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CHAPl'ER l 

Ol1I'LINE OF THE RESEARCH 

In September 1960 the Subject Promotion system was established 

in Mount Royal High School and Rosemount High School. The system was 

established in these two schools to allow the Protestant School Board 

of Greater Montreal to make an evaluation of Subject Promotion. 

Following the report of the evaluating committee, made in March 1964, 

the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal approached the Protestant 

Committee of the Department of Education in the Province of Quebec, and 

requested that it be given permission to change the system of organiza-

tion in its high schools. The Board wished to organize all of its high 

scheols on a system of Subject Promotion, and permission to make this 

cbange was granted by the Protestant Committee. Consequently, by 

September 1965 all of the higb schools of the Protestant School Board 

of Greater Montreal we~e operating on a Subject Promotion system. 

Before the instigation of the Subject Promotion system, the high 

schools in the Province had operated with a system of Grade Promotion. 

Under this system students were only promoted to the next grade if they 

reached a satisfactory standing in a group of subjects. Students whose 

overall average mark for their group of subjects failed to reach a 

defined standard were not promoted, and neither were students who failed 

more than two individual subjects in their particular course. These 
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non-promoted students had to repeat the grade and vere known as "grade 

repeaters", or more simply as "repeaters". 

The dec1s1on of the Protestant Scheol Board of Greater Montreal 

~o change from a Grade Promotion systemto a Subject Promotion system d1d 

not appear to have been taken as a result of any experimental research 

loto the effects of the Grade Promotion system. Accordingly, 1t seemed 

to be an opportune t1me to make a study of some aspects of the Grade 

Promotion system. The research could only be of an ex post facto 

nature, s1nce any exper1mental approach would have requ1red a major 

pol1cy dec1s1on of the Boardj vh11e the change to a system of Subject 

Promotion meant that, in future, no students would be called upon to 

repeat a grade in the former manner. Therefore, the research was made 

upon the records of students who had prev10usly been called upon to 

repeat the work of a grade. This imposed 11m1 tat1ons, 10 v1ew of the 

nature of the school records that were kept, and restr1cted the 

conclusions that could be drawn from the study. 

The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal des1gnated six 

of 1ts h1gh schools from wh1ch students might be stud1ed for the purpose 

of th1s research. W1th1n these six schools were located approximately 

one-third of all the students who were known to have been repeating a 

grade in the Board's h1gh schools durlog the school year 196;-1964. 

Students who had failed a grade in another school, and had then transferred 

to one of the six schools to repeat the grade, vere excluded from the 
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semple. S:hnilarly, students who had failed a grade and subsequently 

transferred from one of the six schools to a different school, were 

excluded. The largest group of repeaters vas located in Grade VIII, 

with successively smaller numbers in Grades IX and X. The increase in 

the number of repeaters in Grade XI, compared with the number in Grade 

X, was held to be due to the value attached to passing the Quebec High 

School Leaving Examinations taken at the end of that grade, and the 

need to obtain high enough marks to gain entrance to a university. 

Data were collected by first recording the final marks obtained 

by a student in a number of selected subjects, at the end of his first 

year in a particular grade. This having been done, a record was taken 

of the final marks obtained by the seme student in the seme subjects at 

t he end of his s~cond year in the SaDIe grade. Subject/ grade groupings 

were then made, and tests of significance carried out to determine 

whether or not there was any improvement in performance, as measured 

by marks, from the first year in a grade to the second. Because of the 

nature of the Grade Promotion system, i t was possible to make the seme 

tests upon data involving only the subject/grade groupings of students 

who had passed a particular subject at the end of their first year in a 

grade. 

In essence, the question asked in this research was whether or not 

repetition of a subject resulted in the obtaining of a higher mark at the 
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end of the second year in a grade, than at the complet ion of the first 

year in the grade. In making the necesse:ry tests of statistical 

s ignificance to answer this question, certain assumptions had to be 

made about the comparability of the data: these assumptions will be 

discussed more fully in a later chapter. 

From the tabulation and analysis of the data obtained, certain 

conclusions were reached. The results showed that an improvement in 

achievement, as measured by me:rks, takes place when a student repeats a 

grade. Students who repeat a subject that they have failed show a 

greater improvement than students who repeat a subject that they passed 

at the end of their first year in a pe:rticular grade. The amount of 

improvement shown varied greatly from subjec·t to subject j generally, the 

improvement was largest in mathematics and science subjects, and 

sma1lest in English. However, it was concluded that the improvements 

shown to take place were rarely sufficiently large to justify spending 

an extra year in a grade. This conclusion was supported by the results 

of research on the ve:rying effects of repeating done in the United 

States. 

It would appear that, even if the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal had not decided. to end the system of Grade Promotion, 

with its possibility of grade repeating, for the reasons given in the 

report of the committee evaluating Subject Promotion, an evaluation of 

the effects of repeating a year would have eventually raised questions 
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regarding the eff1cacy of the Grade Promotion system, and perhaps have 

contributed to its termination. 
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CHAPl'ER II 

THE PROBIEM 

Statement of the Problem 

The Province of Quebec is at present DUÙting rapid educat10nal 

changes and has been doing so ever aince 1960. However, not all 

changes can be attributed to the efforts of the new Ministry of 

Education. A case in point was the institution into the high schools 

of the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, of a system cal1ed 

Subject Promotion. This system was introduced to replace a system of 

promotion which required students to complete satisfactorily al1 the 

work of one grade before being promoted to the next higher grade. 

This change, which occurred in the aummer of 1965, resulted from a 

request to the Protestant Committee of Education, made in May 1964 by 

the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal. 

It might be thought that this request of the Protestant School 

Board of Greater Montreal came after contro1led experimentation into 

the effects of promotion and non-promotion. This was not the case. 

The Board did not, however, arrive at its decision without some con

sideration of the relative merits of the two systems. It is, in 

fact, possible to trace the thoughts of officials of the Board as 

they progressed towards their recommendation for a change. 



( 

( 

1 

As early as 1952, the Board produced a monograph entitled "Pro-

motion Policy in the Elementary School", which gave some recognition 

to the problems of promotion and non-promotion. In this monograph 

there was a recognition that promotion policy must be flexible and 

that the deciding factor must be the individual child's welfare. 

The monograph stated that: 

"Under a flexible policy the use of promotion and 
non-promotion becomes, in the final analysis, an 
administrative device for placing a pupil where he 
will have the best opportunity to progl'ess. This 
point of view obviously does not mean that ail 
pupils will automatically be moved to a higher grade 
each year. Some will be retained in a grade for a 
second year, and others who may be less proficient 
in certain skills will move on. In other words, 
promotion can not be regarded as advancement or 
reward any ~re than non-promotion connotes 
failure •••• " 

This monograph on promotion policy was the result of the 

deliberations of a committee of the CUrriculum Council of the Pro-

testant School Board of Greater Montreal and, while it consulted 

teachers in some detail, it did not initiate any research into the 

relative merits of promotion or non-promotion. 

In 1962 there was further documented evidence that the Protestant 

School Board of Greater Montreal was not entirely satisfied with its 
2 

policy or practices on promotion. In the brief that the Board submitted 

to the then sitting Royal Commission of Enquiry on Education of the 

1 Promotion Policy in the Elementary School (Montreal: The 

Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, 1952), p. 11. 

2 Brief to the Ro al Commission of En ui on Education of the Province 
of Quebec Montreal: The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, 19 2 • 
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Province of Quebec, it drew attention to the fa ct that the courses of 

study that it offered in its high schools were not entirely satisfactory 

to all students. The brief then suggested that a possible solution lay 

3 in the type of high school organization known as Subject Promotion • 

The brief noted that one of the distinguishing features of such a 

system was: 

"The wasteful process of having separate pupils 
repeat a whole year because of partial failures 
is avoided inasmuch as he is required to repeat 
ooly the subjects in which he has failed and can 
continue to further studies in the courses in 
which he has been successful. u4 

Once again there is no evidence that any research was carried out 

by the Board prior to the making up of the brief. It is, however, 

equally clear that the Board was already deeply interested in the 

possibility of running its schools on a Subject Promotion system, for 

it was then experimenting with that type of organization in two of 

its high schools. In February 1958 a sub-committee of the Carriculum 

Council of the Board had commenced a study that eventually resulted in 

the Subject Promotion system being established in Mount Royal High 

School and Rosemount High School, in September 1960. In its brief to 

the Royal Commission the Board stated that: 

3 

4 

5 

"A careful study should be made of these experiments 
because the results obtained from them should go 
to determine the future organization of high 
schools." 5 

Ibid. , p. 33· 

Ibid., p. 34. 

Ibid • .1 p. 34 
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The Board was clearly questioning the efficiency of the Grade 

Promotion system, and its doubts regarding the efficiency of that 

system crystallized in March 1964 with the publication of a report 

on Subject Promotion by the High School Re-Organization Committee 
6 

(Blueprint Commi ttee) of the Curriculum Council. The Blueprint 

Committee had been set up by the Curriculum Council in October 1959, 

and charged with guiding the Subject Promotion exper1ment and 

evaluating it. 

In evaluating Subject Promotion, the Committee relied heavi1,y 

upon observation of the organization in the two exper1mental schools. 

Questionnaires were given to teachers, pupils and parents in the two 

exper1mental schools, and all three groups tended to answer in a manner 

7 interpretable as being favourable to the Subject Promotion system. No 

questionnaires were submi tted to s1m1lar groups in scheols then under a 

Grade Promotion system. It is noteworthy that the respective principals 

of the experimental schoels came out strongly in favour of the Subject 

Promotion system, their comments being included in the report8. The 

Committee did, however, report on one study that it had made, namely, 

a comparative analysis of the number of repeaters in Subject Promotion 

6 Sub ect Promotion - Evaluation (Montreal: The Protestant School 
Board of Greater Montreal, 19 

7 Ibid., pp. 19-24. 

8 Ibid., pp. 33-36 
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schools and Grade Promotion schools9• This study is important because 

it is the only occasion that the Board instigated actual research into 

the relative efficiency of the two systems as operating within its own 

high schools. The study found that for the school year 1962-63 there 

were, in the two experimental scheols, a total of 889 Pupil-Subjects 

being repeated, which, with a total enrolment of 2269 pupils, indicated 

a degree of repetition in Subject Promotion schools of 390 Pupil-Subjects 

per 1000 pupils. Comparing this vith Grade Promotion schools, and 

estimating six subjects per pupil per grade, the study found that there 

vere 18,199 pupils repeating 12,264 Pupil-Subjects. Thus, the degree 

of repetition in Grade Promotion schools vas 670 Pupil-Subjects per 

1000 pupils. The Committee avoided drawing sweeping conclusions from 

the evidence it had assembled, but did conclude that the Subject 

Promotion student bas an educational advantage, in that he ~ finish 

school earlier, and is able to elect additional optional subjects 

10 
instead of repeating subjects that he ~ already have passed. 

The Blueprint Committee came out strongly in favour of a Subject 

Promotion system, and in a conclusion that was subsequently approved 

by the Curriculum Council and by the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal itself, it said: 

Ill. •. i t is concluded that the organization of the high 
schools of the Protestant School Board of Greater 
Montreal would be improved by the general method 

9~., p. 25 

10Ibid., p. 4 
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called Subject Promotion: High School Re-Organization 
for Better Provision for Individual Differences. 

11. It is therefore recommended: 

11 

1. That our higb schools grOOually be re-organized 
on this basis. 

2. That the Department of Education, the Protestant 
Committee , and/or other provincial education 
autborities be requested to approve the Subject 
PrDmotion type of higb school organization for 
the schools of the Protestant Scheol Board of 
Greater Montreal. 

:;. That the above arrangements be made as soon as 
feasible, and particularly so that one, tVO, or 
three schools prepared to do so may re-organize 
for the school year 1964-65, and the remaining 
schools in succession thereafter. 1I 11 

The report of the Blueprint Committee vas the penultimate 

stage in the Board's move from a system of Grade Promotion to a 

system of Subject Promotion in its higb scheols. In April 1964 the 

Education Sub-Committee of the Protestant Cemmittee unanimously 

endorsed the recommendations of the Blueprint Committee and asked the 

Department of Education to permit the change to be made. By September 

1965 all the high schools of the Protestant School Board of Greater 

Montreal vere organized on a system of Subject Promotion. 

The situation is such, then, that the large st Protestant School 

Board in the Province of Quebec changed its system of education in its 

high schools vithin the space of a fev years , yet it hOO no clear cut 

llIbid. , p. 8 
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evidence of its own on the undesirability of the Grade Promotion 

system. It was the relatively sudden change, unsupported by 

research, that prompted the present enquiry into the effect of the 

former system. 

HyPOtheses 

The problem was to study the 1mmediate achievement, in various 

school subjects, of students who had been required to repeat a 

grade in high school. The measure of achievement was the seme 

instrument that was used to consign them to being repeaters, namely, 

the marks assigned by teachers for each subject. 

Two major hypotheses, tested as null hypotheses, were set up 

to give direction to the study. These were: 

1. When students are called upon to repeat the work of a 

grade, scores in a given subject at the completion of 

the second year will not be significantly higher than 

the scores obtained at the end of the first year. 

2. When students are called upon to repeat the work of a 

grade a student who passes a subject at the end of his 

first year in the grade will not obtain significantly 

higher marks in that subject at the complet ion of his 

second year. 

At the time this study was made the organization of the high 
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aohoola of the Protestant sohool Board of Greater Montr.al lias on. 

of Grad. Proaotion. Xo p.a luto the n.xt grad., (Il overoll standard 

h.t to be r • .,hed whloh allowd t." aubj.ot fsilur.s. It suoh a 

atandard "as not reaohed, the student "88 asked to repeat th. grad •• 

Stand .. ds ware 1N0h that a atudent mlght pue all but one or two 

lSubjeota (Ild still be requlred to repeat the grade. Thia lnvolved 

the repetitlon of .!!!. subjeots, r.gardleaa ot whether the atud.nt 

hal p.s.d them or not at th. end ot the firat 'le .. in the grale. It 

11 olear that when atudents wer. oa1l.d upon to repeat a grale lt "as 

lmpll.d - and belleved - that the repetltlon would r.ault ln hlgh.r 

atandarda ot aohleve.nt ln the aubjeota repeat.d. In the Board ta 

hlp aohoola the •• ure ot 8IOhlevement "u the final oomposit. mark 

that the atudent obtalned tor a aubjeot at the .nd ot th. aohool y .... 

Thla mark "1.11 uaually in th. torm of' a peroentage, and "88 made up 

of' weightinga f'rom work done ln olaa, and trom my exam1natlon that 

had be.n taken during the y. sr. 

Betor. the hypoth •• 6a oan be oonalder.d, in the llght of the 

data that hu been oOll.oted, a number of' prelim1nBry' atepa are 

neoeaaary. Th. background of Grade Promotion ln North b.rioa will 

b. examlnod, as will the development of' doubta regarding ita 

ef'fioienoy and the oonaequent development of the Subjeot Promotlon 

system. In a llke menner the eduoationa1 sy8tems of' some other major 

oountrlea will be examined, to determ1ne whether or not they enoountered 

s1m1lar problems ln the oourae of' their development. Flnally, lt will 
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be necessary to describe in some detail the operation of the 

Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, its development, and 

its relationship to the Province of Quebec in educational matters. 

In particular, the manner in which the former system of Grade 

Promotion was operated by the Board will be examined. 
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CHAITER III 

BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

North America 

The development of education prior to the beginning of the 

nineteenth century need not concern us at any length. The earliest 

settlements in the United States had, of necessity, been higbly 

concentrated and localized, and the schools had developed accorùingly. 

The passing of the need for people to cluster together, and the 

opening up of the continent during the eighteenth century, produced 

a more scattered population 8Ld a different educational problem. 

This era produced the "moving" scheol and the establishment of 

district schools within a community so that the school might be near 

an increasingly scattered population. 

