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Balance in Positive Emotional Expressivity Across School
Contexts Relates to Kindergarteners’ Adjustment

Maciel M. Hernandez?, Nancy Eisenberg?, Carlos ValienteP, Tracy L. Spinrad®, Rebecca H.
Berger?, Sarah K. VanSchyndel?, Marilyn S. ThompsonP, Jody Southworth?, and Kassondra
M. SilvaP

aDepartment of Psychology, Arizona State University

bT. Denny Sanford School of Social and Family Dynamics, Arizona State University

Abstract

Positive emotional expressivity has been associated with increased social competence and
decreased maladjustment in childhood. However, a few researchers have found null or even
positive associations between positive emotional expressivity and maladjustment, which suggests
that there may be nuanced associations of positive expressivity, perhaps as a function of the social
context in which it is expressed. We examined whether observed positive emotional expressivity
balance across peer-oriented/recreational and learning contexts predicted kindergarten children’s
adjustment (V= 301).

Research findings—Higher positive expressivity during lunch/recess compared to positive
expressivity in the classroom was associated with lower teacher—student conflict, externalizing
behaviors, and depressive symptoms. In addition, overall positive emotional expressivity predicted
lower externalizing behaviors as well as lower depressive and anxiety symptoms.

Practice or policy—The results suggest the importance of assessing observed positive
emotional expressivity in context as a potential indicator of children’s maladjustment risk and the
need for children to adapt their emotions to different contexts. Implications for assessing and
supporting positive emotional expression balance and training emotional regulation in school are
discussed.

Keywords

children; positive emotions; emotional balance; externalizing and internalizing symptoms;
kindergarten; teacher; student conflict

Emotions have everyday consequences for well-being. Negative emotional expressivity has
been widely studied as a predictor of adjustment across development and in school (Eggum
etal., 2012; Eisenberg, Valiente, & Eggum, 2010; Muris, Meesters, & Blijlevens, 2007).
Research on positive emotions suggests that positive emotional expressions invite and
maintain positive social interactions as well as promote social competence and well-being
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(Denham, McKinley, Couchoud, & Holt, 1990; Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008; Yee, Gonzaga,
& Gable, 2014). However, little is known about how variation in positive emotions across
contexts promotes or undermines well-being (Valiente, Swanson, & Eisenberg, 2012),
particularly at school (Huebner, Gilman, & Furlong, 2009; Valiente et al., 2012). In order to
adapt to the school environment, children must learn and interact with teachers and peers
within social norms and in various school spaces. Probing the balance of positive emotional
expressivity in different contexts, given different norms of behavior, may provide insight
regarding children’s emotional development (Halberstadt, Denham, & Dunsmore, 2001).
This study sought to address how observed positive emotional expressivity (henceforth
labeled positive expressivity) in kindergarten, as well as its balance in expression in
classroom versus recreational settings, relates to children’s adjustment.

Positive Emotional Expressivity and Child Adjustment

Individuals show differences in the reactivity and regulation of their behavior and emotional
expression—both of which are considered aspects of temperament in childhood (Bates,
Goodnight, & Fite, 2008; Rothbart & Bates, 2006). Expressing positive emotions typically
attracts social interaction and maintains positive social relationships (Fredrickson & Cohn,
2008; Shin et al., 2011; Sroufe, Schork, Motti, Lawroski, & LaFreniere, 1984). Positive
expressivity has often been associated with greater social competence in childhood (Denham
et al., 1990; Hernandez, Eisenberg, Valiente, Spinrad, et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2011), and
been negatively associated with externalizing behaviors (Buss, Kiel, Morales, & Robinson,
2014; Kim, Walden, Harris, Karrass, & Catron, 2007; Stifter, Putnam, & Jahromi, 2008) and
internalizing symptoms (Dougherty, Klein, Durbin, Hayden, & Olino, 2010; Ghassabian et
al., 2014; Olino et al., 2011; Walter & LaFreniere, 2000). These studies suggest that positive
affect is associated with lower maladjustment, consistent with theory on emotion and
psychopathology (Clark & Watson, 1991; Lonigan, Phillips, & Hooe, 2003). Internalizing
symptoms, for instance, are partly defined by a reduced ability to experience positive
emotion (Clark & Watson, 1991; Lonigan et al., 2003; Shankman et al., 2005).

