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The California School Psychologist
as a Catalyst for Change

Shane R. Jimerson
University of California, Santa Barbara

Marilyn Wilson
California State University, Fresno

As a repository and resource, this volume of
The California School Psychologist provides a
wealth of information on a broad array of topics
related to the work of school psychologists.
Considering the multifaceted and comprehensive
training standards for school psychologists, it is
important to recognize the scope of knowledge
maintained to serve the children and families
throughout the state. Domains of knowledge in-
clude; development, psychology, education,
diversity, assessment, intervention, consultation,
program planning, wellness promotion, crisis
intervention, counseling, legal, ethical, research,
and evaluation. This breadth of knowledge estab-
lishes a foundation for many school psychologists
to provide leadership in facilitating the
socioemotional and cognitive competence of
children.

It is important to highlight that during the past
year The California School Psychologist has been
selected to be included on two international elec-
tronic literature bases; ERIC, developed by the US
Department of Education and PsycINFO, devel-
oped by the American Psychological Association.
Thus, students, scholars, and practitioners around
the world may now access and use the manuscripts
published in The California School Psychologist.

Articles in this volume contribute important
information on contemporary issues in the field,
including: the importance of a strength-based per-
spective when assessing students; the use of stu-
dent support teams to focus on empirically sup-
ported interventions and data-based decision mak-
ing; important considerations when working with

Native American students; a study examining the
efficacy of a cognitive behavioral counseling
group for elementary students with behavioral
problems; a synthesis of grade retention research
and discussion of empirically supported interven-
tions; and conceptualizing school-based violence
from a risk and resiliency perspective and empha-
sizing primary prevention programs. The follow-
ing highlights from each article offer an orienta-
tion to the topics addressed in this volume.

The first article conveys a rationale and
vision for integrating strength-based perspectives
in psychoeducational evaluations. The strength-
based perspective is characterized by a holistic,
contextual, and optimistic conceptualization that
aims to enhance positive development in youth.
Integrating this perspective within psycho-
educational evaluation places an emphasis on
assessing social, cognitive, and interpersonal
strengths. The article includes a cogent discussion
of thriving, resilience, positive coping, and pro-
tective factors that provides a conceptual founda-
tion for organizing assessments of youth’s personal
and social resources. While few standardized mea-
sures addressing such resources exist, the authors
provide a review of two useful strength-based
instruments: the Behavioral Emotional Rating
Scale (BERS) and the California Healthy Kids
Survey (CHKS). The authors conclude with
recommendations and encouragement for school
psychologists to adopt a strength-based orienta-
tion as the foundation for assessment, consulta-
tion, collaboration, and intervention to enhance
student success.
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The second article provides a preliminary
evaluation of an on-going effort to improve Stu-
dent Support Teams (SST). The primary aim of
the reported reform efforts has been a move away
from student deficits and disabilities, towards a
focus on empirically supported interventions and
data-based decision making. The author discusses
critical components of SSTs including; organiza-
tion, management, teamwork, and problem-solv-
ing strategies. A self-study checklist that includes
these components is also provided. The initial
results indicate that the reform activities are asso-
ciated with increased perceived efficacy of the SST
among teachers and also influenced a decline in
the number of African American students referred
for special education services. The author also
provides a discussion of limitations of the current
categorical system used to provide services to stu-
dents with disabilities. The central tenet of this
article is that problem solving SSTs provide a
means of meeting students needs in the least re-
strictive environment and that school psycholo-
gists have more time to do consultation, counsel-
ing, and other interventions.

The third article contributes an introduction
to cultural issues relevant to assessment with Na-
tive American students. The author provides a
description of schooling experiences of many
Native American youth and examples of cultural
factors that influence their educational experi-
ences. Appropriate behaviors for establishing rap-
port and trust are outlined. The importance of iden-
tifying language barriers and acculturation levels
is also emphasized. Considering the implications
of comparative groups for the use of standardized
assessments, the author provides a brief review of
the validity of social-emotional and cognitive tests
addressing the use of non-Native American stan-
dardization samples. The recent literature included
in this article may provide a means of gathering
additional information relevant for preparing to
work with Native American students. The author
concludes with a broadly defined process to fa-
cilitate culturally competent assessment. Consid-
ering the diversity across California, cultural

awareness and sensitivity are especially important
among educational professionals.

The fourth article examines the effectiveness
of a weekly cognitive behavioral counseling group
intervention for first- through fifth-grade students
with behavior problems. The focus of the groups
included: changing students’ cognitions regarding
school behavior, promoting desirable behaviors
through reinforcement, and providing positive
behavioral modeling and learning experiences. The
group design was based on previous empirically-
demonstrated programs of cognitive behavioral
counseling. Each participating student received an
individualized behavior plan and the classroom
teacher provided weekly ratings addressing each
of the target areas. The evaluation demonstrated
significant improvement regardless of student
grade level or type of problem identified. The
author provides details of the group activities,
methodology of the evaluation, an overview of the
results, and concludes that the results of this study
provide further evidence supporting the use of
group counseling programs in the schools. This
article is an excellent example of a scientist-
practitioner model; implementing proven pro-
grams and completing a systematic formative and
summative evaluation.

