
VOLUME 16   NUMBER 2               9

Article

The Relationship Between Ninth-Grade  
Retention and On-Time Graduation in  
a Southeast Texas High School
Jennifer N. Bornsheuer, Monica A. Polonyi, Malitta Andrews, Brenda Fore,

and Anthony J. Onwuegbuzie

Abstract: Currently, there are approximately 1.3 million annual high school dropouts who potentially 
might lose $355 billion of income over their lifetimes. Effectively addressing retention and dropout issues 
has far-reaching societal implications. Therefore, this study examined the relationship between ninth-
grade retention and on-time graduation. For the purposes of this study, on-time graduation was defined as 
completion of high school within four years after entering as freshmen. A convenience method of sam-
pling was utilized to measure ninth-grade retention and dropout rates among students (n = 1,202) in a 
Southeast Texas high school. A chi-square analysis determined the relationship between the variables. The 
findings indicated a statistically significant relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-time gradu-
ation, yielding a very large effect size (Cramer’s V = 0.61). Specifically, ninth-grade students who had been 
retained were more than six times less likely not to graduate on time than were the ninth-grade students 
who had not been retained. Implications of these findings are discussed.

Introduction

In the United States, the 1.3 million students 
who drop out of high school in 2009 will result 
in a potential loss of $355 billion over their 

lifetimes as working adults (Alliance for Excel-
lent Education, 2009). According to the Alliance 
for Excellent Education, these 1.3 million annual 
dropouts will subsequently experience more un-
employment, utilize government assistance, or 
spend more time in and out of the prison system 
than will their counterparts who graduated from 
high school (Zvoch, 2006). Some researchers 
(e.g., Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002) have 
concluded that, due to stressed socioeconomic 
conditions, low parental educational levels, and 
learning disabilities of students, it is difficult for 
administrators to effectively combat dropout 
rates. Family attitudes regarding education, which 
are not under the control of administrators, have 
been found to outweigh other mitigating factors 
affecting graduation (Owings & Magliaro, 1998). 
Not only do the attitudes of the family affect at-
risk students, but the students’ engagement in the 
school process, such as extracurricular activities 
and parental involvement, also affect these stu-
dents (Owings & Magliagro, 1998; Zvoch, 2006). 
However, there are some factors under the control 
of school administrators that can affect a positive 
outcome regarding graduation rates (Zvoch, 2006). 
In particular, retention might be a factor that plays 
a role in determining whether a student drops out 
of school (Jimerson et al., 2002).

Incidence of Retention
Many school districts utilize grade retention 

with the belief that giving students increased time 
to master skills and concepts needed in later grades 
allows them to mature socially, and increases their 
levels of academic performance (Light & Morrison, 
1990; Natale, 1991). Roderick (1993) reported that 
grade retention became increasingly popular in the 
1980s in response to the social promotion ideas 
that were held in the 1970s. A main tenet of social 
promotion was that students should be promoted 
based on their age and not based on their levels of 
performance. For example, a 17-year-old freshman 
would be promoted despite failing grades simply 
because he was older than his other classmates. 
Despite these beliefs about retention, current lit-
erature revealed an increased dropout rate at the 
high school level when students are retained during 
their freshman years (Bowman, 2005; Jimerson et 
al., 2002). Although other risk factors play a role in 
student dropouts, grade retention was one of the 
strongest predictors (Jimerson et al., 2002).

In 2002 former President George W. Bush 
signed into legislation the No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act that was aimed at increasing student 
academic performance and improving academic 
standards across the nation (Neild, 2009). Although 
elements of the NCLB have been beneficial, the 
mandate heavily influenced test accountability 
standards (Neild, 2009). The downside to the re-
quired standards was increased rates of retention 
across the United States and, therefore, many 
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children are being left behind (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Since the 
inception of NCLB, approximately 2.4 million students, or 15% of 
the school-aged population, repeat a grade each school year (Silber-
glitt, Jimerson, Burns, & Appleton, 2006). Furthermore, Neild (2009) 
reported that ninth graders, more than any other age group, are at 
an increased risk for high school dropout. Although research find-
ings have been inconclusive regarding the benefits of retention, this 
number has steadily risen over the past 30 years (Leckrone & Griffith, 
2006). As educators become more concerned with the push for ex-
cellence—which possibly means calling for increased requirements, 
longer school days, and higher standards—the school administration 
might be driving even more students out of the door.

 
Implications of Retention 

The consequences of dropping out of high school are not only 
severe for students and school administrators, but also for society 
in general (Ascher, 1987). Our society requires an educated and 
trained workforce capable of competing in the world marketplace. 
Indeed, a high school education should be considered the minimum 
survival kit for coping with today’s world (Neild, 2009). Statistics from 
juvenile courts indicate that dropouts are more likely to engage in 
criminal activity (Ascher, 1987). In some states, 50% to 90% of the 
prison population dropped out of school (Cassel, 2003; Grossnickle, 
1986). Moreover, without adequate training, unemployment rates for 
dropouts far exceed those of high school graduates, with these rates 
doubling for Latino and African American youth (Grossnickle, 1986; 
Marotta & Garcia, 2003). 

