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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The main purpose of this discussion paper is to develop a common definition of 
socioeconomic position to be used for reporting of nationally comparable outcomes of 
schooling within the context of the statement of National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-
first Century.  

This report: 

• discusses the conceptual basis of socioeconomic position; 

• defines the terms socioeconomic position, socioeconomic status, and socioeconomic 
disadvantage; 

• describes the theoretical understandings for the relationship between socioeconomic 
position and educational outcomes; 

• discusses several conceptual issues regarding the measurement of socioeconomic 
position; 

• discusses the measures of socioeconomic position commonly used both in research and 
for funding purposes;     

• describes and summarises the measures of socioeconomic positions currently used by 
Australian education authorities;  

• summarises the data collected on socioeconomic position in other industrialised countries; 

• discusses the advantages and disadvantages for a range of commonly used measures of 
socioeconomic position;  

• estimates costs. 

The major proposals of this report are as follows: 

1. Individual-level rather than area-based measures of socioeconomic position are preferred  
for the monitoring of the relationship between socioeconomic status and educational 
outcomes. We argue that area-based measures are not appropriate because: 

 the use of an area-based measure to estimate an individual’s socioeconomic position is 
subject to considerable misclassification error, especially in regional and rural areas;  

 they are not cost effective; 
 they are most often not up-to-date; 
 the inaccuracies associated with area-based measures will undermine conclusions 

about between-system and over-time differences in the importance of socioeconomic 
position on educational outcomes; 

 for the analysis and reporting of student outcomes, area-based measures cannot be 
used to categorise (individual) socioeconomically disadvantaged students; 
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 it is not feasible to use area-based measures of socioeconomic position to ‘control’ for 
differences between indigenous and non-indigenous students, between students from 
different immigrant groups, and between urban and other students.    

2. For monitoring purposes, socioeconomic position is best measured by data on parental 
occupation and education. We conclude that such data are most suitable for measures of 
socioeconomic position because: 

 they have been commonly used in research on socioeconomic position and 
educational outcomes so have  intellectual credibility; 

 data on parental occupation and education are also collected by some overseas 
education authorities;   

 they cover the two most important aspects of a student’s socioeconomic background 
in regard to educational outcomes: their parent’s occupational status (or social class) 
and their parents’ education; 

 they are stable over-time so that any over-time changes in the relation between 
socioeconomic position and educational outcomes cannot be attributed to 
methodological differences; 

 occupational data are flexible so that reports can include both correlational and cross-
tabular analyses. Correlational analyses provide a single convenient measure of the 
strength of the relationship between socioeconomic position and educational 
outcomes. The correlations are readily comparable between systems and over-time. In 
addition correlational analyses enable more detailed multivariate or multilevel 
analyses which are important in the understanding of the relationship between 
socioeconomic background and educational outcomes. Cross-tabular analyses which 
comprise percentages of socioeconomic groups attaining particular educational  
outcomes can be understood by most, if not all, stakeholders. (For example cross-
tabular analyses can provide statements such as ‘70 per cent of students from trade or 
manual backgrounds completed Year 12’);      

 it increases reliability and confidence in the conclusions drawn from the data, if data 
on two aspects of socioeconomic position (parental occupational and education) are 
available rather than one; 

 the cost is relatively small if a sampling procedure is employed and data are collected 
and coded using Australian Bureau of Statistics procedures;  

However, the report does canvass three options where less data are collected by not 
collecting data on either parental occupation or parental education. 

3. Socioeconomic disadvantage is best measured by the health care status of the students’ 
parents. Data on health care status are most appropriate for the measurement of 
socioeconomic disadvantage because:   

 it is an unambiguous measure of disadvantage; 

 it is generally accepted and generally not criticised; 
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 it includes aspects of disadvantage, such as single parent households, parents on 
unemployment or sickness benefits etc. that are not picked-up by measures of parental 
occupation and education;    

 it is a national measure of disadvantage; 

 it is frequently updated;  

 both parents and schools have an interest in providing accurate data on health card 
status; 

 it is likely to remain a feature of the Australian welfare system; 

 since it already exists there is no need to initiate a lengthy and difficult process of 
developing a measure of educational disadvantage;  

 it does not suffer from the arbitrariness of measures of disadvantage based on cut-offs. 

4. We acknowledge that these proposals cannot be implemented with adequate pre-testing 
and piloting. We propose that:  

 the NEPMT appoint a committee that in consultation with the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics and other interested parties, develops questions on parental occupation, 
education and health care status that are included in school enrolment forms; 

 the same committee (again in consultation with the Australian Bureau of Statistics and 
other interested parties) develop a small set of questions for students to answer that 
are included in system wide assessments (for Years 3 and 5);  

 this same committee also develops questions for other indicators of interest to the 
Taskforce, such as those that identify indigenous students, the cultural and language 
background of students and possibly whether the student lives in an urban, regional or 
rural location;   

 the NEPMT organise a pilot study so that data collection, data entry and data coding 
procedures can be evaluated; 

 the NEPMT use already existing data to ‘mock-up’ a proposed report on the 
relationship between socioeconomic position and one or several educational 
outcomes. 
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1 BACKGROUND 

1.1 Objectives 

The main purpose of this discussion paper is to develop a common definition of 
socioeconomic position to be used for reporting of nationally comparable outcomes of 
schooling within the context of the statement of National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-
first Century. 

The specific objective is to produce a discussion paper on ways to move towards a common 
definition and measure of socioeconomic position. The discussion paper: 

 outlines the conceptual basis of socioeconomic position and describes current 
Australian measures; 

 identifies and describes existing measures of socioeconomic position used in the 
reporting and monitoring of education outcomes; 

 evaluates each measure in terms of its usefulness in describing socioeconomic 
position; 

 discusses the merits or otherwise of reporting at student, school or system levels; 

 assesses the measures for national and international consistency; 

 proposes appropriate definitions and appropriate operationalisation; and 

 makes an assessment of the costs and benefits for school systems of introducing 
data collection and reporting processes in line with the proposed definition or 
definitions. 

It needs to be emphasised that this discussion paper is primarily concerned with the 
development of a common measure of socioeconomic position for the reporting of student 
outcomes at the individual level. Such a measure does not preclude the use of different 
measures for purposes such as the allocation of resources to disadvantaged schools. 

1.2 The Importance of Socioeconomic Position 

Educators, researchers and policy makers are concerned about the degree to which students 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are systematically disadvantaged in regard to 
performance at school, school completion, and participation in post-secondary education and 
training. Such disadvantage is simply ‘not fair’ in a modern democratic society such as 
Australia. When a relationship between social background and educational achievement is 
present, then it follows that students from disadvantaged backgrounds face disadvantages at 
school and later in adult life. Furthermore, it follows that there will be a less efficient 
matching of ability with occupational destinations, leading to wastage of human resources 
and arguably economic inefficiencies. 

