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. For most people, dropping out of school 
simply means leaving school premature-
ly. The concept of school dropout is often 
interpreted as meaning “leaving school 
without qualifications” and is most com-
mon at middle school, but can also affect 
high school students. 

However, “previous studies have […] shown 
that the academic record of students who 
leave school without qualifications indicates 
that there is evidence of major learning dif-
ficulties well before the first signs of disen-
gagement” (Bonnéry, 2003). We need only 
listen to school dropouts to understand that 
the “road to disengagement” generally be-
gins during childhood, at home or at school 
(Lessard et  al., 2007). In France, students 
who have repeated their first year of prima-
ry school (CP) and/or who have experienced 
difficulties in reading and writing tend to be 
overrepresented among school dropouts 
(Douat, 2012). 

To what extent are the warning signs of drop-
out risk, such as academic difficulties, lack of 
interest, passivity and disengagement (drop-
in), apparent at primary school? What factors 
determine engagement in learning? Why is it 
that 9 to 10% of students at the end of CM2 
(final year of primary school in France) have 
poor basic literacy and numeracy skills? 

Are disengagement, “disaffiliation”, and with-
drawal and marginalizing behaviors at sec-

ondary school (Hugon, 2010) not already 
apparent at primary school, albeit often in 
more implicit or invisible forms? Focusing on 
academic difficulties at primary school and 
at the beginning of middle school, this study 
provides an overview of recent research on 
the predictors of dropout, with a particular 
emphasis on academic learning in class. 

lack of success

the current situation

In 1999, a call for proposals was issued in 
France as part of an inter-ministerial research 
program “to better understand the process-
es leading to disengagement and dropout 
among school-age children” (Infocentre). In 
2002, three research groups (ESCOL at the 
University of Paris 8, Printemps at St-Quentin 
University and SYLED-RES at the University 
of Paris 3) investigated “the genesis of drop-
out constructed in the interaction between 
students and the educational institution, ed-
ucation policies and situations in class, from 
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students’ interactions with teachers to the 
work environment in schools” (Bautier et 
al., 2002). Academic difficulties are the 
most obvious type of difficulties. As such, 
they may be a relatively easy predictor to 
act upon to prevent disengagement and 
dropout.

Difficulties in learning basic skills

In France, the Inter-Ministerial Informa-
tion Exchange System (Système Intermin-
istériel d’Échanges d’Information or SIEI) 
is used to identify young people who leave 
school without qualifications, irrespective 
of the course or pathway from which they 
withdraw. The system has been opera-
tional since May 2011 and has “helped to 
identify 254,000 young dropouts, including 
180,000 who have been “lost sight of”, i.e. 
who are not enrolled in any educational or 
integration structure” (Eduscol).

At the beginning of the 2010-2011 ac-
ademic year, 13.7  % of students started 
middle school having repeated at least one 
grade. Among them, 24.6 % were from a 
member school of the Réseau Ambition 
Réussite (RAR), while 20.2 % were from 
a member school of the Réseau Réussite 
Scolaire (RRS) l. In March 2011, 12.1% 
of CM2 students did not have basic literacy 
skills, while 9.9% did not have basic numer-
acy skills (L’état de l’école, 2011).

the concept of dropout

Dropout, disengagement and 
academic failure

According to Bernard, the concept of décro-
chage must be distinguished from the con-
cept of déscolarisation. Décrochage implies 
a failure to meet social norms (complete 
education), while déscolarisation implies a 
reference to the legal norm (i.e. compulso-
ry education). Researchers in France have 
been cautious in analyzing these issues, 
emphasizing the risk of stigmatization in-
volved in identifying an at-risk population, in 
addition to the risk of simplification related 
to the complexity of real-life situations and a 
poor understanding of the causes of school 
dropout: “Focusing research on dropout 

amounts to ignoring the root causes of the 
problem, which must be sought in individual 
trajectories and the associated social and 
educational contexts” (Bernard, 2011). 

In the dominant discourse on academic fail-
ure, dropout is seen by some as a symptom, 
while others see it as a way of addressing 
the reality of academic failure, along with all 
the connotations of the term “dropout”, and 
“the deep interconnectedness of academic 
and social factors” (Glasman, 2011).

Should we see dropout as a “multifactorial 
(social, family, educational, geographical, 
psychological) process” and as a discrimi-
nating process from the youngest age, i.e. 
as something that is too complex to be pre-
vented before adolescence, or as a “gradu-
al process fostered by doubt and a loss of 
self-confidence often caused by the empha-
sis on performance at the heart of our edu-
cation system” (Balas, 2012)?

The assumption is that research on dropout 
needs to start before middle school. Even 
in the case of students who show no symp-
toms of potential disengagement at primary 
school, researchers have hypothesized that 
dropout is the result of a combination of so-
cial, cognitive, subjective and linguistic fac-
tors (Bonnéry, 2003).

The manufacture of dropout

“Whereas previous studies in psychology 
have primarily emphasized intrapsychic, 
behavioral and social interactional dimen-
sions, educational  researchers have tend-
ed to focus on factors related to pedagogy 
and the academic environment. By contrast, 
sociologists and historians tend to focus on 
the social construction of the phenomenon, 
the role of policies, the factors governing 
educational institutions and class relations” 
(Janosz, 2000).

For many observers, school dropout is mere-
ly a symptom of external difficulties (notably 
the family, socio-economic and cultural situ-
ation). In this view, negative attitudes toward 
school and education or a refusal to learn 
are assessed in the light of the socio-cultur-
al context governing students’ experiences 
outside school.

“The Réseaux Ambi-
tion Réussite (RAR) 
were created during 
the first stage of the 
third revival of the 
priority education 
policy in March 2006 
by Gilles de Robien” 
[Minister of Education], 
as were the Réseaux 
de Réussite Scolaire 
(RRS), although the 
priority, in terms of 
human and financial 
resources, was given 
to the RAR. “Every RAR 
is composed of a Col-
lège Ambition Réussite 
and local schools and 
is allocated signifi-
cant resources”. At 
the beginning of the 
2011/2012 academic 
year, the majority of 
the Réseaux Ambition 
Réussite were incorpo-
rated into the ECLAIR 
program (Écoles, Col-
lèges et Lycées pour 
l’Ambition, l’Innovation 
et la Réussite)”.  (OZP)

l
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Research indicates that school dropout is 
determined by a range of factors and pro-
cesses, including:
−	 learning and the perception of 

knowledge and skills;
−	 institutional and teacher practices ai-

med at addressing strictly academic 
difficulties;

−	 the subjective and social processes at 
work among students as they are ma-
nifested in perceptions of the self and 
relationships with others, notably peers 
and teachers;

−	 speech and language and their role in 
the process of understanding texts and 
school tasks, but also in the stigmatiza-
tion processes caused by a significant 
gap between teachers’ expectations 
and students productions (Bautier, 
2003).

