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This study examines cognitive functioning and academic achievement in maltreated children.
The data are from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Weil-Being, a national

probability study of children receiving child welfare services due to alleged child maltreatment.
Assessments of the cognitive and academic functioning of school-age participants (N = 2,368)

as well as family risk factors indicate that, on average, maltreated children score significantly
below national norms on standardized tests of cognitive functioning and academic

achievement. Consistent with the proposed pathways, risk factors act cumulatively to predict
decreased cognitive and academic performance, so that children possessing the greatest number

of risk factors were more likely to perform poorly on the cognitive and academic measures.
Pupil personnel service providers may benefit from information available to child welfare
agencies to better shape the education of maltreated children. Additions to school-based

methods that address parental risks need development.
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Nearly 5 million calls were made to child
welfare agencies throughout the United
States in 2000 to report child abuse, and

approximately 2 million of the children referred to
in these calls were judged to be victims of child
maltreatment (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services [HHS], 2003). Maltreatment may
have a substantial impact on the current and future
education of children and has been linked to lower
cognitive functioning and academic achievement
in children and adolescents (Eckenrode, Laird, &
Doris, 1993; Rowe & Eckenrode, 1999). Investiga-
tors have found that a high proportion of children
in foster care are also in special education (Goerge,
VanVoorhis, Grant, Casey, & Robinson, 1992). In a
prospective study, Perez andWidom (1994) found
that the effects of maltreatment on cognitive func-
tioning and reading ability persist even into young
adulthood. Indeed, that children in foster care
achieve poor educational outcomes because of abuse
and neglect has become a cause celebre, with calls
for practice reform in child welfare agencies in many
municipalities and nations (Canada NewsWire,
2001; Considine & Zappala, 2001; HHS;Wulczyn,
Harden, & Goerge, 1997). Schools, however, can-

not wait for these changes.The educational perfor-
mance of maltreated children creates additional
consequences with which schools themselves must
contend. For example, schools in Chicago with a
high proportion of maltreated children living in
foster care have unusually poor performance and
an exceptional likelihood of being reorganized for
failure to meet the minimum standards for student
progress on standardized tests (personal communi-
cation with Anthony Bryk, Marshall Field IV pro-
fessor in sociology and director of the Center for
School Improvement University of Chicago, De-
cember?, 2001; Gladden, 2003).

The studies on the relationship between child
maltreatment and cognitive or academic perfor-
mance have not been unequivocal. At least one
study found that differences in cognitive ability
between maltreated and nonmaltreated children
disappeared when socioeconomic status was con-
troUed (Nightingale & Walker, 1991). That is, be-
cause children who are maltreated are much more
likely to be poor (Sedlak & Broadhurst, 1996)—
and poor children fare worse on standardized aca-
demic tests (McLloyd, 1998)—the finding of poor
academic performance by maltreated youths could
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be spurious. Maltreated children may need com-
pensatory education, but otherwise have unexcep-
tional educational performance.

Given the large body of knowledge making the
connection that child maltreatment is related to
low academic functioning, it is important to recog-
nize the numerous mechanisms through which the
association may operate. Conditions setting a child
up for poor cognitive and academic functioning
may have genetic and prenatal beginnings. Poor
intrauterine environment, such as that caused by
mothers' addictions and those receiving little or no
medical intervention throughout their pregnancy,
has been proven a precursor to impaired cognitive
functioning (Bada et al., 2002). Children also may
inherit impulsivity, which imposes some limitations
on learning, and if their parents also suffer low cog-
nitive functioning, such a circumstance may affect
the ability to provide adequate parenting (Levy, Hay,
McStephen,Wood, &Waldman, 1997; Plomin, Price,
Eley, Dale, & Stevenson, 2002). Furthermore, cha-
otic, violent, and impoverished postnatal conditions
that make parenting and learning difficult could
also mutually determine maltreatment and learn-
ing problems (Beckwith, Howard, Espinosa, &Tyler,
1999).These mechanisms are not, of course, mutu-
ally exclusive.

