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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

Supporting At-Risk Students with Emotional Intelligence 

 

by  

Mona Kiani 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 

University of California, San Diego, 2016 

California State University San Marcos, 2016 

 

 

Professor Annette M. Daoud, Chair 

 

There is a growing concern around the stress and anxiety that permeates the 

educational landscape today and its proliferation foreshadowed in the future. At-risk 

students endure increased levels of stress, including those that materialize from many life 

factors including poverty, racism, and challenges within the household. To seriously 

address the achievement gap that persists between at-risk students and their more 

privileged counterparts, the emotions of schooling must be addressed. Emotions have 

been largely avoided in educational organizations that which has led to an overreliance 
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on cognitive factors in standards and curricula. However, as research in this field expands 

from psychology, to business, and now to education, it can no longer be ignored. Being in 

school is an emotional experience for both teachers and students and studies show that 

negative emotions and misunderstandings are magnified in high school math classes. 

Increasing one’s emotional intelligence can help both parties better navigate their 

experience at school and their relationships with one another. A review of the literature 

shows that emotional intelligence is a predictor of academic success and success in life. 

This study explores the phenomenon of in-school emotional experiences for at-risk 

students who have failed math class and how emotional intelligence and deeper 

connections with math teachers can mitigate many factors that would attribute to their 

predicted trajectory of failure. Through a phenomenological design, this qualitative 

research uses the student voice to explore what at-risk students who have failed math 

class want their teachers to know and do for academic success. This study finds that 

being emotionally intelligent with a culturally intelligent lens will help support a healthier 

relationship and schooling experience for at-risk students. Interview data from this study 

purports that student emotional intelligence can help at-risk students become more 

academically successful by helping them break patterns of failure, developing emotional 

self-efficacy, and teaching them to perceive, manage and use their emotions more 

effectively. Furthermore, this study shows that at-risk students want their teachers to 

foster an emotional connection with them, care about them holistically, and repair their 

trust and confidence. 

 Keywords: emotional intelligence, cultural intelligence, at-risk students, failure in 

math class, math teachers, student-teacher connection, adverse childhood experiences



 

1 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

“Why should I care about the Pythagorean Theorem, when I almost got raped on my way 

to school?” Ana, 9th grade student, Los Angeles 

 

In the researcher’s first year teaching in inner-city Los Angeles, eight of her 

students got pregnant, one got stabbed in the head, and there were three lockdowns due to 

gang violence at school. The quote above was spoken by her former 9th grade student, 

Ana, who struggled to be engaged, intellectually and emotionally, to the math content the 

researcher was mandated to teach. In her years as an educator, in inner-city public 

schools, elite private schools, and diverse charter schools, she had increasingly become 

aware of the most pressing problem that faces education in the United States—and it is 

not curriculum design.   

While some students may arrive at school concerned about their upcoming exam, 

at-risk students have other stressors that occupy a good portion of their hearts and minds. 

At-risk students are defined as those who experience certain circumstances where their 

basic needs may not be fulfilled, thereby jeopardizing their ability to maximize their 

growth potential (Costello, 1996). Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Figure 1) shows that in 

order to self-actualize or achieve one’s full potential, one must first fulfill his or her basic 

needs (including physiological and safety needs), and their psychological needs 

(including belongingness, love needs, and esteem needs) (Maslow, 1943).  
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Figure 1:  

 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943)  

 

If individuals’ basic and psychological needs are not satisfied, we cannot expect the 

educational achievement gap to narrow significantly. Many at-risk students face, not only 

physical malnourishment, but also emotional malnourishment and come to school trying 

to suppress the psychological, and sometimes physical, abuse endured at home and in 

their neighborhoods (McKinney, Flenner, Frazier, & Abrams, 2006; Rosario, 

Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Gwadz, 2002). This trauma affects students emotionally and is 

pervasive in every facet of their lives: academic, personal, and beyond. The school’s 

infrastructure can help alleviate or aggravate some of these stressors, and teachers, in 

particular, play a monumental role. 
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Statement of the Problem  

Much focus is placed on how well teachers design lessons or deliver content to 

make sure students are maximizing their academic potential. Insufficient weight is 

placed, however, on the teacher’s attention to connecting, on an emotional level, with 

their students and how social-emotional skills are not always explicitly taught. This 

imbalance of priorities helps explain the persistent achievement gap disfavoring students 

who have had adverse childhood experiences or come from marginalized backgrounds. 

While many life circumstances that contribute to the lower achievement of at-risk 

students are outside of the teacher and school’s control (such as their family situation, 

gang involvement, poverty, etc.), there are significant ways teachers can make a positive 

impact on the overall wellbeing of the student, promoting his or her academic resiliency. 

Conversely, teachers can also have a negative influence by aggravating current tensions 

that exist or adding additional burdens on the student. The emotional disconnect between 

teachers and students only worsens the student experience at school and further exhausts 

the teacher.  

To not give emotions the proper attention they deserve in the educational system 

is a grave and costly oversight. Looking back at the history of human existence, our 

capacity for emotions developed far before our ability to think rationally (Goleman, 

1995). Millions of years after the human brain’s emotional center developed from the 

brainstem, the neocortex, which is the center for logic, evolved (Goleman, 1995). Thus, 

even though we were emotional beings before we were rational ones, our educational 

policies, curriculum, and accountability tend to ignore and avoid emotion altogether, 

concentrating primarily on our logical capacities.  
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Emotions have been indispensable to our survival—feeling fear when we need to 

protect ourselves, desire to mate and reproduce, and motivation to increase self-efficacy. 

When the amygdala, the central unit of the emotional brain, is severed completely, life 

becomes void of passions, desires, connections, and relationships—or utterly meaningless 

(Goleman, 1995). So to ignore and suppress the very roots of our evolutionary existence, 

is denying an essential part of the whole.  Emotions play an underestimated role in the 

context of learning and academic achievement. When students face a certain trauma, for 

example, their neocortex, or thinking brain, can be hijacked by their emotional brain, 

preventing them from thinking rationally or making logical decisions (Goleman, 1995; 

LeDoux, 1996). This explains why Ana struggled to engage with the math content when 

faced with a trauma that morning. Brain researchers found that “the architecture of the 

brain gives the amygdala a privileged position as an emotional sentinel, able to hijack the 

brain” (Goleman, 1995, p.17; LeDoux, 1996). Because of the pathways connecting 

various brain components and our eyes and ears, which intake sensory signals, the 

amygdala is given priority to respond before the neocortex can (Goleman, 1995; LeDoux, 

1996). This system scientifically justifies Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, explaining why 

students who do not experience any sort of trauma or marginalization are scientifically 

privileged in the realm of education and beyond. At-risk students are constantly 

combating the over take of their rational thinking when overwhelmed by adverse 

experiences; this emotional burden automatically puts them at a disadvantage.  

Teachers, who are the most immediate educational leaders to students, must 

increase their awareness of the emotional wellbeing of their students, and the effect their 

interactions have on them. One’s ability to perceive, understand, manage, and use their 
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emotions and the emotions of others is called “Emotional Intelligence” or EI (Goleman, 

1995; Mayer, Salovey, Caruso, & Sitarenios, 2003). They must use this intelligence to 

recognize and help lower the emotional burden of their at-risk students, and help teach 

them how to use EI to cope with their daily stressors. Although there has been some 

research on how increasing EI can help students realize their potential, very few 

researchers have explored the emotional experiences at-risk students have at school and 

how teachers can be a part of improving that experience.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the effect emotions have on the schooling 

experience for students who are academically at-risk and to illuminate their ideas to 

improve the emotional connection between them and their teachers. Academically at-risk 

students are those who face conditions that increase their probability of failing classes, 

dropping out of school, or more commonly, not maximizing their educational potential 

(Hidden Curriculum, 2014). High school math classes have notoriously been an 

educational context where emotional distance between the student and the teacher is 

magnified (Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). Furthermore, 

math is a gatekeeper class for many students and can have costly academic consequences 

if students fail it (Atanda, 1999). Thus, this study explores in-school emotional 

experiences between students and their math teachers, and how this may play a critical 

role in at-risk student achievement. This qualitative study makes a unique contribution to 

the field of education, by revealing how educators can use EI to help support their at-risk 

students. By exploring these topics, this study advocates for emotional intelligence and 

cultural intelligence trainings to help mitigate emotional frustration and 
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misunderstanding, thereby helping teachers connect better with their students, and 

helping students become more academically resilient in the face of emotional burdens.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions that guided this study are as follows: 

1. How are academic achievements and the overall wellbeing of at-risk 

students influenced by in-school emotional experiences? 

2. How can student emotional intelligence help at-risk students become more 

academically successful? 

3. What do at-risk students want their teachers to know and do for greater 

emotional connection? 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Several theoretical frameworks helped shape the critical lens of this study. 

Schooling as an emotional experience sets the stage, while the concept and components 

of emotional intelligence provide the backbone to the study. EI enhanced with the theory 

of cultural intelligence, gives this study a unique perspective, filling in the gaps of 

understanding how teachers can best emotionally connect with students from diverse 

cultures and life experiences. The three theoretical frameworks and their sub-frameworks 

will be introduced here and discussed in further detail in Chapter 2.  

Schooling as an Emotional Experience 

 The interactions between students and teachers are emotional in nature and they 

each play a significant role in influencing one another (Barsade, 2001; Fowler & 

Christakis, 2008; Hargreaves, 2000). The theory of emotional contagion explains how 

emotions can be fluidly passed from one person to another, the way laughter can be 
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“caught” from person to person (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). In a social network, the 

person with the greatest influence or power, usually passes on their emotions to others in 

a ripple effect manner; those closest to the center are affected by it most (Barsade, 2001; 

Fowler & Christakis, 2008). In a classroom, teachers can easily spread his or her 

emotions to students, and therefore, must be intentional about spreading positive 

emotions and not negative ones. Meanwhile, students can also very easily emotionally 

influence their teachers, who can then adopt those emotions, and re-spread them back to 

the class (Mottet & Beebe, 2000). Many times, this emotional exchange between students 

and teachers can cause frustration and misunderstanding. Chapter 2 will more thoroughly 

discuss the phenomenon of schooling as an emotional experience. 

