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PSYCHOSOCIAL ADJUSTMENT AND PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL LIFE 
AMONG SINGAPOREAN SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS1 

Jessica Ball 
National Imtitute of Education 

Nanyang Technological University 

Kenneth Moselle 
Singapore American School 

This presentation highlights fmdings of an exploratory study of Singaporean 
secondary school students. This study has two aims. The frrst aim is to develop 
statistically valid, phenomenologically representative, usable instruments for assessing the 
needs of Singaporean secondary school students for pastoral care programmes and 
personal or social support. Pastoral care programmes and support are intended to help 
students to adjust and mature along social, affective, and vocational dimensions, and to 
adapt effectively to the role of student. To date, there are no needs assessment 
instruments available to schools that have been developed specifically for Singapore, or 
that have been statistically and conceptually validated for use in the Singapore context. 
A second aim of this study is to gather baseline information about dimensions of 
psychosocial and school adjustment and attitudes towards school life, classwork, and 
teachers. 

This is an initial report of fmdings obtained in this study, which is in progress. 
Hence, we will limit our presentation to descriptive data, reporting fmdings that have been 
of most interest to the many educators in Singapore who have so graciously assisted in 
data collection. Detailed reports of interrelationships among variables and discussions of 
the relevance of current student development theories and research will be reserved for 
another context that allows for a more in-depth exposition. 

MEIHOD 

Respondents. 

Respondents included in analyses reported today were 4414 Singaporean 
adolescents, including 4253 recruited from 7 different secondary schools and 161 Primary 
8 students attending three different primary schools. In two of the smaller secondary 
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schools, all of the students who attended school on the day the survey was administered 
completed the survey. In the other five secondary schools, a stratefied sample of students 
completed the survey. All of the P8 students in the three primary schools completed the 
survey. 

Geode& Fifty-four percent of the students were girls, 44% were boys (2% missing 
gender data). 

~ Seventy-eight percent of the students were Chinese, 12% were Malay, 8% 
were Indian, and 2% were Eurasian. 

Level. Table 1 shows the distribution of students across school levels. 

Table 1 

Distribution of students across levels. 

Level Number Pereent 

Primary 8 
Secondary 1 
Secondary 2 
Secondary 3 
Secondary 4 
Secondary 5 

Total 

161 3.4 
1093 24.8 
1082 24.5 
1000 22.7 
882 20.0 
196 4.4 

4414 100.0 

Stream. Table 2 (following page) shows the distribution of students across 
' educational streams. 

Procedures. 

An original instrument was developed for use in assessing the psychosocial and 
school adjustment of Singaporean adolescents. We began with 111 items formulated on 
the basis of the extensive body of research and theory about normative processes and 
problems of adolescent development, the fmdings of research on Singaporean adolescents, 
and our own hypotheses emerging from preliminary interviews with Singaporean 
adolescents and teachers. 

Over a series of pilot tests and factor analyses, we eliminated non-predictive or 
redtmdant items. We fotmd that remaining items formed two distinctive (i.e., largely non-
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overlapping) groupings, reflecting students' experiences in the psychosocial domain and, 
more specifically, in the school domain. Hence, we decided to separate the items into two 
distinct inventories: (1) The :Moselle-Ball School Adjmtment Inventory (MISA); and (2) 
The :Moselle-Ball Psychosocial Adjmtment Inventory (MIPA). In consideration of the 
necessary brevit of this report, we will present the scales and sample items of these two 
new inventories in conjWlction with the frequency data obtained. As we have not 
established conclusively the psychometric or cross-validity of these instruments, we are 
reporting on tentative, working versions only today. 

Table 2 

Distribution of students across streams 

Stream Number Pereent 

Express 2219 50.3 
Normal 1528 34.6 
Gifted 59 1.3 
SAP 447 10.1 
EM3 161 3.6 

Total 4414 100.0 

In addition to the MISA and the MIP A, we used the QJality of School life 
Inventory (QSL) (Epstein & McPartland, 1977). This standardized, 27 item questionnaire 
has been widely used in research in other COWltries to assess students' experiences of their 
school as a whole, their classwork, and their reactions to teachers. The questionnaire 
consists of three scales which will be discussed in conjWlction with the results. 

RESULTS 

For the purposes of this presentation, descriptive information about dimensions of 
the instruments will be reported in conjWlction with frequency data of students' self
reports. Subsequently, some of the fmdings of analyses used to explore relationships 
between variables will be presented. 

Psychosocial A<ijmtment 

Thirty of the items on the original, long questionnaire that students completed have 
been included in the current construction of the MIP A, which assesses students' 
psychosocial adjustment. Factor analyses showed that these items effectively assessed 
eight main themes in the students' self-reports. In the interest of deriving a questionnaire 
that would be as short as possible but also representative of a range of students' 

3 



.. 

psychosocial experiences, only scale defming items were retained in the current version of 
the inventory. All of the items have a factor loading of .50 or higher. 

