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Presentation

Revista de educación is a scientific journal published by the Ministerio de 
Educación, Cultura y Deporte. Founded in 1940, and since 1952 called Revista de 
Educación, it has been a privileged witness of the development of education in 
the last decades, and an acknowledged means for the dissemination of education 
research and innovation, both from a national and international perspectives. It 
is currently assigned to the Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa within the 
Dirección General de Evaluación y Cooperación Territorial and it is published by 
the Subdirección General de Documentación y Publicaciones of the Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte.

Each year we publish four issues. Starting next issue (No. 361), the magazine 
will have three sections: Research, Essays and Education Experiences, all of them 
submitted to referees. In the first issue of the year there is also an index of 
bibliography, and in the second number a report with statistic information about 
the journal process of this period and the impact factors, as well as a list of our 
external advisors.

From 2006 to the second number of 2012 (May-August 358), Revista de 
Educación was published in a double format, paper and electronic. The paper 
edition included all the articles in the especial section, the abstracts of articles 
pertaining to the rest of sections, and an index of reviewed and received books. 
The electronic edition contains all articles and reviews of each issue, and it 
is available through this web page (www.mecd.gob.es/revista-de-educacion/), 
where it is possible to find more interesting information about the journal. From 
the 358 number Revista de Educación becomes exclusively an online publication.

Revista de Educación assesses, selects and publishes studies framed in well 
established lines of research, mainly: methodologies of education investigation 
and assessment; analysis of education systems and public policies; evolution and 
history of contemporary education systems; education reforms and innovations; 
quality and equity in education; curriculum; didactics; school organization 
and management; attention to diversity and inclusive education; educational 
guidance and tutorship; teacher selection, training and professional development; 
international cooperation for the development of education. 
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Revista de Educación is available through the following data bases:

■  National databases: isoc, beg (gencat), psicodoc, dialnet, y redined (Red de 
Bases de Datos de Información Educativa).

■  International databases: Social Sciences Citation Index® (ssci), 
Social Scisearch®, scopus, Sociological Abstracts (csa Illumina), pio 
(Periodical Index Online, Reino Unido), iresie (México), icist (Canadá), 
hedbib (International Association of Universities - Unesco International 
Bibliographic Database on Higher Education), swetsnet (Holanda).

■  Journal evaluation systems: Journal Citation Reports/Social Sciences 
Edition (jcr), European Reference Index for the Humanities (erih), 
Latindex (Iberoamericana), scimago Journal & Country Rank (sjr), resh, 
Difusión y Calidad Editorial de las Revistas Españolas de Humanidades 
y Ciencias Sociales y Jurídicas (dice), carhUs plus+, Matriu d’Informació 
per a l’Avaluació de Revistes (miar), Clasificación Integrada de Revistas 
Científicas (circ). 

■  Directories: Ulrich’s Periodicals Directory.

■  National catalogues: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas 
(csic-isoc), Red de Bibliotecas Universitarias (rebiUn), Centro Nacional de 
Innovación e Investigación Educativa (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y 
Deporte), Catálogo Colectivo de Publicaciones Periódicas en Bibliotecas 
Españolas (Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte).

■  International catalogues: WorldCat (Usa), Online Computer Library Center 
(Usa), Library of Congress (lc), The British Library Current Serials Received, 
King’s College London, Catalogue Collectif de France (CCFr), Centro de 
Recursos Documentales e Informáticos de la Organización de Estados 
Iberoamericanos (oei), copac National, Academic and Specialist Library 
Catalogue (United Kingdom), sUdoc Catalogue du Système Universitaire de 
Documentation (France), zdb Zeitschriftendatenbank (Alemania). 

Revista de Educación does not necessarily agree with opinions 
and judgements maintained by authors
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Response disagreements between parents and children in 
surveys on family and education1

Discrepancias entre progenitores e hijos en las encuestas 
sobre familia y educación

DOI: 10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2020-388-445

Carmuca Gómez-Bueno
Universidad de Granada
Enrique Martín-Criado
Universidad Pablo de Olavide

Abstract
Surveys on family and education usually ask parents. Would results change if 

we ask children? To answer this question, we analyze the disagreements between 
parents’ and children’s answers to 16 questions asked in the 2010 Social Survey in 
Andalusia. This survey asks parents and children from two cohorts of 12 and 16 
years old. To measure disagreement we calculate the simple agreement coefficient, 
the Kappa coefficient and the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient. Afterwards we 
compare, with crosstabs, parents’ and children’s responses to similar questions, 
controlling by parents’ studies. The main result is that disagreements are not 
large, but they have big consequences: when we control by parents’ studies we 
obtain very different results depending on whom we ask -parents or children-. 
When we ask parents, higher social strata’s practices appear more in compliance 
with the legitimate discourse on children’s education and the differences in 
these practices between social strata are more often statistically significant. We 
hypothesize that this is due to two facts: social desirability bias is bigger in 

(1)  Financing: Project FEM2010-1752, National Plan of I+D+i 2010, agreement between the UPO and 
IECA to exploit the Encuesta Social 2010 and Department of Sociology, University of Granada 
(translation). We thank Carlos Bruquetas, Rubén Martín Gimeno, German Pérez Morales, Manuel A. 
Río Ruiz, Ana Fernández Zubieta, María José Navas Ara, Juanma García González, Ernesto Ganuza, 
Juan Miguel Gómez Espino and Julio Carabaña for their contributions and critiques.
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parents than in children and this bias acts in different directions in the different 
social strata.

Keywords: Sociology of Education, Educational Practices, Parent Student 
Relationship, Social Class, Surveys, Validity, Social Desirability.

Resumen
Las encuestas sobre familia y educación suelen realizarse a progenitores. 

¿Cambiarían los resultados encuestando a hijos e hijas? Para verlo, analizamos las 
discrepancias entre las respuestas parentales y filiales a 16 preguntas formuladas 
a ambos en la Encuesta Social 2010 de Andalucía que interroga a progenitores 
e hijos de dos cohortes: 12 y 16 años. Para medir la discrepancia calculamos 
el coeficiente de concordancia simple, el coeficiente Kappa y el coeficiente de 
correlación intraclase. Continuamos los análisis comparando, mediante tablas 
de contingencia, las respuestas de progenitores y descendientes a las mismas 
cuestiones, controlando por nivel de estudios parentales. Nuestro principal 
resultado es que, aunque las discrepancias son pequeñas, tienen amplias 
consecuencias para los análisis: controlando por nivel de estudios parentales 
obtenemos resultados distintos preguntando a progenitores o hijos e hijas. 
Preguntando a progenitores, los estratos superiores aparecen más acordes al 
discurso legítimo sobre la educación de sus descendientes y las distancias entre 
estratos sociales son estadísticamente significativas en más ocasiones. Una posible 
explicación es que hay más efecto de deseabilidad social en los progenitores y 
actúa en sentidos distintos en los diferentes estratos sociales.

Palabras clave: sociología de la educación, prácticas educativas, relación 
progenitores estudiantes, clase social, encuestas, validez, deseabilidad social.

Introduction

A classic theme in research on education is the relationship between 
social status, school success and parental educational involvement. Many 
authors attribute the social inequality of school success to differences in 
educational styles or parental involvement; if middle-class students are 
more successful at school, this is largely because their parents are more 
involved in their schooling or have more successful educational styles (for 
reviews, see Fan and Chen, 2001; Lee and Bowen, 2006; Alonso Carmona, 
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2014; Castro et al., 2014). However, the majority of research on family 
educational practices is based on surveys conducted with parents. (in 
Spain, Meil, 2006; Pérez Díaz et al, 2001). Given that educating children 
well is an essential aspect of parental identity (Martín Criado, 2014), we 
wonder whether the differences found in surveys between social strata 
could be partially due to biases of social desirability.

Although we cannot contrast the responses of parents with the 
observation of their practices at a large scale, we can compare, as an 
approximation, parental responses with filial responses: Would the results 
change by surveying the children? To investigate, we utilized the 2010 
Social Survey (Encuesta Social 2010 - ESOC2010): this survey separately 
formulates the same questions for parents and children of the same 
family unit in two different questionnaires. Comparing their answers, we 
will examine the disagreement between the two and its consequences for 
the analysis of education.

We begin by reviewing the research on the variation in the responses of 
different informants in surveys. Next, we will analyze the disagreements 
between descendants and progenitors in the ESOC2010. After evaluating 
its magnitude, we will see if the comparison of practices by social strata 
changes by asking progenitors or children. We conclude by offering 
possible hypotheses to explain these disagreements and explore their 
consequences for research.

Theoretical review

The literature dedicated to comparing the responses of different 
informants in a survey has had the main objective of examining social 
desirability bias. We will briefly review this bias to then address research 
comparing responses from different informants.

Social desirability

One of the most debated biases in surveys is the effect of “social 
desirability”: “providing responses that maximize the presence of socially 
desirable characteristics or minimize the presence of socially undesirable 
characteristics” (De Maio, 1984: 61). LaPiere (1934) presented it masterfully 
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in a classic study that showed the null relationship between what hotel 
and restaurant owners answered in a survey on the acceptance of Chinese 
customers and their registered behavior under real conditions. Since then, 
multiple studies have documented important effects of social desirability 
in matters such as health behaviors, racism, sexual practices, body 
weight, voting, church attendance, family planning, family relationships, 
gender relations, crimes, and teaching practices (for revisions, Phillips 
and Clancy, 1972; Deutscher, 1973; King and Bruner, 2000; Sjo¨stro¨m 
and Holst, 2002; Streb et al., 2008; Gómez Bueno, 2013).

This bias can generate responses that are very far removed from reality; 
thus, religious assistance declared in surveys in the U.S. is double the real 
assistance (Brenner, 2017) and declarations of viewing television news 
programs in surveys is triple that of what is actually viewed (Prior, 2009). 
Social desirability is manifested not only by responding to what is most 
desirable but also by nonresponse (Pavía et al., 2016). The prevalence 
of this bias can nullify the validity of the measure, compromising the 
relationships between variables, producing spurious correlations and 
suppressing or moderating the true relationships (Phillips and Clancy, 
1972; King and Bruner, 2000; Gonyea, 2005). Thus, Pager and Quillian 
(2005), after noting the null relationship between the “egalitarian” 
responses of entrepreneurs to a recruitment survey and its discriminatory 
practices with black candidates, questioned the alleged decline in racism 
in the U.S. that the surveys showed: the distance between declared and 
actual practices and ideas simply increased (see also Streb et al., 2008). 
Press and Townsley (1998) obtained similar results regarding the sexual 
division of domestic labor; the majority of the increase in male labor 
shown in surveys at the time was due to men increasingly exaggerating 
their domestic work: practices did not change, but their social desirability 
and, consequently, statements about practices did. The bias, however, 
differentially affects different practices; thus, statements about grades 
obtained tend to be little removed from reality (Gonyea, 2005; Talento-
Miller and Peyton, 2006).

The desirability effect does not necessarily imply deliberate lying. 
Brenner (2017) designed an investigation where, after administering a 
survey on religious assistance, he conducted in-depth interviews with the 
respondents. In the survey, those who considered themselves religious 
exaggerated their religious attendance. Their responses more reflected 
their self-image - what they would do under “ideal” conditions - than 
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their actual practice. These distortions, however, did not seem deliberate: 
in the postquestionnaire interview, the respondents quickly corrected 
their estimates. Social desirability is not a simple “bias”: responding to 
surveys is a practice affected, as any behavior, by values and expectations 
(Phillips and Clancy, 1972).

 Research that has attempted to determine which social groups are 
most susceptible to social desirability bias has not found significant 
conclusive associations (Laureau, 2000; Sjo¨stro¨my Holst, 2002; Talento-
Miller and Peyton, 2006; Streb et al., 2008): it is a situational behavior that 
varies according to the type of practice (Gonyea, 2005). In each practice, 
the groups most affected are those for whose self-image the practice 
is most important and whose effective behaviors differ widely from 
normative expectations (Press and Townsley, 1998). Thus, students with 
lower grades overstate their grades (Talento-Miller and Peyton, 2006); 
people who go less frequently to the dentist overestimate their visit 
frequency (Sjo¨stro¨my Holst, 2002); those who have more education 
and greater political commitment exaggerate their political participation 
(Prior, 2009); and both men with gender egalitarian ideology who work 
long hours and working mothers without time to meet the expectations 
of care demanded from a “good mother” overdeclare their domestic work 
(Press and Townsley, 1988).

Comparison of statements by various informants about parental 
educational practices

One of the most studied areas in the comparison of informants is parental 
educational practices. These were analyzed by comparing the responses 
of both parents or comparing their responses (or that of one of them) 
with their child’s.

Comparisons of the statements of both parents about their behaviors 
with their children differ by behavior. Thus, men often overestimate the 
time they spend with their children (Mikelson, 2008; Charles et al., 2016). 
Although the differences between the responses of both parents are 
small, they can alter the results of a study depending on if the statements 
of mothers or fathers are considered as dependent variables (Kitterod 
and Lyngstad, 2014).
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Studies that compare the responses of both parents on the type 
and intensity of the interaction with their sons and daughters provide 
heterogeneous results: while Coley and Morris (2002) and Lee et al. 
(2012) find high agreement, Mikelson (2008), Charles et al. (2016) and 
Laureau (2000) find many disagreements. The results are also diverse and 
inconsistent when looking for factors that increase the disagreements, 
although several studies point to conflict between parents (Mikelson, 
2008; Coley and Morris, 2002). 

Studies comparing parent and child responses on parental educational 
practices show different results according to the questions, the type 
and number of response alternatives, and the techniques for measuring 
divergence. However, numerous studies find moderate (Aquilino, 1999; 
Pelegrina et al, 2003) or low (Guion et al, 2009; Tein et al., 1994) agreement 
between parents and children. Schwarz et al. (1985) consider that low 
agreement invalidates the data, although Aquilino (1999) disagrees.

Many studies agree that sociodemographic characteristics that 
consistently explain the disagreement are not found (Tein et al., 1994; 
Aquilino, 1999; Guion et al., 2009). Another reiterated result is that parents 
offer a more positive image of their educational practices and their 
relationship with their children (Guion et al., 2009; Noller et al., 1992), 
although they also state arguing with them more (Aquilino, 1999). This 
may be because the parents give more socially desirable responses: when 
compared with records, the filial responses are more valid (Pelegrina et 
al., 2003; Schwarz et al., 1985). This bias of social desirability would also 
explain another repeated finding: agreement is minimal when declaring 
deviant or socially undesirable behaviors (Rescorla et al., 2013). Finally, 
the bias varies by social strata: parents with more education exaggerate 
their school involvement (Hill et al., 2004).

Although research offers disparate results, some trends stand out: 
disagreement increases when there is more conflict and when the 
behavior contravenes the socially desirable; the bias does not depend on 
the sociodemographic characteristics but on the distance of the behavior 
from the norm and the perceived importance of the norm. Therefore, 
disagreements can vary by social groups having different concepts of 
social desirability, for example, gender equality (Kamo, 2000) or corporal 
punishment (Guion et al., 2009).
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Objectives

The studies reviewed show a low degree of agreement between parents 
and descendants, particularly in deviant or socially undesirable behaviors. 
This reduced agreement does not depend on sociodemographic 
characteristics but on the type of practice and seems to be because the 
parents offer a more positive image of their educational practices. These 
results cast doubt on those studies on parental educational practices that 
are based exclusively on parental responses. With this article, we intend 
to contribute to this line of research by examining the disagreements 
between the responses of parents and children to a survey on families 
and education and its possible effects on the results of the research. 
Specifically, our objectives are as follows:

To estimate the magnitude of the disagreement between the responses 
of parents and children; and

To evaluate the consequences of these disagreements when analyzing 
the difference in parental educational practices by social strata.

This second objective is of great importance. If we find that parents 
and descendants give different answers and that these give very different 
images of social inequality in parental practices, this would question 
many results that are based exclusively on parent surveys.

We will begin by evaluating the magnitude of the disagreement 
between parental and filial responses. Next, we will see if the results 
vary, controlling for the level of parental studies, depending on whether 
we take parental or filial responses as the dependent variable.

Method

For our analyses, we will use “Encuesta Social 2010: educación y hogares 
en Andalucía” (“2010 Social Survey: education and homes in Andalusia” 
- ESOC2010), conducted by the Andalusian Institute of Statistics and 
Cartography (Instituto de Estadística y Cartografía de Andalucía - IECA). 
This survey allows us to compare the responses of parents and descendants 
in the same family unit by administering questionnaires to both in two 
different cohorts. The survey selected two cohorts of students: born in 
1994 (16 years old when surveyed; 2,802 CHE students) and born in 



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 11-38
Received: 20-12-2018    Accepted: 25-11-2019

18

Gómez-Bueno, C., Martín-Criado, E.  Response disagReements between paRents and childRen in suRveys on family and education

1998 (12 years old; sample of 2,659 elementary school students)2. Parents 
and students were interviewed separately in the homes of the families 
interviewed.

Although the survey asks similar questions to progenitors and 
descendants, only in 16 variables does the formulation allow for an 
unequivocal comparison of their answers: 10 ordinal variables on the 
frequency with which they argue for different reasons, five dichotomous 
variables on parental reactions to grades, and one question on bedtime 
(see its formulation in Appendix 1). These 16 variables were used to 
calculate the magnitude of the differences through simple agreement, 
the percentage of disagreement in more than one point, the Kappa 
coefficient and the intraclass agreement coefficient (see Tables I and 
II). To determine the effects of the responses from parents or children 
on the results, numerous contingency tables were generated (Table III) 
controlling for parental studies (Tables IV and V).

In addition to the disagreement indices, which we explain below, we 
construct the variable “parental studies”. This includes of highest level of 
study completed by the parent, classified into four categories: elementary 
or less/general basic education (GBE) or compulsory high school 
education (CHE)/postcompulsory high school education: bachelor and 
professional training/university graduates.

Results

Disagreement magnitude

To measure the disagreement, we calculated different indices.

1. The simple agreement coefficient is the percentage of agreement 
with respect to the total number of cases (see Table I columns 1 and 5). 
This measure, however, can be considered to be inaccurate (Latour et al., 
1997; Maguire, 1999) for two reasons: a) because the agreement may be 
partially due to chance and b) because by the definition of disagreement 
in the case of scales (Robinson, 1957), with any disagreement - even if it 

(2)  Multistage sampling, randomized in different stages. Sample error + -2.6%; n.c. 95.5% in the case of 
p=q. Consult methodology in: http://www.juntadeandalucia.es/institutodeestadisticaycartografia/
encsocial/2010/metodologia/descarga.php?id=encsocialmet.pdf. 
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is one point (a lot - plenty) - or if it is more than one point (a lot - little or 
plenty - nothing), the results vary according to the option chosen (Table 
I, columns 2 and 6).

2. The Kappa coefficient was proposed by Cohen (1960) to avoid 
the influence of chance; agreement is measured between two judges 
evaluating the same object, above that expected by chance3 (Table I, 
columns 3 and 7).

The Kappa coefficient yields values lower than simple agreement, 
especially when a response category has a very high or very low 
prevalence (Latour et al., 1997: 124). The Kappa coefficient is also 
sensitive to the number of categories: the fewer the response options, 
the higher it is, due to the likelihood of disagreement.

3. The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC)4 is considered the best 
index for ordinal variables when taking into account, in addition to exact 
agreement, proximity (Latour et al., 1997; Maguire, 1999).

TABLE I. Coefficients of agreement between parents and children in both cohorts

Cohort 98 (C98) Cohort 94 (C94)

 Simple 
agree-
ment% 

 Dis-
agree 

on 
more 
than 1 
point% 

 Kappa  ICC 
 Simple 
agree-
ment% 

 Dis-
agree 

on 
more 
than 1 
point% 

 Kappa  ICC 

They argue about: 

Studies 52 9.5 0.313 0.707 51 10.2 0.335 0.742

Schedules 59 7.2 0.338 0.645 55 8.8 0.344 0.715

Manners 55 8.3 0.347 0.712 54 8.6 0.350 0.722

Appearance 67 5.5 0.391 0.661 65 5.0 0.370 0.669

Friends 67 5.3 0.341 0.602 65 4.8 0.389 0.712

Television 58 7.8 0.347 0.677 61 6.9 0.351 0.665

Internet 59 8.1 0.384 0.723 57 8.1 0.398 0.766

(3)  For its interpretation, we follow the proposal of Landis and Koch (1977): <0.20 insignificant / 0.21-
0.40 regular / 0.41-0.60 moderate / 0.61-0.80 substantial / > 0.81 excellent.

(4)  In this case, we interpret their values following Cicchetti (1994): <0 disagreement / 0-0.39 poor / 
0.40-0.59 moderate / 0.60-0.74 good / > 0.75 excellent.
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Tobacco and 
alcohol 

93 1.1 0.331 0.497 83 3.2 0.435 0.774

Helping at home 55 8.7 0.327 0.650 53 8.8 0.323 0.683

Money 69 4.7 0.367 0.651 66 5.1 0.349 0.647

Bedtime 83 0.8 0.674 0.856 77 1.9 0.614 0.841

 Dichotomous variables 

Maintain punish-
ment 

80 0.595 79 0.530

Reward good 
grades 

82 0.650 79 0.585

When faced with bad grades: 

Talk 74 0.469 76 0.466

Punish 79 0.529 81 0.597

Upset 78 0.553 79 0.563

Source: Prepared by the author based on data from the 2010 Social Survey (IECA).

Table I shows these indices. Dichotomous variables offer values 
higher than those of the scale because with fewer values, disagreement 
is less likely.

The possible conclusions differ according to the indices. The Kappa 
coefficients mostly indicate “moderate” agreement –especially for 
dichotomous variables– or “regular” –for ordinal variables–; the ICCs show 
mostly “good” and occasionally “excellent” agreements. Notably, for the 
ordinal variables, the percentage of families that disagree on more than 
one point is low. That is, although there is considerable disagreement, its 
amplitude is reduced. Another noteworthy point is the fact that according 
to their degree of agreement, the question about bedtime stands out, 
precisely because it is the one question that is least prone to various 
interpretations - unlike, especially, arguing “a lot”, “plenty” or “little”.

Do the results change according to the informant controlling for parental 
studies?

The agreement between parents and children is, according to the indices 
and the questions, moderate or good. However, the crucial question is 
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whether the results of the research change by asking progenitors or 
descendants. We will see it at two levels. First, we will compare the total 
percentages obtained for each variable. Then, we compare the results 
by controlling the social origin measured by parental studies: do the 
responses of parents and children show different results when compared 
by socioeconomic strata?

TABLE II. Percentages of affirmative responses (very much + plenty) of parents and children in 
both cohorts

They argue a lot + 
plenty about: 

C98 C94

 Parents  % Children  Parents  % Children 

Studies 31.9 22.5 43.8 36.9

Schedules 17.4 12.3 27.6 27.4

Manners 30.7 27.4 34.5 33.2

Appearance 11.1 8.3 11.6 8.7

Friends 7.3 7.3 12.5 11.6

Television 20.8 16.6 15.6 14.7

Internet 23.2 21.3 30.8 32.7

Tobacco and alcohol 1.1 0.7 6.7 6.5

Helping at home 22.8 19.4 26.9 25.8

Money 7 8.7 8.2 9.8

Bedtime 24.8 28.4 11.2 17.7

Dichotomous 
variables 

% Yes Parents % Yes children % Yes Parents % Yes children

Maintain punishment 49.6 47 45.5 47.1

Reward good grades 53.7 44.4 50.4 38.4

 When faced with bad grades: 

Talk 57.9 54.7 69.6 63.2

Punish 29.3 34 40.7 37

Upset 44.1 48.2 59.1 59

* The question about bedtime consists of the percentage of those who claim to do so after 22: 00 h (C98) or 23: 00 h (C94).
Source: Prepared by the author based on data from the 2010 Social Survey (IECA).
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Table II shows that asking parents or descendants causes little change 
in the total percentages. Only in seven cases - highlighted in bold – 
did the difference exceeds five points, and three of them, bedtime in 
both cohorts and reward notes in C98, were previously highlighted by 
their high agreement in the agreement indices (Table I). Let us highlight 
two other facts. First, the parents declare more arguments than do the 
children, especially in C98 and in both cohorts regarding studies. Second, 
the parents declare an earlier bedtime.

TABLE III. Relationship between the level of parental education and responses of parents and 
children

 Cohort 98  Cohort 94 

 Parents  Children  Parents  Children 

Argue about: 

Studies ↓↓↓ *** - ↓↓↓ *** -

Schedules - - - -

Manners ↓↓ * - ↓↓ * -

Appearance ┬** ┬* ↑*** -

Friends ↓↓** - ↓** ↓↓*

TV ↑↑*** - ↑↑*** ↑*

Internet ↑↑*** ↑↑*** ↑↑↑*** ↑↑***

Tobacco -- ┬* ↓** ↓*

Not helping at home ↑* - - ↑** 

Money ↑↓** - - ┬*

Bedtime ↓↓*** - - -

Maintain punishment ↑↑↑*** ↑↑↑*** ↑↑↑*** -        

Reward good grades ↓↓** ↓↓*** - -

When faced with bad grades: 

Talk ↓↓↓*** -       ↓↓*** ↓↓**

Punish ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓***

Upset ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓*** ↓↓↓***

Source: Prepared by the author based on data from the 2010 Social Survey (IECA).
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Table III shows the results of the contingency tables performed 
alternately with the responses of parents and descendants in both 
cohorts controlling for parental education level. Each box represents 
a contingency table, crossing the parental education level with the 
answers to each question. The empty boxes indicate the absence of a 
significant relationship (χ2; s.l. 0.05). The symbols indicate the presence 
of a significant relationship:

–  The ascending arrows indicate that the behavior is attributed more 
to higher parental education, the descending arrows indicate that the 
behavior is attributed more to less parental education, ┬ indicates 
that the behavior occurs less with intermediate education levels, 
and ↑ ↓ indicates that the values do not follow a defined pattern.

–  The number of arrows indicates the range: ↑ < 5, ↑↑ 5-14.9, ↑↑↑ ≥ 15.
–  The number of asterisks indicates significance: * p < 0.05, ** p < 

0.01, *** p < 0.001.

The first two columns of the first row (arguing about studies, C98) can 
be used as an example. When asking parents, the difference by parental 
education level is significant (s.l. 0.000): there is more arguing with parents 
with lower education levels (downward arrows), and the difference or 
range between the maximum and minimum levels of parental education is 
greater than 15 points. (three arrows). In contrast, when asking questions 
to children, the differences are no longer significant.

The shaded boxes indicate that the relationship with parental 
education level would be significant or not depending on whether the 
questions were was asked to parents or children. As we see, in 15 of the 
32 contingency tables (16 per cohort), the result would change according 
to whom was asked. We can divide these cases into two sets by the 
magnitude of the range:

–  Cases where, despite being significant, the differences are of 
a minimum range and in some cases without following clear 
guidelines: in both cohorts, arguing about money and about helping 
at home; in C98, arguing about tobacco and alcohol; and, in C94, 
arguing about appearance.

–  Cases where change is important: in both cohorts, arguing about 
studies and about manners; in C98, arguing about friends, television, 
talking, and bedtime; and in C94, maintaining punishments. The 
small relationship between these changes and the scores for the 
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agreement indices is noteworthy: some of these variables (especially 
bedtime and maintaining punishments) showed maximum 
agreement (Table I).

Where change is important, we can discern patterns. First, there are 
more changes in C98 (9) than in C94 (6). Second, almost all the changes go 
in the same direction: if we ask the parents, we find differences by social 
status; these differences disappear when asking the children. Asking 
the parents, the upper strata, that is, more harmonious families, where 
the punishments are maintained and the descendants go to bed earlier, 
seems to be less argumentative. Asking the children, these differences by 
social strata cease to be significant.

TABLE IV. Relationship between parent and child responses and parental education level.

Argue about studies 
C98

Argue about manners 
C98

Maintain punishments 
C94 

 % Parents  % Children  % Parents  % Children  % Parents  % Children 

Elementary or 
less 

38.20 27.30 36.90 31.30 38.00 40.50

GBE/CHE 35.70 23.70 30.40 25.90 41.10 45.90

High school 32.10 22.30 30.80 29.00 50.10 49.10

University 22.40 18.50 28.00 26.40 53.70 51.20

Note: For “argue”, the percentages include the responses “a lot + plenty”. For “maintaining punishment”, the percentage 
indicates affirmative responses.
Source: Prepared by the author based on data from the 2010 Social Survey (IECA).

In Table IV, we can carefully examine the differences in responses 
by level of parental education for three variables; in the other cases, 
the dynamics are similar. In the case of arguments (first four columns), 
we see that in all strata, the parents report more arguing than do the 
children. However, the disagreement is much higher in the lower strata: 
as the stratum increases, the difference between what is declared by 
parents and children is reduced. This causes the differences by social 
strata to be greater.
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In the case of punishment, although both parental and filial responses 
show greater maintenance of punishment with higher social status, the 
differences in filial responses are not significant. The reason is that 
the relationship between filial and parental responses differs greatly 
according to social stratum: parents with less education claim to maintain 
punishments less than do their children; those with more education 
claim to maintain punishments more than do their children. What is the 
interpretation of these inverse patterns?

Discussion and conclusions

The disagreement between the responses of parents and children is 
reduced: their responses have “moderate” or “good” agreement, depending 
on the index used. In addition, most disagreements in the scales are only 
with one point. These differences, therefore, have few consequences if 
we compare the absolute differences between the responses of parents 
and descendants - although the parents declare more arguing and earlier 
bedtimes.

These results are consistent with the majority of the studies reviewed. 
The small amplitude of the disagreements agrees with what Brenner 
(2017) defends: the alteration of the answers is not usually deliberate and 
conscious but is adapted, to the extent that the questions allow, to self-
image. This would explain why the disagreements are lower, especially 
where the statement is unambiguous, such as that for bedtime. Likewise, 
the fact that the parents declare an earlier bedtime agrees with results 
from multiple other studies (Pelegrina et al., 2003; Schwarz et al., 1985; 
Guion et al., 2009; Noller et al., 1992): the effect of social desirability is 
greater in parents than in children.

However, these small differences have great consequences if we 
analyze the inequality of practices by social strata. This inequality 
is much greater when asking progenitors than when asking children. 
Asking parents, the upper strata appear as less argumentative families, 
where punishments are maintained and the children go to bed earlier. 
Asking parents, there would be much more difference between strata in 
complying with legitimate pedagogical mandates.

A possible explanation - consistent with the results of the responses 
to bedtime and with those of other studies - is that the parents give more 
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socially desirable responses than do children and that bias is more probable 
the more ambiguous the statement is5. This difference between parents 
and children is confirmed by another crucial difference between parents: 
they may have different conceptions of which practices are socially more 
desirable according to the stratum to which they belong (Hill et al., 2004). 
The different social strata are distinguished by their practices but also by 
their perception of their legitimacy and social desirability. This is seen 
well in the differences in maintaining punishments (Table IV): while the 
parents with less education claim to maintain punishments less than do 
their children, those with a higher education level affirm it more than do 
their children. We can explain this difference by the distinct perception 
of the legitimacy of punishments in the different social strata. On the 
one hand, maintaining promised punishments is a basic commandment 
of legitimate parenting discourse and is better known as school capital 
(Boltanski, 1969): social desirability would effect parents with a higher 
education level, who would exaggerate coherence in the application of 
punishments. In contrast, in the popular class, this mandate of coherence 
coexists with another contradictory mandate: not making children suffer 
too much. “Lift the punishment” has connotation of not being too harsh or 
authoritarian, modulating the sanctions to avoid suffering (Martín Criado, 
Río Ruiz and Carvajal Soria, 2014; Martín Criado et al., 2000). In other 
words, the parents of the different social strata modulate their responses 
according to perceived social desirability, but when acting in opposite 
directions in the different social strata, this modulation exacerbates the 
distance between them.

These results have important consequences for the analysis: although 
the disagreements are relatively small, they are not distributed randomly. 
Social desirability bias produces a comparatively more legitimate image 
of the higher strata when the parents answer. Families with more 
education have a better understanding of the legitimate discourse on 
educational practices and adapt their responses to it more. Parent surveys 
on educational practices would thus produce a systematic bias, yielding 
differences in practices by higher than real social strata. This would allow 

(5)  An alternative explanation would attribute the discrepancies to a greater social desirability effect 
among the children. We discarded it for two reasons: a) it would imply that the students of the 
popular classes would be more concerned than the middle class students regarding adapting 
their responses to the more widespread legitimacy among the middle classes; b) it would imply a 
greater social desirability effect on children. Both points contradict the results of the investigations 
reviewed above.
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us to understand, on the one hand, the gap between the results of these 
surveys and what qualitative research finds: these show us popular class 
whose educational practices are increasingly assimilated to those of the 
middle class, given their growing capital and its increasingly intense 
investment in filial education (Alonso Carmona, 2019; Martín Criado 
et al., 2000). On the other hand, social desirability bias allows us to 
understand the good reception that the results of these surveys have. 
They comfort the habitual sociocentrism of researchers and the middle 
class: “we (the middle class) educate our children better than the popular 
class”. The conjunction of research sociocentrism and methodological 
bias would thus lead to accentuating some differences between strata that 
are increasingly tenuous, making the increasing scholastic commitment 
of the popular class and feeding the discourse of parental deficit invisible 
(Martín Criado and Gómez Bueno, 2017). In this way, it allows for 
obviating an uncomfortable reality: the popular class increasingly adopts 
the educational practices of the middle class; however, the inequality of 
school results by social origin persists. What methodological alternative 
could we offer in the face of these biases? One possible solution - which 
currently raises strong debate - would be to establish more indices with 
greater significance than the 0.05 that we have used - the most common in 
the social sciences. However, it would solve little: many cases in Table III 
where the result would change according to the informant are significant 
at 0.01 and even at 0.001. Strict significance indices do not compensate 
for “response errors”: it is preferable to avoid “statistical rituals” and not to 
confuse statistical significance with effect size or sociological significance 
(Bernardi, Chakhaia and Leopold, 2017; Gill, 1999).

Another possible solution would be to disregard significant 
relationships with reduced ranges. This would yield more results in 
our case: of the nine cases whose range is less than five, in six, the 
relationship ceases to be significant when changing the informant. 
However, the majority of our cases in which the relationship ceases to 
be significant have wide ranges. In addition, there is little relationship 
between the different indices of agreement (Table I) and the change in 
results when changing the informant (Table III): the variables whose 
results are altered when changing the informant are not necessarily those 
with greater disagreement between parents and children.

Once the survey is completed, there is little margin to evaluate or 
compensate for the effect of social desirability in the responses. We could 
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only try to reduce it by asking questions. Given that the effect of social 
desirability seems to be more pronounced when the statements are more 
ambiguous, we should avoid ambiguity when writing questions and 
answers – although this is not a panacea either, as the question about 
bedtime shows.

The data produced by surveys are the result of a very specific type 
of social relationship, a fast and anonymous interaction between two 
unknown persons, one salaried employee and another with little time 
and incentive to respond. This fleeting anonymous interaction generates 
limited and usually highly distorted information, as shown by the ubiquity 
of social desirability bias. Paradoxically, this imprecise technique has been 
imposed in the set of social sciences for its ease of generating numbers 
and, with them, apparently accurate results. Perhaps it is preferable to 
renounce this illusory precision or, at least, complement it and correct 
its defects by resorting to methodologies that, sacrificing statistical 
representation, allow us to access with less distortion the reality of the 
practices and discourses of the subjects (Becker, 2017; Martín Criado, 
2014).

Limitations

Given that the survey analyzed was not specifically designed to investigate 
disagreements between the responses of parents and descendants, our 
analysis has been applied to a very limited series of questions: those 
whose formulation to parents and children allowed the comparison (see 
Annex I). Therefore, our results should be considered tentative. Moving 
forward in this line would require a research design that would allow 
comparing a large number of parental and filial responses and, in this 
case, both with behaviors recorded by other means.
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Annex 1. Comparable questions

CHILDREN QUESTIONNAIRE   
p.48 On the following issues that I will read to you, how often do you 
usually argue with your parents/guardians? A lot of times, plenty of times, 
rarely or never.

1. About studies 

2. About schedules (lunch time, arriving home late, etc.) 

3. About manners (the way you answer them, behavior 
at home, follow the rules, etc.) 

4. The appearance you have (clothing, hygiene, makeup 
...) 

5. With whom you get together, the friends you go with, 
etc. 

6. About the time you spend watching TV or the pro-
grams that you watch 

7. About how long you are on the Internet or playing a 
console 

8. About tobacco and alcohol 

9. About not helping at home 

10. About the things on which you spend money or things 
that you ask for and they do not buy for you 

p.50 To obtain a good result in school or when you have a good grade, 
do your parents/guardians give you rewards?  Yes;  No

p.52 And when you have a worse grade than what they expect, how do 
your parents/guardians react primarily?  Yes;   No

They are upset with you 
They punish you   
They talk with you (interviewer: do not read)
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PARENT QUESTIONNAIRE
p.26 And, in general, have you and the child argued about these issues? 
A lot of times, plenty of times, rarely or never.

1. About schedules (meal time, arriving home late, etc.) 

2. About manners (the way in which he/she answers, 
behaves at home, follows the norms of behavior, etc.) 

3. The appearance he/she has (clothing, hygiene, makeup 
...) 

4. With whom he/she gathers, the friends with whom he/
she goes, etc. 

5. About the time that he/she spends watching TV or the 
programs that he/she watches 

6. About the time that he/she is on the Internet or play-
ing a console, etc. 

7. About consuming tobacco and alcohol 

8. About not helping at home 

9. About the things on which he/she spends money or 
about the things he/she asks for and is not bought 

p.32 In general, to what extent do you and the child argue about studies? 
A lot; Plenty; Rarely; Nothing

q.36 Do you give prizes to the child if he/she obtains good results in the 
studies?    Yes;  No

q.37 Do you react in any of these ways when the child has grades worse 
than what you expect?  Yes;  No

Talk with him/her   
Punish him/her  
Am upset at him/her  

p.56 When they punish you, do they keep it until the end or do they 
usually lift it?

They keep the punishment until the end  
They usually lift the punishment   
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p.39 The days that you have to go to school/institute at what time ...

Do you go to sleep? Hour Minutes

p.29. If you punish him/her, which of the following phrases best describes 
what happens in your home?

We maintain the punishments until the end
We try to maintain punishments, although in the end it is 
usually lifted

p.6 Let us now talk about the daily life of the child, the days when the 
child goes to school, at what time does he/she do each of the following 
things?

