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School Characteristics Associated with Effectiveness: A Comparison
Between High Achieving and Low Achieving Secondary Schools

Executive Summary

Research on school effectiveness is gaining universal attention among educators. In
developed and developing countries the school effectiveness movement has taken a lead in
identifying school related variables that are associated with better educational outcomes.
Several syntheses of this research converge on underscoring specific characteristics of
effective schools.

Nevertheless, the diverse cultural, economic, and political realities surroundin g
schools in different countries bring about, undoubtedly, particular intervening, and important
factors that justify the search for culture-specific characteristics of the effective school in a
given country. The present study is an attempt in this direction.

The Educational Reform Program launched in Jordan presently, aims at improving the
quality of school education, and promoting academic achievement of Jordanian students.
Research efforts directed by the National Center for Educational Research and Development
are geared toward establishing the scientific grounds needed for educational policies now
under reform.

The relevance and importance of research on school effectiveness stems, from the fact
that Jordanian schools vary markedly in their performance on the General Certification
Examination held by the Ministry of Education. Naturally, any attempt at the improvement of
schooling had to deal with the status quo. Distinguisting school characteristics that are
associated with better achievement could help in identifying any practice or policy that proved
to be effective in Jordanian schools.

In line with the methodology adopted in the literature of school effectiveness, the
present study concentrates on comparing high achieving and low achieving schools. The
categorization of schools on this dimension is based on each school average performance on
the General Secondary Certification Examination that is held by the Ministry of Education.

A more refined matching procedure was followed that eliminates, as much as possible,
nonschool variables known to have an impact on scholastic achievement. Specifically, high
and low achieving schools are matched on factors such as school size, location and gender.

Guided by research findings on school effectiveness, data collection instruments
designed for this purpose, tap dimensions of school environment and processes that
empirical evidence has consistently pinpointed as determinant elements in schools' success.

i D



Method
Sample:

Based on their average scores on the General Secondary Certification Examination (in
the last 5 years) schools which fell in the top 30%, and those which fell in the bottom 30% of

public schools were selected to represent high and low achiéving schools, respectively.

The two groups of schools were, otherwise, comparable with respect to size, location,
and gender. From each school, the principal, five to eight teachers, 40-60 students
(representing scientific and literary branches equally) were asked to respond to the data

collection instruments.

Only public schools were selected in order to control for the socioeconomic
background of students, and other school conditions such as financial factors and work

regulations of schools.
According to these criteria, 33 schools were selected, 17 representing high achieving

and 16 representing low achieving schools. Thus, the total sample consisted of: (a) 33
principals, (b) 226 teachers, and (c) 1349 students.

Instruments:

Data collection instruments, constructed for assessing relative school effectiveness tap
the following dimensions of school environment and processes:

(1)  Instructional leadership: the extent to which principals succeed in integrating school
operations, provide guidance, maintain order, and accentuate academic emphasis in
school activities.

(2) Teachers' practices: their teaching skills, classroom management practices,
consistency of evaluation, frequency of homework assignment...etc.

(3)  Availability and effective use of school facilities.
(4)  School climate: the extent to which school climate is characterized by positive and

supportive interpersonal relations, and unpressured descipline providing a sense of
personal responsibility and self-worth for individual teachers and students.

(5) Parental and community involvement in school activities and their support for
students' academic achievement.

In addition, data were collected regarding students' and teachers' rates of absenteeism
and rates of students' attrition. Descriptive data were recorded regarding school conditions

based on direct observation.

Procedure:

All questionnaires were administered by trained researchers and research assistants
individually with principals, and in group sessions with teachers, and students.

-l -



Analysis Procedures:

Data collected from principals, teachers, and students were analyzed separately
utilizing a univariate statistical procedure to compare high and low achieving schools on the
variables derived from each set of data. Subsequently, a mulivariate analyses procedure was
employed to contrast the two groups of schools according to each set of variables
simultaneously to assess the relative contribution of thése variables in discriminating
between the two groups. A discriminant analysis procedure was conducted for this purpose.

