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Despite grade retention rates decreasing over the past couple 
of decades (Warren et al., 2014), the practice remains con-
troversial, given the persistence of racial/ethnic disparities in 
grade retention (Frey, 2005; Greene & Winters, 2009; 
Warren et al., 2014), the unclear benefits of retention (Allen 
et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021), the increasing prevalence of 
state-level mandatory retention policies (Weyer, 2019; 
Workman, 2014), and the stronger evidence base of early 
reading interventions (Gersten et  al., 2009; Wanzek & 
Vaughn, 2007). Data from the Current Population Survey 
from 1995 to 2010 point to stark racial disparities in grade 
retention rates, with Black students retained at almost twice 
the rate of White students (3.8% vs. 2.0%), with 2.8% of 
Latino/a students retained annually (Warren et  al., 2014). 
Under Florida’s mandatory retention policy, Greene and 
Winters (2009) report that students who identify as Black 
were 4% more likely to be retained than White students, 
even when controlling for academic achievement and other 
background characteristics. Students who identify as 
Latino/a were 9% more likely to be retained than White stu-
dents. Black and Latino/a students’ higher retention rates 
have generally been attributed to a number of structural risk 
factors for grade retention, including academic achievement, 
student health, disability status, age for grade, socioeco-
nomic status (SES), and language spoken at home (Alexander 
et al., 2001; Jimerson et al., 1997; Xia & Kirby, 2009).

Recent meta-analytic evidence of rigorous studies indi-
cates that, on average, grade retention is associated with nei-
ther an academic benefit nor harm for students (Goos et al., 
2021). Yet there is notable variation in the relationship 
between grade retention and student achievement based 
whether or not the retention decision was mandated by a dis-
trict or state policy, when in school a student was retained, 

and whether or not retention was accompanied by remedial 
supports. Researchers have found evidence that Florida’s 
third grade mandatory reading retention policy has a positive 
effect on reading achievement, which persist through tenth 
grade (Greene & Winters, 2007; Schwerdt et  al., 2017; 
Winters & Greene, 2012). In Chicago, mandatory retention 
resulted in small short-term effects on student achievement 
for third but not sixth graders who were retained (B. A. Jacob 
& Lefgren, 2004). Other quasi-experimental studies have 
generally shown a null or slightly negative relationship 
between grade retention and student achievement (Gottfried, 
2012; G. Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Y. Hong & Hong, 
2021; Hwang & Cappella, 2018).

Even if students do in fact receive more developmentally 
appropriate content after being retained, the experience 
might be related to social stigmatization and lower expecta-
tions, which may have negative effects on student success 
(Anagnostopoulos, 2006; Huddleston, 2014). Evidence sub-
stantiates this claim, as grade retention is detrimental to stu-
dents’ social adjustment (Jimerson & Ferguson, 2007; 
Martin, 2009), behavior in school in the initial years after 
being retained (Özek, 2015), and long-term outcomes, 
including credit accumulation, persistence through school, 
and college attendance (Eren et  al., 2017; B. A. Jacob & 
Lefgren, 2009; Mariano et al., 2018; Ou & Reynolds, 2010).

Even with an inconsistent evidence base for the benefits 
of retaining students and statements decrying the practice 
from professional organizations (National Association of 
School Psychologists, 2011), 17 states and Washington, DC, 
have adopted policies requiring that students who do not 
meet certain exemptions be retained when they have not 
demonstrated reading proficiency by third grade (Weyer, 
2019). The potential efficacy of these policies stems not only 
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from any benefits received by the students who are retained 
in their grade but also from the accountability pressures 
faced by school staff (Allensworth, 2005). Such pressure can 
spur the implementation of early interventions that lead edu-
cators to better monitor and support emergent readers or 
even retain them in the early grades, when the negative 
effects are thought to be minimized (Fruehwirth et al., 2016; 
Ou & Reynolds, 2010). Importantly, at the same time as 
mandatory retention policies have grown in popularity, a 
strong evidence base has emerged regarding alternative 
remediation strategies that can be implemented in early 
grades to improve literacy (R. T. Jacob et al., 2015; Ransford-
Kaldon et al., 2011; Sirinides et al., 2018).

A key feature of mandatory grade retention policies is 
that they are envisioned as reducing teacher and administra-
tor discretion in grade retention decisions. When school 
stakeholders have considerable discretion in the allocation 
of school resources, including grade retention, understand-
ing how they recommend retention is critical. Teachers’ and 
administrators’ beliefs regarding the academic and socio-
emotional competencies that students need to demonstrate to 
progress to the next grade and any perceived benefits of 
grade retention are informed by their own class-based values 
and beliefs (Bovin et  al., 2008; Ford, 1998; Huddleston, 
2014; Ready & Wright, 2011). For Black and Latino/a stu-
dents who are retained at the highest levels, teachers’ and 
administrators’ appraisal of a student’s academic potential 
may be informed by underlying prejudices due to racial/eth-
nic differences between students and their predominately 
White teachers (Easton-Brooks, 2019; Redding, 2019). 
Given that teacher and administrator discretion in grade 
retention can contribute to racial inequities in educational 
opportunities, it is critical to better understand the conditions 
shaping when students are retained in elementary school.

To address this research purpose, I draw on data from the 
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, kindergarten class of 
2010–2011 (ECLS-K:2011). In addition to the rich set of 
variables related to student development and matched stu-
dent–teacher and student–principal data, this study benefits 
from annual data collection throughout elementary school. 
Unlike studies of grade retention using the ECLS-K:1998 
cohort that could only confidently measure retention between 
kindergarten and first grade (Fruehwirth et  al., 2016; G. 
Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; G. Hong & Yu, 2007), the cur-
rent data allows me to examine retention patterns throughout 
elementary school, making it one of the first nationally rep-
resentative longitudinal examinations of elementary school 
retention patterns for a single cohort of students.

In addition to an updated understanding of the structural 
risk factors associated with elementary school grade reten-
tion, I extend the literature on student–teacher and student–
principal racial/ethnic matching in three important ways. 
First, this literature has examined the relationship between 
student–teacher racial/ethnic matching and a variety of 

student outcomes, including achievement (Dee, 2004; 
Egalite et al., 2015; Joshi et al., 2018; Yarnell & Bohrnstedt, 
2018), disciplinary infractions (Lindsay & Hart, 2017), 
assignment to gifted and talented programs (Grissom & 
Redding, 2016), and graduation rates (Gershenson et  al., 
2017). Evidence of how student–teacher or student–princi-
pal racial/ethnic matching is associated with differences in 
elementary grade retention among students of color would 
provide an important addition to this literature, given that 
elementary students likely to be retained are some of the 
most academically vulnerable children.

Second, this literature has focused either on the relative 
influence of a teacher or principal of the same race as the 
student, but rarely merging the two (Grissom et al., 2017). 
As grade retention decisions rely on input from both these 
school stakeholders (Bovin et  al., 2008; Renaud, 2013; 
Witmer et al., 2004), it marks an important case to under-
standing the relative influence of both teachers and adminis-
trators on retention decisions. Third, few studies in this 
literature have considered how contextual factors moderate 
the relationship between student–teacher and student–prin-
cipal racial/ethnic matching and student outcomes. I exam-
ine three such moderators: region, the presence of a reading 
retention policy, and student gender. Given that teacher 
and administrator discretion in high-stakes decisions can 
contribute to racial inequities in educational opportunities 
(Donovan & Cross, 2002; Grissom, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 
2015; Grissom, Kern, & Rodriguez, 2015), it is critical to 
better understand the conditions shaping the grade retention 
of elementary students.

