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Abstract
The profile of repeating students is frequently addressed in the literature. 

However, the existing knowledge about the effects of grade repetition remains 
very limited. It is generally assumed that the effects of grade repetition are 
homogeneous for different students, without considering that the individual 
characteristics of the student and their socioeconomic and cultural environment 
may condition them. In this article, we challenge the homogeneity of the effects 
of grade repetition through a study of the effects of grade repetition on students 
in Spanish secondary education. Specifically, using data provided by PISA in 
its 2018 edition, we employ Propensity Score Matching to estimate the effects 
of grade repetition for students according to their gender, socioeconomic and 
cultural level, type of school ownership, and origin. The results indicate that the 
impact is generally negative and significant, but it affects women, immigrants, 
students from more vulnerable socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, 
and those from public schools to a greater extent. These results highlight the 
heterogeneous nature of the effects of grade repetition and point to the need 
to delve into the reasons that lead to this heterogeneity. These results highlight 
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the need to consider these factors when making decisions on how and to what 
extent to implement grade repetition.

Keywords: grade repetition, equal education, educational policy, socioeco-
nomic status, sex fairness, academic achievement.

Resumen
El perfil de los estudiantes repetidores es abordado en la literatura. Sin 

embargo, el conocimiento existente sobre los efectos de la repetición escolar 
sigue siendo muy limitado. En general, se asume que los efectos de la repetición 
escolar son homogéneos para el conjunto de los estudiantes, sin tener en cuenta 
como influyen sus características individuales y su entorno socioeconómico y 
cultural. En este artículo cuestionamos la homogeneidad de los efectos de la 
repetición escolar a través de un estudio de los efectos de la repetición escolar 
en los estudiantes de la educación secundaria en España. Concretamente, a 
partir de los datos proporcionados por la edición PISA 2018, empleamos el 
Propensity Score Matching para estimar los efectos del agrupamiento escolar 
para los estudiantes según su sexo, el nivel socioeconómico y cultural, la 
titularidad del centro y su procedencia geográfica. Los resultados indican que el 
impacto de la repetición es, en general, negativo y significativo, pero este incide 
en mayor medida en las mujeres, los inmigrantes, los estudiantes de entornos 
socioeconómicos y culturales más vulnerables y en las escuelas públicas. Estos 
resultados resaltan el carácter heterogéneo de los efectos de la repetición escolar 
y señalan la necesidad de profundizar en las razones que conducen a esta 
heterogeneidad. Además, se subraya la necesidad de tenerlos en cuenta a la hora 
de tomar las decisiones sobre cómo y en qué medida aplicar la repetición escolar.

Palabras clave: repetición de curso, igualdad educativa, política educativa, 
estatus socioeconómico, diferencia de sexo, logro académico.

Introduction

The option of repeating a course is presented as a second opportunity 
for students to reach the required level of skills and knowledge of their 
respective grade. Although this practice has been the topic of numerous 
studies, it has been observed that it has adverse and detrimental effects 
for students who must repeat. This could limit the achievement of 
Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education). Most existing 
research has focused on assessing the likelihood and circumstances 
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of repetition and identifying the groups most affected by the practice 
(Valbuena et al., 2021; Goos et al., 2021). However, there are scarce 
studies that specifically investigate the academic harm that this practice 
can cause to students.

The aim of this paper is to study the effects of grade repetition on 
academic performance according to the social, economic, and cultural 
student profile to determine if the effects of this policy on students are 
heterogeneous. Specifically, in this paper the effects of grade repetition 
are estimated, firstly, for the entire student group (disregarding their 
characteristics) and, after, according to their social, economic, and 
cultural status, their sex, the school ownership and their origin.

In contrast to conventional research that mainly investigates the 
factors leading to grade repetition, this paper delves into the outcomes 
of retention by examining its varied impacts on students. This approach 
offers essential insights into the complex results of grade retention 
policies, highlighting the complex relationship between educational 
interventions and student economic and demographic profile. In this way, 
the study emphasizes the critical need for educational policies that are 
not only accountable to the causes of grade repetition but also sensitive 
of its heterogeneous effects on different student groups.