The schools of the early nineteenth century tended to be small, 

usually consisting of one room and one teacher, who coped as best she 

could with all the children, regardless of their age or level of 

ability. These schools were of necessity ungraded. The growth of 

larger communities and cities led to the establishment of graded 

schools. These schools became large enough for students to be divided 

into groups, according to their age, and to De taught as a unit. The 

efforts of Horace l-1a.nn (1796-1859) and of Henry Barnard (1811-1900) to 

consolidate the elementary schoolû in Massachusetts and Connecticut 
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respectively were influential) as was their advocacy of grading in 
1 

schools. In 1840 Horace Mann was advocating exam1nations as a basis 

for promotion from one grade to another. By the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century there was} in the United States} free and universal 
2 

education} operating on a Grade Promotion system. It is noteworthy 

that this trend towards consolidation in the United States ha~ not 

ceased} indeed they are currently in the midst of much reorganization 

that was stimulated by Conant's recent comments on secondary 

education.' The trend is also evident in Canada, where presently} 

and within the last tventy years, virtually every Province bas taken 

steps to reorganize its public school system. This reorganization 

has inevitably involved the consolidation of small school boards into 

larger administrative units. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the elementary schools 

in the United States vere organized into eight grades. At the sarne 

t1me a growing demand for public secondary education led to the 

establishment of an increasing number of secondary schools, which 

naturally were organized on a grade system, since they developed from 

the elementary system. A ladder system of education was developed in 

the United States with the advent of public secondary schools. That 

lE. H. Wilds, "Connnon School Movement", Encyclo;pedia of Modern 
Education, H. W. Rivlin (ed.) (The Philosophical Library of New 
York City, 194,), pp. 1~6-l67. 

2 Ibid. 

3 J. B. Conant, Th~e~Am===e:..::jr;..;;ir:c;,;:;an~H=-:i~-n-:~;.;:.:::......;;~~~~:.;.:;:..::.-=.:;;.-.;~:."..::.;. 
Interested Citizens. 
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it should have been a graded system ~ have resulted, as Bunker 

has suggested, from the influence that the German system of 

classifying pupils had upon United States educatioll, and from a 

desire to classify levels of instruction within schools. 

17 

The development of education in Canada was in some ways s1m1lar 

to that which occurred in the United States. Since the British 

North America Act of 1867, education has been a provincial or local 

matter, so that its development has varied from Province to Province, 

as i t has from State to State in the United States. Compared wi th the 

United States, changes in Canada have tended to be a little slower, 

but the growth of a graded system of education was akin to that 

which occurred in its neighbour. Phillips5 traces the growth of the 

graded system and shows that by 1870 the fully graded elementary 

school was to be found in most cities and tOWDS of Canada. As 

secondary schools developed the y instigated grades, though the 

number of these offered in a school varied between Provinces, being 

dependent upon the entrance requirements of the universities in 

6 particular Provinces. By the twentieth century there waa, in 

Canada, a genera! system of elementary and secondary education 

organized on a graded, ladder system. Phillips' comment in summing 

up the evolution of the graded system in Canada is equally applicable 

to the United States: 

"In the latter half of the nineteenth 
century the graded elementary school 

4 F. F. Bunker, Reorganization of the Public School System,(U.S. Bureau 
of Educ. Bulletin, 1916) No. 8. 

5 c. E. Phillips, The Development of Education in Canada (Toronto: 
\0/. J. Gage, 1957L p. 194 

;' _ ...... 
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evolved and secondary schools became the second 
section of an educational ladder. Secondary 
education then increased in length and became 1 
more like an extension of the common school." 

18 

The schools of North America were, at the turn of the century, 

organized on the assumption that a student would make the normal age-

grade progress through school. That is to say, in one year's 

attendance he would complete one unit or grade level of work. The 

assumption, however, was erroneous, for it became apparent that many 

students were not progressing at the normal rate. A small number 

was accelerated, or accompli shed more than one grade in one year, 

while a much larger number was retarded, which meant they were taking, 

or had taken, more than one year to complete a grade satisfactorily. 

It was this retardation, and the consequent number of repeaters, 

that gave ri se to concern and stimulated questions about the 

efficiency of the operation of schools in the United States. 

Criticism of graded schools and their promotion practices 

arose within a short time of their being generally established. 

This criticism began to crystallize at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. In 1904 W. H. Maxwell, the superintendent of 

New York City Schools, included in his annual report an age-grade 

study that put into focus the large number of over-age students 

8 
there were in the various grades. The publication of age-grade 

7 Ibid., p. 21,. 

8 W. H. Maxwell, Sixth Annual Report of the City Superintendent 
of Schools (New York, 1904) pp. 42-49. 
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tables was followed by other superintendents elsewhere, and may 

well have stimulated Thorndike' s study9 made in 1907. In this 

study Thorndike drew attention to the number of students who 

were eliminated, or dropper-out, from school before graduation, 

and he suggested strong~ that grade repetition was one of the main 
10 

causes of this. Ayres made similar points when he spoke of the 

numbers of over-age students in classes and the difficulties that 

their presence created. 

In 1908 the United States Bureau of Education made a census 

of children in school and the data collected was analyzed by 
11 

Str~er , who reported in 1911. As Thorndike had done, Str~er 

drew attention ta the fact that the various grade levels were full 

of students who were one, two, three or even four years over age. 

In his conclusion, Strayer urged the changing of the curriculum to 

allow each child to work to the maximum of his capacity and to 

secure, while in school, training that would fit him for his life's 

work. 

The criticisms of the Grade Promotion organization made during 

the first decade of this century did not go unheeded in the United 

States. In the years that followed more adaptable curricula were 

9 E. L. 
(Washington: 

10 L. P. Ayres, ~gardS in our Schools, (New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation, 1909 • 

11 G. D. Str~er, A e and Grade Census of Schools and Colle es 
(Washington: U. S. Bureau of Education Bulletin No. 5, 1911 • 
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introduoed. The inoreased use of standardized tests showed olearly 

the wide variation of abil1ty 8Dd 8lhievement f'ound in students of' 

~ one grade. This led to attempts to f'orm homogeneous groups 

within the grade. These ohanges tended to modify the evils on 

12 
whioh Thorndilœ and I;)trayer hai fooused attention. Kline , 

reporting in 1933. was (ble to show. in a follOll-up 01' Thorndike's 

atudy. that eliminat ion from sohool by the ninth gr ade had dropped 

f'rom 81.7 par oent between 1900 and 1904 to 39.6 par oent between 

1918 and 1929. SiDdlar1y, Nif'enoher13 reported a reduotion in the 

number 01' students over age in the New York City elementary 

sohoole fro.m 39.1 per oent in 1904 to 15.4 par oent in 1934. 

From its ear1y daya the eeoondary sohoo1 in the United States 

movec1 artuy fro.m the p8lkage promotion system of' the e1ementary 

sohoo1s to a system of pro.motion by subjeot. Currioulum deTe10p

ment was slower in ooming. 8Dd during the first two deoades of 

th1B oentury oollege preparatory requirements still dominated the 

ourrioulum. Change was hastened by the First World War md in 1918 

12 
E. J. Kline. "Signif1oant Changes in the Cune of Elimination 

sinoe 1900". Journal of' Eduoational Researoh. Volume 26 (1933). pp. 608-
616. 
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14 
the Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education 

recommended that free electives be taken by pupils in accordance 

with individual aptitudes or special interests. The Commission 

21 

was think1ng of the development of both vocational and non-vocational 

curricuJ.a. 

The more enlightened school boards reacted favourably to the 
15 

Commission's report. Writing in the 1930's, Koos found that the 

rigid single type curricuJ.um had largely disappeared, apart from 

small schools in rural areas, and that most schools offered a 

system of "core" subjects (normally Engl:l;sh,and American History) 

plus a variety of electives. 

Failure when it occurred in the secondary school was of a 

different nature from that in the elementary school, for the 

student was not failed or promoted on the general year's work, 

as in the elementary schools, but was judged on each subject 

separately. Tods\y in the Un:\. ted States failure still exists in 

the secondary schools, but the student is able to move ahead even 

in the subject he failed , by taking the subject the following yeal' 

14 
National Education Association Commission on Reorganizing 

Secondary Education , Cardinal Princi les of Second Education 1 

(Washington: U. S. Office of Education BuJ.letin No. 35, 191 

15 L. V. Koos, The Reor anization of Secon 
(Washington: U. S. Office of Education BuJ.letin No. 
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at a less demanding level. It is in this manner that repetition is 

avoided. 

Repetition still exists in the elementary schools of the 

United States, but in the face of criticism, sorne of which has 

already been mentioned, it bas for years been a declining practice. 
16 

Writing in 1941, Saunders summarized research and comments on 

failure and the repeti tion of grades, and concluded that there was 

li ttle to be said in favour of repeti tion. Specifically he noted 

that: 

1. Non-promotion of pupils to assure mastery of 
subject matter i6 not a justifiable procedure. 
Many children who are not promoted learn less 
than they would have learned had they been 
advanced to the next grade. 

2. Non-promotion does not result in homogeneity of 
achievement within a grade. 

3. Non-promotion cannot be justified in terms of 
discipline administered to the child or to his 
parents. 

4. Non-promotion usually intensifies emotional 
instability of children. 

5. Non-promotion because of inadequate mentali ty, 
insufficient attendance, imperfect health, or 
lack of emotional stability i6 not based on 
valid causes or reasons. 

6. Non-promotion is an admission of inefficient 
teaching, inappropriate administrative practices, 

16 C. M. Saunders, Promotion or Failure for the Elementary 
School Pupil? (New York: Bureau of Publications, Teachers' COllege, 
Columbia University, 1941). 
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and inadequate educational planning. 

1. Non-promotion has no place in a school in which 
children are properly motivated and work to the 
limi t of their indi vidual capaci ties • Children 
who do not work to such a degree show signs of 
maladjustment which should become a challenge to 
the school, to the home and to the community. 11 

23 

In the face of such criticism, the failure rate in elementary 

schools has continued to fall, although repetition is still 

permitted by most states of the United States. The general emphasis, 

however, is firmly upon automatic promotion, and such repetition as 

there is is mainly confined to the Grade l level. Currently there 

i6 much interest in the ungraded type of organization, especially 

at the primary level (Grades 1-111). Even where non-promotion is 

an accepted practice, greater attention is now paid to the interest 

and weltare of individual students. Social promotions are now 

frequently made to avoid seemingly endless repeating. 

In Canada, changes have been slower in comng. The emphasis 

upon completing grade standards before promotion is found in 

Canada to a far greater extent than in the United States. Only in 

recent years has the idea of automatic promotion in the elementary 

schools found acceptance18• The elementary schools in most of 

11 Ibid., p. 44 

18 Province of Quebec, Regulation l, Department of Education, 1965. 
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Canada still operate on a rigid lock-step system, with definite 
19 

requirements for promotion to the next grade, and Katz has noted 

that the question IIWho is to fail1" is still asked by teachers in 

Canada at the end of each school year. 

In marked contrast to the United States, the secondary 

24 

schools in Canada have been slow to widen their curriculum. During 

the first quarter of the twentieth century there was litt le change 

in the academic curriculum, and secondary schools adhered closely 
20 

to the requirements that universities set down for admission. 

They also followed the elementary pattern of Grade Promotion, so 

tha.t failure and drop-out rates were high. In 1924, an Alberta 

curr1cûlum committee recommended promotion by subject, at the 

suggestion of educators who had visited the United States, but their 

ide as were not well received by the ganeral populace or the more 
21 

traditionally minded teachers. It was not until the 1930's 

that first British Columbia and then Manitoba began to operate on 

a promotion by subject system. Even to~ most of Eastern Canada 

still does not have Subject Promotion, while the two most populous 

provinces, Ontario and Quebec, have but recently introduced it. In 

short, the typical Canadian secondary school has only in the last 

decade started to become a really comprehensive school, offering 

19 J. Katz, Elementary Education in Canada. (New York: McGraw
Hill Booit Company, 1961). 

20 C. E. Phillips, Op. Cit., p. 44; 

21 ~., p. 444 
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courses for all types of students. 

( 
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England 

The development of education in England was, until the end 

of the nineteenth century, largely a history of private and 

parochial endeavours. The political climate of that time did not 

favour government intervention in the lives of the people. Conse-

quently, the first half' of the nineteenth century saw the development 

of the private rather than the public sector of education. The 

government was content to provide monies to voluntary societies 

attempting to build schools. Gradually the efforts of men like Dr. 

Key, the first secretary of the Committee of the Privy Council set 

up in 1839 te distribute the government grants for education, 

resulted in greater governmental involvement. In 1856 a Department 

of Education was created. In 1870 came an Elementary Education 

Act, that for the first t1me did not consider education as an 

adjunct to some other legislation, as in the earlier Factory Acts. 

This Education Act allowed for the creation of school boards, 

particularly where there were no voluntary schools, and introduced 
22 

a measure of compulsion into schooling. 

By othe turn of the century, elementary education had been 

made free. Tvo years later, the Education Act of 1902 placed 

education in the control of the local County, or County Borough 

22 
W. H. G. Arnwtage, Four Hundred Years of English Education 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), pp. 113-114. 
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authoritiesj and made provision for the establishment of secondary 

schools. 

Parallel development had taken place in the private sector 

of education. Traditionally the wealtby had educated their sons 

privately, finishing their education at Oxford or Cambridge, or at 

one of the European universities. The nineteenth century now saw 

a great expansion in pri vate education, particularly that 6upported 

by th~ growing middle class. The century also saw the founding of 

ma.ny "public" schools, and the consequent increase in the number of 

private elementary schools designed to prepare boys for entry into 

the "public" schools. 

With the rise of the Labour Party between 1900 and 1925 

came an increased interest on the part of the government in 

education. In 1926, the Hadow report set the pattern for English 2, 
publicly maintained education to the present day It urged the 

raising of the school leaving age to fifteen years. More important, 

it introduced the break, at the age of eleven years, between 

elementary and secondary school. This served to put increased 

emphasis upon secondary education, and gave recognition to the idea 

that public education should be for all, something more than the 
24 

learning of the "Three Ris". The creation of the break at age 

2;Great Britain. Education 1990-1950, Report of the Ministry 
of Education 1950 (London: Her Majesty1s Stationery Office, 1950). 

24 
A. J. P. Taylor, English History 1914-45 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1965) p. 211. 
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eleven led in turn to the eleven-plus examinations. Depending on 

the results of this examination a child might, or might not, be able 

to secure a place in a Grammar School, the curriculum of such 

schools being exclusively concerned vith preparation for University. 

The Education Act of 1944 carried further the development 

of education in England. Secondary education vas made free, vhile 

the eleven-plus examination and streaming to Grammar, Technical, or 

Secondary Modern school became a reali ty. Subsequently, a fev 

local authorities developed Comprehensive Schools that included all 

three types of education, and under the present administration 

these are being encouraged. 

The organization of education in England removed to a large 

extent the problems of failure and retardation that vere present in 

education in the United States. Prior to the coming of secondary 

education for all, a child received elementary education under a 

philosophy that believed in moving him forward each year. Pupils 

first attended school at five or six years of age, and from there 

progressed steadily vith their age group. Conditions did vary from 

authority to authoritYi in sorne, students lacking in ability or 

interest vere retained in a lover grade until reaching school 

leaving age. The arrival of universal secondary education might 

have created promotional problems, but they vere avoided by 

( 
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streaming pupils into different types of school. At the secondary 

school the pupil, once again, progressed steadily, moving up each 

year with his age group, and repeating ooly in the eveŒof severe 

sickness and absence from school. 

This absence of repeating in the English education system, 

as has been suggested, may be due in part to the particular philoso-

phy of educators. More practically, the pressure of numbers in the 

elementary schools made the idea of retaining a student for an extra 

year virtually out of the question. To sorne extent the seme was 

true of the secondary schools, particularly the Secondary Modern 

Scheols, which the great majority of secondary pupils attended. In 

addition, the streaming at eleven plus, on the basis of ability and 

intexest, and the subsequent attendance at different types of 

schools, encouraged the belief that in any one school the students 

were a homogeneous group, and could therefore all progress at the 

same rate. 

A relatively small ameunt of repeating occurs in England 

associated with particular examinations. The establishment of the 

School Cert1f1cate Exarnination in 1917 led to sorne pup1ls repeating 

25 Great Britain, Second School Examination other than 
the GeE, Ministry of Education London: Her Majesty's Stationery 
Office, 1958), p. 5 
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the examination year. The examination was of a group type and a 

certificate was not awarded unless all the subjects in a group of 

subjects were passed. These examinations concerned ooly the Grammar 

and private schools, and it was only a very small number of students 

who on failing, repeated the whole year. The report of the Norwood 

COlImdttee in 1943 was critical of the "group" nature of the School 

Certificate, and this led in 1951 to the creation and operation of 

the General Certificate of Education (G.C.E.), with Ordinary and 

Advanced levels, as a "subject" examination. Repeating was now done 

by subject only. Some retaking of the examination still exists, but 

this does not necessarily mean that a year's work has been gone over 

for a second t1me. At present some students take subjects of the 

G.C.E. at Ordinary level and at Advanced level more than once. In 

1963, for instance, the Joint Matriculation Board reported that 40 

per cent (911) of the 'A' level candidates in 1956 had taken 'A' level 

examinations the previous year, and 793 of these were repeating the 
26 

seme subject. 

