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Adolescents who engage in deviant behaviors often report significant numbers of personal problems. In this study, four groups of 190 adolescents responded to the Personal Problems Checklist for Adolescents (Schinka, 1985). The subjects were grouped according to incarceration status and IDEA diagnosis of emotional disturbance. Significant differences were found among the groups on 3 variables: family, crisis, and school (p < .05). The results indicate that disability rather than incarceration status is a greater indicator of perceptions of problems. Although maladaptive behaviors of youth with emotional or behavioral disorders or those considered to be delinquent may be similar, perceptions of specific types of personal problems differ at a significant level.  

Attention to problems that occur as a result of delinquent behavior or violent acts within schools has increased. Although a true understanding of delinquency and school safety is sometimes clouded by media coverage of tragedies, heightened public awareness offers an opportunity to explore the factors surrounding these issues more closely. Although the overall school crime rate for students ages 12 to 18 has declined since 1993, there has been a least one multiple victim homicide in schools since the 1992-93 academic year (Annual Report on School Safety, 1999). Juveniles were arrested for 54% of arsons and 42% of all acts of vandalism. They were also arrested for 31% of the disorderly conduct offenses committed in the United States in 1999 (Crime in the United States, 2000). Although the overall juvenile crime rate has dropped in recent years, these data indicate that the issues surrounding violence and delinquency in schools still warrants research and explanation. 
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All students who bring weapons to school, engage in violent behavior or commit delinquent acts are not necessarily eligible for school-based intervention services. While most of these students do not carry an educational diagnosis, it can be argued that many of them could be considered to have an emotional or behavioral disorder. Wolf, Braukman and Ramp (1987) conclude that evidence and consensus are growing that delinquent behaviors, especially when persistent and serious may often be part of a durable, significantly handicapping condition that is composed of multiple antisocial and dysfunctional behaviors. To advance this argument, Kauffman (2000) states that all or almost all incarcerated delinquent youth may be classified as having a disability under IDEA. However, the current federal definition excludes students who can form interpersonal relationships or who are considered to be socially maladjusted (IDEA, 1997). As a result, many students who display behaviors similar to those who have emotional or behavioral disorders do not receive the level of intervention necessary for the development of adaptive alternatives.

Adolescents who engage in delinquent acts or who have an emotional or behavioral disorder (E/BD) share many common experiences and outcomes. The National Adolescent and Child Treatment Study (NACTS) found that 66% of their sample of adolescents with E/BD had had at least one contact with the law and 43% were arrested at least once (Greenbaum, Dedrick, Friedman, Kutash, Brown, Lardieri, & Pugh, 1998). By definition, students who are considered to be delinquent have had contact with the justice system. Both groups are at-risk for dropping out of school and future incarceration as adults (Walker, Colvin & Ramsey, 1995). Addressing the needs of all adolescents who engage in delinquent acts regardless of disability status has been a challenging effort.  One means of approaching the issue is by analyzing it from the perspective of the adolescent. Eisenman (1993) states that needs of adolescents can be addressed more specifically and directly when professionals have a clear understanding of how individuals perceive their current condition. More information regarding the conditions of life circumstances from the personal perspective of students who have emotional or behavioral disorders or who engage in delinquent acts is needed.  

The rationale for addressing these issues from the perspective of adolescents is also grounded within social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). Social-cognitive theory contributes a structure in which to consider the significance of perceptions and subsequent effects on behavior of individuals and those within the social environment. A specific component of social-cognitive theory, reciprocal determinism, describes the triadic interrelationship between the individual, the environment, and behavior. Each of these interacting determinants has a bi-directional influence on each other. Youth who engage in delinquent behaviors as a response to some perceived environmental circumstance will receive a negative response from the environment. Poor environmental circumstances serve as setting events for poor behavior. In turn, persons and systems within the environment react to the behavior using negative and punitive responses. 