The fifth article provides a synthesis of the
available research addressing the efficacy of grade
retention. Following a brief overview of the con-
temporary political zeitgeist and trends in the
prevalence of grade retention, the author presents
results from seminal systematic reviews and meta-
analyses of research from the past century. The
synthesis includes research examining the effects
of grade retention on academic achievement,
socioemotional adjustment, and long-term out-
comes associated with grade retention. Research
results consistently fail to demonstrate the
efficacy of grade retention. The author provides a
transactional-ecological developmental frame-
work to facilitate the interpretation of the research.
This article encourages school psychologists to
provide leadership and emphasize the research
when advocating for appropriate prevention and



4 The California School Psychologist, 2001, Vol. 6

intervention programs. The article also includes a
brief review of effective alternatives to grade
retention. Considering the emphasis on educational
standards and accountability and California legis-
lation regarding promotion performance standards,
the research summarized in this article is
especially timely.

The final article offers a developmental risk
and resilience model to be incorporated in the pri-
mary prevention of school-based violence. This
article examines literature addressing school vio-
lence, emphasizing theoretical frameworks in-
voked in current prevention programs. The author
suggests that key principles of developmental psy-
chology and ecological systems theory would en-
hance prevention programs and recommends that
school psychologists incorporate the current em-
pirical base in their consultation efforts. In par-
ticular, the author presents a rationale for adopt-
ing a developmental risk and resilience framework.
The article also includes recommendations for
assessment, implementation, and evaluation re-
lated to prevention programs. Given their training
and expertise, school psychologists are uniquely
prepared to provide leadership in developing
school-based violence prevention programs.

As emphasized throughout this volume of 7he
California School Psychologist it is important to
reflect on current practices, consider available
research, envision the future, and advocate for
children and families. It is through this process
that school psychologists may provide the
catalyst to enhance the educational policies and
programs to facilitate the social and cognitive
competence of all students. The articles in this
volume advance our knowledge and recognize
The California School Psychologist as a
catalyst for change.
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Integrating Strength-Based Perspectives in
Psychoeducational Evaluations

Sabrina Rhee
Michael J. Furlong
Joseph A. Turner
Itamar Harari
University of California, Santa Barbara

Emerging from the risk and resilience literature is the recognition that a focus on psychopathol-
ogy and deficit-based assessment has its limitations. Developing an understanding of a youth’s
developmental needs and the creation of a suitable intervention strategy also requires knowledge
of her or his life contexts and personal assets. This holistic and optimistic perspective, which
seeks to enhance positive development in youth, has been referred to as “strength-based” assess-
ment. Until recently, children’s social/interpersonal strengths have not been systematically exam-
ined and there have been few standardized measures specifically designed to assess strengths.
This article discusses the importance of a strength-based perspective when assessing students.
Principles will be emphasized by demonstrating the utility of two strength-based instruments:
the Behavioral Emotional Rating Scale(BERS) and the California Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS)

in school psychology research and practice.

You can’’t see the whole sky through a bamboo tube
(traditional Japanese saying)

Both in the professional literature and applied
settings, school psychologists have called for an
alternative to deficit-based perspectives of assess-
ment, practice, and research. Recently, this dis-
cussion has centered around the need for a more
flexible model with which to assess behavioral and
emotional functioning in youth (Achenbach, 1998;
Quay, 1986). The traditional medical model con-
cerning problem assessment and remediation is
limited in both the scope and nature of informa-
tion it can provide. Indeed, school psychologists
have long endorsed a strength-based perspective
as a viable and practical paradigm to work from
(e.g., Lambert, 1964), and a growing recognition
to embrace this perspective is promoted among
some school psychology practitioners and re-
searchers (Doll & Lyon, 1998; Miller, Brehm, &
Whitehouse, 1998; Nettles, Mucherah, & Jones,

2000; Robertson, Harding, & Morrison, 1998;
Smokowski, Reynolds, & Bezruczko, 1999).
The task of identifying student strengths is a
standard part of the school referral process. For
example, the routine examination of strengths and
weaknesses on psychoeducational evaluations and
reporting this information is an important compo-
nent of the Individualized Education Program
(IEP) and school psychology practice. School psy-
chologists have contributed ideas to an evolving
body of research that deals with strength building
in youth, and practitioners incorporate the
strengths perspective in psychoeducational evalu-
ation and planning to some extent: Nonetheless,
there continues to be an unequivocal focus on defi-
cits as shown by the fact that there are federal and
state mandates to assess areas of disability and
deficits, but no comparable mandates to assess stu-
dent well-being and assets. Moreover, some stud-
ies have suggested that current assessment prac-

The authors are all affiliated with the Gevirtz Graduate School of Education at the University of California, Santa
Barbara, Santa Barbara, CA 93106-9490. e-mail: <mfurlong@education.ucsb.edu>.
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tices of school psychologists are inconsistent with
the tenets of strength-based or ecological models
(Kelley, 1998).

