contrast to Holmes and 

Matthews (1984) and Jimerson (2001) retention was not deemed to be inherently negative for 

students. While the negative effects of retention are real, there are other stories of triumph and 

success that only very little of the literature accounts for. These stories gave participants the 

courage to retain students without hesitation or worry for their future. They have been able to see 

how transformational grade retention can be for a student.  

Similar to Jacob’s (2004) findings, this study highlighted the lengths that school personnel are 

willing to go to, to ensure that students receive all of the help they need to be successful. There 

was not a teacher or administrator in this study that desired to see a student do poorly. They 

found ways to work within the framework of the policy to give students as many opportunities as 

necessary to prove their mastery of the curriculum. Unlike Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge 

(2007) findings teachers in this study (11 out of 12) did not provide accommodations for only 

those students who were deemed to be hard workers or well behaved in class. Teachers in this 

study consistently made accommodations for students and the administration provided even 

more opportunities if needed. 

Collective Sense-Making 

The third component of Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer’s framework (2002) is collective 

sense-making, and focuses on the relationships that shape how a policy is understood. Anything 

from interpersonal relationships (Coburn, 2001) to the school district (Spillane, 1998, 2000) have 

been found to have a significant impact on how others make sense of policy. School 
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administrators have been found to have a significant role in the process as well (Spillane, 

Diamond, Burch, Hallett, & Zoltners, 2002). 

This study showed that while teachers made individual recommendations for retention, it 

was the leadership team pouring over the data provided by teachers that made all final decisions. 

Even before final decisions were made teachers relied on school leadership (Coburn & Russell, 

2008) and each other (Coburn, 2001) to make crucial decisions on intervention strategies. This 

study shines a large spotlight on the important and very large role that collaboration has in the 

sense-making process. While teachers work in silos within their classrooms, they work very 

deliberately together outside of the classroom as a way to ensure they are providing the best 

services they can for students.  

 

Figure 5.1: Paths to promotion. Paths highlighted in bold are good cause exemptions as 

identified by the Florida Statute Chapter 1008.25 Part I.  
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The figure above highlights the 12 ways that participants identified as promotion options for 

students. Six of these options (highlighted in bold) are option provided under the good cause 

exemption clause in the Florida Statute Chapter 1008.25 part I. The options not bolded are ways 

that schools are able to promote students using the framework of the policy.  

There is yet another way in which I found that administrators and teachers worked 

collaboratively to help students. Similar, to what was found in a study conducted by 

Anagnostopoulos (2006), participants in my study identified 12 different ways CCSD students 

could be promoted, including ways outside of the stated promotion guideline of the policy. There 

were other ways that students could be promoted that were outside of the stated promotion 

guidelines of the policy. These methods of promotion highlight each school’s desire to help 

student progress in spite of any academic obstacles they may have encountered during the school 

year. It shows the effort that schools are willing to put in to ensure that students have every 

opportunity to show that they understand the curriculum. But this also shows the complication 

that exits when interpreting policy. The original intent of the policy was simple, end social 

promotion by holding students accountable for their learning. If students reached a particular 

benchmark then they could move on, if they did not then they had to repeat the grade. But what 

this shows is that that idea is really not the simple.  

Summary 

While the CCSD policy claimed to end social promotion, it actually still encourages it, 

but in a different way. Students can still be promoted based on age, but more than that, students 

can be promoted based on everything from a portfolio to the intervention of a parent. In some 

ways the breadth by which students can be promoted can be likened to social promotion because 

there is still the possibility of students being promoted without having content mastery. While 
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many of the loopholes require students to show some proof of academic understanding, with the 

benchmark held at a grade of D, there is some questions as to if mastery is truly gained. There is 

also question as to whether having all of these loopholes are truly benefiting students in the long 

run. The implications this has for students are huge. Promoting students based on age, when they 

are already one to two years (or even more) behind does not bode well for their future academic 

success, neither does promoting students with little understanding of the curriculum. If each 

grade’s content builds upon the other, students who have barely passed may not have the 

knowledge to be successful in the next grade. As the research has shown, grade retention can 

have long-term consequences for the decreased likelihood of reaching high school graduation 

(Jimerson, Anderson & Whipple, 2002) and the ability to find employment or pursue higher 

education (Jimerson, 2001; Ou & Reynolds, 2010). This also forces practitioners to think more 

about how to continually encourage and keep students, who may find themselves two or three 

years older than their peers, in school. How do you motivate a 16 year old eighth grader or a 17 

year old ninth grader? How can you keep them motivated enough to persist to graduation? Those 

are the tough questions that practitioners have to contend with.  