The purpose of this study was to examine potential relations between incarcerated and not incarcerated adolescents on factors delineated by the Personal Problems Checklist for 
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Adolescents (Schinka, 1985). Specifically, differences regarding perceptions of personal problems were investigated from a cohort of youth with and without emotional or behavioral disorders in both juvenile justice and public school settings. The problem areas examined were school, emotional, attitude and opinions, family and home, social and friends, and crises.

Method

Subjects

Subjects were recruited from a large urban school district in southeast Texas. Incarcerated juveniles in facilities within this district, secondary schools, and alternative schools comprised the sample. A total of 199 subjects ages 13-17 participated in this study. They were divided among four groups:  (a) 34 were incarcerated juveniles with a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder (EDIN), (b) 84 incarcerated juveniles with no diagnostic label (IN), (c) 37 students with a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder and no incarceration record (ED), and (d) 44 students from general education with no diagnostic label or incarceration record (GEN).  Subjects responded to items on the Personal Problems Checklist for Adolescents (Schinka, 1985). Of the original 199 cases examined, nine provided invalid data and were deleted. These cases were considered invalid because the respondents had indicated that all of the items on the checklist were problematic or responded to none of the items.  The final numbers of subjects per group were 32 incarcerated juveniles with a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder (EDIN), 83 incarcerated juveniles (IN), 37 with a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder and no incarceration record (ED), and 38 general education students with no diagnosis or incarceration record (GEN).  The groups included both middle school and high school students. Seventy-one percent (n=136) were male, and twenty-nine percent (n=55) were female. 
Instrument

The Personal Problems Checklist for Adolescents (Schinka, 1985) is a measure of students' perceptions of personal problems. The checklist contains 240 items that cover 13 topics including social and friends, appearance, attitude and opinions, parents, family and home, school, money, religion, emotions, dating and sex, health and habits, job, and crises. The items are stated in behavioral terms, can be administered by almost anyone in either individual or group settings, and are suitable for use in the classroom. It can be administered to 13 to 17 year olds of low average intelligence or higher in approximately 10 to 20 minutes. The checklist also includes a biographical section in which students indicate their age, gender, and grade. It is valid for research in empirical studies, and that it could provide nominative data about the prevalence of problems among different subgroups (McCarthy, 1994). Internal consistency for the data collected in the present study ranged from .71 to .91. With the exception of the attitude subscale, all of the reliability estimates were greater than .80.

 For this study only the following subscales were used: school, emotional, attitude and opinions, family and home, social and friends, and crises. The subscales that were deleted 
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were done so in response to the request of juvenile court justices involved in obtaining permission and the human subjects committee that provided oversight to the study. 
Procedures

After district, teacher, parent, and student permission were obtained, teachers distributed the checklists during homeroom period. Due to the short amount of time necessary to complete the instrument, students were asked to complete the checklist and turn it in immediately. Teachers read the items as the students completed them. In order to assure total confidentiality, upon completion of the checklist, the instruments were immediately placed in a large envelope, sealed, and returned to the principal until picked up by the principal investigator. Only completed instruments were included in the study. 

Results

Descriptives

Table 1 presents the means and standard deviations for responses on all six subscales. An examination of the group means on each subscale indicate that students identified as having an emotional or behavioral disorder regardless of incarceration status had the higher average number of perceived problems in most areas. Students who were diagnosed emotionally disturbed and incarcerated (EDIN) reported the greatest number of perceived problems in regard to school, family and home, and emotions. In comparison, students labeled emotionally disturbed with no institutionalization record (ED) demonstrated more perceived problems in the areas of emotions and family. Incarcerated youth from regular settings also reported a high number of problems in the area of emotions (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1

Means and Standard Deviations for Six Areas of Students' Perceived Problems






   Group


   

