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Abstract Information from multiple sources is recom-
mended when assessing students’ emotions and behaviors.
Relatively few studies about cross informant agreement of
behavioral and emotional strengths exist, especially for
students with special education needs. The purpose of this
study was to extend the cross informant agreement research
of the Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale (BERS-2)
with a sample of Finnish parents, teachers and students.
First, we studied the cross informant agreement of stu-
dents’ behavioral and emotional strengths between infor-
mants. Second, we explored the agreement separately for
students with and without special education needs. Finally,
we studied the convergent and divergent (discriminant)
correlations of the Finnish BERS-2. The results show that
the cross informant agreement of students’ behavioral and
emotional strengths were small to large with correlation
coefficients ranging from .11 to .58 between different
informants. The cross informant correlations, however,
were higher in magnitude for students who receive special
education support (r = .29 to .78) than for those students
who do not receive support (r = —.02 to .45). Mean con-
vergent correlations were higher than mean divergent
correlations. The results suggest that the Finnish BERS-2 is
a reliable measure in assessing student strengths across
informants. The limitations, future research directions, and
implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Assessment of student behavior is conducted to make
important educational decisions. For this task assessment
procedures should be comprehensive, include data from
multiple sources, and the instruments need to be psycho-
metrically sound. In order to obtain a comprehensive pic-
ture of student behavior, professionals have advocated
obtaining data from multiple informants such as parent,
teacher and student across multiple settings such as home,
school, and community (Merrell 2000; Richardson and Day
2000). Two reasons have been offered for the use of
multiple informant assessment. First, the child’s behavior
is often situation specific; therefore, the behavioral and
emotional functioning exhibited by children in one setting
may be similar or dissimilar in another setting. Second,
different informants may observe a variety of behaviors or
emotions in these different settings where substantial
variations of behaviors or emotions are exhibited by chil-
dren (Achenbach et al. 1987; Achenbach and Rescorla
2007; Merrell 2000; Richardson and Day 2000). Assess-
ment from multiple perspectives is valued because it pro-
vides a more specific and comprehensive view of child
behavior (Collishaw et al. 2009); therefore, gaining infor-
mation across settings from a range of respondents
enhances the assessment process and may be informative in
the assessment of student behaviors and emotions.

Rating scales are a commonly used method for gathering
information from multiple informants (Merrell 2000;
Wilson and Reschly 1996). Teachers, service providers,
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parents and students are often asked to judge the referred
student’s emotional and behavioral functioning. The
agreement of several informants is commonly referred to as
‘cross informant agreement’. Traditionally the issue of
cross informant agreement has been based on measures that
are oriented toward identifying problems, deficits and
pathologies in children or youth. One of the most com-
prehensive studies of behavioral/emotional problems of
cross informant agreement is a meta-analysis conducted by
Achenbach et al. (1987) where researchers analyzed 269
samples from 119 studies. In the study, agreement was
found to be modest at best: the mean cross informant
correlation between parent and teacher was .27, between
parent and child .25 and between teacher and child .20.

The cross informant agreement of behavioral and emo-
tional strengths is considerably less studied than the cross
informant agreement of deficit-based emotional or behav-
ioral assessments. Strength-based measurement has been
defined as evaluation of those behavioral and emotional
skills, characteristics, and competencies that enhances a
person’s capacity to deal with stress and adversity; creates a
sense of personal accomplishment; and promotes comfort-
able relationships with peers, family members and other
adults (e.g., teachers) (Epstein 2004; Epstein and Sharma
1998). Additionally, a strength-based perspective recognizes
that (a) even students with difficult behaviors possess
strengths, (b) a child’s motivation can be increased by how
parents, teachers and other adults responds to their strengths,
and (c) if a child is not demonstrating a strength, it does not
mean a deficit on the part of him or her (Epstein 2004).