The educational experience 
of school dropouts. “Al-
though dropouts will often 
have experienced many diffi-
culties in their early academic 
life in addition to an often 
difficult social, family and af-
fective environment, they may 
have no cognitive difficulties. 
In some cases, they may even 
have been good students. 
For young people who are at 
risk of dropping out, school 
and education gradually lose 
meaning. The quality of the 
educational experience is 
therefore one of the most 
powerful predictors of school 
dropout”  (Janosz, 2000). 

For others, “dropout is most common among 
students combining family vulnerability and 
(significant) academic difficulties”. Bautier et 
al. conducted a study to “highlight the dy-
namics of the interaction between various 
factors involved in the “manufacture” of 
dropout from within” (Bautier et al., 2002).

In the literature, persistent difficulties 

among  “ordinary” students tend to be 
examined either as part of a pedagogical 
approach (i.e. academic failure in difficult 
environments), focusing on “restoring self-
image, social relationships, the perception 
of work and the future, and the meaning of 
learning”  (Nonnon, 2007), or as part of a 
medical approach (specialized education, 
rehabilitation, research on learning and 
behavioral problems, etc.).

The primary-secondary school 
transition as a triggering factor of 
latent difficulties

We have seen that the structure and organi-
zation of education is one of the risk factors 
of dropout. 

The transition from primary to secondary 
school – i.e. from an environment that fos-
ters close relationships with students, with 
just one teacher, to a larger school in a 
fragmented environment involving sever-
al teachers – “can have a negative impact 
on academic success” (Janosz, 2000). The 
transition can serve to bring to light earlier 
(latent) difficulties.

Retrospective analyses of the school career 
of dropouts have often shown that their pri-
mary education appeared to go smoothly 
and that they have relatively happy mem-
ories of their primary school experience. 
At primary school, students often have the 
illusion of faring relatively well. However, 
when they enter middle school, they may 
experience learning difficulties without any 
possibility of compromise or adaptation. 
The rigor expected of students can lead to 
disengagement or indiscipline, which mere-
ly serve to further impede learning (Blaya, 
2003; Bautier, 2003). 

Analysis of dropout risk

Over the years, with the accumulation of 
research and as a result of the nature and 
vagaries of ideologies, philosophies, deci-
sion makers and target audiences, the “risk 
of dropout” has had different connotations, 
with the finger being variously pointed at 
schools, parents and students (see, for ex-
ample, the study by Blaya on dropout par-
ents, 2010).
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A predictive approach can be used to 
identify “at-risk students” by determin-
ing the factors associated with an in-
creased probability of failure or drop-
out. This has been the preferred ap-
proach in Quebec. 

The reliability of the tests upon which 
the longitudinal studies conducted in 
Quebec have been based (some of 
the results of which will be presented 
in due course) are open to question. 
The IMDPE (Instrument de Mesure 
du Développement de la Petite En-
fance), is a questionnaire administered 
to kindergarten students (based on a 
comparison of two groups of students), 
while the Lollipop test is administered 
individually. Used to measure academ-
ic maturity, both tests have been used 
by the Institut de la Statistique du Qué-
bec and have confirmed that “the rela-
tionships between the socio-economic 
level, school preparation and academ-
ic productivity are not the result of a 
statistical artifact” (Lemelin, 2007).

Another approach involves identifying 
students as soon as problems or dif-
ficulties become apparent (absentee-
ism, low productivity, aggressiveness). 
The unilateral approach used in recent 
studies posits that every student is po-
tentially “at risk”, while the institutional 
approach focuses on academic factors 
as the potential causes of dropout. In 
this approach, key factors include in-
flexible schedules, narrow curricula, 
the emphasis on basic skills, the focus 
on standardized tests, grade reten-
tion, secondary level courses, special 
classes, and the beliefs and attitudes 
of teachers and administrators toward 
students and parents. However, what-
ever the approach, the literature review 
by Tessier and Schmidt on the concept 
of risk showed that the concept “is 
transactional, and not a static element 
that a brief and isolated measure can 
eliminate” (Tessier et al., 2007).

students at risk of 
dropping out
We may hypothesize that “disengage-
ment and dropout are the result of cogni-
tive disengagement (or a lack of cognitive 
engagement) that may have occurred at 
an earlier stage and that can develop in 
silence, independently of any apparent re-
jection of school” (Bautier et al., 2002).

predictors and warning 
signs

At a one-day event (journée départemen-
tale) on dropout prevention (Grenoble, 13 
April 2011), a group of state education 
representatives, experts on academic per-
formance and success experts and social 
workers identified the “warning signs of 
dropout” at middle school (collège). The 
evidence suggests that warning signs can 
be identified at primary school. 

It is worth noting that the warning signs 
identified at the Grenoble event differ from 
the indicators used in previous typologies, 
notably by Janosz. Previous studies have 
tended to explain dropout in terms of cul-
tural differences related to the value placed 
on education and the development of key 
social and personal skills. They have also 
sought to explain dropout in terms of class 
relations and the impact of poverty, the as-
sumption being that if viewed as a means 
of social promotion, education will tend to 
lose its appeal if access to the labor mar-
ket is difficult or restricted. 

Though based on different approaches, 
recent studies on early dropout appear 
to be based on a common typology of 
predictive indicators and warning signs.

Predictors

A number of studies conducted in the Unit-
ed States, Australia, France, Belgium and 
the United Kingdom have demonstrated 
the importance of various risk factors for 
dropout (Blaya, 2003). These include:
−	 being a boy;
−	 coming from a split or blended family;
−	 having parents with little education or 

with a negative perception of school;

http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8505
http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8495
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−	 underperforming academically or falling 
behind;

−	 moving house frequently; 
−	 receiving little homework support at 

home;
−	 being educated in special classes; 
−	 in the case of France: having repeated 

a grade.