Overall

GEN

ED

EDIN
              IN

Subscale 

Means

N = 38

N = 37

N = 32
              N = 83


SOCIAL  
M 
4.63

4.23

5.49

5.09

4.27

Items=20 
SD
3.90

4.04

4.57

3.77

3.55

ATTITUDE 
M
3.10

3.13

3.38

3.53

2.81

Items=12    
SD
2.40

2.94

2.38

2.21

2.19

FAMILY   
M
5.09

4.92

5.92

6.41

4.29

Items=24     
SD
3.88

3.33

3.84

4.76

3.62

SCHOOL   
M
5.42

4.33

5.78

6.66

5.29

Items=22     
SD
3.86

2.76

4.24

4.32

3.85

EMOTIONS 
M
5.87

4.87

6.89

5.50

6.04

Items=24 
SD
5.54

5.04

6.21

5.17

5.59

CRISES  
M
3.36

2.38

4.35

4.38

2.99

Items=18 
SD
3.19

2.95

3.40

2.87

3.14
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MANOVA Results

Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to compare the student's responses on the six subscales. Prior to performing any statistical tests of the study hypotheses, the procedures recommended by Stevens (1996) for checking the assumptions of the MANOVA were followed. Those assumptions are (a)  observations are independent, (b)  the observations on the dependent variables follow a multivariate normal distribution in each group and (c) population covariance matrices for the dependent variables are equal (p. 238).   Assumption (a) was met due to the nature of independence inherent within a self-report study.  Assumptions (b) and (c) were tested by examining stem and leaf plots. The stem and leaf plots displayed a positive skew across all variables, indicating some deviation from normality. This skew was more pronounced for the general education not incarcerated (GEN) and emotionally disturbed not incarcerated groups (ED). Normal probability plots also indicated a possible departure from normality. 

A Shapiro-Wilk test of normality was performed to confirm the results of the stem and leaf plot examination.  Results confirmed a departure from normality, so the following transformation was applied to all six subscales in to ensure that the later tests of homogeneity of variance would not be affected: 

X( = log (X+1)

Because the minimum possible value on all six subscales was zero, a value of one was added to avoid the loss of any data. All further analyses were run on the raw scores (X) as well as the converted scores (X().
Both Box's test of equality of covariance matrices and Levene's test of equality of error variances were conducted to test the assumptions of homogeneity of variance. Examinations of the results of Box's test for the raw data were significant, which would indicate a problem with covariance. However, the transformed data resulted in non-significance. This led to the conclusion that there are equal covariance matrices, and that any problems with this test are related to non-normality. Results from Levene's test for both the raw and the converted scores were non-significant, indicating that the assumption of homogeneity of variance is valid. Thus, it was concluded that any failure to meet the assumption of homogeneity of covariance of the matrices was due to departures from normality. 
The overall test of multivariate significance analyzes the differences between all of the groups on all of the dependent variables simultaneously. This test was performed on both the raw and the converted data. The results showed that there was overall significance regardless of the status of the data, and that the resulting values were nearly equal. For the raw data, Hotelling's Trace yielded an F (18) = 1.876; for the converted data, F (18) = 1.887. Given that these results are nearly identical, all post hoc analyses were conducted on the original raw data only.

The first step in the post hoc analyses was to examine all pairwise multivariate tests to determine which groups differed based on the responses to the questionaires. The resulting F values for these tests are reported in Table 2. The results from this analysis indicate that there were four pairs of groups were found to be significantly different. 
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These four pairs were: emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED) /general education not incarcerated (GEN), emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED)/general education incarcerated (IN), emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN)/general education not incarcerated (GEN), and emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN)/regular education incarcerated (IN). The pairs that did not differ significantly were emotionally disturbed (ED)/emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) and general education (GEN)/ general education incarcerated (IN).

