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Abstract

This study examined the controversial practice of grade retention and children’s academic and behavioral adjustment
using data from the Quebec Longitudinal Study of Kindergarten Children. We employed an autoregressive modeling
technique to detect the impact of being held back during primary school on subsequent academic performance and
behavioral development until age 12 years. The results indicate both a short- and long-term negative influence on
academic performance for boys and girls. Children’s anxious, inattentive, and disruptive behaviors persisted and, in
some cases, worsened after grade retention. These prospective associations were long lasting and more pronounced
when grade retention occurred early in primary school. Boys were more vulnerable to the negative influence of
grade retention on academic performance and classroom disruptiveness. Disruptive behavior in girls was
comparatively less associated with long-term consequences than boys. Nevertheless, girls experienced both short-
and long-term academic performance problems in the aftermath of grade retention. Children’s prosocial behavior
appeared unaffected by grade retention. These results are independent of what would have been expected by the

natural course of academic and behavioral development.

Each year a substantial percentage of pupil
trajectories are disrupted because of grade re-
tention (American Federation of Teachers,
1997; Shepard, 1997). The 1992-1995 Cur-
rent Population Survey (CPS) reported a rise
in retention rates from 11.1 to 13.3%, with the
percentage for low-income children being as
high as 18.2 in 1995 (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1992, 1995). Established predictors of be-
ing held back include low socioeconomic and
minority status, male gender, limited social
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competence, low birthweight, oral and audi-
tory defects, enuresis, and even exposure to
household secondary smoke (Byrd & Weitz-
man, 1994; Masse & Tremblay, 1999; Reyn-
olds, 1992; Shepard, 1997). Grade retention
represents an increasingly common conse-
quence of academic failure, especially during
the younger grades (Shepard, 1997; U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, 1995). Perhaps this is be-
cause teachers believe that it has no lasting
harmful effects when it occurs between kin-
dergarten and Grade 3 (Tomchin & Impara,
1992).

A perusal of the pertinent literature reveals
mixed feelings about grade retention. Being
held back gives the child a chance to mature
and review material that was not mastered
during the failed academic year. Primary and
middle school teachers view grade retention
as an acceptable corrective measure that pre-
vents students from facing further failure on a
daily basis (Tomchin & Impara, 1992). In a
nonprospective study, Plummer and Graziano
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(1987) found some beneficial effects on self-
esteem. However, this result must be viewed
with caution because the sample was drawn
from a school with a large proportion of re-
tained children. Some efficacy studies have
reported academic-related benefits of grade
retention (Gottfredson, Fink, & Graham, 1994),
especially when students receive special sup-
port (Owen & Ranick, 1977; Peterson, De-
Gracie, & Ayabe, 1987). In fact, the small
number of recent studies that suggest positive
effects are not representative of the typical
grade retention experience both in the charac-
teristics of students and special help provided
(Shepard, 1997).

Positive effects of grade retention, if de-
tected, are limited (Gottfredson et al., 1994)
and tend to diminish over time (Owen & Ran-
ick, 1977; Peterson et al., 1987). Two excel-
lent examples make this point. First, Mantzi-
copoulos and Morrison (1992) observed an
academic advantage for retained children dur-
ing their 2nd year in kindergarten compared
to their matched promoted peers. However,
this advantage quickly faded by Grade 1, with
retainees continuing to perform below the
norm for their school district. Other studies
have found similar effects (e.g., Mantzico-
poulos, Morrison, Hinshaw, & Carte, 1989).
Second, Alexander, Entwisle, and Dauber
(1994), monitored the school progress of 800
Baltimore children from first grade through
middle school. More than 40% were held
back during the study, with some twice. In
some cases, the effects were positive. How-
ever, more profound examination of their data
reveals less than positive outcomes. The
largest group of retained children was one of
first graders (n = 104). For these, the effects
were quite discouraging. They did worse after
retention than they did prior to retention. With
retained second and third graders (n = 59 and
n = 37, respectively), the authors examined
whether retention would curb academic free
fall. Although these children benefited during
the repeated year, they resumed their rank in
percentile (in relation to their new same-grade
peers) to where they were when they first
started the repeated grade. Hence, it appears
that grade retention is less than even a quali-
fied success.
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Grade retention represents a costly mea-
sure, adding the expense of an extra year for
every grade repeated (National Center for Ed-
ucational Statistics, 1992). It is perhaps for
this reason that most schools have insufficient
funds to support special interventions for re-
tainees (Frymeir, 1989). Although this well-
intended educational intervention presents
the child with an opportunity to master the
developmental and educational objectives that
were not met in an age-appropriate class-
room, grade retention has psychosocial conse-
quences.

An important number of efficacy studies
paint a negative picture of retained students as
being worse off academically and personally
(Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984,
Jackson, 1975; Slavin & Madden, 1989;
Smith & Shepard, 1988). Children experience
diminished self-esteem, peer ridicule, label-
ing, and long-lasting distorted cognitions of
retention as punishment or failure (Becker,
1963; Cuddy, Frame, & DeVincentis, 1987;
Gottfredson et al., 1994; Grissom & Shepard,
1989; Kaplan, Peck, & Kaplan, 1994; Lemert,
1967; Shepard, 1997). Adding further salt to
their wounds is a parental tendency toward
punishment for being retained (Byrnes, 1989).
Because these factors affect self-perceptions
of competence and potential, they might cost
taxpayers more over the long run than the to-
tal fiscal burden of a child’s extended educa-
tion due to grade retention.

