
26

Low Socioeconomic School 
Composition as an Indicator of 
Low Educational Attainment: 
Evidence from Slovakia

Tomáš Lintner

Abstract

This study is first of its kind in Slovakia using large-scale nation-wide government agen-
cy data documenting students’ destinations after leaving elementary schools with high 
representation of socially disadvantaged children. Secondary aggregate data obtained 
from elementary schools and the Ministry of Education covering approximately a quar-
ter of all Slovak socially disadvantaged children in Years 1–9 were compiled into a new 
dataset. A cross-sectional analysis revealed that, compared to the country average, 
students leaving elementary schools with high ratios of socially disadvantaged children 
are more likely to stop attending schools and less likely to continue at academic strand 
schools. Overall, I found very high inter-school variations in students’ destinations im-
plying that some schools are more successful than others in alleviating the negative 
effects of low socioeconomic school composition on educational attainment. Small 
number of low socioeconomic composition schools showed similar or better record 
of students’ destinations than the Slovak average.

Key words: school composition; social disadvantage; socially disadvantaged students; 
educational attainment; attainment gap; educational inequality.
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Nízke socioekonomické zloženie školy ako indikátor 
nízkeho dosiahnutého vzdelania: Prípad Slovensko

Abstrakt

Táto štúdia je prvá svojho typu na Slovensku, ktorá za využitia verejne prístupných 
dát z celej krajiny mapuje cesty absolventov základných škôl s vysokým zastúpením 
sociálne znevýhodnených detí. Sekundárne agregované dáta zozbierané zo sloven-
ských základných škôl a Ministerstva školstva pokrývajúce približne štvrtinu všetkých 
sociálne znevýhodnených študentov na základých školách boli spracované do nového 
datasetu. Prierezová analýza ukázala, že v porovnaní so slovenským priemerom, žiaci 
končiaci základné školy s vysokým zastúpením sociálne znevýhodnených detí s väčšou 
pravdepodobnosťou nepokračujú v ďalšom vzdelávaní a s menšou pravdepodobnosťou 
pokračujú na gymnáziách. Základné školy naprieč Slovenskom vykazujú veľkú mieru 
variability v študijných dráhach absolventov, čo naznačuje, že niektoré školy sú úspeš-
nejšie v zmierňovaní dopadov sociálneho znevýhodnenia na dosiahnuté vzdelanie než 
iné. Malé množstvo základných škôl s veľkým zastúpením sociálne znevýhodnených 
žiakov vykazuje porovnateľné či dokonca lepšie výsledky v umiestňovaní absolventov 
na ďalšie štúdium v porovnaní so slovenským priemerom.

Kľúčové slová: socioekonomické zloženie školy; sociálne znevýhodnenie; sociálne zne-
výhodnení žiaci; najvyššie dosiahnuté vzdelanie; nerovnosť vo vzdelávaní.
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Introduction

Student’s socioeconomic status has been proved to influence their educational attain-
ment, with low socioeconomic status linked to lower educational attainment (e. g. Hair 
et al., 2015; Paterson, 1991; Eagle, 1989). Furthermore, school composition has been 
found to have influence on educational achievement additional to the effect of the 
social background of the individual students (Cascella, 2020), with similar findings 
provided by Willms (2010) using PISA 2006 data. As in other countries, educational 
attainment in Slovakia plays an important part in career success and income later in 
life. On average, adults in Slovakia attaining at least full upper-secondary education 
have average to above-average income and relatively low unemployment rate at 10.9% 
compared to those without full upper-secondary education with below-average income 
(Čitáryová & Chrenko, 2011) and high unemployment rate at 44.6% (Friedman et al., 
2009). On many occasions, Slovak authorities have declared an intention to alleviate 
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the effects of low socioeconomic status on educational attainment and this aim has 
been present in draft legislation programmes of all Slovak governments over the last 
twenty-five years (Government Office of the Slovak Republic, 2020).

Aiming to identify the present-day influence of low socioeconomic school composi-
tion on educational attainment in Slovakia on a nation-wide scope, I employ a quanti-
tative secondary data analysis utilizing data collected by elementary schools1 and the 
Ministry of Education published in annual reports. In this study, a low socioeconomic 
school composition is operationalized as over-representation of socially disadvantaged 
children among attending students. On the other hand, educational attainment is op-
erationalized as students’ educational destinations after leaving elementary school. 
Therefore, this study aims to address the following question: How do students’ edu-
cational destinations after leaving elementary school in Slovakia differ in relation to 
socioeconomic composition of the school?