The database used is PISA, compiled by the OECD every three 
years, where the efficiency and equity of the educational systems 
of participating countries are evaluated. Then, the Propensity Score 
Matching (PSM) method is employed to assess the effect of school 
repetition on achievement level. PSM is used to ensure that the groups 
are comparable and that differences in outcomes can be attributed to the 
relevant variable, which is the retention grade.

The structure of this paper consists of six sections, including this 
introduction. The second section addresses the literature review, which 
includes the effects of repetition on performance, the profile of students 
more tending to repeat, what implications it has on other school 
outcomes, and the relevance of school repetition in Spain. The third 
section presents the PISA database, the variables for the analysis, and 
the PSM methodology. In the fourth section, the results of the incidence 
of school repetition are shown to analyse how it harms students based 
on their profile. The fifth section provides a discussion of the results and 
their possible causes. Finally, the main conclusions and recommendations 
of this research are detailed.
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Theory and Bibliographic Review: Causes and Effects of Grade Rep-
etition

Grade Repetition and its Effect on Performance

According to the OECD (2020), grade repetition involves requiring students 
to remain in the same grade for an additional year, instead of moving on 
to the next grade along with their peers of the same age. This practice is 
generally applied to students who underperform academically. Similarly, 
Jackson (1975) defines course repetition as the decision to retain students 
with unsatisfactory academic performance in the same grade level for at 
least one more year, rather than promoting them to a higher level.

The main objective of grade repetition is to provide students with a 
'second chance' to acquire and develop the necessary knowledge and 
competences for their grade level. The purpose of this educational practice 
is to improve learning and the acquisition of student competencies and, 
therefore, its evaluation has been a relevant focus in the literature. The study 
of grade repetition effectiveness has generated considerable attention in the 
academic literature. Many studies, through systematic reviews and meta-
analyses, have analysed the impact of this educational policy. Among the 
most noteworthy is the revision of Goos et al., (2021) who, after rigorously 
analysing 84 studies, deduced that the overall effect of course retention is 
essentially neutral. This finding suggests that, on average, the development 
of students who repeat a course is comparable to that of those who do 
not, although with notable variations. Approximately 35% of the observed 
effects were significantly negative, 41% showed no significant impact, and 
24% were significantly positive. In contrast, Jimerson (2001) presents a 
meta-analysis with a different view, revealing that grade retention does not 
improve either academic performance or socioemotional well-being. It has 
also been observed that students who repeat generally perform worse than 
their peers who progress without repeating. Furthermore, Valbuena et al. 
(2021) conclude that the predominant literature on grade repetition points 
mainly to adverse effects, which raises the question of the effectiveness of 
this policy as an educational policy.

Other studies have closely examined the relationship between 
grade repetition and achievement levels. It has been observed that 
students who repeat grades perform significantly worse compared to 
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those who do not (Choi et al., 2018; Urbano & Álvarez, 2019; Cabus & 
Ariës, 2016; Fernández-Alonso et al., 2022; Márquez, 2016; Silberglitt 
et al., 2006), even losing the equivalent of one year of performance 
(Manacorda, 2012). On the other hand, studies such as those of Reschly 
& Christenson (2013) find null effects, while Greene & Winters (2007) 
find positive results in the performance of students who were retained. 
Cockx et al. (2019) make a difference that in the short term the effect 
of repetition is neutral but has adverse effects on educational outcomes 
in the long term.