According to the Texas Education Agency (1996), students who 
were retained were much more likely to repeat an additional grade. 
Each time a student repeats a grade the likelihood that the student will 
drop out of school increases significantly (Bowers, 2010; Grossnickle, 
1986; Sparks, Johnson, & Akos, 2010). Additionally, Leckrone and 
Griffith (2006) suggested that costs come not only at the expense of 
the student but also to society. When a student is required to complete 
an extra year of study, estimated tax costs can increase significantly 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006).

Continued research demonstrates that there is no long-term ben-
efit for students who are retained. More specifically, Neild (2009) indi-
cated that although students might perform better immediately after 
grade retention, the gains are lost within a two- to three-year period. 
Also, as more teachers teach to the test, there is a question whether 
students are acquiring the skills needed for academic achievement 
in the subsequent grade levels (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). For these 
reasons, it is important that factors relating to the decrease of high 
school dropout be examined.  

Risk Factors for Dropping Out of High School
Evidence is growing indicating that students who fall behind aca-

demically during the freshman year have very low odds of earning 
a high school diploma (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Analysis of the 
progression of students through high school suggests that approxi-
mately 30% of the nation’s recent high school dropouts were never 
promoted beyond the ninth grade (Neild, 2009). The United States 
school system is characterized by a series of transitions, which hold 
the potential for students’ personal growth. However, students who do 

not navigate a school transition well, face the possibility of personal 
and academic turmoil and even falling off track for promotion and 
graduation (Lee, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Roderick, 1993). Zvoch 
(2006) indicated two contributing sources that might lead to student 
dropout: individual student risk factors and school characteristics. 

Individual Student Risk Factors 
Risk factors include limited parent educational level, family so-

cioeconomic stresses, previous academic difficulties or failures as 
measured by performance testing, learning disabilities, absenteeism 
related to health problems, and negative peer influences (Owings & 
Migliaro, 1998; Zvoch, 2006). Jimerson et al. (2002) reported that 
students who were retained more than once during their academic 
careers were 90% more likely to drop out than were their promoted 
peers. Consequently, these findings indicate a need for various inter-
ventions within school districts to assist students in graduating from 
high school with their originating freshman class.

Using data reported by the Current Population Survey (CPS), 
which is a household survey of educational and economic indicators 
conducted by the United States Bureau of the Census, Neild (2009) 
documented that from 1996 to 2003, African American and Latino 
ninth graders were more than twice as likely as were European 
American students to repeat ninth grade. Furthermore, this cohort 
of Latino and African American boys showed a higher ninth-grade 
retention rate than did Latino and African American girls. 

In addition to demographics, Ascher (1987) stated that the difficul-
ties of the transition most heavily affect those students who already 
suffer from attendance, discipline, and academic problems. Many of 
these students perceive that high school is too challenging or alien and 
believe they cannot succeed. These feelings are often exacerbated in 
students with behavior problems and poor social skills. Bowers (2010) 
noted similar findings as did Ascher. Bower suggested that grade 
retention was the most significant factor that led to dropout but that 
many other variables also played a role in student dropout, includ-
ing academic achievement, student absences, and family conflict. 
Poor self-esteem, behavioral problems, and disengagement from the 
educational school system are also factors associated with retention 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; Zvoch, 2006).

For students who struggled through middle school or who were 
not sufficiently challenged, ninth grade was where their lack of 
knowledge and skills finally caught up with them (Neild, 2009). Neild 
observed that students with poor math and reading skills were more 
overwhelmed by the academic demands of high school. Once these 
students began to flounder academically, they became discouraged 
about ever completing high school. Many of them become truant and 
eventually drop out completely (Ascher, 1987; Sparks et al., 2010). 
For students in this situation, probably the primary reason they left 
school early was that they were attempting to escape failure (Ascher, 
1987). Those who dropped out reported that they had simply “given 
up” because they were too overwhelmed (Ascher, 1987, p. 112). They 
often felt like it was too late to get help and that their repeated efforts 
to be successful in school had ended in failure (Grossnickle, 1986). 
Sparks et al. (2010) noted in their study that there were three main 
factors that influenced student dropout. Similar to the authors noted 
above, these authors cited a student being retained in any grade level, 
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a student who fails an end-of-year course exam, and a student who 
has a long-term suspension from school is more likely than are other 
students to drop out.