Grade retention also predicts high school
attrition (American Federation of Teachers,
1997; Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Hammack,
1987; Mann, 1987; U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus, 1992, 1995). It is highly plausible that
this prediction merely reflects the relationship
between severe academic failure, the precur-
sor of retention, and dropout. Academic fail-
ure is not only a predictor of high school
dropout but is also associated with antisocial
behavior (Cairns, Cairns, & Neckerman, 1989;
Farrington, Loeber, Elliott, Hawkins, Kandel,
Klein, McCord, Rowe, & Tremblay, 1990;
Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Loeber, 1990). Of
course, when considering this link, one must
keep in mind evidence suggesting that behav-
ioral problems predict later academic failure
and retention (Hinshaw, 1992; Kazdin, 1997).
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Such maladjustment is detectable during early
childhood (Loeber, 1990; Tremblay, Pihl, Vi-
taro, & Dobkin, 1994) and has been suggested
as a potential confound when examining the
effects of grade retention (Gottfredson & Hir-
schi, 1990; Hinshaw, 1992). As stated by
Cairns et al. (1989, pp. 1438) “[I]f severe be-
havioral and achievement problems become
coalesced in a child’s school adaptation, he or
she is at heightened risk to become trapped
in a developmental cycle leading to dropout.”
Leaving school gives closure to a long history
of negative teacher—student experiences and
achievement difficulties that escalated over
time. Indeed, given the basic requirements for
entry into today’s workforce, even at un-
skilled levels, opportunities for life as an adult
become quite limited without a high school
diploma.

Although it seems straightforward to oper-
ationalize, the study of grade retention poses
many methodological challenges (Chafe, 1984;
Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984;
Jackson, 1975). Traditional approaches in-
clude one-group pre- and postcomparisons
that follow-up within a small window of time
(i.e., the end of the retention year) or the com-
parison of retained with promoted students.
The latter approach often fails to control for
the inherent characteristics that the child
brings to the situation or that are related to the
independent or dependent variables of inter-
est. There has almost been an exclusive focus
on the short-term impact of grade retention in
kindergarten and Grade 1. Exceptions (e.g.,
Gottfredson et al., 1994; Plummer & Grazi-
ano, 1987) have concentrated on a given later
school year while failing to control for early
childhood behavioral and academic character-
istics. Above and beyond such methodologi-
cal issues, several major research design chal-
lenges remain: (a) simultaneous respect for
both intraindividual and interindividual differ-
ences in the evolution of a characteristic and
(b) simultaneous consideration of both cate-
gorical (i.e., person-oriented) and continuous
(i.e., variable-oriented) research approaches.

Because of limitations in data sets and ana-
lytic techniques, research has yet to examine
the impact of grade retention during primary
school on the typical evolution of behavior
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and academic performance. An ideal strategy
would be to use a prospective, genetically
sensitive design with random assignment
where one monozygotic twin experiencing ac-
ademic failure would be assigned the reten-
tion condition and the other would be pro-
moted despite academic failure. However, this
approach is both impractical and expensive. A
convincing alternative would be a prospec-
tive approach with structural equations, study-
ing interindividual differences in intraindi-
vidual change (Muthén, 1991; Nesselroade,
1991; Pagani, Boulerice, Tremblay, & Vitaro,
1997). This option would require a large lon-
gitudinal data set that would have a distribu-
tion of grade retention as it naturally occurs
within a population where this policy is im-
plemented.

Using data from the Quebec Longitudinal
Study of Kindergarten Children, this study ex-
amines the effects of grade retention on chil-
dren’s academic performance and behavioral
development. We also address whether early
grade retention, an increasingly common
practice, is beneficial for children. We em-
ployed an autoregressive modeling technique
to detect the effects of disruptions in aca-
demic progress during primary school on sub-
sequent grades and behavior problems until
age 12 years. This method allowed us to ex-
amine children’s outcomes both in relation to
their own individual developmental trajector-
ies and in relation to a group of interest (i.e.,
their same-age peers and their same-grade
peers). On a methodological level, retained
children’s academic performance and behav-
ioral adjustment were rated by their teachers
from year to year (comparing them to their
same-grade peers) and, on a statistical level,
retained children were compared to their
(same-age) promoted peers.

Method

Subjects

This study took place within the context of a
larger longitudinal investigation of develop-
ment that included a random sample of 6,397
children attending kindergarten in French-
speaking public elementary schools in all 11
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Table 1. Distribution of grade repetition from ages 6 through 12 years (i.e., Grades 1-6)

Boys Girls
Grade retention between ages 6 and 8 years (repeating kindergarten or Grade 1) 55 35
Grade retention between ages 8 and 10 years (repeating Grade 2 or Grade 3) 55 58
Grade retention between ages 10 and 12 years (repeating Grade 4 or Grade 5) 85 60
Total number of children repeating a grade 195 (22%) 153 (16%)

Note: Repeating a grade means failing at the end of the school year. Children are typically 6 years old at the end of
kindergarten. If they fail, it would have been at age 6 years. Repeating Grade 5 means failing at the end of the
school year, when children are typically 11 years old. Because our study comprises outcome data from ages 6
through 12 years, we are able to examine the effects of repeating Grade 5 on Grade 6 performance.

administrative regions of the Canadian prov-
ince of Quebec. Kindergarten teachers were
requested to assess the behavior of between
one and eight target children per classroom in
the spring of 1986 and 1987. Parents were
also asked to complete the same behavioral
assessment. Between 58 and 95% of the chil-
dren had both parent- and teacher-ratings, de-
pending on the administrative region. Of this
pool of subjects, 2,000 children (equally di-
vided in boys and girls) were randomly se-
lected for a follow-up that included another
294 boys and 230 girls that were rated one
standard deviation above the mean on the dis-
ruptive component of the kindergarten (parent
or teacher) assessment. More than half of
these families were middle class, with the re-
mainder of the sample being of either lower
middle class (34.4%) or receiving government
support (12.9%). The lower socioeconomic
status sample was found to report the most
adverse conditions, including younger mater-
nal age at first childbirth, less educated par-
ents, and lower occupational prestige (Vitaro,
Desmarais—Gervais, Tremblay, & Gagnon,
1992).