The more people working on behalf of a student the better, but that does not mean that it 

is always easy. Working with people that have different views on how to help a student can be a 

monumental task. The implications of collaboration are huge, especially if working with and 

learning from others has a greater impact on the sense-making process when compared to the 

individual and outside pressure. The experiences that participants brought to their work were 

significantly impacted by their work with each other (Coburn, 2001; Seashore Louis, Febey, & 

Schroeder, 2005), their experiences with other students, parents, and mentors. Their own 

personal stories of struggle even influenced their approach to working with students. Having so 
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many factors, outside of the control of policymakers, shape how teachers make sense of policy is 

significant. It shows that no matter what a single policy dictates, there are a greater number of 

outside influences that will impact how that policy is interpreted and implemented. Those outside 

influences are what impacts how participants continued to make sense of their work, within the 

policy, individually.  

The findings from this study support the existing research in showcasing that 

collaboration is vital in the sense-making process. Whether it is through direct conversations or 

through a portfolio, participants’ ability to share and receive feedback on how to best support 

their struggling students was invaluable. At SSAS teachers had a more direct influence on each 

other as shown in the research of Coburn (2001). But just as Anagnostopoulos and Rutledge 

(2007) have shown the level of collaboration varies. In this case, the level of collaboration at 

BES varied greatly from that at SSAS.  

Implications 

 This work provides insight into how teachers and school administrators view grade 

retention. Their understanding of the policy and how they have worked with in and around the 

policy highlight their desire to follow the rules while tailoring them to meet the needs of their 

students. Given the findings for this study there are several implications for policymakers and 

practitioners. 

Policymakers 

 Policy matters. Policy is the driver of a myriad of decisions teachers and school 

administrators make on a regular basis. Closely examining how implementers made sense of 

policy allowed for a much greater understanding of how interpretation influences what happens 

in a classroom. This study provided an examination of grade retention policy on a school level. 
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There is limited research that explores Florida’s policy in depth and even less work that has tried 

to understand the perspective of administrators and teachers in schools. Focusing on schools was 

important because in order to know if a policy is actually working it is important to speak with 

those that enforce the policy daily, school administrators and teachers. Studying them allows for 

a clear picture on how the policy is working so that adjustments can be made as needed. If the 

right adjustments are made, more students can be impacted positively which can lead to 

increased promotion rates. 

 This study also showed that clarity and structure in a policy matter. Participants were 

clear that they were frustrated with the vagueness of the policy and some even recommended 

more accountability requirements for grades K-2, similar to what is in place for grades three and 

up. In spite of all of the work that teachers have it is important to them that if they are held 

accountable for something that the expectations are concise, clear, and are not filled with 

loopholes. While teachers want to have freedom to implement curriculum the way they would 

like, if they are being held accountable for student passing rates they want to be clear on the 

requirements they need to meet and their options. Also vagueness in a policy lends itself easily to 

many interpretation and implementation.  

Practitioners 

 Dealing with the day-to-day matters of a school is challenging. Whether working on the 

leadership team and viewing the forest, or working in a classroom and seeing only the trees, 

doing the work that needs to be done while also doing the work that is required of you can be 

taxing. That is why schools work hard to have parents involved in everything at the school. 

