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Assessed the occurrence of three types of stressful life events among African-American
and Hispanic children living in urban neighborhoods, and examined the concurrent
and prospective relations between stressful life events and adjustment. Younger
children and children living in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods experienced
more stressful life events. Stressful life events were significantly related to higher
concurrent levels of aggression and predicted increases in aggression I year later.
Life transitions and exposure to violence predicted concurrent aggression, but cir-
cumscribed events served as the strongest predictor of aggression 1 year later. Total
number of stressful events and exposure to violence significantly interacted with
neighborhood disadvantage, such that éffects were only apparent under conditions of

high neighborhood disadvantage.

Over the past two decades there has been much
interest in the relation between exposure 1o stress and
emotional and behavioral maladjustment in children
and youth. In general, cumulative exposure to stressors
is predictive of a range of adjustment problems, al-
though the relations are somewhat modest in size (for
reviews, see Compas, 1987; Johnson, 1986). Many of
the studies of the stress—adjustment relation can be
classified into one of two groups: (a) those focusing on
the role of chronic stressors and (b) those examining the
impact of discrete stressful life events.

Chronic stressors are ongoing and persistent. One
type of chronic stress that has been investigated in
relation to children’s development is neighborhood
disadvajzntag‘e (ND), as determined by the presence of a
number of community-level stressors such as poverty,
unemployment or underemployment, limited re-
sources, substandard housing, and high crime rates.
Such stress is chronic, and affects all individuals in a
given setting. For example, a person who earns above
the national median income but lives in a disadvantaged
neighborhood would experience ND effects (limited
community resources, fear of crime, etc.) even though
he or she would not be considered economically disad-
vantaged according to individual-level data. In the
United States at this time, many urban communities are
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characterized by high ND levels (Wilson, 1987). This
type of chronic environmental stress also dis-
proportionately affects members of ethnic minority
groups, because they are overrepresented in urban
communities.

Studies focusing primarily on the relation between
ND within an urban context and psychological ad-
justment have found that children who face these
high levels of hazardous environmental conditions
are more likely than children growing up under more
favorable circumstances to evidence a variety of \
behavioral and emotional difficulties (McLoyd,
1990; Wyman, Cowan, Work, & Parker, 1991). Inthe
most extreme cases, it has been suggested that these
environmental conditions coniribute to psychologi-
cal symptomatology, specifically posttraumatic
stress disorder (Garbarino, Kostelny, & DuBrow,
1991).

In contrast to chronic stressors such as ND, discrete
stressful life events occur at the level of an individual’s
immediate interpersonal context and include both neg-
ative life events and daily hassles. Negative life events
c¢an be differentiated further according to the type of
readjustment they require. For example, Felner, Farber,
and Primavera (1983) and Tolan, Miller, and Thomas
(1988) have distinguished circumscribed or discrete
traumatic events (e.g., death of a relative) from
stressors associated with the onset of a life transition
(e.g.; parental divorce). Daily hassles are described as
ongoing, daily frustrations and demands found in ev-
eryday situations (e.g., feeling pressured by friends,
arguments with parents, or school demands). In studies
examining the relative weightings of these different
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types of stressors, circumscribed events and life transi-
tions are rated as more stressful than daily hassles (e.g.,
Tolan et al., 1988).

Experiencing several of major negative life events
has been linked with a range of adjustment problems,
including social withdrawal (Rutter, 1983), school ad-
Justment problems (Pryor-Brown & Cohen, 1989), self-
reported delinquency (Tolan, 1988; Vaux & Ruggerio;
1983), and psychological distress, including depression
and anxiety (Compas, Howell, Phares, Williams, &
Giunta, 1989; Dubois, Felner, Brand, Adan, & Evans,
1992; Wagner, Compas, & Howell, 1988). Similarly,
several studies have found support for a relation be-
tween daily hassles and adjustment problems, even
when the degree to which these hassles co-occur with
negative life events is controlled (Rowlison & Felner,
1988).

In addition, research has pointed to the effects of
multiple stressors on children’s coping and adjustment.
Studies have consistently found that the presence of one
stressor is not sufficient to lead to pronounced malad-
Justment; rather, exposure to a combination of stressors
is necessary for a child to develop serious emotional or
behavioral problems (Forehand, Middleton, & Long,
1987; Garmezy, 1987; Rutter, 1989; Seifer & Sameroff,
1987). Furthermore, the effect is not additive, but mul-
tiplicative. As Garmezy (1987) pointed out, “Two risk
factors . . . provided a four-fold increase in the likeli-
hood of a psychiatric disorder; four factors increased
the risk ten-fold” (p. 165).