These findings suggest the need for further 
research. A typology identifying meso-social 
risk factors (institutional and family factors) 
and micro-social risk factors (individual and 
interpersonal factors; see Janosz, 2000) 
can be used to provide a more accurate pic-
ture of the issue.

Key institutional factors include school 
structures, organization and climate, with 
research indicating that “as an environ-
ment, school is one of the determinants of 
academic perseverance” (Janosz, 2000). 
Studies show that a smaller school pro-
vides more opportunities for participating 
in extracurricular activities, in addition to 
a more flexible environment. Besides the 
structural factors cited above, family factors 
were examined (from an educational/aca-
demic point of view) in a previous Dossier 
d’Actualité (Feyfant, 2011a). These relate to 
representations of school at home and the 
involvement of families in their child’s per-
sonal development and academic career. 
Interpersonal relationships are another key 
factor. The evidence suggests that difficult 
relationships with teachers and school staff 
and developing friendships with students 
in difficulty can have a negative impact on 
a student’s academic career. Among the 
predictive micro-social factors, gender is 
a less important factor in cases where ed-
ucational and family factors are known. In 
different countries, research indicates that 
ethnic origin (to be used with caution) and 
linguistic origin can have an impact. Lastly, 
personality may also have an impact on ac-
ademic performance, with warning signs in-
cluding low self-esteem, a tendency toward 
somatization, and the “feeling that external 
factors govern” one’s fate. According to re-
cent studies, meso-social and micro-social 
factors must be combined with or filtered by 
“educational experience [which] is one of 
the most powerful predictors of school drop-
out” (Born, 2008; Janosz, 2000).

Warning signs

Warning signs of dropout include:

Limited engagement in learning: the 
student does not write down homework 
assignments, fails to complete home-
work assignments, often forgets school 
materials, and is often late. The results 
of recent research on engagement in 
mathematics among Finnish students 
will be outlined. 

A negative view of school: the stu-
dent feels that school is pointless and 
a waste of time; school activities are 
seen as being too abstract; the student 
or the student’s family often speak of 
school in negative terms.
Difficulties adjusting to the rhythm 
of school life: the student struggles 
to get through long days; occupations 
other than school activities are too tax-
ing.

Learning difficulties and poor ac-
ademic performance: the student’s 
grades decline, but s/he does not ap-
pear to be affected; s/he struggles to 
understand instructions.

Rejection of the status of student 
outside school: the student refuses 
to use or attend social facilities and 
sports clubs; s/he withdraws from edu-
cational support structures; s/he is un-
able to organize his/her leisure time; s/
he becomes known for the wrong rea-
sons in the local area.

A psychological approach to risk 
factors: specific attention is paid to 
any change in behavior, frequent visits 
to the school nurse, lack of motivation, 
asthenia, academic anxieties and 
phobias, hyperactivity or selective 
mutism and withdrawal from school, 
lack of interest in what happens in 
class, and repeated deviant and/or 
violent behavior. 
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interpreting warning 
signs

Perceived incompetence

At different times throughout the education-
al process, some students may develop a 
sense of incompetence, which can have 
a devastating effect on learning. Among 
“failing” students, behaviors and attitudes 
associated with perceived incompetence 
are a response to academic or behavioral 
problems. Perceived incompetence ap-
pears to be no more common among girls 
than it is among boys and does not appear 
to affect high-potential students more than 
other students. Psychological traits such 
as perceived competence and incompe-
tence are fostered and consolidated by 
relationships with teachers and parents, in 
the sense that students project their opin-
ion of themselves onto their teachers and 
parents, by (for example) interpreting the 
slightest remark made by their parents. 
“The reflection of their competence that 
children see in their parents plays a more 
important role in their perceived compe-
tence than their real productivity” (Bouf-
fard et al., 2006).

Research in psychology has shown that 
perceived incompetence in a particu-
lar area tends to lead to withdrawal and 
disengagement, a strategy aimed at pro-
tecting self-esteem and at reducing the 
value or importance given to the area in 
question. The problem is that children of-
ten tend to place a high value on school 
and are aware that adults do so too. As 
such, it is often difficult for children to 
solve their learning problems by devalu-
ing school. Low self-esteem leads to low-
er intrinsic motivation l, accompanied by 
lower engagement and productivity. With 
their feeling of incompetence thus further 
entrenched, children become trapped in a 
vicious circle, resulting at best in passivity. 

As noted by Toczek, the emphasis on suc-
cess in Western society involves associ-
ating performance with intellectual ability. 
Because of the “bias toward success”, stu-
dents tend to pay significant attention to 
other people’s reactions to their academic 
results. Another effect is the tendency to 

focus on “self-value”. The focus on suc-
cess tends to be associated with a view 
of intelligence as a stable given, the as-
sumption being that some children have 
more of it than others. Yet research shows 
that if families, students and teachers 
believe that intelligence is not a “stable 
ability”, students will tend to develop very 
different learning strategies and to define 
“real learning objectives” for themselves 
(Toczek, 2006).

Fostered by the quest for perfection (“I 
must do my work”), the attitude associat-
ed with the emphasis on success appears 
to be most common among high-potential 
students. However, the evidence shows 
that high-potential students have a simi-
lar profile to students with serious learning 
problems (Bouffard et al., 2006). Another 
cause for concern is the growing body 
of data showing that motivation and per-
ceived incompetence can decrease in the 
second year of primary school. The rela-
tionships between self-concept, motiva-
tion and learning are discussed in more 
detail below, with specific reference to lit-
eracy and numeracy. 

Social skills and learning

Many studies have demonstrated the im-
pact of students’ social goals in specific 
learning situations. From an “academic” 
point of view, these may be performance 
goals (i.e. being the best or seeking ap-
proval) or learning and knowledge acqui-
sitions goals (i.e. developing knowledge 
and skills). Another approach involves fo-
cusing on interrelationships by examining 
prosocial behaviors (support, cooperation, 
sharing) and social responsibility goals 
(compliance with rules and commitments; 
see Wentzel, 2003). Arriving on time, try-
ing to participate, making efforts to com-
plete a task and not being disruptive in 
class appear to be characteristic of good 
students (Filisetti et al., 2006). 