Parental support makes a difference and so does the support and collaboration that school 

administrators and teachers share. 
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 The support that teachers feel from each other and from the leadership team has a 

significant impact on how teachers enforce policy in their classroom. Teachers are more likely to 

ask for advice on how to help their struggling students if they feel supported. Fortunately this has 

nothing but positive consequences for the student. The more people involved and invested in a 

student’s success the better. The goal is to help students be their best selves and they are able to 

do that when there is a supportive team of school staff and parents working behind them. 

 The final point for practitioners is that even small variations in how schools implement 

activities or make decisions can make all the difference for a student’s academic success. Being 

able to catch students early and implement interventions early is the key to student success. 

Waiting on the school district to do anything may not be the best decision for the student. 

Sometimes you have to work around a process in order to ensure that a student is getting what 

he/she needs. This matters because as was seen with BES and SSAS those few differences can 

mean the difference between over five years of a school grade of A and increased test scores and 

consist school grade of D or F and in adequate test scores. Oftentimes it is the smallest things 

that can make the greatest impact. 

Limitations of this Study 

 There were several limitations to this study that if followed up on could add more 

robustness to this work. The first is that there was not an even representation of school leadership 

that participated. At SSAS there were two members of the leadership team that participated and 

at BES I was only able to secure one. Having that second voice from BES would have balanced 

the study a bit more and would have added another voice of support or dissent to Dr. Hughes.  

 The second limitation to this study was the lack of diversity by race and gender in the 

participants. Although they were very diverse in other areas such as years of experience, it would 
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have been nice to have other races and more males represented in the study. The one white 

female represented had views that differed vastly from all of the other participants. She was very 

cut and dry and saw no need to offer any additional accommodations or support to retained 

students in her class. Her view was that students were retained because they were lazy and that if 

they did not have an individualized education plan then she was not required to provide 

accommodations. Of course her thoughts stood out because of how they contrasted to all of the 

other participants, but I also could not help but note that she was the only white participant. I 

wonder how views may have differed or not with more White participants or with other races 

represented. Having more male teachers would have added a needed perspective as well. While 

males were heavily represented in the leadership team interviews (two out of three) they lacked 

in the teacher representation. It would have been interesting to explore how gender, if at all, 

influences ideas about retention.  

 The third limitation was that I had to interview the participants at different times of the 

school year so I was not able to observe as many interactions at BES as I would have liked. 

Although observation was not a part of this study, being able to see how the principal interacted 

with the teachers as SSAS and how the teachers spoke to each other and joked with each other 

outside of the classroom created the atmosphere of the school. This allowed me to get a sense of 

how the staff worked together and how that translated into their work with students. At SSAS I 

visited the school several times right before the winter break and then again after the New Year. 

For BES I could only interview them over two mornings after FCAT 2.0 testing in April. Being 

able to observe more of their interactions would have given me a better sense of their school’s 

culture and thus how that translated into their work with students. 
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 The final limitation to this study was that I was unable to get any participation from the 

school district. While my contact for the district was helpful she would not participate in this 

study due to her schedule and everyone that she referred me to would not respond to any phone 

or email requests. It would have been a great addition to have their voice represented so that I 

had a better sense of how the schools are in alignment or misalignment with the district. Moving 

forward I would like to add this perspective to the study as I believe it would contribute to a 

well-rounded picture. 

Areas of Further Research 

 There are several areas that should be explored to extend this work. This is a good start 

but there is still a lot to understand about retention policies and how schools implement them. 

Prior research has focused on how teachers and administrators make sense of grad retention 

policies. This study clearly contributes to the research on Florida’s grade retention policy 

specifically and on policy sense-making in rural districts. Taking this into consideration there 

should be additional research to examine sense-making in rural school districts. Much of the 

work on grade retention policies has been done in larger cities like Chicago but very few take 

into consideration smaller districts that must implement the policy. Exploring a variety of 

contexts in which policy sense-making occurs would provide a more holistic picture of the 

process. 

The participants in this study were largely female and African American. An extension of 

this work could take a closer look at the role of race and gender in the sense-making process. 