Going to bed   Hour Minutes
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Annex 2. Frequency distribution of the variables used

FRECUENCIAS
C98 (N=2659) C94 (N=2802)

% progenitores % hijos/as % progenitores % hijos/as

They argue about: 

Studies A lot 11,4 6,9 18,3 13,5

 Plenty 20,5 15,6 25,6 23,4

 Rarely 37,9 42,4 31,8 38,4

 Never 30,2 35,1 24,4 24,7

Schedules A lot 5,0 2,9 9,9 8,7

 Plenty 12,4 9,4 17,7 18,7

 Rarely 35,5 38,1 39,3 40,6

 Never 47,1 49,6 33,1 32,1

Manners A lot 9,7 7,8 10,8 10,1

 Plenty 20,9 19,6 23,7 23,1

 Rarely 40,8 41,5 39,3 39,7

 Never 28,5 31,2 26,2 27,1

Appearance A lot 2,5 2,2 3,3 2,0

 Plenty 8,5 6,0 8,4 6,7

 Rarely 32,6 27,9 33,7 30,5

 Never 56,3 57,1 54,7 60,9

Friends A lot 2,0 2,0 3,3 2,8

 Plenty 5,3 5,3 9,1 8,8

 Rarely 30,1 27,9 32,2 29,9

 Never 62,6 64,8 55,3 58,4

Television A lot 4,7 3,6 3,6 2,9

 Plenty 16,1 12,9 11,9 11,8

 Rarely 35,8 36,9 34,0 32,8

 Never 43,4 46,5 50,4 52,5

Internet A lot 6,2 5,7 9,6 10,4

 Plenty 17,0 15,6 21,2 22,3

 Rarely 32,5 33,7 30,3 30,2

 Never 44,3 45,0 38,9 37,1
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Tobacco and Alcohol A lot 0,5 0,3 2,2 2,4

 Plenty 0,6 0,4 4,5 4,1

 Rarely 5,4 4,3 11,6 10,4

 Never 93,5 95,0 81,7 83,1

Helping at home A lot 5,3 4,2 7,8 5,9

 Plenty 17,5 15,2 19,1 19,9

 Rarely 36,0 39,7 36,0 39,7

 Never 41,2 41,0 37,1 34,6

Money A lot 1,8 2,2 1,8 2,7

 Plenty 5,2 6,5 6,4 7,2

 Rarely 27,2 26,0 29,1 29,3

 Never 65,9 65,3 62,7 60,9

Bedtime
21h or 
before

11,1 9,2 3,2 2,0

 22h 64,0 62,4 32,0 24,0

 23h 23,5 26,2 53,7 56,2

 After 23h 1,3 2,2 11,2 17,7

Maintain punishment Yes 49,6 47,0 45,5 47,1

Reward good grades Yes 53,7 44,4 50,6 38,4

When faced with bad grades:

Talk Yes 57,9 54,7 69,6 63,2

Punish Yes 29,3 34,0 40,7 37,0

Upset Yes 44,1 48,2 59,1 59,0

Parental education level  % Cohorte 98 % Cohorte 94

Elementary 
or less

11,2 15,6

GBE / CHE 35,7 37,3

High school 31,3 28,4

University 21,8 18,6
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Abstract
This study analyses the acculturation orientation of immigrant students and 

their adaptation to the Basque education system. For this, a three-dimensional 
perspective is adopted that takes into account the group of origin and the 
two linguistic-cultural groups of the host society. The results indicate that the 
main acculturation orientation is integration; however, two modalities appear, 
one oriented to monolingualism and the other to bilingualism. Both types of 
integration are related to good academic adaptation; however, the subjects with 
integration oriented to bilingualism show higher levels of social adaptation 
and greater linguistic identity with both languages and with both identities, the 
Spanish and the Basque. The results of this research support the idea that the 
study of acculturation in bilingual contexts such as Basque requires a three-
dimensional approach, in which the group of origin and the linguistic groups of 
the host society, whether majority or minority, are considered. On the other hand, 
it is considered important to promote bilingual education among all students, 
including immigrants, to facilitate their adaptation and foster positive intergroup 
relations.

(1) Funding: University of the Basque Country UPV/EHU 10/21



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 39-63
Received: 05-03-2019    Accepted: 15-11-2019

40

Larrañaga, N., García, I., Berasategi, N., Azumendi, M.J.  AcculturAtion orientAtions  of immigrAnt students And their AdAptAtion to A context 
of bilinguAlism in the bAsque school
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Resumen
Este estudio analiza las orientaciones de aculturación del alumnado 

inmigrante y su adaptación a la escuela vasca. Para ello se adopta una 
perspectiva tridimensional que toma en cuenta el grupo de origen y los dos 
grupos lingüístico-culturales de la sociedad de acogida. Los resultados indican 
que la principal orientación de aculturación es la integración, aunque aparecen 
dos modalidades, una orientada al monolingüismo, y otra al bilingüismo. Ambos 
tipos de integración se relacionan con buena adaptación escolar, sin embargo, 
los sujetos con integración orientada al bilingüismo muestran mayores niveles de 
adaptación social, mayor identidad lingüística con ambas lenguas y con ambas 
identidades, la española y la vasca. Los resultados de esta investigación apoyan 
la idea de que el estudio de la aculturación en contextos bilingües como el vasco 
requiere un planteamiento tridimensional, en el que se consideren el grupo de 
origen y los grupos lingüísticos de la sociedad de acogida, ya sean mayoritarios 
o minoritarios. Por otro lado, se considera importante promover la educación 
bilingüe entre todos los estudiantes, incluidos los inmigrantes, para facilitar su 
adaptación y favorecer las relaciones intergrupales positivas.

Palabras clave: Inmigración, Aculturación, Adaptación, Bilingüismo, Actitudes 
Lingüísticas

Introduction

The objective of this study is to analyse the processes of acculturation 
and adaptation associated with immigration in the Basque context, a 
bilingual context in which two official languages, Spanish and Basque, 
coexist, though these languages have different degrees of knowledge, 
use and social status.

The concept of acculturation emerges from anthropology and 
sociology and, in its classical definition, includes those phenomena that 
occur when groups of individuals, from different cultures, come into 
continuous contact, from which changes in the original cultural patterns 
of one or both groups occur.

Different theoretical models have been developed to analyse the 
processes of acculturation and the changes that originate in different 
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cultural elements (attitudes, values, linguistic behaviour, cultural 
identity, etc.). Two main models of acculturation are differentiated: one-
dimensional models, which understand that cultural changes occur in a 
linear bipolar continuum, from the culture of origin to the culture of the 
host society, and multidimensional models, which understand that the 
processes of cultural change can occur independently, both with respect 
to the culture of origin and the host culture, and can occur in different 
domains, such as attitudes, values, behaviour or identity with respect to 
languages or cultures (Van Oudenhoven, Ward and Masgoret, 2006).

From a two-dimensional perspective, Berry (1980, 1997) states 
that immigrants in contact with a new culture are challenged by two 
questions: one related to the desire to maintain their culture of origin and 
another related to the desire to maintain relationships with other groups 
of the host society. The combination of both processes can give rise 
to four strategies of acculturation: integration, separation, assimilation 
and marginalization. Integration implies maintaining the culture of origin 
and establishing contacts with members of the host society. Separation 
involves maintaining the culture of origin and avoiding contact with 
the new social group. Assimilation is characterized by the loss of the 
culture of origin while establishing contacts with the new society. Finally, 
marginalization means losing the culture of origin and avoiding contact 
with the new society. These strategies are not static, and individuals may 
vary from using one strategy to another.

Two-dimensional models of acculturation have also received criticism. 
Thus, it has been argued that the categorization into four acculturation 
orientations may not completely represent the different patterns of 
acculturation. That is, not all categories have to exist in a sample, and 
some may, in turn, have multiple subtypes. In this sense, Rudmin (2003) 
found three subtypes of integration/biculturalism (partial, complete 
and oriented to the dominant group), and Coatsworth, Maldonado-
Molina, Pantin and Szapocznik (2005) found two types of integration/
biculturalism (biculturalism and moderate biculturalism).

Other authors have proposed that the study of acculturation tends 
to treat the host society as if it were homogeneous both culturally and 
linguistically (Berry, 1980, Montreuil and Bourhis, 2004); however, the 
existence of multicultural states is not an exception. There are many host 
societies in which several communities coexist with their own linguistic 
and cultural elements, where before the arrival of immigrants there could 
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be linguistic, cultural or religious tensions between these communities, 
for example, the English-speaking and Francophone communities in 
Quebec (Bourhis, 2001a, 2001b) or bilingual communities in Spain such as 
Catalonia (Fukuda, 2017, Huguet, Sansó, Díaz-Torrent and Navarro, 2017, 
Sansó, Popa and Navarro, 2017). This complexity and possible pre-existing 
and unresolved intergroup tensions in the host society can condition the 
process of acculturation of immigrants and is a matter to be considered in 
the study of acculturation (Bourhis and Montreuil, 2004). In this sense, Gim 
Chung, Kim and Abreu (2004) found evidence of validity and reliability 
for the three-dimensional measurement of acculturation and showed that 
acculturation towards two differentiated cultures in the same host society 
involves independent processes and therefore has to be measured as such. 

Acculturation and adaptation

Acculturation is therefore experienced by both groups and individuals as 
a consequence of immigration. In this experience, groups and individuals 
need to adopt strategies that allow them to develop an adequate adaptation 
to the new context (Sam and Berry, 2006). Adaptation is understood as 
the relatively stable changes that take place in an individual or group 
in response to external demands (Berry, 2005). In these changes two 
components are differentiated: psychological and sociocultural (Ward, 
2004). Psychological adaptation refers to the feeling of well-being of the 
individual that includes variables such as self-esteem and stress. However, 
sociocultural adaptation refers to the level at which an individual is able 
to handle everyday life in the new cultural context and is associated with 
the development of social competences and, in the case of adolescents, 
academic performance and possible problematic behaviours such as 
drug use or academic failure (Berry and Sabatier, 2010). These two 
components of adaptation are positively correlated, although each 
dimension has its own predictors; psychological adaptation is associated 
with personality variables, life-changing events, social support and solid 
and secure ethnic identity, while sociocultural adaptation is associated 
with cultural knowledge, the degree of knowledge of the language, the 
degree of contact, and positive intergroup attitudes (Berry, Phinney, Sam 
and Vedder, 2006; Kang, 2006; Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind and Vedder, 
2001; Vila, 2008).
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Moreno (2009), from a multidisciplinary perspective that borrows 
concepts from linguistics, sociolinguistics, sociology of language, social 
psychology and sociology, proposes four levels of adaptation that he 
calls social integration: survival, work or academics, social and identity. 
In the first level, basic needs for biological subsistence are included. 
The second level, work or academics, assumes having met the needs of 
the first level that in turn requires fulfilling social functions related to 
the labour market or, in the case of minors, insertion into the education 
system, in accordance with the requirements and mechanisms established 
in the host society, which also include communication skills with respect 
to the languages of the host society. The third level involves the social 
integration of the immigrant as an individual and as a member of a social 
group, allowing the enrichment in relationships in any area of public 
life. Finally, the identity level refers to the complex social relationships 
between immigrants and members of the host society, in which the 
immigrants adopt behavioural patterns according to the identity they 
have developed. This identity can make the new society become “their” 
community, being able to adopt different forms depending on the degree 
of maintaining the identity of origin and the degree of adopting the new 
identity.

According to this author, the work/academic adaptation is essential 
for social and identity adaptation to take place. In this regard, studies in 
a bilingual context such as Catalonia warn of adaptation being prevented 
in the case of not having enough language skills to maintain relations 
with host groups (Vila, 2008). In the same context, it has been shown that 
the academic and social integration of immigrant youth can in turn help 
to develop better attitudes towards both Spanish and Catalan languages 
in young immigrants and promote their learning (Lapresta, Huget and 
Janes, 2010; Navarro, Huguet and Sansó, 2016).

Adaptation is, on the other hand, related to acculturation orientation 
(Berry, 1997, Berry et al., 2006). Thus, subjects who show orientations 
of integration seem to be better adapted both psychologically (few 
psychological problems, high self-esteem and life satisfaction) and 
socioculturally (academic adjustment and few behavioural problems) 
than subjects who have orientations of marginalization. Subjects with 
assimilation and separation orientations show intermediate levels 
of adaptation; specifically, separation is associated with moderately 
good psychological adaptation but less sociocultural adaptation and 
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assimilation with lower scores in both forms of adaptation. Relations 
between health and acculturation strategies have also been found, with 
the level of health being higher in integration than in the rest of the 
orientations (Curran, 2003).

To promote successful adaptation, Berry and collaborators (2006) 
propose that immigrant youth should be guided as much as possible 
along the path of integration; however, acculturation strategies should 
be combined in a flexible way in order to acquire cultural elements 
from both groups. Thus, in the academic context, a form of integration 
that approaches assimilation could allow a better adjustment to the 
new society. On the other hand, in the private context of the family or 
community, a form of integration closer to separation could allow a better 
adjustment to the ethnic group in daily life. Agents involved in education 
should act knowing that integration is the closest form of acculturation 
to adaptation that facilitates the transition to adult life.

The context of the Basque education system

Although Spanish is the official language throughout the State, in six 
autonomous communities there are co-official languages (Moreno, 2009). 
This plurilingual and pluricultural reality has great relevance in the study 
of acculturation and adaptation processes related to immigration, among 
other reasons because, often, the immigrant population comes to the 
Spanish State with the idea of finding a linguistically homogeneous 
country and little-by-little discover another more complex reality that 
affects their integration process (Burgueño, 2002).

In the Basque Autonomous Community BAC there are two languages 
that are co-official, the Basque language of the Basque people is recognized 
as an official language along with Spanish, according to Article 6 of the 
Statute of Autonomy of the Basque Country (BOE, 1979). In 1982, the 
law of the Normalization of the Use of Basque language was approved, 
given the minority status of Basque (BOPV, 1982). Consequently, the 
objective of guaranteeing all students the practical knowledge of both 
official languages in compulsory education is proposed. For which there 
are defined the linguistic models to be applied: Model A where the 
curriculum is taught in Spanish, and Basque only as a subject; Model 
B, in which the curriculum is taught in Basque and Spanish; and Model 
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D, where Basque is the vehicular language and Spanish is taught as a 
subject (BOPV, 1993).

This normalization process has encouraged the social recovery of 
Basque language in the last thirty years. Thus, the number of speakers 
has evolved positively (212,000 new speakers and an increase of 10 
percentage points). This increase is observed especially among young 
people, being 71.4% Basque-speaking among 16-24 years olds, while 
in 1991 they were only 25%. Despite this, nowadays Basque remains 
a minority and minoritized language in this community (Etxebarria, 
2015). A third of the Basque population is Basque-speaking 33.9%. The 
percentage of Basque-speaking in urban or capital areas is lower: 35.4% 
in Donostia / San Sebastián 18.6% in Bilbao and 17.9% in Vitoria -Gasteiz 
(Basque Government, 2016).

In recent years, a new situation of cultural diversity with the arrival 
of students from the new immigration is being experienced. Basque 
institutions adopt the objective of the inclusion of immigrant students 
in the Basque education system, proposing that immigrant students 
achieve oral and written mastery of the two official languages of the 
Basque Country (Basque Government, 2016). In this regard, within the 
framework of the II Plan of Educational Attention to immigrant students 
in the inclusive and intercultural school (2016-2020), educational 
programs oriented to school, cultural and social integration of immigrant 
students are being developed. This plan, which has been applied since 
2003, includes language reinforcement programs, especially focused 
on learning the Basque language together with Spanish, (Basque 
Government, 2016).

Research objectives

Most research in the field of acculturation has been developed in host 
societies in which the only source of linguistic plurality has been 
immigration, societies with a single official language. Or, in the case 
of contexts with two official languages, the two languages have not 
been analysed in an independent way to identify different acculturation 
strategies. Few investigations have independently analysed the languages 
of the host society (Fukuda, 2017).
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That is why this research aims to study the acculturation experienced 
by immigrant students, analysing their processes of acculturation and 
adaptation to the Basque context, a context that shows a cultural and 
linguistic plurality. For this reason, we propose, on the one hand, to 
analyse the acculturation orientation of immigrant students in our 
sample considering three dimensions (origin group, Basque-speaking 
group and Spanish-speaking group). On the other hand, to analyse the 
socio-demographic profile of immigrant students classified in the main 
strategies of acculturation and, lastly, to compare the levels of academic, 
social and identity adaptation of immigrant students classified in the 
main strategies of acculturation.

Method

Sample and procedure

The sample of this study is a subsample of a larger one formed by 1,286 
students enrolled in Compulsory Secondary Education in 16 educational 
centers, 13 in Bilbao and 3 in Donostia-San Sebastián. Three criteria 
were used to select the centers: the type of center (Public / Subsidized), 
the linguistic models (A, B and D) and the concentration of immigrant 
students in the school (greater or less than 20%).

For this study, only students of immigrant origin were selected, a total 
of 162 with an average age of 14.62 years (SD = 1.11). The majority of 
participants (50.0%) were studying in model A, 35.8% did so in model B 
and 14.2% in model D. 

The data were collected through a bilingual questionnaire filled out 
by all the students present in the classroom voluntarily. Personal data 
were not registered to guarantee anonymity.

Variables

Five variables were measured: acculturation orientation, social adaptation, 
academic adaptation, identity adaptation and socio-demographic 
variables. Student perceptions were also measured in the two languages 
of the host society: Spanish and Basque. 
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Acculturation orientations. Following Berry (1997), identification 
with the group of origin was measured, using a scale of three items for 
identity (α = 0,77), which included three aspects: global identity (To what 
extent do you identify with your country of origin?), linguistic identity (To 
what extent do you identify with your language of origin?) and quality 
of identity or desire for identification (To what extent do you want to 
be from your country of origin?). The psychometric properties of these 
items are acceptable and their construct validity confirmed (Bourhis and 
Bougie, 1998).

The relationship with the groups of the host society (frequency 
and desire to contact) was also measured. To do this, four items were 
used: two referred to the Basque-speaking group of Basque society (α 
= 0.73) (How many relationships do you have with Basque-speakers of 
Basque society? and How many relationships do you desire to maintain 
with Basque-speakers of Basque society?) and the other two referred to 
Spanish-speakers (α = 0.58), (How many relationships do you have with 
Spanish-speakers of Basque society? and How many relationships do you 
want to maintain with Spanish-speakers of Basque society?).

Academic adaptation. Four items were used: satisfaction with the 
educational centre (How do you feel at your school?), relationship with 
classmates (Your relationship with classmates is?), satisfaction with the 
academic results (Your academic results are?) and attitude in class (Is 
your attitude in class?).

Social adaptation. Eight items were used: satisfaction with personal 
life (To what extent do you feel satisfied with your personal life?); 
satisfaction in the BAC (To what extent do you feel satisfied with your life 
in the Basque Autonomous Community?); knowledge, use and desire for 
knowledge of the Basque language; and knowledge, use and desire for 
knowledge of the Spanish language (for example for Basque language 
To what extent do you know the Basque language?, To what extent do you 
practice the Basque language?, To what extent do you want to know the 
Basque language?).

Identity adaptation. Six items were used to measure the identity 
towards the Basque and towards Spanish in which three aspects were 
included (Bourhis and Bougie, 1998): global identity (To what extent do 
you identify yourself as Basque / Spanish?), linguistic identity (To what 
extent do you identify with the Basque language / Spanish language?) 
and quality of identity or desire for identification (To what extent do you 
want to be Basque?).
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TABLE I. Variables, dimensions and items

Acculturation 
Orientations 
(predictor 
variable)

Identification with 
the origin group

Relationship with 
host groups

To what extent do you identify with your country of origin?
To what extent do you identify with your language of origin?
To what extent do you want to be from your country of origin?
α = 0,77

How many relationships do you have with Basque-speakers of 
Basque society?
How many relationships do you desire to maintain with Basque-
speakers of Basque society?
α = 0,73

How many relationships do you have with Spanish-speakers of 
Basque society? 
How many relationships do you want to maintain with Spanish-
speakers of Basque society?
α = 0,58

Adaptation
(criterion 
variable)

School adaptation How do you feel at your school?
Is your relationship with classmates?
Your academic results are?
Is your attitude in class?

 Social adaptation To what extent do you feel satisfied with your personal life?
To what extent do you feel satisfied with your life in the Basque 
Autonomous Community?

To what extent do you know the Basque language?
To what extent do you practice the Basque language?
To what extent do you want to know the Basque language?

To what extent do you know the Spanish language?
To what extent do you practice the Spanish language?
To what extent do you want to know the Spanish language?

Identity adaptation To what extent do you identify yourself as Basque?
To what extent do you identify with the Basque language?
To what extent do you want to be Basque?

To what extent do you identify yourself as Spanish?
To what extent do you identify with the Spanish language?
To what extent do you want to be Spanish?

The answers were collected using a 5-point Likert scale (1 none/bad, 
5 a lot/good).

Socio-demographic profile. There were registered the linguistic model 
(A, B or D), the type of center (public or subsidized), the origin of the 
students (Latin or non-Latin), the concentration of immigrants in the 
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center (≤20% or> 20%), the level of education of the parents (without 
school-primary, secondary or university studies), the age of the students 
and the years they have lived in the BAC (2 or less, 2-5 years or 5 or more 
years).

Results

Taking into account the cultural and linguistic plurality of Basque society, 
subjects were classified according to their acculturation orientation 
towards the two cultural and linguistic groups of the host society: the 
Spanish-speaking group and the Basque-speaking group.

As proposed by Berry (1997), the identity was crossed with the group 
of origin and the relationship with the groups of the host society to 
obtain four acculturation orientations (see Figure I)

•  Integration: high identification with the group of origin (≥ 3) and 
strong relationship with the host society (≥ 3);

•  Separation: high identification with the group of origin (≥ 3) and 
weak relationship with the host society (< 3);

•  Assimilation: low identification with the group of origin (< 3) and 
strong relationship with the host group (≥ 3); and

•  Marginalization: low identification with the group of origin (< 3) 
and weak relationship with the host group (≥ 3).
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FIGURE I. Acculturation orientations according to Berry (1997)

Regarding the acculturation orientation towards the Spanish-speaking 
group (see Figure II), the vast majority of subjects (83.3%) showed 
integrationist orientation, with separation and assimilation being less 
(9.9% and 6.8%, respectively). It should be noted that not a single subject 
showed a marginalization orientation.

Acculturation orientations towards the Basque-speaking group there 
were also measured (see Figure II). The majority of the subjects were 
oriented to the integration (54.3%), but the percentage was significantly 
lower when it was toward the Basque-speaking group than to the Spanish-
speaking group. Instead, the separation orientation was greater towards 
the Basque-speaking group (38.9%) than towards the Spanish-speaking 
group. The orientations of assimilation and marginalization were less 
(5.6% and 1.2%, respectively).
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FIGURE II. Acculturation orientations towards Spanish-speaking and Basque-speaking groups in 
Basque society (percentages)

When observing that the acculturation orientations vary when referring 
to the majority (Spanish) or minority (Euskara) language, the orientations 
were then crossed towards both linguistic groups. The results obtained 
(see Table II) show that the vast majority of subjects (53.1%) are classified 
in the integrative orientation towards both linguistic groups, which could 
be considered as an integrative orientation towards bilingualism (IB).
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TABLE II. Acculturation orientations towards the linguistic groups of Basque society (frequency 
and percentage over total).

Acculturation to the Spanish-speaking group
Total

Integration Separation Assimilation

A
cc

u
lt

u
ra

ti
o

n
 t

o
 t

h
e 

B
as

q
u

e-
sp

ea
ki

n
g 

gr
o

u
p Integration 

n 86 2 0 88

% 53,1% 1,2% 0,0% 54,3%

Separation 
n 49 14 0 63

% 30,2% 8,6% 0,0% 38,9%

Assimilation
n 0 0 9 9

% 0,0% 0,0% 5,6% 5,6%

Marginaliza-
tion

n 0 0 2 2

% 0,0% 0,0% 1,2% 1,2%

Total
n 135 16 11 162

% 83,3% 9,9% 6,8% 100,0%

The second largest group (30.2% of the sample) combines an 
integrative orientation towards the Spanish-speaking group with a 
separation orientation towards the Basque-speaking group, showing 
an integrative orientation towards the dominant language, the Spanish 
language, that is, an integrative orientation towards monolingualism 
(IM). At lower frequencies, other types of orientation appear, such as 
separation (8.6%) and assimilation (5.6%) towards both groups. The 
rest of the combinations that appear are marginal, such as integration 
towards the Basque-speaking group combined with separation towards 
the Spanish-speaking group (1.2%) and marginalization towards the 
Basque-speaking group combined with assimilation towards the Spanish-
speaking group (1.2%).
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TABLE III. Socio-demographic profile of the main acculturation orientations (percentage in the 
vertical direction)

Variables
Integration 

towards bilingual-
ism (IB) (n = 86)

Integration 
towards monolin-

gualism (IM)
 (n = 49) 

χ2 

Linguistic model

A-X (n = 57) 39,5% 61,0%

B (n = 47) 43,2% 29,3% χ2 (2)=5,10 p = 0,078
D (n = 18) 17,3% 9,8%

Type of academic centre

Public (n = 72) 60,5% 40,8% χ2 (1)=4,84 p = 0,028
Subsidized (n = 63) 39,5% 59,2%

Origin

Latin (n = 85) 68,6% 53,1% χ2 (1)=3,23 p = 0,072
Non-Latin (n = 50) 31,4% 46,9%

Concentration of immi-
grants in the center

<=20 % (n = 63) 54,7% 32,7% χ2 (1)=6,01 p = 0,014
>20 % (n = 72) 45,3% 67,3%

Educational level of 
father

No education/primary stud-
ies (n = 28)

16,9% 34,1%

Secondary (n = 72) 61,4% 51,2% χ2 (2)=4,83 p = 0,089
University (n = 24) 21,7% 14,6%

Educational level of 
mother

No education/primary stud-
ies (n = 25)

18,3% 23,3%

Secondary (n = 76) 59,8% 62,8% χ2 (2)=1.33 p = .514
University (n =24) 22,0% 14,0%

Age

13 (n =27) 20,0% 20,4%
14 (n = 36) 28,2% 24,5%

15 (n = 31) 24,7% 20,4% χ2 (4)=1,64 p = 0,801
16 (n = 28) 17,6% 26,5%

>16 (n = 12) 9,4% 8,2%

Years in BAC

5 years or more (n = 71) 57,8% 48,9% χ2 (2)=1.17 p = 0,556
2-5 years (n = 46) 33,7% 38,3%

2 years or less (n = 13) 8,4% 12,8%
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Analysing the socio-demographic profile of the two types of integration 
(IB and IM), as shown in Table III, significant differences were found in the 
type of centre (subjects with IB have a greater presence in public centres, 
and subjects with IM have a greater presence in subsidized centres) and 
in the concentration of immigrants in the centre (subjects with IB study 
in centres with a lower concentration of immigrants). Trend differences 
were also found in the linguistic model (subjects with IB have a greater 
presence in model B, and subjects with IM have a greater presence in 
model A), in the origin of students (a higher percentage of Spanish-origin 
subjects with IM) and in the education level of the fathers (a higher 
percentage of secondary and university studies among the fathers of the 
students with IM). No significant differences were found according to the 
education level of the mothers, the age of the students and the length of 
stay in the BAC.

Comparing the academic adaptation of the subjects with IM and IB 
(see Table IV), no significant differences were found in either satisfaction 
with the educational centre or in the assessment of the relationships with 
classmates, academic results or their attitude in class. For both groups, 
the levels of academic integration are high, always above the midpoint of 
the scale used (range 1-5).

In the indicators of social adaptation, high indices of personal 
satisfaction were found in the two types of integration. The degree of 
satisfaction with life in the BAC was also high in all subjects, although 
significant differences were found between the two groups, with subjects 
with IB scoring higher than subjects with IM, with a moderate effect size.

Comparing the two groups with integrative orientation (IB and IM), 
significant differences were observed in knowledge, practice and desire 
to know the Basque language (subjects with IB scored higher in all three 
aspects, with a moderate-high effect size). No significant differences 
were found in the indicators referring to the Spanish language, with both 
groups showing very high scores and higher scores in all cases than 
those found compared to the Basque language.
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TABLE IV. Academic, social and identity adaptation according to the type of integration 
(in parentheses are the mean and standard deviation). 

Variables

Integration to 
bilingualism 

(IB)

N = 81
M (SD)

Integration to 
monolingual-

ism (IM)

N = 49
M (SD)

t

ACADEMIC ADAPTATION

Satisfaction with the educa-
tional centre

4.11 (1.07) 4.08 (0.91) t (98) = 0.12; p = .902; d = 0.03

Relationship with classmates 4.25 (0.87) 4.21 (0.77) t (120) = 0.28; p = .783; d = 0.05

Academic results 3.25 (0.88) 3.11 (0.81) t (128) = 0.94; p = .351; d = 0.17

Attitude in class 3.93 (0.86) 3.91 (0.86) t (124) = 0.11; p = .912; d = 0.02

SOCIAL ADAPTATION

Psychosocial self -satisfac-
tion

Personal life 4.12 (1.09) 3.83 (1.02) t (125) = 1.51; p = .132; d = 0.27

BAC life 4.07 (1.07) 3.49 (0.97) t (127) = 3.07; p = .003; d = 0.57

Basque language

Knowledge 3.35 (1.06) 2.52 (1.06) t (128) = 4.25; p < .001; d = 0.79

Practice 2.90 (1.10) 2.21 (1.10) t (127) = 3.43; p = .001; d = 0.63

Desire for knowledge 3.51 (1.26) 2.69 (1.28) t (122) = 3.46; p = .001; d = 0.65

Spanish language

Knowledge 4.55 (0.82) 4.38 (1.01) t (125) = 1.01; p = .314; d = 0.19

Practice 4.43 (1.02) 4.30 (1.12) t (124) = 0.68; p = .498; d = 0.12

Desire for knowledge 4.48 (0.94) 4.43 (1.09) t (115) = 0.25; p = .803; d = 0.05

IDENTITY ADAPTATION

Basque identity

As Basque 2.49 (1.32) 1.88 (0.99) t (131) = 3.02; p = .006; d = 0.51

Speaks Euskara language 3.35 (1.24) 3.53 (1.38)
t (125) = - 0.76; p = .446; d = 

0.14

Desire to be Basque 2.80 (1.35) 2.00 (1.05) t (129) = 3.75; p < .001; d = 0.65

Spanish identity

As Spanish 3.10 (1.43) 2.96 (1.46) t (131) = 0.53; p = .600; d = 0.10

Speaks Spanish language 4.35 (0.82) 4.15 (1.00) t (128) = 1.24; p = .218; d = 0.23

Desire to be Spanish 3.06 (1.30) 2.89 (1.34) t (128) = 0.70; p = .487; d = 0.13
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Conclusions

This study posed three objectives. The first objective was to analyse the 
acculturation orientations of immigrant students taking into account 
three dimensions: two referred to the groups of the host society -Euskara 
speakers and Spanish speakers- and the other referred to the group of 
origin. The second aim was to analyse the socio-demographic profile of 
immigrant students classified under the main acculturation strategies. 
The third aim was to compare the levels of academic, social and identity 
adaptation of these subjects.

In relation to the first objective, the predominant acculturation 
orientation towards the two groups of the host society is integration, a 
result consistent with previous studies (Berry, et al., 2006, Kunst, Thomsen, 
Sam and Berry, 2015). However, in the case of orientation towards the 
Basque-speaking group there is a large presence of separation. This result 
can be explained by the condition of a minority national group with 
low ethnolinguistic vitality (Bourhis, 2001a). Combining the strategies of 
acculturation towards the two linguistic groups of Basque society, two 
types of integration were found: one oriented towards the two linguistic 
groups or bilingualism and another oriented only towards the Spanish-
speaking group or Spanish monolingualism that appears combined 
with the separation orientation towards the Basque-speaking group. As 
suggested by some authors (Coatsworth, et al., 2005, Rudmin, 2003), 
not all of the orientations proposed by Berry (assimilation, separation, 
integration and marginalization) have to be given in a specific social 
context, and some of them can show multiple subtypes. In the Basque 
context, the orientations of assimilation and marginalization show a very 
low frequency, and the orientation of integration shows two types.

The second objective was to compare the socio-demographic profile 
of the two types of integration found. The results showed significant 
differences according to the type of centre and the concentration of 
immigrant students in the centre. As such, integration indices towards 
bilingualism are higher in public centres and when the centre has a 
lower proportion of immigrants. We can conclude, then, that the high 
concentration of immigrant students in some schools underlines a student 
profile that is oriented towards integration into Spanish monolingualism, 
which nevertheless is oriented towards separation when referring to the 
Basque language. On the contrary, it is in those schools with a lower 
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concentration of immigrant students, where students mostly adopt an 
integrative orientation to bilingualism.

Thirdly, the levels of academic, social and identity adaptation of the 
main types of acculturation orientations were compared. In this sense, 
the two types of integration (bilingual and monolingual) do not differ 
in academic adaptation, showing high levels. In social and identity 
adaptation, the highest scores were found in the indicators referring to 
Spanish language and identity, where no differences between the two 
types of integration were found, something that can be explained by 
the lower social presence of Euskara (Etxebarria, 2015; Gobierno Vasco, 
2016). In contrast, differences were found in the indicators referring 
to life satisfaction in the BAC, knowledge and practice of the Basque 
language and Basque identity, where subjects with bilingual integration 
showed higher levels than did subjects with monolingual integration. 

In conclusion, the results of this research support the idea that in the 
study of acculturation, we must take into account the complexity of the 
host society. In bilingual contexts, such as in Basque, its study requires 
a three-dimensional approach, in which the group of origin and all the 
linguistic groups of the host society, whether majority or minority, are 
considered (Burgueño, 2002, Monteuil and Bourhis, 2004, Gim Chung et 
al., 2004).

On the other hand, the high levels of school and social adaptation 
shown by immigrant students can be the result of educational policies 
aimed at treating diversity in the Basque school (Basque Government, 
2016) based on principles of integration, equality, interculturality and 
quality, assuming diversity as a fundamental aspect to favor the integration 
of immigrant students (Berry et al., 2006; Ibarraran et al., 2007). 

However, studies on immigrant students in the Basque school (Ikuspegi, 
2011; Septién, 2006) indicate the tendency to concentrate immigrant 
students when enrolling preferably in public centers and linguistic 
models further away from bilingualism, where the presence of Basque 
is smaller, model A, while among native students there is a continuous 
evolution towards enrolling in Basque-speaking models, models B and D. 
Septién (2006) points out that this is not the most appropriate condition 
to achieve the objective set by the institutions so that all students can 
master the two official languages at the end of compulsory schooling 
(Basque Government, 2016). In this sense, Ibarraran, Lasagabaser, and 
Sierra (2007) pointed out that the trend towards the concentration of 
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immigrant students in certain Basque schools hinders the integration of 
these students and their interest in the Basque language. The present 
study confirms that this concentration of students does not facilitate the 
orientation of integration towards bilingualism, which is associated with 
better social and identity adaptation to the indicators referred to the 
Basque language.

We must also take into account the lower social presence of Euskara 
and the compensatory function that the Basque school must perform, 
especially among those in whose family environment Euskara is not 
present (Madariaga, 2013). Therefore, the inclusion of immigrant 
students in models B and D should be promoted, which could favor 
better learning of both languages, including the minority one and the 
development of integrative attitudes towards the two linguistic groups 
(Rojo, Madariaga and Huguet, 2010; Vila et al., 2009). For this, as some 
authors point out, we should rethink the language immersion programs 
to adapt them to the needs of this new student body with their linguistic 
and socio-cultural limitations (Martín-Pastor, Río, and González-Gil, 2017; 
Navarro, Huguet and Sansó, 2016).

According to Bourhis (2001a) the acculturation orientations adopted 
by the groups in contact condition the resulting relationships between 
these groups, which can be consensual, problematic or conflictive. It must 
be remembered that in bilingual contexts, the national minority group 
with low ethnolinguistic vitality is more vulnerable to having problematic 
or conflictive relationships with other groups. Given this, institutional 
policies aimed at integration could encourage consensual relationships, 
mitigating conflicting ones; for example, policies that visualize minority 
culture and encourage the learning of this minority language among 
immigrant students. In contrast and in the absence of such policies, 
the negative separation orientation adopted by immigrants could be 
maintained, and as a result, the resulting relationships between the two 
groups could be conflicting, strengthening some negative stereotypes or 
situations of discrimination in different areas.

Finally, it should be noted that this work has limitations to consider. 
On the one hand, the size of the sample and its non-random nature do 
not guarantee the generalization of the results; and on the other hand, 
the data were collected through self-reporting with closed questions. 
Taking into account the mentioned limitations, seems appropriate to 
continue analysing the acculturation orientations and the adaptation 
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levels of immigrant students in the Basque context in more representative 
samples using self-reporting and in small samples using techniques such 
as in-depth interviews or discussion groups to collect content richer 
in meaning. It would be also interesting to complement the vision of 
students with the opinion of other groups such as teachers or parents 
to give a more global vision of the adaptation processes in a bilingual 
context.
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Abstract
Evaluation processes are a fundamental tool for training and selecting 

students. However, there are no empirical studies in Spain that analyse the 
usefulness of assessment tests to measure academic performance. This study, 
based on research carried out using the construct comparability approach, 
conducts a comparative analysis of grades achieved by 6,709 students pertaining 
to 15 academic subject areas of the university entrance examinations (Pruebas 
de Acceso a la Universidad - PAU) administered in the province of Alicante 
(Spain). The partial-credit Rasch model is used as an estimation method in 
which each academic subject is regarded as an instrument item related to the 
measurement of the academic performance construct. The initial results exhibited 
unidimensionality, and all academic subject areas fit the model, although there 
was a lack of discrimination between high- and low-performing students, mainly 
due to the absence of monotonicity in the scoring categories. The difficulty levels 
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of the academic subjects were found to be appropriate for the skill levels of most 
students. These results demonstrated the ability of the tests analysed to report 
on the academic performance of the students who took the tests. In addition, 
important conclusions are presented regarding improvements in the grading 
processes, and future research studies are proposed.

Keywords: university entrance examination, educational assessment, academic 
performance, construct comparability approach, partial-credit Rasch model.

Resumen
Los procesos de evaluación constituyen una herramienta fundamental 

en el marco de la formación y selección de estudiantes. Sin embargo, no 
existen estudios empíricos en España que analicen la utilidad de las pruebas 
de evaluación para medir el rendimiento académico. El presente estudio, en 
base a las investigaciones realizadas sobre el enfoque de comparabilidad de 
constructo (construct comparability approach), realiza un análisis comparativo 
de las calificaciones obtenidas de 15 asignaturas de las Pruebas de Acceso a 
la Universidad (PAU) en la provincia de Alicante, con una muestra de 6709 
estudiantes. Se emplea el modelo de Rasch de crédito parcial como método 
de estimación, considerando cada materia como un ítem de un instrumento 
relacionado con la medición del constructo rendimiento académico. Los 
resultados iniciales mostraron el cumplimiento de la unidimensionalidad, así 
como un ajuste de todas materias al modelo, aunque se apreció una falta de 
discriminación entre sujetos de alto y bajo rendimiento, debido principalmente 
a la ausencia de monotonocidad de las categorías de puntuación. Se observa 
que el nivel de dificultad de las materias se adecúa al nivel habilidad de la 
mayor parte de los sujetos. En base a estos resultados, se destaca la capacidad 
de las pruebas analizadas para informar sobre el rendimiento académico de los 
estudiantes. A su vez, se derivan conclusiones relevantes para la mejora de los 
procesos de calificación, y se proponen investigaciones futuras. 

Palabras clave: Pruebas de Acceso a la Universidad, evaluación educativa, 
rendimiento académico, enfoque de comparabilidad de constructo, modelo de 
Rasch de crédito parcial.

Introduction

In recent years, there has been an ongoing boom in the study of 
academic performance at all levels of education. Some studies analyse 
the cognitive, motivational, and contextual variables involved at the 
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predictive or causal levels (Dicke et al., 2018; Valle et al., 2008), while 
others analyse the quality of the measurement of external performance 
assessment tests and their associated variables (Martí and Puertas, 2018; 
Sayans-Jiménez, Vázquez-Cano, and Bernal-Bravo, 2018). In the latter 
case, it is worth highlighting the progress in research on the design and 
implementation of internationally standardised tests, such as the TIMMS 
(Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study), the PIRLS 
(Progress in International Reading Literacy Study), the IALS (International 
Assessment of Literacy Survey), and, especially, the PISA (Programme for 
International Student Assessment). However, it should be noted that in 
Spain, despite in-depth studies of various variables used in the analysis 
of the abovementioned tests (Elosua, 2013), there has been scant analysis 
in recent years of the processes for measuring the quality of the PAU 
(Pruebas de Acceso a la Universidad) university entrance examinations 
beyond some quantitative analyses of the differences between groups of 
test subjects in specific areas, or of a local nature (Rodríguez-Menéndez, 
Inda and Peña-Calvo, 2014; Ruiz et al., 2011).