Nonetheless, although some studies suggest that positive expressivity is associated with
lower maladjustment, other research has obtained nonsignificant associations with some
aspects of adjustment (Eggum et al., 2012; Ghassabian et al., 2014; Hernandez et al., 2015;
Kim et al., 2007). Positive expressivity may be inconsistently related to adjustment because
some aspects of positive expressivity are related to exuberance or impulsivity (Kochanska,
Aksan, Penney, & Doobay, 2007; Putnam, 2012; Stifter et al., 2008), whereas others are
associated with agreeableness (Polak-Toste & Gunnar, 2006). In fact, some researchers have
found that positive emotionality (when characterized by exuberance) has a positive
association with externalizing behaviors and a negative association with social competence
(Putnam, 2012; Putnam & Stifter, 2005; Sallquist, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Reiser, et al., 2009;
Stifter et al., 2008). These findings suggest a need to study positive expressivity in social
context because there are undoubtedly appropriate and inappropriate expressions of positive
emotion in part based on the social situation.
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Positive Emotional Expressivity Balance in School

A relevant process pertaining to positive emotional expressivity is regulatory abilities that
can moderate the association between emotional expressivity and adjustment (although there
is less evidence of such moderation for positive emotions compared to negative emotions;
Diaz et al., 2017). Regulation is likely important in children’s abilities to express emotion
appropriately in various contexts. In classroom settings, although some positive emation is
associated with increased exploration and creativity (Fredrickson, 2001), high arousal
positive emotions may undermine academic engagement (Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008;
Valiente et al., 2012). Thus, children who show more positive emotion in classes compared
to other school settings may have conflict with teachers and exhibit adjustment difficulties.
For example, positive expressivity (which could include exuberance) has been positively
associated with externalizing problems and risk taking (Lahat et al., 2012; Rydell, Berlin, &
Bohlin, 2003), and negatively associated with school engagement (Diaz et al., 2017) for
children with low regulation. These studies, although few in quantity, suggest that children
who have difficulty regulating positive expressivity in contexts or circumstances that require
emotional modulation may be at risk for maladjustment or school difficulties.

Conversely, in settings with more opportunities for peer-centered interactions, positive
expressivity may foster social competence and adjustment given the importance of peer
competence in childhood (Hernandez et al., 2016). Recreation and play in school, which
provide ample joy-inducing opportunities for children, may be an ideal context for
developing social ties with peers and fostering emotional well-being. Positive expressivity
during free-play laboratory tasks observed throughout childhood was negatively associated
with depression (Olino et al., 2011). Thus, children who are more apt to activating positive
emotion in circumstances that especially encourage it (e.g., in peer-centered recreational and
play settings) may have an easier time adjusting to school, have better social competence,
and have lower levels of maladjustment (Polak-Toste & Gunnar, 2006).

