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ESEARCHERS IN THE FIELD OF DE-

velopmental psychopathology

have recognized the importance
of building a database on children’s
behavioral and emotional problems
prevalent in diverse nations. Several
studies have compared U.S. children’s
problems with those of children in other
regions of the world, including the
Caribbean (e.g., Lambert, Knight, Tay-
lor, & Achenbach, 1996), Europe (e.g.,
Achenbach, Verhulst, Baron, & Akker-
huis, 1987), Asia (e.g., Weisz et al,
1987), Africa (e.g., Weisz, Sigman,
Weiss, & Mosk, 1993), and Australia
(Achenbach, Hensley, Phares, & Gray-
son, 1990). Most of these studies consist
of reports from parents and teachers who
are personally involved with the chil-
dren. Although information from parents
and teachers is valuable, their reports
may be influenced by the culturally
linked values and expectations of what
they consider typical behavior (Weisz,
Chaiyasit, Weiss, Eastman, & Jackson,
1995). Therefore, it is possible that
cross-national findings reflect parents’
and teachers’ expectations regarding
children’s behavior rather than the actu-
al problems that children present.
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Several studies have demonstrated the importance of comparing different informants’ (i.e., teachers, par-
ents, observers) reports of children’s behavior. A study comparing Jamaican and U.S. teacher reports on
children ages 6 to || revealed that Jamaican teachers reported higher problem scores in their pupils than
U.S. teachers. Do Jamaican children really have more problems than U.S. children, or do teachers in these
two countries have different tolerance levels for certain problems? This study addressed this question by
comparing observers’ and teachers’ reports on Jamaican and African American children. We obtained
teachers’ reports and conducted structured direct observations on the same group of children.
Considerable disparity emerged between observers’ and teachers’ ratings of Jamaican versus African
American pupils. The findings suggest that ethnic similarities between Jamaican pupils and their teachers
and the lack of similarities between African American pupils and their teachers may affect the teachers’

JOURNAL OF EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS,

threshold for perceiving the problems that their pupils present.

A study with Thai and U.S. children
that compared teacher reports with struc-
tured observations revealed very differ-
ent patterns in children’s emotional and
behavioral problems based on the inter-
action of nationality and reporter (i.e.,
observer versus teacher; Weisz et al.,
1995). Thai teachers reported levels of
problem behavior for Thai children that
were twice as high as their U.S. peers
reported for their pupils. In contrast,
structured observations of Thai and U.S.
children’s school behavior revealed
twice as many emotional and behavioral
problems in U.S. children than in their
Thai age-mates. These findings suggested
that teachers’ thresholds for child prob-
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lems varied across the two nations and
that teachers’ reports were heavily influ-
enced by culture-linked values and expec-
tations about appropriate behavior in school.

The Thai—U.S. multi-informant study
addressed a critical aspect of informant
bias in teachers’ ratings and underscored
the need to incorporate information from
different sources. However, no other
study has examined these issues in the
United States and other Western nations
such as Jamaica. Addressing these issues
in Jamaica and the United States can add
to the growing body of research that has
compared children’s problems across
these two nations (e.g., Lambert, Lyu-
bansky, & Achenbach, 1998).
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Like other cross-national studies on
children’s problems (Weisz et al., 1988),
comparisons between Jamaican and U.S.
children have been primarily based on
reports made by parents and teachers.
An epidemiological survey of children’s
problems reported by parents in Jamaica
and the United States found few sig-
nificant differences between problems
reported for Jamaican versus U.S. chil-
dren (Lambert, Knight, Taylor, & Achen-
bach, 1994). However, a recent study
comparing teacher-reported behavior
problems of Jamaican and U.S. children
in the same age group (i.e., children ages
6 to 11) revealed that Jamaican teachers
reported higher total problem scores
than U.S. teachers (Lambert et al.,
1996). Like their Thai colleagues (Weisz
et al.,, 1988), Jamaican teachers rated
their pupils as having higher problem
scores than U.S. teachers regardless of
age and gender. These findings may, in
part, indicate that Jamaican teachers
may have different thresholds of distress
regarding child problems than do U.S.
teachers. It is possible that teacher’s rat-
ings across the two nations do not reflect
actual differences in school-based prob-
lems between Jamaican and U.S. chil-
dren but reflect cross-national biases in
teacher ratings.

Another factor that may account for
these findings is the heterogeneous eth-
nic group composition within and across
the samples surveyed. Although the
Jamaican sample was primarily of
African descent and the U.S. sample pri-
marily of European descent, the earlier
Jamaican versus U.S. comparisons did
not directly address issues associated
with ethnicity. Like the earlier Jamaican—
U.S. surveys, studies that combine eth-
nic groups may obscure findings due to
ethnicity (Lambert, Puig, Rowan, Lyu-
bansky, & Winfrey, 1998; Malgady &
Rogler, 1998).

The absence of a direct focus on
children of African descent in the
Jamaican—U.S. cross-national studies
reflects a major problem in behavioral
science research. Researchers seldom
focus specifically on children of color
(McLoyd, 1995). Research that focuses
on children of similar heritage (e.g.,
African diaspora) who reside in different
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societies has the potential to determine
which problems are heritage based and
which are more likely to be environmen-
tally based. For example, problems that
are similar across different societies may
suggest the need for an exploration that
focuses on whether these are heritage
based. By contrast, problems that differ
across groups may indicate that the envi-
ronment is a contributing factor. Research
findings that lead to the identification
of contributing factors regarding chil-
dren’s problems in either or both societies
can inform policy and intervention deci-
sions to ameliorate these problems.
Comparisons of Jamaican and African
American children can provide this
opportunity.