This study examines children’s behavioral
adjustment over four assessments: ages 6, 8§,
10, and 12 years. We also examine their aca-
demic performance at ages 8, 10, and 12
years. As reported in Table 1, some children
experienced grade retention during the course
of the longitudinal study that began at kinder-
garten.

Several criteria were used to select the
sample for this investigation from the 2,524
children who participated in the longitudinal
assessments from age 6 years: (a) no children
in the study had intellectual, mental, or physi-
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cal handicaps that prevented them from nor-
mal participation in a regular, mainstreamed
classroom (n = 127 dropped from the study);
(b) all children included in this study were not
in kindergarten for the second time (n = 49
dropped); (c) data could not be missing for
2 or more consecutive years (n = 785 cases
dropped); (d) covariates (maternal education
and age at birth of target child) had to be
available at age 6 years (n = 40 + 15
dropped); and (e) no child had experienced
more than one repeated grade (n = 171
dropped). In many cases, suspects were not
retained for overlapping reasons. The 1,830
children (875 boys and 955 girls) who met
these criteria were retained for this study.
They did not significantly differ from the
overall sample on the independent and depen-
dent variables.

During the course of data collection, chil-
dren were followed from the end of kinder-
garten (M = 6.15, SD = 0.46) to the beginning
of adolescence (M = 12.15, SD = 0.46). Moth-
ers and fathers had, on average, completed
high school (total years of schooling: mothers,
12.10, SD = 2.49; fathers, 12.19, SD = 3.30).
The average maternal age at birth of the target
child was 27.16 years.

Measures

Independent variables: Grade retention. Offi-
cial records indicated whether the child failed
and had to repeat a grade, from kindergarten
to Grade 6.

Dependent variables.
Academic performance. At the end of each
year, teachers provided an overall estimate of


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579401002061

Grade retention

children’s academic performance at the end of
Grades 2, 4, and 6 (i.e., ages 8, 10, and 12
years). They responded to the question about
each child’s global academic performance,
choosing from the following options: (a)
greatly above the classroom mean, (b) slightly
above the classroom mean, (c) at the class-
room mean, (d) slightly below the classroom
mean, and (e) greatly below the classroom
mean.

Social Behavior Questionnaire (SBQ).
This behavioral assessment was completed by
teachers at the end of kindergarten and Grades
2, 4, and 6. It comprises the main factor items
of two instruments with well-established psy-
chometric properties: (a) the Preschool Be-
havior Questionnaire (Behar & Stringfield,
1974; Fowler & Park, 1979; Hoge, Meginbir,
Khan, & Weatherall, 1985; Rubin & Clark,
1983; Tremblay, Desmarais—Gervais, Gag-
non, & Charlebois, 1987) and (2) the Proso-
cial Behavior Questionnaire (Weir & Duveen,
1981).

Four factors from the 38-item SBQ (estab-
lished in Tremblay, Loeber, Gagnon, Charle-
bois, Larivée, & LeBlanc, 1991) were em-
ployed for this investigation: (a) disruptive
behavior (13 items, oo = 86), (b) anxious be-
havior (5 items, oo = .73), (c) inattentive be-
havior (4 items, o = .85), and (d) prosocial
behavior (10 items, oo = .90). The aforemen-
tioned internal consistency coefficients repre-
sent average alphas from ages 6 through 12
years. The SBQ has a test—retest reliability
ranging from .78 (disruptive subscale) to .55
(prosocial subscale) over a 2-month period
(Tremblay et al., 1991). Behavior between
ages 6 and 12 years has been significantly sta-
ble over time (ranging from r = .24 to r =
.32), with the anxious and prosocial factors
appearing less stable (yet significant) at .16
and .15, respectively. Intercorrelations among
the factors range from .17 (anxious and dis-
ruptive behaviors, p < .01) to .47 (disruptive
and inattentive behaviors, p < .01). Intercorre-
lations with prosocial behavior range from
—.12 (with anxiety, p < .01) to —.28 (with dis-
ruptive behavior, p < .01). The kindergarten
assessments have been found to be good pre-
dictors of social adjustment in later childhood
and adolescence (Dobkin, Tremblay, Masse, &
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Vitaro, 1995; Masse & Tremblay,
Tremblay et al., 1994).

1997,

Data analyses: Basic autoregressive model
with a time invariant random effect

The basic model represents the typical evolu-
tion of behavior, regardless of the effects of
external events such as grade retention (see
Figure 1). It consists of a random time invari-
ant factor (i.e., a constant factor over time or
latent trait), measuring individual behavioral
predispositions (Muthén, 1991; Pagani, Bou-
lerice, Tremblay, & Vitaro, 1997). In the ba-
sic model, m, represents a stable cross-time
effect. When there were significant sex differ-
ences in the variance or covariance matrix for
a variable, we analyzed the data separately.
Otherwise the sex of the child was entered
into the model as an explanatory variable for
the latent predisposition. Time invariant co-
variates such as maternal education and age
at birth of target child were then entered as
explanatory variables for the latent predispo-
sition, as these important sociodemographic
characteristics have been found to predict aca-
demic failure (Pagani, Boulerice, & Trem-
blay, 1997). Last, because of the stability of
inherent behavioral characteristics across de-
velopment, we entered an early childhood
measure of the independent variable as an ex-
planatory variable for the latent predisposition
(i.e., at kindergarten). We used a measure of
kindergarten inattentiveness as an explanatory
variable for the latent predisposition in the
analyses concerning academic performance,
given the strong predictive relationship ob-
served between inattentiveness and later aca-
demic performance (Gordon, Mittelman, & Ir-
win, 1994; Tremblay & Zhou, 1991). This
early childhood control variable has been pre-
viously tested in Pagani, Boulerice, & Trem-
blay, (1997).

