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Abstract 

The majority of research on bullying has focused on children’s mental and physical health. There 

has been little research examining the longitudinal association between peer victimization, 

academic achievement, and school attendance with a specific focus on the temporal sequence 

linking the variables together. Participants (n= 654) were selected from 51 randomly selected 

elementary schools and were assessed annually from 5th to 12th grade. Results revealed a 

complex pattern of associations that were moderated by sex. Positive relationships with peers 

were the most important for school success for girls, with peer victimization in 8th grade 

predicting decreased GPA and increased absences in 9th grade. Age-related patterns in response 

to bullying were also found with elementary school-aged boys at increased risk of poor academic 

outcomes in response to peer victimization (being bullied in 7th grade predicted decreased GPA 

in 8th grade), compared to secondary school-aged boys (being bullied in 10th grade predicted 

higher GPA in 11th grade). A mediation model showed that being absent from school in 9th grade 

predicted lower grades in 10th grade which in turn predicted increased peer victimization in 11th 

grade; however, when tested for gender differences, the indirect effect was only significant for 

boys. Problems associated with underachievement were the most notable for secondary school-

aged girls, with poor academic outcomes in 9th grade predicting increased peer victimization in 

10th grade. The results have important implications for teachers, school administrators, and 

policy makers on how to identify and reduce peer victimization and ameliorate academic 

achievement. 

 

Keywords: Peer victimization - Academic functioning - Longitudinal - Cascade modeling
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The Temporal Sequence of Peer Victimization, Academic Achievement, and School Attendance 

 Bullying is a widespread phenomenon affecting approximately 246 million children and 

adolescents worldwide over the course of an academic year (UNESCO, 2017). Canada has the 

fifth highest rate of bullying among economically advanced countries (UNICEF, 2017) with 

37.6% of children and adolescents between the ages of 8 and 19 targeted each school year 

(Vaillancourt et al., 2010a). Although being victimized by one’s peers has been repeatedly linked 

to poor academic achievement (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010) and school absenteeism (Smith, 

Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor, & Chauhan, 2004), little is known about the temporal sequence 

between these variables, with a specific focus on the role of peer victimization. It remains to be 

seen whether peer victimization brings about poor academic outcomes, thereby leading to school 

absenteeism, whether peer victimization leads to school absenteeism which then predicts poor 

academic outcomes, or whether poor academic outcomes increase the risk of being targeted by 

peers. 

 The right to education, based on the National Economic and Social Rights Initiative, 

refers to a safe learning environment that helps children prepare for their role in society. In 1948, 

the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR) that outlines the fundamental rights and freedom of individuals. The declaration states 

that “everyone has the right to education” (UDHR, Article 26.1) and “education shall be directed 

to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human 

rights and fundamental freedoms” (UDHR, Article 26.2).  

  In 1989, the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC) which includes children’s civil rights, as well as political, economic, 

social, and cultural rights. The Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasizes the state’s 

obligation to “take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of 

drop-out rates” (CRC, Article 28.1.e) and to ensure “the development of the child's personality, 

talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential” (CRC, Article 29.1.a). The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child both 

emphasize the right to an adequate education that is free of violence and discrimination. Bullying 

is a global health problem that often prevents children and adolescents from achieving their 

fundamental right to education. 
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 Exposure to bullying in educational settings interferes with children’s and adolescents’ 

right to education. Children who experience bullying are at greater risk of academic 

underachievement (Steward, Steward, Blair, Jo, & Hill, 2008; Gottfried, 2009) and school 

absenteeism (Dunne, Sabates, Bosumtwi-Sam, & Owusu, 2013). Among the most economically 

advanced nations in the world, Canada has the sixth highest rate of school absence with 26% of 

15-year-old students missing school, skipping classes, or arriving late to class on a regular basis 

(OECD, 2003).  

 Several researchers have focused on the link between peer victimization and academic 

achievement (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; Van der Werf, 2014). Fewer researchers, however, 

have examined the longitudinal links between peer victimization, academic achievement, and 

school attendance. Since peer victimization is related to poor academic achievement (Nakamoto 

& Schwartz, 2010) and poor academic outcomes are associated with school absenteeism 

(Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006), it is important to examine the temporal sequence between peer 

victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. 

 To gain a better understanding of this relationship, the first section of the literature 

review focuses on peer victimization. The subsequent sections focus on the links between peer 

victimization and academic achievement, peer victimization and school attendance, and 

academic achievement and school attendance.  

Peer Victimization  

 Aggressive behaviour has been used throughout centuries to gain power (McDonald, 

Navarrete, & Van Vugt, 2012), earn high social status (Volk, Camilleri, Dane, & Marini, 2012), 

and increase the likelihood of one’s survival and reproductive success (Lindenfors & Tullberg, 

2011). Bullying is a subtype of aggressive behaviour (Salmivalli, 2010) that is characterized by 

repetition, power imbalance, and intentionality (Vaillancourt et al., 2008). Specifically, bullying 

involves a person with greater power repeatedly using aggression against a person with less 

status with an intention to cause harm (Olweus, 1993). The common forms of bullying that 

children and adolescents may experience are physical, verbal, relational, and cyber.  

 A person can be a target of both overt and covert forms of bullying (Bradshaw, 

Waasdorp, & Johnson, 2014; Nelson, Kendall, Burns, & Schonert-Reichl, 2015). Overt forms of 

bullying include physical aggression such as punching or hitting someone (Byers, Caltabiano, & 

Caltabiano, 2011) and direct verbal aggression such as name-calling, teasing, and threatening 
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someone verbally (Ando, Asakura, &Simons-Morton, 2005). Covert bullying refers to indirect 

forms of aggression that are used to manipulate or disrupt relationships and friendships within a 

group (Archer & Coyne, 2005); these are often difficult to recognize (Barnes et al., 2012), and 

may include relational and cyberbullying (Byers et al., 2011). Relational forms of bullying 

include gossiping, spreading rumors, exposing secrets about another person, or excluding a 

person from a group (Cross, Shaw, Hearn, Epstein, & Monks, 2009). Cyberbullying involves 

sending or posting hurtful texts or images using electronic forms of contact (Li, 2006; Willard, 

2004).  

 Several researchers have found gender differences in bullying (Scheithauer, Hayer, 

Petermann, & Jugert, 2006) with greater use of indirect or relational forms of bullying among 

girls (Rivers & Smith, 1994; Archer, 2004; Vaillancourt, 2005); however, these findings are not 

consistent across the literature (Rys & Bear, 1997; Craig, 1998; Zimmer-Gembeck, Geiger, 

Crick, 2005). Though teachers report greater use of indirect aggression among girls (Crick, 

Casas, & Mosher, 1997), self-report measures indicate a higher use of indirect aggression among 

boys (Card, Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). According to Card et al. (2008), stereotypical 

gender role attitudes may explain the contrasting reports of the forms of aggression among boys 

and girls. As Leichtman and Ceci (1995) point out, stereotypical beliefs can create a memory 

distortion and lead to difficulties in recalling events that are inconsistent with existing beliefs. 

For example, Giles and Heyman (2005) found that children with stereotypical beliefs were less 

likely to recall relationally aggressive acts among boys. 

 In addition to gender differences, researchers have found age-related patterns in the 

development of indirect and direct forms of aggression. Barker, Arseneault, Brendgen, Fontaine, 

and Maughan (2008) studied developmental trajectories of bullying and victimization during 

adolescence and identified a decrease in bullying behaviour among boys (19% at age 14 to 10% 

at age 16) and girls (10% at age 14 to 5% at age 16) from early to mid-adolescence. The authors 

also noted a decline in the rates of peer victimization among boys (13% at age 13 to 5% at age 

16) and girls (10% at age 13 to 5% at age 16) from early to mid-adolescence. Ladd, Ettekal, and 

Kochenderfer-Ladd (2017) studied the prevalence and normative trends in school-based peer 

victimization throughout formal schooling (i.e., Grades K-12) and found that the prevalence rates 

for peer victimization declined progressively across the school years. Although a child’s use of 

physical aggression peaks between the ages of two and four (Tremblay, 2010) and declines 
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thereafter (Brame, Nagin, & Tremblay, 2001; Côté, Vaillancourt, LeBlanc, Nagin, & Tremblay, 

2006), the use of indirect means of aggression is also apparent in preschool age children (Crick. 

Ostrov, Burr, Cullerton-Sen, Jansen-Yeh, & Ralston, 2006; Krygsman & Vaillancourt, 2019) but 

may increase with age (Vaillancourt, Miller, Fagbemi, Côté, & Tremblay, 2007; Cleverly, 

Szatmari, Vaillancourt, Boyle, & Lipman, 2012). A movement from a direct (e.g., physical) to a 

more indirect form of aggression is associated with an increase in social-cognitive and linguistic 

skills (Vaillancourt et al., 2007) and a decrease in personal harm and confrontation (Björkqvist, 

1994).   

 Despite these differences in prevalence rates by sex across independent students, a meta-

analysis by Cook, Williams, Guerra, Kim, and Sadek (2010) representing 153 studies found that 

boys were more likely to be represented as targets and perpetrators of bullying than girls.  

 Previous studies have yielded mixed results regarding the prevalence rates of peer 

victimization among ethnic majority and minority school-aged children (Hanish & Guerra, 2000; 

Vitoroulis & Vaillancourt, 2015), with some researchers reporting that ethnic minority groups 

are more likely to be victimized compared to members of ethnic majority groups (Fandrem, 

Strohmeier, & Jonsdottir, 2012), while other researchers revealing that ethnic minority children 

are less likely than ethnic majority school-aged children to be repeatedly victimized by their 

peers (Hanish & Guerra, 2000; Fisher et al., 2015). In addition, Vitoroulis and Vaillancourt 

(2015) found in their meta-analysis that there were no differences in peer victimization among 

members of ethnic majority and minority groups. The inconsistency in findings regarding the 

relations between ethnicity and victimization (Vitoroulis & Vaillancourt, 2015) has led 

researchers to conclude that ethnicity is not directly related to peer victimization (Vervoor, 

Scholte, Overbeek, 2010) in that contextual factors, such as the ethnic composition of schools 

and classrooms, play a more prominent role in determining the risk for victimization among 

ethnic majority and minority students (Vervoor et al., 2010; Vitoroulis & Vaillancourt, 2015). 

 Researchers have proposed several theories from which to understand the socio-

environmental factors associated with bullying. Adherents of social learning theory have argued 

that children learn through observation (Bandura, 1978; Espelage, Bosworth, & Simon, 2000) 

and exposure to physical and psychological forms of aggression during childhood predicts 

subsequent involvement in bullying (O’Connell, Pepler, & Craig, 1999). Vaillancourt et al. 