Most educational reforms of the last half-century have attempted to make the system fairer so 
that student performance at school is not related to the socioeconomic background and other 
ascribed characteristics of the student. If the relationship between socioeconomic background 
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and student performance differs between Australian education contexts, then it is important to 
examine the educational policies and institutional arrangements of jurisdictions in which this 
relationship is substantially weaker. 

In this context, the lack of a common measure of socioeconomic position for the reporting of 
educational outcomes is problematic. Most importantly, it undermines our ability to evaluate 
the influence of socioeconomic position on educational outcomes, across and within 
educational jurisdictions, and over time. Such information is necessary in order to assess 
whether education outcomes are becoming more unequal (socioeconomically speaking) or if 
the present policy mix is, in fact, reducing the impact of students’ socioeconomic 
background. With the present mix of measures used by different states and systems, we 
cannot ascertain the overall strength of the relationship between socioeconomic background 
and educational outcomes, much less any between system and over-time differences. 

Although the inability to make between system and over-time comparisons is important, the 
lack of a common measure also has other implications. Differences in educational 
performance between social groups (for example between non-English-speaking background 
students, Aboriginal students and other students) may, at least in part, be due to 
socioeconomic position. Without a common measure of socioeconomic background, it is 
impossible to make valid conclusions about the independent effects of ethnic background, 
home language or culture on performance between systems or over time. Similarly the 
influence of locality needs to be distinguished from socioeconomic influences in the 
assessment of differences in educational outcomes between urban and rural students. 

The Australian situation can be contrasted with other countries, such as the United States, 
where the relationship between socioeconomic background and schooling outcomes is part of 
national reporting (see Section 4). 
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2 CONCEPTUAL ISSUES 

Three broad conceptualisations of socioeconomic position/background (social class, 
socioeconomic status and disadvantage) have been discussed at length in the sociological and 
educational literature. Here we provide a brief overview of the major issues which have a 
bearing on the conceptualisation of the socioeconomic position of school students.  For 
further details, the reader is referred to a number of recent general papers on the history of, 
and current approaches to, the conceptualisation of social class and socioeconomic status 
(Graetz 1995a; Jones & McMillan 2000; Western 1993). The conceptualisation of 
socioeconomic background in educational contexts has recently been discussed at length in 
relation to schooling (Graetz 1995b) and higher education (McMillan and Western 2000; 
Western et al 1998). 

2.1 Socioeconomic Background and Socioeconomic Position 

The main concepts discussed in this paper are outlined in Figure 1. For the purposes of the 
discussion paper, socioeconomic position is defined as the relative position of a family or 
individual in a social structure, based on their access to scarce and valued resources such as 
education, wealth and prestige (adapted from Western 1983).  

 

       
   Socioeconomic background 

(family of origin) 

   

    

 

   

   Socioeconomic position 

(present circumstances) 

   

    

 

   

 Socioeconomic status 

(hierarchical, linear) 

 Social class 

(discrete groups) 

 Disadvantage 

(dichotomy) 

 

       

Figure 1 Conceptual Framework. 

 

Socioeconomic background is defined as the socioeconomic position of an individual’s 
family of origin rather than their present occupational or family circumstances. Dependent 
children have yet to establish their own socioeconomic characteristics. Rather, their 
socioeconomic position is derived by the socioeconomic climate of their family home, or 
more narrowly by the socioeconomic characteristics of their parents. Hence, in the case of 
school students, socioeconomic position and socioeconomic background refer to the 
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characteristics of the same family, and we will use these terms interchangeably throughout 
the discussion paper.  

Socioeconomic background/position can be sub-divided into three further concepts – 
socioeconomic status, social class and disadvantage – depending upon whether 
socioeconomic position is conceptualised as a continuous, linear hierarchy (socioeconomic 
status), in terms of discrete categories (social class), or in terms of a dichotomy 
(disadvantage).  

2.2 Socioeconomic Status, Social Class and Disadvantage 

Socioeconomic status refers to as a finely graded hierarchy of social positions which can be 
used to describe a person’s overall social position or standing. It can be indicated by a 
number of (sub-) concepts such as employment status, occupational status, educational 
attainment and income and wealth (Graetz 1995a) (see Figure 2). That is, socioeconomic 
status is usually understood as a multi-dimensional concept.  

 
Socioeconomic position/ background 

 

    

 

   

 Socioeconomic status 

 

 Social class 

 

 Disadvantage 

  

 

   

 

    

 Employment 
status 

Occupational 
status 

Education Income/  
wealth 

 Occupational 
groups 

   

Figure 2 Concepts Relating to Socioeconomic Position 

When measuring the socioeconomic status of school students, there are empirical and 
pragmatic reasons, discussed later in the paper, for focussing on the occupational status of 
parents. The most prestigious or highest income occupations (such as surgeons) would be at 
the top of the hierarchy and the least prestigious at the bottom.  

Parental education is also an important aspect of the socioeconomic status of school students 
because it is expected that parental and student education are strongly correlated. Highly 
educated parents are more likely to instill more positive values about education to their 
children, have a better understanding of what schools require and are probably better 
equipped to help their children in their school-work. 

Social class provides an alternative method of defining socioeconomic position. Although 
social class, like socioeconomic status, is based on access to scarce and valued resources, 
classes are understood in categorical terms, with a working class distinguished from other 
classes. Social classes are not necessarily hierarchical; that is, the class groups are not readily 
placed on a continuum ranging from high to low. 

It should be emphasised that while there is some overlap in the type of data used to generate 
measures of socioeconomic status and social class (both may use occupational data), the 
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resultant measures are distinct. The occupational dimension of socioeconomic status is based 
upon the assumption that occupations can be placed along a finely graded socioeconomic 
hierarchy, while social class measures are based upon the assumption that these same 
occupations can be placed into a relatively small number of discrete social groups. 

The final concept, disadvantage, refers to persons who are systematically socioeconomically 
disadvantaged in respect to social (especially educational) outcomes. When socioeconomic 
disadvantage is defined broadly, it can encompass elements that are not generally understood 
as socioeconomic, such as family structure, Aboriginality, ethnicity, and disabilities. 

Nevertheless, it is possible to define socioeconomic disadvantage more narrowly in terms of 
socioeconomic position, either as those persons below a certain cut-off on a socioeconomic 
status continuum or as belonging to a particular social class. This narrow definition does not 
include other aspects of Australian society that are associated with disadvantage such as 
family structure, Aboriginality, ethnicity  and disabilities.   

2.3 Theories on Socioeconomic Background and Educational Outcomes 

Our general discussion of socioeconomic status and social class has highlighted the point that 
socioeconomic background is not a uni-dimensional concept. Rather, it is comprised of 
elements relating to education, occupation and wealth. Explanations for the relationship 
between socioeconomic background and students’ educational outcomes must be considered 
in order to identify the most theoretically appropriate indicators for application to school 
students. In this section we provide an overview of the major explanations for the relationship 
between family background and schooling, with emphasis on the particular aspects of 
socioeconomic status or social class which each explanation highlights. 