The dynamic part of the model consists of
a lag-one autoregressive component that mea-
sures the persistence of deviations from the
latent predisposition in behavior over time
(i.e., a regression of the deviations over the
preceding time). The lag-one autoregressive
component accounts for possible correlations
between temporally adjacent deviation mea-
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surements and thus induces dependence
among all the deviation measurements. Any
change in behavior could have a persistent ef-
fect at a later time through the autoregressive
component. The effects of life events on be-
havior at a given time were measured beyond
the persisting effect of other changes prior to
the event. Thus, the model makes an implicit
assumption that the effects of age are a shared
component by all individuals at a given time
and must be reflected in the mean structure.

Life events were measured by indicator
variables that point out separately if grade re-
tention occurred between two time points. Be-
cause grade retention can be preceded by be-
havioral or academic difficulties, we allowed
grade retention to have a statistical control
arrow toward children’s prior adjustment.
This method insured that grade retention ef-
fects on future adjustment were measured
over previous adjustment problems that pre-
ceded grade retention. In other words, we
measured the expected influences on future
academic and behavioral development by
holding previous levels of these constant.
These indicators were treated as fixed (inde-
pendent) variables in the analyses, so the cor-
responding parameter gives mean prospective
associations with behavior while controlling
for the preceding time and individual predis-
position. Since, in the selected sample, grade
retention always occurred in the life of a child
who was previously in an age-appropriate
classroom, the influence of grade retention on
behavior at a given time was assessed in rela-
tion to those who remained in an age appro-
priate classroom at that given time. Further,
the prospective associations between grade re-
tention and future behavior were measured
over and above any persisting (i.e., indirect)
influence of previous behavior relative to
those who remained in an age appropriate
classroom.

It must be noted that because of the limited
number of cases of grade retention that oc-
curred between two time points (see Table 1),
the power associated with the z score for these
parameters remained low. All analyses were
performed using LISREL VIII mean and co-
variance structure model (Joréskog & Sor-
bom, 1993). The parameters corresponding to
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the fixed variables were held constant for the
analyses (covariates and grade retention indi-
cators). Parameter estimation was performed
using the generally weighted least-square
method.'

Results

Figures 1-4 report the autoregressive model-
ing results that indicate the degree of persis-
tence of departures from the latent predisposi-
tion in response to grade retention. For school
performance and disruptive behavior, sex dif-
ferences in the variance—covariance matrices
and means were so great that, in order to
model the data appropriately, we had to test
the models separately for boys and girls. To
ease relative comparisons of the significant
results, all figures report completely standard-
ized betas (basic model) and standardized be-
tas (effects model), depending on the nature
of the data (i.e., continuous or discrete inde-
pendent variable). Table 2 reports descriptive
statistics for each variable across time.

The model for boys’ academic perfor-
mance, shown in Figure la, had a good fit
((* = 4.60, df = 4, p = .33). The covariates
explained approximately 16.5% of the vari-
ance in the latent predisposition. Maternal ed-
ucation and age at birth of target child and
inattentive kindergarten behavior significantly
influenced the model. Boys born to older,
more educated mothers showed a tendency of
having greater academic performance. As ex-
pected, inattentiveness and academic perfor-
mance were inversely related. Inclusion of all
three parameters as covariates improved the
amount of explained variance in the model (to
56.3% by age 8 years, 59.4% by age 10 years,
and 55.8% by age 12 years). The paths from
1, to the different ages (8, 10, and 12 years)
represent a stable, cross-time effect.

Because data on academic performance
were unavailable at age 6 years (i.e., the end
of kindergarten), we were able to examine the
effects of grade retention occurring during
middle primary school (from age 8 to 10
years) and late primary school (from age 10

1. Results in the form of a covariance matrix are available
from the first author.
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by squaring the corresponding path coefficient

Figure 1. The impact of grade retention on (a) boys’ academic performance and (b) girls’
academic performance.
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disruptive behavior.
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Figure 3. The impact of grade retention on children’s inattentive behavior.
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Figure 4. The impact of grade retention on children’s anxious behavior.

305

https://doi.org/10.1017/50954579401002061 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579401002061

ssaud Assamun sbprique) Ag auljuo paysiiand 190200 L0Y6/575605/4101°0L/B10 10p//:5d1y

90¢

Table 2. Means and standard deviations for academic and behavioral adjustment

Age 8 Age 10 Age 12
Age 6 Nonretained ~ Retained  Nonretained ~ Retained = Nonretained  Retained

Boys

Academic performance — 3.31(1.01) 277(0.78) 3.21(1.05) 2.68(0.73) 3.19(1.07)  2.55(0.80)

Disruptive behavior 575(5.95) 4.46(5.22) 698(6.01) 421491) 7.13(5.60) 3.54(4.35) 5.84(5.32)

Inattentive behavior 231(2.37) 2.68(2.44) 398(2.16) 3.05(2.66) 4.29(2.44) 2.48(2.50) 4.38(2.55)

Anxious behavior 1.83(2.08) 1.92(2.09) 196(1.98) 1.95(2.00) 2.60(1.82) 1.66(1.94) 2.09(2.10)

Prosocial behavior 6.28 (4.17) 6.55(4.40) 6.56(4.67) 6.61(438) 6.87(4.81) 5.13(4.26) 5.54(4.29)
Girls

Academic performance — 3.52(1.05) 3.10(0.66) 3.52(1.05) 2.92(0.79) 3.49(1.03) 2.71(0.87)

Disruptive behavior 2.86 (4.06) 2.18(3.48) 4.69(540) 2.01(343) 240@3.31) 1.66(2.98) 3.02(3.72)

Inattentive behavior 1.55(1.98) 1.90(2.24) 331(2.69) 195(2.32) 329(2.27) 152(2.08) 3.30(2.78)

Anxious behavior 1.61(1.91) 1.84(1.93) 294(1.97) 1.92(2.02) 262(2.20) 1.77(1.92) 2.42(2.30)

Prosocial behavior 8.09 (4.48) 8.08(4.33) 6.83(4.16) 825(4.11) 824(5.000 6.60(4.50) 5.75(4.27)
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to 12 years) only. Autoregressive parameters
were nonsignificant from age 8 to 10 years.
However, from age 10 to 12 years, persistence
in departures from the latent predisposition
(i.e., expected trajectory) for academic perfor-
mance were significant. The standardized path
coefficient of .26 indicates that departures
from the expected trajectory at age 10 years
are likely to remain persistent at age 12 years.