1 Social disadvantage in Slovakia

In Slovakia, the term of social disadvantage has been used non-uniformly with no 
single operational definition – the term has been used to denote several conditions 
ranging from poverty to social exclusion (Bakošová, 2016; Kovalčíková & Džuka, 2014). 
Moreover, social disadvantage in Slovakia has been stereotypically linked to Romani 
people and while Romani people have historically been most susceptible social group 
to social exclusion, not all Romani children are socially disadvantaged as not all socially 
disadvantaged children are Romani (Farkašová & Zimmermann, 2014). Only recently, 
the Ministry of Education has specified social disadvantage among children as a com-
bination of indicators comprising family poverty, parental unemployment, parental 
low educational attainment, unsuitable living conditions, minority mother tongue, and 
social exclusion (Ministry of Education, 2013). This specification is used by independent 
third-party counselling centres to identify socially disadvantaged children coming to 
schools. Correspondingly, this specification is adopted by this study since data from the 
Ministry of Education are used to identify schools with high representation of socially 
disadvantaged children. Social disadvantage in the context of contemporary Slovak 
system of education therefore encompasses a wide range of conditions, which are, 
due to the nature of primary data collection (by counsellors at the centres), impos-
sible to be analysed independently. However, these conditions co-occur and socially 
disadvantaged children in Slovakia usually suffer from several conditions outlined by 
the Ministry at the same time (Rochovská and Rusnáková, 2018).

1   Elementary schools in Slovakia refer to schools providing first nine years of compulsory education covering 
grades 1 to 9.
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2 Method

2.1 Assessing school socioeconomic composition

I made use of data collected by the Ministry of Education on a nation-wide level, specifi-
cally, the number of socially disadvantaged children at individual elementary schools. 
School socioeconomic composition was identified by calculating the percentages of 
socially disadvantaged children at the schools. Social disadvantage is a binary category, 
with students either being identified as not socially disadvantaged, or socially disad-
vantaged meeting the predefined criteria of the Ministry of Education outlined earlier.

2.2 Sample

I used a non-probability sampling method based on identifying all elementary schools 
meeting a pre-set criterion of being attended by at least 100 socially disadvantaged 
children in at least one of the three school years of 2015/2016, 2016/2017, or 2017/2018. 
Years in the span of the three school years were included to rule out an option of ex-
cluding schools, which are usually attended by high numbers of socially disadvantaged 
children, but which may have experienced temporary fluctuations in student numbers. 
To identify the schools meeting the inclusion criterion, I used the Annual Reports on 
Financial Contribution to Socially Disadvantaged Children from the Ministry of Educa-
tion published online at https://www.minedu.sk/socialne-znevyhodnene-prostredie-
prispevok/, with 105 schools being included at this stage. Schools neither having the re-
quired data published on their website, or not responding to email requesting the data 
were further excluded (n = 33). Schools, which either had the required data published 
on their website, or which responded to my email with data for at least one required 
school year (n = 72) were included. The final sample contains 7.4% of all Slovak regular 
elementary school students in cohort numbers across the three years (n = 91 621) and 
26.5% of all Slovak socially disadvantaged students in cohort numbers across the three 
years (n = 39 861).

2.3 Data collection

Once the schools were sampled, I collected data from their annual reports containing 
the number of leaving students by their educational destinations. These were, again, 
collected for a span of the three school years 2015/2016, 2016/2017, and 2017/2018 to 
rule out the effects of potential extreme fluctuations in student numbers by averaging 
the three-year student data and thus providing more balanced results. The data were 
collected at the end of 2018/2019 school year using school websites, or, in case the 



30

� IV/2020

data were not published online, using request emails. All data concerning students are 
aggregates – they relate to the individual schools and not to the individual students.

The sample schools differed in categorization of student destinations where some 
provided specific information such as names, locations, types of schools, and study 
subjects, while some provided only a type of school. Therefore, I divided student edu-
cational destinations into three broad categories: continuing at academically focused 
high school; continuing at technically focused vocational school; not continuing at 
any school. The high school category contains all academic strand schools leading 
to upper secondary education including grammar schools, 4-year high schools, and 
5-year bilingual high-schools. The vocational school category contains all practical 
strand schools ranging from 2-year apprentice schools leading to practical certificate 
to 4-year full secondary schools leading to specialized upper secondary education. The 
last category includes all students who did not go to any type of school the year after 
finishing elementary school. Students in this category were often pregnant, started 
working, or did not come to school admission exams.

