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 The purpose of this study was to examine agreement between observers and 

teachers on ratings of individual children’s emotional regulation and social competence. 

This study examined agreement between teacher-observer pairs as a function of the 

domain of emotion regulation being examined (internalizing or externalizing) and as a 

function of teacher characteristics (education, experience, emotion beliefs, and training).   

 Teachers and trained observers rated the emotion regulation and social 

competence of 324 children, 179 boys and 145 girls, using the Socio-affective Profile. 

Teachers also completed a set of questionnaires about their education, years teaching, 

continuing education classes, and beliefs about dealing with young children’s emotions.  

Correlations and regression analyses were used to examine concordance between teachers 

and observers.
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Although teachers and observers agreed modestly to moderately about individual 

children’s internalizing, externalizing, and social competence, within-informant cross-

construct correlations were often higher than cross-informant within-construct 

correlations, indicating only limited support for construct validity. 

 Teacher characteristics influenced ratings assigned by both teachers and 

observers. Observers viewed children of teachers with more education as being more 

socially competent; children of teachers with less training were seen as having more 

externalizing problems; children of teachers with more experience were seen as having 

more internalizing problems; and children of teachers with more developmentally 

appropriate emotion beliefs were seen as having fewer internalizing problems. Teachers 

with more experience and teachers with more training rated children as having more 

internalizing problems; teachers with more appropriate emotion beliefs rated their 

children as having fewer internalizing problems.  

 Both domain of emotion regulation being evaluated and teacher characteristics 

affected teacher and observer concordance on ratings of children’s emotion regulation.  

Teachers and observers were in stronger agreement about externalizing than about 

internalizing.  Teachers with more developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs agreed 

more highly with observers about children’s social competence. Teachers with less 

experience and teachers with less training were in higher agreement with observers about 

children’s externalizing.  

 Results suggest that teachers may see social competence as the absence of 

externalizing behavior and that internalizing is more difficult for preschool teachers to 

rate than externalizing. Training may help teachers better identify internalizing.
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Teachers are important players in children’s early social-emotional development, 

including in their emotion regulation (ER) and social competence (SC).  Because teachers 

are in close contact with children on a daily basis, they usually know children’s social-

emotional strengths and limitations well, and can be an excellent source of data. In the 

research literature, teacher ratings have been used in numerous studies of ER; however, 

there are few formal evaluations of the reliability of teacher judgments about children’s 

ER, or factors that affect teacher judgments.  The purpose of this study is to determine if 

teachers from the Childcare Quality Enhancement Project agree with observers on ratings 

of preschool children’s ER.  We expect that teachers and observers will agree moderately 

in their reporting, but that the strength of agreement will vary as a function of the domain 

of ER being evaluated and on individual teacher characteristics.  In the following 

sections, research on the importance and measurement of ER will be considered in more 

detail.  

Defining the term, “emotion regulation,” has been a topic of interest in recent 

studies and theoretical papers (Bridges, Denham, & Ganiban, 2004).   The present 

research takes the position that ER is a definable and measurable construct.  For the 

purposes herein, ER is defined in accordance with Cole, Martin, and Dennis (2004), as 

the response to activated emotion and is separate from actual felt emotions.  Also useful 
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is a definition provided by Eisenberg and Spinrad (2004) that defines ER as, “the process 

of initiating, avoiding, inhibiting, maintaining, or modulating the occurrence, form, 

intensity, or physiological, attentional processes, motivational states, and/or the 

behavioral concomitants of emotion in the service of accomplishing affect-related 

biological or social adaptation or achieving individual goals” (p. 338).  The Cole et al. 

and the Eisenberg and Spinrad definitions imply that ER manifests itself in a variety of 

ways, one of which is through behavior in social contexts, and that ER could be measured 

by examining differences in social behaviors. 

Two manifestations of ER that have received considerable attention in the 

research literature are externalizing and internalizing behaviors. Externalizing refers to 

behaviors that are disruptive or aggressive; internalizing refers to behaviors related to 

anxiety or depressed mood (Bradley, 2000). Although there are probably multiple 

influences on the development of externalizing and internalizing, many clinicians, 

neurobiologists, and behavioral researchers believe that ER difficulties lie at the heart of 

most cases of both (Bradley, 2000; LeDoux, 2002). This report will focus on 

externalizing and internalizing as manifestations of ER difficulties. 

One of the challenges of studying ER is distinguishing it from other closely 

related constructs such as SC.  Theoretically, ER is necessary for SC, and in social 

settings, the two constructs are often manifested through similar behaviors, making it 

difficult to distinguish the two.  The most common means of evaluating ER is to use adult 

ratings; however, many of the behaviors found on rating scales to assess ER are similar to 

behavioral indicators used to assess SC.  Despite the similarity of the two constructs, ER 

can be measured in ways that make it clear that when behavior ratings of ER are used, the 
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construct of ER is being captured reasonably well.  Specifically, ER can be measured 

outside a social setting, and without reference to social interactions, which SC cannot be.  

Studies of children’s regulatory physiology (e.g., vagal tone, El-Sheikh, 2001; Gottman 

& Katz, 1989) demonstrate that ER has physiological components that are moderately 

correlated with adult ratings of ER.  Laboratory challenges in which children’s responses 

to frustrating or emotionally arousing situations (e.g., delay of gratification or 

disappointing situations, Eisenberg, Cumberland et al., 2001) also provide evidence of 

correlation between children’s observed ER and adult reports of children’s ER.  

Regulatory physiology and laboratory challenges for children converge with adult ratings 

of children’s ER and show that adult ratings are a reasonable way to measure ER in 

children.  However, it is not always clear whether ER and SC can be distinguished 

through behavioral ratings.  For example, El-Sheikh (2001) found that teacher ratings of 

ER (specifically, internalizing and externalizing behaviors) and SC were more highly 

correlated than were parent and teacher ratings of ER.  Within-informant correlations on 

different constructs that are as high or higher than between-informant correlations on the 

same construct indicate low construct validity (Campbell & Fiske, 1959).  Because it is 

so important to study ER, and because informant ratings are so cost-effective and 

practical, efforts to examine and improve the construct validity of ER ratings would be 

useful. 

One reason studying ER is important is because teachers identify social-emotional 

competence as an important tool for kindergarten readiness (Blair, 2002; Lewit & Baker, 

1995; Raver & Zigler, 2004).  Some elementary school teachers even rank social-

emotional competence as one of the most important aspects of school readiness (Blair, 
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2002; Stipek et al., 1998).  It has been found that teachers rate children as more teachable 

if they are emotionally positive and not easily distracted (Raver & Zigler, 2004).  

Research suggests that there are more teachers who rate social and emotional competence 

as important than there are teachers who rate academic skills as important for 

kindergarten readiness (Blair, 2002; Lewit & Baker, 1995; Raver & Zigler, 2004).  Lewit 

and Baker (1995) give figures from a study conducted by the National Center for 

Education Statistics that looked at kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of school readiness.  

In this study, most teachers rated communication of wants and needs (84%), enthusiasm 

and curiosity (76%), sensitivity (58%), and not being disruptive to the class (60%) as 

being essential or very important.  Each of these characteristics requires good ER.  In 

contrast, fewer teachers rated use of pencil or paintbrush (21%), knowing the alphabet 

(10%), and ability to count to 20 (7%) as being important skills for kindergarten 

readiness.  Each of these skills is traditionally academic in scope.  These statistics suggest 

that ER is of great importance to current teachers. 

Another reason it is important to study ER is the potential for early interventions.  

As shown above, teachers rate skills that require ER as being of great importance for 

kindergarten readiness.  Some clinical researchers suggest that all children, even those 

who are good at ER, could benefit from interventions designed to improve their 

emotional skills (Bierman & Erath, 2004).  Several interventions have been designed 

specifically for children in pre-school.  Each of these interventions focuses at least 

somewhat on ER skills.  Denham and Burton (1996) developed an intervention based on 

the idea that emotional skills are necessary to develop healthy social relationships.  This 

intervention showed that children’s emotional behaviors could be modified even at the 
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age of 3.5 to 4 years.  Other interventions also show that teaching young children, 

teachers, and parents about emotion skills and how to constructively cope with negative 

emotions is successful in improving children’s emotional functioning (King & 

Kirschenbaum, 1990; Webster-Stratton, 1998).  These interventions, if they do improve 

ER, will help children to become more equipped with the skills needed for kindergarten 

readiness. 

In order to determine school readiness and children’s need for interventions, 

children’s ER must be measured accurately by informants who see the children in a 

variety of situations.  As mentioned previously, the most common way to assess 

children’s ER behaviors, and the way used in the current study, is to use ratings of 

children’s social behaviors.  The most common informants for such ratings are parents, 

teachers, and observers.  Both parents and teachers see the children in a wide range of 

situations, and both add a valuable perspective to the child’s behaviors (Bates, 1994).  

However, there are a number of reasons why teachers may be particularly sensitive and 

accurate informants of ER.  The first reason teachers are perhaps more accurate 

informants of ER is that parents have been found to be biased reporters of their children’s 

behaviors (Gretarsson & Gelfand, 1988).  Parents tend to think good and positive 

behaviors are part of the child’s stable personality, whereas they are likely to attribute 

negative behaviors to environmental factors (Gretarsson & Gelfand, 1988).  Since parents 

attribute only certain characteristics to being part of the child’s personality, they may not 

accurately assess the child’s ER capabilities, especially if the child is poor at ER. 

The second reason to use teacher data is that children’s behavior is not necessarily 

consistent across different contexts (Anthony, Anthony, Morrel, & Acosta, 2005).  A 
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child who is perceived to be well behaved in one setting may be seen as having behavior 

difficulties in other situations. In a study by Zeman and Penza (1997), it was found that 

children as young as preschool begin to understand that behavior changes across different 

interpersonal relationships.  Children know that certain emotional expressions are 

acceptable within some relationships and unacceptable within other relationships.  Since 

preschoolers are capable of understanding that different social relationships call for 

different behaviors, children are likely to behave differently at school where they are 

engaged in more peer relationships than they are at home.  It has also been found that 

children behave differently when in the presence of a parent and in the presence of other 

non-parental adults such as teachers (Feldman & Klein, 2003).  When children behave 

differently at school and home, it will likely be the teachers’ judgments that are more 

relevant and predictive of potential problems for future school related issues.   

The final reason for using teacher data is that teachers have experience with many 

(often dozens or hundreds) of children with whom they can compare the child.  Teachers 

see children in a wide range of activities and situations, many of which are frustrating and 

call for ER skills.  Thus, teachers should be in an excellent position to provide 

meaningful information about a child’s ER relative to other children in similar situations.   

Since teachers are often used as informants about school children, it is important 

to determine if teachers are in agreement with other sources of data on children in the 

same setting.  Some studies have shown that there is moderate reliability for teacher data 

when compared to other informants (e.g., Eisenberg, Gershoff et al., 2001; Roberts & 

Strayer, 1987).  Several studies have reported the reliability between informants for 

behavior ratings of ER, but it is only a minor piece of the research findings mentioned in 
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the methods section.  This is significant because studies report a wide range of reliability 

estimates (.20 to .75), but have not examined systematic factors that may be affecting 

agreement.   

There are at least two sets of factors that may systematically (as opposed to 

randomly) affect agreement between informants who observe a child in a specific setting.  