Explanations for the relationship between socioeconomic background and school 
achievement can be divided into three broad categories: genetic differences in ability; access 
to material (physical) resources; and cultural differences. The first explanation, that 
socioeconomic differences in achievement reflect genetic differences in ability, is not widely 
endorsed by educational researchers. Most current research and policy attention focuses on 
the second and third explanations. 

The second explanation relates to the role of material resources such as whether the student 
has a desk at home or a room of their own, the number of siblings, the quantity of educational 
resources at home (e.g. books, computers), and the quality of the school infrastructure. 
Connell (1977:152-189) is a strong proponent of materialist explanations, and such 
explanations are implicit in policies that provide financial support to disadvantaged students 
or schools. This financial assistance is viewed as a means of overcoming the (financial) 
barriers to education among low socioeconomic status groups (Hauser & Warren 1997:179; 
Williams 1987:38-39; Williams et al 1993a:23). 

The third explanation draws attention to cultural factors such as parent and teacher attitudes, 
and sub-cultural norms. For example, the book Learning to Labor suggests that the sub-
cultural norms of working class youth are ultimately responsible for their less successful 
education outcomes (Willis 1977). Another cultural explanation is Bernstein's (1975) thesis 
on elaborated and restricted codes of speech which respectively facilitate and hinder the 
academic achievement of middle class and working class students at least in the United 
Kingdom. Bourdieu’s (1973; 1984) explanation of socioeconomic differences in education 
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uses the concept ‘cultural capital’. He argues that social reproduction is maintained by the 
education system. The success of students from high status backgrounds, adept in the 
dominant culture, is enhanced since teachers and other gatekeepers judge and assess students 
by criteria set by the dominant culture. Coleman's (1987) concept of social capital also 
focuses on community level cultural factors. Social capital is defined as the ‘norms, the social 
networks, and relationships that are of value for the child's growing up’. This concept has 
been used to explain the high levels of student achievement of some ethnic groups in the 
United States, and the ability of well-integrated communities (such as those surrounding 
Catholic schools) to reduce the frequency of undesirable outcomes for their school students.  

Material and cultural factors may operate at the student, family, school or community level 
(see Table 1 for examples). This is not to say that each explanation falls neatly into one or 
other cell of this typology. Some explanations focus on interactions between two or more 
levels, while others focus on both cultural and material factors. Indeed, a single-cause 
explanation is likely to be inadequate, as there are probably a multitude of factors that 
influence schooling outcomes. For example, not having the physical resources of a desk, a 
room, encyclopedias and books is likely to have a detrimental effect on academic 
performance. But similarly, the value placed on education by students, their families, schools 
and communities is also likely to influence schooling outcomes. 

Table 1 Typology of Explanations for the Relationship between Achievement and 
Socioeconomic Background 

 Culture/Values Material/Physical Resources 

Student Aspirations, 
Feelings of  self-worth,  
Attitude to education. 

Ability, disability. 

Family Aspirations for their children,  
Parental attitudes to education, 
Cultural capital (with school) 
(Bourdieu), 
Elaborated and restricted codes of 
speech (Bernstein).  

Parents’ income/wealth, 
A room for study, a desk,  
Atlas, encyclopedia and other books in the 
home. 
 

School Attitude of teachers,  
Organisation of curriculum, 
Discipline, 
Student body. 

State of  buildings, laboratories, library, 
computing,  
Class sizes, 
 Quality of teaching.  

Community Ethnic and class sub-cultural factors,  
Social capital (Coleman). 

Physical environment of community,  
Area attracts good/bad students and/or 
teachers. 
 

 

The type of explanation favoured may have implications for the operational definition of 
socioeconomic position. If adopting a materialist approach, socioeconomic position is most 
appropriately measured by reference to family income or wealth; that is, family material 
resources. In contrast, cultural explanations place greater emphasis on the attitudinal and 
behaviour aspects of socioeconomic position.  
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In the Australian context, Williams and his colleagues (Williams 1987; Williams et al 1993a, 
1993b) reported that the social components of socioeconomic status (parental education and 
occupation) have larger effects on educational achievement compared with their material 
counterpart (family wealth)(see also Ainley and Long 1996; OECD PISA 1999a, 1999b). 
They went on to argue that low retention rates in secondary school by lower socioeconomic 
groups can be largely attributed to lower aspirations, less encouragement and lower values 
placed upon educational attainment. That is, cultural factors have greater explanatory power 
than material factors in the generation of socioeconomic inequalities in Australian educational 
outcomes. 

Explanations for the relationship between socioeconomic background and schooling 
outcomes should not be confused with monitoring this relationship. The purpose of this report 
is to develop a common measure which would monitor the influence of socioeconomic 
position on student outcomes. Whenever over-time or between system differences are 
identified as real, then the explanations discussed here could be operationalised and employed 
to help explain differences in the relationship between socioeconomic background and 
student outcomes.  Furthermore, many commonly used measures of socioeconomic position 
such as occupational status, social class and parents’ education are not unambiguously 
operationalising a materialist or cultural explanation.   

 

2.4 Conceptual Issues in the Measurement of Socioeconomic Position 

2.4.1 Single, Multiple or Composite Measures 

Socioeconomic position can be measured by a single indicator, by several indicators which 
are used separately, or by combining several indicators (or variables) to form an index. Most 
often in Australia, single variable measures are derived from responses to occupational 
questions. Multiple and composite measures are derived from a range of variables such as 
father’s and mother’s occupation and educational attainment, income and possessions (such 
as video recorders, television, cars, size of home, the number of books in the home, and home 
ownership). In this paper we distinguish multiple measures which consist of several 
independent indicators, and composite measures which are single measures constructed by 
combining several aspects of socioeconomic background. Composite measures tend to have 
stronger correlations with school achievement than single measures (see Ainley & Long, 
1995). Similarly, analyses with multiple measures explain more of the variation in school 
achievement than do analyses with a single measure. This implies that a single measure does 
not capture all aspects of socioeconomic background. Graetz (1995b) provides a more 
detailed discussion on this issue. 

However, there is a number of difficulties associated with the use of multiple or composite 
measures. First, it may be difficult to obtain reliable data for each of the components, 
especially from school students. Second, how the component parts are combined (that is, their 
relative weights) is open to debate, a debate that cannot be readily resolved. Third (and this is 
a conceptual issue) interpretation of the resultant scales is difficult. Earlier in this paper we 
argued that different dimensions of socioeconomic status might be linked to educational 
outcomes in different ways. Consequently, it is desirable to use several single measures when 
investigating the process by which socioeconomic background influences educational 
outcomes. This can not be examined when the different aspects of socioeconomic status have 
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been combined into a composite measure. And finally on a related conceptual issue, the 
interpretation of the relationship between a single variable measure and a given educational 
outcome is clear and can be expressed in the unit of measure of the single (predictor) variable. 
In contrast the relationship between schooling outcomes with composite measures is more 
difficult to interpret; the relationship cannot be expressed in the original metric but only in 
some standardised form.1 Standardised effects are problematic for comparisons between 
samples where the variables analysed have different variances.2 

2.4.2 Families, Men’s and Women’s Characteristics 

Another important conceptual issue concerning students’ socioeconomic background is 
whether it is defined by the characteristics of their fathers, their mothers, or some 
combination of the two.  