Discretion in Student Retention Decision Making

Teachers tend to make the initial recommendations 
regarding whether a student should be retained or promoted. 
The final judgement regarding which students are retained in 
a given year is made by school administrators, which can be 
shaped by pressure from the parent (Schnurr et  al., 2009; 
Witmer et  al., 2004). When retention decisions are left to 
school personnel, the decision is shaped by teachers’ and 
administrators’ beliefs about the extent to which grade reten-
tion is an effective strategy for remediation and their own 
assessments of the potential benefits to a specific student 
repeating a grade (Bovin et al., 2008; R. T. Jacob et al., 2004; 
Renaud, 2013; Witmer et  al., 2004). Grade retention deci-
sions may also bump into practical considerations for school 
administrators, including cost, anticipated class sizes in a 
grade, and the school’s capacity to offer meaningful reme-
diation (Bali et al., 2005; Larsen & Akmal, 2007).

With discretion over student retention decisions, teach-
ers’ beliefs about whether a student should be retained are 
subject to teachers’ racialized biases. As a result, a White 
teacher may recommend retaining a Black or Latino/a 
student with the goal of promoting better academic 
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performance and socioemotional maturity (Renaud, 2013), 
but their decision making may be susceptible to implicit or 
explicit biases. For instance, Harber et al. (2012) show that 
White teachers give Black and Latino/a students’ less criti-
cal feedback, possibly underchallenging these students. 
Teachers’ biases toward stereotyped groups, including stu-
dents of color and female students, may result in teachers 
underestimating these students’ academic potential (Copur-
Gencturk et al., 2019).

Retention decisions, then, likely differ depending on 
whether or not a student is assigned to a teacher of the same 
race/ethnicity. The literature suggests three mechanisms by 
which student–teacher racial/ethnic matching can shape stu-
dent outcomes: shared cultural understanding, role model-
ing, and high academic expectations (Easton-Brooks, 2019; 
Egalite & Kisida, 2018; Redding, 2019). When a student and 
teacher share cultural values rooted in their racial/ethnic 
identity, there is the possibility that the teacher will offer 
fairer or more equitable appraisal of the students’ classroom 
behavior or academic performance than teachers lacking this 
shared cultural understanding. A shared cultural understand-
ing could also shape other classroom decisions made by the 
teacher, including the adoption of culturally relevant peda-
gogy, pushing students to work harder in class, and the for-
mation of caring, protective relationships with students 
(Easton-Brooks, 2019; Egalite & Kisida, 2018; McKinney 
de Royston et al., 2020; Redding, 2019). Same-race teachers 
can also serve as role models for their students, which has 
the potential to increase motivation and engagement with 
their coursework (Egalite et  al., 2015; Egalite & Kisida, 
2018). To the extent to which these changes result in higher 
levels of student performance, student–teacher racial/ethnic 
matching might decrease grade retention rates among Black 
and Latino/a students. Additionally, a teacher may advocate 
for the promotion of a student of the same race/ethnicity if 
she believes the student will receive the necessary remedia-
tion in the next grade or that retaining them will negatively 
affect the student’s self-esteem.

Yet, unlike other domains of schooling, student–teacher 
racial/ethnic matching may result in higher retention rates. A 
Black teacher might be concerned about a Black student’s 
academic progress and feel that they would benefit more by 
repeating the grade, regardless of any social stigmatization 
that occurs as a result of their retention. This view is con-
firmed by surveys of teachers, the overwhelming majority of 
whom describe support for grade retention, feeling that 
repeating a grade helps students develop stronger academic 
skills and improves their long-term chances of success (R. T. 
Jacob et al., 2004).

Two studies on grade retention help illustrate the role 
of both teacher discretion and racial/ethnic representation 
on grade retention. Under Florida’s mandatory test-based 
retention policy, LiCalsi et al. (2019) find that third grade 
students who read below grade level are retained at lower 

levels when their mothers have higher educational attain-
ment. Notably, students whose mother has a bachelor’s 
degree or higher are retained at lower rates under two 
conditions: (1) when the student is assigned to a teacher 
of the same race/ethnicity and (2) the teacher completes 
subjective exemptions, such as a teacher portfolio. Bali 
et al.’s (2005) study of grade retention in Texas provides 
evidence of how racial/ethnic minority representation at 
the district level might be related to retention rates. Their 
results show that districts with more Latino/a students, 
Latino/a teachers, and a Latino/a superintendent had 
lower retention rates. Notably, the opposite relationship is 
found in terms of Black students and superintendents. 
Yet, by focusing on aggregate district data, these observed 
relationships are susceptible to aggregation bias and may 
not be manifest within schools themselves. Still these 
studies give reason to believe that student–teacher racial/
ethnic matching may be associated with student grade 
retention, although the direction of this relationship is 
less clear.

Student retention decisions do not only depend on teach-
ers, but administrators as well (Jimerson et  al., 1997). 
Conventionally, teachers submit recommendations for the 
students to be retained, although principals make the final 
decision (McCombs et al., 2009; Schnurr et al., 2009). In 
fact, in some states, the decision to retain a student is pri-
marily the responsibility of the principal (Workman, 2014). 
A principal’s influence on grade retention may stem from 
their broader influence on the school climate (Hallinger & 
Heck, 1998). Principals shape expectations for student 
learning, local policies and practices, such as those related 
to grade retention, and may promote racial inclusivity in a 
school, possibly reducing racial disparities in grade reten-
tion (Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999). Principals, who tend to 
view grade retention somewhat less favorably than teachers 
(R. T. Jacob et al., 2004), might also engage in “discretion-
ary insubordination,” whereby they fail to retain students 
because of the perceived antieducational consequences 
(Larsen & Akmal, 2007, p. 49). Alternatively, principals’ 
elevated role in retention decisions may stem primarily 
from the input or pressure they receive from parents (Witmer 
et al., 2004). Overall, it may only be when a student has a 
teacher and principal of the same race/ethnicity that an 
association is found with grade retention. In addition, for 
students who do not have a teacher of the same race/ethnic-
ity, a principal may equalize the increased risk of retention 
for these students.

Finally, this hypothesized relationship between student–
teacher and student–principal racial/ethnic matching and 
grade retention may be influenced by state policy conditions 
or regional differences. Until the late 1990s, states typically 
relegated retention decisions to school personnel. The intro-
duction of test-based retention policies shifted this dynamic 
(R. T. Jacob et  al., 2004), with an increasing number of 
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states requiring reading proficiency for progression through 
elementary school. While the use of test-based retention 
remains controversial, one arguable benefit would be the 
limitation to local subjectivity around retention decisions 
(Penfield, 2010), particularly to the extent to which teachers’ 
and administrators’ racial/ethnic biases and prejudices influ-
ence retention decisions. As a result, it may be that states that 
have adopted test-based accountability policies have a 
weaker relationship between student–teacher racial/ethnic 
matching and grade retention. However, the presence of 
such policies can create accountability pressures for educa-
tors who may be more likely to monitor and support emer-
gent readers or even retain students in the early grades. In 
addition to these policies themselves, unobserved contextual 
factors that vary by region may shift the relationship between 
student–teacher and student–principal racial/ethnic match-
ing and grade retention.

