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ABSTRACT 

Universal screening for behavior is the use of a measure of social, emotional or 

behavioral function across an entire population with a goal of preventing future 

difficulties by intervening with students identified by the screening protocol. Multiple 

screening procedures have been used, with most including behavior rating scales in the 

selection process.  The purpose of the present research was to investigate two central 

questions related to the use of universal screeners for behavior in school settings: first, 

can scores on universal screeners be used as an outcome measure investigating program 

based interventions, and second, what evidence of teacher bias exists when an external 

criterion of behavior is included. The purpose of study one was to determine if 

differences in teacher-rated behavior could be detected between a sample of students that 

attended public preschool and a nonattending peer group matched for ethnicity, gender, 

and a gross measure of socioeconomic status (total n= 138). Results of Study One 

indicated no significant differences between preschool-attending and nonattending 

groups (p=.61) or between Hispanic and Caucasian participants. Limitations related to 

sampling and measurement were discussed.  In study two, a best-evidence synthesis of 

peer-reviewed articles investigating teacher bias in behavior ratings of students was 

conducted. Strict inclusion criteria were chosen to allow for inferential judgment of 

teacher accuracy. Results of Study Two found a final total of 25 studies of teacher bias 

that suggested mixed evidence for bias due to student ethnicity or gender and stronger 

evidence for bias due to expectancies (disability label), teacher culture, unrelated 
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behaviors (halo effects), and teacher training and experience. Limitations, implications 

for practice and directions of future research were discussed.  
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Screening has been defined as a “brief assessment procedure designed to identify 

children who should receive more intensive diagnostic assessment” (Meisels & 

Provence, 1989, p. 13).  In the medical world, screening is used within a developmental 

model to assess risk and identify the presence of a potential developmental delay or 

disability (American Academy of Pediatrics, 1999). Thus, the rationale for health 

screening is to identify the presence of disease or infirmity among individuals that 

otherwise appear well. Universal screening, in turn, is the use of a screening procedure 

across an entire population of interest and is typically used when the screening procedure 

is not costly and the targeted concern is not so common as to indicate treatment for the 

entire population is a more efficient means of service delivery (Wilson & Jungner, 

1968).  

While screening is traditionally associated with the field of medicine, the 

approach has been adopted in the educational setting. Briefly, screening in educational 

settings is used to identify students at high risk of developing difficulties in the domain 

screened as well as to develop targeted interventions to improve school functioning 

(Kamphaus, 1999; Volpe, Briesch, & Chafouleas, 2010). Consequently, a discerning, 

high-quality screening result should generate a referral to early intervention designed to 

improve a child’s “developmental, behavioral, and/or school-readiness trajectory” 

(Marks et al., 2008, p. 866). Social and behavioral screening in schools is used for 

similar purposes, but the targeted intervention may result in a special education referral 
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if a student continues to exhibit behavioral difficulties despite intervention (Essex et al., 

2009; Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act, IDEA, 2004). 

Social and behavioral screening can also serve as a tool to recognize early signs 

of mental health concerns. In data collected by the MECA (Methodology for 

Epidemiology of Mental Disorders in Children and Adolescents; Schaffer et al., 1996) 

study, almost 21% of U.S. children ages 9 to 17 sampled had a diagnosable mental or 

addictive disorder associated with at least minimum impairment. Additionally, 11% of 

children and adolescents evidenced significant impairment, and 5% showed evidence of 

severe functional impairment at the time of testing. As studies use alternate cut score for 

impairment, different percentages of children evidencing mental health impairment are 

commonly identified. Additionally, screening results may differ due to the age of the 

child at the time of screening as well as disorder inclusion/exclusion criteria.   

In a cohort of 1,420 children assessed annually for mental health impairment, a 

three-month prevalence rate of 13.3% and a “one point in time” prevalence rate of 

36.3% were determined (Costello, Mustillo, Erkanli, Keeler, & Angold, 2003). 

Similarly, school and community population studies have shown 12-month prevalence of 

close to 30% (Kessler et al., 1994). Studies that have used “one point in time” versus 

current or trailing 3- to 12-month screening methods suggest that some concerns resolve 

without intervention. As an example, in the Costello et al. (2003) sample, enuresis, 

encopresis, and separation anxiety disorder had all but resolved by the age of 12.  

Conversely, other behavioral and mental health concerns may span and negatively 

impact entire educational careers.   
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A follow-up report by the U.S. Public Health Service (2000) suggested that only 

30% of the 20% percent identified by the MECA study would receive any services given 

current practices. Working from these data, a hypothetical school of 1,000 students 

would contain 200 students struggling with a diverse array of maladaptive internalizing 

(e.g., depression, anxiety) and externalizing (e.g., aggression, hyperactivity) behaviors 

that have reached levels deserving of special attention.  Of these, only 60 would receive 

any school or community intervention, and approximately 10 would receive special 

education services for emotional disturbance, roughly one half the estimated prevalence 

of emotional/behavioral disturbance (EBD; Kauffman, 2001). Thus, traditionally applied 

identification strategies upon which schools rely are insufficient for identification of 

behavioral or mental health needs. The disparity between those with a need for 

temporary or long-term mental health services (20%), those ever receiving services in 

the school setting (6%), and those receiving special education (1%) for emotional and 

behavioral concerns is important, given the critical role schools play in initiating mental 

services for children and adolescents (and future adults).  

In the Great Smoky Mountains longitudinal study of 4,500 youths, the 

educational setting was the first entry point for mental health services for more than 60% 

of students and was the sole provider of mental health services for more than three-

fourths of students receiving services (Burns et al., 1995).  This pattern of service use 

was later replicated in a targeted study of 1,420 youths from the same sample by Farmer, 

Burns, Phillips, Angold, and Costello (2003) as well as a National Institute of Mental 

Health study of 1,385 youths (Wu et al., 1999). Thus, mental health services within the 
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school system may be the primary entry point for the majority of children with mental 

health needs and often the only place in which those needs are met. Consequently, the 

school’s role in connecting students with behavioral and emotional concerns with much 

needed services within the school milieu or by referral to outside agencies should not be 

underestimated. 

 While the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA) encourages 

districts to use universal screening to identify students in need of services, this 

recommendation is not accompanied by standardized selection methods (Maag & 

Katsiyannis, 2008). As discussed, traditional referral methods expanded to an entire 

school population are insufficient to identify students in need of monitoring and 

intervention. Consequently, firmer guidelines for best practice in screening must be 

developed.  

Glover and Albers (2007) noted that universal screeners in schools should 

possess three critical attributes:  developmental appropriateness, technical adequacy, and 

usability. Developmental appropriateness refers to the need for measures to capture 

behaviors across multiple ages. Technical adequacy consists of sensitivity and specificity 

as well as statistical support for its use with the population of interest. Statistical support 

includes normative data with a sample that is representative of the population of interest, 

evidence of reliability and validity, as well as acceptable correlation with longer 

behavioral measures such as the Behavior Assessment System for Children, Second 

Edition (BASC-2; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004) or the Achenbach System of 

Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). This evidence 
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should already be present in normed screening measures (Distefano & Kamphaus, 2007; 

Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2003; Smith, McCarthy, & Anderson, 2000).  

 Statistical support for a behavioral screener also requires a sufficiently broad 

item set to capture externalizing and internalizing behaviors as both predict future 

outcomes (Eklund, et al., 2009; Elliott, Huai, & Roach, 2007; Ervin, Schaughency, 

Goodman, McGlinchey, & Matthews, 2006; Hinshaw, 1992; Levitt, Saka, Romanelli, & 

Hoagwood, 2007).  Mental health issues encompass externalizing and internalizing 

behaviors, and students with combined symptoms have shown poorer long-term 

outcomes in large-scale epidemiological studies of serious self-injury and completed 

suicides (Shinn et al., 2009; Sourander et al., 2009). Thus, behavioral screening should 

use instrumentation that captures both types of behavior reliably with sufficient 

distinction to make informed judgments about student needs (Caldarella, Young, 

Richardson, Young, & Young, 2008; Cook et al., 2011; Crocker & Algina, 1986; Essex 

et al., 2009).   

Last, usability refers to resource constraints related to the screener’s use, such as 

administration costs that may include forms costs, scoring software, as well as time spent 

completing and scoring forms.  Ideally, screeners should provide sufficient data to allow 

for at least some degree of intervention selection (Caldarella et al., 2008; Cook, Volpe, 

& Livanis, 2010; Marchant, Brown, Caldarella, & Young, 2010; Marchant et al., 2009).  

The school setting is the sole access point for mental health services for many students 

and the most common mental health concerns are under identified (internalizing 

disorder). Therefore, screening is a high-stakes decision by default. Furthermore, the 
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importance of decision accuracy (and technical adequacy required to arrive at such 

accuracy) grows as the decision stakes are raised (Kahn & Baron, 1995).  

Given the relatively new use of normed universal screeners in the research 

literature, this dissertation focused on two main questions. First, the use of universal 

screeners as an equitable measure of Hispanic and Caucasian student behavior was 

investigated. In study one, the relationship of preschool participation and behavioral risk 

at Kindergarten was investigated using data from the Behavior Assessment System for 

Children, Second Edition (BASC-2; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). While preschool’s 

effects on behavior for children entering school have been investigated in the past, this is 

the first article at the time of publication to use normed universal screening data as the 

outcome measure. In other words, are children who participated in public preschool  

perceived as having different levels of behavioral risk than those who did not..  The 

BASC-2 BESS yields a reliable score of behavioral risk that includes both externalizing 

and internalizing risk factors, and has shown evidence of validity for schoolwide 

screening, but its use as a secondary measure for intervention efficacy has not been 

addressed in the literature.  

In study two, the evidence base for teacher bias in behavioral screeners was 

examined.  A review of current publications indicated universal screening tools have not 

been sufficiently examined for bias in published research separate from test publisher 

data. As universal screener use in peer reviewed journals is relatively new, and normed 

universal screening tools are typically behavior rating scales, a best-evidence synthesis 

of the literature investigating teacher bias in behavior rating scales was undertaken to 
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inform the field and advance knowledge in this area. Strict guidelines for evidence were 

used, with articles included only if an external criterion of behavior was collected so as 

to allow for investigations of actual rather than potential bias.  
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CHAPTER II                                                                                                                      

PRESCHOOL PARTICIPATION AND LATER TEACHER-REPORTED MEASURES 

OF BEHAVIORAL RISK 

Hispanics are the most rapidly growing ethnic group in United States schools. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau the population claiming Hispanic or Latino 

descent more than doubled between 1990 and 2010. The number of non-white Hispanics 

increased from 22 million to over 50 million and has passed African Americans as the 

largest minority group during the same period (16.3% Hispanic vs. 12.9% AA; U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2010). Moreover, fifty percent of the Hispanic population growth in the 

United States during the 1990s was due to new immigration (Aloise-Young & Chavez, 

2002; Velez & Saenz, 2001), and recent data indicate that trend has continued (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2006). Hispanic families report larger numbers of children per 

household, with more than 11% of Hispanic households reporting three or more children 

compared to 5.4% for whites alone.  These patterns suggest Hispanic children will 

constitute 25% of all public school students by the year 2030 (Kindler, 2002). 

 Unfortunately, local educational authorities (LEAs) struggle to meet Hispanic 

student needs upon school entry and thus Hispanic students are more likely to begin 

school with fewer academic language and literacy skills (Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2005) 

and are more likely to be retained (NCES, 2003), with grade retention typically serving 

as the strongest predictor of school dropout (Close & Solberg, 2008; Goldenring Fine, & 

Davis, 2003; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Rumberger, 1995). Additionally, there is 

evidence to suggest that Hispanic students may be perceived as having fewer emotional 
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and behavioral needs than Caucasian students even when exhibiting similar behaviors 

and thus may not receive much-needed assistance in the educational setting (Massa, 

2011; Prieto & Zucker, 1981). Supporting this concern is lower identification rates in the 

category of emotional and behavioral disorders for Hispanic students despite relatively 

high rates of anxiety and depression (Polo & Lopez, 2005). In a study of 4500 youths, 

Burns and colleagues found that the educational setting was the primary entry point for 

mental health services for approximately 60% of subjects and the sole provider for three-

fourths of those that received any services at all. This critical point of contact may be 

eliminated if Hispanic student symptomology is underestimated for reasons related to 

race. 

