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CJMPfH I 

IKTROMfCTIQH 

"At least one third of the boys and girls who eater 

the ninth grade of the typical Americas public school sys-

tem do not remain to be graduated.Whether this alarming 

situation is due entirely to withdrawal because of failure 

to meet requirements in curriculum and subject matter is 

not known, but 

The appalling increase in pupil failures with 
resultant mortality in enrollments through drop 
outs or for other reasons is one which demands 
study and concerted steps for alleviation if our 
societal mass is to escape certain unalterable and 
uncapturable losses* There is ample evidence to 
support premises that failures imposed on or in-
curred by ptspils in our public schools are the re-
sponsible situations which have led to countless 
oases of crime, societal maladjustments, and de-
cadent personalities. We cannot hope to circum-
vent the obstacle which failure places in the 
pathway of a large number of our youth toward a 
healthy mental and physical participation in a 
complex but rewarding culture 

Statement of the Problem 

fhe purpose of this study is to investigate the subject 

of student academic failures in high school. fhe problem 

^Harold Spears, fhe High School for Today, p. 16. 

D. McGrath, "Pupil Failure—Our Greatest Challenge 
and Opportunity, w Feabody Journal of Education. XXVX (March, 
19*7), 290^29*. 



may be divided Into three definite phases, as followst 

(1) to determine the extent of failure in various sections 

of the nation and according to subject-matter fields, (2) to 

Investigate the opinions of educators and pupils regarding 

factors contributing to failure, and (3) to analyse methods 

employed to reduee failure. 

Sources of Data 

Since there are no books devoted entirely to the sub-

ject of Mgh school failures, the sources of data for this 

study are almost completely periodical materials. The ma-

jority of these are artloles by educators in professional 
<-. V t»* AO**'w, v . , \ Lu 0'} '' • ti b -% V. ,, vV 

journals or reports of addresses at educational conferences,, 
1 • . U- -Jj, 4x> V.X V V ' '• "• e> ">Sr ^ ' 1 "» ̂  'O v N' 

Most of this material dates from the early 1920»s. Some 

valuable data have been obtained from reports of commissions 

studying other subjects or aspects of secondary education, 

such as committee & on curriculum planning and guidance pro-

grams. 

Method of Procedure 

fhe method of study has been to examine critically the 

literature available on the subject in order to determine 

the extent of failure in high school, factors that con-

tribute to failure, and remedies that have been employed to 

reduce failure on the high-school level. There 2ms been an 

attempt to synthesize findings from this literature in order 



to obtain an objective picture of failure in secondary 

ochools. 

Limitations of the Study 

la the beginning, it should be made clear that it is 

necessary to limit the definition of failure in the context 

©f this study. The tern i® used exclusively to denote fail-

ure on the part of the pupil to meet definite requirements 

and standards in courses in high school, ft is not implied 

that accepted tests of subject failure are the only criteria 

by which a pupil may be adjudged a failure in school. There 

is, of course, the aspect ©f failure in personal adaptation 

and in integration of the pupil's life in his social en-

vironment, but these phases are beyond the scope of this 

investigation. 

Evolution of Concepts of 
Subject Failure 

It is natural that some rigid standard for judging 

failure in the performance of school work should have grown 

up in the early days of curriculum planning for secondary 

schools. fhe Committee of fen, an officially appointed 

body of the National Education Association for the study of 

curriculum planning, took the step of laying down a uniform 

plan for treating subject matter in high schools.3 

3nat!onal Education Association, Report of the Committee 
of fen on Secondary School Studies, 189*# p* 51. 
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The Committee affirmed that a subject should not be 

treated differently for pupils who will go to college, for 

pupils who will go to vocational schools, or for those who 

will go to neither.1* 

finist the Implication from the beginning of the modern 

hlgh<-school curriculum was that students were to be judged 

by their performance In the subjects of this rigid curricu-

lum without regard to Individual Inclination, abilities, or 

capacities. From this standardized curriculum grew the tra-

dition of "pass or fall" on the basis of grades, either in 

minerals or letters. The majority of high schools In the 

early period used as failure any grade below 75 to 60. 

Many instances are known of a student's being refused pro-

motion on a one-point-below-passing grade. Jk Quarter of a 

century ago this method prevailed in most secondary schools 

of the country. 

Beginning with the late 1920'3, a new attitude began 

to permeate educational literature and to make Itself felt 

In professional conferences. Progressive elementary schools 

took the lead la passing pupils who met the curriculum re-

quirements partially and whose attitude was satisfactory. 

This finally led to the present-day practice of passing the 

* 
Ibid. 



majority of pupils into high school, a practice deplored 

by many high-school teachers and administrators. -

In the early 1930's the "no-failurew theory was feeing 

discussed and agitated by mmMmj school leaders. In his 

article, "All Shildren Should Pass,® Tenenbaum, a lew York 

01ty teacher, refers to a statement by Stephen F, Sayne, 

Assistant Superintendent of the Mew York City Schools, to 

the effect that every child should be promoted at the and 

of awry year. 1® quotes t 

There is no sound reason for submitting a ohild to 
the huaiiliation ©f failure, or the public schools 
t© the financial and adminlstrative burden ©f 
teaching hundreds of thousands ©f children what 
they have already been taught, even though they -
failed to learn it.5 

Tenenbaum thinks that to eliminate failures in school would 

relieve the child from stigma and reduce crime, especially 

juvenile delinquency. He objects thoroughly and most strenu-

ously to the regimentation is the schools. le says that ef-

forts to maintain standards are nonsense,* that grades have 

nothing to do with the level of knowledge of any given child. 

" . . . yet knowing the tremendous ranges of intellectual 

capacity, our school system lumps the Einsteins and dull 

normals together. 

5 Samuel Tenenbaum, "All Children Should Pass," Survey 
Graphic, XXV (October, 1936), 564-56?. 

6Ibid. 



Tenenb&ua believes that the present standardised sys-

tem turns truants la to delinquents. . He suggests a plan 

whereby the schools co-operate with all coBuaunity agencies, 

libraries, museums, parks, and others in educating the 

child. t?nder this plan, guidance and home-visiting teach-

ers, medical, psychiatric and psychological, and recrea-

tional assistants would share the responsibility with 

teachers, the idea of this plan would he t© discover a 

childfs abilities and limitations, then to make available 

to M a a program so planned as to give him a real chance of 

success.^ 

In his article, "the Child Who Falls, * flyers makes the 

statement, "The word 'failure1 has an ugly connotation; we 

would substitute *no credit.**® Be continues with the 

thought that bad cental attitudes grow out of failures, 

such as humiliation, loss of pride, and self-respect, fhe 

student compensates by blaming tha teacher and the school. 

John W. Bell, Bistrlet Superintendent of the Chicago 

school system, is another proponent of the doctrine that the 

number of failures should be reduced to a minimum. Be 

writes t 

7ibid. 

%est C. Hyers, "fhe Child Who falls," Education, 
1SFII {January, 1937), 306-309* 



Boys and girls have a right to be in high school. 
Hot only have they a right to be there, tout teachers 
and admin istrators have an obligation to retain them 
* * • until they actually secure employment or are 
graduated. High schools must adjust curriculum®, . 
methods and attitudes . . . so that eaeh individual 
pupil will actually get the kind of Qe due a ti onal 
program with which he will succeed." 

Editorial comment on Bell's opinion saysi 

It is clear that . . , reduction in the number 
of failures should be the result of appropriate ad-
justments in curriculum methods, combined with a 
functional program of guidance. . . . there Is lit-
tle justification for campaigns to reduce failures 
as such, but great need tor continuing efforts to 
produce the sort of school in which practically 
every child succeeds with worth-while educational 
experiences * *© 

In Weersing's article, "Ho Failure Prograa," appear the 

following statements: 

Persona In touch with treads In schools have 
noted a rapid movement toward non-failure of pupils. 
Sometimes It Is the avowed policy in a school, more 
often it Is creeping into the schools without aware-
ness on the part of the teacher or the administra-
tion. 

Weersing continues by saying? 

It Is generally agreed today that non-promotion 
or failure followed by repetition' of a semester or a 
year's work . . . Is not usually the best way of 
dealing with a pupil who is unable or unwilling to 
do the work of M s grade In a satisfactory maimer. 
. . . It has been frequently observed that failure 

9 John w. Bell, "What Does High School Graduation Mean?" 
School Review, XLIX (February, 1#1), §6-89# condensed from 
Tearing Bouse., November, 19*0. 

^Frederick J. Weersing, "Ho-failure Program," School 
Review, m m (Hay, 1938), 331-333. 
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has a very unhealthy effect on the pupil's mental 
hygiene, his personal sense of security, and hi® fwi~ 

. da»ehtal social attitudes. 
Finally, it has been pointed ©at that the pres-

ence in w society of a considerable percentage ©f 
adult* who have failed in school has a very adverse 
effect on the confidence of the public in the 
school as an agency either for personal development 
or for social aweiteration*3^ 

fhe School Review further comments on the above state-

ment by pointing oat that certain large school ays tens, such 

as Los Angeles and St* Louis, permit large numbers of pupils 

to go through high school without attempting to smite them 

conform to the usual requirenents for promotion or gradua-

tion.^ 

It indicates that the high-school diploma, then, rep-

resents "merely a certificate of exposure to certain or-

ganised cultural and social influences. It does not de-

plore this situation, however, but continues: "The high 

school has been wide a continuous part of the educational 

process began in elementary school and is being re-designed 

to meet the educational needs of all pupils in the high-

school age levels.**5 

These and other trends In secondary education lead to 

the conclusion that the no-failure program is a first step 

in setting up a school system in which organised experiences 

12IMS». l3IM5« 
14Ibid, 15xbld. 



are adapted to the pupil in order to supplant the forner 

fioheme in which, all to© often, the welfare of the pupil 

was sacrificed to inflexible standards. -

There are dissenters# certainly, in regard to the value 

of a universal no-failure plan* e&atea is emphatic in her 

indietnent of passing all students regardless of their per-

sonal inadequacies and largely because of unfavorable en-

vironaents. She maintains that to inject sympathy into 

grading i» dishonest and does not contribute to a democratie 

aystea of education.She contends that a student who is 

promoted with a grade indicating approval of work which he 

hiaself knows is inadequate is toeing led into disrespect 

for democratic institutions. 

Miller puts it even more sueoinotly when he writes t 

We are living through a period is education in 
whioh failing pupils is not good educational pro-
cedure . . . tough minds, and tough bodies,do not 
come from easy living. Mo one of intelligence be-
lieves .that ® student will,continue to climb the 
educational ladder if he is beaten baok a round every 
other year, . . . Successes oust be is the majority. 
An occasional failure when he really has failed to 
meet an acceptable standard for one of his age and 
kind, will be a jolt, but the human personality has 
a meeh&niw® for neeting jolts. . . * It is a part 
of self-discipline. Teachers who know their work 
have a keen aense of what successes and failures', are 
doing to the students, and saake adaptations to be sure 
that learners are more encouraged than discouraged.** 

2-%ary Weld (Joates, "Democracy and Student Failure," 
School and SocletY, ill (Uotober 26, 19*0), 398* 

17qarl 6. Miller, "foo Much good Sews, Bad Education, 
Education, LXIV (April, 19**)# 513. 
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fo srn up, it say be concluded! {1} that grades which, 

students receive are admittedly inadequate measures of suc-

cess or failure in education as a whole? (2) that such fail-

ures assuredly are detrimental to the morale and sense of 

personal security of an individual! and (3) that they give 

him a poor opinion of the school system and of educators 

in general and contribute to his disrespect for democracy. 