Summary and Research Questions

In this study, I first document the rates of racial/ethnic 
disproportionalities in grade retention and the student, 
teacher, school, and principal characteristics associated with 
grade retention. I then examine the extent to which student–
teacher and student–principal racial/ethnic matching is 
related to elementary school grade retention, as well as pos-
sible moderators of this relationship. This study aims to 
answer four research questions:

Research Question 1: To what extent do elementary 
school grade retention rates differ by student race/eth-
nicity?

Research Question 2: To what extent do student, teacher, 
school, and principal characteristics explain racial/eth-
nic disproportionalities in grade retention?

Research Question 3: To what extent does student-
teacher and/or student–principal racial/ethnic match-
ing reduce the probability of grade retention?

Research Question 4: To what extent is this relationship 
moderated by region, the presence of a reading reten-
tion policy, and student gender?

Method

Data for this study come from the ECLS-K:2011 cohort. 
Administered by the National Center for Educational 
Statistics (NCES), ECLS-K:2011 followed a nationally rep-
resentative cohort of students who began kindergarten in the 
2010–2011 school year. Students were surveyed annually as 
they progressed through elementary school, the phase in stu-
dents’ schooling in which they are most likely to be retained 
(Planty et al., 2009; Warren et al., 2014). I draw on data col-
lected in the fall and spring of kindergarten, and the spring of 
first, second, third, fourth, and fifth grades.

The initial ECLS-K:2011 includes 18,170 students. 
However, the need to observe a student in subsequent school 
years to measure grade retention and differential nonresponse 
patterns for students, parents, teachers, and principals reduce 
the size of the analytic sample. 21,620 cases are missing the 
dependent variable and excluded from the sample. The ana-
lytic sample is restricted to students attending public schools, 
resulting in dropping an additional 8,890 students. To account 
for the approximately 20% of values that are missing for 
some independent variables, I use multiple imputation to 
account for this missing data.1 When applying longitudinal 
student–teacher survey weights, the analytic sample includes 
33,420 student-year observations and 7,590 unique student 
observations. All sample sizes are rounded to the nearest 10 
in accordance with NCES reporting standards.

Measures

The dependent variable for this analysis is the student’s 
retention in their current grade. This variable is measured 
based on the student’s progression through early elementary 
school. To illustrate, if a student is observed in kindergarten 
in year t and again in year t + 1, the grade retention measure 
would indicate that the student was retained in year t. If 
another student is observed in kindergarten in year t and in 
first grade in year t + 1, the grade retention measure would 
indicate that the student was not retained. As students are 
observed annually, retention is observed in kindergarten, 
first, second, third, and fourth grades.

There are two independent variables of interest in this 
study. First, student–teacher racial/ethnic matching is mea-
sured by congruence between the student’s and teacher’s 
racial/ethnic identity. Data on student racial/ethnic identity 
come from parent interviews during the initial wave of data 
collection. Data on the racial/ethnic identity of a student’s 
classroom teacher is self-reported by the teacher during each 
survey. The second independent variable is whether the stu-
dent and principal identify as the same racial/ethnic group. 
Similar to teachers, principals self-report their race/ethnicity 
during each survey. For each group, an indicator is created 
for whether respondents identify as White, Black, Latino/a, 
Asian, or other race (American Indian/Alaska Native, other, 
or two or more races). Binary variables are then created to 
indicate whether or not a student and teacher or student and 
principal share the same racial/ethnic identity.

I also include a rich set of student, teacher, principal, and 
school characteristics in the analysis. Student-level covari-
ates include student demographic and background character-
istics, including race/ethnicity, gender, and a scale measure 
of SES. SES is a continuous measure created by NCES that 
includes mother’s education, father’s education, mother’s 
occupational prestige, father’s occupational prestige, and 
household income (Tourangeau et al., 2019). Given the cor-
relation between student achievement and retention, models 
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control for the item response theory–based test scores for 
reading and mathematics taken each year by the student. The 
reliability of the reading assessment ranged from .86 to .95, 
depending on the round of data collection. For mathematics, 
the reliability ranged from .92 to .94 (Tourangeau et  al., 
2019). For comparability over time, test scores are standard-
ized within each year. Models also include other previously 
identified predictors of grade retention, including disability 
status, an indicator for whether or not English is the primary 
language spoken at home, parent’s rating of their child’s 
health on a 5-point scale, age in months at the start of kinder-
garten (i.e., September 2010), whether or not the student is a 
first-time kindergartner or they are repeating kindergarten, 
and teacher-reported scales related to students’ self-control, 
interpersonal skills, internalizing problem behaviors, exter-
nalizing problem behaviors, and approaches to learning 
(Alexander et al., 2001; Xia & Kirby, 2009). The reliability 
of these social rating scales varies by measure and grade 
level, with reliability coefficients ranging from .73 to .92 
(Tourangeau et al., 2019). Similar to test scores, these mea-
sures are standardized by year.

At the teacher level, models include controls for teacher 
race/ethnicity, gender, teaching experience, and whether or 
not the teacher has a master’s degree or higher, an education 
degree, and certification. Models also control for class size. 
At the principal level, models include controls for principal 
race/ethnicity, gender, and principal experience. School 
characteristics include indicators for whether the school is 
located in a city, suburb, or town (with suburb as the omitted 
category); region of the country (Midwest, South, and West; 
East is the omitted category), a categorical measure of total 
student enrollment, and the fraction of students eligible for 
free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL).

In supplementary analysis, an indicator for whether 
the student lives in a state with a reading-based retention 
policy. The 16 states with mandatory retention in 2012 were 
Arizona, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Delaware, 
District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Iowa, Maryland, 
Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and 
Texas (Rose, 2012).

Data Analysis

To document racial/ethnic disparities in grade retention 
and the student, teacher, school, and principal characteristics 
associated with elementary school grade retention (Research 
Questions 1 and 2), I begin with a basic linear probability 
model (LPM). Equation 1 presents the general form of this 
model:

Pr retention
ijst t ijst( ) = + + + + +β β β β γ0 1 2 3S T Uit jt st  	 (1)

where the probability of grade retention for student i in 
classroom j in school s at time t is a function of a vector of 

characteristics for student i in year t ( Sit ), which includes 
student race/ethnicity, gender, SES, disability status, home 
language, parent’s health rating, age in months at the start 
of kindergarten, whether or not the student is a first-time 
kindergartner, reading and math achievement, and teacher 
ratings of students’ social skills; a vector of teacher charac-
teristics for classroom j in year t (Tjt ), which includes 
teacher race/ethnicity, gender, teaching experience, educa-
tion level, certification status, and class size; a vector of 
school and principal characteristics (Ust ), which includes 
region, urbanicity, school size, the FRPL rate, whether or not 
the school is in a state with a third-grade reading retention 
policy, and principal race/ethnicity, gender, and experience; 
and a grade fixed effect ( γ t ). To account for unobserved, 
time-invariant school-level factors that may bias the associa-
tions between student and teacher characteristics and grade 
retention, I extend this model by replacing the school and 
principal covariates with school and school-by-grade fixed 
effects, respectively. To accommodate these fixed effects, 
LPMs are used as opposed to logistic regression. As a sensi-
tivity analysis, I report the results of corresponding logistic 
regression model in the appendix. In this analysis, standard 
errors are clustered at the school level.