. 
School Characteristics

 The second class of antecedents of student dropout is represented 
by school characteristics. These characteristics include perceptions 
and attitudes of the school social climate and overall socioeconomic 
status of the student body that impact student dropout (Neild, 2009). 
Traditionally, students are hurried from one 45-minute class to the 
next. Oftentimes there are no homeroom teachers and students en-
counter a different set of students and teacher in each class (Zvoch, 
2006). These factors can leave students feeling alienated and anony-
mous (Zvoch, 2006). Because each school subject brings about a dif-
ferent set of teachers, there is little incentive to learn more about how 
students are performing in other classes (Grossnickle, 1986). Further, 
high school teachers often do not have the expertise or inclination 
to work with students who enter high school with weak academic 
skills (Grossnickle, 1986). As a result, the responsibility for helping 
the student may fall to the school counselor who may not have the 
opportunity to observe the student in everyday classes. Research also 
suggests that administrative issues such as logistics or scheduling 
that remain unresolved at the beginning of the school year have a 
negative effect on ninth graders’ course performance (Neild, 2009). 
In a survey, Weiss (2001) noted that 40% of ninth graders in a large 
urban district reported that at least one of their classes did not have 
enough seats for every student. Furthermore, almost 50% of the ninth 
graders surveyed reported a teacher change in at least one class. In a 
survey conducted by Neild (2009), 40% reported a change in course 
schedule since beginning the school year. It was reported that ninth 
graders who experienced more of this turbulence in scheduling and 
classroom organization at the beginning of the school year earned 
lower grade point averages (GPAs) and were more likely to drop out 
before graduation (Deily, 2011; Neild, 2009). Similarly, as noted by 
Jordan (2001), ninth graders need to “…learn about various impor-
tant details such as the credit game, attendance policies, exit exams, 
college boards, and making allies…” (p. 7).

Preventative Strategies
In an article authored by members of the District Administration 

(2005), the authors reported that the best way to decrease high school 
dropout is through a combination of prevention, interventions, and 
continued support. The authors found that a student who is retained 
and does not receive any support or interventions has a higher likeli-
hood of being a school dropout, and those who are retained twice 
are four times more likely to drop out than are students who had 
not been retained (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Methods 
in which students can graduate on time after being retained include 
taking courses during the summer, tutoring, or attending night school. 
In a meta-analysis of interventions to reduce dropout rates, Jimerson 
(2001) reported the most effective interventions to be mnemonic 
strategies to increase students’ memory of information, activities to 
enhance reading comprehension, and behavior modification. Also, 
direct instruction, evaluations of the learning environment, and 
early interventions have been shown to be statistically significant in 
increasing student achievement. 

Parental Strategies 
Several researchers have studied the link between support sys-

tems and school achievement. Overall, the research has indicated 
that support systems at school and home lead students to stay in 
school and achieve higher grades (Flaxman & Inger, 1992; Ouel-
lette & Wilkerson, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). Strom and Boster (2007) 
demonstrated how supportive social networks and supportive fam-
ily members can decrease the number of dropouts. Consistent with 
this finding, research has indicated that supportive interactions and 
communication with significant others can lessen the effects of 
stressors and daily challenges of a person’s experiences (Eckenrode, 
1984). Crucial to student achievement is engaging and supportive 
communication among family members (Flaxman & Inger, 1992). 
Indeed, Fan and Chen (2001) identified a direct relationship between 
parental expectations for their child’s academic achievement and 
later school achievement. Parent attitudes, therefore, can influence 
school behavior, attendance, classroom compliance, and academic 
achievement (Ouellette & Wilkerson, 2008).  Furthermore, parent and 
family involvement in schools supports academic achievement and 
school completion (Fan & Chen, 2001; Oulletta & Wilkerson, 2008).

Because parent involvement can influence academic achievement, 
methods have been introduced to encourage parents and the com-
munity to play an active role in educational achievement and school 
completion (Gewertz, 2007; Stanley & Plucker, 2008). Researchers 
have identified parent training programs, family resource centers, 
and direct parent involvement as strategies to engage parents in 
meaningful and supportive roles in their child’s education (Flaxman 
& Inger, 1992; Ouellette & Wilkerson, 2008). Furthermore, as today’s 
technology increases, so do methods of communicating with parents. 
According to Ouellette and Wilkerson (2008), web-based grade books, 
e-mail, video conferencing, and school Web sites are tools that can 
bridge the gap between school and home.

School Strategies 
Recent studies have provided insights about strategies, tools, 

and the effectiveness of school initiatives as they relate to academic 
achievement. School districts have implemented interventions to de-
crease the number of dropouts in their student populations (Gehring, 
2004; Stanley & Plucker, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). Larger school districts 
in the United States are beginning to implement creative solutions 
to deter students from dropping out (Bowman, 2005; Zvoch, 2006). 
These solutions, which provide alternatives for students who are at 
risk for dropping out, include providing a communal environment 
(i.e., learning communities that provide students with smaller learn-
ing environments in an attempt to meet the diverse needs of the 
learner), student mentoring, individualized instruction, interdisciplin-
ary planning, and team teaching (Zvoch, 2006). Bowman outlined 
possible alternatives to grade retention. The main alternatives noted 
were changing district policies so that a student cannot be retained, 
offering summer school to reinforce skills, utilizing various teaching 
methods to assist students in their particular learning styles, and of-
fering programs for mentoring and tutoring.