In order to assess student strengths several assessment
tools have been developed. One of these assessments, the
Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale (BERS-2; Epstein
2004), is widely used in the United States (US) schools and
mental health services. The BERS-2 includes teacher,
parent, and youth (11-18 years of age) rating scales, has
52-items and takes about 10 min to complete. The BERS-2
has a factor structure that assesses the dimensions of
Interpersonal Strength, Family Involvement, Intrapersonal
Strength, School Functioning, and Affective Strength. The
factor structure has been replicated across several samples
and has been found to be a valid and reliable measure
(Benner et al. 2008; Buckley et al. 2006; Uhing et al.
2005). Of particular importance to the current study, the
cross informant agreement of the BERS-2 has been found
to be acceptable. Specifically, in a study of parents and
youth respondents, researchers found significant moderate
to large correlations ranging between .50 and .63 on the
BERS-2 (Synhorst et al. 2005). In another study of parents
and teacher informants of students with emotional distur-
bance, the authors reported significant moderate to large
correlations ranging between .54 and .67 of the BERS-2
(Friedman et al. 1999).

Internationally, for example, in Scandinavian and in
most European countries the orientation in schools to
assess students’ strengths has received increasing interest
(see e.g., Lappalainen et al. 2009; Obel et al. 2004;
Rothenberger and Woerner 2004). In Finland, the move-
ment to a strength-based assessment model can be seen in
legislation, government reports and core curricula all
emphasizing that students strengths should be taken into
account and supported especially in special education
support systems (Finnish Law 642/2010; Finnish Ministry
of Education 2007; Finnish National Board of Education
2010). The movement in special and general education has
directed professionals to consider more positive educa-
tional and interactional approaches where the strengths of
students are taken into account. These assessments can be
used in planning strategies for teaching and learning and it
thus increases possibilities for including children and youth
with disabilities into general education settings (Watkinss
2007). In addition, the assessment of students’ behavioral
and emotional status may be considered incomplete, if their
strengths or competencies are not included in student
support planning (Rothenberger and Woerner 2004).

In order to use a test instrument in another culture or
country, its psychometric properties must be re-established
(American Educational Research Association, American
Psychological Association and National Council on Mea-
surement in Education 1999). Further studies are especially
required if the test is used in another population as it was
originally normed, and if the test is significantly modified,
for example, translated to another language (Geisinger
1994). With the obvious need of strength-based assessment
in Finland, the BERS-2 was translated into Finnish. Pre-
liminary research by Lappalainen et al. (2009) with a
sample of 608 Finnish high school students replicated the
original BERS-2 factor structure in the Finnish sample and
reported acceptable internal consistency with Cronbach
alphas ranging from .71 to .93. In another study of 275
Finnish fifth grade students, moderate to large cross
informant agreement ranging from .35 to .51 were found
between student and teacher BERS-2 assessments (Sointu
et al. forthcoming). The mean convergent correlation
(r = .40) of BERS-2 were found to be higher than mean
divergent correlation (» = .31) indicating that students and
teachers agreed more on their ratings of the same strength
constructs than different ones (Sointu et al. forthcoming).

While these initial Finnish studies have demonstrated
acceptable psychometrics further research questions need
to be explored. For example, what is the cross informant
agreement of parent, teacher and student assessments, and
is there a difference between the cross informant agreement
of parents, teachers and students for students with and
without special education support? The purpose of the
present study was to extend the international research of
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the BERS-2 to examine (a) the cross informant agreement
between parent-student—teacher informants, (b) the cross
informant agreement between parent-student—teacher
informants separately for those with and without special
education support, and (c) the validity by examining the
convergent and divergent (discriminant) correlations of the
Finnish BERS-2.