The PAU examination is the current procedure for students who have 
earned a Spanish baccalaureate to access university studies in Spain 
and its territories. This examination supports the university admission 
of students through a series of core and elective academic subject tests. 
These tests have different formats depending on the academic subject 
at hand, including text or image commentaries, (short or long) essays 
on a specific subject, or problem solving, among others. In addition, 
these test designs are independent of the country’s various Autonomous 
Communities (students from each Community take the same tests), and 
they produce grades that, when weighted with upper secondary school 
transcript grades, are used to calculate a total grade used in the students’ 
applications for admission to the various university degree programmes. 
This process is based on the regulation established in Organic Law 8/2013, 
of 9 December, for the improvement of educational quality (LOMCE, 
2013), and Royal Decree 412/2014, of 8 June, which establishes the basic 
regulations for admission to official university degree programmes.

 Since the PAU is a key assessment process for the futures of thousands 
of students, it is imperative to consider the role of evaluative research 
in the field of education. In this sense, it is necessary to begin with a 
pragmatic and contextual approach for examining the processes and the 
results obtained, as well as their use in the methods used by various 
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organisations (Sondergeld and Koskey, 2011) to ensure the principles of 
equity and equal opportunity for university admission.

In the quantitative research field, various statistical methods have 
been applied to investigate the fulfilment of the conditions necessary 
to ensure an objective measurement of academic performance, as well 
as the correct design of measurement instruments based on the analysis 
of the most specific conditions. Noteworthy are the use of added-
value models and multilevel models for the analysis of longitudinally 
measured academic performance (Blanco, González, and Ordóñez, 2009; 
López-Martín, Kouosmanen, and Gaviria, 2014). More specific to the 
PAU examination is the notable research by Gaviria (2005), in which 
he uses various statistical techniques (classical method, ordinary least 
squares method, multilevel method, average equalisation method, and 
standard deviation) to analyse the equivalence of baccalaureate grades 
with PAU exam grades, the latter serving as an anchoring point since it 
is a standardised test for all students. The results show that non-classical 
methods produce better results than the classical weighting method and 
make for a fairer student selection process.

However, while the PAU is useful as a standard set of tests for all 
students (taking into account the necessary knowledge domain-related 
differences), it is important to ensure that the tests adequately measure 
students’ various ability levels and that they demonstrate an adequate 
distribution of difficulty levels.

The scientific literature in the academic certification test field 
includes relevant research conducted in other countries that attempts 
to analyse the previously described psychometric properties based on 
different theoretical models for analysing the comparability of academic 
results. Particularly noteworthy are the models developed in the United 
Kingdom; more specifically, the performance comparability approach 
(Baird, Cresswell, and Newton, 2000), the conventional or sociological 
comparability approach (William, 1996b), the statistical comparability 
approach (William, 1996a), and a more recently developed model that 
improves on the previous ones – the construct comparability approach 
(Newton, 2005). This last model requires that comparisons of two elements 
have something in common that serves as the basis for this comparison. 
Just as two tests can be compared by measuring them on the same scale, 
in the context of academic score comparisons, we can only compare those 
that measure a common construct – academic performance, in our case. 
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Thus, the premise of this approach is as follows (Coe, 2008): two scores 
pertaining to two students are comparable if the academic performance 
of both (which corresponds to the same level of the latent construct 
they share) is measured using the same scoring method. According to 
this postulation, subject matter difficulty will correspond to a specific 
level established in the latent variable. That is, one academic subject is 
considered more difficult than another if, to achieve a specific score, a 
higher level of performance or ability is necessary (Coe, 2010).

Other studies have also demonstrated the need to analyse the 
usefulness of academic certification tests designed for student admission 
and to ensure comparability of results. For example, Hübner, Wagner, 
Hochweber, Neumann, and Nagengast (2019) showed that the results 
from two tests taken by students in Germany could lead to a deficient 
admission process because these tests had not been revised to reflect 
the educational reforms implemented. Furthermore, Korobko, Glas, 
Bosker, and Luyten (2008) found that the results achieved by students 
from the Netherlands were influenced by the academic subjects chosen 
for assessment, revealing the need to adjust the evaluation procedure to 
avoid an unfair assessment of higher-performing students.

Thus, considering the relevant research on this topic, a comparability 
measure must use the scores from academic subject tests as an instrument 
to measure the validity of the construct. This necessity implies that they 
must adequately represent the content, have good internal consistency, 
and demonstrate an appropriate degree of correlation between the latent 
construct and the variables (the different academic subjects).

This measurement model would be impossible without a clear 
conceptualisation of the construct – academic performance, in our case. 
It is important to note that, despite being a widely studied concept, there 
is no single definition of academic performance in the scientific literature. 
Given the complexity and multidisciplinary approach of academic 
performance, most of the working definitions refer to the assessment or 
evaluation of overall achievement at the primary-school level ( Jiménez, 
2000). However, our construct refers to the achievement levels attained 
as measured by the respective evaluation standards for the various 
academic subjects that comprise the PAU tests. This achievement level 
is translated into specific scores such that a comparison of the construct 
can be made if increasing or decreasing a score also means progressing 
or regressing in the construct that is measured.



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 65-83
Received: 02-05-2019    Accepted: 29-11-2019

70

Veas, A., Benítez, I., Navas, L., Gilar-Corbí, R.  A CompArAtive AnAlysis of University entrAnCe exAminAtions Using the ConstrUCt CompArAbility ApproACh

The theoretical approach presented in this study adheres to the 
measurement approach espoused by the Rasch model (Rasch, 1980; 
Wright and Stone, 1979), which is the best-known example of item 
response theories (IRT). The Rasch model provides a mathematical model 
based on the calibration of ordinal data from a common measurement 
scale and checks for conditions such as unidimensionality, linearity, and 
monotonicity. In its most basic form, this model establishes that the 
difficulty of an item and the ability of a human subject can be measured on 
a common scale and that the probability of a person answering correctly 
will be conditioned by the difference between his or her ability and the 
item difficulty. Both measures (ability and difficulty) are examined in logit 
units, since the model uses a logarithmic scale. The use of a common 
measurement scale allows the setting of homogeneous intervals, such that 
the difference between the parameters of item difficulty and student ability 
indicates the same probability of success throughout the whole scale.

At this level of analysis, the starting point is to treat each academic 
subject as a specific item with 0-10 scoring intervals that indicate different 
degrees or categories of success. The partial-credit model (Wright and 
Masters, 1982) enables us to individually analyse the difficulty of attaining 
a specific score for each academic subject, per the Rasch methodology. 
This methodology has been used in the UK to analyse the comparability 
of the General Certificate of Secondary Education certification tests for 
16-year-olds and the General Certificate of Education-Advanced tests for 
18-year-olds (Coe, 2008; He, Stockford, and Meadows, 2018). The model 
formula is as follows:

where:
P

nij
 is the probability that subject n will correctly answer item i in 

category j;
B

n
 is the measured ability of subject n;

D
i
 is the measured difficulty of item i; and

F
ij
 is the adjustment measured for item i in category j relative to 

category j-1, which is the point at which categories j-1 and j are equally 
likely in relation to the item measurement (Bond and Fox, 2007).
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Thus, our main task in this study is the application of the construct 
comparability approach, developed over the last few decades in the United 
Kingdom, to the PAU tests administered in one of Spain’s Autonomous 
Communities. Specifically, the objectives are as follows: 1) to compare the 
adjustment levels and difficulty parameters of the various subjects and 2) 
to compare the distribution of difficulty levels to the scores achieved in 
the different academic subjects across the latent attribute.

Methodology

Sample

The sample consists of most of the students from Alicante Province who 
took the PAU tests in June 2018. Specifically, test scores were collected 
from 6,709 students who were tested in the province’s two public 
universities: The University of Alicante and Miguel Hernandez University 
of Elche. The percentage of women in both universities is approximately 
60%. The test scores were obtained from the university regulatory agency 
of the Valencia regional government.

Instruments

The study used the PAU tests administered in Alicante Province in June 2018. 
These are the same tests administered in the Autonomous Community’s 
other provinces (Valencia and Castellón). Fifteen academic subjects were 
selected from the set of core and elective subject tests administered. The 
selection criterion was a minimum of 600 students tested per academic 
subject. This criterion is used to ensure greater precision of the estimated 
parameters (He, Stockford, and Meadows, 2018). Thus, the academic 
subjects selected were Biology, Castilian Language and Literature, Audio-
Visual Culture II, Technical Drawing, Business Economics, Physics, 
Geography, Art History, History of Spain, History of Philosophy, English, 
Latin II, Mathematics II, Applied Mathematics for the Social Sciences II, 
Chemistry, and Valencian Language and Literature.
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The tests are scored based on standards previously established by 
each grading commission. The scoring criteria stem from the maximum 
possible score for each test question, together with qualitative 
instructions to reinforce the objectivity of the examiners. These scoring 
criteria are public and available from the Generalitat Valenciana website 
(http://www.ceice.gva.es/va/web/universidad/examenes-y-criterios-de-
correccion-de-convocatoria-ordinaria)

Procedure

The construct comparability approach was applied in this study, which 
assumes that the grades achieved by students in different academic 
subjects as part of the overall testing process can be compared with one 
another.

The partial-credit model was applied using the Winsteps (version 
4.4.0) statistical software package (Linacre, 2019) for the joint maximum 
likelihood estimation (Bond, 2004). In this model, each of the included 
academic subjects is regarded as an item of a single instrument that is 
capable of measuring the academic performance construct.

First, per the Rasch model, the model’s unidimensionality is measured 
by analysing the main components of the residual scores. According 
to Linacre (1998), the eigenvalue obtained by comparing the residuals 
should not be higher than 2.

The process of estimating the item difficulty (including their respective 
categories) and student ability levels is iterative and examines the 
relationship between the probabilities of obtaining a certain score as 
a function of the student’s ability. The maximum likelihood procedure 
enables us to determine the difficulty value of a certain score that best 
explains the recorded pattern of performance. Similarly, the ability value 
can be determined for each individual based on the pattern of difficulty 
indices. This process is repeated using the ability and difficulty estimates 
until they converge.

While many statistical models try to fit the model to the data, the 
opposite occurs in this model. In other words, the data must fit the 
model to be accepted. This fit can be determined from the residual 
measurements; that is, from the difference between a student’s answer 
for a given item and the expected answer calculated by the model. There 
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are two ways to standardise the fit measurements for a particular item or 
subject (Bond and Fox, 2007):

–   Outfit is the quadratic average of the residuals, divided by the 
degrees of freedom. This statistic can be interpreted as an overall 
measure of whether the answers given to a particular item fit the 
model.

–   Infit eliminates the extreme scores that influence the outfit, thereby 
utilising the residuals of the individuals whose ability levels are in 
the range closest to the specific item.

The infit and outfit statistics are calculated using quadratic averages 
as a function of the Pearson’s Chi-squared statistical value divided by its 
degrees of freedom, thus producing a scale with values ranging from 0 to 
infinity. Values below 1 indicate a better-than-expected fit to the model, 
while values above 1 indicate a poor fit to the model. Thus, if we have an 
infit value of 1.40, we can assert that there is 40% more data variability 
compared to the model prediction, while an outfit of 0.80 indicates that 
there is 20% less data variability with respect to the model prediction.

Different fit values have been established depending on the purpose 
of the analysis (Coe et al., 2008; Tan and Yates, 2007). Linacre (2002) 
suggested that values greater than 2 necessarily indicate a poor model 
fit, and therefore the analysis does not provide reliable conclusions. For 
this reason, we used this parametric adjustment value for the test items 
and students, which aligns with previous studies that have also applied 
the construct comparability approach (He, Stockford, and Meadows, 
2018). In addition, the students’ average ability level for the various 
academic subjects was set to zero so that the parameter estimates could 
be compared with one another.

Results

First, the overall statistics for the model showed a subject (student) 
reliability index of 0.74 and a subject (student) separation index of 1.69. 
These values are considered low and indicate that the set of academic 
subjects is not sensitive enough to effectively distinguish between high- 
and low- performing students (Bond and Fox, 2007).
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Regarding the model’s unidimensionality, the results of the analysis 
of the main components of the residual scores (Bond and Fox, 2007) 
reveal a main factor that can explain 51.3% of the variance in the latent 
attribute. The value of the hypothetical second factor is lower than 2 
(Eigenvalue V2 = 1.4), which confirms the model’s unidimensionality.

Table I presents the academic subjects in order of difficulty (from 
highest to lowest), as well as their respective goodness-of-fit indices. An 
optimal fit of all academic subjects to the model is observed in accordance 
with the established criteria. The academic subjects with the highest 
difficulty indices are (in descending order) Chemistry, Geography, and 
Physics. The academic subjects with the lowest difficulty indices are (in 
ascending order) History of Spain, Mathematics II, and Economics.

TABLE I. Difficulty indices and goodness-of-fit statistics for the analysed PAU academic subjects

Academic subjects
No. of 

students
Diffi-
culty

Infit Outfit
Item-scale 
correlation

Chemistry 2,179 -0.03 0.92 0.91 0.76

Geography 1,619 -0.16 1.40 1.40 0.62

Physics 1,504 -0.24 1.12 1.12 0.75

Applied Mathematics for the Social 
Sciences II

2,236 -0.26 1.25 1.25 0.63

Biology 1,738 -0.29 0.90 0.89 0.74

Technical Drawing 697 -0.31 1.51 1.50 0.62

Art History 714 -0.41 1.30 1.29 0.68

Castilian Language and Literature II 6,123 -0.52 0.71 0.74 0.67

Valencian Language and Literature II 4,747 -0.55 0.69 0.71 0.64

Latin 864 -0.63 1.17 1.16 0.69

English 5,960 -0.65 1.17 1.16 0.61

History of Philosophy 778 -0.66 1.37 1.34 0.64

Economics 1,698 -0.67 0.99 0.98 0.70

Mathematics II 3,177 -0.75 1.24 1.19 0.68

History of Spain 6,124 -0.81 0.90 0.92 0.62

Source: Created by the authors based on results obtained using the Winsteps software package
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Since the partial-credit model was used, all of the academic subject 
scores have their own goodness-of-fit indices. In this sense, all of the 
academic subject scores have an optimal fit, with values ranging from 
0.7 to 1.9. However, the score difficulty distribution presented in Figure 
I shows that the monotonicity criterion was not met for several academic 
subjects. Thus, no increase in the associated difficulty was detected when 
moving from one score to the score immediately above it. This situation 
occurred for the academic subjects of the History of Spain, History of 
Philosophy, Technical Drawing, and Geography. It was also observed that 
the scores at the top and bottom of the scale exhibit greater dispersion in 
the scalar distribution. For example, achieving a score of 10 in Biology is 
more difficult than achieving a score of 10 in Applied Mathematics for the 
Social Sciences. Similarly, achieving a score of one in Latin is more difficult 
than achieving the same score in Valencian Language and Literature II.

FIGURE I. Test score distribution for latent attributes by academic subject

Source: Created by the authors based on results obtained using the Winsteps software package
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The “Wright map” presented in Figure II shows the distribution of 
persons and items along the ranges of ability and difficulty, respectively. 
Individuals are distributed on the left side of the graph, while items are 
on the right side. The figure shows that the difficulty of the different 
academic subjects corresponds to an ability range between logits 0 and 
-1. This result is positive, since it means that most students are able to 
take all the exams. There is also a percentage of students between logits 
0 and 1, which indicates a higher level of ability and therefore a higher 
probability of achieving good test scores.

FIGURE II. Person-Item map

Source: Created by the authors based on results obtained using the Winsteps software package

Lastly, Figure III shows the item characteristic curves (ICC) for all of 
the academic subjects analysed. These curves reveal the relationships 
between the expected and observed scores for each item, depending 
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on the q student ability level in the latent attribute. There is good fit 
when the observed and expected scores overlap between the points and 
the line, respectively. Specifically, a similar academic subject difficulty 
pattern is identified in the average scores (between -2 and +2 logits) and 
in the differences in the maximum and minimum scores (between -4 and 
-2 logits and between +2 and +2 logits). The easiest academic subjects 
(based on required ability level) are displayed on the left side of the 
graph, while the scores that require a higher ability level are on the right.

FIGURE III. Item Characteristic Curves
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Discussion and conclusions

The initial analyses demonstrate compliance with the criterion of 
unidimensionality, which is essential for the application of the model 
and for establishing a latent construct defined as academic performance 
within the scope of the PAUs. However, despite the creation of this 
operational construct, it should not be assumed that a single, overall 
process exists. The scientific literature indicates that the interpretation 
of this construct is not clear, since it is not a basis for establishing the 
specific purposes of each test developed (He, Stockford and Meadows, 
2018). Therefore, it is clear that all tests require specific skills, but they 
all also require global cognitive processes related to the measurement of 
the construct.

Regarding the first objective, we observed an optimal fit of all the 
academic subjects analysed, which enables an examination of the 
invariance properties assumed by the Rasch model (Bond and Fox, 
2007). Therefore, the value of this type of estimation lies in the potential 
for making inferences beyond the sample of students used. At the same 
time, the academic subject fit allows comparisons with the difficulty 
parameters obtained from the ability level required to achieve a certain 
test score. These results lead to a key conclusion in the field of PAU 
assessment regarding the choice of academic subjects by students, a point 
that has been widely discussed in the international body of literature 
(Lamprianou, 2009). Bell et al. (2007) indicate that a student’s perceived 
difficulty of one or more academic subjects may pose a barrier to 
university admission. Consequently, other academic subjects have higher 
enrolment rates. Considering the results of this study, such a situation 
could be occurring with the History of Spain, to the detriment of the 
History of Philosophy, since students must choose one of these academic 
subjects, and the former has more than three times as many candidates 
as the latter.

The analysis of the second objective highlights the need to consider 
the traditional grading scale used in the PAUs, as the typical monotonicity 
criterion was not met in the performance tests. The current 10 categories 
do not adequately discriminate at specific points of the latent attributes. 
It should be noted that in most countries where comparative analyses 
of admission test results have been conducted, fewer grade categories 
are used. Adjusting the scoring system would allow other possible 
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calculations in the same comparative framework, such as evaluating the 
relative difficulty of each score by comparing it with the average difficulty 
of all academic subjects; these differences could be expressed in the logit 
unit of measurement or in terms of direct scores. This measure would 
enable observations of how the difficulty of the academic subject scores 
evolve over successive testing sessions in different academic years (He, 
Stockford and Meadows, 2018).

Regarding the previous paragraph, the separation rate obtained is 
low, which affects the fact that the evidence does not discriminate well 
between students who demonstrate high and low levels of the latent 
attribute. However, the “Wright map” reveals that all the test difficulty 
levels are within the students’ ability range, so there are adequate 
degrees of probability of obtaining positive results. The positions of the 
academic subjects on the scale correspond to a similar distribution of 
the categories in the latent construct (as seen in the ICC), although some 
differences can be noted in the distribution of the extremity categories. 
Once again, these results highlight the need to recodify the categories 
and improve discrimination by including more students in each high- 
and low-performance category.

In conclusion, this study aims to initiate an effective analysis in Spain 
that compares test scores using the construct comparability approach 
that has been applied in other countries. However, it is important to 
bear in mind certain limitations that may guide future research on this 
topic. First, it should be noted that the national data samples used in 
other countries are much larger. Larger samples enable better estimates 
because of the higher number of test scores and academic subjects. 
Conducting this study at a provincial level allowed the use of a construct 
comparability approach and confirmed the possibility of conducting 
future studies analogous to those conducted in other countries. In our 
specific context, this approach enables comparisons between Autonomous 
Communities to determine appropriate measures for equity. In this sense, 
the influences of several differential factors must be analysed, such as 
the individual selection of academic subjects or the effects of educational 
reforms on testing (Hübner et al., 2019; Korobko, Glas, and Bosker, 
2008). Nonetheless, the potential influence of the test graders on the 
model measurement was not examined in this study and has not yet been 
explored in the field’s scientific literature. However, considering that 
most PAUs consist of written essay questions, the differences between 
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test graders regarding task interpretation and evaluation categories (as 
well as other possible effects such as the halo effect, gender and cultural 
bias, etc.) can contribute to measurement error and to the validity and 
fairness of test scoring (Prieto, 2011). The Rasch model can incorporate 
these types of considerations through an extension of the partial-credit 
model called the Many-Facet Rasch Measurement.
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Abstract
Introduction: Although there is consensus regarding some of the foundations 

for preventing specific learning disabilities, there is a shortage of studies applying 
programmes that encompass most of them together. The aim of this study is to 
analyse the effect of an oral and written language intervention programme on the 
writing skills and development of Spanish pupils who present a risk of learning 
disabilities. The purpose of the programme is to prioritise and systematise the 
teaching of reading and writing, phonological awareness and phonological, 
semantic and morpho-syntactic development, through the school curriculum. 
Method: 56 pupils aged between five and seven who present a risk of learning 
disabilities were evaluated. A repeat-measures longitudinal design was applied, 
with four evaluation stages and three intervention stages, two groups of subjects 
(instruction vs. no instruction) and two study variables (copying and dictation). 
Results: findings indicate that the group that received specific instruction 
achieved better scores in copying and dictation. Discussion and conclusion: 

(1)  This study has been funded by the research group “Learning Disabilities and Developmental 
Disorders” belonging to Junta de Andalucía
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the effectiveness of early, systematic and planned intervention with regard to 
oral and written language, as a way of improving writing in subjects at risk of 
learning disabilities, is demonstrated.

Keywords: learning disabilities, reading, writing, spoken language; early years 
and primary education

Resumen
Introducción: A pesar de que hay un consenso en admitir cuáles son 

algunas de las bases para prevenir las dificultades específicas en el aprendizaje, 
sin embargo, no son tan frecuentes los estudios que aplican programas que 
consideran la mayoría de ellas de manera conjunta. El objetivo del estudio es 
analizar el efecto en la escritura de un programa de intervención del lenguaje 
oral y escrito en sujetos españoles con riesgo de dificultades en el aprendizaje. El 
programa tiene como objetivo priorizar y sistematizar la enseñanza de la lectura 
y la escritura, del conocimiento fonológico y del desarrollo fonológico, semántico 
y morfosintáctico, a través del curriculum escolar. Metodología: 56 alumnos con 
riesgo de dificultades en el aprendizaje son evaluados desde los cinco hasta 
los siete años. El diseño es longitudinal de medidas repetidas, con cuatro fases 
de evaluación y tres de intervención, dos grupos de sujetos (instruido vs no 
instruido) y dos variables de estudio (copia y dictado). Resultados: Los resultados 
indican mejores puntuaciones en copia y dictado en el grupo instruido. Discusión 
y conclusiones: Se demuestra la eficacia de la intervención temprana, sistemática 
y planificada del lenguaje oral y escrito como modo de mejorar la escritura en 
sujetos con riesgo de dificultades en el aprendizaje.

 
Palabras clave: problemas de aprendizaje, lectura, escritura, lenguaje hablado, 

educación infantil 

Introducción

The aim of the research outlined here is to tackle the high levels of 
learning disabilities found in schools. For example, 50.5 % of pupils in 
Spain’s primary education system are identified as having a slow and 
accurate reading profile, 31.9 % have an inaccurate reading profile, 16.5 
% have a slow and inaccurate reading profile, 38.6% present arbitrary 
spelling problems, 43.9% writing problems owing to phonological 
difficulties, and 17.5% spelling and phonological difficulties ( Jiménez, 
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Guzmán, Rodríguez, & Artiles, 2009; Jiménez, Rodríguez, & Ramírez, 
2009). According to studies carried out in other countries, the prevalence 
of learning disabilities ranges from 5% to 17.5% of school-age children 
(Katusic, Colligan, Barbares, Schaid & Jacobsen, 2001). These disabilities, 
which emerge at a young age, generally increase as the child grows 
(Gonzalez & Martin, 2006, 2016), and can even lead to poor academic 
performance or cause them to drop out of the education system altogether.

There is widespread consensus regarding the fact that when and how 
children learn to read and write will condition their success or failure 
in improving on such disabilities (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009; Foorman, 
Schatschneider, Eakin, Fletcher, Moats, & Francis, 2006; González, Martín, 
& Delgado, 2011, 2012; González & Martín, 2017). 

The majority of studies conducted in this regard show that learning 
disabilities can be palliated by means of early intervention. Some studies 
have demonstrated improvements in reading learning disabilities through 
early intervention in the school curriculum (González et al., 2011, 2012; 
González & Martín, 2017; Slavin, Lake, Chambers, Cheung, & Davis, 
2009;). Given the similarity between reading and writing (Fitzgerald & 
Shanahan, 2000; Oslund et al., 2015), we might expect early intervention 
in writing to have a similar improvement with regard to such disabilities. 
Therefore, the earlier the intervention with children who present a risk of 
learning disabilities, the greater the expectation regarding their optimal 
recovery.

Another important question when it comes to achieving such 
improvements is the content of the intervention. Some studies highlight 
the importance of systematically prioritising the learning of reading 
and writing within the school curriculum in order to improve specific 
learning disabilities (Brand & Dalton, 2012; Brown, Scull, Nolan, Raban, 
& Deans, 2012; Dunphy, 2012; Elliott & Olliff, 2008; Vadasy & Sanders, 
2008; Wright, Stackhoyse, & Wood, 2008). Joint intervention in reading 
and writing seems most likely to favour success in improving specific 
learning disabilities, given the two-way relationship between these two 
skills. Furthermore, according to some studies, specific intervention in 
reading can improve spelling, and specific intervention in writing can 
improve the reading of words and reading comprehension (Coker, 
Jennings, Farley-Ripple, & MacArthur, 2018; Graham, Kiuhara, McKeown, 
& Harris, 2012; Graham & Santangelo, 2014; Graham et al., 2017;). Along 
these same lines, various meta-analyses have analysed the effectiveness 
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of intervention programmes in reading and writing among subjects 
with learning disabilities, finding a high level of effectiveness and gains 
made in the groups subjected to intervention (Graham et al., 2017; Kang, 
McKenna, Arden, & Ciullo, 2016).

There are also studies that point towards intervention in prior 
skills to improve written language disabilities. In this regard, the RTI 
model highlights the importance of the early detection of risk factors 
at a young age as a means of preventing specific learning disabilities 
(Burns & Gibbons, 2012; Fletcher, Lyon, Fuchs, & Barnes, 2019; Fletcher 
& Vaughn, 2009; Kovaleski, Van der Heyden, & Shapiro, 2013;). These 
skills or factors include phonological awareness, grapheme-phoneme 
conversion, vocabulary, and morpho-syntactic awareness, among others 
(Brand & Dalton, 2012; Ford, Cabell, Konold, Invernizzi, & Gartland, 
2013; González et al., 2011, 2012; Hipfner-Boucher, Milburn, Weitzman, 
Greenberg, Pelletier, & Girolametto, 2014; National Reading Panel, 2000; 
Scammacca et al., 2016; Schaadt, Pannekamp, & van der Meer, 2013; 
Vadasy & Sanders, 2012

Although there is widespread consensus around some of the 
foundations for preventing specific learning disabilities, very few studies 
apply programmes that encompass the majority of them together. 
Furthermore, there is also a disconnection between research findings 
and what is actually done in schools. In some education systems, 
such as Spain’s, children who are at risk of having learning disabilities 
are not detected until the first or second year of Primary Education. 
Written language learning is not systematised until after Early Years and 
Kindergarten Education, and the pre-requisites established by research 
as priority instructional components are not uniformly rolled out across 
the board. 

Hence, following on from previous research conducted by the authors 
of this paper, the aim here is to analyse the effects of an intervention 
programme on the writing skills of Spanish-speaking subjects who 
present a risk of having learning disabilities, through early, systematic, 
planned intervention with regard to oral and written language. Spanish 
children at risk of having learning disabilities who are given early 
systematic instruction in oral and written language between the ages of 
five and seven are expected to gain higher scores in writing than children 
within this age range who have not received such instruction.
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Method

Participants

The study population encompassed children in Reception/Kindergarten 
in the province of Malaga (Spain), in state-run and grant-maintained 
schools located in intermediate sociocultural areas, who presented no 
physical or psychological disabilities. 

In order to select the subjects included in the sample, the schools 
were classified into different sociocultural areas (high, intermediate, 
and low). According to the census of schools published by Andalusia’s 
Regional Department of Education, there are twelve state-run Primary 
Schools in intermediate sociocultural areas in Malaga (Spain), of which 
five were chosen at random to take part in the research. In this area, 
30% of the population is below the average level of illiteracy (González 
& Delgado, 2007). 

In six classrooms located at three of the schools (two per school), 
an intervention programme was applied to subjects at risk of having 
learning disabilities, constituting the Group that received Instruction (I). 
In two classrooms at the remaining schools, the intervention programme 
was not applied to subjects who presented a risk of learning difficulties, 
and they received the regulated teaching set out in the official curriculum 
for Andalusia, constituting the Group that received No Instruction (NI). 
The five schools were assigned to the I and NI groups at random, and 
the number of classes in each case corresponded to the number of 
classrooms in each school.

A total of 56 children in Reception/Kindergarten (aged 5) who 
presented a risk of learning disabilities took part in this research, selected 
from a sample of 204 subjects from five schools chosen at random from 
intermediate sociocultural areas in the province of Malaga (Spain). These 
56 pupils were distributed into the Group that received Instruction (I) and 
the Group that received No Instruction (NI) among 10 classes from the 
different schools. The I Group comprised 31 pupils (14 boys and 17 girls) 
who presented a risk of learning disabilities at the age of five (M= 5.3 
and SD = 0.5). The NI Group comprised 25 pupils (14 boys and 11 girls) 
who also presented a risk of learning disabilities at the age of five (M= 
5.6 and SD= 0.5). The groups did not present any statistically significant 
differences with regard to gender (t(1,54) = 0.797 and p = .429).
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The pupils included in the two groups were Spanish speakers, did not 
present any physical, mental or sensory deficits, had a normal intellectual 
level, and presented a low performance in terms of oral language, 
reading or writing, according to the educational psychology evaluation 
reports carried out by the school psychologists. Learning disabilities 
were evaluated using the Academic Performance Evaluation Test (Test de 
Evaluación del Rendimiento Académico - TERA) used by Spanish primary 
teachers to evaluate academic performance (Moya, González, & Delgado, 
2010), specifically the reading and writing evaluation tests included in this 
instrument (González & Delgado, 2006; González et al., 2011, 2012), and 
the Navarre Oral Language Test (Prueba de Lenguaje Oral de Navarra – 
PLON) (Aguinaga, Armentia, Fraile, Olangua, & Uriz, 1989), respectively. 
In both groups, only subjects who obtained a score below the twentieth 
percentile in all tests were taken into consideration, in accordance with 
the criterion used in other studies (Fletcher et al., 2004; Welsch, 2007). 
Hence, subjects who obtained scores below the twentieth percentile in all 
the tests were deemed to be at risk of having learning disabilities. Initially, 
no significant differences were found between the groups in the different 
tests mentioned (F(1,54) = 2.73 and p = .10, F(1,54) = 3.73 and p = .06, 
F(1,54) = 3.71 and p = .06 and F (1,54) = 2.92 and p = .08, respectively). 

Instruments

Writing ability was evaluated by means of the Copying (REC) and 
Dictation (RED) tests (González & Delgado, 2007; González et al., 2011).

The REC test evaluates the number of letters copied down correctly 
out of a total of seven (vowels and consonants), the number of words 
correctly copied out of total of eight, including words of different lengths 
and frequency (two and three syllables, direct and blended, familiar 
and infrequent), and the accuracy with which two sentences are copied 
down (made up of three and five words, respectively). The maximum 
scores for each of the subtests were the total item scores for each one, 
and the maximum test score was the sum total of all the item scores. 
The mean score achieved in the total test for each age corresponds to 
the mean number of correct answers in each assessment and school 
year, indicated in Figure 1. Regarding the validity of the test, it presents 
a one-dimensional structure and a saturation index greater than .33, 
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with explained variability of 42.75% and a sample adequacy index of 
.89. Regarding the reliability of the test, analyses of the items indicate 
homogeneity indices greater than .30 and internal consistency of .92 
(González et al., 2011).

The RED test evaluates the number of dictated letters written down 
correctly out of a total of eight (two vowels and six consonants), along 
with eight dictated words (with one, two and multiple syllables, direct 
and blended, familiar and infrequent), eight pseudo-words (two and 
three syllables, direct and blended), three dictated sentences, with a total 
of 16 words (each with three, four and five words, with direct, inverse 
and blended syllables, containing frequent and infrequent words) and 
three dictated texts with a total of 94 words (graded from lower to higher 
difficulty, from familiar, simple, short sentences, to long, less familiar and 
more complex sentences). The maximum score for each of the subtests 
coincided with the total item score for each one, and the maximum score 
for the RED test was the sum total of the item scores. The mean score for 
the total test for each age group corresponded to the mean number of 
correct answers obtained in each evaluation and school year, indicated 
in Figure 1. As for the validity of the test, it presents a one-dimensional 
structure and a saturation index greater than .33, with explained variability 
of 43.75% and a sample adequacy index of .87. Regarding the reliability 
of the test, analyses of the items indicate homogeneity indices greater 
than .30 and internal consistency of .92 (González et al., 2011).

Procedure

A repeat-measures (four measurements) design was used, with three 
intervention stages. Two study variables were considered – Copying (C) 
and Dictation (D) – in two groups of subjects (I and NI). 

The subjects were evaluated individually by the authors during school 
hours, after obtaining details from the educational psychology reports 
written by the psychologists attached to their respective schools. The 
evaluation was conducted after the subjects’ parents had signed a written 
consent form, which set out the criteria governing data confidentiality. 

Each subject was evaluated individually, during school time, using a 
blind approach. The first measurement (pre-test) was carried out at the 
start of the school year (September), when the subjects were beginning 
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Reception/Kindergarten. The other three evaluations (post-tests) were 
carried out after the application of different intervention periods (June). 
The three intervention stages were carried out between the months of 
October and May in the corresponding school years, when the children 
were in Reception/Kindergarten, Year/Grade 1 and Year/Grade 2 of 
Primary Education, respectively.

As in previous studies conducted by the authors (González & Martín, 
2017; González et al., 2011, 2012), the intervention programme was not 
carried out with the NI Group. This group received regular teaching 
regarding spoken and written language, regulated by the official 
compulsory curricular objectives set out in Legislative Decrees 105 and 
107 (CECJA, 1992) for Early Years and Primary Education. In Reception/
Kindergarten (aged 5), the contents developed over the course of 
the school year related with spoken language encompassed listening 
to stories, songs, and oral narrations of stories. At this level, only an 
approximation of written language is made, through their knowledge 
of high frequency words (CECJA, 1992). In Years/Grades 1 and 2 (six 
and seven years of age), oral language was developed by means of the 
same tasks as in the previous year, and actual teaching of oral language 
began, such as visual and spatial discrimination, motor skills, laterality 
and body schema (CECJA, 1992). The contents were delivered by the 
teachers in the children’s regular classroom and they were not prioritised 
or structured at any level of education. The time given over every day 
to the instruction of oral language varied between the different school 
years, and could not be controlled. In total, four teachers took part.

The children in the I Group received systematic structured instruction 
in oral language, reading and writing, through the intervention 
programme developed by the authors in previous studies (González 
& Martín, 2017; González et al., 2011, 2012). The general aim of this 
programme is to encourage reading (accuracy and comprehension) and 
writing (accuracy and composition), integrating this with oral language 
activities between the ages of five and seven. Reading and writing 
accuracy were approached by means of phonemic articulation activities 
and discrimination of all the graphemes in the alphabet (phonological 
development); identifying, counting, adding, omitting and replacing 
syllables and phonemes, identifying rhymes, recognising the vowel 
structure of words, linking words, among others (syllable and phoneme 
knowledge); reading letters, words and texts; letter, word, sentence and 
text copying and dictation activities. Reading comprehension and written 
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composition were tackled by means of activities to define and associate 
images and words, find antonyms and synonyms, categorise concepts, 
order images and/or words to build sentences of different lengths, 
identify and convert masculine/feminine words, plurals/singulars, and 
affirmative/interrogative, among others (semantic and morpho-syntactic 
development); identifying and organising the main ideas present in texts 
of different lengths and complexity; changing or guessing the end of a 
written text; producing messages or short texts involving images, words 
or sentences; asking themselves about what they have not understood 
and correcting themselves, among others (González & Martín, 2017; 
González et al., 2011, 2012). These contents were sequenced in each 
school year according to the level of cognitive complexity involved in the 
tasks (González et al., 2011, 2012). These activities were carried out on 
a daily basis, individually and collectively, at the start of the school day, 
through different subjects such as Spanish Language, and Natural and 
Social Sciences. The programme was developed over two and a half hours 
every day, for approximately twenty weeks over the course of the school 
year. The intervention programme was implemented by six teachers in 
their regular classrooms, having received previous training from the 
authors of this study in how to apply the programme. This prior training 
included seminars and workshops in order to update their knowledge 
about reading and writing instruction, and they also tested out these 
procedures by means of modelling in order to implement them in class. 
Subsequently, the teachers received feedback from the authors along with 
regular weekly monitoring through direct observation in the classrooms 
and individual and/or group interviews with the authors, in order to 
analyse their experiences, deal with any difficulties they encountered, 
and discuss and evaluate the achievements made. The measure of inter-
observer agreement recorded with two observers who were monitoring 
the teachers for 30 class sessions chosen at random indicated a good 
level of agreement between evaluators (0.87). This process enabled us to 
control the validity and reliability of the teachers’ interventions.

Data analysis

Having confirmed the parametric assumptions of sphericity and 
homoscedasticity of variances, using the Mauchly and Levene tests, 
respectively, a one-way repeat-measures analysis of variance was 
conducted in accordance with the objectives of this study. 
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The purpose of such tests is to analyse inter-subject and intra-subject 
differences in relation with the study variables. Adjusted post-hoc 
comparisons were also analysed between groups and in each group, 
using the Bonferroni method. 

Data analysis was performed using the statistical software package 
SPSS 20.

Results

Results obtained in the Copying test 

The descriptive statistics obtained in the Copying tests by the two groups 
of subjects in the four evaluations show an increase in the mean scores 
obtained in the second, third, and fourth evaluation compared to the 
initial evaluation (pre-test), in the I and NI groups. However, the scores 
for the I group were higher than the NI group as well as the average 
scores obtained after the first evaluation (Figure 1 and Table 1). 

FIGURE 1. Average scores for Copying per evaluation according to group.
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To analyse whether these differences are significant, a repeat-measures 
analysis of variance was conducted. The assumptions of sphericity (χ2 = 
6.73 and p > .05) and homoscedasticity were confirmed in all measures 
[(F(1,54) = 0.54 and p = .46), (F(1,54) = 0.059 and p = .80), (F (1,54) = 
3.41 and p = .07), (F(1,54) = 3.59 and p = .06)]. 

As for the inter-subject factor, the results indicate significant 
differences in Copying between the groups, with F(1,54) = 269.18 and 
p < .001, strong suitability of the hypothesis testing, excellent statistical 
power (=1) and a large effect size, with η²=.88. Table 1 shows how the 
differences found between the I and NI groups in the first evaluation 
were not statistically significant. However, the differences encountered 
between the groups were statistically significant in the second, third and 
fourth evaluation, in favour of the I group. In addition, the differences 
found between the groups as of the second evaluation become greater 
the longer the programme has been running, confirming the efficacy of 
the intervention programme. 