Like African American children,
Jamaican children are predominantly
descendants of West Africans who were
enslaved by Europeans. Although both
sets of children may be subjected to child-
rearing practices that reflect African-
British ethos (e.g., respect for authority
figures), Jamaicans of African descent
are the majority group in their country
(Lambert, Knight, et al., 1994). By con-
trast, their African American peers form
the largest minority group in the United
States. Thus, despite their similarity in
heritage, children of African descent in
each country are placed in very different
school-based situations. For example,
Jamaican children are almost always
educated by teachers from their own eth-
nic group, whereas African American
children are usually educated by teach-
ers from other ethnic groups, and espe-
cially by teachers of European descent
(Lambert, Puig, et al., 1998). The value
systems and thresholds toward behav-
ioral problems of teachers who are from
the same socioethnic background as
their pupils may vary considerably
from those of teachers that are not
from similar backgrounds. For example,
one study found that teachers’ assess-
ments of students were influenced by
cultural differences between the teacher
and the student (Zimmerman, Khoury,
Vega, Gil, & Warheit, 1995). Thus, one
must be cautious when making infer-
ences from comparison studies of U.S.
versus Jamaican teacher ratings (e.g.,
Lambert et al., 1996) that grouped chil-

dren from different ethnic backgrounds
together.

This study extends previous research
on comparisons of Jamaican and U.S.
teachers’ reports on child problems.
Furthermore, it addresses the problems
identified in previous comparisons in
two important ways. First, it incorpo-
rates the methodology of structured
direct observations of emotional and
behavioral problems in both countries.
Second, it focuses entirely on children of
African descent in both countries. The
goals of this study are (a) to use the
direct observation methodology to deter-
mine the nationality-linked similarities
and differences between Jamaica and the
United States in the problems that chil-
dren of African descent exhibit in class-
room settings and (b) to document
whether the number of total problems,
the specific syndromes (e.g., anxious/
depressed, aggressive behavior), and the
problem types (i.e., internalizing vs.
externalizing groupings of the syn-
dromes) reported, vary according to
informant (teacher vs. observer) and
nationality (Jamaican vs. African Amer-
ican) for the two groups of children of
African descent.

METHOD

Sample

The sample included 102 children ages 6
to 11, with an overall mean age of 9.0
(SD = 1.12). Of the total sample, 54 chil-
dren were Jamaicans of African descent
and 48 were African American children
from Michigan. Children were selected
from elementary schools in Jamaica and
Michigan. The Jamaican sample con-
sisted of 27 boys and 27 girls, and the
African American sample consisted of
24 boys and 24 girls. Of the Jamaican
sample, 95% were of African descent;
other groups, mixed with African and
East Indian, made up the remaining
5%. The U.S. sample was 94% African
American; 6% were of mixed descent
(i.e., African American and Hispanic or
African American and European Amer-
ican). All teachers in Jamaica were of
African descent. In the United States,
7 (29%) of the teachers were African
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American, 16 (67%) were European
American, and 1 (4%) was Hispanic.
Children were randomly selected
from multiple elementary schools in
each country. In Jamaica, 54 children
were sampled from three schools in
urban areas of Kingston, the largest city
in Jamaica. These schools included two
public schools and one private school.
To match the Jamaican urban sample,
the U.S. sample consisted of 48 children
drawn from three urban elementary
schools in two cities in middle and east-
ern Michigan. Similar to the Jamaican
sample, the U.S. schools included two
public schools and one private school.
For Michigan children, we scored
socioeconomic status (SES) according
to Hollingshead’s (1975) 9-step scale for
the parent having the higher status occu-
pation, where 9 is the highest. The U.S.
mean SES was 4.1 (SD = 1.9). For
Jamaican children, we used a 5-step SES
scale (Smith, 1984) designed specifi-
cally for Jamaicans. The mean score for
Jamaican children was 2.2 (SD = 0.98).
The scores derived from the Jamaican
SES scale were divided into the follow-
ing three categories: lower SES = 1.0 to
2.0; middle SES = 2.5 to 3.5; upper
SES =4.010 5.0. For calibration with the
Jamaican SES scale, Hollingshead’s
9-step scale was also divided into three
categories: lower SES = 1.0 to 4.0; mid-
dle SES = 4.5 to 6.5; upper SES = 7.0 to
9.0. Half steps (e.g., 3.5) on both
Jamaican and U.S. SES scales reflect the
fact that the occupations that were not
clearly scorable were given the mean of
the two scores that seemed most appro-
priate. Previous comparisons of SES
for Jamaican and U.S. children on both
Smith’s and Hollingshead’s scales cali-
brated the scales accordingly and
yielded high correlations (e.g., r = .90;
Lambert, Knight, et al., 1994) between
children who were rated on both scales.
The present study, therefore, adopted
procedures that successfully used Smith’s
and Hollingshead’s SES classifications
in cross-national studies involving Ja-
maican and U.S. youngsters (e.g., Lam-
bert, Lyubansky, & Achenbach, 1998).
Because numerous studies have doc-
umented that SES is negatively corre-
lated with behavior and emotional prob-
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lems (e.g., Dohrenwend et al., 1992), we
included SES as a covariate in our model
and, thus, tested and controlled for SES
effects in all our analyses. As with ear-
lier Jamaican and U.S. comparisons, we
used the converted 3-step SES rating
scales in each nation.

