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Choose everything.
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These are the necessary steps to create an outstanding retention program at your school.  
Your retention program should be just as strong as your recruitment program, both of which 
make up your overall enrollment management strategy. 

WE ASK YOU TO TAKE THE FOLLOWING STEPS:

STEP 1: Make retention a priority at your school. 
Make sure that everybody knows it is a priority and that time, staff, money, volunteers and 
ideas will be devoted to retention throughout the year. A minimum of four major, purposeful, 
retention events will be executed every year, along with ongoing day-to-day efforts.  
Adopt an attitude that “every day is a retention day”. 

STEP 2: Build a retention plan. 
Create a calendar with specific days when the four major events will occur and a complete list of 
all other ongoing activities. This calendar will be distributed to all faculty, staff and volunteers. 

STEP 3: Set up your team.
Make sure you have the necessary people to execute your plan. It will include your parent 
ambassador volunteers, faculty, priests and office staff. Each group will have specific 
responsibilities within the retention plan.  

STEP 4: Write your value proposition.
Value propositions will be carefully spelled out so that all personnel will understand their 
importance and be able to communicate them to various constituencies. 

STEP 5: Allocate resources.
A line item in the budget will be allocated for retention activities.  
If you don’t have it in the budget, it is less likely to happen. 

 

The secret to high retention starts with great recruitment. The better the recruitment effort to 
bring parents and students into your school, the more likely they are to be retained. But still, 
retention is a process that must be attended to from the first arrival in Pre-K through eighth 
grade and on into high school. The effort and expense to recruit and replace a student who  
has left your school far exceeds the time and expense needed for retention. So “once you’ve  
got them—keep them.”

Retention 
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Our favorite 40 retention ideas
1. From your first moment of contact with Pre-K students and their parents, the strategy is to 

build a personal relationship to move them to kindergarten. This is a fundamental change in 
mindset.

2. When they first register in Pre-K, they should receive a Welcome Packet and a Thank You 
note from the principal, teacher and priest. All can be written ahead of time and often 
personalized if there is a prior personal relationship. It is all about a personal touch.

3. Another option is for the priest to call each new parent personally. Simply provide him  
with names, phone numbers and a script. This will make it easier and more likely to happen. 
If nobody is home, it is okay to leave a welcoming message. Direct contact from the priest is 
especially meaningful in the Hispanic community.

4. Have the priest send a holy card to the student, wishing him/her a happy birthday or, if 
possible, a note on their patron saint’s day. Parent ambassadors can do the preparation and 
give to the priest to sign.

5. Once enrolled, make sure the rest of the family is engaged, or have an open house and invite 
parents, divorced parent, grandparents, Godparents and other close family members.

6. Create an event for Pre-K existing parents so all kids and moms get to know each other, visit 
and form play groups.

7. Ask existing parents their opinion, “How can we make the school better?”  
But be prepared to respond accordingly.

8. Have all student accomplishments posted on social media. Outline a specific plan and 
responsible person. Do not leave this to chance.

9. Students/parents should be assigned a priority number (#1, #2, #3) from most likely to 
least likely to leave the school based on finances, social fit, academic progress, siblings, 
employment or marriage situation. Attention should follow accordingly well in advance  
of year end.

10. Send a letter saying, “Do you remember your kindergarten teacher?  
[Teacher name] promises to make sure your child will have an experience so good that he 
will remember his.” This letter is handwritten and full of examples.

11. Have a list of questions parents of young children will ask so you and volunteers can 
anticipate and respond with good answers.

12. Create an email campaign to kindergarten parents that deals with:

 •  Key indicators she is ready for kindergarten

 •  Financial considerations

 •  Her success this year

 •  Value propositions for your school vs. the public school she is most likely to attend.

13. Make sure that each year, the teacher contacts the parents well before school starts.  
Letter or call, or both.

14. No matter how long she has been the school secretary, make sure she is the warmest, most 
friendly, most helpful person you hire. If not, train her and demand that she fill that role.
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15. Adopt and implement a “customer service” mindset. This is a change from Catholic  
schools of the past.