Screening 

Screening has been defined as a “brief assessment procedure designed to identify 

children who should receive more intensive diagnostic assessment” (Meisels & 

Provence, 1989, p.13). While better developed in the areas of academic achievement, 

screening for emotional and behavioral concerns at the school level offers promise in 

identification of those in need of emotional and behavioral supports, particularly those 

that may be missed by traditional referral practice (Lane et al., 2008). If Hispanic 

students are missed by traditional teacher referral processes due to underestimation of 

social and behavioral need, then an alternative process that identifies those students at a 

rate that is commensurate with needs-occurrence is preferable to standard school 

practice. 
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While emotional and behavioral screeners are typically used in an assessment 

capacity with sufficient reliability and validity to meet that purpose (DiStefano & 

Kamphaus, 2007), their potential utility as outcome measures for assessment and 

progress monitoring has been explored less successfully (Cronbach, 1970; Greenwood et 

al, 1979). The secondary use of screeners in either capacity, if supported, would lend 

credence to LEA adoption of schoolwide screening for emotional and social behaviors. 

Unfortunately, screeners used by schools suffer from difficulties inherent to both social 

and emotional measurement and short forms in particular (Smith, McCarthy, & 

Anderson, 2000). Consequently, any appraisal of screener validity as an outcome 

measure would require an intervention potent enough to change teachers’ global 

perceptions of social and emotional competence relative to peers that had not received 

the intervention 

Preschool Programs 

One intervention shown to improve student’s behavioral academic and 

behavioral functioning is preschool participation. Preschool is a broad term describing a 

continuum of structured educational experiences that begin before the age of traditional 

school attendance (typically age 5 in the United States). Preschool programs originally 

focused on serving children of poverty with the programmatic aim of remedying 

experiential gaps that contributed to academic deficits (Belsky & MacKinnon, 1994; 

Ramey & Ramey, 1998). While the most frequently researched preschool program is 

Head Start, preschool programs that share similar goals but differ in intensity and scope 

have also been investigated for child outcomes. The Abecedarian Project and the Perry 
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Preschool Program are examples of intense, full-day programs with small teacher-

student ratios, but half and full-day public preschool programs that mirror Kindergarten 

have also been implemented and assessed for child benefits (Belfield, 2006; Love et al., 

2007; Nores & Barnett, 2009).  

The current evidence base suggests preschool participation results in consistently 

positive but small effects on academic achievement at school entry (Barnett & Hustedt, 

2005). Magnuson, Ruhm, and Waldfogel (2004) analyzed a large, meta-analytic dataset 

comprised of dozens of studies and found an effect size improvement of .14 standard 

deviations (SD) for preschool participation on academic skills at school entry, with 

differences shrinking each successive year.  Yet as gains in measures of achievement 

fade, life-outcome benefits persist for preschool participants. These include a reduction 

of 40% to 60% in special education placement (Reynolds & Temple, 2008; Schweinhart 

& Weikart, 1997) as well as reduced odds of grade retention by age 15 compared to 

matched controls. Only 54% of Abecedarian program participants had been retained 

compared to 88% of matched controls (Campbell & Ramey, 1995). The search for a 

mechanism of effect that explain these differences in the absence of persistent academic 

differences-- the “black box” of preschool (Currie & Neidell, 2003), has remained 

elusive. As mechanisms of these benefits do not appear to function through differences 

in achievement between participants and nonparticipants, differences in socioemotional 

and behavioral outcomes have been explored. 

Behavioral benefits have been shown to exist for preschool participants for over 

four decades. In the first large scale study of Head Start, the Coleman Report (Coleman 
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et al., 1966) examined multiple outcomes for Head Start participation. In the report 

including 13,326 Head Start attenders and matched non-attenders, students were rated on 

a behavioral measure by teachers in subsequent school years. Head Start attenders were 

rated more favorably than non-attenders by teachers on a measure of classroom 

behavior, with the most significant differences found for those children reared in the 

most deprived home environments. On average, Head Start attenders were found to 

receive one more favorable rating (of a possible eight) than matched controls in the 

study-designed measure of classroom behavior. In a predominately African American 

sample, Schweinhart and Weikart (1979) found teachers rated 22 Perry Preschool 

participants more positively on measures of classroom behavior and competence than 46 

nonparticipants that received either a typical nursery school or an academic intervention 

alone. In a large sample of more than 3000 families, Love et al. (2005) found modest but 

positive effects of Early Head Start on behavior upon follow-up prior to formal school 

entry.  

More recently, differences in outcomes between preschool participants have 

focused on executive function (EF), also known as cognitive control. Executive function 

skills critical for classroom success include inhibitory control, working memory, and 

cognitive flexibility in adjusting to change (Diamond, Barnett, Thomas, & Munro, 

2007).  These executive skills contribute to academic success (Merz & McCall, 2010), 

school readiness (Duncan et al., 2007) and predict later measures of teacher-reported 

externalizing and internalizing behaviors (Hughes & Ensor, 2011; Riggs, 2003; Schachar 

& Logan, 1990). While specific curricula have been assessed in the attempt to modify 
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preschool-age children’s executive skills (Wilson, 2012), it has not been established if 

preschool attendance in general contributes to executive skill variance. 

However, Hispanics constituted negligible percentages of the Coleman or the 

Schweinhart and Weikart studies. While the study conducted by Love and colleagues 

(2002) used a diverse sample, investigated effects were one to two years prior to school 

entry with no information regarding behavior or emotional status at follow-up and 

included intense parent-training components in addition to the preschool/child care 

component. To date, no studies that included significant numbers of Hispanics within the 

sample have investigated teacher-ratings of behavior for preschool participants in the 

following academic year. Additionally, normed behavioral measures that capture 

measures of behavioral risk that are not disruptive such as anxiety were either not 

available or eschewed in favor of researcher-developed measures in prior work. Last, 

with the exception of the first studies of Head Start, no measures of behavior have 

addressed these proximal measures of emotional and behavioral function within a school 

program that may be more typical of school settings. This study investigates the 

relationship between attendance of a typical preschool program on teacher perceptions of 

Hispanic and Caucasian students’ emotional and behavioral function in the first semester 

of Kindergarten.  

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis One: Differences in teacher-rated behavioral risk will be reduced 

when a normed measure is used to assess risk in a typical school sample. 
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Hypothesis Two: Preschool participation will be associated with reduced scores 

on a measure of behavioral risk in the following year for both Hispanic and Caucasian 

Kindergartners. 

Method 

Participants 

Seventeen elementary teachers completed behavioral screeners (the BASC 2-

Behavioral and Emotional Screening System, known as the BASC 2-BESS; Kamphaus 

& Reynolds, 2007) on all Kindergarten students (N=315). Instructional personnel were 

typically early career, with 54.2% of classroom teachers reporting fewer than five years 

of experience and all rating teachers were identified as Caucasian. The sample was 

drawn from a small Southwestern city (population approximately 11,000). The school 

reported an enrollment of 766 students for the most recent school year, and the school 

composition for the year of analysis was a reported 15.1% Hispanic and 83.3% White 

non/Hispanic. Additionally, the school population consisted of 36.5% economically 

disadvantaged students.  

Instruments and Measures 

The child/adolescent form of the BASC 2-BESS (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2008) 

was used to assess teacher perception of students’ behavioral and emotional status. The 

BASC-2 BESS is a 27-item behavioral screener designed to assess a broad array of 

emotional and behavioral strengths and weaknesses based on the Behavior Assessment 

System for Children, Second Edition (BASC-2, Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004).The 

measure yields a single score that has been shown to predict a number of behavioral 
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concerns (including difficulties with both internalizing and externalizing behaviors) as 

well as achievement test scores up to at least 5 years later. The BASC-2 BESS has 

shown acceptable correlations with the full BASC-2 (Behavior Assessment System for 

Children, Second Edition; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004) and the ASEBA (Achenbach 

System of Empirically Based Assessment; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). The Teacher 

Form, Level Child/Adolescent (CA) was used in this study. The BESS classifies students 

into three broad risk categories for the development of future emotional and behavioral 

problems (normal risk, elevated risk, and extremely elevated risk) based on a combined 

risk score that includes internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Reported test retest 

reliability of the BASC-2 BESS is .91 and split-half reliability is .96. Correlations 

between the BASC-2 BESS and the BASC-2 teacher rating scales are .80 for 

externalizing problems, .64 for internalizing problems, .89 for school problems, -.85 for 

adaptive skills, and .91 for the behavioral symptoms index analysis. 

Procedures 

After a training session explaining screener protocol presented by program staff, 

seventeen elementary teachers completed behavioral screeners BASC 2-BESS on all 

Kindergarten students (N=315) in the fall of the academic year. All raters included a 

gross measure of economic disadvantage (free or reduced lunch) and district-reported 

ethnicity for rated students. Screeners were collected by project personnel in the 

following week and were scored using the BASC-2 BESS Scoring software. District 

criteria for preschool admission and a list of all students attending district preschool in 

the previous academic year were then obtained. 
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Sampling procedures. The preschool-attending sample consisted of 69 students 

(55 Caucasian, 14 Hispanic). The comparison group of preschool nonattenders was 

selected as follows: first, all nonattending students were grouped according to 

socioeconomic status (SES), ethnicity, and gender. Next, a student with identical SES, 

ethnicity and gender was randomly sampled without replacement from the 

nonparticipant group. This process continued until a group of 69 comparison students, 

matched on all three categorical variables had been drawn from the larger, 

nonparticipating pool. These 69 students served as the control group.  

Data analysis. Descriptive statistics were generated for all independent and 

independent variables. Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances was then used to 

determine if the residual variances were invariant across groups.  A univariate one way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) was then conducted to determine if there were 

differences in mean risk scores between the two groups across condition (preschool 

attendance and nonattendance). In the analysis, combined group, age-corrected deviation 

scores of behavioral risk were the dependent variable of interest. Student ethnicity, SES, 

and gender were independent variables included in the full model. Student age was not 

included in the model, as first, student age varied only slightly and second, age was 

already included as a component of the T-scores themselves, and inclusion of age in the 

model would have allowed age to contribute unique variance at two levels of analysis. 

Accordingly, gender was a variable of interest, and thus combined gender T-scores on 

the dependent measure were used rather than gender specific T-scores, reducing the 
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impact of gender to one level of contribution rather than the two possible if gender-

adjusted T scores were used. 

Results 

 

 

 

Table 1.  

Background characteristics of the participant sample. 

1  
Annual income below $39,220 (family of four) for the year of data collection 

2
  Annual income above $39,220 (family of four) for the year of data collection 

 

 

 

Descriptive statistics for the full sample (n=138) are presented in Table 1. As 

previously described, the comparison group was randomly selected from a pool of 

students matched for background characteristics and there were no students with missing 

data, thus no t-tests were necessary to assess for differences in the independent variables 

Ind.Variable Number Percent of Sample 

Ethnicity Caucasian (n=110) 79.7 

Hispanic (n=28) 20.3 

Gender Male (n=84) 60.9 

Female (n=54) 39.1 

Socioeconomic  

Status 

Meeting Federal Guidelines for Free 

and Reduced Lunch
1 

(n =120) 

86.9 

Not Meeting Federal Guidelines for 

Free and Reduced Lunch
2 

(n= 18) 

13.1 
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(SES, gender, ethnicity). The variance in outcome variable (T-score of behavioral risk) 

was compared across the control and comparison groups to assess for equivalence across 

groups. Levene’s Test resulted in statistically nonsignificant results (p= .610), suggesting 

variances were similar between groups. 

 

Table 2.   

T-score descriptive statistics. 

