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The present study focuses on the relationship between self-reported and teacher reported social skills in a sample of school children reported to be at risk for developing anti-social behavior. Twenty boys with high teacher ratings on externalizing problems (physical aggression toward others, poor control of temper, and arguing), were compared to 20 boys with low ratings. Participants were between 14 and 15 years of age. Self-control, Co-operation, Assertion and Empathy were measured with the Social Skills Rating System. The groups did not differ on self-reported Empathy, Self-control or Assertion, but did differ on Co-operation. Self-control and Co-operation, but not Assertion, yielded high positive correlations between teacher ratings and self-reports in a sample of at-risk students, but only moderate correlations were found for all three variables in a control sample. The influence of belonging to a teacher-perceived at-risk group on self-presentation of social skills will be discussed. 

KREPS, or Creative problem solving in the school, is a Norwegian adaptation for school-age adolescents of the Reasoning and Rehabilitation Program (Fabiano & Proporino, 1997). In former articles (e.g. Manger, Eikeland, & Asbjørnsen, 2001a, 2001b, 2002) we have presented data on how an extensive school-based social skills training-program influences the development of self-control, co-operation, assertion and empathy in 14-15 year olds. Even after one year of intensive training in small groups three hours a week, with dedicated and specially trained instructors, a lack of change in the specified goal-criteria behavior seems to be the trend in the class-teachers reports of the students’ performance (Manger et al, 2001; 2003).

In a meta-analysis of published evaluation reports, Beelmann, Pfingster and Lösel (1994) identified two main problems with social skills programs. First, significant effect sizes were found only when direct goal criteria were evaluated, whereas there were few effects on broader constructs. Second, long term effects were weak. In an updated meta-analysis of social skills program evaluations, Lösel and Beelmann (2003) analysed 84 reports that fulfilled the criteria for inclusion, with a total of 16,723 subjects. They were able to extract some important principles for how to understand social skills training. First of all, they basically confirmed the findings from Beelmann et al. from 1994, as the broader concept of antisocial behavior produced less effect than more specific measures related to cognitive and social skills. Second, they found a decrease in effect size with increasing number of participants. Third, programs that targeted at-risk groups produced larger effect sizes than universal programs. In addition, there were also seen larger effect sizes when specially trained instructors were used compared to programs that were implemented by teachers and social workers. Modes of treatment did not seem to have a significant contribution, though cognitive-behavioral programs had the strongest impact on antisocial behavior (Lösel & Beelmann, 2003).

The students that participated in the Norwegian program were mainly assigned based on class-teachers perception of the students’ risk for developing antisocial behavior, indicated by high levels of externalizing problems. Externalizing problems are defined as physical aggression toward others, poor control of temper, and arguing. Such behavior often initiates conflicts and increase problems in the class. This impression of the student had usually developed over the year prior to enrolment in KREPS.

The students that were recruited as control-subjects were not identified as problem-students. Their class-teachers were asked to describe them according to the same instruments as were used for the KREPS-students. We were expecting to see more problem behavior initially for the KREPS-students compared to the normative control-sample, but no significant differences were seen on the pre-test scores (or at T1).

Since we found such small differences between the students participating in the KREPS-program and the control-students (Manger & Eikeland, 2000; Manger et al., 2001a, 2001b, 2002), our next question was: Could the behavioral development during the year of the program implementation be different for the students that were high on externalizing problems compared to those with lower scores, independent of whether they were assigned to KREPS or not? Second: would the students self-report of own behavior also reflect teachers’ observations and thus their expectations of the students’ behavior?

The social skills program that was applied in this study, addresses similar aspects of social skills through problem presentations, role-play, discussions of alternate problem solving strategies, and homework for rehearsal.

In extensive analyses of the relationship between teachers’ expectancies, the students’ perception of individual training, and the students’ performance, Kuklinski and Weinstein found that teachers’ expectancies significantly contributed to the children’s performance, in particular when individualization of teaching were explicit and clearly perceived by the children. The effect was found to increase over age (Kuklinski & Weinstein, 2000, 2001). Based on these findings, we expected higher concordances between teacher descriptions and students’ self-reports in an identified risk group compared to a control sample. In addition, we also expected to see less variability in teachers’ descriptions of at-risk students compared to control students over time, based on expectancies of higher stability of the focused behavior.