There was very little research that explored these specific demographics in detail. Given that the 

one White participant in this study had such a different approach to working with struggling 

students compared to the other participants, this area is ripe for further study.   
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 There should also be an exploration more into the role that collaboration and external 

influences has on the sense-making process. Because I was able to see how well the teachers at 

SASS got along with each other I wondered about the impact of non-academic teacher 

collaborations on student academic success. So for teachers who sat on community boards 

together or were a part of the same ministry at church, how has that influenced how they in turn 

work with other teachers? And how has specific instances in their life impacted how they make 

sense of policies in general? 

 Regarding external pressures more research should be done to understand the parent 

perspective. Parents are regarded as having a significant impact on their child’s success and can 

put a significant amount of pressure on school leaders to promote their students. So, naturally 

being able to explore this topic from their perspective would be enlightening. It would also be 

beneficial to understand the impact of pressures that may exist in the community, outside of 

parents, that influences understanding.  

 Future research should explore this research and look specifically at its impact on 

retained students. Adding student voice would add another dimension to this study. It would also 

be interesting to explore the impact of this policy on single retainers compared to multiple 

retainers and to also explore the similarities and differences between the groups. There is very 

little literature that explores the impact of retention policies on students retained multiple times 

so it would be important to know who they are, how they are supported and why they have been 

retained multiple times. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

FSU HUMAN SUBJECTS LETTER OF APPROVAL 

 

Office of the Vice President for Research Human Subjects Committee  

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742  

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392  

 
APPROVAL MEMORANDUM  

 

Date: 07/26/2014 

 

To: Joi Phillips <jnphillips@admin.fsu.edu> 

 

Address:  

 

Dept.: POLICY STUDIES IN EDUCATION 

 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair  

 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research  

EXPLORING GRADE RETENTION POLICY: A CASE STUDY OF HOW ELEMENTARY 

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS AND TEACHERS MAKE SENSET OF SCHOOL DISTRICT 

GRADE RETENTION POLICY 

 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects in the 

proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and two members 

of the Human Subjects Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR 

46.110(7) and has been approved by an expedited review process.  

 

The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, except 

to weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to potential 

risk and benefit. This proposal does not replace any departmental or other approvals, which 

may be required. 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped 

consent form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent 

form may be used in recruiting research subjects. 

 

If the project has not been completed by 08/25/2014 you must request a renewal of approval 

for continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to 
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your expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely 

request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and approved 

by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol. A protocol 

change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In 

addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report, in writing 

any unanticipated problems for adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major professor 

is reminded that he/she is responsible for begin informed concerning research projects 

involving human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as often as needed 

to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with 

DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research Protection. The 

Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

 

Cc: Stacey Rutledge rutledge@coe.fsu.edu, Chair 

 

HSC No. 2013.10815 
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APPENDIX B 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

EXPLORING GRADE RETENTION:  

A CASE STUDY OF HOW ELEMENTARY SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS AND 

TEACERS MAKE SENSE OF DISTRICT LEVEL GRADE RETENTION POLICY 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that aims to understand how teachers make 

sense of distinct level grade retention policy. Permission to conduct this study has been obtained 

from Gadsden County Schools Deputy Superintendent, Ms. Rosalyn Smith and Principal 

Forehand (please see attached documents). Please read this form and ask any questions you may 

have before agreeing to be a part of this study. 

 

This study is being conducted by Joi N. Phillips in the Educational Leadership and Policy 

Studies Department of the College of Education at Florida State University. Because of the 

impact that grade retention can have on student success understanding the factors that impact 

how teachers make sense of grade retention policy is important. The purpose of this study is to 

understand how the following factors impact the sense-making process: 1) individual knowledge 

and beliefs; 2) collective sense-making; and 3) external pressures.  

 

If you agree to be in this study, I would ask you to participate in one 30-45 minute interview that 

will be audio taped. The audio taped interview will be transcribed by Joi N. Phillips and if 

clarification is needed on any aspect of the interview a follow-up email will be sent to ensure that 

the information recorded is correct. 