(2007) studied the link between family dysfunction and indirect aggression and found that 
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inconsistent parenting in childhood resulted in children’s use of indirect aggression during 

middle-childhood. According to attachment theory, children’s relationships with their caregivers 

may have a significant impact on their relations with peers (Bowlby, 1969; Shlafer & 

Poehlmann, 2010). Although children with insecure attachment are more likely to engage in 

bullying (Munson, McMahon, & Spieker, 2001) and respond to bullying incidents with hostility 

and aggression (Monks et al., 2009), securely attached children are less likely to become 

involved in bullying (Bowers, Smith, & Binney, 1994).  

 Since bullying is the most prevalent form of physical and psychological aggression in 

schools (Swearer & Doll, 2001; Beeson & Vaillancourt, 2016), researchers have turned to 

explore whether being victimized by one’s peers leads to poor academic achievement in the 

classroom.  

The Link between Peer Victimization and Academic Achievement 

 Being a target of bullying has been concurrently linked to loneliness, anxiety, low self-

worth (Graham & Juvonen, 1998) and longitudinally linked to depressive tendencies (Bogart et 

al., 2014), and low self-esteem (Van Geel, Goemans, Zwaanswijk, Gini, & Vedder, 2018; Saint-

Georges & Vaillancourt, 2019). Children who are victimized by their peers may have a negative 

attitude toward school (Rueger, Malecki, & Demaray, 2010), negative perceptions of school 

climate (Baly, Cornell, & Lovegrove, 2014; Wang et al., 2014), and difficulties concentrating on 

school work (Li, Cross, & Smith, 2012).  

 Findings from the studies examining the link between peer victimization and academic 

achievement are mixed. Earlier studies have found that children with academic difficulties were 

at risk of peer victimization (Schwartz, Farver, Chang, & Lee-Shin, 2002; Mishna, 2003). 

However, more recently, researchers have found that children who were victimized by their 

peers were at greater risk of poor academic outcomes (Espelage, Hong, Rao, & Low, 2013; 

Vaillancourt, Brittain. McDougall, & Duku, 2013). Yet, there is a gap in the research on the 

bidirectional relationship between peer victimization and academic achievement. Although being 

the target of bullying leads to poor academic outcomes, it is also quite possible that poor 

academic achievement results in peer victimization. 

 Olweus (1978), a pioneer in the field of bullying research, first suggested that high and 

low academic achievers are at a greater risk for peer victimization. Park, Lee, Jang, and Jo 

(2017) examined the risk factors associated with victimization among middle and high school 
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students. The authors studied a sample of 65528 Korean adolescents that ranged from 12 to 18 

years of age. They found that high and low academic achievers were indeed at an increased risk 

of peer victimization. Singer (2005) investigated the link between dyslexia and peer 

victimization in a sample of 60 Dutch children ranging from 9 to 10 years of age. The author 

found that children with dyslexia were more likely than other children their age to become 

targets of bullying. 

  Researchers have reported a positive association between academic performance and 

peer acceptance (Levine, Snyder, & Mendez-Caratini, 1982), with high-academic achievers 

being more accepted by their peers than low academic achievers (Austin & Draper, 1984). 

Hughes and Zhang (2007) examined the effects of classmates’ perceptions of peers’ academic 

competence on the association between academic ability and peer acceptance and found that low 

academic achievers were more likely to be rejected by their classmates. These same students 

were also less engaged in school. In a cross-sectional study, Glew, Fan, Katon, and Rivara 

(2008) studied the link between bullying and school safety using a sample of 5391 students in 

7th, 9th, and 11th grade and found that for each one-point increase in grade point average (GPA), 

the likelihood of being a target of bullying decreased by 10 percent.  

 Children with learning difficulties are more likely to be rejected by their peers (Walker & 

Nabuzoka, 2007), with 30% of children with learning difficulties becoming targets of bullying 

compared to 8% to 16% of children without learning difficulties (Greenham, 1999). Because 

children with learning difficulties are at risk of poor academic performance (Mishna, 2003) and 

social difficulties (Nowicki, 2003), these children are at risk of peer victimization (Baumeister, 

Storch, & Geffken, 2008). It is possible that children with learning difficulties are less likely to 

be accepted by their peers (Wiener, 2004), reducing their opportunity to form relationships 

(Nabuzoka & Smith, 1993) that may protect them from being victimized (Savage, 2005). 

 Children with poor academic outcomes are at risk of peer victimization (Schwartz et al., 

2002; Mishna, 2003), with poor writing skills in 3rd grade predicting peer victimization in 5th 

grade that persists until the 8th grade (Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Schwartz et al. (2002) examined 

the behavioural, academic, and psychosocial correlates of peer victimization in a sample of 122 

South Korean elementary school children ranging from 10 to12 years of age. The authors found a 

negative association between teacher-rated academic performance and multi-informant reports of 

peer victimization. Despite these findings, it is worth noting that the results may reflect the 
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cultural importance of education and academic achievements in maintaining status and self-

fulfillment in Korea (Lee & Larson, 2000).  

 Children who are targets of bullying are at risk of poor academic outcomes (Nakamoto & 

Schwartz, 2010). Liu, Bullock, and Coplan (2014) conducted a longitudinal study with 805 

elementary school children in which they looked at the link between peer assessments of 

victimization and teacher-rated academic achievement. The authors found that academic 

achievement in 3rd grade did not predict victimization in 5th grade, but being bullied in 3rd grade 

predicted poor academic outcomes in 5th grade. Additionally, in a three-year longitudinal study 

of a sample of 2300 middle school students, Juvonen, Wang, and Espinoza (2011) examined the 

effects of peer victimization on academic achievement. The authors found that for each 1-point 

(4-point scale) increase in self-perceived victimization, students’ GPA decreased by 0.3-grade 

points. Wang et al. (2014) studied the links between school climate, peer victimization, and 

academic achievement and found that for every 1-point (5-point scale) increase in peer 

victimization, students’ GPA decreased by 0.44 units. Similar findings were noted by Van der 

Werf (2014) who studied the effect of bullying on academic achievement and found that a 1 

standard deviation (SD) increase in school bullying incidents resulted in a 0.55 SD and 0.44 SD 

decrease in students’ standardized test scores. Finally, a meta-analysis of the concurrent 

association between peer victimization and academic achievement revealed a small but 

significant negative correlation between the two constructs (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010).   

 There are many reasons as to why targets of bullying lag behind their peers in academic 

development. Peer victimization may result in internalizing problems (McDougall & 

Vaillancourt, 2015) which, in turn, results in poor academic outcomes (Vaillancourt et al., 2013). 

In a longitudinal study, Juvonen, Nishina, and Graham (2000) studied the link between peer 

harassment, psychological adjustment, and school functioning in a sample of 243 students that 

ranged from 12 to 15 years of age. The authors found that peer harassment resulted in 

psychological maladjustment (low self-worth, loneliness, and depressive symptoms) which led to 

poor school functioning (as assessed by GPA and absenteeism). Children with depressive 

symptoms may exhibit poor concentration and memory, and consequently, suffer from academic 

underachievement (Lundy, Silva, Kaemingk, Goodwin, & Quan, 2010). 

 Peer victimized children may have a negative view of themselves (Graham & Juvonen, 

1998; Saint-Goerge & Vaillancourt, 2019) that extends to other areas such as scholastic 
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achievement (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Thijs and Verkuyten (2008) studied the relationship 

between peer victimization and academic achievement in a sample of 1895 students in 6th grade 

and found that academic self-efficacy mediated the relation between peer victimization and 

academic achievement. Kokkinos and Kipritsi (2012) examined the associations between 

bullying perpetration, peer victimization, and academic self-efficacy in a sample of 206 sixth 

grade students that ranged from 10 to 13 years of age. The authors found a negative association 

between peer victimization and academic self-efficacy. In a longitudinal study, Flook, Repetti, 

and Ullman (2005) reported that academic self-concept in 5th grade predicted academic 

achievement in 6th grade, while in a meta-analytic review, Multon, Brown, and Lent (1991) 

found that “self-efficacy beliefs account for approximately 14% of the variance in students’ 

academic performance and approximately 12% of the variance in their academic persistence” (p. 

34). 

 Peer victimized children may have a negative perception of their school climate (Meyer-

Adams & Conner, 2008; Wang et al., 2014) which may, in turn, diminish their willingness to 

attend school (Hutzell & Payne, 2012), resulting in poor academic outcomes (Roby, 2004; 

Seilström & Bremberg, 2006). Strøm, Thoresen, Wentzel-Larsen, and Dyb (2013) examined the 

link between violence, school environment, and academic achievement and found that children 

who attend schools with a high frequency of bullying incidents were at increased risk of poor 

academic performance. In a cross-sectional study of 612 students that ranged from 13 to 17 years 

of age, Patton, Woolley, and Hong (2011) found that exposure to school violence was indirectly 

associated with self-reported measures of academic performance, while in a cross-sectional study 

of 7343 participants, Strøm et al. (2013) found that a 1-point increase (4-point scale) in school 

bullying accounted for an average of 0.98- point decrease in grades. 

 A couple of studies found no relationship between peer victimization and subsequent 

school functioning (Hanish & Guerra, 2002; Woods & Wolke, 2004). In a two-year longitudinal 

study, Hanish and Guerra (2002) examined the effects of peer victimization on children’s 

behavioural, social, emotional, and academic functioning in a sample of 2064 students in 1st, 2nd, 

and 4th grade. They did not find a correlation between peer victimization and academic 

maladjustment as assessed by reading and math scores. Results revealed gender and age-related 

patterns in students’ responses to bullying, with boys and older children at greater risk of 

developing adjustment problems to peer victimization. A longitudinal study by Woods and 
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Wolke (2004) examined the association between bullying behaviour and academic achievement 

in a sample of 1016 primary school children ranging from 6 to 7 years of age. Targets of direct 

bullying did not differ from their peers in academic achievement as assessed by The National 

Curriculum Standard Assessment Tasks that combine Test Results (SATs TR) with Teacher 

Assessments (SATs TA). Woods and Wolke (2004) noted that peer victimized children turn to 

schoolwork and related activities as an escape route from bullying, increasing their academic 

outcomes. 

 Despite the findings, few studies have examined potential protective factors that mitigate 

the link between peer victimization and poor academic outcomes. Rothon, Head, Klineberg, and 

Stansfeld (2011) examined the link between bullying victimization and school achievement. The 

authors found that high levels of support from family and friends protected bullied adolescents 

from poor academic outcomes among a sample of 2790 adolescents from 11 to 12 and 13 to14 

years of age. A positive teacher-child relationship also appears to have a positive effect on 

children and adolescents by impacting their sense of school connectedness (Hallinan, 2008), 

leading to lower levels of externalizing and internalizing problems (O’Connor, Dearing, & 

Collins, 2011), and positively impacting learning outcomes (Hamre & Pianta, 2001).   

 Wood and Wolke (2004) found that high academic outcomes in 1st grade predicted 

relational aggression (e.g., social exclusion) in 3rd grade. Other researchers have found that 

relational aggression in 4th grade predicted poor academic performance in 4th and 5th grade 

(Risser, 2013). Still, Van der Werf (2014) noted a negative association between school bullying 

incidents and academic performance among both targets and perpetrators of bullying. 