These factors are the domain of ER being evaluated and individual characteristics of the 

informants, in this case, teachers.   One domain of ER that may moderate the accuracy of 

ratings is that of externalizing versus internalizing.  Internalizing symptoms, such as 

those associated with depression, have proved more difficult to identify.  In a study by 

Grietens et al. (2004), it was found that mothers and teachers had low to moderate 

agreement on both externalizing and internalizing domains; however, internalizing 

problems had the lowest agreement between raters.  Eisenberg, Gershoff et al. (2001) also 

found high correlations between teachers’ and mothers’ reports of children’s 

externalizing ER manifestations, but reports of internalizing were not as highly 

correlated. The fact that internalizing is more difficult to observe can also lead teachers 

both to over- and under-identify internalizing symptoms.  That is, studies have found that 

teachers not only under identify internalizing (Grietens et al., 2004), but also falsely 

identify children as being depressed when in fact they are not (Auger, 2004).  It has also 

been found that studies using 11 –15 year old children themselves as informants about 

their own internalizing and externalizing show that teachers are more accurate judges of 

externalizing than internalizing (Phares, Compas, & Howell, 1989).   

In addition to domains of ER, teacher beliefs about behavior and emotions and 

individual teacher characteristics may affect ER ratings.   Teacher perceptions of children 
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are key in the identification of children with good or poor ER.  However, little is known 

about how teacher characteristics affect ratings of children’s ER behaviors.  Studies of 

elementary children report that regular classroom teachers are better informants on 

children’s ER skills than are special education teachers (Auger, 2004).  However, studies 

also report that that there is little difference between teachers as a function of education 

and training (Anthony et al., 2005; Auger, 2004).  When evaluating the Caregivers’ 

Opinions about Teaching Young Children measure, which is used in the current study, 

Hyson and Lee (1996) found that teachers holding a degree in early childhood education 

significantly differed in two areas from those teachers who did not have a degree.  

Teachers with a degree felt that teachers should be emotionally expressive and that 

children should be allowed to display their emotions acceptably, whereas teachers 

without a degree in early childhood education were less likely to agree with these 

sentiments.  This study will seek to determine if teachers and observers are in 

concordance in their ratings, and look at the characteristics that individual teachers may 

have that could affect the manner in which ER is rated in children.   

In this study, teachers and trained observers rated four-year-old children’s ER and 

SC using two instruments.  Items from the PSP on internalizing aspects of ER, 

externalizing aspects of ER, and SC were identified and scales for each were created.  

Teacher education, beliefs about emotion, continuing education, and number of years 

teaching experience were obtained from questionnaires completed by teachers about 

themselves.  Observers watched children in classrooms for a minimum of ten hours and 

then completed the same questionnaires about children that teachers had completed.  

Average teacher rating of internalizing ER behaviors, externalizing ER behaviors, and SC 
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will be examined as a function of teacher education, beliefs about ER, continuing 

education, and number of years teaching.  Correlations between teachers and observers 

will be examined as a function of these teacher characteristics and as a function of 

domain of ratings, internalizing, externalizing, and SC.  It is believed that teachers with 

more education, a greater number of years teaching, more continuing education hours, 

and more developmentally appropriate beliefs about emotions in children will agree more 

highly with ratings of trained observers. 
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II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 The primary purpose of this literature review is to examine existing research 

related to teacher reports of children’s emotional competence.  As an introduction, 

general definitions of ER, various ways of measuring ER, and how different methods of 

measurement separate ER from SC will be reviewed.  Next, the importance of studying 

ER will be addressed.  The review will end with a focus on teacher report data, including 

why teachers are useful informants and a discussion of reliability between informants. 

Conceptualizing and Measuring Emotion Regulation 
 
General Definitions of Emotion Regulation 

As mentioned previously, no single definition of ER is agreed upon.  Indeed, an 

entire special issue of Child Development in March/April of 2004 was dedicated to the 

latest developments and ideas on ER.  The construct of ER is relevant for a variety of 

disciplines including child development, clinical psychology, education, and the medical 

field.   The fact that so many disciplines acknowledge the importance of studying ER 

attests to the fact that ER is a construct that is relevant for studies and definable across 

disciplines (Bridges et al., 2004).  The definitions used for the purposes of this paper are 

the ones that focus on ER as a construct that has measurable behavioral manifestations.   

 



 11

ER can best be understood as being separate from the actual, felt emotion.  

Rather, it is a response to an emotion, not the emotion itself (Cole et al., 2004).  Cole, 

Martin, and Dennis (2004) argue that ER is comprised of changes as a result of an 

emotion being activated; this can result in a change in the emotion, or a change in 

psychological processes.  As described previously, Eisenberg and Spinrad (2004) expand 

the Cole et al. definition by listing specific changes that can occur as a result of ER.  The 

Eisenberg and Spinrad definition specifically lists a behavioral response as one 

manifestation of ER.  The behavioral component is of most importance to the present 

study.  Although both definitions acknowledge the additional components of ER, it is the 

behavioral component that teachers have direct access to.  The only way that teachers 

could infer ER skills would be to watch the child’s reactions to classroom situations that 

elicit certain behavioral responses such as aggression, facial expressions, or withdrawal.  

Having a clear definition of what ER means for this study is important so that it is not 

confused with other, similar constructs, such as the closely related idea of SC.    

Ways to Measure ER, and Using Measurements to Separate ER from SC 

Since ER is so closely related to other constructs such as SC, it is important to 

review the ways in which ER is measured and how these measurements relate to, or 

distinguish ER from other constructs, especially SC.  There are three common ways to 

measure ER: behavior ratings, behavioral responses to contrived lab challenges, and 

physiological measures.  The constructs of ER and SC are sometimes measured in the 

same way, and can be difficult to distinguish.  This is especially true when the two are 

both measured through behavior ratings.  However, the use of more than one form of 

measurement for ER suggests that ER is a distinct and measurable construct.  A brief 
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overview of three ways to measure ER and a look at evidence that ER can be measured 

with behavioral ratings will be discussed in this section.   

Measuring ER with Behavior Ratings 

One of the most common and cost-effective ways to gather information on 

children’s emotional and social characteristics is through adult ratings; however, due to 

the similarity of ER-relevant behaviors and behaviors that are associated with other 

constructs such as SC, this form of measurement provides data that make it difficult to 

discriminate ER.  Despite difficulties in discrimination, behavior ratings are correlated 

with other measures of ER, including regulatory physiology and ER responses outside of 

the social context (Cole, Zahn-Waxler, Fox, Usher, & Welsh, 1996; Gottman & Katz, 

1989).   

The current section explains the usefulness of, and the procedure for, collecting 

behavior ratings.  Ratings of behavior are commonly used in research and are often more 

inexpensive than other methods, allowing more children’s ER to be measured.  Since a 

questionnaire, or a standardized form, is all that is needed to perform adult ratings, this 

form of measurement requires the least amount of equipment.  Behavioral observations 

are not only less expensive than other measurements, but they can also be collected from 

a variety of sources including parents, teachers, and observers.  Most commonly used 

sources are parents and teachers. Later in the review, teacher observations and their 

reliability will be discussed in detail. When observers are used, they are usually required 

to complete a certain specified amount of time in the child’s classroom.  A study by 

Eisenberg et al. (1993) nicely illustrates the use of behavior ratings.  The Eisenberg et al. 

study consisted of two rounds of data collection over the course of two semesters of 
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preschool with Time 1 having 42 girls and 49 boys and Time 2 having 45 girls and 48 

boys.  Behavioral ratings of children were collected from teachers, teacher’s aides, 

observers, and mothers.  Teachers, aides, and observers completed questionnaires for 

children’s social skills and negative affect, while teachers, aides, and mothers completed 

questionnaires for coping skills, emotional intensity, and attentional control. In order to 

obtain sociometric status of the children, participating children sorted pictures of the 

children in their classroom into piles of those most liked to those least liked.  Results 

from this study indicated that teacher reports of children’s coping, attentional control, and 

emotional intensity were more highly correlated with children’s social functioning 

(especially sociometric status) than were mothers’ reports.  Another interesting finding 

from this study was the fact that children’s regulatory abilities were more highly 

correlated with adult reports of SC than were reports of their emotionality (intensity).  

Measuring ER with Controlled Lab Settings Outside the Social Context 

Another way in which ER can be measured is in a lab setting outside the social 

context.  This involves processes that are planned for children in order to induce 

emotions.  These procedures require training and moderate amounts of equipment in 

order to assure quality measurements.  When compared to adult reports of children’s ER, 

significant correlations exist. 

Eisenberg, Cumberland et al. (2001) conducted a study that looked at ER outside 

of the social context, in a laboratory setting.  This study consisted of 202 mother/child 

dyads that came to the lab.  The procedure for this study consisted of a puzzle task that 

the children were asked to complete.  In this task, children were asked to complete a 

puzzle that could not be seen by the child, but could easily be peeked at for help.  First, a 
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researcher came into the room, explained the task, told the child he or she would be given 

an attractive prize if they were successful, and then left.  The children were videotaped 

while they worked on the puzzle and later the tapes were coded for their regulatory 

abilities.  After the child completed the puzzle alone, the child’s mother came into the 

room and was asked to help the child complete the puzzle.  The child still could not see 

the puzzle, but the mother could, and was told to give the child clues to put the puzzle 

together.  All the children in this study were given prizes regardless of completion or lack 

of completion of the puzzles.  Regulation was rated according to the child’s persistence at 

the puzzle task without cheating.  The measure of ER through persistence was 

significantly correlated with mother (r = .28, p < .001) and teacher (r = .24, p < .01) 

reports of ER.  Results also found that measurements of ER based on persistence were 

correlated with both mother (r = .22, p < .01) and teacher (r = .25, p < .001) reports of 

SC.  Mother and teacher ratings within domains were modestly to moderately correlated 

(r = .48, p < .01 for externalizing; r = .16, p < .05 for internalizing).  However, within 

informant ratings were also moderately correlated (r = .47, p < .001 for mothers, and r = 

.38, p < .001 for teachers), casting some doubt on the discriminate validity of 

internalizing and externalizing.  These data suggest that externalizing and internalizing 

aspects are moderately associated, perhaps stemming from some common ER problems. 

Alternatively, the moderate correlations between internalizing and externalizing may 

reflect monomethod bias. The low correlation between mother and teacher judgments of 

internalizing provides evidence that this aspect of ER is, as has been suggested, difficult 

to identify. 
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Measuring ER with Regulatory Physiology 

Over the past decade, a number of studies have used physiological processes to 

assess ER.  These studies help shed light on the correlations between physiology and 

ratings of ER obtained from other measures. This measurement technique used by 

researchers follows the body’s responses to emotionally arousing situations.  One 

measure of regulatory physiology used in this type of experiment uses changes in heart 

rate to mathematically compute what is known as vagal tone. This form of measurement 

of ER requires a lab with proper equipment, and requires the greatest amount of money 

and training.  Scholars who use this form of measurement often create laboratory spaces 

that will be less daunting to the children who participate.  Since the child is attached to 

the physiology equipment, labs are often made to appear like outer space so children feel 

more comfortable pretending to be astronauts (Cole et al., 1996; Gottman & Katz, 1989).   

A study by Gottman and Katz (2002) provides a good example of a regulatory 

physiology lab format designed for children.  This study evaluated children who were 

aged 4- and 5-years old.  The children entered the lab and were presented with the 

equipment in the room.  Then they were hooked up to the equipment and given a baseline 

time to become familiar with their situation before the actual experiment began.  Gottman 

and Katz used a neutral story about fly-fishing to get the baseline measurement of 

children’s vagal tone.  Next, the children were shown a clip from a movie that was 

designed to be a fearful emotion-arousing situation.  Ability to regulate emotion was 

estimated from the difference between baseline vagal and vagal during the arousing 

movie clip.  When this information was paired with mother reports of emotion down- 

regulation ability at age 8, the two reports were correlated.  This study also found that 
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children with high vagal tone still reacted to the fearful movie clip; however, they were 

able to recover more quickly.  Other scholars have similar procedures to Gottman and 

Katz (2002) with minor changes in the films or skits used to induce an emotional 

response from children (Cole et al., 1996; El-Sheikh, 2001; El-Sheikh, Harger, & 

Whitson, 2001; Gottman and Katz, 1989). 