Emotional Intelligence 

 Given that emotions are so prevalent in the classroom, and that all parties 

involved can be so influential, the astute ability to perceive, understand, manage, and use 

emotions is essential (Goleman, 1995; Mayer et al., 2003). These skills are under the 

umbrella of “Emotional Intelligence,” an increasingly popular form of intelligence that is 

thought to be more important than IQ and the key ingredient to successful leadership, 

communication, and relationships (Bracket et al., 2011; Goleman, 1998; MacCann et al., 

2011; Qualter et al., 2012). The father of EI, Daniel Goleman, outlined five components 

that comprise this intelligence: self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, motivation, and 

social skill (Goleman, 1998). Since then, other scholars have expanded on the theory, 

creating similar renditions of the theory by focusing on specific aspects of the 

intelligence. There are two main types of tools that are used to assess this intelligence: 

one assesses an individual’s ability to be emotionally intelligent, and the other assesses 
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the individual’s self-perception of their own EI (Mayer et al., 2003; Schutte et al., 2009). 

Numerous studies have shown that emotional intelligence, when improved, leads to 

higher academic achievement (Brackett et al., 2011; MacCann et al., 2011; and Qualter et 

al., 2012), better mental health (Davis & Humphrey, 2012), increased ability to solve 

problems, and more sensible decision-making (Brackett et al., 2011; Rivers et al., 2013; 

Williams, 2008). Details on the benefits and criticisms of EI follow in Chapter 2, as well 

as studies on programs that increase EI.  

Cultural Intelligence 

 One of the criticisms of the theory of emotional intelligence is its rigid structure 

(Hargreaves, 2000). Since our perception of what is an appropriate display of emotion, 

how we understand emotions, and how we perceive them in others are largely shaped by 

our upbringing, the researcher argues that cultural intelligence is a necessary component 

to make EI more effective in our increasingly diverse society. Cultural intelligence (CQ) 

is one’s ability to understand, adapt to, and navigate various cultures effectively, being 

sensitive and respectful to culturally different values, practices, and norms (Alon & 

Higgins, 2005; Crowne, 2008). Since a high CQ necessitates being perceptive, 

understanding, and empathetic, EI and CQ are not mutually exclusive, and truly depend 

on one another. In the context of schools, the researcher argues that teachers need to 

increase their emotional intelligence, but with a culturally sensitive lens. With 40.7% of 

our public school student body consisting of people of color, while only 14.6% of the 

teacher workforce being people of color (National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES], 2009), one may be able to infer that many emotional frustrations stem from 

cultural misunderstandings. Through this study, the researcher sought to identify where 
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and why emotional misunderstandings emerge between African American and Latino 

students and their White and Asian math teachers.  

Context of the Study 

 This study took place at two project based learning charter high schools within the 

same organization in Southern California. These free public charter schools admit 

students based on a zipcode lottery system, ensuring a diverse student body, with students 

from various ethnic, cultural, socio-economic, and geographic backgrounds. Because 

these schools are an accurate demographic representation of the city, they were ideal 

locations to base the study. Out of the approximately 5000 students organization-wide, 

about 60% are students of color and about 42% qualify for free or reduced lunch (About 

Charter High School, 2015). This study took place in the context of high school math 

classes specifically, for a variety of reasons elaborated on in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Overview of Methods 

 This qualitative study has a transcendental phenomenological design, because it 

aims to unravel the experiences of at-risk student emotion at school and how teachers can 

best serve their emotional needs. Through purposeful sampling, 11 academically at-risk 

students were recruited. For this study, academically at-risk students are defined by those 

who failed their math class in the 2014-15 school year. Out of the pool of students who fit 

that requirement, the sample was narrowed down to students of color and those who 

qualify for free or reduced lunch.  

 Students began the study by taking the “Assessing Emotions Scale” Test, which 

evaluates and quantifies the various components of their emotional intelligence. 

Following the assessment, the researcher observed each participant’s math class for 1 
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hour each, in order to get a better understanding of the context of their learning 

environment. Following classroom observations, the researcher conducted in-depth 

interviews (1 hour or more) of each student to capture their experiences with emotions in 

math class, and how they feel that is affecting their academic achievement. The goal of 

the interviews was to better understand their experiences, but moreover, to learn about 

their suggestions for how teachers can better emotionally connect to them. Finally, 

through coding and triangulating the data from the Assessing Emotions Scale, classroom 

observations, and in-depth interviews, open and focused coding was used to distill the 

essence of the phenomenon.  

Significance of the Study 

 This study is significant for all teachers, with a special significance for math 

teachers. Unearthing student voices will help math teachers better understand how to 

emotionally connect with their at-risk students. By learning what at-risk students 

experience emotionally in math class, teachers will better understand the student’s 

perspective and adapt their interactions with them to better address the relevant issues. 

Specifically, this study exposes how teachers have connected with at-risk students, what 

words or actions caused these students to feel emotionally disconnected from their 

teachers, and how these students want their emotional baggage to be dealt with in class. 

 By informing teachers about how best to connect with at-risk students, based on 

the student’s wants and needs, the teachers will be better equipped to appropriately deal 

with negatively charged emotional eruptions. By doing so, teachers can help students 

become more academically resilient, and ultimately help them stay motivated to 

maximize their academic potential. Understanding how to better emotionally connect 
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with at-risk students may help address the achievement gap that still persists today. 

Informed schools may also implement EI (and CQ) trainings for students and teachers, to 

help students use EI as a protective factor to cope with at-risk factors outside of the 

school’s control. EI and CQ trainings can help teachers become more resistant to catching 

negative emotions from students or other teachers, and help them become more resilient 

practitioners (Mottet & Beebe, 2000), which may help lower teacher attrition rates. This 

study may be significant to encourage teacher professional development to train new 

teachers on improving their EI and potentially implementing EI curriculum for the 

students and possibly parents. Furthermore, results of this study could encourage teacher 

education programs to prepare new teachers to become resilient to the emotional burdens 

that will inevitably be faced in their career, and how to use their EI to spread positive 

emotions to their students. A call to action to increase both teacher and student EI will 

only lead to benefits in the classroom and beyond. With future action-research done to 

continue examining how EI can support at-risk students, policy-makers may be 

influenced to incorporate standards that address social-emotional learning, and not be 

limited to standards focused on cognitive development. 

Background and Role of the Researcher 

 Being a math teacher within the same organization of the study, presents a set of 

benefits and challenges. The researcher is privileged to understanding the culture and 

norms of the site of study and understands the nuances of a project based learning math 

classroom. This proximity and positionality also presents a challenge in the potential 

influence she may have had on the participants. It is possible that the students felt the 

need to alter their interview responses for fear of negative consequences if something 
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undesirable or controversial is revealed. All of these concerns were addressed at the 

inception of the interview, ensuring protection, privacy, and confidentiality of the data 

from the study.  

 Being a reflexive researcher is crucial given her background and phenomenology 

design. She is interested in this topic because, after working in inner city schools, elite 

private schools, and now a charter school, it is evident to her that emotional factors 

outweigh academic details in improving the experience for both teachers and students at 

school. This study takes on a critical approach of how schools with a predominantly 

White, middle-class workforce, currently use the dominant culture ideology of 

understanding emotions to handle most emotionally charged situations. It is the 

researcher’s hope that the introduction of cultural intelligence will help mitigate some of 

those tensions and provide a more culturally responsive application of EI. By advocating 

for at-risk students through highlighting their voices and wants, this study contributes to 

making schools more holistically equitable.  

Definition of Key Terms 

 The following terms will be used, and explained in more detail, throughout the 

dissertation.  

At-risk students. At-risk students are defined as those who experience certain 

circumstances where their basic needs may not be fulfilled, thereby jeopardizing their 

ability to maximize their growth potential (Costello, 1996). Those circumstances may 

include adverse childhood experiences, poverty, discrimination based on race, gender, or 

sexual orientation, etc. For the purposes of selecting my participants, I will be focusing 
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on students who are academically at-risk, specifically students who failed their math 

class.  

Adverse childhood experiences (ACE). Adverse childhood experiences include physical, 

emotional, or sexual abuse, household dysfunction, mental illness, exposure to substance 

abuse, exposure to violence, and exposure to crime or family members who commit 

crimes (Felitti et al., 1998; Schilling, Aseltine, & Gore, 2007). 

Emotional intelligence (EI). Emotional intelligence is one’s ability to perceive, 

understand, and manage one’s own emotions and the emotions of others, as well as the 

ability to use emotions for a desired outcome (Goleman, 1998; Mayer et al., 2003).  

Cultural intelligence (CQ). Cultural intelligence is one’s ability to understand, adapt to, 

and navigate various cultures effectively, being sensitive to and respectful of their values, 

practices, and norms (Alon & Higgins, 2005; Crowne, 2008). 

Emotional contagion. The emotional contagion theory asserts that individuals can spread 

and “catch” emotional states from others through mimicry (Barsade, 2001; Fowler & 

Christakis, 2008). 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 As with most qualitative studies, the generalizability is extremely limited. This 

study aims to explore a phenomenon that many students experience, but only through the 

lens of 11 individuals. No two individuals have the same exact life experiences, context, 

and culture. Thus, their experiences are unique to themselves. However, other teachers 

serving at-risk students may find utility from the student voices shared through this study. 

Math teachers in particular can gain some insight on the interplay of emotions in their 

classroom. Charter schools, specifically project based charter schools, can also benefit 
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from certain aspects of the experiences of these students that may be similar to their 

student population. But given the uniqueness of the context of study, the specific 

population, and the design of phenomenology, this study does not claim to be widely 

generalizable.  