Methods
Participants

The participants were fifth grade students, their parents and
teachers drawn from a larger study of school inclusion in
Eastern Finland. Students (age 11-12 years old) came from
the areas 30 schools and 57 classes. For this study, three
different informant groups were used to gather data: par-
ents, teachers and students. The informants were selected
as follows. First, all students (N = 588) belonging to the
larger study who had completed the youth version of the
BERS-2 were included. Second, the parent data were
received from (N = 328) parents whose students partici-
pated in the larger study. Third, for the teacher data,
teachers were given a list of six students whom the
researchers had randomly selected from all students in
class having parent consent and student assent to partici-
pate. If the number of students was less than 6, all eligible
students were included in the sample. This resulted in 54
teachers rating 282 students, with an average of 5.2 stu-
dents per teacher. The sample sizes for informant dyads
were for parent-teacher comparison (N = 147), for the
parent-student comparison (N = 321) and for teacher-stu-
dent comparison (N = 275). The students reflected the
ethnic composition of the region that was overwhelmingly
Finnish origin with less than 5% other ethnicities.

Information of students’ special education status was
received on 502 students with 18.7% of them received
special education support. Of the 502 students 32 (6.4%)
were identified as having special education needs and had
an individual education plan (IEP) in one or more school
subjects. In addition to these special education students, 62
students (12.3%) received part time special education
support. In Finland, part time special education support is a
flexible support service that may be provided without an
administrative decision and it normally includes individual
or small group teaching 1-3 h a week for a period of time
(see e.g., Halinen and Jarvinen 2008; Itkonen and Jahnu-
kainen 2010; Savolainen 2009). For this study, the students
in part time special education support and those with the
administrative special education student status were com-
bined as one sample of students receiving special education
(SE) support.
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For the comparison of student strengths between infor-
mant dyads, the data of whether or not a student received
SE support was obtained on 128 students (111 NSE, 17 SE)
for parent-teacher comparison, on 272 students (230 NSE,
42 SE) for parent-student comparison, and on 245 students
(195 NSE, 50 SE) for teacher-student comparison. Thus,
the sample included 13.3% of students with SE support for
parent-teacher comparison, 15.4% for parent-student
comparison and 20.4% for teacher-student comparison.

Measures

Behavioral and emotional strengths of students were
assessed by the Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale-2
(BERS-2). The BERS-2 includes separate rating scale
forms for parents (Parent Rating Scale—PRS), teachers
(Teacher Rating Scale—TRS) and students (Youth Rating
Scale—YRS). The BERS-2 has 52 items which forms five
subscales (Interpersonal Strength IS, Family Involvement
FI, Intrapersonal Strength IaS, School Functioning SF,
Affective Strength AS) as well the overall Strength Index
score. The three rating scales (i.e., PRS, TRS, and YRS)
measure student strengths in the same way: however, minor
wording alternations are expressed to reflect either the
perspective of the student, parent, or teacher. For example,
the item “Accepts responsibility for own actions” of the
PRS and TSR is written as “I accept responsibility for my
actions” in the YRS. Student strengths are rated on a 4
point Likert-type scale (4: if the statement is very much
like the child/you; 1: if the statement is not at all like the
child/you) by different informants.

The translation procedures to create a Finnish version of
the BERS-2 were (a) the research team independently
translated the BERS-2 into Finnish, (b) an authorized
English translator, who had received the information of the
purpose and the content of BERS-2 and was familiar with
Finnish school culture translated the BERS-2 back to
English, and (c) after this, the research team and the
authorized translator discussed the translations and agreed
on the final, culturally and linguistically correct wording
for each item. Cronbach alphas in this study were for PRS
(IS o= .90; FI o« = .80; IaS o« = .81; SF o = .83; AS
o = .76), for TRS (IS o = .96; Fl o = .87; [aS « = .89; SF
o«=.89;, AS o =.88), and for YRS (IS o« = .88; FI
o = .81; IaS oo = .81; SF a0 = .78; AS o = .78).