Method

Subjects

A total of 104 students from five Norwegian rural municipalities participated in the social-skills training program. They were all between 14 and 15 years of age. Ninety-one (88 percent) of the students (48 boys and 43 girls) completed the social skills rating forms at two time-points, before and immediately after the completion of the program. A control-group, consisting of 124 students, was recruited from a neighboring municipality, which did not participate in the program. Eighty-eight percent (56 boys and 53 girls) of the control students completed the social skills rating forms at the same time points as the program participants.

Due to unequal gender distribution on externalizing problems, only male participants were used in the analyses presented in this study.

Procedure

Instrumentation

The Social Skills Rating System (Gresham & Elliott, 1990) is based on extensive empirical studies of social skills in the age-groups addressed in this study. Based on principal components analyses, the Gresham and Elliott system defines social skills as Self-control, Assertion, Co-operation and Empathy. Separate forms are constructed for teacher reports of students’ behavior and for the students’ self-report. Only the students’ form includes items on Empathy. To evaluate the assumption that high scores on externalizing behavior were an important factor for self-reports and for teacher assessment of the students’ social skills, we divided our samples according to the externalization score from the Problem Behavior Scale in the Social Skills Rating System (Gresham & Elliott, 1990). When applying a score of 2 on the scale used as criterion, we achieved two equally large groups within each sample (the procedure is roughly similar to using a median split). We used Mixed design ANOVAs to analyze between-group main effects and interaction effects, for the factor scores of Assertion, Self-control and Co-operation. 

General intellectual capacity was controlled for with the Matrix Analogies Test, Short Form (Naglieri, 1985). In addition, all participants were screened for related social skills with The Nowicki-Strickland Locus of Control Scale (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973), Olweus’ Empathic Responsiveness Questionnaire (Olweus & Endresen, 1998) and The Self-Description Questionnaire (Marsh, 1990).

Data collection

The instruments were administered in individual classes or groups by students in the psychology program at the University of Bergen, who received special training in test administration by the authors. The teacher forms were mailed to the participating teachers, and after completion, they were returned to the project leaders by mail. Data were collected on inclusion as pretest scores (T1) and by the end of the school year as posttest scores (T2). 

Results

Two sets of analyses were conducted on the data. First, simple correlations were analyzed between the scores on the factors Assertion, Self control and Co-operation as they came forward in the teacher form and the student forms, in the total sample of boys, and separate for the at-risk group and the control students.

For the control group, intermediate correlations (r’s around .30) were seen between teacher ratings and self-reports on all three factors, indicating a fair degree of understanding between the teacher’s and the students’ perceptions.

For the at-risk children, intermediate correlations were seen in the data from inclusion (T1-data) for the factors Co-operation (r = .46) and Self-control (r = .47), but for Assertion the correlation was lower (r =.11). On post-test (T2-data), the correlations for Co-operation and Self-control showed a tendency towards stronger correlation, but weaker correlation for Self-control (r = -.08). 

Are the teachers of the at-risk children more able to accurately describe Self-control and Co-operation of the student at risk compared to the Assertion of the same student? The factors Self-control and Co-operation includes items that are easier observable in a school-setting, and are also reflecting behavior common in school-based activities, as opposed to Assertion that is more influenced by peer-interactions (maybe also spare-time activities), and thus less easy to observe during instruction-time. However, it is a peculiar finding that the descriptions given by teachers of the control-children were more consistent with the students’ self-reports.

The concordance between teachers’ reports of externalizing problems, and the students’ self report of Self-control was fairly good, as reflected in the significant group difference that emerged from the ANOVA. We observed, however, no group differences on self reported Empathy, Co-operation or Assertion, as these are personal characteristics that is less obvious and thus less observable compared to externalizing behavior and lack of self-control.

When self-reported scores from T1 were used as covariates in analyzes of group differences after one year of development, there was a significant difference between the high and low externalized problem groups on Co-operation, where the externalized students reported lower scores on Co-operation items.

The class-teachers reported high stability of students’ behavior over the school-year the students participated in the Social Skills training program, with correlations above .78 for all measures. In particular, the correlation between rating of Self-control at T1 and T2 was high, with a correlation of .82, or more than 67 percent shared variance. 