To empirically assess the extent to which students with a 
same-race or same-ethnicity teacher or principal are less likely 
to be retained (Research Question 3), I extend Equation 1:

Pr retention SameRace SameRace
ijst ijt ist( ) = + +

+ +

β β β

β β

0 1 2

3 4S Tit jjt stU+ + + +β φ γ5 i t ijst
	 (2)

where the probability of grade retention is a function of the 
racial/ethnic matching between student i and the teacher in 
classroom j in year t ( SameRaceijt ), the racial/ethnic match-
ing between student i and the principal in school s in year t 
(SameRaceist ), time-invariant student characteristics (i.e., 
disability status, home language, and parent health rating), 
and the teacher, principal, and school characteristics included 
in Equation 1. As estimates of the relationship between stu-
dent–teacher and student–principal racial/ethnic matching 
could be biased by unobserved confounding student charac-
teristics, Equation 2 includes student fixed effects ( φi ). The 
student fixed effects model reduces the bias associated with 
any fixed characteristics related to the likelihood of grade 
retention and assignment to a teacher of the same race/eth-
nicity or attending a school with a teacher or principal of the 
same race/ethnicity. As there may be confounding teacher-
specific variables that bias the causal effect of student–
teacher and student–principal racial/ethnic matching (e.g., 
differences in teachers’ beliefs regarding the effectiveness of 
grade retention; nonrandom sorting of teachers to students), 
I interpret the estimates as associational, albeit an associa-
tion that accounts for important student-specific variables 
that may confound estimates of the student–teacher and 
student–principal matching effects.
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The primary parameters of interest in Equation 2 are β1  
and β2 , which would be negative if having a teacher or 
principal of the same race is associated with a decreased 
probability of being retained. As student retention deci-
sions often involve both teachers and the principal, I extend 
this model by interacting the indicators for a same race 
teacher and principal to understand the extent to which 
there is a differential relationship for students with a teacher 
and principal of the same race/ethnicity. These models 
are estimated separately for Black, Latino/a, and White 
students.

To answer the fourth research question, the final set of 
analyses tests for possible heterogeneity in these relation-
ships by examining contextual factors that may moderate the 
relationship between student–teacher and student–principal 
racial/ethnic matching and grade retention. Specifically, 
region, the presence of a reading retention policy, and gen-
der are all examined as possible moderators of the relation-
ship between student-teacher and student-principal racial/
ethnic matching and grade retention.

Results

Racial Disproportionalities in Grade Retention

To answer the first research question on the extent to 
which there are differences in elementary retention rates by 
race/ethnicity, the first row of Table 1 reports racial/ethnic 
differences in grade retention throughout elementary school. 
On average throughout elementary school, only 1.1% of 
White students are retained annually. Black students are 
retained at the highest rates of any racial/ethnic group, with 
an average of 2.2% of Black students being retained annu-
ally. The average retention rate is 1.4% for Latino/a students, 
1.1% for Asian students, and 2% for students of another race 
(i.e., American Indian/Alaska Native, other, or two or more 
races).

While the average retention rates throughout elementary 
school are low, Figure 1 shows meaningful differences over 
the course of elementary school. Following kindergarten, an 
average of 2.8% of students are retained, with the greater 
racial/ethnic parity likely attributable to redshirting, 
whereby parents delay their child’s progress to the next 
grade to encourage their academic or behavioral develop-
ment (Bassok & Reardon, 2013). In first grade, an average 
of 1.8% of students are retained, roughly half of the first-
grade retention rate reported by Warren and saliba (2012) 
using Current Population Survey data. In second through 
fourth grade, students who identify as White and Asian are 
retained at very low rates. At most, 0.04% of White and 
Asian students are retained following these grades. 
Approximately 2% of students who identify as Black are 
retained following second and third grade. Among Latino/a 
students, 1.5% were retained following second grade and 
1.2% were retained following third grade. Only 0.1% of 

students were retained following fourth grade, almost all of 
whom identify as Black or Latino/a.

Explaining Disproportionalities in Grade Retention

The remaining results in Table 1 begin to address the sec-
ond research question regarding the student, teacher, school, 
and principal characteristics related to disproportionalities in 
grade retention. Table 1 shows sharp differences in the previ-
ously identified structural risk factors for grade retention. 
Black students score 44% of a standard deviation lower on 
the reading test and 77% of a standard deviation lower on the 
math test than White students. Black students’ parents are 
more likely to describe their child’s health as poor, fair, or 
good compared with White students. Black students’ teach-
ers are more likely to describe the student as having poor 
classroom behavior, as evidenced by lower ratings of their 
self-control, interpersonal skills, and externalization of 
problem behaviors. Compared with White students, Black 
students are, on average, a month younger when they start 
kindergarten, but a smaller fraction are first-time kindergar-
teners. Latino/a students also score lower on standardized 
tests than White students and have worse ratings of their 
classroom behavior compared to White students, although 
the differences are smaller in magnitude. Latino/a parents 
are more likely to describe their child’s health as poor, fair, 
or good compared with White students and speak a language 
other than English at home.

Relevant to this study is the rates of student–teacher and 
student–principal racial/ethnic matching. Through kinder-
garten through fourth grade, Black students are assigned to a 
teacher who identifies as Black 26% of the time. Latino/a 
students are assigned to a teacher who identifies as Latino/a 
30% of the time. Black students are more likely to attend a 
school with a Black principal than Latino/a students are to 
attend a school with a Latino/a principal (39% vs. 22%). 
White students are the least likely to live in state with a 
third-grade reading retention policy. Whereas 38% of White 
students live in a state with such a policy, 47% of Black stu-
dents and 65% of Latino/a students live in a state with a 
third-grade reading retention policy.

To understand the extent to which these differences across 
racial/ethnic groups are associated with grade retention in 
elementary school, in Table 2, I report the probability of 
retention with student, school, teacher, and principal charac-
teristics. Column 1 reaffirms the results reported in Table 1. 
Compared with White students, the probability of Black stu-
dents being retained is 1.1 percentage points higher, the 
probability of Latino/a students being retained is 0.3 per-
centage points higher (p = .06)., and the probability of other 
race students being retained is 0.8 percentage points higher 
(p = .09).

When controlling for observable student characteristics 
in Table 2, estimates show that the higher probability of 
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Table 1
Conditional Means, by Race/Ethnicity