Up ,to.this point, concentration has been on the per-

sonal ham wrought through an indiscriminate failure system, 

•let another aspect of this problem now he considered. Fail-

ure in high school means more' than mere pedagogic or per-

sonal failure. It indicates social waste in two ways» 

First, there'is the direct waste of scarce teachers and ma-

terials, fhis is serious in view of the fact that there is 

still a great scarcity of personnel and materials as com-

pared with the demand. Is the second place, it represents 

waste of young people, potential leaders la the community 

of tomorrow. It also represents waste of social and eco-

nomic resources of the community. It is regrettable that 

figures are not available as to the cost in dollars and 

cents of failures in high school* There is no doubt that 

the financial cost of retaining students in the same grade 

i» a burden to the legislative budget and to the taxpayer. 

Spears, in commenting on the 3*997 failures in the San 

Francisco high schools for the year 19*7 * estimates the 



11 

©mt of these failures as $75,000.18 Is proportion, what a 

tremendous financial waste to the whole country would he 

the total aggregate of all high-school failures for one year 

alone 

According to Spears, it would tee infinitely better t© 

spend such sums ®a reading clinics, new types of courses, 

and the like* He adds, "Anfcvestment in growth and develop-

ment is such More exciting pedagogically than an Investment 

in frustration and failure. 

On these counts, therefore, any attempt to discover 

the causes for high-school failure and to suggest ways in 

which these failures nay he lessened is particularly worth-

while and is tie justification for the present study. 

1%arol« Spears* "High School Baa Wet to Beach Its Full 
Stature, * American School Board Journal. CXVI (March, 19*8), 
17-19* 

19Ihld. 



CHAPTER 11 

$fH SXTEBT W Vt&WMB 

Prevaleace of High-school Failure 

Although no conpreheasive nat ion-wide survey of fall-* 

ure in high schools of the Halted States has beea made, lim-

ited studies have beea completed of failures In specific lo-

calities; namely, in lew Xork, la the Kiddle West, la Oall-

fornia, and la teams* The results of these iavestigatloag 

are valuable since the areas studied are widely separated 

geographically and are also disparate la ©eoaomic aad social 

environment, 

la commenting oa the general extent of failure la high 

school, Spears says that the loss of studeats fro® school 

betwees grades alae aad twelve is between a third aad a half 

of the total earollmeat*3- fie also comiseats, ttIa the average 

iUaerieaa school system ose of every three studeats who eater 

the alath grade will leave before he reaches the twelfth 

year."® It is aot within the province of this study to dis-

cuss the holding power of the high schools except as it j&ay 

be a preveatlve of failure, but aeoordlag to Spears, wfhe 

^Harold Spears, fhe High School for today» p. 16. 

gIbld. 

IS 
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relationship of failure in school performance to school 

dropout needs no elaboration. There Is a direct, positive 

correlation.It Is evident that there Is need for deter-

mining the degree of sweet* which high-school students at-

tain la their courses by studying failures la various de-

partments. It is Spears1 content Ion that such a- study will 

help to explain, for example, why the graduating classes' of 

San Francisco high schools in 19%7 represented only sixty-

two per cent of their size 'as ninth-grade classes.*1. 

Analysis of Pupil Failures 

It Is profitable to examine the statistic a of failure 

in some of the modern high schools In order to make a com-

parison of such data and to determine whether any definite 

pattern is discernible In this material. 

Pupil failures In California schools. — Spears has 

made a definite study of-failure In the nine high schools 

of San Francisco In an effort to ascertain why the high-

school enrollment was nineteen per cent less In 19^7 than 

in 19^0. As shown in fable 1, the rate of failure reveals 

that such failure was fifty per cent higher In the ninth 

^Harold Spears, "the Mgh School Has Yet to leaeh Its 

%Ifeld. 
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grade of the four-year secondary schools of San Francisco 

than la the tenths eleventh, and t w e l f t h grades. 

sabue i 

Qcmmmm w FAILOIIS m RATS m&m WITH 
• • . FAILUI?ES IK UPPER THBEE GBADBS, SHayiHO 

PHR0IKTAQE m FAiwm m mmlmmfB* 

m?adea 
, Department 

ninth Tenth, Eleventh, 
, and Twelfth 

Ktaislo * ^.6 1.9 

Home economics * • 3«8 2.4 

Art * • . . * * • • * 1*3 2.5 

Industrial 'arts * . * 6.® 3.7 

0©ffl»fer6#, „ , ». . , * 6,© *.3 

Social studios . „ m 8.2 
• 

Science « ?»1 6.8 • 

Foreign languages . • 16*7 7*3 

taglish . . . . . . * 9.* 7.% 

Mathematics , . . . # 12*1 11.7 

Average for 
' all schools * 9** 6.3 

Fro® Spears, "The Sigh School Has Yet to Beach Its 
Fall Stature,H America® School Board Journal, CXVI (March. 
19*8), 17-19. 
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From this table Spears computes the total' number of 

failures- la San Francisco high schools for 'the last seaes-

ter of 19%7 a® 3*997. He goes on to point out that the 

state of California has a comparable number of failures. 

Be concludes: 

This bears out national studies that prove the Ameri-
can high school la a selective institution in regard 
to'scholastic aptitude. Many of those who fall In 
the ninth grade will not be In attendance In the 
tenth because of discouragement, In spite of any 
Idealistic view elders may tales, youth, just like ' 
adults, get little satisfaction in doing things at 
which they show poor performance.5 

lot only Is this situation true la San Francisco, but 

figures see® to indicate that it also obtains throughout 

the state and the nation as a whole. .Spears says that there 

Is no consolation in reports that the state has seen a gen-

eral decline of nineteen per cent ,1b high-school enrollment, 

or that'one third of the ninth traders enrolled will not be 

graduated. 

Pupil"failure* In Mid-western schools. — Is this con-

dition as prevalent in other sections of the nation? 'Sta-

tistics Indicate that it Is, 1 study of failure In Middle 

Western .'high schools bears out the San Francisco findings. 

More failures occurred among freshmen and sophomores than 

among Juniors and seniors.^ fable f presents a report from 

p-19. 

^"Subject Failures by Schools," Secondary School Studies. 
Bulletin of the Department of Secondary School iPrlneipals, 
Jto. 29 January, 1930), 13-20. 
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a smrvey mi# In the schools of Jj&Crosse, Wisconsin, during 

the first semester of 29S2 to determine the percentage of 

failures. fills report shows that fresluasn and sophomore 

students experienced the greatest number of failures, The 

average percentage of failures in these schools for the 

first semester was 11.4 per cent, and records revealed that 

failures In the second se®est@r numbered 9.1 per cent of 

the total student enrollment.? 

TABUS 2 

wmamsfmi m wiaimm, iacrosse, 
Wisconsin, mm schools* 

©lass Per Sent' 

Presl»an . . . 12*% 

S ophomore 1^.3 

Junior 12*0 

Senior 5.5 

1 9 e a ^ ^ ! 1 9 " m 

Pwll failures in Hew York schools. — A survey of the 

nation*s largest high school system should yield some valua-

ble material on the subject of pupil failure. that the gen-

eral percentage of failure in Hew York high schools Is high 

Is indicated by Espy, who writesi 

7ibid. 
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These facts arouse many perplexities, Unless 
It can be assumed that there is some intrinsic 
benefit in scholastic failure, the educational pr©~ 
gram is apparently poorly adapted to large numbers 
of pupils. flie percentage of failures Id Hew York 
secondary schools Is gradually decreasing, which 
is particularly significant in relation to the re-
oeat influx of pupils who presumably are somewhat 
less competent than their predecessors. However, 
the amount of academic failure still seems exces-
sive. ISOt only if this true of general conditions, 
as they are represented in the percentage failing 
in all subjects throughout the state * but is also 
strikingly apparent in certain subjects and in 
particular schools. It is difficult to imagine 
any plausible excuse for permitting or requiring 
large numbers of pupils to undertake certain sub-
jects If even a fifth ©f the® will probably be 
designated as failures. Furthermore, these fig-
ures teH only .a.part of the story. In certain 
secondary schools one' half of the pupils some-

^ . times fisil. t© pass these examinations 

Espy,' in fable 3, shows the extent of failures by pu-

pils in JSew HhpJc high schools. From the data in this table 

mmrn 3 

•pmoEmmm m v&mmm m» mmtmmiB 
by mAm mmrn, wm i n m&m* 

Grade &©vel Inrollstent 
Per €®nt of 
Subject 
Failures 

Per Gent of Fail-
ures and With-

-drawals 

Seniors . . . 7,5*3 t.8 6.7 
Juniors . • , 11,563 6.6 11.9 
SOphoaores 15,696 8.8 i6.a • 
Freshmen. . , 20,724 8.6 15.0 

•lerbert 1* l»py, the Public Secondary School, p. 

%trbert S* Espy, The Public Secondary School, p. 99 < 
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It may be concluded that failures is lew *ork Stmt© second-

ary schools ay© most prevalent to lag freshaan s M sopho-

more years. 

There Is no reason to believe that the figures for Sew 

York State are not representative ©f the figures for the 

country as a whole. 

l*uiaUl failures in tlie state of Texas, — Xnve s t iga t ions 

®ade in the state -of, Texas on the subject of failure is high 

school are particularly enlightening. In these Investiga-

tions the definition &f a "subject failure" wa® taken to be 
wany type of non-acceptable work on the part of a pupil for 

a tera or a semester which makes it necessary f@r M a to re-

peat the' work daring an additional tera or semster. "9 

At the time this investigation was undertaken, it was 

felt that in Texas the problem of failure in high schools 

was a very serious one, partly because of the effect on the 

morale of. the pupils themselves, and partly because ©f the 

bigh waste of educational resources in the for® of over-

crowding and increased costs, brought about by nusserous 

high-school repeaters» The extent of failure i© revealed 

in fable 4. These figures indicate that in Texas high 

schools studied one pupil out of four failed in the beginning 

^Fred C. Ayer, "The Progress of Pupil® in the State of 
Texas, 1932-193*»n Research Bulletin of the Section of Super-
intendence, Texas State Teachers* Association, iovesber, 
1933# p. 20. 
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semester $ ani, among the boys, the proportion was one out 

of eTery three enrolled. fh,e consequences of this situation 

TABLE 4 

pebceispacie M M?TM WAIIIM W AT MMF cm subject 
m E m m m m m m schools ih 1933-193* ssour 
m ®mws jm sixes (based oh 11,950 faxxobes}* 

Oracle 
Per Cent of Total Enrollment Falling 

Oracle 

Boys girls total 

9 & . 32 • .22 27 

9 B . 29 20 - . 2% 

10 * 28 19 23 

10 B 25 18 22 

11 A 26 , 15 20 

11 B 11 T 9 

fotal . 26 1? 22 

*^e<l "Th& ^ogress of Pupils Ixi the Stste of 
Texas, I932-I934,* Research Balletin of the gtottan of Stioer-
lntendence» Texas State Teaohers1 âssociation, 
1933, P. 21. 

were that 1® this period 

large, numbers of the falling pupils will drop out of 
school; it means that a large proportion of begin-
ning classes will be repeaters? it means, for one 
reason or another, that the courses of teaching are 
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not well adapted to the pupils, particularly to the 
boysj and It means a lot of dieeourageaewt and heart* 
ache for both pupils and teachers.2-0 

Ayer seems to ©©wider that the figures presented in fable % 

indicate that uore pupils leave Texas high school® before 

completing their courses than would be necessary. 

It is difficult to say how much of this failure 
©an be successfully avoided* 1 should Bay, at 
least, half of it, and under favorable public sup-

?ort and adequate teaching and supervision, at east three fourths of it 

Smaatary. — Front the data given above on the percent-

ages of failures as to students in representative high 

sehools of the United States, certain conclusions are in-

evitable, namelyt (1) that statistics show that the extent 

of failures amounts t@ one out of three students entering 

the ninth grade or beginning year of junior high school; 

(2) that the greatest prevalence is in the freshman and 

sophomore years, with a decline in the junior and senior 

yearsj and (3) that sinoe the first year of junior high 

school has always Men regarded as exploratory, the signifi-

cance of failure in this grade cannot be a wreiaphssIzed. 