To narrow the scope of study, the researcher intentionally designed the study to 

collect data from schools within the same educational organization. Although focused, 

this may have limited the diversity of responses that may be more representative of at-

risk students’ experiences in general. Furthermore, “at-risk” is such a broad term and may 

affect people in different ways. For example, someone who grew up homeless and 

someone else who experienced domestic violence at home may internalize their adverse 

childhood experiences factors in very different ways. Their coping strategies may also 

vary greatly. Thus, the experiences of one at-risk student are not necessarily transferrable 

to another, and neither are their suggestions for teachers, or their coping strategies. To 

focus this study, academically at-risk students who failed math class were specifically 

targeted. Other at-risk factors were gleaned during the interview process, and are 

discussed in the results. However, no such claim is being made that being at-risk, as 

defined above, means having the same experiences or solutions to one’s hardships.  

Qualitative studies vary in sample size—this study included 11 participants. This 

number was determined in order to have a rigorous and trustworthy qualitative study but 

has its limitations due to a small sample size. The purposeful sampling technique relied 

on counselors, teachers, and administrators recommending which of the students who 

failed math class were ideal for my study. Subjectively selecting participants always 

limits the generalizability of the study as well, but for these research purposes, 
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intentionally selecting students that fit my description was most appropriate. 

Furthermore, the Assessing Emotions Scale, the instrument used to measure my 

participants’ EI, is a self-reflective tool. Since students evaluated themselves and selected 

their answers based on their own perception, the tool does not objectively test their ability 

to be emotionally intelligent—rather their perception of their ability to be emotionally 

intelligent, or trait EI (discussed more in Chapter 2). Additionally, some students might 

have felt the need to answer questions based on what they thought is more socially 

acceptable as opposed to what is closest to their truth. This also limits the trustworthiness 

of this study. To address some of these limitations, the researcher triangulated all pieces 

of data with other sources, and for this reason, conducted a validated and reliable EI test, 

took fieldnotes in the classroom, and conducted in-depth interviews. Through this 

rigorous methodological design, a sound and empirically reliable study was carried out 

through the approval of the Institutional Review Board at California State University, San 

Marcos.  

 Organization of the Dissertation 

 Chapter one gave an introduction to the dissertation that follows. It outlined the 

significance of the study, research questions, methodology, and limitations. Furthermore, 

it presented a sense of urgency to address such an overlooked topic. Chapter two delves 

more into the unit of analysis: at-risk students, and the theoretical frameworks that 

provide a foundation for the proposed research. Through the synthesis of qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods studies, chapter two provides the current state of 

knowledge on emotional intelligence, schooling as an emotional experience for students 

and teachers, benefits of EI, and the addition of cultural intelligence into the construct. 
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Chapter three outlines the methodology for this study. Qualitative design methods are 

discussed and justified as being the appropriate research design given the exploratory 

nature of my research questions. In chapter three, my research questions are proposed, the 

EI assessment provided, and my proposed interview questions delineated. Chapter four 

describes the results from the data collected, using quotes from the interviews to delineate 

core themes in response to the research questions. Finally, chapter five describes the 

results and conclusions from the significant patterns that emerged. In this chapter, the 

implications for students, teachers, leadership, and educational policy are outlined, 

including recommendations for further research and limitations of the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 This chapter expounds on the existing literature around at-risk students and 

emotional intelligence. A combination of relevant quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-

methods studies were examined to create a conceptual framework for this study. Chapter 

two begins with a brief description of the unit of analysis of this study (at-risk students), 

followed by a synthesis of the emotions of schooling, justifying the context of the study 

(math classes). The bulk of this review elaborates on the pertinent literature around the 

theory of emotional intelligence and its applicability to the school context. Finally, this 

critical analysis incorporates the theoretical framework of cultural intelligence, 

attempting to address a gap that exists in the current literature around this topic. 

Background on At-Risk Students 

 As defined in the literature, at-risk students include those whose life 

circumstances make it difficult for them to excel academically and beyond, due to various 

factors (Costello, 1996). At-risk students may be faced with a myriad of challenges: 

poverty, violence, abuse, family instability, racism, and other forms of discrimination 

(Almeida, Johnson, Corliss, Molnar, & Azrael, 2009; Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; 

Carter, 2007; Franklin, Boyd-Franklin, & Kelly, 2006; Haberman, 2005; McKinney et al., 

2006). Each of these challenges has a negative effect on the overall psychological and 

psychosocial development of youth. Poverty, for example, affects children by making 

them think their power in society is defined by their wealth (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 

1997; Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 2014; Haberman, 1995). Studies have 

shown that the effects of this mentality lead to feelings of hopelessness, being ashamed 

and trying to hide their personal identity, minimizing interactions with others, and 
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difficulty trusting others (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1997; Haberman, 2005). Research 

shows that similarly, students of color have endured psychological trauma and stress due 

to perceived racism (Carter, 2007; DeGruy, Kjellstrand, Briggs, & Brennan, 2011; 

Franklin et al., 2006). The chronic stress endured by people of color stems from 

structures in society that perpetuate the dominant culture privilege and reduce the 

opportunities for them to excel (Carter, 2007; Franklin et al., 2006; Harrell, 2000). The 

sheer prevalence of stereotypes has proven to cause “stereotype threat,” which is the risk 

of fulfilling a negative stereotype assigned to a group (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p.797). A 

quantitative study of 114 Black and White, male and female Stanford undergraduate 

students found that stereotype threat caused Black students to underperform on 

standardized tests because of self-doubt and handicapping oneself based on assigned 

stereotypes (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Additionally, studies of LGBT youth underscore 

that they are more emotionally distressed than their heterosexual counterparts because of 

perceived discrimination (Almeida et al., 2009; Rosario et al., 2002). The constant 

physical and psychological stressors cause emotional trauma and distress among at-risk 

youth, adversely affecting their ability to thrive in an academic setting and beyond 

(Almeida et al., 2009; Farrell & Bruce, 1997; Franklin et al., 2006; Haberman, 2005; 

Harrell, 2000; McKinney et al., 2006; Roeser, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2000). 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES), the achievement gap is narrowing, however there is still a large 

disparity between graduation rates and academic attainment of White students and 

students of color. Statistics show that in the year 2013, the percentage of White 25- to 29-

year olds who had a high school diploma was 94% while only 76% for Hispanics (NCES, 
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2014). Furthermore, 40% of the White population had a bachelor’s degree or higher 

while only 16% of the Hispanic population attained that level of education (NCES, 

2014). In fact, research shows that the average African American or Hispanic 12th grade 

student performs about as well as a White 8th grade student (Orfield, Losen, Wald, & 

Swanson, 2004). Additionally, there is an overrepresentation of students of color in high-

poverty schools. Based on data gathered by the National Center of Education Statistics, 

Planty et al. (2008) report that “among students attending city schools…44 percent of 

Blacks, 46 percent of Hispanics, and 27 percent of American Indians/Alaska Natives 

attended high-poverty schools, compared with 9 percent of Whites and 17 percent of 

Asians/Pacific Islanders” (p. 49). Given these statistics, we cannot afford to overlook the 

needs, educationally, and otherwise of under-served populations. Educational institutions 

may not have the jurisdiction to remedy all of the needs of these students; however, 

emotional intelligence provides a platform in which to address some of the intangible but 

critically important hurdles that may deter them from maximizing their potential.  

Adverse childhood experiences  

Studies on the effects of adverse childhood experiences (ACE) on adolescents and 

adults show a strong relationship between these experiences and social, emotional, and 

cognitive impairment (Felitti et al., 1998; Schilling, Aseltine, & Gore, 2007). Felitti et al. 

(1998) explored the adverse effects of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse, household 

dysfunction, mental illness, exposure to substance abuse, exposure to violence, and 

having family members who commit crimes in one’s childhood, through a study of 9,508 

Kaiser Permanente Hospital members. They found that the length of the exposure and the 

culminating effects of exposure to multiple ACE categories, contributes to some risk 
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factors that lead to early death in adults in the United States. Such risk factors include 

smoking, depression, suicide attempts, drug abuse, physical inactivity, and obesity. For 

example, Felitti et al. (1998) found that out of the 10 ACE categories, those exposed to 4 

categories or more are 12.2 times more likely to attempt suicide than those who had no 

exposure to adverse childhood experiences (p. 250).  

Furthermore, Schilling et al. (2007) studied 1093 high school seniors through 

interviews to examine how adverse childhood experiences are associated with the mental 

health of young adults. Through their longitudinal study, they found that there is a very 

strong connection between ACE and “depressive symptoms, antisocial behavior, and 

drug use during the early transition to adulthood” (p.1). Their data showed some 

differences when analyzed by race and ethnicity, and gender: White students experienced 

a greater degree of negative mental health impacts due to ACEs when compared to Black 

and Hispanic students (Schilling et al., 2007). Additionally, male students were more 

likely to be antisocial because of ACEs when compared to girls who experienced similar 

adverse childhood experiences (Schilling et al., 2007). Beyond differences based on 

demographics, it is evident that children with ACEs enter school at a disadvantage 

compared to their peers who were not exposed to any adverse childhood experiences.  

Although the ACEs from their past cannot be reversed, research shows that 

positive support and relationships can help adolescents cope with the emotional baggage 

associated with the exposure to these negative experiences (Schilling et al., 2007, p.8). 

During the very formative and influential high school years, a disadvantaged youth is at a 

juncture where he or she may potentially redirect the trajectory of his life to prevent such 

factors that lead to depression, suicide, and other causes of early adult death (Felitti et al., 
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1998; Schilling et al., 2007). Thus, the emotional support high schools provide to all 

students, with special attention given to at-risk students, is not only necessary but critical. 

In fact, the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) (2011) 

recently published research suggesting that one of the main reasons underprivileged 

students who excel academically, do so because of their ability to regulate their emotions. 