Peer recognition is a key factor of engage-
ment in learning. Recognition by teachers 
of progress, good grades or good answers 
are also important factors, and the combi-
nation of both forms of recognition serves 
to further promote student motivation 

 According to Deci and 
Ryan, “the term ‘intrin-
sic motivation’ is used 
when the source of 
energy is the pleasure 
and satisfaction expe-
rienced by the student 
in performing an 
activity, while the term 
‘extrinsic motivation’ 
is used when the lear-
ning activity enables 
the student to obtain 
something or to avoid 
consequences” (Deci 
& Ryan, 2004). 

l
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(Wentzel, 2010). Reviews of the literature 
on social skills and student engagement 
have provided evidence of the relation-
ships between family objectives, peer re-
lationships and class situations (Wentzel, 
2003). However, it is important to qualify 
the nature of peer influence since students 
in difficulty may also focus on their recog-
nized status as poor, “lazy” or disruptive 
students.

Just as dropout has multifactorial causes, 
“so learning difficulties are the result of in-
teractions between the characteristics of 
students, their family, the school and the 
environment” (Lopez et al., 2004). Lopez 
and Sheriff developed a typology of the 
various factors that impact learning: 
−	 individual factors (state of health, co-

gnitive profile, interest and motivation, 
learning styles and rhythms, sensory 
and motor aspects);

−	 family and social factors (socio-econo-
mic level, language and culture, level 
of education, family educational prac-
tices; see Feyfant, 2011a);

−	 educational factors (pedagogical prac-
tices, stakeholders’ perceptions and 
expectations, methods and practices 
in class and at school, interpersonal 
relationships).

The use of the terms “predictors” (or “in-
dicators”) and “warning signs” (both in 
France and in Quebec) merits consider-
ation. The term “predictor” (or “indicator”) 
implies a statistical analysis involving a 
form of cold determinism – based, for ex-
ample, on a case study of a male student 
who has moved house several times fol-
lowing his parents’ divorce or remarriage 
or a student with a mother who works in 
the evenings. However, reality is not as 
simple as this, and research in this area 
requires a multidimensional approach: 
“Dropouts are not a homogeneous group 
of individuals, and a distinction can be 
made between subgroups of individuals 
based on various personal characteristics, 
the interaction of these factors with the 
educational environment, or life events” 
(Janosz, 2000). 

Just as it is impossible to say that drop-
out and disengagement are inevitable, so 

the determinants of dropout appear to be 
largely influenced by interventions target-
ing the factors identified above: “Empirical 
studies and explanatory theories of effec-
tive prevention programs emphasize the 
central role of the interaction between the 
educational environment and the individu-
al and cultural characteristics of students” 
(Janosz, 2000).

This is why it is important to focus on weak 
signs and to act within and around the 
school by focusing on “students at risk” of 
dropping out. 

Socio-cognitive conflicts

In order to understand what a socio-cogni-
tive conflict might be (in other words, diffi-
culties in making the connection between 
a task, the necessary intellectual effort 
and the expected knowledge), research-
ers, including Bonnéry, often use the ex-
ample of geographical maps. For exam-
ple, when a teacher asks a group of stu-
dents to draw a map of the Rhône-Alpes 
region, it is in order that students learn to 
use colors to highlight relief and rivers. 
The students produce the map by follow-
ing the teacher’s instructions and learn the 
map for the purposes of the assessment 
test. The students will assume that the ex-
pected knowledge relates to their ability to 
correctly locate the Rhône or the Isère (for 
example) on a map.  However, in the as-
sessment test, their task is to draw a map 
of the Auvergne. As a result, they will be 
unable to meet the teacher’s expectations 
and will consider their grade to be unfair.

According to Bonnéry, two interacting 
strategies can be used to ensure that pri-
mary school students remain engaged, 
and teachers may draw on both strate-
gies. The first strategy is related to per-
formance, the assumption being that 
students perform school tasks to achieve 
good results. If they are unable to do so, 
they will seek to comply with the demands 
of the class group formed by the teacher 
and their peers (performance of a “mini-
task” proposed by the teacher to re-mo-
tivate those students who were given a 
poor grade). While motivation plays a key 
role in engagement in learning, the pro-
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cess described above can disrupt the accul-
turation process, since seeking the teacher’s 
approval may detract from difficulties and 
contribute “to making the connection made 
by the student between the effectiveness of 
their intellectual effort and the verdict more 
opaque” (Bonnéry, 2003). 

Research indicates that the impact of so-
cio-cognitive conflicts is even greater at the 
beginning of secondary school, since the 
relatively protected environment of primary 
school means that the primary-secondary 
school transition can be extremely unset-
tling, and, in some cases, anxiogenic. The 
didactic contract changes as students move 
from primary to secondary school, without 
them being aware of these changes (Douat, 
2012) 

identikit(s) of a student at 
risk of dropping out

The use of the phrase “at-risk student” has 
provoked considerable debate in France, 
and disagreements have arisen over at-
tempts to identify students at risk of develop-
ing behavioral problems as early as possible. 

In Quebec, official texts and documents is-
sued by the Ministry of Education, teacher 
associations and research groups aim to 
provide teachers with a guide for determin-
ing risk factors “for vulnerability that may 
impact on learning or behavior […] notably 
the risk of academic failure and poor social-
ization, if remedial measures are not quickly 
taken” (Récit). 

“Student work is based on a set of routines 
alternating between lessons, individual ex-
ercises, group exercises, and periods for 
assessment tests” (Lopez et al., 2004). The 
assumption is that at-risk students draw the 
attention of teachers because they are un-
able to follow these routines and/or to com-
ply with class rules.

Long-term view

This framework was developed on the ba-
sis of a longitudinal study conducted by 
researchers at the University of Quebec 
among students and teachers in the first 
year of secondary school. Potvin and col-

leagues defined two types of students not at 
risk (model students and average students) 
and four types of at-risk students: students 
with learning difficulties, students with ex-
ternalized behavior problems, students with 
internalized behavior problems, and unmoti-
vated students (Potvin, 2007).