16. Do you know everything about your competition—the schools your students are most 
likely to move to? Have your parent ambassadors find out, so you are prepared to make 
comparisons if asked.

17. Create a “buddy system” of veteran parents who adopt new PreK parents and show  
them the ropes.

18. Make sure you reward people who are part of your retention team. A token gift, note,  
public acknowledgment or lunch for all who are involved—especially teachers.

19. On the first day of school, take a phone photo of each kid and email it home to mom,  
well before the day ends. Let her know all is well. Then email another photo at the end  
of the first week of class with all their classmates—so parents can share the photos with 
family and friends.

20. Make sure each teacher knows they have to send a note home at least four times a year—
saying something good about the child that is non-academic. “Good-news calls”

21. Make sure you have the facts regarding the most vulnerable time you are subject to a loss  
of students. For example, between PreK and kindergarten, after the Sacraments, between 
junior high and high school, etc. Then put a preventive plan in place. Also, be able to 
describe the characteristics of those most likely to leave.

22. Always make sure parents of the younger grades know what is happening in the older grades 
so they can look forward to it. Tell the parents—but actually show the students themselves 
by having “step-up” days where they visit older classrooms.

23. All students should be invited to be a part of your summer activities or camps. Distinguish 
your school with a camp not available in public schools—one not offered anywhere else.

24. Have your Value Propositions scripted for priest, parent ambassadors, faculty and older 
students so you are always well represented. 

25. Send a “you can’t afford not to” letter to all parents outlining the financial advantage of a 
Catholic education. See Bill Engelbrecht for data.

26. Report to parents on the “progress made this year”. Even if you are not the very best school, 
report on all the good things that have happened this year well before it is time to sign up 
for next year.

27. Tell parents you “kept your promise”. We know what parents value, so let them know that is 
exactly how we performed this year.

28. Teacher assignments: Make sure you have your strongest teacher where you are most 
vulnerable to losses. You must make the change no matter how long they have been there! 
Business as usual does not work anymore.

29. Have volunteers in the gym, library or computer room during the summer and invite the 
whole parish family to take a tour of the school.
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30. Provide incentives to actively re-enroll for next year. Attractive but not expensive.

 •  The first 50 students to register get out-of-uniform for the first two weeks in May

 •  When 50% re-register, the whole school gets movie/popcorn

 •  When 100% re-register, the whole school gets a free day

 •  Each classroom has a personalized incentive (homework, pass, candy)

 •  Parents who attend the open house, get their name put in for raffle—$100

 •  Ahead of time teacher incentives—free lunch for helping

 •  Make calls to families who have not re-enrolled

 •  Parents who re-enroll by 4/15 are included in raffle for one month free tuition

31. Sunday all-school Mass with students in uniform with parents, grandparents, relatives, 
Godparents. “Thank you to parents and the parish”.

32. Students send letters home once a year telling their parents what they love about thier 
school—and thanking them.

33. Parent ambassadors will identify active “detractors” and can inform you so you can take 
steps to address concerns or straighten out rumors before they cause major damage.

34. Conduct exit interactions in best way possible to avoid the proliferation of negative 
comments. Consider priest involvement.

35. Children receive prayer books for their parents as a gift during the year.

36. Engage existing PreK families to recruit a new kindergarten family and receive a $250 credit. 
Helps retain existing and recruits new.

37. Have students illustrate or write about and send home a value proposition so both they and 
parents understand. A contest winner receives a prize.

38. Make a special effort to engage non-Catholic and Hispanic PreK parents. They are more 
likely to feel like outsiders and need to know how important they are to the school. Consider 
hosting a special social event in the evening with the priest—just for Hispanic parents.

39. Create a “portfolio” of all work done in PreK to illustrate the progress from first day to last 
day. Progress will very likely impress parents.

40. Ask the PreK teacher to identify something unique or interesting about each child and 
pass it on to their kindergarten teacher. Ask the kindergarten teacher to send each child a 
letter welcoming them to kindergarten, mentioning and looking forward to their talents or 
favorite things. “How did she know that about my child?”

If you have any further questions or concerns, please contact  
Bill Engelbrecht at 309-671-1550.