 

While the aim of this study is to understand how teachers make sense of district level grade 

retention policy it is possible that during the course of this interview views about the FCAT 

exam may come to light. All possible measures will be taken to ensure that the identity of each 

participant is not made known so as to minimize the risk of any negative consequences that could 

occur when the results of this study are published. There are no other anticipated risks or 

discomforts associated with participating in this study. Participation in this study will add to the 

limited research that is available on understanding how teachers understand grade retention 

policy. The findings from this study will be shared with school district leaders so that they can 

have a better understanding of the factors that impact the sense-making process of grade 

retention policy.  

 

The records of this study will be kept private and confidential to the extent permitted by law. In 

any report I may publish, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify 

a participant, a school or school district.  Research records will be stored securely and only Joi N. 

Phillips will have access to those records including all audio taped interviews. All audio taped 

interviews will be erased within 60 months of the completion of the study.  

 

Participation in this study is voluntary.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not 

affect your current or future relationship with Florida State University or the Educational 

Leadership and Policy Studies Department within the College of Education.  If you decide to 
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participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting 

those relationships. 

 

The researcher conducting this study is Joi N. Phillips. You may ask any question you have now.  

If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact Joi N. Phillips at The FSU Center for 

Leadership and Social Change at 100 S. Woodward Ave PO Box 3064161, Tallahassee, FL 

32306-4161, or by telephone at (850) 644-9567, or by email at jnphillips@admin.fsu.edu.  You 

may also contact the faculty advisor for this study, Dr. Stacey Rutledge at (850) 644-8163 or by 

email at rutledge@coe.fsu.edu.  

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher or the faculty advisor, you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 

2010 Levy Street, Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-

8633, or by email at humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I consent 

to participate in the study. 

 

 

 

________________  _________________ 

Signature                                          Date 

 

________________  _________________ 

Signature of Investigator                    Date 
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APPENDIX C 

 

TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Teachers (Introductory questions) 

Thank you for meeting with me. First, I’d like to know a little bit about you. 

1. How many years have you been in education? 

2. What positions have you held during that time?  

3. What schools have you taught in? 

 

Teachers (Individual sense-making) 

1. As you know, I am interested in your understanding of the district’s grade retention 

policy, particularly for students in grades K-5. 

• How would you describe the district’s policy on retaining students? 

• What is your school’s policy on retaining students? 

2. Now, I am interested in hearing some real examples from your experience. 

• Can you describe two different examples of when you decided to retain a student? 

What were the circumstances? What considerations were taken into account? 

Looking back, do you think that retention was the best choice for the student? 

• Can you describe a time when you could have retained a student but decided to 

promote the student instead? What were the circumstances? What considerations 

were taken into account? Looking back, do you think that promotion was the best 

choice for the student? 

• Can you describe a time when you have had to teach retained students and “on-

grade” students together? How did this classroom environment affect your 

teaching strategy? 

• How do you personally decide when it is appropriate to retain or promote a 

student? 

3. How does your decision to retain a student differ by a student’s age or grade level? Can 

you give some examples? 

Teachers (Collective sense-making) 

1. What or who has influenced your view on grade retention?  

2. Can you give an example of a time that retaining a student was a collective decision? Can 

you describe the process? 

3. Can you give an example of a time that promoting a student, who should have been 

retained, was a collective decision? Can you describe that process? 

 

Teachers (External factors) 

1. Can you describe any pressures you have felt to retain or promote a student? Where did 

the pressure come from? 

 

Teachers (Wrap-up) 

1. If you could suggest changes to the district’s grade retention policy, what would they be? 

Why? 
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2. If you could suggest changes to the school’s grade retention policy, what would they be? 

Why? 
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APPENDIX D 

 

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

School administrators (Introductory questions) 

Thank you for meeting with me today. First, I’d like to know a little bit about you. 

1. How many years have you been in education? 

2. What positions have you held during that time? 

3. Where have you been employed? 

4. What motivated you to become a school administrator? 

  

School administrators (Individual sense-making) 

1. As you know, I am interested in your understanding of grade retention policy, 

particularly for students in grades K-5.  

