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a b s t r a c t

This study investigated (a) how specific aspects of psychosocial functioning 
(behavioral problems and global self-worth) are associated with academic 
achievement in spelling, arithmetic and reading; and (b) what is the effect 
of type of school (private vs. public) on this association. The sample for 
this study consisted of 901 regular school children attending 6th grade of 
primary education, living in the urban zones of Metropolitan Lima, Peru. 
Our research hypotheses were partially corroborated. The results showed 
a strong relationship between academic achievement and psychosocial 
functioning, with an important role of gender and school failure at the stu-
dent level. Nevertheless, we could not confirm our multilevel assumption. 
There is no evidence that this relationship differs among schools. Practical 
implications are discussed.
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r e s u M e n

Este estudio investigó: (a) como los aspectos específicos del funcionamiento 
psicosocial (problemas de comportamiento y autoestima en general) son 
asociados con el logro académico en la ortografía, aritmética y lectura, y (b) 
cuál es el efecto del tipo de escuela (privada o pública) de esta asociación. 
La muestra de este estudio consistió en 901 niños de escuelas regulares que 
asisten a sexto grado de educación primaria, que viven en las zonas urbanas 
de Lima, Perú. Nuestra hipótesis de investigación fue corroborada parcial-
mente. Los resultados mostraron una fuerte relación entre el rendimiento 
académico y el funcionamiento psicosocial, con un papel importante de 
género y el fracaso escolar en el nivel de los estudiantes. Sin embargo, no se 
pudo confirmar nuestra hipótesis de multinivel. No hay evidencia de que esta 
relación difiera entre las escuelas. Se discuten las implicaciones prácticas.
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Extensive research has been done in an attempt to 
understand the inter-relation of academic achieve-
ment and non-cognitive outcomes such as psy-
chosocial functioning (Chen, Rubin, & Li, 1997; 
Elias & Haynes, 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008; 
Sektnan, McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2010; 
Stipek & Byler, 2001; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & 
Walberg, 2004). 

A substantial body of research has document-
ed that the academic achievement also influences 
the psychosocial area (Gadeyne, Ghesquière, 
& Onghena, 2004; Gil, Palomera, & Brackett, 
2006; Rhoades, Warren, Domitrovich, & Green-
berg, 2011; Rhodes, 2009; Swanson, Valiente, 
Lemery-Chalfant, & O’Brien, 2011). Over the 
past 30 years, attention has been directed to 
this socio-emotional side of cognitive outcomes. 
Henceforth, it is undeniable that students with 
low academic achievement are characterized by 
some psychosocial deficits. Several comprehensive 
reviews have identified in detail the psychosocial 
functioning of low academic achievers (Möller & 
Pohlmann, 2009). Traditional techniques, such 
as narratives, as well as more sophisticated ones, 
like meta-analyses, have been used to enhance our 
understanding and determine the extent of psy-
chosocial difficulties in learning disabled people. 

Findings have shown that low achievers are 
more likely to manifest psychosocial problems. In 
general, although there have been a few studies 
that did not reveal any relationship, most studies 
showed an association between psychosocial prob-
lems and academic achievement deficit. Among 
the co-occurring problems social disorders and 
emotional problems are mentioned. The former 
is mainly characterized by a lack of social com-
petence, involving situations of social rejection, 
lack of sensitivity to others and a poor percep-
tion of social circumstances (Barriga et al., 2002; 
Woodward & Fergusson, 2000). In the case of 
the latter, feelings of frustration and self-derision 
are commonly encountered. Emotional problems 
include internalizing issues (such as sadness, fear 
of success, withdrawal to a private world, depres-
sion, anxiety, low self-worth and motivation) and 

externalizing issues (in the manner of acting out 
behaviors, excessive anger and hostility).

The study of psychosocial factors in academic 
achievement is relevant because of their detri-
mental impact to the child’s abilities to socialize 
and achieve academically. In this study, attention 
was specifically given towards two main areas of 
the psychosocial domain: global self-worth and 
behavioral problems. These areas were chosen 
among other specific domains because of their 
high value for children with academic problems 
(Clever, Bear, & Juvoren, 1992), and their role 
in the enhancement of academic achievement 
(Kavale & Forness, 1987).