Risks of Grade Repetition

Identifying factors and risks is a key aspect of grade repetition, some of 
which are beyond the school environment, according to the literature. 
The OECD (2014) highlights the importance of family context in grade 
repetition. Given two similar academic performance, students from 
vulnerable backgrounds are 1.5 times more likely to repeat a grade than 
those from more privileged backgrounds across the OECD. In Spain, the 
focus of our analysis, this probability is almost four times higher. Various 
studies, such as those by Cabrera (2019), Cordero et al. (2014), García-
Pérez et al. (2014), Benito (2007), Choi et al. (2018), López-Rupérez  
et al. (2021), Özek (2015) and Tingle et al. (2012) emphasize factors 
like economic vulnerability, immigrant status, lack of kindergarten 
education, family structure, absence of books at home, being male, and 
technology usage as significant determinants of grade repetition. Rizo-
Areas & Hernández-García (2019) and Carabaña (2009; 2013) also point 
out younger relative age compared to peers, while Méndez & Cerezo 
(2018) add the school ownership of the educational institution as a factor 
in the likelihood of repeating a grade.

Socio-economic status plays an important role in the lives of children 
and their families, influencing access to educational resources, advanced 
and higher education (Hunt & Seiver, 2017). Family support need 
not necessarily manifest itself as direct help but can also come in the 
form of supplemental tutoring and external reinforcement outside of 
school. Indeed, the study by Cabus & Arïes (2016) finds that greater 
parental involvement (more help and attention at home for studying and 
homework) correlates with lower academic performance.
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Other studies offer alternative perspectives on the risks of grade 
repetition, such as Arroyo et al. (2019). In their analysis, the probability 
of repeating a grade is associated with variables related to learning 
processes and the curriculum rather than to the student’s background. 
The authors identify educational aspirations and having studied science in 
the previous year as key predictors of grade repetition, considering them 
pedagogically focused factors. However, educational aspirations cannot 
be considered just as a pedagogical factor, as highlighted Blanco-Varela 
et al. (2020). These aspirations are conditioned by the educational and 
socio-economic background of students, including parental education 
level, credit constraints, and information on the rate of educational return.

Implications of Grade Repetition: Beyond Performance

The implementation of the grade repetition policy has effects that extend 
beyond academic performance. The main consequences analysed in the 
literature include the impact on self-concept, school dropout rates, social 
cohesion, and costs for public finances.

First, there is research that has identified adverse effects of grade 
repetition on self-concept, motivation, and effort (Van Canegem et al, 
2021; Urbano & Álvarez, 2019; Fernández-Alonso et al., 2022; Valbuena 
et al., 2021). These aspects have an impact on the educational and social 
development of students, as well as on their interpersonal relationships 
(Goos et al., 2021). Anxious, inattentive, and disruptive behaviors may 
also occur, according to Pagani et al. (2001). Shepard & Smith (1990) 
indicate that repetition is often perceived as punishment, leading to 
feelings of sadness and shame. Secondly, numerous studies have found 
a significant effect of grade repetition on school dropout rates (Ferreira, 
2020; Ou & Reynolds, 2010; Cabrera, 2019; OECD, 2020; Rodríguez-
Rodríguez & Batista-Espinosa, 2022) and lower rates of participation in 
post-secondary education (Manacorda, 2012).

Thirdly, the literature has emphasized the effects on social cohesion. On 
the one hand, a percentage of repeating students can disproportionately 
affect students from certain racial, and socio-economic backgrounds 
(Reschly & Christenson, 2013). On the other hand, when formulating 
public policies, implementation can have different impacts on the target 
group given the relevance of the demographic profile (Driessen & Merry, 
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2014; Redding & Carlo, 2023). This phenomenon suggests that retention 
can increase inequalities and not help students progress (Clark & Gibbs, 
2023). Another negative effect on social cohesion is suggested by Van 
Canegem et al. (2022), whose results showed that retention in primary 
education was significantly associated with less respect for people from 
other cultures; and Pagani et al. (2001) suggest a higher tendency to 
engage in antisocial behavior.

The fourth relevant implication is that grade retention represents a 
costly measure, adding the expense of an extra year for every grade 
repeated (Fernández-Alonso et al., 2022; Pagani et al., 2001; Reschly & 
Christenson, 2013). Related to this, it is noteworthy that school repetition, 
as a predictor of dropout, can be associated with worse employment 
prospects, lower salaries, and more difficulties in finding a job (Eide & 
Showalter, 2001; Benito, 2007).