Maltreatment comes in many forms. Most types
of maltreatment, especially physical abuse, may have
a direct independent effect on emotional and be-
havioral dysfunction, which interfere with a child's
ability to learn. The mechanism may act through
modification of neural development, which influ-
ences attention span, behavior, and information
processing (for example, De Bellis, 2001; Perry &
Pollard, 1998). Alternatively, maltreatment—particu-
larly neglect—may lead to children not receiving
the necessary nutrition, stimulation, and experience
for optimal cognitive development.

Yet another mechanism may arise from the ef-
fect of maltreatment on children's behavior. Mal-
treated children are significantly more likely than
their nonmaltreated peers to exhibit a wide range
of problem behaviors, including aggression, poor
peer relations, and emotion dysregulation (Dodge,
Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Lansford et al., 2002;Trupin,
Tarico, Low,Jemelka, & McClellan, 1993; Wolfe,
1999). As a result of these behavior problems, mal-
treated children are more likely to receive school
disciplinary referrals and suspensions (Eckenrode
et al., 1993). In addition, maltreated children tend

to be less engaged in academic work, and this dis-
engagement partially mediates the relationship be-
tween maltreatment and academic maladjustment
(Shonk&Cicchetti, 2001).

Understanding the relationship between child
maltreatment and cognitive and academic function-
ing is important. It will drive increased collabora-
tion between schools and child welfare agencies
for child welfare system (CWS)-involved children.
Of all professional or nonprofessional groups, edu-
cators are the single largest source of child abuse
reports; they initiated more than 280,000 reports
in 2001 (HHS, 2003). Most of these children re-
mained in their homes and at the same schools fol-
lowing investigation; only about 11 percent were
placed into foster care (HHS). Salient information
about which subgroups of maltreated children are
most likely to have poor academic performance
could help teachers more accurately appraise the
impact of abuse on children (Yanowitz, Monte, &
Tribble, 2003). Such information could also help
to explain the established patterns, such as high levels
of participation in special education (Goerge et al.,
1992), poor academic performance, and high drop-
out rates (Barth, 1990; Cook, 1997) among chil-
dren in the child welfare system. More broadly, this
analysis could illuminate the possible contribution
of child maltreatment to the lesser academic achieve-
ment of children who are poor or who have be-
havior problems.

The current study had three main goals: (1) to
compare the performance of maltreated children
on standardized tests of cognitive and academic
functioning to national norms; (2) to examine how
cognitive and academic functioning is related to
individual risk factors; (3) to determine whether
the cumulative presence of risk factors helps pre-
dict which children are most likely to exhibit low
cognitive and academic functioning.

METHOD

Sample
The children in the study were participants in the
National Survey of Child and Adolescent Weil-
Being (NSCAW),a nationally representative sample
of children who have been reported to child wel-
fare services because of alleged maltreatment and
whose reports resulted in a child welfare services
investigation.The entire NSCAW sample includes
5,504 children age 0 through 15 years.The sample
was selected from 92 probability sampling units in
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36 states; the sampling methodology is described in
more detail in NSCAW Research Group (2001).
The sample for the current study included only the
school-age (six to 15 years) participants who com-
pleted the cognitive and academic measures {N =
2,498) .The mean age of participants was 10.1 years
{SE = 2.7).The sample was 53 percent female (n =
1,324).The sample was racially diverse: 45 percent
of the participants identified as white, 30 percent as
African American, 16 percent as Hispanic Ameri-
can, and 8 percent as being of other racial and eth-
nic groups. (These "other" race/ethnicity children
were largely excluded from these analyses because
interpreting the findings would be quite difficult.)

Measures
Cognitive functioning was assessed using the
Kaufinan Brief IntelligenceTest (K-BIT) (Kaufinan
& Kaufinan, 1990). Academic achievement was as-
sessed using the Woodcock-McGrew-Werder Mini-
Battery of Achievement (Woodcock, McGrew, &
Werder, 1994) in reading (MBA Reading) and
mathematics (MBA Math). Socioemotional func-
tioning was measured by current caregiver report
from the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)
(Achenbach, 1991). Information regarding maltreat-
ment characteristics was collected using a modified
Maltreatment Classification System (Barnett, Manly,
& Cicchetti, 1993).The modifications were made
to structure the data collection on the basis of in-
terviews with the child welfare workers, guided by
case records, rather than just on the case record
review.

