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Abstract The assessment of emotional and behavioral
strengths has been identified as an important part of the
assessment process for children referred for specialized
services. The Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale-2
(BERS-2; Epstein, Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale:
a strength-based approach to assessment. PRO-Ed, Austin,
TX, 2004) was developed as a standardized, norm-
referenced instrument to measure strengths of children and
youth, and has been found to be a psychometrically sound
instrument. We determined the psychometric characteris-
tics of the BERS-2 with a Finnish sample. The BERS-2
was translated in Finnish and 608 Finnish 9th graders filled
in the self-evaluation. Results showed that the five sub-
scales of BERS-2 have good reliability and formed a strong
strength index. In general, females scored higher than
males and special education students scored lower than
non-special education students. This study suggests that the
translated version of BERS-2 is a valid and reliable
instrument in Finland.
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Introduction

Assessment is conducted to make important decisions
about children. These decisions involve screening, diag-
nosing, and placing children into specialized educational
and social service programs and then evaluating the out-
comes of these programs. Several assessment models are
used to collect information for decision-making purposes.
While these models differ with respect to assumptions,
measures, and data-collection procedures, they are focused
on and oriented to identifying deficits, problems and
pathologies in children. In the area of children with emo-
tional and behavioral disorders (EBD), several assessment
measures are available that specify children’s problems.
Overall these measures possess very good psychometric
properties and are useful in identifying children for ser-
vices. While these scales are useful in identifying children
in need of specialized services, they may not be helpful in
describing the child or developing a child’s support or
treatment plan (Albrecht and Braaten 2008; Cox 2006;
Drolet et al. 2007; Farmer et al. 2005; Furlong et al. 2007;
Rhee et al. 2001).

Recently there has been an emerging emphasis on rec-
ognizing children’s and youth’s strengths and developing
strength-based assessment and rating scale instruments for
use in education, mental health, social work and family
services (Albrecht and Braaten 2008; Cohn et al. 2009; Cox
2008; Drolet et al. 2007; Laursen 2000, 2003; Oswald et al.
2001; Pollard and Rosenberg 2003; Rhee et al. 2001; Van
Roy et al. 2006). Strength-based assessment is defined as
the measurement of those emotional and behavioral skills,
competencies, and characteristics that create a sense of
personal accomplishment, contribute to satisfying rela-
tionships with family members, peers, and adults, enhance
one’s ability to deal with adversity and stress, and promote
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one’s personal, social and academic development (Epstein
2004). Character strengths are related to achievement, life
satisfaction, and well-being of children and youth
(Nansook and Christopher 2008). A strength-based orien-
tation views the students and family as individuals with
unique talents, skills, and life events as well as having
specific unmet needs. When assessment and interventions
are based on strengths students and families are more likely
to become full participants in the supporting practices.

In response to the need for a standardized, norm-
referenced instrument whose primary purpose is measuring
strengths of children and youth the Behavioral and Emo-
tional Rating Scale (BERS; Epstein and Sharma 1998) was
developed. The BERS-2 assesses the emotional and
behavioral strengths of children 5-18 years of age and
allows for parent, youth and teacher (professional) ratings.
The scale consists of 52 items judged on a four-point
Likert-type scale (O = not at all like the child; 3 = very
much like the child). Factor analyses indicated that the
BERS overall strength index consists of five factors:
Interpersonal Strength, Family Involvement, Intrapersonal
Strengths, School Functioning, and Affective Strengths
(Epstein et al. 2002). Validity and reliability studies of the
original BERS (Epstein 1999; Epstein et al. 2002; Epstein
and Sharma 1998; Harniss et al. 1999; Trout et al. 2003)
and restandardized BERS-2 (e.g., Mooney et al. 2005;
Synhorst et al. 2005; Epstein et al. 2004) indicate that the
measure is psychometrically sound. To date, the BERS-2
has been used in a variety of school, mental health, and
child welfare settings for planning, evaluation and research
purposes.

The original factor analytic research on the BERS
identified a 5-factor model of emotional and behavioral
strengths of children when rated by their teachers or other
professionals (Epstein and Sharma 1998). In the restan-
dardization and further development of the BERS-2, a
confirmatory factor analysis of a nationally representative
sample of parents and youth replicated the five-factor
structure of the BERS (Buckley et al. 2006). More recently,
this research was extended to a national sample of parents/
caregivers of children with serious emotional disturbance.
As in the earlier studies, a confirmatory factor analysis
replicated the overall model of strengths in this population
(Trout et al. 2009). To date, the results of this research
indicate that the BERS-2 is a psychometrically sound
system that adequately operationalizes the construct of
behavioral and emotional strengths of children in the
United States.