• How would you describe the district’s policy on retaining students? 

• How would you describe the state’s policy on retaining students? 

• What is your school’s policy on retaining students? 

2. Now, I am interested in hearing some real examples from your experience. 

• Can you describe two different examples of when you decided to retain a student? 

What were the circumstances? What considerations were taken into account? 

Looking back, do you think that retention was the best choice for the student? 

• Can you describe a time when you could have retained a student but decided to 

promote the student instead? What were the circumstances? What considerations 

were taken into account? Looking, back, do you think promotion was the best 

choice for the student? 

3. How does your decision to retain a student differ by a student’s age or grade level? Can 

you give some examples? 

4. How do you personally decide when it is appropriate to retain or promote a student? 

 

School administrators (Collective sense-making) 

1. What or who has influenced how you view grade retention? 

2. Can you given an example of a time that retaining a student was a collective decision? 

Can you describe that process? 

3. Can you give an example of a time that promoting a student, who should have been 

retained, was a collective decision? Can you describe that process? 

 

School administrators (External factors) 

1. Can you describe any pressures you have felt to retain or promote a student?  Where did 

the pressure come from? 

 

School administrators (Wrap-up) 

1. If you could suggest changes to the state’s grade retention policy, what would they be? 

Why? 

2. If you could suggest changes to the school district’s grade retention policy, what would 

they be? Why? 
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APPENDIX E 

 

SSAS PARTICIPANT THOUGTHS ON RETENETION 

 

Participant 

and Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention Experiences Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Mr. Roberson, 

Principal 

There are a lot of 

ways to justify 

promotion and 

prohibit retention 

from 4th grade on 

up; in K-2 there 

are not as many 

options but also 

not as many 

requirements; 3rd 

grade is the first 

testing grade and 

there aren’t many 

options there 

either. 

 

Data driven 

but has tried 

to be 

considerate of 

things that 

may have 

been going on 

at home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal testimony of being 

an A student all throughout 

high school and being 

constantly told how smart he 

is but when he started 

college he did not do very 

well and quickly realized that 

he was not as prepared as he 

thought he was, as a result he 

is committed to making sure 

that all students are truly 

prepared for the next level. 

Portfolio: In order 

for a teacher to 

submit one for a 

student the 

student must have 

a C average or 

better in the class; 

students with a 

portfolio must 

also pass a school 

generated test to 

prove mastery. 

Standards should be 

tougher in grades K-2 

because that is where 

more intervention 

needs to occur. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ms. Sawyer, 

Instructional 

Coach 

Knowledge is 

based on what is 

on the school 

district’s website.  

Research on 

retention in 

the lower 

grades. 

A student that was retained 

showed significant academic 

gains during the retained 

year. The first year the 

student scored a level 1 on 

the FCAT, the retained year 

the student scored a level 4. 

 

 

 

Portfolios: In the 

3rd grade there 

has to be 5 

samples of work 

for each 

benchmark and it 

has be to 

approved by a 

certified teacher. 

There should be 

increased 

accountability for the 

students and teachers in 

grades K-2; the 3rd 

grade reading camp 

should be strengthened 

so that children do not 

have multiple times to 

reach a benchmark. 
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SSAS PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant 

and Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention Experiences Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Melissa Jones, 

Kindergarten  

In Kindergarten 

students must have 

satisfactory, which 

is 70% or better, in 

language arts, 

reading, math, and 

show improvement 

in social studies 

and science. 

Student progress. Recommended retention 

for a student but the 

mother did not agree with 

the decision so she moved 

him to a different school. 

At the new school the 

student remained in 

Kindergarten for the 

additional year and now is 

doing really well in school. 

Kept track of 

work that was 

being done each 

day along with 

any 

accommodations 

that were made 

for each student. 

Policy is fine as it is. 

Sade Johnson, 

Third grade 

Students must 

maintain a certain 

grade average in 

each subject 

depending on the 

grade; 3rd grade 

required to pass 

the FCAT at a 

level 2 or above 

and have 60% or 

better in all 

subjects, but 

promotion can 

occur with a 

portfolio with a 

80% or above on 

each benchmark. 

