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On average, the well-being at school of a Flemish student at the end of the sixth grade 

in secondary education—measured as the score on a scale derived from a self-report 

questionnaire—is markedly lower than his/her corresponding score at the end of the first 

grade. When intermediate measurements at the end of the second an fourth grades are taken 

into account, it turns out that the larger part of this decline takes place during the middle years 

of secondary education (i.e.: between the ages of 13½ and 15½). Similar observations hold for 

a broad range of other school-related attitudes: the interest in  learning tasks, the relationship 

with teachers, the degree of concentration in class, the effort devoted to learning tasks, the 

attitude towards homework, the academic self-concept, the relationship with classmates. 

Our aim in this study is to describe the decline of school-related attitudes during the 

middle years of Flemish secondary education in more detail. First, we do not only report the 

average decline, but also the degree of orderliness of the transition between the end of the 

second grade and the end of the fourth. Do all students tend to undergo the same amount of 

decline in their attitudes (i.e.: orderly transition)? Or is the relative position of a student at the 

end of the fourth grade only weakly correlated to his/her relative position two years earlier 

(i.e.: chaotic transition, some students show a smaller and others a larger decline than the 

average)? Secondly, we look at the middle years in secondary education from the perspective 

of school effectiveness research. We ask whether schools are different with regard to the 

average decline in the school-related attitudes of their students, after controlling for students’ 

background characteristics that are related to the degree of decline. When such school effects 

are found, we search for school characteristics that are correlated with the differences. 

Thirdly, as the necessary analyses involve outcomes at two different points in time, they 

provide information with regard to the stability of school effects on attitudinal outcomes 

across grades. 

We focus especially on three outcomes: well-being at the school, effort towards 

learning tasks, and academic self-concept. A broad set of background variables, including 

initial cognitive ability, SES, and achievement motivation is available to control for intake 

differences. We consider an extensive set of school characteristics based on a teachers’ 

questionnaire, covering school organization, teachers’ attitudes, instruction, class and school 

climate, … 



The research questions are answered by constructing and interpreting multilevel 

models. They are bivariate in the dependent variable and take into account the pupil, (where 

possible the) class, and the school level. Moreover, they allow for time-dependent coefficients 

of the background variables and take into account separate school characteristics regarding 

the first two grades of secondary education on the one hand and the higher grades on the 

other. 