  Preschool Comparison 

Mean  48.362 49.101 

Median  47.000 47.000  

Mode  44 34
1
 

Range  40 41 

Standard Deviation  10.242 10.898 

Skewness  19.64 13.629 

Std. Error of Skewness  .289 . 289 

Kurtosis  -.422  -.770 

Std. Error of Kurtosis  .570  .570  

1
Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown 

 

Distribution statistics for the preschool attending, nonattending, and full sample 

are presented in Table 2. The range of scores included multiple students with a T score 

of 33, the lowest possible raw score of zero signifying a student rated by the teacher as 

having never shown any behavioral concerns in any area. The overweighting of students 
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rated as having no problems at all resulted in the negative kurtosis, positive skew, and 

mean that was slightly below the normative sample’s standardized T score of 50. 

However, the normative sample’s T score was captured by the grand mean when 95% 

confidence intervals were calculated (47.049-50.415). 

Score distributions for the preschool attending and nonattending groups are 

presented in Figures 1 and 2. The slightly positive skew is evident through visual 

inspection of both figures. 

 

 

Figure 1. T-score distribution for preschool attenders 
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Figure 2. T-score distributions for preschool non-attenders 

 

A univariate analysis of variance was then examined to determine if statistically 

significant variance in outcome risk scores could be attributed to program participation, 

with ethnicity, gender, program participation, and SES included as factors in the full 

model. The results are presented in Table 3. As can be seen, the full model did not yield 

statistically significant results. 
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Table 3.  

Test of between subjects effects 

Source Type III 

Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected 

Model 

1945.940
a
 4 486.485  4.871 .001 .128 

Intercept 6657.598 1 6657.598 66.660 .000 .334 

Ethnicity 8.776 1 8.776 .088 .767 .001 

Gender 860.745 1 860.745 8.618 .004 .061 

SES 1432.004 1 1432.004 14.338 .000 .097 

Pre-K 26.988 1 26.988 .270 .604 .002 

Error 13283.140 133 99.873    

Total 342951.000 138     

Corrected 

Total 

15229.080 137     

a
 R Squared = .128 (Adjusted R Squared = .002) 

 

An R squared for preschool participation signified a behavioral risk score that 

was nonsignificant for both Hispanic and Caucasian preschool participants. 

Consequently, the first research hypothesis that Hispanic and Caucasian students’ 

behavioral risk scores would be similar if a normed measure were used to screen was 

supported. The second hypothesis, that preschool participation would be associated with 

a reduction in behavioral risk scores was not supported (p=.604). Significant differences 

in obtained scores were found for two covariates, gender and socioeconomic status. 

While females and participants that did not qualify for free and reduced lunch were the 
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minority of the rated students, their risk scores were lower and contributed the only 

significant variance to the model.  

Discussion 

This study investigated teachers’ ratings of behavioral and emotional risk for a 

sample of Hispanic and Caucasian preschool attenders and non-attenders. The 

hypothesis that the use of a normed measure would result in similar scores across 

Hispanic and Caucasian participants was supported in the current dataset. Scores for 

Hispanic and Caucasian students on the behavioral risk screener were not significantly 

different. This is important for schoolwide screening implementation in schools with 

Hispanic students, as otherwise, screening would not be supportable and would suffer 

from the same biases as teacher referral. While extended validity studies using Hispanic 

data should be forthcoming, as a preliminary finding, similarity in scores is encouraging 

for screening in diverse settings. 

The second hypothesis, that preschool attenders would be perceived as 

evidencing less risk and more acceptable behaviors, was not supported in the study. This 

finding conflicts with prior studies of both Head Start and the Perry Preschool Project 

that obtained positive behavioral effects as measured by teachers on less reliable 

measures. However, there were two key differences that render comparisons of effects 

difficult. First, Perry Preschool was a very intensive program with a low teacher to 

student ratio and used a population at very high risk compared to this study. 

Additionally, like the Head Start investigations, the most salient results for preschool 

effects on behavior were conducted in the 1960s and 1970s, a period in which structured 
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childcare was not as common as it is currently. If many of the same academic benefits of 

public preschool and Head Start are similar for structured childcare (as found by Loeb et 

al., 2006), the same behavioral benefits may exist as well. 

At its face, the use of a normed screener with evidence of reliability and validity 

should be more sensitive to perceived differences in behavior than past studies that used 

tailored measures designed by researchers. Instead, both groups were virtually 

indistinguishable from one another. Specific outcomes may require targeted measures to 

detect and the use of a broadband measure, even if such a measure quantifies risk 

reliably, may not qualify as sufficiently targeted.  The study found no significant 

differences in teacher-rated behavior for preschool participants but also found no 

significant score differences between Hispanic and Caucasian participants. This suggests 

teachers were not over or underrating students based on group membership. Hispanic 

students have historically been scored more favorably on behavioral measures by 

teachers than Caucasian and African American peers. If scores of both sample and 

control are restricted in range even slightly, then measurement may be compromised by 

this limited variability for an extended discussion of this topic, see Sackett & Yang, 

2000). While this possibility may be explored in the future, the similar distributions 

displayed by the entire sample, and corresponding null effects displayed by Caucasian 

students did not support this hypothesis. It is also of note in tests of various assumptions 

that variance was equally distributed in both groups, but that normality of kurtosis was 

not. This would be expected in a measure of behavior, as behavior measured by rating 

scales may not be normally distributed in the general population. The finding that gender 
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was a significant contributor to ratings differences is unsurprising, particularly when 

using scales that are heavily influenced by externalizing items. It is noted that early work 

on Head Start found larger behavioral benefits on long term outcomes for female than 

male participants, and it is unknown if this is a Matthew Effect in which females 

“behave” better but also benefit more from programs broadly meant to improve learning 

behaviors/executive skills.  

Limitations and Future Research 

A fundamental limitation to the current study is the lack of information available 

on the control group. While the sample group received the standard preschool offered by 

the district, the control group likely received “something else.” That “something else” 

may range from babysitting, unstructured child care, or high-quality center-based care. 

As a counterexample, the first reference to preschool behavioral effects referenced in 

this article stems from Head Start attendance cited in the Coleman Report. It is almost 

certain that few of the nonparticipating low-income families were able to enroll 

nonparticipating children in a quality, education-centered formal setting in the early 

1960s.  

Second, while “sleeper effects” of behavioral differences in preschool attenders 

that might not appear initially but may surface at some point in later schooling are 

possible, they were not the purpose of this study and data were not collected to explore 

this hypothesis. Future work into program components of school preparation may shed 

light on this topic and other long-term mechanisms of preschool participation. The 

relatively early timing of behavioral rating (October) may have influenced ratings in a 
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positive or neutral manner. Students were rated more positively than the normative 

sample, with an average score below the norm average, and rating this early in the year 

may have influenced teachers to rate in this manner due to concerns that it may be too 

early in the year to draw attention to even moderate misbehavior. Both are empirical 

questions that could not be answered with the current dataset.  

Third, the preschool program used by the participating district did not follow any 

specific implementation model. A common complaint of early intervention researchers is 

poor treatment fidelity by program implementers. In this instance, the program was 

essentially Kindergarten offered a year prior to the Kindergarten year, with identical 

curricula and no social or emotional components. This limitation may actually have 

improved external validity, as programs may be more likely to use a “home-grown” 

package than one with stringent requirements and suggests early childhood programs 

with no predetermined social or behavioral focus may not yield desirable results in those 

areas. Again, this is an empirical question as to how little or how much time and school 

resources should be required to yield results, and may be answered in longer term studies 

of structured programs designed to enhance executive skills. 

Last, while students from low SES homes received preferential access, some 

students that did not meet free or reduced lunch were admitted and program staff related 

this is was the result of a “first come-first served” policy. However, roughly 65 percent 

of the nonattending sample qualified as free or reduced lunch but for unknown reasons, 

did not attend. Given the high cost of child care for families earning wages below federal 

poverty guidelines, this raises questions of unequal access for qualifying families. It is 
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unknown if this is an idiosyncratic finding or if there are similar issues of equity in 

access for other studies. Future research that investigates gating procedures used by 

schools when there are fewer spots than potential applicants may help to resolve this 

discrepancy.  
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CHAPTER III                                                                                                                             

BIAS IN TEACHER RATINGS OF BEHAVIOR: A RESEARCH SYNTHESIS 

Behavior rating scales are indirect ratings of behaviors, symptoms, and 

functioning gathered for assessment purposes (Beaver & Busse, 2000; Fennerty, 

Lambert, & Majsterek, 2000; Hosp, Howell, & Hosp, 2003).  Typically presented in a 

standardized format, behavior rating scales have now entered the sixth decade of use in 

the psychological assessment of children and adolescents (Achenbach, 1966; Reynolds 

& Kamphaus, 2003; Sattler, 1992).  While behavior rating scales differ in length and 

presentation, they typically require raters that know the subject well enough to form a 

summative judgment as to the subject’s behavior to respond to questions or statements 

about subject function in a Likert-style format (Merrell, 1994; Reid, 1995; Reid & Maag, 

1994).  Behavior rating scales may be used to measure specific concerns such as 

attention-deficit hyperactivity disorders (ADHD) or depression or may be broadband in 

nature and used to capture a large number of adaptive and maladaptive behaviors.  

Behavior rating scales are now considered standard assessment practice for both 

externalizing and internalizing disorders (Merrell, 2000; Sattler, 1992), as they allow for 

efficient information-gathering and comparison of information between informants.  

Additionally, shortened behavior ratings scales are used in screening (both universal and 

selected) as well as in behavioral progress monitoring (Gresham & Elliott, 2008; 

Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2007; Walker & Severson, 1992).  This expansion suggests 

behavior rating scales may be used to provide information in virtually every step of 

service provision for special education: initial screening, progress monitoring, 
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assessment of intervention response, and full and individual evaluation for placement in 

special education. 

However, behavior rating scales are measures, and all measures produce scores 

that contain measurement error (Haynes, Smith, & Hunsley, 2011).  Measurement error 

strictly defined is variability in results when measuring the same variable in the same 

individual (Bland & Altman, 1996).  Measurement error negatively affects interpretation 

of behavior rating scale scores by impacting their primary functions:  classifying 

subjects and predicting outcomes for those subjects.  Measurement error may be random 

or systematic in nature.  Random error is not correctible, as it should theoretically have a 

self-cancelling mean of zero but is detectible through repeated measurement of the same 

subject (DeVellis, 2006).  Conversely, systematic error moves scores consistently in one 

direction, is typically undetectable through repeated administration, but may be 

corrected once it has been identified (Campbell & Fiske, 1959).  Any systematic error 

that affects the validity of scores is bias (Hunter & Schmidt, 1990).  The three most 

commonly assessed types of bias associated with behavior rating scales are construct 

bias, predictive bias, and rater bias.  

Bias 

Construct Bias 

Construct bias occurs when the factor structure of the latent construct (e.g. 

aggression, depression) differs across measured groups and thus compromises the ability 

to make valid score comparisons across those groups (French & Finch, 2006; Meredith, 

1993).  Construct bias may be addressed by answering a series of related questions.  
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First, is the same number of factors present across measured groups?  Second, do the 

same items load on the same factors across groups?  Third, do the common factors have 

the same meanings across groups?  If these three questions are answered affirmatively, 

meaningful and defensible comparisons of scores for different groups may be made 

(Gregorich, 2006). 

Predictive Bias 

  Predictive bias (also known as differential prediction) was defined by Cleary 

(1968) as consistent nonzero errors of prediction between members of a subgroup.  

Predictive bias is measured by assessing differences in the prediction of the criterion 

based on slope and intercept between groups (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).  If 

predictive bias is present, then the predicted criterion will differ across groups despite 

similar scores on the measure of study.  Examples of outcomes predicted by behavior 

rating scales and subscales include academic achievement (Kamphaus, Thorpe, Winsor, 

Kroncke, & Dowde, et al., 2007), independent measures of school adjustment (Hoge & 

McKay, 1986), peer victimization (Hanish & Guerra, 2000), and referral for intervention 

or placement in special education (Harris, Tyre & Wilkinson, 1993).  Together, 

investigation of predictive and construct bias can be expressed simply as—do the tests 

scores predict outcomes equally well between groups and are the scores measuring the 

same thing for those groups.  Both types of bias are typically addressed at the level of 

test and item development through statistical analysis and proper matching of normative 

sample with the population of interest. 
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Rater Bias  

 Rater bias is the presence of substantial and systematic error in ratings of 

performance or behavior caused by rater attitudes, beliefs, or experiences (Hoyt, 2000).  