Occupation 
Traditionally, studies of the effects of social background on educational outcomes have 
measured social class or socioeconomic status by father's occupation. This assumes that the 
class position of the family is determined by the occupation of the adult male and the 
woman's occupation is largely irrelevant. Since the mid-1970s the traditional view has come 
under attack from feminists and others who argue, justifiably, that women’s occupations are 
relevant to both their own social and economic position and that of their families. In the 
context of the immediate post-war years the traditional procedure was more understandable, 
men were viewed as ‘the provider’, ‘the head of the household’ or ‘main breadwinner’, and 
the proportion of married women in the workforce was considerably lower than it is today. 
Given the current situation of the high proportions of married women in the labour force, 
‘career women’ and increasing numbers of househusbands, the traditional procedure is less 
attractive than it once was. 

Three distinct approaches to the basis of a family’s socioeconomic position have appeared. 
The first is to use father’s occupation, the traditional procedure (Goldthorpe 1983, 1984). The 
rationale for the continued use of this procedure is that it is still the male adult who in the vast 
majority of households has the strongest attachment to the labour force. A second approach is 
to use the characteristics of the adult with the higher status occupation (Erikson 1984). This 
approach assumes that the adult with the highest status determines the family’s overall 
socioeconomic position. The problem with this approach is that it under-estimates the 
proportion of students from manual backgrounds since male manual employees are often 
married to women in white-collar occupations, which generally are of a higher status. A third 
approach is to use both mother’s and father’s occupation. This approach is difficult to present 
simply in cross-tabulations and complicates multivariate analyses. 

In the ACER’s Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) and Youth in Transition 
projects (YIT), father’s occupation is generally used to indicate socioeconomic position, 

                                                        
1 ‘Standardised’ in this context refers to statistical standardisation. Most commonly standardised variables have 
a mean of zero and a standard deviation (and variance) of 1. However there are a variety of ways to standardise 
variables.   

2 In most comparisons the variances are likely to be more or less equal, but in the medium- to long-term the 
variances are likely to change, undermining comparability. To avoid incorrect interpretations it is safer to use 
both standardised and unstandardised measures.  
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when that data is not missing. If the data are missing (due to the absence of a father, non-
response or unusable data), then mother’s occupation is used. This procedure is justified on 
the following grounds. First, fathers’ occupations are generally more stable than mothers’ 
occupations since men tend to spend a larger proportion of their adult life in the labour force. 
Their involvement to the labour market is predominantly full-time and there is evidence of 
stronger attachments. Second, increases in the proportion of women in the workforce may 
lead to compositional changes in mothers’ occupations, thereby adding complexity to over-
time comparisons. The third justification is empirical. Mothers’ occupations tend to have 
weaker effects on educational and labour market outcomes than fathers’ occupations. And on 
a more practical issue, there are substantially fewer missing data on fathers’ than on mothers’ 
occupations. About 10 per cent of students have missing data (for any reason) on father’s 
occupation. This increases to around 25 per cent for mother's occupation (Ainley et al., 1995). 
So whatever the theoretical merits of using mother’s occupation for data analysis, it is less 
practical given the higher levels of missing data. 

Education 
In the case of parental education is it often considered that the mother’s educational level is of 
primary importance. The argument is that mothers (compared to fathers) are more involved 
with the socialisation of a child; they spend more time with the child, spend more time 
reading and helping with the child’s homework, and generally are more aware of the child’s 
world at school. Although it is likely that in most families the mother is more involved in the 
child’s upbringing, empirical work does not overwhelming support this proposition. Most 
often the effects of mother’s and father’s education are comparable although it is more 
difficult to compare (in the same analysis) than occupational status because mother’s and 
father’s education tends to be more highly correlated. On the issue of missing data, there is no 
advantage in using one or the other, since both attract similar levels of missing data.    

As in the case of parental occupational status there are several alternatives to the 
measurement of parental education. Either mother’s or father’s education can be used, or the 
average of both, or whichever is the highest. The average is only possible when continuous 
measures are used (i.e. years of formal education). In reports using the Youth in Transition 
data, mother’s education has generally been used in preference to father’s education, for the 
reasons outlined above. In cases where mother’s education was missing, father’s education 
was used. More recently some LSAY reports have used the mean of father’s and mother’s 
years of education. The use of one or other of these measures does not make large differences 
to the substantive interpretations of analyses examining the relationship between parental 
education and educational outcomes.   

Family Structure 
An important aspect of disadvantage is family structure. It is often believed that students 
living in one-parent or blended families do less well at school than students from more 
traditional nuclear families. Bilbarz and Rafferty (1993) found detrimental effects of family 
disruption on social mobility (of which most is through education). In addition, Evans et al. 
(1995) found negative effects of divorce on educational attainment. Preliminary analyses of 
the PISA3 data indicated that there is a negative (albeit small) association between students 

                                                        
3   The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a study of the achievement of 15 year 
olds in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy. Field trial data have been collected and analysed.  Data 
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from a single parent household and achievement (r < 0.10). This association survived after 
controlling for socioeconomic status. It is not clear if the negative effects of family disruption 
are physical (lower incomes), psychological (emotional scarring), or related to a reduction of 
adult-time available for help with school-work.  

There is little doubt that it is desirable to monitor differences in educational outcomes 
between types of family structures. It is also true that the type of family a student comes from 
is relevant to measurement of parental occupation and education. However, it is not clear if 
family structure comes under the rubric of socioeconomic background or is a distinct source 
of educational disadvantage. 

2.4.3 Relative or Absolute Conceptualisations 

Concepts may be absolute or relative. In the literature on ‘poverty’ there is an ongoing debate 
between those advocating absolute measures based on, say, a basket of goods and services 
necessary for survival and relative measures which are based on cut off point on the 
distribution of income wealth or wealth. Obviously, the decision on whether to use absolute 
or relative measures has important implications as to the extent of poverty and changes over-
time in the incidence of poverty. 

The issue of whether a concept is absolute or relative is critical when conceptualising 
disadvantage. Socioeconomic disadvantage may be considered an absolute concept where 
families that do meet the criteria that a panel of experts have decided are necessary for a 
child’s educational development. For example, socioeconomic disadvantage could be defined 
in terms of housing tenure, income, size of household, labour force status and occupation of 
adult household members, and family type. In contrast, socioeconomic disadvantage may be 
understood as a relative concept, with socioeconomically disadvantaged students defined as 
students from families in the lowest part of the distribution of a continuous measure 
socioeconomic position.  

