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This study extended earlier research into religious orientation and locus of control of church 
congregations in the United States to an open enrolment Christian school in Sydney, 
Australia. Relationships of the former with the perceived influence of the school on religious 
beliefs, the extent of ‘feeling near to God at school’ and the socioeconomic status of 
students were explored. Results suggested that the perceived influence of the school and 
the sense of feeling close to God at school were the strongest predictors of intrinsic 
orientation. 

 

  



Introduction 

Religious orientation has been defined as the extent to which a person lives out his/her 
religious beliefs (Allport & Ross, 1967). A person with a strong internal religious orientation 
tends to seek to live day to day life according to her/his religion. On the other hand, a person 
with a strong extrinsic religious orientation may be more influenced by other social forces 
and tend to participate in religious activities to meet personal needs, for example, social 
affiliation, or for personal advantage (Allport, & Ross, 1967). Allport’s original 
conceptualisation of religious orientation combined religious beliefs, behaviours and 
motivation (Allport, 1966). More recently, some writers (e.g., Fulton, Gorsuch, & Maynard, 
1999; Gorsuch, 1994; Gorsuch & McPherson, 1989; Gorsuch, Mylvaganam, Gorsuch & 
Johnson, 1997) have argued that motivation is the most appropriate rubric under which to 
place religious orientation. 

The religious orientation scale developed by Allport (1966) measures the degree to which a 
person’s religious beliefs and values are internalised and practised. Although the scale was 
originally conceptualised and developed to represent a continuum, Allport & Ross (1967) 
suggested the reformulation of the scale into two distinct intrinsic and extrinsic religious 
orientation subscales. The measure has shown itself to be useful and has had considerable 
impact on the empirical study of the psychology of religion (Kirkpatrick & Hood, 1990). 
However, more recent studies have consistently distinguished different forms of extrinsic 
orientation, namely, extrinsic social (Es) and extrinsic personal (Ep). The former relates to 
religion meeting an individual's social needs, eg., meeting friends at church, and the latter 
relates to meeting personal needs, eg., comfort which accompanies prayer (Fulton, Gorsuch 
& Maynard, 1999; Gorsuch & McPherson, 1989; Socha, 1999). 

The locus of control construct describes an individual’s generalised belief about the extent to 
which life outcomes depend upon the individual’s behaviours (internal) or are contingent 
upon powerful others or luck (external); locus of control is generally measured on a 
continuum from internal to external (Lefcourt, 1982). 

Whilst, arguably, parents are generally the source of greatest influence upon a child’s locus 
of control (Lefcourt, 1982; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982), school experiences may also 
be expected to have an impact (Graham, 1991; Parsons, Kaczala & Meece, 1982). 
Research has suggested that although locus of control is relatively stable, it is changeable 
(Bar-Tal & Bar-Zohar 1977; DeCharms, 1972; Graham, 1997; Heller & Zieler, 1996; 
Lefcourt, 1982; Phares, 1976; Smith-Sebasto, 1995). In general, locus of control is an 
important construct, worthy of investigation in the myriad of educational contexts. 

Earlier studies involving religious orientation and locus of control 

Arguably, Strickland & Shaffer (1971) conducted the first substantial investigation of the 
relationship between religious orientation and locus of control. The sample for that study was 
drawn from two large Presbyterian churches in the Atlanta region of the United States. One 
church was considered socially and religiously conservative and the other, socially and 
religiously liberal. Strickland & Shaffer (1971) found that locus of control, measured as 
extent of externality, and internal religious orientation were modestly, but significantly, 
negatively correlated (r= -.30). Results of this study suggested that people in the sample for 
whom religion tended to be very meaningful also tended to believe that what occurred in 
their life tended to be contingent upon their own actions. The study also suggested that older 
persons tended to have a stronger internal religious orientation than younger persons; 
females generally tended to have a higher internal religious orientation than males, and 
persons with a higher level of education generally had a stronger internal orientation than 
less well-educated (Strickland & Shaffer, 1971). 



In a more recent study, Jackson & Coursey (1988) used a sample drawn from a Baptist 
Church in Washington DC, with a congregation of African Americans. The subjects in the 
sample ranged from 18 to 68 years, and all were church members with at least a sixth grade 
education. The results suggested that persons assessed as generally having an internal 
religious orientation generally tended to also have an internal locus of control (Jackson & 
Coursey, 1988). 