First investigated empirically by Thorndike (1920), rater bias can lead to systematic 

overestimation or underestimation of true behavior (Saudino, 2005).  Rater bias 

negatively impacts behavior rating scales’ primary functions—to predict outcomes for 

individuals and to classify individuals as needing intervention and/or service provision.  

While not directly linked to rater bias, studies of inter-rater reliability are suggestive of 

large disparities in behavior ratings across informants. In a study of 60 articles offering 

sufficient data to calculate paternal-maternal agreement, Duhig, Renk, Epstein, and 

Phares (2000) found mean Pearson r values of .46 for internalizing problems, .66 for 

externalizing problems, and .61 for total problems.  These values were similar to those 

found in Achenbach, McConaughey, and Howell’s (1987) meta-analytic review of 119 

studies in which parent-parent agreement for externalizing (.62) and internalizing (.59) 

symptoms were found.  The resulting variance is large and must be attributed at least in 

part to rater differences due to shared observation setting.  

As may be expected, teacher-parent agreement in rating scales is substantially 

lower than parent-parent agreement, with an obtained Pearson r of .31 for externalizing 

and .21 for internalizing symptoms found within the same review (Achenbach et al., 

1987).  The larger correlations found in ratings of externalizing rather than internalizing 

problems is robust and has been consistent across multiple studies (Diamond & Squires, 

1993; Verhulst & Akkerhuis, 1989; Verhulst & van der Ende, 1991; Stanger & Lewis, 
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1993; Winsler & Wallace, 2002).  The lower correlations found on behavior rating scale 

scores for teachers and parents may represent true variation in behaviors across settings 

and task demands or may be the result of some bias associated with characteristics or 

beliefs of the raters (Nunnally, 1978; Phares, Compas, & Howell, 1989).  Best practice 

for assessment calls for multiple informants with teacher ratings considered an essential 

component (Loeber, Green, Lahey, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1989), yet teacher bias is 

rarely discussed as a potential threat to score validity.  As systematic error in teacher 

ratings may unduly influence service provision and empirical study of teacher bias 

beyond simple agreement has not yet been investigated in a structured literature review, 

it is the focus of the current paper.  

Types of Rater Bias 

Rater bias is a broad construct that encompasses a large number of personal and 

situational factors that may impact teacher ratings of behavior.  Examples of specific 

rater biases include the following common examples: halo bias, response-style bias, 

projection bias, expectancy bias, situational bias, and language bias.  Halo bias occurs 

when raters tend to rate subjects as “generally good” or “generally bad” contaminating 

ratings of unrelated behaviors (Epkins & Myers, 1994; Thorndike, 1920).  Response-

style bias includes the following types: leniency bias in which raters favor positive 

responses (also known as acquiescent response style), stringency bias, in which raters 

favor negative responses (also known as disacquiescent response style), midpoint 

response style, in which raters favor middle responses, and extreme response style, in 

which raters tend to choose extremely positive or negative ratings in general (Alliger & 
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Williams, 1992; Weijters, Schillewaert, & Geuens, 2008).  Projection bias may occur 

when raters score others higher or lower on the latent construct in accordance with the 

rater’s own level of the construct (Hooman, 1982; Kroes, Veerman, & De Bruyn, 2005).  

Expectancy bias (also referred to as examiner or observer bias) is the result of examiners 

assessing subjects differently based on expectation or notions regarding expected 

behavior rather than behavioral differences. Expectancy bias is most commonly 

investigated in studies using vignettes that assign labels related to disability or 

socioeconomic status.  Situational bias refers to the effect of environmental variables 

that are specific to the testing environment (Cole & Bruner, 1971).  Last, language bias 

is the result of examiners using a language or register that the subject cannot understand 

sufficiently (Reynolds, Lowe, & Saenz, 1999).  

Additional rater variables not typically considered in studies of bias but that may 

contribute systematic variance to teacher ratings include practice effects, regression 

effects, and order effects.  Practice effects occur when raters evaluate subjects more 

positively after initial rating without evidence of actual behavioral improvement due to 

increased familiarity with rating content (Sandoval, 1977).  Similarly, regression effects 

occur when extreme, initial ratings (both lenient and harsh ratings) are less extreme in 

subsequent ratings (Milich, Loney, Roberts, & Caputo, 1980).  Order effects occur when 

the order of ratings impact rating scores (e.g, students with extreme misbehavior, if rated 

first, positively impact behavior ratings of subsequent students).  Categorization of bias 

types can be difficult due to definitional overlap, but all are similar in that they 

systematically impact scores and thus compromise score validity. 
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Measurement of Rater Bias  

While each of the aforementioned biases represents independent, systematic 

threats to the validity of rating interpretation, presence of bias cannot be determined by 

simple comparison of rater scores and requires a reasonable criterion serving as a 

measure of “true” current or predicted behavior (Kingstrom & Bass, 1981).  Simple 

differences between raters is insufficient to answer this question and does not meet the 

“best evidence” criteria as described by Slavin (1986) due to the lack of internal validity 

inherent to any study of behavior rating without directly measured or controlled 

behavior.  Direct measurement of rating bias is desirable, as it allows for the study of 

unambiguous relationships between the rater and the latent construct and has been 

investigated through the use of vignettes and direct observation.  With an accurate metric 

of child behavior serving as criterion, ratings may be compared and shown to deviate 

from actual behavior (Guilford, 1954; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012).    

The use of vignettes (both scripted and video) to alter variables of interest in a 

systematic fashion while holding other student characteristics constant has been used to 

investigate multiple areas of teacher bias in behavior ratings.  In these studies, the 

researchers have typically manipulated: disability category (Foster & Ysseldyke, 1976), 

ethnicity (Chang & Sue, 2003), and gender (Kelter & Pope, 2011) while leaving other 

information identical.  This means of holding constant all student characteristics apart 

from the variable of interest is efficient, but suffers from loss of external validity due to 

the absence of real-world variables that may impact teacher ratings of students in actual 

settings. For example, the quality of teacher-student relationships may impact teacher 
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ratings of student behavior. While no direct research has been completed on this issue, 

studies of maternal rating behaviors are suggestive of unique rater variance attributable 

to dyadic relationship variables. Seifer, Sameroff, Barrett, and Krafchuk (1994) trained 

mothers to rate infant temperament and found high correspondence between ratings by 

mothers and those of trained observers when rating unrelated infants but negligible 

agreement with trained observers when mothers rated their own children.  Accordingly, 

relationship variables may account for unique variance in teacher ratings of actual 

students that may not be discoverable in research that uses vignettes due to some 

combination of past interactions and relationship quality.  This source of specific 

variance is unique to the relationship between rater and subject and is rarely, if ever, 

explored (Hoyt, 2000).  

Direct observation data collected by a trained observer allows for study of real 

students in real settings and may capture elements of student-teacher interactions. Direct 

observation data is considered the gold standard of behavioral data (Chafouleas, Riley-

Tillman, & McDougal, 2002; Hintze & Matthews, 2004; Intille et al., 2003) and may be 

used as the criterion against which behavior ratings are compared.  Collection of direct 

observation data also allows for contextual information-gathering such as behavior of 

same-class peers.  However, direct observation data is costly to collect and may lead to 

subject reactivity in which observed students or peers behave differently due to observer 

presence (Harris & Lahey, 1982).  Additionally, low-frequency, high intensity events as 

discussed by Gresham, MacMillan, and Bocian (1996) may be missed by direct 

observation, are important contributors to understanding of child functioning, and may 



 

35 

 

be impossible to discount in a retrospective rating of child function.  While neither 

vignettes nor direct observation is without drawback for determining rater bias, each 

offers useful information regarding systematic variance that is likely to go unexplored 

during standard development of behavior rating scales.  

Rationale 

The search for articles addressing teacher bias yields a large number of results, 

yet the resulting articles are often conceptual in nature and do not offer quantifiable 

evidence of mean differences directly attributable to teacher characteristics or beliefs.  

Also, studies that do offer mean differences that would allow for effect size calculation 

address very different bias types, rendering a meta-analysis impractical.  The absence of 

a structured literature review or best-evidence synthesis (Slavin, 1986) that examines 

what bias is present in teacher ratings is surprising given the significant contribution of 

teacher ratings of behavior to the assessment and intervention process and the low 

correspondence in agreement between teacher and parent ratings.  This gap in the 

literature supports the need for a comprehensive review and synthesis related to the 

following research question: 

What evidence of teacher bias in ratings of student behavior exists when an 

unbiased or third-party criterion measure of behavior is collected for comparison? 

Method 

The study examined evidence of teacher bias in behavior ratings and was 

conducted in two phases.  The first phase was a comprehensive literature review using: 

an electronic database search, a hand search of the past ten years for journals frequently 
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publishing articles on teacher bias, and a search of reference lists for all identified 

articles.  In the second phase, the articles were organized and presented in a best-

evidence synthesis format as described by Slavin (1986). A best-evidence synthesis 

should include a thoughtful extraction of the best evidence in the topic of study rather 

than a broader, quantitative assessment of relatively weak evidence. 

Comprehensive Literature Review 

A comprehensive review of the literature should be methodical and exhibit clear 

criteria necessary to isolate all studies related to the research question (Berman & 

Parker, 2002).  Studies were identified through an electronic search using the Psycinfo 

database, Education Full Text and Wilson database.  The following Boolean string 

searches were conducted: bias and behavior rating* and teacher. This search resulted in 

173 articles from the years 1975 to 2010. The search was updated until February 3, 2012 

with one additional article meeting selection criteria prior to search termination (Kelter 

& Pope, 2011) and a final total of 174 articles. 

A hand search was then conducted by the author. The tables of contents and 

abstracts were searched from the year 2002 to the issue available on February 3, 2012 in 

the following education and assessment journals with published work in rater bias: 

Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, Journal of Emotional and Behavioral 

Disorders, Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment, Psychology in the Schools, School 

Psychology Quarterly, and School Psychology Review.  The hand search resulted in no 

additional articles that had not been identified in the electronic search. A reference 

search of the 174 included articles was then conducted, with 15 articles identified as 
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potentially meeting inclusion criteria added to the search list for a final total of 189 

articles. 

Inclusion criteria. Following the search results, each article was evaluated to 

determine if the criteria for inclusion in the literature review had been met. The studies 

had to meet the following inclusion criteria: (1) the study was published in an English-

language, peer–reviewed journal, (2) behavior ratings were collected from classroom 

teachers rather than preservice teachers or college students, (3) ratings of behavior were 

used as the dependent measure (likelihood of referral, perceptions of achievement were 

excluded), (4) a criterion measure of behavior was used or collected in the study that 

allowed for comparison against teacher ratings, and (6) the criterion was not simply a 

score on another rating scale unless it was the same scale used by the same teacher and 

measured post-experimental condition.  (7) Results allowed for comparison of mean 

differences and subsequent assessment of bias direction.  

Inter-rater agreement for inclusion/exclusion. Twenty percent of studies 

(38/189) were reviewed by two evaluators to evaluate the reliability of coding articles 

for criterion and determine if the criteria for inclusion had been met.  A third evaluator 

reviewed any studies for which the first two evaluators disagreed and/or one evaluator 

was undecided in how to code based on the publication text.  All evaluators were 

doctoral candidates in educational psychology. The decision made by two of the three 

evaluators was the final decision using a majority agreement method. Agreement for 

inclusion or exclusion was 97%.  Only one article required a third evaluator to determine 

exclusion/inclusion decision, and by majority agreement (2 of 3 reviewers agreed on 
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criteria) was included in the review. Of the original 189 identified articles, 25 met the 

criteria for inclusion in the study. The majority of excluded articles did not collect 

behavior ratings from teacher (n=69), or did not include a criterion measure of behavior 

(n=60). 

