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This paper reports on outcomes of a pilot study implemented 
to assess items to be used in a large study of retention in 
Tasmanian state schools. Ninety-four students in Years 5 and 
9/10 completed a survey devised to measure various categories 
of issues associated with students’ decisions to remain in 
school after Year 10. Similarities were found between the two 
year levels in relation to aspirations of students, parents and 
teachers, but differences were found in relation to topics 
related to the school environment. As well, some differences 
were found associated with absence from school. The outcomes 
of the pilot study served as preliminary benchmarks for the 
larger study.

The issues associated with retention of school 
students beyond Year 10 have been canvassed for 
many years and are well known. International 
and national research has considered the issues 
and potential solutions from the perspectives 
of rurality (e.g. Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman 
2002), the home environment (e.g. Rowe & 
Savelsberg 2010), the influence of friends 
(e.g. Ream & Rumberger 2008), communities 
(e.g. Broadbent & Papadopolous 2010), low 
socio-economic status (e.g. Abbott-Chapman 
2011), disability (e.g. Blackorby & Wagner 
1996) and aboriginality (e.g. Lamb et al. 2004). 
Absenteeism has also been considered; for 
example, Barrington and Hendricks’s (1989) 

study of 107 students from two American schools 
reported that rates of absenteeism and negative 
teacher comments were significantly higher 
for students who did not complete high school 
than for those who successfully completed it. 
Cavanagh and Waugh (2004) also reported the 
importance of student, parent and teacher 
relationships on learning outcomes. The 
influence of parental and family relationships 
extends beyond the educational partnership. 
Relocation during high school years requiring 
students to attend different schools can affect 
their post-school transitions (Rowe & Savelsberg 
2010). Students in remote areas who need 
to travel long distances or relocate to attend 
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higher educational institutions face additional 
barriers such as emotional issues and lack of 
support from family and friends (Kilpatrick 
& Abbott-Chapman 2002). Low parental 
educational aspirations (Buddelmeyer, Hanel 
& Polidano 2011) and parental backgrounds 
(Schnabel et al. 2002) can also strongly 
influence students’ educational decisions.

Students’ decisions are influenced by how 
they perceive their future: some aspire to a 
traditional path of graduation and a secure 
career, some focus only on their immediate 
future, while others consider life as constantly 
changing (Brannen & Nilsen 2002). In addition, 
life choices such as remaining at school beyond 
the compulsory years are becoming more 
individual as traditional social influences 
such as gender and social class provide less 
structure (Small, Pawson & Raghavan 2003). 
Small, Pawson and Raghavan (2003) suggest, 
however, that “choice implies capacity and 
opportunity as well as will” (p.160). Parents 
may influence students’ educational choices, 
especially when such choices are required to be 
made early in school life (Schnabel et al. 2002).

Despite many efforts at improving the situation 
in Australia (e.g. Lamb & Rice 2008), particular 
states and territories, such as Tasmania, 
continue to struggle at the bottom of retention 
rates across the country (Tasmanian Council 
of Social Services 2007). Acknowledging the 
continuing difficulties for the Tasmanian 
environment, a three-year Linkage project 
has been awarded by the Australian Research 
Council (ARC) to partners Faculty of Education, 
University of Tasmania, and the Department 
of Education Tasmania. This wide-ranging 
research project will investigate factors that 
influence students’ decisions to continue their 
schooling, organisational issues in schools 
contributing to an ethos of retention, and 
key interventions (at school, at home, in the 
community and with new technologies) that 

encourage retention. Recommendations will 
then be made to relevant stakeholders in 
regard to the implementation and evaluation 
of interventions both locally and nationally.

As part of the study of issues influencing 
students’ decisions to remain at school, a 
survey was developed at the beginning of 
the project (2012) to provide benchmarks 
for the following three years of change. This 
survey was developed on the basis of other 
research and for the Tasmanian environment. 
Early in 2012, the pilot survey was trialled for 
readability and relevance in two schools where 
it was completed successfully by students 
in Years 5 and 9/10. These results will not be 
included in the full study; however, some 
interesting tentative findings emerged that 
both confirmed earlier findings of other 
research and provided interesting starting 
points for the larger initial data collection, 
which was conducted later in 2012.

Survey development
Nine main sources were used in the development 
of the survey, which was made up of 64 items in 
13 categories, drawing on previous research, and 
reflecting local needs and vocabulary (Cavanagh 
2009; Cavanagh & Waugh 2004; Centre for 
Adolescent Health 2006; James 2002; James et al. 
1999; Khoo & Ainley 2005; Kilpatrick & Abbott-
Chapman 2002; Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development Programme for 
International Student Assessment (OECD PISA) 
2005; Stearns et al. 2007). As seen in Table 1, 
where the items are listed in relation to general 
headings for the 13 categories, they represented 
current experience with schooling, aspirations 
of various types, physical conditions related to 
change after Year 10 and intentions of friends. 
All items were answered in one of two Likert 
formats (‘Strongly disagree’to ‘Strongly agree’ 
and ‘Not at all important’ to ‘Very important’). 
The format depended on the way the question 
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expressed an expectation for response. There 
were two items not reported in Table 1, as they 
did not fit into categories. One was about the 
importance of the cost of further education 
and the other about the importance of the need 
to travel for further education. It was felt they 
were not necessarily related to the other items 
and they are reported separately in the results.

