RETENTION – ‘An Educational Practice that Doesn’t Make the Grade’

Retention has been a common educational practice.  Approximately 2.4 million students in the United States are retained every year.  Several states have legislation requiring schools to retain students who have not mastered the curriculum.  Our Ontario report card requires teachers to indicate if a student is progressing well towards promotion, progressing with difficulty towards promotion, or if their promotion is at risk.  Because of rigorous curriculum and EQAO testing, some students with learning difficulties may find that their “promotion is at risk” each year.  So the question continues to be relevant.  Should retention be recommended?   

In 1991, Rhonda Chaiet, of the Dufferin-Peel CDSB Psychology Department conducted a thorough review of the existing research studies on grade retention.  In the succeeding years, there have been countless additional studies on this educational practice.  Unfortunately, the research in 1991, and the research today indicates clearly that as an educational practice, designed to be a positive intervention in a child’s school history, retention simply doesn’t make the grade.

When children are lagging behind their peers, retention is proposed as an additional year to help them “catch up”.  This rationale implies that children who are retained would then demonstrate achievement more consistent with their new peers.  However, research results indicate:

· if there are slight academic gains at the beginning of the second year in the same grade, these gains disappear as new material is presented;

· usually children who have been retained show no appreciable difference in achievement when compared to similarly underachieving children who were promoted.

If retention doesn’t produce the positive effect on achievement for which it was implemented, does it have other consequences for children’s learning?  The research indicates clearly that there are consequences of grade retention.  Longitudinal studies of children who were retained, have shown that this intervention has harmful effects on children’s social, emotional, and academic development, irrespective of their age at the time of the retention.  Retention has been related to:

· reduced confidence and self esteem (retained children lose their original peer group, don’t graduate with their peers, may be physically larger than class mates, and may be subjected to ridicule);

· increased behaviour problems (Pagani et al, 2001 in a longitudinal study of children in Quebec, reported that retained children’s anxious, inattentive, and disruptive behaviours persisted, and in some cases worsened after retention);

· reduced achievement in reading, math, and written language;

· higher rates of high school drop out  (studies controlling for race, socioeconomic status, academic test scores, and other school measures have shown that students who were retained were much more likely to drop out of high school than were similar achieving students who were promoted)

· reduced employment outcomes (e.g. less likely to attend post secondary programs, lower pay scales, higher rates of unemployment) even when compared to similar low achieving but promoted students;

· increased parental tendency toward punishment for being retained (Byrnes, 1989)

This extensive body of research clearly suggests that we must look to other intervention strategies to more effectively address the specific instructional needs of academic underachievers. 

FAILURE IS NOT AN OPTION

For further information you can contact the psychological consultant at your school or the chief psychologist, Debra Lean, at (905) 890-0708, Ext. 4330.