 A student who “has learning difficulties or ex-
hibits behaviors that may prevent them from 
achieving the learning or socialization objec-
tives defined by the school” l  is considered 
to be an at-risk student and will therefore 
require appropriate support from the school 
and, above all, from teachers.

The system requires teachers and educators 
to administer questionnaires to identify at-
risk students from kindergarten onward. The 
questionnaires are used to predict the aca-
demic development of students and the type 
of student needing support and, combined 
with a description of the student (based on 
descriptive adjectives), are designed to de-
termine the level of risk. The questionnaire is 
administered annually over a period of three 
years (kindergarten, first and second year of 
primary school).

Based on a sample of 990 students in 2000, 
Potvin showed that 11 years later (at the 
end of secondary school), 13 % of the stu-
dents had dropped out, 25 % had repeated 
at least one grade and 62 % had qualifica-
tions. The dropouts included 6 % of students 
deemed to be “engaged” or “average” (i.e. 
not in difficulty) over the three years, 13.7 % 
of students viewed as “cause for concern”, 
and 36.4 % of “rejected” students (for behav-
ioral reasons). The proportions of students 
who had “repeated at least one grade” were 
of the same order – 13  % for trajectories 
deemed “without difficulties” at the beginning 
of education and 47 % for others.

Having established the importance of early 
assessment of at-risk students, Potvin pro-
duced a Prevention Guide for At-Risk Prima-
ry School Students (“Guide de prévention 
pour les élèves à risque au primaire”), aimed 
primarily at teachers, educational specialists 
and headteachers, but also parents. The 
guide offers solutions for improving class cli-
mate and aims to raise awareness of the key 
role of teacher-student relationships.

See Royer, Saint-Lau-
rent, Moisan, Biteau-
deau (1995), quoted in 
Fédération des Syndi-
cats (2009). 

l
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Adaptation to risk: between 
resilience and suffering

The concept of at-risk student is inspired 
by epidemiological studies in medicine. 
Research in this area aims to determine 
risk and predictive factors that influence 
the development or non-development of 
a given deficiency and, therefore, to pre-
dict whether a given individual may be 
said to be “at risk”. In the human scienc-
es, the concept implies a focus on child 
development and involves research 
based on different approaches. The fo-
cus may be on biological characteristics, 
affective disorders, or family and com-
munity environments. In the late 1990s, 
a number of researchers conducted 
studies to develop models characteriz-
ing risks. 

The concept of risk implies two different 
“visions”: a static (compassionate) vision 
that sees “risk as an inevitable disaster 
caused by the environment and the child 
as a victim to be saved”; and a dynamic 
vision that sees “risk as one of the in-
evitable components of an adaptive, dy-
namic and complex process, and subject 
to change and recomposition. Here, the 
child is assumed to play an active role in 
their development” (Tessier & Schmidt, 
2007). 

According to some researchers, the in-
fluence of negative factors is likely to 
lead to psychosocial maladjustment in 
students (behaviorist approach). Other 
researchers have focused on students’ 
ability to adapt and the interactions be-
tween risk and protection (phenomenon 
of resilience) l. Adults’ perceptions of 
students with an unsatisfactory level of 
“academic productivity” can be diamet-
rically opposed. Teachers’ life stories 
show that teachers may struggle to dis-
tinguish between the difficulties experi-
enced by a student who is unable to un-
derstand something and the response of 
a student exhibiting disruptive behavior. 
As such, in dealing with a student’s diffi-
culties, teachers must face their own re-
sponsibilities and limitations (de Cham-
plain, 2011). 

reading, writing, 
counting: 
diagnosis and 
remediation

“Students who struggle to develop basic 
reading, writing and counting skills are 
particularly at risk of later school dropout” 
(Bébi, in Bautier et al., 2002).

Studies on literacy and numeracy l based 
on cohorts of young children or students 
generally aim to identify future students 
with special needs and to detect poten-
tial learning and behavioral problems. 
However, factors such as cognitive disen-
gagement and a limited ability to engage 
in learning are not necessarily predictive 
of later problems. In dealing with students 
with “more general needs”, it will be both 
simpler and more difficult for a teacher to 
identify warning signs and to adapt their 
practice.

domain-specific analyses: 
writing, reading, 
numeracy

Can a poor reader be reliably 
described?

Consider a cohort of students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds at the beginning of 
lower secondary education. Imagine that 
they are given a narrative text to read (4-5 
pages) and are instructed to answer ques-
tions about descriptive details (places, 
dates), characters (name, age, character-
istics, role) and plot (events, outcome or 
denouement) without the aid of the text.
Research shows that the differences be-
tween good and poor students are related 
to the greater ability of good students to 
use appropriate strategies and to draw on 
personal experiences (Van Grunderbeeck 
et al., 2007). The evidence indicates that 
the lowest-ability students tend to have 
the following characteristics:
−	 a lack of basic knowledge and skills 

(about the world, the theme of the text, 
the structure of texts in general) or an 
inability to use these skills;

l
“Therefore, resilience is 
the result of an indivi-
dual experiential pro-
cess rooted in social 
experience and foste-
red by the interaction 
between the sociali-
zation of the child and 
their environment” 
(Terrisse, 2001).

l
Numeracy is a body of 
knowledge and skills 
required to effectively 
manage mathematical 
difficulties related to 
different situations.
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−	 difficulties suppressing irrelevant infor-
mation in the course of reading;

−	 passive information processing;
−	 lack of motivation and perseverance;
−	 difficulties in relating textual clues to 

previous knowledge;
−	 difficulties in answering questions in 

writing;
−	 difficulties in understanding important 

textual information (Gersten et al., 
1998).

The evidence points to several types of 
difficulties, which may or may not be com-
bined:
−	 decoding;
−	 written comprehension;
−	 oral comprehension;
−	 general cognition (Van Grunderbeeck 

et al., 2007).

High-risk language practices

The analysis of language practices shows 
that the list of difficulties identified by Van 
Grunderbeeck must be used with caution. 
Schools should take care not to stigmatize 
the gap between students’ language prac-
tices (particularly the gap between spoken 
language and standard use) without en-
suring that they have given students the 
necessary tools and resources to develop 
their academic language skills. 