Kaufman Brief IntelligenceTest. The K-BIT is a
brief, individually administered measure of verbal
and nonverbal intelligence.Verbal items assess word
knowledge and verbal concept formation. Matri-
ces (nonverbal) items assess ability to perceive rela-
tionships and complete analogies. The K-BIT IQ
Composite score, combining verbal and matrices
was used. The standardized scale for this measure
has a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15.
Internal consistency is high with an average of .94
(Kaufinan & Kaufinan, 1990). In our study, the al-
pha coefficients were .76 for verbal and .79 for
matrices. Test-retest reliability for 13- to 19-year-
olds has been reported as high as .93 (Kaufinan &
Kaufinan).

Woodcock-McGrew-Werder Mini-Battery of
Achievement. The MBA is a brief, wide-range test
of basic skills and knowledge, including tests of read-

ing, mathematics, writing, and factual knowledge
in science, social studies, and humanities (Wood-
cock et al., 1994). NSCAW administered only the
reading and mathematics tests. The standard scale
scores are based on a mean of 100 with a standard
deviation of 15. Internal consistency is high across
all age groups as indicated by medians for reading
(.94), and mathematics (.93). In our sample, the
reading and math alpha coefficients were lower at
.74 and .61 respectively.

Child Behavior Checklist. The CBCL was "de-
signed to provide standardized descriptions of be-
havior rather than diagnostic inferences"
(Achenbach, 1991, p. iii) about competencies, prob-
lem behaviors, and other problems. Responses to
the 113 items are rated on a three-point Likert-
type scale ranging from 0 = not true to 2 = very
true or often true. A total problems score is derived
from the total of the syndromes and other prob-
lems items (Achenbach). Children were classified
as having clinical or borderline problem behaviors
if their total problems score was higher than 60.

An adjunct to the CBCL, the Teacher's Report
Form (TRF), was administered to the teachers (ex-
cluding home school instructors) of study partici-
pants. With similar response scales as the CBCL,
this instrument gathered teachers' reports of
children's academic performance, adaptive function-
ing, and behavioral and emotional problems. The
behavioral items concern school behaviors that
teachers would observe, such as difficulty follow-
ing directions, thinking and attention problems;
disturbing other pupils or disrupting class discipline;
and acting aggressively or altogether withdrawn.
Teachers rate the child for how true each item was
within the past two months.

Procedures
The procedures had three main components: child
interview and assessment, current caregiver inter-
view, and child welfare worker interview. AU of the
measures used in the current study were collected
at wave 1 of the NSCAW study.

The Child Interview and Assessment. The
NSCAW Child Instrument was designed for ad-
ministration to all children, although the interview
protocol varied depending on the age of the child.
For school-age children and adolescents, the inter-
views focused on a range of issues related to the
participant's experience and current functioning.
For the current study, however, only the tests of
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cognitive ability and academic achievement were
used.

The Current Caregiver Interview. The NSCAW
Current Caregiver Instrument was designed for
administration at baseline and at each yearly wave
to the child's permanent or nonpermanent caregiver.
Nonpermanent caregivers included formal foster
parents, kin foster parents, and informal foster care-
givers. The current caregiver interview captured
information about the child, the caregiver, experi-
ences with CWS, and contextual factors such as
the home and community environment. For the
current study, the CBCL was used to assess partici-
pants' current level of behavior problems.

The ChildWelfareWorker Interview. Child wel-
fare workers were asked their opinion of the level
of risk to the child at the time the investigation was
conducted as well as the investigator's decision-
making process during the investigation. Interview-
ers collected information about the investigation
of the report of maltreatment that led to the child's
inclusion in the NSCAW and the level of risk to
the child from the primary or secondary caregivers.
The instrument inquired about prior history with
child welfare services and caregiver mental health
problems, which were used as risk factors in the
current study. In addition, information gathered
from the caseworker was used to classify children
according to maltreatment type based on a modi-
fied version of the Maltreatment Classification Sys-
tem (Barnett et al., 1993).

Analyses of NSCAW data, with its complex sam-
pling design and clustering, required the use of
SUDAAN®—a specialized software program used
in surveys to obtain correctly weighted parameter
estimates and adjusted standard errors that result in
accurate tests of significance.

