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Grade Retention:
A Flawed Education Strategy

By Nailing Xia and Elizabeth Glennie, Ph.D.

I n the past century, educational professionals and
policymakers have continued to debate whether grade reten-
tion or social promotion should be used as an intervention strat-
egy to bring under-achieving students up to standard. The most
recent trend clearly favors the use of retention in an attempt to
maintain high academic standards and educational accountabil-
ity. However, a careful investigation of this policy’s effects and
costs suggests that it is ineffective and expensive. Policymakers
and educational professionals should move beyond retention and
social promotion by developing and adopting alternative inter-

vention strategies proven as successful and cost-effective.
Effects

Decades of research suggest that grade retention does not work

as a panacea for poor student performance. The majority of



research fails to find compelling evidence that retention improves long-term
student achievement. An overwhelmingly large body of studies have consis-
tently demonstrated negative academic effects of retention. Contrary to
popular belief, researchers have almost unanimously found that early reten-
tion during kindergarten to grade three is harmful, both academically and
emotionally.! Many studies find that retention does not necessarily lead to

increased work effort among students as predicted.?

In a few studies reporting positive academic outcomes for retention, the
gains typically disappear several years later, and the retained students
eventually fell behind again.® Moreover, these retained students generally
received targeted interventions such as personalized education plans,
smaller class sizes, summer school, and tutoring programs, designed to help
them overcome individual problems.* It is unclear whether the positive
outcomes come from retention or the other supportive components. In
general, simply repeating a grade does not improve student achievement in

most cases.

In terms of socio-emotional development, students do not benefit from
retention either. Researchers find that retention lowers children’s self-esteem
and causes emotional distress.®> Retention has been shown to be associated
with increased rates of behavior problems and higher levels of drug and

substance use due to the effect of being older in grade.®

Grade retention has been shown to have negative long-term consequences.
Literature on dropout and retention has documented the connection between
retention and dropping out of school prior to high school graduation. Re-
search has consistently found that retained students are at a higher risk of
leaving school earlier, even after controlling for academic performance and
other factors such as race and ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status,
family background, etc.” Grade retention has been shown to increase the risk

of dropping out by 20% to 50%.8 It has also been reported that grade reten-
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tion is associated with decreased lifetime earnings and poorer employment

outcomes in the long run.®

Costs

It is estimated that nationally 5% to 9% of students are retained every year,
translating into over 2.4 million children annually.? With an average per pupil
expenditure of over $7,500 a year,! this common practice of retention costs

taxpayers over 18 billion dollars every year.

Other fiscal costs associated with retention include decreased lifetime earnings
among retained students, foregone earnings due to delayed entry into the
workforce, and decreased government tax revenues associated with the de-
creased earnings of retained individuals. Overall, the retention practice costs
the society billions of dollars, and is far from cost-effective as compared to

alternative interventions.

Practice

Although retention is proved to be ineffective, unproductive, and costly, it
persists as one of the frequently employed methods of remediation. Investigat-
ing the apparent gap between research and practice indicates that the public
and practitioners are unaware of the findings of retention literature.? Popular
belief in the efficacy of retention creates a powerful mandate to hold both
schools and students accountable to ensure educational quality. The demand
for high educational accountability put schools under considerable political
pressure to hold back students. Research showing the drawbacks of retention
easily gets lost in a sea of prevailing appeals to maintain high academic stan-
dards.
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Teachers and other educational professionals often mistakenly claim posi-
tive effects of retention. Their perspectives are generally restricted by ana-
lyzing short-term student performance and failing to compare retained
students to their peers. Teachers usually only know of student achievement
in the immediate years following retention, and typically can not follow the
long-term student trajectories after retention. Since many retained children
make some progress the second year, retention may appear effective to
educators.®® Furthermore, teachers often compare the retained student’s
achievement the second time in that grade with the achievement the first
time. These comparisons lead to the false conclusions that children benefit
from retention. In contrast, studies comparing the retained student to a
similar student who was promoted suggest that retained students would

have made just as much or even more progress without retention.*
Policy Implications

Educators and policymakers should caution the use of grade retention as a
remedy for poor student performance. As concluded by the majority of past
studies, grade retention is a failed and expensive strategy to increase aca-
demic achievement. Research evidence has shown a number of negative
side effects of retention, including increased likelihood of dropping out,
emotional distress, behavior problems, and substance use. Until further
proof of its efficacy is found, retention should only be used as a last resort.
Alternative remediation strategies should be explored and used to bring
under-achieving students up to standard. Such alternatives could include,
but are not limited to, early identification of and targeted assistance for low-
achieving students, individualized student instruction, parental involve-
ment, curriculum development, school restructuring, summer school, and

personalized tutoring programs.

Measures should also be taken to bridge the gap between research and

practice. Research findings must be effectively, efficiently and clearly com-
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municated to educational professionals, policymakers, and the public. Schools
should implement staff training in which teachers and other educational pro-
fessionals involved in the decision-making process are presented with research
evidence about the academic and socio-economic effects of retention. Teachers
should be offered alternative remediation tools, preferably school-wide inter-

vention strategies. W
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