In a study by Somers and Piliawsky (2004), the authors measured 
the effectiveness of a program designed to reduce dropout rates 
among urban African American adolescents. The authors reported 
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that there are many directors of programs who claim to reduce 
dropout rates although not all are successful in achieving their goals. 
Somers and Piliawsky noted that many dropout prevention programs 
focus on the individual student’s characteristics rather than focusing 
on making the school meaningful and a priority to the student. The 
authors suggested peer mentoring and tutoring as a way to engage 
students in their academic achievement. Other research has shown 
tutoring to be effective in reducing dropout rates among teenagers 
and in creating healthy positive interactions among students, peers, 
and teachers (Fashola & Slavin, 1998). In their study, Somers and 
Piliawsky engaged 96 ninth-grade students in an after-school tutoring 
program. In an analysis of the data, the researchers found no statisti-
cally significant difference in GPA among two groups of students being 
compared, specifically, those who were tutored and those who did 
not participate in the tutoring program. The researchers stated this 
might be due to outside factors experienced by the students such as 
peers, work, and dating. The researchers concluded from their study 
that tutoring that is initiated before the ninth grade transition has a 
higher likelihood of being successful in reducing dropout rates and 
raising GPA scores. 

Another preventative measure to help reduce dropout rates in-
cludes supportive interactions and communication within the school 
system (Gewertz, 2007; Stanley & Plucker, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). 
Teachers are resources for students, in that they have the ability to 
encourage student achievement. Strom and Boster (2007) obtained 
similar results in that parental expectations were linked to student 
achievement along with parental participation in school activities, 
parent-teacher conferences, and helping the student with home-
work. Moreover, supportive parent-teacher interactions were shown 
to influence a student’s decision to drop out. The researchers stated 
that more research is needed in the area of supportive interactions 
among parents, teachers, and students to determine the difference 
between student success and dropout. 

In addition, researchers have observed that if students are going 
to drop out of school, it is more likely to occur between the eighth- 
and ninth-grade years (Gewertz, 2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). In 
Building a Nation of Ninth-Graders, the author discussed preventative 
efforts to increase academic success (Gewertz, 2007). In the hope 
of strengthening the student-teacher interaction, a Pittsburg, Penn-
sylvania, school district initiated a weeklong orientation with one 
third of their incoming freshmen prior to the start of the academic 
school year. With this in mind, the school focused on building bonds 
between the students and teachers to create a feeling of caring, con-
cern, support, and confidence. In addition, the author stressed that 
the orientation not only focused on emotional components but also 
included academic activities that stressed literacy, mathematics, and 
study habits in the hope of preventing the incidence of retention and 
dropping out (Gewertz, 2007). Reflections made by students after the 
orientation included, “I like how the teachers care” and “I thought I’d 
be a number in this school, but then I came here, and teachers are 
ready to try to learn about you. So I feel good about school” (Gewertz, 
2007, p. 48). Such reflections demonstrate the difference that posi-
tive relationships can make. Similarly, Gehring (2004) reported that 
several urban school districts are rethinking traditional methods of 
restructuring program delivery and retention policies. Specifically, 

these methods included reexamining retention standards, introducing 
career-themed academies where students can learn about various 
professions, having twilight high schools that support flexible hours 
for students who work, and providing different graduation plans 
and credit requirements that meet the unique needs of the student. 

Additional research (e.g., Lekrone & Griffith, 2006; Zvoch, 2006) 
also has identified block scheduling, flexible grouping, smaller class 
sizes, and multiage grouping as representing useful practices to 
encourage school completion. According to Zvoch, the academic 
and social context of the school can either encourage or discourage 
academic promotion. Therefore, expanded learning options, positive 
learning environments, and supportive student-teacher interactions 
are just a few measures that can be implemented by schools.