In the past, private secondary school students have 

occasionally been held back for a year and placed in a "remove" 

class. In theory they had failed and were not promoted, but in fact 

26 
J. A. Petch, G.C.E. and Degree, Part 2 (Manchester: Joint 

l>1atriculation Board, 1963), p. 89. 
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8uoh students reoelv.d apeoial attention in _ale subjeots, sad did 

.pt merely repeat the previoua year's work. Often a student WBIS 

31 

plaoed in suoh a 01u8 for sooial reœons, when it was felt that he 

required an additional year befor. ta1dng univer8ity entrsnoe 

examlnatlona. This whole practioe hœ, however, t.nded to be dis-

oontinued ln reoent years. 

For Englaod, repeatlng and the oonsequent problem of aver

age studenta h. not been a major 188\1e. In oomparhon with Canaia 

or the United States, the matter has provoked l1ttle disoussion and 

leaa rea.aroh. 
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France 

France, like many otber countries, did not begin to develop 

a system of public education until tbe nineteenth century. Prior 

to the Revolution, education bad been in the bands of the churcb, 

and although 10 1790 church schools were confiscated, notbing WaB 

done to establ1sb a system of public education. At tbe beg1nnlog of 

the nineteenth century, Napoleon established a system of public 

oecondary scbools (lycées), supported and controlled by tbe national 

government, and soon after s1milar secondary scboole (collèges) were 

establisbed by local communities. Ho~ever, the Guizot Law of 1833 

is generally taken to mark tbe beginnlog of tbe public school system 

of France. 27 

From its earliest deys, public education in France has been 

characterized by a marked degree of centralization, and an uneasy 

28 relationship with private schools and with the church. Just as 

in England public education might have advanced quicker had it not 

been for the prevailing laissez-faire political doctrines, so in 

France the development of education was hindered by recurring 

quarrels with the church over the privileges of private education. 

27 G. A. Male, Education in France (Washington: U. S. Depart
ment of Healtb, Education & Welfare, Office of Education, 1963) pp.7-9. 

28 w. R. Fraser, Education and Society in Modern France, 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963), pp. 59-78. 
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The law of 1833, although it did not make education com-

pulsory, required that each commune establish a public elementary 

school, and further required that larger towns make some provision 

for schooling beyond the basic elementary level. Teacher training 

schools were established, and by 1848 there were 72 such institu-

tions. At the same date the school enrollment stood at Just over 

three and one-half million students. Further progress was not made 

until the coming of the Third Republic, when, in the face of 

opposition from the Catholic Church and conservative elements, who 

were opposed to mass education organized by the state, much 

legislation was enacted. Fees were abolished, and compulsory 

schooling from six years to thirteen years of age was established, 

while under Jules Ferry, the Minister of Education, the government 

29,30 
provided thousands of schools. 

By the twentieth century the basic organization of the 

public education system had been established. The first half of 

the century was memorable for the struggles between Church and 

State, rather than for any development of the system, although there 

was seme expansion in secondary education, and the school leaving 

age was raised to fourteen. 

29 
G. A. Male, Op. Cit., p. 17 

Institut Pédagogique Nationale, L'Enseignement en 
France, (Paris: 1964), pp. 5-6. 
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The student in France enters the elementary school at 

approximately six years o~ age. Prior to this he ~ have attended 

an école maternelle or nursery school. The progress through school 

would be normal, repeaters not being a feature of the system. During 

his twelfth year of age, the etude nt ~ apply to enter an academic 

secondary school, and if successful will attend a lycée or cOllège. 

If he is unsuccessful, the etude nt had a nurnber of possibilities open 

to him. He ~ enter a continuation school (Cours Complémentaire) 

leading to the "Brevet", and possibly further study at a technicaJ. 

school. Alternatively, he may remain in a continuation of the elemen-

tary school leading to a Certificat d'Aptitude Professionelle at 

the age of fifteen years. This may in turn lead to further study at 
;1 

a technicaJ. scheol. Entrance to the lycées and cOllèges, aJ.though 

no longer by examination, is fiercely competitive. In effect, France 

has a tripartite system of secondary educationj this, like that in 

England, has tended to discriminate against lower socio-economic 
;2 

groups. 

In contrast to Canada, the educationaJ. system of France is 

such that repe~ting is not a common experience. As in England, a 

student progresses through school w1 th his age group. Students move 

;1 
L'Enseignement en France, Op. Cit., pp. 15-28 

;2 
G. W. lvlale, Op. Cit. , p. 69 

'J 
~ 
1 
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on each yee:r or, particule:rly in rural e:reas, drop out of school. 

Even prior to 1959, when there was a formal entrance examination 

for entrance to a lycée, the student could not IIrepeatll, since 

to spend an extra yee:r in school would have made him too old to 

sit for the examination. In the lycées and cOllèges there is some 

repeating associated with local examinations. Students who fail 

Pe:rt l of the Baccalauréat may repeat the eleventh yee:r and take 

the examination again, and the same thing can occur with Part II 

at the end of the twelfth yee:r. 33 Generally speaking, however, 

students drop out when they fail, or transfer to some other form 

of schooling. Repeating also occurs among students who have 

completed the Baccalauréat and e:re attempting to enter the 

Grandes Ecoles. A competitive examination is involved in 

entering these , and there has been repetition associated with 

thi6 examination. 

Repeating a yee:r of work, and the consequent presence 

of over-age students in classes, i6 not a feature of the French 

education system. 

Institut Pédagogique Nationale, Information Statistiques, 
No. 40-41 (Pe:ris: May-June 1962), p. 201. 
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The Soviet Union 

The Russian educational system before the 1917 Revolution 

was in some w8\Ys s1m11ar to the system found in other European 

countries at the end of the nineteenth century. Essentially, the 

system was designed for the few. In 1915, only seven per cent 

(564,000) of the school population attended secondary sChool, and 

many of the peasantry received no schooling at all. The Czarist 

Government and the other pillar of the establishment, the Russian 

Orthodox Church, were opposed to any system of mass education. 

Consequently, only those belonging to elite groups, and destined 

for the government service or professional careers, received an 
34 

education. The 1917 Revolution was so complete that the development 

of education in the USSR m8\Y be traced from that date. 

During the 1920's, the development of education in the 

USSR progressed alowly, waiting for the most part upon a supply of 

teachers and administrators who could, and would, carry out the 

wishes of the government. The earliest changes were in curriculum, 

while the organization remained based upon the pre-revolution pattern. 

The number of students attending school increased enormously as the 

USSR attempted, in the space of thirty years, to turn a largely 

34 
Education in the USSR (Washington: U. S. Department of 

Health, Education and Welfare, Office of Education, No. 14, 1957). 
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illiterate and uneducated people into an educated and poverful 

nation. To accomplish this task., education vas made free and there 

vas an extensive development of secondary education., as vell as the 

more basic pr1ma.ry level. By 1955 the Soviet Union vas both a 

poverful and educated nation. 

In 1958 there vas a major reorganization of Soviet education 

following a period of criticism. This was climaxed by Khrushchev's 

accusation that the schools vere separate from life., and tended 

towards abstractionism and verbalisme ~Ienceforth there vas to be a 

greater effort to foster a true Communist morality., and to train people 

for a specific jOb.35 The reforms vere designed to meet the growing 

demand for ordinary labour and for persons vith a modicum of sk1ll. 

Under the present organization., school attendance begins at 

seven years of age., in one of three types of school., depending upon 

vhat is available in the area. The student may attend a complete 

ll-year school (Complete Secondary Labour Technical). Alternatively 

he may attend an 8-year school (Incomplete Secondary Labour Technical)., 

going on from there to further schooling similar to the ll-year 

school. Finally., a student from a rural area IIlBiY first attend a 

4-year primary school and then move to one of the previously mentioned 

types of school. Eight years of schooling is compulsory. A small 

35 G. S. Counts., Khrushchev and the Central Commi ttee S ait 
on Education, Studies in Education No. 2 Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh, 1959). 
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number of students attend boarding schools, which are ll-year schools. 

Higher education comes either immediately after II years of schooling, 

or a period of work may intervene. 36 

Non-promotion, and the repeating of a year of work, is a 

feature of the Soviet education system. This was particuJ.arly true 

before the reorganization that began te take effect after 1958. The 

Soviet system was, and still is, fiercely competitive with high 

standards. Failure, dropping out of school, and IIrepeatingll, all 

37 occurred qui te frequently. Dropping out of scheol was a greater 

problem than "repeating", but it has been suggested that in the middle 

1950's a repeater group of ten per cent of the school popuJ.ation was 

the national average, most of this occurring in the important 

"terminal" grades (4th, 7th and 10th)38. 

Since 1958 there has been an increased effort to get more 

students to complete eleven years of school. Involved in this 

effort has been a recognition that "repeating" i8 bad in itself 

and is closely associated with dropping out from school in the 

USSR. Thus in 1961, P. Koval' chuck noted that: 

"Repeaters develop into backward children 

36 N. De Witt, Education and Professional Employment in the 
USSR (Washington: National Science Foundation, 1961), pp. 21-35 

37 Ibid., pp. 147-150 

38 Education in the USSR, Op. Cit., p. 83. 
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who later drop out of school. In 1958-59 
school year about ~ of the pupils who 
stopped attending classes and then dropped 39 
out of school were such backward cbildren". 

39 

DeW1tt l writing in 19611 thought it probable that promotion 

and retention rates would net increase significantly in the early 

196o's as compared with the 1950's.40 Howeverl articles in 1962 
41 42 43 

by Koro1ev and in 1963 by Tokareva 1 and by Momoszon 1 suggest 

that non-promotion and repeating are being attacked with some 

success by Soviet educators. The articles in the journal ~ only 

reflect the interest of the American translators and editors , but 

i t would appear that the matter is of some con cern in the USSR. 

What in North America is called Grade Promotion is in operation in 

Soviet primary schoolsl and in the lower grades of the secondary 

level. A student fails if his work is unacceptable in more than 

t'Wo subjects. 

"Repeating" is a feature of the education sybtem in the 

USSR. In recent years it has been recognized as a problem and the 

40 
N. De Witt , Op. Cit , p. 150. 

41 F. F. Korolev l "W~s and Means of Overcoming Repeating and 
Drop-Outs"l Soviet Educationl Vol. 41 No. 101 pp. 51-59. 

42 E. G. Tokareva, "Three Years Without Repeaters", Soviet 
Education, Vol. 51 No. 61 pp. 9-15 

43 E. MOlDOszonl "A Successful Experiment in Overcoming 
Failures and Non-Promotion", Soviet Education, Vol. 51 No. 51 pp. 19-25. 
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number of students invo1ved in ttrepeatingtt is falling. It 1s the 

po1icy of the Soviet government to e11m1nate non-promotion 

comp1etely. In the summer of 1963, the Minister of Education, 

E. 1. Ai'anasenko, addressed the p1enary meeting of the CPSU 

Central Committee and called for greater efforts to improve the 
44 

quality of 1earning and to e11m1nate non-promotion. 

44 
E. 1. Ai'anasenko, "The decisions of the June p1enary 

meeting of the CPSU Central Commi ttee and the tasks of the Public 
Education Bodies", Soviet Education, Vol. 6, No. 5, pp. 3-13. 
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The Province of Quebec 

Quebec, or New France as it was then known, was first 

settled at the beg1nning of the seventeenth century. From its 

earliest d.a\Ys education was firmly in the bands of the Church, 

which had the active support and help of the temporal authorities. 

The clergy \las in control of, and responsible for, al! levels of 

instruction, from the village school to rud1mentary instruction in 

trades, and the seminaries. Education at th1s time was pr1mari~ 

designed to train the people in the doctrines of the Roman Cathol1c 

Chur ch , so insuring the spiritual salvation of the individual. All 

was subordinated to this aim, and in this respect education was 

thorough and successful. 45 

In 1763 New France was ceded to the English, but life in the 

area was slow to change. The Quebec Act of 1774 guaranteed the free 

exercise of the Roman Catholic religion, and there were no immediate 

changes in the organization of education in the area. The Church, 

however, ceased to receive financial support from the government and 

this caused some difficulties. In the years following 1787, there 

was a brief attempt by the government to carry out a pol1cy of 

centralization and assimilation, but this failed in the face of 

opposition from the Roman Catholic Church and the general populace. 

Returning to decentralization, the ~gislative Assembly in 1829 passed 

45 C. E. Phillips, Op. Cit., p. 22 

1 
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"An Act for the Encouragement of Elementary Education". This led 

to the establishment by 1835 of over one thousand government-

suboidized elementary schools. However, many of these closed when 
46 

government support ceased in 1836. 

Education was developing slowiLy. State intervention and 

responsibility were becoming an accepted factj at the same time the 

principles of decentral1zation and variety in education were 
47 

evolving. By 1867, the dominant characteristics of the education 

system were becoming evident. Local school commissions had been 

created and the principle of dissent realized. During the same 

period, the responaibilities of the State towards èducation vere 

recognized in the creation of the Council of Public Instruction, and 

a willingness to share vith the local populations the cost of 

education. 

The British North America Act contained important statements 

on education. It gave the provinces of Canada exclusive jurisdic-

tion in educational matters, and it guaranteed the rights and privi-
48 

leges recognized by existing law with regard to confessional schools. 

46 
Quebec, ~R~e~rt~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~o~n~E~d~u~c~a~t~i~o=n 

in the Province of Quebec, 

47 
,!bid., pp. 6-7 

48 Great Britain, British North America Act (1867), Section 93 
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From this point, education in Quebec rapidly polarized into two 

separate and independent systems. '!'wo years after the British North 

America Act, the Council of Public Instruction in Quebec resolved 

itself into two committees, Roman Catholic and Protestant. The se 

commi ttees became separate Councils of Public Instruction, and 

after a further Act in 1875 ceased to report back to the original 

Council, vhich in effect passed out of existence for the next fifty 

years. From 1875 on, Roman Catholics and Protestants operated 

independently, the separation existing at all levels and becoming 
49 

more rigid with the passage of time. In this manner there 

developed in Quebec two separate and different systems of education, 

which must be considered one by one. 

The French language Roman Catholic system developed slowly 

in a conservative manner, mindful of its traditions and dominated 

by the thinking of the Church. In so far as development followed 

any model, the system was roughly patterned after that found in 

France; wi th Primaire Elémentaire (Grades 1-VII), Primaire Complé

mentaire (Grades VIII and IX), and Primaire Supérieur (Grades X_XII).50 

49 Report of the Royal Commission of Enquiry on Education 
in the Province of Quebec, Op. Cit., p. 16. 

50 G. Desjardins, Les Ecoles du Quebec (Montreal: Collection 
Ma Paroisse No. l, 1950), p. 72. 



c 

( 

44 

Academie secondary education was veIil largely in the hands of the 

private, but government-aided, Classical Colleges. The second 

quarter of the twentieth century saw the development of Trade and 

Art Schools, but education for the majority was a matter of atten-

ding elementary school. School attendance was not made compulsOIil 

until 194" and this did not assist the development of secondary 

education. 

Since 1950 the Roman Catho1ic system has been changing and 

developing its organization rapidly. The organization is more in 

line wi th that found in other parts of Canada" wi th a primary 
51, 52 

course (Grades I-VII') and a secondary course (Grades VIII-XII). 

The major change has been the development of secondary education and 

the offering of a wide variety of courses at that leve1. 

Repeating a year 1 s work is a feature of the French-speaking 

Roman Catholic system. 53 Approximately thirteen per cent of the 

students are retained for a second year in the elementary grade 

levels. Failing and consequent "repeating" is highest in Grade 

VII" which is now the last year of the elementary cycle. 54 

51 
G. E. Carter, The Catholic Public Schools of Quebec" (Montreal: 

Gage" 1957)" p. 53. 

52 
Canada" Dominion Bureau of Statistics, A Graphie Presentation 

of Canadian Education (1961)" p. 9. 

53 
Canada" Dominion Bureau of Statistics" Student Progress 

Through the Schools" (1962)" pp. 26-27" 30-32. 