High School Failures by Subjects 

Having found a striking similarity in the extent of 

pupil failure in various sections of the country, the writer 

now proposes to make an analysis of the data on failures by 

lOlbld., p. 21. n n d £ . , p. 22. 
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subjects in order to determine whether sueh a pattern of 

similarity exists there also. Fortunately, adequate materi-

al is available along this line, from researeh conducted in 

two of the larger high-school systems, lev York and feints. 

If these schools show a definite pattern of failure in sub* 

jeets, certain conclusions may be drawn from the data, 

Ayer fs study of texas high spools and Espy*# investiga-

tion of failures in Sew Xork high sehools are the sources 

of data for the following discussion. 

fexas. — fable 5 sets forth the percentage of students 

who failed in various subjects in eight fexas high schools 

in 1933-1934. 

f mm 5 
?j®GEmAm m wAmm PUPILS m SUBJECTS IS 
warn fExas mmn smoow iv 1933-193** 

Per Sent of Pupils 
Subject Falling 

Mathematics . . . . . . . . 13.5$ 
English 13 M 
4J©w»roe 12. #9 
Spanish 12.3* 
Industrial art® . . . . . . 11.@3 
History . . . . . . . . . . 10.74 
Science 10.68 
Latin . . . . . . . . . . . 9.74 
French . . . . . . . . . . 9 .71 
Hose economies . . . . . . 6 .38 

#4yer» og. oit.. p.21. 
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, Hew York, — Seasonably detailed Informtlon Is availa-

ble also for Sew fork State with regard to high-school fail-

ures classified by subjects. This is set forth la the fol-

lowing tables. 

TABLE 6 

PERCENTAGES OF FAILBiES IS VARIO0S HIGH 
SCHOOL SUBJECTS* STATE OF HEW YORK* 

Subject 
Number total Per Gent of 

Subject of Subject Subject Subject 
Schools Enrollments Failures 

Mathematics * . . 19 12*655 10,6 

X^tih * * * * « « IT 6,007 8.9 

Modem languages. 19 6,261 8.0 

English * • * * • 22 23,2*5 7.3 

Commerce . . . . 19 11,123 5.5 

Social studies . 19 15,98* 5.* 

Sciences . . . . 19 11,265 *.8 

Manual arts « . . 15 5,628 3*7 

Home economics , 15 1,9*2 2.8 

Total « « * m * • • 90,056 6*5 

*ssi»y, ®S* Mi*# P* 98, 

If one takes the percentage of failure as Measured by 

failures plus withdrawals, he gets a slightly different 
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pattern as set forth 1b fable J. The f i b r e s for the xmtber 

of schools and subject enrollments are the same as for fa-

ble 6 and therefore are not repeated. 

TABLE ? 

psrcsxtaobs of piiiiUiEs m mmmm&m 
i* vmrnm high-school wmmm$ 

state w mm torn* 

. Per Gent of 
Subject Failures and 

Withdrawals 

Mathematics 17,0 

Ceameree * . 1*.5 

Modern languages . 13 .7 

aiglish 1 2 . 9 

Latin . , . , 12 .6 

Social studies • » • « • * * 11,4 

Soleaees * • • • • • * - • • » 10.1 

Kamtal arts . . . . 10.1 

Art . . . . . . . 6.9 

£mm economics . . . . . . . 6.7 

Total . . . . 12.5 

#lajiy# og. olt.. p. 98. 

The percentages in the preceding table® may be taaeftilly 

compared with the percentages la Table 8, whloh Indicate the 

trend of swbjeet failures on the Regents' Examinations la 
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TABUS 8 

SUBJECT FAILURES OH THE RBSBRfS* SXAMIH.ATI013 
OF THE STATE If 8Hf YOKE* 

Subject 
Percentage 

Subject 

192% 1929 1933 1938 

lUŝ lls • » . . . * * 19.1 14.1 11.0 7.5 

Social studies . , . 19# 1 16.7 12.6 8.5 

Mathematics . . . . . 30.1 29*9 25*7 14.7 

German . . . . . . . 22.© 11.a 17.0 12.4 

Wrench ....... 23.4 15.8 11.7 12.2 

Spanish . . . . . . . 38.1 20,2 19.3 14.3 

Xtaliaa . . . . . . . 24.1 2*.9 12.9 8.3 

Latin . . . . . . . . 31.8 27.2 15»7 7.1 

Hreefc . . . . . . . . 28.* 10.# 19#0 4.8 

Seieae© . . . . . . . 22.9 15.5 13.8 8.9 

Commercial subject® . 20.2 29.6 22.8 19.9 

Art . . . . . « « * . 12.2 26.5 28.8 19.5 

ĵ isiQ . . . . . . . . 17.0 40.2 19.3 15.3 

Comprehensive voca-
tional test . . . • # * • 15.6 8.8 9.5 

Total pea? sent 
©f all sub-
jects . . . . 23.0 21.5 17*3 11.5 

• E s p y , 033* jglt., p . 9 9 . 
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the state of Sew "Stork. These examinations are prepared in 

the State Deportment of Education and are administered in 

approved high schools throughout the state. However,. 

©hese figures are net representative of the at-
tainments of all pupils in the secondary schools of 
Mew York, for in mansr schools pupils who are assumed 
to be failing in their work are not even permitted 
to attempt these examinations, Presumably, the per-
centages of failure would be much greater if all 
pupils took the examinations•22 

Comparison of High-school Failures by Subjects 
in the States of Texas and Hew York 

It is interesting t© compare the failures by subjects 

in the high schools of Texas and Hew York. In the composite 

tabulation presented in-Table 9» Column A gives the rank 

order of failure by subjects for the Sew York State pupils , 

Column B does likewise for failures and withdrawals com-

bined for the Hew York State pupils, whereas Column C give® 

the rank order of subject failures for the Texas pupils. 

The Hew York State inquiry included a Mich larger number 

of pupils than did the Texas inquiry. *3 column D in the 

composite table gives the rank order of subject failures in 

the lew York State Regents' Examinations. 

Since the sample populations differ in size and com-

position and since there is no evidence that the standards 

of failure applied to pupil performance were exactly the 

*%spy, o$. cit., p. 99. 3.3ibld. 
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TABUS 9 

RAM ORBEK OP SmSEGT FAIUI1ES AMOm HIGH-SCHOOL 
FBPILS IX fEXAS AHD HEW yOfiK STATE, 

(Awmmimmm) 1933* 

Column A Coluan B Column C Oolujan 3D 

Hew York Sub-
ject Failures 

Failures and 
Withdrawals, 
Hew xork 

Texas Subtest 
Failures 

Subject Failures 
on Sew York He-
gents* Exam. 

Mathematics Mathematics Mathematics Mathematics 

English Latin Commerce Social studies 

Commerce Modern lan-
guages 

Modern lan-
• guages 

Modem languages 

Spanish English English JEifi tljtt 

Industrial 
arts 

Ceaaaieree Latin •greek 

History Social 
sciences 

5oelal 
sciences 

Science 

Science Science Science Commerce 

Latin Manual arts Manual arts Art 

French jgcaae eco-
nomics 

Some eco-
nomics 

MUSiC 

Home eco-
nomics 

Art 

Espy, op, eit,, p. 99. 

sane in each set of examinations, the tabulation la Table 9 

should toe used with caution. It seems t© indicate, however, 

that certain subjects are more difficult than others for 
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high-school pupils. In Columns A, B» sad & It will be ob-

served that mathematics heads the list, whereas for the se-

lected population from which weak pupil® had been removed., 

mathematics drops to third place (see fable 8, p. 2%), The 

tables give a high ranking is difficulty to English, Com-

mereial subjects, however, rank high on the list of the non-

selected sample populations, but low on that selected for 

ability, The three lew York inquiries place modern languages 

high on the list for both non-selective and selective sam-

ples , whereas the fexas inquiry places Spanish high and 

French lew. One interesting point is that the selected 

students from Hew York State place social studies low on the 

list of failures (Column B, fable 9), whereas these sub-

jects rank very high in so far as the special group of se-

lective students taking the Regents' Examinations is con-

cerned (fable 8). It seeas that there is some evidence, 

though it would be prudent not to overemphasise its validity, 

that high-school pupils are more prone to fail In certain 

subjects than in others. The very great geographical and 

social differences between the states of fex&s and Hew York 

point to some educational rather than environmental factor 

as being the determining one. 

Wisconsin, — In 1922, a survey was made of failure in 

the high schools of Lacrosse, Wisconsin, the findings bear 

out those reported from New York and Texas. In fable 10 it 
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may lie seen that the sciences, mathematics, and foreign lan-

guages lead In the percentage of failure. 

TABLE 10 

SUBJECT FAILURES I* LaCBOSSE, WIS0OJISI!!, 
HIGH Bomom FOE THE YEM 1922* 

Per Sent of 
Subject Failure 

Science . . . . . 12.1 

Latin . . . 11.5 

Mathematics 10.5 

History . 9.5 . 

English . . . . w . 9.5 

French . . . 8,5 

6ean@ree . . . . . . . . . . . 7.0 

*B. I. ffoCornlok, "Study of Failure, * 
School Review. XXX (June, 1922}, %31-4^2. 

Other surveys. — The following tables give additional 

data on subject failure In seven other large high-school 

systems. 

Although these tables are incomplete from the stand-

point that all schools did not make a complete report, the 

pattern is approximately the same; namely, that the highest 

percentage of failures is found in mathematics, foreign lan-

guages , and science, with mathematics leading all other 

subject failures. 
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fAB1S 11 

subject fiiwi in larger mm 
SGfiOOIS Of Bit SfATBS 

Per Gent of 
Subject Failure 

Cleveland, Ohio 

Mathematics . . . . . . . . . . 18,1 
Latin . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16.7 
French . . . . . . . 13#9 
Science . . . . . . . . . . . . 32.9 
Spanish . 11.5 
6d»erce . . . . . . . . . . . 8.9 
History . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.7 
Applied arts 3.6 

Connecticut {3 schools) 

41gehra 17*© 
Oeonetry . . . . . . . . . . . 13*7 

Mew Jersey (14 schools) 

Mathematics . . . . . . . . . . 20.0 
lAtixi 18.0 
English, history, and commerce, 11.0 

Haw is>rk (8 schools} 

Letin . . . . . 18.0 
Mathematics . . . . . . . . . . 16.0 
Fr®»®h 11.6 
i&story . . . . . . . . . . . . 10.4 
S@l#see . . . . . . . . . . . . 9.8 
English . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.0 

St. Paul, Minnesota 

Mathematics . . . . . . . . . . 21.8 
Preaeh . . . . . . . . . . . . 17.0 
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TABLE 11 — Continued 

Subject 
Per Cent of 
Failure 

Eenver. Colorado 

Mathematics 
I&tln . . . 

24.0 
21*0 

^p«aa School Review. XXX (Septem-
ber , 1922},467-488, Quoting United 
States Bureau of Bdueation Bulletin, 
1922. ' 

It is now proposed to examine the result a of certain 

investigations with respect to teaching and testing diffi-

culties, subject by subject, la order to ascertain whether 

TABLE 12 

3!f»?£0f FAiimm x* white s m a m mm 
SCH00I8 XX WASHH3T0H, D. C.* 

Subject Enrollment Per Cent of Failure 

Commercial arithmetic . 42 33 *3 
Modem history . , . . 17 29.4 
Geometry 741 18.4 
French . . 9§ 18,4 
Typewriting . . . . . . 378 15.9 
English 1230 14.7 
Spanish 472 14,2 
Latin 141 14.2 
Algebra 283 13.1 
Biology 871 12*9 
Baited States history . 1177 12.3 
Geography 387 10,1 

•"Percentage of Pupils Falling la White Senior High 
Schools," K&tlonal Association of Secondary Schools Bulletin, 
XXX (Maroh, 194&}, 147-148, ' 
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there la any evidence presented by specialists ia subject 

fields which may account for the pattern of failles. 