Spanish “Culture of Grade Repetition”

This study focuses on the analysis of the Spanish case, notable for its 
high rate of grade repetition within the OECD. Spain was ranked 5th 
in 2018 for having the highest rate of repeat students, surpassing 25% 
(Figure I). These rates of grade repetition significantly exceed the OECD 
average, posing a major challenge to the Spanish education system. The 
prevalent high repetition rate is often justified by a socially accepted 
belief in its benefits, as well as by a culture that supports this educational 
practice (Eurydice, 2011).

In Spain the decision to repeat a grade depends on the teachers 
and, secondly, on the family. Initially, this decision is predominantly 
influenced by factors internal to the school. This approach deliberately 
omits direct external socio-economic influences, ensuring equitable 
treatment without discrimination based on class, gender, or other social 
determinants. However, from an academic perspective, the decision 
to repeat a grade may also depend on socio-economic and cultural 
variables, since the performance of a student is strongly influenced by 
their socio-economic background (García-Pérez et al., 2014). In addition, 
social factors are directly affected and lead to disparities between 
different socioeconomic groups when family intervention is involved in 
the decision to repeat a grade.
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Numerous studies have focused on analysing the Spanish context, 
studying the factors determining grade repetition or identifying the 
most affected groups (See, among others, Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2022; 
Arroyo et al., 2019; Urbano & Álvarez, 2019; Cabrera, 2019; Fernández-
Alonso et al., 2022; López-Rupérez et al., 2021; Choi et al., 2018). 
However, these studies have not paid attention to the cost of grade 
repetition in terms of performance according to the socio-economic 
and individual characteristics of the students. This gap in the 
literature is of interest since it allows for a greater analysis of whether 
repetition affects certain groups more and what consequences it has 
on educational inequality.

FIGURE I. Grade repetition rate in the OECD in 2018

Source: authors based on OECD (2019).



Blanco-Varela, B., Amoedo, J.M. Effects of grade repetition according to student socioeconomic profile

265Revista de Educación, 407. January-March 2025, pp. 257-288
Received: 01-03-2024   Accepted: 03-05-2024

Method

Sample: The PISA 2018 Database for Spanish schools and its students

Grade repetition has been shown to have adverse consequences, 
negatively impacting retained students. Furthermore, research has 
primarily focused on analysing the likelihood of grade repetition and 
identifying vulnerable groups. However, there is limited evidence 
examining how this practice adversely affects students. This research goes 
beyond just identifying determinants and affected groups (incidence of 
negative effects) and delves into the intensity costs of the negative effects 
in academic performance according to student characteristics.

For this analysis, data from the Spanish schools and its students from 
PISA report database is utilized. The PISA report focuses on assessing the 
essential knowledge and skills of 15-year-old students in participating 
countries.

Variables

PISA collects one variable about the grade repetition of students 
(REPEAT). Being possible to know whether the students repeated some 
grade throughout their academic career. This dummy variable takes the 
value 1 if the student has repeated and 0 otherwise. Furthermore, PISA 
also gathers information about students features and their background, 
schools and assesses the competencies acquired by students. Based on 
the literature previously analysed, the following variables were selected: 
socio-economic status, gender, ownership of the school and origin (see 
Section 2). Table I shows the incidence of repetition within each of the 
groups analysed.

To assess the impact of grade repetition the academic performance of 
repeating students must be compared with the academic performance of 
not repeating students. Nevertheless, given that these groups may show 
disparities in other factors that can influence academic performance, it 
becomes imperative to employ a methodology that can mitigate these 
disparities. Considering all factors that influence the student academic 
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performance and/or that may influence the likelihood of grade repetition 
are considered relevant1 (Table II).