If the effects of stressors are indeed multiplicative,
then living under conditions of heightened ND should
increase risk for all children, and particularly for chil-
dren who also experience more stressful life events. As
DuBois et al. (1992) noted, “Youth faced with these
kinds of contextual conditions may well exhibit greater
vulnerability to stressful events that occur in their lives
than do youth in more resource-enriched environ-
ments” (p. 553). Yet, mostinvestigations of the stress—
adjustment relation have not disentangled the relations
between chronic environmental stressors such as ND
and stressful life events within a single study. It is
therefore difficult to determine whether the effects of
stressful life events on behavior vary in relation to
differing ND levels.

The first aim of our research was to examine the
occurrence of three types of negative life events among
African-American . and Hispanic elementary-school-
age boys and girls living in urban communities charac-
terized by varying levels of ND (high vs. moderate). In
addition to circumscribed events and life transitions,
children’s observation of violent events was also of
interest; thus, exposure to violence was identified as an

additional category of stressful negative life events. It
was expected that children in the high-environmentat-
stress condition would report experiencing more life
transitions and circumscribed events and would report
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witnessing more violence than children in the moder-
ate-stress condition.

The second aim of this study was to examine the
concurrent relations between ND level, negative life
events, and two indices of psychological adjustment—
aggression and depression/anxiety. It was predicted
that there would be a positive relation between total
number of stressful events and both aggression and
depression/anxiety, and . that this relation would be
stronger under high-ND conditions. In addition, the
relations between the three types of negative life events
(transitions, circumscribed events, witnessing vio-
lence) on each measure of adjustment were of interest.
Despite -our current understanding of the impact of
various stressful life events on adjustment, most stud-
ies generally have not examined the differential effects
of specific types. of stressful events vis-a-vis specific
behavioral and emotional outcomes. In addition, many
of the stress—adjustment studles have focused on de-
pression/anxiety and have relied primarily on self-re-
port measures. of bpth stress and depression, raising
concerns over common-method variance.

Related to the second aim, the study also sought to
explore whether the stress—adjustment relation was
moderated by sex, grade, and ethnicity. For instance, a
child’s behavioral response to stressful events may
reflect an amplification of sex-stereotypic behaviors,
whereby girls may be more likely to respond to stress
with increased depressmn and anxiety and boys may be
more likely to respond with increased aggression. Pre-
vious studies have, in fact, found sex differences in the
types of behaviors coinciding with or follow the occur-
rence, of stressful eveiits. For f-xample, following par-
ental divorce, boys tend to exhibit more aggressive and
acting-out behaviors. than. do girls (Hetherington,
1989). Generally, howevar, studies have not tested a
link between age and ethnicity and the stress—adjust-
ment relation.

Finally, the third aim of this study was to examine
the: relation of stress to subsequent aggression and
school achievement. With some exceptions (e.g.,
Dubow, Tisak, Causey, Hryshko, & Reid, 1991), there
have been few prospective studies of the relation be-
tween stress and behavioral adjustment.in elementary-
school children, Most prospective studies have
sampled adolescents and have focused on depres-
sion/anxiety as an index of psychological adjustment,
although school achlcvement has frequently been as-
sessed. In general, long-term effects of stressors on
these variables have been reported. For example,
DuBois et al. (1992) found that major negative life
events contributed significantly to the prediction of a
subsequent decline in grade-point average and an in-
crease in depression/anxiety among adolescents, even
after ‘controllinig for-initial ‘levels of these variables.
Little is known, however, about the longimdinal rela-
tions between stressful life events andi aggression in
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children, and even less about this relation in the context
of varying ND levels.

Method
Participants

The initial (Time 1) participants were 384 first-,
second-, and fourth-grade African-American (n = 220)
and Hispanic (n = 164; predominantly of Mexican
descent) children from six schools in a large midwest-
ern city. Because the stress—adjustment relation among
ethnic minority children was of primary interest, and
because there were relatively few nonminority children
(approximately 12%), these nonminority children were
not included in the present study. Participants were all
African-American and Hispanic children from these
grades in the six schools from classrooms where teach-
ers had agreed to participate and for whom parental
permission had been obtained (86%). As shown in
Table 1, the sample was approximately equally divided
between boys and girls, and approximately equally
distributed across grade levels. All public schools in
this particular city were considered as located in com-
munities that were at least moderate in ND by virtue of
citywide statistics on crime, income level, housing, and
employment. For example, average city violent-crime
rates were 10 times higher than for surrounding commu-
nities, and were the fourth highest in the United States
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1990).. Additionally,
25% of city residents receive some form of public. aid
(Illinois Department of Public Aid, 1992). Of the initial
(Time 1) sample of 384 children, 1-year follow-up
(Time 2) achievement data were available for 243 chil-
dren (63% of original sample) and aggression data were
available for 196 children (51% of original sample). Of
the subjects wha dropped out of the study between Time
1 and Time 2, approximately 20% had left their school
and could not be located; data on the other subjects were
unavailable due:to teacher noncompliance in complet-
ing behavioral checklists and lack of comparable norms
for the Spanish language achievement tests. According
to t tests, subjects for whom achievement and aggression