Failures In mathematics. — file largest percentage of 

failures occurs la the field of mathematics, the total per-

©©stage of failure In this field being nearly twenty per 

cent of all students enrolled In the subject, as the fol-

lowing statist!** from eight surveys typical of failure in 

mathematics show; 

10 Cleveland senior high schools show that 
18.1 per ceat of the pupils enrolled is mathematics 
classes failed* . . . 

30 Connecticut high schools, algebra failures, 
17*© per cent, , * * geometry, 13.7 per seat. » . . 

1* Sew Jersey high schools, mathematics caused 
the downfall of go per cent. . . . 

8 lew Terk high schools, in mathematics 16 per 
©eat of the class failed. . . . 

In St* Paul the mathematics failures were 21*3 

?er oeat of those studying the subject; records for ^,12J^pupila in Beaver show 24 per oeat in raathemat-

An article la School Review comments on the prevalence 

of mathematles failure by ladleating that tw© conclusions 

ean be drawn$ (1) that good mathematics teachers too often 

are not obtained by the schools; and (2) that there are 

elements Intrinsic la the subject that are aot assimilable 

by some minds, fhe normal percentage of failure in any sub-

ject should be between five and twelve per cent,^*5 

"Failures la High School, * School Review, XXX (Sep-
tember, 1922), 487-^88. 

iSibld, 
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A clue to failures ppevalling In certain subjects may 

be found in a survey on pupils * choice of electives. , Latin 

and mathematics were most frequently mentioned by students 

questioned m subjects to be excluded frost the curriculum. 

Pupils* dislike for these subjects seemed t© be based on 

the difficulty of the subject matter and on the fact that 

these subjects appeared to have no value. 

Landry report# on a study is mathematics failures in 

lew Xork high schools in 1944, Eighteen and .six* tenths 

per cent of all failures were in mathematics. Commenting 

on this situation, Landry says: ttIt is needless to remind 

the reader that mathematics was by implication accorded 

the distinction of having a higher rate of pupil failure than 

any other high-school subject. 

In eleven l?ew York high schools pupils who were talcing 

mathematics were placed in four groups t (1) excellent, 

(2) barely passing, (3) just falling, and (4) falling badly, 

ftie Association ©f Mathematics Chairmen sent out a Question-

naire to students and teachers in an attempt to determine: 

(1) What characteristies or attributes are associated with 

pupils who are experiencing failure 1» mathematics? and 

*%spy, slt>, p. 82. 

"^Herbert L. Landry, "Study ©f Failure in Mathematics," 
High Points, XXfll (April, 1945), 18» 
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(2) What are the Inherent difficulties 1b the subject which 

may hare an influence upon the prevalence of failure? ' 

As a result of these questionnaires, the following 

characteristics and behavior patterns of pupils appear to 

be significantly associated with failure la mathematics: 

(a) Acts of delinquency ma attested by school 
records 

(b) Failure Is other subjects -besides mathe-
matics 

Truancy or cutting classes 
Quality of written homework 
Regularity of written hornwork 
Lsek of responsiveness In olass 
Failure to bring necessary materials to 

olaaa 
(h) Failure to perform assigned tasks during 

the Glass period 
{1} Failure to make up work after absence 
U ) Insufficient time devoted t© home study in 

all subjects 
(k) Insufficient time devoted to study of 

mathematics outside the classroom 
(1) Somewhat too much time spent on recreational 

activities • 
{*) Too rattoh time spent by some pupils on in-

struetion in non-school subjects 
(n) After-school employment 
{0} Inadequate parental supervision of home 

study 
(p) Failure t© request or secure sufficient 

outside help from teacher or other sourcea18 

There are certain inherent difficulties in mathematics, 

according to this questionnaire, which explain the greater 

incidence of mathematics failures. These difficulties 

spring from the demands imposed by a subject which is es-

sentially analytic and synthetic, generalized, logical, 

l8Ibld,, p. 32. 
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sequential, social, and personal 1b its applications to the 

affairs of life.*9 • • 

Failures In Shglish. — It is suggested that the high 

place of English among subject failure* may be the result 

not of failure to comprehend or write literate Snglish but 

of the difficulty of constructing teats which will he ob-

jective and yet valid* 

Progressive English teachers, who must usually 
give numerous tests, are finding the new type ex-
amination an inestimable boon* It is easy to score 
and makes feasible pupil correction either is class 
or outside class* Being absolutely objective, it 
M s unique importance for English teachers because 
their judgment of both oral and written compositions 
is inherently and inevitably subjective and conduces 
to prepossessions. . . . Prepossessions are seldom 
shaken by the essay type of examination, but if 
they are erroneous, they are dea&llshed by the dis-
closures of ihe objective test.^0 

It Is easy to understand why a conscientious teacher may be 
A1, \ ' 

attracted to the objective typ© test, but such a test is of 

doubtful value In English because of the nature of the con-

tent in this field. Measurement of the appreciative and 

esthetic values is of less significance than testing of the 

informational side of the subject, fhe latter Is readily 

susceptible to objective testing, whereas the former Is more 

doubtful. This fact helps to account, perhaps, for the high 

1 % M 5 * 
20Tlrginia J. Craig, the Teaching of High School Baa-

lish, p. 291• 
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percentage of failures reported for high-school pupil# in 

the field of English. 

ASI sciences . —— With psgsfd to the • scicnocBj 

some of the difficulty seeas to arise from the failure of 

teacher to impress on their students the principles of the 

sciences. It is reported with regard to chemistry, for ex-

amples 

formula writing, pupils do not remember ac-
curately the valences of the ordinary simple and 
compound radicals| they have not become habituated 
in the processes involved in formula writing; and 

i M 0 t l U s e e m s» to learn a simple and 
rapid oheok on the correctness of a foriaala. We. 
aa teachers, overwhelmed by the avalanches of sub-
ject-aiatter which a chemistry student is expected 
to Master, have failed to impress the principles in-

J* f i V e !fee ̂ i 1 1 w M c h remedy the 
difficulty in formula writing, . . . it seems rea-

l!»Auction and drill 
in formula writing will go far to help the pupil in 
writing equations .21 & F "• 

Further light is thrown upon this problem of signifi-

cant differences in subject failure patterns, however, among 

individual students by an investigation carried oat at the 

University of Chicago in 1930. Beauchaap made the follow-

ing discoveries: 

Pr°gre8Sea through the units, 
individual differences were found to develop with 
respect to attitudes toward work and methods of 
studyj the time required to attain the specific 
learning products; the number of trials required 

. C. Bennett, "A Study of Pupils * Errors in Ohemis-
t^y,^^i£Ml of Educational Research, XIV (Hovember, 1926), 
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to solve the exercises; the interpretation of the ex-
ercises presented for solution; the types of errors 
made and the causes of these errors; the ability 
to perform the different activities required in the 
study of science.22 

Be&uchamp was. then led to investigate the factors which in-

fluence the progress of pupils in the attainment of specific 

learning products. M s findings are extremely interesting 

when compared with the views expressed by Bennett with re-

gard to failures in chemistry. Beauchamp found that: 

1. The teacher has little if any effect upon 
the total time and number of attempts, or upon the 
extent of the individual differences and individual 
variations in completing the exercises* 

2. The technique of instruction exerts a greater 
Influence upon the total time required to complete 
the exercises than do the Individual differences in 
the. pupils themselves. 

3. The technique of instruction influences to 
a small degree the variability in the amount of time 
required to complete the unit. 

I* The technique of Instruction has little if 
any effect upon the individual variations in the 
time required for completing the exercises of the 
different units» 

5. She technique of instruction exerts a 
slight influence upon the total number of attempts 
required, 

6. The technique of instruction has little if 
any effect upon the individual differences and varia-
tions in the number of attempts required to solve 
the exercises «23 

The final stage in Beauehamp's investigations was to deter-

mine the effect of instruction upon learning* He was led 

22W. 1«. Beauchamp, "An Analytical Study of Attainment 
of Specific Learning Products in Elementary Science* {Unpub-
lished Ph. D. Dissertation, Bspartment of Philosophy# Univer-
sity of Chicago, 1930)» P* 

23IMS*» P» *5. 
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to the following conclusions t 

1. . . . while progress In the study of science 
la definitely related to such factors as intelligence, 
ability to read, experiential background, and sus-
tained application, there are so many exceptions to 
this general relationship that the results 'are of 
little value in interpreting individual progress un-
- less stooom̂ anied by olsser va tions of the pupil*s 
methods of work. 

2. « . . the learning situation is extremely 
complex. • . . There is a constant shifting of atti-
tudes and methods of work and • • . each exercise 
is qualitatively different for each pupil in the 
class. The interaction of these variable factors 
with other variables results in a change in total 
situation which again reacts to influence the be-
havior of the pupil in a given situation. The re-
sult is a learning situation that Is in a state of 
constant flux. It is thus practically impossible 
to Isolate one factor and definitely determine its 
causal effect. 

3. . , . there are oafiy kinds of activities em-
ployed in the study of science and . . . the ability 
to carry on these activities is specific rather than 
general. • "• 

. most of the individual variations which 
cause slow progress are corrective in nature. This 
is particularly true of application, attitudes toward 
study, and methods of study. 

5. . . . individual differences and variations 
in the pupil are isore closely related to progress 
than is the method of instruction employed. 

6. . . . direct instruction in a method of study 
results in an increase in the ability to do that type 
of study. 

7. Pupils need to be made conscious of the 
types of study employed in science. . . . Pupils need 
to be taught how to solve the various kinds of prob-
lems, how to observe demonstrations, how to make an-
alytical drawings, etc. 

8. . . . Pupils need to be made conscious of 
their abilities and limitations. 

9. . . . the study of science must inculcate the 
methods of thinking employed by the scientist in the 
solution of problems. Subject matter alone will not 
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produce the desired learning products. The crucial 
point in the teaching of science is the method em-
ployed by the teacher.2* 

Failures .la the fin® arts. — The difficulty of .testing 

accomplishment in the fine arts is shown in the following 

criticisms made of standard testa for measuring musical 

achievement s 

Baach Standardised Ifetslc feat® were among 
the real pioneers in the measurement of musical 
achievement. Many of the elements measured by these 
tests are recognized among the tests of more recent 
development. . . . fhe administration of the test 
is much more difficult than is indicated "by the 
qualities it attempts to measure. . . . Kwalwasser, 
in his discussion of Teats and ffeasureasents in Music, 
criticises this test also for its difficulty"""!* 
grading and for the fact that no norms are available. 

Another test which has had considerable use is 
the forgerson-Fahnestock Music Test. Modern music 
supervisors criticize it net inly because of the unduly 
large amount of emphasis given to the writing of 
urnslc,a practice which many supervisors consider an 
inexcusable waste of time.25 

It appears that no adequate tests of pupil achievement 

have been devised in the fine arts because the norms are 

so variable and standardissation of tests so difficult. 

Comparison of Failures in Required 
Courses and in Elective Courses 

fhe two types of curriculum organisation common at 

present in secondary schools are the "constant with varia-

bles" type and the "multiple curriculum with variables" 

P- ^6. 
25jfarry A. dreene and Albert X. Jorgensen, fhe Pse and 

Interpretation of High School %esta, pp* 479-480. 
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type. In both ©f these considerable election is permitted 

pupils in arranging their programs. This freedom of choice 

is in itself fraught with the potentiality of failure, since 

it introduces competition among subjects, increases the 

difficulty ©f obtaining unbiased consideration of curricu-

lum problems by members ©f the teaching staff, and adds to 

the danger that pupils will select "popular" ©©arses, re-

gardless ©f their need ©r their ability* 

So far as ©an be ascertained, no studies are available 

for a statistical analysis ©f failures as they exist be-

tween required courses and eleetlves. fhat a student or-

dinarily does well something that he likes and that he has 

chosen to do is axiomatic. It is suggested that this would 

be a fruitful area for further research in the field ©f 

high-school failures. 

Summary of the Evidence Regarding 
High-school Failures 

It is convenient at this stage to summarize the evi-

dence regarding high-school failures set forth thus far in 

this studyt 

1. there is widespread evidence ©f an alarmingly high 

percentage of failure among high-school pupils. 

