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Abstract 

Recent preliminary research in secondary schools suggests that indicators other than the 
traditional performance outcome measures of school achievement can be used to 
differentiate between school performance. These indicators are student factors that have 
been associated with accepted notions of quality schooling outcomes, such as student 
attitude to school, their approaches to learning and their academic self-concept. This study 
examined student survey data collected from 30 schools in rural and metropolitan South 
Australia, including independent and public schools. The nature and strength of the 
relationships between student factors and selected school variables were tested against a 
range of school outcome measures such as school retention, academic results and SACE 
(certification) completion. The implications of these results for the kind of teaching and 
learning environment that promotes valued school outcomes is explicated and discussed. 

 

 

 



 

Introduction 

Over the past 3-4 years, we have been investigating what makes a good senior secondary 
school (Silins & Murray-Harvey, 1995a; Silins & Murray-Harvey, in press). Our research has 
been directed towards examining a range of factors posited to influence school outcomes. 
Consideration has been given to the relatively stable influences of family background, school 
sector, type and size of school, along with the more dynamic or contextual influences of 
leadership (transformational and transactional), school organisation (related to curriculum, 
teacher development and school climate) and student characteristics (related to students' 
self-concept, attitude to school, learning and involvement). 

From the outset, we have sought, through our research, to address three areas that are 
central to discussions of quality as they relate to Australian schools. First, clarification is 
needed on the broad question of the purposes of schools. We have been concerned by the 
schism between what the Australian school community believes to be the central purpose of 
schools and the measures that are used to indicate schools' effectiveness. McGaw, Piper, 
Banks & Evans (1992) present overwhelming evidence that Australians want schools that 
take responsibility for shaping individuals who will become future members of our society. 
Desired key outcomes of schooling reported in their study were the development of a 
positive relationship with learning, positive self-concept and a sense of self-discipline, self-
worth and the development of life skills to become a productive and confident adult. 

Secondly, much school effectiveness research continues to employ narrow measures of 
student achievement (Mortimore, 1992; Reynolds, 1992; Sammons, 1996) as convenient 
measures of schools' performance. The research to date has concentrated on identifying the 
internal and external characteristics of schools that are relevant to establishing, developing 
and sustaining "effective schools" defined as schools where students achieve improved 
subject grades. We have argued that acceptance of students' test scores as school 
performance measures will perpetuate school characteristics and practices that focus on 
what is to be learnt rather than on developing the learner. 

Finally, we are interested in testing alternative indicators of quality schooling that may 
contribute to shaping a definition of school performance that is more closely aligned to the 
espoused missions of schooling. 

Students are the central concern in this study: their family background and the community 
they live in; the characteristics of school they attend; their academic self-concept; attitude to 
school; approaches to learning; and, their perseverance and commitment to secondary 
schooling. 

Factors influencing student performance 

School effectiveness research indicates that different contexts of schooling need to be taken 
into account in any study examining predictors of school outcomes (Stoll & Fink, 1996). 
Students social class background, gender differences, school sector and school size have 
been identified as important factors influencing student performance (Caldwell, 1993; 
Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Lee, Bryk & Smith, 1993; Sammons, Hillman & Mortimore, 1995). 
Our study, therefore, was designed to include information on students' family background, 
gender, school size and school sector. 

 



Student factors 

Previous preliminary studies of potential student indicators of school performance have led 
us to identify a range of student factors more in line with broader notions of quality schooling 
than the traditionally used narrow measures of achievement (Silins & Murray-Harvey, 
1995b).These factors are students' self-concept, attitude to school life and approaches to 
learning. 

Student self-concept 

According to Marsh (1990a) "a positive self-concept is valued as a desirable outcome in 
many educational settings and is frequently posited as a mediating variable that facilitates 
the attainment of other desired outcomes such as academic achievement" p. 646. Schmeck, 
Geisler-Brenstein, & Cercy (1991) suggest that self-concept also influences the learning 
approach of students. In turn, the learning strategies that result in successful learning would 
be expected to influence students' academic self-concept positively. So too, students' quality 
of school life is influenced by their perceived success in learning and the extent to which 
school experiences contribute to helping students feel good about themselves as learners. 

Student attitudes to school life 

There is evidence to suggest that students' feelings about their experience of the school 
environment contribute to shaping their educational plans (Ainley, Foreman, & Sheret, 1991) 
and are presumed to influence their learning (Ainley, 1995). Therefore, students' sense of 
achievement and positive attitudes toward the quality of school life are likely indicators of 
improved school performance. 