There are three issues related to the survey 
that are of interest at the beginning of the 
longitudinal study. The first is a measurement 
issue related to the validity and reliability of 
the survey. The second is associated with any 
differences in the preferences expressed by 
the students at the two year levels and how 
favourably the students in the two groups felt 
about the categories in relation to each other. 
Finally school absenteeism was considered for 
the combined group of students in relation 
to the defined categories of the issues.

Results
The validity of the categories in the survey was 
judged on two criteria. First, they were selected 
from an extensive literature on items covering 
aspects accepted as reflecting issues that 
influence students’ decisions to continue their 
education beyond Year 10. Second, the members 
of the research team extensively debated and 
discussed an appropriate length for the survey 
and language that would be understood by 
students from Year 5 upwards and reflect the 
local environment. Outside educators gave 
feedback and the online format was tested by a 
child in Year 6. The final pilot survey received 
much scrutiny to ensure reliability and validity.

Differences between Years 5 and 9/10 were 
considered for each category of items in 
the survey using t-tests. The details of the 
tests are given in Appendix 1. For six of the 
categories on the survey there were significant 
differences in means between Year 5 and Year 

9/10 students. For six of the categories there 
was no apparent difference in the mean scores, 
and for one category there was a marginal 
indication of difference. For the two items on 
cost and travel in relation to further education 
beyond Year 10 there were no differences.

The six categories where differences in 
responses between the year levels were observed 
related to students’ current experience of 
school: overall engagement with education 
including non-academic features (category 
1); connection with the curriculum, including 
capability and work ethics (2); relationship with 
teachers, including support and being treated 
with respect (4); school culture, including 
involvement and safety (9); the timetable 
and ease of getting to school (10); and the 
importance of having resources to support 
school work (11). In each case, the mean was 
higher for the Year 5 students, suggesting 
stronger positive feelings for the measured 
aspects of current schooling and its setting.

The six categories for which there was 
no evidence of a difference in responses 
between Year 5 and Year 9/10 students were all 
associated with perceptions of self in relation 
to further education, with input from various 
sources: preparation and advice for the next 
stage of education (category 3), aspirations 
of teachers (5), personal career aspirations 
(6), aspirations of parents (7), academic self-
concept (8) and friends’ intentions (13).
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Table 1. Categories of items in the pilot student survey

1. Engagement with schooling 7. Parental aspirations

Getting good grades
Playing sport
Having good friends
Having fun
Lunch times
Learning interesting things
Subject choice
My education is important to me.
Continuing my education past Year 10 is important to me.
My school offers a wide range of subjects.
My school offers the subjects I am interested in.

My parents/guardians take an interest 
in my progress at school.
My parents/guardians encourage me to do well at school.
My parents/guardians want me to stay at school after Year 10.
My parents/guardians want me to keep studying after Year 12.

8. Academic self-concept

I am good at school work.
I am good at English.
I am good at Mathematics.

2. Connection with the school 9. School culture

I have good teachers.
I work hard in English.
I understand the school work I do.
I am capable of doing well in English.
I get high grades on my school work.
Having a wide range of subjects to choose from

I feel safe at school.
I have opportunities to be involved in sports, clubs 
and other activities (e.g. music, drama, chess).
I am encouraged to be involved in sports, clubs and 
other activities (e.g. music, drama, chess).
Students are not bullied at this school.
This is a good school.

3. Connections with further education 10. School organisation

I am well prepared for the next stage of 
my schooling or education.
I am given good advice on the next stage 
of my schooling or education.

The school timetable works well for me.
Getting to school is easy for me.
The school day start and finish times work well for me.

4. Relationships with teachers 11. Physical environment

My teachers listen to me.
My teachers are interested in me.
My teachers help me learn.
My teachers support me.
My teachers treat me with respect.

A desk to study at
A room of my own
A computer I can use for school work
Computer software
Internet access
Books to help with my school work
When I am not in class there are good places at this 
school to spend time with my friends during breaks.

5. Teacher aspirations 12. Leaving home

My teachers have high expectations of me.
My teachers encourage me to keep studying after Year 12.