2. There seems to be a significant pattern when sub-

ject failures are ranked in percentage ©rder. 
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3. fhla significant pattern seems to be relatively 

constant for areas with very disparate geographical and 

social conditions j therefore, Its cause should be sought 

in educational and not in enviroraiiental factors. 

Doubt has been expressed by competent authorities 

as to the accuracy and validity of standard objective testa 

In certain subjects, This doubt increases in strength from 

Informational to esthetic subjects. It probably would not 

be safe to consider of equal weight the failure to achieve 

a satisfactory grade on objective testing in the more 

esthetic and appreciative subjects and the problem of sub-

ject failure as commonly understood. 

5. Mathematics, English, and the social studies, in 

the order named, are the high-school subjects in which the 

largest number of failures occurs. 



CHAPTER III 

SOME FACTORS CGHTRIBBTIH8 TO FAILORE 

Examination of Primary aM 
Secondary Causes 

After taking account of the alarming extent of failure 

in high schools and of its significance to educators and 

administrators, it becomes important to search for some fac-

tors that contribute to failure. Many educators have been 

concerned over the problem of failure and have attempted to 

determine the causes. Results of a number of surveys and 

questionnaires from which to draw data are considered in 

this chapter. 

Viewpoint of teachers and administrators. — Perhaps 

the most significant and most recent material is that con-

tained in Burton's The guidance of Learning Activities. 

Burton, Director of Apprenticeship in the Graduate School 

of Education, Harvard University, has called this work a 

summary of the principles of teaching as bSSed upon the 

principles of learning. It Is concerned throughout with 

the success of a pupil in the educational process and Is 

indirectly concerned with failure In this process. In 

Chapter XVTII of Burton's work, a diagnosis of causes of 

failure Is effectively presented. The author is modern in 

%1 
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M s outlook and is as ardent proponent of saving all pupil® 

from the stigjaa of failure. He says that the old-time tra-

ditional teacher diagnosed causes of failure very easily. 

A pupil who did sot learn lacked mental ability. It was 

also frequently stated that "he could learn, but h» just 

won*t work.1*1 In commenting on tills idea, Burton sayss 

Simple, superficial answers are more dangerous 
than m answers at all* . . . causes of pupil fail-
ure are actually wry complex and numerous. A com-
bination of causes is usually found. Secondary 
causes are often treated as if they were primary. 
Symptoms are often confused with causes. k given 
factor may be both a symptom and a cause, depend-
ing on the level of analysis.2 

Burton continues by stating that the majority of failure® 

in the traditional school are not pupil failures, but are 

rather failures of the school, the home, or of some other 

environmental factor, fhey become the failure of the 

school when it does not succeed in discovering the nature 

of the child* ®fhe modem school would regard as failing 

only the pupil who was not learning so well as his own 

native ability and rat© of growth permit,"3 fbls is, of 

course, an Ideal in which all high-school teachers and ad-

ministrative leaders should be vitally Interested. 

Burton*s conclusions as to genuine causes of failure 

may be examined at this point. He says that a coherent, 

• ̂ William G. Burton, fhe guidance of beaming Activi-
ties, p. *49* 

gIbld. 3Ibid., p. 451. 
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logical summary of causes Is most difficult because any 

given specified cause of failure may be the result of 

{1} any one of several different primary causes, or of 

(2) any combination of primary causes. toy one primary 

cause may produce a dozen different secondary causes. As 

an example, a teaeiher lists malnutrition as a primary cause 

of failure. Secondary causes may be an unbalanced diet in 

the home, toe to economic deprivations or doe t© unsuper-

vised eating| these are followed by ill health and fatigue, 

which are also causes. This example could be carried out 

almost ad infinitum. Barton lists the primary causes of 

failure* as he sees them, as; 

I. Resident in the Pupil 
• A. Physical 

1. Central nervous system inadequately de-
veloped or injured 

2* Peripheral nervous system inadequate or 
Injured 

3. Glandular imbalance 
4 * Physical deformity making for mental 

instability 
5. incurable illness 

B. Mental 
1. Congenital or acquired deficiency not 

curable by individual effort or education 
2. Bis tine ti on to be made between.genuine 

mental inadequacy and seeming lack of 
mental ability 

II. Resident in the Social Order 
A. Inequitable distribution of resources 

1. Inadequate educational situation 
a. Poor buildings and facilities 
b. Poorly trained teachers 
c. Poor curriculum 

2. Undesirable housing, recreation, and 
neighborhood 
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3» Low economic status of homes 
a. Parental antagonism to education 
b. Necessity to supplement family income 
c. Eoonomic strain 
d. lack of cultural influences 
e. Malnutrition 
f. Frequent moves 
g. Lack of good health care 
h. Lack of adequate study place 

B. Control of school by conservative element 
(both public and teaching and administratlve 
staff) 
1. Aims of education out of date 
2. Lack of scientific approach 
3. Ttodemooratic administration 
4. Curriculum not adapted to needs of community 
5. Arbitrary standards of promotion 
6. Erroneous conception of learner and learning 
7* Adult standards for pupils 
8. lack of professional improvement 
9, Failure to inform public 
10. Inadequate financing 
11. Kacial, national and political prejudices 

C. Low regard for education 
1. Poor financing 
2. POGC standards for teachers 

a. Low training equipment 
h. poor physical condition 
c. Low personality 
d. Low social integration 
e. Low Intelligence 

B. Inadequate understanding by parents 
1. Bfersh discipline 
2* Coddling 

f. Failure to guide child's leisure 
* Lack ©f protection from adult tensions 

5. Broken homes -
6. Frejudiees 

1. Immigrant problem 
1. Bi~lingualism in the borne . 
2. Attendance in native-language schools4 

In summing up, Burton says* 

The various primary causes in the learner, in the 
school, in the hone and in the eosuaunity . » . place 
pupils often in physloal settings for learning which 

*Ibld., pp. %58-#60. 
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are uninviting and uninspiring, which In turn pro-
duce attitudes of indifference to, lack of respect 
for, sad even antagonism to, educationand its alas, 
, . . She curriculum and texts are often dull » , . 
irrelevant, unsuited to the needs of the community. 
Individual differences are not often reoognlaed . . . 
Materials are not adapted to levels of maturity . . . 
unattainable standards, with lack of recognition for 
effort, all combine to discourage and antagonize the 
learner. An undemocratic administration . . . in-
evitably produces conditions Inimical to learning and 
is productive of failure. Traditional teaching meth-
ods based ©n erroneous conceptions produce thousands 
of error# in techniques, which are actual causes of 
failure, . « . numbers of errors in motivation, ques-
tioning, assigning, initiating units, developing 
study habits, giving marks and. rewards. .... ffaese 
things are the actual causes of failure since they 
produce the pupil attitudes and behaviors which are 
usually listed as causes.5 

"To attack a case of failure as if it had no background 

will not only not cure failure, it will very likely aggra-

vate It, by enhancing the cumulative effect of the neglected 

£ 

primary cause.,,u To this end, Barton has compiled a list 

of teacher-given causes. (Me is aware that some of these 

are symptoms rather than causes,} 

I. Resident in the Pupil 
A. Mental inadequacy 

1. Genuine 
2. Seeming 
3» Immaturity 

B. Physical 
1. Limited sense organs 
2. Ill health 

0. Emotional inadequacy 
1. Insecurity 
2. Maladjustments 
3. Complexes 
I. Immaturity 

5lbld., p. 461. 6Ibld. 
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D. Detrimental general attitudes 
1. Indifference 
2. Antagonism 

f. Ms courageraeat 
.. Iton-cooperatlon 

'5. Laziness • 
0. fruancy 
7* Nervousness 

1, Hon-pos sess ion of eleraentary skills 
1. Inability to read 
2. Ignorance of study skills 

II. lesMent in Educational Situation and Coraiminity 
A. Uniform curriculum andtexts 
B. Inappropriate administrative standards and 

• • practices 
C. Heavy teaching load 
D. Too frequent transfers 
E. Poor teaching in previous grades 
F. Poor homes 
6. Outside works too many activities 
H. Malnutrition/ 

It is evident froa the data given above that Burton 

believe# that cause® of failure fall under three am in heads? 

{1} physical, (2) mental, and (3) social. It may be of 

value to determine whether other authorities concur in 

these findings. Cfeorge E. Qarrothers, principal of iron 

liver High School, Michigan, asked M s teaching staff to 

list in the order of their importance ten reasons why high** 

school pupils fall, lesults were as follows: 

1. Lack of application 
2 . X*sy 
3. Wastes time 
4» Lacks interest in subject 
5. Lacks background 
6. Lacks ability 
7. Frequent absences 

7Ibid.. pp. 462-463. 
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8. V/fritten asstffisents prepared half the tine 

9. Hever recltes° 

Carrothers then submitted a like questionnaire to parents 

and other outsider®. fhe replies were as follows* 
1* Heavy load of teachers 
2* \ Laok of Interest on part of pupil 
3, Laok of understanding 
I. Indlffei'ence and unconcern on part ©f teacher 
5. Inability of pupil 
0. Parental imconcsrn 
T» Community laok ©f understanding of education 
8. Inability of educators to measure educational 

gpmth 
9. Spoon feeding In home, school, and coraiunity 

10. Rigidity of curriculum^ 

To the above Garrotters adds some reason® of his own. 

3Da summation of causes for failure as revealed by his study, 

he lists the following: 

1. Heavy teacher load 
2. Teacher Indifference 
3. Parental unconcern 
4. Community misunders tandlng of education 
5. Inadequate measures ©f education _ 

6. Inflexible curricula and regulations10 

In the above response® from diverse groups it is evi-

dent that there are some correlative answers. Lack of In-

terest on the part of both teacher and pupil appears In all 

three lists of reasons for failurej lack of flexibility la 

curriculum and method appears la two lists; community mis-

conception of education appears in twoj and heavy teacher 

%eorge 1, Carrothers, "Why Bo Ugh School Pupils Fall?" 
Rational Association of Secondary School Principals Bulletin, 
XXX (March, 19^6), 2 9^6. 

9lbld. l0Ibld. 
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load, in two, fiiese all may be interpreted as social causes 

©f failure. 

In an article, "What Causes Failures?w W. M&x Chambers, 

Superintendent of School®, Okmulgee, Oklahoma, states that 

M s teaching staff compiled the list of causes for pupil 

failure presented in fable 13. 

TABLE 13 

R1AS0HS W m 150 F4ILIK8 GBAEES AMOIG DDNBAH HIGH 
SCHOOL PUPILS, OKH0LSEE, OKLAHOMA 

Reason number Rank 

Al*̂ €*n©0 52 1 

Irregular or incomplete 
daily »tudy . . . . . . 30 2 

lack of concentration . . . 21 3 

Indifference . . . . . . . 20 4 

Lack <?f ability . . . . . . 7 6 

Psychologically maladjusted 6 6 

Outside activities . . . . 3 7,5 

poor standards of achieve-
3 7.5 

Educational background . . 2 10.5 

Social background . . . . . 2 10.5 

Physically handicapped . . 2 10.5 

Dishonest . . 2 10.5 

School program too heavy . 0 13 

*W. Max Chambers, "What Causes Failures ?" School Execu-
tive, l£V (January, 1946), 56-57. 
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Chambers makes the statement that lack of Interest 

causes most failures, tout he hinges this lack of Interest 

on continuous and frequent absence from school. He inter-

prets his listing (fable 13) to show that of the 150 fail-

ing graces recorded, absence is a contributing factor in 

thirty-five per cent of the cases * whereas lack of interest 

and consequent lack of application reflect themselves in 

only fourteen per cent of the cases. Poor preparation seeias 

to be the cause for twenty per cent of the cases. But who 

can say that lack of interest is not responsible for both 

absence and poor preparation? 