Approaches to learning 

In the Australian school community effective learning and learning how to learn are regarded 
as important identifiers of quality schooling. Students' approaches to learning and studying 
have been linked both to the quality of their learning and to their academic achievement 
(Newble, Entwistle, Hejka, Jolly, & Whelan, 1988). The research on approaches to learning 
gives strong support to the view that successful learning outcomes are aligned to 'deep' and 
'deep achieving' approaches and that students can be taught to adopt these approaches. 

The concept of approaches to learning and studying has emerged from the work of many 
researchers (Biggs, 1987a; Marton & Saljo, 1976; Newble, et al., 1988; Ramsden, 1988; 
Svensson, 1977). An approach to learning can be viewed as a composite of motive and 
strategy where the students' motives drive the strategies employed. Students motivated to 
pass with minimum effort and satisfied to meet minimum standards are likely to target their 
learning to the bare essentials, reproducing information through rote learning on the whole. 
Such surface motives and strategies result in a 'surface' approach to learning (Biggs, 
1987b). Students who are intrinsically motivated in what is being learned search for meaning 
by reading widely and relating new material to previous knowledge to develop competence 
in their subjects. Such deep motives and strategies represent a 'deep' approach to learning. 
Students who are motivated to achieve high grades and seek ego enhancement are likely to 
organise their time, energy and resources efficiently; that is, to behave as 'model' students. 
Such students exhibit an 'achieving' approach to learning. 

School size 

Lee & Smith (1997) investigated the relationship between secondary school size and student 
learning in reading comprehension and mathematics. They identified the optimal size for 



both high and low SES schools as in the 600-900 enrolment range, although they found 
larger size effects for learning in mathematics (peaking in the range 900-1200) than in 
reading comprehension (peaking in the range 600-1200). Gains in learning were significantly 
reduced in schools with less than 300 students and with more than 2100 students. Their 
results favoured "moderate-sized high schools, neither so small that the curriculum students 
experience is inadequate nor so large that some students drop through the cracks in some 
schools to create socially stratified learning experiences" (p. 220). Lee & Smith were 
cautious about drawing a direct causal link between size of the school and the amount 
students learn. They suggested that "the effects on learning are probably indirect, mediated 
by their influence on basic features of the academic and social organization and functioning 
of schools" p. 219. Also, they hypothesised that school size influences other outcomes 
besides cognitive development, for instance, social relations, students' engagement with 
learning, self-esteem, sense of belonging, participation in extracurricular activities and 
leadership roles. The optimal size, they suspected, is likely to be quite different for other 
outcomes than those they tested. 

McKenzie (1993) reviewed the size distribution of Australian secondary schools identifying 
the smallest 25 percent of Australian secondary schools as enrolling fewer than 400 
students, and the largest 25 percent enrolling more than 900 students. "On this fairly 
arbitrary basis, therefore, a 'small' Australian secondary school could be defined as having 
fewer than 400 students and a 'large' school more than 900 students. At the extremes, only 
5 per cent of secondary schools have less than 150 students, and 5 percent enrol more than 
1200 students. Only a handful of Australian secondary schools approach the 2000 student 
mark" p.2. 

Retention 

It seems reasonable to assume that students who commit themselves to completing their 
secondary education will be more motivated and perform at higher levels of achievement. 
Some schools seem more successful than others in retaining students through to completion 
of Year 12. Early school achievement is known to influence students' participation in post 
compulsory schooling and completion of Year 12 (Williams, 1987). Ainley, Batten, and Miller 
(1984) concluded that students' feelings of success related to their work and general 
satisfaction with school influenced their intention to remain at school. The effects of school 
environment on students' continuation in schooling and beyond have not been as carefully 
researched. Schools that provide a relevant curriculum and a supportive climate would be 
expected to have higher retention rates. However, students' family background also 
contributes to their commitment to secondary education. Ainley and Sheret (1992) found that 
by middle secondary years, students have educational plans about the level to which they 
intend to continue at high school. Their study indicated that students' views about continued 
schooling beyond the post-compulsory years are strongly influenced by their parents. 

