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The characteristics of children retained in early elementary school and the effects
of retention on achievement and adjustment were examined throughout the
elementary years and again at age 16 years. When compared to a group of
nonretained children who displayed similar levels of early achievement and were
comparable on two measures of intelligence, the retained subjects were more likely
to be males with significantly poorer adjustment. Parents of comparison children
were higher on IQ and were more involved with the school than parents of retained
children. Controlling for initial levels of achievement and adjustment, little evi-
dence was found supporting retention as an intervention for improving educa-
tional outcomes. The retained group showed a temporary advantage in math
achievement, but this disappeared as both groups faced new material. Moreover,
the retained group exhibited significanty lower emotional health in the sixth
grade. It is concluded that elementary grade retention was an ineffective interven-
tion for both achievement and adjustment. © 1997 Society for the Study of School
Psychology
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Grade retention refers to the practice of nonpromotion of students to the
next grade level upon completion of the school year. The stated goal of
repeating the failed grade level is to remediate academic failure or social
immaturity. Many educators who support the practice of retention believe
that it is an effective solution to school failure or maladjustment (Goodlad
& Anderson, 1963). In contrast, critical reviews of past literature have
emphasized the consistently negative effects of retention. For example,
Shepard (1989) concluded: “... retention, whether it is called by a special
name (transition), occurs for special reason (immaturity), or takes place in
kindergarten rather than later, is still retention and still ineffective” (p.
76). Furthermore, in a meta-analysis of 44 studies deemed valid, Holmes
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and Matthews (1984) concluded: “Those who continue to retain pupils at
grade level do so despite cumulative research evidence showing that the
potential for negative effects consistently outweighs positive outcomes” (p.
232). Collective findings suggest that nonpromotion should be seriously
questioned as a punitive, remedial, or developmental intervention
(Shepard & Smith, 1990; Shepard & Smith, 1989).

These reviews remain controversial given methodological problems with
prior retention research (Jackson, 1975; Niklason, 1984; Rose, Medway,
Cantrell & Marus, 1983). The primary design deficits include comparing
pre-post test scores of retained students rather than contrasting them to a
comparison group. When comparison groups have been available the
characteristics of the groups rarely are defined or delineated.
Furthermore, most of the studies are 30 to 40 years old and reflect neither
the current population nor educational system. Finally, most studies
examine shortterm effects but disregard or are unable to assess the
long-term effects of retention. These shortcomings are addressed in this
prospective longitudinal study. Both the antecedents and the consequences
of retention over time are addressed. Furthermore, in the present analyses,
initial adjustment measures are covaried in an effort to more accurately
assess the ramifications of retention upon students.

There is a substantial literature on factors associated with the decision to
retain children. This literature is focused on academic performance and
cognitive ability, the decision makers, child behavior problems, demo-
graphic factors, and parent characteristics.

Prior research has yielded mixed results concerning the role of
achievement and intelligence in retention decisions. Many researchers
have found no significant differences between retained children and their
promoted low-functioning peers in terms of achievement and cognitive
ability (Aibersold, 1971; Caplan, 1973; Niklason, 1984; Sandoval, 1984;
Trotter, 1982). The role of intelligence appears similar to the role of
achievement in descriptions of retained children; both are characteristic of
children who will be retained, but neither distinguishes these children
from similar but promoted peers. Thus, the search continues for
characteristics that describe retained children and distinguish them from
their peers.

Parents, teachers, and principals seem to play a crucial role in the
decision-making process, and generally a veto from any of these
consultants can result in promotion instead of retention, regardless of
performance on competency tests (Niklason, 1984; Rose et al., 1983).
Thus, while retained children constitute a group segregated from their
peers reportedly on the basis of poor achievement or “‘immaturity,” in fact
their retention may reflect a subjective decision-making process based on
a variety of factors. Because educators who retain children refer to global
attributes such as immaturity, attempts at quantifying and measuring
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aspects of immaturity, as well as measuring academic failure, are crucial to
clarify the dynamics affecting nonpromotion decisions.