Both approaches have their problems. With the absolute conceptualisation, it is difficult to get 
a panel of experts to agree on the criteria. The choice and use of indicators will make a large 
difference to the percentage of students defined as socioeconomically disadvantaged. It is a 
difficult exercise to show that each indicator has a strong, important and independent effect 
on educational disadvantage. Since the case for the use of a particular indicator is often 
debateable, it is unlikely that a conceptualisation developed for the monitoring of educational 
outcomes will be free from criticism.  

The relative approach has all the problems associated with cut-offs. Arbitrariness, in the 
choice of cut off is a major problem. There is no particular reason why ‘educational 
disadvantage’ should be defined as the lowest decile, quartile or quintile of a distribution. 
Furthermore, the dichotomy between the educationally disadvantaged and not disadvantaged 
is crude and provides a too limited picture of socioeconomic disadvantage. In the absence of a 
‘natural cut-off’ there is the problem of artificiality where it is difficult to justify a particular 
cut-off. For example, occupations, education, or income below a certain level are said to be 
indicative of social disadvantage whereas as those slightly above are not. Finally, a relative 
measure is by definition insensitive to increases or decreases in the overall (absolute) 
incidence of socioeconomic disadvantage. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
collection for the main study begins in March 2000. 
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2.4.4 Continuous, Categorical or Dichotomous Conceptualisations 

As discussed earlier in the paper, socioeconomic position can be described in continuous, 
categorical or dichotomous terms.  Socioeconomic status measures are based upon a notion 
of an underlying linear, continuous hierarchy.  Social class measures are categorical, 
describing discrete grouping or classes.  And dichotomous measures (defined in relative or 
absolute terms) can be used to distinguish between advantaged and disadvantaged groups. 
 
 
 
 



Measurement of Socioeconomic Position    
ACER 

 

18 

3 MEASURES OF SOCIOECONOMIC POSITION 

In this section we describe measures of the various concepts relating to socioeconomic 
position. First we deal with individual level measures relating to social class, the 
occupational, educational and income/wealth dimensions of socioeconomic status, and 
disadvantage (see Table 2).  We then discuss area-based measures. In contrast to the majority 
of individual level measures described, the area-based measures are composite variables 
incorporating various aspects of socioeconomic position. Next we discuss problems 
associated with the use of these area-based measures for the reporting of individual student 
outcomes. 

 

Table 2 Individual level measures 

Concept Raw data Constructed measure Description 

Social class Parental occupation e.g. ASCO2 major groups, 
ANU1 classes 

Categorical 

Socioeconomic status    

- occupational status Parental occupation e.g. ANU3_2 scale, ANU4 scale Continuous 

- education Parental education e.g. Years of schooling, 
qualifications 

Continuous or 
categorical 

- income/wealth Various  e.g. Parental income, index 
constructed from ownership 
of home, possessions, etc 

Continuous  

Disadvantage Various  e.g. Health Care Card status  Dichotomous 

 

3.1 Individual Level Measures 

3.1.1 Categorical Measures of Social Class 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) currently uses the second edition of the Australian 
Standard Classification of Occupations (ASCO2) to classify occupational data, and this 
classification is also widely used by academic researchers for the coding of survey data. 
ASCO2 was gradually incorporated into government and other data collections from 1996 
onwards. It groups occupations according to skill level (educational level and previous 
experience required for entry into an occupation) and skill specialisation. The classification 
consists of five levels. In its most aggregated form, 5 skill levels and broad skill specialisation 
criteria are used to classify jobs into 9 major groups. These are: managers and administrators; 
professionals; associate professionals; tradespersons and related workers; advanced clerical, 
sales and service workers; intermediate clerical, sales and service workers; intermediate 
production and transport workers; elementary clerical, sales and service workers; and 
labourers and related workers. At progressively lower levels of the ASCO2 hierarchy, these 
major groups are subdivided on the basis of more refined degrees of skill specialisation. 
There are 9 major groups (1-digit level), 35 sub-major groups (2-digit level), 81 minor groups 
(3-digit level), 340 unit groups (4-digit level), and 986 occupational groups (6-digit level) (for 
a full description of the classification, see ABS 1997, 1998a). 
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While some researchers use the 9 major groups to classify occupations for the purposes of 
statistical reporting, this is not an ideal approach. A large degree of heterogeneity exists 
within major groups. For example, branch accountants and managers of financial institutions 
are included in the same major group as enrolled nurses and library technicians. The use of 
the more detailed levels of the classification for the reporting of educational statistics, 
however, would soon become unwieldy. 

Goldthorpe’s class schema is commonly used in cross-national research on social 
stratification, occupational mobility and educational attainment. This schema includes class 
groupings of managers and professionals (the service class), routine white collar workers, 
self-employed and small business people, and three divisions of manual workers based on 
levels of skill and supervision (Erikson, Goldthorpe & Portocarero 1982).  

In Australia, a similar class schema was developed by Najman and Brampton (1991) for 
health research. This four category schema comprises upper managers and professionals in 
group A, lower managers and professionals and supervisors in category B, skilled manual 
workers and lower non-manual workers in category C and unskilled workers, tellers and sales 
assistants in category D.  

Another Australian measure of social class is designated as ANU1 (Broom et al 1977).  It 
comprises the following discrete occupational groups: professional, managerial, other white 
collar, skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers. Although the ANU1 schema is 
based on an ABS coding framework which has now been superseded by ASCO2, it can be 
derived from the ASCO2 framework.  

Further examples of categorical measures used in the United States and the United Kingdom, 
and a new measure being developed for use in Australia are described in Appendix A. 

3.1.2 Continuous Measures of Occupational Status  

Early small-scale studies of social stratification measured occupational status directly through 
the prestige of occupations. In these studies respondents were asked to rank occupations in 
terms of prestige and the social interaction and social consequences of this ranking were 
studied. Prestige was generally correlated with income and education although there were 
numerous exceptions such as the clergy (high prestige, low income), entrepreneurs (low 
prestige, high income) and scientists’ (high education, low income).  

The limitation of early studies on social prestige was that they applied to only a limited 
number of occupations, those common occupations whose status was well understood. 
Therefore it was not possible to assign a status to individuals with occupations whose prestige 
was unknown or unclear. The solution to this limitation was statistical, based upon 
information on the income and education levels of occupations with a known prestige. 
Regressing income and education on the prestige measures isolated the effects of income and 
education on prestige. These effects were then used to estimate prestige (or occupational 
status) scores for all occupations by deriving mean levels of income and education for each 
occupation from census data (Duncan 1961).  

In Australia, as in the United Kingdom and the United States, measures of occupational status 
are linked to official occupational codes. Before the mid-1980s occupations in the census 
were generally assigned occupation codes from the ABS Classification and Classified List of 



Measurement of Socioeconomic Position    
ACER 

 

20 

Occupations (CCLO). From the mid 1980s, occupations in ABS surveys were classified 
according to the first edition of the Australian Standard Classification of Occupations 
(ASCO1) schema (Castles, 1986), and since the mid 1990s occupations have been classified 
according to the second edition of the Australian Standard Classification of Occupations 
(ASCO2). Most government and academic research have followed the ABS in using these 
classifications. The ANU2 measure of occupational status is linked to the CCLO 
classification (Broom et al 1977), the ANU3 scale is linked to the ASCO1 classification 
(Jones 1989), and the ANU3_2 scale is linked to the ASCO2 classification (McMillan and 
Jones 2000). The ANU2, ANU3 and ANU3_2 indices are highly inter-correlated. 