Table 2

Pairwise Multivariate Group Comparisons




GEN


ED


EDIN





ED

F
7.570*







EDIN

F
7.718*


0.001





IN

F
0.996


4.904*


4.580*


*  =  p  <  .05

Post Hoc Analyses

The analysis was a series of univariate t-tests used to determine which scales contributed to the differences for each significant pair. Tables 3, 4, 5, and 6 present the results of these tests. Based on the post hoc analyses, all pairs were found to differ significantly in the problem area of crises. Emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN)/ general education incarcerated (IN), and emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED)/general education incarcerated (IN) differed significantly in the area of problems related to family. Emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN)/general education not incarcerated (GEN) were also found to differ significantly with regard to perceived problems in school. Effect size estimates for these significant differences were moderate, ranging from 0.416 to 0.654.

Table 3

Results of t-tests Comparing Emotional Disturbance Incarcerated Group (EDIN) and General Education Incarcerated Group (IN)

Scale


t


df

effect size

SOCIAL

1.103


113

.227

ATTITUDE

1.585


113

.326

FAMILY

2.566*


113

.522

SCHOOL

1.648


113

.341



EMOTIONS  
   
 -0.470

 
113

.099

CRISES

2.170*


113

.446

________________________________________________________________________

* = p < .05
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Table 4

Results of t-tests Comparing Emotional Disturbance Incarcerated Group (EDIN) and General Education Not Incarcerated Group (GEN)

SCALE

t



df

effect size

SOCIAL

-0.923


69

.220

ATTITUDE

-0.640


69

.152

FAMILY

-1.540


69

.365

SCHOOL

-2.746*


69

.628

EMOTIONS

-0.516


69

.124

CRISES

-2.862*


69

.654

___________________________________________________

* = p < .05

Table 5

Results of t-tests Comparing Emotional Disturbance Not Incarcerated (ED) and General Education Incarcerated (IN)
SCALE

t


df

effect size
SOCIAL

1.589


118

.312



ATTITUDE

1.284


118

.252

FAMILY

2.236*


118

.435

SCHOOL

0.629


118

.123

EMOTIONS

0.748


118

.147

CRISES

2.139*


118

.416

___________________________________________________

* = p < .05

Table 6

Results of t-tests Comparing Emotional Disturbance Not Incarcerated (ED) and General Education Not Incarcerated (GEN)

SCALE

t


df

effect size
SOCIAL

-1.271


74

.292

ATTITUDE

-0.406


74

.094

FAMILY

-1.210


74

.278

SCHOOL

-1.776


74

.402

EMOTIONS

-1.560


74

.354

CRISES

-2.696*

74

.595

___________________________________________________

· = p < .05

Limitations

This study is limited by several factors. First, it was conducted in one location in southeast Texas. The results may not be generalizable to other locations within the United States. This study also relied exclusively on the use of self- report data. None of the data collected were verified using other sources. Another limitation is that the factors used in 
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the questionnaire may not be sensitive enough to distinguish responses from groups reliably. Since six of factors, appearance, parents, money, religion, health habits and dating and sex, had to be eliminated per the request of juvenile court justices and the human subjects committee, the validity of the overall instrument could have been compromised. Participants indicated whether an item is problematic rather than rate it according to severity or intensity. This may have forced some participants to respond to the item even if it was only slightly problematic and did not make a significant impact on their perception. 

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine potential relations or differences among four groups of adolescents based on incarceration status and educational diagnostic status of emotional or behavioral disorder. The Personal Problems Checklist for Adolescents (Schinka, 1985) was used to gather information regarding the perceived problems of these adolescents. Overall differences in perceptions centered on disability status more so than incarceration status. Participants with emotional or behavioral disorders in both groups (incarcerated and not incarcerated) did not differ significantly. The same result was true for the groups without emotional or behavioral disorders. Although the research literature has established that many behaviors of students with emotional or behavioral disorder and those who engage in delinquent acts may be similar, the findings of this study lend support to the notion that youth with emotional or behavioral disorder differ qualitatively in perceptions of life circumstances than others who sometimes exhibit similar behaviors. For the pairwise groups that did differ, significant differences were apparent in three areas: crises, family, and school.