54 Canada" Dominion Bureau of Statistics" Sur vey of Elementary 
and Secondary Education 1960-61, p. 54 
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The Protestant system of education differs markedly from 

the French Catholic, and resembles more the systems found in the 

United States. Development followed the common pattern, with 

little growth of secondary education until well into the twentieth 

century, although the High School of Montreal was opened as early 

as 1846. A difficulty for the Protestants vas their small numbers 

in some areas, which made it difficult to operate small schoole 

55 efficiently. Consolidation of school boards, both on and off the 

Island of Mont:reaL,improved matters financia.lly and administrati vely • 

The vaet majority of Protestant (non Roman Cathol1c) students are 

found within the metropolitan Montreal region, and a separate section 

is devoted to that area. 

In the Protestant system Grades I-VII constitute the elemen-

tary grades and are usually taught in one building. Grades VIII-XI 

constitute the secondary school grades and are normally taught in a 

separate building. Students who obtain the required marks on the 

provincia.lly administered Grade XI examinations may enter University, 

each of which is a private institution. As in the Roman Catholic 

system the course of study is laid down by a division of the Quebec 

Department of Education, in this case the Protestant section. The 

secondalY schools of the Protestant system have, until recently' 

55 w. P. Percival, Across the Years (Montreal: Gage,1946 ), p. 74 
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oi'i'ered oDly aoademlo oollege preparatory oourses •• 0 th.t many 

.tudenta did not get lnto the seoondar,y sohool.. or. onoe there. 
66 

falled to oa.plete the oour.e. 

46 

Il 
F.Uure of • grlfle and the oonsequent repeatblg" of • :par'. 

work la a teature ot the Protestant system ln Quebeo. The polioy of 

all .ohool bo ards untU reoently was to il18i.t that a .tudent obt a1n 

a .&tlataotory etmding ln a group of subjeots before he was pro.oted. 

Thl. wu the rule bl both elementary ad seoondary sohoola. and the 

poli07 wu. ln taot. laid down by .uooe.eive Protestant COJIIIllttee 

&_ 1861.61. 68 regul&tiol18 datlng baok .uA 

As e .. 17 • 1902. Prote •• or Ad.. aoted the presenoe of 

over-age .tudent. in Tariou. grlfle •• 69 The taot that .ohool atten-

danoe wu not ooapulaory in Quebeo until 1943 ll8\Y han kept down the 

nWlber ot "repeatingn .tudent ••• tudent. preferring to drop out ot 

.ohool rather than repeat a year. The 1962 report on Promotion 

60 
Polioy by the Proteetat Sohool Bomrd ot Greater Montreal glvee 

evldenoe that ln reoent yeara promûtion polioy SDd "repeaters" have 

66 
Student Progre •• Through the SOhoole, Op. Cit •• p. 28, Table III. 

61 E. Owen, personal oommunication. 

68 
W. P. Perolval. personal oommunlcation. 

69 J. AdIiIIIIS. The Protestant Sohool System ln the Provinoe ot Quebeo, 
(Mon~eal. Renouf Pubilshlng Co •• 1902). pp. 70-74. 

60 
Protestant Sohool Board ot Greater Ilontreal, Promotion PoUoy.!! 

the ElementarY Sohool (Montreal' 1962). 
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been cause for concerne In 1960-61, approximately tan per cent of 

students in the elementary grades fa11ed to be promoted. The number 
61, 62 

of repeaters was highest in Grades l, VII and XI. The large 

number of repeaters in Grade VII UI8\Y have existed because a satis-

factory pass was required in that grade before a student could enter 

high scheol. Similarly, Grade XI was the grade from which a High 

School Leaving Certificate could be obtained and students might 

repeat the year, attempting to obtain the Certificate, or University 

Entrance. 

61 Canada, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Survey of Elementary 
And Secondary Education, Op. Cit., p. 54 

62 
Canada, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, Student Progress 

Through the School, Op. Cit., pp. 30-31. 

1 
1 



( 

( 

The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal 

Until 1925 there existed in the central part of the Island 

of Montreal eleven separate Protestant School Boards of Commissioners 
63 

or Trustees Several of these boards were having difficulty in 

finding sufficient monies to properly maintain the Protestant 

schools; in contrast, other boards were having no trouble in meeting 

their commitments. A Commission appointed to investigate the 

matter recommended that the resources of the municipalities ahould 

be pooled, and allocation made according to the needs of each. Thus 
64 

came into existence the Montreal Protestant Central Board. 

Created to have control over revenue and to equalize the 

distribution of monies, the Montreal Protestant Central Board 

gradually found itself involvcd in larger questions of educational 

policy. The idea of a central board discharging all administrative 

duties became increasingly attractive to educators. In 1957 such 

a central board was established, with the creation of the Protestant 

School Board of Greater Montreal, which discharged al! the adminis

trative duties on behalf of the constituent local Boards. 65 

In 1962 the Board operated ninety-eight schools. The 

63 
Brief to the Royal Commission of on Education, 

(Montreal: The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, 19 2 , p.l. 

64 Ibid., p. ,. 

65 Ibid., p. 6. 
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elementary schools covered Kindergarten to Grade VII (inclusive) 

and the high scheols Grades VIII to XI (inclusive). There were 

some exceptions to this plan which are unimportant here, except to 

note that Grade VIII was occasionally taught in the elementary 

schools for lack of accommodation in the appropriate high school 

building. 

The curriculum of the elementary schools was, and still is, 

similar to that found in other parts of Canada and in the United 

States. The basic skills of Reading, Language, Spelling, Arithmetic, 

66 
and Handwriting constitute the backbone of the curriculum. French 

was emphasized, and beginning in Grade III was pursued serioualy and 

systematically. Normally a student would enter the elementary 

school at the beginning of his seventh year. Promotion in the elemen-

tary school was dependent upon a satisfactory level of achievement 

in a particular grade. The decision to promote a student from one 

grade to the next depended upon a general assessment of the 

student's work over the year, and not on the results of one examina-

tion. In 1952 the Protestant School Board of Montreal produced a 

report on Promotion Policy in the Elementary Scheol which stated: 

1. The ultimate deciding factor in nllÙting promotions 
must be the individual child 's educational welfare. 

66 
Ibid., p. 15. 



( 50 

( 

2. Under a flexible policy the use of promotion 
becomes in the final analysis an administrative 
device for placing a pupil where he will have 
the best opportunity to progresse This point 
of view obviously does not mean that all pupils 
will automatically be moved to a higller grade 
each year. Some w~f be retained in a grade for 
a second year ••••• 

The report indicates that the policy of not promoting some 

students, and retaining them in a grade for a second year, was an 

accepted feature of the Boerdls elementary schools; supported both 

by teachers and the regulations of the Protestant Committee. It is 

clear that the decision to have a student repeat a grade was made 

on the assumption that he would do better in that grade during his 

second, or third year. 

A student entered high school and secondary education upon 

successfully completing Grade VII. In 1962 the courses offered in 

the high schools of the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal 

were almost exclusi vely academic. In a few of the Board 1 s schools 

a non-academic practical course was offered. This was a three-year 

course for students who had shown very limited ability in elementary 

68 school. In one school a similer three-year course for pupils of 

Promotion Policy in the Elementary School, Op. Cit., p.ll 

68 
Briefte the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Education, 
Op. Cit., pp. 28-29. 
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rather more ability was in operation.69 Only a very small. number 

of students were enrol.led in these courses and they did not concern 

this study. For the great majority of students in academic streams" 

the course of study during the first two years of high school. 
70 

(Grades VIII and IX) was largeJ.:y a common one. To gain promotion 

from each of these grades" the student had to obtain an overall 

average of 65 per cent on the yearls work. In addition" the student 

was all9Wed to fail no more than two subjects" the pass mark being 

60 per cent.71 If a student failed to attain the required standard" 

he had to repeat the grade. 

In Grades X and XI a wider choice of course was available 

to students" but al.l courses were predominantJ.:y academic in content. 

Promotion from Grade X was conditional upon an overal.l average of 

60 per cent wi th no more than one or two failures in indi vidual 

subjects" the pass mark being 50 per cent. In Grade XI" to obtain 

a High School Leaving Certificate" a student had to pass French" 

English and four other subjects, with pass mark at 50 per cent in 

each subject.72 

69 
o. E. White, "Letls Salvage the Under-Achievers", The 

Educational Record (Vol. LXXIX" No. 2" l.963), pp. 96-110. 

70 
Brief to the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Education, 

Op. Ci t ., p. 20 

71 
Quebec, Department of Education, Handbook for Teachers 

in Protestant Schools, (1957), p. 14 

72 Ibid." p. 9 
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Notwithstanding the passing mar'ks just indicated, promotion, 

or non-promotion, at the Grade VIII, IX and X level was supposedly 

at the discretion of the high school principal, whose decision was 

governed by what he considered to be the indiv1dual student's 
13 

educational welfare. However, reports of the Dominion Bureau of 

Statistics74, 15, 16 and of the Board itself showed that many 

students failed to gain promotion and subsequently dropped out of 

school or became "repeatersll
• It would seem, from the number of 

repeaters shown in Table l, that high school principals considered 

repeating to be in the best interests of large numbers of students: 

TABlE 1
11 

Total number of students repeating a grade in the high 
schools of the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal. 

13 

GRADE 
VIII 

816 
812 
611 

GRADE 
IX 

511 
661 
614 

GRADE 
X 

404 
531 
416 

GRADE 
XI 

253 
400 
492 

TOTAL 

2,044 
2,410 
2,253 

D. T. Trenholm (Principal, Sir Winston Churchill High 
School), personal communication. 

14 
Survey of Elementary and Secondary Education, 1959-60, 

Op. Cit., p. 10. 

15 Survey of Elementary and Secondary Education, 1960-61, 
Op. Cit., p. 54. 

16 Student Progress Through the Schools, Op. Cit., p. 28, Table 3. 

11 
Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, Curriculum 

Department, Curriculum Data (Statistics), 1962, 1963, 1964. 
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The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal recognized 

that the number of "repeaters" was a problem. In 1958" two summer 

schools were established" and students who had failed one or two 

academic subjects were urged to attend" thus reducing the chance 

of their being required to repeat a year's work immediately or in 
78 

the future. Similarly" the Board' s feeling that a system of 

Subject Promotion in the high schools would reduce the number of 

"repeaters"" was one of the factors that led to such a system 

being generally adopted in 1965. 79,,80 However" up to and including 

1964" student failure and retention in a grade was a feature of 

the schools operated by the Board. 

78 Brief to the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Education" 
Op. C it ." p. 21. 

79 
Ibid. pp. 33-36. 

80 
Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal" Curriculum 

Department" Subject Promotion - Evaluation (1964)" p. 3. 
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Conclusions 

The practice of fail1ng students and demanding repetition 

of a year's work is at present found to a greater extent in Canada 

than in any other system considered here. Most education systems 

contain a few students who are repeating a year's work for one 

reason or another. However, i t is only in Canada that repeaters 

are found in sufficient numbers to be a noticeable feature of 

81 several provincial education systems. 

Where "repeating" has been found, in systems outside 

Canada" i t has come to be regarded as undesirable. Rence, in the 

United States, where the policy of repet1tion was common f1fty 

years ago, it 1s now something of a rar1ty. In the Soviet Union" 

the abolition of non-promotion 1s one of the aima of the M1nister 

of Education. In England, and to a lesser degree in France, 

repeating tended to be associated with external examinations and 

was uncommon outside those circumstances. 

In Canada the presence in the schools of large numbers of 

"repeaters" has been accepted as normal and desirable. Of late, 

81 
Student Progress through the Schools, Op. Cit., pp. 30-32. 
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there has been a growing awareness that the practice of having 

82 students repeat a grade is wasteful.. But wby Canad1an systems 

of education have been slow in following the lead of the United 

States in reducing the incidence of repetition is net clear. 

55 

Similarly, the exact reason wby one system of education bas large 

numbers of "repeaters" while another does not, is a matter for 

speculation. 

82 
Quebec, Department of Education, Regulation No. 1 (1965). 
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OHAPTER IV 

REVIE'W OF THE LlTERATURE 

In 1904, W. D. Manell, then superlntendent ot New York Olt Y 

Sohooll, publhhed in h1a 8Ill1Ual report a set ot age-grsde tabl.a. 

Th.se tablea, whloh ahond the age ot .tudent. ln eaoh grsde, toouaed 

attention on the ta:>t that many .tudenta .. re over-age tor their 

graSe. The gr.at majorlty ot the.e student. h.d, at ao .. tlae, tatled 

to be proaoted lIDd .0 had .peut a .eoond year, or mor., in one grllde. 

K~ll'. report toou.ed attention upon the pre •• noe ot the •• "repeaterl" 

ln the .ohools. 

Retardatlon .t1;raot.d th. attention ot r •• earoher., who .hond 

that, by 1. t. v.ry trequenoy , i t was a BeriouB problem. In 1907, 

l Thorndlke oolleoted data trom t .. nty-thr.e oit1ea ln the United States, 

obta1.ning intormation trom aohool reoorda and reports ooverlng the 

twelve pr.noUII yeara. Primarlly oonoern.d with elimlnatlon tram 

sohool e Thorndlke tound that m~ pupl1a were tal11ng grades and belng 

held baok. He attrlbuted these ta11urea, and ooneequent repetltlone, 

to the unaatlstaotory nature ot ourrloula, and regretted that retentlon 

to a late age dld not neoel8arlly mean retentlon to a late gra:le, or 

to a valuable eduoation. Ayers 2, in a wldely olroulated book publ1ah.d 

l 
E. L. Thorndia, The Eu'm1natlon ot Putua trom Sohool, 

(Washington1 u. S. Bureau of Eduoâtion Bûllot n No. 4; 1907):-

2 L. P. A';y'ers, Laggarda ln our Sohooll (New Yorks Ru ... ll Sage, 1909). 
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in 1909, reached conclusions s1m1lar to those of Thorndike. Studying 

reports from fifty-eight cities he found the practice of having 

students fail and repeat a grade, widespread. He Blso discovered the 

number of retarded students varied from school to school within a 

system, indicating the absence of a consistent promotion policy. 

In addition, Ayers concluded from teaCu.~~' reports, that over-pge 

students created problems in the class, requiring special attention 

and making work with other students more difficult. 

In 1908, the United States Bureau of Education, stimulated 

by the work of Thorndike and Ayers, invited a large number of schools 

to submit data, as of December 1908, to enable the Bureau to make a 

census. The data so co11ected from 318 school boards wa.s analyzed 
3 

by Strayer , who publiahed his findings in 1911. Strayer found that 

few students were accelerated while on the other hand the grades 

were full of students who were one, two, three or four years over 

age. No area was without over-age students and the difficulties 

they presented: 

••• (are) "we11 illustrated by indicating the number of 
children of each age that are to be found in 
a single grade in one city. Take Los Angeles 
for exemple. In the first grade there are 

3 

2 boys five years of age, 1237 six years of' 
age, 835 seven years of age, 328 eight years 
of age, 95 nine years of age, 49 ten years of 
age, 19 eleven years of age, 8 twelve years 

B. D. Strayer, A e and Grade Census of Schools and Colle es 
(Washington: U. S. Bureau of Education, Bulletin No. 5, 1911 • 
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of age, 4 thirteen years of age, 2 fourteen 
years of age, and 1 fifteen years of age. 
In the fourth grade there are 2 boys of Bevan 
years of age, 50 of eight years of age, 306 
nine years of age, 569 ten years of age, 486 
eleven years of age, 287 twelve years of age, 
130 thirteen years of age, 54 fourteen years 
of age, 14 fifteen years of age, 8 sixteen 
years of age 1 4 seventeen years of age, and 
1 eighteen years of age. A condition similar 
to that found in Los Angeles is characteristic 
of our larger cities. II 4 

Strayer, as others had done, indicted the unrealistic 

curricula of the schools as a prime cuase of retardation and elimi-

nation from school. He considered it unfair to provide only a 

rigid college preparatory programme and thought that the problem of 

the over-age student would disappear to a great extent with the 

advent of curricula giving each student an opportunity to do that 

for which he was best suited. 

The attention drawn to the incidence of elimination and 

retardation during the first decade of the twentieth century had 

results. The higb schools were confirmed in developing with the 

Subject Promotion system, which largely eliminated the practice of 

having students repeat a whole grade of work in all subjects. Most 

important was the establishment of the concept that having a student 

repeat a year's work should be avoided if possible. This led during 

the next twenty-five years to an increased interest in the homo-

4 
Ibid., p. 103. 
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geneous group, semi-annual promotions, and other devices used to 

care for individual difference and keep down the number of IIrepeatersll. 

