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ABSTRACT 

Emotions are ubiquitous in education. However, most discussion of emotional 

learning and development is focused on the student. Yet, teachers are human and experience 

strong emotions in their work. This research sought to look at the emotional skill sets of 

emotionally intelligent educators. The framework for emotional skill sets consisted of 

physiology processes through our brain-body connection, behavioral processes such as 

emotional regulation, cognitive process including self-talk, and educational leadership. The 

central research question was: What theories can be generated regarding the ways in which 

educators approach, process, and practice emotions in the classroom? My hope was to 

develop new theories around teachers’ use of emotions and to honor educators’ emotional 

journeys by exploring this phenomenon qualitatively. 

Using constructivist grounded theory, 10 educators were interviewed and observed, 

and they recorded their self-talk. These emotionally intelligent educators were found to 

engage in a continual process of emotional evolution towards their Best Self. They do this 

by taking a specific Stance of Awareness, using Adaptive Language, and employing 

Cognitive Tools. Moreover, emotionally intelligent educators were found to actively dismiss 

tactics that would put them in the Danger Zone, such as taking a Stance of Control, using 
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Labels and Demeaning Language, and falling victim to the Compliance Trap. Ultimately, 

this research has implications for many stakeholders within education, notably teacher 

training programs and educational leaders. It is my sincere hope that educators can learn 

from these findings to enhance the culture of schooling for both teachers and students.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

COVID-19 has fundamentally changed education over the past three years. With the 

shift back to in-person instruction at the start of the 2021 school year, many educators 

breathed a sigh of relief at the anticipated return to normalcy. Yet, this year has proved the 

most difficult yet as reflected in the number of educators leaving the profession. According 

to a 2021 survey by the Missouri State Teachers Association, this year alone, 51% of 

teachers “often” or “very often” considered quitting (Kelly, 2021), and student behavior was 

the number one cited stressor for teachers. This is a crisis of epic proportion in education 

that can have unprecedented consequences for future generations. Many educators and 

mental health experts cite the prolonged stress of students during the pandemic as a 

significant contributing factor for these elevated student behaviors (Belsha, 2021) and 

advocate for increased social and emotional learning and support for students. Yet, the 

emotional toll that this same prolonged isolation has had on teachers has been all but 

ignored. Just like with students, teachers need time and support to learn or re-learn 

appropriate social and emotional skills in the school setting. 

Though pandemic learning has exacerbated the issue, the emotional crisis in 

education has been brewing for years. Since Zero Tolerance policies were first introduced in 

1994, the profession continues to subscribe to the false notion that student behaviors can be 

controlled through either increasingly incentivized carrots or harsher, bigger sticks, despite 

the research that it is counter to adolescent development (Skiba, 2008). Education is plagued 

by the idea that “classroom management” is a commodity that can be achieved by following 
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specific programs such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS)—which 

over 27,000 schools follow—or “No Excuse Culture”—to which 22% of charter schools 

subscribe. Even the push for Restorative Justice has mixed reviews in research (Prothero, 

2020). When adult educators see Restorative Practices as a “gentler” way to control student 

behavior, it does remarkably little to eliminate the number of student discipline incidents or 

the racial disparities prevalent in those incidents (Schrader, 2019), illustrating that it is how 

the adult views the program, not the program itself, that provides the benefits. Moreover, 

Zhao (2013) found that even though teachers claim they value creativity in students, “they 

generally dislike creative behaviors and characteristics in the classroom because they are 

inconvenient and hard to control” (Zhao, p. 446). Educators’ words may assert noble beliefs 

regarding behavior, but their actions demonstrate the opposite.  

Teacher mindset about behavior and discipline has a deep, personal connection for 

me. During my first year in education, I struggled with classroom management. I spent too 

many days battling students and attempting to coerce their behavior through bribery or 

punishment. I tried every tactic in the book—names on the board, promises of whole class 

pizza parties, threats to take away recess. None of it worked. The tighter I attempted to 

control student behavior, the more elusive a calm classroom became. Calling my mother in 

tears one day, I chronicled all the problems that I believed rested with my students: “They 

aren’t listening to me and they are intentionally trying to upset me. Why is this happening to 

me?” After a long pause, my infinitely wise mother responded, “It’s not happening to you. 

It’s happening in front of you. You can choose your response.” 
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Many schools are filled with stories of struggle such as mine, but instead of 

educators regulating their own emotions, their frustration, anger, and anxiety bubble up and 

spill into their behaviors in the classroom. Teachers may yell or bribe, claiming that the 

students’ misbehavior caused their reaction. They view their feelings and subsequent 

behaviors as inevitable or uncontrollable. When a student misbehaves or challenges a 

teacher, it is not just that teacher’s classroom management that is being tested; it is their 

resilience. The only behavior that we can control is our own. Yet, research has neglected the 

role educators’ emotions, adult behaviors, and emotions play in student behavior or 

classroom management (Jennings & Greenburg, 2009). As Lencioni (2012) wrote, “most 

people prefer to look for answers where the light is better, where they are more comfortable” 

(p. 7). The light is certainly better in focusing on children’s behaviors rather than those of 

adults. However, Dix (2017) argued that seismic changes in school culture happen only 

when adult behaviors change. 

In an ultimate effort to improve the emotional behaviors and skills of students, I want 

to understand the current emotional skill set of adult educators. I assert that generating 

theory regarding how teachers process, practice, and approach their emotions is the missing 

prerequisite step in education reform. 

Problem Statement 

Emotions are ubiquitous in the classroom, including enthusiasm (Zhang, 2014), 

anger (McPherson et al., 2003), and anxiety (Frenzel et al., 2016). Intense turmoil (Moore, 

2009) and frustration (Keller et al., 2014) are common emotions in the classroom. The 

ability to be aware of, regulate, and use these emotions positively is vital to our personal 
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well-being as educators. Emotional intelligence can also affect the climate of the classroom. 

Yet, educators may lack a robust, effective emotional skill set to successfully navigate the 

ever-changing emotional landscape of the classroom. This emotional gap teachers face has a 

profound impact on students’ achievement (Greenburg et al., 2016; McClean & Conner, 

2015) and educators’ longevity in the profession (Mérida-Lópeza et al., 2020). 

Forty-six percent of teachers report high levels of daily stress (Floman et al., 2018), 

and 10% of teachers suffer from depression, which is higher than the national average of 

6.7% (Wulsin et al., 2014). Moreover, in a 2017 survey of more than 5,000 educators, 

Brackett (2019) found that teachers feel frustrated, stressed, or overwhelmed for 70% of 

their workday or more. Students are acutely aware of teachers’ stress levels in the 

classroom. Oberle et al. (2020) studied the connection between teachers’ stress levels and 

students’ perception of a teacher’s emotional competency in 35 fourth to seventh grade 

classrooms. With over 670 students and their teachers surveyed, Oberle and colleagues 

found that increased teacher stress and burnout were negatively correlated with students’ 

perception of their teachers’ emotional competency. As educators, we must consider the role 

of teacher emotions in the classroom. 

Teachers’ stress or depression can have detrimental effects on their efforts to build 

relationships with students and cultivate a positive classroom climate. Jeon et al. (2014) 

researched the link between teacher depression and student behavioral problems as observed 

by both parents and teachers. The research team gathered data from teachers and parents of 

761 three-year-olds in mostly urban areas of the United States. Teachers self-reported their 

moods, and parents and teachers both reported the behaviors of students. Findings were 
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clear: In classrooms with depressed teachers, teachers were less likely to build positive 

classroom culture, spent less time engaging with students, and gave less attention to their 

relationships with students. Teachers’ emotional gaps resulted in less favorable conditions 

for the student.  

Moreover, high teacher stress levels can lead to high student misbehavior. Hoglund 

et al. (2015) studied how teacher emotional exhaustion impacted classroom learning 

environment and student behavior. The researchers studied 65 teachers and their 461 

students. They found that in classrooms where teachers reported higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion, children exhibited more disruptive, harmful, and externalizing behaviors than in 

classrooms with teachers who had higher levels of emotional resilience. This study echoes 

Hoffmann’s (2020) claim that teachers must demonstrate emotional regulation skills before 

students can begin demonstrating these skills. A teacher’s level of social and emotional 

skills can influence students’ social skills.  

Finally, high levels of teacher stress can lead to decreased student academic 

outcomes (Greenburg et al., 2016). For example, McClean and Conner (2015) studied how 

teacher depression interacted with third grade students’ math achievement. Surveying 523 

students across 27 classrooms in North Florida, the researchers noted that “students who 

began the year with weaker math skills and were in classrooms where teachers reported 

more depressive symptoms achieved smaller gains than did peers whose teachers reported 

fewer symptoms” (p. 954). Thus, teacher stress and depression can have lasting impacts on 

students’ academic and social adjustment.  
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Brackett (2019) posited when “there is an emotionally skilled teacher present, 

students disrupt less, focus more, and perform better academically” (p. 20), and the above 

research supports this claim. This could be because of stress or emotional contagion. Sy 

et al. (2005) studied the effects of mood on the affective tone and coordination efforts of a 

group and found that “the moods of leaders are transferred to other group members” 

(p. 302). Additionally, Bartel and Saavedra (2000) studied multiple industries and found 

that, within two hours, people in close contact ended up sharing both positive and negative 

emotional states. So, a teacher’s negative emotional state could produce a student’s negative 

emotional state. Goldman and Goodboy (2014) argued that the teacher is “the primary agent 

for enhancing students’ emotional experiences in the classroom” (p. 271). Given the theory 

of emotional contagion, this influence could work to either enhance or detract from students’ 

emotional experiences. Teachers may transfer positive or negative emotions to students, and 

these positive or negative emotions could lead students to certain either desirable or 

undesirable emotional states.  

Emotional contagion has been physiologically demonstrated in the classroom. Oberle 

and Schonert-Reichl (2016) sought to explore the connection between teacher stress levels 

and students’ bodily stress response. In this study, researchers surveyed 17 classroom 

teachers in Canada regarding their stress level and took salivary cortisol samples from their 

406 elementary students. The results were striking. Higher levels of teacher stress led to an 

increased cortisol response from students. This research strongly indicates that teachers’ 

stress regulation, or lack thereof, affects students in the stress-contagion response (McLeod 
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& Lively, 2003). Educators need skills to effectively manage their stress and emotional 

response to mitigate the negative effect it has on students.  

  To this end, Montgomery and Rupp (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of 65 

independently written studies on teacher stress to better understand the underlying causes. 

They analyzed variables in background characteristics, environmental structure, personality, 

support, and emotional response. The authors discovered that emotional response was the 

strongest mediator of teacher stress. These findings confirm the central role of emotional 

regulation and coping mechanisms for teachers. Despite this, Prati and Karriker (2010) 

argued that educators have not experienced adequate growth and development in their own 

emotional skills. This may be because education has largely falsely assumed adults already 

have accurate emotional regulatory capacity (Jones et al., 2013). This confirms the need for 

my research on understanding teacher emotional skills sets in the context of our increasingly 

stressful profession. 

While theoretical perspectives and quantitative data suggest an influence of a 

teacher’s emotional skills on a student’s emotional skills (Brackett, 2019; Jennings & 

Greenburg, 2009; Hoffmann 2020), little qualitative educational research exists to examine 

and fully understand the depth, contours, and function of this relationship. It is my belief 

that teachers need support, training, and knowledge about how to increase their emotional 

skills in the classroom environment. By collecting data and developing theory in this area, 

educators can improve teachers’ and students’ well-being. Hoffmann (2020) stated that 

“school-based instruction in emotion regulation will be most effective when teachers are 

adequately trained and employing effective emotion regulation strategies themselves” 
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(p. 109). Ultimately, more emotionally aware and regulated teachers will lead to more 

emotionally aware and regulated students, and education can finally begin achieving the 

outcomes that all students deserve. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this constructivist grounded theory study was to generate theory 

regarding how teachers approach, practice, and process their emotions in the classroom in an 

urban Midwestern district. As described by Patton (2015), the unit of analysis is “what it is 

you want to be able to say something about at the end of the study” (p. 263). For this study, 

the unit of analysis is the adult emotional skill set. Because emotions do not occur in 

isolation, the self and the context is important to study and operationalize. Self-emotional 

skills are generally defined using Mayer and Salovery’s (1997) work as the “ability to 

monitor one’s own and other’s feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them, and to 

use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions” (p. 189). Furthermore, emotional 

skills occur within a myriad of variables. Emotional literacy, which includes environment, 

impact, and goal, situates emotional skills in context. Emotional literacy is defined using 

Steiner and Perry’s (1997) initial development of the concept:  

the ability to understand your emotions, the ability to listen to others and empathize 
with their emotions, and the ability to express emotions productively. To be 
emotionally literate is to be able to handle emotions in a way that improves your 
personal power and improves the quality of life around you. Emotional literacy 
improves relationships, creates loving possibilities between people, makes 
cooperative work possible, and facilitates the feeling of community. (p. 18) 

 
Since both our own ability and the environment influence our emotional skill set, these two 

guiding concepts are paramount to understanding the cognitive, behavioral, social, and 

environmental aspects of emotional processing.  
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Constructivist Grounded Theory 

To fully achieve the purpose of this research, the created theory must be grounded in 

data. Thus, grounded theory was selected as the methodology to maintain the integrity of 

emotional skill sets and honor the complex environment in which they occur. Grounded 

theory seeks to explore a social process where no prior theory exists (Strauss & Corbin, 

1994). Traditional grounded theory discourages reviewing literature so that the researcher 

remains neutral with no pre-existing knowledge tarnishing the discovery of theory. Thus, the 

theory is completely “grounded” in the data and void of all other variables. However, 

Charmaz (2006) argued that the researcher is not neutral but rather a co-observer and 

encouraged investigation of the research topic prior to research. In this way, the theory—like 

all knowledge—is “constructed.” Given the nature of this research topic and my personal 

experience, constructivist grounded theory was preferable for this study. Constructivist 

grounded theory echoes the constructivism theory of learning and the ways we make sense 

of our experiences through our own world views (Grbich, 2013). “If, instead, we start with 

the assumption that social reality is multiple, processual, and constructed, then we must take 

the researcher’s position, privileges, perspective, and interactions into account as an inherent 

part of the researcher reality” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 13). In this way, researcher reflexivity is 

crucial for grounded theory.  

Constructivist grounded theory also allows for a deeper relationship of researcher 

and participant and a more nuanced understanding of the unit of analysis (Mills et al., 2006, 

p. 31). Fraenkel (2019) recognized the constant interplay between data, theory, and 

researcher in constructivist grounded theory. Constructivist grounded theory maintains the 
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integrity of systematically analyzing data but uses an inductive approach that grounds the 

theory in the participants’ own words and experience (Charmaz, 2006). Because 

constructivist grounded theory recognizes that learning and knowing are constructed from 

our current perceptions of realities, this methodology makes space for understanding how 

emotional processes are constructed. Furthermore, grounded theory is particularly useful for 

analysis around complex patterns such as social phenomena or human behavior (Engward, 

2013), such as a teacher’s emotional intelligence. For all these reasons, constructivist 

grounded theory is well suited for the research framework. 

Research Question 

Maxwell (2013) stated that the research questions “are at the heart of your research 

design” (p. 65), so it is important that research questions adequately capture the unit of 

analysis and purpose of the research. Research questions must link all elements of the 

research together. One central question was addressed in this research, along with three 

subquestions.  

● Central Question: What theories are generated regarding the ways in which 

teachers make use of their own emotional skill sets in the educational 

environment?  

o How do teachers approach their own emotions? 

o How do teachers practice emotional regulation? 

o How do teachers cognitively process their emotions?  

Each subquestion includes a component directly related to my conceptual framework. 

Approaching emotions includes the implicit emotional theories and how much a teacher 
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believes they can influence the emotions they are having. Practicing emotions includes 

emotional regulatory strategies and emotional literacy. Processing emotions includes our 

internal dialogue and self-talk. Each is discussed in the next section and is described in 

further detail in Chapter 2 of this research study.  

Conceptual Framework 

Maxwell (2013) posited that a theoretical framework is a “key part of your research 

design” and that its function is “to inform the rest of your design” (p. 39). Accordingly, this 

theoretical framework wraps my personal experiences and thoughts with the relevant 

literature to set the stage for this research. My opening story documents my early challenges 

in education. Though I believed my struggle to be in classroom management, it was really in 

self-management. Once I began looking inward and growing my emotional skill set, I found 

greater success as a teacher. As I advanced into administration, I watched many teachers 

struggle with their own emotions. Though the profession of education has increased its 

regard for the social-emotional learning of students, these skills cannot be learned by 

students without adults learning them first. Thus, I contend that in order to change the 

emotional skills of students in education, we must first change the emotional skills of adults.  

Several theories and concepts served as foundations for my research on teachers, 

including the neurobiology of emotions, emotional awareness and literacy, cognitive 

emotional processes, and leadership in the school environment. Emotions are bodily 

processes. Panksepp (2005) argued that “our emotional feelings reflect our ability to 

subjectively experience certain states of the nervous system” (p. 9). Thus, the theoretical 

framework begins with a deep dive into the biological basis of emotions. Yet, emotions 
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remain more than a detailed endocrinological process, biological impulse, or hormone 

release. Our feelings or emotional expressions are a result of our emotional awareness, 

literacy, and regulation; therefore, a firm understanding of these skills is necessary for this 

research. Additionally, our thoughts are strongly connected to our feelings; this comprises 

the third piece of this framework. Finally, effective, emotionally intelligent leadership must 

be considered as it is the unseen yet necessary component to healthy school climates that 

serve as a basis for emotionally skilled teaching. Put simply, this framework consists of 

understanding how the body we live in, the emotions we feel, the thoughts we think, and the 

environment we work in affect our emotional skills.  

The Body We Live In: Neurobiology of Emotions 

Prior to having an emotional response to a situation, we have a bodily response to a 

situation. Ignoring this biological response would render our discussion of teachers’ 

emotional lives incomplete. First, we need to dispel a prevalent myth regarding emotions: 

emotions are not triggered, they are constructed. Thus, emotions do not simply reside in the 

circuitry of the brain and wait to be activated. Instead, they are produced by making 

meaning of events and sensory input in context. Barsalou (2003) described emotional 

experiences as “situated conceptualizations” (p. 513). Many people succumb to the false 

idea that emotions are external forces, as seen in western colloquial emotional expressions 

such as “overcome” with rage or “struck” by love. This misconception sets the stage to seek 

to blame someone or something for our feelings.  

However, Barrett (2017) proposed the idea that our emotional experiences are 

constructed from emotional concepts, culture, and prior experiences, stating “in every 
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waking moment, your brain uses past experience, organized as concepts, to guide your 

actions and give your sensations meaning. When the concepts involved are emotion 

concepts, your brain constructs instances of emotion” (p. 45). She used the metaphor of 

colors to help explain. People experience colors as discrete categories: red, yellow, blue, and 

so forth. Yet, these boundaries do not really exist; color exists along a continuous spectrum 

of wavelengths. What we see as “red” is a mental and cultural categorization of specific 

wavelengths. Emotions are the same. We label emotions in discrete categories: e.g., angry, 

sad, happy. Yet, we have a continuous affect throughout our lives. Our past experiences, 

cultural context, and thought process influences how we label our emotions. Panksepp 

(2007) explained the theory: 

Most of our everyday emotions are such complex mixtures of primary (feeling), 
secondary (learning and thinking), and tertiary (thoughts about thought) processes 
that we can barely see the primary process of emotions and affects that contribute to 
the cognitive jungles of our lives. (p. 281) 
 
But why does it matter for education? Simply, the way we think about the biology of 

emotions impacts the way we experience emotions and our emotional responses. King and 

dela Rosa (2019) studied how our implicit theories of emotion affect our well-being. Three 

hundred and fifty-five Filipino college students answered a questionnaire regarding how 

controllable they believe emotions are. Participants were asked to agree or disagree with 

statements such as “If you want to, you can change the emotions you have” or “You have 

very little control over your emotions.” Then, participants’ implicit theories regarding the 

malleability of emotions were gleaned and compared with the participants’ well-being and 

life satisfaction answers. The researchers observed that participants who believed they had 

more control over their emotions exhibited higher well-being and life satisfaction. King and 
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del Rosa (2019) concluded, “How people think about the malleability of their emotions 

seems to be a crucial factor in emotional functioning” (p. 181). Based on these findings, it 

may be important to evaluate teachers’ implicit emotional theories. If they believe that they 

have little control over their emotions, they may exhibit less occupational satisfaction and 

well-being.  

Still, Ford et al. (2018) dived a little more into the mediation role our implicit 

theories on emotions have on our emotional well-being. The authors argued that “believing 

emotions are uncontrollable (entity beliefs) should reduce the likelihood of trying to control 

emotional experiences using effective regulation strategies” (p. 1170). To test this assertion, 

Ford and colleagues conducted a longitudinal study of 227 youth in Denver. By testing the 

entity beliefs twice 18 months apart, researchers could examine the long-term impacts of 

believing emotions are uncontrollable. Participants who had higher entity beliefs showed 

more depressive symptoms, less regulation, and worse health than did the participants who 

believed they could control their emotions. Believing in our agency to construct our 

emotions may lead to higher usage of regulatory strategies, which may lead to improved 

health outcomes. These implications matter greatly for educators. Not only must we believe 

in the malleability of emotions, we must also help students see this since children gain and 

learn emotional skills through the observation of how adults handle emotions and situations 

(Claxton, 2005). The next section of this conceptual framework transitions to a deeper 

discussion regarding educators’ emotional skills sets and their impact on students. 
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The Emotions We Feel: Emotional Awareness, Literacy, and Regulation 

As previously mentioned, teachers experience a vast array of emotions during the 

school day, and a teacher’s ability to be aware of and regulate their emotions can affect the 

climate and emotional tenor of the classroom and the emotional skill sets of children that are 

critical to future academic success (Ivcevic & Brackett, 2014). The seminal model of the 

Prosocial Classroom proposed by Jennings and Greensburg (2009) provided a framework 

for understanding how teachers’ emotional skills influence students’ emotional skills. The 

authors posited that teachers’ social and emotional competencies affect three main 

classroom components: student-teacher relationships, classroom management, and 

implementation of a social-emotional curriculum. This model maintains a “practitioner first” 

framework and asserts that teachers with higher social-emotional competence have stronger 

student-teacher relationships, are more empathic and less likely to engage in punitive 

practices, and provide excellent role models for dealing with and processing emotions. 

Recent research has supported these claims.  

First, Valente et al. (2018) evaluated the effect of the emotional skills of a teacher on 

classroom behaviors in schools. Using 559 secondary teachers, a structural equations model 

considered two measures—one on emotional intelligence and one on classroom 

management. The results showed that teachers who have “more capacity to deal with 

emotions demonstrate greater management of discipline in the classroom” (Valente et al., 

2018, p. 741). Conducted internationally, this research illustrates that the emotional skills of 

the teacher are connected to student behavior. As previously mentioned, teachers’ ability to 

regulate themselves leads to students’ ability to regulate themselves.  
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Second, Frenzel et al. (2018) collected emotional behaviors and display behaviors 

from 69 teachers and 1,643 students monthly during the first six months of school. The 

researchers used a multilevel structural equation to find a positive correlation between a 

teacher’s enjoyment and display behaviors and students’ enjoyment and corresponding 

behaviors. These results lend validity to the idea that emotional contagion is at play in the 

classroom. Frenzel et al. (2018) stated, “teacher training could instead place more emphasis 

on the teachers themselves, in particular on their affect and emotions during teaching, 

knowing that this will have repercussions for students as well” (p. 636). This, again, 

confirmed the idea that teachers’ emotions affect students’ emotions.  

The emotional regulation of teachers is hypothesized to have an influence in the 

classroom (Denham et al., 2012). While it may intuitively seem helpful for teachers to 

upregulate their emotions to have a positive impact on students, teachers upregulating 

without any authentic regulation strategies may induce significant emotional labor on the 

teacher, which may ultimately lead to burnout. According to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES), 16% of teachers leave their school yearly, and the National 

Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) estimates this turnover cost at 

roughly $7.3 billion annually. Emotional skills may be a factor in teachers leaving the 

profession. Yin et al. (2019) studied the interplay between teachers’ emotional labor—

specifically, how surface acting and deep acting affected feelings of burnout or job 

satisfaction. Surface acting (Grandey, 2003) refers to an expressive change in emotions such 

as facial expression, tone, or body posture. Deep acting (Côté et al., 2013) refers to 

individuals changing their internal emotional state. Findings showed that surface acting had 
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a negative correlation with job satisfaction and positive correlation with burnout, while deep 

acting was not correlated with burnout but positively correlated with teacher satisfaction. By 

inauthentically changing behavior (surface acting) without true regulation, teachers are 

inducing self-harm in their professional lives. However, by managing and effectively 

regulating their emotional state (deep acting), teachers may feel more connected to and 

satisfied with their profession.  

 Mérida-Lópeza et al. (2019) studied the mediating role of emotional awareness on 

perceived support and intentions to quit. In eastern and southern Spain, 1,297 preschool, 

elementary, and secondary teachers were given questionnaires on emotional intelligence, 

work engagement, and prosocial skills. “The findings showed that teachers’ levels of 

emotional intelligence significantly moderated the indirect paths between perceived support 

from colleagues/supervisors and intentions to quit” (Mérida-López et al., 2019, p. 141). 

Teachers with the lowest emotional awareness or intelligence showed the highest intentions 

to quit. Emotional awareness and intelligence underscores many aspects of a teacher’s daily 

routine, and thus could be used as a leverage point to bolster retention. 

Clearly, a teacher’s emotional skill sets matter both to students and teacher retention. 

“Schools must overcome the false assumption that all educators naturally possess these 

abilities in equal measure” (Jones et al., 2013, p. 62). Classrooms are highly emotionally 

charged arenas that must be navigated with caution and care. A teacher must possess the 

knowledge and skills to manage their own as well as others’ emotions for optimal classroom 

performance (Denham et al., 2012). However, feelings and beliefs do not account for our 
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entire emotional lives. Our cognitions, thought process, and self-talk can have tremendous 

impact on our emotional skills  

The Thoughts We Think: Cognitive Process and Self-talk 

Our mind exerts powerful influence over our emotional experiences (Okon-Singer et 

al., 2015). Rather than the incident itself or our actions, our internal thoughts are a more 

reliable predictor of how we will feel about an incident (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). 

This means it is crucial to understand the ways teachers think about incidents in the 

classroom in order to understand their emotional responses. Cognitions become an integral 

component of our emotional lives. The content of self-talk can have an impact on our 

performance.  

Blanchfield et al. (2014) studied the effect of motivational self-talk on endurance 

performance for 24 subjects in the United Kingdom. Using a between subject design, 

participants completed a cycling test in which they were timed to their level of exhaustion. 

After this initial pre-test, some participants participated in a two-week positive self-talk 

intervention including workbooks and instruction while others, in the control group, did not. 

Results showed a significant decrease in the rate of perceived exhaustion (RPE) and 

increased endurance performance for the self-talk intervention group and no change for the 

control group. Despite the small sample size, this research shows how positive self-talk can 

change our performance. Likewise, educators perform tasks that require persistence—

challenging behavior in the classroom, executing rigorous lesson plans—and their self-talk 

during these tasks matters greatly. This research supports the idea that positive and 
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productive self-talk can be learned, and once it is learned, it can be used to improve 

performance. 

Self-talk is not isolated to simple messages. It also includes the stories we tell 

ourselves to make sense of what is happening. In moments of strong emotions, “these stories 

are often one-sided worst-case scenarios, and they seldom contain the full truth” (Brown, 

2020, p. 67). Individuals who are more emotionally skilled or resilient recognize that these 

stories and initial thoughts are steeped in bias, do not report the whole truth, and are highly 

emotionally charged (Brackett, 2019). Habermas and Bluck (2000) found that the 

construction of these self-narratives depends on autobiographical reasoning or the process of 

reflective thinking through forming connections between the events of our life and our 

perception of self. D’Argembeau et al. (2014) added to this idea, stating that 

“autobiographical reasoning helps establish personal identity” (p. 652). In this way, our self-

talk can either be a friend or a critic.  

Halamova et al. (2019) used a comparative case-study model to investigate the 

differences between participants with high self-criticism and low self-criticism in 10 

university students in Slovakia: five with high self-criticism and five with low self-criticism. 

Participants were asked to fill out an online questionnaire regarding their experiences. The 

researchers observed that while those with both high and low self-criticism struggled with 

self-critical thoughts, participants with low self-criticism engaged in more constructive and 

positive strategies for dealing with their inner critic. Another striking finding was how both 

groups differed when compassion and empathy were offered to them after a self-criticism-

inducing situation (e.g., big mistake, loss of romantic partner). Low self-critics saw this as 
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empowerment, saying things such as, “I felt empowered and energized.” On the other side of 

the spectrum, high self-critics rejected the compassion and empathy with statements such as, 

“I did not want to hear the voice, because I did not deserve it.” This research would indicate 

that an active self-critic narrating our experiences could be detrimental to our identity. 

Halamova’s research shows that our self-talk is interconnected with the external 

environment. Thus, a positive and supportive environment has the potential to breed more 

positive self-talk, and a toxic culture could undermine healthy self-talk. The final section of 

the theoretical framework focuses on the emotional environment that leaders set to promote 

positive self-talk and emotional regulation.  

The Environment We Work In: Emotionally Intelligent Leadership 

The final component of this theoretical framework is the study of leadership. 

Leadership cannot guarantee positive emotional intelligence or emotional skills in a school, 

but leadership does set the conditions for these to occur, as emotionally skilled teaching does 

not operate in silos. Rather, through the process of emotional contagion, all teachers and 

staff in the school will begin regulating and conforming to similar emotional states. 

Accordingly, in order for effective emotionally intelligent teaching to occur in a school, 

emotionally intelligent leadership must saturate the school climate. The impact of emotional 

intelligence impact on leadership has been extensively studied (Goleman, 2011; Mayer 

et al., 2008; Moore, 2009; Prati et al., 2003), and the impact is profound. According to 

Goleman (2011), emotional intelligence matters twice as much as intelligence quotient (IQ) 

or technical skills for superior performance in leadership. In this way, emotionally 

intelligent leadership can be thought of as the heartbeat of schools. A principal is in service 
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to various stakeholders, and, as such, their emotional intelligence and emotional regulatory 

skills are constantly on display. How aware a principal is of their own emotions, their 

emotional literacy, and self-talk can all have an impact on teachers, and thus school 

environment.  