RESULTS
The mean K-BIT score was 93.2 {SE = 0.90) (Table
l).The mean MBA reading score was 98.2 (SE =
0.85).The mean MBA math score was 92.1 {SE =
0.85). To compare the performance of children in
the current sample to national norms, the percent-
age of students scoring 85 or lower was calculated.
This corresponds to one standard deviation (15)
below the mean (100) of the standardized scale. If
the scores in the current sample were distributed
similarly to the standardization sample then we
would expect 15.9 percent of the sample to score
at least one standard deviation below the mean.

Table 1: Demographic Distribution and
Estimated Group Means and Standard

Errors for Intelligence and Academic Tests
Sample Size (unweighted)'

Demographics

Female

i White non-Hispanic

1 African American non-Hispanic

: Hispanic 7

] Other race/ethnicity

: Mean ag,e

Academic and Intelligence Test Scores

i Mean K-BIT ,:

1 Mean MBA reading

i Mean MBA math

2,498

""TKUJsm 1

53 (2.0)

46 (3.2)

30 (3.1)

16 (3.1)

8 (.8)

10.1 yeaxs (2.7)

93.2 (.90)

98.2 (.85)

92.1 (.85)

Notes: K-BIT = Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (Kaufman S Kaufman, 1990); MBA
= Woodcock-McGrew-Werder Mini-Battery of Achievement (Woodcock. McGrew,
S Werder, 1994).
*AII statistics are computed with weighted data.

Slightly more than one-third (33.9 percent, n =
847) of the children in the current sample scored
one standard deviation or more below the mean on
the K-BIT. About 30.5 percent (n = 762) scored
equally low on the MBA reading test, and 43.7
percent (n = 1,092) scored similarly low on the
MBA math test. Thus, compared with national
norms children in the current study were 2.13 times
as likely to score a standard deviation below the
mean or lower on the K-BIT; 1.92 times as likely
to score that low on the MBA reading test; and
2.75 times as likely to score that low on the MBA
math test.

To examine whether the age of the child was
related to obtaining a low score on cognitive and
academic tests, the sample was divided into two
groups (see Table 2).The first group included six-
to-11-year-olds, and the second group included 12-
to-16-year-olds.The percentage of children in the
younger group scoring 85 or lower on the cogni-
tive and academic tests was 32.6 percent (n = 814)
for the K-BIT, 32.9 percent (n = 822) for MBA
reading, and 42.4 percent (n = 1, 059) for MBA
math (Table 2) .The percentages for the older group
were 36.7 (n = 917) for the K-BIT, 25.4 {n = 634)
for MBA reading, and 46.4 percent (n = 1,159) for
MBA math.The percentages were not significantly
different between the two age groups, although a
marginally significant relationship was found be-
tween age and low score on the MBA reading test
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Table 2: Percentage of Children
Obtaining Scores of 85 or Lower on

Cognitive and Academic Measures, by
Gender, Age, Race/Ethnicity, and

Primary Maltreatment Type

variable

""It
Girls

Age (years)

6-11

12-16

Race/ethnicity -f *

White

African American

Hispanic American

Other

Maltreatment type

Physical abuse

Sexual abuse

: Neglect

I Other

K-air

i2 I
36.7

32.6

36.7

24.7***

39.8***

49.3***

34.8***

33.3

35.0

37.0

31.2

MBA
Reading

H2
29.8

32.9

25.4

27.4

29.9

36.6

39.3

27.1

29.5

32.6

34.9

MBA
Math,

43 3

44.1

42.4

46.4

43.8

40.8

50.8,

45.8

38.8

48.31
45.9,

43.6

Notes: Chi-square tests were calculated for each demographic factor. K-BIT =
Kaufman Brief Inteliigence Test (Kaufman & Kaufman. 1990); MBA « Woodcock-
McGrew-Werder MiniBanery of Achievement (Woodcock. McGrew. S Werder.
1994). Standard errors are avaiiable from the authors, but are omitted for
simplicity.

[X̂ (JV = 2,498) = 2.S6,p = .09].This finding pro-
vides some evidence that younger children were
more likely to score in the low range than older
children.

