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" Abstract

Teachers’ reports may be affected by measurement and interpretation difficulties associated with the potential differences between
ratings completed during the fall and spring, particularly if different teachers provide the ratings. This study assessed the comparability
of teachers’ ratings of children’s externalizing behavior from fall and spring intervention cohorts. Teachers of 240 children of divorce
aged 9 to 12 years completed pretest, posttest, and six-month follow-up ratings. Children were randomly assigned to one of three
treatment conditions (groups for their mothers only, separate groups for mothers and children, or a bibliotherapy control condition). Two
separate 3 X 2 X 2 ANOVAs revealed the changes in mean levels were not significantly different between the fall and spring cohorts for
either the pretest/posttest or pretest/foliow-up comparison. When different teachers completed the ratings, the pretest/posttest and
pretest/follow-up correlations were remarkably high over 9 months (pr = .55 to .79). When the pretests were obtained from the current
teachers, the pretest/follow-up correlation was higher in the fall than in the spring. A second aim compared ratings obtained from
children’s current teachers within the first month of the school year vs. those completed by the children’s teachers from the previous
school year. Pretest levels of externalizing behavior were higher when reported retrospectively by the previous teachers. However,
neither the previous teachers’ nor the current teachers’ fall ratings were significantly different from the spring teachers’ pretest ratings.
Thus, school psychologists may elect to obtain ratings from either the previous or current teacher early in the fall of a new academic
year. Limitations of this study and recommendations for future research are discussed.

Introduction :

School psychologists rely heavily upon teachers' reports of children's classroom behavior. Although this information is
quintessential to the assessment and intervention processes, the validity of this data may depend upon the time of the academic year
that the data are collected. Some evidence suggests that teachers' ratings of students' behavior may fluctuate during the academic
year. For example, within the first few weeks of the academic year, teachers do not tend to report high levels of behavioral problems
(Taylor-Greene et al., 1997). Therefore, ratings obtained early in the academic year may show little variability. On the other hand,
greater variability and higher levels of behavior problems may plausibly be reported later in the academic year.

When a student is referred for an evaluation or is re-evaluated early in the academic year, school psychologists must decide
whether to obtain behavior ratings from the student's current or previous teacher, or both. It is generally recommended that a teacher
have a student in his or her class for at least four weeks before providing behavior ratings (e.g., Conners, 1973; Merrell, 1994; Quay &
Peterson, 1983; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 1992; Walker, 1983). The authors of the standardized rating instrument used in the present
study, the Teacher-Child Rating Scale (TCRS), specify four to six weeks as ample time for teachers to effectively complete ratings on
social, behavioral, and academic behaviors (Hightower et al., 1986; Primary Mental Health Project, 1995).

As a result of their current teachers' unfamiliarity with students early in the academic year, school psychologists may obtain ratings
from the teacher whose classroom the child was in the previous academic year. However, this strategy is problematic in that the reports
are retrospective, do not account for the child's maturation over the summer, and reflect the child's behavior in a previous setting.

When teachers' ratings of a student's behavior are needed within the first few weeks of a academic year (e.g., as part of an
evaluation or as a baseline measurement prior to intervention), school psychologists must select one teacher or reconcile possible

discrepancies between multiple teachers' ratings of the same student. Currently, empirical evidence to guide this decision-making is
lacking.
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A related issue involves the use of teachers' reports to evaluate a student's progress in behavioral domains. When behavior ratings
are used to monitor a student's response to an intervention, teachers may be asked to report on the student's behavior in the fall and
again in the spring semester of an academic year. If the intervention period spans more than one academic year, different teachers are
likely to provide ratings of the same student's behavior at different time points. The validity of the ratings may be compromised by inter-
rater unreliability. On the other hand, when the same teacher provides pre-intervention and post-intervention ratings, the ratings may be
less sensitive to detecting change because the teacher' s perceptions of the child's behavior are resistant to change (Bryk &
Raudenbush, 1992; Raudenbush, 1984). Alithough assessments are intended to obtain reasonably objective measurements of
children's behavior, the teachers and classroom settings may affect the behavior ratings at different assessment points. Thus, teachers'
reports may be particularly affected by measurement and interpretation difficulties associated with the potential differences between fall
and spring behavior ratings.

Among the issues that could lead to systematic differences between fall and spring ratings are (1) the length of time a child has
been in a particular class with a particular teacher, (2) whether the ratings are completed by the same or different teachers at different
assessment points, and (3) whether the sample of observed behavior changes in a different setting. At present, little is known about
semester-specific effects as they affect the evaluation of interventions for school-age children. This study assessed the comparability of
teachers’ ratings of children’s externalizing behavior from fall and spring intervention cohorts.