A few studies have investigated the role of classroom behavior in non-
promotion decisions. It has been hypothesized that student behavior in-
fluences teachers’ evaluations of performance (Caplan, 1973; Pianta &
Steinberg, 1992). Due to the paucity of research in this area, one cannot
draw firm conclusions about the role of behavior in retention decisions.
Available studies do suggest that maladaptive behavior is characteristic of
nonpromoted students (Lambert, Bower, & Hartsough, 1979; Sandoval,
1984). The possibility of children being retained due to their behavior
problems is very important, in light of the concern generated by the
outcome literature examining the effects of retention on pupil adjustment.
If the practice of retention is found to produce subsequent difficulties in
adjustment, then students who were retained initially due to adjustment
difficulties may face an exacerbation of their problems as a result of the
intervention.

Demographic variables of retained students have received increasingly
more attention in the literature. Studies addressing the chronological age
of retained students report mixed results, with no clear distinction of
retained students as younger (Sandoval, 1984; Shepard & Smith, 1987).
Differences in gender have been examined in several studies, and the
results indicate that males are more likely to be retained than females
(Abidin, Golladay, & Caplan, 1971; Dobbs & Neville, 1967). It appears that
factors other than learning problems and ability contribute to the disparity
in retention rates. The higher retention rate for males may reflect any
combination of factors; yet further information is needed to examine why
boys may be twice as likely to repeat a grade.

Consistent findings of higher nonpromotion rates for minority students
(Abidin et al., 1971; Cassavantes, 1974; Niklason, 1984; Reinherz & Griffin,
1970) have prompted researchers to question whether socioeconomic
status and related family characteristics are also reflected in the inflated
rates. Given the lack of any definitive evidence of academic, intellectual, or
behavioral characteristics that distinguish retained children from many of
their peers, and the significant demographic variables including sex, race,
and socioeconomic status, one must consider the dynamics of the decision-
making process in order to understand why some children are retained
while similar peers are promoted.

Since the majority of retention policies are considered flexible and
decisions are made on an individual basis, variables other than child
characteristics may explain why some children are retained and others are
promoted (Niklason, 1984; Rose et al., 1983). In particular, the role of the
parent in the decision-making process has been investigated. Often chil-
dren are identified as retention candidates midyear or later. From this
group a retained group and a low-functioning, promoted control group are
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defined. Those who have examined such control groups conclude that
parental characteristics, especially parental involvement, may be critical in
accounting for the decision of retention or promotion (Abidin et al., 1971;
Byrnes & Yamamoto, 1985). The major factor that distinguishes a retained
child from a comparable peer may be a parent characteristic rather than a
child characteristic.

Children continue to be retained due to immaturity, with the rationale
being that placement with younger peers and lower expectations will
benefit the social and personal adjustment of the child. The findings on
social and personal adjustment effects of retention, however, have been
mixed and somewhat inconclusive, in part due to the same methodological
flaws affecting the achievement outcome studies. The conclusions drawn
from the major reviews range from reported harmful and negative effects
to benign effects. None report evidence of beneficial effects (Bocks, 1977;
Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975). Some fairly
well-designed studies of kindergartners and first-graders have found no
differences in adjustment between repeaters and potential repeaters
(Shepard & Smith, 1986), while researchers focusing on older children
report significantly poorer adjustments for retained pupils (Bachman,
Green, & Wirtanen, 1971; Godfrey, 1972; Hubbell, 1981; Plummer &
Graziono, 1987; Safer, 1986; White & Howard, 1973). Thus, social and
personal adjustment effects are moderated by grade levels (Finlayson,
1977), with early retentions less likely to be associated with negative effects
compared to later retentions (Morrison & Perry, 1956).

Most research examining the effects of retention has focused on achieve-
ment outcomes. Meta-analyses and reviews of over 50 studies regarding the
effects of retention suggest that there are insignificant differences or
significant negative effects for retained students (Holmes, 1989; Holmes &
Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; Karweit, 1992; National Association of
School Psychologists (NASP), 1991; Shepard & Smith, 1990; Smith &
Shepard, 1987). Recent studies produce mixed results regarding the effects
of retention (e.g., Alexander, Entwisle, & Dauber, 1994; Mantzicopoulos &
Morrison, 1992; Pierson & Connell, 1992; Shepard & Smith, 1989). Thus,
while evidence supporting retention has been in short supply, the issue is
not fully resolved.