An interesting implication of these findings 
is the high correlation between attendance and 
scholastic success* and the low correlation between 
personality adjustment and scholastic success, This 
contradicts usual findings that scholastic success 
is not necessarily contingent upon attendance and 
that pupils whose scholastic standing is low show 
marked degrees of maladjustment»** 

fhe fact that failure because of physical handicaps is 

in eleventh place and failure because of mental handicaps 

is in tenth place lis evidence that most of the reasons for 

failure, according to Chambers» study, fall under the broad 

head of social reasons. 

Viewpoint of pupils. — G. A. Gardner, Principal of 

fforth Side High School, Fort Worth, Texas, made a survey of 

11*. Nix Chambers, • "What - Causes Failures ?" School 
Executive, DOT (January, 19*6), 56-57. 
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fallwes in his school in 1937. Realising that fee was 

prone to hear teachers* reasons and to ignore pupils1 rea-

sons , Gardner started his survey with group interview of 

students, fable 1% is a compilation of reasons for fail-

tare given by pupils in these interviews,, 

TABUS 1% 

CAUSES W PAILUHE US 8*AfRD BY PUPILS* 

Cause of Failure Frequency 

Jack of home study . . . . . . . . 78 

Bislike of the subject 76 

little studying 70 

Discouraged . . 66 

Insufficient effort . 58 

Bislike the teacher . . . . . . . 58 

fluid about answering . . . . . . 53 

Slow answering 50 

m interest *5 

Idleness . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44 

Poor concentration 44 

Poor foundation . . . . . . . . . 40 

Irregular attendance . 39 

Teacher fails to explain . . . . . 30 

Bo knowledge of how t© study . . .29 

Lack of time . . . . . 26 
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m m M 14 — Continued 

Cause of Failure Frequency 

Outside work . . . . . . . . . . 24 

Not made to prepare lessons . . 16 

worry over studies . . . . . . . 12 

Late entranoe . . 12 

Ho chance to recite . . . . . . 32 

Too isany subjects * 12 

Laxlness . . . . 11 

Home conditions . . . . . . . . 9 

Social activities . . . . . . . 6 

Poor health . . . 6 

took of sleep . . . . . . . . . 3 

Ho opinion . . . . % 

•e. A* Gardner, *A Study of Causes 
of High School Failure,• Bohool Review, 
XXXT (February, 1937)# 108-112. 

By way of verifying the figures given la fable 14, 

Gardner submitted a questionnaire to his teachers, who sup-

plied the data concerning failures whieh are presented in 

fable 15. 

As a result of his study, Gardner's conclusions were 

(1) that there are two sides to the viewpoint on failure, 

namely, that of the pupil and that of the teacher j (2) that 

heretofore the pupil's viewpoint 1ms been ne glee ted j and 
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TABLE 15 

GJkmm m w u m m m STATE® BT mkomm* 

Cause of Failure Frequency 

Irregular attendance . . . . . . . 84 

Failure on tests 78 

Lack of study generally . . . . . . 63 

lack of effort . , . , , . * . . . 5 8 

Mentally slow . . . . . . . . . . . 56 

Lack of home stttdy . . . . . . . . 3? 

Poor foundation . . . . . » . . . . 31 

Laslness . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29 

Poor study habits . . . . . . . . . 26 

Failure to baud In written work . . 25 

Idleness . . •. •. . . . . . . . . . 15 

lack of Interest 14 

Poor health . . . . . . . . . . . . ll 

late entrance 10 

Carelessness 7 

Inattention . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 

Physical defects . . . . . . . . . 5 

Home conditions . . . . . . . . . . 5 

Too many subjects . . . . . . . . . 5 

Zest books . . 4 

Immaturity . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 

leading ability poor 4 
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TABLE 15 — Continued 

Cause of Failure Frequency 

Outside work . . . . . . . . . . . 3 

Work elective , . . . ..... ..... 3 

Lack of confidence . . ... . . . . 3, 

Social activities • . ....... ..... 2 

Depends on others •... . . ..... .2 

Incorrect habits in typewriting . 2 

Lack ©f sleep ; . ... . . ..... . 2 

Hew work and surroundings . . . .1 

Overconfidence . . . . . . . . .. 1 

Poor concentration . . . . . . . .1 

Change of classes . . . . . . . . 1 

Came to class without hook . . . . 1 

Too ouch athletics 1 

#Gardner, ©g. cit., p. 111. 

(3) that if one third of the pupils, for instance, report 

the same cause, this is a grave situation. He concludes, 

"Smooth-running machinery is not the primary aim in our 

schoolsj it is the welfare of the child.1,12 

Xn referring to the survey of LaCrosse, Wisconsin, 

schools, discussed in Chapter 11, the following list of 

12 Gardner, og* cit., p. 111. 
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causes of failures, according to the teachers la that sys-

tem, may be noted* 

1. Lactic of application %9«0 
2. Absence , , » 20.0 

f. Poor foundation 16.6 

. Heittal inability 4.7 
5. health 4.4 
6. Xasines® . . . 2,5 
7« Befeetive vision . . . . . . . g#4 

8. BefeOtive hearing . . . . . . . . . . . . 0.4 

fhis survey bears oat data previously mentioned in that laek 

of application t© school work accounts for the highest wis-

her of failures, with absence running a close second.-^ 

la this survey some generalizations as to causes were 

aadej percentage of failures (1) did not depend on size 

of classes* (2} nor to any extent on subject, and (3) was 

not especially pronounced in any one year of school. But, 

the author thinks, failures were influenced by (1) attitude 

of students toward work} (2) out-of-school study habitsj 

(3) lack of co-operation between student, teacher, and par-

ent; and (4) personality of teacher. 

Irregular attendance is the major reason for failure 

in high school, according to 1. 1. Smelts, Cleveland high 

school principal* Be quotes a survey in which several hun-

dred failing pupils were asked to give their ideas as to 

why they were failing. Their reasons were in the following 

•̂ "stibject Failure by Schools," Secondary School Studies. 
Bulletin of the Department of Secondary School Principals, 
Bo. 29 {January, 1S30), 13-20. 
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order of frequency; 

1, Malik® of teacher 
2, Bislike ©f subject 
3, Laziness 
#. Irregular attendance 
f>* Poor health 
6. Poor effort 
7. Lack of home study 
8. Too many social activities 
9. Slowness in answering 
10, Too much expected of pupils 

When the teachers of these sane pupils were asked to 
give their reasons why the pupils failed, they gave 
the following list# 

1. Irregular attendance 
2. Poor health 
3« Poor home conditions 
4. Low mentality 
5. Lack of interest 
6. Poor foundation 
7* Teacher inabilities 
8. Poor effort 
9. Changing schools so often 

fin discussing pupils whom he would fail, Siseltz 
saysi] I should fail the pupil who by word or action 
says, "I sm not going to study and what are you going 
to do about it?" I should fall the pupil whose prep-
aration is insufficient to So the work of the next 
grade, at the level on which he will probably be 
called on to do It. Finally, X should fail a pupil 
in college preparatory subjects in which satisfac-
tory work of the usual college entrance level had 
not been done, I emphasize, however, that the pupil 
has a right to expect intelligent guidance in his 
choice of subjects.3^ 

In listing causes of failure, Vest C. Myers says that 

the following are the major factors, according to most in-

vestigators? 

1, Dullness 
2. Lack of application 
3„ Absence 

E. Smelts, "Pacing the Failure Problem,n School 
Management, XV (February, 19*6), 337. 
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4, poor attitude 
5, Lack ef purpose 
0. Poor physical condition 
T. Esoesstve outside activities 

8 • lodole&ce^ 

Lack of application and absence from school, which have oc-

curred In almost all surveys, are again conspicuous. 

la his survey, Charles E. Greene of the Denver schools 

found that in grades tea t© twelve, types of failing pupils 

were as follows * (1) intelligence below average, (2) phys-

ically handicapped, (3) socially and emotionally malad-

justed, (4) outside distractions, (5) subject failures, 

(6) home problems, and (7) absentees.1^ 

In another survey, that conducted in the New York City 

high schools, iMcey had one thousand students list reasons 

for thel? failures. The twelve outstanding reasons, in the 

order of their rank, were as follows: 

1. Ignorance of study methods. 
2. Dislike school. 
3. Poor equipment. 
I, too wtoh home work. 

f. Improper home conditions. 

. foo much diversion. 
7. Failure complex. 
8. "©rawting.11 
9. Copying. 
10. Bislike teachers 

•buyers, op. pit. , pp. 306-309-

115 
Charles 1. Green, "Study of Chronic Failures, 

School Review. XXXI (Haroh, 1931), 161. 

II 



57 

11. fQor teacher attitudes* 
12. "Cutting."1? 

Summary 

Attention should "be called to some apparent patter^ 

in the above surveys» Whereas pupils themselves place lack 

of home study at the head of the list, teachers place this 

reason thix-d. The second cause of failure, dislike of sub-

ject, on fcne pupils1 lists, however does not appear at all 

on the teachers1 lists. Bteô wftagement, third on the pupils* 

lists, means nothing, apparently, to the teachers. Only 

six pupils attributed their failure to physical Inability, 

and three attributed it to lack of sleep, which may be 

called poor health habits, teachers attributed failure to 

poor health in eleven instances and to physical disability 

in five instances, fills bears out the contention that phys-

ical causes are few. 

As to mental causes, fifty-three students listed tim-

idity as a reason for failure, and sixty-six listed dis-

couragement. Teachers listed mentally slow fifty-six times 

and immaturity four times* 

Of sixty-two reasons given, at least twenty-six could 

be interpreted as falling in the social category, there 

-^Michael H. Inoey, "Causes of Failures in Et^h School, 
School Beview, XXXVI (December, 1938}, 73^-735. 
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are border-Hue causes In each category which are not to-

eluded In the statistics. 

In awmarlzixig the preceding data on causes of failure, 

some very evident, conclusions present themselves, fhe most 

obvious one is that very few failures appear to he due to 

physical or mental handicaps. Both pupil and teacher ques-

tionnaires show these to be negligible as compared with so-

cial and environmental causes. 

The outstanding types of pupil failures are those of 

lack of application to work and lack of interest in school. 

That these are primary causes is maintained by the majority 

of both students and teachers, but one must insist that 

they are conditioned by a multitude of secondary causes 

auch as absence from school, poor equipment, improper home 

conditions, poor teacher attitudes, psychological inse-

curity, and the like. For this reason, as suggested by 

Burton, educators can no longer evade responsibility for 

failure by saying that a pupil is mentally ©r physically 

unable to learn. For each pupil, failure has a long case 

history and is a challenge to the school in which he is en-

rolled and to the teachers who seek to guide his develop-

ment and progress. 



CHAPTER 3HT 

mmom mwwmv TO mmcE wAimm 

Holding pewer of the 
M^bi Schools 

In analyzing ae thods of prevention of failure and of 

procedures which may serve to alleviate the widespread lack 

of success in high school, it is obvious that the general 

holding power of the high schools is involved. An Improve-

ment of holding power is an approximate measure of diminution 

in student fid lures. That there has been marked improve-

ment in the holding power of the high schools is shown by 

Table 16. 

TAbm 16 

HOLISM? POWER OP THE HIGH SCHOOLS* 

Grade in 

lumber Surviving Per 1,000 Pupils in the Fifth 
Grade for Each Grade in High School up 

through High-school Graduation 

Sehool 
1989-1930 1930-1931 I5QI-I932 1932-1933 

I 760 770 780 786 

II 647 65s 651 664 

III 512 5^9 546 557 

IV 454 463 478 488 

Graduates 403 417 430 439 

#Spears, High Schools for Today, p. 376. 

59 
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fills Increase la holding power seems to Indicate that 

the longer a pupil remains 1a school, the less probability 

there 1s of failure In his case. Spears advocates that 

schools hold frequent meetings t© analyse their holding 

power and that they discuss in faculty meetings the situa-

tion of loss of students, tracing the students who enter to 

ascertain how many graduate. He also suggests that the 

guidance department sake annual records of all who leave 
l 

school and the cause for leaving. 