Implications for Counselors
Counselors and social workers have an important influence on 

students, administrators, teachers, and family members in promoting 
student success and developing strategies to prevent retention (But-
ler, 2003; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Suh & Suh, 2007). At the state 
level, counselors act as advocates for students and raise awareness 
regarding the educational standards that are being used for retention 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Furthermore, by participating in local and 
state professional organizations, counselors serve as instruments of 
change as they inform educators and noneducators alike about the 
increasing statistics related to dropouts (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). At 
the school campus level, counselors help teachers and administrators 
understand the implications of retention (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). 
Keeping the end in mind, on-time graduation, the counselor is able 
to propose alternative services or interventions. Such interventions 
include flex hours, after-school programs, assigning a mentor to the 
student, and summer school services (Bowman, 2005; Lekrone & 
Griffith, 2006). In addition, counselors are not only a resource for 
students but for faculty and staff as well. Counselors can provide pro-
fessional development opportunities for administrators and teaching 
staff helping to foster an understanding of different learning styles, 
cultural differences among students, and encouraging interventions 
that promote family involvement. Lekrone and Griffith also noted 
that it is important for school staff to recognize the detrimental ef-
fects that can be associated with disciplinary practices in response to 
disruptive behavior in the class. These authors suggested that often 
students who are not performing well academically mask their defi-
cits with disruptive behaviors. Many times the consequence for these 
behaviors is removal from the classroom or the campus, which can 
lead to missed instructional time, missed assignments, and thereby 
repeating the negative cycle for the student. Mental health concerns, 
such as counseling strategies that specifically improve self-concept 
feelings of popularity, negative academic self-concept, and anxiety 
have been shown to particularly benefit Hispanic students who have 
been retained in ninth grade (Robles-Piña, 2011). Finally, counselors 
can assist families by initiating workshops and programs that em-
phasize the importance of education, address family concerns and 
questions, and provide opportunities for parents to become more 
active and responsible in their child’s education (Flaxman & Inger, 
1992; Lekrone & Griffith, 2006). 



VOLUME 16   NUMBER 2                         13

In conclusion, although the review of the literature suggests that 
retention leads to a likelihood of high school failure and dropout, 
there is also support that creative and alternative strategies can help 
improve academic achievement and maximize graduations rates. 
School systems can evaluate their environments, delivery of instruc-
tion, organizational practices, and teacher-student relationships to 
determine if their practices are promoting student achievement.  
Understanding that parent and family involvement is fundamental 
to academic success, additional initiatives can be explored to expand 
and to increase parental involvement and to improve parent-child 
relationships. Finally, school counselors and social workers can be 
utilized to foster high school students’ academic success as well as 
mental health concerns and serve as liaisons to school faculty and 
staff, families, and community members.

Purpose of the Study
Although many researchers have investigated the relationship 

between retention and dropout rates, only a handful of researchers 
have examined this association as it pertains to ninth-grade students 
(Gewertz, 2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; 
Zvoch, 2006). The aforementioned researchers explored the vari-
ables that led to ninth-grade retention and dropout rates. Minimal 
research has been conducted on the relationship between retention 
and graduation within four years. Thus, the purpose of this study was 
to examine the relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-
time graduation in a rural Southeast Texas High School. In our study 
we defined on-time graduation as completion of high school within 
four years after entering as a freshman.

Research Question and Hypothesis
The following research question was addressed: What is the 

relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation? 
Similar to the findings from previous researchers (Gewertz, 2007, 
Leckrone & Griffith, 2006, Zvoch, 2006), we hypothesized that ninth-
grade retention would be negatively related to on-time graduation 
(Jimerson et al., 2002).

Educational Significance
Determining the best methods of addressing the issue of under-

performing at-risk high school students was an integral component 
essential to improving graduation rates (Zvoch, 2006). It was expected 
that identifying the extent to which ninth-grade retention predicts 
whether a student graduates from high school would provide informa-
tion as to how high risk this grade level is for academic achievement. 

Method
For the purposes of this study, permission was obtained from the 

campus principal to access archived graduation data from 2007, 2008, 
and 2009 academic years. Before the study began, the researchers 
gained written approval for the study from the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of the institution with which the researchers were affili-
ated, as well as written approval from the school principal whose 
student data were used in the study. In this Texas 4A high school, 
students are promoted to the next grade level only if they have earned 

the minimum number of credits necessary for the next grade clas-
sification. In this school district, promotion from the ninth grade to 
the 10th grade was based on the class schedule construct of seven 
class periods per day, and .05 credits awarded per class, per semester. 
Credits are earned by obtaining passing semester grades in scheduled 
classes (i.e., ½ credit per semester class x seven scheduled classes = 
3.5 credits per semester, 7 credits per year). In other words, successful 
freshmen can obtain a total of seven credits to advance to 10th-grade 
status. However, to facilitate higher ninth-grade promotion rates, this 
school district has set a minimum of 5.5 credits to advance to the 
10th-grade level. The state mandates the number of credits and classes 
required for graduation; thus, any freshman failing a class, yet still 
promoted to the 10th-grade, is obligated to recover the credit(s) not 
passed during their freshman year, as well as any classes not passed 
subsequent to the freshman year.