We know that the ability to learn basic vo-
cabulary at the beginning of kindergarten 
stimulates the development of reading 
skills. We also know that students who 
speak another language at home are like-
ly to have more academic difficulties. 

Children learn to speak before starting 
school without knowing that they are 
learning. The challenge is to make the 
transition to written language and to be-
come aware of word structure (sound 
awareness, syllable awareness, pho-
netic awareness) and sentence con-
struction. At school, the perception of 
language is not governed by the need 
to communicate (unlike at home), but is 
a skill that requires full attention. Every 
year, students progress from one level 
or grade to the next, and ever great-
er demands are placed on them with-

out any possibility of long-term learn-
ing, since the very meaning of what is 
learned will remain unclear (in the case 
of students in difficulty). As such, aca-
demic texts may remain empty of mean-
ing.

Based on assessments at the beginning 
of middle school (first year of collège), 
Bautier demonstrated the existence of 
weaknesses in the development and 
use of grammaticized language. A stu-
dent may be able to decipher a text 
without necessarily understanding or 
interpreting it, since they may fail to 
identify key linguistic or grammatical 
clues: “Analysis in this area also shows 
that students may struggle to under-
stand the “intellectual” vocabulary used 
in school settings and the meaning of 
metalinguistic terms and will therefore 
struggle to understand school tasks. 
More generally, research highlights ma-
jor weaknesses in the vocabulary used 
in school” (Bautier, 2003).

The foundations of numeracy

The foundations of numeracy learning, 
as with reading and writing, need to be 
sought well before the beginning of for-
mal education. In order to know how 
to distinguish quantities of objects, to 
identify numbers and to count by the 
end of kindergarten, most children need 
to have developed various “sub-skills” 
requiring a knowledge of numbers, the 
memorization of arithmetic facts and 
procedural or conceptual knowledge 
(Pakarinen et al., 2011). Other skills 
(both cognitive and metacognitive) also 
appear to facilitate numeracy. These in-
clude the use of working memory, the 
ability to count, attention, language 
skills and the ability to understand in-
structions: “Most children develop 
knowledge of three important ‘‘how to 
count’’ principles before they enter kin-
dergarten including the one-one princi-
ple, the stable-order principle, and the 
cardinality principle” (Jordan, 2006). 
The motivational and affective factors 
referred to above are once again key, 
as are the teacher’s learning objectives 
(Aunola, 2006).
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comparative and more 
comprehensive analyses

Skills, motivation, engagement

The relationship between self-esteem (or 
perceived incompetence), motivation and 
academic success was noted above.l 
Based on longitudinal studies of students 
and teachers at kindergarten, a number 
of studies on numeracy learning have ex-
amined task-avoidant behaviors and how 
the predictive nature of such behavior 
shapes parents’ and teachers’ represen-
tations. Good academic results or recog-
nition from the teacher or the school are 
consistent with students’ expectations and 
motivate them to engage in subsequent 
tasks. In the long term, there is evidence 
of a strong correlation between engage-
ment and academic success and between 
avoidance and academic difficulties. 

Based on research by Bandura on self-es-
teem and the ability to learn, recent stud-
ies have extended Bandura’s findings by 
using predictive factors of academic suc-
cess or failure. For example, Hirvonen et 
al. demonstrated the relationship between 
learning strategies and academic failure: 
“negative self-concepts of ability and low 
efficacy beliefs, originating from repeat-
ed failures in previous learning situations, 
increase the likelihood of failure expecta-
tions. This then leads to low motivation, 
low effort, and task-avoidant or task-irrel-
evant behavior in later learning situations” 
(Hirvonen et al., 2012).

The level of engagement varies according 
to the task to be performed (for example, a 
student may be more motivated to perform 
a counting task than a mathematics test). 

Canadian research groups in Montreal 
and Laval have shown that students in 
first and secondary year derive more plea-
sure from reading and writing than from 
mathematics and that intrinsic motiva-
tion and self-concept in mathematics de-
crease between the first and the second 
year while they remain stable in reading 
and decrease slightly in writing l  (Guay & 
Talbot, 2010). 

Combined with other family or personal 
factors, gender appears to have a greater 
impact on motivation than socio-economic 
status. In the first year of primary school, 
research indicates that girls tend to have 
a greater sense of competence than boys, 
while motivation in mathematics decreas-
es less in boys than in girls. The findings 
of recent research in this area point to var-
ious remediation strategies. However, in 
order for such remediation to be effective, 
we need to understand why motivation is 
so gender-dependent in order to deter-
mine the factors that lead to or strengthen 
representations and stereotypes of stu-
dents’ skills.

Predicting success to prevent risks?
Measuring skills as early as possible

At an even earlier stage, good reading 
skills and, above all, good numeracy skills 
at kindergarten have been found to be a 
good indicator of academic success in the 
first years of primary school. While num-
ber skills (“pre-mathematical skills”) and 
the level of vocabulary (pre-reading skills) 
are known predictors of success, most 
longitudinal studies merely seek to mea-
sure these skills. 

It is important to define attention span and 
attention skills and to identify processes 
of “control inhibiting” l the ability to act. 
The evidence indicates that motor skills 
also determine academic success and the 
“student’s overall productivity” (Pagani et 
al., 2011). In France, the Programme de 
l’École Maternelle focuses on these skills. 
However, this depends on detecting and 
assessing the presence of absence of 
skills and the potential for development. 
The Quebec Longitudinal Study of Child 
Development (QLSCD), begun in 1998, 
aims to better understand child develop-
ment in Quebec and to identify the deter-
minants of academic success and social 
adaptation. The measurements performed 
combine skills (number skills, receptive 
vocabulary, hyperactive behavior, general 
motor skills, fine motor skills, movement, 
control of objects) and academic produc-
tivity (in mathematics, reading, writing and 

l
The various stu-
dies reviewed include 
research by the 
department of psycho-
logy at the University 
of Jyväskylä in Finland 
(Finnish Center of 
Excellence in Lear-
ning and Motivation 
Research) and by the 
department of psycho-
logy at the University 
of Québec at Montreal 
(UQAM).

l
Other studies have 
shown that the decline 
in motivation and self-
concept decreases at 
the same rate in both 
areas in year two and 
subsequent years, 
but remains stable at 
middle school and 
decreases less in girls  
(Jacobs et al., 2002).