Although the available research is abundant in quantity, the quality of
many studies is questionable. Much of the research is methodologically
flawed or is biased in design. The above meta-analyses and reviews each
acknowledge multiple limitations in interpretation of the results of prior
research. For instance, most studies do not consider socioemotional effects
of retention. In addition, most evaluations examine retention only a year of
two after the students are retained. These short-term effects of retention do
not provide full information on the effects of retention. Furthermore,
biases appear when appropriate comparison groups are not available.
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Same age comparisons favor the students who were not retained because
they have received additional new curriculum. Most same age comparisons
favor the retained students who not only repeated the material two times
consecutively, but are also a year older than their peers. Moreover,
comparing retained students to advanced students with no “matched”
parameters obviously favors the comparison group. Short of randomly
assigning the students to retention and promoted groups, matching on
appropriate measures is the best method to establish a comparison group.
Finally, appropriate matching is rarely possible in studies that begin
following students only after they have been retained. It is important to
have information from before the retention to control for prior levels of
achievement and adjustment in analyses.

The present study addresses aforementioned shortcomings of the
available research on retention by employing an appropriate low achieving
comparison group and gathering data longitudinally over a long period of
time. This study further explores and clarifies the effects of retention with
a focus on both achievement and adjustment within the context of short-
term and long-term effects while considering prior performance. In this
research retention refers to the process of having a child repeat the same
grade in consecutive years.

The specific questions addressed include the following:

1. What are the characteristics of retained children; how do they compare to
regularly-promoted children, and how do they contrast to a group of
comparably low-achieving, promoted peers? Demographic and parental/
familial characteristics will be included in order to supplement the
currently limited availability of research addressing the role of extra-child
factors that may be related to placement.

2. What are the shortterm and long-term effects of retention on
achievement? Retained children will be compared to a matched group
of promoted low-achieving peers to evaluate the effects of retention
versus promotion for academically similar students.

3. What are the effects of retention on social and personal adjustment?
Again, both short-term and long-term effects will be examined and the
retained group will be compared to a matched group of low-achieving
peers.

4. Are the research findings to date, indicating ineffectiveness or harmful
consequences, supported when both prior achievement and adjustment
are controlled? A primary advantage of this prospective study is that it is
possible to covary or partial out early achievement and adjustment.
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METHOD
Subjects

The subjects were selected from the 190 children participating in the
Minnesota Mother—Child Interaction Project, a longitudinal study of
children at risk for problems in social and emotional development. The
families were originally selected by identifying and enrolling primiparous
women receiving prenatal care through public assistance at the Maternal
and Infant Care Clinic of the Minneapolis Health Department. At the time
of the baby’s birth the mothers ranged in age from 12 to 37 years (M =
20.52; SD = 3.65). Sixty percent of the mothers were single and 86% of the
pregnancies were unplanned. Educational level ranged from junior high
school to postcollege graduate level, and 40% of the mothers had not
graduated from high school by the time their infants were born. Eighty
percent of the mothers were white, 14% were black, and the remaining 6%
were Native American or Hispanic. Approximately 15% of the children
were of mixed racial backgrounds. In the present study the percent of
minority students in the retained, comparison, and control groups was
35%, 31%, and 16%, respectively. Subjects attended over 120 different
schools during the period retention was assessed (kindergarten through
third grade).

Retained Group

The retained group consisted of the children in the sample who were
retained in either kindergarten (9), first (9), second (7), or third grade
(4). A total of 32 children were retained once in grades K-3. Children
retained more than once or identified as having mental, physical, or
sensory disabilities, were ommitted from the group and the analyses.
Complete data were available for 29 subjects.