Coding 

Six descriptive characteristics of each study were coded in the database to be 

assessed in answering the research question.  The six characteristics were as follows: (a) 

the author (s) and year of publication, (b) the research sample (teachers filling out the 

rating forms), (c) the behavior rating scale used and construct measured, (d) the criterion 

measure used in the study, (e) the bias type investigated, and (f) study results (finding or 

non-finding of bias). If multiple ratings occurred (e.g. behavior, academic, likelihood of 

referral), then only the behavior rating results were coded for review inclusion. 

Operational definitions for coding of each bias type are presented in Table 4.    
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Table 4.  

Operational definitions for coding of bias types 

Bias type Operational definition 
1. Age bias Ratings of student behavior attributed to the age of the rater, 

the rated student, or an interaction between the two 
2. Cultural 

bias 
Ratings of student behavior attributed to differences in the rater’s 
cultural expectations and beliefs (e.g. country of origin, region of 
origin, socioeconomic status of the rater) 

3. Ethnic bias Ratings of student behavior attributed to the ethnicity of the 
rater, the rated student, or an interaction between the two. 

4. Examiner 
bias 

Ratings of student behavior attributed to the rater’s level of 
knowledge, vocational or educational experience (e.g. 
knowledge of learning disability, coursework in special 
education, non-example: specific rating scale experience) 

5. Expectancy 
bias 

Ratings of student behavior attributed to unobserved behaviors 
or characteristics assigned to the rated students (e.g. labels of 
categorical disability but not ethnicity, age, or gender) 

6. Gender 
bias 

Ratings of student behavior attributed to differences in student 
gender 

7. Halo 
effects 

Ratings of behavior attributed to the influence of unrelated 
student behavior (e.g. defiant behaviors increasing ratings of 
inattention) 

8. Language 
bias 

Ratings of behavior attributed to differences in the language of 
the rater, the student, or the linguistic complexity of the rating 
scale 

9. Order 
effects 

Ratings of behavior attributed to differences in the order of 
presentation (e.g. if students with more severe behaviors are 
rated early or later) 

10. Practice 
effects 

Ratings of behavior attributed to differences in experience with 
the rating scale 

11. Projection 
bias 

Ratings of behavior attributed to differences the rater’s level of 
the latent construct being measured (e.g. raters with higher 
levels of depression rating students as being more depressed) 

12. Rating-
style bias 

Ratings of behavior attributed to differences in rating styles (e.g. 
harsh raters, lenient raters, midpoint raters) 

13. Regression 
effects 

Ratings of behavior attributed to the effects of regression on 
ratings (e.g. more severe ratings are less harsh at follow-up 
rating) 

14. Situational 
bias 

Ratings of behavior attributed to environmental factors (e.g. 
classroom activity, classroom layout, time of day) 
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Coder reliability. Twenty percent of research reports were coded by two 

graduate student coders.   As recommended by Cooper (1998), coding disagreements 

were resolved by discussion. If the disagreement could not be resolved by discussion, a 

third coder was consulted. The decision made by two of the three coders was the final 

one. Coder agreement was determined in two ways.  Overall agreement of all possible 

codes (25 studies, 6 codes per study) was 98% (147/150). The only disagreement 

occurred on the “type of bias” and this disagreement occurred in 3 of the 25 articles. 

Reliability of bias type was 88% (22/25). Disagreement occurred with identifying 

categories including the following: cultural bias/ethnic bias (2/3) and expectancy 

bias/halo effects (5/7). 

As one example of overlap between categories, Neal et al. (2003)  collected 

teacher ratings of video vignettes of students engaged in a “standard” walk or a “stroll” 

representing the movement style of inner city, urban youth.  The videos rated were of 

either a similarly dressed Caucasian or African American student. While coder 1 

correctly identified two bias types—the ethnic bias associated with the target student as 

well as the cultural bias representing the movement style itself, Coder 2 coded only 

ethnic bias. Coder 3 correctly identified both bias types, resolving the discordant codes. 

Results 

 The research question: what evidence of teacher bias in behavior ratings exists 

when a criterion measure of behavior is included required a comprehensive and broad 

search that resulted in a small number of studies with a strong external or conclusion 

validity. Results are first presented descriptively in table format, followed by brief 
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summaries of teacher characteristics, dependent measures, and criterion measures. Then, 

a more thorough discussion of individual studies is completed under the categories of 

bias types. Quantitative data in the form of p values for statistically significant 

differences in teacher ratings are presented for all studies that found differences.  

Descriptive Summary   

Descriptive summary for each of the 25 studies can be found in Appendix A. 

Rater characteristics. Twenty one of the twenty five included studies reported 

teacher characteristics in the method section. For the twenty one reporting studies, 1,844 

total teachers were included in the study review. Of the articles that included sufficient 

information to determine teacher placement, all but three used elementary or primary 

teachers. Bahr et al. (1991) and Neal et al. (2003) used middle school teachers, while 

Saunders and TiLullo (1972) used a K-8 teaching sample. Secondary teachers were not 

used in any study that met inclusion criteria and provided teacher information. Trained 

observers were used to independently rate student behavior in ten studies, and all 

observer data were collected in classroom settings. 

Dependent measure. The behaviors most commonly assessed in the literature 

review were ADHD and related hyperactivity/inattentive behaviors, representing 13 total 

studies. Total problem scores or similar ratings of aggregate behavioral symptomology 

were also common, representing eight studies. Similarly, composite scores of 

externalizing or internalizing problems were used in five studies. Two studies 

investigated teacher ratings of student aggression.  
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Criterion measure. The criterion measures used to validate behavior ratings fell 

into three broad categories--scripted vignette, video vignette, or direct observation with 

two exceptions.  Vignettes were used in 14 of 25 studies, and at least one statistically 

significant result was found for 12 of the 14.  However, differences were found 

according to category.  Scripted vignettes were used in five studies, with three of the five 

showing statistically significant results (and consequently harsher ratings) indicating 

biasing effects of at least one examined variable.  Video vignettes were used in ten 

studies, with some measure of behavior showing significantly harsher ratings in nine of 

the ten studies.  The only study in which video vignettes were used that resulted in 

nonsignificant results was also the only study to use both scripted and video vignettes 

with mixed results (Dukes & Saudargas, 1989).  Direct observation served as the 

criterion measure for 10 of 25 studies, with significant results found in seven.  Two 

studies used a repeated measures format in order to assess changes in ratings across the 

experimental condition, with one showing significant results (Brandon et al., 1990) and 

one resulting in none (Saunders and Di Tullio, 1972). 

Bias Type 

Expectancy. Expectancy bias was the most common bias type and was 

investigated in nine studies, with six demonstrating statistically significant differences in 

behavior rating scores (Brandon et al., 1990; Chang & Sue, 2003; Dukes & Saudargas, 

1989; Foster & Ysseldyke, 1976; Phillips & Lonigan, 2010; Saunders & Di Tullio, 1972; 

Stevens, 1980; Sonuga-Barke et al., 1993; Walker, Bettes, & Ceci, 1984).  Chang and 

Sue (2003) used scripted vignettes to assign normal behavior, externalizing 
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(undercontrolled) problems, and internalizing (overcontrolled) problems to hypothetical 

students.  In teacher ratings of behavioral severity, 197 teachers rated externalizing 

problems as being more severe than internalizing problems (p<.001).  This finding 

suggested that the authors’ attempts to match severity of internalizing and externalizing 

problems in vignettes had little impact on teacher ratings.  Similar teacher beliefs about 

severity of behavior problems were investigated by Walker, Bettes, and Ceci (1984).  In 

their study, 100 preschool teachers rated behavior severity for scripted vignettes, with 

aggression rated as significantly more serious than hyperactivity, which in turn was rated 

as more serious than withdrawal (p<.01).  A significant interaction effect was also found 

for withdrawal, as teachers rated vignettes for a five year old’s withdrawal symptoms as 

more serious than that of a three year olds (p<.01) despite behaviors that were identically 

described.  

Foster and Ysseldyke (1976) measured the impact of assigned labels (normal, 

learning disabled, emotionally disturbed, educable mentally retarded) on behavior 

ratings of 100 experienced elementary teachers (mean years of experience= 9.7 years). 

Significantly more severe ratings were found for disability labels in the scripted format 

(p<.01).  Additionally, these rating differences were maintained even when rating a 

video vignette of identical (and typical) child behavior.  Notably, statistically significant 

differences were found not just for the categorical labels, but between them, as raters 

given the student label of “educable mentally retarded” rated the student more harshly 

than those receiving the learning disabled or emotionally disturbed labels (p<.05) which 

in turn were harsher than the ratings of those receiving the normal label (p<.05).   
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In a like design,  Dukes and Saudargas (1989) investigated the impact on 

behavior ratings by teachers first for assigned labels (learning disabled or normal) in 

scripted vignettes and then in videotaped behavior of a normal 8 year old child in 

individual seatwork or a group work setting.  Using a seasoned group of 80 teachers with 

an average experience of 13 years, significant differences were found in scripted (p<.01) 

but not video vignette ratings, suggesting expectancy bias may be modified by the 

transition from hypothetical to actual student behavior for experienced teachers. In a 

study using 20 primary teachers, Fogel and Nelson (1981) assigned labels (normal, 

learning disabled, educable mentally retarded, and emotionally disturbed) to a typically-

behaving student in a video vignette and found significantly harsher behavior ratings for 

every disability label compared to both the normal label and the subject receiving no 

label at all (p<.01). Teacher-coded behavior observation data did not differ across label 

conditions as did checklist-ratings. 

In a study in which teachers rated ADHD behaviors for video vignettes of 

children exhibiting mild, moderate, and severe ADHD, Brandon et al. (1990) found 

ratings from 60 teachers and school personnel did not differ after being told the child had 

just received medication for ADHD prior to the video recording.  This use of expectancy 

as a measure of expected change in behavior rather than expected behavior was the only 

study of its kind that met inclusion criteria. 

Saunders and Di Tilullo (1972) collected ratings of student behavior for nine 

teachers (grades K-8), suggested that three of the six students receiving the harshest 

behavior ratings in each class were of high “achievement potential,” and returned in 



 

45 

 

three months to collect a second round of teacher ratings.  The study authors’ hypothesis 

that behavior ratings would be improved at three month follow-up due to Pygmalion 

Effects was not confirmed.   

In a study using Head Start teachers, Philips and Lonigan (2010) investigated 

expectancy effects based on the socioeconomic status of children for 98 teachers, but 

found SES did not impact teacher ratings of preschoolers’ behavior compared to those 

obtained by trained observers.  It was noted that while SES did not appear to contribute 

to rating differences, teachers rated all students more severely than did observers for five 

of six ratings constructs (p<.001).  Conversely, in the first of the remaining studies that 

found significant differences in behavior ratings based on expectancy effects, Stevens 

(1980) varied child characteristics in biographical packets describing students prior to 

teacher viewing of child behavior and found expectancy bias due to assigned 

socioeconomic status. In the study, 27 teachers rated child behavior in silent videos more 

harshly if the child had received the low socioeconomic status background rather than 

the middle-class backgrounl in the pre-rating packet (p<.001). 

Ethnic bias. Ethnic bias in teacher ratings of behavior was measured in eight 

studies (Bahr, Fuchs, Strecker, & Fuchs, 1991; Chang & Sue, 2003; Epstein et al., 2005; 

Hosterman, DuPaul, & Jitendra, 2008; Milfort & Greenfield, 2002; Neal, McCray, 

Webb-Johnson, & Bridges, 2003; Sonuga-Barke, et al., 2003; Stevens, 1980). Significant 

differences in behavior ratings due to student ethnicity were found in three of the seven. 

Stevens (1980) found harsher ratings (p<.01). of student behavior by 27 elementary 

teachers when the student was African American rather than Hispanic despite videotaped 
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behavior that was pre-rated as identical by 10 graduate students. Milfort & Greenfield 

(2002) found 22 Head Start teachers rated African American children’s play interaction 

more positively than Hispanic children’s play interaction while observers found the 

reverse. Teachers and observers agreed on higher ratings of disruption for African 

American children compared to Hispanic children. Additionally, teachers gave generally 

higher ratings of disconnection (internalizing behaviors) for all subjects—a finding that 

did not reach significance. 