Table 1. Demographic Distribution of Sample

Race and Grade Girls Boys
African American
First Grade 35 32
Second Grade 31 35
Fourth Grade 39 48
Hispanic
First Grade 28 19
Second Grade 30 32
Fourth Grade 33 22

data were available at both Time 1 and Time 2 did not
differ significantly on initial levels of aggression from
subjects who had dropped out after Time 1, although
subjects who had dropped out were rated as signifi-
cantly ‘less anxious/depressed and reported fewer
stressful life events at Time 1.

Measuares and Assessment Procedures

Time 1 assessments were collected in the spring of
1991 and included self-report data on stressful life
events, peer ratings of aggression, teacher ratings of
aggression and depression/anxiety, and archival (aca-
demic achievement) data. The self-report and peer-
nominated assessments were administered individually
for first graders and in the child’s regular classroom for
second and fourth graders. Individual administration
was conducted by one investigator, and classroom ad-
ministration was conducted by one investigator and two
monitors. All investigators and monitors were trained
extensively in the assessment of children in urban set-
tings. In both individual and group administrations, the
investigator read each question aloud. For children who
spoke only Spanish, all measures were translated and
back-translated, and were administered by investiga-
tors who were native Spanish speakers. No difficulties
in understanding the self-report or peer-nomination
measures were noted. One year later (Time 2), in the
spring of 1992, teacher ratings of aggression and archi-
val (academic achiévement) data were again collected.

Community data on indicators of chronic environ-
mental stress were gathered from available school,
census, and demographic records. There was initial
concern that ethnicity and environmental stress would
be confounded, with African-American children over-
represented in the highly disadvantaged communities
(Wilson, 1987). However, because all schools were
drawn from urban neighborhoods with a high concen-
tration of lower-class and lower-middle-class minority
families, the correlation between ethnicity and ND
level was only moderate. Therefore, ethnicity was re-
tained as a separate. variable, although it is clear that
ethnicity and community are not independent.

ND. Because almost all students in all schools
lived in the adjacent neighborhoods, environmental
stress was initially assessed from school data. A school
was considered located in a high-ND setting if approx-
imately two thirds of the children in the school received
free lunch, and a school was considered located in a
moderate-ND setting if fewer than one third of the
students received free lunch. This procedure resulted in
three schools being classified as high ND and three
schools being classified as moderate ND.

ND level was confirmed with data on median family
income, percentage of residents receiving public aid,
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type of housing (public housing vs. rentals and other
private dwellings), number of abandoned buildings,
and violent crime rates. According to these data, the
three schools rated as high ND were located in neigh-
borhoods with median family incomes ranging from
$8,900 to $15,000 (Donnelly Marketing Information
Services [DMIS], 1991). An average of 41% of the
residents of these communities received some form of
public aid (Tllinois Department of Public Aid, 1992).
Housing in these neighborhoods included high-rise and
low-rise public housing developments and/or between
100 -and. 200 abandoned buildings (Chandler &
Herrmann, 1992). These schools were also located in
police districts where violent crime rates were at least
50% higher than citywide figures (Chicago Police
Index [CPIJ; 1991).

The three schiools considered to be moderate ND
were located in neighborhoods with median family
incomes at or above $25,000 (DMIS, 1991), with ap-
proximately 6% of residents receiving public aid.
Housing in these neighiborhoods typically consisted of
rental apattments, condominiums; and two- and three-
story single-family dwellings. There were fewer than
100 abandoned buildings in these neighborhoods
(Chandler' & Herrmann, 1992). These three schools
were also located in police districts where the violent
crime rate was at least 50% lower than the citywide
average (CPL 1991).