Strength-based assessment is the measure-
ment of emotional and behavioral skills, compe-
tencies, and characteristics that (a) create a sense
of personal accomplishment; (b) contribute to sat-
isfying relationships with family members, peers,
and adults; (c) enhance one’s ability to deal with
stress and adversity; and (d) promote one’s per-
sonal, social, and academic development (Epstein
& Sharma, 1998). Increased attention to strength-
based constructs has the potential to enhance
psychoeducational assessments.

The purpose of this article is to (a) advocate
for strength-based assessment though a review of
the extant literature on positive youth develop-
ment, thriving, resilience, and coping; (b) discuss
two strength-based measures [Behavioral Emo-
tional Rating System (BERS; Epstein & Sharma,
1998) and the California Healthy Kids Survey
(CHKS; Constantine, Benard, & Diaz, 1999)], that
hold relevance to psychologists” work; and
(¢) conclude with recommendations for school
psychologists on how to incorporate a strength-
based perspective in assessment, consultation, col-
laboration, intervention and program evaluation.

THE DIALOGUE ON STRENGTHS:
NOT SIMPLY,
“THE GLASS IS HALF FULL”

In their benchmark article, Wieck, Rapp,
Sullivan, and Kisthardt (1989) coined the term
“strengths perspective,” a framework through
which to view youth and families differently; that
is, with greater concern for their strengths and
competencies. The use of this approach is increas-
ing in many disciplines and practices (Rapp, 1997).
For example, a strength-based model of solution-
building has been evident in the mental health field
(e.g., constructive therapies; Hoyt, 1996), medi-
cal field (e.g., wellness vs. illness), community-
level advocacy (e.g., asset-based storehouses vs.
wastelands; Kretzman & McNight, 1993), and pre-
vention and education research (e.g., resilience and

hardiness; see reviews by Anthony, 1987; Butler,
1997; Cowan, Cowan, & Schultz, 1996; Gore &
Eckenrode, 1994; Kaplan, 1999; Masten, Best, &
Garmezy, 1990; Mrazek & Haggerty, 1994; Rutter,
1990).

A strength-based perspective tells a much
richer story about what children and adolescents
are doing to “make things happen” and “succeed
despite the odds” rather than just “letting things
happen” as passive bystanders in their own lives
with emphasis on how they fall short. Larson
(2000) calls attention to providing crucial oppor-
tunities for youth to learn and build initiative, as
this characteristic is an essential element of posi-
tive development. Initiative, as defined by the ca-
pacity for agency or autonomous action (Deci,
1995), is at the root of positive developmental
variables such as creativity, resourcefulness, al-
truism, and civic engagement (Larson, 2000). Fur-
thermore, Larson contends that initiative is made
up of three necessary elements: () intrinsic moti-
vation; (b) concerted engagement in the environ-
ment or active thought and effort in dynamic ex-
changes with real world intricacies; and (c) tem-
poral arc, where these engaging exchanges occur
over time and might include setbacks, re-evalua-
tions and strategy accommodations. The author
also provides a cogent argument for the value of
“structured youth self-directed activities” (e.g.,
sports, hobbies, arts) and its role in developing
the capacity for initiative and other positive as-
sets in youth (i.e., via intrinsic motivation, con-
centrated engagement, and temporal arc). Efforts
to provide opportunities and enhance youth
strengths and initiative can be fostered by school
psychologists and serves as a backdrop for under-
standing factors related to positive youth devel-
opment.

Thriving, Resilience, and Positive Coping

A growing body of literature has refocused
attention on strengths as it pertains to positive
youth development. In the following section, we
consider the contributions of thriving, resilience,
and coping to the strength-based approach.
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Children’s ability to thrive is distinguished by
a more positive empowering view of human po-
tential (Morrison et al., 2000). It has been asserted
that when an individual is faced with stress and
challenges, unless they succumb, they will sur-
vive, recover, or possibly even thrive. When one
thrives, he or she not only bounces back in the
face of adversity, but surpasses previous levels of
functioning, grows vigorously and flourishes
(O’Leary, 1998). The individual responds in a
more sophisticated manner and functions at a
higher level in order to (a) acquire new skills that
were not present before the adverse event, (b) gain
a new sense of mastery or confidence,
(c) strengthen supportive social relationships,
(d) strive for further success and perseverance
rather than giving up, and (e) acquire an evolved
philosophy of life with new directions and priori-
ties (Calhoun & Tadeschi, 1998; Carver, 1998).
Furthermore, Caplan (1964) points out that an
individual’s current mental health status can be
viewed as the product of how prior life challenges
have been addressed and overcome. The concept
of thriving is important within the strength-based
perspective because it reframes student problems
as opportunities for adaptation and improvement.
In this perspective, challenges are actually wel-
comed because they have the potential to provoke
growth and development.

