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Despite a century of research that fails to support the effectiveness of grade retention, its use has 
increased over the past 25 years.  It is estimated that at least 2 million students are held back each 

year, and 30-50% of students are retained at least once before ninth grade.  While the highest 
retention rates are found among poor, minority, and inner-city youth, retention is a commonly used 

“intervention” throughout all socioeconomic levels.  

A common misperception is that giving a student the “gift of another year” in the same grade will allow 
the child “time to mature” academically and socially. Grade retention has been associated with 

numerous deleterious outcomes. 

Evidence from Research: 

• Temporary Gains:  Initial academic improvement may occur during the year the student is 
retained; however, studies show that achievement gains decline within 2-3 years of 
retention.  This means that over time children who are retained do not do better than 
similarly low-achieving peers who were not retained.  Without targeted interventions, most 
retained students do not “catch up”. 

• Negative Impact on Achievement and Adjustment:  Research indicates that retention is 
consistently associated with negative outcomes in all areas of student achievement 
(reading, math, oral, and written language) and social-emotional adjustment (peer 
relationships, self-esteem, problem behaviors and attendance). 

• Negative Long-term Effects:  There is no research evidence of a positive effect on either 
long-term school achievement or adjustment.  By adolescence, experiencing grade 
retention is predictive of health-compromising behaviors such as emotional distress, low 
self-esteem, alcohol/drug abuse, early onset of sexual activity, suicidal intentions, and 
violent behaviors. 

• Retention and Drop Out:  Students who were retained are much more likely to drop out of 
school.  A systematic review of research indicates that grade retention is one of the single 
most powerful predictors of high school drop out, with retained students 5-11 times more 
likely to drop out. 



Individual Considerations:   

• While there may be individual children who benefit from retention, there is no current 
systematic means to predict accurately which children will benefit. 

• Students who have difficulty in school because of lack of opportunity for instruction, rather than 
lack of ability, may be helped by retention.  This assumes that the lack of opportunity is 
related to attendance, health, or mobility issues that have been resolved and that the 
student is no more than one year older than classmates. 

 

Alternative Intervention Strategies: 

There is no single intervention that will effectively address the specific needs of low-achieving 
students.  Literature indicates that effective practices for students at risk tend not to be qualitatively 
different from the best practices of general education.  Following are examples of evidence-based 

alternatives to grade retention and social promotion: 

• Parent involvement in school through frequent contact with teachers, supervision of 
homework, and continual communication about school activities to promote learning. 

• Age-appropriate and culturally sensitive instructional strategies to accelerate progress. 
• Early developmental programs and preschool programs which enhance language and social 

skills 
• Systematic assessment strategies, including continuous progress monitoring and formative 

evaluation which enable ongoing modification of instructional efforts; effective programs 
frequently assess student progress and modify instructional strategies accordingly. 

• Early reading programs: developmentally appropriate, intensive, direct instruction strategies 
have been effective in promoting reading skills of low-performing students. 

• School-based mental health programs to promote the social/emotional adjustment of 
children, i. e. addressing behavior problems has been found to be effective in facilitating 
academic performance. 

• Behavior management and cognitive-behavior modification strategies to reduce classroom 
behavior problems. 

• Professionals on student support teams who can assess and identify specific learning or 
behavior problems, design interventions to address those problems, and evaluate the efficacy 
of those interventions.  Effective programs accommodate instruction to individual needs and 
maximize direct instruction. 

• Tutoring and mentoring programs with peer, cross-age, or adult tutors focusing on 
promoting specific academic or social skills. 

 
Teachers are encouraged to actively collaborate with other educational professionals and parents to 

develop and implement effective alternatives to retention and social promotion. 