In a study conducted by John Gottman and Lynn Katz (1989), ER processes and 

social interactions were measured.  This study consisted of 56 families, 24 with a male 4- 

to 5-year-old child and 32 with a female 4- to 5-year-old child.  For this study, ER was 

measured physiologically through vagal tone and through observer coding of spontaneous 

expressions of ER while children watched video clips designed to elicit ER responses.  

SC was measured through a peer interaction home visit in which a close friend of the 

child was present and the pair was videotaped.  Inter-rater reliability for the peer 

interaction was .88 for level of play, and .68 for negative interaction.  Results from this 

study indicated that vagal tone was significantly related to observational ratings of ER (r 

= .37 p < .01).  This suggests that observer ratings of ER are related to vagal tone 

measurements of ER. 

Another study that used physiological ratings is Cole et al. (1996), which 

conducted a study that examined ER and behavior problems in preschool children.  This 

study used a sample of 51 boys and 31 girls.  ER was measured in a variety of ways, 

including vagal tone, using a lab designed to simulate outer space so the child was at ease 

with the physiological equipment.  The children watched videos designed to elicit 

emotional responses while physiological processes were being monitored, and the facial 

expressions of the children were coded to measure ER.  Parent and teacher ratings were 
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used to evaluate behavior problems.  This study, like that of Gottman and Katz (1989), 

found that vagal tone was correlated with other ratings of ER, and could be measured in a 

variety of ways.  Children who were more inexpressive (had less change in facial 

expressions during the mood inducing periods) were found to have higher ER as 

measured by vagal tone than those children who showed more changes in facial 

expressions. When compared with both mother and teacher reports of behavior problems, 

inexpressive and expressive groups had more problems than those children who showed 

moderate changes in facial expressions.   

Vagal tone was also used as an indicator of ER in a study by Mona El-Sheikh 

(2001).  For this study, ER skills were measured along with behavioral components of 

SC.  This study used a sample of 110 boys and 106 girls ages 6- to 12-years from two 

parent homes.  The families went to a university laboratory where the parents were given 

questionnaires to complete, and the child completed a physiological session and self-

report measures.  ER was measured by vagal tone (heart rate, heartbeat interval, and 

respiratory changes).  Children’s emotional responses were video taped and then coded.  

SC was measured through mothers’ reports on the Personal Inventory for Children and 

teacher reports on the TRF.  Results showed that vagal tone was significantly related to 

mothers’ reports of child externalizing (r = .29, p < .001), internalizing (r = .34, p < 

.001), and social problems (r = .18, p < 05).  Vagal tone was also significantly correlated 

with teacher reports of externalizing (r = .36, p < .001), and social problems (r = .28, p < 

.01).  

Studies like the ones in the above sections show that when adult ratings designed 

to reflect children’s ER are compared with ratings outside a social setting and regulatory 
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physiology measures, the measures are correlated.  This indicates that children’s ER can 

be measured with adult ratings, and that such ratings capture at least some of the variance 

in ER as assessed outside the social setting and with regulatory physiology. 

Why is it Important to Study ER? 

ER is Important for School Success as Reported by Teachers 

As mentioned previously, teacher survey data indicate that teachers rate ER- 

related skills as being of greater importance than are purely academic skills.  Current 

statistics point to the fact that teacher’ conceptualizations of what determines children’s 

readiness for school includes skills necessary for ER and socially competent behaviors.   

 Lewit and Baker (1995) conducted a study to evaluate perceptions of readiness 

following government initiatives to ensure that children were ready for school.  This 

study evaluated surveys from three existing national studies.  First, part of the 1993 

National Household Education Survey that obtained information on parents of 2,126 

kindergarteners was evaluated.  These parents were asked questions about the general 

importance of certain characteristics for determining if their children were ready for 

school.  The second survey used in this study was The Kindergarten Teacher Survey on 

Kindergarten Readiness.  One thousand three hundred and thirty-nine kindergarten 

teachers completed this study asking what skills they thought were necessary for children 

to be school ready.  Parents were also included in this study and answered questions 

similar to those of the teachers.  Finally, Lewit and Baker used the National Survey of 

Kindergarten Teachers to determine more about what makes children ready for school 

according to kindergarten teachers.  This survey was mailed to 20,000 teachers, and 

7,000 responded.  The results of these three existing studies were then examined and 
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complied.  The complied data indicated that teachers found the ER skills needed for 

effective SC strategies were of greater importance than were academic skills.  Teachers 

rated following directions, being sensitive to other children’s feelings, and not being 

disruptive of the class as being of importance.  Each of these skills requires children to 

regulate themselves.  On the other hand, parents rated each of these skills as having less 

importance than did teachers.  These findings can be interpreted as meaning that teachers 

want children to come to kindergarten with effective ER skills and SC skills, while 

parents are more concerned with academic skills.  This interpretation of the data makes 

teachers’ opinions on children’s ER abilities of great importance for ratings of ER, since 

it is teachers who find these skills to be important. 

 Teachers’ beliefs about school readiness were also studied by Lin, Lawrence, and 

Gorrell (2003).  This study collected data from teachers only, making it a teacher specific 

survey.  Findings from this study maintain the importance of ER-related skills to 

teachers.  A national sample was used that obtained information from 3305 kindergarten 

teachers through a self-administered survey.  Results indicated that the greatest 

percentage of teachers rated telling needs and thoughts, not being disruptive, taking turns 

and sharing, and being sensitive to others as the most important skills to have for 

kindergarten readiness.  Academic skills were among those skills with the lowest 

rankings.  Once again, the skills rated as being of the greatest importance by teachers 

were those that require children to be effective at ER. 

Finally, a study conducted on a much smaller scale by Wesley and Buysse (2003) 

found that parents and teachers both felt that ER was important, but that parents had more 

difficulty expressing specific ways children should be ready in terms of ER skills.  This 
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study used a focus group methodology in which groups of parents, teachers, and 

administrators from 10 different counties in the state of North Carolina talked about 

themes they found important for kindergarten readiness.  Total sample size for this study 

was 118 participants across 20 focus groups.  Compilation of the conversations from the 

focus groups found that parents in this study felt ER skills were important, but were less 

articulate on the ER-related behaviors than were the teachers.  The fact that parents are 

less likely to know the terms used for ER development suggests again that teachers are a 

valuable resource for studying the ER capabilities of children in the classroom setting.  

These studies add to the literature on the importance given to ER skills by teachers, and 

suggest that teachers could provide invaluable information on children because they 

appear to be more “tuned in” to children’s ER capabilities in the school readiness arena.   

ER is Important for Early Interventions 

Since ER is important for school readiness and teacher perceptions, interventions 

that teach children how to be more emotionally competent provide adults with the 

opportunity to help children.  Even those children who are already good at ER, and 

especially those who are not good at ER skills, can increase ER abilities and closely 

related SC abilities.  It has been found that children between preschool and school age 

gain greater abilities to self-regulate themselves (Kopp, 1989).  Researchers and 

practitioners are therefore presented with a time in which children are naturally gaining 

ER skills, and perhaps are more open to increased knowledge of ER skills and acceptable 

social behaviors. This section reviews interventions used to help develop ER skills in 

young children.  Because of the closely related nature of ER and SC, many of the 
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interventions have a social-emotional component designed to increase both emotional and 

SC.  These interventions have been found to have moderate effects on children’s 

behaviors.  

Denham and Burton (1996) implemented an intervention for four-year olds in 

preschools based on the belief that emotional competence is necessary to develop 

successful relationships.  This intervention was designed to improve emotional skills.  

Seventy children were selected to participate in the study with a control group of 60 

children from the same centers.  The children participating in the study ranged in age 

from 3.5 to 5 years.  The seven teachers who participated in the study had varying 

degrees of education and number of years spent teaching.  Since the children in the 

control group were from the same centers, their daily routines and experiences were 

generally similar.  The participating teachers attended training sessions on emotion 

issues.  Teachers received specific training on ER skills, including techniques to help 

children calm themselves.  Students who participated were rated by the teacher and by 

observers who rated affect and social interaction.  Results of the study indicated that 

children who participated in the intervention were seen as having decreased negative 

emotion displays and an increase in positive social interaction with peers.  In addition, 

children who were in the most need of the intervention were the ones who changed the 

most; however, children who were not at risk also showed improvements.   

In 1998, Carolyn Webster-Stratton conducted an evaluation of an intervention that 

provided parents and teachers with knowledge on increasing positive affect and social 

skills, and decreasing negative affect in children in Head Start.  The study used 296 

families to receive the experimental condition (intervention) and 130 families to be in the 
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control condition.  The sample size totaled 426 families who participated, along with 45 

intervention teachers and 31 control teachers.  In order to complete the intervention, 

parents participated in classes that focused on strengthening children’s social skills and 

pro-social behaviors.  Teachers in the intervention participated in a two-day workshop 

that taught them the content of the parent intervention so that classroom practices would 

mirror the intervention strategies and included topics like setting clear rules, teaching 

social skills, and teaching self-control strategies.  Almost half (49%) of the children 

participating in this intervention were classified as “high-risk” children.  Results revealed 

that the intervention yielded significant changes for a variety of outcomes.  Children in 

the intervention condition showed significant decreases in negative behaviors and 

negative affect, and significant increases in positive behaviors and positive affect.  This 

outcome held true in the home setting for a year follow-up.  In the school setting, children 

were rated more positively in the year of the intervention, but by the time the follow-up 

was completed a year later, the differences were not significant.  This suggests that if 

children’s behaviors are to be changed in a specific setting, that setting should be the 

focus of the intervention.  Teachers in this study were only given a two-day intervention 

whereas parents were given an 8- to 9-week intervention.  This intervention showed that 

increased positive affect can be taught and can create long-term outcomes of positive 

affect in the environment that is the focus of the intervention. 

Another social skills intervention was evaluated by King and Kirschenbaum 

(1990) and found to be moderately successful.  This study used a sample of 135 children 

ranging in age from kindergarten to 4th grade.  Children in this study were randomly 

assigned to receive the full intervention, a partial intervention, or no intervention at all.  
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This intervention focused on behaviors associated with ER, such as internalizing and 

externalizing.  Children in the full intervention group were offered participation in a 

social skills group in which they were taught various skills to improve social behaviors.  

The full intervention group also included consultations for teachers and parents that 

provided them information on normal child behaviors, behaviors that call for referral, and 

teaching children behavioral management strategies.  Another group of children were 

offered consultation only, and the final group of children were offered no intervention.  

Results of this study found that all the children showed some increases over time in 

behavioral competencies and decreases over time in behavioral problems with the use of 

the program; even those who were not participating showed some improvements.   

However, this study did find that there was slight evidence that the full-intervention 

program led to larger changes, especially for the internalizing symptom of depression.   

Why Use Teacher Data to Assess ER? 

 As was discussed earlier, there are several ways to assess ER, the most common 

and easiest for researchers to gain access to are behavioral ratings that can be gathered 

from a variety of sources.  Children’s teachers are one source of information about ER in 

preschoolers.  The following section discusses why teacher data is useful for ER ratings. 

Use Teachers Because Parents are Biased Reporters 

Since there are multiple ways to measure ER, researchers have to decide which 

method is best for their studies.  There are a number of reasons to believe that teachers 

may make particularly good informants about ER. One of the reasons that teachers may 

be better at rating ER is that parents can have biases when rating their own children.    
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Gretarsson and Gelfand (1988) examine the biases that mothers show in their 

reports of children’s behaviors.  This study had a sample of 60 mothers with children 

enrolled in public elementary schools.  Mothers were interviewed and asked questions 

about child characteristics and questions about specific events.  The responses from the 

interviews were then coded.  The results indicated that mothers thought that positive child 

characteristics largely reflected personality factors, rather than environmental factors, 

while negative behaviors were seen as being a function of the environment more than the 

child’s personality.  Mothers’ explanations of specific events also showed children in a 

more positive light.  Positive events were commonly seen by mothers as being the result 

of child characteristics while negative events were seen as resulting from environmental 

factors outside the child’s control.  Mothers viewed good behaviors as stable 

characteristics of the child while negative behaviors were seen as being out of the 

ordinary and a result of the situation the child was in, rather than the child’s personality.  