As expected, prior academic performance
problems preceded grade retention. In order
to control for preceding values on a dependent
variable, the computational constraints of the
autoregressive model are such that the rela-
tionship between earlier measures on a depen-
dent variable must be predicted by later grade
retention and not vice versa (hence the ration-
ale for the direction of the arrows toward pre-
vious behavior in Figures 1-4).

Boys with problematic academic perfor-
mance had experienced grade retention at
some time during primary school. Departures
from the latent predisposition were significant
and over their natural persisting effects, indi-
cating both a short- and long-term impact of
grade retention. Grade retention in early pri-
mary school (i.e., between ages 6 and 8 years)
had a negative long-term influence on aca-
demic performance, with deviations from the
latent predisposition indicating negative aca-
demic outcomes 4—6 after repeating a grade.
For example, the path coefficient of —.12 (re-
sulting from grade retention between ages 6
and 8 years) indicates increasingly negative
deviations from the expected “trait” trajectory
for academic performance at age 10 years.
Academic performance at both ages 8 and 10
years was associated with grade retention in
late primary school. However, we found no
effects of grade retention at age 12 years in
this group once such preceding behavior was
autoregressively controlled.

For girls, the model for academic perfor-
mance showed a very good fit (x° = 2.73,
df = 4, p = .60), with small residuals in the
covariance and mean structure (see Figure
1b). The covariates explained approximately
17% of the variance in the latent predisposi-
tion. Maternal education and age at birth of
the target child and inattentive behavior sig-
nificantly influenced the model. Girls born to
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older, more educated mothers showed a ten-
dency of having better academic performance.
As with boys, inattentiveness was inversely
related to academic performance. Inclusion of
these parameters in the effects model gener-
ally improved the amount of explained vari-
ance in the effects model (to 69.3% by age 8
years, 65.0% by age 10 years, and 65.0% by
age 12 years).

The autoregressive parameters were non-
significant from age 8 to 12 years. This sim-
ply indicates stable (i.e., nonpersistent) depar-
tures from the latent predisposition for this
variable throughout primary school. As with
boys, prior academic performance problems
were associated with later grade retention.

We observed a short- and long-term nega-
tive influence of grade retention during pri-
mary school. Departures from the latent pre-
disposition were significant and over their
natural persisting effects, with a sustained
negative impact on academic performance
after grade retention. Grade retention in early
primary school had remarkable consequences
for academic performance. Deviations from
the latent predisposition for academic perfor-
mance indicated a negative outcome 4-6
years after repeating a grade. This outcome
was as negative as that evidenced by girls
who had experienced grade retention in late
primary school.

The model for boys’ disruptive behavior
shown in Figure 2a had an excellent overall
fit (' = 7.0, df = 13, p > .90), with small
residuals in the covariance and mean struc-
ture. Maternal age at birth of target child sig-
nificantly influenced the model, explaining
only 2.0% of the variance in the latent predis-
position. By comparison, inclusion of the pa-
rameters in the effects model increasingly im-
proved the amount of explained variance
across development (to 28.2% by age 6 years,
48.0% by age 8 years, 48.7% by age 10 years,
and 52.5% by age 12 years).

Deviations from the autoregressive param-
eters became less persistent with age after
early primary school, to the point that it was
no longer significant between in late primary
school.

There were both short- and long-term pro-
spective associations between grade retention
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and boys’ disruptive behavior throughout the
primary school years. The results also re-
vealed a sustained negative impact on later
disruptive behavior that persisted long after
the occurrence of grade retention. Grade re-
tention that occurred in early primary school
had negative consequences at both ages 10
and 12 years. Similarly, grade retention that
occurred during middle primary school
showed negative prospective associations at
age 12 years.

Two results were indicative of a negative
influence of grade retention during early pri-
mary school: (a) disruptive behavior in boys
not only persisted over time but increasingly
worsened in response to early grade retention
(indicated by rising mean effects values for
those who experienced grade retention be-
tween ages 6 and 8 years); and (b) at age 12
years, mean effects values for disruptive be-
havior were comparatively higher for boys
who experienced grade retention during the
early primary school years than their peers
who experienced it later.

The model for girls’ disruptive behavior
shown in Figure 2b had an excellent overall
fit as well (x° = 9.47, df = 13, p = .74). The
significant covariates, maternal education and
age at birth of target child, influenced the la-
tent predisposition in the basic model but ex-
plained only 1.8% of the variance. Inclusion
of the parameters in the effects model gener-
ally improved the amount of explained vari-
ance across development (to 26.5% by age 6
years, 45.3% by age 8 years, 47.0 by age 10
years, and 48.1% by age 12 years).

Girls’ disruptive behavior in early primary
school showed significant deviations from the
latent predisposition. The autoregressive pa-
rameters for this behavior became nonsignifi-
cant beyond that developmental period indi-
cating nonpersistent deviations from the latent
predisposition throughout middle and late pri-
mary school.