TABLE 1. Comparisons between groups at each evaluation of Copying and Dictation writing 
skills 

Evaluation xGI Sx xNI Sx x(I-NI) Significance

Copying

1 5.68 3.24 3.29 2.21 2.39

2 13.19 4.74 5.42 4.75 7.76 **

3 19.77 4.20 11.14 8.19 8.63 **

4 22.12 3.33 12.85 6.38 9.27 **

Dictation

1 0.71 1.00 0.14 0.37 0.56

2 5.23 3.78 0.29 0.75 4.94 *

3 73.03 41.30 4.14 4.81 68.88 **

4 107.29 30.44 23.14 22.09 84.14 **

Note. I: group that received Instruction; NI: group that received No Instruction 
* p < .05, ** p < .00
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With regard to the intra-subject factor, the results show significant 
differences between the four evaluations for Copying (F(3,108) = 86.69 
and p < .001). Once again, the hypothesis testing is found to offer excellent 
statistical power (=1) in both groups, with a considerable effect size (η² 
=.70). Table 2 indicates the tests for each group between the different 
evaluations, showing significant differences in the I group between all of 
them. In this group, scores progressively improved in each intervention 
period. However, in the NI group, significant differences are seen between 
all the evaluations, except between the first and the second (five-six years 
of age) and the third and fourth (six and seven years of age).

Finally, regarding the results obtained for the evaluation and group 
interaction factor for Copying, there were significant differences (F(3,108) 
= 6.09 and p < .001) between the group that received Instruction and the 
group that received No Instruction at the different evaluations. Excellent 
statistical power is noted (=.95) along with a small effect size (η²=.14).

Results obtained in Dictation

The descriptive statistics for the Dictation tests obtained by the two 
groups of subjects in the four evaluations show an increase in the average 
scores achieved for Dictation in the second, third and fourth evaluation 
compared to the initial evaluation (pre-test), in the I and NI groups. 
However, the scores obtained by the I group were higher than those of 
the NI group from the second evaluation onwards (Figure 2 and Table 1). 

To analyse whether these differences in Dictation are significant, a 
repeat-measures analysis of variance was conducted. The assumption of 
sphericity was confirmed (χ2 = 147.67 y p < .05), corrected by means 
of the Huynh-Feldt epsilon correction (ε = .52). The homogeneity of 
variances in the different evaluations was verified [(F(1,54) = 5.67 and p 
= .07), (F(1,54) = 5.40 and p = .06), (F(1,54) = 4.81 and p = .06), (F(1,54) 
= 0.838 and p = .366)]. 

Regarding the inter-subject factor, the results indicate the existence of 
significant differences between the groups for Dictation (F(1,54) = 63.38 
and p < .001), with excellent statistical power (=1) and a considerable 
effect size (η²=.63). Table 1 shows the comparisons between the means 
scores achieved by the two groups, finding significant differences 
between the I and NI groups in the second, third, and fourth evaluation, 
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in favour of the I group. The differences in scores increase the longer the 
programme has been running, confirming the efficacy of the intervention 
programme. 

TABLE 2. Comparisons between evaluations in each group for Copying and Dictation writing 
skills 

Group Evaluation (I) Evaluation (J) x(I-NI) Significance 

Copying

I

1
2
3
4

7.51
14.09
16.45

**
**
**

2
3
4

6.58
8.93

**
**

3 4  2.35  *

NI

1
2
3
4

2.14
7.85
9.57

**
**

2
3
4

5.71
7.42

*

**

 3 4 1.71

Dictation

I

1
2
3
4

4.51
72.32
106.58

**
**
**

2
3
4

67.80
102.06

**
**

3 4 34.25 **

NI

1
2
3
4

0.14
4.00
23.00

2
3
4

3. 85
22.85

3 4 19.00

Note. I: Instruction; NI: No Instruction
* p < .05, ** p < .001
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With regard to the intra-subject factor, the results indicate the 
existence of significant differences in Copying writing skills between 
evaluations (F(1.58,56.87) = 52.30 and p < .001). The excellent statistical 
power of the hypothesis testing is once again confirmed (=1) in both 
groups, along with a considerable size effect (η² =.59). Table 2 indicates 
the differences in each group between the different evaluations. In the I 
group, significant differences were found between all of the evaluations, 
with scores progressively increasing over the periods of intervention. 
However, in the NI group, no significant differences were observed 
between the different evaluations. These data confirm the efficacy of the 
intervention.

Finally, regarding the results obtained for the evaluation and group 
interaction factor, there were significant differences found for Dictation 
(F(1.58,56.87) = 25.20 and p < .001). Furthermore, optimal statistical 
power was observed (=1) along with an acceptable effect size (η²=.41).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to analyse the effects of an early 
intervention programme, based on the development of oral and written 
language, on the writing skills (copying and dictation) of a group of 
Spanish subjects deemed to be at risk of having learning disabilities. The 
initial expectation was that the scores obtained in copying and dictation 
tests would be better in the I group than the NI group, from ages five 
through to seven.

The results obtained highlight, firstly, that both groups made progress 
between the ages of five and seven with regard to their copying and 
dictation writing skills, but that in all evaluations, the I group obtained 
better scores than the NI group, and the average scores and differences 
found between the two groups increased over the course of the periods 
of intervention. In other words, subjects at risk of having learning 
disabilities who receive specific instruction between the ages of five 
and seven by means of the intervention programme perform better in 
copying and dictation tests than those who do not receive instruction 
through the intervention programme. 



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 85-106
Received: 21-06-2019    Accepted: 29-11-2019

99

González-Valenzuela, M.J., Martín-Ruiz, I.  EffEcts of Early intErvEntion on thE writing skills of pupils who prEsEnt a risk of lEarning disabilitiEs within 
spain’s Early yEars and primary Education systEm

Secondly, the results indicate that in the I group, significant differences 
are found for Copying and Dictation between all the evaluations, with 
scores progressively increasing between the ages of five and seven. The 
largest improvements are found in Copying from the start of Reception/
Kindergarten, whereas for Dictation, the biggest improvements are found 
from the end of that school year onwards. In the NI group, on the other 
hand, differences between Copying and Dictation are only found between 
some of the evaluations. For Copying, no differences were found between 
the ages of six and seven, and for Dictation, there were no significant 
differences between the ages of five and seven. In other words, the group 
of subjects deemed to be at risk of having learning disabilities who 
received instruction through the intervention programme progressively 
improved in their copying and dictation writing skills between the ages 
of five and seven, whereas pupils at risk of having learning disabilities 
who did not receive instruction through the intervention programme 
only achieved significant improvements in Copying, and only from the 
age of six onwards. 

These results suggest that Spanish children who present a risk of 
having learning disabilities can learn to write optimally and better if they 
receive prioritised systematic instruction in written and oral language 
from an early age. 

On the one hand, the importance and efficacy of the prioritisation, 
systematisation and structuring of reading and writing instruction from 
an early age is demonstrated, in line with other studies conducted with 
regard to different languages (Brand & Dalton, 2012; Brown et al., 2012; 
Dunphy, 2012; Elliott & Olliff, 2008; González & Martín, 2017; González et 
al., 2011, 2012; Vadasy & Sanders, 2008; Wright et al., 2008). The majority 
of these studies indicate that the prioritisation, systematisation and 
structuring of reading and writing instruction from an early age through 
the school curriculum effectively improves in the short and medium 
term not only reading but also writing and academic performance. Some 
of these studies also find that the percentage of children with learning 
disabilities who would require special education also decreases (Burns & 
Gibbons, 2012; Fletcher et al., 2019). Therefore, the benefits of systematic 
early experience with written language would be reflected not only in 
terms of academic performance and reading skills, as some studies 
indicate, but also in the writing skills of children who present a risk 
of having learning disabilities (Mackenzie, & Hemmings, 2014; Zhang, 
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Bingham, & Quinn, 2017). It is not possible to establish, based on the 
results found in this study, the percentages explained by the reading and 
writing instruction received with regard to the improvements achieved 
in writing, since instruction in these two skills was delivered together 
by means of an integrated approach. According to some studies, these 
percentages could be similar, given the possible two-way relationship 
between reading and writing. In the future, studies could be designed 
using groups of children who have only received instruction for writing or 
only for reading, in order to verify whether the percentages of explained 
variance attributable to both are similar or not. This could shed further 
light on the relationship between reading and writing.

The efficacy of providing early, direct and systematic instruction 
in phonological knowledge, and phonological, semantic and morpho-
syntactic development in Spanish is also verified (Fresneda, & Mediavilla, 
2017). However, the results do not demonstrate which components are 
the most relevant in improving writing skills, given that the instruction 
provided in these instructional components was carried out jointly 
using an integrated approach, which might be one limitation of this 
study. These results are along the same lines as the findings of certain 
studies conducted in languages with different linguistic consistency from 
early ages (Babayiğit & Stainthorp, 2011; Brand & Dalton, 2012; Ford 
et al., 2013; González et al., 2011, 2012; Hipfner-Boucher, et al., 2014; 
McCutchen, Stull, Herrea, Lotas & Evans, 2014; National Reading Panel, 
2000; Scammacca et al., 2016; Slavin et al., 2009; Vadasy & Sanders, 
2012; van Weerdenburg, Verhoeven, van Balkom, & Bosman, 2009). In 
future studies, it might be interesting to see whether the effects of this 
type of intervention on writing skills and performance are different in 
less consistent languages than Spanish, where the results could well be 
different, since children who speak more consistent languages, in which 
grapheme-phoneme correspondence is immediate, acquire literacy skills 
more quickly than children who speak less consistent and/or opaque 
languages, where grapheme-phoneme correspondence is not as evident 
to children at a young age. Furthermore, the predictive nature of the 
components considered is also different depending on the orthographical 
consistency of each language (Georgiou, Parrilla, Kirby, & Stephenson, 
2008; Ziegler et al, 2010). 

In short, the research findings presented here highlight that, in order 
to improve the writing skills of subjects who present risks of learning 
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disabilities, the prioritisation and systematisation of reading/writing and 
oral language instruction delivered at an early age is effective. These 
two issues are considered important and complementary in terms of 
achieving better results in the prevention of learning disabilities and the 
improvement of writing ability.

Finally, these findings should be taken with a degree of caution, owing 
to the size of the sample and the fact that the gains achieved by subjects at 
risk of learning difficulties who have received specific instruction will not 
definitely be maintained as the subjects get older. Future research aims to 
corroborate the long-term efficacy of applying the intervention programme 
by comparing the benefits obtained by the pupils in both groups at the end 
of the next key stage in Spain’s education system (age 9), in order to verify 
whether there are still differences between the two groups with regard to 
their copying and dictation writing ability. This follow-up research could 
give greater consistency to the results found in this study. 
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Abstract
Personalized teaching is a pedagogical approach that originated in France 

during the post-war period and spread to neighbouring countries such as Italy 
and Spain. It emerged in response to the crisis of identity of the subject that 
European totalitarianism had caused. This teaching system was introduced to 
Spain by the Teresian Association, which adopted it and implemented it in two 
educational centres in Madrid: the Padre Poveda School Group, a public centre 
located in a working-class neighbourhood, and the Veritas Institute, a private 
high school located in an upper-middle class residential area (Somosaguas). This 
article attempts to reconstruct how this innovative educational model, inspired 
by the French Jesuit Pierre Faure and developed in democratic contexts, was 
introduced in Spain by the Teresians during Franco’s regime. The article uses the 
historical–educational method, which has allowed us to find and review various 
handwritten, bibliographic, periodical, pictorial, and oral sources. The wealth 
of documentation has made it possible to triangulate all the sources before 
critically analysing the documents used. The results have allowed us to establish 

(1)  This study has been partially done thanks to the concession of a predoctoral contract for research 
personnel in formation granted by the Universidad Complutense de Madrid and cofinanced by the 
Banco Santander (Convocation CT17/17-CT18/17).
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that the pedagogical model introduced in the 1960s in Madrid by the Teresian 
Association was very innovative, despite clashing with the educational policy, 
practices, and symbols of Franco’s dictatorship. Based on Christian personalism, 
it incorporated novel methodologies introduced by the New School movement 
(Freinet, Montessori, Dalton Plan, Decroly, etc.). 

Key words: personalized education, Teresian Female Association, Padre 
Poveda School Group, Instituto Veritas, Francoism.

Resumen
La enseñanza personalizada es una corriente pedagógica que se originó en 

Francia durante el contexto post bélico y se extendió a los países más cercanos 
como Italia y España. Surgió como una respuesta a la crisis de la identidad del 
sujeto que provocaron los totalitarismos europeos. La recepción y apropiación de 
este sistema de enseñanza en España es introducido por la Institución Teresiana, 
que lo integra e implementa en dos centros escolares madrileños: un centro 
público, el Grupo Escolar Padre Poveda, situado en un barrio de clase obrera, 
y una institución privada, el Instituto Veritas, ubicado en una zona residencial 
de clase alta (Somosaguas). Este artículo trata de reconstruir cómo se aplicó 
un modelo educativo innovador, inspirado en el jesuita francés Pierre Faure, 
generado en contextos democráticos y que fue introducido en España por las 
teresianas durante el régimen franquista. La metodología utilizada es el método 
histórico-educativo, que nos ha permitido acudir a la búsqueda y revisión de 
diversas fuentes manuscritas, bibliográficas, hemerográficas, iconográficas y 
orales. La riqueza documental ha hecho posible una triangulación de todas las 
fuentes para proceder al análisis crítico de la documentación manejada. Los 
resultados logrados nos han permitido comprobar que el modelo pedagógico 
introducido en la década de los sesenta en Madrid por la Institución Teresiana 
fue muy innovador, a pesar de que entraba en colisión con la política educativa 
de la dictadura franquista, sus prácticas y símbolos. Basado en el personalismo 
cristiano, incorporaba algunas metodologías novedosas introducidas por el 
Movimiento de la Escuela Nueva (Freinet, Montessori, Plan Dalton, Decroly, etc.). 

Palabras clave: Educación personalizada, Institución Teresiana, Grupo 
Escolar Padre Poveda, Instituto Veritas, franquismo.

Introduction

This article aims to reconstruct the school culture developed during 
Franco’s regime by an institution that is renowned in Spain for educating 
women, the Teresian Association (TA). It analyses the pedagogical model 
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based on the personalised teaching system, which was inspired by the 
French Jesuit Pierre Faure, as well as the educational innovations that 
comprised the pedagogical discourses and practices of the TA that were 
developed in Father Poveda’s pedagogy. To do this analysis, we selected 
two specific educational centres in Madrid where the TA put its pedagogical 
ideas into practice: one of the two public centres that the Padre Poveda 
School Group ran, which was located in a working-class district, and 
a private secondary school, the Instituto Veritas, located in the upper-
middle class residential area of Somosaguas. It is especially interesting 
to consider whether these educational innovations were a central part 
of the potential differences in the educational model implemented for 
working-class and upper-middle class girls in Madrid and to consider 
the link between this pedagogical model and the education promoted 
by Francoism, and its practices and symbols. To do this, we have used 
various sources such as photographs, teaching practice reports, and oral 
testimonies to cast light on the TA’s educational innovations. One of this 
article’s contributions is to highlight how this innovative educational 
model, which had developed in democratic settings, was adopted 
and embraced by the Teresians who introduced it to Spain under an 
authoritarian regime. 

Background and Theoretical Basis

The TA is a lay ecclesiastical association with the purpose of strengthening 
dialogue between faith and science through education and culture. It 
was founded in Spain in 1911 by Father Pedro Poveda. Its origins differ 
from those of religious communities in other countries, as, according to 
Francisca Rosique (2014), it was founded to do what other communities 
could not. The TA mainly focusses on educating women and on training 
teachers, albeit with a distinctive perspective. When he created it, Poveda 
was interested in providing education for women who were preparing to 
occupy teaching positions in official education or had already done so. 
Poveda’s thought and work focused on an educational style based on the 
principles of: communication, insisting on coexistence between teachers 
and students; creativity, including individual initiative, spontaneity, 
and freedom for students; and differentiation, linked to individualised 
teaching.
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The TA suffered a serious setback with the death of its founder during 
the Spanish Civil War, and after the end of the conflict the Teresians tried 
to find a pedagogy in accordance with the principles Poveda inspired. 
The personalist movement that was developing in France at that time with 
Mounier and Maritain, and was integrated into an educational project by 
the Jesuit priest Pierre Faure, became the foundation of the educational 
model developed by the TA. It is important to note the paradox that 
while this movement developed in the democratic settings of France and 
Italy, it was brought to Spain during Franco’s dictatorship, albeit during 
the reformist stage of technocratic development (Puelles, 2010) when a 
process of increased openness to the outside world was occurring.

In general terms, personalised learning originated in the crisis of 
identity of the subject in education that occurred as a consequence of 
European totalitarianisms during the 1930s and the post-war period after 
the devastation of the Second World War. It developed in France and its 
ideas spread to the country’s closest neighbours such as Spain and Italy. 
Emmanuel Mounier attempted to respond to the crisis of the twentieth 
century, sharing his personalist thought in the journal Esprit from 1932 
and later collecting it in his work Le personnalisme, published in 1949. 
He defined personalism as that “doctrine that affirms the primacy of 
the human being over the material conditions and collective structures 
that support his or her development” (Galino, 1991, pp.  114–115). In 
Italy, democracy had been restored after 20 years of dictatorship and 
personalism was introduced through Maritain. Sira Macchietti (1982) 
noted that the aim of personalism is to provide the theoretical and 
idealistic foundations for creating the democratic Italy’s schools, insisting 
on freedom of teaching and the right to an education.

In the field of pedagogy, the French Jesuit Pierre Faure stands out as a 
post-war educator who joined this personalist trend, arguing in favour of 
a school that would educate and shape the person in democratic states. 
He spent his whole life teaching in the Department of Pedagogy of the 
Institut Catholique de Paris, of which he was also head. He worked with 
Helene Lubienska de Lenval, a follower of Montessori, and was involved 
in setting up several teacher-training institutions: the Pedagogical Study 
Centre (1937); the Pedagogical Training Centre (1959), where he delivered 
dozens of summer courses; three teacher training colleges in France; and 
an applied training school in Paris. He collaborated on various journals 
and in 1945 founded the journal Pedagogie. Éducation et Culture, which 
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he was director of from its creation until 1972 and which was an organ 
for expressing all of his educational activity and approach. He was 
also involved in founding the International Association for Pedagogical 
Inspiration and Research, comprising educators from all over the world, 
primarily from private schools run by members of Catholic religious 
orders, in particular Jesuits (Klein, 2002).

His pedagogical actions were all directed at laying the foundations for 
a humanising education in an effort to make education more personalised 
and communitarian (Galino, 1991), an education through which all 
individuals could face up to their own decisions – taking responsibility 
for their own social and political decisions – in which, as individuals 
and citizens they would have to participate (Faure, 1945). Consequently, 
teaching was to respect freedom of thought and research was to focus 
on the common good and the benefit of the individual. For Faure, this 
pedagogy was based on active methods (Faure, 1946). He recognised 
the usefulness of these methods, which despite being driven by the 
New School movement, could also be used by traditional schools which, 
following other paths, could foster activity by their students. It made 
primary education a preparatory stage for secondary education so that it 
would not be a privilege of the ruling classes. According to Klein (2002), 
although Faure was a practical educationalist, he based his educational 
project on three main pillars: the anthropological–religious foundations 
(Catholic traditions, Mounier’s personalism, and Lubienska’s spirituality); 
the biopsychological perspective (Montessori, Piaget, Bourneville, and 
Seguin), and the pedagogical base (Pestalozzi, Ratio Studiorum, New 
School, Dalton Plan, Freinet, etc.).

This trend spread in Spain through various channels. On the one 
hand, it was introduced by Víctor García Hoz, who was professor of 
experimental pedagogy at the Complutense University of Madrid and 
founder of the Sociedad Española de Pedagogía (Spanish Pedagogy 
Society). In 1954 he encountered educational personalism when he 
attended the first conference of the Schòle centre for pedagogical studies 
in Italy. There he met Christian-inspired university teachers such as 
Agazzi, Buyse, Planchard, and Flores d’Arcais (Machietti, 1982). Hoz 
spread this reformist model theoretically and systemically through his 
publications (García, 1970). At the same time, the TA came into contact 
with Faure’s pedagogical project in France. At the start of the 1970s, a 
group of Teresian teachers travelled there at the initiative of Carmela 
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Álvarez, then director of the TA in Madrid, to attend training courses 
on personalised teaching organised by Faure in Paris.2 On their return 
to Spain, these educators introduced this pedagogical approach in the 
centres they ran in Madrid. They spread this educational model through 
various courses they organised at one of their schools, the Instituto 
Veritas. In 1966, Ángeles Galino, Carmela Álvarez, and Irene Gutiérrez 
from the TA and Emiliano Mencía of the De La Salle Brothers ran the 
first teaching methodology course in Spain at the Instituto Veritas. This 
included theoretical presentations as well as practical classes involving 
students, which followed the school timetable and so provided essentially 
practical training for the people who took the course (Mencía, n.d., 
Instituto Veritas, 1965-66). In Klein’s view, the Teresians were effectively 
responsible for disseminating this model in Spain (Klein, 2002).

It was, consequently, a period of opening up with a demand for 
pedagogical renovation, to which this innovative educational experiment 
also contributed. In this context, Ángeles Galino stood out. He was 
Professor of History of Education at Madrid’s Complutense university 
and played a major role in Spain’s Ministry of Education as the Director 
General of Secondary Education and Academic Planning. Galino noted 
that this change was fundamentally a result of the economic growth of 
the 1970s and Spain’s participation in international bodies such as the 
ILO, UNESCO, and the Council of Europe (Ruiz & Flecha, 2007). And 
it was in this socio-political and pedagogical milieu that the Instituto 
Veritas appeared (1960). Implementing reformist methodologies based 
on personalised education, it became a pilot centre that educators from 
Spain and abroad visited as observers.

On the basis of this reforming experience with Faure’s project at the 
Instituto Veritas, it was transformed into an educational reform movement 
called the “Experiencia Somosaguas” (Somosaguas experiment). Many 
schools joined this trend and the Instituto de Estudios Pedagógicos de 
Somosaguas (Somosaguas pedagogical studies institute) was created, 
emulating the one Faure created, with the objective of continuing 
pedagogical renovation through research and by training heads and 

(2)  In the TA’s local archive in Madrid, some of the pedagogical guidelines from these courses can 
be consulted. These were adapted to the centres considered in this work: the Colegio Padre 
Poveda and the Instituto Veritas. F IIIC.b.3/54. Charlas y Coloquios del Padre Faure. 16 April 1962. 
Grupo Escolar Padre Poveda. Box 1.63. F III/C.b.6/58. Aplicación método Faure. Modificaciones 
introducidas. 1965. Instituto Veritas. Box 1.67.
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teachers with advanced courses, visits, and placements at the schools 
where the innovations had been applied (Gutiérrez, 1971, 2009; Sánchez, 
1996). It is also our opinion that this movement may have influenced 
the educational policy of the time, through Spain’s General Education 
Act (Ley General de Educación, 1970), by introducing elements of 
personalised learning into education in Spain.

Methodology and Sources

Our research is qualitative and falls within the historical–educational 
method. We have drawn on a wide variety of sources typical of this 
methodology. We consulted documentary sources from the TA’s 
institutional archives in Madrid, as well as information held in the schools 
that are the subject of this study. We also carried out a literature review 
of studies and research relating to Teresian pedagogy to identify the 
academic culture underpinning educational ideas concerning the training 
of women. This theoretical analysis was complemented by analysis of 
the content and iconography of teaching practice reports by students of 
education from the Complutense University of Madrid, which are now 
conserved in one of the collections of the Museo de Manuel Bartolomé 
Cossío Museum of the History of Education (Pozo & Rabazas, 2013). We 
used these reports to achieve a better comprehension of the institutional 
culture of the schools we studied (Barceló-Bauzá, Comas, & Sureda, 
2016). Finally, we attempted to complement these sources with oral 
accounts from former directors, teachers, and students at these centres. 

The teaching practice reports were written by students in the 1950s 
and 60s for the course delivered by Anselmo Romero Martín, a professor 
on the General and Rational Pedagogy course from 1949. They comprise a 
systematic commentary and critical analysis of the position in a particular 
school. This could encompass a pedagogical topic or problem or specific 
educational institution and in them the students described specific 
educational experiences, referring to rural and urban areas of Franco’s 
Spain. These students carried out their teaching practices between 1950 
and 1974 under the 1944 Education syllabus. 

For this work, we took into account the reports for schools 
corresponding to Padre Poveda School Group, there being three that 
describe the educational conditions in the public school, written by three 
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students in the years 1959, 1960, and 1963. All of the authors were former 
students of the Teresians or of this school, and so they did their teaching 
practice there. Regarding the Instituto Veritas, two practice reports have 
been found that were written by teachers at this school (1964, 1966). One 
of the authors notes the importance of “making known Father Poveda’s 
educational methods, which were the ones that led the State to entrust the 
running of the School Group to the TA as a trust” (Sánchez, 1963, p. 1).

Nonetheless, we are aware of the limitations of this type of report, as 
the authors offer a eulogistic image of the school that is reminiscent of 
an advertising leaflet and is similar to the reports by interns that Dávila, 
Naya, and Zabaleta have studied (2016). Despite the subjective dimension 
of these works, we believe that the description of this perspective could 
be of great value for portraying an educational situation in the setting in 
which it occurred.

Results

A pedagogical Model Applied in Two Contrasting Social Contexts: 
the Padre Poveda School Group and the Instituto Veritas

The Padre Poveda School Group was established in 1933 using a functional, 
rational, and hygienist structural design developed in the first third of the 
20th century, which coincided with the implementation of the teaching 
system and aesthetic criteria of Spain’s institutionalist movement (Lahoz, 
1993-4). This publicly owned school was founded during Spain’s Second 
Republic and underwent a number of changes of name and changing 
fortunes as a result of the political upheavals that occurred in such a 
short space of time. It was founded in 1933 as the “Alfredo Calderón” 
School Group. A few years later, in 1937, it was renamed “Carlos Marx” 
and after the Civil War its name was changed again to “Luis Vives” (1939). 

In 1940, after the end of the Spanish Civil War, Spain’s National 
Ministry of Education agreed that this public centre should be run by 
the TA, taking the name of its founder “Padre Poveda”, as a trust in 
the test and experimental centre category. The Primary Education Act 
of 1945 stated that these schools were institutions directly run by the 
state or originally founded by private religious or lay institutions, such as 



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 107-129
Received: 03-06-2019    Accepted: 22-11-2019

115

Rabazas Romero, T., Sanz Simón, C., Ramos Zamora, S.  The Teresian associaTion’s pedagogical renovaTion during The FrancoisT period

foundations, religious societies, or professional associations and which 
were subsequently funded entirely by public bodies (MEC, 1990). This 
format meant that the school could select its teachers, on condition they 
were in the national teaching hierarchy. As a result, the school run by 
the TA had a group of teachers who had trained in Poveda’s educational 
ideas and then in Faure’s personalised education. In some ways, a degree 
of continuity with one of the leadership practices demanded during the 
Republican period is apparent. The first head of this school, Justa Freire – 
a follower of Ángel Llorca – asked the government to allow her to choose 
her teaching staff so she could implement an innovative educational 
project based on the educational reforms of the New School (Pozo, 2013).

FIGURE I. Building of Padre Poveda School Group.

Source: Sánchez (1963).

Figure I shows that it is a large building occupying a whole block. 
The author of one of the reports describes the school’s layout in great 
detail, mentioning a front garden, large windows, a medical dispensary, 
and a large flat roof that was used as a gymnasium (Sánchez, 1963). 
The school was founded in a suburban area of Madrid, in an industrial 
area called Ciudad Jardín, which was built as the city expanded. The 
authors of the teaching practice reports mention how the girls attending 
the school were the daughters of skilled workers from the factories and 
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industry created in the district. Many of these businesses provided job 
opportunities for a large proportion of the girls who attended this school, 
as one of the authors states, in line with “the ideal of educating a worker 
who is efficient, skilled, responsible, dignified, and a good co-worker, 
colleague, and subordinate” (García, 1959, p. 85).

In contrast, the Instituto Veritas, created in 1960 by the TA, was 
founded in an upper-middle class residential area on the outskirts of 
Madrid called Somosaguas in the municipality of Pozuelo de Alarcón. Its 
origins are in the group of schools created in Madrid by the TA in the 
first third of the twentieth century such as the Academia (Academy) in 
1914, the Instituto Católico Femenino (Catholic Girls’ Institution) in 1924, 
and the Colegio Veritas (Veritas School), located in calle Españoleto, 
which operated from 1932 to 1970. After the end of the Spanish Civil 
War, the first three schools became part of the Colegio Veritas, with the 
result that at the end of the 1950s it became necessary to design a new 
building on the outskirts of Madrid with space and facilities in line with 
the educational principles of the TA’s educational approach, and so the 
Instituto Veritas was built. 

This is a good example of the simple, modern, rationalist (López, 
2016), and avant-garde (Valle, 1995–96) architectural model of this 
period, which combined the slight economic and political modernisation 
of the late Franco period with the psychopedagogical trends that gave 
the school space a different form to the traditional one in an attempt 
to appeal to Madrid’s middle classes of the time (Durá, 2011). Five 
separate, fully independent blocks were built on a 35,000 m2 plot full 
of possibilities. The building was characterised by flexible modules with 
open spaces or terraces, galleries connecting each other and adapting to 
the topographical space. The materials used are mainly concrete, brick, 
wood, and glass. Some authors describe the Instituto Veritas as the best 
example of Faure’s personalised education (Klein, 2002). However, the 
testimonies provided by teachers from the centre link its architectural 
style to Poveda’s pedagogy of “light and truth”, in which light is important, 
through the metaphor of windows, and bricks because “they support 
each other, standing firm, without losing their individual identities, they 
aspire to be a united society” (Domínguez, 1964, p. 10). We believe that 
the Teresians adapted the French model to the pedagogical approach of 
the TA owing to the similarity of their educational ideas and integrated it 
into the architectural concept of the building. 
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FIGURES II & III. Front of Instituto Veritas.

Source: Archivo Local Institución Teresiana de Madrid.

Personalised Teaching in the Classroom

One of the characteristics of the French personalised approach is the 
new form of educational organisation, which “prepares the individual to 
lead his or her own personalisation, shaping the theory and practice of 
the particular personalised learning style” (Galino, Prellezo, & Del Valle, 
1991, p. 51). The organisation of the classroom breaks with the classical 
unities of space and time. It reflects the idea that the teacher adapts to 
the students’ different levels. 

The classroom is set out with a different educational choreography 
to the traditional system. It is an alternative, diversified, stimulating 
space, which is open to the students. This type of school organisation 
makes flexible school days possible because the everyday timetable is 
not organised by subject but rather by different types of activity such as 
personal work and group work, and this is the case at all levels of teaching 
(Diem, 2009). It is organised around individual desks, alternating with 
group arrangements, simultaneously combining individual work and 
cooperative methodologies, which the students themselves can choose 
independently. The teacher Ángeles Galino (1991) took charge of setting 
out the foundations of Faure’s personalised teaching, emphasising the 
value of personal work and focusing on developing a command of 
notions and assimilating them rather than doing exercises.



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 107-129
Received: 03-06-2019    Accepted: 22-11-2019

118

Rabazas Romero, T., Sanz Simón, C., Ramos Zamora, S.  The Teresian associaTion’s pedagogical renovaTion during The FrancoisT period

An example of how a classroom is laid out following the personalised 
teaching system can be seen in Figures IV and V from the Instituto Veritas 
and the Padre Poveda School Group. 

FIGURES IV & V. Classroom of Instituto Veritas y Padre Poveda School Group.

Sources: Archivo Local Institución Teresiana de Madrid, 1966-67 y Sánchez (1963).

The figures above (IV and V) show the implementation of the Faure 
method, as described in a hand-written document held in the TA’s 
local archive, establishing a direct correspondence between the French 
educationalist’s method and the Teresian teaching system:

 The class is set out in zones and on three levels, separated by steps and a 
bannister. There are different activities on each level: the lowest level, in the 
foreground, is the kitchen level (clothes horse, an iron, kitchen area, a leaning 
corner with the necessary utensils); in the background or intermediate zone is 
the working area. The resources are set out around the classroom on benches 
and tables. In the centre is a Montessori line for group lessons and intuitive 
exercises. On the third level there are various spaces: a religious space, a 
library, crafts (cutting out, sticking, painting, modelling).3

This image is linked to and supports the organisational scheme of 
personalised pedagogy noted by Monique Le Gall when she said:

(3)  Aplicaciones del método Faure a Somosaguas. 1965. Local Madrid Archive of the TA. F III/C.b.6/58. 
Box 1.67, p. 1. Although this work is anonymous, we suspect it was written by one of the teachers 
who attended Father Faure’s training courses in France. It is a short report describing the application 
of the method in the Instituto Veritas.
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 Children, even more than adults, need a medium designed for them. Insofar 
as it is possible the location should be planned to preserve a space, a free 
location for carrying out various activities. The individual furniture (desks and 
chairs), which must be movable, will be set out according to each individual’s 
taste, to be close to others or to facilitate exchange and communication 
between children. In this way, the classroom can be altered as needed. The 
neighbouring spaces: hallways, stairways …, will not be left unused and 
students will make ample use of them. (Gall, 1976, p. 15)

Furthermore, the classrooms open up to the outside with terraces, making 
it possible to take the class outside, and they have large windows and 
gardens covered with pebbles with different plants and flowers. Regarding 
the use of these open spaces, one teacher confirmed to us that they were 
frequently used with the girls: “They were regularly used … leçons de choses 
we called them, on geography and nature (using books, particularly ones 
published in France with that name), and also to rest or play at particular 
points in the school hours”.4 These spaces favoured the shared element of 
Faure’s pedagogical programme for personalised education.

Faure’s methods were applied across all stages in the two centres 
studied in Somosaguas. However, Montessorian pedagogy was used for 
early years education, with a methodology that stimulated the senses, 
working in corners with different materials and using furniture adapted 
to the pupils’ age. One of the authors of the reports who did her teaching 
practice at this school describes the corners into which the classroom 
was divided. There was a toy kitchen with utensils to play with in one 
of them. Another one was for drawing and handicraft, and also had an 
ironing board, a basket for clothes, and an iron. Finally, there was also 
a record player and an art corner with an easel (Sánchez, 1963, p. 21).

The objectives of the personalised teaching system are principally the 
integral development of the person and adapting educational process 
to each individual. The students’ integral education comprised six 
dimensions: education in faith; human and social training; intellectual 
development; artistic expression; physical education; and optional 
educational activities.

(4)  Interview with Emilia Domínguez, author of the report and third-year primary teacher at the 
Instituto Veritas. She was also an outstanding former student of the Colegio Veritas located in 
calle Españoleto. She combined her teaching work at the Instituto Veritas with studying education, 
and subsequently moved to Cáceres where she became Professor of Theory of Education at the 
University of Extremadura.
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As a Catholic educational centre, education in faith was carried 
out through the instruction received in religious education classes, in 
catechism, in religious ceremonies (reception of sacraments and liturgical 
celebrations); by living a Marian life (through celebrating religious 
festivals), living an apostolic life (social outreach teams, harmonious living 
together), and pursuing a life of personal religious cultivation (individual 
prayer, retreats, and spiritual exercises). This is what the yearly reports 
from the Instituto Veritas say, where Father Poveda’s words are recalled 
in the following terms: “The first concern will be to put God in the hearts 
of our pupils. You will have achieved this aim when God is manifest in 
all of the thoughts, desires, words, and deeds of our disciples” (Instituto 
Veritas, 1966–1967). This illustrates the importance of the Catholic faith 
in these centres, prioritising spiritual identity over political identity and 
relegating patriotic practices and interaction with their symbols to a 
secondary position (Sanz, 2019). We should recall that the 1945 education 
act entrusted primary education to the Church, which believed that the 
education of the generations of the New State should be done through the 
family and the Church rather than the state (Puelles, 2010).

Regarding human and social training, situations of coexistence 
were offered that brought into play personal initiative, free choice, 
mutual relationships, and responsible participation. With intellectual 
development, the intention was that intellectual culture would be the 
synthesis of instruction and mental discipline; consequently, great 
care was taken with the selection and compilation of knowledge with 
reflexive and vital assimilation of the fundamental principles and truths 
rather than passive acceptance and memorisation of fragmentary truths. 
The methodology was personalised and tried to ensure that each student 
would develop her potential through individual work, awakening her 
interest in direct knowledge of reality, experimentation, creativity, and 
discovering abilities in preparation for higher education. This type of 
activity was complemented by team work and plenaries, helping to create 
experience and collective working habits. 

Furthermore, artistic expression was linked to one of the essential 
pedagogical principles of the Teresian centres’ educational approach: 
creativity, both in work and in free time. The aim was to awaken the girls’ 
artistic and creative interest, enriching creativity through knowledge of 
artistic works and stimulation from the teacher. 
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Physical education was also part of the integral conception of 
the students, contributing to the harmonious perfection of corporal 
movement, and developing a series of habits such as team spirit, effort, 
responsible liberty, etc. At the Padre Poveda School Group, gymnastic 
exercises were performed on the roof of the building, as shown in the 
following image (Figure VI) and at the Instituto Veritas in the sports 
facilities (Figure VII).

FIGURES VI AND VII. Physical education activities at the Padre Poveda School Group and 
outdoors at the Instituto Veritas.

Sources: Díez (1970) and Teresian Association Local Archive, Madrid.

Finally, optional activities, were aimed at encouraging students’ 
personal initiative based on values such as liberty, responsibility, choice, 
and creativity. To achieve this, as the teaching practice reports from the 
Instituto Veritas explain, music was encouraged as well as attending 
concerts for young people, theatre, art, sporting contests against other 
schools, crafts, laboratory techniques, collecting, use of the library, 
languages, and outings. This whole pedagogical project was in line with 
Faure’s educational principles based on autonomy, freedom to choose 
activities, global-disciplinary teaching, personal work and individuality, 
and the plenary or sharing of the results of the work, reinforcing the 
value of openness.

The principle of activity was to be essential. Girls were to play an 
active role in learning situations, breaking with traditional methods based 
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on encyclopaedic knowledge, memorising content, and a disconnection 
between school with what is learnt there on the one hand and life on the 
other. Essential aspects that Faure (1945) supported in his pedagogy of 
active methods. The principle of activity would be associated with global-
disciplinary teaching, which set out to establish relationships between 
thematic content and its reflection in the real world, adapting to the 
specific needs of the pupils. Global-disciplinarity was planned around 
a significant aspect of reality, by objectives based on learning situations 
and teaching units that have internal coherence and are perceived by 
the student as a whole, favouring interdisciplinarity, or by key ideas 
involving integrating similar disciplines, structured in learning units. A 
variety of different teaching strategies were used to put these principles 
into practice, for example the wall board around which the two-weekly 
or weekly thematic unit was based, as shown in Figure VIII.

FIGURES VIII & IX. Wall poster in a classroom of the Instituto Veritas and the Padre Poveda 
School Group.

Sources: Domínguez (1964) y Sánchez (1963).