During this time the emphasis in research tended to be on the causes 

of retardation, failure and elimination, while there was a parallel 

development in methods of preventing and remedying maladjustments in 

5 school progress • 

The effectiveness of repeating a year's work was also 

researched, but to a much lesser extent. Writing in April 1934, 
6 

Otto found that there had been little research on the educational 

effectiveness of repeating a year, or a semester's work. He noted 

that: 

IIIn general, teachers and adm1nistrators have assumed, 
perhaps as a result of tradition, that non-promotion 
is an unavoidable evil in scheol administration and 
thus have spent their t1me justifying it, finding 
adequate excuses or reasons for failing pupi1s, and 
putting on drives to reduce the percentage of failure • 
••• Perhaps everyone who bears some responsibility for 
the failure recorded at the end of each school term 
bel1eves that certain advantages will accrue for the 
pupil if he repeats the grade. Il 1 

Of three resear~h studies mentioned by Otto as dealing with 
8 

the relative effectiveness of failure, that of Klene and Branson , 

5 
M''':.A. Sumption and T .A. Phillips, IISchool Progressll , 

Encyclopedia of Educational Research (New York: 3rd edition, 1941, Munroe Ed.) 

6 
H. J. Otto, IIFailure as an Administrative Device", The 

Elementary School Journal, Vol. 34, 1933-34. pp. 516-589. 

1 Ibid., p. 580 
8 

V. Klene and E. Branson, IITrial Promotion Versus Fai lure Il , 
Educational Research Bulletin (Loe Angeles City Schoole, Jan. 1929),pp.6-11 
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done in 1929 in Los Angeles, serves to illustrate the methodology 

and results. In this study a group of fifty failed students, not 

knowing they were taking part in an experiment, were given a trial 

promotion. A similar group, matched for age, intelligence, and 

grade placement, repeated the grade. At the end of the semester the 

relative performance of the two groups in educational tests (Stanford 

Achievement , Haggerty Reading, and Cleveland Survey-Arithmetic) was 

noted. The results called into question the efficacy of having 

students repeat a grade, indicating that students given a promotion 

progressed more than those repeating the grade. 

The greater amount of research into the effects and results 

of non-promotion was related to student behaviour , and subsequent 

development, rather than to innnediate educational effectiveness. 

Thus it was shown that there was a relationship between non-promotion 

and eltmination from school. Similarly, research such as that by 
9 10 

Haggerty in 1925, and by Coleman in 1930, appeared to establish 

the relationship between non-promotion and consequent retardation, 

and undesirable behaviour in school. Using different methodology 

the two arrived at similar findings. Haggerty examined the records 

of 800 elementary school students and concluded that undesirable 

behaviour was more frequent in those who were over-age and retarded. 

\9 M. E. HaggertYl "The Incidence of Undesirable Behaviour in 
Public School Children~ Review of Educational Reeearch (September 1925), 
pp. 102-122. 

10 " C. T. Coleman, The Characteristics of Disciplinary Problem 
Pupils in the High Schoole", School Review (1930 , Vol. 38), pp. 434-442. 
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Coleman took 125 students known to be discipline problems and, after 

comparing them with a control group (matched for numbers, sex, school 

grade and intelligence), concluded that twice as many of the problem 

group had been retarded in elementary school as had the control group. 

In addition, he found that more than five-sixths of all the failures 

in high school from the two groups, came from the problem group. 

Such findings as these tied in with those of Farley, Frey and 
11 

Garland ,who made a study of factors related to the grade progress 

of pupils. Taking 193 students, al1 aged twelve years, from two 

Newark, N.J. schools, they concluded that, on the basis of teachers' 

ratings of selected character traits, there was a probability that 

poor character traits were both a cause and a consequence of 

retardation. 

Evidence that retardation had a bad effect upon the 

student was accumulating rapidly by the m.1.d-1930's. But although 

many school boards were reducing the number of students that failed, 

i t was thought by many teachers that the threat and reali ty of failure 

had to be kept, if scholastic standards were to be ma1ntained. In 

1935, Otto and Melby12 attempted to evaluate the effectiveness of 

such a threat. Their study was conducted in four typical school 

systems in Illinois, and involved 192 grade II and 160 grade V 

11 
E. S. Farley, A. J. Frey and G. Garland, "Factors Related to 

Grade ProgresB of Pupils", Elementarx School Journal (Vol. 34, 1933) pp.186-l93. 

12 
H. J. Otto and E. Melby, IIAn Attempt to Evaluate the Threat 

of Failure as a Factor of Achievement ll , Elementary Scheol Journal 
(Vol. 35, 1935), pp. 588-596. 
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students, and a total of 18 teachers. The experimental classes in 

both grades were inf'ormed, often informally, that there would be no 

failures in their classes at the end of the semester. Each teacher 

of a control class informed her students, in a like manner, that 

anyone who did not work bard and do well would bave to repeat the 

grade. No changes were made in the teaching situation. On the 

basis of standardized tests (Kuhlmann-Anderson Intelligence Test and 

New Stanford Achievement Tests) administered at the beginning and end 

of the study, Otto and Melby found no difference in achievement 

between the two groups. Furthermore, questioning of teachers 

reveàled that the removal of the threat of failure did not affect 

the attitudes or application of the students. 

Over-age students still existed in the schools in large 
13 

numbers during the 1930's. Writing in 1935, Otto quoted figures 

from a study by Mort and Featherstone, covering 36 cities, which 

showed thatet the Grade VIII level 22.5 per cent of students were 

over-age. Repeating a grade was still a fairly common experience in 

spite of the findings of researchers. Failure and the consequent 

14 15 repetition of a grade was still thought by teachers and administrators 

13 
H. J. Otto, Promotion Polic and Practices 

Schools (Minnesota: International Test Bureau, 1935 

14 
~., pp. 20-21. 

15 
H. J. Otto,"Failure as an Administrative Device~ Op. Cit., p. 581. 

1 



to be valuable as a means of obtaining mastery of subject matter, 

and as a Iœans of building an academic background for work in sub-

sequent grades. Such be1iefs were unsubstantiated in a study, by 
16 

Arthur ,of the achievement of 60 Grade l repeaters. In this study 

a matched group of students had been promoted and Arthur found that 

the average repeater in Grade l learned no more in two years than 

the average promoted student of the same mental age learned in one. 

However, Arthur noted that failure to eliminate the cause of 

retention, rather than the repeating experience itself, may have 

been the main factor in determining subsequent achievement. This 

val id criticism can be applied to all the research that has 

attempted to assess the academic performance of "repeaterslt. 

17 
In 1941 Saunders ,in a comprehensive review of the 

problem of non-promotion and the research that had been done on it, 

concluded that there was little evidence to support failing students 

and having them repeat a grade. Specifically, he summ.ed up an 

extensive survey of studies into the effects of non-promotion upon 

Grace Arthur, Il A Study of the Achievement of Sixt Y Grade l 
Repeaters as Compared with that of Non-Repeaters of the Seme Mental 
Age", Journal of Experimental Education (Vol. 5, December 1936), 
pp. 203-205· 

17 
Carleton M. Saunders, Promotion or Failure 

School Pupil~ (New York: Columbia University Teachers 
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school achievement as follows: 

IIIt rrw:y be concluded that non-prolOOtion 
of pupils in elementary schools in order 
to assure the mastery of subject matter 
does not often accomplisb its objective. 
Children do not appear to learn more by 
repeating a grade but experience less 
growth in subject matter achievement than 
they do when promoted. Therefore a 
practice of non-promotion because a pupil 
does not learn sufficient subject matter 
in the course of a scheol year, or for the 
purpose of learning subject matter, is not 
justified.1I1~ 

Wri ting in the Encyclopedia of Educational Research in the 

same year, Otto reached s1milar conclusions, noting that: 

1IAJ.1 the evidence points to the conclusion 
that retardation under present practices in 
adapting instruction te individual differences 
is detr1mental to children. If instruction 
were really adapted to individual differences 19 
there ought to be no occasion for retardation. 1I 

In their conclusions, otto and Saunders both echoed the 

words of Caswell, who studied the rate of promotion, and varying 

aspects of the problem, in seven States in 1933. Caswel1
20 

concluded 

that: 

18 

20 

IIAll things considered, it seems fair to conclude 
that non-promotion is more apt to be a deterrent 21 
rather than an impetus to acceptable achievement." 

Ibid., p. 29. 

Macmillan & 

H. L. Caswell, Non-promotion in Elementary Schools, Field 
Studies No. 4 (Nashville: George Peabody College for Teachers, 1933). 

21 Ibid., p. 70. 
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Virtually all the research into the causes and effects of 

repeating has been done in the United States. It has also been 

confined, in the main, to studies involving students in the elemen-

tary grades, Bince it was at this level that the practice of 
22 

repeating a who le grade of work was found. As Heck pointed out 

in 1938, all but 15 per cent of United States high schools operated 

on a Subject Promotion system, so that grade failure and "repeating" 

were rarely a problem. These are important considerations, since 

the present study involves a high school populations in Canada, and 

the relevance of much of the literature being cited may not be 

immediately apparent. Two points, however, serve to emphasize the 

relevance of elementary school studies made in the United States. 

Firstly, failure, and the experience of repeating a grade, is the 

common element in all studies on "repeating". Thus there would 

appear to be something to be gained from noting the results of all 

researches, regardless of the level at which the y were made. 

Secondly, the organization of elementary schools in the United 

States was similar to that found recently in Montreal high schools. 

In particular, the structure and promotion policies of American 

elementary schools was similar to the Grade Promotion system and 

organization found in Montreal high schools at the time the present 

22 
A. O. Heck, "Contributions of Research to the Classification, 

Promotion, Marldng and Certification of Pupils", National Society for 
the Study of Eùucation, Year Book XXXVII, Part II (1938), p.194. 
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study was made. In both situations a student was failed because he 

had not accompli shed a given amount of work satisfactorilyj and he 

was failed on the stated or implied assumption that the "repeating" 

of the year 1 s work would result in an improved performance. 

Much of the research cited here is of the ex post facto 

variety" as is this study itself. The difficulties involved in this 

type of research are dealt with more fully later in the next 

chapter. However" the inherent weakness present when the exper1menter 

has to manipulate and interpret data and events already in existence 

serves to heigbten the importance of those few pieces of research 

which do not have this particular weakness. For this reason" the 

studies by Arthur and by Kline and BrBl?-son are important" since in 

them students who would normally have been "repeaters" were promoted 

for the purpose of comparison with a matched group of students who 

were not promoted. It bas rarely been possible to use experimental 

designs of this type" and for this reason ex post facto research 

predominates among the studies done into the causes and effects of 

"repeating". 

Research into the results of "repeating" continued during 

the 1940 1 s. In 191~1" Cook23 made a fairly typical ex post facto 

study involving two groups of schools and Grade VII students in 

23 W. H. Cook" "Some effects of the maintenance of high 
standards of promotion", E1ementary School Journal" Vol. 41" 
(1941), pp. 430-437. 
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Miimesota. The Minnesota Council of Administrators had. given 

standardized tests to over 35,000 students and Cook util1zed these 

results. He selected 18 schools and calculated a ratio of over-

ageness for each (the number of years the average Grade VII student 

was retarded). He then divided the schools selected into a high ratio 

group and a low ratio group. Cook then compared the students 10 the 

two groups, using the test results that had been obtained from the 

previously adm1nistered Kuhlmann-Anderson test and the Unit Scales 

of Attainment tests. He concluded that a null hypothesis, that 

those students in schools with a high ratio for over-ageness would 

do no better than those in schools with a low ratio for over-ageness, 

was substantiated. Such a result tended to refute the view that 

repeatlog wOuld, 1mmediately or in the more distant future, improve 

a student's achievement. 

24 
In the same year, Anfloson made a study loto the relation-

ship between school progress and student adjustment. He concluded 

on the basis of his results that non-promotion could be justified 10 

a system such as Minneapolis. Anfloson mat che d, on the basis of 

attendance, age, sex, intelligence, ànd socio-economic status, white 

junior high school pupils who had failed a grade with those who had 

not. In all, Anfloson obtaloed 116 pairs from a total of 6,000 

24 
R. D. Anfinson, "School Progress and Pupil Adjustment", 

Elementary School Journal, Vol. 41 (1941), pp. 507-14. 
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students considered. The performance of the students on the 

Symonds-Block Student Questionnaire and the Bell School Inventory 

was used to measure personali ty adjustment. On the basis of his 

results, Anfinson concluded that maladjustment was not directly 

associated with non-promotion, and therefore a policy of 11m1ted 

non-promotion (2.4 per cent in Minneapolis in 19;8) was justified. 

Anf in son 's study is important because it serves to show 

that controversy over the relative merits of promotion and non-

promotion was still going on. In addition to this, it is an 

example of conclusions being drawn from a study that are hardly 

justifiable by the findings. In the course of his report, Anfinson 

states that most of the "repeaters" were retarded in the very early 

25 elementary grades. It would therefore seem unreasonable to 

conclude, on the basis of .,tests conducted some five or more years 

later, that repeating a grade does not cause maladjustment. On 

the contrary, non-promotion may have caused maladjustment and 

emotional disturbance from which the student after a period of t1me 

recovered. Furthermore, Anfinson 's sampling takes no account of 

those students who may have dropped out of school after repeating 

one or more grades, so fail1ng to reach the junior high school levelj 

such students might well have been those in whom· "repeating" caused 

25 
~, p. 510. 

, ;~ 
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maladJustment. Anfinson 's results ~ !!21 disprove a ~thesis 

that personality maladjustment is related pr1marily to failure in 

school. 

26 
In 1944, Sandin used sociometrics, rating scales and 

check list observations and interviews to study aspects of social 

and personal adjustment. He found that, in general, there was a 

less happ'y adjustment among slow-progress students (those who at 

soma t1me had had to repeat one or more grades) than anxmg normal 

progr~ss students. In the introduction to the study Sandin had, 

like others before him, concluded from a review of the research that 

it was generally clear that: (1) Mastery of a subject was not assured 

by non-promotion; (2) Slow learners were not helped; (;) Non-promotion 

had a paor effect upon discipline; (4) If promoted, the average 

student can malte up the necessary work. Sandin 's findings and 

conclusions differed from those of Anfinson. However, as he did 

not equate the groups of students that he studied, on factors that, 

might have affected social and personal adjustment, it is difficult 

to assess the influence of the promotion factor. The need to get 

away from the ex post facto exper1ment was noted by Sandin when he 

sa1d: 

nIt is necessary to conduct further study to 

26 
A. A. Sandin, Social and emotional ad ustment of re 

promoted and non promoted pupils New York: Columbia University 
Teachers' College, Bureau of Publications, 1944). 
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discover to what extent children who might 
have been non promoted according to grade 
standards but who actually were promoted, 
show a better picture of adjustment than 
those who were held back." 27 

70 

The early 1950's produced two further reviews of the 

research on promotion and non-promotion. In a comprehensive 
28 

article, the California Journal of Elementary Education reached 

the by now familiar conclusion that few, if any, of the alleged 

reasons or values given for non-promotion were justified or realized 

in practice. In the seme year Good.lad29 made a similar review and 

reached virtually identical conclusions. Little research had been 

done on promotion and non-promotion during the 1940's so that it 

was to be expected that both reviews would echo the conclusions 

that Saunders had reached eleven years earlier. Goodlad's review, 

however, did include a report of his own experiment into the 

relative social and personal adjustment of promoted and non-promoted 

students. Using two groups of Grade l students, equated for age, 

intelligence, achievement, socio-economic status, general health, 

and type of school attended, Good.lad administered the California 

27 
Ibid., p. 136. 

28 
"What Research says about Non-Promotion", California Journal 

of Elementary Education, Vol. 21 (1952), pp. ll7-124. 

29 
J. I. Go odlad , uResearch and Theory regarding Promotion and 

Non-Promotion", Elementary School Journal, Vol. 53 (1952), pp. 150-155. 
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Test of Personality, the Haggerty-Olson-WichsmaD Behaviour rating 

sChedules, and sociometric questions, and rejected the two bypotheses 

that he had set up, nemely: 

" 1. There are no differences in social adjustment 
between scheol children who repeat grades and 
those who do not. 

2. There are no differences in personal adjustment 
between school children who repeat grades and 
those who do not." 30 

This was further evidence that Anfinson's conclusions were suspect. 