Student progress. Recommended retention 

for a student and parents 

were on board all year 

until the end of the school 

year. They worked out a 

plan to have the student do 

work over the summer and 

the work did not get 

completed. As a result the 

student was retained and 

made huge improvements 

during the retained year. 

Kept track of 

student’s progress 

in class; 

documented all 

communication 

with parents as 

well as strategies 

used to help 

students. 

If retention is 

recommended for a 

student he/she should 

be required to attend 

summer school and 

receive tutoring after-

school or be pulled 

out for individual 

help during the 

school day. 
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SSAS PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant 

and Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention Experiences Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Stephanie 

Jordan, Pre-

kindergarten 

There are 

requirements for 

each grade; 

students must have 

an S (satisfactory 

which is 70%) in 

area or a grade of 

D (for upper 

grades); but even 

if a student fails 

that are ways to be 

promoted. 

The policy. Biggest retention battles 

were in the first grade and 

recommendations were 

usually based on struggles 

with reading. Has only 

recommended retention 

once based on behavior 

because it prevented the 

student from learning. 

Later found out that 

student had ADD. 

The 

administration 

used portfolios for 

promotion 

decisions. 

Norm-referenced 

tests should be given 

for grades K-2 even 

if it is the SAT 10. 

There should also be 

more support for 3rd 

graders who are 

retained. 

Charles Banks, 

Fifth grade 

Students must 

have an average of 

60 overall and a 

level 2 of the 

FCAT to be 

promoted. 

Experiences at 

SASS and 

previous school 

have influenced 

views on 

retention. When 

and how student 

learn to read has 

also had a huge 

influence. 

Retentions have been with 

students who had a 

difficult time grasping 

information due to learning 

disabilities (which were 

later discovered); others 

have been with students 

who stopped caring about 

doing their work and acted 

out instead. 

Portfolios: They 

show mastery of 

content and help 

students avoid 

retention. 

If a student is 

retained in the 3rd 

grade and up they 

should be in a year 

round school. 
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SSAS PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant 

and Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention Experiences Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Lydia Adams, 

Second grade 

Just started 

working in the 

school district so 

was not familiar 

with the district’s 

policy. 

Most influenced 

by a former 

professor. Her 

teaching 

philosophy and 

how she worked 

with students 

resonated with 

her and has 

influenced how 

she has worked 

with her own 

students. 

Personal story of her son 

being retained at SASS. 

While the principal was 

ready to promote him, she 

was adamant that he be 

retained. He is now doing 

well in school. 

Try to find 

resources to 

challenge students 

but keep them 

engaged. 

Look at students 

holistically, not just 

at test scores. 

Charmaine 

Jackson, First 

grade 

Promotion is based 

on academic 

performance. 

Personal story of 

watching her 

older brother an 

cousin drop out of 

high school 

because of their 

inability to read 

on a high school 

level (they were 

reading at a 2nd 

grade level). 

Has not recommended 

retention for any students. 

Focused 

documentation on 

the lower level 

students. Kept 

track of 

documents, 

interventions, 

workshops, and 

small group work. 

Policy is fine as it is. 
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APPENDIX F 

 

BES PARTICIPANT THOUGTHS ON RETENETION  

 

Participant and 

Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention 

Experiences 

Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Dr. Hughes, 

Principal 

Followed the 

district policy. 

Research: “70% of 

high school 

dropouts enter high 

school two grades 

behind so retention 

says you’re not 

going to graduate.” 

None shared. A portfolio 

combined with 

passing the end of 

course assessment 

means promotion. 

The portfolio 

should mirror the 

report card and 

have at least five 

samples, with at 

least five questions, 

showing 

benchmarks have 

been met with a 

score of 80% or 

better. The 

cumulative folder 

(this is the official 

folder that follows a 

student from school 

to school) has all 

grades and can be 

used for promotion 

with FCAT scores 

do not come in on 

time. 