This study shows that mothers view their children as being more positive than they are 

likely to be, seeing only good characteristics as being stable while attributing negative 

behaviors to outside influences.   

Use Teachers Because There is not Consistency Across Contexts 

 Even if parents were not found to have reporting biases, it has been found in 

research that children begin the process of acting differently according to context at a 

young age (Zeman & Penza, 1997).  Zeman and Penza (1997) performed a study using 44 

preschool children (23 girls and 21 boys).   Children who participated were read stories 

which were designed so the children would feel negative emotion.  Children were then 

asked questions about what they expected to happen to the protagonist in the story.  
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Parents participating in the study filled out questionnaires about the emotional climate of 

the home.  The results of this study indicated that there was a significant main effect for 

the audience on expression of negative affect.  In both cases, peers were perceived to be 

the group for which children were the most regulated, or at least believed they should be 

most regulated.  This finding is important because it shows that children as young as 

preschool have already begun to realize that the interpersonal situation modifies the 

acceptability of behaviors. 

Pamela Cole (1986) developed a methodology to study children’s (3- to 9-years 

old) ER skills through spontaneous facial expressions in a laboratory setting.  In this 

study, a “laboratory” was set up outside of the classroom, but still at the child’s school.  

In the first wave of data collected by Cole, children were shown prizes and asked to rate 

the prizes according to desirability.  The participating children were then told that the 

prizes would be given out if they answered some questions.  Children were then asked to 

examine a set of pictures and discuss them with the researcher.  After the first set of 

pictures was viewed, he or she was given the prize they had rated as most desirable prior 

to the picture viewing.  The procedure was repeated with the child now receiving the 

prize rated as least desirable.  The child then discussed the prizes and how receiving the 

prizes made him or her feel. The emotions of the children while receiving their prizes 

were rated by their facial expressions as observed on videotape.  The second wave of data 

collected by Cole was similar to the first procedure.  However, when the children were 

given the second prize, it was presented as broken.  Children were later told that they 

could trade the prize and 90% of the children chose to trade for their second or third 

choice prize.  These videos were coded and results indicated that children were more 
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likely to control their facial expressions (i.e., not act disappointed) when the researcher 

was in the room.  However, when the children were alone, they did not regulate their 

facial expressions as much.  Children as young as 3- and 4-years old were able to 

maintain more positive facial expressions when the researcher was in the room than when 

they were alone. 

In a study by Murphy, Shepard, Eisenberg, and Fabes (2004), it was found that 

there was little correlation between the school and home context.  This study examined a 

variety of constructs including both ER and SC.  The study was a follow-up on data 

collected six years previously when the children were in kindergarten or preschool.  The 

study consisted of 33 girls and 31 boys who were part of the original study.  When 

reports of children’s SC and problem behaviors were assessed, teacher and parent data 

were not correlated.  However, mother and father data were correlated, suggesting there 

might be changes in behavior across the contexts of school and home. Teacher reports of 

SC were correlated with both teacher and parent reports of high ER and low negative 

emotion.  This correlation was true for both the current time of testing and for data 

collected two, four and six years previously.   

In a study by Feldman and Klein (2003), toddlers were studied to examine their 

compliance to mothers, fathers, and caregivers.  This study used a sample consisting of 

90 toddlers.  Observational data were utilized to examine mother-child interactions, 

teacher-child individual interactions, and teacher-child group interactions.  Children were 

observed within a month time span both at home and at school.  This study found that 

while there are some areas of behaviors that are similar across contexts, compliance was 

not always correlated between home and school.  Parents’ and caregivers’ seem to elicit 
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different compliance levels from children.  Since children’s ER (including compliance) is 

rated as important by teachers, the teacher’s interactions with the child may be more 

significant for school based interventions and ratings.   

Use Teachers Because They Have Experience with a Wide Variety of Children 

 A final reason that teachers are important sources of data is that they have 

experience with a greater number and variety of children than parents do.  While parents 

have a great deal of experience with their own children and know their own children 

better than do other adults, teachers have experience with dozens, or even hundreds, of 

children.  The fact that teachers have such a wide range of experience should make them 

capable of noticing differences among children that parents might not see.  Teachers may 

perhaps have a more realistic view of what is developmentally appropriate behavior for 

preschool students. 

Reliability of Teacher Reports 

Teacher Reliability in Rating ER and SC 

Teacher report data have been used with some success in studies of children’s ER 

and SC.  Teacher data are used often for information on a variety of children’s behaviors 

and are a source of information that can provide practitioners with valuable insight into 

children.  As will be seen, the reliability of teacher reports varies as a function of the 

domain being rated. 

Teacher report data for externalizing behaviors, defined as acting out or being 

aggressive, and considered a marker of poor ER, are found to be consistent with reports 

from mothers.  Eisenberg, Gershoff et al. (2001) demonstrate the differences in 

correlations in a study conducted to examine the role of regulation on behavior problems 
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and SC.  This study used a sample of 315 children between the ages of 4.5 and 8.  Some 

children used in this study were of the same age as were the children in the proposed 

study, but the age was extended to include older children as well.  Mothers for this study 

completed the Child Behavior Checklist and the teachers completed the Teacher Report 

Form.  Results from the Eisenberg, Gershoff et al. study found that teachers were 

correlated with mothers in their ratings of children’s externalizing behaviors (r = .42, p = 

.001).  This study also found that teacher reports were significantly correlated with 

mother reports of regulation behaviors (r = .48, p = .001).  SC as reported by teachers 

was also correlated with mother reports (r = .43, p = .01).  This study demonstrates that 

teachers’ ratings can be correlated with social-emotional development relevant construct 

ratings made by other informants.  

In a study by Roberts and Strayer (1987), 35 two-parent families with a 

preschool-aged child participated in a study to evaluate aspects of children’s emotional 

distress.  Families participated in a home visit, observer ratings, and self-report measures.  

The teachers of the children involved in the study completed a 72-item Q-sort for each 

child on the child’s competence.  For some of the students, two teachers who knew the 

child well participated in completing the Q-sort.  For these children who had more than 

one teacher completing the scale, the average correlation was .69.  This implies that 

teachers in the same setting are rating children in a relatively similar manner, and 

suggests that teachers should be reliable informants of children’s classroom behaviors. 

Another study that found multiple teachers from the same school rate children 

similarly was done by Eisenberg et al. (1993).   This study had a sample of 42 girls and 

49 boys who participated.  Children were assessed by a variety of adults including 
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parents, teachers, and college-age observers.  Teacher reports of social skills were found 

to be correlated with teacher aide ratings of SC (r = .72 at T1 and r = .75 at T2, p < .001).  

It is interesting to note that the two reports were correlated at both T1 and T2 despite the 

fact that the aides changed from T1 to T2.  Teachers’ and aides’ ratings of children’s 

popularity were also correlated (r = .48 at T1 and r = .62 at T2, ps < .001). This study 

also evaluated emotional intensity and found that teachers and aides once again were 

significantly correlated in their reports of children’s emotions (r = .59 at T1 and r = .43 at 

T2, ps < .001).   

In an analysis of a large number of studies that used data from a variety of sources 

on children’s emotional and behavioral problems (Achenbach, McConaughy, and 

Howell, 1987), it was found that teachers had the highest reliability when matched with 

an observer (r = .42, p < .001), and the lowest when matched with parents (r = .27, p < 

.001) and when matched with the child self-report (r = .20, p < .001).  This article 

suggests that sets of informants who see the child in the same context will agree to the 

greatest extent.  Therefore, when researchers want to evaluate children in the school 

setting, the groups who would provide the best, most reliable reports should be teachers 

and observers in the school setting. 

Teacher report data were also shown to be reliable in a study by Eisenberg et al. 

(1997).  Eisenberg et al. studied children’s ER and found that teacher reports were 

significantly correlated with a variety of other sources.  The sample consisted of 199 

children in kindergarten through third grades, their parents, and their teachers.  Children 

were measured on ER, resiliency, emotionality, and social functioning.  When the results 

were analyzed, teacher reports were significantly correlated with those of both peers and
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parents.  Parent and teacher reports of ER measured through ego control was r = .50, p < 

.001.  In addition, parents and teachers were also correlated in their ratings of children’s 

negative emotionality (r = .26, p < .001).  In addition to significant correlations with 

parents, teachers in this study were also found to be correlated with peers in their reports 

of social status (r = .29, p < .001).   

The studies reviewed above show that teachers’ reports have been found to be 

reliable sources of information on children.  Multiple teachers’ ratings are shown to 

correlate with each other, and in some cases, with reports from peers, observers, and 

parents.  However, not all studies find these significant correlations between informants.   

Problems with Teacher Reliability 

Internalizing behaviors.  Despite the fact that teachers have been found to be 

reliable informants about children’s functioning, there are some problems with using 

teacher report data.  These problems will be discussed in the following section.   

Agreement between informants can differ as a function of the type of ER problem 

being rated.  For example, internalizing behaviors are found to have lower correlations 

between observers than externalizing behaviors.  In the Eisenberg, Gershoff et al. (2001) 

study mentioned previously, externalizing behaviors were correlated between mother and 

teacher.  However, this same study found that teacher and mother reports of internalizing 

behaviors were not significantly correlated (r = .11).  This shows differences exist as a 

function of the behavior being evaluated.  Teacher ratings may not be as reliable for some 

aspects of ER, particularly for domains of ER with less observable or obvious behavioral 

manifestations. 
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Grietens et al. (2004) found similar results to the Eisenberg, Gershoff et al. (2001) 

study.  Grietens et al. used two samples.  The first consisted of 413 children and their 

parents.  The second data set contained 682 parent-child dyads and 788 teachers.  All the 

children being reported on were 5- to 6-year olds in preschool.  Measures included the 

Child Behavior Checklist and the Teacher Report Form.  While all the correlations for 

this study were found to be significant, those for internalizing behaviors were not as 

strong as correlations for other behaviors.  This study found that scores for both the total 

problems scale and the externalizing scale were moderately correlated across raters 

(correlations ranged from .38 between fathers and teachers, and .40 between mothers and 

teachers, to .68 between fathers and mothers, all ps < .01).  However, internalizing 

problems did not follow this trend, and were not as highly correlated.  The correlations 

for internalizing behavior ranged from .20 between fathers and teachers, and .21 between 

mothers and teachers, to .57 between fathers and mothers (all ps < .01).     

Eisenberg, Cumberland et al. (2001) studied the effects of ER on externalizing 

and internalizing behaviors for 214 children.  They found that internalizing behaviors 

were less highly correlated between teachers and mothers than were externalizing 

behaviors.  Teacher reports of externalizing behaviors were highly correlated (r = .48, p < 

.001).  As reported in an earlier section of this proposal, teacher and mother reports of 

internalizing were less highly correlated than were teacher and mother reports of 

externalizing behaviors (r = .16, p < .05).  Once again, internalizing behaviors may be 

more difficult for raters to agree on, perhaps because these behaviors are less observable. 

Teacher characteristics.  Differing domains of behavior are not the only cause of 

variations in inter-rater reliability.  Teachers themselves have varying characteristics that 



 32

make them perceive children differently.  Anthony et al. (2005) examined teacher and 

teacher assistant reports for 76 children, and examined the effects that teacher training 

had on ratings of ER.  The authors conclude that better educated teachers were more 

reliable (but no correlation coefficient is provided).  Importantly, the authors note that 

reliability between teachers and teacher assistants varied substantially across classrooms, 

but none of the variables assessed in this study (other than teacher education) accounted 

for the large variance.  The authors conclude that independent ratings by trained 

observers are needed to more adequately evaluate teacher reliability.  We may also 

conclude that consideration of other teacher characteristics (such as beliefs about 

emotions and experience) may help explain the variation. 