Studied primarily with children, resiliency
refers to constructive rather than debilitating re-
actions to disadvantage (Luthar & Cushing, 1999).
Resiliency emphasizes the natural, self-righting
tendencies of individuals who, when given the op-
portunity and support, succeed against what are
sometimes incredible odds. Furthermore, the re-
lationship between adversity and measured sig-
nificant outcomes is said to be moderated by pro-
tective factors (Gest, Neeman, Hubbard, Masten,
& Tellegen, 1993). Although the bulk of resiliency
research is recent, this term was first used in the
1950s to describe individuals who survived stress-
ful environments and situations (for reviews see
Anthony, 1987; Cowan, Cowan, & Schultz, 1996;
Gore & Eckenrode, 1994; Kaplan, 1999; Masten,

Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Mrazek & Haggerty,
1994; Rutter, 1990). Over the last decade, various
models of resiliency have been proposed (e.g., at-
tachment perspective; Egeland, Carlson, &
Stroufe, 1993), each emphasizing various ecologi-
cal and psychological contexts. Garmezy and his
colleagues (Garmezy, 1993; Masten et al., 1990)
defined resiliency as a “capacity” for successful
adaptation in face of hardship, whereas Rutter
(1990) describes it as a positive outcome.

Current definitions of resilience consider it
to be a dynamic developmental process whereby
the individual and environment engage in mutu-
ally influential transactions throughout the
lifespan. These transactions ultimately aid the
youth’s ability to negotiate risks and utilize exter-
nal and internal resilience factors or developmen-
tal assets to bring about positive outcomes. Hence,
resilience as an interactive process is distinguish-
able from prior conceptualizations of the trait-
based resiliency (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker,
2000). Importantly, resilience processes can only
occur in the context of risk (i.e., particular prob-
lems, challenges, and stressors; Glantz & Sloboda,
1999; Morrison et al., 2000). Stated differently,
both competent functioning and exposure to ad-
versity must be present when conceptualizing re-
silience (Masten et al., 1999). This is essentially
the undergirding principle of the study of risk and
protective factors. Resilience does not occur with-
out the presence of risk.

Despite considering resilience to be a process,
certain life conditions have been found to com-
monly present risks to youth. Decades of longitu-
dinal research have identified common character-
istics and experiences of youths and adults who
progressed to healthy and productive lives in spite
of highly disadvantaged conditions (e.g., poverty,
unemployment, mental illness or substance abuse
in their families and communities). A synthesis of
research identifies three critical factors in build-
ing resilience capacity in youth: (a) a caring sup-
portive adult in the life of the child or adolescent,
(b) opportunities for involvement in meaningful
activities and decisions affecting the young
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person’s development [what Larson (2000) calls
initiative], and (c) high expectations for the be-
havior of young people (Benard, 1991).

Research on stress, coping, and hardiness has
contributed to the development of the construct
of resilience (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, 1988;
Lazarus, Averill, & Opton, 1974; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984, 1987). Another related term is
“sense of coherence,” which is a cognitive and
emotional appraisal style associated with effec-
tive coping, health-enhancing behaviors and en-
hanced social adjustment (Antonovsky, 1987). Al-
though at first glance, the coping literature seems
to emphasize resiliency as an individual trait or
disposition (e.g., hardiness, coping styles), it may
also be applied to discussions of resilience as a
process. Coping is characterized by a set of cog-
nitive and affective actions that arise in response
to a particular concern that is an attempt to restore
the equilibrium or to remove turbulence for the
individual. This can be done by solving the prob-
lem [Morrison et al. (2000) refer to this as thriv-
ing] or alternatively, by accommodating the con-
cern without bringing about a solution (Frydenberg
& Lewis, 1993), thus leaving the individual vul-
nerable to future negative effects.

Kohn and O’Brien (1997) categorized
coping styles as: (a) problem focused— directed at
overcoming a harmful or threatening situation; (b)
emotion focused — emotional ventilation, regula-
tion of emotions or distress; and (c¢) avoidance
focused — mentally or physically removing one-
self from the threatening situation. In general,
problem-focused coping has been found to be a
positive correlate, and emotion- and avoidance-
focused coping have been found to be a negative
correlate of adaptive functioning and stress man-
agement (Moos & Schaefer, 1993). However,
some researchers have argued that many theoreti-
cal and methodological problems in the literature
raise questions about the validity of these conclu-
sions (Stanton, Danoff-Burg, Cameron, & Ellis,
1994; Stanton et al., 2000). For example, recent
experimental studies (see Pennebaker, Mayne, &
Francis, 1997 for a review) have found that

emotion-focused coping (i.e., emotional process-
ing and expression) is related to positive physical,
psychological, and behavioral outcomes. More-
over studies on individuals under extreme stress
from being confronted with a terminal illness have
shown benefits of coping through an emotion-
focused approach (Stanton et al., 1994, 2000).
Indeed, coping is a complex phenomenon and the
efficacy of a given coping strategy is dependent
on the issue of concern and the context (personal,
social, cultural) in which the youth operates.