Interest in the problem of retardation in the U.S.A. was 

renewed in the 1950's by the growing concern with the number of 

school drop-outs. Examination of school drop-outs had shown that 

very many of them had been retarded in sChool, indeed it wss the 

factor JOOst common to this group. Concern was also felt in Canada, 
31 

where Rohol ,reviewing the factors associated with school drop-out, 

concluded that retardation wss a factor involved. Canada was behind 

the United States in applying research findings. In 1955, Alberta, 

with a lower drop-out and retardation rate than other provinces, 

had six per cent of students in elementary grades fail and repeat 

32 each year. In the seme year Clarke in an investigation of 

30 
Ibid., p. 153. 

31 " A. E. Hohol, Factors sssociated with school drop-outs", 
Alberta Journal of Education Research, Vol. 1 (1955), pp. 7-17. 

32 
S. C. T. Clarke , "Promotion Policies and Practices in Alberta 

Schools", Alberta Journal of Education Research, Vol. l (1955) pp.24-34. 
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promotion practices in Alberta arrived at a conclusion that pinpoints 

the lack of communication between educational research and the teacher 

in the field. Specifical.ly he noted that: 

"In general the Most frequent reasons given 
by teachers for failing students are 
associated with mastery of sChool subjects, 
and the next most frequent are associated 
with motivation and attitudes." 33 

34 
In 1956 Coffield and Blommers reported on a study that 

they had made two years earlier, on non-promotion and achievement. 

One hundred and ninety Grade VII students from school boards in 

Iowa, which had a long history of participation in the Iowa Basic 

Skills Testing Program, were identified. These students had a1l 

failed and repeated a grade once since being in Grade II, while 43 

of them had failed the previous year in Grade VII. The one hundred 

and forty-seven students who had failed in one of the Grades III to 

VI were div1ded into two groups. The students in one group (93) 

were each matched with a promoted classmate in the grade in which the 

failure occurred, on the basis of the particular achievement variable 

studied. The remaining students (44) had to be matched with students 

from other schools. Coffield and Blommers pointed out that sinee a 

student eould not at the same time be both promoted and failed, the 

33 
!lli., p. 33· 

34 
w. Coffield and P. Blommers, "Effeet of Non-Promotion upon 

Edueational Achievement in the Elementary Sehool", Journal of 
Edueational Psyehology, Vol. 47 (1956), pp. 235-250. 
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use of the mat ching technique was essential. 

Raving selected their sample, Coffield and Blommers then 

turned to compare the performance of the various groups, on the 

occasions that they had taken the Iowa Tests. Scores (as grade 

equivalents) in the following areas were employed as criterion 

measures: (1) Reading Comprehension; (2) Work Study SkillSj 

(3) Language Skillsj (4) Arithmetic Skillsj (5) An overall score 

based on the sum of the first four. The statistical data used to 

analyze the results were, when appropriate,"t" tests for related 

means, and analysis of covariance. 

Coffield and Blommers concluded from their results that 

while a student did show some improvement in achievement after 

"repeating" a year, it was doubtful if it was sufficient to justify 

the repetition. Specifically, the found that students make only 

six menths' educational progress during the second year in a grade 

while two years after failure they are still below the norm for 

the grade involved. In addition, the subsequent achievement of 

students who had failed a grade was invariably worse, or no better, 

than the achievements of matched pupils who had spent one year leGS 

in school. 

j 
1 
( 
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An important point, relevant to the present study, is 

made in Coffield and Blommer's discussion of their results. 

Having shown that some progress is made when a student repeats a 

grade, they then raise doubts about the wisdom of repeating for 

such an expected gain. The conclusion that they draw strict~ 

from their results is modified in the light of other factors, to 

wi t, whether i t is worth spending an extra year in a grade for an 

improvement of sorne six months educational~, having regard for 

other research findings tending to show that "repeating" ~ cause 

social and personal problems. 

In 1959 Worth35 repor.ted on an exper1ment that he had done 

on the effects of non-promotion within the Edmonton school system, 

two years earlier. In one of the few studies ever done in Canada 

on the effects of non-promotion, Worth sought to discover if the 

findings of research done in the United States were applicable to 

Canadian sChools, where educational programmes, and the expectations 

and attitudes of teachers, pupils and parents might differ from 

those in the other country. Specifical~, the study sought to 

compare the effect of promotion and non-promotion on the school 

achievement, and social-personal development, of matched groups 

of Grades III and IV students who were classified as low achievers. 

35 
W. H. Worth, "Promotion vs. Non-Promotion: II The Edmonton 

Study", Alberta Journal of Educational Rescarch, Vol. 5 (1959) pp. 191-203. 
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Late in the 1955-56 school year a battery of tests 

(California Achievement Test - complete batteryj Gates Advanced 

Primary Reading Test: type l - word recognition, type 2 -

paragraph read1ngj CaJ.ifornia Short Form Test of Mental Maturity -

Primary form.) were given to all Grade III students in Edmonton. 

At the end of the year 107 students failed, and of these it was 

possible to select a group of 66 for the experiment. The others 

were un suit ab le because they had moved, been assigned to special 

schools, or spoke Engl1sh as a foreign tongue. The group of 66 

"repeaters" was matched, case-for-case, with students who had been 

promotedj the mat ching being done on the basis of sex, age, 

intelligence, and total achievement test scores. At the end of 

the 1956-57 school year, the battery of tests was again administered 

to the two groups. The effect of promotion and non-promotion on 

student achievement could then be ascertained by comparing the 12 

scores in the achievement areas measured by the California and Gates 

tests. 

Using lit" tests to anaJ..yze his results, Worth found that 

in eigbt of the achievement areas his hypothesis, that there was no 

difference between the two groups, was supported. In three other 

are as (Reading Vocabulary, Total Reading, and Arithmetic Fundamentals) 

the results favoured the promoted group. Only in Paragraph Reading 

did the non-promoted group do significantly better. On the basis of 

j 
j 
r 
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his results, Worth concluded that: 

"1. Continued reliance upon non-promotion, 
in itself, to improve school achievement is 
unwarranted. Low-achievers who are non
promoted appear to malte no greater, and 
often less gain in achievement than they do 
when promoted. If the practice of non
promotion is to continue it must be justified 6 
on grounds other than improved achievement." 3 

In his investigation inta the effect of non-promotion on 

social-personal development, Worth used sociometrie methods and an 

assessment of teachers' ratings of behaviour and character traits. 

He concluded, on the basis of his results, that non-promotion did 

not have an adverse e:L'fect upon social-personal development. This 

conclusion differed from that reached by Goodlad37 some ten years 

earlier, but agreed with that of Anfinson38 in 1941. The disagree-

ment between Worth and Goodlad indicates that the effect of 

non-promotion upon social-personal development needs to be studied 

further. The design of the two experiments was similar and it lIlB3 

be that the differences in place, time and grade account for the 

different results. 

Four years after Worth reported his findings, Kamii and 

36 
Ibid." p. 201-

37 J. I. Goodlad, Loc. Cit. 

38 
R. D. Anfinson, 012· Cit. 
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39 Weikart reported similar results from a study in Michigan. A 

group of 31 students in Grade VII, who ha.d been retained. in a 

grade once before Grade VI, were compared with a random semple of 

31 students who had never been retained. In comparing the 

performance of the two groups on: (1) Marks received in five 

aca.demic subjects; (2) Achievement test scores - Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills; (3) Intelligence test scores on the California Test 

of Mental Maturity, Kamii and Weika.rt produced pre di ct able results. 

With the groups unma.tched it was to be expected that the "repeaters" 

did si~ificantly worse than the comparison group in aca.demic 

subjects and in rea.ding ability. The mean intelligence of the non-

promoted group was also significantly lower. 

The 196o's have 8.' yet produced little research on promotion 

and non-promotion. The first years of the decade saw the publication 

40 41 of two reviews ' on the subject. Both reviews concluded with 

comments and recommendations not ma.rkedly different from those made 

39 
C. K. Kamii and O. P. Weikart, "Marks, aChievement,and 

intelligence of seventh graders who l1ere retained (non-promoted) once 
in elementary school", Journal of Educationa.l Research, Vol. 56 (1963), 
pp. 452-459. 

40 
\-1. H. Worth, "What research s~s about promotions", 

Canadian Education, Vol. 15 (September 1960), pp. 61-70. 

41 
B. Boyle, "Promotion or Retention - sorne recent research", 

Teachers' College Journal, Vol. 34 (1962), pp. 29-30. 
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by Goodlad in a s1m11ar review ten years previous~, or those which 

Saunders made in 1941. 

From England in 1963 came a report of a study that involved, 

in part, an assessment of the performance of students repeating 

the General Certificate Examinations at Advanced level. Conducted 
42 

by the Joint Matriculation Board ,the study compared the 

performance of 911 students who sat the examinations for the first 

t1me in 1955 and again the following year. The report noted that 

the students involved were a special group, who were us~ 

attempting to obtain a sufficiently higb standing to enter univer-

sity, or gain aState Scbolarship. The results showed that there 

was a significant improvement in the repeating groupls achievement 

on the second occasion that they took the examinations. This 

result sbould not be compared with the studies previous~ considered 

here; sinee too many differing variables are involved. However, 

the result would have some relevanee to the performance of repeating 

Grade XI students in twbntreal, many of whom wou1d be in the position 

of repeating external examinations with motives s1m11ar to those of 

the English otudente. 

The majority of researeh etudies have been elear in their 

finding that in the normal grade situation, non-promotion results in 

42 
J. A. Petch, G.C.E. Part 2 (Manchester: Joint Matriculation 

Board, 1963). 
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little, if BDY, increase in achievement. It is notable that 

most of the research has been ex post facto in design, and this 

would seem to be inevi table. Wi th the importance that is 

presently attached to getting an education, it would probably be 

difficult to persuade superintendents of school regions to allow 

control group exper1ments to take place. Arthur' s study, and 

that of Klene and Branson, were both done over thirty years ago. 

No experiments of this type, involving a group of failed students, 

half of whom are promoted and half retained in the grade, have 

been done since. 

Studies that have reported favourably on retention 

programmes have all been concerned with small numbers of students, 

who were carefully selected and received special help. Thus in 

1959, Steadman4, reported improvement in achievement with a 

specially selected group of fifteen studentsj but even with these 

had to conclude that for five of the students the repeating had not 

been successful. Similarly, Lobe1l
44 

in 1954, and Stringer 45 in 

1960 reported on small group retention programmes, for which students 

4, 
E. R. Ste adman , "Fifteen who were not promoted", 

Elementary School Journal, Vol. 59 (1959), pp. 271-276. 

44 
L. o. Lobell, "Results of a non-promotion policy in one 

school district", Elementary School Journal, Vol. 54 (1954), pp. 2,,-2'7. 

L. A. Stringer, "Report on a Retention program", Elementary 
School Journal, Vol. 60 (1960), pp. ,70-,75. 
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were carefully selected. In all of these studies the absence 

of a compar1son group makes 1t d1ff1cult to we1gh the importance 

of their findings. 

The absence of research on the prob1em of non-promotion 

in Canada, apart from Worth' s study in EdJoonton already mentioned, 

cannot easily be explained. In the last ten years studies, both 

in Canada and in the United States, have repeatedly cited 

retardation as a cause of dropping out of school. At the seme time 

the research findings of studies done in the United States have 

been readily ava1lable in Canada. Notwithstanding these facts, 

non-promotion has continued to be a feature of many Canad1an 

school~stems, especially in the Eastern Provinces. In Quebec, the 

regulat10ns of the Protestant Committee regarding the maintenance 

of grade standards ensured that many students repeated grades, yet 

the Department of Education did no research on the effects of such 

repet1tion.46 In the schools of the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal, approximately ten to twenty per cent of the 

students in each grade were fa1led each year, result1ng in sorne 

twelve per cent of the enrolment in each grade being "repeaters". 47 

46 
E. Owen, Assistant Director General of Curriculum and 

Examinations, Deparlment of Education, Quebec, personal communication. 

47 
Montreal, The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, 

Curriculum Department, Curriculum Data. 
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Yet, as was the case with the Department of Education, no 

research was done by the Board into the effects of such 
48 

repetition. 

48 
R. Japp, Director of Education, Protestant School Board 

of Greater Montreal, personal communication. 
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CHAPl'ER V 

DESIGN OF THE EXPERIMENT 

Ex Post Facto Research 

No purely exper1mental approach has been made into the study 

of non-promotion. The best kind of research into the effects of non-

promotion has involved the manipulation of some variables, and the 
l 2 

studies by Arthur, and that done by Klene and Branson , are in this 

category. Nonetheless ·thest~ studies, and a.ll. others investigating 

the causes and effects of Xlo.1.1-promotion, may be classified as ex post 

K 
;5 

facto research, which erlin.ger defines as: 

"that research in which the independent variable 
or variables have already occurred and in which 
the researcher starts with the observation of a 
dependent variable or variables. He then studies 
the independent variables in retrospect for their 
possible relations to, and effect~ on, the 
dependent variable or variables ."4 

The experimental scientist operates with a simple structure. 

A hypothesis i5 set up: if x, then y; if heated, then expansion. 

llaving done this, sorne means is used to manipulate or measure x. 

This done, y is observed to see if there is e. concomitant variation. 

l 
G. Arthur, Op. Cit. 

2 
V. Klene wld E. Branson, Op. Cit. 

3 
F. N. Kerlinger , Foundations of Behavioral Research (New York: 

Holt, Rinehart & Winston, Inc., 1964). 

4 
.Ibid., p. ;;60. 
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If there is such a variation it is evidence that the hypothesis, if 

x then y, is valide Predicting from a controlled x, the scientist 

can assume that y is varying as a result of what 18 done to x. In 

ex post facto research it is y that is observed, and a search is then 

made for x. It is this lack of control over independent variables 

(x) that i6 the weakness of ex post facto research. As Kerlinger 

points out, in this type of research the investigator must take 

things as they are and try to disentangle them. 

In research upon the causes of non-promotion, the 

investigator finds students who have been called upon to repeat a 

grade (y), and then looks back to seek for the cause (x) of this 

repeating. Since the independent variable (x) cannot be controlled 

by manipulation or randomization, to say with confidence that x 

causes y, once a plausible x has been found, would be wrong. With 

research into the effects of non-promotion, the sample of subjects 

select themselves - i.e. those who have failed and are repeating a 

grade. Subjects cannot be assigned to groups at random, nor can 

groups be manipulated by rando~ assigned procedures. Thus a group 

of repeaters may be studied to determine 1ts level of ach1evement 

during the year they are repeatins, but the group 1s not a random 

one. The members have selected themselves and any one of the 
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characteristics they bring vith them may affect their achievement 

in the repeating year. A statement that "repeating" a year has 

such-and-such an effect upon achievement should therefore only be 

made vith extreme caution and qualification. 

The Present Study 

The problems involved in ex post facto research are 

precisely those encountered by the present study, made in Montreal, 

on the topic of the achievement of "repeaters" during the "repeating" 

year. The semple selected themselves in that they were "repeaters" 

by the standards imposed in the high schools of Montreal. Since the 

study was only concerned with whether or not an improvement in 

achievement in school subjects took place, no mat ching of students 

was done. The performance of the seme student was studied before 

and after "repeating" a year. Matching would ooly have been possible 

had the high schools been prepared to designate a group of students 

as failures and then promote one half of them. The rigid policy of 

the Montreal system made this impossible. Students who had failed 

had to repeat the year if they intended to remain in school. The 

parents of failed students might have been consulted with a view to 

a.llowing a matching design or experiment, but if assignment to one 

of two groups (promoted or retained) depended upon parental consent, 

then once again the groups would have selected themselves. 

r 



When a student was called upon to repeat a grade, explicitly 

or implicitly he was told that this would give him better results at 

the end of the year. These better results, if made at the Grade IX 

level for example, were presumed to help the student succeed at the 

Grade X level. However, it was decided for the present to ignore 

the investigation of that presumption and to confine the research 

to the single problem implied by repetition - that repetition in 

the high schools of' Montreal would lead to improved perf'ormance. 

Consequently the problem was considered in the form of' two null 

hypotheses: 

1. When students are called upon to repeat the work 

of' a grade, scores in a given subject at the 

complet ion of' the second year will not be signi-

ficantly higher than the scores obtained at the 

end of the f'irst year. 

2. When studcnts are called upon to repeat the work 

of a grade, a student who passes a subject at the 

end of' his f'irst year in the grade will not obtain 

significantly higher ~'ks in that subject at the 

complet ion of' the second year. 

Underlying these hypotheses were a number of' assumptions: 

1. The measure of' achievement was the marks assigned the 
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student for each subject by the respective teachers. Therefore, it 

was assumed that there was uniformity in the marking practices and 

standards found in the high schools of the Montreal Board during the 

two years. 