This teaching system saw personal work as a fundamental element of 
students’ learning. Personal work was always followed up with a plenary 
with the other members of the class, something Faure called the “shared 
celebration”: “Each girl, or several of them, says what she has done and 
how she did it, she is then asked to be responsible and is encouraged to 
improve on it …, it is the moment of truth”.5 

(5)  Aplicaciones del método Faure en Somosaguas (fiII/C66-58). 
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According to Faure’s pedagogical model (1981), which was influenced 
by Freinet’s innovative techniques, the plenary developed the shared 
dimension, complementing individualised education: 

A favourable climate can be encouraged by putting the pupils in a circle. 
This requires sufficient mobility of the furniture. The objective is set out: 
the topic of the observation that has been made, the discovery of the day, 
or of a difficulty that has been encountered and overcome. These things are 
presented, shown, and explained things. The pupils learn to listen to others. 
It is determined that members of the class will participate by approving, by 
offering reflections, by offering positive suggestions about the work spoken 
about and presented. The pupils are helped to improve their presentation, to 
clarify certain points, to eliminate particular imperfections or errors. (p. 80)

Another of Faure’s teaching strategies was to use individual weekly 
and monthly work plans. In this way, the students can carry out a variety 
of activities adapted to their interests in line with a monthly and weekly 
work plan that they themselves choose. This is why, in the images we 
can see several different activities being done at the same time; some 
girls are reading while others draw. Meanwhile, others are sewing or 
writing and so on. This educational instrument involved an incentive to 
encourage the pupils’ motivation to learn. Based around a plan designed 
and prepared by the teacher, each girl would choose the elements she 
wanted to learn at her own individual pace, also respecting the principle 
of autonomy. The individual work plans depended on good scheduling. 
The personal work plan technique Faure used was clearly influenced by 
the Dalton Plan (Pozo & Braster, 2017) and Freinet’s pedagogy (Faure, 
1981). Its aim was that the individual students should understand what 
was expected of them. The personal plan had to offer a choice where 
every option is learning for freedom on Bouchet’s lines: “So, whether it 
concerns the choice of topic …, the choice of methods, or the completion 
of the work itself, there is a need everywhere to leave free, to the widest 
possible sense, the person who is its best if not only judge: the worker 
himself. The future of the child is in the child himself, not in the minds 
of educationalists” (1951, p. 201). 

In this pedagogical framework, the teachers’ role changes as they must 
focus more on showing the work, the methods, the instruments, but it is 
the student who must do the work. The teachers provide accompaniment 
and spaces so that students can question their classmates and help one 
another, at the same time providing shared or cooperative education. 
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Discussion of Results: A Pedagogical Model Suitable for Secondary 
Education at the Instituto Veritas and Vocational Training in the Padre 
Poveda School Group

As is shown throughout this work, the personalised teaching system 
was implemented in both of these schools run by the TA in Madrid, 
one of which was publicly owned and the other private. However, this 
pedagogical model displays significant differences in educational aim 
depending on the pupils’ social class, shaped by the socioeconomic level 
of the areas where the centres are located and the educational policy of 
Francoism. The economic development that took place in Spain at the 
end of the 1950s and during the 1960s demanded a slow but necessary 
incorporation of women into the world of work, albeit with a marked 
stratification along lines of social class. 

Through the hand-written, printed, pictorial, and oral sources, we 
can see that the private centre was a pioneering institution in which 
secondary education was provided to upper-middle class girls. The 
Instituto Veritas’s evolution was directed at an integrated intellectual and 
academic training that the educational programme of the TA guaranteed. 

In contrast, most of the documentation included in the teaching 
practice reports from the public primary school stress the promotion of 
vocational activities to train future workers. In an attempt to respond to 
the vocational training programme developed by the regime for working 
class girls, the TA offered professional training intended for the girls. 
While it did not neglect the traditional academic curriculum, the syllabus 
included teaching drawing, painting, dance, workshops on model 
making, sewing, embossing leather and tin, lace and embroidery crafts, 
choir, piano, weaving, typing, shorthand, bookkeeping, etc. In essence, 
everything that could be instructional and useful for future employability. 
Such was the TA’s concern with the girls’ vocational training that, as a 
guide to good practices, it sketched out the profile of a good worker, based 
on qualities such as perseverance, sincerity, willingness, adaptability, and 
interest in the work (TA Historical Archive, FIII/C65-45).

This training was a guarantee of entering the job pool that the TA 
compiled, through which they placed the girls in workshops, factories, 
laboratories, and businesses. For those students who stood out 
intellectually, training was provided as secretaries through teaching typing 
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and shorthand. The objective was twofold: to train the working class, but 
also to offer an education that was more religious than patriotic. All of 
this meant that the girls educated at the Padre Poveda had guarantees 
of occupational education and career opportunities: “The certificate of 
having completed primary education in the Padre Poveda School Group 
is, in all of the factories in the area, a guarantee of ability, of reliability, 
and of integrity in work, as well as of submissiveness, respectfulness, and 
courtesy to managers and being a good colleague to the workers” (TA 
Historical Archive, FII/Cb3-45). 

However, it seems paradoxical that the ideas of the Padre Poveda 
School Group reacted to the government’s directives since it was a public 
school while at the same time it was unofficially preparing the most 
outstanding students for the Spanish baccalaureate examination, according 
to oral testimonies, something we have been unable to verify through 
other documentary sources. This seems to have involved something of 
an approach by the public school to the personalist pedagogy of Father 
Faure, which promoted primary education as a preparatory stage for 
secondary education. 

Conclusions

Personalised teaching was brought to Spain in the late-Francoist period. 
At this time the country’s borders were opening up to the outside world 
and there was an openness towards pedagogical approaches from 
elsewhere in Europe, which had an important role in the countries closest 
to Spain, for example, the Christian personalism developed in France and 
Italy. In accordance with the Catholic ideology of the regime, the TA 
identified itself with Pierre Faure’s pedagogical project of personalised 
and shared education, adapting this approach to its Povedan educational 
ideas. This model, based on Christian personalism, incorporated some 
innovative methodologies which had already been introduced by the 
New School movement, such as Freinet’s techniques and Montessorian 
pedagogy applied to early years education, among others. Indeed, it 
seems paradoxical that active methodologies were used during Franco’s 
dictatorship as these methodologies were strongly criticised by the 
regime and were in conflict with its educational policy. This study has 
shown that analysis of the school culture developed by the TA moves 
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us away from the stereotypical view of schools under Franco, as has 
been shown in other research (Pozo & Rabazas, 2013; Barceló-Bauzà, 
Comas, & Sureda, 2016). It has shown that during the last decade of 
the dictatorship, there was a recovery or continuity of the pedagogy of 
the first third of the 20th century, with the appearance of educational 
renovation movements in public and private schools, although, as has 
been shown, the academic and professional opportunities offered to the 
girls varied according to who owned the school and its socio-economic 
setting. This was a reformist movement at the pedagogical level and it 
kept a distance from the Franco regime and its practices and symbols. 

This educational approach’s lack of interest in creating a national 
identity similar to the Franco regime is noteworthy. Faure’s pedagogy, as 
noted above, emerged in democratic countries. However, its appearance in 
Spain, framed by Franco’s dictatorship, involved adapting its educational 
model in some areas. This is the case with patriotic practices, which 
did not have a specific space in the timetable or in the organisation of 
the centres. This could, firstly, be because they were private or trust-run 
centres organised as part of the test and experimental centres system, as 
well as the confrontation between a personalised educational model and 
particular collective participation practices such as the patriotic ones. 
Accordingly, the lack of political symbols in the centres, both on their 
facades and in the classrooms, unlike in the national education system, 
is striking. This emphasises how schools belonging to religious groups 
favoured the symbols and identity pertaining to religious groupings over 
patriotic ones.

Finally, we believe that the dissemination and scope of the personalised 
education model introduced by the TA might have influenced the regime’s 
education policy as Spain’s Ministry of Education echoed this movement, 
projecting and extending this approach to the whole country, when it 
passed the General Education Act in 1970. 
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Abstract
The elimination of the least functioning distractor of four-option items 

has been supported in studies with tests administered to a small number of 
examinees, showing its effects in the psychometric characteristics of the items 
and tests, as well as in the examinees’ scores. Nevertheless, their effects have 
not been yet explored in large-scale tests, which is the objective of this research.

This study analyzed upper secondary education (EXANI-I) and higher 
Education (EXANI-II and EXANI-III) admission tests, which are large-scale 
tests administered in admission processes and that entail a norm-referenced 
assessment and another, with an optional nature, criterion-referenced test. Due 
to the major impact of these tests, it was not possible to conduct a between-
group comparative study ensuring assessment equity. Therefore, a simulation 
was conducted eliminating the least functioning distractor for each item and 
these responses where substituted reassigning them to the rest of the options 
randomly or according to the examinees’ abilities. The psychometric properties 
of the tests and the items were kept constant for both norm-referenced and 
criterion-referenced tests, while the effects on examinees depended on the 
test’s score referent. In norm-referenced tests there were some differences in 
the examinees’ rankings; however, they are within the expected changes due 
to the measurement errors in the tests. In the criterion-referenced tests the 
number of people with a passing level increased; this increment is corrected by 
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recalculating the cut scores originally established, using the items with three-
response options. Therefore, the results provide evidence to reduce the number 
of options in multiple-choice items of criterion-referenced and norm-referenced 
large-scale tests.

Keywords: multiple-choice items, number of option reduction, large-scale 
tests

Resumen
La eliminación del distractor menos funcional de ítems con cuatro opciones 

de respuesta ha sido respaldada en estudios con exámenes aplicados a pocos 
participantes, mostrando sus efectos en las características psicométricas de 
los ítems y las pruebas, así como en las calificaciones de los participantes. Sin 
embargo, sus efectos no han sido explorados en exámenes a gran escala, que es 
el objetivo de esta investigación. 

En este estudio se analizaron los Exámenes Nacionales de Ingreso a la 
Educación Media Superior (EXANI-I) y a la Educación Superior (EXANI-II y 
EXANI-III), que son pruebas a gran escala que se aplican en procesos de admisión 
y comprenden una evaluación con referencia a la norma y otra, con carácter 
opcional, con referencia al criterio. Debido al gran impacto de estos exámenes 
no fue posible realizar un estudio comparativo entre grupos asegurando la 
equidad de la evaluación, por lo que se realizó una simulación donde se eliminó 
el distractor menos funcional de cada ítem y se sustituyeron estas respuestas 
reasignándolas al resto de las opciones de manera aleatoria o según las 
habilidades de los participantes. Las propiedades psicométricas de las pruebas y 
los ítems se mantuvieron para exámenes con referencia a la norma y al criterio, 
mientras que los efectos en los participantes dependieron de la referencia de 
calificación del examen. En los exámenes normativos hubo algunas diferencias en 
el ordenamiento de los participantes, sin embargo, están dentro de los cambios 
esperados dados los errores de medida de las pruebas. En los criteriales aumentó 
el número de personas con un dictamen aprobatorio, incremento que se corrige 
recalculando los puntos de corte establecidos originalmente, utilizando en esta 
ocasión los ítems con tres opciones de respuesta. Así, se aporta evidencia para 
reducir el número de opciones de respuesta en los exámenes a gran escala tanto 
criteriales como normativos.

Palabras clave: Ítems de opción múltiple; Reducción de Opciones de 
Respuesta; Exámenes a Gran Escala
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Introducción

Since 1925, publications have shown evidence supporting to reduce 
the number of response options to three (a correct answer and two 
distractors) in multiple-choice tests, without affecting their psychometric 
quality (see reviews in Aamodt & McShane, 1992; Haladyna, & Downing, 
1989; Rodriguez, 2005; Vyas & Supe, 2008). Nonetheless, presenting 
items with three distractors remains a common practice, meaning that 
even standardized large-scale tests may have distractors that do not work 
(Haladyna, & Downing, 1993; Haladyna, Rodriguez & Stevens, 2019). 

Employing items with two distractors reduces the time to write items, 
the length of test booklets or formats, the cost of printing and the time 
to read and answer tests. In addition, considering the time saved would 
allow including more items to increase test reliability or to measure 
more contents. Furthermore, the resulting inferences may even be 
more accurate (Haladyna & Downing, 1993; Nwadinigwe & Naibi, 2013; 
Rodriguez, 2005). 

In general, the effect of reducing the number of response options 
has been studied in college program tests administered to hundreds of 
examinees. Comparisons between equivalent groups have been designed 
(Baghaei & Amrahi, 2011; Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Schneid, Armour, Park, 
Yudkowsky & Bordage, 2014; Vegada, Shukla, Khilnani, Charan & Desai, 
2016) where item parameters with three distractors are obtained to select 
the distractor to be eliminated from each item. There are different ways 
to choose this distractor: at random, the least frequently selected, or the 
distractor having a positive discrimination. Subsequently, the selected 
distractor is eliminated and the testing version with two distractors is 
administered to a second group, maintaining a set of common items 
between the two versions. The equivalence between both groups is tested 
employing an equating design of non-equivalent groups with anchor 
items and the Rasch model (Baghaei & Amrahi, 2011), or calculating the 
discrimination and difficulty parameters of the common items with the 
Classical Test Theory (CTT) (in the rest of studies).

Finally, a comparison is made in terms of the changes in reliability 
between the two versions (Tarrant, Ware & Mohammed, 2009; Schneid 
et al., 2014; Vegada et al., 2016); the stability of the difficulty and 
discrimination parameters (Owen & Froman, 1987; Royal & Dorman, 
2018; Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Schneid et al., 2014; Vegada et al., 2016), 
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and the number of items with functioning distractors (Baghaei & Amrahi, 
2011; Tarrant & Ware, 2010). It has been concluded that reducing from 
four to three response options does not decrease the test psychometric 
quality. Nevertheless, this has not been corroborated in current large-
scale tests. Neither has it been verified if there is any difference between 
norm-referenced or criterion-referenced tests.

Regarding the effect of decreasing response options in examinees’ 
scores, it has been reported that scores increase or remain the same with 
such a decrease (Aamodt & McShane 1992; Nwadinigwe & Naibi, 2013; 
Tarrant et al. 2009). However, the impact of this change on scores will 
depend on the test’s score referent. 

In norm-referenced tests, examinees’ ranking may vary due to a change 
in some of the examinees’ scores. In contrast, in criterion-referenced tests 
the change in the level of some examinees does not alter the level of 
others. In addition, it would be incorrect to classify examinees who took 
a test with two-distractor items, using cut scores estimated with three-
distractor items. Even though numerous methods to calculate cut scores 
do not require empirical evidence, there is a trend to include statistical 
data in their implementation to increase their reliability and validity 
(Cizek & Bunch, 2007; Kaftandjieva, 2010). For example, the Bookmark 
and the Item-Descriptor Matching methods employ psychometric item 
parameters. Therefore, in order to study the impact on the examinees’ 
results, it is necessary to recalculate the cut scores after having eliminated 
a distractor (Schneid et al., 2014). 

The aim of this research is to verify the stability of large-scale 
criterion-referenced and norm-referenced tests’ psychometric properties, 
by reducing the number of distractors from three to two and study this 
effect on the examinees’ results.

The National Center for Higher Education Assessment (Ceneval) 
elaborates the National Admission Tests (Exámenes Nacionales de 
Ingreso, EXANI), which are large-scale norm-referenced tests whose 
results are highly impactful for those who take them because they 
are administered in upper secondary and higher education admission 
processes. These assessments can be supplemented with a diagnostic 
test providing information regarding the academic achievement level 
reached in fundamental disciplinary areas to commence the relevant 
level of studies; therefore, they are low-stakes criterion-referenced 
tests. Since the consequence of the score obtained in EXANI tests is the 
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admission or non-admission to an institution, it is not possible to conduct 
an experimental between-group design to compare items with three and 
two distractors that guarantees equity in the results.

In order to avoid inequity admission processes, a simulation procedure 
was revisited, where from the chains or strings of the raw responses 
collected in operative administrations (i.e., real test administrations whose 
results were used to make decisions), the responses to a distractor in 
each item were selected and randomly substituted with one of the three 
remaining options (Tarrant et al. 2009). In this manner, the responses 
to each test item were simulated as if they had had two distractors. This 
methodology allowed analyzing the reduction of response options of the 
items, while maintaining constant the equity in the admission process 
and other factors, such as the conditions in test administration and 
population.

By randomly replacing the responses to a distractor with one of the 
remaining response options, it is assumed that examinees selected that 
distractor randomly and, if that option had not existed, they would have 
chosen any of the remaining ones in the same way. This strategy implies 
that examinees have the same probability of responding to any of the 
other options, either the correct option or another distractor. As a result, 
examinees with different ability levels have the same probability to select 
the correct answer, which would not be expected if the item functioned 
correctly, with higher ability examinees answering correctly and lower 
ability examinees selecting a distractor (Livingston, 2006). 

A closer condition to the expected performance of an item and that has 
not been considered in previous studies to simulate responses without 
the least functioning distractor consists of distributing the responses to 
the eliminated distractor among the remaining options in a proportional 
manner to the examinee’s ability. This way, higher ability examinees are 
more likely to select the correct answer than lower ability examinees. 
As this is the expected answering pattern for an item, this ensures that 
the distribution of responses substituted after eliminating the least 
functioning distractor is more similar to the behavior of an item with 
three distractors.

Given that examinees use different strategies to answer a test, it is 
not possible to identify them in each case and therefore simulate them 
individually. In real administrations most examinees are expected to 
answer according to their ability, some of them randomly, and others are 
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expected to implement combined strategies. Thus, it is expected that the 
results of this study confine what would actually happen and provide 
guidance concerning the effects of eliminating the least functioning 
distractors in large-scale tests. 

Method

Tests

Admission EXANI tests are highly demanded high-stakes norm-referenced 
tests aimed to populations that participate in upper secondary (EXANI-I), 
higher (EXANI-II) and postgraduate (EXANI-III) education admission 
processes. EXANI-I and EXANI-II may include a Diagnostic EXANI that is 
a low-stakes criterion-referenced test.

One version of each Admission EXANI test and one of the Diagnostic 
EXANI-I test were analyzed, and since Diagnostic EXANI-II includes 
various tests aimed to different majors, a version of each disciplinary 
field was selected. All these versions were administered in 2017.

Although EXANI populations are large (Table 1), they differ among 
each other: one same version may be administered to approximately 
10,000 examinees or up to 130,000. 

Table 1. Number of examinees in EXANI tests analyzed

Test Examinees

EXANI-I
Admission 130,017

Diagnostic 116,206

EXANI-II

Admission 122,788

Diagnostic –Administrative Sciences 20,444

Diagnostic –Health Sciences 14,746

Diagnostic –Engineering and Technology 36,889

EXANI-III Admission 9,770
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EXANI tests have a similar number of sections and items. EXANI I 
and II comprise four sections; in EXANI-I each section has 20 items, 
while Admission EXANI-II contains 25 items per section. EXANI-III has 
seven sections with 20 items each; therefore, the total number of items in 
EXANI tests ranges from 80 to 140.

Item Calibration

Each administered (3 distractors) and simulated (2 distractors) version 
was calibrated employing the CTT to obtain each item’s difficulty, which 
is the percentage of examinees that respond an item correctly; and their 
discrimination, from the corrected point biserial correlation (Rpbis), 
which is a Pearson correlation between the item score and the score in 
the section without including that item. Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) 
was also obtained for each section. Each version was calibrated using 
a program developed by Ceneval based on R free software libraries 
(Version 3.3.1).

Least Functioning Distractor 

In each test, the least functioning distractor was selected for each item 
with three distractors according to one of the following criteria. The 
first was the Rpbis value, if the distractor had a positive Rpbis it was 
considered a non-functioning distractor; otherwise, the least functioning 
distractor was the least frequently selected distractor.

Simulation of responses

Once the least functioning distractor has been chosen, the responses of 
examinees who chose that option were simulated through two methods: 
the Random method and the Proportional to Ability method, as described 
below. These simulations were performed using the R free software 
(Version 3.3.1).
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Random Method

The least functioning distractor was replaced at random by one of the 
three remaining options. This way, the responses to the least functioning 
distractor were redistributed in the same proportion between the correct 
answer and the other distractors.

Proportional to Ability Method

For each section the population was divided in five ability groups (from 
the quintiles of the percentage distribution of correct answers in the 
corresponding section) and the proportion of responses to each option 
in each group was obtained. The total proportions of some items differed 
from 1 due to blank responses (omitted). Figure 1 shows the functioning 
of an item with four response options for the five ability groups. It is 
observed that the proportion of responses for the correct answer (CA) 
increases as the examinees’ ability grows, while for distractors D2 and D3, 
it decreases. Distractor D1 has a low selection proportion and is similar 
in the different ability groups, indicating it does not provide information. 
Since there is not a distractor with a positive Rpbis (positive slope) and 
since distractor D1 is the least chosen in this item, the latter is defined as 
the least functioning distractor.

FIGURE 1. Distractor analysis plot for an item with three distractors (Difficulty: 61.18; Rpbis: 0.099)

*Correct answer
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For each ability group, the proportion of responses to the least 
functioning distractor was redistributed in the rest of options taking 
into account their relative weight to maintain both the distribution of 
proportion of responses to each option and the total proportions in each 
group. Subsequently, the examinees’ responses to the least functioning 
distractor were replaced by one of the remaining response options, 
considering the relative weights of the relevant ability group in the 
corresponding item.

Below are shown the distractor analysis plots for the previous 
example item after applying each substitution method. When comparing 
Figures 1 and 2, it is confirmed that by substituting the responses with 
the Proportional to Ability method the functioning of the item is better 
preserved.

FIGURE 2. Distractor analysis plots after eliminating the least functioning distractor of the item 
presented in Figure 1

 *Correct answer  *Correct answer

Analysis

Test Properties

For each test section, the difference between the reliability calculated with 
the administered version (three distractors) and the one obtained from 
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each of the simulation methods (two distractors) was determined.1 The 
differences of the averages of items’ difficulty and Rpbis values of each 
item were calculated in the same way. In addition, in order to evaluate 
the stability of these parameters, the plots of the estimated values with 
three distractors versus the values of each simulation were obtained; a 
linear regression line was adjusted and its parameters and R2 values were 
determined. 

Examinees’ Scores
The results obtained by the examinees in the tests with three distractors 
and those in the simulations with two distractors were compared 
according to the characteristics of each test:

Norm-Referenced Tests
Even though scores are delivered per section and Admission EXANI 
calibrations are conducted per section, in this analysis only the Total 
Score was used, i.e., the addition of the scores in all sections, since these 
tests are designed to make decisions on total scores.
The scores of each Admission EXANI test were obtained in test 
administrations with the highest and the lowest number of examinees, 
and a test administration with a moderate number of participants. In 
each test administration, correlations between the Total scores obtained 
with three distractors and the ones obtained by eliminating the least 
functioning distractor were calculated in different groups: all administered 
examinees, those examinees above the mean score with three distractors, 
and “accepted” examinees (those who exceeded a hypothetical 
acceptance criterion). Hypothetical quotas for administrations with less 
than 20 examinees were not estimated. The number and percentage of 
examinees who exceeded the quota with three distractors were calculated 
in each simulation as well as the percentage of added examinees, those 
who were not among the best with three distractors but whose score 
exceeded the quota after the simulation.

Criterion-Referenced Tests
Diagnostic EXANI tests deliver a level per section using two achievement 
levels: Unsatisfactory and Satisfactory. In these tests, the number 

(1)  Subtracting the value obtained in each simulation from the value obtained with three distractors.
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and percentage of examinees in each achievement group with three 
distractors were obtained to then calculate the quantity of examinees 
who improve in each simulation. Current cut scores were employed first 
and, because the reference version used for determining these cut scores 
was not analyzed and the methods to calculate them require judgements 
made by experts, an equating approximation was conducted to observe 
the effect of calculating new cut scores in the level changes. 

Only Diagnostic EXANI-II in Administrative Sciences was selected 
since this approximation is not a generalizable proposal. The linear 
regression graph per section between the number of correct answers 
obtained with three distractors and with each substitution method was 
plotted in order to verify the relation of the versions’ results with two 
and three distractors. Subsequently, a linear equating was conducted 
considering the three-distractor items version as a reference and the 
two-distractor version under each substitution method as new (Kolen & 
Brennan, 2014). Since responses were simulated for the same examinee 
group, a one group design was employed. Finally, the equivalent values 
for each current cut score were obtained in the two new simulated 
versions and each examinee was assigned a new level in each section.

Results

Test Properties

Of the 640 items only one distractor was eliminated by the positive 
discrimination criterion and the rest of them were discarded for being 
the least chosen.

Tables 2 and 3 show the differences between the reliabilities obtained 
with the three-distractor version and the Random and Proportional 
to Ability simulations in each section of the Admission EXANI and 
Diagnostic EXANI tests. Due to the direction of the difference, positive 
values indicate that reliability declined, negative values indicate that it 
increased and those close to zero indicate that it did not change.
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TABLE 2. Differences in reliability in Admission EXANI test sections (condition with three dis-
tractors minus simulated condition)

Test Section2 Random Proportional to Ability

EXANI-I

RC 0.043 0.015

LS 0.042 0.003

AT 0.052 0.003

MT 0.039 0.000

EXANI-II

RC 0.038 0.009

LS 0.032 -0.002

AT 0.036 0.007

MT 0.033 0.003

EXANI-III

RC 0.047 0.016

LS 0.035 0.008

ERC 0.028 0.007

EGR 0.029 0.016

PM 0.041 0.021

AT 0.033 -0.006

MT 0.038 0.005
2

(2)  RC: Reading Comprehension; LS: Language Structure; AT: Analytical Thinking; MT: Mathematical 
Thinking; ERC: English (Reading Comprehension); EGR: English (Grammar) and PM: Project 
Methodology.
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TABLE 3. Differences in reliability in Diagnostic EXANI test sections (condition with three dis-
tractors minus simulated condition)

Test Section3 Random Proportional to Ability

EXANI-I 

UME 0.048 0.003

BHP 0.035 -0.011

PCP 0.065 0.011

ENG 0.062 -0.018

EXANI-II 

Administra-
tive Sciences

ECA 0.041 -0.016

STA 0.051 -0.005

ENG 0.043 0.013

WLA 0.059 -0.004

Health Sci-
ences

BIO 0.031 -0.011

CHE 0.033 -0.005

ENG 0.035 0.014

WLA 0.046 0.012

Engineering 
and Tech-
nology

PHY 0.046 0.000

MAT 0.042 0.004

ENG 0.033 0.015

WLA 0.049 0.012

3

The tables above show that reliability in sections comprising each 
test decreases with the Random simulation. On average, this decrease 
in Cronbach’s alpha values is 0.038 in Admission EXANI tests and 0.045 
in Diagnostic EXANI tests. In the Proportional to Ability simulation the 
decrease is smaller, and there are even sections where reliability does 
not change or improve. On average, the decrease is 0.007 in Admission 
EXANI tests and 0.001 in Diagnostic EXANI tests.

(3)  UME: Understanding the Mexican Environment; BHP: Biological and Health Phenomena; PCP: 
Physical-Chemical Phenomena; ENG: English; ECA: Economics-Administration; STA: Statistics; WLA: 
Written Language; BIO: Biology; CHE: Chemistry; PHY: Physics and MAT: Mathematics.
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The following tables show the differences between average item 
difficulty and Rpbis values obtained with the three-distractor version and 
the Random and Proportional to Ability simulations in each Admission 
and Diagnostic EXANI test sections. In terms of average item difficulty, 
positive values indicate that the items became more difficult, negative 
values that they became easier and those close to zero that they did not 
change. In the case of Rpbis, positive values in the difference reveal that 
the items discriminate less, negative values that they discriminate more 
and those close to zero that they discriminate the same.

TABLE 4. Difference in average item difficulty and Rpbis in the Admission EXANI test sections 
(condition with three distractors minus simulated condition)

Test Section

Random Proportional to Ability

Difference 
Item Dif-

ficulty

Difference 
Rpbis

Difference 
Item Dif-

ficulty

Difference 
Rpbis

EXANI-I

RC -3.50 0.040 -4.77 0.015

LS -3.30 0.032 -3.9 0.003

AT -3.99 0.037 -5.02 0.003

MT -3.14 0.031 -3.7 0.000

EXANI-II

RC -3.31 0.035 -3.88 0.009

LS -3.00 0.024 -3.84 -0.004

AT -2.75 0.026 -3.52 0.006

MT -2.69 0.027 -3.26 0.003

EXANI-III

RC -2.57 0.033 -3.14 0.012

LS -2.59 0.025 -3.93 0.005

ERC -3.67 0.039 -4.48 0.011

EGR -3.29 0.04 -3.91 0.021

PM -2.20 0.026 -3.16 0.013

AT -2.83 0.021 -3.92 -0.005

MT -3.28 0.037 -3.57 0.006
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TABLE 5. Difference in average item difficulty and Rpbis of Diagnostic EXANI test sections (con-
dition with three distractors minus simulated condition)

Test
Sec-
tion

Aleatorio
Proporcional a la Habi-

lidad

Differ-
ence 

Item Dif-
ficulty

Difference 
Rpbis

Differ-
ence 

Item Dif-
ficulty

Difference 
Rpbis

EXANI-I

UME -3.63 0.035 -4.51 0.003

BHP -3.05 0.024 -4.1 -0.008

PCP -3.62 0.034 -4.91 0.006

ENG -4.55 0.03 -4.99 -0.01

EXANI-II

Administrative 
Sciences

ECA -3.44 0.025 -4.16 -0.011

STA -3.37 0.03 -3.82 -0.004

ENG -4.38 0.044 -5.20 0.014

WLA -4.10 0.035 -4.71 -0.004

Health Sciences

BIO -3.19 0.024 -4.03 -0.009

CHE -3.26 0.026 -4.13 -0.005

ENG -3.79 0.042 -4.76 0.016

WLA -3.28 0.036 -4.11 0.01

Engineering and 
Technology 

PHY -3.29 0.030 -4.51 0.001

MAT -3.24 0.044 -3.90 0.02

ENG -3.79 0.036 -4.73 0.009

WLA -3.66 0.033 -4.41 0.003

Tables 4 and 5 show that eliminating a distractor increases average 
item difficulty in all sections, an increase which is not higher than 5.20 
points. Under the Random simulation, item difficulty increases 3.07 points 
on average in Admission EXANI tests and 3.60 in Diagnostic EXANI tests, 
while under the Proportional to Ability simulation the increase is 3.87 
and 4.44, respectively.

The same tables show that under the Random simulation Rpbis 
average values decrease in all sections. The overall average decrease is 
0.032 in Admission EXANI tests and 0.33 in Diagnostic EXANI tests. In 
the Proportional to Ability simulation the decrease is smaller, and there 
are even sections where the Rpbis values do not change or improve. On 
average, the decrease is 0.007 points in Admission EXANI tests and 0.002 
in Diagnostic EXANI tests.



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 131-162
Received: 02-09-2019    Accepted: 20-12-2019

146

Ortega Torres, L., Antonio Chávez Álvarez, C.  Eliminating thE third distractor from largE-scalE multiplE-choicE tEst itEms

The comparative graphs below show item difficulty estimated with 
three distractors and with each simulation in a norm-referenced test and 
a criterion-referenced test.

FIGURE 3. Item difficulty with three distractors versus simulations of Admission EXANI-I and 
Diagnostic EXANI-II in Health Sciences

Figure 3 confirms stability of item difficulty since the linear relation 
between the values obtained with three distractors and the simulations 
is very high, with R2 values above 0.98 (correlations higher than 0.99). 
These relations are maintained in all EXANI tests (Table 6). In addition, 
it can be observed that the regression lines imply consistent increases in 
item difficulty in the items with two distractors, with slopes between 0.9 
and 1, but y-intercept between 3 and 8.
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TABLE 6. Linear regression parameters when comparing item difficulty estimated with three 
distractors versus item difficulty estimated in simulations

Test

Random Proportional to Ability

R2 Slope
y-inter-

cept 
R2 Slope

y-inter-
cept

Admission

EXANI-I 0.993 0.946 6.100 0.987 1.005 4.131

EXANI-II 0.992 0.954 5.107 0.983 1.001 3.584

EXANI-III 0.992 0.935 6.361 0.985 0.977 4.919

Diagnostic

EXANI-I 0.992 0.918 7.527 0.986 0.984 5.397

EXANI-II

Administrative 
Sciences

0.993 0.939 6.512 0.988 1.005 4.241

Health 
Sciences

0.993 0.942 6.202 0.985 0.994 4.538

Engineering and 
Technology

0.994 0.936 6.650 0.987 0.989 4.933

Rpbis of the same tests is shown in the graphs below.

FIGURE 4. Rpbis with three distractors versus simulations of Admission EXANI-I and Diagnostic 
EXANI-II in Health Sciences 
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Figure 4 confirms that with Random simulation Rpbis decreases more 
in items with higher discrimination (slopes of regression lines are lower 
than 1 and y-intercepts are practically 0). However, the graphs regarding 
the Proportional to Ability simulation show that various Rpbis values 
are above the regression line, which indicates that the values obtained 
do not follow the general decreasing trend, or they even increased by 
eliminating a distractor. This pattern is replicated in the rest of tests 
(Table 7) with R2 values higher than 0.90 (correlations above 0.94). 

TABLE 7. Linear regression parameters when comparing estimated Rpbis in the conditions of 
three distractors versus estimated Rpbis in simulations 

Test

Random
Proporcional a la 

Habilidad

R2 Slope
y-inter-

cept
R2 Slope

y-inter-
cept

Admission

EXANI-I 0.974 0.965 -0.0245 0.936 0.915 0.020

EXANI-II 0.973 0.966 -0.018 0.920 1.000 -0.004

EXANI-III 0.982 0.927 -0.009 0.969 0.941 0.010

Diagnostic

EXANI-I 0.977 0.928 -0.014 0.943 0.931 0.018

EXANI-II

Administrative 
Sciences

0.975 0.895 -0.006 0.927 0.870 0.036

Health 
Sciences

0.970 0.928 -0.010 0.931 0.931 0.019

Engineering 
and 
Technology

0.981 0.920 -0.011 0.956 0.907 0.021

Examinees’ Scores

Norm-Referenced Tests

Table 8 shows the hypothetical quotas of the large, medium and small 
Admission EXANI test administrations and the number of administered 
and accepted examinees (considering ties) in each one.
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TABLE 8. Administrations of Admission EXANI tests

Test Administration Quota
Examinees

Administered Accepted

EXANI-I 

Large 1,000 21,061 1,100

Medium 1,000 12,556 1,018

Small 36 79 36

EXANI-II 

Large 1,000 6,491 1,036

Medium 1,000 3,213 1,033

Small NA 5 NA

EXANI-III 

Large 50 739 50

Medium 25 374 26

Small NA 14 NA

The following graphs show the relation between the percentage of 
correct answers calculated in the test with three distractors and in the two 
simulations for the large EXANI-I administration. The first comparison 
was performed considering the total population followed by the selection 
of examinees above the average score of this test administration and 
accepted examinees.

FIGURE 5. Percentage of correct answers with three distractors versus the simulations of the 
large EXANI-I administration with the total population, examinees with scores above the mean, 
and accepted examinees
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Figure 5 shows that the scores obtained in the condition of three 
distractors are more similar to those estimated in the Random simulation 
than those calculated under the Proportional to Ability simulation, 
and that R2 values decrease as the population is divided. This effect is 
replicated in the administrations selected with over 100 examinees in all 
norm-referenced tests (Table 9), with fit values above 0.840 (correlations 
above 0.91).
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TABLE 9. Fits (R2) of the comparisons of the percentage of correct answers with three distrac-
tors versus simulations

Test Administration Population Random Proportional to Ability

EXANI-I 

Large

Total 0.979 0.978

Above the mean 0.971 0.954

Accepted 0.920 0.850

Medium

Total 0.987 0.983

Above the mean 0.975 0.955

Accepted 0.928 0.845

EXANI-II 

Large

Total 0.988 0.986

Above the mean 0.981 0.968

Accepted 0.963 0.923

Medium

Total 0.984 0.982

Above the mean 0.976 0.962

Accepted 0.972 0.952

EXANI-III 

Large

Total 0.989 0.986

Above the mean 0.982 0.972

Accepted 0.967 0.946

Medium

Total 0.979 0.979

Above the mean 0.970 0.957

Accepted 0.959 0.937

The rankings obtained in each small EXANI test administrations were 
also compared, as shown in the following graphs.
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FIGURE 6. Percentage of correct answers with three distractors versus simulations with two 
distractors in small administrations of EXANI-I, EXANI-II and EXANI-III

There is a high relation between the scores in settings with three and 
two distractors in administrations with less than 100 examinees (Figure 6). 
Furthermore, in the administrations with very few examinees the rankings 
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virtually do not change. Although some scores of EXANI-II changed (R2 
is very close but different from 1), examinees remained in exactly the 
same rank. In the Random simulation of EXANI-II an examinee improved 
their his or her score so that without the non-functioning distractor he or 
she would have outdone another examinee. In the Proportional to Ability 
simulation, the ranking remained unchanged.

In order to analyze the impact on the remaining administrations, 
the number of examinees with the score exceeding the established 
quota with three and two distractors was obtained (Table 10). In the 
simulations, due to the ties, this indicator increased in EXANI-I, however, 
in the other EXANI tests the ties decreased, and consequently the number 
of examinees with the best scores was closer to the quota, especially in 
the Proportional to Ability condition.

TABLE 10. Number of accepted examinees 

Test Administration Quota
Accepted Examinees 

3 distractors Random
Proportional to 

Ability

EXANI-I 

Large 1,000 1,100 1,141 1,164

Medium 1,000 1,018 1,011 1,187

Small 36 36 36 38

EXANI-II 
Large 1,000 1,036 1,094 1,025

Medium 1,000 1,033 1,059 1,005

EXANI-III 
Large 50 50 53 52

Medium 25 26 28 25

The following table shows the percentage of accepted examinees with 
three distractors that remain in this group after eliminating the third 
distractor in each test administration.
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TABLE 11. Percentage of examinees that remain accepted in the simulations

Test
Administra-

tion
Number

Best Scores 

Percentage 

Random Proportional to Ability

EXANI-I

Large 1,100 95.27 92.82

Medium 1,018 93.71 96.95

Small 36 94.44 97.22

EXANI-II
Large 1,036 98.26 93.53

Medium 1,033 97.29 93.61

EXANI-III
Large 50 96.00 96.00

Medium 26 92.31 84.62

Table 11 shows that over 92% of accepted examinees remain as such 
after each simulation, except in the Proportional to Ability simulation for 
the Medium Administration of EXANI-III, where only 84.62% remained. 
On the other hand, on average, approximately 10% of examinees that 
had chosen the least functioning distractor are incorporated to the best 
scores group.

Criterion-Referenced Tests

The following table presents the number and percentage of examinees 
whose level in Diagnostic EXANI-I and EXANI-II changed from 
Unsatisfactory to Satisfactory after the substitution of responses to the 
least functioning distractor with the current cut scores.
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TABLE 12. Examinees whose level improves in Diagnostic EXANI tests

Test Section
Random

Proportional to 
Ability

Number
Percent-

age
Number

Percent-
age

EXANI-I

UME 8,981 7.73 11,262 9.69

BHP 7,900 6.80 9,572 8.24

PCP 10,286 8.85 14,098 12.13

ENG 11,234 9.67 14,048 12.09

EXANI-II

Administrative 
Sciences

ECA 1,592 7.79 1,891 9.25

STA 1,658 8.11 1,785 8.73

ENG 2,508 12.27 2,632 12.87

WLA 2,218 10.85 2,512 12.29

Health Sciences

BIO 771 5.23 1,098 7.45

CHE 1,006 6.82 1,361 9.23

ENG 1,461 9.91 1,482 10.05

WLA 1,186 8.04 1,357 9.20

Engineering and 
Technology

PHY 2,746 7.44 3,980 10.79

MAT 2,927 7.93 3,209 8.70

ENG 3,674 9.96 3,803 10.31

WLA 3,432 9.30 4,114 11.15

Table 12 indicates that by simulating the responses with two distractors 
the number of examinees obtaining a Satisfactory level increases, being 
such an increase higher in the Proportional to Ability simulation than in 
the Random simulation (up to 12.99% and up to 12.08%, respectively); 
therefore, 88% of the population would maintain the level of achievement 
originally obtained. This increase is not only occasioned from the increase 
in correct responses, but also from maintaining the cut scores obtained 
with items with three distractors.

In order to approximate the update of the cut scores for Diagnostic 
EXANI-II in Administrative Sciences, the linear relation between both 
scores was proven with correlations above 0.93. Subsequently, the cut 
scores values were recalculated using a linear equating.