Positive emotional expressivity, like other emotions, has display rules and norms that would
be expected to vary across different settings. Affective social competence includes
expressing emotions (i.e., sending emotion messages) “within the constraints of display
rules and the ongoing flow of a context” (Halberstadt et al., 2001, p. 94). Thus, although
overall positive expressivity may generally be negatively associated with maladjustment
(although we note that the empirical support is somewhat mixed), there could be contexts
that require amplifying (or suppressing) emotional expressivity. Emotion balance mirrors
reactive flexibility—*"“the process of shifting from one “set,” orientation, approach, or
behavioral pattern to another because the conditions of the situation have changed”
(Hollenstein, Lichtwarck-Aschoff, & Potworowski, 2013, p. 400). Emotional balance (as
well as reactive flexibility) likely is affected by self-regulation skills that can be used to
express positive emotion appropriately (i.e., depending on the context and norms for the
context; Lahat et al., 2012; Rydell et al., 2003). Thus, rigidity in emotional expressivity
across contexts is proposed to be associated with more interpersonal and intrapersonal
difficulties (Hollenstein et al., 2013). Moreover, the nature of the balance of positive
expressivity across contexts might be expected to reflect emotional competencies related to
individual well-being (Blair & Dennis, 2010; Halberstadt et al., 2001).
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The concept of emational balance has been studied previously in terms of valance of
emotion, with the notion that more positive than negative expressivity is associated with
better adjustment and well-being (e.g., Denham & Grout, 1992; Denham et al., 1990; Jones,
Eisenberg, Fabes, & MacKinnon, 2002). Although it has been discussed conceptually (Blair
& Diamond, 2008; Denham, Bassett, Zinsser, & Wyatt, 2014; Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008;
Halberstadt et al., 2001; Hollenstein et al., 2013), and examined empirically in terms of
consistency with adults’ emotion self-reports (Watson, 2002), we are not aware that positive
emotional balance across contexts has been empirically examined in prior research with
children. Because exhibiting more positive expressivity in primarily peer social contexts
may be associated with better social relationships (Hernandez et al., 2016) and exhibiting
more positive expressivity in the classroom may be disruptive (Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008;
Valiente et al., 2012), we hypothesized that more positive expressivity observed in lunch and
recreation (i.e., lunch/recess) in school compared to in the classroom would be associated
with lower social and psychological maladjustment (i.e., lower teacher—student conflict,
externalizing behaviors, and depressive and anxiety symptoms). We expected this negative
relation even though we predicted that overall positivity at school would be negatively
associated with teacher—student conflict, externalizing behaviors, depressive symptoms, and
anxiety symptoms. We examined these hypotheses using naturalistic observations of
emotional expressivity at school and teachers’ reports of indices of social difficulties and
maladjustment near the end of the kindergarten school year.

In the statistical models used to test our hypotheses, we controlled for background variables
(i.e., age, Hispanic status [because about half the sample was Hispanic], sex, socioeconomic
status) because of their associations with teacher—student relationship quality (e.g., Garner &
Mahatmya, 2015; Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Spilt, Hughes, Wu, & Kwok, 2012),
externalizing symptoms (e.g., Buss et al., 2014; Eisenberg, Spinrad, et al., 2010), and
internalizing symptoms (e.g., Twenge & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2002) in previous research.

Kindergarteners (N = 301) in a Southwestern metropolitan area in the United States were
recruited from 26 classrooms in five public schools at the beginning of the school year
(Hernandez et al., 2016). Participants were recruited at the beginning of the school year
during curriculum nights, during parent—teacher meetings, and via teacher newsletters and
invitation letters sent in student backpack mailings that teachers used to distribute school
information. Of 541 children in the 26 classrooms, 301 parents provided consent for their
children to participate in the study. The recruitment rate (301 children or 56% of the
potential sample) was typical of similar studies of young children (e.g., McClelland et al.,
2007). The Arizona State University’s institutional review board approved this study.
Participants had varied ethnic backgrounds (53% Hispanic, 34% White, 3% Asian, 2%
American Indian/Alaska Native, 2% Black, 1% other, 6% unknown [percentages are
rounded]) and parental education levels (30% of mothers and 39% of fathers completed high
school or less, 31% of mothers and 24% of fathers attended some college, and 39% of
mothers and 37% of fathers graduated college).

Early Educ Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 January 01.
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Teachers received a survey for each participating child during the spring semester of
kindergarten assessing children’s social and psychological maladjustment. Research
assistants rated children’s emotional expressivity in school during the fall and spring
semesters of kindergarten in both classroom and recreational/lunch settings. Research
assistants were trained for several weeks to observe and rate child interactions for
expressivity in pilot preschool settings and, for the second cohort, also on precoded videos
of actual interactions among children. Validity checks were made on a biweekly basis for
agreement with an expert coder. Two or three research assistants conducted observations in
school, two to three times each week, for nine to 12 weeks each semester. Research
assistants had a pictorial list of participants for each class and coded an individual child’s
emotional expressivity after 30 s of observation. The first child to be observed was selected
at random from the list, and individual children were not coded again until the entire list of
children, if present, was coded. This observation method has shown adequate reliability and
predictive validity in prior research (e.g., Hernandez et al., 2016; Spinrad et al., 2004).