Pargament, Steele, & Tyler (1979) found similar results in their study of subjects from four 
conservative Jewish synagogues, four mainstream Protestant churches and four Roman 
Catholic churches in suburban middle class areas in the outskirts of Washington DC. 

In another study by McIntosh, Kojetin & Spilka (1985), involving students enrolled in an 
introductory psychology course at the University of Denver, no significant correlation was 
found between locus of control and religious orientation. However, it is possible that this 
result may have been due to the use of an instrument specifically designed for people with 
some form of religious involvement, with a sample of subjects not representative of the 
latter. 

Overall, results of these earlier studies suggest that, for religious persons, internal religious 
orientation is generally negatively associated with locus of control (Jackson & Coursey, 
1988; Pargament et. al., 1979; Strickland & Shaffer, 1971). 

Intuitively, one might expect that persons with a more extrinsic religious orientation would 
also tend to have a more internal locus of control, as the former may be expected to involve 
the acknowledgement of a highly significant external power. However, as concluded by 
Strickland & Shaffer (1971), "...those persons who actively use their religious beliefs as 
bases on which to make decisions in their personal life… would be expected to be persons 
who believe that what happens to them is under their personal control" (p. 367). 

This study 

An Open Enrolment Christian school is a school that seeks to have a well-developed, strong 
ethos based on Christian principles, open to all, regardless of religious affiliation and non-
affiliation. 

The study described here extends earlier studies of the relationship between religious 
orientation and locus of control, which have tended to focus on church congregations, to an 
Australian open enrolment Christian school. Additionally, it should be stressed that this study 
did not seek only to replicate results previously found with church congregations. Since one 
of the principal purposes of any open enrolment Christian school is to promote a positive 
attitude towards Christian beliefs, a major purpose of the study was to explore relationships 
between pertinent beliefs and other variables. Parental socio-economic status was also 
included to investigate Strickland & Shaffer’s (1971) proposition that level of education was a 
mediating variable. 

  

The hypotheses that guided this study were: 

(1) intrinsic religious orientation will be negatively correlated with locus of 
control; 

(2) perceived religious influence of the school will be positively related to 
students’ intrinsic religious orientation; 



(3) perceived religious influence of the school will be positively related to 
students’ extrinsic religious orientation. 

Methods 

This paper is based on the secondary analysis of data. The high school student body of an 
open enrolment Christian school in Sydney, Australia, was the population selected for this 
study. A total of 439 high school students in grades 7 to 12 completed a questionnaire that 
was administered by teachers to class groups according to strict guidelines. The latter 
included instructions emphasising that the students were not sitting for a test. Data were 
only gathered from students who were in attendance at the time of the single administration 
of the questionnaire. The returned forms were scrutinised and fifty one forms (11.6%) which 
did not appear to have been completed appropriately, eg., largely incomplete, were excluded 
from the analysis. The subjects in this study ranged in age from 12 to 18 years, with a mean 
of 14.5 years and 50.8% were male and 49.2% female. 

The first section of the questionnaire sought some demographic information. Parental 
occupation was used as an indicator of each student’s socioeconomic status. A traditional 
approach of using the father’s occupation was employed. However, when the father’s 
occupation was not reported, the mother’s occupation was used when available. This is 
becoming an established method for determining socioeconomic status (Ainley and Long, 
1995). The occupational information was coded according to the Australian Standard 
Classification of Occupation (ASCO) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1990), then converted 
to a socioeconomic status score using the ANU-3 status scale (Jones, 1989) which is 
reported as the most commonly used socioeconomic status scale in Australian research 
(Graetz, 1995). 

The second section of the questionnaire contained two items asking students to indicate the 
extent to which they agreed with the statements: "Attending this school has positively 
influenced my religious beliefs" and "I feel close to God at school". Each statement was 
responded to using a five point Likert-type scale, ranging from "strongly disagree" to 
"strongly agree". 

The third section of the questionnaire consisted of the Nowicki-Strickland Children’s Internal-
External Control Scale (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973), which is a forced-choice measure with 
40 questions answered by circling either yes or no. This scale was selected as it was 
considered likely to be appropriate for school age children. Unfortunately, for this secondary 
analysis, locus of control was only available as a single indicator. 

