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Abstract
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Problem Statement: It is important to have a holistic approach to student learning, sustained in a multidisciplinary
approach, in which socio-demographic factors and lifestyles may relate to academic achievement. Research
Question was which socio-demographic variables influence the school performance (study environment, study
planning, study method, reading skills, motivation to study, overall school performance) of adolescents? We aimed
to identify socio-demographic factors associated with academic performance of adolescents. A quantitative, cross
sectional, descriptive, correlational, explanatory, retrospective study applied as research methods. Information
collected by questionnaire of direct administration and school performance scale. Non-probabilistic convenience
sample of 380 students of 7th, 8th and 9th years of education in the school year 2011/2012, from a 2nd and 3rd
cycle Basic School of Viseu Municipality, Portugal. The best school performance in adolescents was associated
with female gender (p<0.001); with age < 12 years, (p<0.001); with adolescents whose parents have secondary or
higher education (p=0.019). There was no relationship between school performance and socioeconomic status and
area of residence. Conclusions: It was concluded that the socio-demographic variables, including gender, younger
age and parental education are determinants of adolescent school performance.
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1. Introduction

Learning is what the brain does best, and the learning changes the brain because it can self-renew
with each stimulus, experience and behaviour. Studies by Diamond in 1967, have revealed that the
brain can develop new connections with environmental stimuli, and the process of establishing
connections will influence learning ability (Jensen, 2002). However, there are other variables that can

also influence and determine the educational efficiency and performance; in particular individual and
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context variables. Thus, the set of variables that influence the success or failure in school, are called
determinants of academic performance and can be grouped into two levels: the personal type and
contextual (socioenvironmental, institutional and instruction). Personal variables include those that
characterize the student as an apprentice: intelligence, attitudes, learning styles, prior knowledge,
gender, age and motivational variables (self-concept, learning goals, causal attributions) (Gonzalez-
Pienda, 2003)

Based on Vygotsky and on the assumed concept of zone of proximal development (ZPD), each
subject has a set of capabilities named real development, which they use when working individually. In
the same condition, the subject also has a potential development, consisting of skills in a maturing
phase that he can use with the help of more competent peers, while working in interaction. ZPD is the
distance that mediates between the real development and the potential development and it is in this area
that teachers should work with their students (César, 2000).

Studies by Olvera and Moya (2012) show that school performance is associated with equality,
equity of educational and social opportunities, not only to individual capabilities. These authors report
that the social factor determines academic achievement, and is influenced by the original social class
and cultural contexts, since the family determines the basic foundation of the individual's personality.
The same authors argue that the cultural capital that the teenager has, underpinned by intellectual and
moral instruments (values and attitudes) of prior acquisition to school, which families with low cultural
level are unable to offer its youngsters, interfere with the importance of creating habits and cultural
capital of the juvenile, even when considering similar socio-economic levels.

Studies by Navarro (2003) involving adolescents of school age, showed a significant relationship
between the variables academic performance and social skills. In addition to underline aspects related
to motivation, effort and personal pride, courage, self-esteem and persistence on tasks, they are also
associated with school performance. Another study, by Mascarenhas, Almeida and Barca in 2005,
refers that the higher levels of academic qualifications of the parents are significantly associated to the
personal efforts of students to achieve academic success and in the same condition, parents of lower
academic qualifications support low academic performance in the absence of personal commitment of
the student. Thus, the personal perceptions of competence of adolescents are constructed in the parents'
qualifications reflecting these causal attributions and are reflected in the actual school performance.

The aim of this study was to identify sociodemographic factors associated with academic

performance of adolescents.

2. Research Methods

This is a quantitative, cross-sectional, descriptive and correlational, explanatory and retrospective
study. A questionnaire of direct administration with sociodemographic questions (gender, age,
residence, socioeconomic status, cohabitation, parent’s academic qualifications) and school
performance scale by Fermin, adapted by Duarte (2008), were the selected instruments for data
collection. A non-probabilistic convenience sampling consisting of 380 adolescents (50.8% girls), aged

between 11 and 17 years, age<12 years (21.1%), 13 (31.6%), 14 (27.6%) and age>15 years (19.7%),
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attending the 7™ (31.0%), 8" (36.3%) and 9™ grade (32.6%) in the school year 2011/2012, of the 2™
and 3™ cycle Basic School of the Viso School Group, of the Municipality of Viseu, in Central Portugal.

The majority of the teenagers live in an urban area 53.2% with 46.8% living in rural areas; the
cohabit with parents 75.8%, with grandparents 88.2%, and people who are not their immediate families
97.6% .As the characterization of the family environment, it was found that 81.1% of the parents are
married; 49% of parents and 40.9% of mothers have completed the 2™ and 3™ cycles of basic
education; 59.5% of respondents have an average household income and 35.3% of parents are "Skilled
workers in industry, construction and craftsmen"; while 33.9% of mothers are "unskilled workers".

Authorization was sought and obtained from the General Directorate of Innovation and Curriculum
Development (DGIDC) and the Executive Council of the 2™ and 3™ cycle Basic School of the Viso
School Group.

The statistical analysis was processed using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) version

21.0 for Windows.
3. Findings

School performance and gender
Girls reveal better overall school performance and in all dimensions of scale (Table 1). Equal

variances were assumed only for reading skills and motivation to study

Table 1. School performance by gender.