Educational researchers urge that emotional regulation support must be a priority in 

schools, given that it is a predictor of academic success (Hinton, Miyamoto, & della-

Chiesa, 2008; OECD, 2007). Examining students’ emotions at school can help us better 

understand how that support can be given to help them thrive academically, socially, 

mentally, and beyond.  

Emotions of Schooling 

Being in school is an emotional experience. For teachers and students, the flow of 

emotions, both positive and negative, is extremely fluid and rapid (Fowler & Christakis, 

2008; Hargreaves, 1998). Students who arrive at school enduring discrimination and 

abuse in various forms, are already under emotional distress. This reduces their capacity 

to successfully navigate additional emotionally charged situations. When teachers are 

unaware of the struggles of a student, or oblivious to their emotional distress, this causes 

further misunderstanding between the teacher and student, which may cause the student 

to disengage from their academics altogether (Olivares-Cuhat, 2011). Although 

educational research has produced some literature on the emotional intelligence of 

students in general, there is a gap in the research specifically focusing on the emotional 

intelligence of at-risk students and making the link to the emotional intelligence of their 

educators. Thus, studying the emotional intelligence of at-risk students and their teachers, 
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as well as student-teacher interaction, may help support disadvantaged students and make 

education more equitable. It is possible that emotions may play a key role in helping 

bridge the achievement gap, giving students tools to cope with anxieties and stressors, 

and giving teachers the skills to better connect with their students and be more efficacious 

in their role as educators. 

Emotions in Math Class 

Emotional interactions can be found in every aspect of school, from different 

content area classes, to interactions with the counselor, to meetings with administration, 

and student-to-student interactions. To narrow the scope of this study, I will specifically 

focus on the emotional experiences of students who failed a math class. Using the math 

class as the context of this study provides a unique lens for a variety of reasons. 

           First, research has shown an increased amount of anxiety and negative emotion 

associated with math and high school students’ experience in math class (Hannula, 2002; 

Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Wigfield & Meece, 1988; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). 

More specifically, negative attitudes towards math have been shown to increase in high 

school compared to elementary school, and girls tend to be more fearful of the subject 

than boys (Hannula, 2002; Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Wigfield & Meece, 1988). In 

their mixed-methods study of 157 college students studying to become elementary school 

teachers, Jackson & Leffingwell (1999) report “only 7 percent had only positive 

experiences with mathematics from kindergarten through college,” leaving 93 percent 

who had some negative experience with math (p.583). Five hundred and sixty four 

middle and high school students were part of a longitudinal, exploratory factor analyses 

study which showed that overall, students had a very negative perception of math and had 
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a high level of worry concerning their math performance (Wigfield & Meece, 1998).  

Furthermore, in an interview based qualitative study done on the emotions in different 

content area classes, it was found that many students report experiencing negative 

emotions such as fear, distress, frustration, and anxiety when attempting to solve a math 

problem (Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). Consequently, these negative emotions are 

transmitted and adopted by the math teacher, leaving them feeling anxious and frustrated 

as well (Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). 

           Second, high school math teachers are notorious for not displaying emotion in the 

same way perhaps elementary school teachers or secondary school humanities teachers 

might (Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). In their qualitative 

study, Williams-Johnson et al. (2008) found that some math teachers expressed that there 

are “no emotions in math” (p. 1594). They recalled that their teacher training made it feel 

like math is purely logical with numbers and answers, and completely devoid of emotion. 

Consequently, this mentality was transmitted into their teaching practice. In Jackson and 

Leffingwell’s (1999) mixed-methods study, participants reported teachers reacting 

angrily when students asked clarifying questions, teachers belittling students if they 

didn’t have sufficient prior knowledge for the topic, verbally demeaning students in front 

of their peers for not understanding the content, and even kicking the student out of class 

due to their frustration with them (p.584). 

 Finally, math is a gatekeeper subject for students attending high school in the US 

(Atanda, 1999). Using sample survey data from the National Education Longitudinal 

Study of 1988, Atanda (1999) found a correlation with math courses passed and predicted 

academic success. Eighth grade algebra, for example, creates a pipeline in which students 
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are tracked in subsequent years based on their math ability level (Atanda, 1999). Schools 

that track, generally place the student in their assigned math level first, then program the 

rest of their schedule accordingly. Atanda (1999) found that 12th grade students who 

enrolled in eighth grade algebra were much more likely to apply for college (72%) 

compared to their peers who did not enroll in algebra as an eighth grader (42%). College 

entrance exams, like the SAT and the ACT emphasize math as a high-stakes subject, 

creating even more anxiety for students and preventing those who do not perform well on 

math exams from attending university.  

 Growth mindset. Two notable and related psychological factors that make the 

emotions of math education particularly salient are mindset and locus of control.  

Someone with a growth mindset believes that with effort and persistence, any intelligence 

can be grown and is not solely attributable to natural ability (Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 2010; 

Yeager & Dweck, 2012). In the context of a math class, someone with a growth mindset 

may place greater emphasis on learning, rather than looking smart or getting it right the 

first time. Struggle is embraced and mistakes are understood to cause one’s brain to grow, 

as synapses are fired and neural connectivity increased through challenges (Boaler, 2013; 

Boaler, 2010). Studies show, most traditional math education promotes a fixed mindset: 

either you understand it or you don’t because some people are “math people” while 

others are not (Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 2006). Research demonstrates that students’ 

mindsets are malleable and an increased growth mindset promotes resilience (Yeager & 

Dweck, 2012). Resilience is one’s ability to “respond positively to challenges” and 

bounce back from adversity (Yeager & Dweck, 2012, p.302). Good, Aronson, and 

Inzlicht (2003) researched the effects of an intervention that taught growth mindset could 
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have on adolescents’ academic performance. One hundred and thirty eight middle 

schoolers participated in the study where some were randomly selected to be mentored 

about “the expandable nature of intelligence” among other concepts (Good et al., 2003, p. 

648). These students were taught about growth mindset and the way neural connections 

are formed when someone is struggling and when mistakes are made. The results showed 

that students who were mentored on the “malleability of intelligence” significantly 

increased their math exam performance compared to those who were in the control group 

(Good et al., 2003, p.650). Particularly large gains were made by the middle school girls 

in math—tying back into being resilient despite the stereotype threat girls face in regards 

to math (Good et al., 2003).  

 Locus of control. A growth mindset is tied to a person’s perception of their locus 

of control. One who has an internal locus of control believes that events that happen to 

them are a result of their actions and behaviors and they have control over their outcomes 

(Deniz, Tras, Aydogan, 2009). One who has an external locus of control believes that 

they are not in control of events or outcomes in their lives and attribute them to the 

environment or other people. When a student feels like they have the ability to change 

their intellect, personality, etc. they feel a higher sense of self-efficacy, whether it is 

emotional self-efficacy, or academic self-efficacy, and that it is not simply their 

environment or external factors that dictates their outcomes. In a math classroom, when a 

student feels like intelligence can be grown through effort and persistence, they feel a 

sense of ownership over their learning and ultimately their academic success. When a 

student feels like intelligence is fixed and if they feel they are “not a math person” then 

they may attribute failure to factors that they feel are beyond their control. At-risk 
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students have a tendency to have a greater external locus of control as discussed further 

in the section titled “EI and at-risk students” (Morales, 2010). Thus, it is not surprising 

that efforts in developing a growth mindset and an internal locus of control in schools 

have shown the greatest positive effect on students who are considered at-risk (Good et 

al., 2003).   

This study makes a significant contribution to the field of education as it 

addresses the roots of the math-phobic culture that has persisted throughout the years in 

the United States. By examining the emotional experiences of students who failed math 

class, we may glean a greater understanding of the strong negative emotions that may 

impede learning, whether we are aware of them or not. 

Nature of Emotions  

There is evidence that suggests that there is a spectrum in the ability to perceive 

and understand one’s own emotions (Goleman, 1995). Theories of the nature of emotions 

claim that emotions can be unconscious, the point that our bodies may react to them even 

before we realize we are feeling them (Goleman, 1995). For example, when a person 

experiences fear or anxiety, his or her skin may break out in a sweat, or show other signs 

of anxiety, even though the person may claim they do not feel afraid (Goleman, 1995; 

Kagan, 2007). Some emotions occur so quickly, they come and pass before they enter our 

consciousness, and others pass the threshold, entering our awareness, which resides in the 

frontal cortex of the brain (Kagan, 2007). Thus, there are two levels of emotions: those 

that are subconscious and those that are conscious. Those that remain just below the 

threshold of awareness greatly influence the way we perceive and react to situations 

(Goleman, 1995). For example, a student who may be annoyed by an unpleasant 
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encounter with a parent that morning, may snap at a teacher without realizing why he or 

she is irritable. If the teacher brings the unwarranted reaction to the student’s attention, 

the emotion becomes conscious, making a mark on the frontal cortex, and then the 

student can evaluate appropriate follow up actions (Goleman, 1995, p.55). Until we are 

aware of our emotions, we cannot make conscious decisions about how to navigate them, 

and thus, perceiving our own emotions is the first crucial step to being emotionally 

intelligent.  

In the educational context, a very prevalent emotion experienced is that of stress.  

Some stress can have a positive effect because it mildly rises one’s heart rate and/or 

cortisol levels, which is a stress hormone (Grindal, Hinton, & Shonkoff, 2011; McEwen 

& Sapolsky, 1995; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Positive stress is short-lived, is a part of 

growing and developing, and may take the form of a challenging problem or healthy 

competition. Tolerable stress, however, may affect the structure of the brain, but its 

harmful effects can be negated with the help of a support network. Tolerable stress, such 

as a family death or taking the SAT, are short-lived or are handled with the support of a 

mentor, friend, parent, or other confidant. This support helps the brain recover from the 

strain the stress caused.  