Stressful life events. The occurrence of such
events was measured by the Stress Index, a 16-item
self-report scale consisting of three subscales: Circum-
scribed Events (4 items), Life Transitions (6items), and
Exposure to Violénce (6 items). Items for the circum-
scribed events and life transitions subscales were taken
from the corresponding scales of the Social Stress
Measure developed by Tolan et al. (1988). Items were
selected from the two original scales of the Social Stress
Measure if they had been rated by at least 85% of
children ashaving a “negative” impact, did not describe
an event which could possibly be confounded with
child maladjustment (e.g., suspended from school), and
were considered appropriate for urban, minority, ele-
mentary-school children: Exposure to Violence items
were developed for the present study and included
types of violent events most likely to be witnessed or
experienced by school-age children. To reassess the
classification of-items ‘into these three subscales, two
independent raters categorized all items according to
specified operational definitions, and 100% agreement
was obtained. Children completed the index by indicat-
ing whether or not they had experienced each of the
stressful events duringithe past year. The 16-item scale
is presented in Table 2.

Peer-nominations of aggression. The Peer-Nomi-
nated Aggression Scale (Eron, Walder, & Lefkowitz,
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Table 2. Stress Index Items (and Subscale)

During the last year:

1. Did your family move to a new home or apartment? (T)

2. Did your family’s property get wrecked or damaged due to
fire, burglary, or other disaster? ©

3. Has anyone in your family gotten married? (T)

4. Has your family had a new baby come into the family? (T)

5. Has anyone moved out of your home? )

6. Did a faniily member die? (C)

7. Did another ¢lose relative or friend die? ©)

8. Has a family member become seriously ill, injured badly,
and/or had 1o stay at.the hospital? (C)

9. Has a family témber been robbed or attacked? )

10. Has someone else you know, other than a member of your
family, gotten beaten, attacked, or really hurt by others? (V)

11. Haveyou seen:anyone beaten, shot, or really hurt by some-
one? (V)

12. Did you change where you went to school? (T)

13. Have you seen or been around people shooting guns? (V)

14. Did you have to.go live in a foster home? (T)

15. Have you been afraid to go outside and play, or have your
parents made you stay inside becavse of gangs or drugs in
your neighborhood? (V)

16. Have you had to hide someplace because of shootings in your
neighborhiood? (V)

Note: T = Life Transitions; C = Circuniscribed Events; V = Ex-
posure to' Violence:

1972) was used as a measure of children’s aggression.
This 10-item scale has been used for over 30 years with
demonstrated reliability and validity for children of
different socioeconomic and ethnic groups (Eron et al.,
1972; Huesmann & Eron, 1986). In this procedure, each
child is presented with a series of printed pages, each
listing of all children in his or her classroom, with the
names grouped by sex. The child is asked to circle every
name that fits the question at the top of the page (e.g.,
“Who pushes and shoves other children?”). The inves-
tigator reads each question aloud and paces the child
(children) so: that exactly the same amount of time is
spent on each question. A child’s score is derived by
taking the number of times the child is nominated by
other children and dividing by the total number of times
the child could have been nominated. Scores thus range
fromOto 1.

Teacher ratings of depression/anxiety and ag-
gression. During the first wave of data collection
(Time 1), teachers rated all permission children on the
complete Child Behavior Checklist-Teacher Report
Form (CBCL-TRF; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1986).
This reliable and well-validated measure contains a list
of 118 behavior-problem items that the teacher rates on
a 3-point scale ranging from not true (0) to very true
(2). For the purposes of the current study, only the
17-item Depression scale, the 25-item Anxiety scale,
and the 23-item Aggression scale were of interest.
Because of the high intercorrelation between the De-
pression and Anxiety scales (r = .87), these two scales
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were averaged to form a Depression/Anxiety scale.
Because peer nominations of aggression were also
available at Time 1, they were used for analyses of
Time 1 data in lieu of the teacher ratings in order to
maximize the independence of ratings on the variables
of interest. During the second wave of data collection,
teacher ratings were obtained on the Aggression scale
only. Due tounavailability of peer ratings of aggression
at Time 2, both Time 1 and Time 2 teacher ratings were
used in the prospective analyses.

Academic achievement. The Reading and Math
scales of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills were used to
measure academic achievement. Children’s percentile
scores on these two scales were averaged to yield a total
achievement score.

Results

The results of this study are presented in three major
sections, First, mean levels of stressors are reported by
ND, sex, ethnicity, and grade. Next, cross-sectional
relations among stressors and both peer-rated aggres-
sion and teacher-rated depression/anxiety are reported.
Finally, the longitudinal relations between stressors
and subsequent teacher-rated aggression and academic
achievement are reported.

Exposure to Stressors

Means and standard deviations for total stress (all 16
items) and for the three subscales of the Stress Index
are reported in Table 3. For each of the four dependent
stress measures, a 2 (ND) % 2 (Sex) X 2 (Ethnicity) X 3
(Grade). analysis of variance was performed. Subse-

quent to a significant main effect or interaction, post
hoc comparisons were performed using a Bonferroni
comparison test.