Living away from your family
Finding accommodation
Changing school
Leaving home
Having a relative or friend you can stay with during term time

6. Career aspirations 13. Friends

I know what sort of job I want to have 
when I finish my education.
I plan to go to university.
I plan to get an Apprenticeship.
Career expectations/plans

My friends are interested in school.
My friends plan to go on past Year 10.
My friends plan to go on past Year 12.
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Table 2. Ranking of categories by each year group in the pilot student survey

Rank 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th

Year 5 1.
4.49

2.
4.42

10.
4.41

7.
4.40

9.
4.35

4.
4.33

11.
4.28

8.
3.95

3.
3.80

6.
3.79

5.
3.60

13.
3.55

12.
3.54

Figure 1. Ranked item-weighted means for categories

Besides the potential differences in responses 
across year levels in the issues affecting students’ 
perception of self in regard to continuing school 
beyond Year 10, there is the relative ranking 
given by students to the categories in 
relationship to each other. An indication of 
relative importance is gleaned from ordering the 
overall means for each category in terms of the 
number of items in the category. The categories 
and mean ÷ (number of items), as shown in 
Appendix 1, are listed by rank in Table 2 and 
represented graphically in Figure 1, where it is 
seen that, overall, the Year 5 students responses 
were more positive in their opinions on the 
categories than the Year 9/10 students. Year 9/10 
expressed their most positive views about their 
parents’ aspirations for them (category 7), which 
was the fourth most positive category for Year 5 
students, following engagement with schooling 
(category 1), the school curriculum (category 2) 
and school organisation (category 10). Marked on 
Figure 1 is a reference line for 4.00, the score 
associated with ‘Agree’ or ‘Important’on the scale 
used. Although all means are greater than the 
neutral of ‘Not sure’, six categories for Year 5 and 
11 for Year 9/10 are less than 4.00.

When asked how many days of school students 
had missed in the past four weeks, the groupings 

of ‘A few’ (n = 22), ‘A week’ (n = 7), and ‘More 
than a week’ (n = 6) were combined into ‘Some 
days’ missed (n = 35) to be compared with the 
claim of ‘None’ (n = 59). The results of t-tests 
for these two groups are found in Appendix 
2, where it is seen that in all 13 categories, the 
mean values were more positive for students 
who claimed to have missed no days of school 
in the previous four weeks. Of these, six 
differences in responses were significant: 
connection with the school curriculum, 
relationship with teachers, parental aspirations, 
academic self-concept, school culture, and 
organisation/administration (of the school).

Discussion
Some of these exploratory results are not 
surprising, given existing research elsewhere; 
for example, Kirk et al. (2011) suggested that 
students’ attitudes to their school environment 
become less positive as they progress through 
schooling. The finding that there is little 
difference in responses in relation to students’ 
aspirations in Year 5 and Year 9/10 is encouraging 
as these are important factors influencing 
students’ educational life choices (Buddelmeyer, 
Hanel & Polidano 2011). However, it appears 
that ‘Aspirations’ is a factor that has not been 
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included in extant longitudinal data sets, and 
hence the larger longitudinal study will be 
observed with interest for changes in aspirations.

Absenteeism has been shown in Tasmanian data 
for Year 10 students to be the strongest predictor 
of failure to continue schooling beyond Year 10 
(A. Oakley, personal communication, 27 June 
2012). The categories exhibiting differences in 
responses for those who miss school and those 
who do not suggest some disturbing potential 
causes of absenteeism. Considering the link 
between rates of absenteeism and negative 
teacher comments (Barrington & Hendricks 
1989), it is important to question if missing school 
diminishes the connection with the curriculum, 
the relationship with teachers, and academic 
self-concept; or if curriculum, teachers and self-
concept contribute in a manner that encourages 
students to miss school. It will be possible with 
a larger data set to consider these attributes 
in more detail. It will also be important to be 
aware of the potential decline in students’ 
opinions of their school environment as they 
continue into Years 9 and 10 and beyond, as 
well as relating any decline to absenteeism.

Some effective strategies suggested by Lamb and 
Rice (2008) to combat absenteeism, including 
student-focused and school-wide initiatives, 
may be considered with reference to what is 
already happening in the schools and the issues 
explored in the main study. These include but are 
not restricted to more intensive pathways and 
careers planning; family outreach; improving 
students’ social, literacy and numeracy skills; 
peer tutoring; team approaches to teaching; 
smaller class sizes; mini-schools within schools; 
strong vocational education and training (VET) 
programs; and high expectations for attendance. 
Although there may be some unavoidable 
decline in attitude to school and schooling 
as adolescence progresses (Hay & Ashman 
2012), this should not be seen as an excuse 
to avoid potentially positive interventions.