Observational Procedures
and Measures

Similar procedures were used to collect
the Jamaican and African American
sample. The Jamaican sample was col-
lected during the summer of 1996, and
the African American sample was col-
lected during the summer of 1997. In the
three elementary schools in Jamaica and
the three schools in Michigan, we ran-
domly selected children in Grades 1
through 6. Although we observed only
two children in each class, we selected
every third child on the class list (i.e.,
Child 3, 6, 9, etc.). Each selected child
was asked to take home a consent form
asking parents for their child’s participa-
tion in the study. We chose this method-
ology to prevent the randomly selected
participant from knowing that he or she
was chosen to be observed. We asked
parents of Jamaican and African
American children for permission to
observe their child during regular class-
room activities and to record these
observation ratings on the Direct
Observation Form (DOF) of the Child
Behavior Checklist (Achenbach, 1986).
We also asked parents’ permission for
their child’s teacher to complete the
Teacher’s Report Form of the Child
Behavior Checklist (TRF; Achenbach,
1991). Once parental permission was
received, we randomly selected one boy
and one girl from a list of children with
parental consent, with the constraint that
we maintained an age balance.

Direct Observation Form. The DOF
consists of 97 individual problem behav-
ior items (e.g., makes odd noises,
argues, teases, physically isolates from
others) on which observers rate children
on a 4-point scale of O (not observed), 1
(slight or ambiguous occurrence), 2 (defi-
nite occurrence with moderate intensity
and less than 3 minutes duration), or
3 (definite occurrence with strong inten-
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sity or greater than 3 minutes duration).
In addition, the DOF includes on/off-
task ratings. At the end of every minute,
the observer checks off whether or not
the child was on task.

Principal components analyses on the
DOF have yielded six syndromes la-
beled Withdrawn-Inattentive, Nervous—
Obsessive, Depressed, Hyperactive, At-
tention Demanding, and Aggressive.
Second-order factor analyses have yielded
two major groupings of these syn-
dromes, internalizing and externalizing
(Reed & Edelbrock, 1983).

Each child was observed four differ-
ent times within a 2-week period. Each
rated observation period lasted 10 min-
utes. Observation times were randomly
selected from regular class times. Lunch
and recess periods were excluded. Each
child was observed throughout the day,
morning and afternoon. Reliability in-
formation on observational procedures
was obtained by calculating agreement
between trained observers using intra-
class correlation coefficients (ICCs).

Intraclass Correlations. The Jamaica
observer team consisted of four ob-
servers (one Caribbean and three Afri-
can Americans) who had received their
training in psychology in the United
States. These observers were temporar-
ily living in Jamaica and thus were
familiar with Jamaican idioms, culture,
and customs. Three of these observers
also collected data in the United States
and served as reliability standards for
both countries. These three observers
were graduate students in clinical and
counseling psychology. The U.S. ob-
server team included the three observers
serving as reliability standards and five
other observers. The additional observ-
ers of the U.S. team consisted of one
Caribbean, one Asian, and three Euro-
pean Americans. Fifteen randomly
selected children (from Jamaica and the
United States) from the total sample of
102 children were observed for reliabil-
ity purposes. Interobserver reliabilities
were calculated using ICC between pairs
of observers. The average total problem
score (i.e., the sum of the ratings across
all 97 problem items on the DOF) ICC
for the observers was .84. The average
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ICC for internalizing problems (e.g.,
nervous, withdrawn) was .57; for exter-
nalizing problems (e.g., loud, swears), it
was .73. For the on/off-task score, the
ICC average was .89. Internalizing prob-
lems reflect an internal state of the child.
Thus, the reporter or observer must
make more subjective judgments regard-
ing this type of behavior than for exter-
nalizing behavior. The indices reflecting
lower rates of agreement for internaliz-
ing problems may therefore reflect dif-
ferences in subjective judgments.

Teacher Report Procedures and Mea-
sures. Similar procedures were used to
collect teacher reports in both coun-
tries. We asked each parent of African
American and Jamaican children to
allow their child’s teacher to complete
the Child Behavior Checklist-Teacher’s
Report Form (TRF; Achenbach, 1991)
or the Jamaican Teacher’s Report Form
(JTRF; Lambert, Knight, & Costigan,
1994), respectively. All teachers com-
pleted two Teacher’s Report Forms, one
for each girl and each boy observed in
their classroom. A total of 27 teachers of
Jamaican children and 24 teachers of
African American children were asked
to complete the checklists. All teachers
consented to complete the Teacher’s
Report Forms.

U.S. Teacher’s Report Form. Teachers
in the United States completed the Child
Behavior Checklist-Teacher’s Report
Form (TRF; Achenbach, 1991). The
TREF includes demographic information,
questions about the child’s adaptive
functioning and academic performance,
standardized test scores, and a list of
118 specific problems. Based on the pre-
ceding 2 months, teachers scored each
problem as O (not true of the child), 1
(somewhat or sometimes true of the
child), or 2 (very true or often true of the
child). Test-retest reliability for total
problem scores was r = .95 for a mean
interval of 15 days across various groups
of children. The interrater correlation
between teachers was r = .60 for total
problems (Achenbach, 1991). Principal
component analyses of the TRF have
yielded eight syndromes, labeled With-
drawn, Somatic Complaints, Anxious/
Depressed, Thought Problems, Attention
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Problems, Delinquent Behavior, Social
Problems, and Aggressive Behavior.
Second-order principal factor analyses
have yielded internalizing and external-
izing groupings of the syndromes.