The fourth section consisted of the 20-item Age Universal I-E Scale, developed by Gorsuch 
& Venable (1983), and adapted from the scale developed by Allport and Ross (1967), to 
measure internal and external religious orientation as described earlier. For 19 of the items, 
students responded on a five point Likert-type scale, ranging from "strongly disagree" to 
"strongly agree". One item: "I would prefer to go to church" had choices: a few times a year, 
once every month or two, two or three times a month, about once a week and more than 
once a week. Although included in the questionnaire, this item was isolated in the analysis 
as it related more directly to behavior than motivation. The Age Universal I-E Scale has been 
reported as having alpha reliability coefficients as high as those in the original scale (intrinsic 
and extrinsic subscale alphas of .66 and .73 respectively) and has the important advantage 
of being suitable for high school age students (Gorsuch & Venable, 1983). Also, as there 
has been criticism that the original Allport and Ross (1967) scales combined belief, 
behaviour and motivation (Gorsuch, 1994; 1984) this modified version was deemed the most 
appropriate for the purpose of the study and the ages of the students. 



Results and discussion 

Not all students completed all items. Listwise deletion was employed in the analysis. 

Principal components analysis of religious orientation items 

Given the novel context of the study, and that earlier factor analyses of the orientation items 
were exploratory, initially, a principal components analysis with varimax rotation was 
employed. A four factor solution was generated and is shown in Table 1 with Cronbach 
alphas. The eigenvalues were 5.9, 2.6, 1.7 and 1.1, accounting for 29.3%, 12.8%, 8.6% and 
5.3% of the variance respectively. The factors were namedIntrinsic Religious Orientation (I), 
Intrinsic (reversed) Religious Orientation (Ir), Extrinsic Social Religious Orientation (Es) and 
Extrinsic Personal Religious Orientation (Ep). These are consistent with dimensions found in 
other studies, (eg., Gorsuch et al., 1997). 

I is related to the centrality of religion in a person’s life and is consistent with the original 
conceptualisation of intrinsic religious orientation. Contrarily, Ir is concerned with not 
allowing religious beliefs to affect daily life, ignoring religious beliefs because of what people 
may think, and praying because to do so has been taught. A person with primarily 
an Ir orientation may hold religious beliefs, but they are not central to the way life is lived. Es 
is concerned with motivation to attend religious services to pursue social goals. Ep is 
concerned with finding comfort in prayers for peace, happiness, relief, and protection. 
However, it is clear that religious orientation is multivariate in nature (Gorsuch et al., 1997) 
and for any individual, each of the above could be relevant in varying degrees. 

Measurement and path models 

Whilst the principal components analysis replicated factor structure obtained in previous 
studies (Gorsuch et al., 1997), it was decided to submit the religious orientation items to 
more demanding confirmatory factor analysis and attempt to develop a path model to 
investigate relationships among variables. 

Although the Weighted Least Squares Method, using the asymptotic covariance matrix 
estimated from the polychoric correlation matrix, is generally preferred with ordinal data, this 
was not possible, given the modest sample size. Consequently, after normalising the 
religious orientation items, Maximum Likelihood (Joreskog and Sorbom,1996) was used to fit 
them to the model generated by the principal components analysis using the covariance 
matrix. This model had a relatively poor fit (for example, GFI = .82) and a number of items 
with low reliability. The fit of a competing two factor intrinsic - extrinsic model was inferior (for 
example, GFI = .66). Consequently, in exploratory mode the congeneric models were 
investigated. The final measurement model (GFI = .92; AGFI = .87) consisted of two 
factors: I and Ep. Each of the other measures consisted of single indicators, and 

Table 1. Factor groupings of religious orientation items with factor loadings and (rounded) 
percentages of student responses in the two positive extremes. 

  Loading Percentage 
Factor 1: I (alpha = .88)     
I enjoy reading about my religion. .77 42.8 
My whole approach to life is based on my religion. .74 29.4 
My religion is important because it answers many questions 
about the meaning of life. 

.68 52.9 



It is important for me to spend time in private thought and 
prayer. 

.67 60.5 

I would rather join a bible study group than a church social 
group. 

.66 20.9 

I have often had a strong sense of God’s presence. .66 47.3 
I try hard to live all my life according to my religious beliefs. .66 49.9 
Prayers I say when I’m alone are as important to me as those 
I say in church. 

.48 63.7 

Factor 2: Ir (alpha = .63) 
Although I am religious, I don’t let it affect my daily life. .63 20.3 
Sometimes I have to ignore my religious beliefs because of 
what people might think of me. 

.62 14.2 

I pray mainly because I have been taught to pray. .58 10.7 
It doesn’t much matter what I believe so long as I am good. .53 9.9 
Although I believe in my religion, many other things are more 
important in life. 