Berkovich and Eyal (2018a) studied 190 school teachers for the effects of the 

principal’s emotional support on teachers’ emotional reframing or self-talk. Using a Likert 

questionnaire with teachers and qualitative design method, the researchers examined specific 

principal interpersonal behaviors consisting of emotional support (e.g., “My principal backs 

me up”), empathetic listening (e.g., “My principal listens to me even when we disagree”), 

empowering messages (e.g., “During emotionally charged events, the principal stresses that 

he is confident about my ability to do my job”), and normalizing messages (e.g., “My 

principal stresses that being “sad” isn’t good or bad—it is just part of life in teaching”). The 

researchers found that all of these emotionally intelligent behaviors had a positive 

correlation with teacher emotional reframing during emotionally charged moments in the 

classroom. Accordingly, emotionally intelligent leadership can set the foundation for 

emotionally intelligent teaching.  

Emotionally intelligent leadership has been found to be effective. Stone et al. (2005) 

conducted one of the largest Emotional Intelligence and Leadership inquiries in education 

by studying 464 principals and vice-principals in Ontario, hoping to understand effective 

school leaders. Using the Emotional-Quotient Inventory, a leadership capacity 

questionnaire, and their supervisor evaluation, Stone et al. (2005) observed that leaders with 

above average leadership scores also had above average emotional intelligence. Conversely, 
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leaders with low leadership scores had lower emotional intelligence scores. This research 

clearly showed that higher emotional intelligence correlates with improved leadership 

performance. Subscribing to Goleman’s (1998) idea that emotional intelligence can be 

learned, this research, with its large sample size, indicates that teaching or improving 

emotional intelligence in leaders would have implications for leadership performance. 

Greater emphasis should be placed on developing the emotional intelligence of school 

leaders, as it underscores successful leadership. 

This chapter provided an overview and introduction to the theoretical framework of 

this research, including a discussion of the neurobiology of emotions, emotional skills, 

cognitive skills, and leadership. A more robust discussion of these four concepts is found in 

Chapter 2. The next section provides an overview of the methodology of my research.  

Overview of Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to develop new theories regarding teachers’ emotional 

skills in complex environments such as schools. The aim of this theory is to argue for the 

inclusion of teaching emotional skills and strategies to both new and existing educators, 

which can ultimately improve outcomes for students both academically and socially.  

Emotional skills are a complicated cognitive, behavioral, and social construct. 

Attempting to capture this concept quantitatively would “place too much emphasis on things 

that can be quantified” and it would miss “the results of teaching that are not easily 

measured” (Patton, 2015, p. 25). Qualitative research is well suited to reveal the intricacies 

of this complex emotional construct while honoring the experiences of the participants. 

Moreover, qualitative research is especially interested in how things happen (Frankel et al., 
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2019) and should align with the research questions being asked (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Given the nature of my research questions, qualitative research was the appropriate choice 

for this study.  

Design of the Study 

The specific tradition of grounded theory was used in this research. Grounded theory 

attempts to create a new theory that holds under a myriad of conditions (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Grounded theory is designed to build a theory, not simply test a theory. In 

constructivist grounded theory, Charmaz (2000) stated, “data do not provide a window on 

reality. Rather, the ‘discovered’ reality arises from the interactive process and its temporal, 

cultural, and structural contexts” (p. 524). Constructivist grounded theorists do not attempt 

to impose predetermined ideas on data; rather, by keeping the time, space, and cultural 

contexts intact, constructivist grounded theorists seek to illuminate the current realities. 

Emotional intelligence is situated within the time, space, and culture of a classroom 

ecosystem, making grounded theory an appropriate selection for this research. 

Setting of the Study 

This study took place in a Midwestern urban school district, including educators 

from elementary, middle, and high schools serving a mostly low-income and diverse 

population in the hopes of ultimately attaining six purposefully selected teacher participants. 

Purposeful sampling was used, which focuses on intentionally selecting participants and 

sites because they can purposefully aid in the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As Patton 

(2015) wrote, “the purpose of a purposeful sample is to focus case selection strategically in 

alignment with the inquiry’s purpose, primary questions, and data being collected” (p. 264). 
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Because the primary purpose of this research was to understand how teachers approach, 

practice, and process emotions, it was essential to use a sample that purposefully uses 

emotional skills in the classroom. Deductive theoretical sampling was used. This sampling 

procedure studies cases of “theoretical construct of interest so as to examine and 

elaborate…its variations and implications” (Patton, 2015, p. 269). Given the research 

questions, this study examined how teachers with high emotional intelligence process, 

practice and approach their own emotions in the classroom. The criteria used to select 

teachers with high emotional intelligence is outlined further in Chapter 3.  

Data Sources 

Qualitative data are non-numeric data and can be collected in multiple ways, 

including interviews, observation, focus groups, or document analysis. The main point of 

qualitative data is to immerse the reader in the life and context of whatever is being studied. 

“Qualitative data describe. They take us, as readers, into the time and place of the 

observation….Qualitative data tell a story” (Patton, 2015, p. 54). This research study used 

three different data sources: interviews, observations, and voice recordings of inner 

monologues. Taken together, these three data sources allow the understanding of the 

complex, multidimensional emotional world that exists in the teacher’s mind. Each data 

source is further discussed below with expanded details in Chapter 3.  

Interviews 

Interviews are a staple in qualitative research and are based in the social act of 

conversation. Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) stated that an interview is how “knowledge is 

constructed in the interaction between the interviewer and interviewee” (p. 4). Though 
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emotional intelligence is observable through behaviors, the genesis of emotional intelligence 

is internal. To get a full picture of emotional intelligence, interviews were conducted with 

participants. This allowed for a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study.  

Observations 

Observations allow researchers to view what is actually going on rather than what is 

assumed would be going on. Observation “involves collecting data using one’s senses, 

especially looking and listening in a systematic and meaningful way” (McKechnie, 2008, 

p. 573). While interviews allow participants to tell their story, observations allow 

researchers to see actual participant behavior. Emotional intelligence manifests in behaviors. 

Thus, observations of the teacher participants in the classroom were conducted. These 

observations occurred in the classroom to capture real-world context.  

Inner Monologues 

An untraditional data source was used in the course of this research. Participants 

were asked to speak their internal monologue, or self-talk, aloud into a voice recorder. The 

purpose of this data source was to more fully understand what teachers are thinking and how 

that thinking may or may not be influencing their emotional processes. Hogan and Pink 

(2010) wrote, “without inner modes of expression and experience, including inner dialogue 

and internally represented speech, we would not fully understand our actions or social 

interactions” (p. 158). In order to fully address the research question, voice recordings of 

inner self-speech were used in this study as a method of dwelling in a teacher’s mind. 

Participants spoke their inner thoughts aloud into a voice recording app for 10–15 minutes 

with a prompt that was deliberately left open, such as, “What were you feeling and thinking 
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today?” These voice recordings were not only transcribed but also coded for emotional tone 

and volume in an attempt to fully capture the emotional tone.  

Data Analysis  

Coding Process 

Constructivist grounded theory analysis includes three phases of coding—initial, 

focused and theoretical—that advance from low level to high level conceptual development 

(Birks & Mills, 2015). These three levels advance from describing categories, detailing the 

interconnectedness of those categories, to building a story. They are useful coding 

techniques that help the researcher build a theory (Patton, 2015). As described by Morse 

(2010), “grounded theory is a way of thinking about data—process of conceptualization—of 

theorizing from data so that the end result is a theory that the scientist produced from data 

collected by interviewing and observing everyday life” (p. 18). Charmaz and Mitchell 

(2012) added to this idea, stating, “codes rely on interaction between researchers and their 

data. Codes consist of short labels that we construct as we interact with the data…we are 

mentally and physically active in the process” (p. 5). Since the researcher constructs 

meaning, the researcher is a crucial component along with theory and data in constructivist 

grounded theory. Furthermore, Charmaz (2006) argued that the codes used should be as 

similar to the data as possible. Thus, this research used in vivo codes. More details on the 

coding procedures are found in Chapter 3.  

Theory Development 

The ultimate goal of constructivist grounded theory is to develop a theory where one 

does not exist. Saldaña (2005) wrote, “since a theory is a rich statement with accompanying 
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narrative to expand on its meaning, your ultimate goal is to write one sentence, based on the 

totality of your analysis that captures insightful if-then and how-why guidance for as many 

relevant contexts as possible” (p. 120). This theory is grounded in empirical evidence but 

uses insights gained from the coding process. The theory generation process was messy and 

nonlinear. However, remaining true to the analysis procedures listed above, I carefully 

documented the theory formation throughout the process using memoing and a researcher 

journal. 

Significance of the Study 

Recently, education has embraced social-emotional learning for students. Many 

schools have implemented programs or initiatives to support students’ emotional learning. 

Regardless of the program or initiative, it is teachers who must lead this learning. According 

to Bridgeland et al. (2013), the overwhelming majority of teachers (93%) see the benefit of 

teaching social and emotional skills, yet few districts and schools have systemic policies and 

practices in place to support the implementation. I believe one of the missing components in 

implementation is ensuring teachers have the emotional intelligence to effectively 

implement these programs. If educators want to reach students, district leaders and teacher 

preparation programs must reach teachers first through professional development and 

pre-service approaches. Without strong emotional skills themselves, teachers will not be 

able to teach social-emotional learning to students. Ultimately, the effectiveness is less about 

the program and more about the people implementing the program. Well-regulated students 

begin with well-regulated adults (Jennings & Greensburg, 2009). Teacher training programs 
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need to update the curriculum for the inclusion of adult emotional skill sets (Brackett, 2019; 

Hoffmann, 2020).  

I am hopeful that the theory developed from this study can prove useful for teacher 

preparation programs and training for existing teachers. “Qualitative research then should 

contain an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of participants, the institutions 

in which they live and work, or even the researchers’ lives” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 25). 

I hope this research will work to improve teachers’ emotional intelligence in order to better 

serve students. Illuminating the underlying mechanisms of emotions is important, but, even 

more so is using the theory to change educational outcomes. Lev Vygotsky (1978) wrote 

about cultivating higher psychological and cognition processes in children, stating, 

“Children grow into the intellectual life of those around them.” I would argue that children 

grow into the emotional lives of those around them.  

Furthermore, I hope this research begins to shift the conversation around social 

emotional learning from reactive to proactive. Right now, many Social Emotional Learning 

(SEL) curriculums focus on strategies to employ when feeling upset such as counting to ten, 

deep breathing, or cognitive reappraisal. These all perpetuate the idea that emotions are 

triggered, not controllable. They fall into the entity trap. Very few social emotional 

curriculums instruct participants in how to change self-talk and construct more productive 

emotions. Kross and Ayduk’s (2017) pilot research of their self-talk curriculum, “The 

Toolbox Project,” aimed to do just this; of 450 students, 84% did so with a positive increase 

in emotional regulation skills. Educators need concrete instruction in managing, regulating, 

and constructing positive emotions in the classroom. It is the missing link to school reform.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the problem and background of teachers lacking emotional 

skills in the classroom. The research purpose and research questions were provided. A brief 

overview of the methodology and qualitative tradition were discussed. The four components 

of the theoretical framework—the neurobiology of emotions, emotional awareness, literacy, 

and regulation, cognitions and self-talk, and leadership—were briefly discussed. These 

concepts are further detailed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

As stated in Chapter 1, educators may lack a robust, effective emotional skill set to 

successfully navigate the ever-changing emotional landscape of the classroom. Teaching is 

an emotional and often stressful profession. In a 2017 survey of 5,000 teachers, the four 

most common words used to describe how teachers feel were anxious, overwhelmed, 

stressed, and fearful (Brackett & Cipriano, 2020). Existing in such chronic negative states 

can lead to emotional exhaustion and burnout and can have devastating effects on individual 

teachers, including increased anxiety, anger, chances for nervous breakdowns and disruption 

of everyday mood and activities (Dimitrios & Konstantinos, 2014), reduction in job 

satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009), depression (Schonfeld, 2001), or changes in their 

personality and attitudes (Schwarzer & Greenglass, 1999).  

While many educators are unable to cope with the emotional demands of teaching, 

some teachers seem to thrive in similar emotional educational environments. Moeller et al. 

(2018) reported that teachers with more developed emotion skills tend to report less burnout 

and greater job satisfaction. This gives rise to the question: What are the emotional skills 

that thriving teachers possess? How do these skills manifest in the classroom? Moreover, 

can these emotional skills be taught so all teachers can successfully traverse the emotional 

waters of the classroom?  

Thus, the purpose of this research is to generate theory identifying how educators 

process, practice, and approach their own emotions in the educational setting. Ultimately, 

the goal is to understand what emotionally resilient and regulated teachers do to successfully 
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navigate the emotional landscape of the classroom. To fully address the current problem and 

the unit of analysis, this research was guided by the central question as discussed in Chapter 

1: What theories are generated regarding the way teachers process, practice, or approach 

their own emotions in the educational environment? 

Given the complex nature and emotional worlds of teachers, studying previous 

literature can provide a conceptual framework for this problem. A literature review was 

conducted using Google Scholar, UMKC Libraries, EBSCO, and ERIC using various search 

terms for each of the following four topics. 

Brain and Body Sensations: emotions, Basic Theory of Emotion, constructivist 

approach, theory of constructed emotions, implicit emotion theories, emotional contagion  

Emotional Awareness and Management: emotional awareness, emotional literacy, 

emotional regulation  

Cognitive Process: positive and negative self-talk, linguistic distancing, identity, 

autobiographical narrative  

School Environment and Leadership: emotional intelligence, educational leadership, 

transformational leadership.  

There was very little research about brain and body sensations or cognitive processes 

pertaining to education. The research on emotional regulation predominately pertained to 

student regulation. Transformational leadership yielded the most articles and studies. The 

majority of emotionally intelligent leadership responses are theoretical articles or research 

conducted in other countries. I suspect this is because, with the passage of the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act, American education has grown more concerned with objective 
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outcomes (Franklin & Johnson, 2008) rather than the “soft” process of emotional work. 

Nevertheless, relevant studies from other cultures, contexts, and disciplines—such as 

business, nursing, and psychology—have been included to help provide a theoretical and 

conceptual frame for my research. 

This literature review focuses on four main components that can be visualized as a 

triangle situated within a circle as shown in Figure 1. Adapted and modified from the 

Mindful Triangle of Awareness (Moralis, 2017), each side of the triangle represents a 

different aspect of awareness: body and brain sensations, cognitive processes, and emotional 

regulation. Though this literature review discusses each one individually and in depth, it is 

critical to recognize the interconnectedness and interdependence of these components. These 

ideas are teased apart to be discussed in adequate depth to aid understanding, yet they must 

not remain in such a dichotomous state. All affect, influence, and depend on each other. A 

teacher’s understanding and skills in this realm of emotions have large implications for 

school. What triggers teachers have, how they express or regulate emotions, and their 

cognitions may reflect underlying bias. In this way, the literature review discusses the body 

we live in, the emotions we feel, the thoughts we have, and finally, the environment we live 

in.  

Furthermore, the triangle sits inside a circle that represents the school environment. 

Our sensations, cognitive processes, and emotions are all influenced by the environment of a 

school. One of the main driving factors of a school environment is leadership. Leaders 

cannot guarantee positive relationships in a school, but leadership does set the conditions for 

these positive relationships to occur by engaging in work and having conversations with 
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teachers. Aguilar (2020) stressed the importance of knowing yourself to help others. This 

concept is the basis of emotionally intelligent leadership as transformational leadership. It 

surrounds and affects a teacher’s sensations, emotions, and cognitive process. As such, the 

discussion of a leader’s creation of educational environments is crucial to this literature 

review.  

 

Figure 1 

The Body We Live in: The Neurobiology of Emotions 

 

 

“The mind and body are not separate units, but one integrated system.”—Bernie Siegel 

We have experienced emotions in our body. If we trip while walking and our face 

gets flushed, we recognize this as embarrassment. If we hear our favorite song on the radio 

and our lips curl upward into a smile, we recognize this as happiness. We experience 
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emotions as complete states that often wash over us like tidal waves. These emotional 

experiences occur so strongly and consistently, yet while we experience and understand 

them, we have a difficult time articulating and studying emotion. In fact, there is no 

scientific consensus on a definition of emotion (Gendron & Barrett, 2009; Russel, 2012). 

The lack of consensus around a definition of emotion became the topic of Izard’s (2010) 

study. Izard, a prominent emotion researcher himself, took a qualitative approach and asked 

34 outstanding scientists who had done significant research in the field six interview 

questions, including “What is an emotion?” Seven judges independently categorized the 

scientists’ responses. The definitions given by the scientist participants contained both 

structural (six) and functional (nine) components. Izard concluded, “No succinct synthesis 

could capture everything in the 34 definitions of ‘emotion’ given by the participating 

scientists” (p. 367).  

Nevertheless, researchers continue to study emotions and attempt to define them. 

Izard himself stated that “emotions consist of neural circuits (that are at least partially 

dedicated), response systems, and a feeling state/process that motivates and organizes 

cognition and action” (Izard, 2010, p. 367). Damasio (1998) argued: 

The term emotion should be rightfully used to designate a collection of responses 
triggered from parts of the brain to the body, and from parts of the brain to other 
parts of the brain, using both neural and humoral routes. The end result of the 
collection of such responses is an emotional state, defined by changes within the 
body proper, e.g., viscera, internal milieu, and within certain sectors of the brain, 
e.g., somatosensory cortices; neurotransmitter nuclei in brainstem. (p. 84) 

 
Cabanac (2002) defined emotions as “any mental experience with high intensity and high 

hedonic content (pleasure/displeasure)” (p. 69). Panksepp (2005) argued that “our emotional 

feelings reflect our ability to subjectively experience certain states of the nervous system” 
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(p. 9). Though a single definition of emotion remains elusive to scientists, it is clear from 

these definitions that the brain and nervous system play a key role in emotions.  

Understanding the neuroscientific underpinnings of emotions is the focus of the 

opening section of this literature review. It begins to unpack the physiological component of 

emotions discussing two competing theories of emotions—the basic emotion theory and the 

theory of constructed emotions. Each is discussed in depth including definitions, supporting 

research, and applicability for educators in the classroom. Finally, this section concludes 

with a discussion of emotional contagion and how context influences the building of 

emotional experiences in our brain. 

Basic or Constructed: Prevailing Theories of Emotions 

Emotions occur within the body. Yet, just as a single definition of emotions has 

evaded researchers, so too has a consensus regarding the theory of emotions. Two primary 

approaches dominate the research: the basic emotion theory, with a hypothesis that emotions 

trigger specific neural and bodily pathways resulting in universally shared emotional 

expressions, and the theory of constructed emotions, which asserts that emotions are 

constructed using culture and are experienced through the malleability and neuroplasticity of 

our brains. Both theories are discussed in the following sections. 

The Basic Emotion Theory  

In 1872, Charles Darwin wrote The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. 

In this text, he stated, “the young and the old of widely different races, both with man and 

animals, express the same state of mind by the same movements.” Here, Darwin made the 

first claim that emotional expression is universal—such as a smile when happy or furrowed 
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brow when angry. In his text, he discussed the biological underpinnings of our emotions. He 

reasoned that if emotions are universally expressed, then emotions must be universally 

produced. This gave rise to the idea that emotions are biologically based (Panksepp & 

Wyatt, 2011) and that architectural structures in the brain are responsible for discrete 

emotion categories and production (Calder, 2003). Furthermore, this approach assumes that 

each of these discrete emotional states is characterized by distinctive universal 

accompanying expressions, thoughts, and memories (Ekman & Cordaro, 2011). This 

approach has labeled specific sections in the brain as the basis of certain emotions with the 

belief that external events trigger discrete emotions that produce predictable patterns within 

the brain that can be observed in the neural structure. Barrett (2017) argued that this 

misguided notion became the cornerstone of emotional research for over a century.  

Paul Ekman is perhaps the most notable emotional researcher, ranking 59th on the 

list of 100 most influential people of the 1900s (Haggbloom, 2002). He began his career 

studying non-verbal emotions in humans such as facial expression, hand gestures, and body 

movement (Ekman, 1965). From this early research, Ekman hypothesized there were seven 

basic emotions: fear, anger, joy, sadness, contempt, disgust, and surprise (Ekman, 1986). 

Ekman and Friesen (1968) recruited actors to express these seven so-called basic emotions 

by training them in “micro-expressions,” including muscle movements in three distinct areas 

of the face and taking pictures of them displaying the certain behavior (see Figure 2). To 

prove the validity of the pictures, Ekman and Friesen (1968) tested more than 1,000 

participants who were shown the pictures and asked, “What emotion is this person 

expressing?” followed by a list of four of the seven hypothesized basic emotions. 
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Participants showed 90% —remarkably high agreement—on this task. However, these 

results were highly challenged by anthropologists such as Margret Mead, citing that 

emotional expression could be culturally learned (Mead, 1961).  

 

Figure 2 

Examples of Ekman-Freisen Facial Affect Pictures  

 

 

 

In 1971, Ekman and Friesen traveled to New Guinea to test the universality of 

emotions using these pictures created from their earlier theory. At the time, New Guinea was 
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considered to be nonliterate and had limited exposure to the western world. This was crucial 

for Ekman to show that emotional expression is universal, not culturally learned. Using a 

translator, they showed the pictures to 189 adults and 130 children and told a story such as 

“His (her) friends have come, and (she) is happy” for happiness or “ His (her) child (mother) 

has died, and he (she) feels very sad” for sadness. Participants were shown three of these 

emotional photos and asked to point to the correct emotion. The researchers documented 

that the New Guinea participants selected the correct picture between 52% and 90% of the 

time. The researchers concluded that “the faces judged in literate cultures as showing 

particular emotions were comparably judged by people from a preliterate culture” (Ekman & 

Friesen, 1971, p. 128) and strengthened the idea that emotional expressions are universal.  

This methodology—now called Pictures of Facial Affect (POFA)—has become 

canonical in the field of emotions, as evidenced by a UMKC library search of the term 

“Pictures of Facial Affect,” which produced more than 500,000 entries. These static images 

of emotions have been used in a variety of contexts including training for threat assessments 

and teaching emotions in preschools (Barrett, 2017). Given the popularity of this method, 

significant advancements in basic emotion theory have occurred since its beginning 

conceptualization including artificial intelligence that analyzes facial movement in real-time 

to code for basic emotions (called Facial Action Coding System, FACS).  

In 2020, when school buildings shut down due to the pandemic, education continued 

online. Wang et al. (2020) used FACS to analyze the facial expressions of 27 students in a 

single class meeting. The camera captured their faces, and the FACS was employed to code 

the students’ emotional expressions. The researchers coded 10 students as “happy,” 15 as 
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“neutral,” and two as “sad.” Emotions are ubiquitous in education, and this was the first 

study to map facial emotional expressions during an educational experience. This has wide 

implications for educational researchers, who have too long relied exclusively on self-

reports of emotions (Eliot & Hirumi, 2019). However, despite the novelty of this research, 

this study was still based upon the basic emotion theory, which has been heavily critiqued 

and challenged. 

First, the basic emotion theory culturally reinforces the idea that emotions are basic, 

pre-wired, neural experiences, triggered by external events and are easily recognizable and 

distinct from each other. This theory was built on pictures of stereotypical, white portrayals 

of emotions, and we now assume these expressions are universal. If a student fails to match 

these rote images, they may be unjustly or unfairly characterized or labeled by the teacher. 

Even more, a central assumption of basic emotion theory is that emotions are triggered by 

external events. The external events stimulate specific brain regions, producing an emotion. 

It is viewed as a predictable formula: stimulus input equals discrete, emotional output. This 

feature of the human brain is thought to be basic in both the simple and fundamental sense. 

This theory assumes emotions are discrete, with nice, neat boundaries between the various 

emotions and that these boundaries are easily recognizable regardless of context. However, 

not all emotional research supports this idea. 

Aviezer et al. (2008) demonstrated that context does matter for emotional perception. 

The researchers used the Ekman and Friesen picture of disgust and photoshopped it into four 

various contexts and then asked which word best described their facial expression. The 32 

participants correctly labeled the emotion as disgust 91% of the time when the model was 
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holding a dirty piece of clothing. But the percentage of correctly identifying the face 

expression dropped when the context no longer signaled disgust. Participants were correct 

only 59% of the time when the picture showed fearful arm movements, 33% of the time 

when the pictured had hands sadly on chest, and 11% of the time when the picture showed 

fists raised ready to fight. These findings contradict the assumptions of the basic emotion 

theory. As Aviezer et al. (2008) wrote, “Our results indicate that the perception of basic 

facial expressions is not context invariant and can be categorically altered by context” 

(p. 724). It is impossible to separate emotions from context, yet all of these studies 

supporting this theory have been conducted in laboratory settings. Basic emotion theory 

does not adequately capture the nuanced complexity of our emotional lives.  

The Theory of Constructed Emotions 

 Human emotions cannot be boiled down to merely reactionary circuitry in the brain. 

Given the inability of basic emotion theory to explain the complexity of our context-

dependent emotional lives, a second major theory of emotions has emerged. Barrett (2017) 

proposed an counter idea, arguing that that our emotional experiences are constructed from 

culture and experience, organized into concepts and predicted simulations of a situation. She 

argued that the brain is not merely passively receiving information and waiting to act. 

Rather, the brain is actively predicting sensory input and constructing mental guesses about 

a situation. This prediction mechanism in the brain saves time and energy, but essentially 

means our world view is constructed from a series of guesses. Forte (2019) wrote: 

This leads to a profound conclusion: that the simulations we create in our heads are 
more real to us than the physical world. What we see, hear, touch, taste, and smell 
are simulations of the world, not reactions to it. We might think that our perceptions 
of the world are driven by events in the world, but really, most of what we see is 
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based on our internal predictions. The data coming in from our senses merely 
influences our perceptions, like a small stone skipping across a rolling ocean wave. 
(p. 3)  

 
The idea of prediction is reinforced by research into how we see. The visual cortex is 

the part of our brain that allows us to see, yet only 10% of the input comes from our retina. 

The remaining 90% comes from inside our cortex, making predications regarding what we 

see (Pangambam, 2018). Thus, emotional experiences—like all sensory experiences—are 

manufactured by our history, culture, temperament, and many other variables. There are not 

singular, discrete emotional categories because there are not singular, discrete life 

experiences. This theory of constructed emotions is validated by research.  

Our prior experiences affect how we perceive and construct current emotional 

experiences. Fang et al. (2018) tested 83 students at the University of Amsterdam. 

Participants were split into two groups, and each group was primed with emotional pictures 

(e.g., warmth or dominance). Then, they were presented with a five-minute filler task and 

shown a neutral expression. Participants displayed a recency effect in that they were more 

likely to label the neutral face closer to their experiences with the original picture. So, 

participants who were primed with joy were more likely to find joy, and participants primed 

with anger found anger, despite the pictures being the same. This shows that context and our 

past experiences matter and have implications for the classroom. A teacher may be more 

likely to label her students as feeling negative if she feels negative herself or if she has just 

encountered someone feeling negative. This research challenged the basic emotion theory. 

Previous experience and exposure to emotions is a variable that complicates our emotions 

experiences.  
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Moreover, Hess and Hareli (2017) demonstrated how our culture affects the 

perception of emotions. They performed two experiments that demonstrate how ideas 

around gender roles affect emotional perception in the Netherlands. In the first study, 

participants listened to audio clips of emotional vocalizations, some male and some female. 

Participants were more likely than chance to label the male voices as expressing anger and 

the female voices as expressing sadness. In the second experiment, the researchers used 

androgynous avatars with various emotional expressions. Participants were asked to assign 

both an emotion and a gender to the avatar. When participants assign the emotions as 

“happy” or “fearful,” they were also much more likely to assign the avatar as representing a 

woman. These results fall in line with socially acceptable emotions for the various genders 

to portray. The classroom is not exempt from these cultural implications. Teachers may be 

more likely to label emotional experiences for males as angry and females as sad, which 

could affect the level of discipline or support each child receives. 

Lindquist et al. (2012) sought to understand the juxtaposition of these two theories 

and conducted a meta-analysis of neurobiological and neuroimaging literature of these two 

approaches. The researchers were investigating whether emotion categories (e.g., fear, 

happy, sad) produced consistent and specific brain region activity to support the locationist 

ideas in the basic emotion theory. Consistency refers to if a brain region activates for 

emotion categories across various studies, and specificity refers to a brain region being 

active for one and only one emotion category. On the contrary, support for the constructivist 

view would be found if a brain region activates in only some instances—lacking 

consistency—or is activated for multiple emotional categories—lacking specificity. The 
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researchers used studies published from 2000 until publication date. (A major limitation of 

this meta-analysis is a failure to mention how many studies appeared in the final regression 

analysis). The findings were decidedly clear on failing to support the locationist assumption 

of the basic theory of emotions approach:  

Our meta-analytic review did not find strong evidence for a locationist hypothesis of 
brain–emotion correspondence. In all instances in which a brain region showed 
consistent increases in activation during instances of a discrete emotion category 
(e.g., the amygdala in instances of fear perception), this increase was not specific to 
that category, failing to support a key locationist assumption. (p. 24) 
 

Moreover, the researchers found reliable evidence for the psychological constructivist view, 

stating, “Most notably, we observed consistent increases in activation in the brain regions 

implicated in conceptualization, language, and executive attention, suggesting that these 

more cognitive functions play a routine role in constructing experiences and perceptions of 

emotion” (p. 25).  

Though the research tends to support the theory of constructed emotions, the basic 

theory view is more pervasive in society. This has strong implications for the interpretation 

of our own and others’ feelings. We tend to like the comforting idea that emotions are basic 

and mammalian as a way to offload our own emotional responsibility for constructing 

unpleasant affect. This is prevalent in the language we use to discuss the causes of emotions 

(“She made me mad”) and behaviors taken as a result of those emotions (“She made me 

yell”). When teachers lack this understanding and operate from a basic theory approach, 

they may be more prone to blame behaviors or emotions, misidentify causes of emotions, 

and utilize fewer strategies when confronted with negative emotions. In fact, the innate way 
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a teacher views emotions as fixed or constructed builds their individual implicit emotion 

theory. This are discussed in detail in the next section.  

Implicit Emotion Theories 

When I was younger, I would complain when something deeply challenged me. I’d 

tell my dad, “I can’t do that.” He responded, “Can’t never could, and won’t never will.” At 

the time, I thought it was just a catchy way to get me to work harder. Years later, I came 

across insight attributed to Buddha, “He is able who thinks he is able,” and I was 

immediately transported back to my father’s sage advice. It was not a way to promote work 

ethic, but rather a way to check my mindset. If I already believed I was incapable or a task 

was impossible, then I would not be able overcome that. On the other hand, if believed I had 

agency, it activated my own self-efficacy. Many will recognize this as growth mindset 

(Dweck, 2006). This same concept can be applied to our implicit emotional theories. Those 

who hold entity emotional beliefs, believe that emotions are pre-determined reactions to 

external stimuli that will run their course no matter how hard you try to alter them. Entity 

theorists hold a fixed view of emotions and use avoidance of negative stimuli as their 

primary emotional strategy (Kashdan et al., 2006). On the other hand, those who hold 

incremental beliefs about emotions believe emotions to be malleable and “susceptible to 

control and change” (Kappes & Schikowsk, 2013). Incremental theorists often use a more 

robust collection of emotional strategies and are often curious about their emotions in an 

effort to learn and grow (Whiteside et al., 2007). These implicit beliefs about the very nature 

of emotions can influence our actions or affect our well-being.  
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Tamir et al. (2007) argued that the implicit emotional theories—either entity theory 

or incremental theory—impact the strategies used to manage emotions. Using a longitudinal 

and multimethod design of 437 California college students, Tamir and colleagues used 

questionnaires, diary entries, and peer reports to gauge participants’ implicit emotion theory. 