No differences were seen at T2 for Empathy, Assertion or Self-control when the T1 scores were controlled for as covariates.

For the second set of analyses, the children in each of the two groups were divided in a high and a low externalizing group on the basis of teachers’ description. To further analyze whether belonging to a high risk group, or being perceived as having higher degree of externalizing problems had any influence on the students self-reported social skills, we used ANOVAs with two grouping-variables, both with two levels: High-risk group (KREPS-group) vs. low-risk (Control) and high externalizing problems vs. low externalizing problems. Separate ANOVAs were done for each of the dependent measures of Assertion, Self-control, Co-operation and Empathy (only self-report). A main effect of externalizing problems on Self-control was the only effect that reached significance. The students assessed as showing high externalizing problems by their teacher reported lower self control [2.06 vs 2.41, F (1, 75) = 9.34, p < .005]

Since the measures were taken on two different time-points, additional analyses were also conducted including data from T1 as covariates when analyzing group differences in self-report on T2. The ANCOVAs yielded a main effect of externalizing on cooperation [F(1, 69) = 8.28, p <.005] in addition to a borderline main effect of group-belonging on empathy [F(1, 67) = 3.76, p = .057].

When comparing the KREPS-students with students reported to show high externalizing behavior, both within the group to be identified at risk for developing antisocial behavior, and thus offered the KREPS program, and those from the control sample, the stability of the teacher-observation of self-control is lower, and is expressed as a correlation of r = .73.

The students themselves reported more variability in their reports of own behavior between the two times of registration. The stability in scores was lower for all measures, with all correlations being below .70.

In particular we observed low stability for the measures of Empathy and Self-control among the students that participated in the KREPS-program. With a correlation of .37, less than 14 percent of the variance was shared with the report they gave at T1.

Discussion

The teachers perceived a high degree of stability in students’ behavior over time. However, the stability was perceived as largest in students identified as being in a risk-group for developing antisocial behavior, and thus referred to a social skills training program, a segregated program in an including school.

The students, also those participating in the training program, reported a larger degree of variability in social behavior, including self-control, over time, and as a consequence of participating in the social skills training, though this is not noticed by their teacher.

This inconsistency in reporting of social behavior between teacher and student is very interesting, and may be interpreted in different ways. Since this was not an expected finding, the study was not designed to actually address this phenomenon. However, let us explore a couple of alternative interpretations:

One possible explanation is that the students have not changed their behavior at all, or at least changed behavior to a lesser degree, and may be some of them actually show lesser self-control than they used to, as reflected in the consistency reported by their teachers. The change in variability that is seen in the students' reports does not reflect change in behavior, but due to their training, they have got more insight in concepts used in the questionnaire, and also, due to the training, know a lot more about what is expected from them, and they are more eager to comply to the expectations. In other words, they had gained insight, and a theoretical understanding of what is expected, but no accompanying change in behavior is observed.

It has been documented that behavioral changes in a broad sense is unlikely to occur after programs similar to the KREPS program. Beelmann, Pfingster and Lösel (1994) stated, after conducting their meta-analysis of the reported studies until the beginning of the 1990s, that changes usually occurred in goal-criteria behavior, but no far reached behavior modifications were seen. This could overlap with our own findings: behaviors that are directly addressed by the program change to a certain degree, but normally the effect does not generalize to other areas of behavior. Based on Lösel and Beelmann (2003) we had expected larger effects on specific social skills, since the program was executed for targeted at-risk groups with special trained instructors. However, there was no dependency between the training of the instructors and the training of the research-assistants conducting the evaluation that could influence on the expectations and effects seen in the evaluation.

Moreover, an alternative interpretation may also be applied: The students experience that they have changed their behavior, and they have in fact to some degree changed, but the teacher expect them to be the same, and thus also perceive this stability. This could explain why the stability is largest in an identified at-risk group (students assigned to the social-skills training program) and to a lesser degree for other children with a lack of self-control, but not identified as belonging to an at-risk group. This phenomenon has been addressed by others, for instance by Kuklinski and Weinstein in 2000 and 2001. They found support in favor of teacher expectations as significant for learning outcome, in particular in classes with a high degree of perceived differentiated treatment (High PDT). High PDT could be an equivalent to the segregated training in the KREPS-groups, thus explaining the stabile teacher-perception of the KREPS-students lack of self-control.
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