 Despite the large and growing field of research, the link between peer victimization and 

academic achievement has not yet been firmly established. Although student achievement has 

been assessed through self-report measures (Holt, Finkelhor, & Kaufman Kantor, 2007), teacher-

rating of academic achievement (Schwartz et al., 2002), GPAs (Glew et al., 2008), and 

standardized test scores (Van der Werf, 2014); empirical evidence suggests that educational 

measures, such as academic achievement measures, can impact the magnitude of the relation 

between the two variables with studies using school records of achievements (ESr = -.17) 

revealing a stronger effect size than studies using self-reported GPAs (ESr = -.06) and 

standardized test scores (ESr = -.10; Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). 
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 It is important to note that although previous studies have examined the association 

between peer victimization and academic achievement for children and adolescents, most 

inquiries into the link between these variables have been cross-sectional. Although cross-

sectional studies (Austin & Draper, 1984; Schwartz et al., 2002; Park et al., 2017) have indicated 

an association between peer victimization and academic performance; longitudinal studies 

regarding these variables have produced inconsistent findings, with researchers reporting that 

peer victimization could function as a precursor (Liu et al., 2014) or consequence (Hughes & 

Zhang, 2007; Vaillancourt et al., 2013) of lower academic achievement. The finding should be 

treated with caution in that there could be gender differences in the relations between peer 

victimization and academic achievement at certain ages or stages of development. 

The Effect of Peer Victimization on School Attendance  

 Students who are bullied by their peers are at risk of chronic absenteeism (Rigby, 2003), 

truancy (Sharp, 1995; Attwood & Croll, 2006), and dropping out of school (Townsend, Fisher, 

Chikobvu, Lombard, & King, 2008; Dunne, Bosumtwi-Sam, Sabates, & Owusu, 2010). Chronic 

absenteeism is defined as missing more than 10% (Chang & Romero, 2008) or 18 days of school 

over the course of an academic year (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). Kearney (2008) made an 

important distinction between unexcused and excused absences. Students are excused from 

classes when their absences are due to medical injury, religious holiday, illness, or death within 

the family. Unexcused absences refer to the number of days that students are absent from school 

without an acceptable explanation. Unexcused absences are associated with environmental and 

social conditions and may include both school withdrawal and school refusal behavior (i.e., a 

person’s motivation to skip school in response to fear or anxiety; Kearney, 2008). 

 Several researchers have found a positive relationship between peer victimization and 

school absenteeism (Reid, 1983; Juvonen et al., 2000; Hutzell & Payne, 2012). However, this is 

not consistent as findings in other studies revealed no association between peer victimization and 

school records of absenteeism (Glew, Fan, Katon, Rivara, & Kernic, 2005). Juvonen et al. (2000) 

conducted a study with 243 participants between 12 and 15 years of age and found a positive 

correlation between self-perceived peer harassment and school records of absenteeism that was 

stronger for boys. Conversely, in a cross-sectional study of 1639 primary school children ranging 

from 6 to 9 years of age, Wolke, Woods, Bloomfield, and Karstadt (2001) found no relationship 

between direct and relational involvement in bullying and parent and school records of 
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absenteeism. Currently, questions remain as to whether there are age-related differences 

pertaining to individual responses to perceived peer victimization. 

 Students who experience bullying are at greater risk of skipping school (Dunne et al., 

2013) and thus missing out on valuable learning opportunities (Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004). 

Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) examined the longitudinal link between peer victimization and 

school adjustment in a sample of 200 children in kindergarten. Results revealed that bullied 

children were at risk of a variety of school adjustment problems including loneliness and school 

avoidance. Reid (1983), in a study of 128 persistent school absentee students, found that 14.8% 

reported bullying as the main reason for missing school. In a longitudinal study, Buhs, Ladd, and 

Herald (2006) examined the link between chronic peer abuse and subsequent school engagement 

and academic achievement. The authors studied a sample of 380 children from kindergarten to 

5th grade and found that chronically abused children were more likely to engage in school 

avoidance behaviour. Jan and Husain (2015) surveyed 234 girls and boys that ranged from 12 to 

15 years of age and found that bullied students were more likely to miss school for fear of being 

criticized by their peers. Storch and Masia-Warner (2004) noted that “victimized girls may be 

denied opportunities for learning and developing prosocial peer relationships because of 

avoidance and distress” (p.359). 

 Avoidance has been found to be the second most frequently used method of coping with 

being the target of bullying (Mahady-Wilton, Craig, & Pepler, 2000). Storch and Masia-Warner 

(2004) examined the link between peer victimization and social anxiety in a total of 561 girls in 

9th, 10th, and 11th grade and found that girls who were overtly or relationally victimized by their 

peers were at a greater risk of avoiding general and new situations. Using data from the 2008 

Ghana Global School-based Student Health Survey, Dunne et al. (2010) found that girls or boys 

who experienced psychological bullying had 2.1 and 2.5 times higher odds of missing school. 

Storch, Brassard, and Masia-Warner (2003) studied a sample of 383 adolescents in 9th and 10th 

grade found that relationally victimized boys were at greater risk of social avoidance; there was 

also a positive relationship between overt and relational victimization and social avoidance 

among girls. Consistent with the previous research, Steiner and Rasberry (2015) found that 

15.5% of bullied students missed one or more day(s) of school during the 30 days before the 

survey because of safety concerns, compared to 4.1% of non-bullied students.  
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 Peer victimized children may develop somatic and psychological problems (Srabstein, 

McCarter, Shao, & Huang, 2006) that result in problematic levels of school absenteeism (Egger, 

Costello, & Angold, 2003; Kearney, 2008). Somatic complaints include fatigue and dizziness 

(Politis, Bellou, Belbasis, & Skapinakis, 2014), while psychological problems may include 

depression and anxiety (Bond, Carlin, Thomas, Rubin, & Patton, 2001). Nishina, Juvonen, and 

Witkow (2005) studied the relation between peer victimization, psychosocial adjustment, 

physical symptoms, and school adjustment in a sample of 1526 sixth grade students. They found 

that “peer victimization in the fall was associated with spring psychosocial maladjustment and 

physical symptoms, which in turn predicted poor spring school functioning” (p. 37). Juvonen et 

al. (2000) found that peer harassment led to psychological maladjustment (depressive symptoms, 

loneliness, and low self-worth), which in turn, led to poor school functioning (as measured by 

GPA and school attendance).   

 Children who are victimized by their peers may view their school as an unsafe place 

(Card & Hodges, 2008) and avoid certain locations in school due to fear of attack or harm 

(Hutzell & Payne, 2012). Vaillancourt et al. (2010b) conducted a cross-sectional study of 11152 

students from 4th through 12th grade and found that elementary school students were most 

vulnerable to bullying on playgrounds (71.6%) and outside recess (62.7%). Secondary school 

victims reported higher rates of bullying in hallways (67.9%), lunchroom/cafeteria (48.5%), 

classrooms (47.0%), in front of the school (42.5%), change rooms (41.0%), and gymnasiums 

(32.8%). Consequently, bullied students were more likely to avoid hallways (7%), restrooms 

(7%), the school cafeteria (6%), parking lots (5%), and entrances to the school (4%). Similarly, 

Meyer-Adams and Conner (2008) studied the link between bullying and school climate using 

data from the School Culture, Climate, and Violence: Safety in Middle Schools of the 

Philadelphia Public School System study. Peer victimization had a negative impact on the 

psychosocial environment of the school, which resulted in school avoidance or withdrawal 

behaviour (e.g., staying home, cutting classes, and avoiding locker rooms and parking lots).  

 Despite these findings, several researchers have found no relationship between peer 

victimization and school absenteeism (Attwood & Croll, 2006; Glew et al., 2005). In a cross-

sectional study of a sample of 3530 students between 6th and 10th grade, Glew et al. (2005) found 

no association between bullying involvement and school records of absenteeism. In a sample of 

1982 children that ranged 6 to 9 years of age, Wolke et al. (2001) found that bullying 
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involvement did not predict parent or school records of absenteeism. These authors also noted 

that primary school-aged children were less likely than secondary school children to report 

health problems and school absenteeism in response to victimization. Using detailed personal 

interviews and British Household Panel Survey (BHPS), Attwood and Croll (2006) examined the 

consequences and explanations for truancy in a sample of 770 participants aged 11 to 15 years 

and found that worrying about bullying was not associated with higher level of unexcused 

absences. The authors noted that although rates of truancy increase across the years of secondary 

school, concerns over bullying decrease as students get older. According to the authors, the sharp 

increase in truancy was due to negative attitudes toward teachers. 

 Associations between peer victimization and school absenteeism are quite complex. 

Although cross-sectional (Storch & Masia-Warner, 2004; Dunne., et al 2010; Hutzell & Payne, 

2012) and longitudinal studies (Juvonen et al., 2000) have indicated an association between peer 

victimization and school absenteeism; the findings should be treated with caution in that two 

studies revealed no association between these variables (Wolke et al., 2001; Glew et al., 2005). It 

is also important to note that although being the target of bullying leads to school absenteeism, it 

is also quite possible that being absent from school results in peer victimization in that children 

select and are selected by others based on their engagement in school (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), 

with more engaged children developing closer relationships with the peers (Ladd et al., 1999) 

that may protect them from being victimized (Savage, 2005). 

The Link between Academic Achievement and School Attendance  

 Research on the link between academic achievement and school attendance has revealed 

mixed findings. Some researchers suggest that school absenteeism leads to poor academic 

outcomes (Peterson & Colangelo, 1996). Other researchers, however, have found that changes in 

academic outcomes result in changes in school attendance (Feldman et al., 2014).  

 Chronically absent students tend to have lower academic outcomes compared to their 

better attending peers (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006). Romero and Lee (2007) studied the impact 

of early school absences on subsequent academic outcomes in a sample of children from 

kindergarten through 5th grade. They found a positive association between chronic absenteeism 

in kindergarten and poor academic performance in 1st grade as measured by reading, general 

knowledge, and math scores. Connolly and Olson (2012) studied the link between school 

attendance and academic performance and found that being chronically absent in pre-
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kindergarten and kindergarten predicted lower grades in 1st and 2nd grade SAT10 scores. Romero 

and Lee (2007) noted that “children missing 10% or more of the school year scored five points 

less than did those who were absent up to 3% of the school year in kindergarten” (p. 3). Using 

data from the Ohio Department of Education website, Roby (2004) examined the influence of 

class attendance on students’ academic outcomes. The author studied 4640 students in 4th, 6th, 

9th, and 12th grade. Roby found a positive correlation between school attendance and academic 

outcomes (as measured by Ohio Proficiency Tests). Schools that ranked the highest on the Ohio 

Proficiency Test had the highest attendance averages. Consistent with Roby’s findings, Lamdin 

(1996) found that school attendance positively influenced students’ performance as assessed by 

the California Achievement Test (CAT).  