Within the stress and coping research litera-
ture the concept of hardiness has emerged. Hardi-
ness is defined as a personal disposition that is
considered a buffering factor increasing the like-
lihood of reactions that promote resiliency (Wiebe,
1991). Hardiness emphasizes active construction
of one’s life through the making and implement-
ing of decisions (Maddi, 1997). Hardy individu-
als are more likely to engage in adaptive coping
strategies and are less likely to employ maladap-
tive responses such as behavioral avoidance or
denial. In other words, these individuals cope with
stress better because they use particular skills and
abilities in stressful situations, such as the ability
to seek social support when appropriate.

As discussed previously, protective factors
help students in high-risk settings to “overcome
the odds” and go on to lead healthy, productive
lives (Werner & Smith, 1992). There is a multi-
tude of ways to conceptualize “healthy,” “success-
ful” or “positive” development in youth, and this
is demonstrated in the medley of empirical inves-
tigations focusing on different outcome variables.
Essentially, what makes something “protective”
is the buffering function it serves on the impact of
risk factors as it relates to a particular outcome.
An example might be that a child is at risk for
violence and aggression (with risk factors being
chronic exposure to violence at home and school,
minimal parent supervision, and a low level of
school membership and bonding) but protective
factors are present in this child’s life (e.g., high
self esteem and social competence, sense of be-
longing to school, a supportive best friend and
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extended family members who serve as positive
role models). These protective factors, in some
sense, act as a shield and influence this individual
to avoid some challenges during adolescence (e.g.,
school yard fights that lead to suspension), but in
the long-term trajectory the individual shows adap-
tive functioning in this area (indicated by low fre-
quency and severity of adult aggressive behavior).
Nevertheless, this individual might report low life
satisfaction or significant relationship difficulties,
which would suggest that the protective factors of
interest did not suffice in terms of its influence on
other important outcome variables.

As it can be seen, the task of ascertaining what
factors are universally protective or specifically
protective for a given developmental outcome or
constellation of psychosocial outcomes is arduous
and complex. Perhaps a more bona fide statement
would be that the presence of protective factors
leads students to show “less negative” outcomes
than in the absence of these buffering variables.
Although this portrayal of resilience or protective
factors is not as dramatic, it is promising nonethe-
less. Moreover, researchers are beginning to ex-
amine how to help students move beyond survival
mode and enter into the thriving realm (Morrison
et al., 2000). In fact, Masten recently suggested
that resilience is common, a natural tendency in
youth, prompting her to refer to it as “ordinary
magic” (Masten, 2001).

As can be seen, there is a need to carefully
consider defining constraints regarding protective
factors. However, in general, research provides
evidence for identifiable clusters of resilience fac-
tors that may serve a protective function for vari-
ous outcomes and these include individual, fam-
ily, school, community, and cultural variables (Doll
& Lyon, 1998; Haggerty, Sherrod, Garmezy, &
Rutter, 1994; Sandler, Wolchik, MacKinnon,
Ayers, & Roosa, 1997).

Doll and Lyon (1998) identified individual and
contextual factors that contribute to resilience. In-
dividual characteristics include: (a) good intellec-
tual ability, (b) language competence, (c) positive
temperament or easygoing disposition, (d) posi-

tive social orientation including close peer friend-
ships, (e) self-efficacy and self-esteem, (f) achieve-
ment orientation with high expectations, (g) flex-
ible coping style, and (h) engagement and initia-
tive in productive activities. Examples of family
factors that promote the resilience process are:
(a) close affectionate relationship with at least one
parent or caregiver; (b) effective parenting (char-
acterized by warmth, structure, and high expecta-
tions); and (¢) access to warm relationships and
guidance from other extended family members.
Finally, school and community factors include:
(a) access to and relationships with positive adult
role models, (b) connections with at least one or a
variety of pro-social organizations, and (c) access
to responsive schools. Especially important in
schools is the support of significant non-parental
adults such as teachers (Skinner & Belmont, 1993)
and mentors (Nettles, 1991).

MacDonald and Valdivieso (2000) propose
another framework for understanding assets and
resilience related to desirable outcomes in a
youth’s life:

* Aspects of identity — self-confidence,

connection, commitment to others, self-

worth, mastery and future orientation,
belonging and membership, responsibil-

ity, spirituality and self-awareness.

* Areas of ability — physical health,

mental health, intellectual, employment,

civic, as well as social and cultural

abilities.

* Developmental opportunities — for

exploration, expression and creativity,

adult roles and responsibilities such as

group membership, contribution and

service, and employment.