Propensity Score Matching to Estimate the Grade Repetition Effects

To estimate the extent to which grade repetition affects students' educational 
performance, it is necessary to control for the other characteristics that 
may condition it. For this purpose, PSM is used to estimate the effects 
of grade repetition (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983). This methodology is 
used by several Economics of Education articles to analyse if different 
educational policies improve the academic performance and educational 
equity (Blanco-Varela et al, 2024; Ou & Reynolds, 2010; Valbuena et al, 
2021). PSM allows to obtain balanced treatment (grade repetition) and 
control (not grade repetition) groups to compare their results as the policy 
impacts. Specifically, in the present research different combinations of 
Nearest Neighbor Matching (NNM) and exact matching2 are applied, which 

TABLE I. Presence of grade repetition by social group in Spain

Repeating students (%) Non-repeating students (%)

Global 25.15 74.85

Socio-economic status

Low 25.41 74.59

Middle 24.89 75.11

High 25.15 74.85

Sex
Female 20.99 79.01

Male 29.35 70.65

Ownership
Public 30.46 69.54

Private 15.5 84.5

Origin
Native 22.19 77.81

Immigrant 46.87 53.13

Note: Students with missing values in any of the relevant variables (including REPEAT) have been excluded from the sample.
Source: the authors.

1. For this reason, students with missing values in any of the variables collected in Table 2 were 
removed from the sample.
2. The variables subject to exact matching vary depending on the analysed feature. Thus, for the overall 
analysis, exact matching is applied to the variables REGION, SEX, INMIG1, INMIG2, and NATIVE. 
However, for the analysis by gender and origin, these variables (i.e., SEX and INMIG1, INMIG2, and 
NATIVE, respectively) are excluded from the list.
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allows for more accurate matches. The combination of both methodologies 
enables the selection of those variables where exact matching of individuals 
is most important (Stuart et al, 2011).

To obtain the best possible balancing to eliminate endogeneity 
problems, different ratios (1, 3, 5 and 10), distance "glm", replacement 
and discard are used. Standardized bias and pseudo-R2, and graphical 
analysis are used to study and to test the balance, being selected the 
matching with the best balance. Specifically, five matching processes 
are elaborated (general, by status, by sex, by school ownership and by 
origin). For each case, the option that best balances the treatment and 
control groups was selected (Table III).

The general matching allows to study the effect of grade repetition 
for the entire student cohort ignoring whether it has different academic 
effects based on the student’s profile. The matching by status allows 
to analyse if the grade repetition has heterogeneous effects according 
to the student “socio-economic profile”. Specifically, in this research the 
students are divided in three levels of socio-economic status (Low, Middle 
and High) according to the student ESCS. With the low-class composed of 
students with lower ESCS, the middle-class composed by the central 33% 
and the high-class composed by the top 33%. The matching by sex allows 
to analyse the grade repetition with a gender perspective to determinate 
it its impact differs between female and male students. The matching 
by school ownership allows to study whether the school context also 
influences the impact of the policy. Given that private institutions tend to 
have a more homogeneous student body with elevated socio-economic 
status than public institutions. Finally, the matching by origin allows to 
analyse whether the grade repetition impact differs between native and 
immigrant students.

Maintaining a strong balance between the treatment and control 
groups facilitates the assessment of the impact of grade repetition 
by directly calculating the difference between these two groups. In 
this way, the weighted means for the four performance variables 
(overall, mathematics, science and reading) is calculated, as well as 
the percentage difference between the two groups as the effect of 
the policy. In addition, a t-test is performed to check the statistical 
significance of these differences.
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Results

Grade repetition as an educational policy does not appear to enhance 
academic performance, as indicated by the literature reviewed in the 
second section. Specifically, the effects according to the socio-economic 
status, the sex, the origin, and the school ownership are analysed on 
performance in the three competences and on the overall performance. 
In this section the obtained results are presented starting with the overall 
analysis and then proceeding to the different groups.

Grade Repetition and Academic Performance: Global Effects

Grade repetition exhibits negative effects on academic performance both 
globally and across the three knowledge areas: science, reading and 
mathematics. This is shown in the Figure II presented below and the 
detailed results are documented in Table A.1 of the Appendix.