The items ask about the student's degree of ease or satisfaction with their social 
life, self-concept, body image, and emotional life, as well as about their receptivity to peer 
pressures, authority figw-es, risk-taking, substance abuse, and sexual experiences. 
Positively and negatively worded items are interspersed throughout the inventory. 
Students respond on a five-point Likert type scale, with 1 representing "Not True Of Me 
At All" and 5 representing "Very True Of Me." Thus, the higher the mean rating, the 
more positively the students as a group endorsed the scale defming items as reflecting 
their own experiences, captured by the scale label. Sample items and frequency data for 
each scale are presented below in order from highest to lowest mean scale scores. 

Social Ease ( 4 items) 

Sample item: I feel tmcomfortable arotmd other students. (-) 
M = 3.51 SD = .77 Variance= .59 

Willfulness ( 4 items) 

Sample item: I do not give up easily when faced with problems in my life. 
M = 3.44 SD = .69 Variance = .48 

Emotionality (3 items) 

Sample item: My feelings are easily hurt. 
M = 2.92 SD = .88 Variance = .77 

PeJSonal Inadequacy (3 items) 

Sample item: I feel that my friends will be more successful in life than I. 
M = 2.74 SD = .82 Variance = .68 

Peer-Confonning (2 items) 

Sample item: I am easily influenced by what my friends think. 
M = 2.61 SD = 1.04 Variance = 1.08 

Authority-Confonning ( 4 items) 

Sample item: I prefer to do things the way that adults say to do them. 
M = 2.52 SD = .75 Variance = .57 

Parental Disappointment Scale ( 5 items) 

Sample item: I don't think my parents like me. 
M = 2.36 SD = .73 Variance= .54 
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Social Rebelliomness ( 5 items) 

Sample item: I get into more trouble than most other people my age. 
M = 1.66 SD = .68 Variance= .46 

School Adjmtment 

The School Adjustment Inventory was developed on the basis of factor analyses of 
data collected dwing the pilot testing of our original 111 item pool. The 18 items 
represent five factor-analytically derived scales, presented here along with the results for 
Singaporean secondary students. 

School Anxiety ( 6 items) 

Sample item: I worry a lot about whether I can keep up with all of my school 
work. 

M = 3.28 SD = .75 Variance= .57 

Poor Academic Self-Concept ( 4 items) 

Sample item: I am not very smart. 
M = 3.10 SD = .75 Variance = .57 

Schoolwork Avoidance (3 items) 

Sample item: When it comes to school work, I'm lazy. 
M = 2.92 SD = .93 Variance = .86 

Career Aimlessness (3 items) 

M = 2.86 SD = .99 Variance = .99 
Sample item: I have no idea what kind of job I might be good at. 

School Aversion (3 items) 

Sample item: I would quite school if I could. 
M = 1.77 SD = .78 Variance= .61 

Quality of School life. 

The 27-item Quality of School Life inventory was used to assess students' 
experiences of school life, classwork, and teachers. After looking at the total score on the 
QSL, each of the three scales that are embedded in this inventory will be described, 
alongside the results obtained. 
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Total Score (27 items) 

Description: High scores indicate highly positive experiences of teachers, classwork, and 
school life in general. 

Highest possible score: 27 
US. mean for secondary students: Around 11.50 overall. 

M = 14.46 SD = 5.84 Variance= 34.05 

Satisfaction with School Scale ( 5 items) 

Description: Students' general reactions to school. 
Sample item: I am very happy when I am in school (T/F) 

Highest possible score: 5 
U.S. mean for secondary students: Around 2.09 overall. 

M = 3.26 SD = 1.59 Variance= 2.54 

T-Test revealed significantly higher scores for girls than boys. 

Commitment to aasswork Scale (11 items) 

Description.: Students' interest in classwork. 
Sample item: In class, I often count the minutes till it ends. (T/F) 

Highest possible score: 11 
U.S. mean for secondary students: Around 4.40 overall. 

M = 5.42 SD = 2.67 Variance = 7.13 

Reactions to Teachers Scale (11 items) 

Description.: Students' evaluations of instructional and personal interactions with teachers. 
Sample item: I feel I can go to a teacher with the things that are on my mind: 

1. always 2. often 3. sometimes 4. seldom 5. never 

Highest possible score: 11 
U.S. mean for secondary students: Around 5.20 overall. 

M = 5.75 SD = 2.68 Variance= 7.20 

Gender differences. 

T-Tests revealed gender differences that were significant at the p<.01 level or less on 
several of the assessed dimensions, listed below. 
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As a group, compared to boys, girls obtained significantly higher ratings on: 

Satisfaction with School ( QSL) 
Parental Disappointment (MIPA) 
Emotionality (MIPA) 
Poor Academic Self Concept (MISA) 
Career Aimlessness (MISA) 

As a group, compared to girls, boys obtained significantly higher ratings on: 

Willfulness (MIPA) 
Social rebelliousness (MIP A) 
Authority conforming (MIPA) 
Peer conforming (MIP A) 
Schoolwork Avoidance (MISA) 
School Aversion (MISA) 

Educational Level. 