The concept of strength based assessment is relevant
not only to a US audience but to an international audi-
ence as well. International educators, mental health, and
social service practitioners and researchers have called
for the use of strength based assessment for promoting

students development and achievement, planning support
services and research purposes (e.g., Finnish National
Board of Education 2004; Galassi and Akos 2007;
Pollard and Lee 2003; Van Roy et al. 2006). For instance
in the field of special education in Europe there is a
move away from a medical deficit model of assessment
into assessment that uses a more educational and inter-
actional approach. It has been suggested that this can
increase the likelihood of successful inclusion of students
with disabilities into general education settings as the
assessment is based on students strengths and applies
assessment findings directly to strategies for teaching and
learning. The parents’ and students’ roles are central in
this assessment process as well as general education
teachers, special education teachers and related staff
(Watkins 2007).

Regardless how well documented the psychometric
properties of a test at the time that it is developed, it is
necessary to determine these properties when the test is
used in another culture or when translated from one lan-
guage to another language. Well-accepted test standards
require that when an instrument is translated for use in
another culture that its psychometric properties, specifi-
cally, its structure, reliability, and validity need to be
evaluated and re-established (American Educational
Research Association, American Psychological Association,
National Council on Measurement in Education 1999; Cha
et al. 2007). Two changes in a test, in particular, require the
further study of its psychometric properties (Geisinger
1994): (a) when tests are significantly modified such as
translated from one language to another and (b) when tests
are used with a population not in the original norming and
standardization process.

In recent years in Finland, there has been increased
interest to recognize children’s and youth’s strengths
(e.g., Finnish National Board of Education 2004), yet to
date there have been no valid and reliable assessment
instruments that measure the emotional and behavioral
strengths of school age children. Thus, the main purpose
of the present study was to begin to assess the psycho-
metric properties of a Finnish version of the BERS-2.
Specifically, the study had several purposes. First, we
determined whether the original BERS-2 strength index
could be replicated in a group of Finnish school children.
Second, we determined the internal consistency, a type
of reliability, and intercorrelations of the subscales of
the Finnish BERS-2. Third, we determined if any dif-
ferences existed between Finnish boys and girls. Finally,
we assessed whether there were any differences in the
strength index score and subscale scores between special
education and non-special education students, which
would be an assessment of the test’s convergent
validity.
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Methods
Participants

The Finnish sample (N = 608; mean age 15.5 years) con-
sisted of 9th graders (the last grade of compulsory educa-
tion) at an upper elementary school from a middle size
Finnish city (N = 497; 47.7% girls) and a group of 9th
graders (N = 111; 48.6% girls) from a metropolitan area in
Finland. The students were studying in 36 classrooms from
6 different comprehensive schools. In general, the sample
well-represented the age group student population in the
two cities sampled as practically all children from the
different socioeconomic backgrounds go to public schools
in Finland for their education. The sample included 188
(30.9%) students who had received part-time special edu-
cation support in grades 7-9 (hereafter referred to as spe-
cial education students) and 420 (69.1%) students who had
not received special education support. Information on
special education status was not received on 18 (3%) stu-
dents. Part-time special education is a flexible support
system within the Finnish school system. Specific diagno-
ses are not required for eligibility to part-time special
education support. Rather, any student having difficulties
with a school subject or who behaves inappropriately may
be referred to part—time special education for a period of
time. Usually a student will receive individual or small
group instruction in the specific subject that he or she has
difficulties with 3—4 hours a week outside of the general
education setting.

Measures

The BERS-2 Youth Rating Scale consists of 52 items that
measure children’s emotional and behavioral strengths. The
BERS-2 consists of 5 subscales (Interpersonal Strength,
Family Involvement Intrapersonal Strength, School Func-
tioning, Affective Strength) as well as an overall Strength
Index score.

During autumn 2006 the BERS-2 was translated first in
Finnish by researches and thereafter translated back into
English by a professional translator, who had received the
information on the content and purpose of BERS-2 and was
familiar with the Finnish school culture. To ensure lan-
guage and content equivalence, the back-translation ver-
sion was compared with the original version, differences
were discussed, and consensus on the needed modifications
agreed between the researches and the translator. The
wording of two of the original BERS-2 items was modified
to make them compatible with the Finnish culture (“I join
in community activities” was changed into “I participate
activities outside of home” and “I go to religious
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activities” changed into “I participate in celebrations with
my family”).