Specifically, the results indicate a 15.23% reduction in overall 
academic performance, associated with grade repetition. The results 

FIGURE II. Global grade repetition effect by knowledge area

Note: *p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 and ****p<0.001.
Source: the authors.
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also indicate a negative effect, exceeding the Global magnitude, in the 
different knowledge areas. The greatest decline occurs in Mathematics 
(-16.54%), followed by Reading (-15.63%), and, finally, Science (-15.56%). 
All these effects are statistically significant for the four levels of 
significance outlined in the table as previous studies have pointed out, 
missing part of the equivalent of an academic year (Manacorda, 2012; 
Choi et al., 2018). However, it is to be expected that these effects are not 
homogeneous across students with different characteristics. This aspect 
is analysed below and provides further evidence to the literature and 
the gap on 'how school repetition harms' based on the student's profile. 
With this, we indicate that educational policies may have a differentiated 
academic effect depending on personal and family characteristics, with 
consequences for their educational opportunities.

Grade Repetition and Family Socio-economic and Cultural Status

Academic performance, as demonstrated by the literature reviewed in the 
section 2, is influenced, among other factors, by the familiar background 
(Özek, 2015). Generally, a socio-economic and cultural environment that 
supports learning and the student development, along with abundant and 
high-quality resources, has a positive effect. The Figure III presents the 
results obtained on this aspect andthe detailed results are documented in 
Table A.1 of the Appendix.

The results obtained show a negative effect —consistent with the 
global effect (Figure II)—for all three groups of students analysed: high, 
middle, and low class. These effects are of a similar magnitude (around 
a 15% decline). However, the effects are not homogeneous across the 
three groups. Specifically, the low class experiences a greater average 
decline in their academic performance, followed by the middle class. 
The differential between the decline in the lower class and the high 
class exceeds 1% for both overall performance and performance in the 
three knowledge areas analysed. This indicates a decidedly regressive 
effect of grade repetition that exacerbates pre-existing socio-economic 
inequalities.

Regarding the decline in academic performance by knowledge areas, 
it is noteworthy that there is a clear pattern for all three levels of socio-
economic status. Specifically, the greatest decline occurs in mathematics, 
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followed by reading and then science. While the difference between the 
latter two is clearly smaller than with the first.

Grade Repetition and School Ownership

A second aspect of great relevance when addressing the effects of grade 
repetition is whether it varies depending on the school ownership 
attended by the student. Following this is the fact that private schools 
often serve as a tool for school segregation  (Garcia, 2008; Carabaña, 
2023; Bonal & Bellei, 2018). They tend to select students with more 
advantaged socio-economic profiles, resulting in less heterogeneity 
among their student body compared to public schools (Murillo et al., 
2018; Fernández-Llera & Muñiz-Pérez, 2012). Figure IV presents the 
results by school ownership (public-private) and knowledge area and 
the detailed results are documented in Table A.1 of the Appendix.

Generally, the results indicate that grade repetition has a more 
significant negative impact on academic performance in public schools 
than in private ones. There is an exception in the case of science, where 

FIGURE III. Grade repetition effect by socio-economic and cultural status and knowledge area

Note: *p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 and ****p<0.001.
Source: the authors.
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the decline is slightly higher for private schools, which translates to 
global performance. Regarding the distribution by knowledge areas, the 
results exhibit a similar pattern to the previous cases, with the greatest 
decline in mathematics compared to reading and science. It also states 
that the incidence of grade repetition is higher in public schools; this 
contributes to a greater detriment in performance. This phenomenon 
must be complemented with the previously indicated data (see Table 1): 
the incidence of grade repetition is higher in public schools, where it is 
more detrimental to academic performance.

Grade Repetition and Gender

Another relevant aspect to analyse is whether the effects of grade repetition 
differ by gender. This is important as the literature, in general, indicates 
different behaviours between male and female students in school. Figure 
V presents the results by gender (female-male) and knowledge area and 
the detailed results are documented in Table A.1 of the Appendix.