The study also assessed the relation of gender to
performance on the cognitive and academic mea-
sures. For boys, 32.1 percent (n = 377) obtained an
85 or lower on the K-BIT, 31.2 percent {n = 366)
scored in that range on the N4BA reading test, and
43.3 percent (n = 508) scored in that range on the
MBA math test (Table 2). For girls, 36.7 percent (n
= 486) scored in the low range on the K-BIT, 29.8
percent {n = 394) scored in the low range on the
MBA reading test, and 44.1 percent (« = 584) scored
in the low range on the MBA math test. Gender
was not significantly related to scores in the low
range on any of the tests administered in this study.

We also examined the relation of race and eth-
nicity to performance on the cognitive and aca-
demic measures. The percentage of children scor-
ing 85 or lower on the K-BIT, MBA reading, and

MBA math tests is shown in Table 2. Chi-square
tests indicated that race/ethnicity was significantly
related to low scores on the K-BIT [x^ = 23.31, p
< .001] but was not related to reading or math
achievement.

Another goal of the study was to determine
whether the type of maltreatment experienced by
participants was related to cognitive and academic
functioning. The percentage of children scoring
lower than 85 on the cognitive and academic mea-
sures was calculated for each of the four maltreat-
ment groups: physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect,
and"other" forms of maltreatment. Chi-square tests
indicated that maltreatment type was not signifi-
cantly related to obtaining a low score on the cog-
nitive or academic measures.

The link of five risk factors (family poverty, prior
involvement with child welfare services, caregiver
mental health problems, and the two measures of
chnical behavior problems) to poor performance
on the cognitive and academic measures was first
examined using a series of chi-square tests (seeTable
3). Children in families with household incomes
below the federal poverty level were significantly
more likely to score below 85 on the K-BIT \x^ {N
= 2, 498) = 12.99,;) < .005], MBA reading [x' =
5.62,;) < .02], and MBA math [x^ = 4.05,p < .05].
Children who had previously received child wel-
fare services were more likely to score lower than
85 on MBA reading [%' = 4.27,;? < .05] and MBA
math (x^= 12.25,;) < .001) than children who had
not previously received child welfare services. Chil-
dren living with caregivers with reported mental
health problems were significantly more likely to
score low on MBA math [f= 5.39, p < .03] and
marginally more likely to score in the low range on
MBA reading [x' = 3.10,f < .09]. Children whose
current caregivers reported a clinically significant
level of behavior problems were marginally more
likely to score below 85 on the MBA math test [X^
= 3.01,p <.O9]. Children whose current teacher
reported clinicaUy significant behavior problems
were significantly more likely to score below 85 on
the MBA math test \x^= 5.S9,p < .02].

Next, the five risk factors were analyzed to de-
termine whether they exerted a cumulative impact
on a child's academic and cognitive performance.
As the number of risk factors present increased fixjm
zero to five, the percentage of children scoring lower
than 85 on each test also increased (Table 4).The
relationship between number of risk factors present
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Table 3: Percentage of Children
Obtaining Scores of 85 or Lower on

Cognitive and Academic Measures, by
Individual Risk Factors

[Risk frjS^^. .

Famiiy poverty

Present

Not present

Prior child welfare services

Present

Not present

Caregiver mental health
problems

Present

Not present

CBCL clinical behavior
problems

Present

Not present

TRF clinical behavior
problems

Present

Not present

JRWIT

40.4***

27.3***

37.0

3L6

34.5

34.0

30.0

36.4

34.4

30.5

MBA
a«ading

36.1*
25.8*

33.9*
26.9*

36.4

29.0

28.9

31.6

35.2

29.8

MSA,
Mattt

48.2*

39.1*

50.2***

;38.1***

51.7*

42.2*

48.7

40.5

55.2* :

42.0* '•

Notes: Chi-square tests were calculated for each risk factor. K-BIT = Kaufman Brief
Intelligence Test (Kaufman S Kaufman, 1990); MBA = Woodcock-UcGrew-Werder
Mini-Battery of Achievement (Woodcock, McGrew, & Werder, 1994). CBCL = Child
Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1991); TRF = Teacher Report Form (of the Child
Behavior Checklist). Standard errors are available from the authors, but are
omitted for simplicity.
•p<.OS. • • •p<.001.

and scoring below 85 on the test was significant for
MBA reading [x2(N= 2,498) = 17.72,;) < .01] and
MBA math [x^ = 37.66 p < .001] and was margin-
ally significant for the K-BIT [x^ = 8.62, p < .08].