Positive emotional expressivity—Research assistants rated children’s positive
expressivity in the fall and spring semesters of kindergarten, based on the intensity,
frequency, and duration of positive emotion (e.g., happiness, joy, excitement, pride, awe)
exhibited in recreational (e.g., lunch, recess) and classroom (e.g., classroom, art/music,
library) settings. Positive expressivity (demonstrated by the following indicators: smiles,
cheeks raised, eyes squinted in an intense smile or wide and bright when excited or joyful,
jumping up and down, and chest and head up and upbeat tone or laughter) was coded on a
scale from 0 to 3: 0 = no evidence of emotion; 1 = minimal evidence (e.g., emotion indicator
seen once, small intensity and brief [< 3 s]); 2 = moderate evidence (e.g., two indicators of
emotion, small intensity, and brief; one indicator of emotion, small intensity, lasting 4 to 9 s;
one indicator, medium intensity, lasting < 5 s); 3 = strong evidence (e.g., three or more
indicators, small intensity, and brief; two or more indicators, medium intensity; one or more
indicators, small intensity, lasting more than 10 s; one or more emotional displays, medium
intensity, lasting more than 5 s; any high intensity indicator. Interobserver reliability, based
on the intraclass correlation obtained from precoded videos and 8.5% of live observations
rated simultaneously with expert coders, was .96 for positive emotion (reliability for was .97
for live observations and .93 for pre-coded videos).

For each participant, observers’ ratings were averaged across all observations in each context
for positive emotion in kindergarten (lunch/recess: Myjme = 46 min, 19 s, SDyjme = 12 min,
48 s, range sime = 13 min to 97 min, 30 s; classroom: My, = 86 min 8 s, SDyjme =21 min 4
S, rangeime = 26 min 30 s to 162 min; r= .61 between positive emotion in lunch/recess and
in the classroom), representing positive emotional expressivity levels in a specific school
setting or across all school contexts. General positive emotional expressivity scores that
represent overall expressivity at school were calculated. In addition, positive emotional
expressivity difference scores by context were calculated: The score for positive emotional
expressivity in classroom settings (M= 0.71, SD = 0.26, range = 0.11-1.72) was subtracted
from the positive emotional expressivity in lunch/recess settings (M= 1.3, SD= 0.37, range
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= 0.24-2.23). Scores above zero represent more positive expressivity at lunch/recess than in
the classroom, whereas scores below zero represent more positive expressivity in the
classroom than at lunch/recess.

Teacher—student conflict—In the latter part of the spring semester of kindergarten,
teachers rated their perceived conflict with participants (1 = definitely does not apply, 5 =
definitely applies, 6 items, e.g., “This child’s feelings toward me can be unpredictable or can
change suddenly”, a = .88; Hamre & Pianta, 2001).1 Items were used as indicators for the
teacher—student conflict latent variable. This measure was used in previous studies in
elementary school and showed strong psychometric properties and stability over time
(Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Jerome et al., 2009).

Externalizing, depressive, and anxiety symptoms—Teachers rated (1 = never/not
true;, 3 = often/very true) children’s oppositional defiance (nine items, a = .89, e.g., “Argues
a lot with peers”) and conduct problem behaviors (11 items, a. = .84, e.g., “Lies or cheats™),
as well as depressive (six items, a = .82, e.g., “Cries a lot”) and anxiety (six items, a = .78,
e.g., “Worries about things in the future”)2 symptoms in the latter part of the spring semester
of kindergarten using the MacArthur Health and Behavior Questionnaire (Armstrong &
Goldstein, 2003). This questionnaire has demonstrated adequate stability and reliability
(Armstrong & Goldstein, 2003). We converted oppositional defiance items to three 3-item
parcels by randomly grouping and averaging items together, and these parcels were used as
indicators for an externalizing behaviors latent variable. Conduct problem items were
converted to three parcels (one 3-item parcel, two 4-item parcels) and used as indicators for
the externalizing behaviors latent variable. Parcels were used because parceling helps reduce
measurement error, the indicator-to-sample ratio, number of parameter estimates and
increase reliability of the latent variable (Little, Rhemtulla, Gibson, & Schoemann, 2013).
Depressive and anxiety symptoms items were used as indicators for the depressive and
anxiety symptoms latent variables, respectively.