.51 34.8 

Factor 3: Es (alpha = .72)   
I go to church mostly to spend time with my friends. .84 9.5 
I go to church mainly because I enjoy seeing people I know 
there. 

.83 10.8 

I go to church because it helps me to make friends. .62 11.6 
Factor 4: Ep (alpha = .61)     
Prayer is for peace and happiness. .77 42.2 
I pray mainly to gain relief and protection. .69 37.8 
What religion offers me most is comfort in times of trouble 
and sorrow. 

.63 46.1 

following Joreskog and Sorbom (1989), reliabilities were set at .85. That is it was decided 
that setting error variance somewhat arbitrarily at .15 was better than assuming no error 
term at all. 

The details of the first path model posited are shown in Figure 1. There was a number of 
non-significant paths. In the context of the study, it is notable that there was no significant 
path from Socio-economic status, and no direct effect of School influence on I. Although it 
did not achieve any substantial improvement in fit, these non-significant paths were 
eliminated. The final model with fit statistics is shown in Figure 2. 

The Nowicki-Strickland locus of control measure was scored internal-low to external-high. 
The hypothesised relationship between locus of control is evident. The more external the 
locus of control, the less intrinsic the religious orientation, and vice versa. This supports 
hypothesis 1 and is consistent with earlier studies (Jackson & Coursey, 1988; Pargament et. 
al., 1979; Strickland & Shaffer, 1971). It is also interesting that the model suggests a positive 
relationship of locus of control with Ep which in turn is positively related with I. The positive 
relationship of Iwith Ep is consistent with the view that some forms of extrinsic motivation are 
not "totally extrinsic", but play a part in the introjection and identification process, ultimately 
being internalised to approximate intrinsic motivation Ryan & Deci (2000). As depicted in this 
model, School influence does not have a direct effect on I, but does so indirectly through Ep. 



The latter provides support for hypothesis 3. This again is consistent with the notion of 
introjection, the process of incorporation of the school’s religious values into the self 
schema. School influence also has a significant effect on I through Feeling close to God at 
school. Hence, although there is no direct path to I, there is evidence to support hypothesis 
2. 

Limitations of the study 

This study has a number of limitations that should be spelled out. First, as data were 
gathered in a single open enrolment Christian school, the results are not generalisable 
beyond that school. Second, the variables School influence and Close to God at school were 
measured using single items. Third, as the data were only available in a secondary form, the 
locus of control measure was also a composite. Fourth, although the fit statistics of the path 
model are arguably acceptable, given the sample size, they are not outstanding. Moreover, 
these were cross-sectional data and although the language of structural equation modelling 
tends to be causal, we may not infer causality. In fact, the final model is one of a number of 
possible models. 

Conclusions 

The open enrolment Christian school that provided the context of this study exists primarily 
to provide an education embedded in Christian values. Essentially, religion is the primary 
focus of the school and its culture. Although the study here has clear limitations, it does 
provide some insights into the religious motivation of the school’s students. There is 
evidence to support the view that, in terms of religion, this school has been generally 
successful in influencing its students. The relationship between extrinsic (personal) 
orientation and intrinsic orientation reinforces the view that religious motivation should not be 
conceptualised as lying on a continuum between extrinsic and intrinsic, but rather as a 
combination of distinct motivations. Moreover, that the relationship is positive suggests that 
extrinsic (personal) religious orientation does not undermine intrinsic religious orientation. 
Although speculative, the indirect paths from School influence to I in the model, particularly 
throughFeeling close to God at School, suggests that the religious culture of this school may 
be the most potent agent in the influence process. However, this needs to be empirically 
tested. As was pointed out earlier, this study has a number of limitations. However, it does 
provide some impetus for future investigation with a larger, random sample of religious-
oriented schools, perhaps employing multilevel statistical techniques, and qualitative 
evaluation of religious culture within the schools. 

  

  

 

  

  

 

 

 



Fit statistics: 

c 2 = 218.2 df = 66, p < .01 

c 2/df = 3.3 

GFI = .90 

AGFI = .84 

RMSEA = .09 

NFI = .87 

PNFI = .87 

RMR = .21 

PGFI = .56 

Figure 1. Standardised, initial path model (n=278) 

 

  

  

  

Fit statistics: 

c 2 = 223.3 df = 72, p < .01 

c 2/df = 3.1 

GFI = .90 

AGFI = .85 

RMSEA = .09 

NFI = .87 

PNFI = .69 

RMR = .24 

PGFI = .62 

Figure 2. Standardised final path model (n=278) 
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