We found short-lived negative prospective
associations between grade retention and
girls’ disruptive behavior beyond its natural
persistence. Grade retention during early pri-
mary school had an influence at age 8 years,
and this result had a greater short-term impact
than when it occurred during late primary

https://doi.org/10.1017/50954579401002061 Published online by Cambridge University Press

L. Pagani et al.

school. There were no long-term prospective
relationships with grade retention. Preceding
behavior was prospectively associated with
grade retention to the point that, at age 6
years, disruptive behavior in girls was linked
with grade retention in late primary school,
indicating the importance of autoregressive
controls.

The model for children’s inattentive behav-
ior showed a very good fit (y° = 25.29, df =
17, p = .08), with small residuals in the covar-
iance and mean structure. As shown in Figure
3, the covariates explained approximately
13% of the variance in the latent predisposi-
tion. Maternal education and the child’s sex
significantly influenced the model. Children
who were inattentive often had mothers with
less education, and boys were more inatten-
tive than girls. Inclusion of these parameters
in the effects model generally improved the
squared multiple correlations for structural
equations across development (to 39% for
ages 8, 10, and 12 years).

In the basic model, the autoregressive pa-
rameters were not significant in early primary
school, indicating stability in the variations
from the latent predisposition from age 6 to 8
years. Departures from the latent predisposi-
tion were significant and increasingly persis-
tent in middle and late primary school.

For children who experienced grade reten-
tion, the results indicate both short- and long-
term problems in inattentive behavior over its
natural persisting trajectory. Inattentiveness
increasingly worsened in response to early
grade retention as evidenced by increasing
autoregressive parameters over time. By age
12 years, children’s inattentiveness in the
group that experienced grade retention in
early primary school was as high as that of
children who had experienced grade retention
between ages 10 and 12 years. That is, the
long-term disruptions prospectively associ-
ated with early grade retention were as strong
or stronger than the observed short-term influ-
ence of grade retention in middle and late pri-
mary school. Grade retention that occurred in
middle primary school also had a long-term
negative prospective relationship with inatten-
tive behavior at age 12 years. The results
acted in the same pattern, indicating a worsen-


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579401002061

Grade retention

ing in inattentiveness over time in this group
as well. These results are remarkable, given
that the analyses controlled for the autoregres-
sive parameters for preceding behavior, which
were all significant.

Shown in Figure 4, the model for chil-
dren’s anxious behavior showed a good over-
all fit (= 16.20, df = 17, p > .51), with small
residuals in the covariance and mean struc-
ture. There were no significant sex differences
in the latent predisposition, nor was there a
significant influence of maternal education
and age at birth of the target child. As such,
the child’s sex and the covariates (maternal
education and age at child birth) explained
only 0.6% of the variance in the latent predis-
position of the basic model. Inclusion of these
parameters in the effects model did improve
the amount of explained variance across de-
velopment (to 18.6% by age 6 years, 18.7%
by age 8 years, 20.0 by age 10 years, and
21.0% by age 12 years).

The autoregressive parameters increased
over time and were significant in middle and
late primary school. Deviations, if any, from
the latent predisposition at a given time be-
came more persistent over time.

We observed both a short- and long-term
significant influence of grade retention. When
grade retention occurred in early primary
school, we noted negative long-term prospec-
tive associations above and beyond what
would have been expected by the natural per-
sisting effects of previous behavior. Anxiety
not only persisted but increasingly worsened
in response to grade retention in early primary
school. By age 12 years, children’s anxiety
was much higher in the group that experi-
enced grade retention during early primary
school. Although not as comparable in magni-
tude to that of early grade retention, when
grade retention occurred during middle pri-
mary school it had a short- and long-term neg-
ative influence on anxiety at ages 10 and 12
years, respectively.

Also of note is the absence of an immedi-
ate short-term impact of early grade retention.
Children who experienced grade retention in
early primary school did not show short-term
problems with anxiety in comparison to chil-
dren who experienced grade retention in mid-
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dle and late primary school. That is, there was
a time lag in their initial reaction that was not
observed when grade retention occurred later.
Although most autoregressive parameters for
preceding behavior were significant, the re-
sults generated are above and beyond such be-
havioral predispositions.

The model for children’s prosocial behav-
ior had a very good overall fit as well (x° =
10.66, df = 17, p = .87), with small residuals
in the covariance and mean structure. The co-
variates explained 19% of the variance in the
latent predisposition. Only the effect of sex
was significant. Girls showed comparatively
more prosocial behavior. The squared multi-
ple correlations for structural equations ex-
plaining the variance in the latent predisposi-
tion hovered between 15.5 and 19.5%.

Departures from the latent predisposition
were significantly persistent in middle pri-
mary school. The autoregressive parameters
were not significant in early and late primary
school, indicating stability in the variations
from the latent predisposition for prosocial
behavior during those age periods.

Teacher ratings of prior problems with pro-
social behavior consistently preceded grade
retention. Once preceding behavior was con-
trolled autoregressively, we observed no sig-
nificant short- or long-term influence of grade
retention on prosocial behavior beyond its
natural pattern of persistence.

Discussion

Grade retention negatively affected children’s
developmental outcomes regardless of the
characteristics that they brought to their situa-
tion and the developmental trajectory pre-
dicted by such characteristics. These conse-
quences were dramatic and often long lasting.
In some cases, these varied according to sex.
In others, grade retention affected children
across the board.

This study meets an important method-
ological challenge in developmental psycho-
pathology: Maladjustment has its developmen-
tal course, and this course must be respected
in order to properly examine the influence of
risk and protective factors on the individual.
The increasingly persistent problems found
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after grade retention do not simply reflect a
continuation of maladjusted pattern. Another
contribution worthy of mention is the consid-
eration of time-lag effects. When looking at
long-term outcomes, our statistical approach
controlled for short-term outcomes. The long-
term outcomes observed reflect much more
than continuity in the short-term reaction to
grade retention. Saying that there are long-
term effects is important, but observing that
such effects not only persisted but in some
cases became stronger is perhaps the key em-
pirical finding here. This way of looking at
things most certainly makes us reconsider our
choices in statistical treatment of longitudinal
data. Statistical representation of growth tra-
jectories and the idea of (persistent vs. non-
persistent) deviations from expected trajector-
ies offer powerful implications for research
pertaining to developmental issues and devel-
opmental psychopathology.