Background covariates—Age, Hispanic status (0 = non-Hispanic [i.e., white, Asian,
American Indian/Alaska Native, or Black], 1 = Hispanic), sex (0 = girl, 1 = boy), and
socioeconomic status (the average of the zscores of family income and parents’ education)
were used as covariates.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics and correlations for the study variables. On average,
positive expressivity was higher at lunch/recess compared to in the classroom. This balance
score (M= 0.59, SD = 0.30) ranged from —0.22 to 1.47 and was normally distributed. The
percent of missing data ranged from 0% to 6%. Children who did not have data on some

1one item from the original 7-item teacher—student conflict scale (“This child and | always seem to be struggling with each other”)
was excluded because of a low factor loading.

Two items from the original 8-item anxiety scale (“Complains of stomach aches or headaches,” “Complains about not feeling well”)
were excluded because of low factor loadings.

Early Educ Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 January 01.
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teacher-reported measures did not differ from the children who did, based on comparisons of
background covariates (e.g., socioeconomic status, age, Hispanic status, male) and positive
expressivity using independent-samples ftests. Positive expressivity and positive
expressivity balance had a small correlation (r=.26), suggesting that these variables,
although related, are distinct.

Model Specification

Models were tested using Mp/us 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015). Likelihood ratio tests
(chi-square), comparative fit indices (Bentler, 1990), and the root mean square error of
approximation (Browne & Cudeck, 1993) were used to assess model fit. Analyses were
performed using full-information maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard
errors and the Type = Complex command to account for missing data and the
nonindependence of observations due to the clustering of data.

Although there is controversy surrounding the use of difference scores (Lord, 1958), “...
when individual differences in true change do exist, the difference score does a good job in
distinguishing among individuals (see Rogosa et al., 1982)” (Rogosa & Willett, 1983, p.
335).” We used a balance score because it had significant variation across individuals (o2 =
0.09, p<.001), and the analytical method matched our question regarding the relative
balance in positive emotion across school contexts. In addition, difference scores were
previously used to study emotional balance (e.g., Denham & Grout, 1992; Diener et al.,
2009), which further supports the use of positive expressivity balance in this study.

Positive Expressivity Predicting Student Outcomes

Four separate models tested whether positive expressivity levels in school, as well as the
balance in positive expressivity across contexts (in the classroom and at lunch/recess),
predicted teacher—student conflict, externalizing behaviors, depressive symptoms, or anxiety,
controlling for background covariates. The models showed adequate fit (see Table 2) and
significant latent variable factor loadings.

The balance for positive expressivity across contexts (i.e., higher positive expressivity in
lunch/recess compared to in the classroom) significantly predicted three of the four outcome
measures over and above the effects of general positive expressivity. Specifically, the
balance of positive expressivity across contexts predicted lower teacher—student conflict (B
=-.177; Column 1, Table 2) whereas overall positive expressivity did not. In the
externalizing behavior model, positive expressivity balance across contexts was associated
with lower externalizing behaviors (B = —.174; Column 2), whereas overall positive
expressivity marginally predicted lower externalizing behaviors (f = —.105; Column 2).
Similarly, positive expressivity balance across contexts (B = -.127; Column 3) and overall
positive expressivity (B = —.202; Column 3), negatively predicted depressive symptoms.
Finally, only overall positive expressivity was marginally predictive of lower anxiety
symptoms (B = —.131; Column 4).3 4

3In this research project, negative emotional expressivity was observed. We found that negative expressivity was associated with
higher teacher—student conflict (B = .49, p<.001) and externalizing behaviors (B = .46, p < .001) but did not significantly predict
depressive or anxiety symptoms. The balance in negative emotional expressivity across school settings did not significantly predict
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Discussion

Findings from this study point to an association between positive expressivity and child
maladjustment, but the nature of the relations of positive expressivity to maladjustment and
teacher—student conflict depended on how positive expressivity was estimated. Consistent
with expectations, overall observed positive expressivity in school was negatively associated
with maladjustment. In contrast, and of greater interest, higher levels of positive expressivity
observed in lunch/recess compared to in the classroom were negatively associated with
externalizing problems, depressive symptoms, and teacher—student conflict in kindergarten.