Procedures

Data were collected in April-May 2010 as a part of Eastern
Finland Education Development (ISKE) project funded by
the Finnish National Board of Education. In each partici-
pating municipality around Eastern Finland, a coordination
team contacted the schools asking which of the teachers
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would volunteer to participate. After a school administrator
agreed to participate parent/caregiver participation was
sought. Specifically, parents/caregivers were sent letters
describing the project, the research scope, what participa-
tion required from the students, and what the project had to
offer to schools and students. All parents/caregivers were
asked to sign a written consent form.

For data collection, the research group delivered to the
participating schools the questionnaires including the PRS,
TRS, and YRS and other scales (not reported in this study).
The scales, details of the study and instructions were per-
sonally delivered and explained to the school administra-
tors and teachers by the researchers. The teachers were
asked to collect the questionnaires during regular school
hours within five school days. Six (or less) pre-named
teacher questionnaires that had the names of the selected
six students from their class were also given to the teach-
ers. The teachers were given written instructions on how to
complete the questionnaires and they were informed to
contact their municipality’s project coordinator or the
research personnel, if they had any questions. For parents/
caregivers the questionnaires were delivered with students
including response letter, return envelope to the researchers
and detailed instructions for filling the questionnaires with
contact information for further questions.

Data Analysis

Pearson product moment correlations were calculated to
analyze the intercorrelations for each informant (parent,
teacher and student) and cross informant correlation
between informant dyads (parent—teacher, parent—student,
and teacher—student). Intercorrelations measure the corre-
lation of different subscales for each informant indicating
how well different subscales measure the different aspects
of strengths. For the comparison of cross informant valid-
ity, we used the convergent and divergent (discriminant)
correlations. The convergent correlations measure the rat-
ings of the same subscales (e.g., Interpersonal Strength, IS)
between informants (parent, teacher and students), and the
divergent correlations measure the ratings of different
subscales (e.g., IS and School Functioning, SF) between
informants (i.e., parent, teacher and students). Convergent
correlations are expected to be higher in magnitude than
divergent correlations (Campbell and Fiske 1959). To
evaluate the magnitude of mean convergent and divergent
correlations, the Fisher’s Zr transformation formula was
used. After the calculation of the mean of convergent and
divergent correlations, the Fisher inverse formula was used
to transform the mean Zr correlations to r. Correlations
coefficients were calculated also separately for students
with and without special education support by different
informant dyads.

Hopkins (2006) has provided an approach for deter-
mining the magnitude of correlations where between .10
and .29 are considered small, between .30 and .50 are
moderate, between .50 and .70 are large, and between .71
and .90 are very large (Hopkins 2006). As multiple com-
parisons were done, the P value was set at .01 to avoid the
Type I error. For assessing the construct validity of Finnish
BERS-2, correlations were calculated for every informant
dyad to examine the convergent and divergent (discrimi-
nant) relationships. Analyzes were conducted with PASW
statistics 18.

Results

Table 1 includes data on all students and presents the
Finnish BERS-2 intercorrelations for every informant
(parent, teacher and student), and cross informant correla-
tions (bold) for every informant dyad (parent—teacher,
parent—student, and teacher—student). The intercorrelations
were all significant (P < .01) ranging from .28 to .72 for
parents, from .42 to .79 for teachers and from .40 to .70 for
students. These findings indicate that the subscales of
Finnish BERS-2 measure different aspects of the behav-
ioral and emotional strengths. The cross informant corre-
lations (see Table 1) were all significant (P < .01) but one
(parent-teacher FI) ranging from .11 to .58 for parent-tea-
cher dyad, from .25 to .43 for parent-student dyad, and
from .35 to .51 for teacher-student dyad. According
to Hopkin’s (2006) criteria, the 15 cross informant corre-
lations were 3 small, 9 moderate, 2 large and 1 non
significant.

Table 2 presents intercorrelations and cross informant
correlations for the two student groups: lower diagonal is
for students without special education support (NSE) and
upper diagonal is for students with special education sup-
port (SE). The intercorrelations were all significant
(P < .01) for SE parents (.40 to .83), for NSE parents (.25
to .73), for SE teacher (.50 to .78), for NSE teacher (.41 to
.83), for SE students (.39 to .74), and for NSE students (.38
to .69).