Performance outcomes 

Senior secondary education in South Australia provides a broadly based curriculum within a 
program of studies preparing students for community life or pathways to further education. 
The South Australian Certificate of Education (SACE) is the certification available to every 
student satisfactorily completing Years 11 and 12 through a formal assessment procedure 
controlled by the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA). We 
have reported elsewhere (Silins & Murray-Harvey, in press) that in South Australia the 
Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE) has provided a new framework 
to guide schools and explicate the purposes of senior secondary schooling; to support all 
students gaining skills, understandings and credentials to participate effectively in the 



workplace and the society of the future. Three outcomes of the senior years of schooling 
have been emphasised by DETE. Each student should have: 

• experienced success in the curriculum she or he has studied; 
• actively participated in the effective functioning of ethical and democratic 

relationships within the school community; 
• gained a nationally portable credential that provides possible entry into a number of 

post-school options. 

In this study, we employed a number of school performance measures that address these 
purposes of schooling. Schools permitted us to use students' SACE scores on all subjects to 
create a school index of academic performance for each of the participating schools. This 
provided the students' academic achievement dimension of school performance and an 
indicator of experienced success across the curriculum. 

We used information about numbers of students entering and completing SACE to create a 
SACE completion rate for each school and a SACE retention rate Year 8-12. Ainley & Sheret 
(1992) reported that retention to Year 11 is, in part, influenced by students' attitudes to 
school being favourable. Schools that achieve high retention rates of students beyond the 
compulsory years of schooling are more likely to be providing more satisfying school 
environments in terms of teacher-student relations, status, social integration, relevance and 
employment opportunities. Therefore, measures that indicate student involvement and 
commitment to completing their post-compulsory education would be related to the 
outcomes identified by DETE. 

We accessed information on the number of tertiary offers to university or colleges of 
technical and further education (TAFE) made to students in each school through the South 
Australian Tertiary Admissions Centre (SATAC) and calculated a tertiary offers success rate 
for each school. This represents the success of the school in providing post-school options 
for students completing SACE. 

Most school effectiveness research defines school performance using narrow academic 
achievement measures while advocating the need to characterise schools in terms of 
broader measures of school outcomes. By employing an extended range of outcome 
measures, this study represents a significant advance on the limitations in interpretation 
where only one or two subject grades are used to characterise school performance. 

The study reported in this paper extends earlier research that examined the relationship 
between indicators of quality schooling and school performance outcomes using path 
analysis (Silins & Murray-Harvey, 1995b). This study examines the relationship between 
school factors and student factors and the nature and strength of their influence on school 
outcomes using a broader range of measures that include school completion and retention. 

Method 

Sample 

Sammons (1996) pointed out that a major limitation of many studies of school effectiveness 
has been the narrow nature of the sample of schools used for the analyses (mostly inner city 
schools). This study employed an appropriately diverse sample of 30 senior secondary 
schools which was approximately a fifth of the total secondary schools in South Australia. 
Data were collected from approximately 900 students from Years 11 and 12. The 21 
Government, 6 Independent schools and 3 Catholic schools included: 2 all-boys, 3 all-girls 
and 25 coeducational; 27 metropolitan and 3 country schools. 



In each school, approximately 30 senior school students completed one of three 
questionnaires; the School and You Questionnaire (Ainley, 1990) providing information on 
students' attitudes to school, the Learning Process Questionnaire(Biggs, 1987) assessing 
students' deep, surface and achieving approaches to learning, or the Self Description 
Questionnaire-III (Marsh & O'Neill, 1984) measuring students' academic and non-academic 
self-concept. Additional information related to gender and SES was collected from the 
students responding to these questionnaires, including mother's and father's occupation and 
residential postcode. Information on school and senior school size and retention rates was 
provided by the school. 

Instruments 

School and You Student Questionnaire (Ainley, 1990) 

The School and You Questionnaire assesses students' attitudes to school life based on a 
model developed by Williams and Batten (1981) of the quality of life within schools from the 
perspective of students. Although, Ainley and Sheret (1992) found no association between 
school life scores and static measures of student achievement in secondary schools, Ainley 
(1995) found student attitudes to school and students' achievement growth were positively 
linked in the final years of secondary school. Relative achievement growth was calculated 
using students' Tertiary Entrance Scores in combination with school achievement in the 
middle secondary years. 

