
Writers such as Makrinotti (1994) iden-
tify the way in which the ideology of
‘familism’ oppresses children. Makrinotti
employs the concept of ‘familism’ to
describe the way in which policies for chil-
dren are typically subsumed under other
policies. He notes that childhood is fused
with the institution of the
family, in the process of
‘familiarization’, so that ‘chil-
dren and their needs cannot
be defined independently of
those of the family, nor can
their needs be realised 
without the family . . . they
do not exist as a “distinct social entity” but
are conceptualised as minors or depen-
dents’ (p.283). The assumption that chil-
dren are dependent ‘whatever their age’ is
basic to the way in which childhood tends
to be viewed as ‘an undifferentiated cate-
gory of all those under 16 or 18 years old’
(Morrow 1995:224).

In western society, obligations to chil-
dren and control of children are shared

between family and society, based on the
‘mutual interest in the continuation of both
family and society’. In the negotiations
between family and state which occur in
the development and implementation 
of social policy, children are generally 
not participants (Shamgar-Handelman

1994:253). Family policies are an example
of the way in which it is assumed that 
children’s needs will be met as dependants
within the family context, with adults medi-
ating their needs. Consequently, it is not
deemed necessary for children, unlike the
elderly, to be ensured of a basic standard
of living (Makrinotti 1994:278).

Assumptions about the dependency of
children are reflected in and have particu-

lar relevance for those social policies
which specifically focus on children. As
Skolnick has stated, in child welfare and
child protection policies ‘the rhetoric of
child-centredness obscures the reality of
childhood as a dependent and subordi-
nate status’ (Skolnick, quoted in Morrow
1995:208).

Child welfare and child protection poli-
cies typically reinforce familism in two
ways: first, through surveillance of non-nor-
mative families; and, second, through the
principle of placing children from families
which have broken down according to an
hierarchal order of policy options that con-
sider alternative familial care as the most
desirable and non-familial care as the least
desirable, irrespective of children’s own
attitudes to placement (Mowbray and
Mason 1993).

Children are marginalised in social pol-
icy and child protection discourse by what
Rayner (1991:37) refers to as a ‘refusal to
take children seriously’. This trivialisation
of children is reflected in decision-making
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N ationally, little is known about
children’s retention or non-promo-
tion (the experience of repeating a

year) in the primary and secondary educa-
tion systems. However, past research does
provide some insight into this area. For
example, the findings of Kenny (1991)
suggest that the main reasons for repeating
relate to age, maturity, ability, and emo-
tional or behavioural problems; boys
repeat more than girls, and rural children
more than their urban counterparts; fur-
thermore, repetition may benefit only a
minority of students.

Families and children’s abilities 

More generally, family–school research
has linked children’s educational and
social competence to parental support
(Amato and Ochiltree 1986). Research also
suggests children’s academic and social
abilities may be related to their family
experiences, notably parental separa-
tion/divorce (Amato and Keith 1991). It
has also been asserted that the magnitude
of the effects of parental divorce on 
children’s performance is small and that

interparental conflict – often associated
with parental separation/divorce – may be
more influential (Forehand, Armistead and
Klein 1995). 

Other factors which have been linked
to children’s school performance and social
competence – which are often related to
family structure – are parental income,
employment and education (Amato and
Ochiltree 1986).

These issues are explored here in rela-
tion to year level repetition.

Data used for this analysis were col-
lected via telephone interview as part

of the Australian Life Course Study, a ran-
dom national survey undertaken by the
Australian Institute of Family Studies in
1996. Results are based on the preliminary
analysis of a sub-sample of the total num-
ber of respondents, consisting of parents
of 835 primary and 554 secondary school
children – a total of 1,389 school students
(excluding pre-school children).

Parents reported that 5.3 per cent (n=74)
of all children in the sample had repeated
a school year and that most children had
repeated in the earliest years of primary
school. These results were generally com-
parable with Kenny (1991) who found
that in New South Wales primary schools
5.5 per cent of children repeated Year 1, 3
per cent repeated Year 2, and 1.5 per cent
repeated Year 3.

Also consistent with Kenny’s findings,
results of this analysis show that repeating
a year related mostly to the children’s abil-
ities. Most children were reported to have
repeated because of ‘learning difficulties’
(24.1 per cent) or ‘social development

WENDY STONE summarises early
research findings on the impact of family factors on children’s academic and social abilities, and in 
particular children’s experience of repeating a primary or secondary school year.

Exploring Links Between Schools 
and Families

hildren’s marginalisation and invisibility 
in social policy arenas is so complete that their

lack of participation is rarely noticed. 
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concerning their lives. In cases where 
children are considered ‘at risk’ in their
own home, child protection experts medi-
ate and transfer parental power between
adults, with negligible, if any, participa-
tion by the children concerned. Rayner
notes that even in the Family Court,
where there are provisions for children’s
wishes to be taken into account, these
wishes may be over-ridden. The usual
basis for over-riding children’s wishes is
adult attitudes of distrust of the evidence
of children. Children’s statements are typi-
cally challenged for truthfulness and cont-
amination in a way that rarely occurs with
adult statements.