Procedures

BERS-2 Youth Rating Scale data collection were part of a
larger data collection effort related to a research project
called “Behavioral and emotional strengths of youth”. The
aim of the project was to clarify reliability and validity of
BERS-2 and determine the suitability of strength-based
assessment in the Finnish school-context. The study design
was approved by the school authorities from both sample
locations. Before data collection the headmasters and
teachers of each school as well as students themselves were
informed about the purpose of the study. All students
consented to participate in the study. Data were collected
during spring 2007 (March—-May) and four special educa-
tion undergraduate students administered the question-
naires in groups, and they were completed during students’
regular school hours. All of the students were capable of
reading and comprehending the items of the Finnish
BERS-2.

Analysis

Subscales of the translated version of BERS-2 were formed
in a similar fashion as in the original study (Epstein 2004).
For each of the four subscales, the raw scores were con-
verted to standard scores with a mean of ten and a standard
deviation of three. Then the sum of the subscale standard
scores was converted into an overall strength index with a
mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15.

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to test
whether the five subscales of BERS-2 established earlier
(Epstein 2004) form an overall strength index. CFA with
Robust Maximum Likelihood estimation (MLR) was con-
ducted using Mplus 5.0 (Muthén and Muthén 2007). The
model fit was assessed with the chi-square test and several
other goodness-of-fit indices. These include the root-mean-
square of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized root-
mean-square residual (SRMR), and the comparative fit
index (CFI). Each fit index evaluates a different aspect of
the model fit, and each has a specific criterion for dem-
onstrating goodness-of-fit. For the RMSEA, the recom-
mended cutoff value for a reasonable fit is <0.11, and the
value of 0.05 or less indicates a close fit of the model
(Browne and Cudeck 1993). For the SRMR, the cutoff
value is <0.08, and for the CFI values above 0.90 indicate
a good model fit (Hu and Bentler 1999).

Reliabilities for the subscales and the overall strength
index were calculated for the total sample and separately
for males, females, special education students and students
not receiving special education services. Finally, z-tests



J Child Fam Stud (2009) 18:746-753

749

were conducted contrasting the performance of males and
females and students with and without special education
services.

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Results from the CFA analysis indicated that the subscales
clearly formed a strong strength index (see Fig. 1) very
similar to the original model reported by Epstein (2004).
The model fit was good and was improved by allowing the
correlation between the error variances of intrapersonal
strength and affective strength. According to Hopkins
(2002), all standardized factor loadings associated with the
five subscales fell within the medium to very large range.
Statistical values for all the goodness-of-fit indices except
the chi-square-test reached those recommended by Hu and
Bentler (1999) as indicative of good model fit,
2’(4) = 21.19, p > .05, RMSEA = .08, SRMR = .02,
CFI = .98.

Subscale Intercorrelations and Internal Consistency
Correlations

The correlation matrixes for the subscales’ standard scores
are shown in Table 1, separately for girls (upper diagonal)
and boys (lower diagonal). All of the coefficients in the
table are statistically significant at beyond the .001 level.
The coefficients range from .34 to .71; the median of the 20
coefficients was .54. According to Hopkins (2002) criteria,
coefficients for the subscales fall within the moderate to
large range. These findings indicate that the Finnish BERS
subscales measure different aspects of behavioral and

Interpersonal
Strengths

Family
involvement

Strength
index

Intrapersonal
Strength

School 56

Functioning 31

Affective
Strength

Fig. 1 The factor model of the strength index

Table 1 Intercorrelations of the strength subscales with Finnish girls
and boys

IS FI IaS SF AS
IS - 51 57 .53 .63
FI .59 - 54 49 45
IaS .67 57 - 49 71
SF .60 .50 44 - 41
AS .58 52 .63 34 -

Note: Intercorrelations for girls (n = 291) in upper diagonal, and for
boys (n = 315) in lower diagonal. All correlations p < .001

IS Interpersonal skills, FI family involvement, /aS intrapersonal
skills, SF school functioning, AS affective strengths

emotional strength and provide evidence for construct
validity of the BERS.

To assess the homogeneity of the Finnish BERS, inter-
nal consistency reliabilities were calculated for the five
subscales and total strength index score. Cronbach coeffi-
cient alphas were calculated for the entire sample and then
separately for males, females, special education students
and non-special education students. The alpha coefficients
for the subscales and total scores for the total sample and
subgroups were highly acceptable and ranged between .71
and .93 (see Table 2). The reliabilities did not have any
meaningful variation between males and females or
between special education students and other students. The
large alphas in demonstrate that the Finnish BERS is
equally reliable for all the subgroups investigated and
support the premise that the test contains little or no bias
relative to gender or education status.