Toxic stress, however, has lasting effects on the brain’s physical architecture. This 

is because toxic stress is chronic, intense, and/or the body’s stress response is prolonged 

due to the absence of a support system (Hinton, Fischer, & Glennon, 2012). Students who 

have experienced adverse childhood experiences such as “chronic poverty, abuse, 

bullying, and trauma without support” are susceptible to the damaging effects toxic stress 

can have (Hinton et al., 2012, p. 15). Research shows that learning is affected by toxic 
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stressors because mechanisms in the brain that are involved in learning, like the 

hippocampus, physically change (McEwen & Sapolsky, 1995). This not only leads to 

learning deficiencies but issues with future stress management. Toxic stress affects the 

body’s stress response system, lowering its threshold for stress triggers (Shonkoff & 

Phillips, 2000). One who has been traumatized by toxic stress may overreact in the future 

to something that would not be a stress trigger for most. In the classroom context, this 

may lead to learning issues, excessive aggression, defensiveness, or withdrawal, and may 

be interpreted as a lack of motivation or a disciplinary problem (Hinton et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, it may affect the student’s relationships with peers and teachers, causing a 

downward cycle. 

In a study done by Rappolt-Schilictmann et al. (2009), it was determined that 

students from low-SES backgrounds typically have higher levels of cortisol when they 

arrive at school than their middle-SES peers. Fortunately, research has determined that 

high-quality schools where students are engaged in learning, made to feel safe, and have 

supportive mentors at school, can actually help lower the high cortisol levels of 

disadvantaged students (Rappolt-Schilictmann et al., 2009). Their study showed that at 

high-quality schools, as the day progressed, cortisol levels of at-risk students 

continuously decreased, eventually reaching healthy cortisol levels (Rappolt-

Schilictmann et al., 2009; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2009).  Another study, researching 117 

foster children and 60 nonmaltreated children found that foster children who experienced 

more emotional maltreatment had higher cortisol levels than those who experienced more 

physical neglect. “These results suggest that specific early adverse experiences have 

differential effects on the functioning of the hypothalamic-adrenocortical system” (Bruce, 
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Fisher, Pears, & Levine, 2008, p. 14). This further emphasizes the importance of 

prioritizing the emotional well-being of students at school and beckons educational 

organizations to create the structures in which emotional intelligence can be taught and 

improved.  

Emotional Intelligence in Education 

Up until relatively recently, talking about moods and emotions in organizations 

was considered unprofessional and dramatic (Goleman, 1998). However, through 

Goleman’s seminal work in the fields of psychology, education, and business, we are 

discovering that while “IQ and technical skills are important…emotional intelligence is 

the sine qua non of leadership” (Goleman, 1998, p.82). The science and art of human 

connection can no longer be overlooked. Simply defined, emotional intelligence (EI) is 

the ability to perceive, understand, and manage your emotions and the emotions of others 

(Goleman, 1998). Emotional intelligence could help protect students and teachers from 

negative emotions and help teachers spread positive emotions deliberately through their 

social networks (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). Emotional intelligence plays a critical role 

in one’s academic prosperity, interpersonal relationships, mental health, and overall 

quality of life. It proves to be a crucial piece to improving ourselves and our educational 

organizations, and can be learned through appropriate training (Bracket, Rivers, & 

Salovey, 2011; Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012; Fantuzzo et al., 2007; Goleman, 1998; 

Justice & Espinoza, 2007; MacCann, Fogarty, Zeidner, & Roberts, 2011; Snyder, 

Vuchinich, Acock, Washburn, & Flay, 2012; C. Wong, P. Wong, & Peng, 2010). 

         This literature synthesis examines the research from various empirical and 

theoretical articles from the fields of education, psychology, sociology, and 
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organizational development on the area of emotional intelligence. Although the research 

thus far relies primarily on quantitative methods, qualitative research and mixed-methods 

are also cited. The majority of the studies utilize experiments and surveys and a small 

minority include interviews. This review focuses on (a) the definition of emotional 

intelligence in the literature, (b) its role as a predictor of student success in schools, (c) its 

role as a predictor of student success in life, (d) programs that increase emotional 

intelligence, and (e) the critical role of the emotional intelligence of teachers. This 

synthesis helps us define this relatively new area of study, helps us understand its 

importance in our lives, and suggests an urgent need to reexamine our educational 

organizations and give priority to increasing the emotional intelligence of the students 

and teachers. 

What is Emotional Intelligence?  

Stemming from Gardner’s (1989) theory of multiple intelligences—which 

explored the idea that humans have seven intelligences including logical-mathematical, 

linguistic, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal—

emotional intelligence is a relatively new area of exploration in the fields of psychology 

and education (Brackett et al., 2011; Gardner & Hatch, 1989). Although initially 

introduced by Goleman (1998), studies by Brackett et al. (2011), Dacre Pool and Qualter 

(2013), Davis and Humphrey (2012), Fowler and Christakis (2008), Matuliauskaite and 

Zemeckyte (2011), Qualter, Gardner, Pope, Hutchinson, and Whiteley (2012), and 

Williams (2008) help advance the understanding of this critically important intelligence. 

Through their work, one can better grasp the definition of EI, its models, the controversy 

surrounding it, and the science behind it. 
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Goleman (1998) was the first to bring emotional intelligence to the consciousness 

of the public. He outlined five components of emotional intelligence: (a) self-awareness, 

(b) self-regulation, (c) empathy, (d) motivation, and (e) social skill. Self-awareness refers 

to people’s capability to perceive and interpret their own emotions, moods, and 

motivations, and how they affect others. Self-regulation is the ability to control one’s 

moods and impulses or to think thoroughly before acting. Empathy is the ability to 

identify with other people’s emotions and moods, to understand their drives, and to treat 

them according to their emotional reaction. Another component of emotional intelligence 

is motivation. Goleman describes motivation as the reason people enthusiastically and 

vigorously pursue their goals and that they are for lofty reasons (beyond wealth or status). 

Finally, social skill refers to how people manage relationships, build rapport, and 

maneuver social networks. By using these various aspects of emotional intelligence in 

any given situation, people can understand themselves and others better, manage how 

they respond, assess and solve problems, and make sensible decisions given the 

circumstances (Brackett et al., 2011; Williams, 2008). 

         Since the realm of emotional intelligence is so broad, it has been categorized into 

three models: the ability model, trait model, and mixed model. The mixed model is the 

most commonly known and a combination of both the ability and trait models. Qualter et 

al. (2012) describe ability emotional intelligence (AEI) as the capability to recognize, 

utilize, interpret, and manage emotions. AEI is considered a mental ability and measured 

as such with performance tests, which include identifying the correct emotion shown by a 

picture of a person (Brackett et al., 2011). On the other hand, trait emotional intelligence 

(TEI) is one’s self-perception of their emotional ability, including factors of personality, 



  32  

   

 

confidence, and emotional self-efficacy (ESE)—people’s belief in their own ability to 

manage their own emotions appropriately (Brackett et al., 2011; Dacre Pool & Qualter, 

2012; Qualter et al., 2012). Unlike the tests used to measure AEI, trait models use self-

reported measures where people judge their own emotional ability (Brackett et al., 2011). 

The mixed model incorporates both the ability perspective and the trait perspective and 

may use self-reported instruments or a combination of those and performance based tests. 

The self-reported measures used to assess TEI may weaken the reliability of the data, 

because what people report about themselves may not always be an accurate depiction of 

reality, whether done intentionally or subconsciously. As such, it is reasonable that some 

of the studies detailed below, show strong correlations for AEI but inconclusive results 

for the effects of TEI. 

         Although emotional intelligence has been linked to improved interpersonal and 

intrapersonal communication, mental health, and decision-making, Davis and Humphrey 

(2012) note that critics have debated whether it should be given such importance. They 

explain that there is skepticism as to whether emotional intelligence should be considered 

a real intelligence or whether the concept of EI is redundant with personality and 

cognitive ability. Despite the controversies surrounding this topic, Goleman’s (1998) 

studies have shown that EI comes from both nature and nurture. He notes that our 

personalities can shape our EI and we can have a genetic pre-disposition to be jolly or 

joyous, regardless of life’s circumstances. As we age, our EI increases—which coincides 

with our maturity, emotionally and otherwise. Because our emotional intelligence is 

mostly developed based on the way we were raised and the habits we have created, it is 

largely established by our mid-20s. However, Goleman (1998) asserts that our EI can be 
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improved with concerted efforts, just as old habits can be broken and new ones can be 

formed. He describes that our emotions, moods, and motivation come from the limbic 

system in our brain, which is an open-loop system. An open-loop system is one that can 

be influenced and affected by others. Thus, having an advanced EI is of utmost 

importance because how we regulate our moods and emotions can affect others and vice 

versa. 

Emotional contagion. Since emotions are part of an open-loop system, they are 

highly contagious. The emotional contagion theory asserts that individuals can spread and 

“catch” emotional states from others through mimicry (Barsade, 2001; Fowler & 

Christakis, 2008). Prolonged contact, like catching the emotions of a roommate, or 

instantaneous contact with another person, like giggling at the laugh of a passing baby, 

can result in the spreading of such emotions and behaviors (Fowler & Christakis, 2008). 

By being an open-loop system, it relies on external factors to affect it. Thus, a person 

“transmits signals that can alter hormone levels, cardiovascular functions, sleep rhythms, 

even immune functions, inside the body of another” (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 

2001, p. 46). The open-loop system that allows for emotional contagion accounts for 

romantic partners triggering higher levels of oxytocin in each other’s brains which allows 

them to feel more in love (Goleman et al., 2001). Studies have shown that happiness and 

depression are contagious and spread through social networks (Fowler & Christakis, 

2008).  

Looking at the context of schools, teachers and students can be very influential in 

affecting the emotional wellbeing of their peers and each other. While positive emotional 

contagion can potentially have a very constructive effect on transforming the mood of the 
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class or school, negative emotions can be severely damaging. Since emotions are so 

contagious, studying emotions and their role in schools could help us understand the 

intangible forces that may be driving the schooling experience of many students and 

teachers. Additionally, studies show that there is a negative correlation between students’ 

negative emotions and learning productivity, concluding that a student is a less 

productive learner when under negative emotional stress (Matuliauskaite & Zemeckyte, 

2011). 