Global self-worth is conceptualized by Harter 
(1999, p. 5) as “the overall evaluation of one’s worth 
or value as a person”. More than a mere self-per-
ception of capabilities, whether social, academic 
or physical, it assesses satisfaction, happiness and 
thorough affection towards oneself. There is a 
wide body of research reporting the important 
role that self-worth plays as a co-occurrence of 
academic underachievement. A repeated aca-
demic failure leads to inevitable dissatisfaction, 
frustration and hence a negative view of oneself. 
However, mixed findings have been reported. 
Whereas some studies have highlighted the strong 
relationship between low self-worth and academic 
underachievement (Crocker & Niiya, 2008; Law-
rence & Crocker, 2009), others have reported no 
association between them (Trautwein, Lüdtke, 
Köller, & Baumert, 2006). Because of these mixed 
results, we further want to explore self-worth in 
association with academic achievement.  

A great number of studies have found significant 
associations between academic underachievement 
and behavioral problems, such as aggression (Con-
nor, 2002), anxiety (Owens, 2009), attention defi-
cit hyperactivity disorder (Loe & Feldman, 2007) 
and depression (Grimm, 2007), to mention some 
of them. A group of negative behaviors has been 
attributed to underachievers, with two possible ten-
dencies: to be withdrawn or to develop disruptive 
behaviors (Roberts, Pratt, & Leach, 1990).

Despite the relevance of studying the asso-
ciation between psychosocial functioning and aca-
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demic achievement, this issue has not yet been 
addressed in a Peruvian reality, by means of a study 
that properly involves both variables. In a study 
with Chilean children and adolescents, De la Barra 
(2010) showed evidence for a group of risk (emo-
tional immaturity and cognitive concentration 
problems) and protective factors (child’s autonomy, 
good teacher-student relationship) that were associ-
ated with some disorders such as psychopathology 
in family relationships, low academic achievement, 
adolescent depression, and others (De la Barra, To-
ledo, & Rodríguez, 2005; Fischer, Gunnar, Dozier, 
Bruce, & Pears, 2006). 

Children can also be influenced by the social 
climate at school and peer interactions that often 
take place. For the student the school is not only 
an environment for learning but is also a place 
for social activities (Hofman, Hofman, & Gulde-
mond, 1999; Villalta & Saavedra, 2012).

In Peru, we can find two different kinds of edu-
cational management: private and public schools. 
These environmental factors (e.g. school com-
ponents) could be associated with individual so-
cial functioning. In this regard, although there 
is scarce literature available, some studies have 
shown the impact of the type of school or classes 
on non-cognitive outcomes (e.g. Konu, Lintonen, 
Opdenakker, & Van Damme, 2000; Van Lande-
ghem, Van Damme, Opdenakker, De Fraine, & 
Onghena, 2002).

In order to counter the lack of Latin studies 
in this domain, we aim to investigate some psy-
chosocial factors (behavioral problems and global 
self-worth) and further elaborate on their relation 
with academic achievement in Peruvian children 
from different classrooms and schools in 6th grade. 
Furthermore, we intend to close some gaps be-
tween the environmental factors (e.g. school) and 
psychosocial outcomes (behavioral problems and 
self-worth). Based on previous theoretical consid-
erations and research findings, the present article 
addresses the following research questions: Does 
the academic achievement measured by spelling, 
reading and arithmetic is related to psychosocial 
functioning of children in terms of behavioral 

problems and global self-worth, and does this 
relationship differs among schools?

Method

Participants

901 spanish speaking Peruvian children formed the 
sample. All the subjects were regular elementary 
school children attending sixth grade, they were 
spread over 45 classes in 17 different schools, and 
were located in urban zones of the Metropolitan 
Lima. Their age ranged from 10.5 to 13.3 years old 
(M = 11.54; SD = 0.43). From the total sample, 
422 (46.8%) participants were boys and 479 (53.2%) 
were girls. Regarding the type of school, 496 (55%) 
came from public schools and 405 (45%) from pri-
vate schools.