Cross informant correlations for SE and NSE students
are presented in Table 2. Cross informant correlations were
significant at the P < .01 for students with SE support in 11
of 15 subscales ranging from .42 to .78, significant at the
P < .05 in 3/15 subscales ranging from .33 to .58, and non-
significant in 1 subscale (r = .29 parent-student AS).
According to Hopkins (20006) criteria, the significant cross
informant correlations were moderate to very large in
magnitude. For students with NSE support, the cross
informant correlations were significant at the P < .01 in 12
of 15 subscales ranging from .18 to .45, significant at the
P < .05 in 2 of 15 subscales ranging from .21 to .23 and
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Table 1 Intercorrelations and cross informant correlation coefficients of Finnish BERS-2

Parent Teacher Student
IS FI TaS SF AS 1S FI TaS SF AS IS FI TaS SF AS
Parent IS
FI  .72%:
IaS .70%*% .64%**
SF  46%%  4]%* 44
AS  .65%k  61*% 66%F 28
Teacher IS S1FEE (18 .16 .16* 12
FI A7* A1 12 13 15 70%*
laS  27%% 19% 3% DREkE D 66%E 7]k
SF  20%*%  19% 2%k BgEE - 16% O1%E 5k Sk
AS  36**  .19% 32%%k  18%* 31 69%% 68%*k 79K gDk
Student IS 28FF  16*k  21%*% .09 23%k JTEE QO QTR Q6% Pk
FI 22k 28%% 2%k 06 24k 33kx - FEk pGEEk PSEE DOEEk G5k
laS  20%*  .12% 3310 D24%%k - DQkk - FEEk  FEwE DIk FEkE FORE 5%k
SF  30%%  25%% Q%% 43%k  DOEE AQR* 44wk 3Dk FPwk Dk Gdk S5Ok 53k
AS  .19%F 10 24%% 08 Q25%% D7kE 35k DRk DOk 3Gk Gk S5kk g%k 4

IS Interpersonal Strength BERS-2 subscale, FI Family Involvement, /aS Intrapersonal Strength, SF° School Function, AS Affective Strength.
N = 328 parents; N = 282 teachers and N = 588 students. N = 147 for the parent-teacher comparison, N = 321 for the parent-student com-
parison and N = 275 for the teacher-student comparison. Values on cells are Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Intercorrelations are presented in

italics. Cross-informant (convergent) correlations of the same traits are presented in bold

** Correlation significant P < .01; * Correlation significant P < .05

non-significant in 1 subscales (r = —.02 parent-teacher
FI). According to Hopkins (2006) criteria, the significant
correlations were small to moderate in magnitude. Overall,
these results indicate that the agreement of behavioral and
emotional strengths across informants were in general
higher for students with SE support than students with NSE
support.

Mean convergent and divergent correlations for each
informant dyad were calculated from the correlation matrix
(see Table 3). Comparison of the mean convergent corre-
lations between informant dyads (parent—teacher » = .33;
parent—student r = .31; teacher—student r = .40) to the
average divergent correlation (parent-teacher r = .20;
parent—student » = .19; teacher—student r = .31) indicates
that the convergent correlations were generally stronger in
magnitude that the divergent correlations. As studied by
student group separately, the mean convergent correlations
of with NSE support informant dyads (parent—teacher,
r = .23; parent—student, r = .27; teacher—student, r = .32)
were higher in magnitude than NSE divergent correlations
(parent—teacher, r = .12; parent—student, » = .15; teacher—
student, r = .25). The mean convergent correlations for
students with SE support informant dyads (parent—teacher,
r = .68; parent—student, r = .44; teacher—student, r = .51)
were higher than SE divergent correlations (parent—teacher,
r = .56; parent-student, r = .36; teacher—student, r =
43). Higher convergent correlations than divergent
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correlations in the range reported provides moderate
support for the convergent validity of the rating scale
(Gresham et al. 2010).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore the Finnish
Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale-2 (BERS-2) cross
informant agreement between parent-student—teacher
informants for all students and then separately for those
students with and without special education support.
Overall, the results indicate that the cross informant
agreement is moderate across informants. Studied sepa-
rately between students with (SE) and without special
education (NSE) support, the cross informant agreement
was higher for students with SE support than NSE students,
except in one subscale (parent-student IaS). The mean
convergent correlations were higher than the mean diver-
gent correlations between all informant dyads giving
moderate support to the convergent validity of the Finnish
BERS-2.