Data Collection
This study focused on the population of students who did not 

obtain the minimum of 5.5 credits to move forward with their class 
from ninth grade to 10th grade and whether these students were able 
to overcome this setback, regain the credits, and graduate with their 
class four years after entering high school as a first-time freshman. 
Student transcripts were used to review and to determine gradua-
tion and retention status. These data provided the number of gradu-
ates, number of nongraduates, and the ninth-grade retention rate of 
graduates and nongraduates. Confidentiality of transcripts was taken 
into consideration when transcribing the data. Only one researcher 
collected the data and input the data in PASW 18 (SPSS, Inc., 2009).

Participants
In this study there were a total of 1,202 transcripts analyzed. These 

transcripts contained demographic, credit, retention, and graduation 
information. Transcripts were selected on the basis of students be-
ing classified as seniors. Within this sample, there were 563 male 
students and 639 female students. The sample was made up of 25% 
White students, 21.3% African American students, 52.4% Hispanic 
students, and 1.2% Asian students, with 0.1% reporting another 
ethnicity. Convenience sampling was utilized due to the location of 
the school and accessibility of archival transcripts. 

Instrumentation
The data were extracted from official transcripts that represented 

archived data from the school’s database, Texas Reports (SCA). Gradu-
ation was determined by the number of credits obtained during each 
school year. Passing grades were determined by individual teachers 
and automatically transferred to the transcripts. A passing grade was 
defined as 70 and above.  Because grades are automatically down-
loaded to the transcript program, it was expected that score validity 
was high. Transcripts for seniors from the academic years 2006-2007, 
2007-2008, and 2008-2009 were extracted from the database and 
analyzed for graduation and retention status by a certified counselor.
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Data Analysis 
In this study, a quantitative analysis was used in order to determine 

if a relationship existed between ninth-grade retention and on-time 
graduation. The independent variable was ninth-grade retention status 
and the dependent variable was on-time graduation. Transcripts of 
students classified as seniors during the years of 2006-2007, 2007-
2008, and 2008-2009 were analyzed to determine the relationship 
between on-time graduation and ninth-grade retention. In determin-
ing on-time graduation, transcripts were analyzed by noting the year 
students began high school (freshman year). This relationship was 
assessed using a chi-square analysis. All data were entered using the 
PASW 18.0 statistical software package (SPSS, Inc., 2009). Statistical 
significance was obtained at the α = .05 level. Effect sizes also were 
obtained via a chi-square analysis. Using Cohen’s (1988) criteria, ef-
fect sizes were measured via Cramer’s V, using the following criteria: 
0.1 for a small effect size, 0.3 for a moderate effect size, and 0.5 for 
a large effect size (Cohen, 1988). 

Results
The 2 (ninth-grade retention) x 2 (on-time graduation) chi-square 

analysis revealed a statistically significant relationship between ninth-
grade retention and on-time graduation, X2(2, N = 1202) = 447.64, 
p < .0001. The analysis indicated that those who were retained in 
the ninth grade tended not to graduate on time (85.8%), whereas 
those who were not retained in the ninth grade were more likely to 
graduate on time (85.5%). The effect size, as measured by Cramer’s 
V, was 0.61. Using Cohen’s (1988) criteria, the effect size was very 
large. In other words, for the total ninth graders who were retained 
(n = 211), 14.2% (n = 30) of the time they were likely to experience 
on-time graduation and 85.7% (n = 181) of the time they were not 
likely to experience on-time graduation. Conversely, for those ninth-
grade students who were not retained (n = 991), 85.9% (n = 851) of 
the time they were likely to graduate on time and 14.1% (n = 140) 
of the time they were not likely to experience on-time graduation.

These results suggested that there is a greater likelihood that 
those students who are retained in the ninth grade do not graduate 
on time with their class, and those students who are not retained in 
the ninth grade have a higher likelihood of graduating on time from 
high school. In fact, the odds ratio revealed that students who are 
retained in the ninth grade were 6.01 times less likely to graduate on 
time (95% confidence interval = 4.31, 8.38).

Discussion
The focus on school retention and how it impacts high school 

dropouts became increasingly popular in the 1980s. Roderick (1993) 
reported that this increase in awareness was in response to the social 
promotion ideas that were held in the 1970s. Since that time, many 
community members as well as lawmakers have called for greater 
accountability for schools in relation to ensuring the successful ma-
triculation of high school students (Zvoch, 2006). In response, state 
and federal legislatures invested large amounts of financial resources 
into schools (Neild, 2009). These government agencies examined 
how state and federal funds were being utilized to develop and to 
maintain programs that could reduce retention and thus reduce the 
amount of high school dropout (Neild, 2009).