Prior to entering college, participants who held entity theories had lower emotional 

regulation skills and used less cognitive reappraisal (discussed more below) than those who 

held incremental beliefs. Furthermore, by the end of their freshman year, participants with 

entity beliefs had lower well-being, greater depressive symptoms, and lower social 

adjustment. The researchers wrote, “those who believe that people can control their 

emotions are themselves more effective in controlling their emotions and enjoy long-term 

emotional and social benefits” (p. 743). The findings of Tamir and colleagues is directly 

applicable to educators in the classroom. If a teacher believes that emotions are fixed and 

external (entity belief), they may be less likely to engage in emotional strategies that could 

benefit them. Furthermore, the peer report component of this research is particularly 

striking. Students of teachers with entity beliefs may perceive their teacher as more 

depressed and less socially adjusted.  

Additionally, Kappes and Schikowsk (2013) studied whether holding an implicit 

emotional entity belief moderated the regulation of negative affect. Eighty-four university 

students in New York were give a baseline test to determine their implicit emotional 

theories. Then, the participants were shown an emotional movie clip from The Deer Hunter 

in which soldiers cried and begged for their life while playing Russian roulette. The scene 

emotionally depicts solider after solider pointing the gun to their head and pulling the 
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trigger. Immediately afterward, participants’ level of discomfort, avoidance of future 

negative stimuli, and personal affect were measured. Participants who held entity beliefs 

displayed higher levels of discomfort, avoided more negative stimuli, and had a more 

negative personal affect after watching the clip than those participants who held incremental 

beliefs. The authors discussed the findings and suggested that “implicit theories of emotion 

might produce poor affective outcomes immediately as well as over time. They also offer 

insight into why some people avoid negative affect while others confront it” (p. 952). 

Educators encounter negative stimuli throughout the course of a workday. If educators are 

subscribing to entity beliefs about emotions, they may be subjecting themselves to higher 

levels of discomfort and lower levels of well-being.  

Our implicit theories about emotions are important, but they do not account for the 

whole picture. Context still matters, and others’ emotions play into ours. We do not exist in 

a vacuum. Thus, it is important to understand the role of others’ emotions and how those 

emotions can be contagious, affecting our own.  

The Role of Context: Emotional Contagion 

In understanding our emotional lives, it is important to zoom out from the individual 

and look at the dyadic emotional interplay between individuals or communities. Emotions 

can transfer to others using a process called emotional contagion, which is a process in 

which emotions may transfer from one individual to another, who then mimics the behavior 

of that emotion (Houser & Waldbusser, 2017). This mimicking often happens unconsciously 

and is theorized to occur in two stages (Hatfield, 1993). The first stage is behavioral, in 

which an expression is mimicked (i.e., a smile). The second stage is the accompanying 
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emotional state (i.e., happy). Additionally, one person, such as a teacher, can be the catalyst 

for an entire group’s emotions, such as in a classroom (Sy et al., 2005). Emotional contagion 

is important for human relationships because of the emotional synchronicity it offers: Two 

or more people can build a strong bond by sharing emotions. 

Hoffmann (2020) postulated that teachers must demonstrate emotional regulation 

skills before students can begin demonstrating these skills. This could be because of the 

open-loop limbic system of our brains (Goleman et al., 2013). As opposed to a closed-loop 

limbic system that can self-regulate, human brains use an open-loop limbic system that is 

interpersonally regulated by others. Lannon et al. (2000) proposed this idea using the term 

limbic resonance, defined as “a symphony of mutual exchange and internal adaptation 

whereby two mammals become attuned to each other’s inner states” (p. 24). The emotional 

regulation of teachers can have large implications in the classroom since one person’s 

emotions can be an impetus for an entire group’s emotion. Put simply, the emotional 

regulatory strategies or coping skills of one can affect the coping skills of another.  

A single person’s emotions and mood can have a large effect on the classroom. This 

is demonstrated by Sy et al. (2005), who studied the effect of a mood on the affective tone 

and coordination efforts of a group. The researchers used an experimental design to 

manipulate the moods of 107 university student leaders attempting to coordinate a group 

task (building a tent). Both leaders and followers ranked their individual moods, while 

observers rated their group coordination efforts. The researchers found that “the moods of 

leaders are transferred to other group members” (Sy et al., 2005, p. 302). Additionally, 

groups with leaders in a positive mood exhibited more coordination and less effort to 
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complete the task at hand, showing that leaders’ mood and emotions influence group 

performance and group emotions. Though this study was conducted with university students, 

the implications for educators are clear: A leader can affect the affect and coordination 

efforts of a team. One person can be the impetus for the affect mood of an entire group.  

Furthermore, Barsade (2002) highlighted the idea of teachers creating a productive 

environment by studying the role of emotional contagion in groups. Using an experimental 

design between subjects, 94 undergraduates participated in a mock business discussion. One 

“confederate” was placed in the group to transmit either a positive or negative affect to the 

group. (The confederate was unaware of the hypothesis). The researchers found that “the 

positive emotional contagion group members experienced improved cooperation, decreased 

conflict, and increased perceived task performance” (Barsade, 2002, p. 644). This has direct 

implications for a teacher, as positive affect can induce cooperation and less conflict, leading 

to positive classroom culture and cooperative learning.  

Understanding emotional theory and emotional contagion is the basis for this 

literature review. It is crucial to understand the dichotomous nature of popular ideas 

regarding emotions (basic emotion theory) and what the research supports (theory of 

constructed emotion) to fully understand the emotional depth in a classroom. Teachers and 

educational staff may believe that their emotions are stimulus-dependent, triggered, or 

unavoidable. This entity belief may lead them to use less emotional skills or demonstrate 

less emotional resilience during stressful classroom situations. Knowing that we construct 

emotions could be a first step in changing our behaviors and thoughts during heightened 

emotional experiences. Rather than just reactively regulating emotions, we can help teachers 
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construct more healthy emotional skills proactively. The following three sections explore 

how our behaviors and thoughts change based on emotions and our implicit emotional 

theories. 

The Emotions We Feel: Awareness, Literacy, and Regulation 

“We are not thinking machines. We are feeling machines that think.”—Antonio Damisio 
(1994, p. 127) 
 

Despite the competing views of emotional theories, one thing is certain: We all 

experience emotions or feelings. Our ability to recognize and respond to our emotions has a 

significant impact on our life, and the classroom environment is no exception. Education has 

begun adopting the idea of emotional learning. However, the vast majority of this learning is 

focused on developing students’ emotional awareness and regulation, not that of the 

teachers. Educators are responsible for emotional instruction for students, yet Prati and 

Karriker (2010) argued that educators have not received adequate growth and development 

in their own emotional skills. This may be because education has largely falsely assumed 

adults already have accurate emotional regulatory capacity (Jones et al., 2013). Hoffmann 

(2020) stated, “school-based instruction in emotion regulation will be most effective when 

teachers are adequately trained and employing effective emotion regulation strategies 

themselves” (p. 109). As such, this section of the literature review focuses on teacher and 

educational emotional awareness, emotional literacy, and emotional regulation. 

Emotional Awareness 

Emotional awareness is the ability to recognize emotional experiences in oneself and 

others (Mayer et al., 1990). Though this concept may seem intuitive, there is much research 

outlining the levels and continuum of emotional awareness. Lane et al.’s (1990) landmark 
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study resulted in the development of a five-point scale evaluating emotional awareness. The 

researchers presented 20 open-ended situational scenes that involved two people and asked 

40 Yale student participants to respond to “How would you feel?” and “How would the 

other person feel?” The participants’ responses were coded separately—one for themselves 

and one for the other person. The analysis showed five levels of emotional awareness from 

the participants:  

1) Physical sensations: This includes awareness of physiological sensations such as 

“I feel tired.”  

2) Action tendencies: This includes nondescript words such as “I feel bad” or 

feelings described as actions such as “I feel like punching a wall.”  

3) Single emotions: This includes one-word emotions such as “I feel happy.”  

4) Blends of emotions: This includes two or more level 3 words and acknowledges 

greater emotional differentiation such as, “I would feel excited and nervous at the new 

opportunity.”  

5) Blends of emotions: This includes the participants using two or more level 4 

words for BOTH their emotion and the other’s emotion, demonstrating maximal emotional 

differentiation. An example might be, “I’d feel disappointed I didn’t win but glad my friend 

did. My friend would feel happy and proud that they won but slightly worried about my 

feelings.”  

This groundbreaking research gave way to the idea of emotional granularity, or how 

specifically someone can distinguish between their various emotions (Barrett, 2004). Having 

high emotional granularity or high emotional awareness on Lane’s scale is correlated with 
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increased coping skills (Tugade et al., 2004) and increased emotional resilience (Arce et al., 

2008). Increasing emotional granularity can rely on increased emotional vocabulary.  

 Santiago-Poventudancy et al. (2015) conducted a comparison study to determine the 

effects of increasing emotional vocabulary on students’ emotional and behavior problems in 

91 kindergarten and first grade students in Florida. The researchers used emotional story 

books and specific emotional vocabulary building for the intervention group and compared 

their teacher’s completed social-emotional behavior inventory to that of the control group. 

The results revealed that students who received the intervention in both grades scored 

significantly higher on positive social emotional behaviors than those in the control group. 

Clearly, increasing students’ emotional vocabulary and granularity has positive impacts for 

students. However, it would be impossible to build a high level of emotional granularity in 

students if teachers have low granularity since “children’s social-emotional learning (SEL) 

is promoted by interactions with their caregivers” (Zinsser et al., 2014, p. 471). Though a 

teacher’s own emotional awareness and competency plays a vital role in the development of 

student’s awareness, it is frequently overlooked.  

Rodriguez et al. (2020) was interested in how teachers viewed both their own 

emotional awareness and skills and those of students. The research team cognitively 

interviewed 18 early childhood educators in New York City. Using a deductive thematic 

analysis, the researchers discovered a tension between the strong desire to help foster 

students’ emotional awareness and skills while neglecting their own emotional skills. 

“Ironically, teachers displayed robust student-focused SEC (social-emotional competency) 

in their rich descriptions of how they promote student SEL (social-emotional learning). 



 

52 

However, they placed little importance on their personal teacher SEL and the resultant 

teacher SEC” (Rodriguez et al., 2020, p. 17). Participants spoke of the need to help students 

develop stronger emotional vocabulary and granularity, yet were unable to engage in these 

practices themselves with one participant saying, “No. I don’t. I just, I don’t know, I don’t 

feel like, I don’t know. Like lately, I haven’t been expressing myself and I don’t want to.” 

These results suggest that even educators who value emotional awareness are learning do so 

only for students, not themselves. This “do as I say not as I do” approach may not yield the 

same results as if educators authentically engaged in the practice.  

Ulloa et al. (2016) studied how a teacher’s own emotional competency may affect a 

student. Thirty early childhood educators in New Zealand participated in this study, with 

half receiving training on their own emotional development including reflexive emotional 

coaching and mindfulness and the other half receiving training on child development 

(control group). Participants then engaged in pretend play sessions with preschoolers. The 

game was dependent on toys, and once teachers initiated the play with the preschoolers, the 

researchers introduced an emotional trigger event where a crocodile puppet ate the necessary 

toys without any warning. Videos were coded, and participants were then scored on their 

own emotional competency (including knowledge, awareness, and regulation) as well as 

their ability to manage the preschoolers’ emotional competence. Participants who had 

received training on their own emotional competency scored higher in all three areas than 

did participants in the control group. The authors stated, “it provides evidence, based on the 

influence of emotion-focused teacher-training and reflective practices, that teachers’ 
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emotional skills should be supported so that they can optimally meet the emotional needs of 

children” (p. 14). 

One limitation of emotional awareness is that emotional awareness is seen as an 

individual capacity; it ignores the role of context in emotional situations. In this regard, it is 

consistent with the external, individualistic themes characterized by the basic emotion 

theory. Rather than being active participants or creators of emotional situations and 

responses, we are simply aware—to varying degrees—of the corresponding emotion. In 

order to include the role of context in emotional situations, we must explore the idea of 

emotional literacy. Haddon and colleagues (2005) argued that emotional literacy is “a 

potential in everyone that is contingent on the interaction between a person and their social 

context, rather than a capacity that is either present or absent in the individual” (p. 5). Still, 

emotional awareness is an important topic of study, as awareness is a prerequisite to 

competent skill use. 

Emotional Literacy 

Emotional literacy is emotional awareness situated within context. In this way, 

emotional literacy aligns with theory of constructed emotions that accounts for the variable 

of context. Steiner and Perry (1997) wrote, “Being emotionally literate means that you know 

what emotions you and others have, how strong they are, and what causes them. Being 

emotionally literate means that you know how to manage your emotions because you 

understand them” (p. 23). Matthews (2006) expanded on this definition by highlighting that 

emotional literacy includes the role of context and advocates the advancement of personal 

power into emotional situations. A teacher’s emotional literacy skills can affect a student’s, 
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since children gain and learn emotional skills through the observation of how adults handle 

emotions and situations (Claxton, 2005). 

Bozkurt Yükçü and Demircioğlu (2021) sought to understand the role an adult’s 

emotional literacy has on a child’s emotional regulation and problem-solving skills. They 

studied the emotional literacy of 240 parents in Turkey through the Emotional Literacy 

Scale questionnaire (ELS) and the emotional regulation and problem-solving skills of 240 

children by using the Emotional Regulation Checklist (ERC). The researchers discovered a 

significant correlation between the emotional regulation skills of children and the emotional 

literacy of the parents. The researchers argued that this is because “a person needs to know 

and understand his or her own emotions to recognize and respond to the emotions of others” 

(Bozkurt Yükçü & Demircioğlu, 2020, p. 10). Though done in the context of parent-child 

interactions, this research has strong implications for educators. According to Schuh (2017), 

students spend more waking hours at school than at home. Thus, a teacher’s emotional 

literacy is observed more frequently than a parent’s and could have a similar or even larger 

effect on the emotional regulatory skills of a child.  

The Prosocial Classroom Model of Jennings and Greenburg (2009) provides a 

framework for understanding teacher emotional literacy and skills. The authors posit that 

teachers’ social and emotional competencies affect classroom management and student 

teacher relationships. These, in turn affect the classroom community and climate, which in 

turn affect student outcomes. Thus this model encompasses many variables and maintains a 

“practitioner first” framework. Within this framework, Jennings and Greenburg (2009) 

further described the “burn-out cascade” educators may face and offered some mediating 
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strategies to improve teacher emotional literacy and reduce stress, such as teacher emotional 

intelligence training, mindfulness-based intervention, and training in emotional 

development.  

 Mackenzie et al. (2020) wanted to understand the lived experiences of educators 

who participated in a mindfulness-based professional development following the Prosocial 

Classroom Model mentioned above. Eighty U.S.-based educators participated in an eight-

week mindfulness training professional development, took pre- and post-intervention 

assessments, and participated in focus groups in this mixed methods research study. The 

results indicated that educators found stopping, pausing, and slowing contributed to their 

social emotional competence in the classroom and decreased their reactivity. Furthermore, 

educators who participated in the professional development were able to help both 

themselves and their students cultivate empathy. This research indicates that educators 

changing their own emotional literacy can have a positive effect on student outcomes.  

Johnson et al. (2013) sought to understand more how a classroom support could 

strengthen the prosocial behaviors of preschool children with depressed caregivers. Studying 

28 Head Start classrooms and 194 children in Delaware, the research team began by 

examining the symptoms of the depressed caregiver and starting prosocial behavior of 

students. The researchers stated, “caregivers’ levels of depressive symptoms predicted lower 

starting levels of prosocial behavior” (p. 282). Findings indicated that providing emotional 

support in the classroom can help improve the prosocial behaviors of these preschoolers. 

This was an important discovery because it showed the impact of classroom support on 

prosocial behaviors. However, more important for this research is the initial finding of an 
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adult’s depression correlating with low prosocial skills in a child. This research assumes that 

the school-based adults are not depressed and have adequate coping skills. Yet, teachers 

suffer from depression at a higher rate than the national average (Wulsin et al., 2014). 

Johnson et al.’s (2013) study clearly demonstrated that depressed adults can have a negative 

influence on children’s prosocial behaviors. If educators have low emotional literacy, 

students may as well.  

 In Perry et al.’s (2008) study of emotional literacy in the primary classroom, the 

researchers used a case study design of an elementary school in the United Kingdom. 

Teachers at this school had undergone extensive training in emotional literacy. Data were 

collected through interviews with teachers, focus groups with students, and observations. 

The researchers found that staff recognized the importance of using emotional literacy 

strategies and the influence they have on student relationships. However, staff also 

recognized that emotional literacy varied from person to person and the use of emotionally 

literate strategies came easier for some than others. This was validated by students in the 

focus groups.  

Pupil 1: She stares at you, she never listens.  
 
Pupil 2: Teachers always listen.  
 
Pupil 1: No they don’t. Sometimes she ignores you, she looks at you and if she wants 
to listen, she does, but sometimes I can’t tell if she’s listening. (Perry et al., 2008, 
p. 32) 

 
Both staff and students seem to know when a teacher is displaying emotionally literate 

strategies and how important this is for effective student culture. This research supports the 

idea that adults must demonstrate emotional skills before students are able to demonstrate 
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them (Bracket, 2019; Hoffmann, 2020). “It is teachers who need to model good 

interpersonal behaviors, such as calmness, respect and rapport” (Perry et al., 2008, p. 29). 

One key component of emotional literacy is emotional regulation, which is further discussed 

in the next section.  

Emotional Regulation 

Defined by Gross (1998b), emotional regulation refers to “the process by which 

individuals influence which emotions they have, when they have them, and how they 

experience and express these emotions” (p. 275). This is an ongoing, constant process with 

95% of American adults reporting regulating their emotions consciously (Baumeister et al., 

1998). Individuals can inhibit, modify, or adjust emotional reactivity based on a given 

situation. The process model of emotional regulation outlined by Gross (2007) involves two 

components and is depicted in Figure 3. The emotional generation feedback loop consists of 

four parts. First, a real or perceived situation occurs that carries emotional relevance to the 

individual. Second, the individual diverts attentional resources to the situation. Third, the 

individual appraises the situation through interpretation, and finally, the individual responds 

with a behavioral, psychological, or social response. Importantly, Gross noted that because 

the response can change the situation, this process can occur recursively.  

The second component of Gross’s (2007) emotional regulation model includes the five 

strategies of emotional regulation. These strategies occur at particular locations along the 

emotional generative loop. At the lowest level of emotional regulation is situational 

selection. In this strategy, an individual chooses to avoid specific situations to decrease the  
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Figure 3  

Gross’s Emotional Regulation Process Model 

 

 

 

 

likelihood of feeling a particular emotion—most often negative—or the individual chooses 

to engage in a situation to induce or increase the likelihood of a particular emotion—most 

often positive. An example of this strategy would be canceling plans to avoid a potentially 

uncomfortable encounter with a friend. The second strategy is situation modification, in 

which an individual modifies the situation to adjust the emotional impact, such as injecting 

humor into a tense situation. Both these strategies occur at the level of situation during 

emotional generation. Thus, these first two externally regulatory strategies mostly closely 

align with the basic emotion theory because they focus on the stimuli rather than the 

individual’s ability to respond.  

The next two strategies are perceptual based and involve internally adjusting or 

regulating emotions, which closely aligns with the theory of constructed emotions. Lowest 

on this level is the third strategy, which occurs at the attention level. In this strategy of 
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attentional deployment, the individual either directs attention towards or away from a 

particular emotional situation. For example, if an embarrassing situation occurred, an 

individual could direct attention towards the event and ruminate or worry about it, or they 

could direct attention away from the event by using distraction or thought suppression. 

Occurring at the appraisal level, the fourth strategy of cognitive change involves how an 

individual thinks about an emotional event to adjust its meaning. This strategy often 

involves adjusting self-talk and cognitions in response to the event. Cognitive change is the 

highest level of emotional regulation and can be highly effective when done correctly 

(Brackett, 2019; Gross & Oliver, 2003; Kross, 2021). Given the complexity of the fourth 

strategy of cognitive change, it is discussed in depth in the next section of the literature 

review.  

The final strategy in Gross’s (2007) process model is response modification, which 

occurs at the response level and involves behaviorally attempting to modify an individual’s 

response systems. This can include exercising, drug use, or deep breathing. In all cases, the 

strategy occurs after the emotionally relevant event. Figure 3 depicts the entirety of Gross’s 

emotional regulation process model. Understanding this model can help provide a 

foundation for understanding how teachers regulate during emotionally relevant events in 

the classroom. 

Sutton (2004) sought to understand the emotional regulatory goals and strategies 

employed by teachers. Using semi-structured interviews, Sutton collected data from 30 

middle school educators in Ohio. All but one (n=29) teachers report using emotional 

regulation strategies. Sutton’s findings offer significant insight into the emotional regulation 
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of teachers. The teachers used a mix of regulatory strategies, but the type and timing of each 

differed widely. For antecedent-focused strategies, the educators interviewed attempted to 

modify the situation (tell the students they were not feeling well or use specific classroom 

management strategies) 49% of the time. Educators attempted attentional deployment 

(ignore, divert attention, talk with a colleague) 38% of the time. The least mentioned 

strategy was cognitive change (self-talk or reflections), which occurred only 12% of the 

time. Furthermore, most of the emotional regulation strategies were used before or after 

school. Educators mentioned employing strategies at the emotional cue (response-focused) 

only 30% of the time. Sutton also found that 76% of teachers released stress by talking to 

colleagues. This is an important finding given the contagious nature of emotions—

particularly negative ones. 

This initial research on teacher regulation can help lay the ground for further 

research on the effectiveness of teacher regulation. It sheds light on the fact that, on the 

whole, teachers employ lower, less effective strategies for emotional regulation. Initial 

teacher training could include education on higher, more effective levels of regulation. 

Wijaya (2021) used narrative inquiry to investigate the emotional regulation of two 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers in Indonesia. Both participants in this small-

scale study worked in the same school; one participant was a new teacher, and one was a 

veteran teacher. Findings suggested that teachers felt the need to detach from negative 

emotions to create positive, supportive learning environments. Both educators stayed stuck 

on the lower levels of emotional regulation or used external regulatory strategies. One 

participant stated, “Well, the easiest thing that I do in the classroom is just take a deep 



 

61 

breath. I think I do not have a specific strategy to regulate my emotions.” The other 

participant stated, “Sometimes I feel a little bit mad, but I try to hide my feelings.” Both of 

these responses indicate a low-level strategy of emotional regulation. By attempting to 

detach or suppress their emotions, both of these teachers were exhibiting emotional labor.  

Emotions are pervasive in the educational experience, but teachers’ emotions are not 

always spontaneous or authentic. Teachers are often expected to match their emotions to 

certain unwritten display rules for educators. These include showing pride, enjoyment, or 

other positive emotions when students are successful (Sutton, 2004), suppressing levels of 

negative emotions during misbehavior (Taxer & Frenzel, 2015), and moderating the 

intensity of these feelings (Yin & Lee, 2012). Matching these display rules is conceptualized 

as emotional labor, which Horschild (1983), who began the study of emotional labor, 

defined as requiring “one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 

countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others—such as being cared for” 

(p. 7). This definition has expanded to include two key components: surface acting and deep 

acting. Surface acting (Grandey, 2003) refers to an expressive change in emotions such as 

facial expression, tone, or body posture in accordance with display rules. On the other hand, 

deep acting (Côté et al., 2013) refers to individuals consciously changing their internal 

emotional state, feelings, and thoughts. These two acting stages hearken to the bifurcated 

theories of emotions referenced in the previous section. All professionals can experience 

emotional labor, but it is especially common in service-oriented professions.  

Buric et al. (2021) took a person-centered approach to the study of emotional labor in 

teachers. In a large-scale study of 2,002 elementary, middle, and high school Croatian 
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teachers, the researchers examined differences in teachers’ positive affect, self-efficacy, 

work engagement, and job satisfaction based on their emotional labor profiles. Buric and 

colleagues found that surface acting was a maladaptive behavior for teacher well-being. 

Teachers who engaged in surface acting or hiding feelings had lower levels of positive 

affect, self-efficacy, engagement, and satisfaction. On the contrary, deep acting was an 

adaptative behavior for teachers. These findings have implications for teacher training and 

practice. Buric et al. concluded: 

Therefore, to support teachers’ well-being, it may be beneficial to train teachers (e.g., 
by means of workshops) on how to use reappraisal strategies to modify their 
experiences of (negative) emotions and prevent the overreliance on hiding 
undesirable emotions and faking the desirable ones. (2021, p. 1227) 
 

By instructing teachers in positive emotional regulatory strategies, we can support teachers’ 

overall well-being and engagement in the profession.  

Teaching emotional regulation strategies to teachers is crucial during emotionally 

triggering times. Kross (2021) has shown that in the moments of stressful situations, we ask 

ourselves two questions subconsciously: 1) What is required of me in these circumstances? 

and 2) Do I have the personal resources to cope with what is required? Our ability to answer 

these questions affects which regulatory strategy is used. As previously mentioned, one of 

the most effective strategies is cognitive change and cognitive reappraisal. Both of these 

strategies demand that we become familiar with the running thoughts in our head. These 

cognitive processes are the focus of the following section.  
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The Thoughts We Think: Cognitive Emotional Processes 

“The voice in my head is an asshole.”—Dan Harris (Blake [book title], 2022) 

Despite our tendency to separate emotions from cognitions, research shows that they 

are inextricably linked (Okon-Singer et al., 2015). To fully understand the emotional 

processing of teachers, we must turn our attention to cognitions—specifically self-talk. 

Killingsworth and Gilbert (2010) contended that our internal thoughts about a situation are a 

better predictor of our feelings and mood than the externally judged valence of a situation. 

This means that the way a teacher thinks about an incident in the classroom is crucial to 

understanding her emotional response. Therefore, cognitions become an integral component 

of our emotional lives.  

This part of the literature review ventures outside traditional education research to 

focus on the human side of educators and draws on fields such as social work, psychology, 

sociology, and sports literature to better understand the cognitive emotional process. 

Educators are humans first; thus, the human tendency for emotional thoughts is present and 

affects the classroom greatly despite the lack of educational research in this area. Though 

this research is an attempt to correct this, it is critically important to use the knowledge and 

wisdom of other disciplines to inform the conceptual framework for this research. 

Specifically, this section focuses on self-talk and autobiographical narratives, with the power 

of internal language woven throughout. Each section includes definitions, theories, and 

empirical research to flesh out a conceptual framework to aid understanding.  
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Self-talk and Autobiographical Narratives 

The concept of thinking in language has been the subject of study and art throughout 

human history. Plato famously said, “Thinking: the talking of the soul with itself” 

(Goodreads, 2022). In 1921, Miguel de Unamuno, Spanish novelist, wrote, “To think is to 

talk with oneself, and each one of us talks with himself, thanks to our having had to talk 

with one another” (de Unamuno, 2005, p. 21). Louis Armstrong added a musical quality to 

the idea of linguistic thinking with the phrase, “and I think to myself” in his 1967 hit “What 

a Wonderful World” (Thiele & Weiss, 1967). Even the Pixar movie, Inside Out, references 

the voice in our head and its power to affect our lives (Docter, 2015). Humans have been 

thinking about self-talk and language colloquially for thousands of years.  

The idea of self-talk became the topic of scientific study when Piaget began his 

exploration of this phenomenon while studying the educational development of children. He 

proposed the idea of “private speech” that allowed children to work through difficult 

problems or tasks by talking themselves through it out loud (Piaget, 1926). Piaget, though, 

argued that this private talk ceased as children grew into adults. Vygotsky negated Piaget’s 

idea, concluding that private speech develops from social speech with a dialogic function. 

Rather than fading as we age, Vygotsky noted that this speech gets internalized and becomes 

an inner monologue (Vygotsky, 1932). Unfortunately, studying self-talk became taboo with 

the rise of behaviorism in psychology (Fernyhough, 2016). Internal monologues and 

introspection were not objective observable behaviors and therefore could not be objectively 

studied. Additionally, hearing voices was considered auditory hallucinations or paracusia, 

with the addition of diagnostic criteria in the publication of the third Diagnostic and 
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Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) (American Psychiatric Association, 1985). It 

was not until the late 20th century and early 21st century that the introspective idea 

resurfaced in psychological study.  

 In 1987, Klinger and Cox used a revolutionary methodology to study human 

cognition. The researchers recruited 29 Indiana students to wear a beeper and answer a 

Thought Sampling Questionnaire at each beep. All told, the researchers collected 1,425 

glimpses into the thoughts of the participants. Using this large sample of data, Klinger and 

Cox (1987) established that “Most thought samples contained some interior monologue, 

largely independent of other variables” (p. 105), concluding that “thought content is usually 

accompanied with some degree of internal monologue” (p. 122). These findings added 

validity to introspective study of self-talk and internal monologues.  

Self-talk 

The turn of the century brought new technologies, enabling neuroscientists to get an 

up close look at brain patterns using fMRIs. Raichle et al. (2001) discovered that, when not 

consumed in a task, our self-talk and decoupling form the immediate present situation in the 

brain’s default state. These findings were confirmed by Mason et al. (2007) and Christoff et 

al. (2009). This explosion of neuroimaging established that “the inner voice is a basic 

feature of the mind” (Kross, 2021, p. xxi). Though imperceptible to others, our self-talk 

consumes our internal world, running at a rate of 4,000 words per minute (Korba, 1990) and 

is critical for one’s sense of self, self-planning, self-reflection, emotions, and critical 

thinking (Beck, 2008). However, despite the frequency and potential utility of self-talk, not 

all internal monologues are identical.  
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Some of our self-talk can be positive and encouraging (“I can do this!”) while other 

times it can ruminate or critique (“I’m worthless. I’ll never be able to do it.”). This slight 

difference in language can add up to large effects. Blanchfield et al. (2014) studied the effect 

of motivational self-talk on endurance performance for 24 subjects in the United Kingdom. 