The results of cross informant mean correlations were
higher than typically reported in studies of cross informant
agreement with deficit-based behavioral and emotional
measures. As stated earlier, the mean cross informant
correlations reported in Achenbach et al. (1987) study were
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Table 2 Intercorrelations and cross informant correlations coefficients of Finnish BERS-2

Parent Teacher Student

IS FI IaS SF AS IS FI IaS SF AS IS FI IaS SF AS

Parent IS 66%F 7%k 40F* §3%*F  55% J0¥x 73 52% 9%k 65%*  38* 37* ASHE 3%
FI.  .73%%* T7EE60%F60%F 65k [Te**  75%*  49% 61%F  43%F 42%% 30 39% .26
IaS .67%*% .62%%* S9xx 73%% 60% 66%*F  [T8FE - 49% 62%%  44%% 29 33* 36%* 21
SF  .48%% . 40** 39%%* A44** 18 28 46 JO¥E 25 25 21 22 A4EE 25
AS  .62%F [ 60**  64%*  25%* 44 48% 52% S55%  .58% .63%%  39% 35% S2%% 29

Teacher IS  .21% .05 .03 11 .01 T2k 74w G0%F 70wk 5OFE 4wk AQ¥E 53k 367
FI. .04 -.02 -.01 .04 .07 67%* T8FE - 52%Ek 7R S56%F  46%*  44%%  61¥*F  50%*
s 21° .08 23" 20° 15 O1FF 65 2%k 72%Ek 54K AQ** 4T¥¥ 53%*%  40%*
SF 27+ 17 15 A5 11 O1FF 53wk 5w 50%% 29" 29" 21 S8** 25
AS  26%* 10 23% .16 25%F 67k 65FF  83F*  4]F* S3FE - 40FE 46%F 41FF STEE

Student IS  .18%* .09 15% .09 A1 29%F 0 34%x 17* 25%x 0 21x* 68FF  T74FE - 63%F  68%*
FI ~ .19%% 22%%  22%% (8 AR 7R 33wk 1wk Q0% 2THRE p4%* O5FF SqwE 50%*
IaS .15% .10 35%% 10 2% 22%x 0 26%*  28%*%  18% 30%* 69%*  66%* 5% 6TFF
SF  24%%  22%x  23%%  3I7¥F (8 33w 38¥E 0 24%% 43wk QPR G]FF 49%x  5]¥* 39%*
AS 17¥* .08 25%% .08 24 2%k QO¥F 4%k 18%  JOFE S7FE - S4EE 66%F  38%*

Students without special education (NSE; lower diagonal) support and with special education (SE; higher diagonal) support

IS Interpersonal Strength BERS-2 subscale, I Family Involvement, /aS Intrapersonal Strength, SF° School Function, AS Affective Strength.
Correlations in lower diagonal are for students without special education (NSE) support and in higher diagonal are students who have received
special education support (SE). Nnsg) = 233 parents; Nnsgy = 199 teachers; and Nsgy = 408 students. N(sg) = 43 parents; Ngg) = 51
teachers; and Nsg, = 94 students. Nsg) = 111 for the parent-teacher comparison, Nsgy = 230 for the parent-student comparison, and
Nnsey = 195 for the teacher-student comparison. Nsg) = 17 for the parent-teacher comparison, Nsg, = 42 for the parent-student comparison,
and Nsg) = 50 for the teacher-student comparison. Values on cells are Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Intercorrelations are presented in italics.
Cross-informant (convergent) correlations of the same traits are presented in bold