Sonuga-Barke et al. (2003) investigated ethnic bias in teacher ratings of 

hyperactivity by comparing British teacher ratings of 99 British children (47 

“hyperactive, 52 controls) and 30 Asian (10 “hyperactive,” 20 controls) children with 

direct observation data. While the teacher ratings did not differ significantly for the two 

ethnic groups, significant differences were found in comparisons with direct observation 

data. The group of English “hyperactives” were rated more harshly by direct observers 

than the Asian group (p<.05).  Moreover, the differences in direct observation data were 

stark enough that the Asian “hyperactive” group’s ratings of ADHD did not differ 

significantly differ from the ratings of the British control group.   

Hosterman and colleagues (2008) compared teacher ratings with direct 

observation for 124 elementary students meeting ADHD criteria and 48 students not 

meeting ADHD criteria. Direct observation data from trained graduate students 

suggested teachers were actually more accurate in rating behavior of African American 

and Hispanic students than Caucasian children, and thus ethnic bias was not found. The 

authors posited that disproportionately harsh behavior ratings for ethnic students may at 
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least partially due to underrating of Caucasian student behavior. Neal et al., (2003) 

assessed ethnic bias in ratings of aggression by 136 middle school teachers using video 

vignettes. In a novel design, the authors used video vignettes of Caucasian and African 

American students engaged in a standard walk or a “stroll” representing the movement 

style of urban black youth to determine if ethnicity impacted teacher ratings. While 

significant effects were found for other variables in the study, teacher-rated aggression 

did not differ due to ethnicity or ethnicity-movement interactions. 

Epstein et al., (2005) investigated ethnic bias in teacher ratings of behavior of 

528 African American and Caucasian students with diagnosed ADHD by collecting 

direct observation data for all included students. While ratings of ADHD behaviors for 

African American subjects were more severe than Caucasian subjects, direct observation 

data supported real differences in classroom behavior that suggested a lack of teacher 

bias. It was noted that direct observation data collected for a comparison peer nominated 

as having typical behavior suggested higher levels of average misbehavior in the 

classroom setting for African American students as well, a setting difference that may 

contribute to exacerbation of ADHD symptoms. 

Ethnic Bias was investigated by Bahr et al., (1991) in a study collecting teacher 

ratings and direct observation data for 40 students nominated as extremely difficult to 

teach (DTT). While ratings were collected from the 40 middle school teachers on a 

variety of variables, only the behavioral severity rating met inclusion criteria and was 

included in the review. No significant differences were found for behavior ratings 

between teachers and trained observers, suggesting highly problematic behavior may 
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sufficiently override any potential confound related to group membership. Using a 

similar variable of teacher-ratings of behavioral severity, Chang and Sue (2003) varied 

student ethnicity (Asian, Caucasian, and African American) and problem type (no 

problem, externalizing problems or internalizing problems) in scripted vignettes that 

were rated by 197 teachers. No bias was found in teacher ratings due to student ethnicity. 

Cultural bias. Cultural bias in teacher ratings of behavior was investigated in 

five studies (Alban-Metcalfe, Cheng-Lai, & Ma, 2002; Mueller at al., 1995; Neal et al., 

2003; Puig et al., 1999; Weisz et al., 1995), with all five resulting in significant 

differences in ratings of behavior across cultural categories. Trained observer ratings of 

Jamaican (n=27) and African American (n=24) student behavior were compared with 

ratings collected from their respective teachers in a study by Puig et al., (1999). 

Significant main effects were found for rater type, with teachers rating more harshly than 

observers in both settings (p<.0001). Additionally, main effects were found for rater 

nationality, with U.S. teachers rating students more harshly than Jamaican teachers 

(p<.0001). This finding was in direct conflict with trained observer ratings denoting 

more classroom misbehavior from Jamaican students (p<.0001).  A higher student-

teacher ratio in the Jamaican sample (45:1) was offered as a possible explanation for the 

greater teacher tolerance for misbehavior by the Jamaican teachers.  

A similarly-designed cross-cultural study of Thai and U.S. students rated by 

teacher and trained observer was completed by Weisz et al. (1995). Using a sample of 

teachers from both countries along with trained observers, the researchers found Thai 

teachers rated Thai student behavior more harshly than their U.S. counterparts rated U.S. 
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student behavior (p<.0001). Similar to Puig et al. (1999), observer ratings resulted in 

contrary findings, with U.S. student behavior ratings denoting much more sever 

classroom misbehavior than those obtained from Thai students (p<.0001). Interestingly, 

nearly all of the score variance lay in externalizing problems, with teacher ratings of 

internalizing disorders showing little difference across Thai and U.S. teacher ratings. 

Mueller et al. (1995) investigated cultural bias by collecting behavior ratings of 

four videotapes of child behavior by 130 teachers from five countries--China, Indonesia, 

Japan, Thailand, and the United States. The videotapes presented children in both group 

and individual settings displaying varying degrees of hyperactive, inattentive, and 

oppositional behaviors. Significant effects were found for ratings by country (p<.01) as 

well as by videotape (p<.01), suggesting cultural factors impacted ADHD ratings in 

general but also differentially affected subsets of behavior subsumed under the ADHD 

domain (e.g. inattention, hyperactivity). Similarly, Alban-Metcalf and colleagues (2002) 

used video vignettes of a nine-year old child diagnosed with ADHD to compare behavior 

ratings from 130 teachers in Mainland China, Hong Kong, and the United Kingdom. As 

expected, main effects for teacher origin were significant (p<.001), and intra-group 

effects supported the hypothesis that Hong Kong’s more “Westernized” culture would 

lead to more lenient behavior ratings. Despite sharing national heritage, significant 

differences between mainland China and Hong Kong were found for all three subscales--

inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity (p<.007).  

Finally, theNeal et al. (2003) study investigated cultural bias by examining the 

impact on behavior ratings of aggression when a Caucasian and African American 
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student engaged in a  “standard” walk or a “stroll” depicting a gait considered to be 

associated with inner-city, African American culture. The study found 136 middle 

school teachers rated the student as more aggressive if he engaged in the “stroll” rather 

than the “standard” walk (p=.001) regardless of ethnicity. 

Examiner bias. Teacher experience and/or knowledge as an independent source 

of bias were variables investigated in three studies (Abikoff et al., 1993; Mueller et al., 

1995; Stevens et al., 1998).  In a video vignettes study examining ratings of child actors 

engaging in oppositional, ADHD, or typical behavior, Abikoff et al. (1993) found 

equivalent ratings of oppositional behavior by 72 regular education and 67 special 

education teachers but more severe ratings of ADHD behavior by regular educators 

(p<.001).  

Special education experience was an independent bias variable assessed by 

Stevens, Quittner, and Abikoff (1998) in a study that collected ADHD behavior ratings 

of video vignettes by 105 elementary teachers. Videos depicted students engaging in 

oppositional, ADHD or typical behaviors, and teachers with more special education 

experience were reported as ratings students less harshly on the inattentive/passive 

construct (p value not supplied). Additionally, professional experience with ADHD, 

knowledge of ADHD, and educational experiences related to ADHD were assessed for 

raters, with only educational experiences showing significant differences (p<.05). In the 

only study to assess for experiential variables related to parenting, parental experience 

was investigated as an independent variable in a study of 130 teachers from five 

countries (Mueller et al., 1995). In the study, teachers with children of their own rated 
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students exhibiting ODD and ADHD behaviors less severely than did teachers without 

children (p<.01). While the authors were unable to determine the precise mechanism of 

parenting’s effects on ratings, it was robust across national samples. Additionally, the 

authors investigated experience with ADHD as a biasing variable, with nonsignificant 

results.  

Situational bias. A second bias variable that was added post hoc due to review 

of search results included situational bias in which the context of the rated behavior 

occurred. Situational bias was investigated in three studies (Dukes & Saudargas, 1989; 

Jacob, O’Leary, & Rosenblad, 1978; Mueller et al., 1995.  The relationship between 

behavior setting and teacher ratings for a sample of 80 experienced teachers was 

investigated by Dukes and Saudargas (1989). After an expectancy condition was applied, 

teachers rated student behavior in a large group or individual seatwork condition. As the 

behavior sampled was typical for grade, ratings were both harsher and more accurate in 

the large group setting (p<.01).  

In the third, behavior ratings of students across different classroom organization 

were compared (Jacob, et al., 1978). Eight “hyperactive” and 16 control students were 

rated on hyperactive behavior by a study-assigned teacher and two trained observers. 

Significant differences in teacher accuracy were found in ratings of hyperactivity for 

formal and informal (i.e. “open” classroom) settings, with teacher ratings being more 

accurate in the formal setting than the informal setting. Direct observation frequency 

data suggested less overall ADHD behavior in the informal setting. 
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Halo effects. Halo effects were investigated in five studies (Abikoff et al., 1993; 

Epstein et al., 2005; Jackson & King, 2004; Schachar, Sandberg, & Rutter, 1986; 

Stevens, Quittner, & Abikoff, 1998). All five studies investigated unidirectional or 

bidirectional halo effects on ratings of aggression or defiance and ratings of ADHD, with 

significant effects found for all but one study. Epstein et al, (2005) measured teacher and 

observer ratings of ADHD as well as observer ratings of aggression in a large, multisite 

study including 528 students with and without ADHD. While observers found elevated 

ADHD ratings for students that exhibited classroom aggression, no such relationship 

was found for teachers, indicating a lack of halo bias in the only study of its kind and 

also suggesting teachers were underreporting child aggression in the study for African 

American students. 

 Abikoff et al. (1993) showed videos of child actors portraying ODD, ADHD, 

and typical behavior to 139 elementary regular and special education teachers and 

collected behavior ratings immediately post-viewing. Confirming the research 

hypothesis, inflated ratings of ADHD were found when teachers rated the ODD 

exemplar as evidenced by a lack of significant difference—teachers rated ADHD 

similarly for both the ADHD and the ODD exemplar. Consequently, 40% of the ratings 

of the ODD video met clinical criteria for ADHD. Interestingly, these effects were 

unidrectional in nature, with no significant differences in ODD ratings of ADHD 

models.  Using the same video vignettes, Stevens et al. (1998) collected ADHD ratings 

from 105 elementary teachers and found similarly elevated ADHD ratings of the ODD 

exemplar. However, the effects were less pronounced as the ADHD exemplar was rated 
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as having more severe ADHD symptomology than the ODD model (p<.05). The authors 

posited that this finding of partially attenuated bias may have been due to the greater 

frequency of inclusive school practices in the eight years between studies that led to 

more comfort and familiarity with ODD behaviors. 

Schachar, Sandberg, & Rutter, 1986 found multiple statistically significant halo 

effects in a study using both behavior ratings and direct observation data from observers 

blind to the experimental condition. Using a sample of 33 boys culled from a screening 

of all first grade students in six London schools, the researchers selected three groups 

based on low (1 sd below the mean), high (1 sd above the mean) or midpoint (any point 

between the high or low groups) on the CTRS hyperactivity index. First, students with a 

greater number of negative peer interactions received undeserved scores in the 

hyperactive range (p<.03). Second, students that self-vocalized were rated lower on 

hyperactivity than was merited by direct observation data (p<.05). Third, students with 

more positive peer interactions were rated higher in behavior problems than similarly 

behaving peers without those positive interactions (p<.05). Last, the traditional finding 

of higher scores of teacher rated inattention resulting from defiant or aggressive student 

behaviors was present (p<.05). 

 Jackson and King (2004) found complex interactions behavior ratings by 80 

middle school teachers of male and female video vignettes depicting typical, ODD, and 

ADHD behaviors. Using a balanced sample of 40 regular education and 40 special 

education teachers, the authors found the exemplar displaying oppositional behaviors 
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was rated as having more hyperactivity than the normal exemplar despite no more 

ADHD behaviors (p<.05).  