This 40 item attitude questionnaire provides information on seven domains of schooling 
(achievement, opportunity, status, social integration, teachers, negative affect and general 
satisfaction) to gauge students' attitudes to school for interpretation at three levels - 
individual items, sub scale scores, and overall attitudes. Students respond about their views 
of school indicating their agreement on a self-report 4-point Likert scale ranging from 
strongly agree (value 1) to strongly disagree (value 4). 

The Learning Process Questionnaire (Biggs, 1987) assesses 'deep', 'surface' and 'achieving' 
approaches to learning using a 36 item self-report questionnaire. This instrument consists of 
six subscale scores: Surface Motive and Surface Strategy, Deep Motive and Deep Strategy, 
and Achieving Motive and Achieving Strategy; three scale scores: Surface Approach, Deep 
Approach, and Achieving Approach; and one composite Deep-Achieving Approach score. 
Student responses indicate on a 5-point Likert scale whether the statement is "never or only 
true of me" (value of 1) ranging to "always or almost always true of me" (value of 5). 

Self Description Questionnaire-III (Marsh & O'Neill, 1984) contains 136 items measuring 
multiple dimensions of adolescent self-concept including specific intellectual, personal and 
social factors as well as a general self-concept factor (13 separate areas). The SDQIII 
assesses students' self-concept across multiple dimensions. Students respond to declarative 
sentences with one of eight responses: 1= Definitely False, 2= False, 3= Mostly False, 4= 
More False than True. 5= More True than False, 6= Mostly True, 7= True, 8= Definitely 
True. 

Criterion Measures 

Indices were calculated to represent the following measures of a school's performance: 

• Tertiary offers success rate index - calculated by dividing the number of tertiary offers 
to university or TAFE by the school's corresponding Year 12 cohort; 

• SACE retention rate to Year 12 index - calculated by dividing the number of SACE 
completers by the corresponding cohort numbers in Year 8; 



• SACE completion rate index - calculated by dividing the number of SACE completers 
by the number of full-time SACE entry; and, 

• Achievement school index - calculated by dividing the averaged aggregate of all 
subjects school score by the total number of students achieving the aggregated 
score. 

The School as the Unit of Analysis 

The focus of interest in this study was necessarily the school since the study examined 
school level factors associated with indicators of school performance. School characteristics 
such as school retention rates and SACE (certification) participation rates were included in 
this study. The SES, Self-concept, Attitude and Approach variables were drawn from the 
student data which were then aggregated to the school level. 

Our research interest in studying school effects reflects a view consistent with that put 
forward by Sammons (1996). Within any one school, most students experience a variety of 
teachers and teaching methods particularly in the secondary system. We would argue that 
any consistent effects on students over these years would reflect the explicit and implicit 
goals and ethos of the school. Sammons argues that being a member of a particular school 
over several years represents a significant influence in students' lives. Issues of parental and 
student choice arise at the school level as do decisions regarding policy, resources and 
programs. The school continues to be a well defined and logical unit of analysis for 
researching the nature of a variety of factors including the impact of student effects on 
educational outcomes. 

Path Model 

Eight latent variables were included in the model developed to test for the influence of the 
explanatory background variables on School Performance measured by the four 
performance indices and based on data from 30 senior secondary schools. 

Initial testing of a path model that involved Gender revealed that this variable made no 
explanatory contribution to any other variable in the model. For this reason, Gender was 
dropped from subsequent analyses and was replaced with the variables School Sector and 
Size to form the latent variable model of factors influencing senior secondary school 
performance described in this paper. 

Antecedent variables were SES, School Sector, and Size. The mediating variables were 
students' Self-concept, Attitude to school, Approach to learning and Retention. Table 1 
presents a description of the variables in the model. It should be noted that all variables are 
either school characteristics or aggregated to the school level. The criterion is a compilation 
of indices of school level outcomes based on the relevant cohort of students. Thus the 
model is specified at the school level and does not encounter problems of aggregation bias. 

Path Analysis 

The path model was tested using a latent variable partial least squares path analysis 
(PLSPATH) procedure (Sellin & Keeves, 1996). The initial design of the model was fully 
recursive wherein each variable was positioned as it was predicted to influence the 
succeeding variables in the model. The contextual factors (SES, Sector and Size) were 
hypothesised to influence the student factors Self-concept, Attitude and Approach. The 
student factors were depicted as mediating variables along with Retention by their 
placement between the antecedent external variables and the criterion variable, School 
Performance. 