The effects of cumulative risk on scores on the
MBA reading and MBA math tests were also ex-
amined using regression models that controlled for
age, race/ethnicity, maltreatment type, and K-BIT
score. The overall MBA reading model was again
significant (R^ = .46,Wald F= 3212.08, f < .001).
Girls scored significantly higher than boys (P = 3.37,
p< .01) and African American children scored sig-
nificantly higher than white children (P = 3.76,p <
.05) (Table 5).The K-BIT was a significant predic-
tor of MBA reading with a partial slope coefficient
of 0.83. Cumulative risk was again a significant
predictor of reading with a partial slope coefficient
of-1.78. Given that cumulative risk may also affect
reading achievement indirectly by affecting cogni-
tive ability, the model was also examined without

controlling for the K-BIT.This model was also sig-
nificant (R2 = ,07, Wald F = 1767.97, p < .001),
showing that the effects of cumulative risk on read-
ing were evident for children regardless of their
measured intelligence.

Overall, the model for MBA math scores was
also significant {R^ = .38, Wald F = 3248.65, p <
.001) (Table 5). Girls scored significantly higher than
boys (p = 3.76). K-BIT score significantly predicted
MBA math scores (P = 0.83). Cumulative risk also
significantly predicted MBA math scores with a
partial slope coefficient of-2.62. When the model
was recalculated without controlling for K-BIT
scores, the overall model was stiU significant (R^ =
.08,Wald F = 1859.58, p < .001), and the relation-
ship was even stronger for math than for reading.

DISCUSSION
The results show that children in the NSCAW
sample are not performing as weD as their nation-
wide peers on tests of cognitive and academic
achievement. The children and adolescents in the
study are more likely than normative samples to
score a standard deviation or more below the mean
on standardized measures of cognitive functioning
and academic achievement. On the standardized
math test, nearly 44 percent of the NSCAW par-
ticipants scored 85 or lower, 2.75 times higher than
the expected percentage.

Male and female participants scored equally be-
low national standards, and such poor performance
held constant when the sample was divided into

Table 4: Percentage of Children
Obtaining Scores of 85 or Lower on

Cognitive and Academic Measures, by
Cumulative Number of Risk Factors

Nutnlterof
Rii^ Fa«tors

0

1

2

3

4-5

K-BIT

28.2

38.2

27.2
38.4

40.8

MBA

18.6**
32.4**

27.5**
36.0**

42.2**

MBA
Matti

25.4***

43.7***

37.8***

65.3***

56.7***
Notes: Chi-square tests were calculated for each standardized measure. K-BIT =
Kaufman Brief Intelligence Test (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990); MBA = Woodcock-
McGrew-Werder Mini-Battery of Achievement {Woodcock, McGrew, & Werder,
1994). Standard errors are available from the authors, but are omitted for
simplicity.
••p < .01. •••p< .001.
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Table 5: Factors Predicting MBA Math and Reading
Scores (Controlling for Cognitive Ability)

Intercept

Gender

Male (reference group)

Female

Race/ethnicity ;

White non—Hispanic (reference group) ;';•

African American non-Hispanic

Hispanic

Other

Age
Maltreatment type

Physical abuse (reference group)

Sexual abuse

Neglect

Other maltreatment

Other covariates

K-BIT

Cumulative risk

' '.'JMpI SMim

22,31 (5.08)

3.76(1.45)

2.76(1.68)

0.40 (2.95)

-0.32 (0.22)

0.05 (2.55)

-0.51 (1.10)

-1.34(1.75)

0.83 (0.05)

-1.78 (0.50)

pg Scores
t

4.39***

2.70**

2.60*

1.64

0.13
1.44

0.02

0.46

0.77

17.94***

3.56

MBA Math Suras

B (SC) t

19.68(6.12) 3.22**

3.76(1.51) 2.49*

2.31 (1.84)

-0.23 (1.71)

0.88 (1.76)

-0.37 (0.26)

-3.45 (2.63)

-168(1.54)

-1 52 (2.68)

0.83 (.05)

-2.62 (0.75)

1.25

0.17

0.50

1.41

1.31

1.09

. 0.57

16.65***

3.50

Notes: For gender, male o 0 and female a 1. K-BIT a Kaufman I
Achievement (Woodcock. McSrew. i Werder, 1994).
*p < .05. **p < .Ot. ***p < .001.