Auger (2004) evaluated teacher characteristics on the ability to rate depressive 

symptomology. Auger utilized a sample that was older than the current sample (6th - 8th 

grade) and consisted of 356 students and 52 teachers.  When compared with child self-

reports regular education teachers (r = .23, p < .001) were better at accurately rating 

children’s depression than were special education teachers (r = -.13).   

 Hyson and Lee (1996) evaluated the Caregiver’s Opinions about Teaching Young 

Children measure, which was used in the present study.  This study was based on the 

belief that adults’ attitudes about emotions influence children’s emotional displays.  

Teachers play an important role in children’s lives and therefore their beliefs about 

emotions may influence behaviors.  Using a sample of 454 caregivers, 279 U.S. and 175 

Korean, Hyson and Lee evaluated what characteristics teachers held that affected their 

ratings of beliefs about preschoolers’ emotions.  Emotion-rated beliefs were divided into 

six areas: bonds, expressive, instruction/model, talk/label, protect, and display/control.  
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Teachers were told that all people hold different beliefs, and there were no right or wrong 

answers to these questions.  When evaluated, no significant association was found 

between number of years teaching and teachers’ beliefs.  Amount of education was 

significantly correlated with four of the six subsets of emotion-related beliefs.  Teachers 

with higher levels of education were more likely to believe that emotional bonds are 

important between adults and children, that it is good to talk to children about emotions, 

that children are able to control emotions, and that it is bad to protect children from 

negative emotions.  Teachers with a degree in early childhood education were also found 

to be significantly different from other teachers in that they were more likely to believe 

teachers should be more expressive, and that children can display emotions in acceptable 

manners. 

Summary 

The research examining teacher reports about children's ER suggests that teachers 

can provide valid and reliable information about children they know well. However, the 

reliability of teacher judgments varies considerably over different research reports, and 

there is little systematic research on factors that contribute to teachers being more or less 

reliable informants. Factors that seem to affect teacher judgments include what domain or 

aspect of ER is being judged, with internalizing aspects of ER being more difficult to 

rate, or at least to agree upon, than are externalizing aspects of ER. Teachers also may 

vary in their sensitivity to, or accuracy in identifying ER problems among the children in 

their care. Previous research suggests that teacher education and beliefs or attitudes about 

emotions affect their judgments of children's ER. Teachers' experience with children 

logically could affect judgments, with more experienced teachers perhaps being able to 
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identify more sensitively individual differences. However, no research has evaluated the 

effect of teacher experience on judgments of children's ER. Systematic evaluation of 

these factors as moderators of how reliable teachers are in reporting on children's ER 

could strengthen research and practice that relies on teacher judgments to identify 

children with ER-related problems. 
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III. METHOD 

Overview 
 
 The data used for this study were collected through a short-term longitudinal 

study of preschool children that was developed to examine how children’s experiences in 

social, physiological, and cognitive domains in preschool affect their performance and 

adjustment in kindergarten.  The data collection for this project, the Childcare Quality 

Enhancement Project (CQEP), was funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF 

#0126584 to J. Mize).  Data were collected from three cohorts of preschool children.  The 

CQEP study was approved by IRB # 00-141 0006; the IRB for the current study has been 

approved by IRB #05-116 EX 0505 and is attached in Appendix A.  Of specific interest 

for the proposed study are the measures that apply to children’s emotional and social 

development, especially those questionnaires that tap ER and SC.  Follow-up data were 

collected the following year in kindergarten; however, follow-up information is not 

included in the present study.   

Participants 

Fourteen childcare centers were contacted about potential involvement in the 

project, and directors were told about the nature of the study.  The directors of each 

center provided letters of support stating intentions to participate in the study.  Due to the 

fact that two of the centers were more than 30 miles away, only 12 of the 14 potential 
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centers participated in the study.  In order to participate, the majority of the children in a 

classroom were required to be entering kindergarten the following year.  Cohort 1 

consisted of 17 participating classrooms, Cohort 2 had 16 classrooms, and Cohort 3 

consisted of 14 participating classes.  The teachers and parents of the children were given 

questionnaires to complete at the beginning of the data collection.  

All children in the four-year-old classrooms met the criteria to participate in the 

CQEP study.  There were no differences in sex or race of the children whose parents 

declined to participate in the study and those who agreed to participate.  The majority of 

children in the classrooms chose to participate with the exception of one classroom with 

44% participation.  The average participation rate for the classrooms was 81%, with one 

classroom having 100% participation.   

Teachers indicating their agreement to participate in the study signed informed 

consent letters.  Childcare centers were offered $5 incentive for each family and child 

that completed the entire study.  This money was to go to purchases for the classroom.  

An additional monetary incentive was offered for classrooms with more than 75% 

participation rates.  Teachers were given $20 for finishing the questionnaires about their 

background, education, experience, and teaching philosophy.  In addition, the teachers 

were given $5 for completing each set of questionnaires on each participating child. 

Sample 

The larger study collected data from 502 children; however, only 324 children 

had both teacher and observer data.  Data from these 324 children will be evaluated (145 

girls, 179 boys).  The average age of the children in both the full sample and the sub-

sample used for this study was 52 months.  Children came from a variety of economic 



 37

and racial backgrounds as determined by parent reports.  SES was determined by the 

Total-Based Socioeconomic Index (Entwisle & Astone, 1994).  SES data were available 

for 347 children.  SES in the current sample ranged from 10 to 96 (mdn = 64).  According 

to Entwisle and Astone (1994), a score of 10 would be a winding twisting machine 

operator, scores in the 60s include police and firemen, and scores in the 90s include 

dentists and veterinarians.  SES was slightly negatively skewed (-.33), with half of the 

sample falling between 40 and 80.  Of the children who participated, 99 were African 

American, 208 were Caucasian, and 17 were from other racial backgrounds. There were 

no significant differences between children who did and who did not have teacher and 

observer data based on age (F = .45, df = 1, 500, ns), sex (χ² = 2.59, ns), race (χ² = 5.13, 

ns), or SES (F = .31, df = 1, 346, ns).  
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Table 1 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Demographic Variables  
 

  
All Participants 

 
Current 
Sample 

 
N 

 
502 

 
324 

 
Age (SD) 

 
52 months 
(4.64) 

 
52 months 
(4.66) 

 
Sex 

  

    Male 264 (52.6%) 179 (55.2%) 

    Female  238 (47.4%) 145 (44.8%) 

Race   

     Caucasian  304 (60.6%) 208 (64.2%) 

     African American  168 (33.5%) 99 (30.6%) 

     Other  
 

30  (6.0%) 17 (5.2%) 

SES1 (SD) 
 

60.95 (21.31) 60.55 (21.57) 

1 SES data were available for 347 families 
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Procedures 

Observer Ratings of Children  

Observers were trained graduate and undergraduate students.  Observations in the 

classrooms were done throughout the course of the fall semester of each school year 

beginning in October.  Each observer conducted a minimum of 10 hours of observations 

prior to completing the rating scales for each child.  Observers completed a set of 

questionnaires about children’s ER and SC, which were identical to the questionnaires 

completed by teachers.  All observers were asked to complete their questionnaires during 

the fall semester.  These measures are described in a subsequent section.   

Teacher Ratings of Themselves and Children  

Teachers were asked to complete two sets of questionnaires: one on themselves, 

and another set on participating children in their classrooms.  Questionnaires were 

distributed in October, and teachers were asked to return their questionnaires as soon as 

they were completed; completed questionnaires were handed in throughout the school 

year. Teacher reports about themselves included beliefs about emotion in young children, 

information about their education, experience, and recent continuing education training.  

Teachers rated children’s ER and SC using the same measures used by the observers 

(described in a subsequent section). 

Measures 

Socio-affective Profile (short version)  

Teachers and observers both completed the Socio-affective Profile (short version), 

herein referred to as PSP (see Appendix B) (La Freniere, Dumas, Capuano, & Dubeau, 

1992) about each child participating.  This measure was designed to assess the affective 
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expression, social competence, and adjustment difficulties of preschool children as they 

interact with adults and peers (La Freniere et al., 1992).  The PSP is a 30-item scale 

consisting of descriptors such as “Easily frustrated,” “Cooperates with other children,” 

and “Defiant when reprimanded.”  These items are rated on a scale where 1 = never and 6 

= always.  This scale also provides the rater with a “cannot evaluate” option.  La Freniere 

et al. (1992) conducted a study with a Canadian sample to evaluate the reliability, internal 

consistency, and stability of the PSP.  Three principle factors, SC, internalizing 

behaviors, and externalizing behaviors, were found to account for 67.1% of the variance 

in LaFreniere’s 1992 study.  Alphas for the three subscales of the PSP ranged from .79 to 

.91.  LaFreniere also evaluated concurrent validity using the Child Behavior Check List 

(CBCL).  Moderate convergence was found between the PSP and the CBCL.  

Correlations of ratings on the PSP and the CBCL across the classrooms ranged from .53 

for internalizing to .66 for externalizing (LaFreniere, 1992).  Lindsey and Colwell (2003) 

conducted a study with an American sample of preschoolers and report internal 

consistencies for the PSP of .93 to .95.  Scales for the current study were developed using 

procedures described in La Freniere et al. (1992) to form the following variables: teacher-

rated internalizing (α = .82), teacher-rated externalizing (α = .87), teacher-rated social 

competence (α = .79), observer-rated internalizing (α = .83), observer-rated externalizing 

(α = .94), and observer-rated social competence (α = .82) (see Appendix C for list of 

questions included in each scale).  

Teacher Background Questions 

As part of the teacher packet, a section entitled, “About You and Your Opinions 

as a Teacher,” was included for teachers to provide information about their education and 
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years of experience (see Appendix D). Items used in the proposed study included, “How 

many years have you taught kindergarten or preschool, including this year?” which 

constituted the measure of experience. Seven questions asked about teacher education 

and training.  From these items, three items were used in the current study: one item 

asked about the highest degree earned (“What is the highest degree or certification you 

have earned so far?”), one asked about major or field of study (“If you attended college, 

what is/was your major?”), and one asked about workshops or Continuing Education 

classes during the past year (“How many workshops or Continuing Education Units in 

ECE or child development have you completed in the past 12 months?”).  Responses to 

the degree question were assigned values ranging from 1 = High School to 5 = Graduate 

(see Appendix E for number of teachers in each category). Responses to the question 

about major were assigned values ranging from 1 = other, to 4 = Human/Child 

Development. Human/Child Development was assigned the most points in light of 

research showing that the best child care outcomes are associated with specific training in 

child development (Travers, 1981).   

The score for degree earned was then multiplied by the score for major to form a 

composite called education that was used in analyses for this report. The product, rather 

than the sum, of degree and major was used in order to give greater weight to more 

training in child development. For a copy of the questionnaire with values assigned for 

each answer see Appendix D.  A teacher who had a bachelor’s degree in Child 

Development received a score of 16 (4 points for degree, and 4 points for major in Child 

Development), whereas a teacher with a bachelor’s degree in English would receive a 

score of 4 (4 points for degree, and 1 point for major in “other”). The variable training 
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was derived from teachers’ answers to the question about continuing education and 

workshops. Teachers gave a numerical response to this question, ranging 0 – 80. The 

modal response to this question was 16, and answers of greater than 16 units were 

assumed to reflect a misinterpretation of the question.  Therefore, all responses of 16 or 

greater were recoded to equal 16.  