Of the three variables included in the Sector construct (government, non-government and 
catholic) the path analysis procedure required elimination of the variable (dummy variable) 
that contributed least to explaining this construct. For this reason, in this model catholic 
schools were dropped from Sector. 

Analysis proceeded in two stages. First, the outer model was refined by successively 
deleting the manifest (direct measure) variables that did not contribute to explaining the 
corresponding latent variable. All measures that had a loading (in the same sense as a 
principal components analysis) of at least twice their standard error were retained. As a 
result, Self-concept is represented primarily by the academic self-concept variables with 
General Esteem and Relations with Parents variable also contributing to Self-concept. With 
regard to Attitude to School, the four variables that contributed to this construct were 
General Satisfaction, Social Integration and Opportunity to Succeed, reflecting the 
predominantly social/emotional dimensions of the construct, and Achievement loading more 
weakly. Approach to Learning in this model was represented by both Deep and Achieving 
Motive and Strategy variables which loaded strongly on the latent construct and by Surface 
Motive which contributed only weakly. 

Once the outer model was stable, the inner model was refined. Again, all paths were deleted 
where the path coefficient (equivalent to a regression coefficient) was less than twice its 
standard error. The final model presented in Table 2 shows the variables that exerted an 
effect on both the outcome variable and the other latent variables in the model. Direct, 
indirect and total effects are reported along with the jackknife standard errors and 
correlations. 

Results 

Four variables emerged as predictors of School Outcomes: SES, Retention, School Size 
and Attitude to School. SES emerged as a dominant factor in terms of its total effect on 
School Outcomes. The following effects are reported in Table 2. 

SES exerted a strong (p=-0.51) direct and moderate (i=-0.22) indirect effect (through 
Retention) resulting in a dominant total effect (t=-0.73) on School Outcomes. The negative 
sign is a result of the reverse coding of SES, as reported in Table 1. Thus higher SES is 
associated with superior School Outcomes. SES is strongly associated with School Sector 
(p=-0.51) indicating that students with higher socio-economic backgrounds are more likely to 
attend nongovernment schools. SES is strongly associated with School Size (p=-0.67) 
indicating that the larger schools (government schools) attract parents of higher socio-
economic background. However, this effect is moderated by the indirect effect of SES 
through School Sector (i=0.32) indicating that parents of higher socio-economic background 
choose independent schools (which are more moderate in size). SES is a strong indirect 
predictor of Retention (i=-0.46) indicating that the students from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds in independent and larger government schools tend to stay on in the senior 
years. The strong influence of SES on Self-concept (p=0.46) indicates that the students from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds report a lower Self-concept (defined by General 
Academic, General Esteem and Relations with Parents). 

Retention was the second strongest predictor of School Outcomes shown by the clearly 
positive, direct effect of a school's ability to hold its students in the senior years on the 
school's enhanced performance outcomes (p=0.49). School Size indicated a moderate, 
indirect effect on School Outcomes (i=0.30) indicating the success of the larger schools in 
retaining students and enhancing Outcomes. 



The combined effect of variables in this model explained 79 per cent of the variance of 
School Outcomes. The large amount of variance explained and the stability of the outcome 
measure reflected by the high Q2 (0.73) indicates a well defined model. 

Student effects 

Student effects in the model were defined by three variables: Self-concept, Attitude to 
School and Approach to Learning. In the final model, Self-concept was defined strongly by 
the dimensions of Maths, General Academic, General Esteem, Parent Relations and weakly 
by the Verbal dimension. Self-concept did not mediate the influence of SES nor contribute 
as a predictor to any other variable in the model. 

Attitude to School was defined strongly by Opportunity for Success, Satisfaction, Social 
integration and weakly by Achievement. Attitude had a strong effect on Approach to 
Learning (p=-0.46) indicating that more positive views of school life support deep and 
achieving approaches to learning. Attitude had a weak (p=0.15), direct effect on Outcomes 
depicting an association between poorer school performance and views of school in terms of 
the social/emotional experience it provides. 