Jamaican Teacher’s Report Form.
Teachers in Jamaica completed the Ja-
maican version of the TRF, designated
as the Jamaican Teacher’s Report Form
(JTRF). The JTRF has the same format
as the TRF. Demographic items, child’s
adaptive functioning, and academic
items are followed by problem items
using the same 3-point rating scale, all in
the same order as on the TRE. Some of
the items on the JTRF are slightly mod-
ified to represent Jamaican idiomatic
expressions. In addition, the JTRF con-
tains 32 extra items with problems par-
ticularly relevant to Jamaican children.
However, to facilitate cross-national
comparisons, only the items common to
both instruments were included in the
analyses. As an estimate of test-retest
reliability, a mean ICC of .78 was
obtained for problem scores derived from
20 teachers who completed the JTRF
twice over a 1-week interval. Interrater
agreement among 20 Jamaican teacher
pairs who independently rated the same
pupils in different conditions revealed an
ICC of .61 (Lambert et al., 1996).

Classroom Conditions in
Both Countries

The classroom conditions in Jamaica
were different from those in the United
States. In Jamaica, there was an average
of 40 students per class in public schools
and 25 children per class in private
schools. In contrast, U.S. classes con-
tained an average of 28 children in pub-
lic schools and 15 children per class in
private schools. Private schools in both
countries contained less children per
classroom. However, Jamaican class-
rooms were still more crowded com-
pared to U.S. classrooms.

The classroom settings in each coun-
try also varied. In Jamaican schools,
children sat in benches, which seated
about three children. Moreover, Jamai-
can classrooms were usually separated
only by a row of blackboards indicating

the division between the classrooms.
Thus, the activities from one classroom
could easily be heard and seen from
other classrooms. Notably, although
Americans may perceive this classroom
arrangement as distracting to the pupils,
Jamaican teachers’ authority was such
that discipline prevailed in the class-
rooms. This classroom setting differs
from that of U.S. elementary schools, in
which each child has his or her own desk
and each classroom is separated by a
solid wall.

ResuLTs

Data Analyses

To limit the chance of Type I error, we
used the Bonferroni correction (CIff,
1987; Neter, Wasserman, & Kutner,
1985). The Bonferroni correction adjusts
the alpha level to take into account the
number of statistical tests performed
and, thus, sets the alpha level at .006 for
the first wave of analyses and .004 for
the second wave. We interpreted the
sizes of the significant effects using
Cohen’s (1988) criteria. Cohen classifies
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) ef-
fect sizes (ES) as small if they account
for 1.0% to 5.9% of the variance, medi-
um if they account for 5.9% to 13.8%,
and large if they account for more than
13.8%.

In all analyses, we entered SES and
age as continuous variables in the model
to simultaneously control for and test
their effects—that is, the analyses were
based on an ANCOVA model with SES
and age as covariates. Therefore, all
means reported are adjusted means (i.e.,
via a least square means procedure) to
reflect the effects of the covariates.

The first wave of analyses focused on
the observational measures using a 2
(nationality) X 2 (gender) ANCOVA with
SES and age as covariates. We tested the
effects of these variables on total problem
scores, on-task scores, each of the six
DOF scale scores, and the two broad
groupings (internalizing and external-
izing) of the scales as dependent variables
considered separately. We also tested
whether internalizing or externalizing
problems were most often observed in
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each country. To achieve this, we per-
formed a 2 (nationality—Jamaican vs.
African American) x 2 (gender) X 2
(problem type) repeated measures
ANCOVA of the two observational
scores, with problem type (internalizing
and externalizing) as the within-group
factor and SES and age as covariates.

The second wave of analyses com-
pared teachers’ reports using a 2 (nation-
ality) x 2 (gender) ANCOVA with SES
and age as covariates. The total problem
scores, each of the eight TRF syn-
dromes, and the two broad groupings of
the syndromes (internalizing and exter-
nalizing) were dependent variables con-
sidered separately. Similar to the analy-
ses involving observers’ reports, we also
tested for teacher-reported problem type
differences across each country. Thus,
we performed a 2 (nationality) X 2 (gen-
der) x 2 (problem type) repeated mea-
sures ANCOVA on teacher reports, with
problem type as the within-group factor
and SES and age as covariates.

Finally, teachers’ versus observers’
reports were analyzed using only the
86 items that were common to both the
teacher form and the observation form.
To have comparable scores for the
Teacher Form (0-2 scale) and the obser-
vation measure (0-3 scale), the 4-point
observation measure was first converted
to a 3-point scale by multiplying scores
by two thirds. Next, teachers’ versus
observers’ ratings were analyzed via a
2 (reporter—teacher vs. observer) x 2
(nationality) X 2 (gender) repeated mea-
sures ANCOVA, with reporter as the
repeated measure factor and SES and
age as covariates. We conducted sepa-
rate analyses for total problem scores
and for internalizing and externalizing
problems as dependent variables.

~

OBSERVER RESULTS

On/Off-Task Scores

A 2 x 2 (nationality X gender) ANCOVA
of on-task scores, with SES and age as
covariates, yielded a main effect of
nationality, F(1, 96) = 9.68, p = .0025.
This effect accounted for 9.9% of the
variance in on-task scores, a medium
ES. African American children were on
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task an average of 8 minutes (SD = 0.10)
out of each 10-minute observation peri-
od. Jamaican children were on task an
average of 6.5 minutes (SD = 0.14) out
of each 10-minute observation period
(see Table 1).