For both boys and girls, we found a sus-
tained negative impact of grade retention on
anxiety and inattentiveness. This impact was
strongest for children who were retained in
early primary school. The anxiety and inatten-
tiveness problems were not only long lasting
but became amplified over time. By the end
of primary school, children who had been
held back early on were worse off than those
who had most recently been retained.

It is interesting to note that grade retention
did not have an immediate effect on anxiety,
but as children progressed in age and grade
anxiety in those who were retained became
significantly and increasingly problematic.
Perhaps as children became older they be-
came more conscious and identified by their
peers as having been retained. Should this be
the case, such increases in academic status
awareness could have induced evaluation anx-
iety, feelings of peer ridicule, and other social
fit problems. For example, when it comes to
choosing play partners, younger classmates
show a tendency to choose nonretained class-
mates (i.e., their same-age peers) over re-
tained classmates (Plummer & Graziano,
1987). Inattentiveness could have been oper-
ating independently of this anxiety-provoking
process, simply being explained by difficulty
meeting the greater curricular demands during
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the postretention primary school years. How-
ever, it is likely that the increasing (perceived
and actual) social pressure did not help the
persistence and worsening of inattentiveness
as well.

Grade retention had important conse-
quences for both academic performance and
disruptive behavior. These were long lasting.
Sex differences were quite apparent, as the ef-
fects were comparatively stronger for boys
than for girls.

For boys, we noted a dramatic and long-
lasting impact of grade retention on both
learning outcomes and disruptiveness. The co-
occurrence of this sex difference is not un-
usual, given that these variables are correlated
(ranging from —.21 to —.29, p < .0001, for
boys in this study). In our data, the disruptive-
ness variable is composed of three lower level
constructs associated with aggression: hyper-
activity, fighting, and oppositionalism. Cairns
et al. (1989) found that those most vulnerable
to early school dropout (82% boys) were
characterized by aggressiveness and low lev-
els of academic performance by seventh grade.
Our study suggests that boys might be more
at risk of dropping out of school during early
adolescence because their academic problems
are not dealt with effectively. They are more
at risk of being held back than girls (Shepard,
1997) and are also more likely to be held back
earlier (Masse & Tremblay, 1999). Our re-
sults suggest that grade retention makes boys
more disruptive and less inclined toward good
academic performance compared to their same-
grade peers (because teachers rated them
compared to other children in their class) and
compared to their same-age peers (because
the autoregressive model compared the natu-
ral growth curve of such ratings for boys who
experienced retention at a given time vs. those
who were promoted).

For girls, academic performance was af-
fected by grade retention in early, middle, and
late primary school. The long-term conse-
quences of being held back early seemed to
remain quite strong. That is, the long-term im-
pact of early grade retention was as negative
as the short-term impact evidenced by girls
who had experienced grade retention in late
primary school.
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In comparison to their same-sex peers who
were not retained, we observed short-lived
negative effects of grade retention on girls’
disruptive behavior. Although their disrup-
tiveness was acutely affected by grade reten-
tion in early and late primary school, our re-
sults suggest that, on the whole, grade
retention affected such behavior much less
than boys. After girls experienced the short-
term impact of grade retention on behavior,
they resumed low levels of behavior problems
quickly thereafter. This appears to be another
indication that boys are more vulnerable to
problem behavior than girls. Perhaps girls
found social integration during the repeated
year easier than boys because they exhibited
comparatively lower levels of maladjustment
and were thus less noticeable by their teachers
and same-grade peers.

Why these effects on academic perfor-
mance and disruptiveness? On the one hand,
there is overwhelming evidence that children
experience postretention feelings of frustra-
tion, humiliation, shame, failure, and confu-
sion (Becker, 1963; Cuddy et al., 1987; Gott-
fredson et al., 1994; Grissom & Shepard,
1989; Kaplan et al, 1994; Lemert, 1967,
Shepard, 1997). This could have interfered
with their learning processes and behavioral
development. On the other hand, they could
have also been bored, overconfident, or care-
less about the repeated curriculum during
their repeated year. This has been suggested
by previous research using parent reports
(Smith & Shepard, 1988). Such an attitude
could have continued and been detrimental in
the face of increasing curricular demands of
progressing grades.

Why were the outcome findings for aca-
demic performance and disruptive behavior
more robust for boys? The above factors
could have been operating more for boys than
for girls, given their inherent increased risk
status for maladjustment (Rutter, 1990). Fur-
ther research, using a prospective design that
focuses on such explanatory variables, is war-
ranted. Another explanation generated from
the data themselves relies on the fact that
there were significantly fewer girls in our
sample with behavioral and academic prob-
lems. The distributions were skewed, favoring

https://doi.org/10.1017/50954579401002061 Published online by Cambridge University Press

311

better behavioral and academic outcomes for
girls. As such, the analyses were less power-
ful in detecting effects of grade retention on
girls.

Being held back in kindergarten or early
primary school is becoming increasingly com-
mon (American Federation of Teachers, 1997,
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992, 1995).
Some believe that this need is attributable to
a greater concentration of children living in
adversity and increasing pressure on schools
to demonstrate improvements in academic
performance through standardized testing
(Byrd & Weitzman, 1994). Nevertheless, re-
search suggests that early retention is not an
effective policy for young at-risk children
(Mantzicopoulos & Morrison, 1992). The lit-
erature had yet to examine the long-term re-
sults of early grade retention, using rigorous
statistical and methodological controls. When
grade retention occurred in early primary
school, we observed a long-term impact on
children’s behavioral problems and academic
performance above and beyond what would
have been expected by the natural course of
behavioral development.