Positive Emotional Expressivity Balance in School

Prior conceptual work has described the notion that children flexibly modulate emotion
based on the contexts they experience (Blair & Diamond, 2008; Halberstadt et al., 2001;
Hollenstein et al., 2013), which may shape children’s emotion schemas across development
(1zard, Stark, Trentacosta, & Schultz, 2008). We found that the balance in positive
expressivity at lunch/recess versus in the classroom was associated with lower levels of
teacher—student conflict, externalizing behaviors, and depressive symptoms, even when we
controlled for overall positivity (note that overall positive expressivity and balance of
expressivity across contexts had a small correlation [r=.26], which suggests that there is
some level of covariation between the two measures). This is the first study that we are
aware of that has examined differences in emotional expressivity across contexts as they
relate to children’s adjustment. The findings point to the importance of emotional balance
across contexts, as previously proposed (Hollenstein et al., 2013), although replication
across different populations would be a key future research step.

Positive expressivity was on average higher in lunch/recess settings compared to in the
classroom. Children who are not aware of emotional norms in different settings, or who are
unable to act in ways consistent with these norms, could have compromised social
competence and psychological adjustment. Lower positivity expressed at lunch and recess
than in the classroom may be a symptom of peer rejection, which could contribute to
increased maladjustment (Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010); however, this may
be more likely for children who are less regulated given that there is some evidence that
positive emotion predicts higher peer acceptance, particularly for children who have lower
effortful control (Hernandez, Eisenberg, Valiente, Diaz, et al., 2017). Children rejected by
their peers, for example, have fewer chances of expressing happiness in primarily
recreational settings with peers, which further decreases their opportunity to develop self-
regulation skills through play (Savina, 2014). The balance in positive expressivity at lunch/
recess compared to in the classroom likely has multiple origins, including peer interactions
and regulatory abilities. In auxiliary analyses, positive expressivity balance similarly

child maladjustment. In separate analyses, we also regressed overall positive emotion on positive expressivity balance and saved the
unstandardized residual score, which was then used to predict the student outcomes. The pattern of findings was the same as the
findings reported here. That is, positive expressivity balance predicted less teacher—student conflict, fewer externalizing behaviors, and
fewer depressive symptoms in kindergarten.

Because the observations of emotion were conducted across the fall and spring semesters of the school year, we also analyzed the
main effects of positive emotion expressivity and balance from the fall semester to predict across time. Results were the same as the
ones reported for positive emotion expressivity and balance across the school year except for one instance: The main effect from
positive emotion expressivity in the fall semester predicting low anxiety in the spring semester was not significant.

Early Educ Dev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 January 01.
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predicted the student outcomes when peer acceptance based on peer nominations was
included as a covariate. Thus, the findings reflect not just an artifact of sociability or peer
competence in the different school contexts but rather emotional expressivity balance across
school settings.

This balance in positive expressivity across contexts did not predict children’s anxiety
symptoms perhaps because anxiety is best characterized by more negative emotional
responding (Clark & Watson, 1991). Alternatively, anxiety symptoms, rated in the context of
schooling, may have been more difficult to observe by teachers given the subtleties of
anxiety symptoms. Nonetheless, the findings echo prior research on the importance of play
(Pearson, Russ, & Cain Spannagel, 2008), in this case peer-centered activities during lunch
and recess, and opportunities for expressing positive emotion beyond the classroom context
in school practice. Furthermore, examining emotional balance in positive, not just negative,
emotional expressivity may serve as an early indicator for the development of later
socioemotional difficulties. In auxiliary analyses, we found that positive emotional
expressivity balance (i.e., higher positive expressivity at lunch/recess than in the classroom)
only in the fall semester predicted lower teacher—student conflict, externalizing behaviors,
and depressive symptoms in the spring semester controlling for background covariates.
However, future research should also consider trajectories of both positive emotional
expressivity balance and socioemotional difficulties.

Overall Positive Emotional Expressivity

The findings that overall positive expressivity in school (aggregated across all school
contexts) during kindergarten predicted lower externalizing behaviors and anxiety symptoms
(both at marginally significant levels), as well as lower depressive symptoms, are consistent
with prior research findings (e.g., Buss et al., 2014; Dougherty et al., 2010; Kim et al.,
2007). These findings support theoretical frameworks that propose that a reduced capacity
for experiencing positive emotion is a factor in depression (Clark & Watson, 1991; Lonigan
et al., 2003). The marginally significant findings for externalizing and anxiety symptoms
correspond with proposals that expressing positive emotions attract positive social
interactions (Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008), although future research could be conducted to
gain further support for these findings.