Caregivers’ Opinions about Teaching Young Children 

As part of the teacher packet about themselves, teachers completed a 

questionnaire designed to assess their personal beliefs about emotions (see Appendix D) 

(Hyson & Lee, 1996).  The original Hyson and Lee measure included 23 items such as, 

“As a teacher it is important for me to teach children acceptable ways to show their 

feelings,” “Children in my class are too young for me to discuss my feelings with them,” 

and “Children need to feel emotionally close to their teachers.”   Teachers rated each of 

these items on a 6-point scale, with higher numbers representing greater agreement in the 

original study.  Alphas for the subscales in the Hyson and Lee (1996) study were 

adequate (bonds = .62, expressiveness = .46, instruction/modeling = .43, talk/label = .53, 

protect = .41, display/control = .59).  An additional 19 items were added to the measure 

for the current study.   Additional items added for the present study were also ranked on a 

6-point scale and included items such as, “I try to get an idea each day of how children in 

my class are feeling,” “When a child in my classroom is sad, I try to get him or her to talk 

about it,” and “Children often act sad just to get their own way.” Added items are 

indicated on the questionnaire (See Appendix D) with the letters AU in parentheses after 

the item.  For the present study, some items were reverse scored (e.g., “Some parents 

worry too much about children’s feelings,” and “Children in my class are too young for 
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me to discuss the causes of their feelings with them”) so that higher scores reflected more 

developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs and practices. Cronbach alphas were 

computed, and 4 items were deleted, yielding an internally consistent scale of 

developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs consisting of 37 items (α = .84). 

Research Questions 

The overall goal of the current research study was to examine the concurrence 

between teachers’ and observers’ reports of ER and whether or not teachers and 

observers appear to discriminate ER and SC.  Concurrence will be examined as a 

function of domain of ER.  In addition, characteristics of the teachers who participated in 

the study will be analyzed to determine if there are certain characteristics that affect the 

concordance of teachers and observers.  Specifically the following questions will be 

addressed: 

1.  Are teacher reports of children’s ER behaviors correlated significantly with 

observer reports of children’s ER and are their reports of ER distinguishable    

from judgments of SC?  Construct validity will be demonstrated to the extent that 

correlations across informants within domain are higher than are correlations 

within informant across domain. 

2. Does agreement between teachers and observers vary as a function of ER 

domain?  Specifically, do teachers and observers agree more strongly about 

externalizing than they do about internalizing? It is expected that teacher and 

observer ratings of externalizing will be more highly correlated than are teacher 

and observer reports of internalizing. 
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3. Does teacher-observer agreement about ER vary as a function of specific 

teacher characteristics (i.e., years experience, education, training, or personal 

beliefs about emotion)?  It is expected that teachers with more education, more 

years experience, more training, and stronger beliefs in accepting and fostering 

children’s ER skills will agree more strongly with trained observers. 
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IV. RESULTS 
 

Overview 

  Results from the analyses will be presented in five sections.  Descriptive analyses 

will be presented first with subsequent sections addressing research questions posed by 

the study.  Associations within measurement domains, associations among observer and 

teacher reports, and associations among teacher characteristics and teacher and observer 

judgments of children’s functioning will be presented.  Finally, the differences in 

agreement between observers and teachers will be analyzed as a function of teacher 

education, emotion beliefs, experience, and training. 

Descriptive Analyses 

 As can be seen in Table 2, teachers and observers reported considerable variation 

among children on internalizing, externalizing, and SC. The ratings of both observers and 

teachers had somewhat greater variance for externalizing (coefficient of variation (CV, 

computed as SD/M) = .46 and .48, respectively) than for internalizing (CV = .32 & .39, 

respectively) or for SC (CV = .34 and .22, respectively). Ratings of SC were slightly 

negatively skewed (-.45 and -.07, for teacher and observer, respectively), whereas 

internalizing and externalizing were positively skewed (skew ranged from 1.05 to 1.60), 

indicating that both teachers and observers saw children as socially competent and low in 

internalizing and externalizing problems. 
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Compared to observers, teachers rated children as having more internalizing (t = -2.25, df 

= 323, p < .025) and externalizing problems (t = -5.20, df = 323, p < .00), but 

paradoxically, as being more socially competent (t = -4.40, df = 323, p < .000).   

 

Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, Minimum and Maximum, Alphas, and Sample Size of 

Teacher Characteristics and Teacher- and Observer-rated Internalizing, Externalizing, 

and SC 

 M 
 

SD Minimum & Maximum α N 

 
Teacher Characteristics 

     

             Emotion Beliefs 4.65 
 

 .51 3.59 – 5.62 .84 50 

             Experience 
 

6.75 
 

6.33 .50 - 27 -- 50 

             Education 6.64 
 

5.00 1 - 20 -- 50 

             Training 7.70 
 

5.90 0 – 16 .88 46 

Observer Ratings      

              Internalizing 1.81 
 

.58 1 – 4.5 .83 324 

              Externalizing 
 

1.88 
 

.90 1 – 6 .94 324 

              Social Competence 3.80 
 

1.03 1.10 – 6.30 .82 324 

Teacher Ratings      

              Internalizing 
 

1.92 
 

.76 1 – 5.30 .82 324 

              Externalizing 2.20 
 

1.01 1 – 5.8 .87 324 

              Social Competence 4.08 
 

.88 1.5 - 6 .79 324 

Note.  Education computed as degree X major.  
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Associations Among Teacher Characteristics 

 In order to investigate non-redundant contributions of teacher characteristics to 

ratings of children’s ER and SC, it was necessary to examine the intercorrelations among 

teacher characteristics. As can be seen in Table 3, teachers with more education had more 

developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs, more experience, and more continuing 

education training in the past year. On the other hand, teachers with more continuing 

education training had less appropriate emotion beliefs. Finally, teachers who had been 

teaching longer had participated in more continuing education classes in the past year. 

 
Table 3   
 
Correlations Among Teacher Characteristics 
 
   

Teacher Characteristics 
 

 

  
Emotion Beliefs
 

 
Experience 

 
Training 

Teacher Characteristics 

Education 

 
 

.55**

 
 
                .16** 

 
 
 .18** 

          Emotion Beliefs 
 

                -.03  -.20** 

          Experience    .37** 

** p < .01
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Associations Among Observer and Teacher Reports 

 The first research question was whether teachers and observers would agree on 

ratings of children’s internalizing, externalizing, and SC, and whether there would be 

higher correlations within child adjustment domain across informants, than within 

informants across domains. Correlations among teacher and observer ratings are shown in 

Table 4.  Good construct validity is indicated if correlations within-construct cross-

informant correlations are higher than are cross-construct within-informant correlations, 

or cross-informant cross-construct correlations. The teacher and observer reports of 

internalizing, externalizing, and SC were all significantly, but moderately, correlated 

within child adjustment domain (absolute values of rs = .22  to .35, mdn = .25; all ps < 

.01). Cross-informant, cross-construct correlations were, for the most part, modest (the 

absolute values of r = .09 to .36, mdn  = .11). However, correlations within observer, 

across domains absolute values were often higher than within-domain, cross-observer 

correlations (rs = .20 to .55, mdn = .30, all ps < .01). The highest within-informant 

correlations were between externalizing and SC. Both sets of informants tended to see 

children with more externalizing problems as less socially competent (rs = .50 and .55 for 

observers and teachers, respectively, both  ps < .01). Thus, there was modest evidence of 

construct validity, particularly for externalizing and SC. 

 The second part of this research question was whether teachers and observers 

would agree more strongly in regards to children’s externalizing problems than in regards 

to children’s internalizing problems. To address this question, the significance of the 

difference in two dependent correlations (the correlation between teacher and observer 

ratings of externalizing (r = .35) and the correlation between teacher and observer ratings 
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of internalizing (r = .22)) was computed. The correlations were significantly different, t 

(321) = 1.99, p < .05, indicating that teachers and observers were more in agreement 

about children’s externalizing problems than about children’s internalizing problems (see 

Table 4). There were no significant differences in the magnitude of other teacher-

observer agreement coefficients (i.e., internalizing versus SC, or externalizing versus 

SC).   



 

Table 4 
 
Correlations Between Observer and Teacher Reports of Children’s Internalizing, Externalizing, and Social Competence  
 
       Teachers Observers
  

Internalizing 
 

Externalizing 
 

SC 
 

Internalizing 
 

Externalizing 
 

SC 
Teachers 
 

      

    Internalizing 
 

__ .30** -.30**       .22** .09 -.11* 

    Externalizing 
 

      

     

      

     

      

      

__ -.55** .10 .35** -.29**

    SC 
 

__ -.09 -.36** .25**

Observers 
 
    Internalizing 
 

__ .20** -.21**

    Externalizing 
 

__ -.50**

    SC 
 

__

 
* p < .05, ** p < .01

50 
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Associations Among Teacher Characteristics and Teacher and Observer Judgments of 

Children’s Functioning 

 Although not posed as research questions or hypotheses, it was of interest to 

explore potential associations among teacher characteristics and teacher and observer 

ratings of children’s functioning.  Examination of bivariate correlations between teacher 

characteristics and ratings of children’s functioning will be useful in interpreting multiple 

regression equations that will be presented in the subsequent section on teacher 

characteristics as moderators of teacher-observer agreement.  

 The bivariate correlations revealed that teacher characteristics affected how 

observers rated children (see Table 5). The top half of the table shows correlations 

between teacher characteristics and observer rating.  Children of teachers with more 

education were viewed by observers as more socially competent and as having fewer 

internalizing problems than were children of teachers with less education. Children of 

teachers with more years’ experience were seen as having more internalizing problems.  

Children of teachers with more developmentally appropriate beliefs about emotion were 

seen as having fewer internalizing problems than were children of teachers with low 

emotion beliefs.  Because teacher education and emotion beliefs were significantly 

positively correlated (see Table 3) and both were correlated with observer ratings of 

internalizing, a partial correlation was computed between teacher emotion beliefs and 

observer ratings of internalizing while controlling for teacher education. Controlling for 

teacher education, emotion beliefs no longer predicted observer ratings of internalizing
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(pr = -.07, ns). Finally, children of teachers with more training were seen as having fewer 

externalizing problems than children in classrooms where the teacher had fewer hours of 

training.  

The bottom half of the Table 5 shows correlations between teacher characteristics 

and teacher ratings.  Teachers with more education and teachers with more 

developmentally appropriate beliefs about emotion tended to see children as having less 

internalizing. Again, however, after controlling for teacher education, teacher beliefs 

about emotion no longer significantly predicted ratings of internalizing (pr = -.07, ns). In 

contrast, teachers with more continuing education credits and teachers with more years’ 

teaching experience tended to see children as having more internalizing problems (see 

Table 5).  Because experience and training were significantly correlated (see Table 3) and 

both were significantly correlated with teacher-rated internalizing, a partial correlation 

was computed between training and teacher-rated internalizing controlling for 

experience.  Training continued to significantly predict teacher-rated internalizing (pr = 

.14, p < .05). 
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Table 5   
 
Correlations of Teacher Characteristics with Observer Ratings and Teacher  
 
Ratings 
 

   

Observer Ratings 

 

 Internalizing Externalizing Social Competence 

Teacher  
 
Characteristics 

 

   

     Experience  .15**  .06 -.08 

     Emotion Beliefs -.14* -.07  .03 

     Training -.04   -.12* -.05 

     Education 
 

-.14* -.10  .23** 

 
 
   

Teacher Ratings 

 

 Internalizing 
 

Externalizing Social Competence 

Teacher 
 
Characteristics 

 

   

     Experience 
 

 .12*  .05 -.05 

     Emotion Beliefs 
 

-.13* -.02  .07 

     Training 
 

 .17** -.02  .04 

     Education 
 

-.13 -.04  .07 

*p < .05, ** p < .01
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Differences in Agreement as a Function of Education, Emotion Beliefs, Experience, and 

Training 

 To address hypotheses about whether teacher characteristics influenced teacher-

observer concordance, a series of 12 multiple regression equations were computed in 

which teacher ratings on the relevant domain of child functioning (externalizing, 

internalizing, or SC), a single teacher characteristic (education, continuing education, 

emotion beliefs, or experience), and the multiplicative teacher characteristic by child 

functioning interaction term were entered. All variables were centered prior to analyses. 

