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student
perspectives
Roger Scrutton explores student perceptions of their
personal effectiveness

Introduction 

We are well aware of the large volume of quantitative 
and qualitative research that demonstrates the value 
of residential outdoor learning (OL) for young people.  
The ‘residential’ is a different and exciting learning 
environment where well-planned activities deliver 
affective, cognitive and interdisciplinary learning 
opportunities.  The benefits that accrue from these 
experiences feed back into participants’ perceptions of 
their own personal, social and academic effectiveness 
(perceived abilities).  This article discusses one way in 
which these benefits manifest themselves in quantitative 
research data and what this tells us about young peoples’ 
self-perceptions, with the intention of developing a more 
informed understanding of the context under which 
residential OL takes place.

Working with the quantitative research data 

Quantitative research on the impact of residential OL 
typically takes an experimental approach, measuring the 
change between participants’ self-report scores (usually 
through a questionnaire) in tests before and after the 
residential course (pre-test and post-test). Respondents’ 
scores from each aspect of the questionnaire (usually 
called dimensions, e.g. self-confidence, self-efficacy, stress 
management – see Table 1) are then used to calculate 
a mean average, which becomes the reported statistic. 
However, very rarely published is the order of these mean 
scores from highest to lowest in each of the tests - that 
is, their rank order from highest scoring dimension at the 
top to lowest scoring dimension at the bottom.  Using the 
Review of Personal Effectiveness (ROPE) questionnaire 
(1) with students on residentials I became aware that the 
rank orders of mean scores are remarkably similar from 
test to test.  By way of an example, Table 2 shows the rank 
order of dimensions from tests conducted by Loynes et al. 
(2) with students from schools in England.

Checking the validity of the pattern 

A next step was to find out if this rank order, which seems 
to be much the same from test to test, is more widespread in the quantitative research literature than just a few instances.  
Although the rank order of mean scores is rarely published, a literature search yielded another fifty sets of mean scores using the

ROPE questionnaire from which rank orders could be established.  
Source material related to students ranging in age from ten to twenty 
years, males and females, several residential course types and in 
different countries - well in excess of 1000 students altogether.  The 
rank orders were all more-or-less the same.  The averaged results are 
presented in Table 3. 

It should be noted that these are average ranking positions for the 
dimensions across many tests: moreover, it is to be expected that 
individual student rankings would deviate from this average, but 
clearly not so different as to break down the overall pattern.  To 
be confident that the rank order is meaningful and to make sure 
after averaging that, for example, active involvement really is above 
self-confidence in the rankings, it was necessary to conduct some 
statistical tests.  Tests found that any dimensions more than two or 
more rank positions apart are indeed in the right rank order.  Further, 
it is seen that the rank orders do not change very much from pre-
test scores to post-test scores, indicating that despite residentials 
delivering positive benefit (as reflected in higher questionnaire 
scores in the post-test) this benefit is sufficiently positive across 
all dimensions so as not to create large changes in rank order.  
And, finally, the rank order where a control group was used in the 
experiment is much the same as the order in the experimental 
group (see Table 2 for example).  The picture really does seem to be 
universal. 

What are the implications? 

The following is a brief consideration of what the average rank 
order (Table 3) tells us about students’ self-perception of their 
abilities and personal/social/academic effectiveness, which is the 
aim of the ROPE questionnaire. There seems to be a high-ranking 
group comprising quality seeking, active involvement and open 
thinking, conveying a sense of motivation and determination, and 
a low-ranking group comprising more personal abilities, such as 
coping with change, self-efficacy, and stress management. Finally, 
in-between the high and low-ranking groups there are the more 
social abilities of cooperative teamwork, leadership ability and 
social efficacy. The high-ranking group is tentatively interpreted as 
students perceiving themselves as having greatest effectiveness 
in their abilities related to achievement, probably academic 
achievement, given that they are all young people in education. 
Although self-efficacy is considered to lie behind an individual’s 
perception of their ability to achieve (3), because it has a low rank 
position here it is possible that self-confidence, rather than perceived 
self-efficacy, is the more likely determinant of students’ self-
perception as achievers. 

Self-efficacy sits within the low-ranking group, where students 
appear to feel less confident of their abilities in areas related to the 
personal or affective dimensions of life, such as coping with change 

and stress management.  Given that the rationale behind 
so many residential OL courses is to foster self-efficacy, 
resilience and what is generally called personal and 
social development or even ‘character building’, it is 
surprising that these dimensions are not more highly 
ranked or move up the rankings from pre-test to post-test.  
However, rankings are relative, and while scores on these 
affective dimensions are, on average, rather low on the 
ROPE scale, they are in most instances seen to increase 
from pre-test to post-test, yet by no more than the scores 
given to other dimensions.  It is also important to note 
that our years in education are the years of our greatest 
emotional development (4), which might lead students 
to be cautious in allocating high scores on the affective 
dimensions of life.  Be that as it may, there is now a strong 
view that the greatest benefit from residential OL is 
realised when learning in both the affective and cognitive 
domains takes place and then interact in a mutually 
reinforcing way to produce a positive outcome (5). 

The position of time efficiency, firmly anchored at the 
bottom of the rankings, is of particular interest. Even 
in surveys where time efficiency has delivered a large 
increase in scores between pre- and post-tests it remains 
very low in the rankings.  This seems at odds with the 
high ranking of dimensions such as quality seeking and 
active involvement, areas in which time management 
is seen as desirable (6).  A possible explanation in this 
case is that young people have very few opportunities 
to learn and practice time management, given that they 
have classes, work submissions and possibly social 
commitments at established times.  This is an area that 
requires further research to establish why students feel so 
clearly that they are less effective at time efficiency than 
all other listed dimensions. 

Conclusion 

Despite all the caveats discussed here, it does seem that 
students perceive themselves as more effective in areas 
that might lead to achievement as opposed to personal 
abilities as a result of residential OL. Taken overall, this 
could be seen as a canvas upon which we plan and 
deliver effective residential OL courses. The rankings are 
relative, however, and there is plenty of research to show 
that personal and social abilities interact with cognitive 
abilities to underpin academic progress, achievement 
and effectiveness – it's important to remember that all 
dimensions are important p   
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