Crises

The perceived problems related to crises were found to be significant across all significant pairwise comparisons. Fourteen of eighteen items within this category were indicated as being more problematic for students who had a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder regardless of incarceration status. However, students in the non-incarcerated emotionally disturbed group checked almost 72% of these 14 items more frequently. An interesting aspect of the crisis variable is that more than half of the items (56%) centered on crises within the family. Students who were incarcerated and diagnosed emotionally disturbed reported 4 of the 18 items as problems more frequently. These items were: being physically hurt or abused, trouble with the police or law, a friend or family member dying, and a pet dying. 

Thoughts of suicide were reported at a rate one and one-half times higher for children who were labeled emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED), than for their peers in general education (GEN). One in six subjects who were diagnosed emotionally disturbed and were not incarcerated (ED), reported thoughts of suicide as compared to one in ten of their peers in general education. Reports of violence toward others were three times as high for students who were emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED), as they were for students from general education. 
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The emotionally disturbed not incarcerated group (EDIN) reported divorce as a problem nearly 25% of the time, compared to only 17% of students overall. The emotionally disturbed incarcerated group (EDIN) also reported it as a problem at a rate of 22%. A parent having legal problems was another crisis item on which the emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED) group reported more problems (19%) than any other group. It was reported slightly less problematic among students from the emotionally disturbed incarcerated group (16%). 

Unemployment related problems also rated high on responses from subjects diagnosed emotionally disturbed who were not incarcerated. The group emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED) reported this as problematic at a rate of 22% as compared to the emotionally disturbed incarcerated group (EDIN) at a rate of 19%. This rate is much higher when compared to general education peers who reported unemployment related problems at a rate of 3% (GEN) and 10% (IN). 

Trouble with the police or law was reported as a problem by almost 85% of adolescents incarcerated and labeled emotionally disturbed (EDIN). This finding is not unexpected, as these adolescents have been incarcerated due to their rule-breaking behavior. What might be more puzzling is why the other 15% of their group did not report this as a problem. Perhaps, due to other stressors, the remainder of the group identified as emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) did not perceive this to be a problem.

Family

In the area of family, a significant difference was observed for two pairwise comparisons, emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED)/general education not incarcerated (GEN), and emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN)/general education incarcerated (IN). To further explore these relations, students' response patterns for each item were examined. 

Of the 19 items, 18 were reported more often by those labeled emotionally disturbed. The items that were reported by students labeled emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) were: physical abuse, bad family reputation, sibling alcohol problems, sibling drug problems, sibling emotional problems, sick siblings, wanting to run away, and living in a bad neighborhood. Problems reported by youth categorized as emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (ED) were: being bothered by siblings, the family fighting or arguing, arguing with siblings, and siblings stealing.

Items relating to physical abuse were the most frequently indicated as problematic. It was reported by the group designated emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) at almost the same rate as in the problem area crisis. Physical abuse by family members was perceived as a problem twice as often as was reported by students emotionally disturbed not incarcerated (EDIN), and four times as often as general education students not incarcerated (GEN). This finding lends some support to the connection between perceived problems and subsequent maladaptive behavior since many students with emotional or behavioral disorders are consumers of child welfare services that include intervention for neglect and abuse (Greenbaum, Dedrick, Friedman, Kutash, Brown, Lardieri, & Pugh, 1998). 
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School 

Perceived problems relating to school were also found to be significantly different for the emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) and general education not incarcerated (GEN) groups. Students who were diagnosed emotionally disturbed and were not incarcerated (ED) perceived problems more often on 17 of 21 items on this subscale. The trend observed for this subscale was that the group emotionally disturbed incarcerated (EDIN) perceived problems most frequently in areas that correspond closely to the Federal definition of emotional or behavioral disorder. The inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers could easily have been seen to lead this group to reporting perceived problems more frequently in this area. The items which showed the greatest differences included: not getting along with other students, not getting along with teachers, no close friends at school, teachers not interested, feeling out of place, not being interested, and getting in trouble.  Not getting along with other students was perceived as a problem by 41% of the emotionally disturbed (ED) group compared to only 15% of the general education group. Not getting along with teachers was reported at a rate of 56% by youth with a diagnosis of emotional or behavioral disorder regardless of incarceration status, again as compared to 15% of students from the general education groups. These students also reported that they felt that their teachers were not interested in them 41% of the time compared to 18% of students from general education. 
Implications and Recommendations