Policy is fine as it is. 
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BES PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant and 

Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention 

Experiences 

Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Kimberly Weiss, 

Third grade 

The criteria have 

fluctuated a lot 

over the years. It 

used to be that third 

grade was stopping 

point but they 

started to have a lot 

of overage students 

so then loopholes 

to promote students 

began to be used so 

it has been unclear 

as to what the 

policy truly is. 

She has been 

influenced by a 

year that her team 

has so many 

overage students 

that they had to 

hire an additional 

teacher. “How do 

you catch kids up 

in one year when 

they are already 

two or more years 

behind?” 

There was a student 

who did not take 

the FCAT due to 

behavior issues and 

failed on the report 

card, but was still 

promoted with the 

other students. 

Portfolio: Included 

test grades and 

daily class work. 

The policy needs to 

be clearer and 

without loopholes. 

Brittany Jenkins, 

Fifth grade 

If a student did not 

have an IEP or 504 

and is not 

completing his/her 

work he/she will be 

retained. 

School and district 

policies served as 

the primary 

influence. 

There were times 

when students had 

been retained due 

to attendance 

issues; In another 

instance she had 

been encouraged to 

promote a student 

due to age, the 

student had already 

been retained three 

times. 

No strategies were 

given. 

Policy is fine as it is. 
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BES PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant and 

Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention 

Experiences 

Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(s) 

Keisha Brown, 

Kindergarten 

In the older grades 

retention is 

determined by 

FCAT scores. If a 

student has a low 

score he/she can 

have a portfolio 

and attend summer 

school for 

promotion. In the 

lower grades 

promotion is based 

on standards and 

textbooks. 

Student work is the 

primary influence. 

Based on 

experience it is best 

to let parents know 

up front if their 

child is in danger 

of being retained. 

There was a time 

when promotion 

was granted to a 

student due to 

pressure from the 

parent.  

Portfolio: Required 

to have one on each 

student and it 

follows the student 

to the next grade. 

There is also a 

grade expectation 

list given to the 

parents. 

Make pre-

kindergarten a 

requirement. 

Tamika Turner, 

First grade 

A student can only 

be retained once or 

twice in the 

primary grades. 

Student work is the 

primary influence. 

Retention is based 

on students not 

doing grade level 

work. 

Portfolio: Each 

child’s portfolio 

should reflect the 

grades given on the 

report card. They 

are passed up to 

each grade at the 

end of the year. 

Individual help, 

small group work, 

extra homework, 

and parent 

conferences are all 

documented. 

Policy is fine as it is. 
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BES PARTICIPANT THOUGHTS CONTINUED 

Participant and 

Position 

Policy Knowledge Influencers Retention 

Experiences 

Documentation Policy 

Recommendation(

s) 

Heather Ward, 

Second grade 

The lower grades 

cannot be retained 

more than once or 

twice and the same 

with the middle 

and upper grades. 

Student work is the 

primary influence. 

The previous 

school year she had 

to promote a 

student due to age 

because he had 

already been 

retained twice. 

Portfolio: Contained 

student’s graded 

work throughout the 

year, documentation 

of parent 

conferences along 

with interventions 

that have been 

implemented. Any 

referral to the student 

study team is 

included as well. The 

main thing with the 

lower grades is 

documenting parent 

contact and graded 

work. 

Policy is fine as it 

is. 

Audrey Vargas, 

Fourth grade 

A score of 59 or 

below is considered 

failing in all 

subjects but what is 

needed varies by 

grade level. FCAT 

is factored in at the 

higher grades, but 

there are a variety 

of ways to be 

promoted. 

Student work is the 

primary influence. 

Had to promote a 

student, in spite of 

my desire to retain 

him/her, due to 

him/her having a D 

average (which is 

considered 

passing), even 

though he/she did 

not pass the FCAT. 

Portfolio: In the third 

grade there are 

specific passages 

that are required and 

the work spans the 

entire school year. 

The grade D should 

be removed. The 

grades should be A, 

B, C, and F. All 

loopholes should be 

taken out as well. 
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