One-way analyses of variance revealed differences that were significant at the 
p<.05 level or less on all scales of the QSL, MISA, and MIPA as a function of 
Educational Level. 

In particular, Sec. 1 students' responses generated the highest mean score on the 
QSL overall, and on all three component scales: Satisfaction with School (M=3.59), 
Commitment to Classwork (M=6.11 ), and Reaction to Teachers (M=6.03). Sec. 5 
students' mean scores were lowest or nearly the lowest on these four measures of school 
expenences. 

Sec. 1 students' mean scores also stood out in other ANOV A's comparing the six 
levels, as noted below. 

Lowest Parental Disappointment (MIPA) 
Highest Willfulness (MIPA) 
Lowest Social Rebelliousness (MIPA) 
Lowest Personal Inadequacy (MIPA) 
Lowest Poor Academic Self Concept (MISA) 
Lowest Career Aimlessness (MISA) 

On the scales measuring psychosocial and school adjustment, P8 students' 
responses generated the most extreme mean scores, being either the highest or lowest on 
most scales, compared to the other five levels. These fmdings are listed below. 
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Stream 

Highest Parental Disappointment (MIPA) 
Lowest Emotionality (MIPA) 
Lowest Social Ease (MIPA) 
Lowest Peer Conforming (MIP A) 
Highest School Anxiety (MISA) 
Lowest Schoolwork Avoidance (MISA) 
Lowest Schoolwork Aversion (MISA) 
Highest Career Aimlessness (MISA) 

On the QSL, in comparisons of Sec. 1 to 4 students in the Express Versus Normal 
Streams, t-tests revealed differences that were significant at the p<.0001level. As a 
group, Express students gave significantly more positive responses on items assessing 
overall Satisfaction with School, Commitment to Classwork, and Reaction to Teachers, 
yielding significantly higher Total Quality of School Life scores. 

On the Psychosocial Adjustment Scales, t-tests comparing Express versus Normal 
students revealed signficantly higher estimates of Parental Disappointment among Normal 
stream students, signficantly higher ratings of Social Rebelliousness among Normal stream 
students, and significantly higher ratings of Emotionality among Express stream students. 

On the School Adjustment Scales, Express stream students gave significantly 
higher ratings of their Schoolwork Avoidance, while Normal stream students gave 
significantly higher ratings of their School Aversion. 

DISCUSSION 

The results of our analyses to date indicate the potential descriptive utility of the 
working versions of the two new adjustment inventories for yielding a differentiated view 
of students' experiences along several dimensions that are generally recognized as central 
during adolescent development. Overall, the results are fairly consistent with frequently 
encoillltered impressionistic reports about Singaporean secondary school students. As a 
group, students viewed themselves as quite sensitive emotionally, perservering, socially at 
ease, and lUlrebellious. Gender differences were in expected directions, with girls 
expressing more positive attitudes towards school and less self-confidence and career 
certainty than boys. 

The most intriguing findings were obtained for group differences with respect to 
educational level. Overall, Sec. 1 students seemed to be at a kind of peak for self
confidence and optimism, with the highest mean scores on all four QSL indices and a 
comparatively very healthy profile of mean scores on the MISA and the MIPA Results 
for P8 students were equally intriguing, with the highest mean scores for school anxiety 
and career aimlessness that might be expected, combined with the lowest mean scores for 
schoolwork avoidance and school aversion. In addition, educators might be interested to 
note that P8 students' responded very positively to QSL items about satisfaction with 
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school and commitment to classwork, but very negatively to items about their reaction to 
teachers. Clearly these fmdings warrant more detailed exploration and follow-up in terms 
of implications for facilitating positive student-teacher rapport in the Normal Technical 
stream. 

The results suggest no distinctive differences between the Normal and Express 
stream students with respect to most dimensions of psychosocial adjustment. However, 
much more positive attitudes towards school were foWid among Express students overall. 
Nonnal stream students were more likely to consider quitting school. Further analyses 
will be conducted to explore the relationships among involvement in career guidance, 
commitment to school, and rapport between teachers and Normal stream students. 

High correlations foWid among scales on the Quality of School Life lnventocy and 
scales on the MISA provide one indicator of the concurrent validity of the MISA. 
Subsequent analyses involving the indices discussed in this presentation as well as other 
data obtained from the same sample of students will be aimed at assessing further the 
psychometric validity of the two new adjustment inventories. It is hoped that the fmal 
versions of these two inventories will make a contribution generally to Wlderstanding 
Singaporean adolescents. More specifically, however, it is hoped that these two research
based, locally developed inventories will be useful to teachers involved in assessing the 
needs of their students during the process of planning and evaluating Pastoral Care and 
Career Guidance (PCCG) initiatives. 

Cluster analyses will also be employed in subsequent work with the present data in 
order to derive a taxonomy of students with varying patterns of psychosocial and school 
adjustment. Using health and social risk behaviour data that was also obtained from the 
present respondent sample, we will then be able to look at associations among various 
patterns of adjustment with markers of achievement, and with a wide range of health and 
social risk behaviours. 
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