For total stress, significant main effects were re-
vealed for ND, F(1, 369) =23.98, p < .001, and grade,
F(2, 369) = 7.39, p < .001. Children from schools in
high-ND areas reported more stressors than children
from schools in moderate-ND neighborhoods. Post hoc
comparisons indicated that first graders reported signif-
icantly more total stress than did second graders (p <
.05) and fourth graders (p < .001), and that second and
fourth graders did not differ from each other. A signif-
icant Sex x Ethnicity interaction also was revealed, F(1,
369) = 4.05, p < .05. Post hoc comparisons indicated
that African-American - girls reported significantly
more stressors (M = 7.0) than did any other group (p <
.05), and the other groups did not differ significantly.

For the Life Transitions subscale, a significant ND x
Grade interaction was revealed, F(2, 369) =3.11, p <
.05. Post hoc comparisons showed that among children
attending schools in high-ND settings, first. graders
reported significantly more transitions than fourth
graders (p < :01), and first and second graders did not
differ in their exposure to transitions. Among children
atschools in moderate-ND settings, there were no grade
differences in the number of transitions experienced.

For the Circumscribed Events subscale, amain effect
was revealed for ND, F(1, 369) = 10.18, p < .01.
Children from schools in high-ND settings reported
mote circumscribed events than did children: from
schools in moderate-ND areas. No significant interac-
tions were revealed.

For the Exposure to Violence subscale, a significant
Sex x Grade interaction, F(2,369) = 3.18, p < .05, and
a Sex X ND interaction, F(1, 369) =3.90, p < .05, were
revealed. Post hoc comparisons for the Sex X Grade
interaction indicated that first- and second-grade girls

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Children’s Stress Exposure

Total Life Circumscribed Exposure to
Stress Transitions Events Violence
Group M SD M SD M SD M SD
All Children 5.6 3.2 2.0 1.4 1.4 1.1 2.2 1.6
Neighborhood Disadvantage
High ND 6.6 32 2.3 1.4 1.7 1.1 2.6 1.6
Moderate ND 4.3 2.6 1.7 1.2 1.1 1.0 1.6 1.4
Sex
Girls 59 31 2.1 1.3 1.5 1.1 2.3 1.6
Boys 5.3 32 2.0 1.4 1.3 1.1 2.0 1.6
Ethnicity
African Americans 6.5 3.2 2.2 1.4 1.7 1 2.6 1.6
Hispanics 4.5 2.7 1.8 1.3 1.1 1.0 1.6 1.4
Grade
First 6.7 3.0 2.5 1.3 1.7 2.5 1.6
Second 5.4 3.4 2.0 1.4 1.3 2.1 1.6
Fourth 5.1 2.9 1.8 1.3 1.4 1.9 1.5

Note: Scores ranged from O to 16 for total stress, 0 to 6 for Life Transitions, 0 to 4 for Circumscribed Events, and 0 to 6 for Exposure to Violence.
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reported significantly more exposure to violence than
did fourth-grade boys (p < .05), with no other signifi-
cant differences. Post hoc comparisons for the Sex x
ND interaction indicated that boys in schools located in
moderate-ND settings reported less exposure to vio-
lence than did girls in moderate-ND schools (p < .05)
and children in high-ND areas (p < .001), whereas the
other groups did not differ.

Cross-Sectional Relations Among
Stressors and Adjustment

Prior to analyzing the relations between stressful life
events and behavioral outcomes, the dependent vari-
ables were tested for normality. As expected for mea-
sures of behavior problems, the distribution of outcome
variables was skewed. Thus, square-root transforma-
tions were applied to the dependent measures to pro-
vide a more normal distribution.

Intercorrelations were calculated among aggression,
depression/anxiety, total stress, and the three stress
subscales. Results are presented in Table 4. As ex-
pected, the Circumscribed Events, Transitions, and Ex-
posure to Violence subscales of the Stress Index
showed significant positive intercorrelations. In addi-
tion, total stress, Life Transitions, and Exposure to
Violence were significantly positively correlated with
aggression. None of the stress indices correlated with
depression/anxiety, although depression/anxiety corre-
lated significantly with aggression.

Next, multivariate linear models were used to deter-
mine therelations between stressful life events and both
aggression and depression/anxiety. Four separate mul-
tivariate models were used, for total stress, Life Tran-
sitions, Circumscribed Events, and Exposure to
Violence. For each analysis, the main effects of the
stressor variable, sex, grade, ethnicity, and ND, and the
separate interactions of stress with sex, grade, ethnicity,
and ND were entered into the equation, with aggression
and .depression/anxiety -as criterion variables. As the
main effects for the stress scales and the interactions
between stress and the demographic variables were the

primary interest of this study, only these results are
reported.