The findings of this study demonstrated that ninth-grade stu-
dents, who are retained, have a higher likelihood of not graduating 
on time with their peers. These findings have several implications 
for educational researchers and administrative school staff who are 
concerned with improving high school graduation rates. The impli-
cations include: (a) changes with regard to delivery of educational 
instruction, (b) suggestions for better organizational practices, and 
(c) examinations of teacher-student relationships to determine if 
their practices are promoting student achievement. Further implica-
tions include understanding how parent and family involvement can 
be fundamental to academic success, and the utilization of school 
counselors and social workers to foster academic success among high 
school students. This study identified a statistically significant link 
between ninth-grade retention and high school dropout propensity. 
This finding supports previous results of research conducted in the 
area of ninth-grade retention and successful matriculation (Gewertz, 
2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; Zvoch, 2006). 
Those who are interested in school retention issues and how they 
relate to eventual dropout should find evidence of the relationship 
between the two variables very useful. Specifically, our results con-
firmed past researchers’ findings that a relationship exists between 
ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation. Further, our research 
added to the body of literature in that it focused on students from a 
large rural high school whereas past researchers examined students 
from large urban schools.

As in virtually all quantitative studies, there were threats to the 
external validity of the findings. These threats included population 
validity, ecological validity, and temporal validity (Onwuegbuzie, 
2003). Thus, caution should be used when generalizing these results 
to other populations. Notwithstanding, the present findings provide 
administrators with more evidence that ninth-grade retention places 
a student at risk for dropping out of school. Indeed, based on the 
confidence interval in the present study, the ninth-grade students 
who were retained were six to eight times less likely to graduate on 
time than were students who were not retained.  

The present findings should have logical appeal for school admin-
istrators, as well as for teachers and counselors who work directly 
with students. Researchers have shown that with student mentor-
ing, individualized instruction, interdisciplinary planning, and team 
teaching, students who are at risk for dropout might find that they 
greatly benefit from these solutions (Zvoch, 2006). Future researchers 
might explore variables that moderate or mediate the relationship 
between ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation. In reviewing 
the findings of this study as well as similar studies conducted in the 
area of retention and high school graduation, it is evident that school 
administration and classroom teachers need the assistance of applied 
research to identify the most effective strategies for addressing the 
disturbing trend of high school dropout. 

References
Alliance for Excellent Education. (2009). The high cost of high school 

dropouts: What the nation pays for inadequate high schools. Re-
trieved from http://www.all4ed.org/ files/archive/publications/
HighCost.pdf



VOLUME 16   NUMBER 2                         15

Ascher, C. (1987). The ninth grade: A precarious time for the potential 
dropout. ERIC Digest, 34, 1-5.

Bowers, A. (2010). Grades and graduation: A longitudinal risk per-
spective to identify student dropouts. The Journal of Educational 
Research, 103, 191-207. doi:10.1080/00220670903382970 

Bowman, L. J. (2005). Grade retention: Is it a help or hindrance to 
student academic success? Preventing School Failure, 49, 42-46. 
doi:10.3200/PSFL.49.3.42-46

Butler, S. K. (2003). Helping urban African American high school stu-
dents to excel academically: The role of school counselors. High 
School Journal, 87, 51-57.doi:10.1353/hsj.2003.0012

Cassel, R. (2003). A high school drop-out prevention program for the 
at-risk sophomore student. Education, 123, 649-658.

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences 
(2nd ed.). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Deily, J. L. (2011). Using goal setting to increase academic self-efficacy in 
at-risk ninth grade students. Retrieved from http://home.moravian.
edu/public/educ/eddept/mEd/2011/Thesis/Deily.pdf

District Administration. (2005). Retention or promotion: Wrong ques-
tion. Retrieved from http://www.districtadministration.com

Eckenrode, J. (1984). Impact of chronic and acute stressors on daily 
reports of mood. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46, 
907-918. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.46.4.907

Fan, X., & Chen, M. (2001). Parental involvement and students’ 
academic achievement: A meta-analysis. Educational Psychology 
Review, 13, 1-22.

Fashola, O. S., & Slavin, R. E. (1998). Effective dropout prevention and 
college attendance programs for students placed at risk. Journal 
of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 3, 159-183. doi:10.1207/
s15327671espr0302_5

Flaxman, E., & Inger, M. (1992). Parents and schooling in the 1990s. 
Educational Digest. 57, 3-5. 

Gehring, J. (2004). To stem dropouts, urban districts switch strategies. 
Education Week, 23, 1-4.

Gewertz, C. (2007). Building a nation of ninth-graders. Education 
Week, 27, 45-48.

Grossnickle, D. R. (1986). High school dropouts: Causes, consequences, 
and cure. Bloomington, IN: Phi Delta Kappa International Inc.

Jimerson, S. R. (2001). Meta-analysis of grade retention research: 
Implications for practice in the 21st century. School Psychology 
Review, 30, 420-438.

Jimerson, S. R., Anderson, G. E., & Whipple, A. E. (2002). Winning 
the battle and losing the war: Examining the relation between 
grade retention and dropping out of high school. Psychology in 
Schools, 39, 441-457. doi:10.1002/pits.10046

Jordan, W. J. (2001). At-risk students during the first year of high school: 
Navigating treacherous waters. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/
PDFS/ED452314.pdf

Leckrone, M. J., & Griffith, B. G. (2006). Retention realities and edu-
cational standards. Children and Schools, 28, 53-58.