 Poor school attendance can result in a number of adverse academic outcomes. Gottfried 

(2009) studied the relationship between school absences and academic achievement using a 

longitudinal dataset of a sample of 86000 elementary and middle school students within the 

School District of Philadelphia. Results revealed that school attendance was related to both GPA 

and standardized test performance measured by SAT9 reading and math scores. Gottfried (2009) 

found a stronger correlation between school attendance and academic achievement (GPA) as 

students progressed through school. Ready (2010) examined the relationship between 

socioeconomic status (SES), school absences, and academic achievement using data from the 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K). The author found a negative association 

between school absences and literacy scores, with 1 SD increase in kindergarten absence 

associated with a 1.5% or 1.26% monthly decrease in literacy and mathematics scores over the 

course of 1st grade. Controlling for SES, Coelho, Fischer, McKnight, Matteson, and Schwartz 

(2015) found that for each day increase in first-grade absence, students’ third-grade test scores 

decreased by 1 point in math and 0.75 points in reading. The authors found that ethnic minority 

students had the highest rates of absences and experienced the greatest decline in math and 

reading scores for each day missed. 

 Academic underachievement can also have a negative influence on school attendance. 

Feldman et al. (2014) examined the link between bullying, victimization, and academic 

achievement in a sample of 2030 students in 6th, 7th, and 8th grade. The authors found that poor 

academic achievement (as measured by GPA) in middle school predicted a decrease in annual 

attendance rate toward high school. Consistent with Feldman et al.’s (2014) findings, Friedman, 
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Rodriguez, and McComb (2001) found that students with high academic achievement (as 

assessed by GPA) had fewer school absences.  

 Despite evidence of an association between academic achievement and school 

absenteeism (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006; Romero & Lee, 2007; Connolly & Olson, 2012), little 

is known about the relations between these variables over time. Although several studies have 

indicated that being absent from school results in poor academic performance (Kearney & 

Bensaheb, 2006), it is also plausible that poor academic performance can have a negative 

influence on school attendance (Feldman et al., 2014) in that students’ motivation may decrease 

as a result of lower grades (Whitley, Lupart, & Beran, 2007). 

Peer Victimization, Academic achievement, and School Attendance 

 Several researchers have found that peer victimization leads to school absenteeism (Reid, 

1983; Juvonen et al., 2000; Hutzell & Payne, 2012; Dunne et al., 2013), which in turn, predicts 

poor academic outcomes (Buhs & Ladd, 2001). Other researchers suggest that peer victimization 

interferes with children’s and adolescents' academic outcomes (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; 

Juvonen et al., 2011; Van der Werf, 2014), which then predicts higher levels of school 

absenteeism (Friedman et al., 2001; Feldman et al., 2014). Yet, few longitudinal studies have 

directly examined the chronological sequence between peer victimization, academic 

achievement, and school attendance for purposes of drawing causal inferences. 

 In Ripski and Gregory’s (2009) study, the links between peer victimization, school 

engagement, and academic achievement were examined using the Educational Longitudinal 

Study of 2002. The authors found that self-perceived peer victimization predicted school 

disengagement and poor academic achievement (as indicated by reading and math scores). 

Gardella, Tanner-Smith, and Fisher (2016) examined the relation between peer victimization and 

academic outcomes in a sample of 5930 participants ranging from 12 to 18 years of age. Self-

reported school absenteeism partially mediated the association between peer victimization and 

academic functioning. In Buhs and Ladd’s (2001) study, the links between peer rejection and 

children’s emotional and academic adjustment were examined using a short-term longitudinal 

design. The authors found that children who were rejected by their peers were less likely to 

participate in classroom activities, which resulted in poor academic outcomes. 

 Feldman et al. (2014) examined the links between bullying perpetration, peer 

victimization, and academic achievement in a sample of 2483 children over a five-year period. 
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The authors found that peer victimization in middle school was not concurrently or 

longitudinally related to academic achievement and school records of attendance (as assessed by 

GPA and attendance records). In Buhs et al. (2006) study, links between peer rejection, school 

engagement, and academic achievement were examined in a sample of 380 children from 

kindergarten through fifth grade. Results revealed that although chronically abused children were 

more likely to engage in school avoidance behaviour, school avoidance was not linked to 

academic achievement as assessed by the Teacher Rating Scale of School Adjustment and Wide 

Range Achievement Test. However, given the young age of the sample, it remains unclear 

whether these patterns of findings exist among middle and secondary school-aged children.  

 The scarcity of longitudinal studies examining the relations between peer victimization, 

academic achievement, and school absenteeism is a concern in that there is ample cross-sectional 

evidence indicating that these variables are interrelated (Schwartz et al., 2002; Romero & Lee, 

2007; Dunne., et al 2010; Gardella et al., 2016). It remains to be seen whether peer victimization 

brings about poor academic outcomes, thereby leading to school absenteeism (peer victimization 

® poor academic achievement ® school absenteeism), whether peer victimization leads to 

school absenteeism, which then predicts poor academic outcomes (peer victimization ® school 

absenteeism ®poor academic achievement), or whether poor academic outcomes increase the 

risk of being targeted by peers which in turn is associated with school absenteeism (poor 

academic achievement ® peer victimization ® school absenteeism). It is also possible that 

being absent from school places children at risk socially with their peers, which then impact their 

grades (school absenteeism ® peer victimization ® poor academic achievement). Finally, there 

could also be reciprocal relations between these variables.  

Research Objectives 

 The research focused on addressing the gaps in the literature regarding the longitudinal 

association between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school absences over time; 

with a specific focus on understanding the temporal sequence linking the variables together. The 

objectives of the present research included examining (1) the direct relationship between peer 

victimization and academic achievement; (2) the direct relationship between peer victimization 

and school attendance; (3) the temporal sequence between peer victimization, academic 

achievement, and school attendance; and (4) gender differences in the temporal sequence 

between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. 
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Present Study  

 The majority of research on bullying has focused on children’s and adolescents’ mental, 

physical, and emotional health. Fewer studies have been conducted on the effects of peer 

victimization on academic achievement and school attendance among young adults.  

 A small number of studies suggest that academic underachievement leads to peer 

victimization (Schwartz et al., 2002; Vaillancourt et al., 2013; poor academic achievement ® 

peer victimization). However, most studies on bullying have shown that peer victimization 

results in poor academic performance (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; Juvonen et al., 2011; Liu et 

al., 2014; Wang et al., 2014; peer victimization ® poor academic achievement). Given the 

findings, we predict that peer victimization will have a negative effect on students’ academic 

outcomes (peer victimization ® poor academic achievement).  

 In this study, we also examined whether being a target of bullying was associated with 

higher levels of school absenteeism. Several researchers have found that targets of bullying were 

more likely to exhibit higher levels of school absenteeism (Vidourek, King, and Merianos, 2016; 

peer victimization ® increased school absenteeism). Other researchers found that peer 

victimized youth were more likely to exhibit school avoidance behaviour (Hutzell & Payne, 

2012; increased school absenteeism® peer victimization). Glew et al. (2005) found no 

association between peer victimization and school records of attendance (peer victimization ≠ 

increased school absenteeism). We predicted that children and adolescents who were victimized 

by their peers would be more likely to miss school (peer victimization ® increased school 

absenteeism). 

 Although evidence suggests that peer victimization leads to school absenteeism, which in 

turn, leads to poor academic outcomes (Buhs & Ladd, 2001; Gardella et al., 2016; peer 

victimization ® increased school absenteeism ®poor academic achievement). Being bullied by 

peers may result in poor academic performance, increasing the risk of school absenteeism (peer 

victimization ® poor academic achievement ®increased school absenteeism). The main purpose 

of the study was to examine the longitudinal relations between peer victimization, academic 

achievement, and school attendance; with a specific focus on the temporal sequence linking the 

variables together. Therefore, no formal hypotheses were made.  

 Some researchers suggest that the link between peer victimization, academic 

achievement, and school attendance is stronger among girls than boys (Feldman et al., 2014; 
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Rueger & Jenkins, 2014). Other researchers, however, found that chronically victimized boys 

were more likely to dislike school and have lower levels of classroom engagement (Ladd et al., 

2017). With regards to gender differences, we expected that girls who were bullied would 

experience greater school difficulties over time in that girls have been shown to be more 

distressed by bullying than boys (Paquette & Underwood, 1999). 

 Since it is the severity rather than the forms of victimization that places children and 

adolescents at higher risk for adverse outcomes (e.g., Haltigan & Vaillancourt, 2014), we 

classified students according to severity/frequency rather than type or form of victimization (e.g., 

relational vs. physical). 

Methodological Framework 

 Plato drew a distinction between knowledge and true opinion (Grote, 1865) on the ground 

that knowledge is nothing more than a belief that can be supported by reasoning (Anderson, 

1993). Although the main purpose of positivism is to attain an absolute truth through direct 

observation and scientific reasoning (Lee, 1991; Koch & Harrington, 1998), post-positivists 

recognize that all knowledge is socially constructed and shaped by cultural beliefs and 

experiences (Henderon, 2011). Researchers, guided by a positivist framework, attempt to 

maintain objectivity by eliminating subjectivities and personal prejudice in the research process; 

however, post-positivists argue that reality is socially constructed (e.g., experiential, cultural, and 

background knowledge) and can therefore never be a value-free research.  

 For this thesis, a post-positivist epistemological framework that recognizes the roles of 

values and politics in the research process was adopted (Ryan, 2006). In keeping with a post-

positivist approach to research, we recognize the influences of culture, language, and subjective 

forms of cognition in the construction of knowledge. Researchers and their methods have 

inherent biases and weaknesses that may occur either intentionally or unintentionally when 

reviewing the literature, formulating a hypothesis, determining the research design, collecting the 

data, and analyzing and interpreting the results.  

 Post-positivists emphasize the use of qualitative (e.g., non-numerical) and quantitative 

methods in understanding human behaviour. Qualitative research is used to gain a deeper insight 

into the different aspects of human experience via observation, in-depth interviews, and focus 

groups (Jamshed, 2014). Quantitative forms of research are used to test theories through 

descriptive, experimental, and quasi-experimental designs (Sousa, Driessnack, & Mendes, 2007). 
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While qualitative methods are characterized by discovery and exploration, quantitative research 

relies on standardized data collection and statistical analysis (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

 Research on bullying and victimization has been conducted using quantitative (Woods & 

Wolke, 2004; Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2009; Wang et al., 2014), qualitative (Mishna, 2004; 

Patton, Hong, Patel, & Kral, 2016), and mixed method approaches (Cunningham, Vaillancourt, 

Rimas, Cunningham, Short, & Chen, 2009; Hong & Espelage, 2012). Although qualitative 

research provides a deeper understanding of children’s and adolescents’ personal experiences of 

victimization (Thornberg, 2011) through interviews, focus groups, and participant-observation 

(Cunningham et al., 2009; Hong & Espelage, 2012), quantitative methods, via surveys and 

experiments, enable researchers to test theories and generalize findings to a larger population. 