2. It was assumed that the conditions prevailing in the 

sChool, and for the student during the "repeating" year, were the 

same as for the first failing year. It was to increase the plausibility 

of this assumption that students who repeated the year in other higb 

schools were excluded from the study. 

3. While it was known that the basic content of the 

curriculum did not alter, an assumption had to be made that teaching 

methods would not be radically different during the two years. 

4. The sample schools were selected by the Protestant 

School Board of Greater Montreal and were assumed to be representative 

of the population attending the Boardls higb schools. This assumption 

was made with some confidence, since a school from each of the Board IS 

regional are as was included in the sample. 
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The Sample 

Permis Gion to do the present study was sought and obtained 

from the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal. The Board 

then selected six high schools fromwhich the necessary data could 

be collected. The high schools selected by the Board were located 

in different parts of Montreal, so it was thought that the students 

attending the selected schools were representative of all high school 

students within the Board's jurisdiction. Data available from the 

Curriculum Department of the Board showed the number of repeaters 

that were enrolled in each grade and each higb school as of 

November 196;. The information for Table II was extracted from 

this data. 
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TABLE II 

HUMBER OF "REPEATING" STUDENTS REGISTERED IN THE 

SELECTED RIGH SCROOLS j AND THE 'rol'AL HUMBER IN RIGH 

SCHOOLS OF THE PROTESTANr SCHOOL BOARD OF GREATER 

MONTREAL ON GRADE PROMOTION'. BY GRADE. NOVEMBER 1963. 

GRADE GRADE GRADE GRADE 
SCHOOL VIII IX X XI '.OOTAL 

A 45 30 25 17 117 
B 42 35 34 51 162 
C 56 44 48 33 181 
D 29 37 19 48 133 
E 53 44 22 18 137 
F 66. 56 23 19 164 

Total for 
6 Schools:291 246 171 186 894 

Total 812 661 537 400 2,410 
for all 
Righ Schools: 

k Grade VIII students in a separate building. 

88 

The 894 "repeating" students registered in the selected 

schools represented a semple of 37 per cent of the total number of 

repeaters in the Beard's high schoels. Table III shows the semples 

as percentages of the total, by grade. 
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TABIE III 

THE SAMPIE OF "REPEATERS" 1 REGISTERED IN THE SEŒCTED 

HIGH SCHOOlS 1 SHOWN AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL IN 

ALI. SCHOOlS. BY GRADES. NOVEMBER 196;. 

GRADE 
TOTAL 
IN ALL 

HUMBER 
IN 
SAMPLE 

SAMPLE AS 
PERCENTAGE 
OF TOTAL 

VIII 
IX 
X 
XI 

HIGH SCHOOlS 

812 
661 
537 
400 

291 
246 
171 
186 

Data were not collected on all the "repeating" students 

registered in the selected high schools as of November 1963. When 

the field work for the study was undertaken in February 1965, the 

sample size was somewhat reduced, for the following reasons: 

1. Students who had failed their year in another school 

and then transferred to a sample school, thereby being included 

in the November census, were excluded from the study. 

2. Some students had wi thdrawn from school between 

November 196; and June 1964. 

;. Some students had transferred to other schools between 

November 196; and June 1964 . 
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4. Some students had in complete record cards for their 

first or second year in the grade, and were therefore excluded. 

5. Students who in either year were registered in a 

Practical Course were excluded from the sample. 

6. The records of some students were not obtainable from 

the normal sources, and it was presumed that they were mislaid, or 

in use elsewhere. Table IV indicates the size of the sample for 

which data were collected. Table V indicates the number of "repeaters" 

for whom no data were collected. 

TABlE IV 

SAMPLE SIZE: FROM WilICH DATA WERE ACTrJALLY OBTAINED. 

THE SAMPIE AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE TOTAL NUMBER OF 

"REPEATERS" IN ALL SCHOOLS. BY GRADE. NOVEMBER 1963. 

GRADE NUMBER IN $AMPLE AS PERCENTAGE OF 
ACTUAL SAMPLE TOTAL IN ALL SCHOOLS 

VIII 208 2tf1, 
IX 157 24cf, 
X 122 2($ 
XI 155 39/0 
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TABIE V 

NUMBER OF STUDENTS IN THE SELECTED SCHOOLS "REPEATING" 

AS OF NOVEMBER 1963 FOR WHOM DATA WERE NOT COLLECTED. 

REASONS FOR NON-COLLECTION OF DATA. BY GRADES. 

NEW TO TRANS- IN- RECORD 
GRADE SAMPLE LE?!' FERRED COMPLETE NCYl' TOTAL 

SCHOOL SCHOOL SCHOOLS RECORD AVAILABIE 

VIII 18 32 11 9 13 83 
IX 15 35 17 8 12 87 
X 7 18 5 4 5 39 
XI 12 11 3 1 4 31 

ALL 
GRADES 52 96 36 22 34 240 

A11 students in a grade did not take the same course. 

91 

Therefore the number making up a samp1e in a grade will vary from 

one subject to another. Similarly 1 only rare1y will the samp1e 

for any one subject equal the samp1e size for the grade as a who1e. 

These conditions were particu1arly true for Grades X and XII where 

a greater variety of courses was taken than in Grades VIII and IX. 

In al1 grades data for a subject were only co11ected when there 

wasl on the student's recordl a final mark for each year. 

t.· 
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Collection of Data 

Data were collected from the record cards (Kardex) of the 

sample students. The researcher went into each of the designated 

schools in February 1965 and traced the records of students who 

repeated a grade during the school year 196;-64. A record was made 

of the final mark obtained in each subject in June 196;. On the 

basis of these final composite marks the student was asked to 

repeat the grade. The researcher therefore noted the final mark 

obtained for each subject in June 1964. Data were recorded for 

individual subjects and no record was made of general-standing 

mark - an average of all the final subject marks. All marlcs of 

all grades were on a 0-100 scale, with the exception of Mathematics 

in Grade VIII (0-200) and Science in Grade VIII (0-50), which were 

adjusted accordin~. The subjects in each grade for which data 

were collected were: 

Grade VIII - Eng11sh Li terature, English Language, 
French Oral, French Written, Mathematics, 
Science, History. 

Grade IX -

Grade X -

Grade XI -

English Li terature, English Language, 
French Oral, French Written, Algebra, 
Geometry, Science, History. 

English Li terature, English Language, 
French Oral, French Written, Algebra, 
Geometry, Chemistry, Biology, Physics, 
History. 

English Li terature, English Language, 
French Oral, French Written, Algebra, 
Geometry, Chemistry, Biolo&y, Physics, 
History. 

1 
1 
1 
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The data collected for Grades VIII, IX and X consisted of 

the final mark awarded in each subject at the end of each year. 

This mark was assigned by the sUbject teacher, and was made up of 

weighings from class work and school examinations taken at the end 

of each term. The data for Grade XI were different, in that they 

consisted of the marks obtained for each school subject in the 

Quebec High School Leaving Examination, taken in the June of each 

year the student was in the grade. 

No record was made of the names of the students making up 

the sample. 
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Treatment of Data 

The data collected from each schoo1 were arranged in 

groups: by subject and by grade, Le. Al1 Grade VIII Eng1ish 

Literature data were gathered together; All Grade X French 

lolritten; and so on. In this manner a total of 35 subject groups 

was obtained, each consisting of two sets of marks - one for 

June 196; and one for June 1964. 

A "t" test for significant difference between related 

means was made upon the two sets of marks in each of the 35 subject 

groups of data obtained. The first bypothesis was considered in 

the 1ight of the results from these "t" tests. 

Following complet ion of the foregoing analysis, attention 

was directed to the second hypothesis. Once again 35 subject 

groups containing two sets of marks, for June 1963 and June 1964, 

were gathered. However, on this occasion the first set of marks 

(June 1963) in each subject group contained ~ the marks of 

students who had passed the subject at the end of their first 

year in the grade. Rence the second set of marks in each subject 

group was identically restricted. The second hypothesis was then 

tested by making "t" tests upon the data in each subject group. 
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c 
An analysis of variance between school 6ubjects and 

between grades, for Grades IX, X and XI was computed. 

It was felt that the data collected might yield additional 

information. In particular it might ind1cate the number or propor1Son 

of students who, for each sUbject, were able to raise their mark 

sufficiently to pess the grade having failed it the first time. In 

addition, an indication of the mean improvement, by subject, of 

students who had failed the first year was sought. 
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Statement of the Resulta 

TABlE VI 

GRADE VIII. BY SUBJECT. ~ STUDENrS SAMPlED. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 156 6.9 5.8 p < .01 
Eng. Lang. 157 4.3 5·'7 p < .01 
Fr. Written 153 14.6 15·5 p < .01 
Fr. Oral 154 7.6 8.8 p < .01 
Algebra 148 28.4 22 .1~ P < .01 
Geometry 139 21.8 15·7 p < .01 
Science 97 13.6 a·9 1> < .Ul 
History 156 10.8 11.6 Il < .01 

:( 
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TABLE VIII 

GRADE X. BY SUBJECT. ~ STUDENTS SAMPLED. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BE'l'WEEN MEA.L1S. 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUB.'JECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 120 6.9 6.2 p < .01 
Eng. Lang. 121 4.; 5.4 p < .01 
Fr. Written 119 10·9 10·9 p < .01 
Fr. Oral 120 8.7 9·1 p < .01 
Algebra. 117 24.4 14·9 p <: .01 
Geometry 100 18.1 11.8 P < .01 
Bio1ogy 74 11.1 7.4 P < .01 
Pbysics 28 19·1 6.4 p <. .01 
Chemistry 109 20.5 16·5 p < .01 
History 117 11.2 8.5 P < .01 

TABlE IX 

GRADE XI. BY SUBJECT. ALL STUDENTS SAMPLED. -
SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 114 6.6 6.5 p < .01 
Eng. Lang. J.44 4.8 6·7 p < .01 
Fr. Written 14; 8.8 11.; p < .01 
Fr. Oral 129 8.0 9·; p < .01 
Algebra. 152 1;.; 1;·5 p < .01 
Geometry 1;1 1;·9 10.; p < .01 

r Bio1ogy 5; 6.2 ;.; P < .01 
Pbysics 1;6 15·0 11.; p < .01 
Chemistry 7; 14.1 6·9 P < .01 
History 142 11.6 10·5 p < .01 
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TABrE X 

GRADE VIII. BY SUBJECT. STUDENTS WHO PASSED SUBJECT (S ) 

AT COMPLETION OF THE FIRST YEAR IN THE GRADE. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 91 0·7 ·75 p ? .20 N.S. 
Eng. Lang. 103 -0.1 . 1 P ~ .20 N.S • 
Fr. Written 50 6.0 6.3 p < .01 
Fr. Oral 126 3.2 4.3 p < .01 
Math. 29 9·2 4.5 P < .01 
Science 42 3·3 2.1 p <. .05 
History 69 7·2 5·1 p < .01 

TABrE XI 

GRADE IX. BY SUBJECT. STUDENrS WHO PASSED SUBJECT (S ) 

AT COMPlETION OF THE FIRST YEAR Dl THE GRADE. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIF'F'ERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 83 1.5 1.53 p > .10 N.S. 
Eng. Lang. 103 1.0 1.37 p :> .10 N.S. 
Fr. Written 51 7·3 6.1 p <. .01 
Fr. Oral 100 4.9 6.1 p <. .01 
Geometry 41 9·7 5·2 p < .01 
Algebra 15 15·7 4·7 p < .01 
Science 44 7·1 5·2 P <; .01 
History 67 5·0 4·3 p <; .01 
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TABLE XII 

GRADE X. BY SUBJECT. STUDENTS WHO PASSED SUBJECT(S) 

AT COMPLETION OF THE FIRST YEAR IN THE GRADE. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BE'l'WEEN MEANS. 

SUBJECT NO. OF MEANS. 
STUDENTS DIFFERENCE 't SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 92 . ;.7 ;.4 Il <. .01 
Eng. Lang. 100 2.8 ;.4 Il <. .01 
Fr. Written 67 6.9 6.; Il <. .01 
Fr. Oral. 101 6.0 7.2 Il < .01 
Algebra 4; 18.0 8.6 Il < .01 
Geometry ;6 9.; 4.1 Il < .01 
Bio 10 gy ;8 5.7 ;.5 Il < .01 
Physics 11 6.0 1.4 Il :> .10 N.S. 
Chemistry 41 1;.9 7.5 Il <. .01 
History 75 5·9 4.06 Il <:.. .01 

TABLE XIII 

GRADE XI. BY SUBJECT. STUDENTS WHO PASSED SUBJECT(S) 

AT COMPLET ION OF THE FIRST YEAR IN THE GRADE. 

SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

NO. OF MEANS. 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE t SCORE SIGNIFICANCE 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 85 ;.8 ;.8 Il <. .01 
Eng. Lang. 105 ;.1 ;·9 Il <. .01 
Fr. Written 87 6.0 6.8 Il < .01 
Fr. Oral. 90 5.4 5·5 Il <; .01 
Algebra 91 10.1 6.8 Il ~ .01 
Geometry 75 6.1 4.1 p <. .01 
Bio10gy ;; . 2 .1 P ;> .20 N.S • 
Chemistry 79 9·1 6.0 P < .01 
Physics ;8 6.7 ;·5 p <\ .01 
History 88 7·0 6.4 p< .01 

l 
i 
l 

1 
1 

·1 
1 

l 

i 

j 



( 

· . 

TABLE XIV 

GRADE VIII. BY SUBJECT. DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

SUBSEQUENT PERFORMANCE (PASS/FA~) OF STUDENTS WHO 

FAILED SUBJECT(S) AT THE END OF THE FIRST YEAR IN 

THE GRADE. 

NO. OF MEANS. NO. STUDENTS NO. STUDENTS 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE PASSING YR.II FAILING YR.II 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 116 8.8 66 50 
Eng. Lang. 103 8.4 6; 40 
Fr. Written 152 13.5 69 83 
Fr. Oral 78 11.8 46 32 
Math. 173 20.2 98 75 
Science 60 13.6 40 20 
History 138 15·3 89 49 

TABLE 'CV 

GRADE IX. BY SUBJECT. DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

SUBSEQUENT PERFORM.WCE (PASS/FAIL) OF STUDENTS WHO 

FAIlED SUBJECT(S) AT THE END OF THE FIRST 1""EAR IN THE GRADE. 

NO. OF MEANS. NO. STUDENTS NO. STUDENTS 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIF'F'ERENCE PASSING YR. II FAILING YR.II 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 73 12.8 53 20 
Eng. Lang. 54 10·7 42 12 
Fr.Written 102 18.3 65 37 
Fr. Oral 54 12.8 32 22 
A1gebra 133 29·7 107 26 
Geometry 98 26.9 82 16 
Science 53 19·1 36 17 
History 89 15·2 55 34 
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TABlE XVI 

GRADE X. BY SUBJECT. DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MEANS. 

SUBSEQUENT PERFORMANCE (PASS/FAIL) OF STUDENTS WHO 

FAILED SUBJECT (S) AT THE END OF THE FIRST YEAR IN THE GRADE. 

NO. OF MEANS NO. STUDENTS NO. STUDENTS 
SUBJECT STUDENTS DIFFERENCE PASSING YR. II FAILING YR.II 

" YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 28 11·5 21 ~ Eng. Lang. 22 11.1 16 
l!'r. Wri tten 52 16.0 39 13 
Fr. Oral 19 22.8 11 2 
Algebra 74 28.0 61 13 
Geometry 64 23·1 58 6 
Chemistry 68 24·5 51 11 
Biology 36 16·7 21 9 
Physics 17 27·5 15 2 
History 42 20.8 38 4 

TABLE XVII 

GRADE XI. BY SUBJECT. DIFFERENCE BETWEEN NEANS. 

SUBSEQUENT PERFORMANCE (PASS/FAIL) OF STUDENTS WHO FAILED 

SUBJECT(S) AT THE END OF THE FIRST YEAR IN THE GRADE. 

SUBJECT NO. OF lvlEANS. NO. STUDENTS NO.STUDENTS 
STUDENTS DIFFERENCE PASSING YR. II FAILING YR.II 

YR.I-YR.II 

Eng. Lit. 29 14.1 25 4 
Eng. Lang. 39 9.4 29 10 
Fr. Written 54 13·5 31 17 
Fr. Oral 39 13.8 33 6 
Algebra 61 17.8 1~3 18 
Geometry 56 24.3 40 16 
Chem1stry 57 23·3 39 18 
Bio1ogy 20 16.3 13 1 
Physics 35 22.1 26 9 

( llistory 54 19·1 34 20 
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TABLE XVIII 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE. BETWEEN SCHOOL SUBJECTS AND 

BETWEEN GRADES, IX, X AND XI. 