The multivariate analyses were significant for:
total stress, F(2, 348) =6.42, p < .01; Life Transitions,
F(2, 348) = 7.40, p < .01; and Exposure to Violence,
F(2,348) =7.09, p <.001. Multivariate analyses also
revealed significant interdactions between total stress
and ethnicity, F(2, 348) =3.49, p < .05, and between
total stress-and ND, F(2, 348) = 4.63, p < .01. Simi-
larly, there were significant interactions between
Life Transitions and ethnicity, F(2, 348) = 3.75, p <
.05, and between Life Transitions and ND, F(2, 348)
=3.39, p < .05. Finally, a significant interaction was
revealed between Exposure to Violence and ND; F(2,
348) =432, p < 01,

F values for univariate analyses are reported in Table
5. For aggression, significant main effects were re-
vealed for total stress, Life Transitions, and Exposure
to Violence. The regression weights showed that stress
and aggression were positively related. There were also
significant interactions ‘between ND and both total
stress and Exposure to Violence. Interactions were
interpreted by performing separate Pearson product—
moment correlations between the stress subscales and
aggression for each group, followed by Bonferroni
corrections to demonstrate significance. Results re-
vealed that the rélation between total stress'and aggres-
sion was significant only for childrenliving in high-ND
communities (r=.35, p <.001). Similarly, for Exposure
to Violence, Bonferroni-adjusted correlations indicated
that this relation was significant only for children living
in high-ND areas (r = .32, p < .001).

For depression/anxiety, no significant main effects
were revealed, although there were significant interac-
tions between ND and both total stress and Life Tran-
sitions, and betweén-ethnicity and total stress and Life
Transitions. However, interpretation of these interac-
tions by Bonferroni-adjusted Pearson correlations re-
vealed that the'relations: between total stress, Life
Transitions, and depression/anxiety did not reach sig-
nificance for children from either moderate- or high-
ND communities or for African-American or Hispanic
children.

Table 4. Intercorrelations Among Stress and Adjustmént Variables at Time 1

2 3 4 5 6
Stress
1. Total Stress 76%* T4 L83%* 24%% .04
2. Life Transitions 3gH* 39%* .18* .03
3. Circumscribed Events A6%* .15** g(;
4. Exposure to Violence 22 .
Adjustment s

5. Peer-Rated Aggression
6. Teacher-Rated Depression/Anxiety

*p < .01. #p < .00L.
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Table 5. F Values of Univariate Analyses Examin-
ing the Relations Between Stress and Ad-
justment at Time 1

Teacher-Rated

Main Effects and Peer-Rated Depression/
Interaction Terms Aggression Anxiety
Total Stress 12.32%%% 2.07
Total Stress X Sex 0.05 3.83
Total Stress » Grade 1.32 2.65
Total Stress > Ethnicity 1.60 6.41*
Total Stress x ND? 6.16% 4.97*
Life Transitions 7 .40%* 0.64
Transitions X Sex 0.94 2.51
Transitions x Grade 2.33 0.47
Transitions x Ethnicity 0.06 737
Transitions X ND 1.19 6.46%*
Circumscribed Events 3.73 0.10
Events X Sex 1.08 1.24
Events X Grade 2.05 2.35
Events x Ethnicity 0.05 1.01
Events X ND 2.12 1.86
Exposure to Violence 12, 87%%* 3.45
Violence X Sex 0.86 2.73
Violence X Grade 0.69 1.58
Violence X Ethnicity 3.74 3.54
Violence X ND 8.19%% 1.53

aND = Neighborhood Disadvantage.
*p < 0§ **p < 01, ***p < 001.

Table 6. Hierarchical Multiple-Regression Analyses
to Predict Subsequent (Time 2) Aggression

Independent Increase
Step Variable Entered Beta in R?
1 Time 1 Aggression 39k
Total Stress Controlling

for Time 1 Aggression 13* .013
3 Transitions Controlling

for Time 1 Aggression -.01 .000
4 Circumscribed Events

Controlling for

Time 1 Aggression 28%* .037
5 Exposure to Violence

Controlling for

Time 1 Aggression 14%* .014

*p < .05. *%p < .01 **%p < .001.

Prospective Relations Between Stress
and Subsequent Aggression and
Academic Achievement

Next, the relations of stress and teacher-rated aggres-
sion and academic achievement measured 1 year later
were examined.

First, a set of separate hierarchical regression analy-
ses were performed for total stress and each of the stress
subscales in the prediction of Time 2 aggression. For
each analysis, initial (Time 1) teacher-rated aggression,

Time 1 stress, and the interaction term were entered in
order to determine the effect of stress on subsequent
aggression while controlling for initial levels of the
behavior. .