The results of these regression equations are presented in Table 6.  

As would be expected based on the pattern of bivariate correlations, teacher 

ratings significantly predicted observer ratings in all equations, and the main effects for 

teacher ratings will not be discussed further in this section. In addition, in several cases, 

the main effect of teacher characteristics was a significant predictor of observer ratings. 

These results mirror precisely the results of the bivariate correlations between teacher 

characteristics and observer ratings described previously (see Table 5 and previous 

section on Associations Among Teacher Characteristics and Teacher and Observer 

Judgments of Children’s Functioning for these findings) and also will not be described 

further here.  

  Results are presented for all regression equations in Table 6, but only regression 

equations in which the interaction term was significant will be discussed here. The results 

of these significant analyses are presented in Table 7.  Regression analysis revealed three 

significant interactions: (a) teacher training x teacher ratings of externalizing predicting 

observer ratings of externalizing; (b) teacher experience x teacher ratings of externalizing 
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predicting observer ratings of externalizing; (c) emotion beliefs x teacher ratings of SC 

predicting observer ratings of SC. To interpret the significant interactions, procedures 

described by Jaccard et al. (1990) were followed. For analyses in which the interaction 

term was significant, the slopes were captured at high (1 SD above the mean), moderate 

(the mean), and low (1 SD below the mean) levels of the teacher characteristic, according 

to procedures outlined by Jaccard, Turrisi, and Wan (1990) and can be found in Table 7, 

and graphs of these slopes are presented in Figures 1 through 3. In addition, to aid in 

interpretation of significant interaction terms, the data were split at the median on each 

teacher characteristic, and correlations were computed between teacher and observer 

ratings at high and low levels of each characteristic. These correlations are presented in 

Table 8. 

The first significant interaction that was found was that of teacher continuing 

education training and ratings of externalizing.  As seen in Table 6, the interaction 

between teacher training and teacher ratings of externalizing was significant.  To explore 

the nature of this interaction, slopes of the regression coefficient at three levels of 

experience were computed.  As see in Table 7 and Figure 1, the externalizing ratings of 

teachers with less training predicted observer ratings more strongly than did ratings made 

by teachers with more training.  The nature of the interaction was further explored by 

dividing the sample at the median on teacher training.  As seen in Table 8, the teacher-

observer correlation on externalizing was higher for low-training teachers than for high-

training teachers.   

The second significant interaction found was that of teacher experience and 

externalizing ratings (see Table 6).  In order to explore the nature of the interaction, 
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slopes of the regression coefficient at three levels of experience were computed.  As seen 

in Table 7 and Figure 2, the externalizing ratings of teachers with less experience 

predicted observer ratings more strongly than did ratings made by teachers with more 

experience.  The nature of the interaction was further explored by dividing the sample at 

the median on teacher training.  As seen in Table 8, the teacher-observer correlation on 

externalizing was higher for low-experience teachers than for high-experience teachers.   

The final significant interaction found in this study was between teacher emotion 

beliefs and SC ratings (see Table 6).  The regression slopes at three levels of teacher 

emotion beliefs was computed, and as can be seen in Table 7 and Figure 3, the SC ratings 

of teachers with higher emotion beliefs predicted observer ratings more strongly than did 

ratings made by teachers with lower emotion beliefs.  As can be seen in Table 8, when 

the sample was divided at the median on teacher emotion beliefs, the teacher-observer 

correlation on SC was higher for high-emotion belief teachers than for low-emotion 

belief teachers. 



Table 6   
 
Main Effects and Interactions for Regressions for Observer Internalizing, Externalizing, and Social Competence  
 
When Paired with Teacher Internalizing, Externalizing, and Social Competence, and Teacher Characteristics 
 
     Teacher Characteristics

   Education Emotion Beliefs Training Experience
          R² β t  R²   β t  R²  β t  R²  β t

Child Characteristics     

Internalizing     
     

                  
              
                

    
    

                 
              
                 

    
    

                  
                 
                   

Steps:
1. Teach Reported Int. .05 .21 3.86 **

 
.05 .21 3.70 **

 
.05 .23 4.00 **

 
.05 .20 3.63 **

 2. Teacher Characteristic .06 -.10 -1.67 †
 

.06 -.11 -2.00 *
 

.06 -.08 -1.41 .06 .13 2.35 *
 3. Internalizing X Char. 

 
.06 .07 1.20 .06 -.00 -.08 .06 -.02 -.30 .06 -.02 -.40

Externalizing 
Steps: 
1. Teacher Reported Ext. .12 .35 6.61 **

 
 .12 .34 6.54 **

 
 .12 .32 5.83 **

 
 .12 .34 6.55 **

 2. Teacher Characteristic .13 -.08 -1.61  
 
 .12 -.06 -1.23 .13 -.11 -2.10 *  .13 -.07 -1.40

3. Externalizing X Char. 
 

.13 .04 .71 .13 .07 1.38  .16 -.17 -3.18 **  .15 -.15 -2.81 **

Social Competence 
Steps: 
1. Teacher Reported SC .06 .23 4.38 ** .06 .24 4.44 **

 
 .06 .24 4.20 **

 
.06 .27 4.80 **

 2. Teacher Characteristic .11 .22 4.10 **
 

.07 -.00 -.06 .07 -.07 -1.20 .07 -.07 -1.24
3. Social Comp. X Char. .12 .10 1.72 † .08 .13 2.43 ** .07 -.08 -1.36 .07 .07 1.28
Note. Results for equations in which the interaction term was significant are in bold. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01. 

57 



 58

Table 7 
  
Slopes of Teacher Ratings as Predictors of Observer Ratings at Three Levels of Teacher 

Training, Teacher Experience, and Teacher Emotion Beliefs 

 
 Slope 

 

SE t 

Training X 
Externalizing 
 

   

   High Training .13 .05 2.89 
   Mean .28 .05 6.21 
   Low Training .43 .05 9.55 
    
Experience X 
Externalizing 
 

   

   High Experience .17 .05 3.90 
   Mean .30 .05 6.71 
   Low Experience .43 .05 9.52 
 
Emotion Beliefs X 
SC 
 

   

   High Emo. Bel. .43 .25 1.71 
   Mean .28 .06 4.43 
   Low Emo. Bel .13 .22   .59 
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Table 8   

Teacher and Observer Agreement as a Function of High and Low Education, Emotion 

Beliefs, Experience, and Training 

  Child Behavior  

 Internalizing Externalizing Social Competence 

Teacher Character.    

Training High .21** .17* .21** 

Training Low 

 

.20* .46** .34** 

Experience High .13 .19* .33** 

Experience Low 

 

.30** .49** .20* 

Emotion Bel. High .25** .45** .37** 

Emotion Bel. Low 

 

.19* .23** .09 

Education High .24** .37* .36** 

Education Low 

 

.20* .34* .15 

Note. Pairs of correlations that correspond to significant interactions in the regression equations 

are in bold; Character = Characteristic, Bel. = Beliefs 

* p < .05, ** p < .01
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Figure 1.  Slopes predicting observer ratings of externalizing from teacher ratings of externalizing at three levels of teacher  

training.
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 Figure 2.  Slopes Predicting Observer Ratings of Externalizing from Teacher Ratings of Externalizing at Three Levels of  

 Teacher Experience.



Figure 3.  Slopes Predicting Observer Ratings of Social Competence from Teacher Ratings of Social Competence at Three  
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V. DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined agreement between teachers and trained observers in 

judgments of preschool children’s ER and SC. Assessing teacher agreement with other 

informants is important for establishing the construct validity of teacher ratings of 

externalizing, internalizing, and SC. It was expected that teachers and observers would 

show greater agreement about externalizing than about internalizing, and that teacher 

characteristics would moderate the degree of teacher-observer agreement. Some support 

was found for each of these expectations. Teachers and observers agreed more about 

children’s externalizing behavior than about their internalizing behavior. Teachers with 

more developmentally appropriate beliefs about emotions agreed more highly with 

observers on ratings of children’s SC. In contrast, teachers with less experience and 

teachers with fewer continuing education credits agreed more highly with observers 

regarding children’s externalizing symptoms.  

Like the findings from other studies, only modest support was found for the 

construct validity of teacher or observer ratings of social behavioral (Bishop, Spence, & 

McDonald, 2003) and emotion-relevant (El-Sheikh, 2001) aspects of children’s 

functioning. As expected, cross-informant cross-construct correlations, such as between

teacher-rated internalizing and observer-rated internalizing, were of lowest magnitude. 

Although teachers and observers agreed moderately on ratings of internalizing, 
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externalizing, and SC, all within-informant correlations were significant, and often of 

higher magnitude than were within-construct correlations. This was especially the case 

for within-informant correlations between externalizing and SC. The high correlations 

suggest that neither teachers nor observers clearly distinguished between externalizing 

and SC. This interpretation is consistent with previous research showing that observers 

view children who display externalizing behaviors as less socially competent (Eisenberg 

et al., 1993; Murphy et al., 2004).  Perhaps, teachers and observers in the present study 

view SC as simply the lack of disruptive behavior problems.  

The inability to discriminate clearly between externalizing and social competence 

reflects broader concerns about the validity of the emotion regulation construct. 

Supposedly, social competence is influenced by emotion regulation, but reflects other 

factors as well, such as social knowledge, empathy, and social motivation (Bauminger, 

Edelsztein & Morash, 2005). Likewise, emotion regulation is manifested in many ways 

that are non-social (El-Sheikh, 2001; Gotman & Katz, 1989). Clarifying the relation and 

distinction among emotion regulation, externalizing problems, and social competence 

will require the use of multiple methods, including physiological assessments during both 

social and non-social tasks.  

In the present study, teachers and observers agreed moderately on children’s 

internalizing, externalizing, and SC. As expected, though, there was significantly higher 

agreement on externalizing than on internalizing. This is consistent with previous studies 

that have shown that teachers have an easier time agreeing on externalizing behaviors 

than they do agreeing on internalizing behaviors (Eisenberg, Gershoff et al., 2001; 

Grietens et al., 2004).    As mentioned above, externalizing behaviors are more likely to 
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be disruptive to the daily routine of teachers and children, making them more obvious to 

teachers and observers.  It may also be that teachers have less training in the recognition 

of internalizing behaviors. However, even though internalizing behaviors may not be as 

disruptive, they are just as important to notice (Epkins, 1993). Although probably less 

familiar to teachers than is research on links between early externalizing and later 

problem behavior, studies of young children’s internalizing also show links to later 

adjustment problems. For instance, children in preschool who are withdrawn (Harrist et 

al., 1997) or who show internalizing problems (Mesman, Bongers, Koot, 2001) are more 

likely to show internalizing problems in later childhood.  Teacher education focusing on 

the manifestations and consequences of early internalizing might help preschool teachers 

to better recognize these behaviors.   

Teachers in the present study rated children as having higher internalizing and 

externalizing problems than did observers; however, teachers also rated children as being 

more socially competent than did observers. Even though observers in the current study 

spent 10 hours in each classroom observing prior to completing ratings, more than 

observers in most other studies (e.g., Coplan et al., 2001; Denham et al., 2003), teachers 

spend even more time with children. Teachers probably see more instances of acting out 

and withdrawing in the children, but they also probably see more instances of socially 

competent behavior, such as helping friends, asking others to play, and showing empathy. 