2.4 Substituting missing data

Some schools provided only partial data when either one or two school years were com-
pletely missing, or in some cases, the annual school reports did not contain educational 
destinations of all students. Missing data were substituted using person-mean substitu-
tion which means the missing values for variables were derived from the non-missing 
values of the same kind (Hawthorne & Elliott, 2005). If some student destinations were 
unknown (14.34%), their values were substituted with mean of non-missing student 
destinations from the same school and year. If data from one school year were missing 
(25.00%), the values for all missing variables were substituted based on mean of non-
missing data of the same kind from the same school. In case data from two school years 
were missing, (9.72%), the values for all missing variables were substituted based on 
the exact values from the non-missing year.

2.5 Data analysis

The sample schools were split into quartiles based on ratios of socially disadvantaged 
students with each quartile containing 18 of schools, roughly the same number of stu-
dents in cohorts across the 3 years (n = 22 500 ± 2 000), and roughly the same number 
of finishing students across the 3 years (n = 2 200 ± 700). I calculated sample mean and 
standard deviation (SD) of students’ educational destinations by schools of the whole 
sample as well as of the individual quartiles and compared them to the Slovak aver-
age. To assess whether some low socioeconomic composition schools show record of 
student attainment comparable to the Slovak average, I identified number of schools 
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in the sample with students in no school category lower than 5% (n1) and schools with 
students in both no school category lower than 5% and high school category higher 
than 20% (n2).

3 Findings

The findings are presented in Table 1. Compared to the Slovak average, students from 
the schools attended by at least 100 socially disadvantaged students enrol at high 
schools less often and more often do not continue at any school. On average, 10.77% 
of them continue at high schools and 21.57% do not continue anywhere, compared to 
the Slovak average of 31.71% of students continuing at high schools and only 2.42% 
not continuing at any school. When the sample schools are divided into the quartiles 
based on ratios of socially disadvantaged students with Q1 containing the lowest-
percentage schools, high school enrolment gradually diminishes as one moves into 
the higher-percentage quartiles with lower socioeconomic composition. On the other 
hand, the percentage of students, who stop attending schools after leaving elementary 
school gradually rises with the lower socioeconomic composition quartiles, with Q4 
being an exception with very high percentage of students continuing at vocational 
schools. Except for Q4, the enrolment at vocational schools remains similar to the Slovak 
average in all quartiles.

Table 1
Comparison of sample schools with Slovak average

Slovakia sample Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

soc. disadvantaged 44.14% 24.13% 39.49% 48.68% 64.26%

high school average (SD) 31.71% 10.77%
16.90% 

(10.87%)
12.79% 

(16.16%)
7.56% 

(8.21%)
5.88% 

(9.81%)

vocational school average 
(SD)

65.86% 67.83%
66.85% 

(13.11%)
67.84% 

(17.93%)
64.39% 

(21.27%)
72.24% 

(23.14%)

no school average (SD) 2.42% 21.57%
16.24% 

(16.54%)
19.43% 

(14.24%)
28.06% 

(21.41%)
22.54% 

(23.85%)

n1 19 6 4 4 5

n2 7 3 2 2 0

I found significant differences in student destinations between schools in all quartiles, 
with standard deviations for schools in the quartiles often reaching 20% of the students 
for each type of educational destination. Furthermore, 19 of the 72 sample schools 
show low percentage of no school category students, with 7 schools also displaying 
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high percentage of high school category students, suggesting that some schools with 
high representation of socially disadvantaged students are able to alleviate the nega-
tive effects of low socioeconomic composition on students’ educational destinations. 
These schools, however, constitute a small minority.

Discussion and conclusion

Consistent with the previous research, the findings of this study suggest that low so-
cioeconomic school composition is an indicator of potentially severing educational 
outcomes for the attending students. Lacking student-level data, it is impossible to 
separate the individual aspects of social disadvantage, as it is impossible to separate 
individual-level effects from class and school-level effects. Despite the presence of 
schools, which greatly differ in their students’ educational destinations compared to 
the means of their respective quartiles, the Slovak system of education as a whole does 
not successfully alleviate the effects of social disadvantage on educational attainment.

The findings of this study yield several practical implications. Considering that 
some elementary schools with low socioeconomic composition are able to place their 
students to further education and prevent student dropouts, it would be beneficial to 
promote school networking and create a communication forum between these schools 
to share good practice and effective intervention strategies. It would also be beneficial 
to pursue qualitative research at elementary schools displaying significant anomalies 
in the outcomes of their students. Further research could identify effective practices in 
fighting low educational attainment. The data containing details from the individual 
schools in this study which may serve as an entry point for further research are avail-
able upon request.
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