As presented in Table 6, total stress, Circumscribed
Events, and Exposure to Violence predicted subsequent
aggression. After controlling for the effects of Time 1
aggression, total stress accounted for an additional -
1.3% of the variance, Circumscribed Events accounted
for an additional 3.7%, and Exposure to Violence ac-
counted for an additional 1.4% of the variance in Time
2 aggression ratings.

An identical set of analyses were conducted to pre-
dict Time 2 academic achievement. As shown in Table
7, regression analyses predicting Time 2 academic
achievement from Time 1 stress did not reach signifi-
cance for total stress or for any of the three stress
subscales.

Discussion

Stress Exposure in Urban Minority
Children

This study examined the occurrence of stressful life
events in African-American and Hispanic elementary
school children living in areas of high and moderate
ND. Children living in high-ND communities reported
experiencing significantly more stressors during the
preceding year than did children living in more moder-
ate-ND communities, but even children in the moderate
group reported experiencing a relatively high number
of stressful events when compared to what had been
documented in previous studies.

For example, in a study of predominantly Caucasian,
middle-class, elementary-school children, Dubow et al.
(1991) found that over a 1-year period, children expe-
rienced, on average, slightly more than 2 stressors (of

Table 7. Hierarchical Multiple-Regression Analyses
to Predict Subsequent (Time 2) Academic
Achievement

Independent Increase
Step Variable Entered Beta in R?

-

Time 1 Achievement 78*
2 Total Stress Controlling for

Time 1 Achievement -.05 .000
3 Transitions Controlling for

Time 1 Achievement -.06 .000
4 Circumscribed Events

Controlling for

Time 1 Achievement -.03 .000
5 Exposure to Violence
Controlling for
Time 1 Achievement -.02 .000

*p < .001.
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32 possible events listed). Yet, in our study, children in
moderate ND communities reported experiencin g more
than 4 stressful life events of 16 possible choices, and
children in high ND communities had experienced
close to 7 of these stressors during the previous year.
This finding is striking given the fact that prior studies,
using measures with similar items, have found that
children experience comparable numbers of stressors
over their entire lifetimes (Work, Cowen, Parker, &
Wyman, 1990).

Compared to these studies, these findings demonstr-
ate that urban minority children are acutely exposed to
a multitude of stressful life events, and that these
stressors also increase with corresponding increases in
chronic stressors such as ND. Each of the three types
of stressful life events were more frequent in the high-
ND' communities, although in some cases only for
younger children (life transitions). Of course, with re-
spect to exposure to violence, it is not surprising that
children in high-ND communities reported observing
more violence, because ND is, in part, defined by
higher communitywide crime rates. Still, this finding
confirms that children are observing such violent be-
havior firsthand in their neighborhoods. With regard to
life transitions and circumscribed events, it may be the
case that limited commiunity resources, weakened 'so-
cial ‘supports, and high crime rates in the most dis-
tressed - neighborhoods may additionally destabilize
families, particularly families with young children.
Thus, the fragile quality of life under highly stressful
community conditions seems to portend more negative
life events.

Stress and Adjustment

The relations between stressful life events and three
indices of adjustment (aggression, depression/anxiety,
and academic achievement) were measured both con-
currently and prospectively. The differential effects on
adjustment of three types of stressful life events—life
transitions, circumscribed events, and observation of
violence were also explored. Furthermore, we sought
to determine whether the hypothesized relations ob-
tained under varying ND levels. Drawing on research
indicating that the effects of stressors are multiplica-
tive, it was expected that children in high-ND commu-
nities would be more adversely affected by stressful
events and would evidence corresponding decreases in
adjustment.

Findings indicate that stressful life events in urban
settings contribute significantly to children’s aggres-
sive behavior. Stressful life events were concurrently
related to children’s peer-nominated aggression and
predicted increases in teacher-rated aggression 1 year
later. Looking at the differential effects of different
types of stressful life events, exposure to violence pre-
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dicted both concurrent and prospective aggressive be-
havior. Interestingly, life transitions were related to
concurrent but not future aggression, with circum-
scribed events seeming to exert their effects only over
time. It may be that life transitions such as a move, a
marriage, or a new baby, require short-term readjust-
ments which only temporarily change behavior,
whereas in contrast, circumscribed events, such as the
death of a relative, are more traumatic and may portend
more serious long-term consequences. It is also possi-
ble that results were affected by the relative ambiguity
of valence of items in the Life Transitions subscale,
whereas the Circumscribed Events items were more
clearly negative. In any case, the total number of
stressors did predict both concurrent and future aggres-
sion, providing support for the notion that the accumu-
lation of stressors is particularly critical in determining
maladjustment (Seifer-& Sameroff, 1987).