Gender Female Male Levene t p

School performance Average SD Average SD D

Study Environment 34.30 6.66 30.36 9.14 0.000 4.824  0.000

Study Planning 29.54 7.18 26.96 8.88 0.002 3.116  0.002

Study Method 30.18 7.54 26.87 9.30 0.001 3.807  0.000

Reading Skills 29.51 8.99 27.00 9.13 0.167 2.708  0.007

Motivation to study 29.94 8.90 27.48 9.04 0.119 2.678  0.008
Overall School Performance 153.74 34.43 138.67 42.77 0.001 3.775 0.000

School performance and age

Younger students (<12 years) show better academic performance in all dimensions of scale and
overall value. The older students aged =15 years have lower school performance. The value of F is
explanatory, which allows us to state that age influences the academic achievement of students, and the
percentage of explained variance indicates that the greater variability is in the overall school

performance, with 8.06%.

Table 2. One-Factor Analysis of Variance between age and school performance.

Age <12 Yearolds 13 yearolds 14 yearolds > 15 year olds F . % VE

School performance Averag SD Avera SD Averag SD Average SD
Study Environment 3427 7.67 3295 8.85 3353 6.58 2837 10.59 7.787 0.000 5.84
Study Planning 30.42 8.02 2878 7.12 28.60 7.72 2470 9.38 7.188 0.000 5.42
Study Method 30.68 925 29.65 7.40 29.18 7.89 23.65 896 11.45 0.000 0.83
Reading Skills 30.53  9.00 29.36 9.67 2852 7.61 23.78 8.99 8.771 0.000 6.54
Motivation to study 3127 9.06 29.75 9.27 2894 7.84 24.09 8.74 9.854 0.000 7.28
Overall School 157.20 40.16 150.50 35.68 148.79 33.86 124.61 44.07 10.99 0.000 8.06
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There are statistical differences between adolescents aged <12 years and >15 years, between 13 and
>15 years, between 14 and >15 years, in all aspects of school performance, reinforcing once again that
the younger students (<12 years) show better academic performance and the older (>15 years) are those

with lower school performance.

Table 3. Analysis of variance between age groups and school performance.

Variables Posthoc
School performance 1vs2 1vs3 1vs4 2x3 2x4 3x4
Study Environment 0.000 0.002 0.000
Study Planning 0.000 0.003 0.007
Study Method 0.000 0.000 0.000
Reading Skills 0.000 0.000 0.003
Motivation to study 0.000 0.000 0.002
Overall School Performance 0.000 0.000 0.000

Assuming that adolescents with a parent with secondary or higher education schooling are those
who demonstrate better school performance, the differences are significant to the study methods

(p=0.004), motivation for the study (p=0.005) and overall school performance (p=0.019).

Table 4. School performance and parents academic qualifications.

Parents academic  Both completed 3™ One parent Sec. or higher

qualifications cycle ed. Levene t p
School performance Average SD Average SD
Study Environment 31.99 9.33 33.10 7.74 0.070  -1.242 0.215
Study Planning 27.61 8.39 29.09 7.79 0.250 -1.763 0.079
Study Method 27.42 8.66 29.94 8.35 0.358 -2.863 0.004
Reading Skills 27.46 9.61 29.28 8.42 0.328 -1.933 0.054
Motivation to study 27.56 9.59 30.17 8.12 0.180 -2.821 0.005
Overall School Performance 142.06 40.77 151.60 37.17 0.160 -2.357 0.019

On average students are more concerned with the study environment (32.448.21) and less with the
study planning (28.3£15.08) with significant differences between the sexes on the overall school
performance (p=0.000) and on all its dimensions (study environment, study planning, study method,
reading skills, motivation to study). With significant differences, it is evident that girls and younger

students (p = 0.000) show a better school performance.

Table 5. Determinants of school performance.

. . Average Average
Sociodemographic Factors Group | Group 2 p
Girls 153.74 138.67 0.000
Younger students (< 12 years) 157.20 124.61 0.000
Adolescents whose parents have secondary or higher education show 151.60 142.06 0.019

better study method, motivation and overall performance

4. Discussion

Teenagers in all subscales related to age and sex, have an above average productivity achieving the
highest rate in the study environment and the lowest in study planning.
The sample under study is similar to that used in other studies, including the study by Ansari and

Stock (2010). In the present study, and with regard to age, the mean was 13.56 years, higher in males
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(13.72 vs. 13.39 years). In European countries the research carried out by a team coordinated by
Balaguer (2002) on adolescent lifestyles of 11, 13 and 15 years of age, in the Valencian community
also had a sample similar to ours, with adolescents with a mean age of 13.14 years and a similar gender
distribution. In Portugal, a study of Matos et al., (2012) has a sample with identical variables and the
students are distributed in similar percentages by gender, involving about 52% of girls.

As verified in a study by Duarte (2008), with high school students in which the girls showed better
school performance in all subscales, results of this study show that academic achievement is higher in
girls. Regarding the age we assess that the younger students (<12 years) show better overall school
performance, and in all dimensions of scale, and older students (>15 years) are those with lower
performance, as it happened in a study in the Valencian community, with adolescents aged between 11
and 16 years, by Pastor, Valcarcel and Garcia-Merita (2002), where overall, the younger students value
more the academic performance than the ones studying at more senior levels. The occupational
category of the household head, as well as the material resources available in the day-to-day, are
indicators of the economic dimension of social origin interfering with the quality of school
performance.

Teenagers with parents whose education is at secondary or higher education level, achieve a better
school performance, a clearly visible aspect in the studies by Mascarenhas et al. (2005); Seabra et al.
(2008); Navarro (2003); Olvera and Moya (2012 Formiga & Dias (2002); Formiga, Ayroza, & Dias,
(2005); Morales- Serrano et al, (1999); Sanchez-Serrano (2001); Gaspar (2003); S& (2012).

5. Conclusions

Adolescents in all subscales (gender, age) have an above average yield, achieving the highest rate in
the study environment and the lowest in the study planning. Girls, younger students and those with

parents with education higher than 12" grade present the best results in school performance.
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