Using a between-subject design, participants completed a cycling test in which they were 

timed to their level of exhaustion. After this initial pre-test, some participants participated in 

a two-week positive self-talk intervention, including workbooks and instruction while 

others, in the control group, did not. Results showed a significant decrease in the rate of 

perceived exhaustion (RPE) and increased endurance performance for the self-talk 

intervention group and no change for the control group. Despite the small sample size, this 

research shows how positive self-talk can change performance. Likewise, educators perform 

tasks that require persistence—challenging behavior in the classroom, executing rigorous 

lesson plans—and their self-talk during these tasks matters greatly. This research supports 

the idea that positive and productive self-talk can be learned, and once it is learned, it can be 

used to improve performance. However, this skill has largely been absent from teaching 

training programs, and many educators lack effective strategies. “Schools must overcome 

the false assumption that all educators naturally possess these abilities in equal measure” 

(Jones et al., 2013, p. 62). Teaching educators positive self-talk can improve educational 

outcomes for students. 

Moreover, negative self-talk can be detrimental to performance. Christopher et al. 

(2021) were interested in studying how negative self-talk can affect performance. The 93 

Canadian participants were directed to use motivational (“Keep it up”), neutral (“The bike is 
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red”), negative (“My legs are tired”), or negative with a challenge (“My legs are tired, but I 

can push through it”). A two-way ANOVA test demonstrated that participants in the 

negative self-talk group did significantly worse in the final five minutes of the tasks. 

Clearly, negative self-talk hinders performance. Additionally, participants in the negative 

with a challenge group outperformed the other groups. These results illustrate how even 

slight changes or modifications to our self-talk language can improve performance. 

Educators frequently face challenging situations, and a simple language adjustment could 

help improve their work.  

Just as the content of self-talk matters, so too, does the language used. In fact, the 

language used in self-talk is of particular importance when studying emotional regulation 

and control. This goes beyond the use of motivational words, and instead focuses on what 

we call the self in self-talk. Though it seems only natural to use the first-person pronoun “I” 

when talking to ourselves, this type of immersive self-talk can be harmful to emotional 

regulation (Grossman & Kross, 2014; Herbert, 2010). Conversely, distanced self-talk 

involves using language of non-first person pronouns or using one’s own name in self-talk 

and can help facilitate control of thoughts, behaviors, and feelings during times of stress 

(Grossman & Kross, 2014; Orvell et al., 2021). Kross and colleagues (2014) theorized that 

this is because distanced self-talk affords us “the capacity to transcend one’s egocentric 

viewpoint of a stimulus, [and] facilitates self-regulation” (p. 324). The powerful effects of 

this small, easy shift in language has been shown to be effective and could greatly benefit 

educators in the area of goal pursuit, self-control, health behaviors, and emotional 

regulation.  
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Furman et al. (2020) conducted research on whether distanced self-talk could help in 

the pursuit of a goal—in this case, healthy eating and food choices. The 244 Michigan 

participants were asked to select between two foods on a computer screen with the promise 

of actually getting the food at the end of the study. The immersive self-talk group who were 

told to use the pronoun I with a written prompt that said “What would I like to eat?” and the 

distanced self-talk group was instructed to use their own name and a prompt that said “What 

would [NAME] like to eat?” The results indicated that the participants made more healthy 

choices when using distanced self-talk, suggesting that “distanced self-talk may constitute a 

self-control strategy” (Furman et al., 2020, p. 366). Self-control is a key strategy for 

educators, especially in moments of conflict with students. This study suggests a simple way 

for teachers to increase self-control would be to employ distanced self-talk in moments of 

struggle.  

Furthermore, distanced self-talk can be beneficial when confronted with negative 

stimuli. Shahane and Denny (2019) were interested in studying the connection between 

distanced language and adaptive health behaviors in the face of negativity. Ninety-four adult 

participants from Rice University viewed negative and neutral visual stimuli and were 

instructed to transcribe their thoughts in one of three ways 1) using objective language, 

2) using spatially/temporally far away language, 3) using natural language and then self-

report their affect. The researchers observed that participants who used more distanced 

language experienced lower perceived stress and depression symptoms, better emotional 

well‐being and energy and vitality, and better emotion regulation. Shahane and Denny 

(2019) stated, “the present results, although correlational, suggest that linguistic distancing 
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may play a role in fostering such psychological well‐being and strong social relationships” 

(p. 207). According to the 2020 Metlife Teacher survey, 51% of teachers felt under great 

stress several days a week, and teacher job satisfaction is at an all-time low (Metropolitan 

Life & Harris Interactive, 2020). Perhaps employing distanced self-talk strategies as 

mentioned above could begin to mitigate the increasing level of stress and burnout.  

Similarly, Orvell et al. (2021) were interested in whether distanced self-talk 

remained effective with more intense negative experiences. Fifty University of Michigan 

students were recruited to write about eight experiences that caused worry in their everyday 

life and develop cue words for each (“mom health” or “financial struggle”). After 

completing a separate cognitive task to prevent emotional spillover, participants were then 

asked to reflect on these experiences using either distanced self-talk or immersive self-talk. 

Finally, three independent raters coded the participants’ written experiences for intensity. 

For all levels of emotional intense experiences, the distanced self-talk group showed less 

negative emotional reactivity. “These findings illuminate the functionality of language for 

allowing people to regulate their emotions when reflecting on negative experiences across 

the spectrum of emotional intensity” (Orvell et al., 2021, p. 68). These findings have 

significant implications in the classroom. Some of the stressful encounters are more or less 

intense. However, distanced self-talk holds in all circumstances. This would indicate that 

teaching one strategy to educators can produce benefits in a variety of situations.  

In addition to reflecting on past negative experiences, distanced self-talk can support 

a more positive future outlook. At the University of Pennsylvania, White et al. (2019) sought 

to understand if using distanced self-talk can have a positive effect when looking towards 
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future anxiety-producing events. In a study with over 2,300 adult and adolescent 

participants, White and colleagues discovered that self-distanced self-talk led to lower levels 

of anxiety and less vivid imagery of the stressful future event. They stated, “self-distancing 

can effectively attenuate emotional reactivity when applied to future stressors” (White et al., 

2019, p. 913).  

Our self-talk is happening constantly and affecting us in subtle, yet significant ways. 

Whether the content is positive and motivating or negative and ruminating, self-talk can 

have just as much influence on our lives as the language we use to discuss the self. 

However, it is important to note that this running voice does not remain confined to isolated 

incidents. Instead, it streams and weaves these events together creating our life story, thus 

becoming our autobiographical narrative. The formation of these narratives are further 

discussed in the next section.  

Autobiographical Narratives  

With a firm understanding of self-talk, this section transcends the everyday moments 

of self-talk and discusses the creation of a self-story, or autobiographical narrative. Story-

telling is an integral part of our human experience. This is prevalent in cultural stories 

handed down through generations and has been identified to release oxytocin in our brains 

(Zak, 2013). This sub-section of the literature review uses storytelling and language of 

literature to help paint the picture of how our self-talk strings together to create stories, and 

how in turn those stories shape our identity.  

In 1961, Booth wrote The Rhetoric of Fiction, in which he described different types 

of narrators: omniscient and unreliable. Omniscient narrators are narrators with an all-
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knowing perspective including what each character is thinking and feeling. On the other 

hand, unreliable narrators have compromised credibility. Often, the audience is unaware of 

this limited and often inaccurate narration. Booth’s description of the duality of narration 

proves helpful as we examine the role of self-talk in our lives. Though we believe we are 

omniscient narrators, we are in fact unreliable and tell many confabulations—mistruths we 

earnestly believe to be truth.  

In a seminal study, under the guise of a customer survey, Nisbett and Wilson (1977) 

laid out four pairs of socks and asked 52 unsuspecting shoppers to select their favorite. All 

four pairs of socks were identical, but the customers were not told this explicitly. Rather, 

after examining each pair, customers made their selection and the researchers probed as to 

why. Without exception, every single shopper gave a reason why their selection was the 

superior sock—color, texture, feel, and so forth. The researchers then told the customers that 

all the socks were identical and suggested the placement of the sock actually determined 

their selection. The customers passionately denied these objective truths and clung to their 

initial confabulated reason. Nisbet and Wilson (1977) stated, “it would appear that people 

may have little ability to report accurately on their cognitive processes” (p. 246). Here, each 

shopper confabulated their story in an attempt to seem all knowing about their choices and 

stuck to their rationale even when presented with conflicting information. Their narrative 

self-talk was unreliable.  

Furthermore, in our daily lives, we frequently encounter situations that are more 

important than sock choices such as interpersonal relationships, evaluating others’ motives, 

or professional decisions. Our self-talk narrates these as well, turning them into unreliable 
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stories in our head. Brown (2020) stated, “when something happens that triggers strong 

emotions, we often immediately create a story to make sense of what happened. These 

stories are often one-sided worst-case scenarios, and they seldom contain the full truth” 

(p. 1). Again, we often do not have all the information to fully flesh out a complete story in 

these instances, so our brain tells stories that are complete but not accurate. This could have 

large repercussions in the classroom when teachers infer motives for student behaviors by 

creating untrue stories in their heads. Gottschall (2013) put it another way:  

The storytelling mind is allergic to uncertainty, randomness and coincidence. It is 
addicted to meaning. If the storytelling mind cannot find meaningful patterns in the 
world, it will try to impose them. In short, the storytelling mind is a factory that 
churns out true stories when it can, but will manufacture lies when it can’t. (p. 103) 

 
Individuals who are more emotionally skilled or resilient recognize that these stories 

and initial thoughts are steeped in bias, do not report the whole truth, and are highly 

emotionally charged (Brackett, 2019). However, many individuals lack these emotional 

resilience skill sets and fall victim to self-talk that inaccurately over-criticizes their every 

behavior and thought or other people’s behavior. This inner critic (Gendlin, 1998) often 

causes individuals to inflict self-punishment (Elliott & Elliott, 2000) or label themselves as 

unworthy (Kugel, 2010). Often, this inner critic can produce feelings of shame, depression, 

and low self-esteem (Gilbert, 2009). 

Halamova et al. (2019) used a comparative case-study model to investigate the 

differences between participants with high self-criticism and low self-criticism in ten 

university students in Slovakia: five with high self-criticism and five with low self-criticism. 

Participants were asked to fill out an online questionnaire regarding their experiences. The 

researchers observed that while both high and low self-criticism participants struggled with 
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self-critical thoughts, participants with low self-criticism engaged in more constructive and 

positive strategies for dealing with their inner critic. Another striking finding was how both 

groups differed when compassion and empathy were offered to them after a self-criticism-

inducing situation (e.g., big mistake, loss of romantic partner). Low self-critics saw this as 

empowerment, saying things like “I felt empowered and energized.” On the other side of the 

spectrum, high self-critics rejected compassion and empathy with statements such as “I did 

not want to hear the voice, because I did not deserve it.” This research would indicate that an 

active self-critic narrating our experiences could be detrimental to our self-view.  

However, one potential way to dispel the inner critic is to actively recognize that it is 

a story—not fact. Brown (2017) used a grounded theory approach to study shame, 

resilience, and wholeheartedness. Using both purposeful and theoretical sampling, Brown 

interviewed 1,280 participants. One of her findings noted that individuals with more 

emotional resilience recognize the mistruths. The resilient participants used phrases such as 

“the story I’m telling myself” to outwardly and deliberately address the confabulations in 

emotionally intense situations. By acknowledging the storytelling mind’s first, false 

creation, participants showed benefits both interpersonally by silencing the inner critic and 

interpersonally by showing more empathy for others’ actions. This simple strategy may 

allow teachers to gain resilience while at the same time treating them with more empathy 

and compassion. It allows us to become our own inner coach. 

When the inner coach and inner critic continue unchecked, it can affect our 

perception of identity through our autobiographical narratives. Habermas and Bluck (2000) 

defined autobiographical reasoning as the process of reflective thinking through forming 
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connections between the events of our life and our perception of self by helping to establish 

personal identity (D’Argembeau et al., 2014). Our autobiographical reasoning is what causes 

our self-talk to venture from just narrating to a leading character.  

Campbell (1949) posited the idea of the monomyth or hero’s journey in his text A 

Hero with a Thousand Faces, which many beloved stories follow—such as Star Wars, Lord 

of the Rings, Harry Potter, and others. We recognize the familiar arc of stories, and our brain 

craves this familiar pattern (McMurry, 2021). As we move throughout our life, our narrative 

self-talk seeks information that follows this arc and portrays us as this hero. Barth famously 

said, “Everyone is a hero in their own story” (Barth, 2014).  Our depiction as a hero can be 

beneficial. For example, White et al. (2017) quantitatively examined the idea of self-

distancing and perseverance in four- and six-year-olds. One hundred and eighty children 

were asked to complete a challenging and repetitive task for 10 minutes with the option to 

take a break and play a high-rewarding game instead. Children instructed to use a first-

person perspective (“Am I working hard?”) spent the least time working while those 

instructed to use a third-person perspective and say their own name (“Is ____ working 

hard?) persevered longer. Moreover, when children were asked to impersonate an exemplary 

character, Batman, they stuck with the tasks longest and took fewest breaks. The “Batman 

Effect” illustrates that playing an exemplary character—or hero—in our own self-stories can 

increase our psychological well-being and performance.  

Moreover, heroes tend to advance the theme of the story. McLean and Fournier 

(2008) were interested in how the presence of a life theme affected the self and 

autobiographical reasoning of 119 adults in Washington. Theme was defined as central to 
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the self (e.g., repeatedly emphasizing the importance of relationships) or reference to a 

central metaphor for one’s life. The study used a narrative approach, and interviews were 

coded by teams of three to four researchers. McLean and Fournier (2007) found that “having 

a theme to one’s life provides a sense of personal coherence, direction, and self-knowledge, 

and also makes one’s story comprehensible to others” (p. 531). Moreover, participants who 

had a theme were more agreeable (t(116) = 2.60, p = .01) and conscientious (t(116) = 3.31, 

p < .001). A unifying theme helped anchor an individual’s identity by relating actions and 

events to enduring characteristics. This research speaks to the potential to help teachers 

develop positive, supporting professional life themes that may boost their performance in the 

classroom.  

Olitsky (2021) used case-study methodology to investigate how new teachers in 

high-need, urban areas developed professional agency, identity, and membership. The 

researcher focused on two teachers, one math and one science, in two schools that were in 

the middle of reform and adopting new instructional initiatives. Olitsky discovered that self-

talk of the teachers was partly shaped by the school’s procedures and practices. The research 

noted that positive self-talk can help foster positive teacher identities, and that self-talk is a 

mediating factor in agency and professional identity.  

The results suggest that school approaches that promote teacher autonomy 
accompanied by support may help to center self-talk on motivational planning, 
which can increase confidence, sense of belonging, and reform-minded identities. In 
contrast, scripted and regimented approaches to reform may detach teachers from 
their sense of agency in the classroom, contributing to self-blame and 
disidentification with the instructional practices. (Olitsky, 2018, p. 1) 
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Olitsky (2018) described how the school’s procedures and policies became “ingredients” for 

the internal conversations of these two teachers. Despite the limited sample, the knowledge 

gleaned from this in-depth case study could greatly affect schools and leadership.  

Our self-talk is constantly running in our heads. When the content is positive, 

increases in performance and well-being have been demonstrated (Blanchfield et al., 2014; 

Christopher et al., 2021). As opposed to immersive self-talk, distanced self-talk can also 

show positive benefits in the area of goal pursuit and self-control (Furman, 2020), 

confronting negative stimuli (Shahane & Denny, 2019), intense emotional experience 

(Orvell et al., 2021), and assisting with a more positive outlook for anxiety-producing future 

events (White et al., 2019). Stringing our moments of self-talk creates self-stories, or 

autobiographical narratives with implications for high self inner critics and low self inner 

critics (Halamova et al., 2019). Having a theme (McLean & Fournier, 2007) or acting as an 

exemplary hero (White et al., 2017) can positively impact our self-story. Finally, Olitsky 

demonstrated how self-talk and our self-story can be shaped by the environment. It is only 

by fully understanding the implications of our cognitions and internal conversations that we 

can have a more complete picture of the emotional skills sets of teachers.  

The next section discusses the implications leaders have for shaping environments 

that are friendly for emotional regulation and positive, productive self-talk.  
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The Environment We Work In: School Leadership 

“The school takes on the personality of the principal. The principal will either extinguish the 
flame of positivity or ignite a flame of hope.” —Marcus Jackson (Tarbutton & Ramirez, 
2019, p. 2) 
 

The final section of the literature review focuses on leadership and the educational 

environment. Specifically, it focuses on emotionally intelligent leadership and 

transformational leadership. The first section of Emotional Intelligence and Leadership 

defines emotional intelligence, provides historical context, and discusses empirical studies 

regarding leadership. Emotional intelligence is crucial to leadership, and it mediates a 

leader’s ability to demonstrate transformational leadership. Leaders want to transform 

schools, but as Aguilar (2021) wrote, “Transformation begins with reflection.” The second 

section of transformational leadership builds upon the knowledge of the first section. 

Definitions and empirical studies are included. This section concludes with the identification 

of gaps in the literature and implications for my research.  

Emotional Intelligence and Leadership 

The study of emotions did not become recognized as an academic field for many 

years. Howard Gardner (1983) purported that traditional intelligence, or Intelligence 

Quotient (IQ) fails to adequately explain all cognitive abilities. With this, he introduced the 

idea of multiple intelligences and included interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences. 

These encompass understanding others (interpersonal) and understanding oneself 

(intrapersonal). These definitions continued to evolve into Mayer and colleagues’ (1990) 

definition of emotional intelligence as the “ability to monitor one’s own and other’s feelings 

and emotions, to discriminate among them, and to use this information to guide one’s 
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thinking and actions” (p. 185). This definition provided legitimacy to the study of emotions 

and kicked off a flurry of work in the field. 

Goleman (1998) popularized the notion of emotional intelligence and how it 

influences leadership. Goleman (1998) outlined five constructs of emotional intelligence that 

can be learned: self-awareness, self-regulation, social skills, empathy, and motivation. 

Though his work is criticized as pop psychology (Mayer, 2008), Goleman’s focus on 

emotional intelligence was a catalyst for many studies and theories on effective leadership. 

This includes educational leadership, in which Denham et al. (2012) argued that a school 

leader must possess both the intrapersonal knowledge and skills to manage their own as well 

as interpersonal skills to support others’ emotions for optimal school performance. In fact, a 

strong link exists between emotional and social skills and the effectiveness of a leader 

(Bennis, 2001).  

Harney (n.d.) studied school leaders’ emotional intelligence and their ability to 

develop a positive educational climate. Using a mixed-methods approach, Harney 

investigated school leaders in both America and South Korea. Five principals from each 

country were asked to complete the Mayer-Salovey Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test 

(MSCEIT), and the teaching staff were asked to complete the Revised School Level 

Environment Questionnaire (R-SLEQ) in regard to their principal. School culture was 

measured in five dimensions: collaboration, school relations, school resources, decision 

making, and instructional and innovation in schools. Though the quantitative data did not 

show a correlation between positive culture, leadership, and emotional intelligence, the 

qualitative data did. As perceived by teachers, the emotional intelligence of a leader did 
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contribute to a positive school climate. This study speaks to the necessity of qualitative data 

to capture nuances that quantitative data may miss. Leaders with higher emotional 

intelligence tended to promote better collaboration and innovation through the school.  

Just as a leaders’ emotional intelligence is linked to staff’s positive view of school culture, a 

lack of emotional intelligence may be related to negative school cultures. Singh (2017) 

quantitatively studied the negative, toxic school culture and leadership and how it correlated 

to a principals’ emotional intelligence by surveying 202 New York City K-12 teachers. 

Using a lens of teacher self-efficacy, the researchers were hoping to see perceptions of the 

principals’ emotional intelligence and the levels of toxic leadership and school culture 

(Singh, 2017). The results further supported the idea that higher emotional intelligence is 

beneficial for productive leadership. Singh (2017) noted, “teachers agree that toxic 

leadership does have a negative effect on their school culture and teacher self-efficacy” 

(p. 65). Furthermore, the results found that a principal’s higher level of emotional 

intelligence helped create more positive school culture and teacher self-efficacy. Whitaker 

(2012), humorously, addressed the idea supported in this study: “When the principal 

sneezes, the whole school catches a cold” (p. 36). A leader’s every mood, behavior, and 

decision is noticed by staff, and these actions and words may affect or be emulated by staff.  

Between staff, students, parents, district accountability, and much more, school 

leaders are in a stressful role. If leaders are stressed, angry or anxious, they will transfer that 

stress, anger, or anxiety to their staff members by the process of emotional contagion. 

Leaders must bolster their emotional intelligence and learn to regulate and cope with 

stressful environments. Bailey (2018) used the metaphor of an oxygen mask. On an airplane, 
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we must put on our own oxygen mask before assisting others. High performing leaders have 

the ability to manage and regulate emotions in the midst of stress. This includes both 

monitoring emotions and modifying emotions in accordance with various social and cultural 

norms.  

Poirel and Yvon (2014) demonstrated this in a qualitative study of principals’ coping 

skills. Six principals in Quebec were filmed during the regular workday, and their behaviors 

were coded for coping skills. Principals were shown their videos in semi-structured 

interviews. The researcher found two types of coping: problem-focused coping and emotion 

coping. Principals are highly effective at problem-focused coping strategies—including 

information seeking, support seeking, and confrontation. Principals struggled with effective 

emotional coping strategies.        

Principals sometimes cope using wishful thinking and optimism, or they distance 
themselves from the situation and avoid the problem instead of confronting it. By 
doing so, the principals are able to protect themselves from the emotional tensions 
which arise from the perceived stress. It seems, however, that in most situations, it is 
not possible for the principals to be optimistic, to avoid the problem, or to minimize 
it. (Poirel & Yvon, 2014, p. 14)  

 
If a principal struggles with effective coping strategies, it is possible their teachers struggle. 

And, if teachers struggle, so will children. Adults must constantly work towards improved 

emotional regulation. Given the impact it can have on school culture and climate, a leader’s 

emotional intelligence should be a point of development for educational leaders. 

Finally, the inclusion of emotional intelligence in discussions of leadership can help 

disrupt systems steeped in the objectivity of whiteness. Aguilar (2020) stated, “for emotions 

to lead us down the path of liberation, we must welcome them, identify them, learn from 
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them, and express them without blame or judgement” (p. 179). Thus, emotional intelligence 

leadership is a first step to equity in schools. 

Base and Dali (2021) sought to understand how emotional intelligence was related to 

social justice and equity in schools in South Africa. They conducted interviews with 12 

purposefully selected school leaders and six focus groups. Using inductive data analysis, 

Base and Dali (2021) found two key themes, both in the realm of the intrapersonal aspect of 

emotional intelligence. Both a leader’s self-awareness and self-management help advance 

the social justice and equity mission of a school. Though conducted in South Africa, this 

research still retains merit, as South Africa, like America, has a deep history of segregation 

and apartheid. Both countries continue to struggle with owning and reconciling this history 

and moving toward a more inclusive and equitable community. Base and Dali (2021) 

showed that in schools, leaders with higher emotional intelligence can help achieve this end.  

Much of the research on emotional intelligence and school leadership has taken place 

in other countries. This may be a result of the harsh push for measurable outcomes and a 

push for greater accountability in the United States. As such, much educational leadership 

literature focuses on the idea of instructional leadership because it is more measurable. This 

narrowed view misses dimensions and aspects of leadership that principals must engage in 

on a regular basis (Hallinger, 2003). Focusing on a leader’s emotional intelligence may 

actually be an instructional benefit.  

Moreover, a principal who has strong emotional intelligence can also serve as an 

asset to school change by improving instructional strategies in the classroom. Chen and Guo 

(2020) studied the correlation between a principal’s emotional intelligence and teachers’ use 
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of effective teaching strategies. This study took place in 54 primary schools in China with 

534 teachers participating in three separate questionnaires. Using a structural equation 

model, the researchers found a principal’s emotional intellect and instructional leadership 

positively correlated with the use of effective teaching strategies. Specifically, the 

researchers found that a leader’s emotional intelligence and leadership behaviors most 

directly correlated with two of the domains of instructional strategies (student-focused 

learning and academic performance feedback). “This research not only speaks to the need 

for a theoretical model of the emotional intelligence capacity as a must for all school 

leaders, but also demonstrates how to use these capacities to enhance teaching 

improvement” (Chen & Guo, 2020, p. 98). The researchers illustrated a connection between 

the emotional intelligence of the leader and the academic instruction of the school.  

Emotionally intelligent leadership is critical to fostering equity, cultivating a positive 

emotional climate in schools, and even improving academics. Emotional intelligence and 

leadership has been extensively studied (Goleman, 2011; Mayer et al., 2004; Moore, 2009; 

Prati et al., 2003), and the impact is profound. According to Goleman (2004), emotional 

intelligence matters twice as much as IQ or technical skills for superior performance in 

leadership. The implication of this collective literature is clear: Greater emphasis should be 

placed on developing the emotional intelligence of school leaders; it underscores the 

transformational dimensions of leadership. The next section discusses transformational 

leadership in depth through historical context, definitions, and studies through the layered 

lens of emotional intelligence.  
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Transformational Leadership 

Burns (1978) first defined transformational leadership “as leaders and followers 

make each other advance to a higher level of morality and motivation.” Bass (1990) 

expanded the work of Burns. He posited that transformational leadership is evident in the 

influence on the motivation and performance followers. A transformational leader is able to 

achieve higher worker motivation and performance because of the compelling and 

inspirational vision (Bass, 1990). Though originally developed for the business sphere, this 

idea has now been adopted by the educational sphere and has been the subject of much 

empirical research and conceptual theory. Leithwood and Janzi (2008) outlined a model 

containing four categories of transformational leadership in education: setting direction, 

developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the instructional programs. 

Aguilar (2020) discussed the idea of transformational coaching as impacting a client’s 

beliefs, behaviors, and ways of being. Ultimately, transformational leadership and coaching 

emphasize the capacity to influence others to improve equitable school outcomes, and it has 

been shown to be effective.  

Allen et al. (2015) conducted a study examining the relationship between 

transformational leadership, school climate, and student achievement in both reading and 

mathematics. The quantitative study was conducted with elementary principals in a 

suburban school district in Texas. The hope was to show a positive correlation between 

principals’ transformational leadership actions, school climate, and student achievement. 

Transformational leadership was measured using the self-survey, which quantified five 

domains of transformational leadership: idealized attributes, idealized behaviors, 
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inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Findings 

indicated a statistically significant positive relationship (p < .05) between the five factors of 

transformational leadership and school climate. “Principals who motivate and empower 

teachers can positively influence school climate” (Allen et al., 2015, p. 15). Allen and 

colleagues demonstrated how a transformational leader positively affects both the culture of 

the building and student achievement. 

Further evidence of the effectiveness of transformational leadership can be seen in 

how leaders set vision and provide direction. Because an inspiring vision reverberates in all 

areas of a school, motivating others towards that vision requires focusing on beliefs, 

behaviors, and ways of being. Maulding et al. (2012) conducted a mixed-methods study of 

48 school administrators in the southeastern United States that showed how emotional 

intelligence is beneficial to the process of setting vision and direction. Using a self-

administered questionnaire with open-response, the researchers attempted to understand the 

role of emotional intelligence and resilience in school leadership. The results showed that 

“as a leader’s emotional intelligence and resilience increase, leadership capacity increases” 

(Maulding et al., 2012, p. 26). Specifically, the researchers found six themes in the data, 

with the highest three correlations between high emotional intelligence and relationship-

building, visioning, and collaboration. All three of these are contributing factors to 

successful school leadership. Transformational leadership involves collectively moving 

people toward a common shared goal. All three of the highest correlated skills in this study 

are involved in that process. 
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The idea of motivating others towards a shared goal is also shown in the research of 

Gold et al. (2003). Researchers visited the 10 schools (four primary, four secondary, and two 

specialty schools) for an average of two days per school, during which interviews were 

conducted with the head teacher, the chair of governors, members of the leadership team, 

and classroom teachers. These case studies were meant to serve as a “leadership in action” 

profile of outstanding leadership. Researchers were hoping to find generalizable actions and 

beliefs. These outstanding principals also used several strategies for encouraging a shared 

sense of purpose including stakeholders—specifically noting the importance of staff 

meetings and communication to further the vision. The case-study school leaders seemed to 

work towards the development of a senior management team (SMT) or leadership group that 

was seen as strong and effective by the rest of the staff and further promoted collaboration. 

The investigated school leaders, without exception, paid attention to the development of 

leadership capacity throughout their schools. This was the biggest way leaders displayed 

their values to staff. While all the school leaders experienced tension between “efficient” 

leadership and “shared” leadership, the enduring message of this research is for principals to 

have principles that are acted on and communicated clearly with staff.  

The above-mentioned studies indicate the effectiveness of transformational 

leadership in school buildings. However, transformational leaders depend upon others for 

their success. These leaders must cultivate strong, positive, supporting, and empathetic 

relationships with their staff. These relationships are not simply checklist items of to-dos. 

They must be developed using conscious skills. Thus, developing these relationships is 

reflective of the interpersonal component of emotional intelligence. In this way, emotional 
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intelligence must be present for transformational leaders. In fact, research has shown that 

emotional intelligence underscores transformational leadership.  

Hunitie (2016) sampled 250 teachers from 10 public schools in Jordan to study the 

correlation between emotional intelligence and transformational leadership. Four elements 

of a leader’s emotional intelligence were measured: self-awareness, self-management, social 

awareness, and relationship management. Additionally, teachers were given a Likert survey 

about their principals’ transformational leadership capacities in several areas, including 

idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Hunitie found that 

emotional intelligence has a positive impact on transformational leadership from the 

teachers’ perspective. This data is promising as it points to the connection between 

emotional intelligence and transformational leadership. However, the lack of triangulation 

and international context proved to be limitations of Hunitie’s work. 

Wang et al. (2016) conducted a similar study with 20 administrators and 284 

teachers in a K-12 district in Pennsylvania to examine the link between emotional 

intelligence and transformational leadership. Leaders were given two surveys measuring 

emotional intelligence. Two separate 360-degree assessments by teachers were done for 

each leader from the Survey of Transformational Leadership (STL) (Edwards et al., 2010). 

“The study found that, for those school leaders whose self-assessment of their leadership 

agreed with that of their subordinates, the self-ratings of emotional competence were 

strongly and significantly correlated with the self-ratings of transformational leadership” 

(Wang et al., 2016, p. 467). These results further show that the development of emotional 

intelligence promotes transformational leadership.  
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Mediated by emotional intelligence, transformational leadership is concerned with 

interpersonal relations. This expression of care and concern, described as empathy, is a key 

factor for transformational leaders. Skinner and Spurgeon (2005) studied the correlation 

between a manager’s empathy and their subordinates’ perception of the leadership. Using 

Likert surveys of 96 Australian health care managers and their teams, the researchers found 

that empathic concern, perspective taking, and empathetic matching were positively related 

to leadership. The researchers argued strongly that empathy and relationship-building need 

to be considered in the leadership research, stating, “No longer must such development be 

seen as ‘soft.’ rather it needs to be valued as an integral component of leadership” (Skinner 

& Spurgeon, 2005, p. 11). Though the authors discuss healthcare leadership, the same 

sentiment rings true for educational leaders. Empathy and relationship building need to be 

valued as leadership qualities. 