Total Problem Scores

The 2 X 2 (nationality X gender)
ANCOVA, with SES and age as covari-
ates, yielded a nationality main effect,
F(Q, 96) = 13.27, p = .0005, on total
problem scores with a medium ES ac-
counting for 10% of the variance. Ta-
ble 1 indicates that the mean observation
total problem score for African Amer-
ican children was significantly lower
than that for their Jamaican peers. Thus,
observers recorded more problems for
Jamaican than African American chil-

dren. The nationality main effect was
moderated by a significant age X na-
tionality interaction, F(1, 96) = 7.74,
p = .006. This interaction effect ac-
counted for 5.7% of the variance of total
problem scores, a small ES. Breaking
down the interaction into its compo-
nents, we found that observers rated
younger Jamaican children as exhibiting
more total problems than older children,
F(1, 96) = 10.39, p = .0019, whereas for
African American children, the effect of
age was nonsignificant for total problem
scores.

Syndromes, Internalizing and
Externalizing Problems
Significant nationality main effects

emerged for Withdrawn/Inattentive, Hy-
peractive and Aggressive scales, F(I,

TABLE |
Observer Report and Teacher Report Measures for
Jamaican and African American Children

Jamaican children

African American children

Syndrome M SD M SD
Observers -
On task 6.50* 0.14 8.00* 0.10
Total probiems 15.29* 4.10 9.37* 3.30
Internalizing 5.63* 3.00 3.60* 2.60
Externalizing 3.01 1.80 220 1.30
Withdrawn—inattentive 4.10% 2.20 2.50* 1.10
Nervous—obsessive 1.70 0.99 1.02 091
Depressed 1.30 0.94 1.10 091
Hyperactive 6.60% 2.50 3.70* 2.10
Attention demanding 0.89 0.56 I.15 0.84
Aggressive 2.40* 1.90 1.40%* 0.99
Teachers -
Total problems 26.60* 20.60 44.30* 24.40
Internalizing 8.17 1.30 8.8l 2.50
Externalizing 6.55%* 220 . 18.90%* 5.20
Withdrawn 347 2.19 - 290 1.40
Somatic complaints 0.41 1.90 1.20 0.76
Anxious—depressed 4.70 2.10 5.10 2.30
Thought problems 0.74 0.58 0.83 0.63
Attention problems 9.40 4.61 11.78 5.31
Delinquent behavior 1.16* 0.96 3.00* 2.00
Aggressive behavior 5.38%* 220 15.93** 5.10
Social problems 1.64 0.83 34 1.90
*p < .005.**p < .0001.
WINTER 1999, VOL. 7, NO. 4



96) = 8.39, p < .004. Table 1 shows that
for all the significant effects Jamaican
children received higher mean observer
ratings than did African American chil-
dren. All ES were medium.

Similar effects emerged for internal-
izing scores. As noted in Table 1, Jamai-
can children received higher observer
ratings than African American children,
F(1,96) = 4.17, p = .004, ES = 10%, a
medium ES. Although we tested for
problem-type differences (as a within-
subjects factor) in a repeated measures
ANCOVA, this analysis revealed no sig-
nificant interaction or main effects.

TEACHER RESULTS

Total Problem Scores

The 2 (nationality) x 2 (gender)
ANCOVA yielded a significant national-
ity main effect for total problem score,
F(1, 96) = 9.36, p = .0029, with a me-
dium ES accounting for 8.9% of the
variance. Table 1 indicates that teachers
in the United States reported signifi-
cantly higher total problem scores for
African American children than teachers
in Jamaica reported for their pupils. No
significant interactions emerged.

Syndromes, Internalizing and
Externalizing Problems

Significant nationality effects were
found for two of the eight syndromes:
Delinquent Behavior, F(1, 96) = 12.91,
p = .0005, accounted for 12% of the
variance, a medium ES, and Aggressive
Behavior, F(1, 96) = 21.98, p = .0001,
accounted for 18% of the variance, a
large ES. As shown in Table 1, U.S.
teachers rated African American children
as having significantly higher Delin-
quent Behavior and Aggressive Behav-
ior scores than their Jamaican colleagues
indicated for their pupils.

No significant effects were found for
internalizing problems. A significant
nationality main effect was found for
externalizing problems, F(1, 96) =
21.70, p = .0001. This effect accounted
for 17% of the variance, a large ES.
Teachers rated African American chil-
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dren as having significantly more ex-
ternalizing problems than Jamaican
teachers rated their children. When
internalizing versus externalizing prob-
lems were compared using repeated
measures ANCOVA with problem type
as the within-group factor, no significant
within- or between-group main effects
emerged. There were also no significant
within- or between-group interactions.

Observational Data Versus
Teacher Reports

As previously noted, the DOF and both
the Jamaican and the U.S. versions of
the TRF have 86 overlapping items.
These items allowed us to compare total
problem score ratings across informants.
Therefore, we performed a repeated
measures ANCOVA with gender and
nationality as independent variables,
SES and age as covariates, total problem
score as the dependent variable, and
reporter as the within-subjects factor.
The analyses revealed a significant
reporter within-subjects main effect,
F(1, 94) = 23.43, p = .0001, for total
problems. This effect accounted for
5.7% of the variance, a small ES. Teach-
ers’ ratings were higher than observers’
ratings. Means for teachers and observ-
ers across both countries were 25.5
(SD = 19.6) and 10.0 (§D = 2.0), respec-
tively.