Irief Intelligence Test (Kaufman & Kaufman, 1990); MIBA = Woodcocic-McGrew-Werder Mini-Batteiy of

older and younger children. The results show that
neither gender nor any age group shields children
from the effect of maltreatment on cognitive and
academic functioning. Race and ethnicity, on the
other hand, were related to performance on the
standardized measures. African American and His-
panic students were more likely than white chil-
dren to obtain low scores. These findings are con-
sistent with studies examining the relation of race
and ethnicity to standard test scores (McLloyd,
1998).

Given earlier evidence showing that neglect can
have a profound impact on cognitive and academic
performance (Perry, Pollard, Blakley, Baker, &Vigi-
lante, 1995), children whose primary maltreatment
type was neglect were expected to obtain the low-
est scores on the cognitive and academic measures.
This expectation runs counter to what teachers have
reported as their expectation—that physical abuse
and emotional abuse have the strongest relation-
ship to academic failure (Crenshaw, Crenshaw, &
Lichtenberg, 1995). In this study,children reported
to suffer the various maltreatment types did not
differ in terms of their likelihood of scoring a stan-

dard deviation or more below the mean on the
cognitive and academic measures. Furthermore,
none of the regression models found an effect of
maltreatment type on test scores.

The finding of no difference in achievement by
maltreatment type is intriguing and may represent
different mechanisms by which maltreatment sup-
presses learning. It is also possible that in past re-
search, children with multiple forms of maltreat-
ment may have obscured the independent effects
of individual types of maltreatment.Yet, fewer than
one in four children in this study were indicated as
experiencing multiple types of maltreatment,
making this an unlikely explanation for the lack
of difference.

When the five risk factors examined in this study
were considered individually, poverty emerged as
significantly related to obtaining low scores on all
of the standardized measures. Children living in poor
families were 1.5 times more likely than nonpoor
children to obtain low scores on the K-BIT, 1.4
times more likely to obtain low scores on the MBA
reading test, and 1.2 times more likely to obtain
low scores on the MBA math test. Yet, even the
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nonpoor children in the NSCAW sample were
generally more likely than the national norm to
obtain low scores on the cognitive and academic
measures. For instance, compared with national
norms nonpoor children in the NSCAW sample
were 1.7 times more Ukely to obtain low scores on
the K-BIT, 1.6 times more likely to obtain low
scores on the MBA reading test, and 2.5 times more
likely to obtain low scores on the MBA math test.
Therefore, maltreatment appears to exert an effect
on functioning that is somewhat independent of
family poverty. This finding should be understood
within the context that many of the "nonpoor"
children in the study are still living in financially
distressed households even though they are not
below the poverty rate.

Other risk factors were not as robusdy related to
academic and cognitive functioning, although prior
history of child welfare services was significantly
associated with obtaining low scores on both the
MBA reading and math tests.This indicates that the
many families with repeated involvement with
CWS may be the group that has the greatest need.
There also appears to be an influence of maternal
mental health on children's achievement. Depres-
sion has long been understood to be a cause and
effect of problems in parenting (Patterson, 1980).
This finding is supported by the prior conclusion
that parental mental health problems are at least as
common as parental substance abuse (HHS, 2003).
Although maternal depression may be relieved, in
part, by assistance in parenting more effectively
(DeGarmo, Patterson, & Forgatch, 2004), school
social workers also need to generate links to adult
mental health services providing evidence-based
interventions for parental mental health problems.