** Correlation significant P < .01; * Correlation significant P < .05

Table 3 Mean convergent and divergent correlations

Informant dyads All Students NSE Students SE Students

Convergent Divergent Convergent Divergent Convergent Divergent

correlation correlation correlation correlation correlation correlation
Parent-teacher .33 .20 23 12 .68 .56
Parent-student 31 .19 27 .15 44 .36
Teacher-student 40 31 32 25 S1 43

Mean convergent and divergent correlations for all students together and separately for students without special education (NSE) support and
with special education (SE) support

quite low: between parent-teacher the mean correlation was The results of the present study are somewhat compat-

r = .27, between parent-children r = .25, and between
teacher-children r = .20. The higher agreement of BERS-2
between parent, teacher and students ratings in this study
may occur because of the nature of the rating scale items.
The BERS-2 requires informants to assess the positive
behaviors, emotions or skills of the students compared to
the deficit-based scales that ask informants to assess
problems, pathologies or deficits. Thus, it may be more
appropriate for informants to acknowledge and agree on
the presence of positive behaviors or emotions rather than
negative ones.

ible with previous research on the BERS-2 in the US. The
parent-student dyad cross informant correlations (r = .25
to .43) in the present study were smaller than in the study
of Synhorst et al. (2005) where the agreement (r = .50 to
.63) was large between US parent-student dyad. Then, in a
study of cross informant agreement between US teachers
and parents of students with emotional disturbance,
Friedman et al. (1999) reported large correlations (r = .54
to .67) which is similar to the findings of agreement
between teachers and parents of students with SE sup-
port(r = .55 to .78) reported in the present study. The

@ Springer



688

J Child Fam Stud (2012) 21:682-690

differences between these three studies may occur because
of the cultural differences between the US and Finland, the
difference in student age (Finland 11-12, US 11-18), the
way students are identified for education services in these
countries, or the difference in the sample sizes. At the very
least the differences in these studies warrant further
investigation.

Perhaps the most interesting finding of the present study
is that in almost all cases the cross informant agreement
was higher in magnitude in the students with SE support
group than in the NSE student group. This may occur for
several reasons. First, the process for supporting students in
Finnish schools results in the teacher spending significantly
more time with the SE students than with NSE students. In
addition, if the student is identified for part time special
education, it often means that the student gets some direct
support from a special education teacher. It is possible that
the special education teacher’s contribution may heighten
the general education teachers’ awareness of the student’s
functioning, and thus increases the awareness of the gen-
eral education teacher to the student’s strengths. Second,
part time special education is a unique feature in the
Finnish school system. This service is usually started
immediately upon a student experiencing some difficulties
and needs additional support more than the general edu-
cation teacher can provide. Therefore, early support may
increase the teacher’s awareness of both the strengths and
difficulties of the student. Third, the Finnish education law
and the core curricula require schools to consider students
strengths, among other things, when additional support is
needed. In practice this requires the development of a
learning plan, in part time special education, or an Indi-
vidual Educations Program (IEP), in full-time special
education. Thus, the awareness of student’s different needs
as well as their strengths may be increased between
teachers and students. Fourth, if a student requires addi-
tional support, the leaning plan or the IEP must be done in
collaboration between school (i.e., teacher) and home (i.e.,
parent/caregiver). This results in the parents/caregiver, the
student and teacher(s) meeting together to discuss the
learning plan or IEP, and thus, this collaboration may foster
better agreement across informants. However, these results
should not be over interpreted, as the sample size of stu-
dents with SE support was small.