EI and Academic Performance  

The study of emotional intelligence is particularly pertinent to the field of 

education because of its relationship with academic performance. Brackett et al. (2011), 

MacCann et al. (2011), and Qualter et al. (2012) help expand the knowledge base of this 

relationship through their studies on specific EI programs in schools, coping in schools, 

and how AEI and TEI play distinct roles in predicting one’s academic outlook. The key 

findings from their studies, addressed in detail below, show that increased EI helps 

students perform better academically by being able to manage emotions that would 

detract from high academic performance and helping students’ confidence levels in 

maintaining composure in moments of high anxiety. Furthermore, one study shows the 

differences in how AEI and TEI affect girls versus boys. 

Studies of school-based intervention programs to teach emotional intelligence 

show that emotional competence is positively linked with, not only social relationships 

and healthy personal choices, but also to academic prosperity (Bracket et al., 2011; 

MacCann et al., 2011; Qualter et al., 2012). Brackett et al. (2011) report findings from a 

randomized-controlled experiment of one such program called the RULER Approach and 
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its outcomes on student behavior and academics. Classrooms using The RULER 

Approach provide opportunities for teachers, students, parents, and school leaders to 

improve their ability to “R.U.L.E.R.” (recognize, understand, label, express, and regulate 

emotions) (Bracket et al., 2011, p.98). Their empirical research shows that classes that 

used this approach “were rated as having more interactions reflecting positive 

relationships and respect, more prosocial behavior, greater enthusiasm about learning, 

fewer instances of bullying between students, less frequent expression of anger or 

frustration by the teacher” and students felt more autonomous and supported in their 

learning environments (Bracket et al., 2011, p.99).  

MacCann et al. (2011) explains the relationship between emotional competence 

with academic achievement by examining descriptive statistics and correlations between 

variables on how students cope with academic stressors. Through their quantitative 

studies of 159 community college students and 293 middle school students, they found 

that students with higher EI focused on the academic task instead of getting distracted or 

discouraged by the emotions they felt regarding the assignment, their ability to 

effectively complete it, and what the result will be. Similarly, Brackett et al. (2011) found 

that higher emotional management was strongly associated with increased attentiveness 

in class and decreased learning difficulties. As previously described, this distraction is a 

result of the emotional hijacking of the brain, which can be caused by anxiety or being 

overwhelmed with other emotions. Students who are exposed to adverse childhood 

experiences are clearly at a disadvantage here, because they may come to school with 

other more pressing issues on their minds. This further reaffirms Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
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Needs and how important one’s emotional wellbeing is as it relates to achieving 

academic success.  

Various studies provide evidence that there is a positive correlation between 

emotional intelligence and academic performance (Brackett el al., 2011; MacCann et al., 

2011; Qualter et al., 2012). The dual emotional intelligences (ability and trait), can each 

serve to predict specific outcomes of academic performance. Ability EI can help by 

identifying emotional stressors, one’s emotions, and demonstrating emotional resilience 

(Qualter et al., 2012). Meanwhile, trait EI can serve as a predictor of academic 

performance in regards to one’s emotional self-efficacy, how confident they are to face 

academic difficulties, and their belief in their ability to succeed when academic stressors 

are present (Qualter et al., 2012). 

         Emotional intelligence, however, is clearly not the only predictor of academic 

performance. Qualter et al.’s (2012) study shows that the greatest predictor of success in 

academics is cognitive ability, more commonly known as IQ. Their longitudinal study of 

413 students over a 5-year time span in the UK also captures the effects of gender and 

personality (in addition to EI and IQ) as it relates to success in school. Their results show 

that higher AEI helps both girls and boys who have high IQs on exams. However, when it 

comes to low IQs, high AEI only helps boys and not girls. Their studies also show that 

TEI positively affects the academic performance of boys, and no such conclusion could 

be made for girls. To explain some of these gender differences, they hypothesize that 

boys with low IQs are able to use their high AEI to their advantage when taking tests, 

because their increased TEI—which includes emotional self-efficacy or confidence in 

their abilities—doesn’t steer them away from attempting difficult problems, whereas it 
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may for girls. Their studies are consistent with past research that indicates that AEI is a 

clear predictor of academic performance while the data on TEI is still inconclusive when 

controlling for variables such as personality, cognitive ability, and gender. 

EI and Success in Life  

Goleman (1998) argues that beyond just positive associations between emotional 

intelligence and academic success, EI can be a predictor of success in the workplace, in 

relationships, and overall, in life. Through his seminal work in this field, he calculated the 

importance of emotional intelligence versus IQ and technical skills and found that EI was 

twice as important for success in one’s job than the other two combined. Although 

success in the workplace does not necessarily equate with success in life, Davis and 

Humphrey (2012) found through their empirical study using questionnaires of 405 

adolescents in the UK, that EI is inversely associated with depression and disruptive 

behavior. Rivers et al. (2013) claim that people with higher emotional intelligence make 

healthier life choices and are less inclined to engage in risky behavior (including drug and 

alcohol abuse, promiscuity, and conflicts with others). The results from their study of 243 

undergraduate students at a state university in the northeastern US showed that EI is 

inversely correlated with risky behavior and is a protective factor against such behaviors. 

Their methods included a performance test on emotional intelligence and a self-report on 

self-esteem and risky behaviors. They conclude that higher emotional intelligence helps 

individuals reason through emotionally charged situations, thereby reducing their 

involvement in risky activities. 

EI and at-risk students. Through the work of Davis and Humphrey (2012), 

Goleman (1998), Kraus, Cote, and Keltner (2010), Morales (2010), Qualter et al. (2012), 
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and Rivers et al. (2013), it is clear that emotional intelligence can help promote academic 

success, protect people from risky behaviors, help with job success, and build resiliency 

and confidence. Although it may seem that improvement in these arenas would greatly 

contribute to closing the achievement gap, it appears that the contributions to 

underrepresented populations may still be under-researched. Through his qualitative 

interviews, Morales identified emotional intelligence to be a significant protective factor 

for urban students of color who live in poverty. He explored the success stories of 50 at-

risk students who, against all odds, were academically resilient and excelled. His findings 

attribute their academic success to a variety of factors, some of which he relates to 

emotional intelligence: high self-esteem, an internal locus of control, and persistence in 

the face of challenges.  

Although limited in number, a few empirical studies have identified some 

differences in the emotional intelligence of at-risk populations compared to those who are 

privileged. From a quantitative study of 200 university employees and a mixed-methods 

study of 100 university students, Kraus et al. (2010) suggest that adults with lower 

socioeconomic status (SES) have a higher ability to perceive emotion in other people, 

when compared to adults with higher SES. They argue that those who are consistently 

exposed to stressors beyond their control and are under-resourced focus on external cues, 

such as pertinent information from the context or environment, to protect themselves and 

others. Conversely, Kraus et al. assert that higher SES people are more unaware of their 

surroundings and tend to focus more inward. They feel in control of their situation and 

emotions while lower SES people feel that many of their experiences are due to external 

factors. Based on their study, it seems that while people of lower SES are generally more 
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emotionally intelligent in their ability to perceive others’ emotions (AEI), people of 

higher SES are generally more emotionally intelligent in their ability to manage their own 

emotions (AEI) and have higher emotional self-efficacy (TEI). Although being aware of 

one’s environment and being able to adapt to the circumstances seems to be an asset, 

Davis and Humphrey (2012) argue that “here, being emotionally ‘unintelligent’ (i.e. less 

acutely aware of emotional cues, less knowledgeable of emotional consequences) appears 

advantageous” (p.104). A salient point made by this study is that managing one’s own 

emotions seems to hold greater value in society than perceiving emotions.  

Additionally, through Davis and Humphrey’s (2012) study of 405 adolescents, 

they show that high AEI helps reduce depression among those with high SES but does 

not necessarily help reduce depression for those with low SES. They collected their data 

through self-reported measurements of TEI, AEI, mental health, family dysfunction, 

negative life events, and socio-economic adversity and arrived at their findings through 

moderated regression analyses. Although many of the studies are based on self-reported 

data—which can be criticized for its unreliability—the results show a particularly 

valuable benefit in striving to improve the emotional intelligence of at-risk youth who are 

affluent but have inconclusive results about its effect on the impoverished (Davis & 

Humphrey, 2012; Kraus et al., 2010). Although there are gaps in the studies and a bias of 

EI helping those who are more socio-economically stable, Davis and Humphrey show 

that TEI can help lower disruptive behavior regardless of family dysfunction. Their 

research also shows that TEI can positively affect acute stressors but still need further 

research for chronic stressors. Thus, those who are constantly under stressful situations 

may not benefit as visibly from being emotionally able as those who only experience 
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occasional and sporadic stress. Nevertheless, Rivers et al.’s (2013) study shows that 

having a high emotional intelligence can protect an individual, regardless of socio-

economic status or the multitude and consistency of life-stressors, from engaging in high-

risk behaviors that can have a negative impact on their life, steering them away from their 

ideal of a successful life. Given that at-risk populations potentially endure an increased 

amount of emotional trauma and stress on a daily basis, it is of critical importance that 

further research be conducted specifically on the emotional intelligence of at-risk people. 

Knowing that emotional intelligence can serve as a great protective factor for individuals 

to cope with their emotional distress and thrive academically, it is vital that educational 

institutions strive to increase the EI of at-risk students. 