In addition to the within-subjects
main effect, there was a significant
reporter X nationality within-subjects
interaction, shown in Figure 1, F(1, 94)
= 7.3, p = .0072. This effect accounted
for 1.7% of the variance of total prob-
lems, a small ES. Breaking the interac-
tion into its respective components
revealed that teachers in the United
States rated their African American
pupils (M = 34.47, SD = 14.5) as hav-
ing significantly higher total problems
scores than Jamaican teachers rated their
pupils (M =19.32, SD = 10.1), F(1,94) =
28.3, p < .0001, with a large ES account-
ing for 15% of the variance. By contrast,
observers’ ratings showed a significant
effect in the other direction, with Jamai-
can children receiving significantly higher
ratings on total problems (M = 13.65,
SD = 2.9) than African American chil-

dren (M = 7.2, SD = 3.1), F(1, 94) =
17.37, p < .0001, with a medium ES
accounting for 11% of the variance.

Viewing the interaction from the
other direction, in Jamaica, teachers rated
their pupils as having significantly
higher total problems scores than ob-
servers’ ratings of the same children,
F(1, 94) = 1041, p < .001. This was a
small ES, accounting for 3% of the vari-
ance. In the United States, teachers’ rat-
ings of African American children’s total
problem scores were also significantly
higher than observers’ ratings of these
African American children, F(1, 94) =
33.22, p = .0004. However, this was a
large ES, accounting for 16% of the vari-
ance.

In addition to these analyses, correla-
tional analyses between teachers’ and
observers’ ratings of total problems were
conducted for each country. As expected
from the previous findings, teachers’ and
observers’ ratings had low correlations,
and all were nonsignificant.

Most Common Problems
Reported by Teachers and
Observers

On a more qualitative note compared to
the previous quantitative analyses, Table
2 and Table 3 list the 10 most frequently
endorsed (i.e., being present—rating of
1 or more) problems for Jamaican and
African American children, based on our
observational data and teachers’ reports.
These qualitative data indicate that
teachers’ reports in the two countries
reflect differences in the types of prob-
lems that teachers endorsed. For exam-
ple, 7 of the 10 most common problems
that U.S. teachers endorsed as present in
their pupils were externalizing types of
problems (see Table 2).

By contrast, 7 of the 10 most com-
mon problems than Jamaican teachers
endorsed for their pupils were other
problems that did not load on either
externalizing or internalizing groupings.
We also conducted chi-square tests of
association on the 10 most frequently
noted item as reported by teachers and
observers in each country. To decrease
the chances of Type I error, scores were
compared to an adjusted alpha of .001.
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Mean Total Problems

Teacher Reports

E African American
M Jamaican

Observer Reports

FIGURE |. Mean ratings of total problem scores of African American and Jamaican children, as reported by
teachers and trained observers. These are mean comparisons of only the 86 similar items across the TRF and

DOF measures.

Tables 2 and 3 also list the results of
these analyses, which indicated that, of
the 10 most common problems reported
by U.S. teachers, significant effects
emerged for 7 items. These effects indi-
cated that significantly larger propor-
tions of U.S. teachers endorsed these
problems for African American children
than Jamaican teachers did for their
pupils. For the 10 most common prob-
lems endorsed by Jamaican teachers, a
significantly larger proportion of Jamai-
can teachers endorsed these problems
for only 3 out of the 10 items.

Focusing on the observers’ ratings,
the resuits indicated that, of the 10 most
common problems observers endorsed
for African American children, signifi-
cant effects emerged for 2. For the items
“fidgets with objects” and “slow/lacks
energy,” observers endorsed these prob-
lems in a significantly larger proportion
of African American children than
Jamaican children. By contrast, of the
10 most common problems observers
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endorsed as present among Jamaican
children, significant effects emerged for
8 items. Observers noted a significantly
larger proportion of these problems (see
Table 3) for Jamaican children than for
African American children. Higher
observer ratings emerged for African
American children on one item, “fidgets
with objects.”

DiscussioN

Teachers’ versus observers’ ratings of
African American and Jamaican chil-
dren’s behavioral and emotional prob-
lems in the classrooms yielded different
cross-national patterns. Similar to previ-
ous Jamaican—U.S. teacher report com-
parisons that involved a mixture of sev-
eral different ethnic groups in the U.S.
sample (Lambert et al., 1996), observ-
ers’ ratings revealed higher total prob-
lem scores for Jamaican children than
for their African American peers. In con-
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trast, teachers’ ratings indicated that
African American children received sig-
nificantly higher total problem scores
than Jamaican children.

The observational methodology used
in this study did not allow us to deter-
mine reasons for the African American
versus Jamaican difference. There may
be numerous explanations for this find-
ing, but two possibilities should be con-
sidered. First, the numerous problems
that observers reported for Jamaican
children may result from problems asso-
ciated with overcrowding and the high
pupil/teacher ratio in Jamaican versus
U.S. classrooms. In Jamaica, the average
pupil/teacher ratio was 45 to 1, twice as
high as the ratio in the average U.S.
classroom (22 to 1). Moreover, the small
classroom sizes in Jamaica and the lim-
ited availability of resources (e.g., seat-
ing, privacy across classrooms) in each
classroom may have contributed to these
problems. As documented elsewhere
(Sylva, 1994), poor classroom resources
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TABLE 2

Ten Most Common Problems Among African American and Jamaican Children as Reported by Teachers