Instruments

For the purpose of the study, the English version 
of a global self-worth questionnaire, The Perceived 
Competence Scale for Children (Harter, 1982), 
was translated into Spanish, followed by a back-
translation from Spanish into English. Three Span-
ish- speaking researchers, fluently in English and 
aware of the Peruvian context, commented on 
this new version of the questionnaire. For the rest 
of the scales, we used available Spanish versions. 
A detailed description regarding the academic 
achievement tools used can be found in Manrique 
Millones, Van Leeuwen, and Ghesquière (2011).

Spelling 

Spelling was assessed by means of the Orthography 
Achievement Test (Dioses, 2001), which assesses 
three aspects of general orthography: literal orthog-
raphy, accentual orthography and punctual orthog-
raphy. Each aspect was measured through a task. In 
the first task, the evaluator dictated 11 words for the 
pupils. In the second task, the evaluator dictated 
little sentences in addition to words, to a total of 
12 items. The third and last part consisted of four 
tasks; the first two are related to accurately locating 
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punctuation signs: in the first case, the correct use 
of comma (,) and in the second case the correct 
use of the colon (:). Two sentences were presented 
in each part. In the third task, the child is asked to 
write two sentences that were dictated by the evalu-
ator, this task assesses the correct use of question 
marks (?), so the correct intonation of the instruc-
tor is very important. Finally, in the fourth part, 
the student is asked to locate exclamations marks 
(!) within two sentences. Internal consistency was 
measured by means of Cronbach alphá s, ranging 
from 0.65 to 0.81.

Arithmetic 

In the area of Arithmetic, we used the “Number Fa-
cility” subtest of the Ekstrom, French, and Harman 
(1976) battery, intended to measure speed and ac-
curacy in basic arithmetic operations. We obtained 
an internal consistency ranging from 0.71 to 0.82, 
representing its adequacy. In the first task, the pupil 
was asked to solve as many addition operations as 
possible in 2 minutes, for two sets of 60 items, with 
three addends of one or two digits. Similarly to the 
first task, the second one consisted of two sets of 
60 operations. However, in this case, the student 
had to divide two or three digit numbers by single 
digit numbers. The third task alternated between 
ten subtractions between two digit numbers and 
ten multiplications of two digit numbers by single 
digit numbers, up to a total of 120 operations, split 
by two parts of identical length. 

Reading 

To assess reading, a subtest of PROLEC-SE test 
“Word and Pseudo-word Reading” was used. This 
instrument was developed and standardized by 
Ramos and Cuetos (1999) proving its validity in 
Spanish-speaking contexts. Reliability by means of 
Cronbach alphá s was tested, reaching α = 0.78. 
The test consisted of two tasks presented to the 
student. In the first task, the pupil had to read out 
loud, as accurately and as fast as possible, a list of 
40 words that contains 2, 3, 4, and 5 syllables. The 
evaluator marked each word that the child read 

incorrectly. The second task was similar to the 
first (reading a list of 40 words between 2 and 5 syl-
lables), but with a list comprised of pseudo-words. 
The completion time was measured for each task. 
The total scored used was the amount of word read 
correctly in 1 minute. 

Behavioral Problem 

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
([SDQ]; Goodman, 1997) was applied in order to 
measure behavioral problems. The SDQ is a brief 
behavioral questionnaire for children between 3-16 
years. It is a 25 items scale in which the teacher or a 
parent has to mark for each psychological attribute 
(some of them positive and some negative) whether 
it is “Not True”, “Somewhat True” or “Certainly 
True”. These 25 items are attributed to five sub-
scales with five items each and can have a score 
between 0 and 10. For means of this article we only 
used and analyzed three sub-scales but hyperactiv-
ity and prosocial. Cronbach alphá s for the three 
subscales ranged from 0.52 to 0.81. Previous studies 
have proven the adequate psychometric properties 
(Goodman, 2001) of SDQ as a reliable and useful 
tool of the adjustment of children and adolescents. 
Emotional symptoms, refers to the symptoms affect-
ing the child emotions (e.g. “Often he /she is un-
happy, downhearted or tearful”); conduct problems, 
measures aggressive activities that cause disruptions 
in the child’s natural environments (e.g. “Often 
fights with other children or bullies them”); peer 
relationship problems, assesses the relationship with 
peers. Peers actively reject some children; others are 
ignored, or neglected (e.g. “Rather solitary, tends 
to play alone”). 