This study lends support to the idea that perceived problems play a role in the lives of adolescents who engage in delinquent acts or who have emotional or behavioral disorder. Adolescents with emotional or behavioral disorders reported more perceived difficulties than those without the diagnosis. Further research is needed to establish the relative contribution those perceptions of difficulties may have on the exhibition of subsequent deviant behavior as compared to other groups. While it appears that the social-cognitive perspective may be helpful in providing a framework in which to study the issues faced by these youth, the findings of this study suggest that although varying groups may display similar behaviors, their perceptions of life circumstances differ significantly. Therefore, diagnosed disability may be more of a mediating factor to explain differences in perceptions as opposed to social circumstances.  More research in this area is required before perceptions of problems are established as a significant factor relating to disability or for a propensity for engaging in delinquent acts.  

Schools and other agencies must take a proactive role in addressing the issues that adolescents face. Collaborative efforts that focus on various levels of prevention and intervention can serve to alleviate some of the problems these adolescents have as a result of their own behavior. Since many of the problems reported in this study had their origins within family units, support for families in dealing with issues such as poverty, unemployment and mental illness will have a positive impact on individual adolescents. Furthermore, adolescents who have histories of chronic behavior problems should be dealt with on an individualized basis. Punitive actions and incarceration such as expulsion and out of school suspension have not been effective. By systematically addressing the 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION



       Vol 18, No.2.

issues these youth face, violent and delinquent acts will continue to diminish and these youth will lead productive and satisfying lives.

References

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action:  A social cognitive theory.  
Upper Saddle River, NJ:  Prentice-Hall.

Eisenman, E. (1993). Characteristics of adolescent felons in a prison treatment program. 

Adolescence, 28, (111), 696-698.

Greenbaum, P. E., Dedrick, R. F., Friedman, R.M.,  Kutash, K., Brown, E.C., Lardieri, S.P. & Pugh, A. M. (1998).  National Adolescent and Child Treatment Study (NACTS):  Outcomes for children with serious emotional and behavioral disturbance.  In M.H. Epsteirn, Kutash, K., & Duchnowski (Eds.), Outcomes for Children and Youth with Behavioral and Emotional Disordersa and their Families: Programs and Evaluation Best Practices. (pp. 21-54). Austin, TX:  PRO-ED.
 Kauffman, J.M. (2000). Characteristics of  emotional and behavioral disorders of children and youth  7th ed. Columbus, Ohio: Merrill.

McCarthy, P. (1994). Keyser and Sweetland test critiques: Vol. X, Austin, TX: PRO-ED

Schinka, J. A. (1985).  Personal Problems Checklist for Adolescents.  Odessa, FL:  Psychological 

Stevens, J. (1996). Applied multivariate statistics for the social sciences (3rd ed.). New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

U.S. Department of Education.  (1999). Annual Report on School Safety. (U. S. Government 
Printing Office). Washington, DC:  Author.

U.S. Department of Education (1997). Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. (U.S. 

Government Printing Office). Washington, DC:  Author.

U.S. Department of Justice.  (2000). Crime in the United States, 1999.  (U. S. Government Printing Office). Washington, DC:  Author.

Walker, H. M. Colvin, G. & Ramsey, E. (1995).  Antisocial behavior in school:  Strategies and 
best practices.  Pacific Grove, CA:  Brooks/Cole.  

Wolf, M.M., Braukman, C.J., & Ramp, K.A. (1987).  Serious delinquent behavior as part of a significantly handicapping condition:  Cures and supportive environments.  Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 20, 347-359.

PAGE  
105