A final purpose of the present study was to assess the
validity of the Finnish BERS-2 that was accomplished by
studying the convergent and divergent correlations of the
rating scale. Convergent correlations, which measure cross
informant ratings of the same constructs, are expected to be
larger in magnitude than divergent correlations, which
measure the cross informant ratings of different constructs,
which are expected to be smaller in magnitude. Studied
separately for students with and without special education
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and all students together, the convergent correlations were
stronger in magnitude than the divergent correlations.
However, these results should be carefully interpreted, as
the differences in convergent and divergent correlations
were relatively small.

This article contributes additional information on the
psychometric status of the Finnish Behavioral and Emo-
tional Rating Scale-2. In the first study, Lappalainen et al.
(2009), found that the Finnish BERS-2 factor structure was
similar to the original structure reported in the US and had
acceptable internal consistency. In another study investi-
gating reliability of the Finnish BERS-2 moderate to large
correlations were reported between teachers and students
and that higher agreement was achieved on externalizing
than internalizing behaviors (Sointu et al. forthcoming).
The research in the present article extended this line of
research on cross informant reliability across three infor-
mant groups and students with and without special edu-
cation support. Altogether, these finding further establish
that the Finnish BERS-2 has acceptable psychometric
properties to assess students’ strengths.

As with most research, several limitations exist in the
present study. First, only one school age cohort (i.e., fifth
grade students) was included. Future research should
increase the range of age cohorts with younger and older
students. Second, although the sample was large, it was not
geographically representative of all Finnish students from
different regions. However, as noted in the international
PISA studies (OECD 2009) the between school variance of
students academic performance is the smallest in the world
in Finland (about 5% of total variance) and we have con-
fidence that the one region sample was representative of
Finnish students nationwide. Third, two different groups of
students (i.e., SE and NSE) were included; however, other
groups based on special education need (i.e., learning
disability) or clinical diagnosis (e.g., ADHD or conduct
disorder) as well as students in other special education
placements where support is provided (e.g., inclusive set-
tings, partly integrated settings or special education class-
room) should be studied. Fourth, the factor structure,
internal consistency, intercorrelations, and cross informant
correlations of the Finnish BERS-2 have been studied;
however, this line of research needs to be extended to other
psychometric characteristics such as short- and long-term
test-retest reliability and content and predictive validity.

In spite of these limitations, several obvious implica-
tions are apparent. First, the results of present study along
with earlier studies indicate that Finnish BERS-2 has
acceptable psychometric properties. The BERS-2 appears
to be a reliable instrument for Finnish professionals to use
to assess students’ strengths, and to use the assessment
results for reporting and monitoring their strengths. Sec-
ond, the overall findings indicate that in the assessment of
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student strengths, the parents, teachers and students are in
relative agreement. Thus, ratings of these informants are
useful when a student is referred for services and infor-
mation on the behavioral and emotional functioning is
requested. However, in addition to rating-scale informa-
tion, other types of data such as interviews with key
informants, standardized assessments and direct observa-
tions should be included. Third, the BERS-2 can be useful
in developing Individual Education Plans (IEP) for students
with special education needs. Specifically, information on a
student’s strengths can be helpful in writing the goals and
objectives central to all IEPs as well as identify the out-
comes to be monitored as part of the evaluation process.
Fourth, the BERS-2 can be a useful tool to understand the
shared view of child’s strengths and weaknesses by
teachers and parents. Using strength-based assessment as a
basis for parent-teacher discussions may offer important
assistance in reaching and engaging some of the parents
that might otherwise be unwilling to cooperate. Fifth
although the present study demonstrated that the agreement
for students with no special education support is lower than
for students with SE support, the value of strength based
perspective may extend beyond assessing and supporting
students with special needs, and therefore, may be relevant
to the prevention of later accumulative problems. Finally,
the BERS-2 provides a meaningful and effective means to
gather and track information of students’ strengths from
multiple informants and across different settings. Assess-
ment of students’ strengths may contribute positively to
their academic achievement and well being, especially for
those students’ with special education needs.
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