Self-Worth 

The Perceived Competence Scale for Children 
(Harter, 1982) was used to evaluate self-worth 
through the assessment of a child’s sense of com-
petence across different domains, and explores the 
judgments and opinions that children have about 
their competence as well as an overall perception of 
his/her esteem as a person. It is a self-report instru-
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ment consisting of 36 items distributed in six scales: 
Scholastic competence, social acceptance, global 
self-worth, athletic competition, physical appear-
ance and behavior. For means of this article we only 
used and analyzed the first three sub-scales. Cron-
bach alphá s for the three sub-scales ranged from 
0.46 to 0.64.  Scholastic competence, measures the 
perception of children about their competence or 
ability in school performance; all items are related 
to school; social acceptance, evaluates the degree to 
which the child is accepted by their peers or feels 
popular; general self-worth, analyzes to what extent 
the child likes and feels pleased with themselves as 
a person, whether they are satisfied with the way 
they are as a whole. 

Procedure

Schools were randomly selected in Metropolitan 
Lima. The first contact with the schools were made 
by telephone, a second contact was made personally 
in order to explain in detail the research aims. After 
having authorization of the schools, an informa-
tion letter in a sealed envelope was sent to parents 
of private schools. The letter gave an explanation 
of the study and a written consent was requested. 

By contrast, in public schools a talk was given to 
parents and an oral consent was received. 

Data collection consisted of three sessions of 45 
minutes each. In the first session arithmetic and 
spelling were tested, in the second session reading 
was evaluated and finally in the third, the global 
self-worth questionnaire was presented. Between 
evaluations a ten-minute break was given, if ap-
plicable. The Strengths and Difficulties Question-
naire (Goodman, 1997) was filled out by the tutor 
of each classroom. All tests were carried out col-
lectively in regular school hours, the only exception 
was reading, which took place individually leading 
the child to an adjoining classroom. 

Statistical Analysis

To answer the main research questions in this study, 
multivariate multilevel analyses were conducted 
with Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2010). A model 
fit was evaluated through the inspection of several 
fit indexes: the chi squared statistic (χ2), the root 
mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA), 
and the comparative fit index (CFI). In order for 
a model to have a good fit, the RMSEA should be 
equal or lower than 0.06, and the CFI should be 

tabLe 1 
Descriptive Statistics of the Scales

Psychosocial Factors Mean SD Min./Max.

Behavioural Problems

      Emotional Symptoms 2.28 0.02 0 - 10

      Conduct Problems 1.93 0.08 0 - 10

      Peer Relationship Problems 2.95 0.15 0 - 10

Global Self-Worth

      Scholastic Competence 2.89 0.62 1 - 4

      Social Acceptance 2.77 0.61 1 - 4

      Self-Worth 3.17 0.51 1 - 4

Academic Performance

      Spelling 20.25 5.8 6 - 31

      Arithmetic 64.14 27.31 14 - 201

      Reading 100.14 24.32 39.13 - 247.5

Source: Own work.
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close to 0.95 or higher (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A 
RMSEA value lower than 0.08 and a CFI statistic 
equal to 0.9 or higher indicate an acceptable fit 
(Byrne, 1998; Kline, 1998).

Following our theoretical rationale, two mod-
els were tested separately. The first model tested 
the relationship between behavioral problems and 
academic achievement, whereas the second model 
tested the association of self-worth and academic 
achievement.