Mixed methods research combines both quantitative (e.g., surveys) and qualitative (e.g., 

interviews, focus groups) methods to gain a deeper understanding of an issue.  

 A quantitative research design was chosen to gain a better understanding of the relations 

between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. Quantitative methods 

have become important tools in exploring the phenomenon of bullying (Hong &Espelage, 2012) 

in that they have furthered our understanding of the severity and prevalence of bullying in 

classrooms and schools (Vaillancourt et al., 2010a). Quantitative social researchers use 

numerical data to examine the influence of peer victimization on mental health and academic 

achievement. The central purpose of quantitative research is to establish a relationship between 

variables and predict future behaviour. 

Methodology  

Participants and Procedure   

 The data were derived from the McMaster Teen study, an ongoing longitudinal study 

examining the relationship between peer victimization, mental health, and academic 

achievement. The study has maintained yearly ethical approval from the McMaster University 

Research Ethics Board (5th to 8th grade) and the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board (9th 

to 12th grade). Parents and children were initially recruited to take part in the study in the spring 

of 2008. Participants were selected from fifth-grade classrooms at 51 randomly selected 

elementary schools within Southern Ontario Public School Board. Parents were asked to provide 

consent for their children to participate in the research study. Children were also asked to provide 

a written assent to participate in the study. In fifth-grade, participants completed a paper-pencil 
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version of the survey in their classrooms. Children had an option of answering either paper or an 

online version of the survey at subsequent time points. Additionally, a trained research assistant 

interviewed the parents on their children’s peer experiences and mental health functioning. 

Parents and students were compensated for their time and cooperation with a gift certificate.  

 This research examined participants from T1 (5th grade) through T8 (12th grade). The 

total number of participants who agreed to participate in the longitudinal arm of the study was 

875. Of the 875 participants, 654 (75%) participated in the study in at least one additional time 

point (T2-T8) and as such were included in the analysis. The average age of students in 5th grade 

was 10.50 years (SD=0.51), and approximately half were girls (54.1%). The majority of 

participants were European-Canadian (White, 79.2%; Middle-Eastern-Canadian, 1.8%; 

African/West-Indian-Canadian, 3.5%; Asian- Canadian, 1.8%; South-Asian-Canadian, 3.7%; 

Indigenous-Canadian, 2.3%; South/Latin American-Canadian, 1.4%; Did not know, 0.2%; Other, 

4.4%; missing, 1.7%). A combination of student and parent reports of race/ethnicity were 

recoded into two categories of non-white (Middle-Eastern-Canadian, African/West-Indian-

Canadian, Asian- Canadian, South-Asian-Canadian, Indigenous-Canadian, South/Latin 

American-Canadian, and Other) and white (European-Canadian) due to the low prevalence of 

most ethnic backgrounds. Twenty-eight percent of participants identified as non-white, and 

seventy-nine percent of participants identified as white. Socioeconomic status, measured by 

household income and educational attainment, of parents whose children are involved in the 

study was taken at T1 (5th grade), with approximately half of parents reporting a household 

income greater than $80, 000 (46.8%; $70 000-$80 000, 9.3%; $60 000-$70 000, 7.5%; $50 000-

$60 000, 6.3%; $40 000-$50 000, 6.1%; $30 000-$40 000, 6.9%; $20 000-$30 000, 5.8%; <20 

000, 4.6%). Over half (72.6%) of parents had either college or university qualification (college 

diploma or trades certificate, 39.0%; university undergraduate degree, 23.5%; university 

graduate degree (10.1%; high school, 19.9%, and did not complete high school, 4.0%).  

Measures 

Peer victimization. Participants were asked about their own experiences with 

victimization (“How often have you been bullied at school?”) using a five-point scale (0 = Not at 

all, 1=Only a few times this year, 2 =Every month, 3 =Every week, and 4=Many times a week). 

Students’ responses on their victimization experiences as well as the physical (“How often have 

you been physically bullied by being hit, kicked, shoved, etc.?”), verbal (“How often have you 
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been verbally bullied by insults, put downs or threats at school?”), social (“How often have you 

been bullied by exclusion (being left out), rumours, or someone getting others not to like you?”), 

and cyber (“How often have other students bullied you on the computer by using text messages, 

the computer or email messages/pictures to threaten you or make you look bad?”) forms of 

victimization were summed within each time point to create a composite score. The current 

measure was compared to other bullying scales such as the Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire 

(Olweus, 1996) and has shown to be more sensitive in identifying true cases of victimization 

(Vaillancourt et al., 2010a). The internal consistency of the scores derived from the peer 

victimization measure had been established at each time point (T1 α =.81, T2 α =.80, T3 α =.78, 

T4 α =.78, T5 α =.80, T6 α =.79, T7 α =.80, T8 α =.81), with scores ranging from 0 to 19 

(M=2.65, SD= 3.15). Higher scores on this measure indicate greater rates of victimization. 

School absences. The number of days participants have missed from school were 

assessed from the spring of 5th grade (T1) to the time the age group reached 12th grade (T8) using 

school records of attendance (Ontario School Record) through the participating school boards. 

Teachers in Ontario are legally and contractually required to ensure that the attendance of 

persons for every school day is recorded in accordance with the regulations outlined in the 

Education Act (Subsection 265) and policies established by the Ministry of Education. Children 

or adolescents were classified as absent if they missed a portion of a class, half of a school day, 

or an entire day of classes. The measure had excellent reliability (T1 α =.83, T2 α =.82, T3 α 

=.81, T4 α =.80, T5 α =.78, T6 α =.77, T7 α =.77, T8 α =.82), with scores ranging from 0 to 

140.50 (M=13.24, SD= 15.16). A higher score indicates greater rates of school absences. 

 Academic achievement. Participants academic achievement was assessed using their 

Grade Point Average (GPA) obtained from the Ontario Student Records through the participating 

school boards. Students’ performance, measured by dividing the total number of grade points 

earned by the total number of attempted units, in English, French, math, science (T1-T4) social 

studies (T1-T3), and geography and history (T3-T4) were averaged within each time point to 

create a GPA composite. Students high school grades, including 18 compulsory credits (English, 

4; mathematics, 3; science, 2; Canadian history, 1; Canadian geography, 1, arts, 1; health and 

physical education, 1; French as the second language, 1; career studies, 0.5; civics, 0.5) and 12 

optional credits, were summed to create a composite score at every time point. Grades were 

scored on a 12-point scale (D-=50–52%; D=53–56%; D+= 57–59%; C-=60–62%; C=63–66%; 
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C+= 67–69%; B-=70–72%; B=73–75%; B+=76–79%; A-=80–84%; A=85–89%; A+=90–100%), 

with lower scores indicating poor academic achievement. The GPA composite had excellent 

reliability (T1 α =.94, T2 α =.94, T3 α =.93, T4 α =.93, T5 α =.93, T6 α =.93, T7 α =.93, T8 α 

=.94) with scores ranging from 0 to 12 (M=8.41, SD=2.27).   

Control variables. The control variables, household income and parental education, have 

shown to be linked to peer victimization (Tippett & Wolke, 2014) and academic achievement 

(Dahl & Lochner, 2010; Davis-Kean, 2005). Parental household income was assessed using an 8-

point scale (1= less than 20,000, 2= between 20,000 and 30,000, 3= between 30,000 and 40,000; 

4= between 40,000 and 50,000; 5= between 50,000 and 60,000; 6= between 60,000 and 70,000; 

7= between 70,000 and 80,000; 8= more than 80,000) and level of education was assessed using 

a 5-point scale (1= did not complete high school; 2= completed high school; 3= college diploma 

or trades certificate; 4= university undergraduate degree; 5= university graduate degree). Racial 

and ethnic differences have been linked to academic outcomes (Vars & Bowen, 1998; Mau & 

Lynn, 1999) and school absences (Whitney & Liu, 2017), and were controlled in the analysis.  

Statistical Analysis 

 Path analysis with maximum likelihood robust (MLR) estimation was carried out using 

Mplus version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010) to examine the direct and indirect associations 

between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. The TYPE= 

COMPLEX and the CLUSTER options were used to account for the nesting of students at the 

classroom level. The model fit was evaluated using Comparative Fit Index (CFI) with values > 

.95 indicating an excellent fit, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; values 

<0.06 indicating an excellent fit), and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) 

with values <0.08 indicating an acceptable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Satorra-Bentler scaled chi- 

square test was used to evaluate the significance of differences in Chi-square values between the 

nested models (Satorra & Bentler, 1994). Non-nested models were compared using the Akaike 

information criterion (AIC).  

 In the first model, we examined within-time covariance to determine whether the 

constructs have a positive or inverse relationship at each time point (e.g., being bullied by peers 

Grade 5 with school absenteeism Grade 5). In the second and third model, autoregressive paths 

were used to examine the stability of the main variables over a one-year (e.g., Grade 5 school 
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absences to Grade 6 school absences) and two-year (Grade 5 school absences to Grade 7 school 

absences) interval. 

Investigating the variables over different time lags was helpful in examining the points in 

time in which the independent variable (e.g., bullying by peers) exerted its full effect on the 

dependent variables (e.g., academic functioning). In the fourth model, autoregressive cross-

lagged paths were added to explore the relations between variables over time (e.g., being bullied 

by peers Grade 5 to academic achievement Grade 6). A multi-group analysis was used to assess 

whether the predictive pathways differed across gender (Model 5 and 6). In the seventh model, 

we controlled for ethnicity, household income, and parental education levels. Indirect pathways, 

involving three or more time points, were identified and tested for significance using the “Model 

Indirect” command in Mplus. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

 Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for peer victimization, school 

absences, and GPAs, as well as the overall sample size, over the course of the study. Girls, 

compared to boys, reported higher levels of peer victimization, had higher GPAs, and had higher 

rates of absences at every time point. Over the duration of the study, girls and boys reported 

higher rates of victimization in elementary school, with the highest victimization rate in 5th 

grade. The lowest rate of victimization was reported in 11th (for boys) and 12th (for girls) grade. 

Although the frequency of peer victimization declined for boys (except for 8th and 12th grade) 

and girls across the school years, the rates of school absences increased (except for 10th grade) as 

they grew older. Secondary schools had higher rates of absences than elementary schools, with a 

sharp increase between 10th and 11th grade.  

 The bivariate correlations among the main study variables across time are presented in 

Table 2. Correlations ranged from .19 to .58 for self-perceived peer victimization with the 

strongest association between 10th and 11th grade (r=.58) and the weakest association between 6th 

and 12th grade (r=.19). Teacher ratings of academic achievement, with the strongest correlation 

between 9th and 10th grade (r=.87) and the weakest correlation between 6th and 12th grade (r= 

.51), and school absenteeism, with the strongest correlation between 9th and 10th grade (r=.87) 

and the weakest correlation between 6th and 12th grade (r= .16), were consistent over time. 

Positive correlations were found between peer victimization and school absenteeism. In 
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additions, both peer victimization and school absenteeism were positively correlated with 

academic difficulties. 