The reasons why children are seldom lis-
tened to, or when they are heard why their
views are not taken seriously, has been
identified by Melton (1987). These reasons
are based on the belief that children are ‘so
incompetent that they do not know what
they really want or need’ and the percep-
tion of children as objects or possessions
whose views don’t really matter.

The Adult Ideological Perspective

The marginalisation of children by social
policies and the emphasis on their lack of
competency as a reason for excluding
them from participating in decisions that
concern them, can be attributed to the

dominance of the paradigm which has
been referred to by Speier (1976) as the
‘adult ideological viewpoint’. According
to this view, children are believed to be
dependent on adults, as ‘part of a natural
order’, and adults are considered to have
a ‘natural right to exert power over chil-
dren’ (Qvortrup et al. 1994:5).

This perspective, central to positivist
social science theorising and research on

children, has formed the modern western
view of childhood and is characterised by
the formulation of general rules about
child development. These general rules
have the effect of objectifying and decon-
textualising understanding of children.

The key disciplines in propagating the
adult ideological
perspective have
been psychology
and sociology. This
perspective is also
central in other
social science disci-
plines such as

anthropology and education. These disci-
plines depict children as incomplete
beings, or ‘becomings’. They are described
as society’s future, as learners – recipients
of adult input, and objects of adult actions
and adult research.

Much of the literature of both psychol-
ogy and sociology considers childhood
principally as a stage on the road to adult-
hood – adulthood having normative status.

Family and  % of children Base
socio-economic ever repeated number of
variables a school year children†

All children 5.3 1389
Children’s gender

Boys 7.4*** 729
Girls 3.1*** 637

Parents’ marital status
Married 5.4 1036
De facto 3.7 107
Separated/divorced 5.2 193
Widowed 15.4 13
Never married 11.8 17

Annual household income
Less than $20,000 8.0 163
$20,000 - $29,999 7.2 166
$30,000 - $39,999 5.0 180
$40,000 - $49,999 7.6 172
$50,000 - $59,999 3.0 168
$60,000 or more 4.6 324

Parents’ labour force participation
Mother employed 5.5 871
Mother not employed 5.3 397
Father employed 5.7 649
Father not employed 10.8 83

Parents’ formal education
Mother – low attainment 6.0 834
Mother – high attainment 4.4 412
Father – low attainment 5.9 871
Father – high attainment 3.9 356

*** P < 0.001
† Note that variation in base numbers is due to prelimi-
nary use of the Australian LifeCourse Study and some
missing data.

education. Of particular note, results sug-
gest that the higher the mother’s (post-
secondary) education, the less likely a
child may be to repeat a year. 

Summary

Children’s experience of parental separa-
tion or divorce, as well as the marital status
of parents within the household, showed
little or no effect in relation to children’s

non-promotion and thus did not support
research that has linked parental separation
and divorce to the academic abilities and
performance of school students. Nor did
family resources, such as the number of
parents in the household, appear to have a
significant effect on children’s experience
of repeating a school year.

However, trends in the data appear to
lend some support to previous findings
suggesting that family resources such as
parents’ education and employment status
are related to children’s academic and
social development. 

These results suggest the need for more
detailed examination of the relationship
between family structure, socio-economic
factors and children’s gender in future
research – in particular, more detailed
examination of household income and
family structure as they affect children’s
abilities and schooling.
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Table 1 Per cent of children repeating a 
school year by family variables

problems’ (17.2 per cent). A summary of
findings is presented in Table 1.

While analysis of the impact of family
factors on children’s experience of

year level retention is preliminary only, the
following findings are of note.

•The majority of students who repeat do
so for reasons relating to their abilities,
however some children may be more
likely to experience non-promotion,
depending on their gender or aspects of
their family and/or socio-economic back-
ground.

•Year level repetition is strongly related to
children’s gender, with boys significantly
more likely to repeat than girls.

•Neither experience of parental separation
or divorce nor the marital status of parents
in the household appeared to affect the
likelihood of children repeating.

•Children with one parent in the house-
hold appeared slightly more likely to
repeat a school year than other children,
although differences were not statistically
significant.

•No significant differences were found
between children from high and low
income households; however results
suggest the need for further exploration
of the relationship between household
income and the number of parents in the
household.

•Although not statistically significant, par-
ents’ employment may have some
effect, with children of fathers not in the
workforce slightly more likely to repeat
a year than those with fathers in paid
employment. 

•A relationship may exist between the
level of parents’ education and child 

hen children are recognised in social policies 

it is usually as dependents of adult family members, 

rather than individuals in their own right. 
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