Gender bias. Gender bias was empirically investigated in four studies, with 

significant differences in ratings by gender found in two of the four.  Jackson and King 

(2004) investigated the interaction between gender and problem behaviors in the 

aforementioned video vignette study of expectancy bias.  In the study, males displaying 

oppositional behaviors were rated as having more hyperactivity than did females 

(p<.05).  The inverse was also found, with students displaying ADHD symptoms 

receiving harsher ratings as having more oppositional behavior than the typically-acting 

exemplar (p<.000).  Contrary to the oppositional findings, females displaying ADHD 

behaviors received harsher ratings of oppositional behavior than did males exhibiting 

similar behaviors (p<.05).  Thus, the study found complex interactions between problem 

type, problem severity, and child gender.  

Walker, Bettes, and Ceci (1984) examined ratings of behavioral severity by 100 

preschool teachers for vignettes describing boys and girls with varied age and problem 

type (aggression, hyperactivity, and withdrawal).  In the study, teacher ratings differed 

for other varied child characteristics, but not for gender.  Similarly, Kelter and Pope 

(2011) investigated gender influences on teacher ratings in a study using scripted 

vignettes to vary ethnicity for hypothetical students displaying oppositional behaviors.  

In a study examining 145 experienced elementary teacher ratings of child behavior, the 

authors found no gender effects on behavior ratings.  
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 In the previously discussed study of observer and teacher ratings of children in 

Head Start (Milfort & Greenfield, 2002), teachers rated boys’ disruptive behavior more 

harshly than did observers (p<.001). While both teachers and observers rated boys as 

displaying more disruptive classroom behaviors than did girls, the difference in 

harshness across raters was not present for girls. In sum, gender influences on teacher 

ratings of behavior were uneven across studies, and difficult to assess at this time. It is 

noted that significant effects were found in the two studies that included teacher ratings 

of actual students or videos of actual behavior but not in the two that used scripted 

vignettes, suggesting a potential stereotype activation effect that requires real students 

and real behaviors. 

Discussion 

The research question called for a best-evidence synthesis of the of teacher bias 

when rating student behavior. A comprehensive literature review was conducted and 

articles were included if bias was investigated with two central characteristics—first, 

that teacher ratings of student behavior were included and second, that those ratings 

were accompanied by a criterion measure that allowed for a reasonable interpretation of 

the accuracy of those ratings. Given these two parameters, 25 articles that met inclusion 

criteria resulted in the following findings. Evidence of bias due to student ethnicity was 

mixed, while evidence of effects due to culture, expectancy, and halo effects were 

strong. These findings are outlined below in greater detail.. 

Evidence for ethnic bias in teacher ratings of behavior was mixed. In the two 

studies that employed the strongest sampling and data collection methods, no ethnic bias 
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was found for ratings of ADHD (Epstein et al., 2005; Hosterman et al., 2008). In fact, 

Hosterman and colleagues found ratings of African American students were more 

accurate than those of Caucasian students. Interestingly, the strongest evidence of ethnic 

bias was shown by Sonuga-Barke et al. (2007) as a potential handicapping effect of 

positive ethnic stereotypes. In their study of Asian and British students rated as varying 

in levels of ADHD, Asian students rated as high in ADHD did not differ from British 

controls. These findings suggest teacher rating bias may be impacted by a perceived gap 

between positive ethnic stereotypes and perceived misbehavior by a member of that 

ethnic group. However, concluding that ethnic bias in behavior ratings based on negative 

stereotypes is not supported may be premature. First, teachers often knew which students 

were being assessed for which behaviors, and that may have influenced rating 

authenticity.  Second, studies that used scripted vignettes with assigned ethnicities may 

have alerted teachers to study intent. Third, ethnicity and culture are difficult to 

disentangle, as shown in the Neal et al. (2003) study of movement styles. The Neal 

finding suggests cultural biases that may have originally functioned as ethnic biases may 

exert effects independent from the associated ethnic group. Culture may be seen as the 

culture of the teacher (as seen in the studies of cross cultural ratings of video vignettes), 

culture of the student, or the interaction between the two. To date, surprisingly little 

work has been done in this area.  

The evidence for expectancy bias suggested categorical labels assigned to 

students exerted strong effects on ratings independent of actual student behavior. 

Reinforcing concerns that categorical labels influence teacher’s beliefs about students is 
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the finding that for both scripted and video vignettes, teachers rated student behavior 

differently based on assigned labels. In the case of scripted vignettes, this rating 

difference could be considered an exercise in stereotyping of a “typical” child with a 

categorical disability that might not influence ratings of actual children. However, 

similar effects have been shown in video vignette studies, suggesting teacher perceptions 

are modified to accommodate those same stereotypes with real children and real 

behaviors. Evidence of halo effects were also quite strong, and suggestive that multiple 

overlaps may occur for bidirectional inflation of ratings of defiance /opposition and 

ADHD as well as harsher or more lenient ADHD ratings due to unrelated neutral or 

positive social behaviors. These effects were robust across teachers and studies and 

suggestive of classic, systematic bias in teacher ratings.  

Implications for Practice 

Screening. While Jackson and King (2004) were the only authors to address 

simultaneously more than one set of rating-related halo effects (e.g. defiance and 

hyperactivity), they were also the only researchers to study the impact positive behaviors 

may contribute to harsher behavior ratings if the positive behaviors are poorly timed. 

The implications for screening are compelling. If a behavioral rating form used as in 

school-wide screening captures a broad set of externalizing behaviors and those 

behaviors are subject to halo effects, then one negative behavioral category may be 

sufficient to tip a student into an at-risk category. Additionally, if behaviors that are only 

negative due to timing or context (e.g. peer interaction during classroom instruction) 

result in greater ratings on an ADHD measure, then these problems will only be 
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exacerbated. Thus, broadband measures that capture multiple behaviors for screening 

purposes may be at risk of multiple levels of criterion contamination. One possible 

remedy may be to use mixed formats in screening. As an example, defiance and ADHD 

are particularly susceptible to halo effects when typical behavior rating formats are used, 

but quantitatively based data collection appears more resistant to these effects when the 

label is known in advance. Therefore, the use of a Likert-type format for one category 

(e.g. defiance) and a more quantitative format for the other category that is 

unintentionally linked (e.g. ADHD) may help to reduce reciprocal influences on ratings, 

although retrospective frequency counts have shown to be influenced by labels in prior 

research (Yates, Klein, & Haven, 1978). 

Assessment. Expectancy effects in which teachers rated similar behaviors 

differently due to assigned disability labels were robust across studies and settings, and 

may impact reevaluations by assessment personnel (e.g. diagnosticians, psychologists) 

that may be influenced by a priori knowledge of child referral question and diagnosis. 

By extension, teachers are almost certainly aware of categorical labels assigned directly 

through the school assessment process and indirectly through informal channels of 

school communication. Consequently, behavior ratings using information from teachers 

that are already aware of the prior classification may contribute systematic variance in 

the direction of continued qualification for students absent of behavioral evidence. 

While there is no perfect solution to this problem, collection of behavioral data from the 

student of interest as well as a peer nominated by the teacher as “typically behaving” 
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may assist evaluators in sorting out which behaviors are actually present when a limited 

sample of behavioral data is all that may be collected.  

 

 

Limitations 

The most salient study limitations are related to sample size and teacher 

characteristics. The sample size is a result of a combination of strict inclusion criteria 

chosen to improve external/conclusion validity but unintentionally reduces conclusion 

validity through a reduction in studies. This number was reduced in two ways—first by 

using only studies with a meaningful and defensible criterion, and second by excluding 

preservice teachers. While the first was necessary for results interpretation, the second 

was predicated upon the idea that the use of practicing teachers with classroom 

experience offers indispensable information that may not be obtainable from preservice 

teachers that have not experienced classroom instruction experiences. It is possible that 

classroom experience has little effect on bias in behavior ratings and can only be 

determined empirically. A final sample of 25 articles is not small for a typical synthetic 

review, nor was it small in participating subjects (total n= over 1880 teachers). Rather, 

the sample size was most limiting due to the broad number of bias categories 

investigated, with some bias types receiving one study and some receiving seven or 

more. As an example, Pygmalion effects were only empirically studied in one article that 

met criteria and rating-style biases in only two, while expectancy or ethnic bias was 

investigated in over half of included studies. Second, the vast majority of teachers were 
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female, Caucasian, and teaching elementary grade levels. While this is a problem 

inherent to study of teacher behaviors in the field as a whole, the lack of any secondary 

teachers and the limited number of males or teachers of other ethnic backgrounds 

reduces external validity to the extent the findings are applied to those groups. 

Future Research 

It is striking that studies of bias in teacher ratings of behavior are almost certainly 

influenced by implicit and explicit beliefs, yet these beliefs are rarely, if ever, measured. 

It would be rare for a social psychologist to attempt to capture evidence of a latent 

construct (e.g. just-world beliefs) impacting a behavioral variable without attempting to 

measure the latent construct prior to the execution of the study. In order to understand 

fully the source of biases present in teacher ratings of behavior, the next step will likely 

demand a better understanding of the engine that drives the harsher ratings of certain 

groups under certain conditions—the beliefs themselves.  The tendency for education to 

avoid this method with teachers was perhaps most striking in the area of projection bias. 

While multiple research articles in clinical and counseling psychology have investigated 

the impact maternal depression has on maternal parent rating of child depression as well 

as related child psychopathology, yet no articles that met inclusion criteria had 

investigated this with teachers. It is perhaps uncomfortable for researchers, but critical to 

the understanding of the phenomenon. 

 While narrow scope was necessary for this review, the restriction of category to 

behavior ratings has inevitably masked evidence of bias subsequent to the behavior 

rating. As an example, Bahr et al. (1991) and Chang and Sue (2003) found no evidence 
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of bias in behavior ratings and thus were coded as not evidencing ethnic bias for the 

purposes of this review, yet both found bias in referral across ethnic groups. Referral 

practices, like behavior rating processes, are summative in nature and likely include 

multiple implicit beliefs about student characteristics and outcomes, as well as personal 

and organizational values. The conceptual gaps in the bias literature are most evident 

when unbiased scores can lead to biased outcomes based on those scores. Going 

forward, investigation of these processes using real teachers in real settings is most 

likely to yield meaningful answers to disparities in intervention and placement. 
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CHAPTER IV CONCLUSION: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

 Universal screening for behavior offers the opportunity for local educational 

authorities to meet social and emotional needs for students that might otherwise go 

unnoticed. While screening for behavior is not new to communities and schools, there 

has been a recent expansion in research and practice that demands greater scrutiny of 

screening processes and measures. Universal screening has been implemented 

successfully for both literacy and mathematics, with screening instruments serving to 

screen for intervention as well as to monitor progress. However, there is limited 

evidence that behavioral screeners can be used to monitor progress with sufficient 

reliability to inform decision making. The most salient barriers to the use of behavioral 

screeners for progress-monitoring are: first, the lack of an evidence base supporting 

identifiable effects on screener scores from interventions known to produce behavioral 

effects, and second, insufficient evidence regarding teacher biases that may impact 

screener ratings even when behavioral differences are present. These two questions are, 

at their core, questions of validity. 

This dissertation addresses this gap in the literature in two ways.  First, universal 

screener scores were collected for preschool attenders and matched non-attenders in a 

school district with a public preschool option for students meeting admission criteria. 

Preschool participation has a long history of resulting in positive behavioral benefits for 

participating students (Barnett, 1990; Coleman, 1966), and if screeners are to be used to 

measure intervention outcomes, preschool participation is within the class of 
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interventions where such effects may be found due to its duration, intensity, and targeted 

nature (students of lower socioeconomic status). Second, a best-evidence synthesis of 

teacher ratings of bias in teacher ratings of behavior was conducted to provide an 

overview of the current evidence base supporting (or refuting) bias in teacher ratings of 

behavior.  

The results of study one suggested no differences in student behavioral risk as 

judged by teachers for 69 preschool attenders and 69 non-attenders matched for 

ethnicity, gender, and a gross measure of socioeconomic status (free or reduced lunch). 

While this result does not suggest screeners cannot be used as measures of interventional 

benefits, it does not support it either. Of interventions available to learning communities, 

a yearlong introduction to the rules, procedures, and cultural mores of schools is one that 

comes at a higher fiscal cost but one that has a high degree of face validity. As academic 

effects fade by third grade, behavioral benefits should explain at least a portion of the 

variance and in the study conducted, no significant variance for teacher ratings of 

behavioral risk was explained by the preschool participation. More positively, the lack of 

difference found for Hispanic and Caucasian samples suggested a structured screening 

process may be more suitable for Hispanic students, a group that otherwise may not 

receive needed services. 