Group Differentiation

There were small differences reported between males and
females (see Table 3). No statistically significant differ-
ences were found on the interpersonal family and intra-
personal subscales. However, significant differences were
noted on the school functioning and affective strength
subscales as well as the overall strength index. In each case
the females were judged as possessing more emotional and
behavioral strengths than males. However, the effect sizes
of the strength index and subscales differences were small
in magnitude. Special education students with disabilities
scored significantly lower on the overall strength index and
all the subscales, except for family functioning and affec-
tive strength, than students without disabilities (see
Table 3). According to Hopkins (2002) criteria, these dif-
ferences ranged from small (d =.29) to moderate
(d = .35, .46) to large (d = .76).
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Table 2 Cronbach alpha

. . Interpersonal ~ Family Intrapersonal ~ School Affective  Strength
correlation coefficients of the strength involvement  strength functionin strength index
BERS-2 subscales and strength steng seng £ steng
index with selected Finnish Male 84 77 80 84 73 93
subsamples

Female .82 81 .80 .82 5 93
SNE students .82 77 77 .82 71 92
Non-SNE students .83 79 .79 79 76 93
Total .83 79 .79 .83 75 93

Table 3 Differences between males and females and students with and without special education services on the five BERS-2 subscales and

strength index

Mean (SD) t-Values (effect size) Mean (SD) t-Values (effect size)
Male Female SNE-students Non-SNE students
Interpersonal strength  9.85 (3.07) 10.16 (2.92) 1.29 9.39 (2.98) 10.25 (2.95) 3.30%** d = .29
Family involvement 9.92 (2.88) 10.09 (3.12) .63 9.74 (3.04) 10.09 (2.96) 1.33
Intrapersonal strength  9.91 (2.94) 10.09 (3.06) 72 9.40 (3.00) 10.25 (2.97) 3.22%%% d = 29
School functioning 9.71 (3.10) 10.31 (2.86) 2.50*% d = .20 8.54 (3.12) 10.68 (2.65) 8.59*** d = 76
Affective strength 9.43 (2.84) 10.61 (3.05) 4.90%*%* d = .40 10.07 (2.84) 9.94 (3.09) 46
Strength index 98.53 (14.89) 101.59 (14.98) 2.53* d = .20 96.39 (14.76) 101.52 (14.72) 3.94%%% d = 35
n =315 n =291 n =187 n = 401

*p <.05; ** p < .0l; *** p <.001; d Cohen’s d
Discussion

While the psychometric properties of the BERS-2 have
been repeatedly validated in the US, its psychometric
properties have not been determined with an international
group of children. The purpose of this study was to trans-
late the BERS-2 into Finnish and to test the psychometric
properties of the instrument in a Finnish context. Several
findings emerged from this study. First, the major finding
was that the five subscales and overall Strength Index
emerged in a Finnish sample of children. The overall
model fit was good and all subscales had medium to high
loadings on the strength index. While the Chi-square sta-
tistic remained outside the desirable acceptance area that
was probably caused by the relatively large sample size as
all the other indices of goodness of fit implied excellent
model fit. Second, the strength index and its subscales were
internally consistent as shown by the relatively high
Cronbach alpha values. The high internal reliability scores
were demonstrated for males and females as well as stu-
dents with and without special education needs. These
findings are consistent with those reported in US samples
(Epstein 2004), and indicate that the scales are reliable and
highly stable. Third, the differences between boys and girls
on the strength index and subscale scores were small with
girls showing somewhat higher average strengths than
boys. Again this finding is similar to those reported in US
samples (Epstein and Sharma 1998). Finally, the difference
between students with and without special education needs
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was significant with special education students scoring
lower on the strength index and almost all of the subscales.
The magnitude of these findings ranged between small and
large. This finding is compatible with previous research
conducted with US samples of students with and without
disabilities (Epstein 2004; Reid et al. 2000) and provides
support of the construct validity with a Finnish sample.
This finding is particularly important, as special education
students in Finland are a heterogeneous group of students.
According to national statistics (Statistics Finland 2009)
the primary reasons for special education need of students
receiving part-time support are mathematical learning dif-
ficulties (32%), foreign language learning difficulties
(31%), dyslexia (12%) and emotional or behavioral disor-
ders (11%). Part-time special education refers to teaching
that is organized for comprehensive school students when
they have minor to mild difficulties in learning or adjust-
ment. Including a student in part-time special education
does not require making official administrative decisions
(Kivirauma and Ruoho 2007). Overall, these findings
clearly suggest that the translated Finnish version of
BERS-2 is a valid and reliable instrument.