Characteristic White Black Latino/a Asian Other race

Retained in current grade 0.011 0.022 0.014 0.011 0.020
Student characteristics
Female 0.48 0.49 0.49 0.55 0.49
SES 0.14 −0.39 −0.55 0.17 0.00
Disability 0.18 0.14 0.13 0.07 0.16
Speak English at home 0.99 0.97 0.49 0.46 0.98
Parent health rating
  Poor/fair health 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.02 0.02
  Good health 0.09 0.16 0.19 0.16 0.12
  Very good health 0.28 0.30 0.30 0.33 0.32
  Excellent health 0.62 0.51 0.46 0.49 0.54
Age in months at kindergarten entry 66.82 65.94 65.62 65.15 66.85
First-time kindergartner 0.96 0.94 0.95 0.96 0.97
Math test (standardized) 0.25 −0.19 −0.24 0.28 0.14
Reading test (standardized) 0.30 −0.47 −0.26 0.35 0.15
Teacher rating of student behavior
  Self-control 0.09 −0.33 0.05 0.17 0.02
  Approaches to learning 0.10 −0.26 0.02 0.29 0.05
  Interpersonal skills 0.09 −0.26 0.03 0.05 0.05
  Internalizing problem behaviors −0.00 0.00 −0.05 −0.16 0.01
  Externalizing problem behaviors −0.05 0.35 −0.10 −0.27 −0.02
Teacher characteristics
Female 0.94 0.96 0.93 0.93 0.94
White 0.93 0.69 0.62 0.72 0.84
Black 0.02 0.26 0.05 0.04 0.04
Latino/a 0.03 0.03 0.30 0.09 0.05
Other race 0.02 0.02 0.03 0.16 0.07
Teaching experience 1.51 1.38 1.37 1.50 1.45
Master’s degree or higher 0.54 0.58 0.49 0.54 0.52
No education degree 0.18 0.18 0.29 0.36 0.22
Certified 0.94 0.94 0.90 0.90 0.92
Class size 21.66 20.87 22.42 23.04 21.87
School characteristics
Suburb 0.35 0.27 0.37 0.35 0.34
City 0.17 0.40 0.43 0.50 0.29
Town 0.15 0.14 0.08 0.03 0.11
Rural 0.32 0.19 0.11 0.12 0.26
Northeast 0.19 0.14 0.12 0.24 0.17
Midwest 0.30 0.16 0.13 0.12 0.16
South 0.32 0.66 0.36 0.19 0.39
West 0.19 0.04 0.39 0.45 0.28
Third-grade reading retention policy 0.38 0.47 0.65 0.61 0.48
School size
  0–149 students 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
  150–299 students 0.09 0.09 0.04 0.03 0.14
  300–499 students 0.34 0.35 0.25 0.27 0.37
  500–749 students 0.38 0.38 0.47 0.53 0.37
  750+ students 0.17 0.16 0.23 0.17 0.11
School fraction FRPL 0.43 0.75 0.72 0.46 0.55

 (continued)
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grade retention for Black students compared with White stu-
dents disappears. The predicted probability that Latino/a stu-
dents are retained is lower than White students. In other 
words, Black and Latino/a students’ higher rates of grade 
retention can be explained by measurable factors, such as 
test scores, background characteristics, and teacher-reported 
classroom behavior.

The student-level controls negatively associated with 
grade retention are age at kindergarten entry, test score per-
formance, and teacher reports of students’ approaches to 
learning. An additional month in a child’s age at kindergar-
ten entry is associated with a 0.1 percentage point decrease 
in grade retention probability. Lower scores on the reading 
test were more strongly associated with grade retention than 
math test scores. On the reading test, a standard deviation 
increase was associated with a 1.2 percentage point decrease 
in the probability of being retained.

Less consistent evidence is found for positive student-
level correlates with elementary school grade retention. 

Whether or not the student was a first-time kindergarten stu-
dent when they entered the study strongly predicts that they 
will not be retained again, holding all else constant (0.022, 
p < .001). In contrast to previous work, student health is not 
associated with an increased risk of retention and speaking 
English at home is positively correlated with grade reten-
tion, holding all else constant.

Adding teacher-level controls to the model in column 3 
does little to change these observed relationships. The only 
teacher covariate with a meaningful association with grade 
retention is teacher certification. The probability of retention 
is 0.9 percentage points higher for students assigned to certi-
fied teachers compared to uncertified teachers, controlling 
for other variables in the model. In the next column, charac-
teristics of the school and principal are added to the model. 
The school characteristics associated with increased proba-
bilities of retention are being located in the southern United 
States (compared with schools in the East) and enrolling 150 
to 749 students (compared with schools with fewer than 150 
students).

To test for the extent to which these differences are driven 
by unobserved time-invariant school-level factors correlated 
with a student’s probability of being retained, in columns 
5 and 6, I replace the school and principal covariates with 
school and school-by-grade fixed effects, respectively. 
Holding all else constant, there is no evidence of racial/eth-
nic differences in elementary school grade retention. When 
making these within-school comparisons, the relationship 
between other student-level covariates and grade retention 
remain consistent with prior estimates.2,3

Student–Teacher and Student–Principal Racial/Ethnic 
Matching and Grade Retention

The results in Table 3 help answer the third research ques-
tion regarding the relationship between student–teacher and 
student–principal racial/ethnic matching and grade retention. 
The literature review describes how grade retention decisions 
are subject to the influence of both the classroom teacher and 
principal. Given the role of discretion in this process, I argued 

Figure 1.  Elementary school grade retention by grade and 
student race/ethnicity.
Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 
2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Esti-
mates adjusted for probability weights.

Characteristic White Black Latino/a Asian Other race

Principal characteristics
Female 0.39 0.21 0.31 0.39 0.31
White 0.92 0.58 0.65 0.74 0.77
Black 0.04 0.39 0.10 0.07 0.09
Latino/a 0.02 0.02 0.22 0.09 0.04
Other race 0.02 0.01 0.03 0.10 0.10
Principal experience 9.74 9.20 9.10 9.88 9.29
Observations 16,180 2,590 6,990 1,720 1,640

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Estimates 
adjusted for probability weights. SES = socioeconomic status; FRPL = free- or reduced-price lunch.

Table 1  (continued)
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that this decision is likely sensitive to the racial/ethnic match-
ing of students and their teachers and principals, with the 
expectation that a stronger relationship will be found between 
student–principal racial/ethnic matching and grade retention 
than student–teacher racial/ethnic matching. In Table 3, I 
empirically test this hypothesis in columns 1, 3, and 5. If the 
coefficient on teacher or principal of the same race/ethnicity 
is negative and significant, it would indicate that students 
have a reduced probability of being retained when their class-
room teacher or principal identifies as the same racial/ethnic 
group as the student, holding other variables in the model 
constant. No evidence is found to support this hypothesis for 
White, Black, or Latino/a students.

Yet, since teachers and principals are both involved in 
retention decisions, it could be that the benefits of represen-
tation only arise when both the teacher and principal identify 
as the same race as the student. With this complementary 
hypothesis, a Black teacher may only be less likely to sug-
gest retaining a student when their principal also identifies 
as Black. The marginally significant coefficient for the inter-
action between Black teachers and principals in column 4 
provides suggestive evidence for this hypothesis. Yet the 
marginally significant coefficient for student–teacher racial 
matching overshadows the interaction.4 To aid in the inter-
pretation of this relationship, Figure 2 plots the predicted 
probabilities of grade retention for White, Black, and 
Latino/a students by student–teacher and student–principal 
racial/ethnic matching, holding other variables in the model 
at their mean. This figure shows variation in the predicted 
probabilities of grade retention by student, teacher, and prin-
cipal race/ethnicity—particularly for Black students—but 
that these predictions are estimated with little precision and 
thus not significantly different from one another.5

To answer the fourth research question, the final set of 
analyses examines the extent to which the racial matching 
between Black students, their teachers, and principals is 

moderated by region, the presence of a reading retention 
policy, and student gender. Results are presented for Black 
students in Table 4.6

Student–teacher–principal matching may have the 
strongest relationship in the southern United States, where 
two thirds of Black students in the sample attend school 
and grade retention levels are highest. No evidence is 
found to suggest that the relationship between student–
teacher and student–principal matching and grade reten-
tion varies depending on whether or not the student lives 
in the South.