Low-Achieving Promoted Group

Subjects were selected for the comparison group, the low-achieving
promoted group, on the basis of low academic achievement in order to
identify a group of children functioning similarly to retained children in
terms of academic achievement, as poor achievement is the most common
reason for retaining a child. The low-achieving promoted group for all
analyses was constructed by first identifying all subjects whose standard
scores (grade normed) on the PIAT fell within the bottom quartile of the
sample in first, second, or third grade. Subjects who met this criterion at
more than one grade level were randomly assigned to the comparison
group for only one grade level. Retained subjects were excluded, as were
subjects diagnosed as developmentaly delayed or identified as having
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mental, physical, or sensory disabilities. A total of 50 subjects were eligible
for the low-achieving promoted group, thus the number of subjects
assigned to a group at each grade level was approximately 1.5 times the size
of the retained group for the given grade levels. Of the 19 subjects eligible
for the kindergarten group, 15 were randomly selected for the group. In
the first-grade group 26 were eligible and 17 were randomly assigned to the
comparison group. Subjects who had already been assigned to an earlier
group were excluded from the selection process. For the second-grade
group, 14 subjects were eligible and 11 were selected; the third-grade
group was comprised of all 7 subjects who were eligible. Since the PIAT was
not administered following completion of kindergarten, teacher ratings
were used to identify low academic achievers in kindergarten. In order to
control for the possibility that kindergartners may be retained due to
“immaturity,” differences in total Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist ( Teacher
Report Form) scores were analyzed for significance. Kindergarten means for
the low-achieving promoted and retained groups did not significantly
differ, so the groups appeared to function similarly in regards to academics
ad behavior. Beyond kindergarten, it was not possible to match for
adjustment, thus initial levels of adustment were controlled for in the
analyses by covarying prior adjustment.

Control Group

The control group consisted of randomly selected subjects who were not
already included in the retention or low-achieving promoted groups, and
for whom complete data were available. Thus, the control group exhibited
higher academic achievement by definition, as they had not appeared on
the low-achieving lists at any grade level. Subjects eligible for the control
group were randomly assigned to one grade level only, in order to develop
a control group for every grade level. A total of 25 subjects were assigned
to each control group for grades K-3, yielding a total of 100 individual
subjects participating in control groups. The gender ratio in each group
was comparable. The purpose of this group was to confirm validity of the
measures.

MEASURES AND PROCEDURES

During the school-age years, assessments were completed when the subjects
were in kindergarten, first, second, third, sixth grade and at age 16. In each
of these years, the assessment batteries included teacher interviews, child
interviews and testing, and mother interviews. From each of these
assessments, the following measures and variables were selected for
inclusion in the current study.
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Teacher Interview Measures

Teacher interviews were conducted by project staff members with the
child’s primary teacher. Interviews were scheduled during the spring quar-
ter of the school year when the subjects were in kindergarten, first, second,
third, and fifth or sixth grade. If a child had been retained at any time in
grades K-3, an interview was conducted during the year prior to retention
and again during the retained year. One component of this assessment
consisted of a structured teacher interview. The questions utilized in this
study focused on academic progress, parental attitudes, parental involve-
ment, attendance, and special education services. The following instru-
ments were also completed by the child’s teacher at each assessment.

Attendance. Reports of both the number of days absent and total number
of days the school year were collected for each student. Percentage of days
absent was used in the analyses.

Child Behavior Checklist-Teacher Form (CBC-T). (Achenback & Edel-
brock, 1986). This measure is a 113-item checklist completed by the child’s
classroom teacher, designed to assess children’s problem behavior. The
measure yields a total score, and both internalizing and externalizing
factor scores representing syndromes of maladaptive behavior.

Emotional health/self-esteem and peer acceptance/popularity rank order
measures. Rank order measures employ the Teacher Nomination Proce-
dure, and were developed by staff from the Mother—Child Interaction
Project. The Emotional health/self-esteem measure addresses characteris-
tics of the emotionally healthy child, such as the ability to be confident,
curious, self-assured, and engaging. The teacher is provided with a short
description of these characteristics, and is asked to rank order the children
in his/her classroom, with the child most closely resembling the descrip-
tion to be ranked at the top. For the peer acceptance/ popularity measure,
the teacher reads a description of a socially competent and popular child
and repeats the rank order procedure in the same method employed on
the first scale. The child’s scores on these measures consist of a ratio of the
child’s rank divided by the number of students in the class. Since only a
single teacher did these ratings, reliability figures are not available. How-
ever, in a separate study, multiple counselors independently performed
these rankings following four weeks of summer day camp and reported
interrater reliability ranging from .64 to .81 on both emotional health/
self-esteem and peer acceptance/popularity (Elicker, Englund, & Sroufe,
1992). The teacher rankings themselves show significant stability from year
to year, significant correlations with behavior problems and significant
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correlation with observed peer competence (Hiester, Carlson, Sroufe,
1993).