Results

Descriptive Information

We identified an average of 48.93 students per 
school, with a range of 8 to 152 students. In Table 
1 we report the descriptive information for our 
outcome variables (including mean M, standard 
deviation SD and minimum/maximum value). 

 Conceptual Model for Behavioral 
Problems and Academic Achievement

Figure 1 represents the path diagram for the mul-
tivariate model. In this model two latent variables 
were assumed, behavioral problems and academic 
achievement at the student and school level. Fur-
thermore, six continuous variables, three in the 
case of behavioral problems (emotional symptoms, 
conduct problems and peer relationship problems), 
and three in the case of academic achievement 
(reading, spelling and arithmetic). Additionally, 
three predictors were added in the model: school 
failure, gender and school type. 

Multivariate multilevel results

In the first part of the analyses the proportion of 
the variance explained by the grouping structure 
in the population, was calculated. Therefore, the 
intra-class coefficient (ICC) was estimated in the 
three academic areas obtaining: ICCSP = 0.31, 
ICCAR = 0.28 and ICCRE = 0.23, which means that 
30 %, 28 % and 23 % of the variance is situated at 
the school level in spelling, arithmetic and read-

ing respectively. Moreover, the ICC for behavioral 
problems subscales was calculated:  ICCES = 0.17, 
ICCCP = 0.09, ICCPRP = 0.07, which means that 
17 %, 9 % and 7 % of the variance is situated at the 
school level in emotional symptoms, conduct prob-
lems and peer relationship problems respectively.

The testing of the conceptual model for behav-
ioral problems and academic achievement yielded 
an adequate fit χ2 (58) = 119.38, p = 0.09; RM-
SEA = 0.038; CFI = 0.91. At the student level, 
there was a significant and negative correlation 
between academic achievement and behavioral 
problems (r = -0.26).

The correlation/covariance matrix at the student 
level indicated a negative relationship between be-
havioral problems and academic achievement, which 
can be interpreted as students that perform high in 
academic achievement by means of spelling, reading 
or arithmetic tend to have less behavioral problems, 
specifically in the domains of emotional symptoms, 
conduct problems and peer relationship. Between the 

Figure 1. Path diagram for the multivariate multilevel 
model behavioral problems andacademic achievement
Source: Own work.
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academic domains (Table 2), all correlations were 
positive with the highest correlation between spell-
ing and reading (r = 0.43). Regarding the behavioral 
problems subscales positive intercorrelations were 
present, ranging from r = 0.37 to r = 0.43. 

The correlation / covariance matrix at the school 
level indicated that schools have a stronger effect on 
academic achievement than on behavioral problems, 
meaning that schools make more difference in aca-
demic achievement than in behavioral problems.

Regarding the predictors, we did not find 
any effect of them on the conceptual associa-
tion (academic achievement and psychosocial 

functioning) neither at school nor the student 
level. Nevertheless, at the student level, we found 
an effect of school failure on academic achieve-
ment (β = -0.22), meaning that students that 
experience school failure will show low academic 
achievement. Likewise, the results showed an ef-
fect of gender on behavioral problems (β = 0.28), 
with boys showing more behavioral problems than 
their female peers. 

tabLe 2 
Multivariate Multilevel Model for Academic Achievement and Behavioral Problems

Academic Achievement Behavioral Problems

 Spelling Arithmetic Reading
Emotional 
Symptoms

Conduct 
Problems

Peer 
Relationship 

Problems

Correlation/Covariance matrix at individual level

Academic 
Achievement

Spelling 82.7* 
(14.43) 0.33 0.43 - 0.15 - 0.13 - 0.08

Arithmetic 28.04* 
(8.56)

88.46* 
(25.25) 0.29 - 0.13 - 0.1 - 0.1

Reading 35.38* 
(10.77)

24.5* 
(11.45)

82.75*
(32.65) - 0.05 - 0.08 - 0.08

Behavioral Problems

Emotional 
Symptoms

- 12.92* 
(3.48)

- 11.43 
(8.65)

- 4.47 
(3.25)