Next, results are separated for states with third-grade 
reading retention policies. Although the specific design of 
these policies varies, including the degree of teacher and 
principal influence in the decision, the presence of these 
policies likely shapes both the levels of student grade 
retention and local decision making related to which stu-
dents are retained (LiCalsi et  al., 2019). Descriptively, 
retention rates are slightly higher in states with a third-
grade reading retention policy (1.1% vs. 1.7%), although 
this average difference is driven by retention after kinder-
garten and first grade as opposed to third grade (see 
Table A5). Yet the exact relationship between student–
teacher–principal racial matching and grade retention in 
states with reading retention policies is somewhat ambigu-
ous. On the one hand, states such as Florida that have rigid 
retention policies may reduce teacher and principal discre-
tion in the retention decision, thereby weakening the rela-
tionship between racial matching and grade retention. On 
the other hand, the presence of a reading-based retention 
policy may increase educators’ scrutiny of students’ reading 
proficiency throughout early elementary school, which 
could lead to earlier remediation and grade retention. In 
states with a reading retention policy, a marginally signifi-
cant and positive relationship is found for Black students 
with Black teachers (without Black principals).

Table 3
Predicting Grade Retention With Student–Teacher and Student–Principal Racial/Ethnic Matching

Characteristic

White students Black students Latino/a students

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Teacher same race/ethnicity −0.003 (0.005) 0.000 (0.006) 0.009 (0.010) 0.023† (0.014) 0.001 (0.005) 0.003 (0.006)
Principal same race/ethnicity 0.007 (0.006) 0.011 (0.009) −0.004 (0.011) 0.002 (0.010) −0.000 (0.008) 0.003 (0.009)
Teacher × principal same race/ethnicity −0.004 (0.008) −0.026† (0.016) −0.006 (0.010)
Grade fixed effects × × × × × ×
Student fixed effects × × × × × ×
Observations, n 18,540 18,540 3,890 3,890 10,120 10,120

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Estimates 
adjusted for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Models include controls for time-varying student character-
istics, teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and principal characteristics. Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the student level.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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The final set of analyses examine the extent to which there 
are gender differences for Black male and female students with 
Black teachers and principals. Results in the final column of 
Table 4 indicate that the observed relationship in Table 3 is 
driven primarily by female students. Black female students 
with Black teachers and principals have a lower probability of 
grade retention, but that the direct effect of student–teacher 
matching makes this difference substantively insignificant.

Discussion

In this study, I used nationally representative data from a 
cohort of kindergarten students to better understand the rates 
of grade retention in elementary school and the factors asso-
ciated with this grade retention. Descriptive results suggest 
that grade retention rates continue to drop compared with 
previous cohorts of students (Warren & saliba, 2012), 
although racial/ethnic disproportionalities in grade retention 
persist. From kindergarten through fourth grade, 1.1% of 
White students, 2.2% of Black students, and 1.4% of Latino/a 
students are retained annually. Retention rates are highest in 
kindergarten and first grade, particularly in states with third-
grade reading retention policies. When controlling for a rich 
set of student, teacher, principal, and school characteristics, 

evidence of significant racial/ethnic disparities in grade 
retention disappear. This finding aligns with previous 
research that has found racial/ethnic disparities in grade 
retention can largely by explained by prior student achieve-
ment (Reynolds, 1992; Tavassolie & Winsler, 2019; Winsler 
et al., 2012).

Results from this study build on the evidence base 
regarding the structural risk factors associated with ele-
mentary school grade retention. Many of the predictors of 
grade retention in this study are consistent with prior 
research (Alexander et al., 2001; Jimerson et al., 1997; Xia 
& Kirby, 2009). Age at entry to kindergarten, standardized 
test scores, and teacher reports of students’ proacademic 
skills and behaviors were all negatively associated with 
grade retention. First-time kindergarteners had increased 
odds of being retained. Yet no consistent evidence is found 
for other factors. In particular, when controlling for other 
variables in the model, no evidence was found of a rela-
tionship between the following variables and student grade 
retention: student disability status, parental ratings of 
health, and a composite measure of SES, which includes 
mother’s education, father’s education, mother’s occupa-
tional prestige, father’s occupational prestige, and house-
hold income.

Figure 2.  Predicted probabilities of grade retention, by student race/ethnicity.
Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Predicted 
probabilities obtained from the models in columns 2, 4, and 6 of Table 3, holding other variables in the model at their mean.
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This study also extends the literature on student–teacher 
and student–principal racial/ethnic matching. While an 
extensive literature base documents how student–teacher 
racial/ethnic matching is associated with improved academic 
and behavioral outcomes for Black and, to a lesser degree, 
Latino/a students (Redding, 2019), previous research has not 
examined the relationship with grade retention. In this study, 
I find no evidence of such a relationship for White, Black, or 
Latino/a students. One explanation for this finding is that 
teachers generally hold a favorable view toward grade reten-
tion (R. T. Jacob et al., 2004), suggesting that retention deci-
sions are mediated by these beliefs. That is, there may be 
instances where a teacher recommends retaining a same-race 
student because she feels the student would benefit the most 
from remediation in their current grade. Since principals are 
also involved in grade retention decisions, it was hypothe-
sized that retention rates may only be lower when students 
have a teacher and principal of the same race/ethnicity. 
Regression analysis indicated that the reduced probability of 
retention for Black students with Black teachers and princi-
pals was overshadowed by the increased odds of retention 
by Black teachers. Some suggestive evidence showed that 
for Black students, this pattern was strongest in states with a 
test-based retention policy and for female students. No sig-
nificant evidence was found for Latino/a students.

Limitations and Future Research

This study models the ways in which student–teacher 
and student–principal racial/ethnic matching are associ-
ated with the high-stakes educational decision of grade 
retention. While the teacher and principal are likely the 
key school stakeholders in making retention decisions, 
other staff may also be involved, including school psy-
chologists, reading specialists, special education teachers, 
and assistant principals. Mixed methods research may be 

of particular utility in understanding how school stake-
holders decide which students to retain, with particular 
attention to the ways in which this decision challenges or 
affirms stakeholders’ racial attitudes and how it interfaces 
with broader policy considerations. This research could 
also probe how the beliefs of various school stakeholders 
inform grade retention decisions.

Administrative data could also help better identify the 
relationship between student-teacher and student-principal 
racial/ethnic matching on grade retention. While Black stu-
dents were retained at lower rates when in a school with a 
Black teacher and principal, this relationship was not esti-
mated with sufficient precision to determine if it was statisti-
cally meaningful. Replicating this study with administrative 
data would allow researchers to estimate the interactive rela-
tionship between racial/ethnic matching between students, 
teachers, and principals with greater precision. Using admin-
istrative data could also allow for the use of teacher and 
school fixed effects to account for other sources of bias that 
may affect the observed relationship between student–teacher 
and student–principal racial/ethnic matching and grade reten-
tion. That said, such a study would likely have to occur in a 
district or state with student achievement data available in the 
early grades when students are most likely to be retained.

Finally, examining differences in retention rates in states 
with and without third-grade reading retention policies 
yields some interesting descriptive findings, namely, that 
students in these states are more likely to be retained in kin-
dergarten and first grade. As these observed differences 
reflect both the effect of these policies on student retention 
and unique features of states with third-grade reading reten-
tion policies, they point to an important area for more rigor-
ous research. Now that over a third of states have adopted 
third-grade retention policies, future research should more 
carefully examine not only how these policies affect the stu-
dents that are retained (Greene & Winters, 2007; Schwerdt 

Table 4
Predicting the Heterogeneity of the Moderating Effect of Grade Retention for Black Students

Characteristic

Region Reading retention policy Student gender

Southern Non-Southern No Yes Male Female

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Teacher same race/ethnicity 0.019 (0.02) 0.030 (0.02) 0.005 (0.02) 0.039†(0.02) −0.001 (0.01) 0.044† (0.02)
Principal same race/ethnicity 0.006 (0.01) −0.001 (0.02) −0.010 (0.01) 0.012 (0.02) 0.008 (0.01) −0.005 (0.02)
Teacher × principal same race/ethnicity −0.023 (0.02) −0.039 (0.03) −0.020 (0.02) −0.032 (0.02) −0.000 (0.02) −0.048* (0.02)
Grade fixed effects × × × × × ×
Student fixed effects × × × × × ×
Observations, n 2,450 1,450 2,220 1,670 2,060 1,830

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Estimates 
adjusted for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Models include controls for time-varying student character-
istics, teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and principal characteristics. Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the student level.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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et al., 2017), but the broader effects in the early grades 
(Y. Hong & Hong, 2021). It may be that threat of retention 
in third grade has led to other outcomes in early elementary 
school, including the increased adoption of evidence-based 
reading interventions or grade retention. In other words, the 
broader impact of third-grade reading retention policies, 
positive or negative, may be overlooked by only focusing on 
students identified for mandatory retention.