The second message from the results reported 
here is related to the lack of significant 
differences in responses from Year 5 and 
Year 9/10 students concerning students’ 
self-concept and aspirations, reflected also 
in students’ reporting of their parents’ and 
teachers’ aspirations for them. Based on these 
pilot findings it would appear that both the 
schools and the system must begin early to 
create the expectation of and aspiration for 
continuing education beyond Year 10, and, in 
fact, for lifelong learning. Young people now 
potentially have a plethora of choices for future 
careers. With these choices come not only 
opportunities but also additional pressures 
associated with deciding which path or paths 
to follow (Small, Pawson & Raghavan 2003). A 
recent strategy document from the Department 
of Education Tasmania (2011) proposes a strong 
policy in Years 10–12, but what is needed is 
an extension of the policy to the early years 
of schooling. It is likely that even before Year 
5 many of the aspirations of children (“I want 
to be a fireman,” “I want to be a nurse”) can 
be reinforced and linked to remaining in 
school to achieve them. Parents also require 
an awareness of the possible educational life 
choices available to their children, as they have 
an influence on their children’s decisions early 
in their school lives (Schnabel et al. 2002).

As a pilot study, several caveats need to be added 
to the results presented. Foremost is the fact 
that the schools chosen made up a convenience 
sample around the capital city. Even though all 
of Tasmania is regarded as a regional rather 
than urban geographical area (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 2008), there are schools 
that will be included in the main project that 
are more isolated and in more disadvantaged 
socio-economic areas than those in the pilot 
study. This will help the researchers ascertain 
the level of importance students place on 
barriers such as travel and relocation identified 
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by Kilpatrick and Abbott-Chapman (2002).

Collecting a larger sample in the main study 
will allow more detailed analysis of the scale 
and perhaps the combining of some of the 
categories defined by the research team, 
based on the literature review. Researchers 
in other states and territories may find 
these items useful in assessing the impact 
of schooling, teachers and parents on 
students’ aspirations for further education.
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Appendix 1: Year level
* Average (Mean ÷ number of items) for comparison across scales.

Category

Year 5 (n = 44) Year 9/10 (n = 50)

t-value p-value

Mean ÷ number items

Mean SD Mean SD
Year 5 
average*

Year 9/10 
average*

1. Engagement with schooling 48.77 4.71 45.96 4.96 2.8085 0.0061 4.49 4.19

2. Connection with school curriculum 33.39 3.31 31.46 3.39 2.5499 0.0124 4.42 3.93

3.  Connection with further and 
higher education

7.59 1.35 7.34 1.33 0.9040 0.3683 3.80 3.67

4. Relationship with teachers 21.48 2.67 18.30 3.52 4.8781 <0.0001 4.33 3.69

5. Teacher aspirations 7.05 1.52 7.22 1.46 0.5664 0.5725 3.60 3.61

6. Career aspirations 14.98 2.05 14.70 2.54 0.5768 0.5655 3.79 3.66

7. Parental aspirations 17.50 2.25 17.02 2.67 0.9362 0.3516 4.40 4.26

8. Academic self-concept 11.86 1.75 11.28 1.71 1.6323 0.1060 3.95 3.76

9. School culture 21.66 2.38 18.22 3.46 5.5376 <0.0001 4.35 3.66

10. Organisation/ administration 13.14 1.50 11.74 2.37 3.3558 0.0012 4.41 3.91

11. Physical environment 29.02 4.11 25.46 7.28 2.8686 0.0051 4.20 3.92

12. Leaving home 17.66 4.18 16.14 4.01 1.7975 0.0755 3.54 3.25

13. Friends 10.57 2.21 11.04 2.28 1.0156 0.3125 3.55 3.71

Appendix 2: Days of school missed in past four weeks

Category

None (n = 59) Some (n = 35)

t-value p-valueMean SD Mean SD

1. Engagement with schooling 47.90 5.04 46.23 4.89 1.5708 0.1197

2. Connection with school curriculum 33.05 3.20 31.20 4.36 2.3625 0.0203

3. Connection with further and higher education 7.63 1.45 7.17 1.10 1.6057 0.1118

4. Relationship with teachers 20.58 2.67 18.46 4.33 2.9385 0.0042

5. Teacher aspirations 7.22 1.59 7.00 1.31 0.6933 0.4899

6. Career aspirations 15.02 2.08 14.51 2.67 1.0170 0.3118

7. Parental aspirations 17.81 2.06 16.29 2.84 3.0118 0.0034

8. Academic self-concept 11.85 1.81 11.06 1.53 2.1642 0.0330

9. School culture 20.51 2.92 18.69 3.98 2.5480 0.0125

10. Organisation/ administration 12.76 1.82 11.77 2.45 2.2370 0.0277

11. Physical environment 27.92 5.97 25.80 6.53 1.6028 0.1124

12. Leaving home 17.05 4.09 16.51 4.26 0.6058 0.5462

13. Friends 11.07 2.20 10.40 2.30 1.3996 0.1650
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