Another way transformational leaders and coaches can affect school change is by 

cultivating environments that are supportive and stimulating so stakeholders feel capable. 

This strengths-based approach (Aguilar, 2020) contributes to a positive school climate and 

culture. Engles et al. (2008) illustrated this by using questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews in 46 primary schools to examine the profiles of school principals that have been 

able to successfully shape the culture of their school. Over 700 teacher surveys combined 

with principals’ self-assessments allowed the researchers to study four aspects of the 

principal’s professional behavior: tasks, leadership style, decision-making, and time 

management. The researchers found that “in schools with very positive school cultures we 

find principals with high achievement orientation, who focus on creating a flexible, 
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stimulating, participative supporting environment” (Engles, 2008, p. 20). This research 

shows that a principal helps pave the way for positive and supportive climates in a school.  

While education research has shown that emotionally intelligent and 

transformational leadership are effective, less attention has been given to current and 

aspiring leaders in developing these capacities. Greater emphasis should be placed on 

developing the emotional intelligence of school leaders as it underscores the dimensions of 

leadership. In my educational experience, I noticed a dramatic shift in both satisfaction and 

effectiveness when I began focusing on my emotional awareness and regulation. My hope is 

that by studying the emotions in educators and schools, we can provide practical strategies 

that will retain more teachers and principals and, ultimately, improve student outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of this research was to generate theory 

identifying how educators with strong emotional skills use those skills in the classroom. 

Ultimately, the goal was to understand what emotionally resilient and regulated teachers do 

to successfully navigate the emotional landscape of the classroom. This research used 

constructivist grounded theory for a dual purpose. First, it was an attempt to meaningfully 

contribute to the literature in the field by using the stories and voices of teachers to build an 

explanatory theory. Second, it attempted to provide insight into application regarding 

increasing emotional skills for teachers. As described by Patton (2015), the unit of analysis 

is “the primary focus of the data collection” (p. 260). The unit of analysis for this grounded 

theory study was teachers with strong emotional skills. In order to fully address the current 

problem and the unit of analysis, this research was guided by the central questions discussed 

in Chapter 1: What theories are generated regarding the ways in which teachers approach, 

practice, and process their own emotions in the educational environment? My goal was to 

understand how educators effectively use their emotional skill sets in their day-to-day 

classroom experience. By using an open-ended research question, I strived to form a 

relevant, plausible theory that can be used to help train teachers in emotional skills.  

While quantitative data and theoretical perspectives suggest that teachers’ emotion 

impacts the classroom, there is limited qualitative empirical evidence that deepens and 

enriches our understanding of a teacher’s emotional regulation and resilience. Simply 

knowing a connection exists is not sufficient to change ingrained practice or professional 
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development. Prati and Karriker (2010) argued that educators have not received adequate 

growth and development in their own emotional skills. This may be because education has 

largely falsely assumed adults already have accurate emotional regulatory capacity (Jones et 

al., 2013). Educators may be lacking in the skills to handle an emotionally turbulent 

classroom. This could have implications for the emotional learning of students, as Hoffmann 

et al. (2020) argues that “school-based instruction in emotion regulation will be most 

effective when teachers are adequately trained and employ effective emotion regulation 

strategies themselves” (p. 109).  

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the qualitative paradigm that guided the 

collection of empirical evidence as well as the systematic analysis procedures that was used 

to generate theory regarding the unit of analysis. First, I discuss the rationale for qualitative 

research, the methodology of constructivist grounded theory, and my role as researcher. 

Next, I discuss my research site and sampling techniques for participants before providing 

information regarding data sources and data management. Finally, I explain the data analysis 

procedures that were used and discuss limitations and ethical considerations.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research 

Qualitative inquiry strives to immerse the reader in the life and context of whatever 

is being studied. Qualitative data are meant to describe and transport the reader into the time 

and place of a phenomenon by telling a story (Patton, 2015). In this way, qualitative 

research is a process of making meaning and understanding the stories of participants and 

telling a story for readers. Since knowledge and meaning are constructed, the role of the 

researcher in qualitative research cannot be overstated. The researcher is the instrument, and 
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as such, provides a closeness and truth with the participants to more fully understand their 

world. This intimacy provided by qualitative research is uniquely appealing when studying 

emotions as they are intimately experienced. To study emotions without personal stories 

would be incomplete.  

Qualitative data offers many strengths, and I am equally personally drawn to it given 

my history. As a first-year teacher, I was drowning and emotionally exhausted. Though I 

may have known my emotions were affecting students, I didn’t know how to change—a feat 

no quantitative data could help with. As stated by Creswell and Poth (2018), “Qualitative 

research should contain an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of 

participants, the institutions in which they live and work, or even the researchers’ lives” 

(p. 25). This is the strongest draw for me to embark on a qualitative research journey. It is 

one thing to know that something happens; it is an entirely different process to know how it 

happens. Just knowing that emotional skills can benefit the classroom does not help the 

struggling teacher, like me, know what to do to move forward. Rather, understanding how 

and why—the heartbeat of qualitative research—can provide hope for those in similar 

situations. “Researcher, heal thyself” (Sheppard, 2017).  

I seek to understand how teachers with strong emotional skill sets process, practice, 

and use their emotions in the classroom. While there is no objective, unobtrusive access to 

another person’s emotions and cognitions, qualitative research allows for a practical and 

ethical approach to study such a personal research question. I am interested in the quality of 

the emotional and cognitive experiences rather than quantifying those experiences by 

amount, frequency, or intensity (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Attempting to capture this 
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quantitatively would rely too heavily on objectivity and miss the richness, depth, and 

subjectiveness inherent in emotional experiences (Patton, 2015). Qualitative research offers 

a participant-centered view of emotional processes. Constructivist grounded theory methods 

will be used to help provide a guide for fully answering the research questions.  

Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory, originally called the constant comparative method, began with 

Glaser and Strauss’ book titled Awareness of Dying published in 1965 (Glaser & Strauss, 

1965). The prevailing view at the time was that quantitative data was far superior, and 

qualitative data was inadequate, as it did not produce empirical research. With the creation 

of this methodology, Glaser and Strauss brought validity to qualitative research by closing 

the gap between social theory and empirical data by rooting, or grounding, the theory in the 

data. Ultimately, this came to legitimize qualitative research by providing logic and 

objectivity to the field. Grounded theory underwent a paradigm shift around 1990 when 

Glaser and Strauss diverged in coding practices. Strauss and Corbin worked to develop a 

systematic coding methodology for discovering theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Another 

epistemological shift occurred around 2006 with the development of constructivist grounded 

theory. Charmaz argued that these theories are not discovered but constructed by the 

researcher (Charmaz, 2000). “Constructivist grounded theory relies on developing and 

maintaining methodological self-consciousness” (Charmaz, 2017, p. 36). This approach 

recognizes the strong need for reflexivity on the part of the researcher. Situated between 

realist and postmodernism, constructivist grounded theory does not seek to find a single 

truth, but rather recognizes participants’ multiple constructed realities. Constructivist 
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grounded theory matches with the general nature of this research since it recognizes that 

experiences and truth are constructed—just as emotions are. As such, this methodology 

helps to account for the constructed nature of participants’ emotional experiences.  

The ultimate goal of grounded theory is to generate theory about patterns of human 

behavior (Engward, 2013) which makes it perfectly suited for this research as emotional 

processing is a uniquely human behavior. This theory has roots in quantitative research as it 

seeks to take a neutral, a priori stance. “All is data” is a fundamental idea of grounded theory 

(Ralph et al., 2014). However, this does not mean that grounded theory loses the richness of 

story present in other qualitative methodologies. As stated by Patton (2015), “grounded 

theory is best understood as fundamentally objectivist in orientation emphasizing disciplined 

and procedural ways of getting the researcher’s biases out of the way but adding a healthy 

dose of creativity to the analytic process” (p. 11). Though grounded in data, the creativity of 

the researcher can help build an engaging theory. Grounded theories follow specific 

procedural steps, and Charmaz (2014) presented nine steps for constructivist grounded 

theory:  

1. Conduct data through an iterative process 

2. Analyze actions and process 

3. Use comparative methods 

4. Draw on data in service of developing new conceptual categories  

5. Develop inductive categories through systematic analysis  

6. Emphasize theory construction rather than description  

7. Engage in theoretical sampling 
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8. Search for variation  

9. Pursue developing a category rather than covering a specific topic. (p. 15)  

The systems and structure that grounded theory provides made it a perfect tradition 

for my research. I strived to build a useful theory that truly acknowledges the emotional and 

cognitive realities of teachers in the classroom, and then move the research findings to a 

high level through the development of an explanatory theory using systematic processes 

(Patton, 2015). Grounded theory offers a foundation for rendering the processes and 

procedure of qualitative investigation visible, comprehensible, and replicable (Bryant & 

Charmaz, 2010, p. 33). This is key, as my theory seeks to advance the emotional 

development of teachers. In this way, comprehensibility and replicability must remain at the 

forefront of my research. Additionally, grounded theory is often used when there is a lack of 

research in the area and seeks to “locate the phenomena of human experiences within the 

world of social interaction” (Grbich, 2013, p. 80). Currently, the body of research and 

literature is heavily skewed towards a quantitative orientation. However, this does not allow 

for participants’ thoughts and feelings to be best understood, for “to dismiss the empirical 

reality and individuality of their interior and imaginative lifeworlds is to risk only telling 

half the story of human life” (Irving, 2017, p. 437). Using grounded theory can help create a 

more complete picture of the emotional reality of teachers in the classroom.  

Role of the Researcher 

Knowledge and meaning are constructed by the researcher in grounded theory, so my 

role as researcher was paramount. This section discusses my role as researcher. Because this 

research was inherently emotional, having an intimate connection with participants and data 
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was crucial. This connection provided intimacy that allowed me to more fully understand 

the phenomenon. Remaining closed would have limited my “openness to and understanding 

of the very nature of what you’re studying” (Patton, 2015, p. 35). Rather, I, as the qualitative 

researcher, engaged in a reflexive process. In this research, I served a dual role as both 

researcher and educational leader in the city being studied. However, I elected to use a 

decentered approach so the voices of the participants rather than that of the researcher 

became the dominant voice (Grbich, 2013).  

Given the duality of my role, it was very important that I consciously and 

deliberately built rapport with participants. In order for them to fully trust me with their 

emotional processes, I had to actively, verbally, and consistently validate their experience to 

create a space of respect, honor, and empathy for their stories and thoughts. I could not 

approach this work as an outsider immune from emotions. Rather, I had to consciously 

connect to my emotions and personal history of emotional struggle to form an emotional 

connection with the participants so they remained fully engaged and present during the 

research. As noted by Patton (2015), “getting personally engaged . . . use[s] all of one’s 

senses and capacities, including the capacity to experience emotion no less than cognition” 

(p. 56). This was key, as emotions were central to my research.  

Design of the Study 

The purpose of this section is to provide a description and rationale of the setting and 

participants. Additionally, this section provides detailed information regarding the three data 

sources used in this research and the management of that data. This section concludes with 
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the data analysis procedures and enumerates the procedural steps I took when analyzing the 

data.  

Site, Participants, and Sampling Procedures 

Site and Participants 

This research took place in an urban Midwestern city that included both public 

districts and public charter schools. It included educators from a variety of schools and 

school districts, which helped promote the generalizability of the findings. To qualify for 

participation in this study, educators needed to be currently teaching and willing and able to 

participate in an interview, host an observation in the classroom, and record using a 

provided voice recording device. Recruitment for participants was through electronic mail 

and word of mouth. Emails were sent to over 55 teachers initially.  

Sampling Procedures 

Because this study explored the emotional skills sets and resilience of teachers, 

purposeful, theoretical sampling procedures were used. The initial recruitment email 

included a link to the Self-Report Emotional Intelligence Test or SREIT (Schutte et al., 

1998). This quantitative measure includes four distinct factors of emotional intelligence: 

optimism/mood regulation, appraisal of emotions, social skills, and utilization of emotions. 

It has been used and documented in research including more than 3,000 documented 

citations (O’Conner et al., 2019) and evidence of effectiveness as a multidimensional 

measure of emotional intelligence (O’Connor & Athota, 2013).  

Interested participants clicked on the survey link directly from the initial email. 

Participants who scored above the 50th percentile were invited to participate, so the final 
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participants had demonstrated above-average emotional intelligence scores. This process 

resulted in eight individual participants.  

Data Sources 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007) stated, “data involves the particulars you need to think 

soundly and deeply about the aspects of life you will explore” (p. 117). As such, data for this 

project were both collected from sources and produced by the researcher over the duration 

of this study. The three collected data sources of interviews, observations, and voice 

recording of inner monologue are further discussed below, and the analytic memo produced 

by the researcher is further discussed in the data analysis section.  

Interviews 

Interviews are a staple in qualitative research and are based in the social act of 

conversation. The very nature of interviews lends to understanding the emotional 

phenomenon. Patton (2015) contended, “qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption 

that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit. We 

interview to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their stories” (p. 341). 

The research act of qualitative interviewing is gathering these stories to better understand a 

specific phenomenon. deMarrais and Lapan (2004) described the purpose of interviews as 

hearing the stories of participants and their experiences. Interviews are a valuable tool in the 

qualitative researcher’s toolkit as they allow for participants to fully share both their 

cognitions and behaviors as it pertains to the phenomenon of emotions and cognitions. 

This research used semi-structured interviews from questions developed during a 

pilot study conducted in the Spring of 2021. Semi-structured interviews allowed the 
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researcher flexibility to ask follow-up questions and maintain an open discussion 

atmosphere with each participant. According to Lodico et al. (2010), “the semi-structured 

interview can change the order of questions, omit questions or vary the wording of questions 

depending on what happens in the interview. The interviewer also might add questions 

during the interview to probe unexpected issues that emerge” (p. 124). The interview was 

conducted using an interview guide that outlined 11 questions addressing the social, 

behavioral, and cognitive components of emotional life, including questions such as “How 

do you regulate your emotions?” and “What is the relationship between thinking and 

feeling?” The full interview guide is found in Appendix A. Interviews were conducted both 

face to face in a location where the participant felt comfortable to share or virtually using a 

Zoom platform for participants familiar with the COVID-19 protocols. This allowed 

participants to feel comfortable with the interview setting. All participants had the 

opportunity to select their own pseudonym, and all consented both verbally and in writing to 

the recording of interviews. More information regarding safeguards of participants rights is 

located in the ethical consideration section of this chapter.  

Observations 

According to Patton (2015), “all scientific knowledge is rooted in observation” 

(p. 329). McKechnie (2008) expanded this idea, noting that observation involves 

systematically and meaningfully collecting data using one’s senses. Observations allow 

researchers to view what is actually going on rather than what is assumed would be going 

on. In fact, observations could be considered the “fundamental base of all research methods” 

(Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 389) because of the rich data that can be gleaned. Moreover, 
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observations are more than merely seeing a phenomenon. To truly make sense of the 

observation, rigorous and intentional data collections processes were necessary. Collecting 

data from an observation requires great research skill in describing in detail and depth the 

context of the situation (Patton, 2015), using field notes, or “the written account of what the 

researcher hears, sees, experiences and thinks during the course of collecting and reflecting 

on the data” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 119).  

Observations were conducted in one-hour classroom visits that had been approved by 

the teacher and set up in advance. I utilized the observer as a participant stance. As such, my 

identity as the researcher and the goals of the researcher were known to the participant 

(Sauro, 2015). Though my presence might have induced some level of reactivity on the part 

of the participants, I did not interact with any participants during the observation. A neutral 

stance was taken and maintained throughout the observation. These observations were not 

audio or video recorded to maintain the privacy and anonymity of all in the room, including 

teachers and students. Rather, I took continuous handwritten notes using a two-column note-

taking system for each observation. One column had space for observable features, exact or 

summarized dialogue, classroom environment, and time stamping. The second column was 

used for my thoughts during the observation. This includes my reactions, running 

hypotheses, and feelings. All observations were informed by an observation guide that can 

be found in Appendix B.  

Voice Recording of Internal Speech 

An untraditional data source was used in the course of this research. Participants 

were asked to speak their internal monologue, or self-talk, aloud into a voice recorder. The 
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purpose of this data source was to more fully understand what teachers were thinking and 

how that thinking may or may not be influencing their emotional processes. Irving (2017) 

wrote, “the capacity for a complex inner life world—consisting of inner speech, inchoate 

trajectories of thought, unarticulated moods, random urges, unsymbolized thinking, 

imagination, sensation, memory—is a distinctive feature of human experience that mediates 

many realms of everyday life, action and practice” (p. 437). Hogan and Pink (2010) 

furthered this idea by arguing that “without inner modes of expression and experience, 

including inner dialogue and internally represented speech,” we would not fully understand 

our actions or social interactions. Though the voice recordings did not fit neatly into any 

traditional qualitative data source, they produced strong empirical evidence regarding the 

inner self-talk and cognitive process of teachers. Polanyi (1969) suggested that “no one but 

ourselves can dwell in our body directly and know fully all its conscious operations but our 

consciousness can be experienced also by others to the extent to which they can dwell in the 

external workings of our mind from outside.” 

Though I could not objectively dwell inside a teacher’s mind, I did use ethnographic 

strategies to view their mind from the outside. Thus, in order to fully address the research 

question and understand the inner processing, voice recordings of inner self-speech were 

used in this study as a method of dwelling in a teacher’s mind. Participants spoke their inner 

thoughts aloud into a voice recording app for 10–15 minutes. The prompt was deliberately 

left open: “What were you thinking and feeling today?” These voice recordings were 

transcribed and coded for emotional tone. Miles et al. (2020) described emotional coding as 

being “particularly appropriate for studies that explore the intrapersonal and interpersonal 



 

101 

participant experiences” (p. 67). When possible, I used the participant’s own words to label 

the emotion. The coding process is more detailed in the data analysis section. 

Data Management 

Particular attention was paid to the management of data throughout the process. All 

data were stored on a password-protected Google drive to protect the privacy of all 

participants involved. In addition, a consistent naming convention was used and known only 

to the researcher and advisor for an additional layer of security. Interviews were recorded 

using a phone application, and the recording was transferred to a computer. Recordings were 

transcribed using an artificial intelligence system, and manually corrected by the researcher 

for accuracy. Continuous handwritten note taking was employed during observations, and 

these notes were scanned and uploaded to the research computer folder. A post-observation 

report was typed immediately following each observation. Voice recordings of internal 

dialogue were transcribed using the same artificial intelligence software, and, again, 

manually checked by the researcher for accuracy prior to beginning the coding process. The 

voice recordings were also accompanied with a typed report to code for emotional tones. All 

data were uploaded and stored on Dedoose (2022) —a qualitative computer program to help 

with organization and storage and analysis. Qualitative software programs “unlike the 

human mind, can maintain and permit you to organize evolving and potentially complex 

coding systems into such formats as hierarchies and networks for “at a glance user 

reference” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 31). Though computer-assisted programs are beneficial for 

storage, management, and retrieval, they were unable to complete the rich analysis of the 
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data I desired (Morse, 2010). As the researcher, I attended to careful data analysis 

procedures informed by constructivist grounded theory as outlined in the next section.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process of “selectively collecting data, comparing and contrasting 

this material in the quest for patterns or regulations...then gradually drawing inferences” 

(Miles et al., 2020, p. 6). The data analysis process requires time, energy, and skill on the 

part of the researcher. During this process, I engaged in constant reflexivity. Coffey (2018) 

stated that the data analysis “involves an ongoing dialogue with and between the data and 

ideas” (p. 25). Thus, having a strong data analysis plan was crucial to bolster the quality of 

this ongoing dialogue. Specifically, for my research, I used a constructivist grounded theory 

approach to coding. Charmaz (2015) explained coding as, “a way of recognizing 

participants’ tacit knowledge, meanings, and actions to explore in further data collection” 

(p. 1615). The specific coding and data analysis procedures for this research are outlined in 

the following sections.  

Coding Procedures 

According to Miles et al. (2020), codes are labels that assign meaning to the data that 

has been compiled. Thus, coding is a process by which qualitative researchers make 

meaning of the data. Charmaz (2015) noted, “Coding provides a way of recognizing 

participants’ tacit knowledge, means and actions to explore” (p. 1615). For this analysis, I 

used an initial, focused, and theoretical coding process in accordance with constructivist 

grounded theory. This “line-by-line coding helps to make connections between codes and 

advance the analytic level of their emerging analyses” (Charmaz, 2015, p. 1616). Opening 
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up the data by constantly questioning and constantly comparing them to other empirical data 

is foundational to the grounded theory coding approach (Grbich, 2013).  

Initial coding is the first level of coding in constructivist grounded theory. In initial 

coding, small pieces of the data are analyzed and assigned a specific label or code to capture 

their meaning. For this research, several types of initial codes were used during the first 

phase of coding such as in vivo, emotional, and value codes. In vivo codes use the 

participants’ own language as the recorded code. Emotional codes are “particularly 

appropriate for studies that explore intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences 

and actions” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 67). The final type of coding used was value coding, 

which codes for participants’ values, attitudes, and beliefs. As noted by Miles et al.:  

A value (V) is the importance we attribute to ourselves, another person, thing or idea. 
An attitude (A) is the way we think and feel about ourselves, another person, thing, 
or idea. A belief (B) is part of a system that includes values and attitudes plus 
personal knowledge, experience, opinions. (p. 67) 
 

Employing all three types of coding during the initial coding phases allowed for a full 

interpretation of the data. A constant comparative method was used to continually ground 

the data in the empirical evidence gathered where “analytical concepts are drawn from 

empirical indicators in the data by comparing indicator to indicator” (Grbich, 2013, p. 83). 

During this level of coding, I continually asked myself questions guided by Charmaz (2015): 

What does this data suggest, pronounce, and from whose point of view?  

The second level of coding for grounded theory is focused coding that enables the 

researcher “to compare newly constructed codes during this cycle across other participants’ 

data to assess comparability and transferability” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 217). The purpose of this 

type of coding is integration of ideas and to advance the most salient points forward in the 
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analysis. Ultimately, this phase of coding assists in the formation of categories using a 

constant comparative method in which each code is compared to previous codes and the data 

to help generate theory. “Through immersion in the data, a grounded theorist develops a 

deep understanding of the patterns, relationships, and nuances in the phenomena under 

study” (Van Vliet, 2008, p. 236).  

The final stage of coding in constructivist grounded theory is theoretical coding. 

According to Saldaña (2015), the use of these theoretical codes “moves the analytic story in 

a theoretical direction” (p. 224). In this stage of coding, the work begins to move in a 

theoretical direction as theory formation begins to take over. Storyline techniques are often 

used at this stage of coding. Birks and Mills (2015) defined storyline as “a strategy for 

facilitating integration, construction, formulation, and presentation of research findings 

through the production of a coherent grounded theory” (p. 180). This storyline often helps 

the understanding and presentation of the newly constructed theory. 

Memoing 

Analytic memoing was used as an ongoing reflective process about the coding 

choices I made and the underpinnings of theory as I analyzed the collected data. It is a key 

reflective and analytical step in the constructivist grounded theory methodology. Memo 

writing is used to deeply engage with the gathered data and to discover meaning as theory is 

constructed (Charmaz, 2014) and served as written analytical conversations with myself 

(Lempert, 2007). Ultimately, memos served to follow the development of theory and made 

the invisible analysis in my brain a visible part of the research process. Bogdan and Biklen 

(2007) advocated for analytic memos as a way to “think with what data you have” (p. 172). 
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For this study, I began memoing and coding in parallel so the coding and memoing could 

inform and enhance each other.  

Generating Theory 

The ultimate goal of grounded theory is to develop a theory where one does not 

exist. Saldaña (205) wrote, “since a theory is a rich statement with accompanying narrative 

to expand on its meaning, your ultimate goal is to write one sentence, based on the totality of 

your analysis that captures insightful if-then and how-why guidance for as many relevant 

contexts as possible” (p. 120). This theory is grounded in empirical evidence but uses 

insights gained from the memoing and coding process. “Immersion in and transposing raw 

data into memos is one way of keeping close and accountable to the data by maintaining 

participants’ voices.” (Grbich, 2013, p. 88). The theory generation process was messy and 

nonlinear. However, adhering to the analysis procedures listed above, I carefully 

documented the theory formation throughout the process.  

Limitations, Validity, Reliability, and Ethical Considerations 

“In qualitative inquiry, the researcher is the instrument” (Patton, 2015, p. 22). As 

such, the researcher’s values, views, and beliefs are embedded in their work. However, this 

does not mean that the work is invalid, as all research has limitations and bias. In qualitative 

research, one does not attempt to extinguish the researcher’s beliefs; rather it brings them to 

light and addresses them. Maxell (2013) stated that “validity in qualitative research is not the 

result of indifference, but of integrity” (p. 123). Exposing potential bias and assumptions are 

part of this research integrity.  
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I have significant personal connection and experience with my topic. I, like many 

teachers, lacked emotional awareness, regulation, and skills my first years in the classroom. 

I have experienced first hand the intense feelings and mindset shifts that come along with 

personal emotional work. During the observations, I had to manage my natural desire to 

jump in and help. I had to consciously remember my role was researcher, not coach. 

Additionally, I had to recognize and counteract my tendency to confirm certain behavioral 

patterns in the data. I did not want to corrupt the quality of data I collected, so I was diligent 

in remaining an observer. Though my own journey informed my analysis, I did want to 

project my journey on participants during their interview and observations.  

Though using various strategies to minimize the impact of my bias, my experience 

served as a benefit in my research. Kirkhart (1995) discussed the idea of interpersonal 

validity, or “the extent to which an evaluator is able to relate meaningfully and effectively to 

individuals in the evaluation setting” (Patton, 2015, p. 691). Discussing emotional incidents 

and observing emotions in the classroom led to tough moments of vulnerability and strong 

emotions for participants. If I had approached this topic impersonally, participants would not 

have revealed the whole truth due to a lack of trust. Brayboy and Deyhle (2000) articulated 

this idea, stating, “sometimes researchers are ‘blocked’ by participants who decide they are 

unworthy or not to be trusted with local ‘insider’ information” (p. 163). Given my personal 

experience in this area, I was able to meaningfully relate to participants’ experiences in a 

way that built trust and allowed me access to the insider information.  
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Reliability and Validity  

Being aware of my frame of mind was only part of the battle. As a qualitative 

researcher, I also had to use strategies to ensure that the data and findings were valid and 

reliable. Though typically thought of in conjunction with quantitative studies, the two topics 

of validity and reliability have deep roots in qualitative research. Reliability is synonymous 

with consistency and dependability and asks if the findings would be repeatable within a 

similar context. Moreover, validity is synonymous with authenticity and credibility and asks 

if one measures what is supposed to be measured. Validity is dependent on reliability as 

stated by Lincoln and Guba (1985): “Since there can be no validity without reliability (and 

thus no credibility without dependability), a demonstration of the former is sufficient to 

establish the latter” (p. 316). Internal validity, which deals with truths of findings, and 

external validity, which discusses generalizability, are both susceptible to validity threats 

such as researcher bias, sampling or design issues, or reactivity—the influence of the 

researcher on participants or setting (Maxwell, 2013).  

Though Brinber and McGrath (1985) stated that “validity is not a commodity that 

can be purchased with techniques” (p. 13), procedures and methods were, nonetheless, 

crucial for researchers to decrease validity threats and increase credibility. Creswell and 

Poth (2018) discussed three different types of validation strategies: researcher’s lens, 

participant’s lens, and reader’s lens. Each of these strategies speaks to who is involved in 

validating the data. First, I sought participant feedback on the credibility of my findings. 

This technique is considered “the most critical technique for establishing credibility” 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). By utilizing this participant-focused validation strategy, 
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participants had a chance to ensure that their experiences were accurately and meaningfully 

reflected by reviewing the transcriptions and observation notes. This resulted in increased 

validity. Secondly, I used peer review to debrief findings with a trusted colleague. This peer 

asked tough questions and played “devil’s advocate” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Most 

importantly, as the researcher, I used multiple data sources to corroborate evidence through 

a process known as crystallization 

Crystallization 

Qualitative researchers have traditionally used triangulation as a way to increase 

validity by using multiple sources of data. Richardson (2000) posited the idea of a crystal as 

a metaphor for data analysis. Rather than merely a two-dimensional comparison, Ellington 

(2014) discussed how crystallization uses multiple sources of data and multiple genres of 

analysis for a rich account of the phenomenon. In this way, the researcher can avoid the 

strict dichotomy of “the rigor of social science or the holism of narrative” (Ellington, 2014, 

p. 444). Using multiple sources of data (two interviews and observations) and multiple 

genres of representation (e.g., artistic, written, reflective), the crystallization framework adds 

flexibility and depth to the examination of relational topics. Validity was increased through 

this depth.  

Ethical Considerations  

Though the ultimate goal of my research is to help change education by focusing on 

the emotional skill sets of adults in a school setting, this goal could be sought in an unethical 

way. However, as a researcher, it was my responsibility to ensure all components and stages 

of my research upheld the highest ethics. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) asserted four 
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paradigms of ethics: ethics of justice, ethics of critique, ethics of the profession, and ethics 

of care. Though using the lenses of all four paradigms can help a researcher, two 

paradigms—ethics of profession and ethics of care—particularly stand out. These involve 

acting reasonably and responsibly in addition to ensuring the participants’ well being.  

Consent for this study was granted through the University of Missouri-Kansas City 

(UMKC) Institutional Review Board (IRB) on September 8, 2022 (see Appendix C). The 

IRB at UMKC ensured all ethical considerations for the research and research participants 

were met. IRB operates in compliance with U.S. regulatory commissions. This crucial step 

confirmed that all ethical issues had been fully addressed. Prior to gaining permission 

through IRB, I took and passed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) 

exam on June 6, 2022. This training assured that I knew and used safeguards so as to not 

harm to the participants and act ethically and responsibly as a researcher. After receiving 

permission from UMKC’s IRB, I focused on the ethics of care for my research participants 

under guidance from the Belmont Report.  

The Belmont Report provides a foundation of ethical treatment for all human 

participants. Written by the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of 

Biomedical and Behavioral Research in 1979, the Belmont report remains an essential 

reference for research involving human participants by establishing three ethical principles: 

respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. The first principle, respect for persons, requires 

the researcher to treat participants with respect, gain informed consent, not deceive the 

participant, and protect participants’ autonomy. The second principle, beneficence, requires 

minimizing risk to the participants. This aligns with the medical Hippocratic oath principle: 
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“first, do no harm.” The third and final principle of the Belmont Report is justice and 

ensures that procedures are fairly and equally administered with no undue burden or 

unwarranted benefit for one group and not another. Taken together, these three principles 

outlined in the Belmont Report must be at the forefront of any research with human 

participants.  