Participants

Teachers of 240 children aged nine to twelve years completed pretest, posttest, and six-month follow-up ratings for four different
cohorts (two in the fall, two in the spring) over a two-year period. There were 107 subjects in the fall cohorts and 133 in the spring.
Forty-eight percent of the children were female. Eighty-eight percent of the children were Caucasian. At the time of the pretest, the
average age of the children on whom teachers completed behavior ratings was 10.35 years. The grade level of the children ranged
from three to seven, with a mode of fourth grade and a mean of 4.85.

The children on whom the teachers completed ratings were part of a preventive intervention study of divorced families (“New
Beginnings”; Wolchik, Sandler, West, & Anderson, 1997). The families were recruited to participate in the study via a multiple step
process that was initiated by obtaining court records of divorce decrees that were granted within two years of the start of each
intervention group.

Eligibility criteria:

(1) The divorce decree was granted within the past two years;

(2) The mother was the custodial/primary residential parent;

(3) Neither the custodial parent nor any child residing with the custodial parent was currently in treatment for psychological problems;
(4) The custodial parent had not remarried, did not have a live-in boyfriend, and did not plan to remarry during the time period of the
intervention trial;

(5) The custodial arrangement was expected to remain stable during the trial,

(6) The family resided within a one-hour drive of the location of the intervention group program;

(7) The custodial parent and the child being targeted by the intervention were fluent in English;

(8) The target child was not placed in a special education program for the mentally handicapped or learning disabled;

and (9) One or more children between nine and twelve years of age resided primarily with their mother.
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Method
Measure
Teacher-Child Rating Scale (T-CRS; Hightower et al., 1986; Primary Mental Health Project, 1995). The Teacher-Child Rating Scale
includes a six-item Acting Out subscale that taps externalizing behavior problems. The T-CRS has demonstrated adequate reliability as
well as concurrent and discriminant validity to differentiate referred from non-referred children (Hightower et al., 1986).
In the present study, the internal consistency of the Acting Out subscale was excellent. The reliability coefficients (Cronbach'’s
alphas) for the Acting Out subscale exceeded .90 on the pretest, posttest, and follow-up ratings.

Data Collection

In the current investigation, the pretest assessments were obtained within the four weeks prior to the start of the intervention.
Posttest ratings were gathered three months after the pretest and within the four weeks immediately following the completion of the
intervention. Follow-up assessments occurred six months after the post-intervention assessments. The ratings for spring cohorts were
gathered as follows: pretest in late February; posttest in May; and follow-up in November. For fall cohorts, the ratings were collected as

follows: pretest in early September; posttest in December; and follow-up in early June. For fall cohorts, pretest data were collected from
both the previous and current teachers of each child in the study.

Fall Pretest Completed by the Current Teachers
The fall teachers who completed the pretest ratings on the fall cohorts had known the children for an average of three weeks.

The range was wide, with some teachers reporting having had a child in class for only one week, while others reported knowing a child
for as many as six weeks. These ratings were completed in early September.

Treatment Conditions
After completing the pretest, participants attended an orientation session during which they were randomly assigned to one of three
conditions: (1) mother-only group intervention (N=81), (2) concurrent but separate mother and child group interventions (N=83), and (3)
a control condition (N=76). The control condition consisted of self-study, take-home reading materials that mothers were at the time
when mothers were randomly assigned into this condition. The intervention subjects in conditions (1) and (2) participated in semester-
long groups aimed at intervening with the putative mediators of divorce-related events for children (Wolchik et al., 1997).

Design

Dividing the sample into the two experimental (mother plus child and mother only) conditions and one control (self
study/bibliotherapy) group resulted in a 3 X 2 X 2 analysis of variance (ANOVA) with one repeated measures (within-subjects) factor
and two between-subjects factors. This design was replicated as another 3 X 2 X 2 ANOVA for the pretest/follow-up scenario.

The repeated measures factor was the time each rating was collected on each subject (i.e., pretest, posttest, and follow-up). The
cohort in which a child was a subject was a non-random, between-subjects factor. The treatment condition, either experimental or
control was a random, between-subjects factor.

For each of the comparisons between fall and spring cohorts, correlation coefficients, means, and differences between means
were computed. Mean externalizing scores were examined to assess the substantive question regarding differences between cohorts

8 | | 9
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as a function of time of year. Correlation coefficients between scores at two assessment points (pretest/posttest and pretest/follow-up)
were calculated on the within-subjects factor to address the statistical question of sensitivity to detecting treatment effects.