85.75* 
(21.32) 0.43 0.37

Conduct 
Problems

- 11.72* 
(3.8)

- 9.34* 
(4.25)

- 7.41*
(2.23)

38.64* 
(13.31)

93.59* 
(32.02) 0.37

Peer Relationship 
Problem 

- 6.57 
(11.21)

- 9.02* 
(4.56)

- 6.97* 
(2.78)

33.24* 
(7.65)

34.97* 
(5.34)

93.4* 
(25.36)

Correlation/Covariance matrix at school level

Academic 
Achievement

Spelling 36.34* 
(10.42) 0.69 0.51 - 0.56 - 0.42 - 0.42

Arithmetic 24.09* 
(11.56)

33.92* 
(8.23) 0.32 - 0.31 0.06 - 0.11

Reading 15.09* 
(6.06)

9.24* 
(2.36)

24.01* 
(3.74) - 0.35 - 0.39 - 0.09

Behavioral Problems

Emotional 
Symptoms

- 14.07 
(8.63)

- 7.49* 
(3.56)

- 7.17* 
(3.25)

17.7
(9.89) 0.76 0.74

Conduct
 Problems

- 7.95 
(4.56)

   1.06 
(1.08)

- 6.02 
(3.56)

9.94
(6.32)

9.68 
(5.85) 0.59

Peer Relationship 
Problem

- 6.72 
(3.98)

- 1.66 
(1.03)

- 1.11 
(1.09)

8.19
(5.23)

4.85 
(3.54)

6.92* 
(3.52)

Note. The lower triangle contains the variances and covariances. Standard errors are in parenthesis. The upper triangle contains 
the correlations. * p ≤ 0.05.
Source: Own work.
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Conceptual model for global self-
worth and academic achievement

Figure 2 depicts the path diagram for the second 
multivariate model. In this model two latent vari-
ables were assumed, global self-worth and academic 
achievement at the student and school level. Fur-
thermore, six continuous variables, three in the 
case of global self-worth (scholastic competence, 
social acceptance and self-worth) and three in the 
case of academic achievement (reading, spelling 
and arithmetic). Additionally, three predictors 
were added in the model: school failure, gender 
and school type. 

Multivariate multilevel results

In the first part of the analyses, the proportion of 
the variance explained by the grouping structure 
in the population, was calculated. Therefore, the 
intra-class coefficient (ICC) was estimated in the 
three academic areas obtaining: ICCSP = 0.23, 

ICCAR = 0.33 and ICCRE = 0.2, which means that 
23%, 33% and 20 % of the variance is situated at 
the school level in spelling, arithmetic and reading, 
respectively. Furthermore, the ICC for behavioral 
problems subscales was calculated:  ICCSC = 0.01, 
ICCSA = 0.1, ICCSW = 0.04, which means that 
1 %, 10 % and 4 % of the variance is situated at 
the school level in scholastic competence, social 
acceptance and self-worth, respectively.

The testing of the second model for behavioral 
problems and academic achievement yielded a good 
fit χ2 (52) = 145.55, p > 0.05; RMSEA = 0.05; 
CFI = 0.87. At the student level, there was a sig-
nificant and positive correlation between academic 
achievement and global self-worth (r = 0.29).

The correlation / covariance matrix at the stu-
dent level indicated a positive relationship between 
global self-worth and academic achievement, mean-
ing that students with high performance in academ-
ic achievement on the domain of spelling, reading 
or arithmetic tend to report a high self-worth as 
well, specifically in the domains of scholastic com-
petence, social acceptance and global self-worth. 
Between the academic domains (Table 3), all cor-
relations were positive with the highest correlation 
between spelling and reading (r = 0.39). The self-
worth subscales were positively inter-correlated, 
ranging from r = 0.20 to r = 0.36. 