Why would early retention be so detrimen-
tal? There are reasons to believe that the psy-
chosocial consequences of grade retention
snowball into longer-term risks and negative
outcomes. Children experience diminished
self-esteem, humiliation, peer ridicule, label-
ing, and long-lasting distorted cognitions of
retention as punishment or failure (Becker,
1963; Cuddy et al., 1987; Gottfredson et al.,
1994; Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Kaplan et
al., 1994; Lemert, 1967; Shepard, 1997), and
there is a parental tendency toward reinforce-
ment of these feelings (Byrnes, 1989). Such
postretention feelings could foster negative
internal working models of relationships
(Bowlby, 1973; Sroufe, 1990), negatively af-
fecting the expectations, attributions, and be-
havioral dispositions that children bring to
situations (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Chil-
dren’s defensive expectations of becoming
outcasts result in a predisposition to search for
(minimal, nonintentional, or ambiguous) re-
jection cues. Such children readily perceive
(or misperceive) rejection from others, foster-
ing both affective and behavioral overreac-
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tions, including hostility, anxiety, and aggres-
sion. Rejection sensitivity represents the
disposition to defensively expect, readily per-
ceive (or misperceive), and overreact to social
rejection. This disposition can undermine
children’s psychosocial development. Dow-
ney, Lebolt, Rincén, and Freitas (1998) found
that rejection-sensitive children behaved more
aggressively, experienced increased interper-
sonal difficulties, and showed declines in aca-
demic functioning over time. Rejection sensi-
tivity may explain the long-term deleterious
effects of grade retention. Because our data
set did not contain such variables, our expla-
nation remains tentative. This represents the
most important limitation to the study.

It is important to consider the multitude of
social influences that interact with child’s
cognitive processes in the aftermath of reten-
tion. Children who are retained are not well
accepted by their classmates, and peer dis-
crimination may be one factor contributing to
the negative effects of grade retention (Plum-
mer & Graziano, 1987). They also tend to be
older, and possibly more physically mature
and disruptive. It is also possible that negative
perceptions and low expectations on the part
of teachers (authority figures) result in differ-
ential social treatment of these children (i.e.,
more reprimands, less reinforcement for posi-
tive actions, less tolerance) as in the Rosen-
thal effect. Such modeling and differential re-
inforcement has a direct impact on the
adjustment and status of retained children and
can also foster alienation, deprecatory self-
perceptions, and disengagement from school
as a social institution (Hymel, Comfort,
Schonert—Reichl, & McDougall, 1996). As a
consequence, they may seek to form cliques
that correspond to their negative self-percep-
tions, thus increasing their exposure to devi-
ant peers and reducing their opportunities for
normative socialization experiences (Cairns,
Cairns, Neckerman, Gest, & Gariépy, 1988).

Interestingly, Plummer and Graziano
(1987) found that when having some aca-
demic difficulty, many younger, same-grade
classmates tend to choose the older retained
classmate over their same-age peers for aca-
demic help. This finding entertains the possi-
bility that grade retention could have an effect
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on prosocial behavior because it gives the re-
tainee an opportunity to help a peer. However,
we found no such effect. In fact, prior prob-
lems with prosocial behavior preceded grade
retention. Once this influence was controlled,
grade retention had no short- or long-term ef-
fects on prosocial behavior. Because they had
experienced severe academic problems, chil-
dren who were eventually retained probably
did not feel equipped to help their same-grade
classmates during the repeated year. There is
some support for this explanation (Reynolds,
1992). Another plausible explanation for the
lack of effects is that, because the focus is
usually on controlling problem behavior in
the classroom, changes in prosocial behavior
were much more difficult for teachers to de-
tect in their daily classroom management
strategies.

According to Zigler and Syfco (1996), so-
cial competence provides at-risk children with
the requisite skills for learning in organized
groups with a structured curriculum. Al-
though controlled when looking at the out-
comes of grade retention, there were many
observed linkages between prior maladjust-
ment and later grade retention. This supports
research suggesting that a lack of social com-
petence is associated with academic failure
and that this variable should be an integral
part of the concept of school readiness (Reyn-
olds, 1992; Shepard, 1997).

Children of younger mothers who did not
finish high school were less academically
ready than their peers. It is reasonable to spec-
ulate that such parents had negative schooling
experiences. Perhaps their children would
benefit from educational enrichment programs
that aim to prevent or treat academic failure
that also include strategies for parental
involvement and enrichment. It is clear that
both parent and child must develop a better
relationship with the school as a supportive
institution to the family.

In summary, we have spent the last several
decades grappling with the concept of aca-
demic readiness (Shepard, 1997; Tramontana,
Hooper, & Selzer, 1988) and the consequence
of one form or another of “unreadiness,” aca-
demic failure. There are current national and
international debates about the eroding aca-
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demic performance of large numbers of chil-
dren (American Federation of Teachers, 1997,
Crnic & Lamberty, 1994; Morrison, Grif-
fith, & Alberts, 1997; Shepard, 1997). The de-
bate over the costs and benefits of grade re-
tention have been characterized by rhetoric on
both sides (American Federation of Teachers,
1997; Gottfredson et al., 1994; Karweit, 1991).
The findings from this prospective study
strongly recommend the search for strategies
in the battle against children’s eroding school
performance, as grade retention (at least as it
is typically implemented) does not seem to be
beneficial for children. Because we did not
address the issue, these results should not be
considered support for social promotion. The
practice of social promotion, without proper
pupil support has important limitations, and
is not very motivating for teachers (American
Federation of Teachers, 1997; Karweit, 1991).

Some champion alternatives when it comes
to intervening with “unready” at-risk children
(e.g., Reynolds, 1992; Reynolds, Temple, &
McCoy, 1997), including promotion plus tu-
toring; summer school; parental involvement
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