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Introduction
In 2016, Michigan enacted the Read by Grade Three Law with the aim of enhancing literacy skills 
among students in grades K-3. This law comprises a range of resources and interventions, including 
mandatory grade retention of third graders. Starting in 2021, districts must retain students who 
fail to meet the state standard for reading proficiency as determined by Michigan's ELA M-STEP 
evaluation administered at the end of the third grade. The Michigan Department of Education 
collaborated with a panel of experts to establish a specific threshold on the third-grade ELA 
M-STEP that would trigger eligibility for retention. Students at risk of retention may be exempted if 
they qualify for one of six good cause exemptions, including students with IEPs or 504 Plans as well 
as students who demonstrate proficiency in other subject areas through an alternative assessment 
or portfolio of work.1

The mandatory retention provision in the Read by Grade Three Law has sparked substantial 
controversy, as the potential benefits and costs of retention on both academic and non-academic 
outcomes are unclear. Recent research on retention's effectiveness reveals a mixed picture, with an 
average finding of no effect on student achievement.2 While some studies suggest that retention 
can have a positive and lasting effect on academic achievement,3 others have found no effect or 
even an increase in future suspensions and criminal activity.4
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Michigan lawmakers repealed the mandatory retention requirement in March 2023, effective April 
2024.5 This decision was made after years of opposition from educators and advocates who argued 
that retention could harm students' long-term academic prospects and lead to adverse social and 
emotional outcomes. The revised Law still aims to promote early literacy by requiring schools to 
identify students "with a reading deficiency" and provide them with targeted interventions and 
support, but it no longer mandates that students be retained solely based on their performance on 
a single assessment.

In 2021, the first year of retention's implementation, approximately 5% of third-grade students 
who took the M-STEP, or 3,440 students, were eligible for retention. Of those retention-eligible 

students, only 5%, or 175 students, were actually retained, 
and the other 95% were promoted to fourth grade through 
good cause exemptions. However, as we show in our previous 
policy brief and working paper, the policy's effect was not 
uniform; retention disproportionately affected economically 
disadvantaged students. 

This policy brief updates our prior analysis by analyzing 
the implementation of the Read by Grade Three Law's 
retention requirement in 2021-22, the second year in which 
the retention element of the Law was in place. First, we use 
regressions to predict which students are more likely to 
be retained based on various factors. Second, we compare 
the retention rates of students just above and below the 
eligibility threshold in a regression discontinuity design. Our 

analysis aims to identify whether there have been changes in how the Law was implemented across 
students' economic disadvantaged status relative to 2020-21 and if certain groups of students are 
still disproportionately affected.

FINDINGS
There was a substantial increase in the number of 3rd-grade students who were retention-eligible 
and retained in 2021-22 relative to the previous year.  In 2022, retention-eligibility rates increased 
to 6% of tested students, or 5,680 students, and districts retained 6.5% of eligible students, or 371 
students, representing a 20% increase in eligibility and a 30% increase in retention from 2020-21.

Figure 1 shows that, similar to 2020-21, retention-eligible economically disadvantaged 
students were four percentage points more likely to be retained than their wealthier peers 
(green bar).  When controlling for student characteristics, including factors that qualify 
students for exemptions and math and ELA M-STEP scores, shown in the dark blue bar, the 
disparities persist. Even once we control for both student and district characteristics, as shown 
in the light blue bar,  economically disadvantaged students are still more likely to be retained 

Retention-eligible 
economically 
disadvantaged students 
were four percentage 
points more likely to 
be retained than their 
wealthier peers.

https://epicedpolicy.org/2020-21-retention-outcomes-under-michigans-read-by-grade-three-law/
https://epicedpolicy.org/working-paper-2020-21-retention-outcomes-under-michigans-rbg3-law/
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than their higher income peers. This indicates that eligible economically disadvantaged 
students continue to be at a higher risk of retention compared to their wealthier peers, even 
after controlling for other factors.

FIGURE 1. Differences in Retention Rates Across Student Subgroups
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Note: Green bars represent estimates from separate univariate regressions; dark blue bars are from a single 
regression including controls for gender, race, economic disadvantage status, exemption characteristics, and ELA 
and math M-STEP scores; light blue bars are from a single regression with the same covariates plus controls for 
district characteristics. Standard errors are heteroskedasticity-robust and clustered at the district level. + p<0.1 * 
p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001

To isolate the causal effect of retention eligibility on actual student retention, we compare the 
retention outcomes of students who scored just above and just below the retention-eligibility cut-
off. These two groups are similar in their ELA achievement, with their M-STEP scores differing 
only by a few points around the cut-point. Figure 2 shows that students who are just eligible for 
retention, scoring slightly below the cut-off, are approximately four percentage points more 
likely to be retained than their peers who narrowly avoided eligibility by scoring just above the 
cut-off. This finding is consistent with the previous year's results, indicating that the retention 
requirement still directly influences retention decisions for some students.
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FIGURE 2. The Effects of Retention Eligibility on Actual Retention
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Note: The vertical line indicates the retention-eligibility threshold of 1252 scale score on the third-grade 2021-22 ELA 
M-STEP. There is one dot for each scale score. + p<0.1 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001

To determine whether economically disadvantaged retention-eligible students are more likely 
to be retained than their non-economically disadvantaged retention-eligible peers, we examine 
students separately by their economic disadvantage status. Panels A and B of Figure 3 illustrate 
that both retention-eligible economically disadvantaged students and their wealthier 
counterparts are significantly more likely to be retained than students scoring just above the 
cut-off and, therefore, not eligible for retention. However, retention eligibility has a slightly 
greater effect on economically disadvantaged students (3.9 percentage points) than on their 
wealthier peers (2.9 percentage points). 

These patterns in retention implementation differ from those in 2020-21. Last year, the increase 
in the likelihood of retention for retention-eligible students was driven almost entirely by 
economically disadvantaged students; higher-income retention-eligible students who scored just 
below the cut-point were virtually no more likely to be retained than their peers who scored just 
above the cut-point. In contrast, in 2021-22, both economically disadvantaged retention-eligible 
students and their wealthier counterparts were more likely to be retained, with economically 
disadvantaged retention-eligible students being one percentage point more likely to be retained 
than non-economically retention-eligible students relative to their peers who scored just above 
the retention cut-point. However, wealthier students have lower baseline retention rates. This 
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means that the proportional effect of retention eligibility is greater for wealthier students than 
economically disadvantaged students. In fact, retention eligibility increased retention rates for 
economically disadvantaged students by 34% and for wealthier students by 90% relative to 
their peers who just avoided eligibility. Overall, these differences across years suggest that 
retention decisions may be implemented more equitably for students of different economic 
disadvantage statuses. 

FIGURE 3. The Effects of Retention Eligibility on Actual Retention  
by Economic Disadvantage Status
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Note: The vertical line indicates the retention-eligibility threshold of 1252 scale score on the third-grade 2021-22 ELA 
M-STEP. There is one dot for each scale score. + p<0.1 * p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001

CONCLUSION 
While relatively few students were eligible for retention and retained under the Read by Grade 
Three Law in either 2020-21 or 2021-22, substantially more students were eligible and retained 
in 2021-22 than in the prior year. Economically disadvantaged students were disproportionately 
affected, but the equity gap in retention decisions between them and their wealthier peers appears 
to have narrowed. In striking contrast to last year, non-economically disadvantaged retention-
eligible students are more likely to be retained than their peers who just avoided eligibility. This 
may suggest that retention decisions are being implemented more equitably.
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