Child Assessments

The child assessments were conducted by staff during the summers follow-
ing the child’s completion of kindergarten, first, second, third, sixth grade,
and at age 16. If a child was retained any time in grades K-3, the assessment
was conducted following both years in the repeated grade. The following
instruments were administered as part of the assessment battery and are
relevant to the current study.

Peabody Individual Achievement Test (PIAT) (Dunn & Markwardt, 1970).
The PIAT was administered as part of the assessments conducted following
the first, second, third, and sixth grade. The PIAT was also administered to
children retained in kindergarten following their repeated year. The PIAT
provides an assessment of achievement in five areas: mathematics, reading
recognition, reading comprehension, spelling, and general information.
All of the subtests were administered during the visits following kindergar-
ten through third grade; all but the general information subtest were
administered in the sixth-grade assessment. Standard scores were com-
puted and included age percentiles and grade percentiles. The PIAT scores
presented reflect grade standard scores; age standard scores would be
biased against the retained group since they are in a grade one year behind
their age level.

Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scales of Intelligence (WPPSI) (Wechsler,
1967). Four subtests of the WPPSI (Vocabulary, Comprehension, Animal
House, and Block Design) were administered to all subjects during the
assessment conducted at 64 months of age, and scaled scores were ob-
tained and prorated to provide an abbreviated estimate of intellectual
functioning.

Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Revised (WISC-R) (Wechsler,
1974). Three subtests from the WISC-R (Block Design, Vocabulary, and
Similarities) were administered to children as part of the third-grade
assessment, and the subtests yield a derived IQ score.

Woodcock-Johnson Achievement Test-Revised (WJ]-R) (Woodcock &
Johnson, 1990). Two sections (Vocabulary and Math) of the Woodcock-
Johnson test were administered to subjects during the 16-year interview.
Standard scores were computed, which included age percentiles and grade
percentiles. Grade standard scores were used in comparisons with the
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retained students because age standard scores would be biased against
these students.

Mother Interview Measures

Mothers (or other primary caretakers) were interviewed by project staff
during the summers following their child’s completion of kindergarten,
first, second, third, and sixth grades. If a child was retained at any time in
grades K-3, the interview was conducted following both years in the
repeated grade. The extensive mother interview was a semistructured
measure that varied at each grade level to allow for developmentally
appropriate questions. The general areas discussed that are relevant to the
current study included questions concerning their child’s academic
progress and parental involvement in the child’s education, as well as
identification of demographic variables including socioeconomic status,
race, age of the mother at the child’s birth, relationship status of the
primary parent, and parent levels of education. The following instruments
were included in the mother assessment.

Life events inventory (Egeland, Breitenbucher, & Rosenberg, 1980). This
is a a scale designed to measure the amount of stress experienced by the
mother during a l-year period. This scale was administered during the
kindergarten, first, second, third, and sixth grade assessment.

Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS) (Wechsler, 1958). As part of the
assessment conducted when the children were approximately 48 months of
age, mothers were administered three subtests of the WAIS (Comprehen-
sion, Vocabulary, and Block Design). Scaled scores for each subtest were
computed and added to yield a sum of scaled scores.

RESULTS

The results of this study are divided into four sections: (a) the character-
istics of retained children; (b) the primary factors that distinguished the
retained group from the low achieving but promoted group; (c) the
short-term effects; and (d) the long-term effects associated with early grade
retention.

Characteristics of Retained Children

Significant differences in characteristics were found between the retained
and normal control group that testify to the meaningfulness of the mea-
sures. More interesting, however, were results of analyses that examined the