Discussion 

It has proved difficult to direct research effort and resources to broaden the criteria against 
which school performance is assessed in line with the quality schooling and purposes of 
schools debate. However, Sammons' (1996) recent review of the aims and goals of school 
effectiveness, and definitions of effectiveness, makes it clear that any research in this area 
must begin with careful consideration of the outcomes that are being promoted, over what 
time period and for whom? By continuing to use narrow measures of school performance in 
school effectiveness research a message is sent out that perpetuates the schism between 
the espoused goals of schooling and those that are used to evaluate school performance for 
the purposes of policy formation, distribution of resources and parental choice. The findings 
of this study show that there are a range of school outcome measures able to reflect a 
school's performance. Subject achievement is one indicator. However, there are three other, 
more important outcomes for schools that emerge from this research - SACE retention, 
SACE completion, and success in securing a higher education placement, that give weight 
to the argument for a need to broaden the current, rather narrow view of school performance 
as subject achievement. 

Schools are accountable to students, parents and, more widely, to the community. 
Communities have a right to know how their schools are performing. Academic performance 
is one aspect of a school's performance that can be measured. There are other aspects, 
however, that the community identifies as desired outcomes of "good" schools. These 
outcomes have to do with the role of the schools in promoting social, emotional and physical 
development and well being of our youth alongside their intellectual development. In today's 
South Australian senior secondary schools, to what extent do student effects such as 
academic self-concept, attitude to school and approach to learning contribute to 
differentiating between schools? 

The results of this study define the nature and strength of the relationships between the 
variables included in the model and provide an answer to this question. Student effects 
played a subordinate role to the influence of family background and school retention in 
promoting commitment and completion of post-compulsory schooling, gaining an entry into 
post-school options and achieving academically. Our results support Ainley & Sheret's 
(1992) findings of no association between socioeconomic background and views of school 



life. It can be concluded that equal satisfaction with school life is expressed by students from 
across the socio-economic spectrum. 

Student attitudes to school proved to be weakly and inversely associated with school 
outcomes. Positive school attitudes are not necessarily associated with school achievement 
(Ainley & Sheret, 1992). Students can find schools a satisfying experience regardless of 
their achievement levels or commitment to completing their schooling. Students achieving at 
lower levels can find school satisfying in terms of social engagement and relevance of the 
work they undertake. Perhaps students who place a value on the social interaction aspect of 
school may have less time for, and be less inclined towards academic pursuits. 

In a report by Ainley (1994) of the results of a study of 22 government secondary schools 
where students' attitudes to school, approaches to learning and achievement growth were 
tested as indicators of school performance, he found modest and positive associations 
between achievement growth, attitudes to school and schoolholding power, and a strong link 
between adopting deep approaches to learning and positive attitudes to school. Findings of 
this study also indicated a strong association between positive attitudes to school and the 
use of achieving and deep approaches to learning. However, at the senior secondary level, 
there was no association between approaches to learning and school outcomes when 
controlling for school sector and size. 

Student self-concept did not emerge as an influential factor on any of the variables in our 
model. The relationship between socio-economic background and students' self-concept 
was strong and inverse, indicating that the students coming from higher socio-economic 
backgrounds reported lower academic self-concepts, lower general self-esteem and less 
positive parent relations. Conversely, students from lower socio-economic family 
backgrounds indicated stronger self-concepts. This result may be a characteristic of the 
pressures that higher SES families place on senior students to succeed. However, although 
puzzling, interpretation is not critical to our model since self-concept is not related to any 
mediating or outcome variables. 

Our model clearly indicates that independent schools (around 600 enrolments) and the 
larger government schools (around 900 enrolments) are successful at retaining students at 
post-compulsory levels and maintaining commitment to completion and academic success. 
The results of our study and the literature supports our view that size itself is not the critical 
factor enhancing retention or academic outcomes in South Australian secondary schools. 
Both types of school, it should be noted, would be categorised by Lee & Smith (1997) as 
moderate sized schools and therefore in the optimal range for academic success. Our 
results support the argument that the effects of size are mediated by their influence on the 
academic and social functioning of the school. The larger government schools attract more 
resources and provide a wider range of subject choice than their smaller sized counterparts, 
making them more competitive with independent schools. The generally smaller sizes of the 
independent schools create an environment that promotes positive social relations (Lee, 
Bryk, & Smith, 1993) which, in their turn, would impact positively on retention rates. 

Evidence from this research continues to support the effectiveness movement's basic tenets 
succinctly summarised by Reynolds and Creemers (1990) that "schools matter, that schools 
do have major effects upon children's development and that, to put it simply, schools do 
make a difference" p. 1. This statement needs to be tempered by the clear and powerful 
influence of family background factors that prevail in our society. Parents' decisions about 
the schools their children attend and the cultural capital they provide through their own life 
experiences are a significant force in shaping the educational outcomes of their children. 