SUM OF DEGREES MEANS OF 
GROUP SQUARES FREEDOM SQUARES F 

Between subjects 7070·9 6 1178.5 12.39 p <. .01 

Between grades 550·7 2 275.4 2.89 N.S. 

Residual 1141.0 12 95.1 

Total: 8762.6 20 

( 
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CHAPrER VI 

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULœS 

A study of Tables VI, VII, VIII and IX shows that, for 

a.11 school subjects in a11 four grades, the "t" score obtained is 

significant at the .01 level of confidence. There is a significant 

difference between the mean of the marks obtained in a subject by 

"repeaters" st the end of their first year in a grade, as compared 

with the mean of the marIes obtained at the end of their second year. 

This difference is a positive one for a11 the subject/grade 

groupings considered. These facts must lead to a rejection of tbe 

first null hypothesis that was put forward for consideration. 

A study of the next four tables of results leads to a 

similar conclusion regarding the second hypothesis that was put 

forward. Where students who passed a subject at the end of their 

first year in a grade are concerned, Tables X, XI, XII and XIII show 
, 

that, for the vast majority of the subject/grade groupings, the "t" 

scores are significant at the .01 level of confidence. There is a 

significant difference between the mean of the marks obtained by 

"repeaters", in most subjects, at the end of their first year in a 

grade and the marks that they obtain at the end of their second year 

in that grade. The significant differences that occur are positive. 
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However, for six subject/grade group1ngs, the prob ab 1 l1t y of the 

mean of the difference in marks between year l and year II 

occurr1ng by chance 1s too h1gh for such a difference to be 

regarded as s1gnif1cant. These six are: Grade VIII Engl1sh 

Li terature and English Language; Grade IX Engl1sh Li terature and 

English Language j Grade X Phys1cs; Grade XI B1010gy. Excepting these 

six subject/grade groupings, the results 1nd1cated in Tables X, XI, 

XII, XIII lead to a reject10n of the second bypothes1s put forward. 

The results suggest that there is an improvement in the 

achievement of "repeatersll when they spend an additional year in a 

grade. S1m11ar results have been fOWld in previous research studies. 

l Coffield and Blommer's , us1ng scores on the Iowa Tests of Basic 

Skills as a measure of achievement, found that there was an improve-

ment in performance in the year 1mmediately following failure. The 

present study shows that in the high schools of Montreal, where 

promotion and failure are decided by the end-of-year marks, IIrepeatingll 

a year results, in most circumstances, in an increase in marks. 

These are inescapable conclusions that must be drawn from the results 

of this study, notwithstanding the notorious unreliability of 

teacher-assigned marks as a means of assessing students' abil1ty.2 

1 
w. H. Coffield and P. Blonnners, Op. Cit. 

2 
Anne Z. Smith and John E. DObbin, "Marks and Marking Systems", 

Enctôlopedia of Educational Research, 3rd edition, C. W. Harris, Ed. 
(19 ), pp. 783-789. 
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Nor does the weakness inherebt in a study of ex post facto experi-

mental design detract from these conclusions. Having said this, 

the results of the present study must be considered in more 

detail, to ascerta1n if the findings justify the practice of 

calling upon students to repeat a grade in high school. 

Students in the high schools of the Protestant School Board 

of Greater Montreal were, until the 1965-66 scheol year, called 

upon to repeat a grade on the assumption that there would be an 

improvement in academic achievement. The results of this study 

indicate that there is indeed an ~provement, but the question 

arises as to whether or not the improvements that may be 

expected are sufficiently large to justify an extra year in a 

grade. In short, where is the line to be drawn between what is a 

worthwhile improvernent in achievement and what is not? Coffield 
3 

and Blommers in their study on the effects of non-promotion, 

ra1sed the same question in their concluding remarks. As is the 

case in this study, they found that when a student repeated a year 

there was an improvement in his achievement. Coffield and Blommers 

were able to measure this improvement in achievement in tenas of 

grade equivalent scores since they used standardized tests as a 

measure of achievement. In addition, since they had a matched 

comparison &~OuP, they were able to discover that repeaters did 

3 w. H. Coffield and P. Blornmers, Op. Cit. 
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not, in the repeated year, improve as much as those who were 

promoted. Hence they concluded that litt le real educational gain 

resulted from "repeating" a grade. Because the measure of 

achievement used in the present study was the mark given to a student 

by his subject teachers, the same conclusion as reached by Coffield 

and BloIlIlIlers, although it can be made, cannot be made with the 

same degree of confidence. Nevertheless, the lack of a comparison 

group, and the fact that the measure of achievement lacks stan-

dardization, does not prevent grave doubts being raised as to the 

efficacy of repeating a grade if the expected improveruent in marks 

is to be very small. The results here show that the mean improvement 

that cao be expected to take place when repeating Grade VIII English 

Language i8 only one of approximately five marks. The improvement 

that may be expected for many other subject/grade groupings is 

similar to that found in Grade VIII English Language. It would 

seem to be questionable, at the very least, that such an improve-

ment represents an educationally worthwhile one; one that is worth 

studying for a year to obtain. 

On the other hand, in sorne 8ubjects the gain in achievement, 

as represented by marks obtained, appears to be more worthwhile. 

The expected gain in marks for many of the mathematical and 

scientific subjects is in the region of twenty or more marks, on 

a 0-100 sca.le. Here there would seern, superficially at least, to 

l 
1 

'\ 
~ 
,î 

.} 

1 
1 
! 

,j 
j 
J, 

i 
1 , 
1 

1 
1 



( 

107 

be more justification in asking a student to repeat a year's work. 

An improvement of twenty per cent certainly seems more attractive 

than an expected gain of some five per cent as is found in sorne 

subjects. 

These comments and questions are fUrther emphasized when 

the average improvements to be expected from students who passed 

a subject at the end of their first year in a grade are considered. 

Tables X, XI, XII and XIII, show that the improvement in marks that 

is to be expected when a student has passed the subject in his first 

year, is genera~ very small. Indeed in six of the sUbject/ grade 

groupings there is no significant improvement at all, while in 

another twenty-five subject/grade groupings the expected improve-

ment is less than ten per cent. As with the earlier, more 

generalized tables, it is in the mathematical and scientific 

subjects that the expected improvement in marks is highest, 

averaging between ten and fifteen per cent. 

Greater expected improvements in achievement are found 

when the performance of students who failed a subject the first 

year are studied. The pattern of improveroont is the Grume as with 

other groupings of students, but the improverœnts to be expected 

are generally higher. Mathematical and science subjects show an 

expected improvement of some twenty-five per cent here, with 

other subjects proportionately higher. 
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The results indicate that there is less justification for 

asking a student who has passed a subject to repeat it, than there 

is for making the seme request to a student who failed a subject at 

the end of the first year. In addition, i t is plain that not aD. 

subjects can be treated alike. There is clearly a greater justifi-

cation for repeating Algebra or Geometry than there is for 

repeating English Literature or English Language, if one accepts 

the fact that an improvement in marks is the raison d'être of the 

repeating. This last point is supported by the results of the 

analysis of variance, shown in Table XVIII, which suggests that 

while it makes no difference in what grade a student repeats a 

subject, differences do occur between subjects. 

A justification for calling upon students to repeat a 

grade might be found in the marginal utility of any improvement to 

be expected. That is to say, repeating might be justified with 

the expectation of only a very small improvement, if it could be 

shown that the improvement was sufficient to raise the student to 

a certain desired and defined standard. Coffield and Blommers, 

using the grade-equivalent scores obtained from administering the 

Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, found that the repeating of a year 

failed to raise achievement to the average expected level of 

4 
attainment for that grade. 

4 
w. H. Coffield and P. Blommers, Op. Cit., p. 242, Table 1. 
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In the high schools used in this study, the "passing mark" 

for the subject might be taken as the ut.ility standard to be 

reached. Repeating a year would be justified if a large proportion 

of students were able to reach the defined standard at the end of 

the second year. Tables XIV, ri, rlI and rJII show that in the 

lower grades a large percentage of students fail subjects at the 

end of the second year in a grade, even thougb there is an 

improvement in the1r marks over those that they obtained at the end 

of the first year 1n the grade. In Grade VIII Mathemat1cs, fort Y 

per cent of the students repeating the grade fail at the end of 

their second year, although there is an average expected improvement 

of eighteen per cent, for the general repeater. For Grade VIII French 

Written, the failure at the end of the second year is even higher, 

with nearly s1xty per cent of those repeating the grade still 

fai11ng at the complet ion of the second year in the grade. In the 

higher grades the percentage of students failing at the end of 

the second year is generally lower than the incidence in Grade VIII 

and IX, but failure still persists. It 1s doubtful then, that 

"repeating" can be justified on a theory of marginal utility, 

involving the raising of students' marks and achievement to a 

particular standard. 

If it is accepted that, for many subjects, the improvement 

in achievement that can be expected to result from "repeating" is 
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small, then the results of this study do not justify repeating a 

year. This is particularly true when the repeating is done 

under a Grade Promotion system involving students repeating 

subjects they have already passed. It need hardly be added that 

if students repeat a grade this adds a year to the time it takes 

them to complete school. This extra time is costly to the 

student and to the conununi ty • The student' s potential earning 

power is reduced by one year's earnings, and the cost to the 

communi ty is raised by one pupil/year unit. In addition to 

these undesirable results of "repeating", recent research has 

shown that there is some link between the incidence of over-

ageness in students, and dropping out of school. Further, some 

studies have suggested that the student who repeats a grade has 

a tendency to develop social-personal problems. 

There is an obv::l.ous need for further research into the 

various aspects of the problem of "repeating". Consider1ng what 

llO 

has been discussed thus far, the greatest need is for a study into 

what is expected of "repeaters", and what const1tutes a real and 

valuable improvement in achievement. The differences that 

exist between subjects invites probing. A study of the results 

presented here, dealing with the different amounts by which 

varying 6ubjects may be expected to improve at the end of the 

second year, suggests a possible hypothesis. For example, it 

r 
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could be bypothesized that a larger mean improvement takes place 

in mathematical and scientific subjects because these subjects 

lend themselves to greater objectivity in the teaching of the 

subject. Assessment of student performance in these subjects 

may also be done in a more objective manner. Evidence to support 

su ch a hypothesis might be found if there were a significant dif-

ference between the improvement shown in French Written - a 

relatively objective subject - and that found in a subjective 

subject such as French Oral. 

All the high schools of the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal are now operating a system of Subject Promotion. 

Students are now only required to repeat those subjects that 

they fail. n, would seem that the results of this study have 

sorne relevance to the new situation. In essence, not a great deal 

has changed, f0~ the student who fails is still called upon to 

repeat a subject with the expectation that he will show an improve-

ment in marks, and hence in achievement. It may be postulated that 

the motivation of a student repeating only the subject or subjects 

that he has failed will be higher than that of a student repeating 

a ,.,hole range of subjects, as was the case under the Grade Promotion 

system. With increased motivation, such a student should obtain a 

greater improvement in marks than that shown to be obtained by 

students in the present study. Clearly, since it is a different 
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situation, further research would need to be done in the Subject 

Promotion systems before any final conclusions could be reached. 

However, the results shown in Tables XIV through XVII suggest 

that, the motivation factor aside, Subject Promotion as it is 

now practised, lacking graduated levels at which a subject may 

be taken, will not solve the problem of having repeaters or over-

age students in school. The evaluation of Subject Promotion done 

by the Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal reported that 

in the two schools operating Subject Promotion at the time, 

repeating was of the order of 390 pupil hours per 1000 pupils. 

This compared vith a ratio of 670 pupil hours per 1000 pupils in 

the Grade Promotion schoOls. 5 Subject Promotion, while it cuts 

down the amount of repeating in high schools, is a long way from 

eliminating i t • A further point of importance is that, as the 

present study shows, many students, particularly in the lover grades, 

who fail a subject at the end of the first year continue to fail 

it at the end of the second year. 

Although the organization of the majority of high Bchools 

in the Province has changed in recent years, elementary Bchools 

are still run on a Grade Promotion system. When research into the 

effects on achievement of repeating a grade was reviewed, it was 

suggested that the findings of research done in theelementary schools 

might be applicable to the high school situation. There is then 

5 Montreal, The Protestant School Board of Greater Montreal, 
Curriculum Department, Subject Promotion - Evaluation (1964). 
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some precedent for suggesting that the results of this study may 

be relevant to the elementary school. The curricula in Grades 

VII and VIII are similar, and the increasing use of subjec~ 

specialists.in the elementary schools makes the conditions in 

them similar to those found in the high schools when this study 

was carried out. This would seem to be particularly true for 

Grades VI and VII in the elementary schools. If the results of 

this study are applicable to the elementary schools, it would 

pro vide sorne evidence to support the pronouncements made in 

Regulation No. 1 of the Quebec Department of Education. For in 

stipulating that in the future a student could spend a maximum 

of, seven years in the six-year elementary school programme, the 

regulation implies a dissatisfaction vith having studenta repeat 

a grade. Hovever, the stimulus for the regulation would seem to 

have come from a consideration of socio-economic and political 

factors rather than from the findings of any research into the 

effects of "repeating" a grade. Weight ma:y vell have been gi ven 1 

hovever, to the findings of studies do ne in the United States. 

Even with the application of Regulation No. l, repeating is still 

permitted once, and, in view of these results, the value of such a 

policy may be questioned. 
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CHAP.rER VII 

S~~ AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary 

This study has attempted to assess the effect of 

"repeating" a grade in high school upon the academic achievement 

of students taking the extra yeax in the grade. To facili tate 

the study two null hypotheses were set up: 

1. When students are called upon to repeat the 

work of a grade, scores in a given subject at 

the completion of the second yeax will not be 

significantly higher than the scores obtained 

at the end of the first year. 

2. When students are called upon to repeat the 

work of a grade, a student who passed a subject 

at the end of his first year in a grade will 

not obtain significantly higher marks in that 

subject at the cempletion of the second year. 

The sarnple of students fer the study was obtained from 

six representative high scheols of the Protestant School Board of 

Greater Montreal. The meaaure of academic achievement was taken 
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to be the marRs, in a particular subject, that a student received 

at the cQmpletion of a year in a grade. Data vere collected on 

a variety of subjects in all four high school grades. A record 

vas made of the marks obtained by the sample of students in 

June 1963, vhich vas the complet ion of their first year in a 

given grade. An additional record vas then taken of the marks, 

in the same subjects, that the same students obtained in June 

1964, vhich vas the complet ion of their second year in the 

particular grade. 

The data, having been collected, vere arranged in a 

number of subject/grade groupings. The firet hypothesis was tested 

by "t" tests on the mean of the difference in marks between year l 

and year II for all students sampled. The second hypothesis was 

tested in the same manner, using only the data on students who had 

passed a subject at the end of their first year. In addition, 

information on the number of students passing or failing at the 

end of the second year vas obtainedj as vas an estimate of the 

average improvement in marks made by different groups of students 

in a variety of subjects. 
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Prior to the collecting of dataI the incidence of non-

promotion and IIrepeatingll a grade in several countries was 

consideredl as was the development of education in the Province 

of Quebecl and within the Protestant School Board of Greater 

Montreal. 

A review of the literature reporting research etudies 

mDd~ into the effects of failure and non-promotion was carried 

out. The majority of the research was found to have been done 

within elementary schools in the United States. lt was felt that 

this researchl the consensus of which was that ooly a small 

improvement in achievement resulted from repeating a gradel was 

in part applicable to the high school situationl but not 

necesoarily generalized to Protestant High Schools in Montreal. 

Conclusions 

Fo11owing tabulation of the results l and a consideration 

of them in the light of previous studies, the fo11owing conclusions 

were reached: 

1. Both null hypotheses put forward were rejected. 

2. Although an improvement in marks was shown to 

take place in the second year spent in a grade, 

doubt was raised as to whether this improvement 

justified retention in a grade. 
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. 3. There was considerable difference between school 

subjects in the amount of improvement that took 

place during the second year. This indicates 

that there may be more justification in having 

a student repeat one subject than another. 

4. Spending an addi tional year in a grade could not 

be justified on marginal utili ty grounds. Many 

students failed at the end of their second year 
1 

in a grade. 

5. The results suggested that the problem of failure 

may continue to exist under a Subject Promotion 

system. 

6. The results were thought to have relevance to the 

elementary school situation, where Grade Promotion 

is still practised. 
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