Teachers also have personal relationships with children, unlike observers. Thus, teachers 

probably have more complex views of children in their care that are influenced by 

perceptions of children’s interactions with peers and by their personal experiences 

interacting with children, and that include evaluations of children’s emotional intensity, 
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ability to cope, and ability to regulate attention (Eisenberg et al., 1993).  This more 

complex picture likely makes their perceptions of children’s internalizing, externalizing, 

and SC different from those of observers who view the child only on a limited basis.   

This study is among the first to investigate perceptions of children as a function of 

teachers’ characteristics. Children in classrooms of teachers with higher education scores 

and teachers with higher scores for developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs were 

rated by observers as having fewer internalizing problems than children in classrooms 

where teachers had lower education scores and less developmentally appropriate emotion 

beliefs. Additionally, children in classrooms where the teacher had more education were 

judged as being more socially competent.  The fact that emotion beliefs were correlated 

with education, and that emotion beliefs were no longer significant predictors of observer 

ratings of internalizing after education was controlled, suggests that teacher education in 

child development may instill more developmentally appropriate beliefs about children’s 

emotions in teachers. It previously has been found that education that focuses on child 

development increases teachers’ social interactions with children, and increases 

children’s social interactions (Travers, 1981).   Teachers with education in child 

development may more readily recognize children who are reticent or anxious and 

support their attempts to engage socially with peers.  Other research has shown that 

teachers who feel more positively about children have children in their classrooms who 

are viewed as more socially competent both by the observer and by the teacher (Stuhlman 

& Pianta, 2001).  Higher education may give teachers tools for understanding children, 

and also may act as a selection factor, such that people who enjoy children are more 

likely to obtain a high level of education in a child-related field.  Important in interpreting 
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these data is the definition of education used in this study. Education was operationalized 

as the product of the area of study, with content in child development receiving the 

highest ratings, multiplied by years of formal schooling.  

Teachers’ experience score also affected observer ratings of internalizing.  

Observers saw children in classrooms where teachers had more years of experience as 

having more internalizing problems. This may reflect the time at which teachers with 

more experience received their education (longer in the past than less experienced 

teachers). Child development training in recent years has been influenced by research in 

ER and by publication of books on emotional competence (Philippot, 2004; Saarnni, 

1999), which could influence teachers’ beliefs and practices. Since the ideas of ER are 

relatively new, teachers who have been in the field for a greater number of years may 

have less education on how to deal with children’s internalizing problems and how to 

encourage children to participate in the classroom.   

Finally, observers’ scores of children’s ER were influenced by teacher training.  

Children in classrooms where the teacher had more continuing education training were 

seen as having fewer externalizing problems than were children who had teachers with 

fewer hours of training.  Training sessions have been found to give teachers a sense of 

control over situations they previously believed they had no control over, confidence to 

try new strategies, and also to provide teachers with an opportunity to discuss their 

feelings (Sparks, 1988).  In today’s education climate, a great deal of emphasis is being 

placed on reducing children’s externalizing behaviors and teachers are generally eager to 

learn about how to handle children who are displaying externalizing problems in their 

classrooms (E. Abell, personal communication, June 29, 2005).  These same teachers 
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worry and inquire less about children who display internalizing characteristics (E. Abell, 

personal communication, June 29, 2005). When these topics arise at training sessions, 

teachers are allowed to discuss and evaluate ways to help children who may be showing 

externalizing behaviors in their classrooms, which gives them new ideas on how to 

handle externalizing and, to a lesser extent, internalizing behaviors. 

Teacher characteristics not only affected observer ratings of children, these 

characteristics also affected teachers’ own ratings of children’s ER.  Teachers with more 

education and teachers with more developmentally appropriate emotion belief scores saw 

children in their classrooms as being less withdrawn.  However, because of shared 

variance between education and beliefs, beliefs no longer predicted teacher ratings of 

internalizing after controlling for education. Thus, it is reasonable to think that perhaps 

education in fields that focus on child development influences teachers’ beliefs about 

emotion, which then influences teachers’ practices and their perceptions of children 

(Travers, 1981). 

 In contrast, those teachers who had more continuing education training and those 

teachers with more experience saw children as having more internalizing problems.  As 

mentioned above, training sessions often focus on emotions (E. Abell, personal 

communication, June 29, 2005).  Even though it is usually externalizing behaviors that 

are focused on, an increased awareness of emotions in general may result from training 

sessions.  Training could lead to an increased awareness of a range of emotional 

expressions, and teachers may become more tuned in to the more hard-to-detect 

internalizing behaviors. Experience may influence teachers’ perceptions of internalizing 

in a similar way.  After observing a great number of children, teachers may become more 
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aware of subtle behaviors in children. Alternatively, teachers who have been teaching for 

many years could experience greater levels of depression, which would influence their 

perceptions of children. Indeed, depressed individuals, including caregivers, have more 

negative or pessimistic perceptions of others (Azria, 1999; Geller & Johnston, 1995). 

Either sensitization from experience or pessimism could lead teachers to notice a greater 

number of behaviors that could be classified as withdrawn, or internalizing.  

A main research question for the current study was whether teacher characteristics 

had an effect on the concurrence of teacher and observer reports of children’s ER. A 

series of moderated regression analyses indicated that experience and training moderated 

the agreement between teachers and observers on externalizing, and that emotion beliefs 

moderated the agreement between teachers and observers on SC. Follow-up analyses of 

the slopes at different levels of the teacher characteristics and inspection of bivariate 

correlations at high and low levels of the three teacher characteristics were used to 

explore the nature of the interactions. Teachers who had less experience and less training 

agreed more highly with observers on children’s externalizing behaviors. This finding 

could reflect similar perspectives held by students with relatively little (or no) teaching 

experience and teachers with little experience.  Lack of experience could lead the 

relatively inexperienced in both sets of informants to view some behaviors as evidence of 

externalizing problems that teachers with more experience and more training might view 

as within the normal range of children’s behaviors.  Finally, results showed that teachers 

with more developmentally appropriate emotion beliefs were in higher agreement with 

observers’ ratings of SC than were teachers with less developmentally appropriate 

emotion beliefs. Observers in this study had all elected to study child development, and 
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may (as a result of training or self selection factors) share views about children that are 

similar to those held by teachers who reported developmentally appropriate emotion 

beliefs. Unfortunately, no assessments of observer beliefs were available in this study, so 

it was not possible to investigate teacher-observer agreement on children’s behavior as a 

function of the concordance of teacher-observer beliefs.   

Implications. 

According to recent findings on teacher opinions, social and emotional 

competence is of greater importance to teachers than the traditional “abcs” and “123s” 

that many people believe children, in order to be successful, should be taught before 

school entry (Blair, 2002; Lewit & Baker, 1995; Stipek et al., 1998).  While some people 

may fear that programs focusing on social development might cause a delay in children’s 

academic development, it has been found that programs that are child centered help 

children to become more socially competent and do not create a delay in basic skills 

knowledge (Raver & Zigler, 2004).  Programs that emphasize “basic skills” and are 

teacher directed do not create greater gains on test scores for kindergarten than preschool 

programs that are more child-centered (Stipek et al., 1998).  Children’s school entry 

behaviors have been found to be the most significant predictor of behavior at the end of 

first grade, with negative behaviors especially influencing subsequent child behavior 

ratings (Hogulnd & Leadbeater, 2004).  In addition, negative emotionality predicts 

teacher reports of SC concurrently and as many as six years in the future (Murphy et al., 

2004).  These findings point to the importance of programs that focus on social-emotional 

competencies for children in preschools.     



 71

For children who are already exhibiting social-emotional problems, preschool 

may be an optimal time for intervention (Bierman & Erath, 2004).  Other than parents, 

preschool and daycare teachers are often the only adults who come into contact regularly 

with young children.  As such, preschool teachers are probably in the best position to 

identify early emotional problems.  However, it is not known exactly how well preschool 

teachers are able to screen the children in their care for early social and emotional 

problems.  Given that early interventions have been found to be successful for helping 

children, particularly children with the greatest need (King & Kirscenbaum, 1990; 

Webster-Stratton, 1988), become more emotionally and socially adept (Denham & 

Burton, 1996), it is important to evaluate whether teachers can or cannot accurately 

identify children’s social-emotional competence.   

The findings of the present study bear on issues of promoting ER and SC in a 

number of ways.  Based on observer judgments, we can conclude that children of 

teachers who had more education in child development had fewer internalizing problems 

and were more socially competent.  In line with previous studies (Travers, 1981), more 

teacher education in child development was associated with more positive outcomes for 

children in social and emotional functioning.  The influence of education may be at least 

partially a function of beliefs that more highly educated teachers hold about children’s 

social development (Travers, 1981).  Training may also have influenced children’s ER, at 

least in regards to externalizing behaviors.  Currently, many continuing education 

training sessions focus on externalizing behaviors more than on internalizing behaviors 

(E. Abell, personal communication, June 29, 2005), which may give teachers a wider 

range of ways to approach externalizing behaviors. Greater experience, on the other hand, 
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was associated with more, not fewer, internalizing symptoms. These findings provide 

additional evidence for the importance of training in child development.  Currently, many 

states, including Alabama, require only a high school education to teach in a licensed 

preschool (Barnett, 2004).  Many states and certification programs encourage or require 

continuing education classes in an effort to increase the quality of preschool education.  

Data reported here suggest, however, that continuing education training may not 

substitute for more intense education in child development.  Whether the somewhat 

stronger pattern of associations between positive child outcomes and formal training in 

child development reflects an effect of the education per se or selection effects is unclear.  

That is, teachers who pursue higher education in child development may already hold 

attitudes and skills that promote children’s social and emotional competence.  

Alternatively, greater knowledge of children’s development acquired through university 

education may yield more appropriate practices that facilitate social and emotional 

competence among young children.  It is also possible that continuing education training 

sessions are not focusing on emotion-relevant information.  If this is the case, continuing 

education classes that focus specifically on children’s emotions might increase teachers’ 

developmentally appropriate beliefs, which might contribute to teachers’ ability to 

identify children with emotional problems and also teachers’ ability to foster social and 

emotional competence.  States could encourage teachers to take continuing education 

classes that focus on children’s social-emotional competence.   

Limitations 

 One of the more serious limitations of the current study is that we were unable to 

demonstrate high levels of inter-observer agreement. Independent live coding of behavior 
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is considered the gold standard in behavioral research, and we have interpreted the data 

presented here as if our observers provided more accurate judgments than did teachers. 

However, we can’t be sure that this is so because we have no reliability data for the 

observers’ ratings. We attempted to conduct reliability checks of observers’ rating using 

undergraduates working for course credit, but the reliability data turned out to be spotty, 

and of dubious reliability. Future work with this data set will involve comparing 

observers’ ratings with time-sampling observational records made by another team of 

observers and with children’s behaviors in contrived situations designed to test their 

emotion regulation abilities.  
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Scales Used for the Socio-Affective Profile 

 

The scale for teacher and observer rated externalizing was comprised of the following 

questions: 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14, 21, and 23. 

 

The scale for teacher and observer rated internalizing was comprised of the following 

questions: 3, 4, 5, 10, 11, 16, 18, 25, 28, and 29.  

 

The scale for teacher and observer rated social competence was comprised of the 

following questions: 13, 15, 17, 19, 20, 22, 24, 26, 27, and 30. 
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APPENDIX E 

 
LIST OF TEACHERS WITH EACH LEVEL OF EDUCATION 
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Number of Teachers in the Current Sample with Each Level of Education 

 
Level of Education Obtained 
 

Number of Teachers  

  
High School 
 

11 

Other 
 

3 

CDA 
 

20 

1-year Child Development Certificate 
 

3 

Associates Degree 
 

2 

Bachelors Degree 
 

10 

Graduate Degree 1 
  
 
 
 
 
 