In addition, these relations did not vary by sex,
ethnicity, or grade. The lack of sex differences con-
trasts with findings from previous studies (e.g.,
Masten et al., 1988) that the relations between stress
and various adjustment criteria differed between
boys and girls. It may be that environmental vari-
ables are most critical in the link between stress
exposure and aggression'in urban communities. Per-
haps, in the face of such persistent and extreme
conditions, family relationships become strained,
children become fearful of victimization, and oppor-
tunities for success through conventional channels
are limited. Parental feelings of powerlessness and
fears about child victimization: may lead them to use
more power-assertive and: authontanan parenting
practices, which, in turn, may contribute to an in-
crease in their children’s aggressive behavior (Mc-
Loyd, 1990). Children may learn that being tough
and aggressive both mmlmmes the emctmnal impact
of persistent stressors:and miaximizes their ability to
survive under difficult and extreme énvironmental
conditions.

Consistent with this notion, in general, children liv-
ing under high-ND conditions. were. most adversely
affected by stressful events. In fact, the concurrent
relation between stress and aggression, for both total
number of stressors and Exposure to Violence scores,
was significant only for children from high-ND com-
munities. It appears. that for children from high-ND
areas, experiencing stressors.and being exposed to vi-
olence contributes to aggressive: behavior. Repeated
observations of violence may serve both to promote
internal standards of behavior accepting of violence
(Huesmann, Guetra, Miller,: & Zelli, :1992), and to
direct one’s efforts toward avoiding victimization. In
fact, this interpretation is consistent with our findings
that stress did notrelate significantly to depression/anx-
iety. In an environment where resouroesiare scarce and
violence is pervasive, children might be discouraged
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from depressive or anxious reactions to stressful events,
because children who cry or frighten easily would be
less likely to achieve instrumental goals and could be
easy targets for victimization by others.

Of course, the lack of a relation between stress and
depression/anxiety is inconsistent with past research
and should be interpreted cautiously. In this study, we
used only concurrent teacher ratings, as opposed to
child self-report of depression and anxiety. Consider-
ing the low rates of concordance between child and
teacher reports (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1989), par-
ticularly with regard to internalizing symptoms (Offord
& Fleming, 1991), this finding may be related to the
inherent limitations of others’ reports of such symp-
toms. However, it is also possible that the relations
obtained in past studies relying exclusively on self-re-
port data of both stress and depression were inflated
because of common-method variance.

The finding that stress was not related to symptoms
of depression and anxiety might also be a consequence
of the age range sampled, because past research linking
stress and internalizing symptoms has been conducted
with older children and adolescents. (Compas et al.,
1989; Larson & Ham, 1993; Mullins; Siegel, & Hodges,
1985). Because few studies have examined symptoms
of depression and/or anxiety as related to stress in
elementary-age children, future studies should address
the influence of dévelopmental level in moderating this
relation.

Itis clear that these results should be interpreted with
caution. First, significant correlations between predic-
tors and adjustment variables were low to modest,
although in some cases (i.e., academic achievement),
the stability of the criterion variable was exceedingly
high (r = .78) and could have limited our ability to
observe significant effects for stressors. This dem-
onstrates the complex nature of these relations and that
these variables tap into a small component of the etiol-
ogy of child adjustment. In addition, as the Stress Index
consisted of 16 items, this measure clearly did not
assess the full range of potentially stressful events.
Several events judged to be too sensitive were omitted
from the scale, such as family drug use, arrest or im-
prisonment, parental job status, financial problems, and
physical or sexual abuse. Had these and other events
been included, stronger relations between stress and
maladjustment may have been found.

Second, the cross-sectional analyses conducted here
do not enable us to infer causal relations between stress
and adjustment, nor do they indicate directionality.
Still, because the stressful events examined in this study
are largely independent of the child’s functioning and
represent recollections of events occurring during the
previous 12 months, it is more appropriate to suggest
that the experience of stressful life events contributes
to aggressive behavior, rather than the opposite. This
notion was supported by the prospective analyses,

which indicated that exposure to stressors predicted
subsequent teacher-rated aggression. However, be-
cause the Time 2 analyses were based on a more highly
stressed and depressed/anxious sample, results of the
prospective analyses may have been biased in some
fashion. Future studies should implement prospective
longitudinal methods, which would be particularly
valuable in advancing our knowledge of the develop-
mental pathways and causal relations between stress
and adjustment.
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