Failure of the school 

That many educators feel that it is not the pupil who 

has failed, hut the school, is evident from their statements 

in the press and in teachers* conferences. Lindell says: 

When the school is unable to do Its job, the 
time-honored practice is to send a note home by the 
pupil, saying that the child has failed. In the 
first few years of my professional career as a 
teacher I believed the child had failed. But for 
the past fifteen years I have shifted the responsi-
bility. I believe that when the pupil does not 
learn, to the maxJjatet of his capacity, the school 
has failed. . . . 

^ And so it goes. Teacher and principal, father 
and mother, specialists of all kinds work closely to-
gether if the school is not to fail because when the 
school falls the nation's greatest resource, man-
power, does not develop* Some children respond to 
one kind of treatment and some to another. Unless 
the school exhausts every resource, it has failed.2 

^Spears, "High School las Yet to leach Its Full Stature,® 
American School Board Journal, G3CVI (March, 19^8), 17-19. 

^Albert L. Lindell, "When the School Fails," Journal 
of Education, GXXXXI (April, 19*9), 108. 
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In like Banner, Burton makes this coaaenti 

, . . can a pupil be said to have failed if he works 
to the heat of his ability, works conscientiously 
and continuously, and still does not reach a stand-
ard set without regard t® M s native ability? 
failed In what? H e pupil tea here elearlyfailed 
t o pasa* a standard which he could never pass under 
any known circumstances. The objection may be 
raised at this point that the standard may not he 
wholly arbitrary, but determined by the average per-
formance of large numbers of pupils. . . . If a pu-
pil works to the best of M s ability, expends his 
best efforts, and still does not come up to the av-
erage . , , has ha failed? Obviously not. . . . 
XO one would think of making a child repeat his 
ninth year ®f life, but schools constantly require 
pupils to repeat a grade la which the pupil has al-
ready done as well as M s ability and strength per-
mit him to. The pupil needs not repetition of the 
same experiences but more experiences of a similar 
nature and more time In wMch to grow.* 

Guidance as a Preventive 

the guidance program as a preventive ©f failure is 

fairly recent in Mgh-school administration. However, many 

large school systems and some smaller ones use the plan of 

counseling with students who are near the danger line of 

failure. Some schools, in order t© prevent failure, use 

the guidance method throughout the student's Mgh-school 

career. Frequent conferences with students on their prog-

ress in various studies reveal problems and point ©ut needs. 

Outstanding accomplishment in failure prevention and 

the raising of scholar sMp as a whole Is reported by Bis bee, 

Jwiniaa H. Burton, Guidance of learning Activities. 



62 

Arizona, High School.4 In that school for several years, 

there Ism® tees a faculty-controlled guidance program In op-

eration. '2b 1933# & committee of four teachers was given 

full charge of gilding falling pupils. After consideration 

of conditions in the school, the ®@sBittee wide recommenda-

tions to the adminls trat ion and faculty, These included; 

{1} publication of an honor roll; (3) rejuvenation of ac-

tivities of the national Honor Societyj (3) pre-eollege 

guidancej (4) recognition of high scholastic ranking in 

home rooms; (5) failure reports from the faculty to the 

committee at three-week intervals; (6) scholastic eligi-

bility necessary for all extracurricular activities; (7) « -

elusion for one semester of all pupils failing in three 

fourths of their work. 

Rouse reports that a three-year study of the activi-

ties of this committee reveals hoth objective and subjective 

proof of the value of its program. Of the five hundred pu-

pils in the school, forty per cent were interviewed "by the 

coimaittee. These forty per cent needed only one interview. 

thirteen techniques for aiding pupils were used by 

the committee, but interviews and extra study time accounted 

for 71.5 per cent of all techniques recommended. Is all of 

these pupils had shown average intelligence quotients. 

^Murance f. House, "guidance as a Preventive,w School 
Review, B H (January, 1938)# 2-5. 
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there was no lack of mental ability* It Is# therefore, of 

Interest t© observe that narks of failing pupils over a 

three-year period rose from D to C. Over this period the 

percentage of falling marks was reduced from % *7 per cent 

t© 1*5 per ©eat. House also reports a large financial sav-

ing by reducing the number of repeaters 

In the Washington Junior School of Rochester, 

lew York, 'a similar procedure was used* A committee of 

eight teachers was appointed to study scholarship In gen-

eral* in the hope of reducing the number of failures • By 

re-defining more clearly the failure rating, which was 

E (0-64 per cent), and analysing causes of failure, a be-

ginning was made, Then a formulation of a standard of de-

sirable study habits was undertaken, and suggestions for a 

remedial program were drawn up. The program as a whole 

was found to be practical and effective,** 

Among the most progressive plans for reducing failure 

through guidance Is the experiment or Arthur Farnham, vice-

principal of Thomas Jefferson RLgh School, Los .Angeles. 

Farnham organized special classes of failures and near-

failures , in which the effort was entirely on personal de-

velopment of the student's social responsibility. Acting 

5sm- 6m&-
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on the theory that failure prodaces a sense of shame, this 

educator made the ©lasses entirely voluntary, fhe student 

must choose to enter the class. Parnham Hats the following 

as aim* of these classes: (1) to help students to gain 

confidence in teacher a M school; (2) to develop group 

moralej (3) to cause students to understand that they are 

expected to learn only when they .recognise the knowledge to 

be of value j (4) to encourage students to accomplish some 

definite learning each dayj (5) to enable. the pupil • to work 

at a problem appropriate to his developmental level; (6) to 

help students become Socially acceptable"; and (?) to place 

teaching on a highly Individualized basis.7 

flie only rule in these special classes was that a stu-

dent mast not disturb his classmates in their work. The 

first class of this type had thirty students, whose work 

was purely voluntary. Reports of the results of this first 

endeavor, according to the principal, were encouraging. He 

reports (1) a lessening of tension fro® the beginning; 

{2} standards of performance on the part of the pupils were 

raisedi (3) attendance at school improved; (4) each student 

attempted more work than before; and (5) teachers reported 

that these individuals were more socially acceptable than 

before. Wo diploma was given for work in these classes, but 

7Arthur Parnham, "Class for Chronic Failures, " School 
Review, W1 (March, 19*8), 132-13*. 
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each student was made to feel that ha was doing a valuable 
o 

piece of work In M s school. • . - . 

This type of guidance program for preventing failure is 

the one advocated by many modern educators, although most 

of them admit that it Is impractical under the present ays-

teat of sohool adminis tration. 

A modified guidance program has been in effect at the 

San Jtegelo,-feaiaSj high school for some years. This is a 

simple check method on pupils failing in any subject. A 

weekly list of failing students Is compiled fey the teachers 

each Friday, Hames of pupils and subjects failed are posted 

on a bulletin board on Monday, to remain until their work 

is improved. Pupils at first opposed this practice, but 

when the principal ordered it discontinued, they asked for 

its restoration. 'Senley, the principal, reports that fail-

ures have been reduced by 2.5 per cent. • ®fals scheme would, 

of course, be valueless unless -some remedial program is 
Q 

provided**^ 

Adaptable Curriculum Flan 

By far the largest number of educators seeking a solu-

tion to the failure problem advocate some change in the 

present curriculum as the answer. The adaptable curriculum 

8Ibld. 

9c. H. Senley, "A Weekly ZAst of Failing Pupils, " School 
Review, ZZJT (September, 193^) < ̂ 9* 
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or "mastery" plan M s gained considerable support in recent 

years in various sections of the country. Myers in his ar-

ticle, "Stoe Child Who Falls, * presents a "Mastery" plan. 

His suggestion Is that courses in high school he organised 

into units. Pupils would be allowed to choose units for 

study in which the subject natter was naturally Interesting 

to them. When they had metered the fundamentals of a 

ehosen unit, they would he given credit on the unit, thus* 

the ohild who had a natural ability in science would find 

hlnself tanking valuable progress in the f ield he loved and 

would never have the stigma of failure in foreign languages 

or other subjects**0 

Myers admits that In this "mastery" plan there nay be 

students who choose a unit of study in whleh they cannot , 

acquire enough skill to be considered "passing.* In such a 

case he suggests that these students be marked "no creditM 

and then tactfully directed to undertake other units In 

which they may become able to attain success. '' :;; 

Myers also recognizes that certain subjects, such as 

English, are necessary to a person taking M s place In the 

social and business world, lis suggestion here is that a 

student be placed In rMedial classes in such subjects, not 

for the purpose of securing grades but rather of gaining a 

certain facility according to the ability of the student. 

l0Myer*, op. clt.. pp. 306-309. 
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In Ifyers* "mastery" plan, citizenship., la its broadest con-

notation, is the chief subject of study. He admit© that 

the weak student may get only a limited portion of knowl-

edge but contends that the child will he preserved from the 

feeling-®? "failure" as a human being.11 

Barton ia a stanch advocate of the adaptable curricu-

lum as a means of reducing failure. Be proposes a "continu-

ous progress* system, fhis continuous progress, of course, 

is to he judged is terms of the capacity of the individual 

student, fhls would involve re-arranging all curricula, 

methods of teaching, and standards, in the light of known 

facts hearing upon the ability, interests, and needs ©f the 

learner* It would also mean complete re-organization of the 

philosophy of education and administration. Arbitrary grade 

standards would disappear. Mrectional progress and re~ 

medial work would be prominent.12 

fhe Bibbing, Minnesota, High School conducted an-ex-

periment in curriculum rearrangement for failing students. 

Beginning with a survey of the number of pupils who dropped 

out of school and the subjects in which they tailed, the 

administration Instituted a drastic change la required 

courses for graduation. Such courses as English, mathemat-

ics, and social studies were placed on three levels of 

**Ibld. ^Barton, og, dlt., p. #50. 
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difficulty. These were (1) an enriched course for able 

students, (2) deleted ©r substituted material for slew stu-

dents, and (3) courses designed for very poor students in 

which they may esjoy a modicum of success. Justification 

for this arrangement wa® found in the fact that the survey 

showed that poor students were very unlikely to attend the 

regular college. Therefore, for thea the traditional col-

lege preparatory courses would he valueless, junior college 

was sometimes recommended for the poor type of students who 

wished to continue their education. Prior to this rear-

rangement of curriculum it was the custom for pupils who 

failed in Bagllsh, mathematics, or the social studies to 

drop out of school, fhe principal reports that under the 

new plan many students have been enabled to finish high 

school. Hibbing schools have also a planning program for 

students before they enter high school.*3 

Both the Lds Angeles and the St, Louis high-school 

systems have, since 1938, permitted some students to finish 

high school without completing thm usual requirements for 

graduation. However, the usual type of diploma Is nbt 

awarded to these students.^ 

- ̂ Wopple G. Friedman and P. B. Jacobs on, "Statistical 
Basis for Educational Guidance,M School Beview* H*f (May, 
1 9 3 7 ) , 3 5 8 - 3 6 1 . 

^^Frederiok J. Weersing, "Ho failure Program,n School 
Review, XLVI C»y, 1933), 331-333. 



69 

Effectiveness of the Mastery 
Curriculum Plan 

Can this adaptable curriculum or "mastery" plan be 

adapted to the traditional high school? Most educators who 

advocate it "believe that it can, but that progress toward 

this ideal is necessarily slow, Bemedlal work is evidently 

the initial step. In their first efforts to save pupils 

from failure, many schools went to the extreme and promoted 

all students indiscriminately, This method relieved every-

body from responsibility, but the result was chaos. "An 

un-reconstructed school cannot have a true no-fallure pro-

gram, because chaos results In trying to establish it un-

der standards existing. 

Psychological fests as 
a Preventive 

There are those who believe tint all failures in high 

school should be eliminated if an adequate system of psy-

chological testing could be set in order before the student 

enters secondary classes. The purpose of these tests would , 

be to screen individuals so as to determine mental ability 

and inclinations, fhen the student would be placed in a 

course of study in which he could be successful. 