 



Table 1 

Description of Variables in the Model of Factors Influencing Senior Secondary School 

Performance Outcomes 

Variables PLS 
Loadings 

Variables PLS Loadings 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS  ATTITUDE TO SCHOOL 

  

 

  (Ainley, 1990). Higher rating = 
more positive attitude. 

 

Father's occupation .94 (.03) General satisfaction .89 (.04) 

Mother's occupation 

1= Professional to 8= student 

.93 (.02) Teacher support 

Status 

* 

* 

Suburb (parents' residence). 

1= high status to 31= low 
status 

.78 (.07) Social Integration 

Opportunity for success 

.78 (.06) 

.92 (.02) 

  Achievement .74 (.09) 

  Negative affect 

  

* 

SCHOOL SECTOR  APPROACH TO LEARNING 

  

 

  (Biggs, 1987). Higher rating 
indicates greater use of the 
approach 

 

Independent school (code=0) .94 (.03) Surface motive .42 (.17) 

Government school (code=1)   

-.94 (.04) 

Surface strategy 

Deep motive 

Deep strategy 

* 

.89 (.04) 

.85 (.10) 

Catholic school 

(coded as the dummy 
variable) 

 Achieving motive 

Achieving strategy 

  

.85 (.06) 

.89 (.04) 

SCHOOL SIZE 

  

 RETENTION  



Size of School (Years 8 to 12) .98 (.01) School retention rate index 

(Year 8 to 12) 

.97 (.02) 

    Size of Senior School 

(Yrs 11 & 12) 

.99 (.01) SACE participation rate index 

(Year 8 to SACE Stage 1 entry 

  

.97 (.02) 

SELF-CONCEPT  SCHOOL OUTCOMES 

  

 

(Marsh & O'Neill, 1984). 
(higher rating=more positive 
self-concept 

 SACE retention rate index 
(Stage 1 to Stage 2 
approximates Yr 11 - Yr 12) 

.93 (03) 

Maths .81 (.14)   

Verbal .55 (.27) SACE completion rate index .90 (.02) 

General academic .67 (.21)   

Problem Solving 

Physical Appearance 

* 

* 

Higher education entry 
success 

rate index (SATAC) 

.95 (.02) 

Peer relations (same sex) *   

Relations with parents 

Spiritual values 

Honesty/Trust 

.74 (.18) 

* 

* 

All Subjects achievement 
index (SACE school level 
aggregated scores) 

.87 (.04) 

Emotional stability *   

General Esteem .71 (.06) 

  

  

Note: SACE: South Australian Certificate of Education 

SATAC: South Australian Tertiary Admissions Centre 

* Loadings < twice their standard error not reported. Standard errors in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 



Direct, Total, Indirect Effects and Correlations (r) of Latent Variables Influencing Senior 

Secondary School Performance Outcomes 

Latent Variable Direct 

Effect 

(p) 

Jkn SE Indirect 

Effect 

(i) 

Total 

Effect 

(t) 

r 

Sector 

SES 

R2 = .26 (Q2 = .16) 

  

  

-.51 

  

  

.12 

   

  

-.51 

  

  

-.51 

School Size 

SES 

Sector 

R2 = .41 (Q2 = .31) 

  

  

-.67 

-.62 

  

  

.19 

.14 

  

  

.32 

- 

  

  

-.35 

-.62 

  

  

-.35 

-.28 

Self Concept 

SES 

R2 = .21 (Q2 = .03) 

  

  

.46 

  

  

.16 

  

  

- 

  

  

.46 

  

  

.46 

Approach to Learning 

Attitude to School 

R2 = .21 (Q2 = .11) 

  

  

-.46 

  

  

.14 

  

  

- 

  

  

-.46 

  

  

-.46 

School Retention 

SES 

School Sector 

School Size 

R2 = .44 (Q2 = .13) 

  

  

- 

.47 

.62 

  

  

  

.21 

.31 

  

  

-.46 

-.38 

- 

  

  

-.46 

.08 

.61 

  

  

-.46 

.29 

.49 

Performance Outcomes 

SES 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



School Size 

Attitude to School 

School Retention 

R2 = .79 (Q2 = .73) 

-.51 

- 

.15 

.49 

.08 

  

.07 

.18 

-.22 

.30 

- 

- 

-.73 

.30 

.15 

.49 

-.76 

.39 

.26 

.73 

 

References 

Ainley, J. (1995,September). Students' views of their schools. Unicorn, 21(3), 
5-16. 