Item African American Jamaican
Item no. Type (%) (%) x? p?
African American children
|. Demands attention 19 E 65.2 36.0 39.500 <.001
2. Overtired 53 E 65.2 49.0 10.900 <.001
3. Argues a lot 03 E 63.0 44.0 16.500 < .001
4. Disturbs pupils 24 E 60.9 33.0 34.700 < .001
5. Acts without thinking 41 O 58.7 32.0 31.300 <.001
6. Shows off or clowns 74 E 58.7 21.0 70.480 < .00l
7. Does not follow directions 22 ) 56.5 42.0 8.000 ns
8. Talks too much 93 E 56.5 44.0 7.400 ns
9. Cruelty, bullying 16 E 54.3 16.0 73.170 < .00l
10. Can't sit still 10 o 52.8 38.0 8.500 ns
Jamaican children
1. Hurt when criticized 8l | 50.0 71.9 30.200 <.001
2, Self-conscious 71 o 42.9 67.9 33.100 <.001
3. Can’t concentrate/pay attention 08 @) 423 56.4 9.530 ns
4. Fails to finish things 04 @) 41.2 538 5.800 ns
5. Not work to potential 92 0] 48.5 52.6 .047 ns
6. Fails to do tasks 100 (o] 423 52.6 3.900 ns
7. Does not follow directions 22 o 55.9 50.0 8.080 ns
8. Inattentive 78 o 514 50.0 .150 ns
9. Talks out of turn 53 E 64.9 347 10.930 <.001
10. Messy work 72 (o] 43.5 48.7 1.040 ns
Note. Numbers in percentage columns indicate the percentage of children for whom nonzero ratings were recorded for the particular item. | = item loaded

on Internalizing Problems; E = item loaded on Externalizing Problems; O = other problems (i.e., not loading on internalizing or externalizing).
2Alpha adjusted to .001 to decrease change of Type | error.

and high pupil-to-teacher ratio can lead
to numerous classroom-based problems.
Because the present study did not test
for the effects of the number of children
per classroom when considering behav-
ioral and emotional problems in the
classroom, we cannot be sure that class
size was not responsible for the cross-
national differences.

Another explanation of the cross-
national differences relates to observers’
biases. Observers lived in Jamaica for
3 months and became familiar with the
Jamaican culture. However, like most
professionals who address children’s
problems in Jamaica, all observers were
trained in the United States. Thus, they
may have used U.S. standards in rating
certain behaviors as problematic, when
these behaviors may have been consid-
ered typical classroom behaviors by
Jamaican teachers.
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Shifting the focus to teachers’ ratings
of African American children, the find-
ings revealed that African American
children received total problem score
ratings that were almost twice as high as
those that Jamaican children received.
Moreover, U.S. teachers rated African
American children as having signifi-
cantly more problems on the scales of
delinquent and aggressive behavior than
Jamaican teachers rated their pupils.
These teachers’ findings differ from pre-
vious research in which Jamaican versus
U.S. teachers’ ratings of heterogeneous
ethnic groups of children revealed more
total problems for Jamaican than for
U.S. youngsters (Lambert et al., 1996).
However, the moderating effect of age
on this cross-national observer-reported
difference is important, as observers’
ratings revealed higher total problem
scores in the younger Jamaican sample

but teachers’ ratings did not. This find-
ing may reflect teachers’ versus observ-
ers’ expectations in Jamaican young-
sters. Teachers, like most adults in
Jamaica, may view the problems that
younger children exhibit as transient,
rather than as an enduring trait (Lambert
et al., 1992). Thus, the U.S. perspective
through which observers viewed the
problems presented by Jamaican chil-
dren may have made the present findings
inevitable.

In a similar vein, one must be cog-
nizant of the ethnic and cultural differ-
ences and similarities among African
American and Jamaican teachers and
their pupils. In contrast to the Jamaican
cohorts, the teachers of African Amer-
ican pupils were primarily of European
American heritage. Their thresholds of
tolerance toward problems in African
American youngsters may have been

NO. 4
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TABLE 3

Ten Most Common Problems Among African American and Jamaican Children as Reported by Trained Observers

Item African American Jamaican
Item no. Type (%) (%) x2 p?
African American children
|. Fidgets with objects 13 O 51.40 358 12.00 <.00!
2. Easily distracted 56 Lo BN 44.20 308 9.42 ns
3. Doesn’t pay attention 36 | 15.80 59 0.02 ns
4. Slow/lacks energy 75 o 32.70 6.6 29.10 < .00l
5. Stares blankly 57 I 32.00 240 3.80 ns
6. Doesn't sit still 09 Q 32.00 283 0.79 ns
7. Talks too much & Q. 27.00 240 0.44 ns
8. Disturbs children . 28 [ 21.00 23.16 4.80 ns
9. Sucks thumb, hand 82 Q. 1110 14.1 0.82 ns
10. Confused or in a fog | {. ) 11.00 9.7 0.23 ns
Jamaican children :
I. Overconforms to rules 39 o 21.00 344 3.10 ns
2. Hurt when criticized 58 i 0.55 51.9 140.00 <.001
3. Apathetic, won't try 44 | 8.20 47.2 81.10 < .00l
4. Falls asleep 43 O 250 40.6 85.40 <.00l
5. Anxious to please 78 E 5.50 397 69.40 <.001
6. Fidgets with objects 13 1] 51.00 358 12.03 <.001
7. Fearful or anxious 40 ) 1.10 35.8 79.10 <.001
8. Explosive behavior 54 o] 0.00 347 81.00 < .00l
9. Easily distracted 56 (o] 44.20 30.8 9.42 ns
10. Picks nose, skin, etc. 49 O 25.2 30.0 0.85 ns
Note. Numbers in percentage column indicate the percentage of children for whom nonzero ratings were recorded for the particular item. | = item loaded

on Internalizing Problems; E = item loaded on Externalizing Problems; O = other problems (i.e., not loading on internalizing or externalizing).
2Alpha adjusted to .00| to decrease change of Type | error.