Positive expressivity, however, did not significantly predict teacher—student conflict;
emotions of negative valence may be a stronger direct predictor (Hernandez, Eisenberg,
Valiente, Spinrad, et al., 2017). Also, some aspects of positive expressivity relate to
exuberance and impulsivity (Kochanska et al., 2007; Putnam, 2012; Stifter et al., 2008),
which could be positively associated with teacher—student conflict, whereas other aspects
relate to agreeableness (Polak-Toste & Gunnar, 2006), which could be negatively associated
with teacher—student conflict. These opposing relations may make it difficult to obtain a
direct effect for teacher—student conflict.

Future Directions and Study Limitations

Future research could examine how and why positive emotion is expressed differently across
contexts (e.g., within school and in the home) and how these differences relate to adjustment
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outcomes across development. As children further develop their regulatory abilities and
learn about norms for expressing positive emotional expressivity, individual differences in
expressivity might become less pronounced across contexts. For example, positive emotion
might be expressed in a more regulated manner with age and thus be only weakly associated
with maladjustment (Sallquist, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Reiser, et al., 2009). Overall, results from
this study have implications for promoting children’s regulation of positive emotional
expressivity in school and for the importance of context in emotion processes. We examined
maladjustment outcomes, but future research could investigate how positive emotion
expressed across contexts relates to positive outcomes in young children, such as prosocial
behavior (Sallquist, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Eggum, & Gaertner, 2009) or school enjoyment
(Boniwell, Osin, & Martinez, 2015).

We note that in the study’s observation protocol of positive emotional expressivity, we
considered different types of positive emotion (e.g., enthusiasm, contentment) without
distinguishing them because conducting live naturalistic observations makes it difficult to
distinguish emotions reliably. Furthermore, we did not record what specific activities the
children were engaging in during the observations of emotional expressivity, which is a
notable limitation in our ability to describe what specific activities individual children were
partaking in during the classroom and lunch/recess contexts. Future research could clarify
how positive expressivity varies across contexts and whether positive expressivity is more
closely associated with child adjustment in some contexts than in others. In this study, we
could not test the direction of effects (a limitation that can be addressed in future research).
However, by measuring expressivity across the school year and maladjustment/conflict at the
end of that year, we took a first step in identifying possible causality. The study’s results
have implications for promoting children’s appropriate regulation of positive expressivity in
school and for the importance of context in emotion processes. For instance, providing more
peer-centered and free-play interaction opportunities that encourage positive expressivity in
school contexts outside of classes may help children adjust to the school environment. In
addition, teachers’ emotional expressivity balance and teaching of horms in regard to
appropriate behavior in various school contexts may foster appropriate moderation of
positive emotion across contexts and help support social adjustment (Curby, Brock, &
Hamre, 2013). Recreation and play in school are a critical context for children to express
their positive emotions and have been associated with children’s self-regulation skills
(Becker, McClelland, Loprinzi, & Trost, 2013). Our findings point to the utility of observing
positive emotional expressivity balance across school contexts as a potential risk indicator
for children’s maladjustment and conflict with teachers in kindergarten. Future research on
children’s positive emotional expression balance across their schooling trajectory could help
to clarify the extent to which the study’s findings remain stable across development.

The present study examined differences in emotional expressivity across contexts and found
that positive emational expressivity balance in school (i.e., higher positive expressivity in
lunch/recess compared to the classroom) was associated with fewer maladjusted behaviors.
The findings point to the significance of modulating positive emotional expressivity in
school, as alluded in theory (Blair & Diamond, 2008; Denham et al., 2014; Fredrickson &
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Cohn, 2008; Halberstadt et al., 2001; Hollenstein et al., 2013), favoring more positive
emotional expressivity at lunch and recess relative to the kindergarten classroom setting. The
findings suggest that emotional flexibility, in ways consistent with the norms in different
contexts, is associated with adjustment.
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