The results indicate that females are more adversely affected by grade 
repetition, as the percentage decline in their performance is greater than 

FIGURE IV. Grade repetition effect by school ownership and knowledge area

Note: *p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 and ****p<0.001.
Source: the authors.
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that of males. Only in the case of reading do males fare worse, which 
is logical given that the average performance of females in this area 
tends to be higher than that of males. In this case, it should be noted 
that, although boys suffer a higher proportion of school repetition, girls 
experience a greater decline in their educational performance.

Grade Repetition and Origin

The last aspect to address is whether grade repetition affects native 
and immigrant students uniformly. This becomes highly relevant given 
the general negative handicap of coming from another country and the 
higher incidence of grade repetition among non-native students (Table 
I) (Murillo et al., 2017; Tingle et al., 2012). Figure VI presents the results 
by origin (native-immigrant) and knowledge area andthe detailed results 
are documented in Table A.1 of the Appendix.

The results show that native students, i.e., those born in the country 
and children of natives, are more adversely affected by grade repetition. 
However, the effects are clearly negative for both groups. It is worth 

FIGURE V. Grade repetition effect by sex and knowledge area

Note: *p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 and ****p<0.001.
Source: the authors
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noting that the pre-existing difference in performance between the two 
groups may contribute to this greater decline.

Discussion about Grade Repetition: Uncovering the Role of Student 
Identity

As Jimerson (2001) emphasizes, despite the negative evidence, grade 
repetition policies persist, often due to political pressure and misguided 
belief in their efficacy. The purpose of this discussion is to clarify the 
complexities underlying the different effects of grade repetition across 
demographic groups, with particular attention to socio-economic status, 
school type, gender, and origin. The different results observed raise 
several critical questions of this policy that have not been addressed in the 
literature on how it harms repetition as a function of student characteristics.

The lower academic achievement of students from low socioeconomic 
backgrounds is reinforced by the lack of additional support available 
to their more privileged peers. To achieve effective educational equity, 
families with difficulties should receive after-school reinforcement 

FIGURE VI. Grade repetition effect by origin and knowledge area

Note: *p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01 and ****p<0.001.
Source: the authors.
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programs (López-Rupérez et al., 2021; Shepard & Smith, 1990), or summer 
schooling or strengthening teachers' human capital (Valbuena et al., 2021).

The decision and impact of repeating a course is influenced by the 
student's environment. The student's educational opportunities and 
potential are moderated by the expectations of the school (teachers 
and principals) and parents. Socio-economic status often serves as a 
protective buffer, reducing the severity of academic decline associated 
with grade repetition. Blanco-Varela (2022) highlights this by noting the 
inverse relationship between the likelihood of repeating a grade and the 
socio-economic status of the student body. Moreover, Moreno (2022) and 
Runte-Geidel (2014) point out lower performers in tutoring and private 
lessons to address academic difficulties. This suggests that students from 
less affluent backgrounds are at greater risk of repeating a grade.

At the same time, the type of school ownership deeply influences this 
equation. Private schools, characterized by lower repetition rates, typically 
offer students more comprehensive monitoring and support systems 
(Cuartero, 2023). The elevated expectations from parents and the advantages 
of a privileged learning context within these institutions further diminish 
the likelihood of grade repetition. This contrast is notable when compared 
to public schools, which, despite serving a broad range of academic needs 
and socio-economic backgrounds, often face resource limitations.

Other results of interest from a sociological point of view lie in the 
prejudice that school repetition implies for female students, making 
school repetition a "more punitive" measure. Analysing the reasons 
for this exceeds the scope of the present work, which presents an 
exploratory study on the degree of negative impact of school repetition 
on performance. However, this could be explained by modulating self-
concept and social pressure, and by women being more susceptible to 
contextual circumstances (Eagly, 1983; Costa & Tabernero, 2012).