Based on previous findings showing a negative
relationship between behavior problems and cog-
nitive functioning (for example,Plomin et al.,2002),
clinical levels of behavior problems were expected
to be associated with the likelihood of obtaining
lower achievement scores. For the most part, this
was not found in the current sample, suggesting
that the impact of maltreatment and its associated
social ecology may weaken the link between low
cognitive functioning and behavior problems. In
other words, higher cognitive functioning was not
protective against having behavior problems. The
one exception was that teacher reports of clinical
levels of problem behavior were associated with
worse math performance; this could be an early

warning signal of the emergence of behavior-in-
duced academic failure.

When the five risk factors were examined to
assess their cumulative impact, a significant effect
was found both in the Ukelihood of obtaining low
scores and in the prediction of test scores using
regression models. As expected, the cumulative
number of risk factors present was negatively re-
lated to scores on the K-BIT, MBA reading, and
MBA math tests. In addition, the impact of cumu-
lative risk on math and reading achievement ap-
peared to be partially mediated (and thus also par-
tially independent) by the impact of cumulative
risk on cognitive functioning as measured by the
K-BIT.

Schools need estimates of cumulative risk, per-
haps through collaboration with CWS and perhaps
through student self-report. School Success Profile
(SSP) findings indicate that students' descriptions
of their home and school experiences are predic-
tive of academic performance (Bowen & Bowen,
1998). Higher levels of home risk (broadly defined)
are associated with school problems, even after in-
cluding the influence of teacher levels of support.
Students with high family risk experienced lower
teacher support, in general, suggesting that more
intensive school social work interventions are
needed. The use of SSP and its elementary school
version (which also draws on parent and teacher
report) could help routinize the collection of data
about cumulative risk.

The main limitation of the current study is that
it does not include a nonmaltreated comparison
group, which renders comparative conclusions more
difficult.This limitation is partially offset by the use
of standardized measures of cognitive functioning
and academic achievement that allow comparison
of the NSCAW children with national norms.

The current study shows that maltreated chil-
dren entering child welfare services are at increased
risk of poor performance on cognitive and aca-
demic tests. In addition, maltreated children who
possess a greater number of risk factors are more
likely to face the cognitive and academic difficul-
ties identified in this study. Outcomes for children
are determined by a multitude of family factors,
yet information gathered about families by child
welfare workers is often not shared with educators
(Jonson-Reid, 2000).That children's general fam-
ily risks have such a substantial impact on their
educational welfare strongly supports the argument
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that the schools have a need to know such infor-
mation, independent of knowing the outcome of
the chUd abuse investigation. School social work-
ers and other pupil personnel service providers
clearly have a need to know what child welfare
agencies learn about domestic violence, abject pov-
erty, and substance abuse in the homes of students
because these factors strongly influence educational
outcomes.

The results suggest that school personnel and
child welfare workers would benefit from working
together, sharing case information, to identify those
children who are most at risk of school problems so
that preventive and corrective interventions can be
applied most effectively. Federal child welfare per-
formance legislation and many state child welfare
plans are calling for improvements in the educa-
tional functioning of children in schools. If child
welfare agencies collect educational information
about the children they assess—a strategy that has
been proposed in many states—the information will
also flow into the schools to improve the response
to children's educational needs. Although this call
has often been focused on children in out-of-home
care (Ayasse, 1995; Barth, 1984), these findings are
much broader and call for greater attention to chil-
dren who have had contact with CWS but remained
at home. Maltreated children who remain at home
are an especially underserved population (Burns et
al., 2004).

Child welfare services are endeavoring to move
beyond some of their legalistic traditions to de-
velop a wider array of community-based services
(Walter R. McDonald & Associates, Inc., 2001).
These efforts wiU not achieve their goals until child
welfare agencies and schools find more efficient
ways to fully share information about the prob-
lems that children and families are facing, even if
these do not result in a substantiated child welfare
report or the opening of cases to child welfare ser-
vices. Pilot projects need development to provide
routine sharing of information about families of
concern to CWS because their children are at sub-
stantial risk of educational problems. Indeed, the
annual spike in child abuse reports at the begin-
ning of each school year suggests that the parent-
child conflict that emerges alongside school fail-
ure may contribute to the risk of maltreatment.
Better coordination between child welfare and
schools may reduce child maltreatment and school
failure. S
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