The correlation / covariance matrix at the 
school level indicated that school has a stronger 
effect on academic achievement than on self-worth. 
This was also the case with behavioral problems, 
meaning that schools make a stronger difference 
for academic performance than for behavioral 
problems. Concerning our predictors, we did not 
find significant effects of them over the conceptual 
association (academic achievement and psycho-
social functioning) neither at school nor student 
level. Only at the student level, we found an effect 
of school failure on academic achievement (β = 
-0.17), meaning that students experiencing school 
failure also show low academic performance.

Figure 2. Path diagram for the multivariate multilevel 
model global self-worth and academic achievement.
Source: Own work.
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Discussion

The goal of this study was twofold: (a) examining 
the associations between academic achievement, 
with spelling, reading and arithmetic as indica-
tors, and psychosocial functioning, in terms of 
behavioral problems (emotional symptoms con-
duct problems and peer relationship problems) and 
global self-worth (scholastic competence, social ac-
ceptance and self-worth) and (b) investigating the 
effect of school on this association. The expected 
associations between academic achievement and 
psychosocial functioning in a multilevel structure 
were partially confirmed.

Regarding our first research question and in 
line with previous studies (Gadeyne et al., 2004; 
Greenham, 1999), we found a relationship between 
different academic achievement domains and psy-
chosocial variables (behavioral problems and self-
worth). Moreover, the results showed also the impact 
of other related variables such as school failure and 
gender. The results showed that children with low 
academic achievement tend to view themselves 
more negatively than the rest of the peer group, in 
accordance with the results of Saracoglu, Minden, 
and Wilchesky (1989) and Valas (1999). Self-worth 
problems may emerge when children contend their 
academic problems as a consequence of experienc-

tabLe 3 
Multivariate Multilevel Model for Academic Achievement and Global Self-worth

Academic 
Achievement

Global Self-Worth

 Spelling Arithmetic Reading
Scholastic 

Competence
Social 

Acceptance
Self-worth

Correlation/Covariance matrix at individual level

Academic Achie-
vement

Spelling 87.13* 
(13.03) 0.33 0.39  0.23 0.76  0.14

Arithmetic 27.85* 
(10.22)

82.26* 
(30.47) 0.26  0.23 0.04  0.09

Reading 36.33* 
(11.67)

23.76* 
(10.58)

101.17* 
(25.65)  0.14  0.02  0.07

Global Self-
Worth 

Scholastic Com-
petence

1.31 
(0.05)

1.28
(1.25)

0.85 
(0.95)

0.38 
(0.58) 0.2 0.36

Social 
Acceptance

 0.41 
(0.42)

 0.23
(0.025)

0.1 
(0.003)

0.07 
(0.5)

0.33 
(0.78) 0.33

Self- 
Worth

0.82 
(0.45)

 0.51
(0.23)

0.43 
(0.02)

0.14 
(0.52)

0.12 
(0.31) 0.41 (0.41)

Correlation/Covariance matrix at school level

Academic Achie-
vement

Spelling 25.54* 
(10.2) 0.6 0.72 0.74 0.12  0.62

Arithmetic 19.56* 
(8.52)

41.33* 
(19.59) 0.53 0.55 0.36  0.2

Reading 18.21* 
(7.12)

17.21 
(9.45)

25.21* 
(10.62) 0.72 0.33 0.66

Global Self-
Worth

Scholastic Com-
petence

0.27 
(0.05) 0.26 (0.18) 0.26 

(0.35) 0.005 (0.02) 0.41 0.85

Social 
Acceptance

0.12 
(0.11) 0.44 (0.39) 0.32 

(0.18) 0.006 (0.07) 0.04
(0.3) 0.63

Self-
Worth

0.44 
(0.52) 0.19 (0.23) 0.46 

(0.29) 0.008 (0.45) 0.02 
(0.82)

0.2 
(0.6)

Note. The lower triangle contains the variances and covariances. Standard errors are in parenthesis. The upper triangle contains 
the correlations. * p ≤ 0.05.
Source: Own work.
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ing constant school failure. Their constant feelings 
of disappointment and frustration are somehow re-
flected in their own self-worth and probably with a 
latent risk of forthcoming more academic problems. 
Notwithstanding, Marsh (2007) highlights that this 
is not always the case. Other factors may prevent 
academic deficits from affecting their self-worth. 
Attention should be given to some studies that ad-
duce some lower achievers to have self-worth scores 
comparable to their matched peers who are not lower 
achievers (Bear & Minke, 1996; Clever et al., 1992).