Cross-lagged model 

 The goodness of fit indices, including the CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR, are presented in 

Table 3, and the results of the model comparison are presented in Table 4. Model 1 (within-time 

covariance) had poor fit to the data (CFI, 0.136; RMSEA, 0.166 [90% CI, 0.162- 0.170]; SRMR, 

0.323), as did Model 2 with the addition of one-year stability paths (CFI, 0.864; RMSEA, 0.068 

[90% CI, 0.064-0.073]; SRMR, 0.150). Model 3, with the addition of two-year stability paths 

(CFI, 0.953; RMSEA, 0.042 [90% CI, 0.037-0.047]; SRMR, 0.118), was an adequate fit to the 

data. Model 4, including within-time covariance, stability paths, and cross-lagged paths, had 

excellent fit to the data (CFI,0.979; RMSEA, 0.031 [90% CI, 0.025-0.038]; SRMR,0.039), and 

was a significant improvement on model 3 (CD= 1.2680, TRd= 174.3137, Δdf =42, P<0.01). The 

final model consisted of within-time relations, stability paths, and cross-lagged paths (Model 3) 

that were statistically significant (Figure 1). The nonsignificant paths were removed from the 

final model for ease of interpretation. 

Sex differences 

 A multi-group model in which all paths were allowed to vary freely across gender (Model 

5) was compared to a model where all paths were constrained to be equal across gender (model 

6). The unconstrained model had excellent fit to the data (CFI, 0.970; RMSEA, 0.041 [90% CI, 

0.034-0.048]; SRMR, 0.045) and was a better fit than the constrained model (CFI, 0.947; 

RMSEA, 0.048 [90% CI, [0.042-0.053]; SRMR, 0.081) as evidenced by the statistically 

significant change in chi-square (CD= 1.3761, ΔX
2= 251.515, Δdf=105; p<.01). Significant 

differences in model fit indicated that there were gender variations in the cross-lagged paths 

between victimization, academic functioning, and school attendance. See Figure 2 and Figure 3 

for the final multi-group models that included standardized coefficients. 

Self-perceived peer victimization   

 Peer victimization was concurrently associated with decreased GPA in 5th (r=-.23) and 

11th (r= -.10) grade, and increased absences in 5th (r=.11) and 12th (r=.13) grade.  

 The results of the analyses investigating gender differences in the predictive association 

between peer victimization and academic functioning revealed that being a target of bullying was 

linked to GPA and absences. Specifically, peer victimization in 8th grade predicted decreased 
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GPA (β=-.08) and increased absences (β=.12) in 9th grade for girls. For boys, being a target of 

bullying in 7th grade was predictive of decreased GPA in 8th grade (β=-.10), whereas 

victimization by peers in 10th grade predicted higher GPA in 11th grade (β=.07).  

School absences 

 School absenteeism was concurrently associated with academic achievement in 5th, 6th, 

8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade (r=-.13 - r=-.51). In addition to within-time associations, a 

number of cross-lagged links were found with school absenteeism in 5th and 10th grade predicting 

increased peer victimization in 6th and 11th grade (β =.10, β=.11). Being absent from school in 

6th, 7th, and 9th grade predicted lower GPA in 7th, 8th, and 10th grade (β=-.09, β =-.08, and β=-

.14), respectively.  

 Gender differences in the association between school absenteeism, peer victimization, 

and academic achievement revealed that school absenteeism was linked to peer victimization and 

academic functioning. Being absent from school in 5th grade was longitudinally associated with 

increases in peer victimization in 6th grade (β =.13) for girls. Absenteeism in 8th grade was 

predictive of decreased peer victimization in 9th grade (β = -.22) for boys. Girls who were absent 

in 6th and 7th grade had a lower GPA in 7th (β =-.07) and 8th (β =-.14) grade. Being absent from 

school in 9th grade was predictive of poorer grades in 10th grade (β= -.18) for boys.  

Academic performance 

 Academic difficulties were linked to peer victimization and school absenteeism both 

concurrently and longitudinally. Poor academic outcomes in 5th, 8th, 9th, 10th, and 11th grade 

predicted increased absences in 6th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade (β =-.10, β =-.17, β=-.14, β =-

.20, β =-.17), respectively. Although lower GPA in 9th grade predicted increased peer 

victimization in 10th grade (β=-.10), poor academic achievement in 10th grade was predictive of 

decreased peer victimization in 11th grade (β=.15).  

 Poor academic achievement in 9th grade predicted increased peer victimization in 10th 

grade (β=-.18) for girls. Academic underachievement in 5th, 7th, 8th, 9th,10th, and 11th grade 

predicted increased absences 1 year later (Grade 5 to 6, β =-.12; Grade 7 to 8, β =-.10; Grade 8 to 

9, β =-.24; Grade 9 to 10, β =-.19; Grade 10 to 11, β =-.20; Grade 11 to 12, β =-.21) for girls. For 

boys, lower GPA in 5th, 8th,10th, and 11th grade had negative effects on school attendance 1 year 

later (Grade 5 to 6, β =-.10; Grade 8 to 9, β =-.14, Grade 10 to 11, β =-.27; Grade 11 to 12, β = -

.11).  
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Control variables 

 We examined the possible effects of ethnicity, household income, and parental education 

on peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance (Model 7) using the 

covariance matrix in Mplus. Model fit statistics and model comparison tests between Model 7 

with control variables (CFI, 0.984; RMSEA, 0.025 [90% CI, 0.018-0.031]; SRMR, 0.040) and 

Model 4 without control variables (CFI,0.979; RMSEA, 0.031 [90% CI, 0.025-0.038]; 

SRMR,0.039) revealed that Model 7 had similar fit to that of Model 4. However, Model 4 had a 

lower AIC value (AIC = 64832.612) than Model 7 (AIC =69740.294), indicating that Model 4 

without control variables had a better fit. All statistically significant pathways are presented in 

Figure 1. 

Indirect effects 

 Using the model indirect command in Mplus version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010) 

with percentile bootstrapping (5,000), pathways with three or more time points were identified 

and tested for significance. Being absent from school in 9th grade was indirectly associated with 

increased peer victimization in 11th grade through its effect on academic achievement in 10th 

grade (b=-.003, p=.023); however, when tested for gender differences, the indirect effect was 

only significant for boys (b=-0.024, p=0.038). 

Discussion 

 The present study advances the literature by furthering our understanding of the temporal 

sequence of self-perceived peer victimization, academic achievement, and school absenteeism; 

and the indirect effects of these relations. Although a number of studies have examined the 

concurrent and short-term effects of peer victimization on academic achievement and school 

absenteeism, few studies have explored the temporal sequence linking the variables together. To 

our knowledge, this is the first 8-year longitudinal study to explore the relations between peer 

victimization, academic achievement, and school absenteeism across the years of elementary and 

secondary school. 

Stability 

 Self-reported victimization was stable across childhood and adolescence, which is in line 

with previous studies that found that children and youth display a stable pattern of peer 

victimization over time (Scholte, Engels, Overbeek, de Kemp, & Haselager, 2007; Pouwels, 

Souren, Lansu, & Cillessen, 2016). This is not surprising given that peers have been shown to 
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reinforce bullying and peer victimization by selecting and creating environments that promote 

and maintain their behaviour (Scholte et al., 2007) and thereby locking perpetrators and targets 

into their specific roles (DeRosier, Cillessen, Coie, & Dodge, 1994; Scholte et al., 2007). These 

results demonstrated strong support for the need to intervene at an early age and break the 

vicious cycle of bullying.  

 Academic achievement and school absences were also stable across childhood and 

adolescence. Individual differences in academic achievement were highly stable over time 

(Rimfeld et al., 2018) and have been shown to be substantially affected by genetic influences and 

environmental differences (Thompson, Detterman, & Plomin, 1991). Although genetics can 

account for 40-60% of individual differences in achievement (Kovas, Haworth, Dale, Plomin, 

2007; Rimfeld et al., 2018; Smith-Woolley, Ayorech, Dale, von Stumm, & Plomin, 2018), being 

absent from school can have a detrimental effect on academic achievement (Coelho et al., 2015), 

with children who were absent from school at increased risk of poor academic outcomes 

(Morrissey, Hutchison, & Winsler, 2014). Being absent from school was stable across time, 

which supported previous research that found that students who missed 2 to 4 days of school in 

September were five times more likely to be chronically absent over the school year, compared 

to students who missed fewer than 2 days of school (Olson, 2014). These results emphasize the 

importance of improving students’ achievement and attendance at an early age in interrupting its 

continuity over time. Indeed, children and youth with higher intelligence tend to have better 

mental and physical health and fewer illnesses throughout their life span (Plomin & Deary, 2015) 

Concurrent Associations 

 Peer victimization was concurrently associated with academic difficulties in 5th and 11th 

grade, which is consistent with studies showing that peer victimization was linked to poor 

academic performance (Juvonen et al., 2000; Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010). The strength of the 

association between self-perceived victimization and academic achievement (r=-.23; r=-.10) is in 

line with that of Walker and Nabuzoka (2007), who reported a small but concurrent association 

between peer victimization and academic achievement. Being a target of bullying may result in 

elevated levels of distress (Crick & Bigbee,1998; Hanish & Guerra, 2002), which may interfere 

with individuals’ cognitive processes (e.g., attention and concentration difficulties), making it 

difficult for them to learn and actively participate in a classroom (Schwartz, Gorman, Nakamoto, 

& Toblin, 2005). It is also plausible, for example, that children and youth who experience 
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academic difficulties (e.g., difficulty paying attention and following instruction) are at risk of 

victimization in the peer group (Mishna, 2003). In this case, peer victimization could be viewed 

as the consequence of poor academic achievement. 

 Another key finding is that peer victimization was concurrently associated with school 

absenteeism in 5th and 12th grade, which supported previous findings that targets of bullying may 

perceive their school as an unsafe environment (Aluede, 2004; Vaillancourt et al., 2010) and 

engage in school avoidance behaviour (Dunne et al., 2010) to prevent or reduce further 

victimization (Hutzell & Payne, 2012). It may be the case that being absent from school 

increases the risk of peer victimization in that school absentees had been found to make and 

receive fewer friendships (Carroll, 2011) that may protect them from being victimized (Savage, 

2005). 

 Even though it was not one of the aims of the thesis, elementary school-aged children 

were at greater risk of peer victimization, which supported the findings that younger children 

tend to report higher levels of victimization compared to their older peers (Brown, Birch, & 

Kancherla, 2005). Girls, although academically outperforming boys, reported higher rates of 

bullying victimization, with the highest rate of victimization in 5th grade, which lends support to 

the premise that girls are much more likely than boys to be bullied at school (OECD, 2009).  