This concern is 
consistent with recent 
research in cognitive 
neuroscience. The 
brain adapts to the 
demands of the envi-
ronment throughout 
life, but “in babies, 
the formation of new 
synapses occurs at 
a phenomenal rate” 
(OECD 2007),parti-
cularly in the frontal 
and prefrontal cortex, 
related to attention 
control.

l
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science) or engagement (in class and 
academically). The association is not al-
ways positive or negative, but depends on 
skills and the academic object in question. 
While hyperactivity is a negative factor, no 
correlation has been found between hy-
peractive behavior and future success or 
failure in science, for example (Pagani et 
al., 2011).

prevention in class

Teachers’ representations and 
actions

In the course of the 2005-2006 academic 
year, the Direction de l’Évaluation, de la 
Prospective et de la Performance (DEPP) 
surveyed nearly 1,500 primary and sec-
ondary school teachers to understand 
their views on the causes of academic dif-
ficulties. The student’s environment was 
identified as the main cause (69.5  % of 
primary school teachers; 63.5  % of low-
er secondary school (collège) teachers), 
while the structure of the educational 
system was cited by 16.5  % of primary 
school teachers and by 26.4  % of sec-
ondary school teachers. “This means […] 
that teachers are more tempted to blame 
external factors over which they have no 
direct control” (Do, 2007), and in partic-
ular parents’ lack of involvement in their 
child’s schoolwork. In considering causes 
involving the educational system, the par-
ticipants emphasized the lack of support 
or provision for students with significant 
difficulties and the discrepancy between 
school programs and students’ abilities. 
Very few teachers cited pedagogical caus-
es (for example, less than 3% cited disci-
plinary compartmentalization). There was 
also a significant emphasis on the lack of 
teacher training. These findings may sug-
gest that teachers struggle to cope with 
students’ learning difficulties and therefore 
struggle to perform their job (de Cham-
plain, 2011).

In their research report on the causes of 
dropout, Bautier, Terrail, Branca-Rosoff, 
Bonnéry and Bébi focused on how teach-
ers (and students) adapt to academic dif-
ficulties. From a pedagogical perspective, 
their findings indicate that teachers tend 

to use “practical pedagogy”, adapting 
their practices to their perception of stu-
dents’ difficulties (Bautier speaks of “psy-
chologism”). The case studies conducted 
by Bébi and Terrail showed “how school 
contributes to disengagement and drop-
out by not enabling students to engage in 
learning while allowing them to advance to 
the next stage, causing them to fall even 
further behind in their learning based on 
academic expectations at middle school 
(collège) throughout primary education” 
(Bautier, 2003). 

Socio-cognitive conflicts and social 
goals

Teacher adaptation to students and student 
adaptation to teachers, based on assumed 
expectations or implicit representations, 
are based “in large part on context-specific 
evidence” (Bautier, 2003). As noted above, 
Bonnéry described the logics at work. A 
cognitive conflict highlights the difficulty 
of choosing between, on the one hand, 
obedience and self-enhancement (sense 
of accomplishment) and, on the other, 
the desire to acquire knowledge. The ev-
idence shows that conflicts are most com-
mon among students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, for whom explicit teaching 
appears to be more effective.

How can conflicts be solved? According to 
Bautier, “personalized teaching and con-
sideration for students as “children”, their 
personal lives, and their real or supposed 
characteristics, the emphasis on enabling 
every child to “flourish”, the informality of 
pedagogical relationships, and the pro-
liferation of “non-academic” activities in 
schools […] all appear to play a part” in 
making the goals of education unclear. 
The team led by Gauthier made a distinc-
tion between academic models focused on 
teaching and emphasizing “the systematic 
teaching of basic skills such as reading, 
writing and mathematics” and cognitive or 
affective models, which tend to focus on 
students. “Based on conclusive evidence”, 
the team demonstrated the effectiveness 
of academic approaches (Bissonnette et 
al., 2005). More generally, the debate be-
tween explicit teaching and the “new” ped-
agogy remains open (Feyfant, 2011b).
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Refocusing on learning

Based on the framework proposed by Pot-
vin (2011), preventive measures must be 
adapted to the different types of identified 
risks. In the case of an unmotivated stu-
dent, a range of measures can be envis-
aged depending on the degree of “demo-
tivation”: 
−	 the creation of a facilitating environ-

ment: this will involve encouraging the 
student, the family and the school to 
engage in dialogue and ensuring that 
all parties are aware of the need for 
support;

−	 the promotion of student-centered peda-
gogy: this will involve promoting student 
self-awareness (talents, skills) and self-
esteem; helping students to become 
aware of their strengths and ambitions; 
emphasizing their talents and skills 
and helping them to become aware of 
them; developing the various types of 
academic motivation (intrinsic, extrin-
sic); helping students to define success 
goals and practical projects; encoura-
ging students to become involved in 
school projects (for example extracur-
ricular activities); helping students to 
define a short-term objective for their 
academic results; and encouraging 
students to consider their future, their 
tastes and their interests;

−	 the development and promotion of 
engagement and autonomy in school 
tasks, among both at-risk and other 
students.

In the case of students with learning diffi-
culties (i.e. students with poor knowledge 
and skills who struggle to meet academic 
demands and who need teacher support to 
make progress but who have a positive atti-
tude toward school), Potvin emphasized the 
need for patience and encouragement and 
the importance of highlighting progress. In 
this view, students need to be encouraged 
by emphasizing their “good moves”.  There 
also needs to be an emphasis on differen-
tiated tasks and expectations (i.e. main-
taining an acceptable level of expectation) 
and providing more individual support. Stu-
dents should also be encouraged to ask for 
support in order to overcome their learning 
difficulties, and there should be training 
programs designed to promote skills. l

In the case of a student with externalized 
behavior problems (i.e. who shows hostil-
ity toward the teacher, who exhibits poor 
behavior in class, who is insolent and in-
sulting, who refuses to collaborate, who 
requires considerable attention, or who 
exhibits rule-breaking behavior), recent 
research suggests (at the risk of giving the 
appearance of wishful thinking) that it is 
important to provide extra support in the 
event of learning difficulties, to provide 
training in social skills and emotion man-
agement, to change students’ socio-edu-
cational environment, to use praise and 
to promote positive behavior, to use pos-
itive reinforcement (individual and group-
based), to use time-out, to promote the 
development of moral judgment (good 
and evil) in order to promote a sense of 
personal responsibility, to train students in 
problem-solving, to help them find peace-
ful ways of solving problems (“stop, calm 
down and think”), and to develop self-con-
trol skills (anger management).

taking on a 
paradigm shift
Though contested, the solution proposed by 
researchers in Quebec is pedagogical differ-
entiation. In practice, differentiation requires 
teachers to have “a good understanding of 
the learning process at play in the develop-
ment of skills, a good understanding of the 
psychological, symbolic and interperson-
al work performed by the student, and a 
knowledge of the student’s general situation 
(i.e. their difficulties, their skills, their learn-
ing pace, family support and collaboration, 
etc.)” (Lopez et al., 2004).

