
Repeating a year

Evidence suggests that in the majority of cases repeating a year is harmful to a student’s
chances of academic success

Cost Evidence strength Impact (months)

-4
Effect size

-0.32

What is it?

Repeating a year is also known as “grade retention”, “non-promotion”, or “failing a grade”. Pupils
who do not reach a given standard of learning at the end of a year are required to repeat that year
of learning by joining a class of younger students the following academic year. For students at
secondary school level, repeating a year is usually limited to the particular subject or classes that a
student has not passed.

How effective is it?

Evidence suggests that, in the majority of cases, repeating a year is harmful to a student’s chances
of academic success. In addition, studies consistently show greater negative effects for students
from disadvantaged backgrounds, suggesting that the practice is likely to increase educational
inequality. Repeating a year is also likely to lead to greater negative effects when used in the early
years of primary school, for students from ethnic minorities, or for pupils who are relatively young
in their year group (often referred to as 'summer born' pupils in the US and European literature).

Pupils who repeat a year make an average of four months’ less academic progress over the course
of a year than pupils who move on. In addition, studies suggest that students who repeat a year are
unlikely to catch up with peers of a similar level who move on, even after completing an additional
year’s schooling. Studies also suggest that students who repeat a year are more likely to drop out
of school prior to completion.

Although the overall average impact is negative, some studies suggest that in individual
circumstances some students can benefit, particularly in the short term. However, it does not
appear to be easy to identify which students will benefit, suggesting that repeating a year is a
significant risk.



In the Arab world, there remains little empirical support for the effectiveness of retention, and it has
been found that repeating a year can be associated with negative academic, social and emotional
outcomes.

Studies in Morocco, Kuwait, and Lebanon showed that younger students, refugee students, and
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds are at a higher risk of repeating a year and dropping
out of school.

More research is needed in this area to examine the impact of this intervention on students’
academic grades. More quantitative or mixed-method studies are also needed to have an overall
understanding about this phenomenon from parents, students, and teachers side.

How secure is the evidence?

There are no studies that have used an experimental design. However, overall, there are a number
of high quality evidence reviews which show that negative effects have been found consistently
over the last fifty years in both Europe and North America. The evidence is therefore rated as
moderate.

What are the costs?

These costs are estimated on the basis of an additional year of schooling. Annual costs of schooling
vary widely in England with secondary school costs tending to fall between 4,000.0 GBP and
9,000.0 GBP (between 5,145,5 USD and 11,577.4 USD; between 3,648.2 JOD and 8,208.4 JOD), and
primary school costs between 3,000.0 GBP and 8,000.0 GBP (between 3,859.1 USD and 10,291.0
USD; between 2,736.1 JOD and 7,296.4 JOD). Costs are therefore estimated at 6,000.0 GBP (7,718.3
USD, 5,472.3 JOD) per pupil per year.

Costs originally calculated in GBP; USD and JOD calculated via oanda.com on 22/09/20.

As yet there is no information about local costs.

What should I consider?

Negative effects are rare for educational interventions, so the extent to which pupils who repeat a
year make less progress is striking.

Negative effects are disproportionately greater for disadvantaged pupils, for pupils from ethnic



minorities, and for pupils who are relatively young in their year group.

Have you considered alternative interventions such as intensive tuition or one to one support? They
are considerably cheaper and may make repeating a school year unnecessary (see One to one
tuition).

Negative effects tend to increase with time and repeating more than one year significantly
increases the risk of students dropping out of school.
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