lower than those of the teachers that
were of similar heritage to their pupils
(e.g., Jamaican teachers and their
pupils). Problem threshold differences
may account for the higher problem rat-
ings given by teachers of African Amer-
ican children. These findings match
those of earlier United States-based
research that compared non-African
American teacher ratings of African
American youngsters with the ratings
that non-Hispanic White and Hispanic
teachers gave African American chil-
dren. Non-Hispanic White and Hispanic
teachers rated African American stu-
dents with higher total problem scores
than African American teachers did (Zim-
merman et al., 1995). These findings are
also reminiscent of a recent study that
compared adults’ thresholds of tolerance
toward emotional and behavioral prob-
lems found in African American youth
(Lambert, Rowan, et al., 1998). This
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study revealed that African American
parents had very different thresholds
toward the problems of African
American children depicted in hypothet-
ical vignettes than teachers and clini-
cians who were not African Americans.

Another important issue to consider
is our observers’ comments that teachers
in Jamaica seemed to be more directly
involved in children’s lives than teachers
in the United States. Observers further
noted that the Jamaican teachers were
directly involved with the children’s
families within and outside the school
context. This involvement may have a
moderating effect on teachers’ ratings.
For example, Jamaican teachers’ knowl-
edge of their pupils’ family and home
situation and its contribution to their
pupils’ behavior and emotional adjust-
ment may moderate their ratings and
result in lower ratings than those of their
U.S. colleagues.

WINTER 1999,

Shifting our focus from the specific
findings to the general differences in ob-
servers’ versus teachers’ reports across
the two countries, we are tempted to
raise the question as to which of the two
is more accurate. To address this ques-
tion, it is necessary to bear in mind the
context of the relationship between the
reporters and the children surveyed.
Data collection on both samples oc-
curred near the end of the academic year.
At that time, teachers from both coun-
tries had had the opportunity to develop
extensive relationships with their pupils.
Their ratings, which generally were sig-
nificantly higher than those of observers,
may indicate their lengthy experience
with the children and the biases that
these experiences engendered. Observ-
ers, by contrast, developed no relation-
ship with the children and documented
only behaviors that emerged in four sep-
arate 10-minute samples.

vOL. 7, NO. 4



However, placing credence in one
reporter rather than another may be
largely inappropriate, as different report-
ers provide different perspectives to
researchers and clinicians when they
study and evaluate children’s behavior
(Achenbach, 1991). Professionals who
desire unbiased ratings on children’s
classroom behavior may rely more
heavily on observer ratings. However,
researchers who require a more compre-
hensive historical perspective—particu-
larly one that may give insight into the
relationship between the child and the
teacher—may benefit more from teach-
ers’ reports. As with other types of infor-
mation on child assessment, neither is
superior to the other, and, in the absence
of gold standards regarding child assess-
ment, each informant provides valuable
information on children’s problems.

One interesting finding was the
absence of gender effects on both teach-
ers’ and observers’ problem scores. One
explanation is that this is one of the first
studies that has focused particularly on
children of the African diaspora in two
different countries instead of combining
children from different backgrounds into
one category of U.S. children. The pres-
ent findings suggest that gender effects
observed in mixed ethnic groups may
not be evident for children of the African
diaspora who reside in different coun-
tries.

Although the findings observed in the
present study are intriguing, they should
be interpreted in the context of its limi-
tations. First, as we noted earlier,
although an appreciable number of our
observers resided and worked in Jamaica
prior to data collection, most were of
U.S. heritage. Thus, despite their train-
ing, they may have viewed children’s
behavior using their U.S. perspective on
children’s behavior. Second, analyses
comparing teachers’ and observers’ total
problem scores should be interpreted
with caution because the transformation
of scores provided a similar range across
measures but did not necessarily equate
them. Third, we noted the potential
effects of differences in classroom set-
tings, including the pupil-to-teacher
ratios, availability of classroom re-
sources, distraction levels from stimuli
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external to classes (e.g., noise from other
classes), and teacher involvement with
children and their families. However, we
could not measure or control for the con-
tribution of these effects in our findings.
Fourth, the samples were drawn from
urban areas in both countries and, thus,
may not be representative of elementary
school children across both countries.
Fifth, the size of our sample and the
unavailability of African American
teachers in the schools we sampled in
the United States made it impossible to
test teacher ratings according to chil-
dren’s and teachers’ ethnicity.

Further research is needed to obtain a
larger and more representative sample of
children across the two countries and to
include more African American teach-
ers. This research can address the con-
cerns regarding sample representa-
tiveness and allow testing whether
differences or similarities in pupils’ and
teachers’ ethnicity affect teachers’ rat-
ings of the problems presented by their
pupils. Future research that focuses on
issues of observer bias, child-to-teacher
ratios in the classroom, availability of
basic classroom resources (e.g., seating),
distractions (e.g., noise from adjoining
classrooms), and teachers’ participation
in children’s lives outside the classroom
may elucidate the findings of the present
study.

Despite its limitations, this study has
provided valuable information on chil-
dren of African descent who reside in
two different countries. It suggests that
researchers who assess both sets of
youngsters should be mindful of the
different perspectives of each reporter.
These perspectives may be different and
may be colored by the reporter’s view of
the children’s problems. Moreover, these
perspectives may not only differ accord-
ing to the relationship that the reporter
has with the youngster but according to
the ethnicity and cultural background of
the reporter and the child and the cul-
tural context in which the reporter’s
evaluation occurs.
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