 With the exception of seventh grade, school absenteeism was concurrently associated 

with poor academic outcomes across the years of elementary and secondary school. Children and 

youth who have higher rates of absences may miss out valuable learning opportunities (Storch & 

Masia-Warner, 2004), resulting in poor academic performance (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006). It 

is also plausible that poor academic performance can have a negative influence on school 

attendance (Feldman et al., 2014) in that students’ motivation may decrease as a result of lower 

grades (Whitley et al., 2007). 

 In line with previous research (Isakson & Jarvis, 1999; Barber & Olsen, 2004), girls and 

boys experienced greater school adjustment difficulties over time, with girls developing greater 

school attendance problems across the years of elementary and secondary school. Studies show 

that increases in absences can be due to changes in a curriculum (Attwood & Croll, 2006), 

decline in motivation (Whitley et al., 2007), a mismatch between students’ needs and teachers 

support (Peacock, 2001), developmental changes as part of adolescence (Bellmore, Huang, 
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Bowman, white, & Cornell, 2016), or peer group influences (Kinder, Wakefield, & Wilkin, 

1996).  

Cascade model 

 Peer victimization was associated with academic achievement and school absenteeism 

concurrently and longitudinally. Results of the analyses demonstrated gender differences in the 

longitudinal effect of peer victimization on academic achievement and school attendance. For 

girls, being the target of bullying at the end of elementary school (8th grade) predicted decreased 

GPA and increased absences at the beginning of secondary school (9th grade). The results 

replicate and extend previous research (Dunne et al., 2010; Hutzell & Payne, 2012) that found 

that targets of bullying were at greater risk of school absenteeism (Dunne et al., 2013) and poor 

academic outcomes (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010; Espelage et al., 2013) by showing that girls 

who were victimized by their peers were at increased risk of academic underachievement and 

disengagement as they transitioned to secondary school. Reducing peer victimization in the last 

year of elementary school, may therefore, protect girls as they transition to secondary school 

(Mandy et al., 2016). Results showed age-related patterns in response to bullying with 

elementary-school aged boys at increased risk of poor academic outcomes in response to peer 

victimization (being bullied in 7th grade predicted decreased GPA in 8th grade), compared to 

secondary school-aged boys (being bullied in 10th grade predicted higher GPA in 11th grade). 

The results indicate that secondary school-aged boys may turn to school as an escape route from 

bullying, increasing their academic outcomes (Woods &Wolke, 2004). 

 Consistent with the findings of research on school engagement (Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 

1999; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), school absenteeism was concurrently and longitudinally 

associated with peer victimization. For girls, being absent from school in 5th grade predicted 

increased peer victimization in 6th grade, indicating that school absenteeism can have a negative 

effect on student-perceived relationships with peers. Children with higher rates of absences were 

more likely to report negative experiences with peers (e.g., bullying) in that children select and 

are selected by others based on their engagement in school (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), with more 

engaged children developing closer relationships with their peers over time (Ladd et al., 1999). 

Peer relationships play an important role in children’s emotional, cognitive, and social 

development (Martin-Anton, Monjas, Bacete, & Jimenez, 2016), with positive relationships 

working as buffers against peer victimization (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2011). For boys, being absent 
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from school in 8th grade was predictive of decreased victimization in 9th grade, which supported 

previous cross-sectional (Rigby, 1998; Dunne et al., 2010) and longitudinal studies 

(Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996; Buhs et al., 2006) indicating that being absent from school reduces 

peer victimization (Hutzell & Payne, 2012). Girls who are absent from school are at increased 

risk of peer victimization, in comparison to boys, in that girls’ and boys’ may grow up in 

different peer cultures (Underwood, 2007), where girls’ friendships rely on “face-to-face” 

contact, while boys’ friendships are considered “side-by-side” (Wright, 1982). In an 

experimental design, Felmlee and Muraco (2009) found that females tend to place greater value 

on intimate connections, while in a special issue, Underwood (2007) claimed that female 

friendships are fostered and maintained through communication and support. Male friendships 

are less intimate (Felmlee, 1999) and are found to focus on shared activities (side-by-side; Rubin, 

1985). 

 Problems associated with underachievement were the most notable for secondary school-

aged girls, with poor academic outcomes in 9th grade predicting increased victimization in 10th 

grade. Results extend previous findings on the link between academic achievement and peer 

victimization (Schwartz et al., 2002; Mishna, 2003), with underachieved children and youth at 

greater risk of peer victimization (Schwartz et al., 2002), by highlighting that the effects of poor 

academic outcomes on subsequent peer victimization were greater during adolescence than in 

childhood. Children and youth, both girls and boys, tend to experience greater levels of academic 

pressure as they grow older (Klinger et al., 2015), with older girls reporting higher levels of 

pressure than their male peers (Jones, 1993; Klinger et al., 2015). With that being said, 

underachieved girls, but not boys, were at highest risk of victimization, with high-academic 

achievers being more accepted by their peers than low academic achievers (Austin & Draper, 

1984).  The results may indicate gender-based preferences or interests (e.g., differences in 

occupational choices), but it may also reflect cultural expectations and norms in Canada with a 

strong focus on the performance and achievements of female students. Women account for the 

majority of postsecondary graduates in all provinces and territories, with a larger proportion of 

women earning a university degree (15% in 1991 and 35% in 2015) than men (19% in 1991 and 

30% in 2015; Statistics Canada, 2016). The percentage of women who had a high school 

diploma as their highest level of education (31% in 1991 to 23% in 2015) was lower than that of 
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men (26% in 1991 to 25% in 2015; Statistics Canada, 2016). Thus, the rising expectations for 

girls to perform well in school may place underachieved girls at risk of peer victimization.  

 Being absent from school has an immediate and long-term negative effect on children’s 

and adolescents’ academic achievement. The total number of days absent from school was 

longitudinally associated with academic achievement in that for girls, being absent from school 

in 6th and 7th grade led to lower grades in 7th and 8th grade, whereas for boys, being absent from 

school in 9th grade was predictive of poorer grades in 10th grade. Students who were absent from 

school received fewer hours of instruction (Gottfried, 2009) and failed to benefit from teacher-

led lessons (Morrissey et al., 2014), resulting in poor academic outcomes (Peterson & Colangelo, 

1996). Poor academic performance in 5th, 8th, 10th, 11th (for girls and boys), 7th, and 9th (for girls) 

grade predicted increased absences 1 year later, indicating that poor academic performance can 

have a long-term negative impact on school attendance (Feldman et al., 2014) in that students’ 

motivation may decrease as a result of lower grades (Whitley et al., 2007). The results supported 

previous cross-sectional (Roby, 2004) and longitudinal studies (Feldman et al., 2014) showing 

that school absenteeism may lead to poor academic outcomes (Peterson & Colangelo, 1996) 

which may, in turn, lead to subsequent changes in attendance (Feldman et al., 2014).  

 A mediation model revealed that being absent from school in 9th grade predicted lower 

GPA in 10th grade which in turn predicted increased peer victimization in 11th grade; however, 

when tested for gender differences, the indirect effect was only significant for boys. The finding 

is consistent with studies showing that school disengagement places students at risk of academic 

underachievement (Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006), which in turn places students at increased risk 

of peer victimization (Schwartz et al., 2002).  Although few studies have tested academic 

achievement as a mediator, there is some evidence to suggest that there are gender differences in 

the relations between school disengagement and peer victimization (Stubbs-Richardson, Sinclair, 

Goldberg, Ellithorpe, & Amadi, 2017) in that for girls, poor peer relationships may explain the 

link between school absenteeism and peer victimization.  

Conclusion 

 The present study addresses links between peer victimization, academic achievement, and 

school attendance, with a specific focus on the temporal sequence linking the variables together. 

Girls with higher rates of absences were at increased risk of victimization in that children select 

and are selected by others based on their engagement in school (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012), with 
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more engaged children developing closer relationships with their peers (Ladd et al., 1999). Boys 

who were absent from school experienced a decline in peer victimization, indicating that some 

children may skip school as a strategy to avoid being bullied. The results reflect differences in 

peer interactions among girls and boys (Rose & Rudolph, 2011), with girls who were absent 

from school at increased risk of becoming targets of bullying. 

 School attendance was critical to students’ academic success, but more importantly, our 

results showed that underachieved students were at increased risk of school absenteeism. These 

findings suggest that being absent from school can lead to a vicious cycle, or a positive feedback 

loop, in which school absenteeism predicts poor academic achievement, which in turn, leads to 

subsequent changes in attendance. The results emphasize the importance of identifying student 

disengagement in the early years and focusing intervention efforts on interrupting the cycle. It is 

apparent that problems associated with underachievement were the most notable for secondary 

school-aged girls, with poor academic outcomes predicting increased rates of victimization. 

Although, it is worth noting that the results may reflect cultural norms and values on the 

importance of education and academic achievements of young women.  

 Through this work, the importance of creating positive relationships in facilitating active 

participation in learning and school became apparent. Positive relationships were the most 

important in school success for girls, with peer relationships contributing to both student 

engagement and achievement. Research has shown that girls, but not boys, performed better 

academically in the years in which they had more friends and were not rejected by their peers 

(Zitzmann, 2005). Results revealed age-related patterns in response to bullying with elementary 

school-aged boys at increased risk of poor academic outcomes in response to victimization, 

compared to secondary school-aged boys. The results suggest that secondary school-aged boys 

may use better coping strategies to overcome the difficulties of being bullied by peers. Teachers, 

principals, and school administrators play a central role in empowering young Canadians with 

education by promoting the importance of attendance in the learning success of the student and 

in the development of a positive learning environment. 

Strengths and Limitations   

 There are a number of strengths in the present study, including the use of a large sample 

size. The current study uses a large sample of students from 5th grade (T1; 2008) to 12th grade 

(T8; 2015) at 51 randomly drawn schools from Southern Ontario. The large sample size, as well 
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as the random sample of the population, increases the chance that the findings are representative 

of the population. Another strength is the use of longitudinal research design to examine the 

relation between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. To the best 

of our knowledge, this is the first 8-year longitudinal study exploring the temporal sequence 

between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. 

 Strengths of this study also include the use of teacher-reported measures of academic 

outcomes derived from the Ontario School Records. Although self-reported grades were 

commonly used in previous studies, self-reported grades may not provide an accurate reflection 

of student’s actual grades (Dobbins, Farh, & Werbel, 1993) as students have been shown to over-

report their reading scores by .60 SD (Alexander, Entwisle, & Bedinger, 1994).  

 Despite the strengths of this study, a potential limitation is the use of single rather than 

multiple informants of peer victimization. Children and adolescents may under- or over-report 

the number and severity of bullying incidents. Though informant reports, such as peer or teacher 

reports, may buffer against desirability bias and provide a better insight into the participants 

traits (McDonald, 2008), self-report measures are helpful in assessing forms of peer 

victimization that are not apparent to the public (Green, Felix, Sharkey, Furlong, & Kras, 2013). 

Though victimized students may not be perceived as targets by their peers (Oldenburg et al., 

2015), advocates of self-report measures argue that a student’s perception of peer victimization is 

closely related to academic performance compared to peer and teacher reports of victimization. 