The results of study two suggested the presence of multiple bias types in teacher 

ratings of behavior. While evidence of ethnic and gender bias was mixed, strong effects 

of teacher culture, expectancies due to disability label, halo effects from unrelated 

behaviors, and teacher training and experience with special education populations were 
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found. Additionally, multiple bias types had not been investigated with teachers. These 

included language bias (related to rating questions), and projection bias in which ratings 

of a construct are affected by the rater’s own level of that construct. These systematic 

effects on behavior ratings are undetectable unless explicitly investigated and may 

actually raise reliability of measures at the psychometric level, rendering detection by 

publishers an unnecessary (and possibly counterproductive) endeavor as  detection 

would negatively impact ratings validity for consumers. 

Implications for Practice 

 Both sets of findings have implications for practitioners initiating universal 

screening for behavior. First, the same measures used to predict risk have not yet been 

proven to possess sufficient sensitivity to change for use as an outcome measure post-

intervention. Accordingly, the use of screening measures as progress monitors is also 

unsupported, as the sensitivity to change required for progress monitoring is greater than 

the sensitivity required for measurement of intervention effects post-implementation. 

Thus, local educational authorities should be aware that the stability of risk status over 

time suggests that changing risk status is a difficult task and it is likely that more narrow 

and focused measures should be used for intervention measurement. 

 Second, teacher bias is present in behavior ratings scales at multiple levels, and if 

referral systems for special education intervention and placement use them at multiple 

levels (screening, referral, progress monitoring), the impact of teacher bias is multiplied. 

Consequently, any procedure that relies solely on behavior rating scales for identification 

will be susceptible to that bias. While scales that detect harshness in teacher ratings are 
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helpful, they are not necessarily indicative of biased ratings. However, if schools add 

multiple layers to schoolwide screening mechanisms, those mechanisms may become 

cost prohibitive. At this point, it is most important that practitioners are aware of 

potential teacher biases until more research is conducted. 

Limitations 

 The study was limited in the number of students as well as background 

information provided for nonattending students that would allow for comparison of the 

public preschool option to the setting for nonattending students (e.g. home, center-based 

child care, private school). Consequently, is unknown if the lack of differences in 

behavioral risk stems from a lack of difference in outcomes, a lack of difference in 

essential characteristics of public preschool  and the alternative setting for 

nonparticipants, or a measurement that was insensitive to the changes associated with 

public preschool. 

Future Research 

 Future research that explores the use of screening procedures that utilize teacher 

ratings of behavior should focus on the root source of differences in teacher ratings. 

Discovering the factors behind differences in teacher ratings will assist in correcting for 

bias in screening procedures. Additionally, as Hispanic growth in student populations 

continue, more work on how teacher culture and student culture interact to influence 

ratings of behavior is needed. 

 More broadly, these two studies indicate screening procedures that use teacher 

ratings of behavior alone to screen for intervention is open to potential rating bias and 
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more research is needed in this area. This research should focus not just on identification 

of at-risk groups, but on the predictive utility of those ratings. Additionally, the use of 

screeners as measures of interventional efficacy was not supported in the current study 

but may perhaps be supported using a different screening measure, a more powerful 

intervention, or a different sample. A screening tool sensitive enough to be used for 

screening and progress monitoring that is not time-intensive will assist greatly in 

maximizing screening utility in schools. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

DESCRIPTIVE SUMMARY OF STUDIES INCLUDED IN BIAS REVIEW 

Author/ 

Year 

(alpha)  

Raters Rating forms/ 

Dependent 

measure 

CM
a
 Bias 

variable 

Results 

Abikoff, 

Courtney, 

Pelham, & 

Koplewicz, 

1993 

139 TCHRs 

(72 RegEd, 

67 SPED) 

CTRS, IOWA 

Conners/ 

ADHD and ODD 

ratings  

VV Examiner, 

halo effects 

 

Examiner 

bias and 

halo effects  

Alban-

Metcalfe, 

Cheng-Lai, 

& Ma, 

2002 

175 TCHRs 

from China, 

Hong Kong, 

and the UK;  

SNAP/Ratings of 

HYP, Inattention, 

and Impulsivity, 

VV 

 

 

Cultural Cultural 

bias found 

Bahr, 

Fuchs, 

Stecker, & 

Fuchs, 1991 

40 middle 

school 

TCHRs and 

10 school-

based OBSs 

RBPC/Bx ratings DO Ethnic Ethnic bias 

not found  

 

Brandon, 

Kehle, 

Jenson, & 

Clark, 1990  

60 

elementary 

school SPED 

and RegEd 

TCHRs 

CTRS-R/ 

ADHD ratings 

VV, 

RM 

Expectancy, 

order 

effects, 

practice, 

regression,  

Expectancy 

bias not 

found, 

order effects 

found, 

practice 

effects not 

found, 

regression 

effects not 

found 

Chang & 

Sue, 2003 

197 TCHRs 

(75% 

elementary) 

Likert-scale/Bx 

problem severity  

SV 

 

Ethnic, 

expectancy  

Ethnic bias 

not found; 

expectancy 

bias found 

Dukes & 

Saudargas, 

1989 

80 

elementary 

TCHRs  

CBI-modified/ 

Ratings of 

Distractibility, 

Orientation to 

Task, and 

Introversion 

SV, 

VV 

 

Expectancy, 

situational 

bias 

Expectancy 

bias found, 

situational 

bias found 
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Epstein, et 

al,  2005 

Elementary 

TCHRs and 

trained OBSs  

CTRS-R, CBCL-

TRF, SNAP-

IV/ADHD Bx 

DO  Ethnic, 

halo effects 

Ethnic bias 

not found 

halo effects 

not found 

Fogel & 

Nelson, 

1981 

30 primary-

grade 

teachers  

Bx Checklist/ 

Ratings of LD, 

MR and ED Bx 

VV Expectancy Expectancy 

bias found 

Foster & 

Ysseldyke, 

1976 

100 

elementary 

TCHRs  

Bx checklist/Bx 

ratings  

 

SV, 

VV 

Expectancy
b
 

 

Expectancy 

bias found 

Hosterman, 

DuPaul, & 

Jitendra, 

2008 

120 

elementary 

TCHR and 

OBSs  

CTRS, ADHD-IV/ 

ADHD ratings 

DO Ethnic No ethnic 

bias found 

Jacob, O’ 

Leary,& 

Rosenblad, 

1978  

1 Study-

assigned 

TCHR and  

two trained 

OBSs 

CTRS/Ratings of 

HYP Bx 

DO  Situational 

bias 

Situational 

bias found 

Jackson & 

King, 2004 

80 TCHRS 

(40 SPED, 40  

RegEd) 

CTRS-R; DBD/ 

Ratings of ODD, 

ADHD  

VV Halo effects Halo effects 

found 

Kelter & 

Pope, 2011 

145 

elementary 

TCHRs 

Likert scale/ Bx 

severity  

 SV Gender Gender bias 

not found 

Milfort & 

Greenfield, 

2002 

21 Head Start 

TCHRs and 

11 OBS  

PIPPS/ Ratings of: 

Disruption, Play 

Interaction, 

Disconnection 

DO  

 

 

Ethnic, 

gender 

Ethnic bias 

found 

Gender bias 

found 

Mueller et 

al., 1995 

130 

elementary 

TCHRs from 

five countries 

17 item disruptive 

Bx checklist/ 

Ratings of 

disruptive Bx and 

HYP 

VV Cultural, 

examiner, 

situational 

bias, 

 

Cultural 

bias found 

examiner 

bias found 

situational 

bias found 

Neal, 

McCray, 

Webb-

Johnson, & 

Bridges, 

2003 

136 middle 

school 

TCHRs  

AGG scales of the 

ACL/Ratings of 

AGG 

VV Ethnic, 

cultural  

Ethnic bias 

not found 

Cultural 

bias found 
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Phillips & 

Lonigan, 

2010 

98 TCHRs 

and 36 OBSs 

for: of 

preschool 

children  

CTRS, 

EASI/behavior 

ratings 

DO Expectancy Expectancy 

bias not 

found   

Puig, et al., 

1999 

51 U.S. and 

Jamaican 

TCHRs and  

4 OBSs  

CBCL, JTRF/TPS, 

EP,IP 

DO Cultural, 

gender 

Cultural 

bias found 

gender bias 

not found 

Saunders & 

Di Tullio, 

1972 

9 TCHRs 

(grades 3-6) 

BRS/Ratings of Bx 

post-treatment  

RM Expectancy  Expectancy 

bias not 

found 

Schachar, 

Sandberg, 

& Rutter, 

1986 

Elementary 

TCHRs and 

OBSs in 

London 

CTRS/Ratings of 

HYP, Bx  

problems 

DO Halo effects Halo effects 

found  

Sonuga-

Barke, et 

al., 1993 

Elementary 

TCHRs and 

OBSs in 

London  

Rutter 

questionnaire/ 

ratings of HYP 

DO Ethnic Ethnic bias 

found 

Stevens, 

1980; 

Stevens, 

1981
c
 

27 

elementary 

school 

TCHRs  

Likert-

scale/Ratings of 

positive and 

negative Bx 

VV Expectancy, 

ethnic 

Expectancy 

bias found 

ethnic bias 

found 

Stevens, 

Quittner, & 

Abikoff, 

1998 

105 

elementary 

school 

TCHRs 

 

CTRS, SNAP-

IV/Ratings of: 

HYP, ODD, 

Inattention 

VV Examiner, 

halo effects, 

order 

effects, 

rating-style 

Examiner 

bias found 

halo effects 

found,
 

order effects 

not found 

rating-style 

effects not 

found 

Walker, 

Bettes, & 

Ceci, 1984 

100 

preschool 

TCHRs  

Likert-scale/ 

Ratings of Bx 

severity of AGG, 

HYP, Withdrawal  

SV 

 

 

Expectancy,  

gender 

 

Expectancy 

bias found 

gender bias 

not found 

Weisz,Chai

yasit, 

Weiss, 

Eastman,  

& Jackson, 

1995 

Thai and 

U.S. 

elementary 

TCHRs;  

OBSs (n=5) 

CBCL-modified/ 

Ratings of 

TPS,EP, IP 

DO Cultural, 

gender 

 

Cultural 

bias found 

gender bias 

not found 
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Note. ACL= Adjective Checklist; ADHD= Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder; AGG= Aggression; 

BPC=Behavior problem checklist; BRS= Behavior Rating of Pupils; Bx= behavior; CBCL= Child 

Behavior Checklist; CBI= Classroom Behavior inventory; CDI= Children's Depression Inventory; CRS= 

Conners Rating Scale; CTRS= Conners Teacher Rating Scale; DBD= Disruptive Behaviors Disorder 

Rating Scale; DO= direct observation; EASI= The Emotionality, Activity, Sociability & Impulsivity 

Temperament Survey; EP= Externalizing problems; HYP= Hyperactive; IP= Internalizing problems; 

JTRF= Jamaican Teacher’s Report Form; ODD= Oppositional/Defiant Disorder; PIPPS= Penn Interactive 

Peer Play Scale; RBPC=  Revised Behavior Problem Checklist; RCMAS = Revised Children's Manifest 

Anxiety Scale; RegEd= regular education; RM= Repeated measure; SDQ= Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire; SNAP= Swanson, Nolan, and Pelham Rating Scale; SPED= Special education; SV= 

scripted vignette; TCHR= Teacher; TPS= Total problem score; TRS= Teacher's Rating Scale of Child's 

Actual Behavior; VV= video vignette 
 

a  
CM= the criterion measure (if any) used to determine accuracy of behavior ratings 

b 
While Foster & Ysseldyke (1976) referred to separate study conditions as expectancy bias and halo 

effects, both were coded as expectancy due to operational definitions chosen for this review 
c
 Stevens, 1980 and Stevens, 1981 were combined due to identical sample and  method  