There's a higher tendency to make foreign students repeat a year 
(as shown in Table 1). This could be because the current educational 
system may not effectively meet the needs of immigrant students, 
leading to longer periods in the educational system. This results in 
more heterogeneous, less linear school trajectories, as highlighted by 
Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2022).

The persistence of grade repetition policy, despite its documented 
shortcomings, underscores the critical need for policy reassessment. 
Educational equity requires targeted support, such as after-school 
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programs and improved teacher training, to close the gaps in academic 
support. The decision to repeat grades is not just an academic issue 
but is deeply rooted in sociocultural contexts and affects students 
differently depending on their backgrounds. Understanding these 
complex dynamics is crucial to developing more effective and equitable 
educational strategies.

Conclusions

Grade repetition serves as an educational indicator, one that approximates 
the quality and evaluation of educational systems. Thus, repetition 
reflects deficiencies in the educational system, and high repetition rates 
usually indicate problems in the quality of teaching, the relevance of the 
curriculum or the efficiency of the pedagogical methodologies employed. 
It also has an impact on public resources, as it involves the repeated 
enrolment of students in a grade. It has psychosocial implications for 
students, as it affects their self-concept and attitude towards school.

The aim of this article is to examine the impact of grade repetition on 
academic performance in relation to students' socio-economic, cultural, 
and gender profiles in Spain, that it is a country with a deep-rooted 
culture of grade repetition. The purpose is to determine if the effects of 
this educational policy vary among different student groups.

The study reveals that grade repetition leads to a significant reduction 
in academic performance in the areas analysed. This negative effect 
is consistent with previous research indicating the loss of almost one 
academic year due to grade repetition. The impact is not uniform across 
socio-economic groups; students from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
experience a more pronounced decline. In addition, the study finds that 
school ownership (public vs. private), particularly interesting in Spain, 
and student demographics (gender; and native vs. immigrant status) also 
influence the magnitude of academic regression due to grade repetition, 
with females and native students being the most adversely affected. This 
highlights the regressive nature of grade repetition, which reinforces 
existing socio-economic disparities and suggests that it has a "punitive" 
weight that disproportionately affects certain groups. This runs counter to 
the desirable goals of an education system and even to the achievement 
of the fourth SDG.
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The study goes beyond identifying the most affected groups (males, 
immigrants, socio-economically vulnerable) to examine how the incidence 
of grade repetition varies in intensity across groups. This reveals systemic 
challenges in the education system and highlights how these policies can 
perpetuate inequalities. Focusing on the intensity of performance decline 
as a function of group characteristics allows for a better understanding of 
the broader implications of grade repetition in education.

The differential performance gap that grade repetition presents, 
especially for females, could have detrimental effects on their self-
concept and their social and personal development, even though they 
are less likely to repeat grades than males. In addition, this practice 
is a greater handicap for immigrant students, who are more affected 
by both the incidence (percentage of students repeating a grade) and 
the intensity of performance gap. Thus, as the literature has shown, it 
generates problems of social cohesion and integration of students of 
different origins (Clark & Gibbs, 2023; Reschly & Christenson, 2013).

Despite the well-documented shortcomings of grade repetition 
policies, their persistence highlights a critical need for reassessment. 
These policies are not solely academic issues; they are deeply embedded 
within sociocultural contexts, impacting students differently based 
on their backgrounds. Educational equity demands targeted support 
measures, such as after-school programs and enhanced teacher training, 
to bridge the existing academic support gaps, again aligned with the 
fourth SDG. In addition, understanding the complex dynamics of these 
policies is critical to developing more effective and equitable education 
strategies. The study encourages a re-evaluation of these policies by 
considering their broader effects, including potential consequences such 
as dropout rates and negative self-concept. Given the diversity of student 
populations and the influence of socio-political and economic factors, 
future research should investigate more inclusive and context-sensitive 
alternatives to grade repetition, aiming to optimize the development of 
human potential across varied educational environments.
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