Table 13 shows that, with this approximation, only in the English 
section the cut score increased in more than a unit, while it increased in 
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decimals in the remaining sections (in a real situation of determining cut 
scores, the corresponding committee would determine whether to round 
up or down such decimals). Considering that the number of correct 
answers must be higher than the cut score, seven correct answers are 
required to obtain a Satisfactory level with three distractors while eight 
correct answers are necessary with two distractors. In the remaining 
sections, the number of correct answers required remained the same 
(nine in the first two sections and eight in the last one, assuming that it 
was decided not to round up the cut scores in these sections). Therefore, 
the impact analysis focused on the English section only.

TABLE 13. Original and equated cut scores for simulations in EXANI-II in Administrative 
Sciences

Section 3 distractors Random Proportional to Ability

ECA 9 9.695 9.833

STA 9 9.679 9.767

ENG 7 8.005 8.083

WLA 8 8.832 8.934

Finally, a new level was obtained for each examinee in the English 
section (Table 14). The number of examinees that improved their level 
decreased to less than a half after equating (from 12.27% to 4.42% in the 
Random simulation, and from 12.87% to 5.59% in the Proportional to 
Ability simulation). However, the level of less than 4% of the examinees 
in both simulations worsened.

TABLE 14. Examinees whose level changed with equated cut scores

Level
Random Proportional to Ability

Number Percentage Number Percentage

Improved 904 4.42 1,142 5.59

Worsened 764 3.74 587 2.87
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Discussion

This research analyzed the possible effects of eliminating the least 
functioning distractor in four-option items used in large-scale high- and 
low-stakes criterion-referenced or norm-referenced tests employed in 
upper secondary and higher education (bachelor’s and postgraduate 
degrees). Due to the major impact of some of these tests, it was not 
possible to design a field study to guarantee equity in the assessment; 
therefore the examinees’ responses were simulated by eliminating 
the least functioning distractor randomly and proportionally to their 
ability. Both settings are completely hypothetical since it is not possible 
to know the examinees’ strategies when answering tests. In addition, 
it is very unlikely that all of them use the same strategy. Since these 
simulation settings are extreme conditions, it would not be expected 
that the results obtained in each simulation were exactly the same, but 
something in between, which will allow providing guidance regarding 
the possible effects of eliminating the least functioning distractor from 
the psychometric properties of these tests.

The least functioning distractors, with the exception of one, were 
eliminated due to their low frequency in being chosen. This suggests that 
the distractors of the elaborated items work correctly. Nonetheless, they 
may not be very plausible and therefore discarded by most examinees. 
This may be the result from the difficulty of elaborating three incorrect 
response options that are plausible (Haladyna & Downing, 1993). 

Even when some results are foreseeable due to the manner in which 
the simulations were conducted (such as the increase in item difficulty), 
they offer some evidence regarding the stability of the properties of the 
analyzed tests after reducing the number of distractors to two, confirming 
that the third distractor has a small contribution in Ceneval’s tests. Firstly, 
it was shown that the response simulation method that eliminates the 
least functioning distractor has differentiated effects in test reliability 
and item discrimination. When assuming that examinees would respond 
randomly, reliability and discrimination decrease; whereas, when 
assuming that they would respond according to their level of ability, these 
values are similar to those calculated with the three-distractor items. The 
reason behind it is that if examinees responded the item randomly, some 
with lower ability could respond correctly, and some with higher ability, 
could do so incorrectly. On the other hand, if they responded according 
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to their knowledge, higher ability examinees would be more likely to 
respond correctly than lower ability examinees, maintaining the original 
behavior of the response options. In both cases, the changes in these 
measures are not considerable, being minimum in the Proportional to 
Ability simulation.

Substituting the response to the least functioning distractor decreases 
test difficulty. This is due to the fact that, although examinees who 
responded with least functioning distractors are more likely to choose 
one of the remaining distractors, some of them may choose the correct 
answer. Nonetheless, this increase is not considerable since, in general, 
it is below five percentage points in the mean and is very distant from 
the assumption that by decreasing the items’ response options from four 
to three, examinees will be 33.33% likely to choose the correct answer 
(Downing, 2006), making the test much easier.

The changes in reliability, item difficulty and discrimination are similar 
in criterion-referenced and norm-referenced tests. These changes may be 
compensated or even gain improvements when assembling the versions, 
by selecting items whose characteristics allow maintaining the target 
values of these psychometric measures (taking into account that they 
would be assembled with items whose parameters would be estimated 
with two distractors); or by incorporating more items to the structure 
(considering that examinees would invest less time in answering the tests 
as there would be one option less for them to read and reflect on).

Therefore, the properties of these large-scale, high- and low-
stakes criterion-referenced and norm-referenced tests, do not change 
significantly by eliminating the least functioning distractor of each item 
comprising them. The results in the measures analyzed maintain the 
same pattern irrespective of the test, its objective, length or size of its 
target population, replicating what has been reported since 1920. Most of 
this research also obtained difficulty and discrimination parameters with 
CTT, with a smaller number of examinees and different quantity of items 
(Rodriguez, 2005; Tarrant et al. 2009; Tarrant & Ware, 2010; Schneid, et 
al. 2014; Vegada, et al. 2016). These estimations depend on the size and 
characteristics of the sample as well as on the set of items presented; 
therefore, although the analyzed tests had different populations and 
objectives, future research may seek to generalize these results for large-
scale tests analyzed under the Item Response Theory or with different 
objectives (graduation or certification). 
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With regard to the examinees’ results, it is observed that the percentage 
of correct answers of some of them increases when the least functioning 
distractor is eliminated. The score could not decrease because only 
distractors were eliminated; therefore, the simulations assigned another 
distractor or the correct answer, either maintaining or increasing the 
examinees’ final score. Since EXANI tests have norm-referenced and 
criterion-referenced tests, the effect of score improvements was studied 
according to the relevant referent, an analysis that has not been conducted 
before. 

In norm-referenced tests where examinees are ranked according to 
their scores aiming to select the best, the relation between the score 
rankings obtained with three and two distractors is very high, indicating 
that the score ranking remains stable. Since the actual number of examinees 
accepted by institutions is unknown, the best scores were analyzed 
taking as a minimum score the average of each test administration or the 
minimum score of examinees who meet an hypothetical quota. In this 
analysis it was observed that over 92% of examinees remained within 
these groups. Nevertheless, the scores of some examinees that were not 
originally among the accepted examinees increased by eliminating the 
least functioning distractor, incorporating them in this group after the 
simulation.

Although the changes in the examinees’ ranking depend on assigning 
some correct responses instead of incorrect responses, they are within 
the expected changes according to the measurement error estimated for 
these tests, which is 5 percentage points on average globally. Therefore, 
it would be expected that this effect were to be similar to the one that 
would occur if the same test were administered to the same group of 
examinees, assuming that there would not be memorization effects. In 
addition, by eliminating a distractor and increasing the number of items 
in norm-referenced tests, it is possible to decrease measurement errors 
and as a result have more certainty in the examinees’ rankings during the 
institutions’ admission processes.

In order to study the effect of eliminating a distractor on the examinees’ 
results that took criterion-referenced tests (Diagnostic EXANI tests), 
each test’s cut scores used in the corresponding test administrations 
were employed in the first place, which in each case were calculated 
with particular reference populations, considering the items and their 
calculated parameters with three distractors. By simulating the examinees’ 
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responses without the least functioning distractor, it was observed that 
some examinees’ answers changed to the correct option, increasing the 
number of examinees with a passing level. In general, this increase was 
around 12% when assuming that examinees respond randomly, and 13% 
if they respond according to their ability. These percentages exceed the 
5% reported for random simulations (Tarrant et al. 2009), although they 
employed tests with a small number of examinees (less than 150) with 
numerous items (between 50 and 100) and with a cut score in 50% of 
correct answers. Instead, Diagnostic EXANI tests are administered to over 
10,000 examinees and have 20 items per section and cut scores to assign 
a satisfactory level of between seven to nine correct answers.

Large-scale tests usually employ methods to calculate cut scores that 
involve taking into account the distribution of the examinees’ scores 
under a new test configuration, the assessment and judgement by 
experts in the constructs assessed and, with an increasing trend, the 
items’ statistical parameters. This is why, if these parameters change 
by eliminating a distractor, as minimum as the modification may be, it 
is necessary to reestablish the cut scores. Due to the methodological 
complications to perform a new calculation of cut scores in this study, 
the versions of a test with three and two distractors were equated linearly 
and the values of the cut scores were transformed for both simulations. 
This approximation showed that, by updating these values, the number 
of examinees obtaining passing levels decreases in the simulations. 
However, changing the cut scores also alters the levels of examinees that 
had not exceeded the precedent cut scores. Again, the changes observed 
may be expected considering the measurement error in the tests. It is 
worthwhile recalling that this exercise was performed only to illustrate 
the need of establishing new cut scores for the test with two-distractor 
items.

In conclusion, the results obtained provide additional evidence to what 
has already been reported in the literature since the early 1900s: as well 
as with low-stakes tests administered to a small number of students, it is 
possible to reduce the number of response options, from four to three, in 
large-scale, low-stakes criterion-referenced tests and high-stakes norm-
referenced tests, maintaining their quality without affecting examinees. 
This reduction would benefit the item writing process making it easier 
and faster to create two plausible distractors. Assessments may improve 
as a result of having better item psychometric characteristics. Additionally, 
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people’s fatigue may decrease, or test coverage and measurement 
accuracy may increase by increasing the number of items presented.
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Abstract 
Leadership is a key element of school success and is mainly based on 

establishing common goals, developing a sense of educational community, 
redesigning the school’s organizational structure, and managing the instructional 
program. These factors are especially important in disadvantaged environments, 
since building shared values and cultures is even more challenging and requires 
a greater commitment. This paper analyzes how principals in such environments 
perceive how their schools function, what the level of commitment from their 
community is, and what their sources of satisfaction are when they perform their 
managerial duties. To compile information, we prepared an ad-hoc questionnaire 
to examine the tendencies and significant differences between the perceptions 
of principals in disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged contexts in the province 
of Tarragona (Spain). We also interviewed principals in disadvantaged contexts 
(n=18) in order to gain their insight into the challenges to school success and 

(1) This study was conducted as part of Project 2014LINE-09 entitled Las nuevas exigencias para 
la dirección escolar en la educación primaria: análisis y propuestas (New requirements for school 
management in primary education: analysis and proposals), which is funded by the Universitat Rovira 
i Virgili and the Banco Santander.
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equity. Our results show that principals, especially those in disadvantaged 
backgrounds, have a gender bias (i.e. most are women), that their concept 
of success is closely related to identity inclusion, and that they have high 
expectations that go beyond the traditional assistance-based approach. Their 
professional training leads these principals to consider themselves more capable 
of solving conflicts but they perceive a low commitment to school success from 
pupils, pupils’ families, and even teachers. In this context, redefining the roles 
of all stakeholders in the educational community should be the main focus in 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Key words: Leadership, School management, Primary school, Inclusive 
education, Disadvantaged social context, School success.

Introduction 

In international spheres it is assumed that increasing the quality of education 
means achieving greater school success in terms of promoting greater 
equity and social justice and introducing inclusion policies into education 
systems, especially in disadvantaged contexts (OECD, 2019). However, the 
pressure exerted by internationally standardized external evaluations is 
leading to a homogenization of the concept and measurement of school 
success (Fuller and Hollingworth, 2014; Guzman and Ortiz, 2019). The 
challenges are to determine what school success means in disadvantaged 
contexts in which standard measures may not provide sufficient evidence 
and to assess how school leadership can help to achieve it. According to the 
conceptual synthesis provided by Moreno (2013), disadvantaged contexts 
are those in which, for various reasons, socioeconomic and cultural levels 
are low (individuals therefore find it difficult to develop their abilities or 
achieve social involvement and are at clear risk of social exclusion) and the 
dignity and rights of individuals are diminished.

School success in disadvantaged contexts

School success is a dynamic context that is defined from approaches 
that take into account both the individual dimension (academic results, 
personal development, citizenship, motivation for learning and lifelong 
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education) and the social dimension (social development, social 
cohesion, occupational training, and economic development) (European 
Parliament, 2000).

School success also includes a preventive aspect that helps to make 
societies more understanding, more equitable and more cohesive (Ramírez, 
García and Sánchez, 2011). Recent Spanish laws on education define 
school success from multidimensional competency perspectives that 
integrate personal, social, technical, scientific, vocational and professional 
spheres that require highly complex instructional, organizational and 
relational approaches.

However, school success or failure is quantified fundamentally using 
indicators that are strongly associated with international comparative 
evaluations (such as the OECD PISA and TALIS studies). The complex 
concept that is school success or failure is therefore being reduced to 
just one of the variables in these evaluations, i.e. academic performance 
or grades. But while this is becoming the main indicator of success or 
failure, the measurement models are being used perversely or erroneously 
(Castro, Gimenez and Pérez 2017; Fuller and Hollingworth, 2014; Martín-
Lagos, 2018). 

 In disadvantaged contexts, achieving school success involves not only 
achieving the integral development of pupils and redistributing resources 
in order to tackle socioeconomic inequalities but also recognizing 
identitary and cultural needs as well as the conditions in which students 
at risk of exclusion develop both individually and collectively (Castro et 
al., 2017; DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; Guzmán and Ortiz, 2019; 
Klar and Brever, 2014). 

In these contexts in particular, school success is strongly associated 
with school factors such as teacher training and pupil and community 
involvement and with attending to the cognitive, affective and social 
aspects of pupils and their families (Ainscow and West, 2008; Darling-
Hammond, 2001; Giroux and Schmidt, 2004; Sammons and Bakkum, 
2011). However, we must remain alert so that the educational system 
itself does not generate inequalities on account of its traditional concept, 
which is based, for example, on middle-class interests, expectations 
and family conditions (Martín-Lagos, 2018; Moral, García-Garnica and 
Martínez-Valdivia, 2018; Murillo and Martínez-Garrido, 2018a).

In any case, contextual conditions are critical and segregation caused 
by a disadvantaged economic situation is a predictor of worse results 
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(Orfield and Lee, 2005; United States Department of Education, 2008). 
Of particular note among the contextual conditions are the social 
environment, the educational environment in a broad sense, and the 
importance of peers (Giménez, Martín-Oro and Sanaú, 2018; Raitano and 
Vona, 2013). Put together, these conditions define ‘circles of disadvantage’ 
(Ainscow and West, 2008; Murillo and Hernández, 2011), which are typical 
of ‘urban contexts’ or ‘contexts with risk of marginalization, ghettoization 
and social exclusion’, where the peer effect is consubstantial (DeMatthews 
and Mawhinney, 2014; Martin-Lagos, 2018) and has a greater effect on 
a pupil’s academic performance than his or her socioeconomic level. In 
addition, Julià, Escapa and Marí-Klose (2015) warn of new social risks 
linked to a deterioration in working conditions that strongly affect family 
structures and lead to the neglect of children and teenagers.

These conditions may lead to a process of ghettoization or segregation 
that acts upon schools, school authorities and academic staff and 
overstretches their capacity to address the innumerable internal and 
external requirements and challenges they face (Moreno, 2013; Sammons 
and Bakkum, 2011). They are also related to a possible concentration of 
less-prepared and less-motivated teachers with fewer incentives (Castro et 
al., 2017; DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; Klar and Brever, 2014), low 
expectations among families, students and teachers (Darling-Hammond, 
2007; Hanushek and Rivkin, 2010), and insufficient financial resources 
(Castro et al., 2017). 

Data on the conditions that may affect school success are as follows: 
17% of teachers work in schools where at least 10% of students are 
from immigrant families (OECD, 2019). According to a Save the Children 
report, in 9% of schools over 50% of pupils are in a vulnerable situation, 
whereas in only 19% of schools are less than 10% of pupils in a similar 
situation (Martínez and Ferrer, 2018). Gorard’s segregation index (Murillo 
and Martinez-Garrido, 2018b) is 0.3533 for the European Union, 0.3846 
for Spain, and 0.3588 for Catalonia (the region in which this study was 
conducted). In all these contexts, the segregation index is very high for the 
socioeconomic conditions involved. In the absence of multidimensional 
support policies, schools cease to function as social elevators. Inclusive 
actions must therefore be introduced from non-deterministic perspectives 
on the capacity of children and teenagers to succeed academically 
whether or not they live in disadvantaged contexts (Moral et al., 2018). 
The aspiration is to increase the number of so-called ‘resilient’ pupils. 
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These are pupils who are able to obtain the best results even in the 
worst social, cultural and economic conditions as currently evaluated 
by the ESCS (Economic, Social and Cultural Status) index. According to 
the OECD (2018), the average percentage of resilient pupils as indicated 
by the results of PISA 2015 is 29.2% in OECD countries as a whole 
and 39.2% in Spain, while since 2006 the number of resilient pupils has 
increased by 1.5% in OECD countries as a whole and by 10.7% in Spain.

School leadership in disadvantaged contexts 

According to international literature, the key characteristics of school 
leadership are: building high expectations, being able to transmit energy 
and confidence, being able to stimulate the professional and personal 
development of members of the school community, being committed to 
emerging and contextualized educational projects, having a connection 
with the community, having empathy, and being able to take risks 
(DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; Klar and Brever, 2014; Moral 
et al., 2018). Sammons and Bakkum (2011) associate school success 
in disadvantaged contexts with having a leadership that promotes 
cooperative work from the perspective of structured and direct instruction 
and a thorough and systematic analysis of results. Improving aspects 
such as pupil involvement, school culture, effective communication, 
collaboration, teacher competence and teacher retention are also crucial 
(Fuller and Hollingworth, 2014). 

However, more research is needed to determine how leadership 
contributes to school success and social inclusion in disadvantaged 
contexts (DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; León, Crisol and Moreno, 
2018). This is partly because teacher training in multicultural and 
multilingual environments and in environments with students with 
specific needs remains a challenge (OECD, 2019).

While the focus is generally on distributed leadership and instructional 
leadership (Day et. Al., 2010; Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves, and 
Rönnerman, 2015; OECD, 2016; Runhaar, 2017), also mentioned in 
disadvantaged contexts are contextualized leadership (Dyson, 2008) 
and inclusive leadership (DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; León et. 
al, 2018). These emphasize respect and consideration for a community’s 
identitary characteristics in order to achieve the compensatory and 
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optimal use of resources. The four axes that define effective school 
management (establishment of a direction to follow; concern for personal 
development; organizational redesign, and curriculum management) 
(Day et al., 2010) also guide management in disadvantaged contexts, 
though in these contexts the development and involvement of the whole 
educational community is more important (Dyson, 2008; Hopkins and 
Higham, 2007; Mulford, 2006) since the whole community needs to be 
involved in shared projects through the creation of a school culture that 
encompasses beliefs and values that accept the inclusion of identity 
(DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014).

One of the key aspects of schools in disadvantaged contexts is that 
the school management intervenes in the context itself by applying 
internal and external measures (Dyson, 2008) to create an environment 
of trust and teacher involvement that generates both sensitivity and 
a commitment to the context (Moral et al., 2018; Senge, 1995) and a 
large amount of moral responsibility (Guzman and Ortiz, 2019). These 
measures should provide resources, opportunities and support, and 
offer security and empowerment to all members of the teaching staff 
by promoting professional development (DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 
2014; Senge 1995) that above all generates clear and strong expectations 
of success, constructs an emotionally warm climate that provides pupils 
with support and motivation (Sammons and Bakkum, 2011), and 
promotes the inclusion of pupils and their families. 

Headteachers in disadvantaged contexts whose work is based on 
this paradigm become immersed in a continuous flow of challenges and 
dilemmas about how best to sustain inclusion and achieve school success 
while also needing to take risks (DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; 
León et al., 2018). This makes their efforts to uphold their commitment 
to the guidelines of effective management even harder.

Current Spanish legislation on education supports school autonomy 
to enable economic, material and human resources to be adapted to 
each school context. In reality, however, this competence is not fully 
implemented equally across all of Spain’s autonomous communities 
(Sancho Gargallo, 2014). In the region in which this study was conducted 
(Catalonia), the Educational Administration (Generalitat de Catalunya, 
2014, Art. 1.1a) establishes a category of schools that are considered 
to be of maximum complexity according to criteria such as unfavorable 
socioeconomic and cultural conditions in the school’s catchment area, 



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 163-187
Received: 26-07-2019    Accepted: 24-01-2020

169

Camarero-Figuerola, M., Tierno-García, J.M., Barrios-Arós, C. Iranzo-García, P.  Leadership and schooL success in disadvantaged contexts: 
the principaLs’ perspective

the academic, socioeconomic and professional levels of families, the 
number of pupils with specific educational needs, and the number of 
foreign pupils. In such cases, schools are provided specific (financial 
and human) resources to develop improvement projects and are given 
more responsibility to select their own teaching personnel. Henceforth 
we refer to these schools as ‘SMC’ (schools of maximum complexity) and 
to other schools as ‘non-SMC’ (schools not of maximum complexity). 

The research questions we aim to answer in this paper are as follows: 
–  Do the headteachers of SMC and non-SMC perceive that their 

schools operate differently? 
–  Is the commitment of the educational community perceived to be 

different in schools of maximum complexity? 
–  Are the principals’ sources of satisfaction with their managerial 

position different in these two types of school?

Method

Using a mixed methodology (Creswell and Plano, 2006) we combine 
quantitative data (QUAN) from an ad hoc questionnaire with qualitative 
data (QUAL) from semi-structured interviews into a single study. To 
combine methodologies (QUAN + QUAL) in this way, we employed 
the approach outlined by Bericat (1998), whereby we considered the 
questionnaire as the main instrument and then complemented this 
instrument with the in-depth interviews.

Samples

The province of Tarragona has two local services belonging to the 
Department of Education. Our work focused on one of these, which is 
responsible for 217 schools (N = 217), 189 of which are non-SMC and 28 
are SMC. 

For the questionnaire (QUAN), from the statistical formula for a finite 
population with a 5% margin of error, we calculated the sample size, 
which was 139 schools. Participation was 92% and the accepting sample 
comprised 128 schools (n = 128), 110 of which were non-SMC and 18 
were SMC. Selection was probabilistic and stratified with proportional 
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allocation according to geographic location and type of school ownership 
(state school or charter school) in order to ensure that the sample was 
representative in the region in which the study was conducted. Table 1 
shows the characteristics of the sample. 

TABLE I. Profiles of the principals surveyed. 

VARIABLES SMC non-SMC TOTAL

Gender 
77.7% Women 
22.3% Men 

68.2% Women 
31.8% Men 

69.5% Women 
30.5% Men 

Age 

27.8% ≤ 45 years old
61.1% between 46 
and 54 years old
11.1% ≥ 55 years old

21.8% ≤ 45 years old
40% between 46 and 
54 years old
38.1% ≥ 55 years old

22.6% ≤ 45 years old
43% between 46 and 
54 years old
34.4% ≥ 55 years old

Years’ experience as a 
principal 

16.6% ≤ 1 year
16.6% between 2 and 
4 years
22.2% between 5 and 
8 years
44.4% ≥9 years 

5.7% ≤ 1 year
13.2% between 2 and 
4 years
33% between 5 and 
8 years
48.1% ≥9 years

7.2% ≤ 1 year
13.7% between 2 and 
4 years
31.45% between 5 
and 8 years
47.6% ≥ 9 years

School ownership
100% State school 
0% Charter school

85.5% State school
14.5% Charter school

87.5% State school
12.5% Charter school

Source: authors’ own

The principals were mainly women aged over 45 years old with over 
9 years’ experience in their position. Most principals of the SMCs, which 
were all publicly owned, were women. These principals were slightly 
younger and had fewer years of experience. 

To compare and complete this information, for the interviews 
(QUAL) we conducted a non-probabilistic selection, by quotas, of 
the 128 principals who completed the questionnaire according to 
the following criteria: geographic location, type of school ownership, 
the dichotomous variable (SMC or non-SMC), and gender. In total we 
conducted 18 interviews, five of which were with principals of SMCs. 
As these schools were the main focus of our study, these were the 
interviews we have analyzed in this paper. Table II shows the profiles 
of the SMC principals we interviewed.
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TABLE II. Profiles of the SMC principals interviewed

ID32
Male
51 years old
10 years of expe-
rience 

ID44
Female
51 years old
1 year of experi-
ence

ID53
Female
51 years old
14 years of expe-
rience

ID60
Male
57 years old
23 years of expe-
rience

ID96
Female
45 years old
4 years of experi-
ence

Source: authors’ own

Instruments

The questionnaire was designed following an extensive literature review 
of the subject (Ainscow and West, 2008; Blase and Kirby, 2013; Bolívar, 
López and Murillo, 2013; Day et al., 2010; Spillane, 2012). Two experts 
from Spanish universities and the director of the local services of the 
Department of Education in Tarragona validated the content. Suggestions 
by two principals from outside the sample during a pilot test were 
also considered. The final version of the questionnaire comprised 34 
questions about the school and the principal, school admission, training, 
and perceptions of the principals’ satisfaction with their position, the 
commitment of the educational community, and the development of 
managerial skills and functions. For this paper we crossed the dichotomous 
variable (SMC or non-SMC) with the variables related to the school’s 
current situation, the commitment of the educational community, and 
principals’ satisfaction with their managerial position. 

The guidelines for the interviews, which comprised 23 items, were 
designed from the results of the questionnaire. All interviews were 
conducted in the schools and took an average of 40 minutes. 

For both instruments, informed consent was provided by all 
participants and the ethical use of the data was ensured.

Procedure

The questionnaire was distributed via the online Lime Survey platform 
and the results were analyzed using the SPSS program (v.22.0). The 
data were treated quantitatively using descriptive statistics: one-factor 
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ANOVA [F] and Student’s t test [t]. The homogeneity of the variances was 
then determined using Levene’s test. Based on this result, Tukey’s HSD 
(Honestly Significant Difference) test was applied, which enabled us to 
compare the means of the [t] levels of a factor after rejecting the null 
hypothesis of equality of means using the ANOVA technique. Differences 
were considered significant for p ≤ 0.5. The reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) 
of the items analyzed was greater than 0.8 (ranging from 0.821 to 0.884) 
and was therefore considered acceptable.

The Atlas.Ti program (version 7.5.18) was used to analyze the 
interviews. We identified emerging categories and selected the quotations 
that best illustrate them. The interviews were conducted in Catalan and 
the selected quotes have been translated into English. The key ideas 
emerging from these quotations are shown in bold. 

Results

Below we show our main results divided into three sections. The table 
in each section shows the average (1 = minimum grade to 5 = maximum 
grade) and the standard deviation for each item for SMCs and non-SMCs. 

To enable faster reading of the tables, the items are arranged from the 
highest average score to the lowest average score for the SMCs. Items 
with significant differences between the SMCs and the non-SMCs are 
marked in bold. Below each table we include a selection of quotations 
from our interviews with the SMC principals in order to further illustrate 
the relevant aspects.
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TABLE III. Principals’ perceptions of how their schools are currently run: key aspects

Average (1 to 5) Standard deviation

SMC non-SMC SMC non-SMC

Leadership shared amongst the management team 4.71 4.43 0.588 0.693

Follow-up of agreements 4.56 4.33 0.512 0.660

Conflict mediation 4.50 3.99 0.730 0.773

Management of the school’s resources 4.31 4.08 0.479 0.720

Harmony amongst the educational community 4.13 4.09 0.885 0.790

Relationship with the pupils’ families 3.94 4.16 1.063 0.640

Delegation of responsibilities and tasks to members of 
the teaching staff

3.88 3.88 0.806 0.706

Management of the stress that goes with the role of 
principal

3.88 3.79 0.885 0.706

Institutional representation 3.80 3.97 1.207 0.969

Teachers’ enthusiasm with the school 3.76 3.87 0.664 0.751

Design and application of innovative projects 3.75 3.80 0.683 0.821

Relationship with the school’s social environment 
through projects

3.62 3.87 1.087 1.011

Treating the work of the school as a collective activity 3.60 3.82 0.828 0.763

The school’s success 3.50 4.03 0.894 0.649

The collaboration of families in the school’s 
educational processes

2.88 3.66 1.025 0.877

Source: authors’ own 

All principals (of both SMCs and non-SMCs) gave most items a positive 
score (above 3.75). The highest scores were for Leadership shared 
amongst the management team (4.71 (SMC) and 4.43 (non-SMC) and 
for Follow-up of agreements (4.56 (SMC) and 4.33 (non-SMC)). Moreover, 
these items showed no significant differences between the two types of 
schools. The three aspects in which significant differences did arise were:

■  Conflict mediation [t (117)=2.470, p =.015], with average scores of 
4.50 (SMC) and 3.99 (non-SMC)

■  The school’s success [t(117)=2.874, p =.005], with average scores of 
3.50 (SMC) and 4.03 (non-SMC)
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■  The collaboration of families in the school’s educational processes 
[t(118)=3.273, p =.001], with average scores of 2.88 (SMC) and 3.66 
(non-SMC)

Conflict mediation was perceived to be better resolved in the SMC, where 
there is a greater prevalence of conflict situations that require intervention 
by the school’s management team. However, in both types of schools (and 
especially in the SMC), school success and the collaboration of families in 
the school’s educational processes are the areas with the greatest room 
for improvement. By analyzing the interviews (see below), we are able to 
further explore the opinions of the SMC principals in these three areas. 

Conflict mediation

As we mentioned earlier, conflicts are inherent to the work of an SMC. 
Perhaps for this reason, the principals of these schools treat conflicts more 
naturally, and even see them as an opportunity to learn professionally. 
These principals seem to have developed fast, direct responses by 
adopting an approach that combines management with mediation:

 “I think that here [at school] an ultra-fast response is needed 
to respond to any problem that arises […]. Common sense and 
the ability to put yourself in the other person’s shoes and listen are 
essential. […] If you allow them this space and reflect on the issue with 
them, the problem will be halved and can be solved without too much 
upheaval” (ID32)
 “I learn how to be a principal when there are conflicts with pupils, 
conflicts with families, and conflicts such as those right now, when we 
are in a recession and have to improve our results” (ID44)
 […] With families, if there is a certain conflict or a basic situation 
that has not been covered, my work is a bit like that of a social 
integrator, a social worker…”(ID60)

Inside the classroom, the most common conflicts are associated 
with pupil behavior. Outside school, families can also cause problem 
situations. When the basic mechanisms for defining problems and finding 
solutions fail, such as active listening and mediation, SMC principals do 
not hesitate to resort to drastic measures with which non-SMC principals 
are less familiar or which they see as a failure of school management, 
i.e. physical confrontation, disciplinary proceedings, and even police 
intervention.
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The school’s success

When defining a school’s success, the principals first highlight academic 
aspects but also mention those related to relationships, emotions and 
care. 

 “I understand school success as academic success. When a series 
of objectives are acquired at the end of an educational stage. The 
department establishes certain minimums, but I don’t think these 
minimums signify school success. Another kind of success […] is 
expecting that all (our pupils) will succeed as people” (ID96)
 “School success means that our pupils will come to school happy, 
contented, calm and eager to learn. That they will be motivated to 
come to school. Secondly, that they will have the ability, autonomy and 
capacity to complete the work for their curricular level” (ID60)
 “Success also means that in one way or another we give children who 
practically do not eat at home because their families do not have 
enough resources the opportunity to be given an allowance that 
enables them to stay at school and have lunch” (ID32)

In summary, the principals avoid the stereotype that suggests that 
SMC do not value academic matters since, as we have seen, they are 
central elements of their notion of school success. After all, these schools 
receive the same mandate as other schools (i.e. reaching certain academic 
standards, developing basic competences, and fulfilling the objectives set 
for each stage). However, they also assert that academic matters are not 
the only ones that should be considered and their definitions of success 
include other achievements that are related to equal opportunities 
and basic rights. The principals of these schools appear not to resign 
themselves to ‘dumbing down’ school success. 

The collaboration of families in the school’s educational processes

We detected a certain dissatisfaction in both SMC and non-SMC with regard 
to the extent of family collaboration in their school’s academic processes. 
This is especially true when it comes to the SMC and is attributed both to 
socioeconomic factors and deeply rooted cultural conceptions:
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 “One of our aims was to encourage families to participate and help 
them to integrate into the school environment, but it’s difficult […]. 
Where they come from, there is no tradition of collaboration or 
participation. However, some progress is gradually being made” 
(ID32)

Although such collaboration is difficult, the schools are making efforts 
to strengthen their bonds with families and encourage them to value 
education. This idea abounds in the following section.

Principals’ perceptions of the commitment of the educational community

All principals (of both SMC and non-SMC) believe they are the individuals 
who are most committed to the running of the school and the educational 
community as a whole. The next most committed groups are teachers, 
pupils and families (in that order). Commitment is generally considered 
to be somewhat lower in the SMC (See Table IV).

TABLE IV. Principals’ perception of the commitment of the educational community 

Average (1 to 5) Standard deviation

SMC non-SMC SMC non-SMC

Their own commitment to the running of the school 4.78 4.85 0.548 0.510

Their own commitment to the educational community 4.78 4.73 0.548 0.524

The commitment of teaching staff to school success 4.29 4.54 0.686 0.664

The commitment of teaching staff to school and 
community projects

4.24 4.39 0.664 0.641

The commitment of teaching staff to pupils’ families 4.18 4.37 0.728 0.667

The commitment of pupils to school and community 
projects

3.81 4.07 0.911 0.809

The commitment of pupils to their results 3.44 4.04 0.727 0.780

The commitment of families to school and 
community projects

3.19 3.93 1,276 0,773

The commitment of families to their children’s 
results

3.06 3.95 0.929 0.821

Source: authors’ own 
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The data provided by SMC and non-SMC principals show three 
significant differences:

■  The commitment of pupils to their results [t(121)=3.230, p =.002], 
with average scores of 3.44 (SMC) and 4.04 (non-SMC)

■  The commitment of families to school and community projects 
[t(120)=3.975, p =.000], with average scores of 3.93 (non-SMC) and 
3.19 (SMC) 

■  The commitment of families to their children’s results [t(121)=2.894, 
p =.005], with average scores of 3.95 (non-SMC) and 3.06 (SMC)

The commitment of pupils to their results 

When the SMC principals evaluate their pupils’ commitment to their 
results, they mention how important it is – despite the possible economic 
or sociocultural difficulties – for the pupils to have high academic 
expectations:

 “The pupils have their own expectations (about their school success) 
and begin working towards their entry into compulsory secondary 
education (ESO) from the upper cycle of primary school onwards. 
These pupils experience this period as just another stage in life – but a 
positive one. It’s good that they get involved and believe they are 
capable of achieving whatever they want” (ID32)

In these contexts, the pupils’ level of commitment increases if their 
teachers work ‘explicitly’ with them on issues of motivation, inclusion, 
positive self-concept and a feeling of belonging. To some extent, the 
principals talk of empowering their pupils:

  “The children do not know that they are at a school of maximum 
complexity; they just come and they are fine. We try to enhance their 
sense of belonging to the school, of being proud of themselves” 
(ID96)

They also highlight the importance of family involvement, not for its 
own sake but for its decisive role in pupil involvement.

 “The involvement of our pupils depends largely on their families’ 
expectations. [...] for example, asking about their homework, offering 
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to help. If the kids go home and nobody takes any interest in the 
contents of their schoolbag, they think their parents are not interested” 
(ID44)
 “With some pupils you have to engage in positive reinforcement […] 
when you talk to them they say, ‘my dad thinks I’m useless’” (ID32)

At the primary education stage, the principals perceive such a close 
relationship between personal commitment and the commitment of the 
pupils’ families that it is very difficult to attribute results specifically to 
one or to the other. 

The commitment of families to school and community projects and to 
their children’s results

With regard to the commitment of families, the SMC principals believe 
that neither the type of family nor their level of commitment can be 
generalized since these are very heterogeneous. However, they are 
sensitive to the potential differences between the families of children 
who attend this type of school and those of children who attend other 
types of school:

 “We have families who are very involved and families who are not 
involved at all […] we would like to have more direct participation, 
but we understand that not everyone is able to” (ID53)
 “We don’t have the same type of families as other schools can 
have” (ID96)

According to the principals, the obstacles to involvement (financial, 
linguistic and/or cultural) are also not homogeneous. 

 “Sometimes there is no family commitment, perhaps because they have 
other priorities such as worrying about where to live and what to eat, 
etc. At our school we have people with many financial problems. 
They do care about their children, but for them it is not such a basic 
need. There are also families who can’t read or write, or don’t know 
the language ... Sometimes they can’t help, but it’s not because they 
don’t want to” (ID44)

In some cases, the principals speak about the neglect some families 
show with regard to their functions (e.g. being the nucleus for socialization 
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and affection, establishing limits, etc.). This type of behavior is usually 
what stigmatizes this type of family and usually “sets the social alarm bells 
ringing”. However, the SMC principals who were interviewed described 
such cases as extreme and isolated.

 “Increasingly, schools are second homes for the children because 
(some of) the mothers and fathers neglect some of their functions, 
in terms of establishing rules or providing their children with socio-
affective support […] Sometimes, there are instances of neglect” (ID60)

In light of such difficulties, most principals say they are introducing 
actions to involve the families. The most effective actions usually involve 
opening or consolidating school-home communication channels. In this 
context, a wide range of measures are mentioned, including meetings 
early in the school year and follow-up meetings (ID53, ID96), open days 
(ID53), meetings with tutors (ID44, ID53, ID96), training workshops 
for families (ID44, ID60), and the administration of grants and other 
allowances (ID32). Only in a few cases is reference made to planning 
actions that aim to achieve an objective shared by the whole educational 
community and give families an eminently participatory role:

 “We are participating in an ‘education plan with our environment’. 
This consists of two days a week when our pupils spend an extra hour 
at school during which they are helped with their homework and their 
families are invited to see how the accompaniment process works” 
(ID44)

Degree of satisfaction with their managerial position

As Table V shows, all principals agree that what gives them the most 
satisfaction are the tasks performed by the management team, which 
receive average scores of 4.67 (SMC) and 4.60 (non-SMC). On the other 
hand, what gives them the least satisfaction, with average scores of 3.00 
(SMC) and 3.50 (non-SMC), is the (little) social recognition they receive 
as a school principal.
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TABLE V. Principals’ degree of satisfaction with their position

 

Average (1 to 5) Standard deviation

SMC non-SMC SMC non-SMC

Tasks performed by the management team 4.67 4.60 0.485 0.529

Relationship between teachers and management 
team

4.53 4.52 0.514 0.555

Involvement of teaching staff in the running of 
the school

4.50 4.47 0.618 0.665

Participation and collaboration of pupils in the 
school’s projects

4.44 4.24 0.784 0.827

Degree of compliance with agreements 4.35 4.36 0.702 0.633

Teachers’ teaching competence 4.31 4.31 0.704 0.621

Usefulness of the educational project for defin-
ing the school’s values

4.17 4.24 0.514 0.782

Relationship between the school’s staff the 
pupils’ parents

4.17 4.14 0.707 -0736

Opportunities for creating innovative and cre-
ative projects

4.11 4.30 0.832 0,733

Freedom and autonomy for taking decisions 3.94 4.23 0.929 0.708

Willingness of teachers to find areas for col-
laboration

3.94 4.15 0.748 0.773

Support from the authorities in one’s work as a 
principal

3.88 3.64 1,054 0.958

Coordination and cooperation with the school’s 
social environment (associations, other schools, 
etc.)