The purpose of this study was discussed with all potential participants prior to 

gaining informed consent as well as sharing the bill of rights for research participants with 

them. Additionally, they were told and reminded that participation in this study was 

completely voluntary. All participants either selected their own pseudonym or were 

provided one. By removing all identifiable information from any final reports or 

publications using these data and keeping all data password protected, I maintained the 

anonymity of the research participants. All accommodations were provided so all 

participants could fully participate in this research. 

Adhering to ethics and treating participants with care is of the utmost importance for 

researchers. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) argued that those subscribing to the ethics of 

care ask questions like “Who will benefit from what I decide?” and “Who will be hurt by my 

actions?”(p. 18). As a researcher, I enacted this ethic of care both during the research and 

with regard to the findings. There was no greater priority for a researcher than acting 

ethically.  

Conclusion  

This chapter opened by placing the problem and purpose of this research within a 

larger context of education. A discussion of the rationale for qualitative research, a deeper 
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look into constructivist grounded theory, and my role as the researcher were fully explained 

to set the stage for this research. The design of the study included the participants, sources, 

and data management techniques that were used to add in purposeful data collection. My 

analysis has roots in constructivist grounded theory to assist in the formation of theory. 

Finally, this chapter concluded with limitations and ethical considerations that I must take 

into account as the researcher. The next chapter discusses the findings of this research. 
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CHAPTER 4  

RESULTS 

As described in Chapter 1, this study addresses the problem of teachers’ emotional 

expression and regulation in the classroom. Teachers may lack the emotional skills 

necessary to effectively self- and co-regulate. This can be detrimental because a teacher’s 

lack of emotional regulation can negatively impact students. In classrooms with depressed 

teachers, teachers are less likely to build positive classroom culture, spend less time 

engaging with students, and give less attention to their relationships with students (Jeon et 

al., 2014). Additionally, high levels of teacher stress leads to decreased student academic 

performance (Greenburg et al., 2016). 

 Research on emotional contagion further supports the idea of teachers’ negative 

emotions transferring to students. In a 2017 survey of more than 5,000 educators, Brackett 

(2019) found that teachers feel frustrated, stressed, or overwhelmed for 70% of their 

workday or more. Moreover, a large-scale study of 22,000 teenagers revealed that 75% of 

the words they used to describe school were negative (Moeller et al., 2018). This remarkably 

similar statistic supports the idea of mood congruence and emotional contagion among 

teachers and students in the classroom. Teachers must strengthen their emotional 

intelligence and learn to regulate and cope with stressful environments so they do not 

unintentionally override the emotional state of students. 

 The purpose of this constructivist grounded theory study was to generate theory 

regarding how teachers use their emotional skills in the classroom. I began this study with 

the hypothesis that teachers’ emotional skills sets show up in the classroom in meaningful 
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ways. One central question with three different subtopics were posed to construct theories 

related to this hypothesis: What theories are generated regarding the ways in which teachers 

approach, practice, and process their own emotions in the educational environment? 

In order to answer these research questions, the specific qualitative tradition of 

constructivist grounded theory was employed. Grounded theory seeks to explore a social 

process where no prior theory exists (Strauss & Corbin, 1994) and recognizes the interplay 

between researcher, data, and theory (Fraenkel, 2019, p. 388). Constructivist grounded 

theory maintains the integrity of systematically analyzing data but uses an inductive 

approach that grounds the theory in the participants’ own words and experiences (Charmaz, 

2006). Constructivist grounded theory allows for a deeper relationship of researcher and 

participant and a more nuanced understanding of the unit of analysis (Mills et al., 2006) 

around complex patterns of social phenomena or human behavior (Engward, 2013). 

Constructivist grounded theory guided this research from data collection to analysis to fully 

capture the scope of teachers’ processes and practices of emotional skill sets in education, 

including the behavioral and cognitive dimensions.  

This chapter presents the final stage of my research the theory generated from the 10 

participants who vulnerably shared their emotional experiences with me. I describe the 

participants, research actions, coding, reflections, the generation of theory, and the 

connection of theory to both participants’ stories and research. The research questions are 

directly and fully answered in Chapter 5 along with implications and limitations.  
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Participants 

Participants were recruited through electronic mail. The initial email contained a link 

to the Schutte Self Report Emotional Intelligence Test (SSREIT). This scale consists of 33 

questions with a possible score of 33–165, with higher scores indicating higher emotional 

intelligence. To qualify, participants must score about the 50th percentile mark, or higher 

than a 99, to participate, and currently be a teacher in an urban Midwestern city. Fifteen 

people completed the initial survey, and 12 qualified. After discussion of consent and 

detailing the data collection process, ten participants from five different schools participated 

in the final research. Participants were allowed to select their own pseudonyms during their 

initial consent meeting if they wished. Two (N=2) participants selected their own 

pseudonyms; the remaining eight participants had pseudonyms assigned using an online 

random name generator.  

The demographics of the participants varied in gender, race, content, experience, and 

emotional intelligence score. Of the 10 participants, eight were female (N=8). Participants 

were equally split between veteran (as defined by five years or more of experience) and 

novice (4 or less), with five participants falling into each category (N=5). Participants were 

also equally split between Elementary teachers (N=5) and Secondary Teachers (N=5). Five 

participants identified as White (N=5); two participants as Black (N=2), one participant as 

Latinx (N=1), and two participants as two or more races (N=2). A complete overview of 

participants is listed in Table 1. 

All participants took the Schutte Self Report Emotional Intelligence Test (SSREIT) 

that consists of 33 questions using a Likert Scale for each one. To qualify, participants must 
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score above the 50th percentile on the SSREIT or a raw score of 99. This was imperative to 

attain the goal of this study. Final participants’ SSREIT scores ranged from the 61st 

percentile to the 87th percentile. Several questions were of particular importance to this 

research. Question 9: “I am aware of my emotions as I experience them,” Question 19: “I  

 

Table 1. 

Participant Information  

Participant 

Pseudonym Grade Band Race Gender 

Teaching 

Status 

Raw 

EQ Score EQ Percentile 

Brighton Secondary 2 or more races Female Novice 140 85 

Cassidy Secondary White Female Veteran 141 85 

June Elementary White Female Veteran 128 78 

Layne Elementary White Female Veteran 101 61 

Leto Secondary Black Male Novice 144 87 

Memphis Elementary 2 or more races Female Novice 123 75 

Michelle Elementary Black Female Veteran 139 84 

Payton Elementary White Female Veteran 127 77 

Rafael Secondary White Male Novice 122 74 

Taylor Secondary Latinx Female Novice 132 80 

 

know why my emotions change,” and Question 21: “I have control over my emotions” are 

all of particular importance. On these questions, 80% of participants (N=8) agreed or 

strongly agreed. The complete table of question results can be found in Appendix B; the 

results of the spotlighted questions can be found in Table 2 . 
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Data Collection 

After completing the initial survey, I met with the final participants to obtain consent 

and create schedules for the three pieces of data collection. All data collection occurred 

within a 14-day time period. In total, over 150 pages and more than 20 hours of data were 

collected from participants’ three data sources.  

 

Table 2. 

SSREIT Participant Scores to Spotlighted Questions  

Question  Strong 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither Agree 
nor Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

I am aware of my 
emotions as I experience 
them  

0 0 10% 
(1) 

40% 
(4) 

40% 
(4) 

I know why my emotions 
change  

0 0 20% 
(2) 

30% 
(3) 

50% 
(5) 

I have control over my 
emotions 

0 0 30% 
(3) 

40% 
(4) 

30% 
(3) 

I expect good things to 
happen 

0 0 10% 
(1) 

70% 
(7) 

20% 
(2) 

 

Observations 

All observations were conducted in person at times predetermined by the 

participants. Most observations occurred in the morning per participant request. 

Observations were neither audio nor video recorded. Rather, I took handwritten notes using 

a two-column sheet for the entirety of my time observing. All observations lasted between 

42 minutes and 71 minutes. In elementary classes, the teacher requested I introduce myself 
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to help establish safety for the students. In secondary classes, I did not do this. In all 

observations, I maintained a “fly on the wall” stance in order not to evoke reactivity in the 

data. 

Interviews 

Participants had the choice to participate in an interview in person or via video 

conferencing technology. Most participants (N=7) chose a virtual option, with three 

participants choosing in-person interviews. I used a semi-structured interview format that 

allowed for more conversation and follow-up based on participants’ answers. Ten questions 

were prescripted (see Appendix A), and all interviews were recorded. I became more skilled 

at probing participants for more information with each interview, which did result in varying 

interview lengths. The shortest interview was 28 minutes, and the longest interview was 63 

minutes. All interviews were transcribed using an artificial intelligence software of Otter.ai. 

Each transcription was manually checked and corrected word by word by the researcher. 

Recordings of Inner Monologues. Participants were asked to audio record their 

thoughts at the end of a workday based on the prompt: “What happened, and what are you 

thinking?” Participants were given the option of using their cell phone or an external voice 

recorder for recording their inner thoughts. All participants chose to use their cell phones. 

These recordings ranged from 2 minutes and 36 seconds to10 minutes and 14 seconds long. 

As with the interviews, the recordings were coded using the artificial intelligence software 

Otter.ai and manually checked word by word.  
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Reliability and Validity 

 To help promote reliability and validity, I employed member checking of the 

transcriptions. All participants were emailed their transcriptions to look over and clarify or 

modify their responses. One participant made small adjustments to create emphasis on 

meaning (points of ellipses and commas). All others confirmed the transcripts prior to the 

coding process. I also agreed to send a copy of this dissertation to all the participants upon 

the submission. 

Another element that improved the reliability and validity of my findings was my use 

of a critical friend. Because truth and meaning are constructed, it was important to seek 

clarity from a trusted colleague with knowledge in this area. She pushed on my emerging 

analysis, playing devil’s advocate to my developing thoughts and theories. Though it was 

oftentimes challenging to hear, her feedback was instrumental to this research and aligned 

with a postmodern approach where “meanings become recognized as individual creations, 

which require interpretation and negotiation” (Grbich, 2013, p. 109).  

The final action taken to assist with reliability and validity was to share my story. 

This form of interpersonal validity formed a level of trust with participants. Interview 

questions were deliberately structured from less vulnerable sharing to more vulnerable 

sharing. Before transitioning to these more vulnerable questions, I shared with the 

participant my story of struggle and emotional pain. Not only did this help participants trust 

me with “insider information” (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000), but it also helped participants 

visibly lower their guard and share more deeply. The powerful and raw stories that arose 

following my sharing led to some of the most significant findings in this research. 
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Reflection: Research Actions 

 This research was based in constructivist grounded theory. According to Charmaz 

(2014), the following essential elements must be included in constructivist grounded theory.  

1. Conduct data collection and analysis simultaneously in an iterative process 

2. Analyze actions and processes rather than themes and structure 

3. Use comparative methods 

4. Draw on data (e.g., narratives and descriptions) in service of developing new 

conceptual categories 

5. Develop inductive abstract analytic categories through systematic data analysis 

6. Emphasize theory construction rather than description or application of current 

theories 

7. Engage in theoretical sampling 

8. Pursue developing a category rather than covering a specific empirical topic. 

(p.15) 

I carefully attended to these methods during the data analysis. As constructivist 

grounded theory is iterative, I simultaneously worked with participants and collected and 

analyzed data, which improved the ultimate creation of theory. This was particularly 

beneficial to the interview and observation component, as the ongoing analysis helped glean 

deeper and more useful data. The interviews, observations, and self-talk narratives were very 

emotional. I remain deeply grateful for the vulnerability shared and for the participants’ 

willingness to allow me into their world. It was truly an honor and privilege to engage with 

teachers in such an emotional way. 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process of “selectively collecting data, comparing and contrasting 

this material in the quest for patterns or regulations...then gradually drawing inferences” 

(Miles et al., 2020, p. 6). The data analysis process required time, energy, and skill on the 

part of the researcher. It was not enough to simply collect the data through fieldwork; rather 

I had to interpret that data to make meaning of it. Coffey (2018) stated that the data analysis 

“involves an ongoing dialogue with and between the data and ideas” (p. 25). Because each 

participant had multiple pieces of data, I used qualitative coding software, Dedoose, to help 

organize all media and code. The Dedoose software included several tools to support the 

researcher. In particular, I found the word cloud advantageous as I could quickly see 

frequently used words from the participants. Maintaining the integrity of participants’ stories 

and words is central to constructivist grounded theory, and something I strived to do during 

the coding process. 

Coding 

According to Sbaraini et al. (2011), several fundamental components of grounded 

theory data analysis include openness, immediate analysis, comparing data, and memo 

writing. I followed a constructivist grounded theory coding approach that kept these original 

pieces but also focused on the importance of the researcher as instrument. Charmaz (1995) 

stated that it is the interaction between the researcher and participants that “produces the 

data, and therefore the meanings that the researcher observes and defines” (p. 35). Each of 

these pieces are detailed in this chapter with an explanation of my use of constructivist 

grounded theory practices for my analysis.  
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For constructivist grounded theorists, coding and analysis is a comparative and 

interactive process. Moreover, constructivist grounded theory coding differs from regular 

qualitative coding in that constructivist grounded theory codes for social and psychological 

processes, not topics (Charmaz, 2012). Thus, in the analysis of this research, processes were 

used as codes, such as “reappraisal” or “displaying emotion” rather than topic codes such as 

“anger” or “stress.” Moreover, in constructivist grounded theory, the use of gerunds can be 

helpful (Charmaz, 2012). Using gerunds helped steer my codes to process and actions, not 

outcomes. For example, instead of the code “question,” an outcome, I used the code “self-

questioning”, a process. 

This first step, open coding, resulted in 125 unique codes that were applied to 764 

excerpts of data. As I coded the first several interviews, observations, and self-talk 

narratives, I immediately began to elevate second-level codes that provided significance to 

help advance theory and visual representation of the participants’ stories, as coding with 

constructivist grounded theory is iterative (Chamaz, 2012). Several key similar ideas began 

to emerge, and I began using analytic memos to help capture my developing thoughts. These 

memos were written in journal form, recorded in audio, and often tagged to certain data I 

was analyzing using the qualitative coding software. Ongoing memo writing is critical to 

constructivist grounded theory. Once open coding was complete, I went back and began a 

second level of coding, analytic coding, to continue advancing the most salient points 

forward and creating concepts and categories. This step was key for making connections and 

comparing data to data. Finally, I began to “move the analytic story in a theoretical 

direction” (Saldaña, 2015, p. 224) with the use of theoretical codes. This process was 
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deepened and enhanced by my use of analytic memos and research journaling. A generated 

word cloud of the codes used is found in Figure 4.  

Forming Themes 

As I was transcribing data set after data set, I realized a single word appeared with 

every single participant: human.  

● Michelle: “But I’m an actual human that has struggles, that has joy, and doubt”  

● Brighton: “I think that people forget we [teachers] are human. I think people 

think we should be this Wonder Woman or Wonder Man, and they want us to be 

that, but we’re not. We are just human.”  

● Memphis: “But I am human and sometimes I lose my cool and yell a bit more 

than I’d like, but everybody does. We are just human, trying our best.” 

Cassidy: “So kids can see me as a human, not just an authority figure.”  

Figure 4. 

Word Cloud of Codes 
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● Payton: “There is a misunderstanding about how much teachers do and how 

much emotion is involved in our work. It’s human work.”  

Participants referenced this idea of being human frequently, and the necessity to 

remember that, as Leto put it, “teachers are human.” As I continued to code and collect data, 

I could not shake this idea from my mind. Why would all the participants reference being 

human? What gives meaning to that word? What makes us human? 

I allowed myself to ponder this idea for a couple of days and turned to multiple 

sources to make meaning of this haunting question: What makes us human? Philosophers, 

musicians, anthropologists, artists, and many others have pondered this idea for decades. Is 

it our biology? Is it our thoughts? Is it our emotions? I was consumed by the need to answer 

this question: What makes us human? I listened to hours of music with the word “human” in 

the title, looked at many art pieces with humans as subjects, read poems, watched movies, 

and Googled for hours in search of the answer to what makes us human. Yet, the answer to 

this large question continued to evade me. So, I asked the opposite question: What makes 

something not human? Rocks, trees, superhumans? Some distinctions are obvious, but some 

very subtle. What makes us human and our closest relatives—say apes—not human?  

This question then led me to the idea of evolution. What makes the first humans 

humans? The “March of Progress” picture filled my mind. I kept thinking that, at some 

discrete point, scientists made a categorical distinction between “human” and “not human.” I 

longed to find that line. Though the answer to this question was not quite as binary as I 

thought it might be, most historians and anthropologists trace our evolutionary history to the 
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development of three central traits: bipedalism, language, and making tools (What Makes Us 

Human?, 2022). Though other animals possess some of these characteristics, no one—

except for humans —demonstrates all three simultaneously. It is the three working in 

tandem that guided our evolutionary history to be modern humans.  

I packed this idea away and kept collecting data. I did not expect to go fossil chasing 

when starting this research, and I was not sure what bipedalism had to do with teaching. 

Moreover, the idea of tools made me think of weapons, and the idea of weapons seemed 

incongruent with education. So, I continued gathering, interviewing, observing, listening to 

participants’ self-talk, and coding. And the more I did this, the more I heard the word 

human—not just by participants, but by everyone around me. The word was inescapable; I 

could not get rid of it. I kept thinking there must be something here. 

Returning to my pursuit of what makes us human, I began to think deeply about each 

of the three characteristics that scientists classified as human. Language made sense and was 

completely in sync with what I was seeing. According to the data, teachers referenced the 

idea of language frequently. Tools also started to make more sense. Though I was not seeing 

weapons, I was seeing evidence in the data that emotionally intelligent teachers utilize 

specific strategies or tools to help regulate or process a situation. I began to turn my 

attention to bipedalism and started with the etymology of the word. To me, bipedalism was 

less about having two feet and more about what those two feet do: stand. I was seeing many 

indicators that emotionally intelligent educators do take a stance of awareness.  

Observation, conducting interviews, and listening to self-talk continued with my 

constant eye towards “What am I hearing? What am I seeing? What is here?” While 
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conducting my observation of Rafael, a student challenged him directly by responding to his 

direction ,“Man, I’m not doing that.” As an observer, I was poised to see what he did next. 

In that split second, I was elated to watch directly what he did in response. This, I thought, 

will be the emotional intelligence on display I was longing for. But he did nothing. No 

action, no comment, just nothing. All at once, I realized I had neglected to give weight to the 

equally important questions of “What am I not seeing? Not hearing?” And “What is not 

here?” What do emotionally intelligent educators not do? It seems that emotionally 

intelligent educators make important choices about what they choose to do and what they 

choose not to do and what they choose to say and leave unsaid. 

These newfound thoughts swarmed my mind as I interviewed Brighton. Brighton 

noted this directly in her interview, stating:  

I have to get out of the danger zone first. Take a second out and then put all my 
emotions beads in their right boxes. Then I talk to myself and figure out what the 
heck is going on and how I’m going to respond to it. I have to step out of the danger 
zone to figure it out. 
 
This was what I had seen in Rafael’s observation, an intentional inaction and 

deliberate choice to stay out of “the Danger Zone,” a place with a high risk of harm (Oxford 

Dictionary Online, 2022). The very next day, I had the privilege of listening to June’s self-

talk. As she described a joyous situation she experienced that day, she noted the culture in 

her classroom was one where we “encourage each other to be our very best selves.” The idea 

of “best self” stuck out to me as an example of a meta moment (Brackett, 2019) in which 

you ask, “How would my best self handle this?” June’s quote indicates an intentional and 

deliberate action and a constant process evolution in hopes of achieving her “best self.” Just 
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as emotionally intelligent educators steer clear of the danger zone, they constantly strive to 

operate in their “best self” zone.  

As I contemplated both of these zones, I realized that the three elements of 

humanness were present in each: stance, language, and tools. They make up an educator’s 

emotional evolution. Indeed, my initial research question mirrored my fossil chase. Teachers 

with high emotional intelligence go through a process of emotional evolution as humans by 

orienting towards a specific stance, incorporating specific language, and utilizing specific 

tools. Moreover, these skills can be learned, and all educators can practice these stances, 

languages, and tools to evolve on their emotional journey. The theory is further detailed in 

the following section.  

Data Findings: Human Journey of Emotional Evolution  

 Emotionally intelligent teachers embark on a Human Journey of Emotional 

Evolution while using emotional skills in the classroom. Teachers are constantly working 

towards staying out of the Danger Zone and in their Best Self zone. This orientation consists 

of the stance teachers maintain, the language used, and the tools employed. In Danger Zone 

teaching, teachers take a stance of power, use deficit and labeling language, and use self-

protective armor or traps of compliance. Ultimately, Danger Zone teaching leads to static 

educators. Conversely, Best Self teaching consists of orienting towards a stance of 

awareness and influence; use of apologetic, questioning, and emotional granularity in 

language; and employing tools of cognitive appraisal and restructuring, reflection, and 

amelioratory actions leading to constant evolution and growth. This is depicted visually in 

Figure 5. In the section that follows, I discuss how each component of stance, language, and 
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tools plays out in both the Danger Zone and the Best Self Zone. Each section includes a 

deeper explanation of theory, data from the research, and a connection to the current 

literature.  

Stance and Positionality: Bipedalism 

“And when she stood, she stood tall.” (Lumineers, 2012) 

 The first component that made the first humans human is bipedalism, or the ability to 

stand on two feet. It was foundational to the other two components because it allowed for 

travel, which led to communication, and freed our hands, allowing for tool making. Thus, 

standing is fundamental to the evolution of humans. This is also true for emotionally 

intelligent educators. The Stance they take is foundational to their emotional evolution. In  



 

128 

Figure 5. 

Human Journey of Emotional Evolution  

 

fact, emotionally intelligent educators take a Stance oriented towards emotional awareness 

and influence and actively work to orient away from a stance of control.  

The Stance We Take: Educator Emotional Awareness and Influence 

Emotionally intelligent educators are very aware of the influence they possess as the 

teacher in the room. They view their emotional state as directly influencing the emotional 

tenor of the classroom. As June stated, ““I know that your classroom is only as calm as your 
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least regulated person. So, if that’s the teacher, then you’re going to have a chaotic 

classroom.” Payton discussed a similar notion:  

Adults’ emotions, I think, definitely play a part in how the day goes for the entire 
class so if a teacher or myself. You can tell when a teacher is having a bad day. 
Then, the kids get that energy, and the class tends to have a rough day, and the 
teacher seems more sensitive to how the day goes. 
 
Emotionally intelligent educators orient themselves towards a stance of awareness of 

influence. According to Cocoradă (2016), “emotions permanently accompany learning” 

(p. 119). Emotionally intelligent educators are aware of this and use their emotional states in 

adaptive ways to influence the emotions of students, essentially using emotional contagion 

to their benefit. Vijayalakshmi and Bhattacharyya (2012) found that unmanaged emotional 

contagion can affect performance. Emotionally intelligent educators act with awareness of 

emotional contagion and even use it in adaptive ways. Emotionally intelligent educators’ 

approach underscores their behavior and action in every way. This awareness of their 

influence acts as a constant sieve and filters or mediates the positionality they take during 

moments of turmoil. They are conscious of the ripples they can create in the classroom.  

While observing Cassidy in her very calm classroom, two students entered 27 

minutes late and were highly escalated. They began yelling at each and each approaching 

like they were trying to intimidate the other. Cassidy, aware of her influence in this 

situation, stepped near them and took a large, noticeable breath first. She breathed out 

slowly and began saying in a calm voice “I’m right here. Listen to my voice. I’m right here. 

I see you are bad. Breathe. Let’s breathe.” She noticed the situation was tense and used her 

stance of influence to help calm the room down. It was effective, as the students were able to 

calm down enough to stop yelling, separate, and go process with a support staff member. 
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She was aware of her influence and used her influence to calm the classroom. Seeing this in 

action also mirrored her awareness stated in the interview:  

We [teachers] have to have self-awareness. Like, I know for myself, like, oh, I am 
not regulated right now. Like, I need to take a breath. I need to get myself under 
control before I try to go in and have the students do whatever it is they’re supposed 
to do. Like, if I’m not regulated. No, it’s not going to work out. 

 
Many participants demonstrated in action their awareness of the influence they 

possess in small ways, such as Memphis pausing and rubbing her hands to regain regulation 

or Layne deliberately smiling at a student off task before giving a redirect. Leto also voiced 

his awareness of his influence in the classroom during our interview. “If we’re not good 

emotionally [teachers], then our decision making can escalate the situation more than it can 

de-escalate.” Michelle also discussed this notion: 

But I just think teachers don’t think about them. I think they think so much about 
students’ emotions and what the students are doing and how the students are feeling. 
But we don’t think about us and what we are bringing into the classroom. And how 
that really affects the students. 

 
When emotional contagion occurs with a teacher who displays positive emotions, 

students may also adopt positive emotions, rather than just mimic positive behaviors 

(Nakahashi & Ohtsuki, 2015). Understanding this, emotionally intelligent educators often 

display positive emotions in an effort to induce positive emotions and behaviors in their 

students. Overall, during observations, emotionally intelligent educators displayed positive 

emotions 43 times and negative emotions less than seven. Not every display of positive 

emotions was rooted in feeling positive emotions; some were surface acting. Layne 

discussed this:  

Last Friday, I didn’t have time to process what was going on. After it happened. I 
mean, I was about to cry. And then I have kids coming into my door. So, it’s just 
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like, Hey, friends! You just have to put on that happy face and just keep moving on. 
And then process it later. Every day teachers have to put on a happy face and come 
to school. Every day. It’s not like putting on a happy face and going to Target or 
work at a Target or an office job. Every day you have to come to school and put on a 
happy face, and you have to be happy with the people around you. Everyone’s trying 
to deal with their emotions, so you can’t pile on your stuff. You have to put on that 
happy face and teach.  

 
 Layne was so aware that her emotions can influence the surroundings, that she still 

displays positive emotions even when it involves emotional work on her part. Hers was not 

the only description of this emotional labor. Payton stated it this way: “You feel tired… I 

think there is a lot of work to be done in turning off emotions...it’s hard to do.” Sutton et al. 

(2009) argued that teachers aware of their own emotions and the effect negative emotions 

can have on relationships with students and classroom management will often intentionally 

communicate positive emotions and suppress negative emotions through emotion work. An 

emotionally intelligent educator’s stance of awareness of influence permeates all they do 

and say, even if it requires acting. 

Where We Don’t Stand: Turning Away from Control 

Emotionally intelligent educators are highly aware of their influence, but they do not 

turn that influence towards an orientation of control. There is a clear distinction between 

influence and control, and the educator participants were acutely aware when that line was 

crossed by either themselves or colleagues. A control stance is operating in the Danger 

Zone. Brighton described a situation during a staff meeting in which teachers at her school 

were discussing improving student behaviors in their building. She recognized that some 

educators do not take a stance of influence but rather one of control. Brighton expressed her 

reactions: 
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I was like, why are they so obsessed with authority? Why are we trying to control the 
kids instead of, you know, just coexist with them? Instead of trying to control them. I 
just told them there’s too much of this focus on authority and making kids do what 
you want. We’re not here to make anybody do what we want. We’re here to teach 
them; we’re here to prepare them for the real world. And, in the real world you can’t 
control anyone, period. Right? And I made the example that they reminded me of 
Ms. Trunchbull from Matilda where she’s like, I’m big; You’re small, I know what’s 
right and you don’t. But these kids can teach us way more than we know. 
 

 Brighton so beautifully described the notion of control her coworkers seek. June 

depicted a similar circumstance, saying that she notices teachers’ anger “particularly around 

whether or not they’re being respected by their students.” She described their subsequent 

actions as, 

then a teacher might feel angry there might be raising voices or turning the lights off. 
Telling their classes, it’s time to put your head down. You don’t talk to me like that. 
You can’t talk to grownups like that.  
 

In this example, June noted that the adult’s trigger is centered around their control as 

authority. Likewise, Michelle recollected an incident from her first year in the classroom and 

her desire to control: 

It was this tense situation, and she was showing her tail, and my class was watching. 
I could not let her show her tail like that, and I couldn’t let her do that to my 
authority in the classroom. That was kind of what was going through my head. Like 
oh, I can’t let this happen. So, instead of just letting the situation defuse, and giving 
some time, I just kept harping on it, and I kept it going because I wanted to get to the 
bottom of it, and I wanted her to answer me, and then when she wasn’t answering me 
in the tone I wanted, I was adding to the problem because I was worried about the 
perception and how it affected the class, and the perception of my authority of the 
class. 

 
As Michelle reflected on a story from her earlier years in education, she accurately 

captured the time when she journeyed into the Danger Zone and took a Stance of Control. 

As noted by participants, a Stance of Control can often lead to more hostile behavioral 

management approaches such as yelling or heads down. The problem with taking this 
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control stance and these controlling behaviors is counterintuitive. The desired effect of a 

calm and productive classroom is left unachieved. Lewis (2001) found that students’ reports 

of teachers’ use of aggressive techniques such as yelling at students were related to higher 

levels of student disruption and of misbehavior. Also, the anger behind the aggressive 

management practices often transfers to students through emotional contagion. According to 

the children, “teachers’ yelling made them feel small, sad, ashamed, guilty, hurt, and 

embarrassed” (Thomas & Montomery, 1998, p. 374). Emotionally intelligent teachers orient 

away from control and step out of the Danger Zone. 

All teachers possess tremendous sway in the classroom. Emotionally intelligent 

participants stand aware of their influence, a foundational step towards their emotional 

evolution to their best self. Moreover, they avoid taking a stance of control, knowing the 

negative repercussions that it may have. As Payton stated, “Literally you can make 

someone’s life hell for a year because you’re their teacher or principal. You can say or do 

things that ruin their entire year just by how you see you.” The stance that emotionally 

intelligent educators take is crucial, as it impacts the language and tools used. The next 

section discusses the language that stems from educators’ stances. 

Language and Communication 

“You were always good at putting words together and wearing them so loud.” 
—Matt Nathanson (2000, n.p.) 

With an orientation of awareness of their ability to influence the emotional tenor of 

the classroom, emotionally intelligent educators then begin engaging in specific patterns of 

both internal and external communication; they employ very specific language that 

continues their emotional evolution toward their “Best Selves,” including emotional 
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granularity, apologizing, and self-questioning. Additionally, emotionally intelligent teachers 

avoid Danger Zone communication patterns such as labels and demeaning language. 

What We Say: Adaptive Language and Communication Patterns  

Language is an incredibly powerful component of humanity. Once past humans 

could stand and walk, they encountered other humans more frequently, leading to the 

development of communication, and ultimately language. Language is deeply human and 

wired into our brain in several places. Language makes both interpersonal communication 

with others and intrapersonal communication with oneself easier. “The limits of my 

language mean the limits of my world” (Wittgenstein, 1933 p. 74). Emotionally intelligent 

educators choose worlds through their choices of words.  