The ANU4 scale has a different conceptual basis to the earlier ANU indices. Whereas the 
other measures are based on the concept of occupational prestige, the ANU4 index is 
designed to maximise the conversion of education to income through occupation. This logic 
is the same as that for the International Socioeconomic Index which will used in this year’s 
international study of student achievement (PISA). Although it has a different conceptual 
basis, the ANU4 index is highly correlated with the ANU3_2 scale.  

Further details of these and other measures of socioeconomic status are presented in 
Appendix B. 

3.1.3 Parents’ Education 

Data on parent’s education are often collected from students in studies of education 
outcomes. Usually the student is asked “What was your father’s/mother’s highest level of 
education”. The question is closed with a pre-coded response set consisting of categories such 
as “Didn’t go to school”, “Completed Primary”, “Completed Secondary”, “Trade Certificate” 
and “University”. The major difficulty with this type of the question is the status of a trade 
qualification. Is it in a hierarchical sense higher or lower than school completion? For 
questionnaire design, this problem can be overcome by asking a separate question on trade 
qualifications. However, the issue of whether the measure used in analyses is continuous (say 
years in formal education) or categorical remains.  

The other major problem with questions on parental education is that they attract a large 
amount of missing data – some students simply do not know their parents’ education and/or 
are intimidated by the range of possibilities. In the PISA study, the missing data problem has 
been addressed by asking several (smaller) questions on parent’s education - on school, 
university and technical education. The logic is that most students will know the answer to at 
least the university question, so at least there is useable data on this important piece of 
information.  

3.1.4 Income and Wealth 

In surveys of students it is not possible to directly ask their parents’ income. A single 
question asking total family income is likely to attract substantial amounts of missing data 
and is considered more ‘private’ than parent’s occupation or education. In the United States 
information on parent’s income has been elicited by asking a series of questions on whether 
family income falls above or below a certain level and consequently asking a number of 
similar questions to define the income band.  
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In Australia, questions on parental income are not asked of students. Commonly ‘wealth’ is 
measured by asking a number of questions about the students’ home. These questions may 
include whether the home is rented or owned, the number of rooms, bedrooms, or bathrooms 
in the house, and a battery of items on possessions in the home. The possessions usually 
include household items such as telephones, televisions, microwaves and CD players. An uni-
dimensional index of wealth is created using factor analysis (or some other statistical 
technique) or by some a priori understanding of which items are indicators of family wealth. 

3.1.5 Socioeconomic Disadvantage 

Socioeconomic disadvantage may be defined in terms of any one or several of the concepts 
under the rubric of socioeconomic position. It may be defined in terms of the distribution of a 
measure of socioeconomic status, for example the bottom quintile or quartile. Alternatively it 
may be based on a combination of several criteria such as family type, housing tenure, 
employment status and income. For example, Sammons (1995) used several indicators 
including eligibility for free meals, family size, student behaviour, occupation and 
employment status. Decisions on what criteria should be used and how each should be 
weighted add a degree of administrative complexity, not unlike that which accompanies area-
based measures.  

The measures of socioeconomic disadvantage used in Australian education (for funding not 
reporting purposes) include the School Card in South Australia and the (Federal) Health Care 
Card in Victoria (see Appendix C). Eligibility for these cards is determined by satisfying 
certain criteria. These cards provide a satisfactory measure of disadvantage but it must be 
noted that they do include non-socioeconomic elements.  

The Health Care Card is automatically issued to people in receipt of most social security 
payments from Centrelink: Newstart Allowance, Special Benefit, Sickness Allowance, 
Partner Allowance, Widow Allowance, Youth Allowance (Job-seekers only), more than basic 
parenting allowance, maximum rate of Family Allowance, Mobility Allowance, and Carer 
Allowance (only for child with disability not parent). In addition, the Health Care Card is 
available to low income earners, foster carers (for child only), and Community Development 
Employment Participants. Health Care Cards may remain valid up to six months after social 
security payments are cancelled due to the recipient or their partner commencing 
employment. 

The distribution of Health Care Cards in the Australian population is approximately 10 per 
cent of persons 15 years of age and older. Its distribution within the states and territories is 
presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2 Distribution of Health Care Cards in Australian: 1999 

State Number of Health  
Care Cards1 

Per Cent of Persons 15 
and older2 

Australian Capital Territory 21,537 7.5 

New South Wales 516,050 8.6 

Northern Territory 20,069 11.6 

Queensland 362,558 11.0 

South Australia 147,206 10.5 

Tasmania 57,970 13.2 

Victoria 451,918 10.3 

Western Australia 157,027 9.0 

Not Recorded 12,131 - 

Total 1,746,466 9.9 

1. Data from Knowledge Desk at FACS. 2. Population data on persons 15 years are older. From ABS 
Therefore estimates  of percentage of Health Care Card recipients lower than for adults (18+).  
 

3.1.6 Missing Data 

In the collection of data for individual-level measures of socioeconomic position there will 
many instances where the data will be missing. Occupation and Education are the major 
concerns with higher levels of missing data than for other information such as books in the 
home, and possessions. There is no evidence that Health Care card status attracts a high level 
of missing data, and it can be assumed that those who do not know what a Health Care card is 
have not got a Health Care card. Missing data associated with area based measures is 
discussed  in the next section.  

 Therefore in this section discusses the various strategies employed to minimise missing data 
for individual-level measures of occupation and education.    

Occupation 
 
For occupation missing data can be minimised by asking for previous main job if at the time 
of the interview the parent was not working. The amount of missing data for a family’s 
occupational group or socioeconomic status  (as distinct from that of a particular parent) is 
further reduced by collecting data on the spouse’s occupation. The proportion of families 
where neither parent is presently working and neither has had a previous job is extremely 
small. If experience with field trial data indicates that this group is larger than expected then 
there are various procedures to impute socioeconomic background values for students from 
such families. However, it is expected that this group will be small enough not to alter the 
major interpretations of the data.  
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There are of course cases where one or both parents do have occupations but for some reason 
or other the data is missing (in essence a refusal). There are various procedures to estimate the 
occupational profile of this group. This includes comparing enrolment records with student 
responses, asking for the information a second time (when a proportion will provide adequate 
responses) and using census data for comparisons. However, it is a reasonable assumption 
that the occupational profile of this group is similar across the nation and over-time so the 
presence of this group will not undermine such comparisons. 