Lee, T., Cornell, D., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2011). High suspension 
schools and dropout rates for Black and White students. Education 
and Treatment of Children, 34, 167-192.

Light, H., & Morrison, P. (1990). Beyond retention: A survival guide for 
regular classroom teachers. Novato, CA: Academic Therapy.

Marotta, S. A., & Garcia, J. G. (2003). Latinos in the United States 
in 2000. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 25, 13-34. doi: 
10.1177/0739986303251693

Natale, J. (1991). Rethinking grade retention. The Education Digest, 
56, 30-33.

Neild, R. C. (2009). Falling off track during the transition to high 
school: What we know and what can be done. Future of Children, 
19, 53-76.

Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2003). Expanding the framework of internal and 
external validity in quantitative research. Research in the Schools, 
10(1), 71-89.

Ouellette, P. M., & Wilkerson, D. (2008). “They Won’t Come”: Increas-
ing parent involvement in parent management training programs 
for at-risk youths in schools. School Social Work Journal, 32, 39-53.

Owings, W. A., & Magliaro, S. (1998). Grade retention: A history of 
failure. Educational Leadership, 56(1), 86-88.

Robles-Piña, R. A. (2011). Depression and self-concept: Personality 
traits or coping styles in reaction to school retention. Depression 
Research and Treatment, Article ID 151469. Retrieved from http://
www.hindawi.com/journals/drt/2011/151469     

Roderick, M. (1993). The path to dropping out: Evidence for interven-
tion. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Silberglitt, B., Jimerson, S. R., Burns, M. K., & Appleton, J. J. (2006). 
Does the timing of grade retention make a difference? Examin-
ing the effects of early versus later retention. School Psychology 
Review, 35, 134-141.

Somers, C. L., & Piliawsky, M. (2004). Drop-out prevention among 
urban, African American adolescents: Program evaluation and 
practical implications. Preventing School Failure, 48, 17-22.

Sparks, E., Johnson, J., & Akos, P. (2010). Dropouts: Finding the 
needles in the haystack. Educational Leadership, 67, 46-49

SPSS, Inc. (2009). PASW 18.0 for Windows. [Computer Software]. 
Chicago, IL: Author.

Stanley, K. R., & Plucker, J. A. (2008). Improving high school gradu-
ation rates. Center for Evaluation and Education Policy, 6, 1-12.

Strom, R. E., & Boster, F. J. (2007). Dropping out of high school: 
A meta-analysis assessing the effect of messages in the 
home and in school. Communication Education, 56, 433-452. 
doi:10.1080/03634520701413804

Suh, S., & Suh, J. (2007). Risk factors and levels of risk for high school 
dropouts. Professional School Counseling, 10, 297-306.

Texas Education Agency. (1996). Comprehensive biennial report on 
Texas public schools: A report to the 75th Texas legislature. Austin, 
TX: Texas Education Agency. 

U.S. Department of Education. (2009). Dropout rates in the United 
States: Grade retention. Retrieved from http://www.nces.ed.gov/
pubs/dp95/97473-5.asp

Weiss, C. (2001). Difficult starts: Turbulence in the school year and 
its impact on urban students’ achievement. American Journal of 
Education, 109, 196-227.

Zvoch, K. (2006). Freshmen year dropouts: Interactions between stu-
dent and school characteristics and student dropout status. Journal 
of Education for Students Placed At Risk, 11, 97-117. doi:10.1207/
s15327671espr1101_6 



 The Journal OF AT-RISK ISSUES                                16

Authors
Jennifer N. Bornsheuer, MS, LPC, NCC, is currently a doctoral candi-
date in the Department of Educational Leadership and Counseling at 
Sam Houston State University in Huntsville, Texas. She is a Licensed 
Professional Counselor in Texas and a Nationally Certified Counselor. 

Monica A. Polonyi is a doctoral candidate in the Department of 
Educational Leadership and Counseling at Sam Houston State Uni-
versity in Huntsville, Texas. She is a licensed professional counselor 
supervisor and a certified school counselor.

Malitta Andrews is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educa-
tional Leadership and Counseling at Sam Houston State University in 
Huntsville, Texas.

Brenda Fore is a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational 
Leadership and Counseling at Sam Houston State University in Hunts-
ville, Texas.

Anthony J. Onwuegbuzie, Ph.D., is professor in the Department of 
Educational Leadership and Counseling at Sam Houston State Univer-
sity, where he teaches doctoral-level courses in qualitative research, 
quantitative research, and mixed research. His research areas include 
disadvantaged and underserved populations such as minorities, juvenile 
delinquents, and children living in war zones. Additionally, he writes ex-
tensively on qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methodological topics.