Emotional Granularity 

Emotional granularity is “level of specificity that characterizes verbal representations 

of an affective experience” (Tan et al., 2022, p. 1). This is an adaptive and learned form of 

language that emotionally intelligent teachers employed frequently. In total, 39 unique 

emotions words were used by participants in this study: 29 to describe negative feelings 

including “betrayed,” “discouraged,” “inadequate,” “doubtful,” and “misunderstood”; and 

10 words used to describe positive situations including “motivated,” “joy,” “content,” 

“empowered,” and “proud.” Participants’ use of emotional granularity stands in stark 

contrast to the research about the subject. In a five-year study of 7,000 participant surveys, 

Brown and her colleagues found that people can identify only three emotions: happy, 

sadness, and anger (Brown, 2021).  
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Not only did emotionally intelligent educators use granular language to discuss 

emotions, but they also recognized the importance of describing emotions specifically and 

accurately. When I asked Payton during her interview what emotions were most prevalent in 

classrooms, she stated, “ I need a list of emotion words in front of me to get this right.” On 

the emotional evolution towards their Best Self, educators recognize that the ability to 

identify an emotion is the first step needed to regulate that emotion. Abblett (2019) 

advanced this idea, noting that labelling an emotion creates enough distance between 

ourselves and our experience that allows us to more effectively choose our response. Thus, it 

is crucial for educators to first label their emotions with granularity. Once educators name 

their emotions, they can control and regulate these aspects of their lives. This essential skill 

of recognition helps them move towards their Best Self on their emotional evolutionary 

journey. 

Apologizing 

Another important component of the language of emotionally intelligent educators is 

apologizing. Emotionally intelligent educators say sorry frequently. They apologize for 

everything from perceived slights to larger transgressions. Taylor noted an issue with a 

student in which she used a more aggressive tone and was called out by the student. Rather 

than defend her actions, Taylor said, “So I apologized to her. Because she was right, and I 

wasn’t.” Likewise, Rafael recounted a story of getting frustrated with a student’s behavior 

and kicking the student out of class. He described, “So, the other staff brought him back to 

class, and then five minutes later, I apologized first. I say, ‘hey, I just didn’t respond right. 

I’m sorry.’” 
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Participants not only spoke of apologizing, but also did apologize many times during 

observations. In Leto’s observation, he was joking with his students, when one stopped 

laughing. He immediately noticed and said “Oh, I went too far with that energy. Sorry, 

guys.” In Cassidy’s observation, she was writing names on the board for the bathroom order. 

A student called out, “That’s not how you spell my name.” A second student said, “Yes, it 

is. That is how she writes ‘a’s.’” The first student says, “Oh. Okay, that’s right.” Despite this 

situation now being handled and Cassidy having made no actual transgression, she still 

apologized, saying “Oh, I’m sorry my handwriting is sloppy. I’ll fix it. I’m sorry it was hard 

to read your name.” Additionally, Payton’s class was in centers during her observation. A 

student approached her table and said, “Teacher, there aren’t any more worksheets.” Payton 

said, “Oh, I’m so sorry. I thought I put enough out.” 

Apologizing is possible because emotionally intelligent teachers do not venture into 

the Danger Zone by taking a Stance of Control. June articulated the following situation that 

shows the interplay between language and stance:  

So, hands on a peer happened this morning. And I physically moved her out of the 
way, and I was like, “You cannot put your hands on other people.” And she was like, 
“Well, you just put your hands on me. Like you just moved me.” And I was like, 
“Oh, that’s so rude because you started it. Right? Like, you put your hands on 
somebody else and that’s why I moved you.” But I mean, she’s right. If I say don’t 
put your hands on somebody and then I’m doing the same exact thing, then that’s not 
fair. So, I apologized to her after I realized that she was right.  

 
 In this situation, June moved from the process of Control Stance to a Stance of 

Influence. This emotional evolution led to her being able to recognize her error and 

apologize to the student. Saying “sorry” is essential as emotionally intelligent educators 

journey to their Best Self. Research has shown that the proclivity to apologize is negatively 
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associated with shame and withdrawal (Dunlop et al., 2015). The feeling of shame can be 

destructive to emotional evolution as “shame is thought to lead to a phenomenological 

experience of a ‘bad self’ after making a mistake” (Chrdilleli & Kasser, 2018, p. 304). 

Apologizing seems to help emotionally intelligent educators counteract a shame spiral 

towards “bad self” and keep them evolving towards Best Self. 

Internal Self-Questioning 

The final language component that emotional intelligent educators use is self-

questioning. Educators continually ask themselves internal self-posed questions that 

continue their evolution towards their emotional Best Self. Almost all participants noted 

asking these questions of themselves. Emotionally intelligent educators’ inclination to 

question was evident in the participants’ data. Taylor said, “And I have to take a moment to 

think of what I’m gonna say. Like, in my head I ask, like, ‘What will help her out? How will 

she take it if I say it this way?’” Taylor uses progressive internal self-questioning to think 

through the implications of potential actions. This pre-evaluation of the impact of her 

actions helps keep her out of the Danger Zone. 

Brighton uses self-question to drive her action forward. She stated,  

I have like a ball of beads and kind of put all the colors in one group and just look 
and focus on the different emotions. I’m thinking, like, What are you feeling here? 
Why am I feeling that? What are you going to do about that feeling?  
 

Brighton’s trio of questions illustrates the power of internal questioning. She moves from 

understanding to action through her use of self-questions. 

  Layne recounted a difficult situation with a student in which she asked internal 

questions (self-talk) to plan a purposeful response: “And, I’m thinking, what do I do? Do I 
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push him away? Do I just let him bite me? How do I respond to him right now? What do I 

say to the rest of my class?” Payton’s self-talk revealed this pattern: “But I’m also thinking 

okay that student, again, he really changes the tone of the room because he has high energy. 

So, what do I need to do for him?” Here, Layne analyzed the context of the situation and all 

the participants. Using self-questions, she was evaluating her options in light of emotional 

contagion and classroom safety.  

 Educators use this questioning technique in specific moments to guide their action to 

continue to evolve towards their Best Self and out of the Danger Zone. As Leto stated,  

You don’t know what to do all the time. So, you gotta just ask yourself how do I 
handle this type of situation? Like oh, my god, what is going on right now, and what 
do I do about it? 
 

The emotionally intelligent educators in this study posed self-questions more than they used 

self-directed statements. Senay et al. (2010) stated that “the interrogative compared with the 

declarative form of introspective talk may elicit more intrinsically motivated reasons for 

action, resulting in goal directed behavior”(p. 499). Thus, the simple act of self-questioning 

is almost the lynchpin that propels emotionally intelligent teachers towards actions aligned 

with their Best Self. Not only do self-questions increase the likelihood of engaging in a 

desired behavior, but self-questioning has also been associated with increased performance 

of the actual behavior (Suri et al., 2014). Self-questioning is an important communication 

strategy that emotionally intelligent educators use.  

What We Leave Unsaid: Maladaptive Language and Communication Patterns  

Just as participants are oriented towards influence and away from control, 

emotionally intelligent educators also steer clear of certain language and communication 
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patterns and leave things unsaid intentionally. As Memphis stated, “Well, if I said 

everything I was thinking in a day, I would be fired. Being very honest, especially in times 

that I get frustrated.” The participants seemed to be inherently aware of the power of words 

to harm students.  

Labels 

A communication pattern emotionally intelligent educators did not engage in was 

labeling. June noted: 

And one interesting part is we often talk about we want to raise kids that are able to 
challenge and articulate their needs and advocate for themselves and then when a 
student does that, particularly girl students, we call them sassy, or we say that they’re 
defiant. And I see a lot of teachers that push back against those students in particular. 
 

Here, June noted the use of labels (“sassy” or “defiant”) that other educators engage in their 

interactions with some students. Emotionally intelligent educators know that labels often 

carry negative assumptions. They can classify an entire child in a negative way. Jacqueline 

Woodson (Lasevoli, 2018) stated: 

Any kind of qualifier can be harmful because who we are is not static. Our abilities 
are constantly changing…What gets translated is “you are not as good,” and that gets 
translated into our whole bodies. That’s where the danger lies. (para. 4) 
 

Emotionally intelligent educators understand the danger of using labels not only for the 

student’s perception of self but also for altering their actions as educators. “When we expect 

certain behaviors of others, we are likely to act in ways that make the expected behavior 

more likely to occur” (Rosenthal & Babad, 1985, p. 36). In this way, labeling creates a 

downward spiral.  

Emotionally intelligent educators recognize the price of labels. By not only actively 

avoiding labels, but by understanding and noting the context, these educators provide 
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rationale for behavior that may otherwise be labeled. Brighton understood the context that 

can affect a student in the classroom stating, “Students when they come, and they seem mad, 

maybe they haven’t slept the night before. Or they’ve had a fight with their parents. Or they 

came to school fighting with somebody.” In her interview, Memphis articulated a similar 

view: 

Many things slap them [students] in the face every single day. Like this kid is going 
home to be by themselves all night. This kid doesn’t have food for the day. This kid 
is going to be in dirty clothes again tomorrow. They spent the whole day getting 
bullied by these other children. That is going to affect their classroom behavior. 

 
By contextualizing a situation, these emotionally intelligent educators were able to 

avoid labels and provide generous rationales for students’ behaviors in the classroom. All 

participants did this in their own way. Leto noted, “I had a student today who just came in 

on one today, so, backstory we’re the same zodiac sign, so I kind of understand him a little 

bit when he goes through his moods.” Layne provided a rationale for students’ frustrations: 

They [students] are frustrated too as far as not knowing really what the teacher’s 
expectations are. Even though the teacher said it, I might not understand what she 
means. I think the frustration of seeing other kids knowing how to do something and 
that you don’t know how to do it. The frustration of coming to school after you’ve 
had to deal with this bad thing at home and now, you’re already elevated in some 
way and now you’re frustrated because the teacher said this to you and you’re just 
like, I don’t know what you are asking me to do. 

 
When a student in June’s class ripped up his work, June processed with him and 

learned he did not have much food at home. She thought, “No wonder you [he] didn’t want 

to do that paper. I had first thought it was totally the lack of grit for lack of a better word. 

But it was really more about the food, the hunger.” She actively fights against the labels of 

“lack of grit” or “lazy” and replaces these with a more adaptive communication pattern of 
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providing rationale and context. Finally, Michelle discussed the context for a student who 

was acting up in her class. She noted: 

Because usually it’s something else that we’re frustrated with. And with this student, 
she wasn’t frustrated with me and my lack of help. She was frustrated because grades 
are coming up, and she wants to pass her classes, she has some missing assignments, 
and she feels stressed out.  
 

Emotionally intelligent educators are able to circumvent the use of labels. This keeps them 

out of Danger Zone language.  

Demeaning Language 

One of the saddest things noted by participants was the prevalence of deficit and 

demanding language that they heard other educators use. Often, this was a result of 

educators taking a stance of control. Taylor said that one of the most heartbreaking parts of 

her day-to-day schoolhouse experiences is how other educators talk to students. She says 

that she hears “Comments, like demeaning comments, sometimes. Something so 

disrespectful that it is kind of mind blowing that you think because you’re an adult, you can 

say that to a child.” Leto said it this way: “We all have seen screamer teachers, mean 

teachers, rude teachers.” And Brighton echoed this sentiment by describing teacher emotions 

from her school experience: 

I think the general idea for me of a teacher showing emotions is always negative like 
yelling, or maybe like “I’m going to call your mom, call your dad” and stuff like 
that, because those are the kind of reactions I got, I’m just recalling back to my time 
in school, like I had that a lot. Lots of meanness from teachers towards me. 

 
Payton had a very interesting viewpoint about this area. She recently switch from a school 

filled with many examples of demeaning language to one with very few. Regarding a 

previous school, she noted: 
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Like when I’m making progress with a student there, and I’d be like, I’m having a 
really good time. I love having breakfast with this student. I feel happy that we’re 
sitting here. She’s telling me about her family and then she goes to class. But there 
was definitely a level of like she doesn’t know what you’re doing, or judging me for 
how I was handling situations. Because they would say things like “You know, if a 
student is talking back, I’ll yell, ‘Don’t talk back to me. I’m grown, you’re 10. Stay 
in your place.’” And I think when I look back at a lot of those experiences, I was 
really embarrassed a lot because of how people treated me because I loved those 
kids. And I was so excited to do good. 

 
Payton continued, saying that she doesn’t hear comments like that in her new school. And 

that this has changed the emotions she feels on a day-to-day basis. She described her current 

feelings: 

Now, most of the time, I’m pleased. I’m content. I am motivated to keep going. I 
don’t feel tense very often here, but I would say tense was probably 90% of my life 
there. I would say I felt tense, I felt heavy. I felt depressed. I don’t think it’s the kids 
that run people out of schools. And that is the biggest thing that I’ve learned between 
[these two schools], and that’s really sad. Because, the adults, they’ll run you out. 
You get to a point where you’re like, my life is hell, and I love these children, but I 
cannot keep doing this with them [adults]. 

 
 Though emotionally intelligent educators did not recount stories of using such 

language, nor did they engage in demeaning language during observation, it is clear that 

being around educators who make dangerous and demeaning comments is greatly 

impacting. Cassidy simply said, “Effective teachers want to work with effective people.” 

Emotionally intelligent educators recognize that this Danger Zone language is ineffective 

and can cause irreparable harm. In order for emotionally intelligent educators to be their 

Best Self, they choose not to use demeaning language but rather the adaptive 

communication methods of emotional granularity, apologizing, and internal self-

questioning. Language is pivotal to continued emotional evolution. 
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Making and Using Tools 

“I’ll stare directly at the sun but never in the mirror.” (Swift, 2022)  

In our evolutionary history, humans first stood, then developed communication 

methods to work within families and tribes. Making and using tools were the last developed 

characteristics that made us human. Thus, it makes sense these characteristics are the last 

step on the emotional evolutionary journey of educators. Humans create and use different 

tools for different needs; likewise, educators utilize different emotional regulatory skills for 

different purposes. Moreover, just as humans have abandoned certain tools for more 

effective ones, emotionally intelligent educators choose not to use certain tools. Both the 

tools used the tools left behind are discussed in the next section. 

The Tools We Choose to Use: Cognitive Strategies for Success  

The final piece of the emotional evolution of educators is tool making. The tools 

emotionally intelligent educators use stem from the Stance of Awareness of Influence and 

adaptive language strategies. By recognizing influence but abandoning control and engaging 

in productive introspective questioning, educators then begin to use specific tools to regulate 

their emotions and ultimately ameliorate situations in their classroom. These include 

cognitive reappraisal, physical actions, and reflection. 

Cognitive Reappraisal 

The connection between thoughts and emotions was a major trend in the data. Every 

participant noted the interconnection between their cognitive thoughts and their emotional 

feelings. Educators were on different levels of evolution on this point. Cassidy and Leto 

discussed a single directionality of impacting feelings. Leto said, “I want to say that your 
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thoughts predict your feelings,” and Cassidy unequivocally stated, “My feelings are 

completely driven by my thoughts, like 100%.”  

June and Memphis seemed to have a more nuanced understanding of the 

bidirectionality of cognitions and emotions. June articulated, “I think that it’s a chicken or 

an egg situation because the thoughts in your head can create a feeling in your body and a 

feeling in your body can create a thought in your head.” Memphis voiced the connection this 

way:  

What I’m thinking when I’m feeling usually, they work reciprocally. Like my 
thought will be like, “Come on, guys, I need you guys just do this.” And then if their 
response doesn’t match that, then the feelings come up and then my thoughts change 
to like “Oh my gosh, why aren’t you doing this, like I’m getting so upset, why aren’t 
you doing this?” And then I get more mad. So that’s the correlation between the two. 
They reciprocate in a cycle.  

 
Regardless of the connection, emotionally intelligent educators are very aware that a change 

in thoughts can cause a change in feelings. They often use the tool of cognitive reappraisal 

to their advantage and adjust their thoughts.  

Cognitive reappraisal is a cognitive strategy that reinterprets an emotion-eliciting 

situation in a way that changes the meaning and alters the emotional impact of the situation 

(Gross & John, 2003; Lazarus & Alfert, 1964). Cognitive reappraisal may often include a 

therapeutic tactic called cognitive restructuring that trains participants to notice, interrupt, 

and redirect negative thought patterns (Stanborough, 2020). Two major techniques to 

interrupt negative thoughts and begin reappraisal are distancing and reinterpretation (Denny 

& Ochsner, 2014). Distancing involves creating separate space between oneself and the 

emotionally eliciting event (Ochsner et al., 2012). This could involve viewing the event 

through the lens of third party (Ayduk & Kross, 2008) or an impartial neutral observer 
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(Gross, 1998a). The participants in this study did not note the use of distancing. Rather, they 

used reinterpretation, which involves mentally changing the meaning of the actions, context, 

and/or outcomes of an emotionally charged stimulus (Ochsner et al., 2002). This 

reinterpretation form of appraisal was demonstrated in multiple participants’ stories.  

June illustrated this when describing a student getting extremely upset when not able 

to be the line leader.  

We are adults that can regulate on our own, and they are children, and they 
cannot regulate on their own. So, I’ve been trying to stop a lot more 
frequently to see it like that. I’ll say, “It looks like this is a really big problem 
to you.” And in my head. I’m still going, “This is a small problem. We need 
to get to lunch, right.” But when I can stop myself and remind myself that 
they are children, and these problems are big problems to them, then I don’t 
react, I can respond in a better way. 

 
Here, June described interrupting thoughts of “Oh, this is a small problem” and “We need to 

get to lunch” in order to better understand the student’s actions. By doing this, she was able 

to remain calm; thus, she could respond to the situation versus merely react. Brighton used a 

similar cognitive change strategy during an intense situation in her classroom.  

So yesterday I was really, really mad. I tried to calm them down or whatever. I got to 
the point where I just got really anxious. I was holding back tears. I was just like, 
“This is not working. Nobody’s listening. Nobody is learning. There’s no learning 
happening in this classroom. There there’s nothing productive happening here. This 
is...” Like we are failing as a body for these students to learn biology, and that’s a 
problem. And that needs to be addressed so I was hoping. Yeah, I said to my 
assistant, “Will you please watch them? I’m going to walk out for like two minutes. I 
need to breathe because I’m about to burst in here.” So, then, during my walk, I kind 
of dissociated or just detached from my teacher self. I just took a second. And I’m 
breathing, I just kind of detach because I don’t want to yell at you,... So, I detach and 
take a second to really think like, why am I a teacher? Why did I choose to be a 
teacher? Why did I want to teach high schoolers? Because I have a very, very solid 
reason as to why I am in here right in my head. So, I get stuck, I go back to the main 
questions of why I am here. Once I remember those, I just like, “Okay, a few more 
minutes let’s just get through. And these kids need me just as much as I need them. 
So, let’s do this.” So, I just kind of gave myself a pep talk before going back in there. 
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In this example, Brighton interrupted her strong negative feelings of anxiety and negative 

thoughts (“there is nothing productive happening here”) by first noticing them, and then 

taking steps to actively change them. She recalled deliberating thinking about this. At the 

end of the story, she came out with positive feelings of motivation and had positive regard 

for the students. She was able to change her feelings and actions by interrupting and 

reconstructing her thoughts. This cognitive change tool kept her out of the Danger Zone and 

evolving towards her Best Self. 

Physical Actions of Regulation 

Another adaptive tool in the emotionally intelligent educator’s tool kit is the use of 

physical actions, notably breathing. In Taylor’s observation, four students arrived late to 

class laughing while she was trying to give directions. She noticeably paused, closed her 

eyes, and took a long deep breath. She then calmly asked the students to sit down. Similarly, 

one of Payton’s challenging students continued to walk around the room after she had 

already asked him to sit down. She said the student’s name, took a breath, smiled, and gave 

a redirect in a neutral tone. Even more, during the observation, Layne noticed high energy in 

herself and the students. She said, “Friends, I’m feeling a little upset. I’m going to take some 

breaths. Can you breathe with me?” After this, the room calmed, and she turned back to their 

phonics lesson. 

 It seems that breathing is an intentionally used powerful tool in the emotionally 

intelligent educator’s arsenal. Even more, Cassidy zoomed in and discussed her thought 

process behind breathing.  
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Exhaling is important because if you just inhale, you go to hyperventilation. So, 
when you’re frustrated, rather than inhale, the exhale is what actually activates your 
parasympathetic nervous system. So, I’m going to focus on the exhale until I can 
bring myself back to equilibrium. 
 

Not only does she engage in the helpful strategy of breathing, but she does so with 

intentionality. June also discussed breathing in depth. She noted: 

I do a lot of breathing. So, when I notice that I’m getting frustrated, I might even 
check, like do a little finger on my neck and try and check my pulse. If it’s like 
beating out of my neck or my chest. And I’ll take a breath. 

 
 Breathing has long been a staple in mindful intervention tool kits. Emotionally 

intelligent educators utilize this tool frequently and with much success. While sustained 

breathing practice (five or more weeks) has been associated with decreased levels of 

perceived stress in teachers (Hepburn & McMahon, 2017), these participants seemed to get 

an instant benefit from incorporating breath into their practice. The physical act of breathing 

was used deliberately to help these educator participants continue their emotional evolution.  

Reflection 

The final adaptive tool that emotionally intelligent educators use is reflection. This is 

an ongoing, interactive process. It is what continues an educator towards their Best Self. 

They are in a constant state of reflection and evolution. June described a situation in which 

she perceived she didn’t handle a situation as her “Best self.”  

So, I have one girl that likes to toss chairs when she’s frustrated. And [my training] 
would tell me to say something like, “Oh, you didn’t know what else to do to get my 
attention and my help. So, you threw a chair. You didn’t know any other way to get 
help. And you didn’t mean to throw a chair, you just didn’t know what else to do.” 
And then we would have a conversation from there. But, today, when the chair got 
thrown, I was like, absolutely not. Not safe. Pick it up, and let’s talk about it the right 
way. And then in my brain, I thought wait, I didn’t do it right. I should have said this. 
And then in my heart, I’m like, I didn’t do it right. Now. I have to try again the next 
time she throws a chair. And, I’m thinking like, man, I had an opportunity to help, 



 

148 

and I didn’t take it. I missed it. I didn’t give her the benefit of the doubt and say, 
“Oh, you didn’t know what else to do.” I just said unsafe which is not untrue. But I 
didn’t do that front loading of positive thought first.  

 
Here, June illustrated how she is in a constant state of self-reflection. She was not in the 

Danger Zone when handling that situation. But she reflected that it wasn’t how her Best Self 

would handle it. Her strong reflection promotes continued evolution and growth. 

Additionally, Layne shared she reflects and progresses on her emotional evolution journey.  

You know it is hard for me to say I would want to change it because for any situation 
I always learn stuff from it. Like [the situation on] Friday. I wish I would have done 
something different with my little friend over there. I wish I would have just put him 
over here and let him color or something. You always wish you could do something 
different after you think about it later. 

 

The idea of a reflective practitioner, introduced by Schön (1983), propelled the idea 

of the importance of reflection for teachers prominently into the mainstream. But emotions 

strongly influence this reflective work of educators. Emotions can not only influence which 

parts of a situation is recounted and reflected on (Tripp, 2012), but they can also influence 

an individual’s agentic efforts to act and respond to the event (Miller & Gkonou, 2018). 

Thus, the effective reflective practices these emotionally intelligent participants engaged in 

is a culmination of their Stance and the Language used. Reflection facilitates the emotional 

evolution of teachers. Michelle demonstrated this as she recounted a story of a challenging 

situation with a student’s phone.  

Just reflecting back on the situation, the whole thing could have been avoided if I 
would have tapped into my emotions. I took the phone because I thought it was the 
right thing to do because it was in my face. But when I saw that it was an issue, I 
could have just deescalated. I knew that just giving the phone back and not having 
the [resource officer] come, that could have been it. At the time I didn’t know then, 
but I know now. There was just this part of me at that time that wasn’t able to work 



 

149 

through that emotion of like “Oh, I got a buck up and I can’t back down.” That 
emotion kind of created the situation.  
 
Michelle remembered and described a situation in which she took a Stance of 

Control. She was able to use reflection to change this stance and ultimately the way she 

interacted with students. Had she not continued her emotional evolution, she may have opted 

to use tools that are steeped in a power imbalance with students. She described that she felt 

the need to “buck up” to the student to self-protect. She centered her authority and stepped 

right into the Danger Zone. She fell into the compliance trap. This phenomenon is discussed 

in the next section.  

The Tools We Leave Behind: The Compliance Trap  

Just as adaptive communication patterns promoted evolution towards using tools that 

encourage the Best Self, the maladaptive language of the Danger Zone can lead to the use of 

dangerous tools. This is because language can narrow our viewpoint and tunnel our thinking. 

Brown (2020) stated that “in the absence of data, we make up stories because having 

complete information is a self-protective survival skill. But these stories often magnify our 

fears and anxieties” (p. 1). Individuals who are more emotionally skilled or resilient 

recognize that these stories and initial thoughts are steeped in bias, do not report the whole 

truth, and are highly emotionally charged (Brackett, 2019). But for individuals who lack this 

emotional intelligence, these self-protective stories can fill the internal language of self-talk 

and become linked to personal identity (D’Argembeau et al., 2014). When educators in the 

Danger Zone feel that their personal identity is attacked, they are likely to pick up tools that 

are weapons of power. This is compounded by the fact that autobiographical reasoning is 

dependent on the process of reflective thinking (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Since there is 
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limited reflection in the Danger Zone, educators here consider challenging situations 

personal attacks on their very identity and often pick up weapons, steeped in power, in 

efforts to self-protect against this identity attack.  

The emotionally intelligent educators understand the importance of not picking up 

these weapons. Brown (2020) stated, “It’s not fear that gets in the way of showing up—it’s 

armor. It’s the behaviors we use to self-protect” (para.1). Leto described it this way: 

“Teachers, we kind of have this thing about compliance and when people aren’t complying 

with us, it kind of gets us on edge and makes us act out. We can get caught in this 

compliance trap.” The compliance trap is similar to the notion of armor, as they both are 

rooted in power. This compliance trap is the feeling that an educator’s position of power is 

being challenged in the classroom. Many teachers noticed when they got tempted to dive 

into the compliance trap and discussed how they sought to actively avoid it. Leto recalled 

how he uses cognitive restructuring to circumvent the compliance trap:  

It’s all about your perspective of self. If you have the perspective or the thought that 
they’re [students] disrespecting you, then any time you think that they’re 
disrespecting you you’re gonna keep getting angrier because disrespect is related to 
anger. You make it about you. So, I try to change the fact and say they’re not 
disrespecting me. They’re just being very playful today. And I just have to handle 
this in a different way. And that calms me down because certain thoughts are 
directed to certain feelings. So, if you have thoughts of disrespect, the feeling of 
anger is going to keep coming up. So, if you keep thinking someone is disrespecting 
you, you are going to keep getting angry. So, either you can keep getting angry or 
you can just look at it a different way.  

 
Participants documented stories in which they got hurt but did not pick up self-

protective weapons or fall into the compliance trap. Memphis shared a powerfully, 

emotionally vulnerable story about how she almost got caught in the compliance trap: 
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I was starting to feel good about some of the relationships I was building with some 
of my students. And in my class, a fight broke out where the girls did not stop 
fighting. But when my adrenaline did go down, I calmed down and went to the office 
to go to the bathroom and the principal told me, “You know they planned that. They 
waited for your class, and everybody in that room knew that was gonna happen, but 
you.” And that…that was just a gut punch. Yeah. It really was. You know, and then 
in that moment, I wept. I was like that really hurts. But what I had to remind myself 
of later on, once I was able to kind of move past my initial like, wow, that’s really 
personal to realize it really wasn’t personal. It was opportunistic. So, I know my 
emotional response to that was like, it was pretty big. But yeah, I think I’ve learned 
like it’s more like.... not everything’s about me. It’s not, it’s not on me. They were 
just opportunistic little humans. 

 
Her powerful story walked through her initial act of centering herself. She took their 

behavior personally, but she was able to reflect and move through the Danger Zone to 

decenter herself. Memphis did not fall victim to the compliance trap and to get back at the 

student; she did not use her power as teacher in a negative way. Though she was hurt, she 

did not armor up for self-protection. Rather, she ended her story this way:  

And I think something that’s positive that came out of it for me like last...like when 
the girls came back from their suspension, they both individually came up to me and 
apologized. And last week, I had one of the girls who had physically put her hands 
on me trying to get to the other student to be one of my big helpers last week, and 
she did a really, really good job.  

 
Memphis smiled as she told the conclusion of the story. She chose not to focus 

on the pain and hurt; she extended a generous interpretation to the students’ behaviors 

as opportunistic rather than personal. In this way, she was able to avoid the 

compliance trap. Memphis’ story illustrates the power of cognitive reappraisal and 

reflection working in tandem as she emotional evolved to her Best Self. 

June documented a similar progression of how she was tempted by the 

compliance trap but used adaptive cognitive strategies to avoid it. June described a 

story of a challenging student putting hands on another peer. She elaborated: 
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So, I apologized to her after I realized that she was right. And that took, that took a 
few extra minutes for me to be like...well, at first, I was like, “I’m gonna have to tell 
you, the grown up that you live with like that first of all, that you’re putting your 
hands on people. Second of all, that you’re talking to me like that after you had a 
problem.” And then, I was like, “Oh crap. It has nothing to do with your auntie. Why 
am I going to involve her? We can handle this here.” And we can ...we can solve 
this. And I feel really guilty. And I don’t know if it’s because she called me out, 
right? Like a young child put me in my place, which I appreciate that, that she felt 
comfortable to be able to say, hey, and that she had like the skill to acknowledge this 
is confusing because what you’re telling me doesn’t match what you’re doing. 
 

 In this story, elements of various Danger Zone tactics were squashed by strong use of 

more positive strategies. June talked about how she was taking a Stance of Control and 

falling victim to the compliance trap (telling auntie that you’re talking to me like that). But 

she used reflect self-questioning (Why am I going to involve her?) to change her stance and 

behavior. Ultimately, she hit at a twinge of pain for her authority being challenged (“a young 

child put me in my place”), but she was grateful for the event and the student’s behavior 

even though it was challenging. Using various strategies, June continues to emotionally 

evolve to her Best Self. 

Conclusion 

Using a constructivist grounded theory methodology, 10 participants were 

interviewed, observed, and recorded their self-talk. The educator participants approached, 

processed, and practiced emotions in the classroom in alignment with characteristics of our 

humanity. Emotionally intelligent educators engage in a process of emotional evolution by 

taking a Stance of Influence, using adaptive communication strategies and cognitive tools to 

promote reflection. These are not accidental actions; rather, they are carried out intentionally 

by design to continually produce their Best Self. This developed theory of the emotional 

evolution of educators has implications for teacher preparation programs and leaders. The 
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next chapter continues an in-depth discussion, answers the research questions, and outlines 

implications of the research findings and theory.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION  

 In Chapter 1, I presented the problem, purpose, and research question for this 

constructivist grounded theory study on the emotional skill sets of educators. In this chapter, 

the research question is answered using both data from the participants and research from 

the literature. A discussion follows about the implications and recommendations for the field 

of education. Finally, suggestions for future research and final reflections are presented.  