The movement towards inclusive education has become
an internationally accepted goal. Educational inclusion
focuses upon the development of the students potential in
learning, communication, building relationships and
socializing (Meijer 2003). Positive child and youth devel-
opment involves nurturing and enhancing a variety of
empirically identified student strengths or competencies.
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Focusing on the predictors of positive outcomes by pro-
moting social, emotional, behavioural, and cognitive
competencies in children and youth can be seen as a key to
preventing special educational needs as well as equipping
students for adulthood (Galassi and Akos 2007).

According to Watkins (2007), one topic of assessment in
inclusive settings is the development of new and different
assessment methods and tools in many European countries.
The role of early pedagogical assessment and support is
crucial and puts great challenges on teachers, special edu-
cators and other professionals. Studies have shown that the
development of students at-risk of learning and behavioural
problems diverges very early from those who are not at-risk,
and initial differences tend to increase rather than decrease
(Stanovich 1986). Students with EBD especially manifest
social, academic and language difficulties to such a degree
that they need intensive and effective strategies to avoid
negative outcomes (Kauffman and Landrum 2009; Webber
and Plotts 2008). In addition emotional and behavior diffi-
culties may have negative secondary consequences in
adolescence and become a risk factor for marginalization
(Lane and Carter 2006; Reid et al. 2004; Savolainen et al.
2008; Zigmond 2006). The potential effects of identifying a
child or youth as having emotional and behavioral disorder
necessitate the use of instruments that have empirically
demonstrated high reliability and validity.

Several limitations of the present study should be noted.
First, the obvious limitation was that the study was con-
ducted on one age-group, namely ninth grade youth. A
clear challenge for future research is to enlarge the scope of
the study across the age-range of Finnish children and
youth. In this way direct comparison between the US and
Finnish samples can be conducted. Second, although the
sample was large, it was a convenience sample and not
representative of school-age children in Finland. Future
researchers need to test the psychometrics of the Finnish
BERS with a more broadly geographically representative
sample of Finnish children. The study’s results should be
replicated with other school children to determine that the
results are not unique to this study’s sample. Third, there
are limitations of the extent of the confirmatory factor
analysis. For example, factor invariance was not examined
for subsamples such as gender or ethnicity. In addition, no
CFA tested second order factors underlying the five-factor
structure to confirm the utility of the strength index. Fur-
ther research is warranted evaluating demographic vari-
ables that may influence the factor structure underlying the
Finnish BERS.

Additionally, as with all assessment instruments, more
research needs to be conducted on the psychometric
properties of the BERS-2 with a Finnish sample. First,
parent and teacher ratings should be completed on a large
representative sample of Finnish school children. Then, the

factor structure and psychometrics, similar to the present
study, could be replicated with these respondents. Second,
there is a need to conduct additional reliability (e.g., test—
retest and inter-rater reliability) and validity (e.g., conver-
gent and discriminant validity) studies. These studies will
aid in determining the psychometric characteristics of the
BERS with a Finnish population. Third, future researchers
need to study the predictive validity of the BERS subscales
and strength-index in determining how well the BERS
predict students’ later emotional and behavioral strengths
and difficulties. If the Finnish BERS shows acceptable
predictive validity it could be a meaningful tool for uni-
versal early screening (primary prevention) of emotional
and behavioral problems.

The value of a strength-based perspective extends well
beyond the assessment and support of child and youth with
special educational needs and may also be relevant to the
prevention of later accumulated problems (Farmer et al.
2005). An instrument such as the BERS-2 that is based on
strengths offers a positive starting point for teachers and
parents for planning interventions aimed to prevent later
problems of children. One of the biggest challenges to
educators is the negative starting point in the collaboration
with parents of children with EBD. A discussion beginning
with an analysis of the strengths, which each and every
child undoubtedly has, may offer important assistance in
reaching some of the parents that otherwise might be
defensive and unwilling to co-operate.

In this pilot study, the Finnish BERS demonstrated
acceptable psychometric properties that enables profes-
sionals to confidently conduct strength-based assessment
using this instrument. While more international research is
definitely needed, the BERS appears to be a promising
instrument appropriate for use by school and mental health
workers not merely in the US but internationally as well.
These results suggest that a strength based assessment
approach may be effective as the foundation of a stable and
potentially reliable assessment of youth. The BERS pro-
vides a concise and powerful means to gather and track
essential information about children’s behavioral and
emotional strengths to support long-term gains in educa-
tional interventions. Strength based assessment has a great
potential for charting, analyzing and, furthermore, pro-
moting student well-being.
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