3.82 4.01 1.015 0.838

Procedures for managing resources 3.65 4.00 0.996 0.768

Social recognition as a school principal 3.00 3.50 1,138 1,009

Source: authors’ own 

Most aspects analyzed are considered satisfactory by the principals of 
both the SMC and the non-SMC, judging by their average scores (above 
4). The aspects that can be considered differential depending on the type 
of school are the two that are evaluated the lowest. In both cases, SMC 
principals are more dissatisfied than their non-SMC counterparts. The 
differences that are statistically significant are:

■  Procedures for managing resources [F(1.121)=4.293, p=.010], with 
average scores of 3.65 (SMC) and 4.00 (non-SMC)
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■  Social recognition as a school principal [F(1.119)=7.783, p=.007], 
with average scores of 3.00 (SMC) and 3.50 (non-SMC)

Procedures for managing resources

Although some principals believe that increasing material and human 
resources may lead to academic improvements, such improvements will 
not be achieved of their own accord or through a strict cause-effect 
relationship. The SMC principals seem to attach greater importance 
to a proper organization of resources and a degree of autonomy that 
takes into account their own characteristics (such as the need for staff to 
help them with social inclusion, closer contact with social services, and 
reinforcement of oral expression in the vehicular language, etc.).

 “Resources are needed […] If we had more material and human 
resources and these were managed well, I think we would improve. 
However, having a lot of resources does not guarantee success either. 
The key is to use them well” (ID96)

Social recognition as a school principal

In general, the principals believe that the school management team’s 
social recognition is strongly linked to prestige and the image of the 
school, which are usually poorer in SMC. 

 “There is a lot of prejudice. At our school, there are a lot of immigrants, 
especially from the Maghreb, and people get scared because they don’t 
know anything about them, or don’t want to know” (ID44)
 “A school like this (SMC) requires more energy because things are 
more difficult but you still have to reach the same goals” (ID96)

They believe that greater recognition can be achieved by confronting 
prejudices and by striving to reduce the distance between what is ‘ideal’ 
and what is ‘real’. The greatest challenge is to progress and consolidate 
objectives. What seems to motivate the principals is seeing their schools 
improve: 

 “Every year my resolution is to achieve small objectives […] consistency 
and continuity are my motivation because each year they represent 
a challenge to moving forward” (ID60)
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 “Turning the school around 360º, their perception of it […] we 
have gone from a very low rate of enrolment to a very high level of 
demand. […] If you continue achieving the objectives you set for your 
management project, you get a certain degree of satisfaction from the 
pupils, the results, the teachers, the families, and your staff” (ID53)

Conclusions

To define school success in disadvantaged contexts we have to assume 
the principles of identity inclusion and social justice so as to meet 
their unique requirements. The processes of homogenization derive 
from the pressures of external evaluations or from policies that afford 
schools little real autonomy. They can increase the difficulties faced by 
disadvantaged circles and negatively affect the work performed by a 
school’s management team and teaching staff, making them less efficient 
and causing the nature of their work to go unrecognized. In this sense, 
contextualized and inclusive leadership that focuses on holistically 
addressing the needs of educational communities and the conditions 
that prevail in their contexts as well as on organizing their resources to 
achieve high levels of school success, also expends large doses of energy 
and commitment on achieving greater levels of resilience among their 
pupils and on increasing expectations of success among all the school’s 
stakeholders (Dyson, 2008; Moreno, 2003). 

The management team and teaching staff have to solve a difficult 
equation: how to combine the special and sometimes extreme economic 
and cultural characteristics of the educational contexts with a commitment 
to enhancing the capacity and motivation of all the stakeholders involved. 
To do so, they must be offered opportunities that establish directions, 
enable professional learning, redesign the organization, and establish 
the best instructional programs for pupils (and their families) (Day et. Al, 
2010; Runhaar, 2017).

Our study shows that principals have similar perceptions of their 
mandate as school leaders, irrespective of whether their schools are in 
disadvantaged contexts. On the other hand, with regard to aspects that 
are considered weaker or more difficult to achieve, significant differences 
exist between their respective perceptions. In disadvantaged contexts, 
the running of the school, school success and family participation are 
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perceived to be being significantly inferior, whereas the capacity to 
mediate in conflicts is perceived to be greater. Perception of the level of 
commitment of both pupils and their families to academic results and 
school and community projects is also lower for principals of schools in 
disadvantaged contexts. These differences are consistent with the idea that 
the processes of leadership and school improvement that are involved in 
trying to solve this complex equation put a great strain on the values, beliefs 
and actions of principals, who engage in ‘context-responsive leaderships’ 
(DeMatthews and Mawhinney, 2014; Klar and Brever, 2014). 

On the other hand, principals of schools in disadvantaged contexts 
express a strong conviction to their service when they accept academic 
success as the primary definition of school success – though they 
demand a broader vision of this concept that is more in line with current 
curricular paradigms that aim to also consolidate other personal and 
social skills. The care function with which the education profession has 
been associated in disadvantaged contexts in a limited way is moving 
towards a vision of greater expectations for school success.

Although the actions of these principals demonstrate that they are 
active in coordinating improvements with all stakeholders, the weight of 
the deficiencies in results and commitment cause them to have low levels 
of satisfaction. They know they need more of all sorts of resources but 
also that they especially need new ways of organizing those resources 
that will enable their schools to provide effective responses and be 
more positively recognized by society. They stress their great capacity to 
mediate in conflicts and report how doing so is an opportunity for them 
to learn how to be leaders. 

It is necessary to work on identity inclusion with all stakeholders in 
the community, to continue investing in mechanisms for collaboration 
and leadership among the teaching staff, to increase participation and 
the development of cognitive and non-cognitive competences among 
pupils, and to redefine the role of families in schools by systematizing 
and expanding their participation in their children’s education from 
flexible but radical and compelling perspectives (Castro et al., 2017; Julià 
et al., 2015). In contexts in which socioeconomic and cultural difficulties 
exist, it is even more important that the whole community should 
be active and feel as if they are participating in the school’s success. 
School management teams must find ways to initiate and maintain this 
collaboration as a fundamental pillar of educational and social success.
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Given the data on school segregation across Catalonia, Spain and 
Europe, the dangers of school ghettoization mean it is essential to 
introduce educational policies of accompaniment and compensation 
directed at pupils, families, teachers, schools and the community as a 
whole. If not, the low perceptions regarding the commitment of members 
of educational communities in schools in disadvantaged contexts may 
well overwhelm their educational capacities (Moreno, 2013). 
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Abstract:
Eurobarometers have been examining the opinions and attitudes of citizens 

of the European Union since 1973 twice a year (spring and autumn). Fifteen 
are the concerns that usually appear in personal cards and thirteen in social 
ones, in closed questions with multiple answers with two possible answers at 
most. The educational system is one of fifteen personal concerns and one of the 
thirteen social concerns that appear in the response options, without occupying 
a predominant place as a personal concern (eighth position, EB90) or as a social 
concern (tenth position EB90). Only one in ten Europeans say so, personal (10%) 
or socially (11%) as a concern.

In Spain, the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) also presses the 
public opinion of the Spanish people about their personal and social concerns, 
but CIS does so with an open and multiple question with three response options. 
The number of concerns indicated by Spaniards reaches 45 in 2019. Education 
appears in Spain as a personal and social concern, and with very similar 
percentages: one in ten Spaniards points to education as a personal concern or 
as a social concern in Spain.

In this article we show that the political preoccupation with education is 
much greater than that which the Spaniards have for it, personally and socially; 
that only students when they are (and more women), teachers and people of 
higher educational level and wealth, are those who cite more education as a 
concern, with some variants of interest by regions. For this we have created a 
macro-file with the opinions of 165,656 Spaniards who have been interviewed 
in the 66 barometer of the CIS (data files from 2013 to 2018: 11 barometers per 
year) and we also have the generic data of the two barometers of January and 
February 2019 and the two electoral macro-studies of March and April of 2019 
with almost 17,000 interviewed each. 
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Resumen: 
Los eurobarómetros han estado examinando las opiniones y actitudes de 

ciudadanos de la Unión Europea desde 1973 dos veces al año (primavera y otoño). 
Quince son los problemas que habitualmente aparecen recogidos en las tarjetas 
personales y trece en las sociales, en preguntas cerradas de respuesta múltiple 
con dos respuestas posibles como máximo. El sistema educativo representa uno 
de estos quince problemas personales y uno de los trece sociales que aparecen 
en las opciones de respuesta, sin que ocupe un lugar predominante como 
problema personal (octava posición, EB90) ni como problema social (décima 
posición EB90). Sólo uno de cada diez europeos así lo señala, personal (10%) o 
socialmente (11%) como problema.

En España el Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) pulsa también la 
opinión pública de los españoles sobre sus problemas personales y sociales, 
pero lo hace con una pregunta abierta y múltiple con tres opciones de respuesta. 
El número de problemas que señalan los españoles alcanza en 2019 los 45. La 
educación aparece en España como problema personal y social, y con porcentajes 
muy parecidos: uno de cada diez españoles señala la educación como problema 
personal o social de España. 

En este artículo se muestra que la preocupación política por la educación es 
mucho mayor que la que los españoles tienen por ella, personal y socialmente; 
que sólo los estudiantes cuando lo son (y más las mujeres), los profesores y 
las personas de mayor nivel educativo y riqueza, son los que señalan más la 
educación como problema, con algunas variantes de interés por regiones. Para 
ello creamos un macro-archivo con las opiniones de 165.656 españoles que han 
sido entrevistados en los 66 barómetros del CIS (archivos de datos del 2013 a 
2018: 11 barómetros por año) y contamos también con los datos genéricos de los 
dos barómetros de enero y febrero de 2019 y los dos macroestudios electorales 
de marzo y abril de 2019 con casi 17.000 entrevistados cada uno. 

Palabras Clave: Preocupaciones personales y sociales. Opinión pública y 
educación. Educación y Sociedad. España. Política Educativa. 

Introduction

Education is one of the usual concerns cited by the citizens of the 
European Union for years in the Eurobarometers, both at a personal level 
and at a social level of the country. 10% of Europeans cite education as a 
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personal concern and 11% as a social concern of the country (Standard 
Eurobarometer EB90, autumn 2018: question QA3a & question QA4a), 
without having substantially changed compared to a decade ago (EB90, 
p.16).

Italy, France, Spain, Portugal and Greece have the same percentages 
or less, while the Netherlands, Sweden and Luxembourg double these 
percentages. The concern of Europeans for education is on secondary 
level. On a personal level, Europeans are concerned about other issues: 
(32%) the rising prices (inflation or cost of living), (17%) Health and social 
security, (16%) pensions, (13%) the financial situation of your household, 
(12%) taxation, (10%) environment, unemployment, the education system, 
(9%) working conditions; (8%) living conditions, the economic situation 
in your country, (7%) housing, (6%) crime and immigration and (3%) 
terrorism. 

There are many variations by countries and also in the countries of the 
South (France, Greece, Spain, Italy and Portugal) in the different concerns, 
but not with the education system. At the social level of each country, the 
previous concerns continue to appear, but in different positions. Other 
concerns also arise, such as public debt. Unemployment goes to the 
first place in the concerns, with great variability by countries and great 
concern in the countries of the South, where immigration becomes of 
great importance. The education system loses some positions in general 
concerns, but it is highlighted by 11% of Europeans as a relevant concern 
in their country (EB90, QA4a).

The economic situation, unemployment, taxes, the health and social 
security system and concerns for the environment occupy preferential 
positions on a personal level and immigration, citizen insecurity and 
housing are added when dealing with social concerns (EB90, p.20 and 
p.27). The educational system is, therefore, in the background, less 
transcendental, as a personal concern and as a social concern.

This fact may be due to a more positive than negative evaluation of the 
education system. And, indeed, something like that can be thought of the 
assessment given by citizens of different countries, the European Union 
and others, on the education system. The data of the 2016 European 
Social Survey (EES-8) support this argument. In fact, on a subjective scale 
of 0 (extremely bad) to 10 (extremely good), it is observed that the 
educational system reaches an average rating slightly above the medium 
(5.77), although the countries of the South give significantly lower grades 
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than the average (4,66 in Spain, 4,75 in France; 4,94 in Portugal), leaving 
the countries of the North (Finland with 7,82 and Norway with 7,26) as 
well as Ireland (6,54) and Switzerland (7,08) in the upper part, without 
significant differences in any country between the opinion of men and 
women (European Social Survey, 2016, own calculations: see in annex 
figure 1).

In Spain, the concern for education, on a personal and social level, 
is very similar to that of other European countries in Southern Europe 
and is in the average percentage values of the European Union (EU-28). 
The Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) also gauges the public 
opinion of Spaniards about their personal and social concerns but does 
so with an open and multiple question with three response options, for 
many years. The number of concerns indicated by Spaniards reaches 45 
in 2019, but the most marked coincide, basically, with those reflected in 
the Eurobarometers. Education also appears in Spain as a personal and 
social concern, and with very similar percentages: one in ten Spaniards 
assess education as a personal concern or as a social concern in Spain. 
The CIS barometers in Spain are monthly (except August) and currently 
triple the sample size of each country’s samples in the Eurobarometers. 
Likewise, the download of the anonymized data is free. In this article has 
been created a macro-file with the opinions of 165,656 Spaniards who 
have been interviewed in the 66 barometer of the CIS (data files from 
2013 to 2018: 11 barometers per year) and has the generic data of the 
two barometers of January and February of 2019 and the two electoral 
macro-studies of March and April of 2019 with almost 17,000 interviewed 
each one.

In this article, it is hypothesized that the political concern for education 
is much greater than that which the Spaniards have for it, personally and 
socially; that only students when they are (and more women), teachers and 
people of higher educational level and wealth, mention more education 
as a concern, with some variants of interest by regions. The sample size 
will allow us to find indications that serve to increase the concern for 
education in different countries, and specifically in the South, to be more 
like the countries of the North where the educational system not only has 
greater valuation but with greater concern of citizens.
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Education in Spanish society: context.

In Spain recently there were elections (28-04-2019 and 10-11-2019) to 
the Congress of Deputies to elect the House of political representation 
and the Presidency of the Government. In the electoral campaign, many 
issues have been discussed among which the educational debate has 
not been lacking. The need to change educational laws and the need to 
agree on them and adapt them to new social and economic demands, 
but also funding and specific educational policy linked to the role of 
private schools in the field of compulsory education has been insisted 
(agreements of teaching), of coeducation, of democratization of education, 
of educational quality, of the vehicular language of teaching delivery 
(concerns of the Communities with two official languages), of contents, 
school drop-out, of educational inequality in access to non-compulsory 
education and educational attainment, etc.

Seven educational laws have been in force in Spain in the last 50 
years. The LGE of 1970 still in the Franco era with which one enters 
into democracy and which remains in effect until 1980. The LOECE of 
1980 already with the Democratic Government of Adolfo Suárez (Union 
of Democratic Center) that didn’t enter into force and that was legally 
challenged to the Constitutional Court by the Socialist Party (PSOE), which 
shortly after became to the Government of Spain in 1982 with Felipe 
González as President. With the Socialist Party in power, the Education 
Law of greater social resonance (the LODE of 1985) is approved, which 
establishes the regulation of the directive positions and the school 
councils and the financing policies through agreements to the private, 
mostly religious centers. This law was initially conceived as a boost to 
the public, secular and democratic school, which would eliminate the 
anchors of religious schools with the educational past.

A decade later, in 1990, the LOGSE appears in the Socialist period of 
Government that introduces compulsory schooling up to the age of 16 
with compulsory secondary education and a comprehensive teaching 
model in the fight against school failure and the prestige of vocational 
training. It is offered only at the end of compulsory education, also 
allowing the regulation of standards by the Autonomous Communities.

In 1995, also in the socialist period, appears the Organic Law of 
Participation, Evaluation and Government of Educational Centers 
(LOPEG) approved by Catalan and Basque nationalists and nationalists 
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and rejected by professors who believed that it favored the privatization 
of public education and by other Left-wing and Right-wing parties. The 
arrival of the political right with the popular PP to the Government of Spain 
with José María Aznar as President, incorporates a new Educational Law 
on the Quality of Education (LOCE) in 2002 that was not implemented, 
but that sought to reform and improve the education in Spain that lacked 
quality, according to the government. The Law was paralyzed in 2004 with 
the Socialist Government of José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero that proposes 
a new Education Law that was approved in 2006, the LOE, with the 
introduction of the subject of Education for Citizenship of a mandatory 
nature that occupied or pretended to occupy the space reserved for the 
subject of religion that happened to be optional, recovering again the 
social polemic on the secular and religious education and the role of 
the State in education and introduced, in addition, the legal possibility 
of passing of course with suspended subjects, which It was the criticism 
about the lower demand for students and the decline in quality in teaching. 
The critics of the right included the repeal of the law since they acceded 
to the power and thus, in 2013, with the PP to the front, the LOMCE of 
2013 is created, the Law for the Improvement of the Educational Quality, 
that derogates the socialist laws of the LOE and the LOGSE. The law 
recovers the Religion as a matter of academic value, retrieves the tests 
of external evaluation of the student body and the excellent educational 
results for obtaining scholarships and increases the agreements with the 
private education to include also the private centers that school students 
only masculine or female. The demonstrations in the streets of the main 
cities rejecting rather than supporting the LOMCE were numerous and 
multitudinous. The PSOE has warned that it will abolish the law when 
it returns to govern. Thus, despite the fact that most spokespersons of 
parties and deputies, they argue that it is convenient to join forces and 
promote a joint, consensual educational law that provides temporary 
coverage beyond several legislatures and other political maneuvers of 
different sign; Socialists and conservatives have and maintain different 
views of education and find in the design of the educational model a 
permanent political disagreement.

In this way, it is admitted that education has been present and is still 
present in an uninterrupted way in the political debate with its corresponding 
media repercussion, either for educational funding and public support with 
agreements to private centers, for the subject of Religion, school failure 
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or low PISA results of 15-year-old students, or high rates of early school 
leaving (the highest in the European Union), or the poor educational results 
of Spanish adults in mathematics and reading in 2013 (PISA for adults aged 
16-65, known as PIAAC) and for the differential explanation that they make 
popular, socialist, nationalist, left-wing progressives and others, expanded 
and socially impacted by the media.

However, this political and media interest does not seem to have the 
same impact on Spanish public opinion. And in effect, it can be deduced, 
as we will see in depth in this article, of the opinions that Spaniards have 
about the concerns of Spain and their personal concerns: Spanish public 
opinion does not seem to perceive that education is a major concern in 
Spain nor does it that it is a personal concern of the first order, neither 
now (2019), nor 19 years ago (back in 2000), nor 29 years ago (back in 
1990), as we will see from the detailed and evolving analysis of microdata 
from the Barometers of the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS) 
of different months and years.

It has been almost 40 years since some sociologists in Spain tried to 
dynamize, change and modify the educational model in the idea that 
improving it would articulate a social change that would determine the 
emergence of a more egalitarian, plural, democratic, participatory and 
prepared society (formed and educated) that will move Spain and the 
Spaniards from mediocrity and bring them closer to modernity, to advanced 
Europe (Fernández de Castro, 1980; Moncada, 1983; Maravall, 1984).

The successive educational changes that continued to the LGE of 
1970 were developed in the sections of Article 27 of the Constitution of 
1978, mainly the first referred to the right to education and the second 
referred to the object of the same, limited to the full development of 
the human personality within the respect of the democratic principles 
of coexistence and the rights and fundamental freedoms. But neither 
socialists nor popular have solved the educational concern to make it 
a concern of society and not just a concern of high general policy or 
high educational policy in particular. The debate has been more political 
than public, except with the LODE of 1985 and somewhat less with the 
LOMCE of 2013, where the Spaniards took to the streets harangued by 
secular and religious proclamations about the educational model.

In this democratic period, since 1975, it is accepted from the start 
the political, social and economic discourse that education is a catalyst 
for development and a guarantee that helps to achieve a greater degree 
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of freedom, democracy, wealth and knowledge (Cabrera, 2000); that in 
democratic societies education cannot be something merely optional, but 
a public obligation that the authority must guarantee and monitor (Savater, 
1997, p.174); that education is a need of societies in the face of the many 
challenges of the future and that it is an indispensable instrument for 
countries to progress towards the ideals of peace, freedom and social justice 
(Delors et al., 1996; Bauman, 2008; Morin, 2011). In Spain these principles 
appear in the preambles of the successive educational laws but more as a 
justification for the changes introduced in the laws than as true regulating 
principles of educational policy. Thus, the liberal and economistic aspects 
of education have been debated more, focused on the results and the 
economic benefits adjusted to costs than the social contribution of education 
and its role as guarantor of free, egalitarian and democratic societies. The 
supposed quality of education and the overall and comparative educational 
results between regions and countries have marked the line of action of 
educational policies in this period (Camps, 2008; Bauman, 2008).

The educational achievements in Spain are tangible. Compulsory 
schooling and school extension to post-compulsory education has 
been resolved with greater democratization of education at the bottom 
(enrollment rates of 100% in children’s education from 3 to 5 years) 
and also above, although less, with higher education rates of schooling 
and graduation in postsecondary and university, although scarce in 
professional education. In Spain, in 2017, 41% of the population between 
25 and 64 years old has only compulsory education or less (of the highest 
in the European Union, almost 20% more than the average, MECD, 2017: 
indicator H1.5), 23% secondary in the second stage (46% in the European 
Union) and 37% in higher education (31% in the European Union). In 
the same year, the system has in all the regulated educational stages, 
course 2016-2017, almost 11 million students (one and a half million in 
the University, 14.5%) and 860,000 professors (14% in the University) that 
represent a a quarter of the Spanish population (MECD, 2019: indicator 
A1), with net enrollment rates at 16 years of 96% [(79.5% at 18 years) and 
64% at 20 years (59% in men and 64% in women); MECD, 2019: indicator 
C2] and with significant variations by regions (higher schooling in the 
regions of the center and north, the richest, and lowest in the south 
and poorest, and in the two archipelagos, Cabrera, 2013) and levels of 
training also differentiated regionally in the same sense as schooling and 
with an impact also on school failure (suitability rates of 69% in 2017 
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at 15 years: MECD, 2019: indicator C2.1) and in the considerable early 
educational abandonment with rates of 18% in 2017 (22% in men and 
15% in women), among the highest in the European Union (EURYDICE, 
2012). These negative figures encourage the justification of the need for 
educational change, encourage constant reform, without the course being 
really marked by the starting point and the objective of the future, but 
rather designed and externally marked and directed. The final balance 
comes from the obviousness of the previous premises that justify the 
change because the average registers of the EU or of the OECD countries 
leave in evidence the Spanish educational indicators. This favors the 
acceptance of a constant need for legal amendments that correct the 
permanent educational deficits that Spain has, that adapt the country to 
the own objectives set by the EU (still in force the 2020 Europe Strategy: 
get at least one 40% of young people with higher education in the age 
group of 30 to 34 years).1

In summary, the figures of the school population in Spain, which 
represent a quarter of the total population, and the educational 
attainment of citizens, account for the social relevance of the school 
system and its effects on the social composition of the population, where 
those who have obtained more educational achievement have, in turn, 
better working and wage conditions and less unemployment (MECD, 
2019: indicator F1). But, despite this, the relevance of the figures and 
the continuous statements about the need for a new educational design 
from the academic and political, and even with reputable sociologists 
and education ministers (the socialist Maravall in 1982 and the popular 
Wert in 2013), Spanish society does not perceive education as a social 
concern or as a personal concern, as will be seen next.

Main social concerns in Spain in the opinion of the Spaniards

When the Spanish are asked in the monthly Barometers of the CIS 
(http://www.cis.es/cis/opencm/ES/11_barometros/index.jsp) about the 
three main concerns that Spain has, education does not appears as one 

(1)  The Commission of the European Communities (2007, 2010) proposes among the main objectives 
for the EU the reduction of early school leaving to less than 10% of the youngest population (30 
to 34 years old).
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of the main ones, neither now in 2019 nor before in 2000 (see in annex: 
tables 1, 2, 3 and 4; and figures 2 and 3), even less if the first barometers 
asking about the concerns of Spain back in 1985 are analyzed. Either 
because of the size of unemployment for the immense majority (cited 
in April 2019 by 615 of Spaniards (reached up to 83% in 2015) and 
economic concerns (cited now by 28% of Spanish citizens, 10% in 2002) 
and political corruption (cited today by 31% and rebounding, while 
in 2000 it was nonexistent as a concern), or before terrorism (today 
almost invisible in public opinion as a concern). we are faced with new 
concerns such as labor reform, economic cutbacks, banks, VAT increases, 
evictions, tax fraud, mortgages, monarchy, releases, abortion law, the rise 
in energy tariffs, nationalisms and the independence of Catalonia. Except 
for the cuts and the banks that have come to be signaled by something 
more than 5% of the Spaniards, the other concerns don’t seem to have 
as much prominence, although the independence of Catalonia reaches 
11% in the month of April 2019. Other concerns have disappeared or 
are minimized by not being signaled by more than 3% of those surveyed 
by the CIS. This is the case of environmental concerns, infrastructures, 
health, the functioning of public services, concerns related to women, the 
euro, concerns related to youth leisure, nationalism, the Prestige disaster, 
international terrorism, worries and personal situations, food crises, the 
rise of fuels or drought, wars in general, etc.

Other concerns were very important in another historical moment, 
but today they have almost disappeared as concerns of Spain. This is the 
case of ETA terrorism, housing and the concern of drugs (heroin and 
its family repercussions shocked Spanish society in another era). Today 
emerge as important concerns in replacing others such as corruption 
and fraud or the politicians themselves and their actions, which do take 
a special role and prominent quantitative dimension.

Health and education remain as outstanding concerns in a lower level, 
something more health than education. And so it is, health is a concern 
almost permanent in time for 1 in 10 Spaniards, as it is between 2013 
and 2019 education in a similar proportion. In the case of education, 
this proportion reaches the maximum values in some Barometers where 
some educational policy reform is discussed, but stabilizes around 9% in 
subsequent months. Before, education was less worrisome because the 
most frequent proportion was that only 1 in 20 Spaniards cited it as a 
concern in Spain.
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Thus, education is cited by a maximum of 9% of Spaniards as a main 
concern in Spain throughout the period considered (some barometers 
between 1985 and 2000 and all from 2000 to 2019). Table 2 of the annex 
shows the percentages of the population that cites education as 1st, 2nd 
or 3rd of Spain and the multiple choices that groups these percentages 
additively. This is where we check the historical of the percentages that 
do not pass at any time from the maximum of 12% global in two moments 
of the period considered (barometer of November 2013 and electoral 
poll of March 2019). And, in any case, the percentage of respondents 
who cite education as the first concern never exceeds the 2% maximum. 
All of this can be seen in figure 1 that follows.

FIGURE 1. SOCIALLY, what do you think are the three most important issues facing in SPAIN 
at the moment? (% - EDUCATION)

Source: Own elaboration from data file CIS (75 barometers, Spain, January 2008 to April 2019)

Personal concerns of the Spaniards

At the same time, Spaniards don’t state that education is a significant 
concern on a personal level (barometers of the CIS), neither now in 
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2019 nor in previous periods (see tables 1, 2, 3 and 4 and figures 4 and 
5 in annex). Indeed, this is the case: education is only indicated as a 
personal concern by a maximum of 12% of Spaniards throughout the 
period considered, almost equal to the proportion of health care.

As before, the same concerns that the interviewees mention for Spain 
continue to appear, but to a lesser extent. Thus, as a prominent concern 
appears mainly and by far, unemployment, cited as a personal concern by 
1 in 2 Spaniards at the moment (it was less of a concern in 2007, which is 
indicated by 1 in 5) and economic concerns (recurrent in time and cited 
today by 1 of every 3 Spaniards as a personal concern). Neither terrorism, 
housing, immigration and citizen insecurity are personal concerns that 
are mentioned as such by the Spaniards today, although they were a 
while ago. Other concerns appear even less cited as such concerns on a 
personal level, such as drugs, pensions, justice, violence against women, 
youth, the crisis of values, government and political parties. Almost 
nonexistent at the level of response as personal concerns (cited by less 
than 1% of Spaniards) are, among others, infrastructures, transportation, 
the environment, international terrorism, monarchy, banks, mortgages, 
evictions, nationalisms, women’s problems, the operation of public 
services, negotiations with terrorism (ETA) and autonomy statutes, 
among others.

If we specifically focus on education as a personal concern, we find 
that it is cited as a personal concern in the first place by a maximum of 
3.1% of respondents, as second by a maximum of 4.7% of respondents 
and as a third concern by a maximum of 3.6% of interviewees (see table 
2 in annex), also showing a maximum peak in the CIS Barometer of 
November 2013 in full swing of the student and citizen rejection to the 
LOMCE and now in March 2019 in the electoral poll. All of this can be 
seen in figure 2.
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FIGURE 2. PERSONALLY, what do you think are the three most important issues facing at the 
moment? (% - EDUCATION)

Source: Own elaboration from data file CIS (75 barometers, Spain, January 2008 to April 2019)

Bivariate and multivariate analysis: education as a social concern in 
Spain and as a personal concern

In this section, it shows the results of the merger of the 66 barometer 
of the CIS between 2013 and 2018. Available a very relevant number of 
interviewees that reaches the figure of 165,656. Two dependent variables 
are created: education as a concern in Spain and education as a personal 
concern based on the multi-response of the question three concerns 
in Spain and three main personal concerns formulated by the CIS as 
a multiple-choice question. As independent variables we have personal 
referents such as sex, age, their work (whether they have it or not), 
occupation (including whether or not they are students and teachers), the 
size of the municipality of residence, the region (autonomous community 
where resides the interviewee), income, socioeconomic status and 
socioeconomic status (developed by the CIS from the occupations of the 
interviewees and their relationship with economic activity).
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First, it is noted the variability of the proportions of the dependent 
variables as a function of the independent variables and then we make 
up a multivariate model of reduction of dimensions with all the variables 
to visualize the profiles and approximations of groups with spatial 
proximity in the group of categories.

The bivariate relationships with tests χ² (chi-square test) are significant 
with all the independent variables considered (see in annex tables 5 and 
6). The high values of the observations modulate the intensities of the 
relationships by considerably increasing the effect of the sample size. On 
the other hand, the low proportions found of the dependent variables 
in education as a concern in Spain (indicated by the interviewees by 
8.7% as the first, second or third concern) and education as a personal 
concern (indicated by 8, 8% of the interviewees as first, second or 
third personal concern), limit the possible variability of these variables 
when we disaggregate their results with the independent variables that 
remain in influence conditions by such low proportions. In any case, 
if we observe the percentages of the rows of the dependent variables 
by the independent ones, we do see clearly some striking changes that 
require attention: more proportion of women (10%) than men (6%) that 
emphasize education as social and personal concern; more proportion of 
young people between 18 and 25 years old (16% concern in Spain and 
24% personal concern); more proportion in those interviewed with more 
studies (12% and 13%) compared to those who were least (4.5% and 2.2%); 
doubles the proportion in teachers (16.4% and 20.0%) and almost three 
or five times in students (21.7%) and 38.8%) that point to education as a 
concern in Spain and personnel; more proportion also (12.85 and 14.6%, 
respectively) in occupational group 2 of ISCO-08, which brings together 
technicians and scientific and intellectual professionals; slight variations 
in the proportions between social classes, ideology, religiosity and size 
of the municipality and, surprisingly, more dimension of problem in the 
Communities of the Canary Islands (21.4% and 17.5%) and Extremadura 
(11.9% and 12, 8%), among the poorest and with the worst educational 
and economic indicators, and lowest in the richest (Basque Country, with 
5.9% and 5.1%), varying less by the rest of the independent variables 
considered, with very similar proportions for years.

The categorical study of the variables in the crossed tables gives 
more dimension to the relationship because it avoids the joint effect of 
the total cells generated by the general contrast statistic, giving greater 
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dimension to the few cells that concentrate the bulk of the variability 
and preventing the rest of cells inhibit or diminish such effects. The joint 
study of all the categories in a graph of joint categories obtained with a 
multiple correspondence analysis gives us a clearer picture of the profiles 
of the interviewees that indicate or not education as a concern in Spain 
(figure 3) or as personal concern (figure 4). In these two figures they find 
each other the peculiarities that we were describing. To visualize them 
better we have eliminated the size of the municipality, the autonomous 
communities, the occupation and religiosity, in order to better observe 
that in both cases it is visible that education is a major concern for young 
students from 18 to 25 years old (quadrant) upper left of the upper part 
and some distance away the unemployed looking for employment, those 
who have no income, those who study high school and women) and also 
for teachers, for upper class and higher income (lower right quadrant) 
, not being for those who have less education, are men and are poorly 
qualified (lower left quadrant).



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 189-224
Received: 11-09-2019    Accepted: 24-01-2020

204

Cabrera, L.  Is educatIon a personal and / or socIal concern In spaIn?

FIGURE 3. Multiple Correspondence Analysis (Greenacre & Blasisus, 2006) with 12 variables 
and 41 categories: Education as a social concern (yes or not), gender (men or women), age 
(18-25 years old, 26-40, 41-55, 56 years old and more), year (208-2017-2016-2015-2014-2013), 
educational attainment (Primary, below upper Secondary, upper Secondary general, upper Sec-
ondary vocational, Tertiary), social status (upper class, middle class –news-, middle class –olds-, 
skilled workers, unskilled workers), ideology (lefts, centre, rights), income (not income, ≤ 600 €, 
601 € to 1,200 €, 1,201 € to 2,400 €, > 2,400 €), students (yes or not), teachers (yes or not), 
unemployed –loooking for a first job-(yes or not), working (yes or not). N= 165,656 (Spain)

Source: Own elaboration from data file CIS (66 barometers, Spain, January 2013 to December 2018)
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FIGURE 4. Multiple Correspondence Analysis (Greenacre & Blasisus, 2006) with 12 variables 
and 41 categories: Education as a personal concern (yes or not), gender (men or women), age 
(18-25 years old, 26-40, 41-55, 56 years old and more), year (208-2017-2016-2015-2014-2013), 
educational attainment (Primary, below upper Secondary, upper Secondary general, upper Sec-
ondary vocational, Tertiary), social status (upper class, middle class –news-, middle class –olds-, 
skilled workers, unskilled workers), ideology (lefts, centre, rights), income (not income, ≤ 600 €, 
601 € to 1,200 €, 1,201 € to 2,400 €, > 2,400 €), students (yes or not), teachers (yes or not), 
unemployed –loooking for a first job-(yes or not), working (yes or not). N= 165,656 (Spain)

Source: Own elaboration from data file CIS (66 barometers, Spain, January 2013 to December 2018)
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Conclusions

The educational resource as a source of social change and forming a 
new society was an essential instrument of political discussion in Spain 
since the late seventies. The role of education as a key to action has 
been dispossessed of the role given at another time and limited by the 
weight that Spanish citizens really give to education in Spain. Neither 
as a general concern nor as a personal concern, education takes on the 
dimension that in the past formed the central axis of the transforming 
ideology of society. Neither the socialist minister of education Maravall 
(reference of the eighties) nor the popular Wert (reference in 2014), 
both sociologists, nor those who have been in the portfolio between 
the successive legislatures, have managed to make the leap that some 
ideologies of Social change attributed to the effect of an educational 
policy focused on meritocracy and equal opportunities, role ascribed to 
education in all educational laws.

It is evident the marked improvement of schooling in these last 
40 years, but far away is its social consideration, detachment and 
mediocrity, the helplessness with which some and other politicians 
have limited the educational investment and the effort in education for 
a short development and medium-term focused on infrastructure and 
construction (Cabrera, 2000 and 2006), evidencing to society that better 
than the personal and social effort in education was the immediate 
welfare and consumer happiness that enhanced the simple work and 
cheap credit , an important part of the debt that now consumes society 
itself. Savater anticipated it more than a decade ago (1997, p. 183): “the 
less cultural preparation someone has, the more money they need to 
spend to have fun, as nobody has taught them to produce active joys 
from within, creatively, everything has to be bought out”. Bauman (2008) 
and Morin (2011) claim it to recover the role of the individual in society 
and avoid the ignorance that would cause them to stop being owners and 
participants of social and political life as citizens.

The concern for education must be continuous, ubiquitous and 
widespread in society in the fight against inequality and poverty, 
democratization and social participation (UNESCO, 1997, 2011, 2016). 
Beyond the vacuous, reiterated, correct and fainthearted discourses on 
the great importance of education, must be fight to extend the concern 
for education to the whole society. The role of education cannot be 
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limited to the improvement of economic growth, which also affects the 
self-esteem and freedom of people, the construction and maintenance 
of a democratic and egalitarian society in the economic, social and 
cultural environment, personal satisfactions to its citizens. It would be 
avoided that the high consideration that Spaniards have of their scientists 
(Toharia, 2011, p. 109) does not walk in parallel to the value they give, 
although of lesser amount, to astrology, to tarot or to clairvoyance as 
alternative sciences of an irrational nature (Toharia, 2012, p. 209), that 
are still present and with attention for 25% of Spaniards, especially in 
those who have lower educational levels.

In short, education seems to be a concern more typical of the political 
and media sphere than perceived by public opinion as one of the three 
main concerns of Spain (only 8.7% of the population cites it as one of 
the three main concerns of Spain), perhaps with the sole exception of 
young people and students, more women than men, or those who are 
unemployed while seeking their first job, or those who have the highest 
level of education and income. Nor on a personal level, Spaniards point 
out that education is one of its three main concerns (8.8%), except again 
for young people and students, more women than men, and those who 
are looking for the first job. Thus, the concern for education as a concern, 
for Spain or for staff, increases markedly during the study period, when 
people are students and disappears when they cease to be students. This 
means that school, education, loses meaning and interest when students 
drop out or finish their studies and keep something from it if they have 
achieved university educational credentials that have given occupations 
in the occupational group of technicians and scientific and intellectual 
professionals and income high.

Therefore, an action to achieve greater interest in education involves 
linking young people with the school and their commitment to education 
after leaving the educational system. It is also noteworthy, although to a 
lesser extent, that those who have the most education is those who are 
somewhat more concerned with education, both personally and socially. 
It would be convenient, therefore, to look for the formulas that allow the 
citizens their link and commitment to education, with the educational 
centers, get their sympathies and redirect them back to the schools to 
get involved with a participative, active and supportive role in the system 
teaching.
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Annex 1: Tables

TABLE 1. SPAIN: (%) PERSONALLY & SOCIALLY (THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT CON-
CERNS) (multi-answer, open question)

N = 17.398 poll electoral (Barometer, April 2019) CIS 3245 & N = 16.194 poll electoral (Barometer, March, 2019) CIS 3242
N = 29.251 (11 barometers, January to December, 2018: 3203-3205-3207-3210-3213-3217-3219-3223-3226-3231-3234)
N = 27.356 (11 barometers, January to December, 2017: 3164-3168-3170-3173-3175-3179-3183-3187-3191-3195-3199)
N = 27.305 (11 barometers, January to December, 2016: 3124-3128-3131-3134-3138-3142-3146-3149-3156-3159-3162)
N = 27.322 (11 barometers, January to December, 2015: 3050-3052-3057-3080-3082-3101-3104-3109-3114-3118-3121)
REMARK: 11 concerns of the total (50) that cite at least 9% in the last barometer (CIS 3245). 