Programs to Increase EI 

Goleman (1998), Dacre Pool and Qualter (2012), Mayer, Salovey, Caruso, and 

Sitarenios (2003) and Snyder et al. (2012) all urge that given the positive effects of EI, 

efforts must be made to implement educational programs that increase it. They encourage 

interventions in schools and the workplace, for leaders, teachers, and students that are 

theoretically grounded, systematic, coherent, long-term, and evaluated. Goleman 

attributes many of the failed efforts of improving EI to the target area of the program. He 

explains that most programs target the neocortex, which is the part of the brain where 

one’s analytical reasoning takes place, as opposed to the limbic system, which is where 

EI lives. For this reason, Goleman believes the programs aren’t very effective and can 

even have a negative effect on the EI of the individual. At present, very few effective 

intervention programs exist in schools and even fewer have been empirically studied 

(Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012). Thus, researchers urge educational institutions to not only 
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implement emotional intelligence training for students and teachers, but to systematically 

study its results over time using a control group (Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012). 

One such intervention course for university level students that has been 

methodically implemented and researched was designed based on the “Mayer and 

Salovey Four Branch Model.” This model aims to evaluate the perception, understanding 

and management of emotions in oneself and others, and studies the use of emotions and 

their meanings to facilitate thinking and actions (Mayer et al., 2003). The intervention 

program was designed to be implemented weekly, for two and a half hours, over a period 

of several months. The course includes activities such as lectures, readings, role-plays, 

and group discussions. Dacre Pool and Qualter (2012) adapted such a model in their 

study at a university in England, giving students diagnostic tests that assessed their AEI, 

emotional self-efficacy, and cognitive ability (determined by GPA). Their study included 

a control group of 68 students and an intervention group of 66 students (participating in 

11 classes total). At the end of the study, both the control and intervention groups were 

assessed again for their AEI and ESE. The results showed that the control group 

remained relatively unchanged, whereas the intervention group improved significantly in 

understanding, identifying, and managing their own emotions. 

Another program, called Positive Action (PA), has been implemented in 

elementary schools across the US. This comprehensive school program addresses the 

social-emotional and character development of students, using classroom curricula that 

cover topics dealing with self-improvement, emotional and social responses to others, 

and teamwork (Snyder et al., 2012). Snyder et al. studied the effects of Positive Action on 

improving the overall quality of 20 schools through a matched-pair, cluster-randomized 
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controlled trial in Hawaii. Through the analysis of the effects of the Positive Action 

program (which was evaluated over a period of 5 years), teacher, parent, and student data 

indicated that the school quality (defined by student support and learning, 

professionalism, team work, safe environment, and satisfaction) was significantly 

improved. Through their extensive study, the authors were able to provide evidence that 

the overall quality of a school can be improved by a school-wide social-emotional and 

character development program, if implemented consistently and whole-heartedly. These 

EI improvement programs can also be applied in a broader context, servicing the larger 

educational community, which includes teachers, administrators, and parents. 

EI of Teachers 

Most studies that have researched the topic of improving emotional intelligence in 

schools have focused on the EI of the students. However, teachers’ emotions and their 

ability to manage them have a profound impact on their experience as an educator, their 

students’ schooling experience, and the school at large. Thus, it is important to transition 

from students and turn to the emotional intelligence of teachers, who serve as the most 

important role models for students at school. Hargreaves (1998, 2000) argues that 

emotions are at the heart of a teacher and students’ experience at school. When teachers 

report positive experiences in their job, they are mostly associated with a positive 

emotional experience, like appreciation, self-efficacy, or excitement (Hargreaves, 2000). 

Similarly, teachers’ negative experiences in their work are often associated with being 

emotionally exhausted from negative emotional experiences, such as feeling disrespected 

by students or other faculty members, a lack of motivation from students, or not feeling 

self-efficacious (Hargreaves, 2000; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Hargreaves (1998) 
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states that we are driven so much by our emotional experiences, because emotions are 

what move us. In fact, the word “emotion” comes from the latin root emovere, which 

means “to move out or to stir up” (Hargreaves, 1998, p.835). Thus, it is nearly impossible 

to separate emotions from the teaching or learning experience. Even still, Hargreaves 

(1998, 2000) notes that many organizations have treated emotions as a burden, and try to 

minimize the prevalence of emotions whenever possible. By doing so, he cautions, we 

over rationalize decisions around education and beyond, depleting policies and practices 

from this critically important element. Hargreaves (1998, 2000) asserts that if emotions 

are at the core of teaching and learning, then instead of avoiding and shunning emotions, 

they must be embraced and considered very carefully when creating the structures and 

policies of an organization. By doing so, emotions and the importance of being 

emotionally intelligent will be given its necessary credit to the success of effective 

relationships and organizations, because they will be honored instead of eschewed. The 

danger of the educational community paying very little attention to emotions is the 

overreliance of technical and cognitive standards and accountability, which ignores our 

humanity and falls short of educating the whole child (Hargreaves, 1998; Hargreaves, 

2000). 

         Hargreaves (1998, 2000) calls teaching an “emotional practice” because it elicits 

emotions in teachers, their students, and others who surround them. In one of his 

qualitative studies of 32 middle school teachers in Ontario Canada, his interviews reveal 

that teachers believe that their relations with their students are highly emotional in nature 

(Hargreaves, 1998). He further examines this relationship in another qualitative study of 

53 teachers in elementary and secondary schools also in Ontario, Canada where he 
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concludes that elementary teachers feel more emotionally connected to their students, 

while secondary teachers feel more distanced for a variety of factors (Hargreaves, 2000). 

Through these studies he outlines the emotional practice of teaching through the 

conceptual frameworks of emotional intelligence, emotional labor, and emotional 

understanding.  Although emotional intelligence is necessary for teachers to navigate 

their emotional experience as an educator, he criticizes EI for being too technical and 

general. He argues that the way one expresses, manages, and perceives emotions is 

contextual and depends on the experiences of the individual. Norms of displaying 

emotions may vary from culture to culture, from family to family, depending on life 

circumstances, socio-economic status, traumas etc. Thus, a limitation of the theory of 

emotional intelligence is its lack of diversity based on the unique cultures and 

experiences of each individual. To address this limitation, the researcher proposes adding 

a cultural component to the EI framework, which will be discussed in the following 

section. 

Similar to waiters, flight attendants, salespersons, and other service-oriented 

professionals, educators have the burden of emotional labor where their job may 

necessitate masking and/or fabricating their emotions (Hargreaves, 2000; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). Many times, teachers are faced with situations when they are 

confronted with highly negatively-charged emotions and must self-regulate, sometimes 

suppressing strong emotional reactions that are provoked instantaneously (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). As previously discussed, the theory of emotional contagion describes 

how contagious emotions may be and how they permeate swiftly through social 

networks, rippling from the person displaying the strongest emotion, outward (Barsade, 
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2001; Fowler & Christakis, 2008). While the teacher’s emotions are very fluidly passed 

to his or her students, students can also transfer their negative emotions very easily to 

their teachers (Mottet & Beebe, 2000). In their quantitative study examining how 

emotional contagion affects teachers and students in the classroom, Mottet and Beebe 

surveyed 465 university students and discovered that in an instructional context, emotions 

may be highly contagious. Knowing this, they caution teachers to avoid catching negative 

emotions from their students by learning how to recognize and evade them. Similarly, 

instructors must be mindful when engendering certain emotions and be weary not to 

spread negative emotions that may eventually repel students from them, their class, and 

education altogether (Mottet & Beebe, 2000). Jennings & Greenberg (2009) suggest that 

emotional intelligence training may help equip teachers with the necessary tools to fend 

off negative emotions and promote a climate of positive emotions. Failing to address 

these issues of emotion have a detrimental impact on the environment of the classroom, 

the feelings of belongingness and acceptance at school, and can ultimately lead to teacher 

burnout and student apathy (Barsade, 2001; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Mottet & 

Beebe, 2000). 

Although EI seems to be a critical piece to become a successful educator, Justice 

and Espinoza (2007) notice that most teacher education programs do not provide training 

for it. After studying reasons why so many teachers leave the profession, they concluded 

that a lack of emotional intelligence has made it difficult for many teachers to withstand 

the high demands and ups and downs of their job. Through their research of beginning 

teachers in teacher education programs, they found a serious need to incorporate training 

for emotional intelligence to arm teachers with the tools they need to manage emotionally 
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heavy situations that are inherent to the field. Since teachers are leaders for students, the 

school, and the community at large, they need to increase their empathy, decision-making 

skills, self-confidence when being assertive, and the management of their own emotions 

and stress (Justice & Espinoza, 2007). Although these recommendations made by 

researchers are helpful, a gap in the literature persists: hearing the student voice on this 

issue. What do at-risk students need from their teachers to help defuse emotionally 

charged situations? What emotional disconnects do the students notice, and what EI 

capacities do they deem most necessary for their teachers to better serve them? The 

results of various studies show that teachers’ emotional intelligence has an impact on 

their own job satisfaction and ultimately, their desire to stay in the profession (Justice & 

Espinoza, 2007; Wong et al. 2008). This study can help promote teacher job satisfaction 

by unearthing, directly from the students, how they can handle the emotionally 

exhausting situations more effectively, thereby reducing teacher burnout.  

         EI trainings may help teachers manage the emotional climate of their classroom, 

however, as mentioned before, a shortcoming of the theory of emotional intelligence is 

that it does not take into account the fact that the way people feel and express emotions 

are very much based on their past experiences and the way they were raised. Hargreaves 

(2000) argues that our emotional intelligence and the way we experience emotions are 

molded by our culture, our upbringing, and influential people in our lives. Thus, when we 

experience positive or negative emotions, when we express or feel that we are 

appropriately managing emotions, it is done through our personal lens of what we deem 

fitting for the situation. For this reason, many emotional misunderstandings take place 

because our version of being emotionally intelligent is relative to our unique perspective 
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shaped by a variety of factors. In the classroom, emotional misunderstanding is common 

when a teacher perceives the emotions of a student and filters it through their lens, but in 

fact, the teacher’s interpretation of the situation is totally off (Hargreaves, 1998). This can 

be a monumental problem in schools with large populations of at-risk students who have 

teachers who do not share similar backgrounds as them. Thus, the emotional 

misunderstandings between the teachers and students can further frustrate both parties 

and can threaten the desire to be in school. Hargreaves (2000) purports the importance of, 

not only training teachers to increase their emotional intelligence, but to foster deep and 

genuine relationships with their students so that fewer incidences of misunderstandings 

will occur.  