In analyses of achievement it is possible to report on the mean achievement level for those 
students where parental occupation is missing. The mean achievement level of this group is 
frequently substantially lower than the mean achievement levels of all students. This 
information can be used to impute occupational scores to this group.      
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Education 
 
Generally, a greater amount of missing data is found for questions on parent’s education than 
for occupation. This is because students are more aware of their parents’ present activities 
than their level of education. Furthermore, additional missing data may be produced if the 
response set is lengthy, complex and not mutually exclusive.  

As in the case for occupation the procedures to reduce the amount of missing data for parent’s 
education include: 

 Asking more than question with simple response sets. For example asking if the parent 
attended university (with response options yes and no) can easily be answered. In contrast 
including attendance at University among half-a-dozen or more response options is not as 
easy to answer. 

 Using the education of the spouse as a proxy for both parent’s education when one parent 
is missing. 

 Not ask for highest level since the higher of school completion and technical or trade 
qualification is not clear. 

It is generally advised not to use occupation data to impute educational level. This increases 
collinearity in analyses and reporting of data, as well as being questionable for many 
occupations and in those cases where the parent was educated overseas. 

Again as in the case for students with missing data for parental occupation, it is of interest to 
report mean achievement levels of students where the data for parental education is missing. 
Again this information can be used to impute an educational level.    

 
3.2 Area-Based Measures 

Measures of socioeconomic position may be derived directly from individuals or indirectly 
through the characteristics of the area in which they live or go to school (area-based 
measures). Area-based measures are often employed as measures of socioeconomic position, 
when the focus is on schools rather than on individual students. With area-based measures, 
the socioeconomic position of the student’s family is estimated by using information on the 
average characteristics of residents of the geographic area within which they reside. 
Similarly, a school’s socioeconomic position can be estimated from the socioeconomic 
characteristics of its students, or the school’s location.  

Typically, Australian census data are used to generate area-based measures. Information from 
the Australian census can be used to assign socioeconomic scores to geographic areas defined 
by postcodes, Statistical Local Areas, Local Government Areas and Census Collection 
Districts (CDs). Since CDs are the smallest geographical unit identified in Australian census 
data (each consisting of approximately 250 dwellings), these are the preferred basis for the 
construction of socioeconomic area measures. However, for a number of pragmatic reasons 
postcode measures are sometimes used.  
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3.2.1 Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas 

The ABS has produced five Socioeconomic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) which can be applied 
to CDs or larger geographic areas (ABS 1990, 1994, 1998b).  

They are: 

 Urban Index of Relative Socioeconomic Advantage; 

 Rural Index of Relative Socioeconomic Advantage; 

 Index of Relative Socioeconomic Disadvantage; 

 Index of Economic Resources; and the 

 Index of Education and Occupation.  

These indices comprise variables related to the economic resources of households, 
educational attainment, occupation, family structure, and ethnicity for people in a particular 
area. Some of the first four indices, which relate to disadvantage and advantage, are 
comprised of characteristics that are not strictly indicators of socioeconomic position (eg 
rurality, and the proportions of immigrants and indigenous people). The fifth index, which 
focuses on education and occupation, is closest to our conceptualisation of socioeconomic 
position.  

A number of these indices have been used in educational contexts. For example, postcode 
level versions of the Index of Education and Occupation and the Index of Relative 
Socioeconomic Disadvantage have been used in various states to estimate the socioeconomic 
status of schools and school students; and the Department of Education, Training and Youth 
Affairs (DETYA) currently uses the postcode level version of the Index of Education and 
Occupation to monitor the socioeconomic status of higher education students. 

3.2.2 Ross-Farish Indices 

In 1974 when the Disadvantaged Schools Program commenced under the aegis of the 
Australian Schools Commission, separate urban and rural indexes of disadvantage were 
developed from census data (Ross 1983). These indexes made use of a number of census-
derived variables with occupational status being the major component. Over the 1970s many 
school systems developed their own indicators for the identification of disadvantaged schools 
that differed in terms of the variables included, the weightings applied to the constituent 
variables and the extent to which other less formal information was used to identify 
disadvantage. By 1980 there were eight different indicators used to identify disadvantaged 
schools in Australia (Ross 1983). Subsequently Ross and Farish developed a revised 
methodology for using census data to provide an index of school disadvantage (Ross, 1983; 
Ross, Farish & Plunkett, 1988). The indexes developed from this methodology became 
widely known as the Ross-Farish indices. They have an outcomes focus in the sense that they 
were developed originally through a process that linked social background variables (at 
school level) to school average achievement measures in literacy and numeracy (Ross, 1983). 

The Ross-Farish indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage have been extensively used in the 
identification of disadvantaged schools in the Australian context. The 1988 study on the 
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development of these indicators used CD data from 35 variables (Ross, Farish & Plunkett 
1988). These variables were mapped onto 12 conceptually distinct dimensions. These 
dimensions comprise occupation, unemployment, education, income, family structure, 
accommodation (size of dwelling and improvised homes), tenancy, crowding, language and 
Aboriginality. The choice of dimensions and their relative weights in the construction of 
indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage is the next stage. The authors note this is the most 
controversial aspect of the procedure since the inclusion and weighting of particular 
dimensions needs to be justified. As a result about 20 indicators were developed each with 
distinct combinations of the 12 dimensions. For example Indicator A comprised occupation, 
education and income each with weights of one. Indicator Q was proposed as the new 
national measure (Graetz 1995b:37). It includes occupation, unemployment, education, single 
parent families and Aboriginality. However indicator Q never gained widespread acceptance 
as a national measure. 

3.2.3 Index AM from the SES Simulation Project 

Over a number of years the allocations of Commonwealth recurrent funding among non-
government schools has been partly based on an Education Resources Index (ERI). As 
implied by its name this index was predominantly based on the resources available to and 
within each school. In the SES Simulation project (DETYA, 1998) an alternative to the ERI 
based on a measure of the socioeconomic composition of the population served by each 
school was developed. An index (Index AM) was developed as an equally weighted 
combination of measures of occupational status, educational status and income at CD level 
from the 1996 census. Appropriate census data for individual variables was combined using 
weights derived from a principal components analysis to form measures for each of these 
three composite variables (DETYA, 1998). Each composite is equally weighted in the final 
combination (being based on standardised scores). Hence, it is consistent with established 
definitions of socioeconomic status in research literature. 

Computation of the Index AM for a school involves assigning students to the CD in which 
they live on the basis of their home address (geocoding) and averaging the values of the index 
after weighting those values in proportion to the number of enrolments from each CD. This is 
equivalent to assigning each student the index value for the CD in which they live and 
averaging these values over all students in the sample from the school. 

As there is variability within each CD, individual socioeconomic status may not be the same 
as that for the CD. However, if school enrolments are drawn in a representative or random 
manner from each CD (and are not biased to the top or bottom of the distribution within CDs) 
the aggregate census-based index for each school should reflect what would be obtained if 
individual-based data were used. A range of concurrent validity studies suggest that Index 
AM correlate highly (in excess of 0.8) with aggregated measures derived from data collected 
from individual students and with other indicators of socioeconomic status (Ainley & Marks 
1999). 