* Emotional, motivational, strategic

supports — nurturance and friendship,

high expectations, standards and

boundaries, options assessment and

planning, and access to resources.

The importance of the resilience models pro-
posed by Doll and Lyon (1998) and MacDonald
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and Valdivieso (2000) is that they can be used to
organize assessments of a youth’s personal and
social resources. In fact, these can be included as
content areas in IDEA assessment plans.

The Deficit Momentum

Despite the variety of research and clinical
observations regarding the strength-based ap-
proach (and its building blocks of resilience, cop-
ing, hardiness, and thriving), deficit-based assess-
ment of youth is well integrated into school psy-
chology training and practice. Similarly, this is
reflected in the broader state and federal levels of
research and policy making with influential stud-
ies and national youth reports focusing on mea-
sures of negative or undesirable outcomes, such
as violence, substance abuse, school dropout, and
poverty (MacDonald &Valdivieso, 2000). In ac-
cord with this, many treatment programs seek to
bring about positive outcomes by curbing risk
behaviors. Nonetheless, there is evidence that a
shift has begun. For example, some national data
resources suggest the importance of measuring
positive developmental outcomes (e.g., Trends in
the Well-Being of America’s Children and Youth;
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
1997).

Researchers in the field of developmental
psychopathology have contributed to the empha-
sis of normal processes of change and adaptation,
abnormal reactions to stress, and relationships
between the two (Garber, 1984; Garmezy, 1993;
Masten & Coatsworth, 1995; Masten & Curtis,
2000). Experts in this field have suggested that
developmental trajectories cannot be fully under-
stood without considering both pathology and
competence and Masten and Coatsworth (1995)
note, “Above all, integrative theories and studies
of psychopathology and competence will provide
a better scientific foundation for designing poli-
cies and programs to foster competence and pre-
vent or ameliorate psychopathology” (p. 744). The
authors discuss possible ways that competence and
psychopathology can interact: (a) the criteria for
judging these two facets of adaptation outcomes
overlap, (b) psychopathology interferes with com-

petence, (¢) competence failures contribute to psy-
chopathology, and (d) common etiological factors
produce effects on both types of outcomes. A fo-
cus on psychopathology or deficits is enhanced
by simultaneously considering competencies and
strengths.

Why use a Strength-Based Approach in
Assessment?

A strength-based perspective is not merely the
opposite of an orientation that emphasizes defi-
cits or flaws. The paradigm shift of enhancing
strengths facilitates a holistic and contextualized
conceptualization of the individual instead of fo-
cusing solely on what is wrong or maladaptive in
the youth’s life (Clark, 1999; Scales, Benson,
Leffert, & Blyth, 2000). By conducting strength-
based assessments, school psychologists recognize
the importance of ecological and contextual vari-
ables, which leads to a deeper, and arguably, a more
appropriate understanding of the youth and his or
her social resources. Unique information is to be
gleaned from a closer inspection of a youth’s
strengths that, in turn, facilitates comprehensive
intervention planning. Evidence for this is found
in the prevention literature, which suggests that
resilience or protective factors predict outcomes
better than deficit or risk factors alone (Garmezy,
1993; Werner & Smith, 1992). In addition,
strength-based assessment data have been utilized
in the evaluation of mental health and juvenile
justice services (Epstein, Dakan, Oswald, & Yoe,
2001) and child strengths have been found to be
related to symptoms, risk, functioning, and to play
an important role in determining specific place-
ment and care for children with emotional and
behavioral disorders (Oswald, Cohen, Best, &
Lyons, 2001).

A strength-based or asset-based perspective
also embraces a positivistic and optimistic philoso-
phy. This is in contrast to a psychopathologizing
or pessimistic philosophy. Clearly, philosophical
underpinnings play a role in how school psycholo-
gists, teachers, administrators and school person-
nel view and treat students and families. The
strengths movement has been a catalyst for the



Strength-Based Perspectives 11

development of assessment and intervention prac-
tices based on strength-building, rather than flaw-
fixing or deficiency focusing. One direct result
from this can be school personnel not having to
feel overwhelmed and hopeless by a multitude of
problems — instead focusing on positive aspects
and competencies raises optimism, hope, and
motivation for change (Clark, 1999, Constantine
et al., 1999). In addition, its endorsement can em-
power children and families to take responsibility
and navigate their own life experiences.

The knowledge gleaned from research on
strengths, resilience, hardiness, and positive youth
development provides a context for understand-
ing efforts to increase the use of strength-based
perspectives in school psychology practice. It is
important to give credence to youth, along with
family members and other key agents in the
schools, community and broader social context,
who provide opportunities for youth to develop
positively in today’s complex society. The follow-
ing section considers how the strength-based per-
spective is used in emotional and behavioral as-
sessments and illustrates two recently developed
instruments, the Behavioral and Emotional Rat-
ing Scale, BERS (Epstein & Sharma, 1998) and
the California Health Kids Survey Resilience
Module, CHKS (Constantine et al., 1999).