Implications

Evidence that the rates of grade retention continue to drop 
compared with earlier cohorts is promising, given the mixed 
evidence of a relationship between grade retention and stu-
dents’ academic performance and negative relationship 
with students’ social adjustment and educational attainment 
(Eren et  al., 2017; Goos et  al., 2021; Hwang & Cappella, 
2018; B. A. Jacob & Lefgren, 2009; Mariano et al., 2018; Ou 
& Reynolds, 2010; Schwerdt et al., 2017; Winters & Greene, 
2012). Yet grade retention remains a focus of policy makers, 
given the number of students who do not develop founda-
tional reading skills in early elementary school and the 
appeal of rigid accountability policies aimed at remediation. 

Regardless of broader controversies surrounding the use of 
test-based retention policies (Huddleston, 2014; Penfield, 
2010), results from this study suggest that the timing of 
retention decisions may shift in these states, preserving local 
discretion over most grade retention decisions. On the one 
hand, this finding is positive, in that it suggests that even 
when state policy makers try to remove significant discre-
tion from local school stakeholders, the complexity of 
schools’ educative mission precludes policies from under-
mining teachers’ and administrators’ professional expertise.

Yet grade retention is a domain in which teachers’ and 
administrators’ beliefs about the efficacy of the practice are 
in weak alignment with the research evidence (Penfield, 
2010). Insofar as their beliefs about the efficacy of grade 
retention increase the likelihood of holding back low-
performing students—students disproportionately more likely 
to be racialized minorities—school-based grade retention 
will continue to contribute to diminished educational 
opportunities for Black and Latino/a students. Unlike other 
domains of schooling, student–teacher and student–princi-
pal racial/ethnic matching are not found to be a mechanism 
for ameliorating Black and Latino/a students’ higher grade 
retention rates.

Appendix

Figure A1.  Predicted probabilities of grade retention, by student race/ethnicity.
Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Predicted 
probabilities obtained from the models in columns 2, 4, and 6 of Table A3, holding other variables in the model at their mean.
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Table A1
Predicting Whether a Student Was Ever Retained in Elementary School, Linear Probability Model

Characteristic (1) (2) (3) (4)

Black student 0.053** (0.018) −0.010 (0.016) −0.017 (0.018) −0.027 (0.017)
Latino/a student 0.012 (0.011) −0.029* (0.012) −0.028* (0.012) −0.021† (0.011)
Asian student −0.002 (0.025) 0.033 (0.026) 0.037 (0.025) 0.047† (0.024)
Other race student 0.063† (0.034) 0.020 (0.028) 0.019 (0.028) 0.014 (0.022)
Female −0.008 (0.008) −0.008 (0.008) −0.007 (0.008)
SES −0.002 (0.007) −0.000 (0.007) 0.004 (0.006)
Disability 0.014 (0.014) 0.014 (0.014) 0.012 (0.013)
Speak English at home 0.055*** (0.012) 0.053*** (0.013) 0.045*** (0.012)
Good health −0.002 (0.029) −0.003 (0.030) 0.001 (0.028)
Very good health −0.025 (0.028) −0.027 (0.028) −0.028 (0.027)
Excellent health −0.036 (0.028) −0.037 (0.028) −0.035 (0.027)
Age in months at kindergarten entry −0.004*** (0.001) −0.005*** (0.001) −0.005*** (0.001)
First-time kindergartner 0.089*** (0.023) 0.092*** (0.023) 0.102*** (0.023)
Math test (std) −0.049*** (0.007) −0.050***(0.007) −0.047*** (0.007)
Reading test (std) −0.066*** (0.009) −0.066*** (0.009) −0.068*** (0.009)
Self-control (std) 0.002 (0.007) 0.002 (0.008) 0.002 (0.007)
Approaches to learning (std) −0.019** (0.007) −0.019* (0.007) −0.019** (0.007)
Interpersonal skills (std) 0.011 (0.009) 0.010 (0.008) 0.009 (0.008)
Internalizing problem behaviors (std) 0.009† (0.005) 0.010† (0.005) 0.010 (0.005)
Externalizing problem behaviors (std) 0.002 (0.007) 0.002 (0.007) −0.001 (0.006)
Female teacher 0.017 (0.028) 0.008 (0.027)
Black teacher 0.033 (0.027) 0.018 (0.028)
Latino/a teacher 0.001 (0.015) 0.000 (0.016)
Other race teacher 0.007 (0.028) −0.001 (0.030)
Teaching experience −0.003 (0.004) −0.000 (0.004)
Master’s degree −0.013 (0.009) −0.003 (0.008)
No education degree −0.014 (0.010) −0.008 (0.010)
Certified 0.022 (0.017) 0.017 (0.017)
Class size −0.001 (0.001) 0.001 (0.001)
City −0.019 (0.013)
Town −0.012 (0.017)
Rural 0.013 (0.014)
Midwest 0.018 (0.015)
South 0.075*** (0.016)
West 0.008 (0.015)
Third-grade reading retention policy 0.012(0.011)
150–299 students 0.069* (0.028)
300–499 students 0.036 (0.024)
500–749 students 0.043† (0.024)
750+ students 0.014 (0.024)
School fraction FRPL 0.007 (0.018)
Female principal 0.007 (0.011)
Black principal 0.007 (0.021)
Latino/a principal −0.018 (0.017)
Other race principal 0.023 (0.046)
Principal experience 0.001† (0.001)
Observations, n 8,070 7,890 7,890 7,890

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Estimates 
adjusted for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the school level. 
SES = socioeconomic status; std = standardized; FRPL = free-or reduced-price lunch.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table A2
Predicting Grade Retention, Logistic Regression Model

Characteristic (1) (2) (3) (4)