All of the comparisons of correlation coefficients described herein account for the three treatment conditions, such that each
computation actually refers to partial correlation coefficients. Partial correlation coefficients were computed between pretest and
posttest scores for each of the three situations: spring (same teacher), fall (same teacher), and fall (different teachers).

Results
Two separate 3 X 2 X 2 ANOVAs revealed the changes in mean levels were not significantly different between the fall and spring
cohorts for either the pretest/posttest or pretest/follow-up comparison. When different teachers completed the ratings, the
pretest/posttest and pretest/follow-up correlations demonstrated stability over nine months (pr = .55 to .79). (In a meta-analysis of
thirteen studies that used two teachers as informants on children's behavior, Achenbach, McConaughy, and Howell (1987) found a
mean r = .64 on ratings completed by different teachers for the same child.) When the pretests were obtained from the current teachers
in the fall, the pretest/follow-up correlation was higher in the fall cohorts than in the spring cohorts.

Pretest Mean Levels: Fall Current vs. Previous Teachers

Ratings obtained from children's current teachers within the first month of the academic year were compared to those completed by the
children's teachers from the previous academic year. Both sets of these fall pretest ratings were obtained at about the same time, early
in the fall. A

Main effects were found when looking at pretest means between the ratings obtained from the current teachers and the previous
teachers in the fall cohorts. The previous teachers reported very highly significantly greater symptomatology than did the current
teachers, F (1, 84) = 12.80, p < .001. As was the case when fall and spring pretest ratings were compared, there was not a significant
interaction between treatment condition (i.e., group) and the effect of which teacher completed the pretest rating. This finding fits the
expectation of randomization into treatment conditions.

Conclusions

Regardless of the underlying reasons, it is clear that teachers' ratings of children's externalizing behavior are quite consistent,
even when different teachers provide behavior ratings over a period of nine months. The correlations between ratings over time were
remarkably high, even when different teachers completed the questionnaires. Ratings completed nine months apart by different raters
correlated from .55 to .74. Achenbach et al. (1987) reported a mean correlation of .64 between different teachers’ ratings, typically
obtained at about the same time. There were no significant differences between the fall and spring cohorts’ partial correlation A
coefficients of the pretest/posttest. As such, school psychologists may elect to obtain behavior ratings from either or both the previous
and current teacher early in the fall of the new academic year.

Limitations of this study include the lack of information about whether the stability of teachers’ ratings is actually problematic <<_§
regard to detecting treatment effects. Also, the generalization of the findings should be approached with caution for a number of
reasons. First, the instrument used in this study, the Teacher-Child Rating Scale (T-CRS, Hightower et al., 1986) lacks normative data
for children beyond third grade. Second, the present sample was comprised entirely of children of divorce. Although the inclusion of a
control condition should safeguard against problems with making appropriate comparisons, it is unknown whether the same results
would be obtained with a different sample.
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Future research should examine teachers' ratings of internalizing behaviors and verify the validity of teachers' ratings compared
to behavioral observations. Further research could elucidate the mechanisms through which teachers’ ratings become stable and
determine if teachers and classroom environments themselves become contexts that promote stability in the way children are
perceived. '

Table 1
Design of the Stud

Fall cohorts

Pre Post FU

T1B & T2B T2A T2F

Sept. Dec. June

Spring cohorts

Pre Post FU

T3B T3A T4F i
Feb. May Nov.

Note. T = Teacher, and is followed by a number assigned to differentiate whether the teacher is the same or different teacher as the one who completed a rating at
another time point. The letters after the numbers indicate when the rating took place:

B = Before, A = After, and F = Follow-up.

Table 2
Partial Correlations
Pre/Post Pre/Follow-up
pr n pr n

Fall (previous pre)

(T1B/T2A) .63a* 81 (T1B/T2F) .60a 76
Fall (current pre)

(T2B/T2A) .79b* 81 (T2B/T2F) .74b 76
Spring

(T3B/T3A) .75ab 113 (T3B/T4F) .55a 113

Note. Fall current indicates the pretest data came from each child’s current teacher at the time of the rating. Fall previous indicates that the pretest rating was
obtained from each child’s teacher from the previous school year. .

Note. Coefficients in the same column sharing the same superscript are not significantly different from one another.
* p < .01; all other values with different superscript letters are significantly different at p < .05.
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