In Finland, recent evidence indicates that 
the quality of the learning environment plays 
a key role from kindergarten onward. It ap-
pears that students are more likely to en-
gage in a task if the teacher provides support 
and encouragement. Research conducted 
at the University of Jyväskylä has provided 
evidence based on a relatively large cohort 
(1,200 students) and provides the basis for 
a playful and informal approach to teaching 
(in mathematics) “connected with the way 
children act in learning situations” (Pakar-
inen et al., 2011). 

This type of program is 
aimed at students with 
behavioral problems 
such as autism. Howe-
ver, Potvin defined 
the aims of one of the 
programs as follows: 
it “is designed more 
specifically to foster 
[…] the development 
of their social skills, 
to recognize and use 
the strengths of their 
family, to consolidate 
parents’ ability to 
negotiate with their 
teenage children, and 
to create a truly equal 
partnership between 
the school and the 
family” 2005).

l
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The point here is not to establish a cor-
relation between the promotion of aca-
demic results by the teacher and student 
engagement in tasks, since evidence for 
the correlation has already been given. In 
research on students in kindergarten and 
the early years of primary school, positive 
variables that are predictive of subse-
quent learning in mathematics generally 
include support and pedagogy (Hirvonen 
et al., 2012).

This approach is close to the view tak-
en by Bautier (2006), for example, in her 
analysis of the role of teaching practices 
in shaping students’ academic difficulties: 
“The objective that some students assign 
to a task may not be the same as the ob-
jective defined by the teacher, although 
the difference between students is not al-
ways apparent in the work produced. The 
gap between students thus grows wider 
without any possibility of support”. Bauti-
er, like Mägi (2012), found evidence of a 
systematic relationship between “engage-
ment in learning and the development of 
knowledge and skills” and its association 
with parents’ level of education.

The question of the transition from primary 
to secondary school was briefly discussed 
above. The challenge is to determine how 
to ensure a more gradual transition – a 
challenge made more difficult by, among 
other things, the nature of teaching and the 
concept of bi- or multidisciplinary teach-
ing at the beginning of secondary school. 
Teaching practitioners are currently seek-
ing to promote increased collaboration 
between primary and secondary teachers.  
In particular, teachers at the end of prima-
ry school and mathematics teachers work-
ing in the early years of secondary school 
have been working on two areas in which 
primary and secondary school students 
were found to be experiencing difficulties: 
arithmetic skills and problem-solving. By 
sharing teaching resources and strate-
gies, collaboration has allowed for greater 
continuity in teaching and learning, and 
there are hopes for further development 
in this area (Bednarz et al., 2009). The 
emphasis on facilitating the transition from 
primary to secondary school in the area 
of mathematics learning, but also in writ-

ing, reading and science teaching, or on a 
more global or comprehensive approach 
has resulted in a number of studies that 
may merit their own review. However, it is 
important to note that the studied cohorts 
are often too small to provide a basis for 
designing a unique method of preparing 
students to enter secondary school, al-
though there is some convergence in the 
suggestions made in Quebec (involving 
more specific and often subject-specific 
avenues), France and the French Com-
munity of Belgium (see, for example, 
Carette et al., 2007). 

Some concluding 
remarks…

Without wanting to “psychologize” the 
potential for dropout and disengagement, 
the literature review (of both French and 
international research) conducted in this 
study primarily reported findings on stu-
dent engagement in primary school. Pro-
grams and practices in schools are key 
factors in the reduction of dropout rates 
and the prevention of learning difficulties. 
In particular, the focus needs to be on de-
veloping literacy skills from the youngest 
age, on using problem situations, and on 
a range of other strategies. 

The reduction of dropout rates is one of the 
main priorities of educational authorities in 
France, Europe and beyond. The empha-
sis on offering a second chance to middle 
and high school dropouts is one of the key 
priorities of policy and decision makers. 
But can school dropout be prevented? 
Studies in this area have shown that there 
are predictors or warning signs of drop-
out. Fortunately, dropout is not inevitable, 
since no student is predestined to fail all 
throughout their school career.  However, 
it would be wrong not to be more vigilant 
and not to adapt teaching practices on the 
grounds of the risk of stigmatization or by 
explaining the difficulties experienced by 
“at-risk” students by simply pointing the 
finger at those who educated (family) or 
instructed them (teachers, school) in pre-
vious years. It is also important to identify 

http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8512
http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=3940
http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8514
http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8525
http://wikindx.inrp.fr/biblio_vst/index.php?action=resourceView&id=8526


15/18 
IFÉ •  Current literature review in education • Issue n° 80 •  December 2012
Primary education: studnets at risk (of dropping out)

areas of vigilance for the benefit of teach-
ers, future teachers, educators and fam-
ilies and to provide them with the tools 
needed to support children and students 
in their learning. 

The attentive reader will have noticed that 
no reference was made to acronyms such 
as RASED (Réseau d’Aides Specialisées 
aux Élèves en Difficulté) or ECLAIR (Pro-
gramme des Écoles, Collèges et Lycées 
pour  l’Ambition, l’Innovation et la Réus-

site), i.e. networks and programs de-
signed to support students with significant 
difficulties. There is no certainly no lack of 
remediation measures and pedagogical 
innovations. The various measures and 
programs examined in this overview high-
light an initial approach to symptoms that 
are generally only referred to in books and 
articles on school dropout at secondary 
level and its remediation.
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