Strength-Based Assessments

A variety of instruments are available for the
school psychologist to objectively assess variables
related to strengths and resiliency (e.g., self-
esteem measures, behavior rating scales such as
the Behavior Assessment Scale for Children,
BASC; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 1992, hardiness
scales such as the Personal Views Survey II, PVS
II; Maddi, 1997, stress and coping scales such as
the Life Stressors and Social Resources Inventory;
Moos & Moos, 1997, or the Coping Inventory for
Stressful Situations, CISS; Parker & Endler, 1992,
to name a few). Nonetheless, to date, there is a
dearth of norm-referenced measures that focus pri-
marily on and are theoretically derived from a
strength-based perspective. Epstein (1999) notes
that, in the absence of formalized assessment mea-

sures, school psychologists have relied on their
intuitive beliefs about the importance of strengths
as they relate to youth functioning:

Strength-based assessment, as practiced,

has been implemented in an informal

fashion...[and while this] has been

valuable in furthering the concept of

strength assessment, it also raises

serious questions regarding the fidelity

of the data collection process...the

reliability and validity of the data, and

the value of the data as a clinical service

planning or outcome measure. (p. 4)

A few strength-based instruments that have
been developed and published are useful for child
and adolescent assessment purposes, particularly
in the school setting (e.g., Behavioral Emotional
Rating Scale, BERS; Epstein & Sharma, 1998;
California Healthy Kids Survey-Resilience Mod-
ule, CHKS; Constantine et al., 1999; Child and
Adolescent Strengths Assessment Scale, CASA;
see Lyons, Uziel-Miller, Reyes, & Sokol, 2000;
and the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire,
SDQ); see Goodman, 1999). We have chosen to
present two measures: the empirically-based
BERS (Epstein & Sharma, 1998) and the theo-
retically-based CHKS (Constantine et al., 1999).
Both measures were selected because they are
practical for use by school psychologists and easy
to administer. In addition, the CHKS should be of
particular interest to school psychologists as it is
currently being normed in California.

Both the BERS and the CHKS measure indi-
vidual strengths, yet each brings a unique perspec-
tive through their respective conceptualization,
operationalization, and measurement of these con-
structs. Generally, both have strong psychometric
properties and have been created for use within
the school and research settings.

Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale
(BERS). The BERS is a 52-item rating scale of
youth emotional and behavioral strengths and can
be completed by teachers, clinicians, or parents
for youth ages 5 to 18 years (Epstein, 1998). [Youth
and updated parent-only versions of the BERS are
currently in development (Michael Epstein, per-
sonal communication, May 2001.)] In its present
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format, the items form five factors or domains:

o Interpersonal Strengths: characterized

by the ability to control emotions and

behaviors within social situations (e.g.,

“accepts no for an answer,” total items

in scale = 22);

* Affective Strength: considered as the

ability to accept and express feelings

from/to others (e.g., “accepts a hug,”

total items in scale = 11);

* Family Involvement: taps the degree

of participation and relationship with

one’s family (e.g., “participates in

family activities,” total items in scale =

9);

* School Functioning: measures

competence displayed in school tasks

(e.g., “completes tasks on time,” total

items in scale = 11); and

o Intrapersonal Strengths: characterized

by one’s perception of his or her

abilities and competence (e.g., “enthusi-

astic about life,” total items in scale =

13).

Each item is rated on a Likert scale ranging
from 0 (not at all like the child) to 3 (very much
like the child). When converted to standard scores,
the BERS subsbscale means are 10 (standard de-
viation = 3) and the overall Strength Quotient (cal-
culated by summing across the five standard
subscale scores) has a mean of 100 (standard de-
viation = 15; higher scores reflect greater perceived
strength).

The BERS was empirically developed from
parents’ and mental health, social service, and edu-
cation professionals’ descriptions and statements
of youth behaviors and emotions that demonstrate
strengths by employing a Delphi methodology
(Epstein & Sharma, 1998). Alpha coefficients for
the five BERS factors are strong, ranging from
.91 (School Functioning) to .98 (Interpersonal
Strengths). With respect to validity evidence, the
BERS has been shown to discriminate between
emotionally disturbed (ED) and non-ED youth.
Additional convergent validity, test-retest, and in-
ter-rater reliability studies (Epstein, Harniss,

Pearson, & Ryser, 1999; Friedman, Leone, &
Friedman, 1999; Harniss, Epstein, Ryser, &
Pearson, 1999) support the psychometric proper-
ties of the BERS. Data from these studies are sum-
marized in Table 1.

