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7. THE ABSTRACT  
a. Introduction, Background, and 

Objectives  
According to PISA in Focus – 2014/09 (September), 12% of 
15-year-old students across OECD countries reported that 
they had repeated a grade at least once during their 
compulsory schooling The impact of retention /promotion 
decisions on the academic, professional and/or social 
trajectory of low-achieving students is a controversial issue 
and has been the subject of a very large number of empirical 
studies; yet, the conclusions remain unclear, namely on the 
short versus long-run impact of the decision, on its differential 
effect by gender and/or race, on the relative effectiveness of 
retention in different grades, on its impact on the likelihood of 
drop-out. The purpose of this paper is to contribute to this 
discussion.  

b.  Theoretical or Conceptual 
Framework (if applicable) 

Proponents of policies encouraging the retention of low-
performing students believe that retention gives students an 



opportunity to mature and master materials and contents that 
were not duly learnt during the failed year before confronting 
more challenging materials; also, retention promotes an 
improved match between low-achieving students’ ability to that 
of their peers, preventing students from increased daily 
frustration.  
Critics, meanwhile, warn that retained students may be 
harmed by stigmatization, reduced expectations for their 
academic performance on the part of teachers and parents, 
self-perceptions of diminished competence and potential, and 
the challenges of adjusting to a new peer group.  

c. Research Methods, Samples 
or Data Sources 

Whether retention benefits or harms students is an empirical 
question The difficulty with the empirical analysis of the 
consequences of this decision is that it typically reflects 
student´s characteristics - ability, motivation, maturity, parental 
involvement, and aspirations- that are unobserved by the 
researcher. If this unobserved heterogeneity is not duly taken 
into consideration, OLS estimates of grade retention will be 
biased downward. Correcting for this selection bias problem is 
not easy, but several papers have attempted to overcome it 
with different identification strategies.  
In Portugal, national exams in Portuguese and Mathematics 
were introduced for 9th grade students in 2004 and in 2006/07 
they were extended to 6

th
 and 4

th
 grade students. In the group 

of students getting up to a two out of five, some are promoted 
while others are retained. The scores on these exams are 
publicly available on databases managed by Júri Nacional de 
Exames. Also, information about whether each student was 
promoted or retained, and about his trajectory through the 
schooling system during the following years, together with 
information about the individuals’ age, gender, nationality, 
school, socioeconomic background is available on a large 
administrative database of the Ministry of Education, MISI.  

d. Method of Analysis By linking the databases of the National Exams with the 
databases of students of the Ministry (MISI), we can follow 
every student throughout his tenure in the public school 
system. These data allows for a detailed matching between 
retained and promoted students, not only according to 
demographic and socioeconomic variables, but also according 
to the score attained at the end of the 4th and 6th grade. We 
restrict our analysis to the effects of the retention/promotion 
decision over the schooling trajectory of students, and analyze 
its effects 4 years after the decision 

e. Findings Our sample includes all the 4
th
 and 6

th
 grade students that got 

a score up to 2 out of 5 in the final exams of Portuguese and 
Mathematics in the academic years from 2006-07 to 2008-09. 
On average this corresponds to around 5% of the students of 
these grades, or 11000 students per year. Out of these, 
around 25% were retained. Our preliminary results suggest 
that early retention –at 4

th
 grade level- improved achievement 

at the 6
th
 grade level exam.  

f. Conclusions, Scholarly or 
Scientific Significance, and 
Implications 

Whether retention or promotion is a better policy tool is 
relevant for several reasons: the financial costs of each extra 
year of studies is large, and whether is retention or promotion 
the policy that minimizes the overall length of staying in school 
is important. Further, the lifetime income of retained /promoted 



students may be systematically changed by this decision. 
Apart from these financial consequences there are a whole set 
of other dimensions that should be taken into account: the 
impact and benefits of stronger social participation, lower 
propensity to the consumption of drugs, decreased criminality, 
etc. 
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