In an anonymous article, 'failure in School Can Be Pre-

dicted, " the statement is made that school success or failure 

"^Burton, og. ©it., p. *52« 
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can be predicted by means of the Borsohaeh or "ink blot" 

test, to experiment of this typ@ was conducted with 166 

high-school students at Queen * ® Gollege, Flushing, Sew York. 

Beports are that these tests revealed significant differ-

ences between successful and unsuccessful students. Ex-

perts reading these tests saw specialized distinctions which 

indicated success or failure in high school, fhis Method 

would be a valuable starting point in say guidance program, 

but would not be an adequate basis for arranging a curricu-

lum for the failing student,^* 

A more valuable experiment is reported by O'Connor in 

which the original ai» was to isolate characteristics 

requisite t© achievement in each occupation, fhen the tech-

nique gradually turned to a study of retarded pupils and an 

attempt to determine what caused their failure. That cer-

tain characteristics, present or lacking, were responsible 

for rupees® in school was determined, fhat these charac-

teristics were the corollary of certain aptitudes was valua-

ble in helping a student select a course of study in which 

he could succeed, the Human Engineering laboratories have 

established ei$it aptitudes which can combine In several 

hundred ways,This is most helpful in school counseling, 

16"Failure la Ugh School Can Be predicted,* Science 
Hews Letter, XLXXI (January 16, 19*3), *5. 

^Johnson O'Connor, "Failure in School," Atlantic 
[, CLVII (March, 1935)j 318. 
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teat* unfortunately, is not available to all guidance teach-

ers. Many large secondary school systems do us© these ap-

titude tests in the beginning year of high school to guide 

the student in selecting M s courses, 

Pyle of the Detroit Teachers College, after experiment-

lug with thirty-three high-school student failures in a 

variety of psychological tests, concludes: 

fhe literary type curriculum Is sot for all stu-
dents . . . . fhe poorest student in this school 
excelled the best la some aspect of learning . » . 
to talk of an I, Q. is absurd . . . a psychological 
adviser In all schools is a necessity 

Spears reports a study made la th® Evansvllle, Indiana, 

high schools, Three groupings were made 1® English classest 

slow, college, and all groups* fhe naturally slow group 

had the bluest percentage of failures when no differen-

tiation of goals of learning was made. Ipears states that 

he Is convinced that homogeneous grouping is necessary for 

studying failures. He also says that by research It is 

possible to know the students who are most likely to fail 

and the subjects In which they are most likely to encounter 

failure, these pupils should be detected before enrollment 

and curriculum adjustments made for them.*9 

l8W. H. Pyle, "Psychological Study of gone Mgh School 
Failures," School and Society* XXXX (June, 1930), O19-880. 

^^Barold Spears, Secondary Education in American Life, 
pp. 216-217. 
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flie Teacher'3 Sesponslbllity 

There are a few educators who place the responsibility 

for prevention of failure on the part of the student squarely 

upon the teacher. Ilyers says * nT® the real teacher each 

failure is a problem which challenges attention. Be should 

make a painstaking examination of studies in this field, 

reehecking M a own ideas on the subject, Yet Ilyers 

recognises that this is an immense task, far he addst 

What should a teacher do who stands for educational 
Ideals and yet is unwilling to add to a condition of 
maladjustment by stamping the student with the nark 
of failure? Can the teacher preserve his standards 
and yet avoid building up an Inferiority complex in 
the mind of the child?2! 

Soscoe Pulliam, superintendent of the larrlsburg, Illi-

nois« schools, sayss 

fhere was a tins when teachers prided themselves on 
the hi# standards they maintained, and felt that 
their responsibility was discharged when they failed 
to promote pupils who did not come upto certain set 
standards, or conform to ironclad rules of the school. 
Jit moat, all that the teacher was expected to do was 
to inflict a few penalties on tits unsuccessful pupil 
as he went along, in an effort, presumably, to sake 
failure so uncomfortable that the pupil would suc-
ceed in spite of any handicaps that might hamper 
M s , " 

Fulllam continues t 

The modern teacher realises that pupils do not all 
possess the same degree of natural ability to 

SOjfyers, og. clt., pp. 306-309. g3-Ibld. 

2%os®oe Pulliam, ^treating the Child tub© Is Falling," 
Education, XUX (April, 1929), 
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« l e should seek causes is the pupil or M s 
environment « . . investigate and earn»®®t is the 
modem method.23 

Boyd says the blame for failure of pupils can be placed 

directly on study assignments given by teachers. m says, 

"Teachers go on giving home work and punishing pupils who 

do not do it." He suggests that it is the teacher1® duty 

to know whether the hooe environment is detrimental to 

study habits and that teachers shonld us© ability grouping 

in ©lasses and have maxliaiiBi and ainittaa as signal at s. & 

also advocates a longer school day with preparation of les-

sons at school under teacher supervision.®̂  

In her article, "What Price Failure?" levy holds that 

teachers ©an definitely reduce the number of failure©, she 

maintains that such causes as lack of pupil interest, "an 

infinitely incomprehensible mass of knowledge" to be learned, 

pupils baffeted by to© many opposing forces, and dissatis-

faction with the teacher are the teacher's responsibility 

and that the teacher is criminally negligent if she does 

not correct these errors,̂ 5 

Barton says that it is evident that the teacher cannot 

change the system, that she is handicapped by standards and 

g3lbid. 

2**James A. Boyd, "Reducing Failures in High School, n 
Education. tX (March, 1931), 425-429, 

XLYII^'h?H38)"f?66!?H: F S l l U r e'" ^ ^ S I ' 
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environment, tout that to fall the pupil Is no eolation, 

fhe long, bard way of securing confidence Is the only way,2^ 

Harper condemns the teacher far not being willing to 

put oat extra effort In individual instruction for children 

la order to prevent failure. She asks; 

Will he he a better citizen If fa® has finished high 
school with high rating and interest 1b one subject 
and just a smattering Idea of the other subjects, 
or will he he a better citizen if, ait 17, he has 
finally absorbed enough English to pass the eighth 
grade 1®» 

The teacher can largely influence the outcomes of education. 

Effectiveness of Procedures 
Summarized 

That the responsibility for reducing failures in high 

school is not that of any one agent Is shorn in the fore-

going discussion. That considerable success has teen ef-

fected by guidance both in high school and by pre-high- s chool 

counseling is evident from statements of educators who have 

used such procedures. fhe growth of sentiment In favor of 

adaptable curricula for falling students is advocated by 

many prominent educators, and statistics show that this 

trend is promising. That teachers have not been relieved 

of responsibility in student failure Is emphasised repeat-

edly by those in high places, 

^Burton, jgg# clt., p» 

27|Sary Harper, "When Should a Child Be Failed?" Teams 
Outlook» XXX (February, 19*6), 31. 
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Conclusions 

As a result of this research la the field of academic 

failures 1® high schools, the following conclusions appear 

to be warranted s 

1# It is impossible t© assert that any one factor or 

cans© is the preponderant influence in determining the fail-

ure of pupils. 

2. Views concerning reasons for failure vary widely. 

v 3. The attitude of the public toward failure in high 

school is different from that of educators and administra-

tors . For instance, laymen are likely to blame the short-

comings of the public-school system for the failure of pu-

pils, whereas teachers and other school people recognize 

that many factors arast be taken into account if the cause 

for failure is to be determined, 

4. The problem of failure is an individual onej the 

factors influencing lack of success in academic courses for 

one student will not suffice to explain similar failure by 

another pupil in the same course. This fact indicates that 

a wide array of personal and environmental factors in the 

75 
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experience of the individual student exert some influence 

in determining that student*s success or failure In school. 

5. The large number of failures In subject matter 

is, perhaps, an Indication that the schools, despite all 

of their efforts, have not been able adequately to satisfy 

the needs and interests of young people. • - :>; 

6. The present tendency toward a slight decrease in 

the number of failure® in high schools is due not only to 

improvements in the educational program offered by the 

schools but also to the influence of many modern educators 

who insist that it is preferable to promote a pupil rather 

than to force hia to undergo the humiliation and frustra-

tion of repeating a eourse. 

7. Pupil failure is nore prevalent In the first year 

of high school than in the latter years. This situation is 

partially due to the fact that many students who fall la 

their first year or two in high school become discouraged 

and withdraw from school, leaving the snore capable, inter-

ested young people to complete their high-school training. 

@« Considerable improvement has been made in recent 

years In the percentage of young people who eater hi# 

school and remmla in school until graduation. 

9. Wew preventive and remedial measures in dealing 

with failure have been instruments! in giving young people 
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sore wholesome conceptions of the valtae of education and in 

enabling them to overcome tendencies toward failure. 

10. Mathematics, English, and tbe social studies, in 

the order named, are responsible fop the largest numbers of 

failures In high school. 

11. fhe faot that few failures occur la vocational 

subjects la an indication that Interest In subject matter 

is a determining factor in success in high-school courses* 

12. Effective programs of guidance and counseling are 

of importance in reducing failures la high school, 

13. the curriculum remains too rigid and inflexible 

to permit Its adaptation la the proper manner to the needs. 

Interests, and abilities of individual students In order to 

decrease tie frequency of failure snd at the same time to 

prepare the student to become an efficient member of society. 

14. The school*s attitude toward failure should be a 

constructive, helpful one. It Is more Important that the 

school send out into the community young people who have at-

tained satisfaction In their school experiences, together 

with a reasonable degree of success, than those who have ex-

perienced discouragement and frustration. It Is not diffi-

cult to predict which of the two will become the better 

citizen and which will make the greater contribution to his 

community. 

1§. Students who fail in school and become ^repeaters* 

are responsible for the expenditure ©f money for their 
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repetition of courses that might be used otherwise for 

providing needed facilities and curricular offerings in the 

school. These students often develop Into maladjusted 

adults la the coasaunity just a® they were maladjusted stu-

dents while lis school. For this reason, their social and 

economic contribution to society is likely to be negative 

and destructive rather than positive end constructive. The 

amount of social and economic loss caused by such an indi-

vidual Is beyond measurement, but it is certainly a serious 

problem. 

16. the problem of failures in high school cannot be 

totally eliminated because of lack of control on the part 

of the school over compleji personal and environmental fac-

tors involved in the individual pupil's difficulty. 

IT. She problem of failures is primarily an educa-

tional one, and remedies must be sought and developed within 

the school system itself. 

Recommendat ions 

She following recommendations are presented as outgrowths 

of this study: 

1. It is recommended that schools study the problem of 

failure as It pertains to them and make an effort to deter-

mine the factors What are most influential in causing fail-

ure. With this knowledge, remedial measures can be under-

taken with more assurance of some degree of success. 
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2. It Is reaotmaended that achievement and aptitude 

test® be given at regular Intervals* perhaps annually, to 

all high-school pupils. In the light of the results of these 

tests and its a result of actual achieveiaents in class sit-

uations, the curriculum should be made flexible enough to 

permit the students to enroll In courses In which they are 

Interested, for which they experience a felt need, and for 

which they have aptitude. 

3, {requirements for graduation will have to be liber-

alized in order to conform to the proposed flexible and 

adaptable curriculum of the school. 

If at all possible, each high school should make 

guidance and counseling services available to the student 

in an effort to assist hia in attaining M s best work and 

to lead him into fields of study for which he appear® to be 

best fitted. 

5. Schools should,.as generously as possible# provide 

in their budgets for enrlohed curricular offerings in an 

effort to eonbat student failures as the result of a rigid, 

cut-and-dried program. 

6, Conscientious effort should be put forth by every 

high school to develop a curriculum that will be vital, chal-

lenging, and worth-while to every student, Offerings should 

be so broad that each individual can readily find a field 
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of study in which he can achieve a satisfactory degree -of 

stsccesa. 

7. Special adaptation®- should be wide In the curricu-

lum to provide for those ®tudents«fho, by scientific test-

lug,, are shown to-be mentally incapable of attaining suc-

cess la prescribed subject-matter fields» 
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