Because school psychologists will use the
BERS with both teachers and parents, it is useful
to consider the consistency of these cross-infor-
mant responses. The correlations between parent-
teacher ratings are significant (Friedman et al.,
1999), but in contrast to those for teacher-teacher
ratings (Epstein et al., 1999) are lower. For the
Intrapersonal Strengths subscale, the correlations
between parents and teachers ratings is nonsig-
nificant. In an analysis of subscale means,
Freidman et al. (1999), found teacher scores, rela-
tive to parent scores, to be lower on Family In-
volvement and higher on School Functioning.
Therefore teachers and parents provide different
ratings, suggesting that they evaluate BERS items
differently. Epstein’s planned addition of a par-
ent-rated BERS will help to tease out and further
explicate what both parents and teachers perceive
to be most salient aspects of youth strengths.

When incorporating the BERS into an assess-
ment protocol, it is important to note that most of
the studies on the BERS, to date, have included
relatively low numbers of racial/ethnic minority
youth, the exception to this was the test-retest re-
liability portion of Epstein et al. (1999) study, with
46% of this sample being non-white. One study
has found that the BERS may have promise in
helping to identify which youth are most likely to
successfully complete a required probation pro-
gram (Pobanz & Furlong, 2000). The application
and utility of the BERS in practice and research is
further discussed in the recommendations section.

California Healthy Kids Survey—Resilience
Module (CHKS). Supported by the California De-
partment of Education, the CHKS is composed of
seven modules assessing areas such as the use of
alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs, violence and
school safety, nutrition and physical activity. It is
a public domain instrument that can be accessed
at the WestEd website (www.wested.org/hks).
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Currently, there are three versions available:
elementary, middle, and high school. The most re-
cent addition to the CHKS is the Resilience Mod-
ule (Constantine et al., 1999). Version 2.1 consists
of 68 items that tap 19 developmental strengths or
assets that research has found to be associated with
positive youth development and protection from
health-risk behaviors. Both externally situated
strengths (e.g., the presence of caring relationships,
high expectations, and opportunities to participate
in meaningful activities), and internally-situated
strengths (e.g., social competence, autonomy,
sense of meaning, and purpose) are represented in
the CHKS-Resilience Module.

In considering externally situated factors,
Constantine et al. (1999) state, “The predictive
power of these external resilience factors lies in
their ability to meet basic human developmental
needs for safety, connection, belonging, identity,
respect, mastery, power, and ultimately, meaning”
(p- 6). These external or environmental contexts
form the space from which internally located traits
may or may not flourish. Internally situated traits
then:

...are considered to be the outcomes—

not causes—of the developmental

process of meeting basic human needs

[like safety, connection, etc.]. Resil-

ience theory provides that resilience is

an inner force, ‘a self-righting tendency’

(Werner & Smith, 1992, p. 202) driving

this developmental process. (p. 6)

Research is continuing with Version 2.1 of the
CHKS-Resilience Module' and psychometric tests
from the prototype development found moderate
to high alpha coefficients for subscales, ranging
from .55 to .88. The exception to this was the
Meaningful Participation in the Community
subscale, which had “low reliability and new items
were [subsequently] written to be assessed in the

! Version 3.0 of the middle and high school forms of the
Resilience Module contain 56 items; resilience items are
embedded within the CHKS for the elementary school form.
An update of the CHKS is in progress. (Norm Constantine,
personal communication, July 18, 2001). [On-line].
Available: www.wested.org/hks.

next phase of the field test” (Constantine et al.,
1999, p. 7). Also, the alpha coefficients, when com-
pared across socioeconomic groups, were great-
est for high SES populations. To address reliabil-
ity and validity concerns, Version 2.1 includes five
response-set breakers (negatively worded items)
and three reliability check items (“I answered the
questions on this survey honestly,” “I answered
the questions on this survey carefully,” and “T un-
derstood the questions on the survey”).
Constantine et al. note they are conducting addi-
tional validity and test-retest reliability analyses
as well as developing Spanish and elementary
versions of the Resilience Module.

Recommendations for School Psychologists

Embracing a strength-based perspective is in
line with national initiatives, for example, the U.S.
Department of Education (1994), National Agenda
for Achieving Better Results for Children and
Youth with Serious Emotional Disturbance, has
determined the need for a strength-based approach
to assessment. Such an approach to assessment
fortifies the practice of school-based consultation,
collaboration, and intervention. Furthermore,
school psychologists have a responsibility to pro-
vide and foster developmental support and oppor-
tunities to enhance functioning in students. These
principles are reflected in national and state school
psychology standards. The National Association
of School Psychologists (NASP) Training Stan-
dards 2.7—Prevention, Crisis Intervention, and
Mental Health stipulates that “school psycholo-
gists provide or contribute to prevention and in-
tervention programs that promote mental health
and physical well-being of students.” Moreover,
the California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing—Pupil Personnel-School Psychol-
ogy Specialization Standard 2 1—Wellness Promo-
tion, Crisis Intervention, and Counseling, main-
tains that “candidates are prepared to help design,
implement and evaluate wellness, prevention, in-
tervention, and other mental health programs.” The
new California training standards also suggest that