Children are more sensitive to negative peer treatment (Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002) and 

may, in turn, provide a more reliable estimate of the frequency in which they have been 

victimized (Olweus, 2003).  

 Another limitation of the study is the use of school records of attendance to examine 

students change in absences as they progress through school. Although school records of 

attendance are more reliable than subjective measures of attendance, there are a number of 

factors (e.g., parental involvement) that can explain or cause poor school attendance. Since the 

root causes of student absenteeism are complex, it can be difficult to pinpoint the underlying 

causes of school absenteeism among children and youth.  

 The study drew participants from one geographic region, which limits our ability to 

generalize the findings to other geographical regions. Results from self-report measures may be 

influenced by individuals’ affective and cognitive states prior to completing the survey. Future 
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research should examine whether relationships with teachers mitigate the link between peer 

victimization and academic achievement.  

 Another limitation relates to missing data, which is a common problem in longitudinal 

studies. Incomplete data are not unusual when individuals are repeatedly measured over time 

(Laird, 1988) in that participants may withdraw from the study, refuse to respond to specific 

questions, or are difficult to locate. Refusal to participate in the study can be random, but it can 

also be related to social and biological characteristics of the participant (Wolke et al., 2009). 

Research refusal may compromise the generalizability of the results (Jones, 1996) in that those 

who refuse to participate in the study often differ from participants who remain in the study 

(Mfutso-Bengo, Masiye, Molyneux, Ndebele, & Chilungo, 2008). Students who were hard to 

reach for enrollment and follow-up were relatively more likely to experience poverty, intellectual 

difficulties, and poor mental health (David, Alati, Ware, & Kinner, 2012). Addressing 

participation bias is important in exploring academic achievement and school absenteeism in that 

those who do not participate may differ from those who do.  

 Children who have agreed to participate in the study were potentially different from those 

who did not participate in that chronically absent students were more likely to have missed 

school on the day that the questionnaires were administered. For example, Ripski and Gregory 

(2009) explored the impact of bullying on academic achievement and school attendance, finding 

that targets of bullying were more likely to miss school and have reduced achievement. It is 

important to recruit and retain underrepresented, high-risk, and vulnerable individuals in that 

they may possess certain traits that affect the outcome of the research.  

Contribution to Research  

 Despite the prolific research on school bullying, few studies have examined the temporal 

sequence between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school attendance. In this 

study, we examined the gaps in the literature regarding the bidirectional relationship between 

peer victimization and academic achievement, age-related differences pertaining to individual 

responses to perceived peer victimization in terms of school attendance, the temporal sequence 

linking the variables together, and gender difference in the temporal sequence. Establishing a 

link between the variables is important in pursuing justice in education. Although there has been 

significant progress in ensuring access to education for children from ages 5/6 to 18/21 years of 
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age, there are many obstacles to be removed and supports to be developed in ensuring a safe 

learning environment that is free of violence and bullying. 

 Given that being a target of bullying was predictive of decreased GPA and increased 

absences, targets of bullying are threatened in a manner that violates their right to an education 

that is enshrined in the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child that 

emphasizes the state’s obligation to “take measures to encourage regular attendance at schools 

and the reduction of drop-out rates” (CRC, Article 28.1.e) and to ensure “the development of the 

child's personality, talents and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential” (CRC, 

Article 29.1.a). The results indicate the importance of developing more effective laws, policies, 

and regulations that protect children and youth from becoming targets of bullying. Policymakers 

and school administrators have a legal responsibility for creating and maintaining a safe 

environment that empowers children and youth to be full and active participants in society. 

 Since there is a significant relationship between peer victimization and academic 

achievement, it is critical that policies and procedures are put into place that requires teachers 

and principals to be educated of the nature and effects of bullying (Espelage et al., 2013) in that 

teachers’ perceptions of bullying may influence their willingness and preparedness to intervene 

(Boulton, 1997; Craig, Bell, & Leschied, 2011). Researchers in recent years have also 

emphasized the importance in creating interventions and policies that foster student’s empathy 

for victims of bullying (Espelage et al., 2013) in that empathy can inhibit or reduce bullying 

(Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoe, 2007) and increase the likelihood that a bystander will choose 

to supportively intervene (Barlińska, Szuster, & Winiewski, 2018). 

 This research study extends our knowledge about targets of bullying and the rise of 

irregular attendance in Canadian schools. Although excused absences related to health reasons 

are unavoidable, unexplained absences are related to a range of long-term adverse outcomes. For 

example, being absent from school had a significant negative effect on academic achievement (as 

assessed by GPA) and student-perceived relationships with peers. Students who were absent 

from school received fewer hours of instruction (Gottfried, 2009) and failed to benefit from 

teacher-led lessons (Morrissey et al., 2013), resulting in poor academic outcomes (Peterson & 

Colangelo, 1996). It is apparent from the analysis that underachieved students were at risk of 

increased absences and peer victimization. Effective interventions may include providing support 

and resources to address individual factors that contribute to absences and improve academic and 
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educational outcomes of children and youth. Railsback (2004) emphasized the importance of 

developing attendance policies and practices that can set clear standards and high expectations to 

help students develop self-discipline and to promote a positive school climate. Brigman and 

Campbell (2003) found that school-counsellor led interventions were the most promising in 

improving students’ academic achievement and behaviour. The authors pointed out the 

importance of focusing interventions on the cognitive, social, and self-management skills that are 

vital for school success. 

 The right to education goes beyond ensuring equal access to education. It is also about 

providing a safe learning environment to ensure that children and youth complete secondary 

education with the knowledge and skills necessary to cope with today’s challenges. Education is 

strongly linked to concrete improvement in employment status, health, and life expectancy. 

Indeed, education is a key driver in reducing poverty and fostering economic growth. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics for girls and boys 

   Note. *p< .05. **p< .01. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 
 
 
Grade 

 
No. of 
Participants 

 
Score Range  
Min   Max 

Girls 
 
M    

 
 
SD                    

Boys 
 
M 

 
 
SD 

 
 

t-Test 
Peer Victimization 
          Grade 5 608 0 20 4.52       3.82 3.83   3.75 27.31** 
          Grade 6 586 0 20 3.43       3.41 3.17  3.48 23.26** 
          Grade 7 543 0 20 3.31         3.42 2.43  2.94 20.95** 
          Grade 8 501 0 20 3.19       3.18 2.50  3.11 20.42** 
          Grade 9 483 0 20 2.38       2.51 1.65  2.27 18.60** 
          Grade 10 447 0 20 2.34       2.78 1.58  2.48 15.88** 
          Grade 11 432 0 20 1.84       2.53 1.04  1.63 14.00** 
          Grade12 444 0 20 1.72       2.25 1.15  2.07 14.16** 
School Absences 
          Grade 5 614 0 ∝ 7.65  7.56 6.54	 5.67 26.10** 
          Grade 6 636 0 ∝ 7.94 7.05 7.39  8.15 25.57** 
          Grade 7 610 0 ∝ 9.90 8.76 8.92 8.03 27.66** 
          Grade 8 580 0 ∝ 11.61 11.55 9.72  10.23 23.54** 
          Grade 9 544 0 ∝ 16.16 15.42 13.79  14.79 23.20** 
          Grade 10 505 0 ∝ 14.50 14.38 12.02  12.81 21.88** 
          Grade 11 405 0 ∝ 24.47  19.81 21.35  21.98 22.24** 
          Grade12 452 0 ∝ 27.65	 24.34 25.17  22.53 23.96** 
Academic Achievement 
          Grade 5 630 0 12 8.35	 1.51 7.85 1.61 129.32** 
          Grade 6 635 0 12 8.60 1.44 7.96  1.49 139.52** 
          Grade 7 612 0 12 8.63  1.81 7.70  1.92 105.84** 
          Grade 8 575 0 12 8.94  2.02 8.07  2.19 95.75** 
          Grade 9 544 0 12 9.25  2.34 8.22  2.52 82.93** 
          Grade 10 510 0 12 9.04  2.69 8.11  2.74 70.69** 
          Grade 11 477 0 12 8.56  2.81 7.83  2.95 62.22** 
          Grade12 453 0 12 9.10  2.71 7.96  2.94 63.74** 
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Table 2  

Zero-order correlations between study variables 

 
Note. VIC= Peer victimization, ABS= school absenteeism, ACH=Academic achievement 

*p< .05. **p< .01. 
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Table 3 

Model Fit Statistics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. X2, chi-square; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean  square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root         

mean square residual; AIC, akaike information criterion. 

* Control variables were race/ethnicity, household income, and parental education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Models Fit Statistics 
Model X2 df CFI RMSEA (90% CI) SRMR AIC 

1. Covariance only 4779.910 252 0.136 0.166 (0.162- 0.170) 0.323 72178.150 
2. covariance and stability 938.248 231 0.864 0.068 (0.064-0.073) 0.150 65571.562 

3. Covariance, one-year stability 
path, and two-year stability path 

458.330 213 0.953 0.042(0.037-0.047) 0.118 64969.628 

4. Covariance, one-and two-year 
stability, and cross-lags  

280.300 171 0.979 0.031 (0.025-0.038) 0.039 64832.612 

5. Multi-group analysis, paths 
unconstrained across sex  

528.727 342 0.970 0.041(0.034-0.048) 0.045 64568.899 

6. Multi-group analysis, paths 
constrained across sex 

780.242 447 0.947 0.048 (0.042-0.053) 0.081 64684.020 

7. Covariance, stability, and cross 
lags, controlling for covariates 

318.076 225 0.984 0.025 (0.018-0.031) 0.040 69740.294 
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Table 4 

Results of Satorra-Bentler scaled chi square differences test.  
 

 

 

 
  

Note. CD, difference test scaling correction; TRd, Sattora-Bentler scaled chi-square difference;  

Δdf, Difference is Degrees of Freedom; p-value for TRd, Δdf  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.  Satorra-Bentler Scaled Chi Square test 
Model Comparison  CD ΔX

2 TRd Δdf p-value 
1 vs 2 5.6414 3841.662 1178.4996 21 p<0.001 
2 vs3 1.9101 479.92 333.9647 18 p<0.001 
3 vs 4 1.2680 178.03 174.3137 42 p<0.001 
5 vs. 6 1.3761 251.515 236.2524 105 p<0.001 
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Figure 1. Cascade model of the association between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school absenteeism for the full sample. Values 

represent within-time and cross-lagged paths that were statistically significant. The nonsignificant paths were removed from the final model for ease of 

interpretation. 

__ Within-time paths 
__ Cross-lagged paths 
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Figure 2. Cascade model of the association between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school absenteeism for girls. Values represent cross-

lagged paths that were statistically significant. The nonsignificant paths were removed from the final model for ease of interpretation. 
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Figure 3. Cascade model of the association between peer victimization, academic achievement, and school absenteeism for boys. Values represent cross-

lagged paths that were statistically significant. The nonsignificant paths were removed from the final model for ease of interpretation. 

 

 