Ainley, J., Batten, M., & Miller, H. (1984). Staying at high school in 
Victoria (ACER Research Monograph No.23) . Hawthorn, Victoria. 

Ainley, J., Foreman, J., & Sheret, M. (1991). High school factors that 
influence students to remain in school.Journal of Educational Research, 85, 
69-80. 

Biggs, J. B. (1987). Student approaches to learning and studying. Hawthorn, 
Victoria: Australian Council for Education Research. 

Hallinger, P., & Murphy, J.F. (1986). The social context of effective 
schools. American Journal of Education, 94, 328-355. 

Lee, V.E., & Smith, J.B. (1997). High school size: Which works best and for 
whom? Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 19(3), 205-227. 

Lee, V.E., Bryk, A.S. & Smith, J.B. (1993). The organisation of effective 
secondary schools. In L. Darling-Hammond (Ed.), Review of research in 
education 19. (pp.171-267). Washington, DC: American Educational 
Research Association. 

Marsh, H. W. (1990a). Causal ordering of academic self-concept and 
academic achievement: a multiwave, longitudinal panel analysis. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 82(4), 646-656. 

Marsh, H. W. (1990b). Self Description Questionnaire (SDQ) III: A theoretical 
and empirical basis for the measurement of multiple dimensions of late 
adolescent self-concept: An interim test manual and a research monograph. 
The University of Western Sydney, Macarthur: Australia. 

Marton, F., & Saljo, R. (1976). On qualitative differences in learning. I: 
Outcome and process. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 46, 4-11. 

McGaw, B., Piper, K., Banks, D., & Evans, B. (1992). Making schools more 
effective. Report of the Australian Effective Schools Project. Hawthorn, Vic: 
Australian Council for Educational Research. 



Mortimore (1992). Issues in school effectiveness. In D. Reynolds and P. 
Cuttance (Eds.), School Effectiveness: Research Policy and 
Practice. London: Cassell. 

McKenzie, P. (1993). Scale economies in Australian secondary schools. 
Unpublished paper presented at the Conference of Economists, Murdoch 
University, 27 September to 1 October. 

Newble, D. I., Entwistle, N. J., Hejka, E. J., Jolly, B. C., & Whelan, G. (1988). 
Towards the identification of student learning problems: the development of a 
diagnostic inventory. Medical Education, 22, 518-526. 

Ramsden, P. (1988). Context and strategy: Situational influences on learning. 
In R. R. Schmeck (Ed.),Learning strategies and learning styles New York: 
Plenum Press. 

Reynolds, D. (1992). A review of achievements and limitations in British 
school effectiveness research. ERIC Document No. ED344304 

Reynolds, D., & Creemers, B. (1990). School effectiveness and school 
improvement: A mission statement.School Effectiveness and School 
Improvement, 1, 1-3. 

Sammons, P. (1996). Complexities in the judgement of school 
effectiveness. Educational Research and Evaluation, 2, 113-149. 

Schmeck, R. R., Geisler-Brenstein, E., & Cercy, S. P. (1991). Self-concept 
and learning: The revised inventory of learning processes. Educational 
Psychology, 11, 343-362. 

Silins, H.C. & Murray-Harvey, R. (1995a). Quality schooling versus school 
performance: What do students and teachers think? Resources in 
Education. ERIC Clearinghouse on Teaching and Teacher Education, ED 
385-531. 

Silins, H.C. & Murray-Harvey, R. (1995b). Quality schooling: The contribution 
of alternative indicators to redefining school performance. Paper presented at 
the 25th Anniversary AARE Conference, Hobart, Tasmania. 

Silins, H.C. & Murray-Harvey, R. (in press). What makes a good 
school? Journal of Educational Administration.. 

Stoll, L. & Fink, D. (1996). Changing our schools. Lining school effectiveness 
and school improvement. Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Svensson, L. (1977). On qualitative differences in learning. III: Study skills 
and learning. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 47, 233-243. 

Williams, T.H. (1987). Participation in education (ACER Research Monograph 
No. 30). Hawthorn, Victoria. 

 