Education is an emotional experience for teachers. Yet, teacher development has 

long focused on the cognitive and rational aspects and neglected the emotional aspects (Day, 

2014). This may be because education reform has largely focused on quantifiable data, and 

emotions are complex and difficult to measure (Šarić, 2015). “Imagine driving from A to B 

ignoring the road, the weather, the traffic around you… only staring at the gauges on the 

dashboard” (McDonnell, 2018). Just as weather and traffic affect driving, so to do emotions 

affect the schoolhouse. Emotions are weather conditions and the traffic patterns that can 

make for smooth sailing or bumpy conditions. Moreover, emotions are thought of as being 

out of control, primitive, and childish, as opposed to being civilized, thoughtful, and adult 

(Sutton & Wheatley, 2003). However, research has demonstrated that teachers experience 

strong emotions while teaching (Floman et al., 2018; Frenzel et al., 2016; Moore, 2009), and 

teacher’s emotional management is linked to their effectiveness in the classroom (Burić, 

2019; Lee et al., 2016). The few studies on teacher regulation are quantitative, which tells an 

incomplete picture of teachers’ educational lives. 
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Teachers experience daily stress and depression at higher rate than average 

Americans (Floman et al., 2018; Wulsin et al., 2014). This has only been amplified by 

pandemic and post-pandemic teaching. Research has documented a correlation between 

teachers’ stress and depression and student misbehaviors (Jeon et al, 2014; Johnson et al., 

2012). Thus, it is even more important that teachers have robust emotional regulatory 

strategies and skills to combat their higher stress and mitigate the impact this stress can have 

on students. However, not all teachers are able to effectively navigate these turbulent 

emotional experiences. 

Teaching is deeply human, with daily struggles, joys, fears and challenges; emotions 

are inevitable. High-quality teachers more effectively regulate their emotions (Beltman & 

Poulton, 2019) and report more pleasure in their work lives (Berkovich & Eyal, 2018b). 

Indeed, emotionally intelligent educators can devise better ways to handle their teaching 

jobs to achieve better outcomes (Taxer & Frenzel, 2019). The purpose of this research was 

to generate theory about how these high-performing, emotionally intelligent educators 

design and manage their emotions in the classroom. Specifically, the central research 

question was, “What theories are generated regarding the ways teachers approach, process, 

and practice their own emotions in the educational environment?” Answers to this research 

question are discussed in the next section, with a specific section dedicated to each of the 

three subquestions. 

Answering the Research Questions 

This constructivist grounded theory sought to generate theory about how teachers 

approach, process, and practice emotions in the educational environment. By using 
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observations, interviews, and recording of self-talk, I generated the Emotional Evolution of 

Educators theory rooted in the characteristics of what makes us human. As shown in Chapter 

4, emotionally intelligent educators are on a journey of emotional evolution. Throughout this 

journey, they take a specific Stance of Awareness of Influence, and use Adaptive Language 

and Cognitive Tools to continually work towards their Best Self. Moreover, emotionally 

intelligent educators actively work to avoid the Stance of Control, Labeling and Demeaning 

Language, and self-protective tools used in the Compliance Trap of Danger Zone teaching. 

The answers to the subquestions of the central questions follow: What theories are generated 

regarding the ways teachers approach, process, and practice their own emotions in the 

educational environment?  

How Do Teachers Approach Emotions in the Classroom? 

Emotionally intelligent educators approach emotions in the classroom by being 

aware of them. These educators recognize that they are influential in the emotional climate 

of the classroom. They stand in the Awareness of the Influence they have. Cassidy put it this 

way: 

We need to be focusing just as much on teachers’ SEL skills and self-awareness. 
That in many ways, I think, is the bigger determinant of how the classroom is going 
to go for student behavior and emotions because teachers have the power to escalate 
a situation and make it far, far, far, far worse or to help de-escalate a situation and 
make it better. 

 
As she stated, Cassidy and other emotionally intelligent educators are aware of the influence 

they have in the classroom. They recognize they are emotional human beings, and approach 

emotions with awareness. Rather than ignore their emotions or act rashly in the heat of the 
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moment, emotionally intelligent educators approach emotions with a strong awareness of 

their emotional state.  

Furthermore, emotionally intelligent educators approach emotions understanding the 

influence they have. Aware of the emotional contagion that can occur, these educators 

understand the actions will influence the classroom and do their best to act in ways that 

ameliorate situations. Taylor noted,  

I think shifting the SEL conversations from just students to how we as adults are 
managing our own emotions. I mean, we’ve kind of gotta go do that first before we 
try to teach it. And I think it’s just really, really important. 
  

Turner and Bhat (2021) argued operationalizing self-awareness and self-aware skills 

can elevate efficacy. When educators take a Stance of Awareness, this means that their 

actions and language are deliberate. As Taylor noted above, having this awareness is a 

prerequisite for educators to either teach students social emotional skills. Memphis also 

discussed the necessity for educators’ emotional self-awareness.  

I think something that’s not talked enough about is the ownership that teachers need 
to take when they get dysregulated. So, I think it’s really easy to put the blame on the 
children for how you are responding or act, or whatever, and that might be 
something there but kids also respond to your energy and your emotions. So if you 
are not aware and to regulate your emotions as an adult and as the leader in the room, 
that’s a big issue because kids learn from that. So, if we can focus on like knowing 
themselves and their emotions better, and how adults can regulate, then not all the 
blame falls on the student, and I think that’s a really big deal. 
 
Awareness is the first step in an educator’s emotional evolution. As stated, 

emotionally intelligent educators are aware of their influence in the classroom. They know 

they must be aware of their own emotions before approaching students. In this way, 

educators put on their own oxygen masks so they can more fully support students’ emotional 
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development. Standing in the awareness of the influence they have, emotionally intelligent 

educators are then poised to choose more adaptive language as they process emotions. 

How Do Teachers Process Emotions in the Classroom? 

 Emotionally intelligent educators process their emotions using specific adaptive 

language and communication patterns. Specifically, these educators describe emotions with 

granularity, apologize, and pose internal self-questions. This language allows educators to 

understand their emotions deeply before acting. First, emotionally intelligent educators 

pinpointed their exact feelings to grasp the subtle nuances of what they were feeling by 

using specific emotional vocabulary. These emotionally intelligent educators continually 

refined their emotional descriptions during the interview and self-talk recordings to more 

accurately convey appropriate meaning. During her interview, Payton even pulled up The 

Mood Meter—a chart from the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence—that she has used 

with students, representing her commitment to distinguish each emotional experience and 

process it fully. Moreover, emotionally intelligent educators processed emotions through 

apologizing. Recognizing that educators are human and make mistakes, these participants 

use apologies as a mechanism to process through emotions of shame and guilt. They 

apologized for big and little things alike. These apologies kept emotionally intelligent 

educators evolving toward their Best Self.  

One of the strongest, clearest trends in the data was that emotionally intelligent 

educators ask themselves questions. These questions seem to drive them towards action. In 

her self-talk, Payton said, “What is being effective with him [student]? What are we doing to 

help him? How do I keep up with what he needs?” Chains of questions such as this one were 
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common among participants as they processed through emotional situations. As the 

educators asked more questions, their emotional processing seemed to get deeper. For 

example, Cassidy reflected on the engagement in her lesson:  

So, this group over here, I’m thinking, are they really bored? They must be bored. 
So, how can I get them interested? What can I do for their curiosity? Why, like, how 
can I pull them in? How does their curiosity get stoked? What are they finding 
interesting or not? 
 

Cassidy’s posed questions help her process through an emotional situation in her class. Her 

questions were rooted in a Stance of Influence (How can I get them interested?). These 

questions were solutions oriented and continued her evolution towards her Best Self. Self-

questioning strategies were used as a catalyst to her future action.  

Research on the internal language, or self-talk, of educators is very rare. However, 

researchers in other fields have noted how influential it can be to performance (Blanchfield 

et al., 2014; DeWolfe et al., 2021) and goal pursuit (Furman et al., 2020). Studying teacher 

self-talk, though difficult, is a worthy research focus. Emotionally intelligent educators use 

adaptive language as the bridge that translates their awareness into actions.  

How Do Teachers Practice Emotions in the Classroom?  

 Finally, emotionally intelligent educators practice emotions in the classroom by 

using cognitive tools such as reappraisal, restructuring, and reflection. These cognitive tools 

allow for continued emotional evolution towards their Best Self. All three of these tools— 

cognitive reappraisal, cognitive restructuring, and reflection— work together to support 

educators taking a Stance of Awareness and using Adaptive Language. With both of the 

previous two components firmly in place, the cognitive tools educators use allow them to 

effectively practice emotional intelligence in classrooms.  
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By changing how they viewed situations, educators are able to modify their 

responses to children. Cognitive reappraisal and restructuring were often the first cognitive 

strategies used by emotionally intelligent educators. Cassidy described how she used these 

cognitive processes to pull herself out of a negative headspace.  

Last week towards the end of the week, I was really struggling, and I could tell that 
my narrative was none of this is working. This is pointless. We’re back at square 
zero like we’ve made progress. This is horrible. But that was just kind of my inner 
monologue to myself all week, because there was some really hard stuff going on 
last week in the classroom and with kids, and I just felt very defeated last week in 
terms of, you know, how my own classroom was going, how the school hallways 
were looking, how my grade level was looking. And, lo and behold, the week just 
kind of got steadily worse because I think I was in a very vulnerable state of mind. 
So, I had to tell myself, you need something. Like you can’t just keep getting more 
and more negative about your coworkers or kids or whatever. It is not work, so like 
what is it that’s going to help? Like, kinda like don’t bring problems, bring solutions. 
Like I have to do that with myself. Like, what is it that’s going to help you pull out 
of this death spiral that you’re in because this isn’t working out. And so I just kind of 
had to say, you know, we can do this like we can reset we can. We are making 
progress. Every moment is a chance for progress. And so, that kind of helped me 
rethink about the whole week. And it got better after I changed, like, how I was 
thinking about it.  
 

In this example, Cassidy discussed how her language was leading her toward the Danger 

Zone. She recognized this “death spiral” and told herself, you need something. She re-

evaluated the situation by saying “we can do it.” This change in how she approached the 

situation was a deliberate tool. By interrupting her negative thoughts, she was able to 

interrupt her negative week. While she could not change the preceding events of the week, 

she was able to adjust her thought process regarding the events. This led to a positive 

emotional change for the rest of the week. Cassidy illustrated how emotionally intelligent 

educators use cognitive tools in their emotional evolution.  
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June furthered this notion of emotional practice and reflection to the students. During 

her observation, a beautiful, emotional moment occurred. While students were transitioning 

back to the carpet from centers, a particularly difficult transition for many students, June 

noticed that she had less than 25% of students following instructions. She began to go 

quietly around and hand a couple of M&Ms to students who were already seated quietly. 

While this did help encourage other students to come sit quietly on the carpet, it also sparked 

a discussion about positive emotions. 

Student 1: I got three M&Ms.  

Student 2: M&Ms don’t last very long. The stickers we got last week last longer.  

June: That’s true. M&Ms only last a couple of minutes. A sticker might last a couple 

of days on our shirts. But do you know what lasts even longer than stickers? 

All students began listening now. Several took some guesses.  

June: A feeling in our body called proud. 

Student 1: Huh? I don’t know what proud is. 

June: (addressed the whole group) Does anyone know what proud is? 

Student 3: It’s like being proud…being proud. Happy? 

June: Yeah. it’s a happy feeling. It’s when you feel happy with yourself for 

something you have done. It feels warm in your body.  

Student 2: I have felt proud before! With my mom… 

June: Yeah, proud is a special feeling we get when we do something good. We can 

feel proud at home, at school, or even by ourselves. (To whole class) When do you 

feel proud?  
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 Here, June not only effectively practiced her emotion, but she was also able to 

actively practice emotions with students by capitalizing on a teachable moment to provide 

emotional granularity to students’ feelings. This moment cascaded from her own awareness 

and language and allowed her to practice emotions with students. In less than two minutes, 

June was able to go from a room of confusion and chaos with 75% of students not following 

directions to all students learning to recognize positive emotions. This was truly emotional 

intelligence on display. Moreover, this moment illustrates what emotional researchers have 

posited— that teachers must demonstrate emotional skills before students can (Hoffman et 

al., 2020; Jones et al., 2013; Prati & Karriker, 2010).  

Implications and Recommendations 

The Theory of Emotional Evolution of Educators has several large implications for 

education. Though emotions are prevalent for both teachers and students, education has, by 

and large, neglected or minimized the affective domain (Nix & Song, 2020). Even 

educational research has largely focused only on how emotions impact the cognitive domain 

of schooling (Alibali et al., 2015). Emotions permeate the schoolhouse, but they are not 

included in educational study. Trezise (2017) argued that there is a classroom-emotion 

barrier: “Research is needed to understand the significance of different emotional states in 

the educational setting, how they interact with learning content, the relationship between 

emotions, cognition and learning, and the relationship between neural activity and emotional 

states while learning” (para. 6). Emotions are messy and complex, yet they are necessary for 

education.  
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As much as education has ignored the affective domains of students, it has 

overlooked the affect of educators almost completely (Hoffman 2020; Jones et al., 2013, 

Prati et al., 2003). The lack of educational research in this area is evidence that the 

emotional component of school has been largely ignored. Research has neglected the role 

played by educators’ emotions and adult behaviors (Jennings & Greensburg, 2009). As 

educators, we often try to get emotional behaviors “out of the way” so that the real work of 

“teaching” can exist. Yet, Brackett (2019) posited when “there is an emotionally skilled 

teacher present, students disrupt less, focus more, and perform better academically” (p. 20), 

and Goldman and Goodboy (2014) argued that the teacher is “the primary agent for 

enhancing students’ emotional experiences in the classroom” (p. 271). 

Understanding teacher emotions is critical to enhance the culture and climate of our 

schools. This research creates a compelling case to spark further research in the affective 

domain of learning. Moreover, this research adds additional fodder to the several current 

debates regarding the place of affective domains in schools, specifically nature versus 

nurture of teachers and leaders in schools, teacher self-care, and the role of leaders in 

developing emotional intelligence among teachers. This section discusses implications for 

educators, researchers, and leaders alike.  

Nature vs. Nurture  

I have always been skeptical about false dichotomies and polarized thinking of black 

and white. Thus, the nature versus nurture debate has always challenged me. I do not think 

one dominates the other; rather, they influence each other in reciprocal ways. If the DNA 

that nature provides are piano keys, then nurture decides which keys get played, their 
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volume, frequency, and combination. Nature may set the stage, but nurture creates beautiful 

music.  

Emotional intelligence may be at least somewhat genetic (Vernon et al., 2008). In a 

large-scale study of 46,861 people’s DNA, Warrier et al. (2018) found a connection between 

genetics and cognitive and affective empathy. Our nature may determine which emotionally 

intelligent piano keys are available to us. Yet, the composition of those piano keys is 

through our nurture, as research has shown the ability to learn emotional intelligence skills 

(How to Improve Your Emotional Intelligence, 2019). Baghdadi et al. (2021) showed a 

correlation between providing emotional intelligence education and decreased anxiety and 

increased coping skills. Moreover, individual skills or tactics can be learned such as 

distanced self-talk (Shahane & Denny, 2019) and emotional regulation (Mackenzie et al. 

2020). We can exert at least some influence on our emotional practice. Even if nature sets 

the boundaries, the strategies and tactics that these emotionally intelligent educators 

employed are skills that could be learned to increase all teachers’ practice.  

I know this is true, because I learned, and I am still learning. My early years of 

teaching were squarely in the Danger Zone. I deliberately worked to change my stance from 

control (“Stop this right now”) to awareness of my influence by using a mantra (“I am safe. I 

am calm, and I can handle this”). I shifted my language from labeling (‘This child can’t”) to 

self-questioning (“How can I help this child?”). I grew in my reflective practice and 

cognitive reappraisal skills. And I am still growing in my practice. My emotional practice 

ebbs and flows based on the context, my available cognitive resources, my hormones, the 
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weather, and many other variables. I am still not my Best Self, but I have learned to be out 

of the Danger Zone more often than not. 

It is my sincere belief that more teachers feel stuck in the Danger Zone because they 

lack the knowledge, words, or skills about how to get out. I do not think teachers stay in the 

Danger Zone willingly. Teaching is so emotional, and teachers have various levels of 

emotional skills to confront those. By knowing what emotionally intelligent teachers do, we 

can provide those teachers the language and tools to evolve towards their Best Self. While 

more research is needed on this topic, I am hopeful that this research can help other teachers 

play their most beautiful piano keys. 

Inside Out or Outside In? 

Self-care has been gaining popularity in both the mainstream and in education, with 

more and more schools implementing “teacher self-care” rooms or including “self-care” into 

professional development plans. This surface level of self-care attempts to regulate from the 

outside in using external regulators. This is not enough. Teachers need actual skills to 

regulate from the inside out. Teachers experience a wide range of negative emotions in the 

classroom include anger (McPherson et al., 2003) and anxiety (Frenzel et al., 2016). The 

sole use of external calming devices strategies such as lighting a candle, trimming the never-

ending to-do list, or indulging in a favorite food will be ineffective to combat the emotions 

educators face daily. All of these activities rely on the external to regulate the internal. These 

ideas do not change the self-talk language and cognitive tools of teachers; they only pause 

emotional chaos and turmoil for a minute. They are necessary but not sufficient for truly 

caring for teachers. These activities are limited in that they only address the emotional 
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aspects of teachers, not the linguistic or cognitive ones. As such, their reach and 

effectiveness will be limited. Our current approach to regulate from the outside-in is proving 

ineffective. 

Implication for Leaders: The Impact of Environment on Teachers  

One clear trend in the data was that emotionally intelligent teachers are dramatically 

affected by the Danger Zone teaching around them. A leader has the ability and 

responsibility to do something about this. As such, this research has strong implications for 

educational leaders. Leaders can help both individual teachers and whole schools avoid the 

Danger Zone. Emotionally intelligent leaders can pave the way for more emotionally 

intelligent teaching (Berkovich & Eyal, 2018a). As educational leaders, we have not 

provided enough space and training to help teachers develop their emotional skills (Prati & 

Karriker, 2010). However, leaders create conditions and help educators learn to take a new 

stance, learn to speak a new language, and learn to employ cognitive tools. 

First, a leader can help to establish conditions that encourage leaders to take a stance 

of awareness instead of control by setting a positive school climate. Emotionally intelligent 

leadership is necessary to both advance positive school culture and climate (Harney 2015) 

and keep negative, toxic climates at bay (Singh, 2017). This means that leaders must 

consciously work on advancing their own emotional intelligence to reap these benefits. 

When a principal has increased emotional intelligence, their self-efficacy is also increased 

(Debes, 2021). In many ways, just like with teachers, little research exists on how 

educational leaders can advance their emotional intelligence. Gomez-Leal et al. (2021) noted 

this discrepancy: “[R]esearch is very much needed on such programmes that are designed to 
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improve or enhance EI [emotional intelligence] skills and competences of schools leaders” 

p. 14). Leaders cultivating their own emotional intelligence will reverberate through their 

schools in positive ways.  

One such ripple could be in the language and cognitive skills of teachers. A leader’s 

messaging can seep into teachers’ internal language. Olitsky (2018) discovered that self-talk 

of the teachers was partly shaped by the school’s procedures and practices during reform 

efforts. Having clear, positive, and motivating messages can help a teacher internalize 

clarity, positivity, and motivation. Moreover, effective principal coping strategies have been 

demonstrated to have an impact on teachers’ coping strategies (Poirel & Yvon, 2014). Thus, 

leaders shoulder a tremendous amount of influence on the emotionally intelligent climate in 

their building.  

 The aforementioned discussion regarding nature or nurture and improving emotional 

intelligence, the regulation of emotions from the inside with less focus on external 

approaches of self-care, and leaders supporting the environment for teachers calls for future 

research in this area. While emotions are ubiquitous in education, teachers are often not 

valued for their strong emotional work. Once teachers enter schools, leaders must also be 

prepared to address their emotional intelligence and provide professional development in 

this area. The following sections provide ideas for future research to acknowledge the 

universal nature of emotions for teachers and students.  

Future Research 

Classrooms are emotional settings for students and teachers alike. This research 

raises some additional areas of study. As previously stated, educators must be taught 
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regulation strategies from the inside-out. As seen in this data, changing the stance, language, 

and cognitive tools of educators has powerful implications for both students and teachers. 

However, educators have not been given this type of cognitive training; it is needed for both 

novice and veteran teachers. This requires several lines of research. 

First, research is needed for preservice teacher training institutions. In what ways are 

these intuitions preparing future educators for the emotional demands of the educational 

environment? Future research should address how well prepared teachers feel and changes 

should be made based on this data. Hoffman (2020) stated that “school-based instruction in 

emotion regulation will be most effective when teachers are adequately trained and 

employing effective emotion regulation strategies themselves” (p. 109). Thus, as preparation 

institutions train future educators, they must be more diligent in teaching emotional 

regulation and strategies. Research will be needed on the effectiveness of teacher training. 

Additionally, because adults are largely assumed to already possess effective 

emotional regulation skills (Jones et al., 2013), educators have not received adequate growth 

and development in their own emotional skill set. Thus, as educators, we need to teach 

cognitive skills and help teachers change their stance and language. This research is rife with 

different examples of cognitive reappraisal and restructuring that could be employed by 

teachers. Additional cognitive strategies could be incorporated to increase the depth of 

educators’ emotional tool belts. For example, one meta-moment (Brackett, 2019) could 

build upon the self-questioning strategy noted in this research by asking a specific question: 

“How would my best self handle this?” This creates enough space between self-talk and 

actions that could produce change. Another potential strategy is using third person pronouns 
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when talking to yourself (Kross et al., 2014). This distancing strategy allows us to distance 

ourselves from our encompassing self-talk just enough to change our behavior.  

Though research is advancing in regulatory strategies, it has not been embraced by 

the educational community. Increased attention to the affective domain of education can 

help educators develop skills. This leads to a gaping research question for education: Can an 

effective emotional regulation intervention be implemented with teachers who are 

struggling? Other fields have noted the effectiveness of teaching new emotional strategies 

on performance, yet this research has been stagnant in education. Research is needed to 

evaluate the effectiveness of teaching educators new emotional skills. 

 Finally, this research focused exclusively on teachers who have high emotional 

intelligence. Research is needed on what skills and emotional strategies are employed by 

teachers with a range of emotional intelligence. This would help shed a wider light on the 

emotional capacity of educators.  

Final Reflections: The “Magic” of Good Teachers and a Lifelong Journey 

Early in my career, I remember being in awe of the veteran teachers who were so 

adept at handling all the demands and emotions that come with teaching. One day, a novice 

and alternatively certified colleague began crying in the staff room after a hard day. We 

helped comfort her, and as she left, a veteran teacher turned to me and said, “Good teachers 

can’t be made; they are magic. But you are one of us, kid.” While it was a nice compliment, 

I was unsure how to process her statement. Maybe that day I didn’t cry, but I had been there. 

I had felt defeated, overwhelmed, and unable to cope. Her comment made me wonder: Can 
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good teachers be made? Truly excellent teachers seem to have that magic spark that makes 

everything work. Can you teach that, or is it “magic”? 

I believe, in some ways, this research was my attempt to answer her question. I knew 

I wanted to rebut that comment, but, at the time, I didn’t have the knowledge or language to 

stand behind my convictions. I do now. I do believe that “magic” can be cultivated through 

intentional practicing of the skills and strategies noted by the emotionally intelligent 

educators in this study. On some level, I have to believe that these are learnable skills and 

teachers can create their own “magic,” because that was my story. I don’t believe it was 

accidental or coincidence that I was able to get out of the Danger Zone. I also do not think I 

was born to be a teacher since I struggled tremendously early in my career. Through 

reflection and real conscious work, I improved my emotional intelligence in both the 

classroom and my personal life. These educators’ stories of struggle are my own. It is my 

sincerest hope that the tools discussed in this research find those struggling educators and 

give a path forward and out of the Danger Zone and create their own “magic.”  

In the 1972 Teacher and Child, Ginott wrote a beautiful poem that has often been 

repeated during pre-service training for teachers: 

I’ve come to a frightening conclusion.  

I am the decisive element in the classroom.  

It’s my personal approach that creates the climate.  

It’s my daily mood that makes the weather.  

As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous.  

I can be a tool of torture, or an instrument of inspiration.  

I can humiliate or humor, or hurt or heal.  

In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-

escalated, and a child humanized or dehumanized. (p. 9) 
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This poem is a powerful discussion prompt, but I had not realized how truly 

powerful this poem is. I have loved this quote for years, and I have used it with teachers as 

an educational leader. However, it was not until I conducted this research that I recognized 

the nuances and small details that so accurately capture what emotionally intelligent 

educators do in the classroom. With line three, Ginott discussed the various stances an 

educator can take (influence versus control) and how these set the stage for the subsequent 

moves the teacher makes. Line seven notes the use of language that can “hurt or heal;” and, 

line six notes that the educator can be a tool. Ultimately, Ginott ended his masterpiece with 

the idea of being humanized. 

I had previously thought, and Ginott alluded to, that various actions a teacher can 

take are dichotomous. Thus, teachers are split binarily down this arbitrary line of “hurt” or 

“heal,” “torture” or “inspiration,” or “human” or “dehumanized.” Really, it is a continuum— 

a constant compilation of choices that lead to an educator evolving towards their Best Self or 

into Danger Zone. This idea of evolution gives me hope. I hope that the skills and strategies 

discussed by these emotionally intelligent educators can permeate education at large. We 

can all learn to put down our weapons. We can learn to speak a new language. We can learn 

to stand back up. We do not need new programs, policies, or procedures to improve 

education. We can chart new courses and arrive at new, more equitable destinations by just 

being ourselves, by just being human. Let us continue the evolution towards our Best Self.  

“We are strong; we are okay. And we can do it” (Brighton, personal communication, 

October 4, 2022).  
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APPENDIX A 

PRE-INTERVIEW SURVEY FORM QUESTIONNAIRE 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. Your stories and honesty will help us to 

understand how emotional intelligence differs between educators. There are no right or 

wrong answers. As a reminder, participation is completely voluntary, and your privacy is of 

the utmost importance. We thank you for your participation.  

 
1) How do you view the role of emotions in teaching and learning? 

 

 
2) How do students display emotions in the classroom?  

 

 
3) How do you display emotions in the classroom? 

 

 
4) What emotions do you most experience in the classroom? 

 

 
5) How do you regulate your emotions? In the classroom? Outside of the school? 

 

 
6) Describe a time when you noticed a student was having an emotional response. What 

was happening with the student and what did you do? 

 

 
7) Tell about a time when you felt a strong emotion in the classroom. What happened? 

What were you thinking when it happened?  

 

 

 
8) What do you think is the relationship between thinking and feeling? 
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9) Describe a challenging situation you experienced as an educator. If you could redo 
this experience now, what would you want to be different about it? 

 

 
10) Is there anything else important to know about emotional situations in the 

classroom? 
 



 

 

174

APPENDIX B 

RESPONSES  

Question 

1 = 
Strongly 
Disagree 

% of 
Strong 

Disagree 
2= 

Disagree 
% of 

Disagree 

3= Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

% of 
Neither 

Agree or 
Disagree 4 = Agree 

% of 
Agree 

5 = Strong 
Agree 

% of 
Strongly 
Agree 

I know when to speak about my 
personal problems to others 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 5 50.00% 4 40.00% 

When I am faced with obstacles, I 
remember times I faced similar 
obstacles and overcame them 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 7 70.00% 3 30.00% 

I expect that I will do well on most 
things I try 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 3 30.00% 2 20.00% 4 40.00% 

Other people find it easy to confide in 
me 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 3 30.00% 6 60.00% 

I find it hard to understand the non-
verbal messages of other people 4 40.00% 4 40.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 1 10.00% 

Some of the major events of my life 
have led me to re-evaluate what is 
important and not important 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 3 30.00% 6 60.00% 

When my mood changes, I see new 
possibilities 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 2 20.00% 5 50.00% 

Emotions are one of the things that 
make my life worth living 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 3 30.00% 5 50.00% 

I am aware of my emotions as I 
experience them 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 4 40.00% 4 40.00% 

I expect good things to happen 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 7 70.00% 2 20.00% 
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I like to share my emotions with others 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 1 10.00% 7 70.00% 0 0.00% 

When I experience a positive emotion, 
I know how to make it last 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 6 60.00% 2 20.00% 

I arrange events others enjoy 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 2 20.00% 5 50.00% 

I seek out activities that make me 
happy 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 5 50.00% 4 40.00% 

I am aware of the non-verbal messages 
I send to others 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 3 30.00% 4 40.00% 2 20.00% 

I present myself in a way that makes a 
good impression on others 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 4 40.00% 3 30.00% 

When I am in a positive mood, solving 
problems is easy for me 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 4 40.00% 5 50.00% 

By looking at their facial expressions, I 
recognize the emotions people are 
experiencing 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 2 20.00% 7 70.00% 

I know why my emotions change 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 3 30.00% 5 50.00% 

When I am in a positive mood, I am 
able to come up with new ideas 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 1 10.00% 6 60.00% 

I have control over my emotions 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 4 40.00% 3 30.00% 

I easily recognize my emotions as I 
experience them 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 3 30.00% 5 50.00% 

I motivate myself by imagining a good 
outcome to tasks I take on 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 3 30.00% 4 40.00% 

I compliment others when they have 
done something well 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 7 70.00% 
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I am aware of the non-verbal messages 
other people send 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 5 50.00% 4 40.00% 

When another person tells me about an 
important event in his or her life, I 
almost feel as though I have 
experienced this event myself 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 3 30.00% 3 30.00% 2 20.00% 

When I feel a change in emotions, I 
tend to come up with new ideas 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 5 50.00% 2 20.00% 

When I am faced with a challenge, I 
give up because I believe I will fail 8 80.00% 1 10.00% 1 10.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 

I know what other people are feeling 
just by looking at them 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 20.00% 5 50.00% 2 20.00% 

I help other people feel better when 
they are down 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 1 10.00% 5 50.00% 4 40.00% 

I use good moods to help myself keep 
trying in the face of obstacles 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 3 30.00% 3 30.00% 4 40.00% 

I can tell how people are feeling by 
listening to the tone of their voice 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 6 60.00% 4 40.00% 

It is difficult for me to understand why 
people feel the way they do 7 70.00% 2 20.00% 1 10.00% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
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