A similar situation is found for the behavior 
problems variable, in which the strong connection 
between academic problems and deficits in self-
control and self-regulating behaviors is evident. 
A great body of evidence has demonstrated that 
most individuals with achievement deficits undergo 
social difficulties along with their academic prob-
lems (Handwerk & Marshall, 1998; McGee, Prior, 
Williams, Smart, & Sanson, 2002). Experimental 
research (Milich, McAntinch, & Harris, 1992) 
has documented that when a child is categorized 
with behavior problems, peers tend to reject and 
behave negatively towards this child. Moreover, the 
children displaying such misbehaviors respond in a 
negative way aggravating this interaction.

Results also revealed gender and school failure 
as good predictors of behavioral problems and self-
worth respectively. Research literature consistently 
confirms a tendency for boys to have more problems 
than girls (Calvete & Cardeñoso, 2005; Yanyun, 
Huijun, Ying, Jenn-Yun, & Xianchen, 2008). In a 
study conducted by van der Meer, Dixon, and Rose 
(2008) parents considered that boys were likely to 
have more externalizing problems (e.g. conduct 
disorder), whereas girls showed a higher rate in in-
ternalizing problems (e.g. mood disorder).  

As our results showed, poor academic perfor-
mance co-occurs with externalizing behavioral 
problems (Hawkins, Farrington, & Catalano, 1998; 
Huizinga & Jakob-Chien, 1998). Nevertheless it is 
important to clarify that academic failure may cor-
relate with behavioral problems in general, but it 
does not predict specific forms of antisocial behav-
ior. In this case other variables, particularly family 
and peer dynamics, intervene to shape the direc-

tion and severity of troublesome conduct (McEvoy 
& Welker, 2000).

Concerning our second research question we 
did not find evidence for variation among schools. 
Unlike previous studies (Manrique Millones et al., 
2011; Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kain, 2005) where 
school plays a pivotal role in academic achieve-
ment, in the present study this role is diminished 
or disappears when combined with psychosocial 
functioning. We have to take into account that 
there might be other factors that could intervene in 
the relationship of academic achievement and psy-
chosocial functioning. With this respect, the sup-
port (or negligence) that parents can give to their 
children, how committed and involved they are 
with their child’s academic world is very important. 

One of the limitations of our study is related to 
the cross-sectional nature of the data. Therefore we 
are not able to describe development or changes in 
the characteristics of the target population at nei-
ther the group nor the individual level. A longitudi-
nal study is more likely to suggest cause-and-effect 
relationships than a cross-sectional study by virtue 
of its scope; this is the reason why we need to treat 
our results with precaution. 

Overall, three concluding points should be 
highlighted. First, we corroborated strong links 
between academic achievement and psychosocial 
adjustment. Second, we found gender and school 
failure as good predictors of behavioral problems 
and academic achievement. And finally, although 
we did not find support for the multilevel assump-
tion of our constructs’ association, we should think 
about the presence of contextual or external fac-
tors that might intervene in the process. We previ-
ously mentioned the role of the family, but also the 
teacher might have an important role. In a study 
conducted by Henricsson and Rydell (2004) it was 
demonstrated that poor teacher-student relation-
ships tend to have a negative effect on school adjust-
ment. Likewise, students who do not meet teacher 
expectations are at risk for social and academic 
failure (Lane, Wehby, & Cooley, 2006), because of 
rejection by their teachers.

Students with academic deficits or adolescents 
that exhibit psychosocial problems might be at risk 
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for posterior psychological maladjustment (Parker 
& Asher, 1987). It is advisable, if possible, to meet 
the learning needs or demands of these children 
in order to prevent them from developing insecu-
rity, lack of self-confidence and even disruptive 
behavior. 
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