Black student 2.021*** (0.306) 1.084 (0.190) 1.117 (0.207) 0.983 (0.205)
Latino/a student 1.288* (0.155) 0.846 (0.130) 0.903 (0.144) 1.074 (0.184)
Asian student 0.990 (0.354) 1.526 (0.586) 1.656 (0.652) 2.192** (0.662)
Other race student 1.794* (0.409) 1.293 (0.280) 1.321 (0.279) 1.294 (0.247)
Female 1.267† (0.155) 1.270* (0.155) 1.294* (0.152)
SES 0.789** (0.071) 0.804* (0.073) 0.882 (0.080)
Disability 1.145 (0.188) 1.111 (0.185) 1.110 (0.181)
Speak English at home 1.609* (0.302) 1.555* (0.300) 1.457† (0.289)
Good health 1.200 (0.341) 1.217 (0.347) 1.244 (0.357)
Very good health 0.878 (0.243) 0.894 (0.250) 0.885 (0.250)
Excellent health 0.820 (0.222) 0.847 (0.232) 0.862 (0.239)
Age in months at kindergarten entry 0.926*** (0.014) 0.922*** (0.014) 0.915*** (0.014)
First-time kindergartner 4.722** (2.357) 4.935** (2.489) 5.839*** (3.000)
Math test (std) 0.637*** (0.039) 0.640*** (0.041) 0.622*** (0.039)
Reading test (std) 0.808** (0.055) 0.816** (0.057) 0.822** (0.059)
Self-control (std) 1.198 (0.140) 1.205 (0.141) 1.218† (0.144)
Approaches to learning (std) 0.413*** (0.041) 0.411*** (0.041) 0.411*** (0.040)
Interpersonal skills (std) 1.256* (0.125) 1.242* (0.122) 1.207† (0.121)
Internalizing problem behaviors (std) 1.125* (0.065) 1.130* (0.067) 1.144* (0.070)
Externalizing problem behaviors (std) 0.965 (0.084) 0.951 (0.084) 0.937 (0.081)
Female teacher 1.221 (0.426) 1.038 (0.364)
Black teacher 0.969 (0.260) 0.762 (0.235)
Latino/a teacher 0.943 (0.178) 0.973 (0.224)
Other race teacher 1.209 (0.410) 1.226 (0.432)
Teaching experience 0.911 (0.061) 0.942 (0.063)
Master’s degree 0.832 (0.103) 0.970 (0.123)
No education degree 0.920 (0.137) 1.007 (0.155)
Certified 2.297** (0.718) 2.106* (0.664)
Class size 0.968* (0.012) 0.993 (0.014)
City 0.798 (0.124)
Town 0.709 (0.162)
Rural 1.223 (0.171)
Midwest 1.441† (0.304)
South 2.792*** (0.559)
West 1.257 (0.268)
Third-grade reading retention policy 1.016 (0.128)
150–299 students 2.914* (1.241)
300–499 students 1.829 (0.738)
500–749 students 2.020† (0.825)
750+ students 1.342 (0.568)
School fraction FRPL 1.352 (0.309)
Female principal 0.882 (0.122)
Black principal 1.043 (0.251)
Latino/a principal 0.555† (0.177)
Other race principal 0.630 (0.363)
Principal experience 1.025** (0.009)
Observations, n 33,420 33,420 33,420 33,410

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Estimates adjusted 
for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Models include grade fixed effects. Estimates reported as odds ratios. 
Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the student level. SES = socioeconomic status; std = standardized; FRPL = free- or reduced-price lunch.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Notes

1. Fifteen data sets were imputed using the chained equations 
command with a burn in of 100 to account for arbitrary missing 
data.

2. As an alternative approach, in Table A1, I predict whether 
a student was ever retained in elementary school as a function of 

Table A3
Predicting Grade Retention With Student–Teacher and Student–Principal Racial/Ethnic Matching, Logistic Regression Model

Characteristic

White students Black students Latino/a students

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Teacher same race/ethnicity 1.278 (0.480) 1.293 (1.167) 1.136 (0.409) 2.151† (0.941) 1.064 (0.279) 1.299 (0.348)
Principal same race/ethnicity 1.374 (0.608) 1.391 (1.189) 0.830 (0.284) 1.204 (0.408) 0.681 (0.198) 1.133 (0.422)
Teacher × principal same race/ethnicity 0.986 (1.006) 0.313* (0.183) 0.433 (0.223)
Observations, n 18,530 18,530 3,840 3,840 10,110 10,110

Note. Models include controls for student, teacher, school, principal characteristics, and grade fixed effects. Estimates reported as odds ratios. Estimates 
adjusted for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the student 
level.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table A4
Predicting the Heterogeneity of the Moderating Effect of Grade Retention for Latino/a Students

Characteristic

Region Reading retention policy Student gender

Southern Non-Southern No Yes Male Female

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Teacher same race/ethnicity −0.003 (0.01) 0.006 (0.01) −0.005 (0.01) 0.006 (0.01) −0.003 (0.01) 0.008 (0.01)
Principal same race/ethnicity 0.006 (0.01) 0.002 (0.01) −0.006 (0.02) 0.008 (0.01) 0.000 (0.01) 0.007 (0.01)
Teacher × principal same race/ethnicity 0.003 (0.02) −0.012 (0.01) −0.013 (0.02) −0.007 (0.01) 0.006 (0.01) −0.018 (0.01)
Grade fixed effects × × × × × ×
Student fixed effects × × × × × ×
Observations, n 4,240 5,880 3,150 6,960 5,170 4,950

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. Esti-
mates adjusted for Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort probability weights. Models include controls for time-varying stu-
dent characteristics, teacher characteristics, school characteristics, and principal characteristics. Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the student 
level.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table A5
Elementary School Grade Retention Rates, by State-Level Third-
Grade Reading Retention Policy

Characteristic

Third-grade reading retention policy

No Yes

All grades 0.011 0.017***
Kindergarten 0.024 0.034*
1st grade 0.014 0.022*

2nd grade 0.008 0.012
3rd grade 0.008 0.011
4th grade 0.001 0.001
Observations, n 19,800 18,960

Note. Author’s calculations from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study, 2011 Kindergarten cohort. National Center for Education Statistics. 
Estimates adjusted for probability weights.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

https://doi.org/10.3886/E155481V1
https://doi.org/10.3886/E155481V1
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0850-9322
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student, teacher, and school characteristics at entry to kindergar-
ten. By looking across elementary school, this analysis shows the 
cumulative retention rates of Black and other race students to be 
much greater than White students. Compared with White students, 
the predicted probability of ever being retained is 5.3 percentage 
points greater for Black students and 6.3 percentage points greater 
for other race students (p = .07). The most consistent predictors 
of grade retention identified in Table 2—age at entry to kinder-
garten, first time kindergarteners, student reading and mathematics 
achievement test scores, approaches to learning, and attending a 
school located in the South—were still consistent predictors of stu-
dents ever being retained. Results from Table A1 show that speak-
ing English at home and internalizing problem behaviors were also 
positively associated with the probability of retention, controlling 
for other variables in the model.

3. The results in Table 2 are presented as LPMs to accommodate 
the school and school-by-grade fixed effects. Yet, given that grade 
retention is a relatively rare phenomenon, a logistic regression 
model may better fit the data. In Table A2 in the appendix, there 
are a couple of important differences between the results presented 
in Table 2 and those from a logistic regression model. Female stu-
dents have greater odds of being retained, holding all else constant. 
Teacher ratings of students’ interpersonal skills and internalizing 
problem behaviors are both positively associated with retention. A 
one unit increase in the measure of student SES is associated with 
an approximately 20% decrease in the odds of being retained, until 
school-level controls are added to the model. Other estimates are 
generally consistent in terms of the direction of the coefficient and 
level of significance.

4. I replicated this analysis using logistic regression in Table A3. 
The direction of the estimates for Black students are consistent and 
estimated with greater precision than estimates obtained from the 
student fixed effects model.

5. Figure A1 reports the predicted probabilities of grade reten-
tion from the logistic regression model reported in Table A3. The 
results are substantively similar as Figure 2.

6. In Table A4, this moderation analysis is extended to Latino/a 
students. No evidence of differences in the relationship between 
student–teacher and student–principal ethnic matching and grade 
retention for Latino/a students.
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