Data collected on schools' physical structure, size, teacher-student ratio, teachers'
and principals' qualifications and, school resources, were subjected to the same analytical

procedures.
Results:

Consistent with the findings of effective schools research, analyses revealed that
principals and teachers of high achieving schools have higher expectations for students’
performance than their counterparts in low achieving schools. Analyses of students' data
revealed the same trend. Moreover, teachers of high achieving schools rated their students
on personality characteristics related to academic achievement, more favorably than teachers
of low achieving schools. Self-ratings of students were in line with the ratings of their
teachers on this dimension.

Comparisons of numbers of years in service for principals and teachers in the two
groups of schools, revealed that the staff of high achieving schools had been in service
longer in their present schools, than their counterparts in low achieving schools. Results also
indicated that staff from high achieving schools live closer to their schools than the staff of
low achieving schools.

A major finding of the students' data indicated that students of high and low
achieving schools differ, mainly, in their ratings of school climate and their ratings of their
academic self-concepts. Students of high achieving schools viewed their schools' climate
more positively, and rated their academic potential more positively as well. Students' ratings
of the amount of extracurricular activities, provided by their schools, revealed similar
differences, suggesting @ more active school environment in high achieving schools.

In spite of the tedious task of gathering and analysing data on students ' evaluations
and ratings of teachers' practices in the classroom, no significant differences were found
between the responses of students of high achieving and low achieving schools in this
regard. Yet, comparisons of teachers' pratices related to time allocation in the classroom
revealed important differences between the two achievement groups. These differences
indicate that teachers in high achieving schools allow for more interaction with their students
in the classroom than teachers in low achieving schools.

The academic emphasis in the high achieving, relative to low achieving schools was
evidenced in the rated priority given by principals of high achieving schools to the teaching
process over maintaining dicipline-suggesting that principals of high achieving schools
encounter less discipline problems, in their daily administrative routine, compared to their
low achieving schools counterparts.



Teachers and students of high achieving schools gave higher ratings of parental
involvement in students' schooling. However, teachers of both groups of schools were not
satisfied with the level of parental involvement in general.

Regarding school variables (size, facilities, and resources), no differences were
found between high and low achieving schools on these dimensions. Although these
findings substantiate the accuracy of the matching procedure utilized in sample selection, it
provides evidence that differential levels of achievement are not necessarily associated with
differential levels of schools infrastructure.

Conclusion:

The major findings of the present investigation are generally consistent with previous
research findings of the literature of school effectiveness. Yet, the most salient pattern of
characteristics that appear to differentiate high achieving from low achieving schools, is
related to the academic potential of students -as percieved at the interpersonal, as well as the
intrapersonal levels. Principals and teachers of high achieving schools view their students'
potential in a more positive light than their counterparts in low achieving schools. Students'
self-perceptions of their present and future academic potential are in line with those of their
educators. The internal school community appears to hold a "self-image" that corresponds to
their school achievement level.

The achievement literature provides ample scientific evidence that self-evaluations and
educators' expectations play a determinant role in actual achievement. These perceptions
have the potential for confirming themselves in reality-acting as "self-fulfilling prophecies".
Thus, self-images tend to be translated in to’ practice in a manner that leads to their
persistence. They lead the group and the individual to act upon them, providing the ground
for their perpetuation. A dynamic of this sort places the individul,as well as the group,in a
vicious circle. Although the direction of causality posits a major question, it appers that
schools are maintaining the existing state of affairs.

It is recommended that educational efforts geared toward improvement should
concentrate on low achieving schools as social organizational units that need intensive
educational therapy to raise their level of performance. Efforts based on specific needs
assessment should bring to the focus of attention those elements in the school milieu that
most in need for educational improvement. As difficult as it may seem, the task is manegable
when we embark upon it with high expectations, and utilize existing knowledge to handle it
properly, and successfully.
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