3.2.4 Area-Based Measures Compared 

It is evident that a range of composite area-based measures are available for use in the 
Australian context. Of these, two measures provide the closest approximations to our 
definition of socioeconomic position. They are the SEIFA Index of Education and 
Occupation and the Index AM.  Other SEIFA indexes include elements which fall outside our 
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definition of socioeconomic position, and the Ross-Farish Indexes are based upon out-of-date 
census data. 

 
3.3 Problems with Area-Based Measures 

Since many systems use area-based measures, it important to point out that area-based 
measures are not appropriate for the reporting of the outcomes of individual students. This 
does not mean that area measures are inappropriate for funding purposes. Problems associated 
with the use of area-based measures for the reporting of individual achievement include 
misclassification errors, missing data, costs, and difficulties in making comparisons over 
time. Each of these issues is discussed below. 

3.3.1 Misclassification Errors 

The use of area-based measures such as CD- or postcode-level socioeconomic status scores to 
approximate individual’s characteristics is based upon an assumption of population 
homogeneity. That is, like people are assumed to live near like people. The validity of this 
assumption has been tested by comparing socioeconomic status scores assigned to individuals 
on the basis of their own (or family’s) characteristics, with scores assigned on the basis of the 
average characteristics of residents living within their CD or postcode area.  

A number of authors have suggested that the relationship between individual and either CD or 
postcode-based measures is unacceptably low. For example, Ainley and Long (1995a:73) 
reported correlations between 0.36 and 0.45 between individual and CD measures in a sample 
of secondary school students. They argued that the greatest loss in precision occurs when one 
moves from the individual to CD level, and that the additional loss of validity when moving 
from CDs to larger spatial units such as postcodes is not great (Ainley & Long 1995b: 81-83; 
see also Jones n.d.). At a pragmatic level, it has been argued that any gains in precision from 
using a CD measure rather than a postcode measure are outweighed by the time and costs 
associated with coding student addresses to CDs (Martin 1994). 

The assumption of population homogeneity within districts is particularly problematic in 
sparsely populated areas, with the correlations between individual level socioeconomic scores 
and postcode indexes being lower in rural than urban areas (Jones nd; Linke et. al. 1988; 
Western et. al. 1998;). Reasons include: 

• the way postcode areas are constructed. Postcodes are defined by convenience of mail 
runs and deliveries, and in some remote areas, small towns may be grouped into single 
large postcode areas (Martin 1994:132).  

• the principle of residential association (ie that like people live near like people) does not 
hold in sparsely populated areas (Linke et. al., 1985:13).  

Measures of individual’s socioeconomic disadvantage based upon the socioeconomic 
characteristics of postcode areas are subject to error as a student is allocated the ‘average’ of 
all persons living within a particular area. Misclassification occurs because of the diversity of 
individuals within postcodes and discrepancies between the profiles of students and the 
profiles of other residents residing in the same areas.  
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The general conclusion of recent studies assessing the use of postcode measures is that the 
linking of postcode measures to individuals is subject to most error when applied to rural 
students (Jones n.d.; Western et. al., 1998) and low socioeconomic status postcode districts 
(Hyndman et. al., 1995; Power and Robertson 1987:113-4, 119). While some have argued 
that postcode measures may be adequate for monitoring group trends at the institutional or 
state level (Jones, n.d.; Linke et. al. 1985; Martin 1994), such measures should not be used for 
individual level analysis (ABS 1990:8). 

3.3.2 Missing Data for Area Based Measures  

A further problem with CD-based measures is the surprisingly large amount of missing data. 
In order to estimate a student’s socioeconomic position, their address must be coded 
according to the CD in which it falls; the student can then be assigned the socioeconomic 
score relating to that CD. Difficulties associated with the first part of this procedure, the 
coding of address information into CDs, can result in substantial amounts of missing data. 
Discussions with the ABS and two commercial mapping companies, ERSIS and ESRI, that 
produce geocoding systems to display mapped data spatially, suggest that approximately 20 
to 50 per cent of student addresses will be uncodeable if students only report their house 
number, street, suburb and postcode.  This problem arises because many streets cross two or 
more CDs and the ABS census maps produced for each CD indicate where the street crosses a 
CD boundary according to street intersections, but not according to house numbers. 
Therefore, student address information does not always provide sufficient information to code 
CD using the ABS maps or associated software. Problems also occur in the manner in which 
residents of rural areas describe their addresses, especially when trying to locate residences 
on geocoding systems. In order to increase the number of codeable addresses, it would be 
necessary to ask students to also indicate their rural property address and the nearest street 
intersections to their home address by sketching a map (Western et al 1998).  

3.3.3 Costs 

It is often assumed that area-based measures are cheaper than individual level measures for 
purposes such as the reporting of student outcomes. This is because individual level measures 
can require the collection of data from students (or enrolment forms), the coding of this data, 
and associated data processing costs. However, it must be stressed that the use of area-based 
measures at the CD level is not an inexpensive option, due to the labour-intensive procedures 
involved in the coding of address data into CDs.  

3.3.4 Comparisons Over Time 

An additional problem relates to the use of area-based measures over time. Since census data 
are collected every five years, the indices and dimensions need to be updated every five years. 
The reconstruction of scales and indices is time consuming and a question mark will always 
surround comparisons over time that use indices derived from different censuses. In addition, 
new indices from the most recent census are unlikely to be available within two years of that 
census given the time it takes to enter the data for the whole nation, code occupations and 
other information, and finally construct the indices. Therefore, area measures could be based 
on data up to seven or eight years old. In the case of the Ross-Farish indices this problem is 
compounded by the fact that these indices are not regularly updated.  
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4 MEASURES USED BY SCHOOL SYSTEMS 

4.1 Australian School Systems 

Table 3 summarises the measures of socioeconomic position used by the various education 
systems in Australia. Further details are provided in Appendix C. Although this summary is 
not complete several conclusions can be drawn from the table. 

Generally these measures of socioeconomic status are used for the allocation of funds. None 
of the systems indicated that these measures were used for reporting purposes. In most 
systems, schools are assigned a socioeconomic status score and ranked from highest status 
schools to the lowest status schools. Therefore it is already possible in many systems that the 
data are available to report the relationship between socioeconomic status and educational 
outcomes at the school level. However, this is not recommended. 

There is little consistency is the way in which school level socioeconomic status is measured 
between jurisdictions. In some instances area measures are used and in others, individual 
level data from surveys and administrative records. Of systems that use area measures some 
use the Ross/Farish indexes, others the indices developed by the ABS and in another indices 
developed from the Commonwealth Simulation study (DETYA 1998). If it is agreed that 
national reporting of the relationship between socioeconomic position and educational 
outcomes is desirable then measures designed for funding purposes (as presented in Table 3) 
do not provide a sound basis for a comparable measure for the reporting of outcomes. 

Within the states and territories the Catholic school systems do not use the same measures as 
the government school systems. It is also noteworthy that generally the independent school 
systems do not collect systematic data on socioeconomic status.  

 