SOCIAL CONCERNS SPAIN PERSONAL CONCERNS

CONCERNS first
se-

cond
third total DATE first

se-
cond

third total CONCERNS

UNEMPLOYMENT 38.8 15.6 7.1 61.5

2019 APRIL
(electoral poll)

20.3 6.5 2.9 29.8 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH, SYSTEM 3.5 7.0 6.5 17.0 6.2 7.2 3.8 17.1 HEALTH, SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

9.5 12.0 6.9 28.3 12.5 12.0 5.0 29.5
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
2.9 5.1 5.0 13.0 7.7 6.8 4.0 18.4

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 11.0 12.5 8.0 31.5 3.0 3.9 3.7 10.6 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 2.1 3.7 4.9 10.7 9.9 4.3 2.4 16.5 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 13.1 11.3 6.9 31.4 4.1 3.9 3.3 11.3 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 2.1 3.9 4.9 10.9 2.8 3.2 3.3 9.3 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 1.9 3.7 3.8 9.4 0.5 0.7 0.7 1.9 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 1.0 2.3 3.2 6.6 4.1 3.8 2.9 10.8 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 3.8 4.0 3.8 11.7 1.8 1.2 1.1 4.1 CATALONIA
CONCERNS CONCERNS

UNEMPLOYMENT 39.5 15.2 7.1 61.8

2019 MARCH
(electoral poll)

22.3 6.3 3.2 31.8 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH, SYSTEM 3.0 7.2 6.4 16.6 6.9 7.6 4.1 18.5 HEALTH, SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

8.2 10.0 6.8 25.0 12.5 11.1 5.0 28.6
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
2.3 4.5 4.4 11.1 6.6 6.7 3.6 16.8

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 11.9 13.6 7.8 33.3 3.2 4.2 3.8 11.2 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 1.8 3.2 4.2 9.1 8.7 4.0 2.0 14.8 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 12.8 10.6 5.7 29.1 3.6 3.9 3.0 10.4 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 1.9 3.7 4.6 10.1 2.4 3.0 3.1 8.4 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 1.6 3.5 3.8 8.9 0.9 1.7 1.7 4.3 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 2.0 4.1 5.8 12.0 4.4 4.4 3.5 12.3 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 3.7 3.5 3.7 11.0 1.8 1.3 0.9 4.0 CATALONIA
CONCERNS CONCERNS

UNEMPLOYMENT 38.1 17.8 6.5 62.4

2018
barometers
January to 
December

23.3 6.6 2.1 32.0 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH, SYSTEM 1.6 4.7 4.8 11.1 3.8 4.5 2.7 11.0 HEALTH, SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

7.6 8.8 5.3 21.7 10.6 8.4 3.0 22.0
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
2.2 3.9 2.8 8.9 5.4 3.7 1.4 10.5

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 14.9 12.4 6.2 33.5 4.6 3.6 1.9 10.1 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 2.3 3.7 3.4 9.1 8.9 3.0 1.2 13.1 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 12.3 8.4 5.0 25.7 4.2 3.1 2.0 9.3 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 2.1 3.2 3.5 8.8 2.5 2.5 1.7 6.7 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 1.7 2.9 2.6 7.2 0.7 1.0 1.0 2.7 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 1.2 3.0 4.0 8.2 3.2 2.7 2.0 7.9 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 3.7 3.7 2.6 10.0 0.6 0.9 0.6 2.1 CATALONIA
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CONCERNS CONCERNS
UNEMPLOYMENT 44.5 19.5 6.6 70.6

2017
barometers
January to 
December

27.3 7.3 2.7 37.3 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH, SYSTEM 1.4 4.5 4.9 10.8 3.6 4.5 2.8 11.9 HEALTH, SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

7.1 9.6 5.9 22.4 11.0 8.8 3.0 21.8
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
1.5 3.0 2.4 6.9 4.7 3.2 1.2 9.1

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 17.1 15.4 7.1 39.6 6.2 4.8 2.4 13.4 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 0.8 1.5 1.7 4.0 5.8 2.1 0.8 8.7 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 10.1 7.8 5.0 22.9 3.7 2.7 1.9 9.3 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 1.9 3.7 3.7 9.3 2.3 2.4 1.7 6.4 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 0.7 1.5 1.5 3.7 0.5 0.7 0.6 1.8 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 1.1 3.0 4.5 8.6 3.4 3.0 2.1 8.5 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 3.8 2.5 1.7 8.0 0.6 0.6 0.4 2.1 CATALONIA
CONCERNS CONCERNS

UNEMPLOYMENT 51.2 18.8 6.1 76.1

2016
barometers
January to 
December

31.9 7.6 2.5 42.0 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH, SYSTEM 1.2 4.9 5.3 11.3 3.6 4.7 3.2 11.5 HEALTH, SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

7.6 10.2 6.5 24.3 11.3 9.2 3.3 23.8
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
0.9 2.3 1.9 5.1 3.9 2.6 1.1 7.6

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 16.4 18.4 7.3 42.1 6.0 5.7 2.7 14.4 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 0.5 1.4 1.2 3.1 4.7 2.1 0.7 7.5 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 9.9 8.3 5.5 23.7 3.9 2.9 2.1 8.9 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 1.8 4.1 4.4 10.3 2.3 2.6 1.8 6.7 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 0.5 1.3 1.4 3.2 0.3 0.5 0.4 1.2 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 1.3 3.9 5.4 10.6 3.9 3.8 2.7 10.4 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 0.1 0.3 1.2 1.6 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 CATALONIA
CONCERNS CONCERNS

UNEMPLOYMENT 55.5 21.9 5.2 82.6

2015
barometers
January to 
December

35.9 7.3 2.2 45.4 UNEMPLOYMENT
HEALTH. SYSTEM 0.9 5.7 5.6 12.2 3.4 4.7 3.1 11.2 HEALTH. SYSTEM

ECONOMIC SITUA-
TION

8.4 11.8 6.5 26.7 12.2 9.7 2.9 24.8
ECONOMIC SITUA-

TION
WORKING CONDI-

TIONS
0.6 2.2 1.4 4.2 3.3 2.4 1.0 6.7

WORKING CONDI-
TIONS

CORRUPTION 17.7 23.8 7.5 49.0 5.8 5.1 2.5 13.6 CORRUPTION
PENSIONS 0.3 1.1 0.8 2.2 3.6 1.5 0.6 5.7 PENSIONS

THE POLITICS 7.1 8.7 5.2 21.0 2.8 2.6 1.7 7.1 THE POLITICS
SOCIAL 1.8 4.9 4.4 11.1 2.1 2.7 1.7 6.5 SOCIAL

INMIGRATION 0.6 1.9 1.5 4.0 0.4 0.5 0.4 1.3 INMIGRATION
EDUCATION 0.9 3.4 5.2 9.5 3.2 3.4 2.5 9.1 EDUCATION
CATALONIA 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 CATALONIA

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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TABLE 2. SPAIN: (%) EDUCATION as a PERSONAL & SOCIAL CONCERN (multi-answer. 

3 options). 2008 to 2019

SOCIAL CONCERN YEAR SPAIN YEAR PERSONAL CONCERN

FIRST SECOND THIRD total DATE FIRST SECOND THIRD total

0.8 1.0 2.6 4.4 2008 2008 January 2008 2.2 2.1 1.5 5.8

0.3 1.0 1.9 3.2 2009 2009 January 2009 1.6 1.5 .8 3.9

0.4 1.6 2.5 4.5 2010 2010 January 2010 1.6 1.7 1.4 4.7

0.2 1.8 2.0 4.0 2011 2011 January 2011 1.5 1.8 1.0 4.3

0.4 1.8 3.5 5.7 2012 2012January 2012 1.8 2.1 1.9 5.8

0.3 2.1 3.4 5.8 2013 2013 January 2013 2.0 2.6 2.3 6.9

0.9 2.6 4.2 7.8 2013 February 2.7 3.4 2.1 8.1

0.4 1.5 4.2 6.1 2013 March 2.1 3.1 2.3 7.4

0.4 1.6 2.7 4.8 2013 April 2.2 2.5 2.2 6.9

0.4 2.7 3.2 6.3 2013 May 1.9 2.2 2.2 6.3

0.6 2.7 3.2 6.6 2013 June 3.0 2.7 2.0 7.7

0.8 2.8 5.1 8.8 2013 July 2.4 3.8 2.2 8.3

0.9 3.6 5.1 9.6 2013 September 2.4 4.0 2.8 9.3

0.5 3.5 5.1 9.1 2013 October 2.7 4.0 2.9 9.6

1.0 4.3 6.5 11.8 2013 November 3.1 4.7 2.6 10.4

1.1 3.0 4.4 8.4 2013 December 3.2 3.3 2.3 8.8

0.3 2.5 4.5 7.4 2014 2014 January 2014 2.7 3.3 2.7 8.7

0.9 2.9 4.8 8.6 2014 February 2.3 3.7 3.2 9.3

0.6 3.5 4.6 8.7 2014 March 3.0 3.7 2.1 8.9

0.6 3.6 4.8 9.0 2014 April 2.2 4.1 2.0 8.3

0.9 2.8 5.0 8.7 2014 May 3.1 4.1 2.4 9.6

0.7 1.5 2.2 3.9 2014 June 1.6 1.7 .9 4.2

1.0 1.5 2.3 4.3 2014 July 2.0 1.3 1.1 4.4

0.7 3.4 3.4 7.2 2014 September 2.5 2.3 1.5 6.3

0.7 2.8 3.1 6.3 2014 October 2.6 2.2 1.4 6.2

1.0 2.2 3.2 5.7 2014 November 2.0 1.8 1.4 5.2

0.6 2.5 4.2 7.2 2014 December 2.7 2.6 1.4 6.7

0.8 1.8 2.0 4.0 2015 2015 January 2015 1.5 1.8 1.0 4.3

0.6 2.3 2.0 4.9 2015 February 1.7 1.5 .9 4.1

0.7 1.7 2.2 4.3 2015 March 1.6 2.2 .9 4.7

1.0 1.9 3.0 5.2 2015 April 1.7 2.2 1.4 5.3

1.3 2.5 2.7 5.7 2015 May 1.7 2.0 .9 4.6

1.1 1.5 2.2 3.9 2015 June 1.6 1.7 .9 4.2

0.6 1.5 2.3 4.3 2015 July 2.0 1.3 1.1 4.4

0.7 3.4 3.4 7.2 2015 September 2.5 2.3 1.5 6.3

1.1 2.8 3.1 6.3 2015 October 2.6 2.2 1.4 6.2

1.0 2.2 3.2 5.7 2015 November 2.0 1.8 1.4 5.2

0.8 2.5 4.2 7.2 2015 December 2.7 2.6 1.4 6.7

0.9 1.8 2.0 4.0 2016 2016 January 2016 1.5 1.8 1.0 4.3



Revista de Educación, 388. April-Jun 2020, pp. 189-224
Received: 11-09-2019    Accepted: 24-01-2020

214

Cabrera, L.  Is educatIon a personal and / or socIal concern In spaIn?

0.9 2.3 2.0 4.9 2016 February 1.7 1.5 .9 4.1

1.1 1.7 2.2 4.3 2016 March 1.6 2.2 .9 4.7

1.1 1.9 3.0 5.2 2016 April 1.7 2.2 1.4 5.3

1.2 2.5 2.7 5.7 2016 May 1.7 2.0 .9 4.6

1.1 1.5 2.2 3.9 2016 June 1.6 1.7 .9 4.2

1.4 1.5 2.3 4.3 2016 July 2.0 1.3 1.1 4.4

1.8 3.4 3.4 7.2 2016 September 2.5 2.3 1.5 6.3

1.2 2.8 3.1 6.3 2016 October 2.6 2.2 1.4 6.2

1.6 2.2 3.2 5.7 2016 November 2.0 1.8 1.4 5.2

2.2 2.5 4.2 7.2 2016 December 2.7 2.6 1.4 6.7

1.3 3.5 4.7 9.5 2017 2017 January 2017 1.5 1.8 1.0 4.3

1.4 2.3 2.0 4.9 2017 February 1.7 1.5 .9 4.1

1.5 1.7 2.2 4.3 2017 March 1.6 2.2 .9 4.7

1.5 1.9 3.0 5.2 2017 April 1.7 2.2 1.4 5.3

0.7 2.5 2.7 5.7 2017 May 1.7 2.0 .9 4.6

1.2 1.5 2.2 3.9 2017 June 1.6 1.7 .9 4.2

1.3 1.5 2.3 4.3 2017 July 2.0 1.3 1.1 4.4

0.9 3.4 3.4 7.2 2017 September 2.5 2.3 1.5 6.3

0.7 2.8 3.1 6.3 2017 October 2.6 2.2 1.4 6.2

1.2 2.2 3.2 5.7 2017 November 2.0 1.8 1.4 5.2

1.1 2.5 4.2 7.2 2017 December 2.7 2.6 1.4 6.7

0.7 2.5 3.6 6.8 2018 2018 January 2018 4.1 3.1 2.3 9.4

0.9 2.9 3.4 7.2 2018 February 3.6 2.5 1.9 8.1

1.2 3.4 4.9 9.6 2018 March 2.6 2.6 2.1 7.3

1.1 2.7 3.6 7.4 2018 April 2.9 3.0 1.8 7.7

1.2 2.3 4.0 7.4 2018 May 2.7 2.7 2.1 7.5

1.5 3.1 4.2 8.8 2018 June 3.9 2.6 1.8 8.3

1.3 2.7 3.8 7.7 2018 July 2.7 3.1 2.1 7.8

1.0 3.4 4.0 8.4 2018 September 3.3 2.3 2.1 7.6

1.4 3.3 3.8 8.5 2018 October 3.3 2.5 2.1 7.9

1.5 3.6 3.5 8.6 2018 November 3.3 2.8 2.3 8.4

1.3 3.0 4.8 9.0 2018 December 3.2 3.5 2.3 9.0

1.3 3.2 3.4 8.0 2019 2019 January 2019 3.2 2.5 2.3 8.0

1.3 3.2 4.0 8.5 2019 February 2.5 3.2 2.5 8.2

2.0 4.1 5.8 12.0
2019 March (electoral 

p.) 
4.4 4.4 3.5 12.3

1.0 2.3 3.2 6.6
2019 April (electo-

ral p.)
4.1 3.8 2.9 10.8

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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TABLE 3. SPAIN: (%) SOCIALLY (THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT CONCERNS) (multi-
answer. open question) 2000 to 2014 (barometers. CIS. January and July. of each year)
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2014
July 78 0 3 1 11 2 28 3 42 2 27 3 10 3 0 3 2 9 3

January 79 0 2 1 12 2 31 2 40 2 27  3 8 2 0 2 2 7 4
2013
July 81 0 3 1 10 2 32 2 37 2 28 2 5 3 1 2 2 9 4

January 81 0 3 0 12 3 39 2 18 2 30  2 5 3 0 2 2 6 3
2012
July 78 0 4 1 10 3 47 2 12 2 25 2 4 5 1 2 2 7 3

January 83 1 6 1 8 6 54 2 12 3 18 2 5 8 1 2 2 6 2
2011
July 81 1 7 5 4 7 50 2 7 2 24 1 4 10 1 2 3 4 5

January 82 1 7 7 4 4 53 3 2 4 21 1 4 13 1 1 3 4 7
2010
July 78 1 8 6 4 7 51 3 3 3 22 1 3 12 1 1 3 4 6

January 83 1 8 18 4 9 47 3 3 2 15 2 3 17 2 1 2 4 4
2009
July 74 2 10 19 4 11 49 3 2 2 11 2 4 18 2 2 2 5 4

January 75 2 12 22 5 14 52 4 0 2 9 3 4 19 2 1 2 3 3
2008
July 56 2 10 20 4 21 60 8 1 4 6 1 3 28 2 2 2 4 2

January 44 3 16 35 6 29 39 12 1 4 9 2 4 24 2 2 2 4 2
2007
July 37 5 14 44 5 37 17 13 2 4 9 1 4 32 2 3 2 4 3

January 38 4 19 45 4 30 18 10 2 2 12 2 3 35 2 2 3 3 2
2006
July 47 6 21 27 4 27 19 9 1 3 10 1 4 36 2 3 2 3 3

January 50 5 23 25 5 18 17 8 1 3 10 2 3 32 4 2 2 4 2
2005
July 52 7 15 50 4 21 18 6 0 3 6 1 4 22 3 3 1 4 1

January 58 9 17 53 7 20 11 5 0 4 8 2 4 20 5 1 2 4 0
2004
July 57 9 19 44 6 18 12 5 1 4 7 2 3 16 8 2 2 4 0

January 60 10 24 35 6 18 12 4 1 4 8 2 5 15 3 1 2 4 0
2003
July 61 13 23 40 4 14 11 4 2 4 12 2 3 15 2 1 2 3 0

January 59 10 25 49 4 9 11 3 1 4 8 2 3 13 3 1 1 3 0
2002
July 62 13 19 50 4 5 9 3 1 3 5 1 3 24 1 2 1 3 0

January 62 15 18 59 4 4 10 2 2 4 5 2 4 14 2 2 2 4 0
2001
July 59 16 9 74 4 4 10 2 0 3 5 2 3 14 1 1 2 3 0

January 56 12 8 66 4 3 8 3 0 3 5 3 4 17 2 1 2 2 0
2000

September 60 15 10 66 4 3 14 1 0 3 5 1 4 6 1 1 2 4 0

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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TABLE 4. SPAIN: (%) PERSONALLY (THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT CONCERNS) (multi-
answer. open question) 2000 to 2014 (barometers. CIS. January and July. of each year)
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2014
July 50 0 2 0 12 2 31 6 12 6 10 1 6 1 0 3 1 10 1

January 55 0 2 0 14 2 33 6 13 7 10  1 5 1 0 3 1 10 1
2013
July 49 0 2 0 11 2 31 4 10 6 8 1 4 1 0 2 1 8 1

January 48 0 1 0 12 3 36 4 5 7 9  1 4 1 0 2 1 7 1
2012
July 47 0 2 0 11 4 40 5 3 6 9  1 3 2 0 2 1 8 1

January 45 0 3 0 7 5 43 6 3 8 4  1 4 2 0 2 1 6 0
2011
July 44 0 4 0 4 6 39 4 2 6 7  1 3 3 0 2 1 4 2

January 44 0 4 1 4 5 43 5 1 9 5 1 3 3 0 1 1 4 2
2010
July 41 0 5 1 4 7 43 6 1 8 7 1 2 4 0 1 1 5 2

January 43 0 6 3 5 9 39 6 1 6 5 1 3 4 0 1 1 5 1
2009
July 39 1 8 3 5 10 40 5 1 6 3 1 3 6 1 2 1 5 1

January 37 0 9 3 5 14 46 6 0 7 3 1 3 6 1 1 1 4 1
2008
July 26 1 8 4 5 19 53 8 0 8 2 1 2 8 0 2 1 4 1

January 20 1 13 6 6 22 41 14 0 8 3 1 3 8 0 2 1 6 1
2007
July 19 2 13 10 6 27 20 13 1 7 3 1 4 11 1 2 2 5 1

January 20 1 15 9 5 23 23 11 1 8 4 1 2 12 0 1 2 3 0
2006
July 23 2 16 6 5 21 23 10 0 7 3  1 3 12 1 2 1 4 1

January 26 2 16 3 7 17 21 10 0 9 2  1 4 11 1 2 1 8 1
2005
July 27 3 13 10 6 18 21 8 0 8 2 1 3 7 1 1 1 10 1

January 28 2 12 15 7 17 14 6 0 7 3 1 3 8 1 2 2 4 0
2004
July 26 3 14 12 6 17 16 5 0 7 2 1 2 7 2 2 2 4 0

January 29 4 14 7 6 16 17 4 0 9 4 1 3 6 1 2 2 4 0
2003
July 33 5 16 9 5 14 14 4 1 6 5 1 2 7 1 1 1 5 0

January 31 4 16 11 5 10 16 4 0 7 3 1 2 6 1 1 1 4 0
2002
July 32 6 12 15 5 6 12 3 0 6 3 1 2 10 0 2 1 5 0

January 32 6 13 17 5 4 13 2 1 6 2 1 2 5 1 2 2 5 0
2001
July 30 5 7 20 4 5 12 3 0 5 2 1 2 5 1 1 2 3 0

January 30 4 7 23 4 5 14 4 0 6 2 1 2 4 1 1 2 4 0
2000

September 34 5 7 19 5 4 16 2 0 5 2 0 2 2 1 1 0 5 0

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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TABLE 5. SPAIN: (%) EDUCATION as a PERSONAL & SOCIAL CONCERN (multi-answer. 3 
options)

VARIABLES: (EDUCATION concern. sex. age. educational attainment –Isced.11 UNESCO-. occupation. income. isco-08. social 
status. ideology. religiosity. population. region & year barometer)

66 barometers. CIS. 2013 to 2018
(N = 165.656)

EDUCATION as a
SOCIAL CONCERN

EDUCATION as a
PERSONAL 
CONCERN

TOTAL CIS (N=165,656) 8.7 % 8.8 %

MEN (N=80,612) 6.4 6.9

WOMEN (N=85,044) 10.9 10.7

AGE: 18-25 years old (N=16,538) 15.8 24.1

AGE: 26 a 40 years old (N=42,103) 10.5 10.3

AGE: 41 a 55 years old (N=47,556) 9.1 9.6

AGE: 56 years old and more (N=59,459) 5.2 2.9

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: primary (N=39,088) 4.5 2.3

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: below upper secondary (N=40,489) 7.9 7.3

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: upper secondary general (N=22,125) 11.6 15.0

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: upper secondary vocational (N=28,717) 9.9 10.2

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT: tertiary (N=4,101) 11.6 12.8

OCCUPATION: working (N=72,296) 9.5 10.3

OCCUPATION: unemloyed (looking a first job) (N=1,435) 11.6 13.2

OCCUPATION: students (N=6,865) 21.7 38.8

OCCUPATION: teachers (N=7,865) 16.4 20.0

INCOME: not income (N=28,039) 12.1 14.4

INOCME: ≤ 600 € (N=20,941) 8.3 8.1

INCOME: de 601 € to 1200 € (N=41,392) 7.5 6.9

INOCME: de 1201 € to 1800 € (N=17,197) 8.2 9.1

INCOME: de 1801 € to 2400 € (N=6,719) 9.6 11.3

INCOME: ≥ 2401 € (N=3,074) 8.8 8.5

ISCO-08-1: managers (N=8,058) 8.4 8.7

ISCO-08-2: professionals (N=22,173) 12.8 14.6

ISCO-08-3: technicians (N=21,806) 9.7 10.5

ISCO-08-4: clerical support workers (N=6,134) 9.8 10.8

ISCO-08-5: service and sales workers (N=34,485) 9.6 9.7

ISCO-08-6: skilled agricultural. forestry & fishery workers (N=8,797) 4.8 4.5

ISCO-08-7: craft and related traders workers (N=23,387) 6.6 5.8

ISCO-08-8: plant & machine operators. and assemblers (N=17,224) 6.5 5.9

ISCO-08-9: elementary occupations (N=18,875) 7.6 6.6

ISCO-08-0: armed forces occupations (N=913) 9.2 6.8

SOCIAL STATUS: upper class (N=31,391) 10.6 10.6

SOCIAL STATUS: middle class (news) (N=37,799) 10.6 10.6

SOCIAL STATUS: middle class (olds) (N=22,328) 5.1 5.1
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SOCIAL STATUS: skilled workers (N=48,596) 7.3 7.3

SOCIAL STATUS: unskilled workers (N=21,632) 9.1 9.1

IDEOLOGY: LEFTS (N=38,656) 9.8 11.1

IDEOLOGY: CENTRE (N=69,591) 9.1 9.4

IDEOLOGY: RIGHTS (N=20,583) 7.3 6.5

RELIGIOSITY: catholics (N=115,559) 8.1 7.5

RELIGIOSITY: believers of another religion (N=4,148) 9.4 8.8

RELIGIOSITY: not believers (N=25,692) 10.1 11.7

RELIGIOSITY: atheists (N=16,164) 10.4 12.8

POPULATION CITY: < 2.001 (N=11,437) 6.1 6.1

POPULATON CITY: 2.001-10.000 (N=24,465) 7.9 7.9

POPULATION CITY: 10.001-50.000 (N=43,267) 8.8 9.2

POPULATION CITY: 50.001-100.000 (N=20,303) 9.5 10.2

POPULATION CITY: 100.001-400.000 (N=36,995) 10.1 9.2

POPULATION CITY: 400.001-1 million (N=12,383) 8.3 8.4

POPULATION CITY: > 1 million (N=16,806) 7.9 9.0

REGION: ANDALUCÍA (N=29,780) 7.4 6.7

REGION: ARAGÓN (N=4,804) 5.8 7.1

REGION: ASTURIAS (N=4,156) 7.6 5.6

REGION: BALEARES (N=3,659) 8.7 11.5

REGION: CANARIAS (N=7,198) 21.4 17.5

REGION: CANTABRIA (N=2,217) 6.6 7.5

REGION: CASTILLA LA MANCHA (N=7,384) 7.3 7.5

REGION: CASTILLA Y LEÓN (N=9,514) 7.5 6.6

REGION: CATALUÑA (N=25,937) 7.9 7.1

REGION: COM. VALENCIANA (N=17,382) 9.9 12.0

REGION: EXTREMADURA (N=4,123) 11.9 12.8

REGION: GALICIA (N=10,669) 9.9 7.7

REGION: MADRID (N=22,043) 8.6 11.5

REGION: MURCIA (N=4,869) 8.7 10.7

REGION: NAVARRA N=2,260) 7.0 8.8

REGION: PAÍS VASCO (N=8,091) 5.9 5.1

REGION: LA RIOJA (N=1,095) 6.5 8.8

YEAR: 2013 (N=27,236) 7.7 8.2

YEAR: 2014 (N=27,186) 8.4 8.9

YEAR: 2015 (N=27,322) 9.0 9.1

YEAR: 2016 (N=27,305) 10.5 10.4

YEAR: 2017 (N=27,356) 8.6 8.6

YEAR: 2018 (N=29,251) 8.2 7.9

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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TABLE 6. SPAIN: (%) EDUCATION as a PERSONAL & SOCIAL CONCERN (multi-answer. 3 
options)

VARIABLES: (EDUCATION. sex. age. educational attainment. occupation. income. isco-08. social status. ideology. religiosity. 
population. region & year)
Hyphotesis contrast with χ² and signification)

VARIABLES
EDUCATION as a

SOCIAL CONCERN

EDUCATION as a
PERSONAL 
CONCERN

SEX α = 0.000 α = 0.000

AGE α = 0.000 α = 0.000

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT α = 0.000 α = 0.000

OCCUPTATION (working) α = 0.000 α = 0.000

OCCUPATION (looking a first job) α = 0.000 α = 0.000

OCCUPATION (students) α = 0.000 α = 0.000

OCCUPATION (teachers) α = 0.000 α = 0.000

INCOME α = 0.000 α = 0.000

ISCO-08 α = 0.000 α = 0.000

SOCIAL STATUS α = 0.000 α = 0.000

IDEOLOGY α = 0.000 α = 0.000

RELIGIOSITY α = 0.000 α = 0.000

POPULATION α = 0.000 α = 0.000

REGION α = 0.000 α = 0.000

YEAR barometer α = 0.000 α = 0.000

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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Annex 2: Figures

FIGURE 1. The interviewed say what they think overall about the state of education in your 
country nowadays. by countries (simple error bars). Scale 0 (extremely bad) to 10 (extremely 
good)

Source: Own elaboration from data file of the European Social Survey 2016 (round 8). question B.31 (card 12)
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FIGURE 2. SPAIN: (%) SOCIALLY (THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT CONCERNS) (multi-
answer. open question) 2000 to 2019 (barometers. CIS. by months) EDUCATION (violet line. 
at the end)

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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FIGURE 3. (%) EDUCATION as a SOCIAL CONCERN in SPAIN (multi-answer. 3 options = 
total) 75 Barometers. CIS. 2008 to 2019

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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FIGURE 4. SPAIN: (%) PERSONALLY (THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT CONCERNS) (multi-
answer. open question) 2000 to 2019 (barometers. CIS. by months) EDUCATION (violet line. 
at the end)

Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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FIGURE 5. (%) EDUCATION as a PERSONAL CONCERN in SPAIN (multi-answer. 3 options 
= total) 75 Barometers. CIS. 2008 to 2019

 
Source: Own elaboration from data file of CIS
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Antúnez, S.; Güell, M. (2019). La dirección de sí mismo: Orientaciones 
para directores y directoras escolares. Barcelona: Horsori 184 pp. 
ISBN978-84-949098-4-9.

The work of the head teacher at a school is complex and varied, probably 
more than that of any other school employee. Head teachers’ tasks cover 
academic, administrative and management duties, resource management, 
activities that create links with outside institutions and individuals, and 
also, in many cases, unexpected extra responsibilities that they have 
to address with limited resources at their disposal and in unfavourable 
circumstances. The post of head teacher requires considerable social skills. 
The working day is usually very fragmented and discontinuous and can 
be subject to multiple interruptions; head teachers are in great demand 
and, if they are not careful, may find themselves constantly having to 
change focus as their attention is diverted to some new problem.

So head teachers need to carry out a variety of roles: as leaders, 
negotiators, promoters of innovation and culture, information managers, 
and so on. One of the most important functions is that of “self-direction”, 
which has been largely ignored in the analysis and studies of the role of 
the head teacher carried out to date. The idea of self-direction stresses 
that people who are required to lead others should first be able to lead 
themselves. This is not a skill that necessarily develops as one grows 
older, and it is not usually included in the training courses offered for 
the post of head teacher.

The book presents two invitations to readers, either professionals 
already working as head teachers or less senior teachers intending to 
take on this role. The first part encourages readers to cultivate their 
self-knowledge, via successive examinations of their emotions, desires, 
thoughts and values. It aims to help them discover their strengths 
and weaknesses and to assess the possible consequences of these 
characteristics for improving the organization of their personal work. 
Readers are urged to “look in the mirror” as a way of analysing themselves 
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and of considering the knowledge thus gained as a diagnosis, as the first 
step on the way to improving their professional practice. The suggestion 
is that this analysis should always be a fundamental concern for head 
teachers, especially those new to the role or those preparing for the 
post. The reflection on their work – ideally, through the exchange of 
impressions with their colleagues – is an indispensable exercise.

In the second part, four key steps for enhancing self-direction are 
presented and explored: developing and applying a self-direction project 
for guiding and regulating professional practice; delegating properly, in 
accordance with requirements and due precautions; making rational use 
of personal time; and developing various facets of professional activity 
starting from a systematic and practicable plan.

Each of the nine chapters is organized around the following structure: 
(i) an introduction to the topic and its location and relationships within 
the tasks of the organization of personal work; (ii) overview of notions, 
approaches, reflections, examples and dilemmas surrounding the 
subject; (iii) exercises proposed for readers, in the form of suggestions 
for reflection; (iv) feedback on the responses to these exercises; (v) 
conclusions and suggestions for improvement.

This eminently practical book constitutes a summary of many of the 
lessons that the authors have learned through their active participation 
in the design, implementation and evaluation of initial and in-service 
training programs for school management in many different formats (face-
to-face, online, blended learning, and assessment), through academic 
studies of the subject, and through an analysis of their own managerial 
and professional experience.

Patricia Silva PhD

Ferraces Otero, M. J., Godás Otero, A. y García Álvarez, J. (2019). Cómo 
realizar un estudio científico en ciencias sociales, de la educación y 
de la salud. Madrid: Dykinson. 164 pp. ISBN: 9788413240534

 “Cómo realizar un estudio científico en ciencias sociales, de la educación 
y de la salud” is a book that aims to be a support for students when 
carrying out a research work. In this sense, it has been written in a 
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perfectly schematized and practical way, so that everyone who is 
starting in the research methodology can, not only understand the basic 
structure of a experimental or quasi-experimental research with their 
corresponding analysis of data, but also apply it to their own projects, 
such as final degree projects or Doctoral Thesis.

The book contains five chapters. The first one has a theoretical nature, 
starting with a brief introduction about the origin of the scientific method, 
as well as the requirements for a work to be considered as such and 
the phases that compose it. It also provides useful diagrams about the 
different contrasts hypothesis and guidelines for the writing of results 
reports.

The rest of the chapters show different designs that a quantitative 
research could have, this is possibly by offering examples of each one 
of them, detailing their corresponding statistical tests associated and 
interpreting the results obtained.

The second chapter provides information about unifactorial intergroup 
designs this is, the study of the association between a single independent 
variable (divided into two or more levels) with a dependent variable. For 
this purpose the book validates and interprets comparisons of means 
tests between groups. The third chapter is dedicated to the intergroup 
factorial designs, similar to the previous ones, but increasing the number 
of independent variables and, therefore, the number of groups that are 
formed.

 The fourth chapter explains unifactorial intragroup designs, those 
where all the experimental conditions are received by a single group. The 
fifth and last chapter covers examples of both factorial intragroup designs 
and mixed (in which intra and intergroup designs are combined). In 
addition, a case where the dependent variable is dichotomous is studied.

Finally, the authors include an appendix with real examples of research 
articles, analyzing its important parts by adding notes on the margins. 
Its purpose is to have a global vision of all the parts that compose the 
article. It also shows a critical assessment of an article, highlighting its 
strengths and possibilities for improvement. 

The design of the work allows an easy and quick understanding of 
several concepts. It has an eminently practical nature that encourages the 
reader to interact with the contents, offering activities so that he is not 
limited to a mere observation of them, but to first hand rehearse what he 
have learned in each section.
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The end result is the creation of a tool focused on one objective: 
to be a clear guide to make easier the path in the research process to 
University students at any level. This provides an operative book that is 
easy to use at any time in order to consult each one of the issues that may 
arise when facing a scientific investigation, simplifying questions which 
can be tedious for students who have not received previous research 
traning.

Likewise, it is in interest to highlight that the content could be 
extrapolated to other fields since, although the examples are based on 
the disciplines named in the title of the book (Social Sciences, Education 
and Health) and this facilitates the Identification of an own problem 
with one of those provided, the statistics tests and methods applied 
throughout its pages could also be used in a wide variety of situations 
from different scientific sources. 

All of the above makes this book an innovative resource that is 
essential for all those interested in conducting a research project, noting 
in this way the need for more works which make pleasant such complex 
theories as those treated in these pages.

Daniel Sáez Gambín

Santos Rego, Miguel Á. (Ed.). (2020). The transference of knowledge 
in education. A strategic challenge. Madrid: Narcea. 229 pp. ISBN: 
978-84-277-2680-2.

The current society, characterized by the acceleration of its changes 
and dynamics in all spheres of the social field, increasingly demands a 
series of specialized knowledge that can be adjusted to the contexts and 
provide the necessary tools to improve the life quality of civil society. 
Consequently, it is urgently needed an adequate interaction between 
the different agents involved in the transmission processes of university 
knowledge to society.

This proposal as a joint study that reaches the reader in the form 
of a book is constituted by diverse perspectives from social sciences 
professionals who have been entering the complex paths of knowledge 
transference for some time.
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The first chapters address, from a more theoretical view, the 
initial conception of the term “knowledge transference” and its direct 
implications in the university. Thus, it is possible to find a plurality of 
definitions and models that address this concept, explaining paradigms 
such as the quadruple helix, which explains the interactive context 
between the university, the productive sector, the state and civil society, 
emphasizing the social responsibility of universities, in addition to its 
educator and researcher role.

Although the university undoubtedly presents itself as the main 
issuer of knowledge, it is important that the transference of it may be 
assumed as an institutionally task from the centers and not only from the 
universities. The specificity of the task by areas and by subject requires 
the provision of job positions for mediating personnel, which energizes 
the transference and plays the technical role.

It is from chapter 5 that the presentation of specific cases of strategies 
begins, which is the case of the identification of markers of knowledge 
transference outside the university, with experiences carried out in 
collaboration between university students and external social entities. 
Likewise, the application of the analysis model of knowledge transference 
processes to education is referenced, providing different resources so 
that it can be propitiated.

Getting deeper into the second part it is possible to find the pragmatic 
transference of knowledge collected from some outreach projects in 
educational research. Such is the case of the Civic Parliament Project, 
promoted by the University of Navarra, which resulted in a didactic 
guide, the preparation of various videos and other types of written and 
audiovisual material.

It is about making clear the importance of the activities that benefit 
the civil society and the different interest groups, generating social value, 
and also, highlighting the immense scope that provides the training of 
professionals from the university, if   the aim is  to achieve an effective 
impact on society.

Another noteworthy aspect of the book is the analysis made about 
the impact of the transference of knowledge on diversity from the R I 
D project entitled “Attention to diversity and inclusive education in the 
university. Diagnosis and evaluation of institutionalization indicators”, 
located at the University of Córdoba, and directed towards the design of 
an institutionalization proposal constituted by indicators and strategies 
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that incorporate attention to diversity. This proposal is directed, above 
all, to those institutions of higher education that are interested in the 
incorporation of the knowledge generated to their institutional exercise.

On the other hand, this book includes contributions about knowledge 
derived from approaches that make use of the community development 
perspective to give value to innovation, within the teaching-learning 
processes in the university, in order to optimize the transference of 
knowledge.

In short, it is a volume that justifies the relevance of knowledge 
transference as a strategy for economic and social growth, in addition 
to the enrichment of individuals and communities in such perspective.

In this way, we are faced with a careful analysis work that lays the 
foundations for a greater understanding and implementation of the 
transference of educational knowledge, as an invaluable resource in the 
service of improving the human condition.

Gabriela Míguez Salina

Wood, P. & Smith, J. (2018). Educational Research. Basic concepts 
and methodology for developing research projects. Madrid: Narcea. 
132 pp. ISBN: 978-84-277-2382-5. 

Educational research is a complex undertaking: it addresses the wide 
range of components and factors intervening in educational processes 
and enables improving the quality of such processes through teachers’ 
reflective practice. The text presented by Phil Wood and Joan Smith offers 
a clear and practical guide on how to design and develop educational 
research projects. The work begins with a prologue by Professor Rodríguez 
Gómez followed by eight chapters that combine theoretical and practical 
aspects allowing to visualise, to a certain degree, researchers’ empirical 
work. The text’s clarity and brilliance help build an understanding of the 
different components of Educational Sciences giving a pragmatic vision 
of the paradigms in which educational research is grounded to solve 
problems in schools.

The first chapter describes the theoretical foundations necessary 
to “develop a suitable level of research literacy” (p.17) based on three 
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elements: theoretical foundations, “threshold knowledge” of educational 
research and the application of this research. The second chapter is thus 
dedicated to the “basic principles of ethical research”. These attributes are 
considered relevant and at the heart of research design and development, 
as they ensure that participants are treated with care and respect, and 
that “three fundamental principles: consent, honesty and care” (p.25) are 
applied.

In chapters three and four the authors establish a series of guidelines 
on how to write a research project. Researchers’ capacity to make critical 
reviews of the bibliography in order to know and analyse the state of 
the art allows them to show their positionality and identify gaps in the 
subject that may, therefore, lead to an original contribution to the scientific 
community. This process allows to “refine and polish” the project through 
the main research question and help to integrate “a sharp, clear and 
operative focus” (p.59) before raising the research sub-questions.

Methodological approaches to educational research are based on 
three underlying philosophical principles: ontology, epistemology and 
visions of the research world (paradigms). The latter are “the basis on 
which decisions regarding methodology are made” (p.69), an aspect that 
is developed in chapter five, together with practical examples of the most 
common methodological approaches: action research (a process that 
allows to reflect on practices); surveys (an effective method to collect 
perceptions of populations); the case study (which explores a specific 
educational context); experimental methodologies (interventions aimed 
at changing educational practices); and mixed methods (quantitative-
qualitative). Decision-making during data collection and sample selection, 
so that data compilation be considered “high quality”, is explained in 
detail and exemplified in chapter six. It is important to reflect on the data 
to avoid “inaccuracies or biases in its interpretation, which will affect the 
usefulness of the research” (p.106). These aspects relating to the analysis 
of the data obtained are raised in chapter seven and take into account the 
validity and reliability criteria proper to the method applied.

The text concludes with a draft of an outline for research projects that 
integrates the characteristics exposed throughout the book. This work 
helps us to learn and reflect on the fact that most studies developed in 
educational research are based on human relationships (and not merely 
on study subjects), which means that researchers must be careful not 
only in the data collection phase, but throughout the research process. 
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They must learn to avoid placing the subjects under study in positions of 
vulnerability and to prepare reports without causing harm to the study 
groups, because “no research project is perfect” (p.128).

Marcos Jesús Iglesias Martínez
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