Cultural Intelligence 

There is a gap in the research, connecting emotional intelligence to cultural 

intelligence in the school context. Cultural intelligence (CQ) is the capability to interact 

with various cultures in an appropriate and respectful way, using interpersonal skills to 

show that you understand and value their culture (Crowne, 2008). The emotional 

intelligence construct does not acknowledge that people have various cultures that affect 

the way they perceive, understand, and manage emotions, including empathizing with 

others. This gap in the literature is what this study aims to address. By acknowledging 

that many teacher-student emotional misunderstandings and frustrations may stem from 

different cultural norms of expressing and dealing with emotions, we can begin to address 

the phenomenon of negative emotions impeding on a student’s success in school. Hearing 

the student’s perspective of how they would like their teacher to deal with their emotions 

may shed some light on this issue.  
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 The “demographic and democratic imperatives” bring attention to the fact that, 

nationally, our student body is not culturally represented by our teacher work force 

(Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, & Freitas, 2010). Nationally, public schools consist of 

40.7% black or Latino students while only 14.6% of the teachers are black or Latino 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009). Researchers studying the achievement 

gap continue to name this discrepancy problematic, asserting that teachers who have 

similar lived experiences as their students can best connect with them and provide 

culturally responsive teaching for them (Achinstein et al., 2010). Thus, the idea of 

cultural intelligence becomes increasingly more important as we see cultural differences 

between teachers and students. Culture can be defined as anything someone identifies 

with that has a set of norms, practices, and values, such as ethnicity, religion, geographic 

status, socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation (Crowne, 2008). People with high 

cultural intelligence have a tolerance for cultures distinct from their own and an 

appreciation, flexibility, and acute perception of appropriate emotional and physical 

responses to others (Alon & Higgins, 2005; Crowne, 2008). The two social components 

of EI, empathy and social skill, cannot be fully improved without an acute cultural 

awareness and understanding. Perhaps many emotional misunderstandings stem from a 

lack of cultural intelligence. Hearing the student’s voice, of at-risk students who come 

from different cultures than their teachers, may help teachers understand how their EI can 

be exercised more effectively.  

 The researcher’s curiosity around the missing cultural piece of EI stems from 

various experiences she has had, working in several schools with a diverse student body 

and a predominantly White teaching staff. Being one of the only teachers of color in these 
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schools, she noticed students of color (some whom were not even her own students), 

confiding in her about personal issues they were having, difficulties at home, or conflicts 

with their White teacher. Marco, a Latino sophomore boy was not her math student, but 

still went to talk to her about his struggles to stay engaged at school, his qualms with his 

mother, and his relationship issues with his girlfriend. Although the researcher welcomed 

the conversation, she asked him why he didn’t talk to his math teacher about the issues he 

was having at home. He quickly responded: “Because she’s White. She don’t get it.” This 

disconnect that Marco is perceiving is what this study aims to unearth. 

 Perhaps Marco is seeing the melanin in the researcher’s skin and thinking they 

have some sort of connection because they share that similarity and many life 

experiences that come with it. Or perhaps it is what Marco knows about her past that 

makes him feel like she would understand his struggles. He started out in the researcher’s 

class at the beginning of the year and was switched to a different class within the first 

month of school because of scheduling conflicts. However, in the first few weeks of 

school, the researcher intentionally shared her teaching experiences with her students, 

and they all are well aware of the variety of contexts in which she’s taught and her 

experiences teaching troubled youth who were dealing with a lot of pressures at home 

and from street life. Perhaps he viewed her as “culturally intelligent” and even if she did 

not actually share the same background as him, he felt like she could empathize with his 

situation. This cultural awareness, understanding, and lack of judgment allowed Marco to 

feel a connection with her and trust that he could confide in her.  

 Marco’s desire to feel connected to someone when seeking counsel in confidence 

is not uncommon, nor is it unusual to seek a connection with a teacher he feels he shares 
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similarities with. Studies show that when people find commonalities with others, they 

typically feel closer to them and often, deeper relationships transpire (Gehlbach et al., 

2015; Montoya, Horton, & Kirchner, 2008). The theory behind this concept stems from 

people feeling that components of their identity are validated when they interact with 

others who share similarities (Gehlbach et al., 2015; Myers, 2015). A randomized field 

experiment that examined 315 high school freshmen students and their 25 teachers 

concluded that the more the students and teachers perceived that they were similar, the 

better the relationships the students and teachers formed with one another, and the higher 

their grades were in the class (Gehlbach et al., 2015). The results of their action research 

study, including a five week intervention to help students and teachers find more 

similarities and thus deepen their connections, suggest a greatest effect between teachers 

and their at-risk students (Gehlbach et al., 2015). 

 When similarities are present, a natural cultural intelligence ensues, since both 

can understand those aspects of each other’s identity. However, when similarities are not 

present, empathy plays a critical role in developing trust and fostering a close 

relationship. Empathy is being able to understand and feel what someone else is 

experiencing, “feeling with” the person without judgment (McAllister & Irvine, 2002, p. 

433).  A qualitative study of 34 teachers exploring the role of empathy in teaching 

culturally diverse students concluded that developing empathy resulted in “more positive 

interactions with culturally diverse students, more supportive classroom climates, and 

more student-centered practices” (McAllister & Irvine, 2002, p.433). Whether similarities 

are present or not, the empathy component of cultural intelligence can help foster a sense 

of trust between the student and teacher. Thus, even if the researcher is not from the same 
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background as Marco, he feels like she can empathize because he knows she understands 

many of the factors that make his life unique, and thus he confides in her. Trust has 

proven to play a significant role in student-teacher relationships and even has an impact 

on student academic success. Lee (2007) researched this idea through a quantitative study 

of 318 Korean middle school students. The structural equation modeling analysis shows 

that trusting relationships between students and teachers indirectly affect the students’ 

academic performance by enhancing their school adjustment and academic motivation. 

Thus, cultural intelligence breeds empathy which breeds trust and fosters enhanced 

teacher-student connections.  

 This study uses the theoretical frameworks of schooling as an emotional 

experience, emotional intelligence, and cultural intelligence to create a unique conceptual 

framework. As depicted in Figure 2, all of these theories are interrelated. When students 

and teachers arrive to school, they engage in emotional interactions constantly. These are 

interpreted through their cultural lens and ways their cultural intelligence allows them to 

filter what they are experiencing. Both the student and teacher’s emotional intelligence 

ultimately affects their interactions with one another. Meanwhile, through the theory of 

emotional contagion, they are fluidly exchanging emotions and learning from one another 

how to manage their own emotions.  
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Figure 2:  

Conceptual Framework 

Summary of Research 

Beginning with Goleman’s introduction of emotional intelligence and through the 

empirical studies of various researchers, the field of education is starting to take note of 

the importance of EI and its potential to unlock often ignored capacities of human beings. 

Although there is more work to be done in this field, quantitative and qualitative studies 

have shown the positive effects of having high levels of perception, control, and empathy 

when it comes to emotions. These abilities set the stage for individuals to be successful in 

their academic endeavors as well as professionally. By effectively managing one’s own 

emotions and those of others, one can maintain positive relationships with others, trust 
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oneself to handle stressful situations, and protect oneself from risky behaviors (Rivers et 

al., 2013). Fortunately, this critically important intelligence can be improved through 

theoretically designed, consistently implemented, and thoroughly evaluated intervention 

programs. Although some of these programs currently exist in schools and at jobsites, 

their designs must be reevaluated and their effects studied. Dedication to increasing the 

emotional intelligence of students and teachers may prove beneficial for the wellbeing of 

the individuals, the quality of their interpersonal relationships, and for the efficacy of the 

organization as a whole. 

Research shows that emotional intelligence serves as a predictor of academic 

performance and success in life. Ignoring this intelligence means ignoring the ability to 

perceive, understand, and regulate one’s emotions and the emotions of others. Thus, 

educational leaders must give due importance to such a critical factor in the development 

of young students. Fantuzzo et al.’s (2007) study reports that low EI puts students at risk 

for poor performance in school as early as kindergarten. Dacre Pool and Qualter (2012), 

Davis and Humphrey (2012), Fantuzzo et al. (2007), Goleman (1998), Qualter et al. 

(2012), and Rivers et al. (2013) urge that school leaders implement intervention programs 

that develop EI in individuals. Additionally, such training programs should be extended 

to teachers to help strengthen their connection with their students and serve as a 

protective factor against negative emotions. 

Studies exploring the emotional intelligence of at-risk students specifically are 

extremely limited and sorely needed. The achievement gap, although improving, still 

shows a stark disparity between the educational successes of students of color and White 

students. Statistics also show that there is a significant overrepresentation of African 
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American, Hispanic, and Native American students in high-poverty schools. Given the 

heightened emotional trauma and distress these students may face on a consistent basis, 

extra consideration must be given to helping these students cope with their stressors so 

that they may flourish in an academic setting. The research indicates that emotional 

intelligence can serve as a protective factor against risky behaviors such as excessive 

drug use and violence. EI seems to support boys more than girls and those who 

experience sporadic stressors more than those who deal with ongoing chronic stressors. 

Theories suggest that girls are not as supported by an increased ability emotional 

intelligence because of their statistically lower trait emotional intelligence—which 

includes their confidence in their capability of managing their emotions. The data shows 

that those who live in poverty have an increased ability to perceive the emotions of 

others, but a lower ability to manage their own emotions. More research is necessary to 

truly understand how EI affects low SES populations, however, studies show that AEI 

serves as a protective factor against depression for those who are more affluent and have 

inconclusive results for the impoverished. 

Given the demographic discrepancy between the predominantly White teacher 

work force and the increasingly diverse student body of high schools across the United 

States, the emotional intelligence framework must adapt to cultural differences. By 

incorporating a culturally intelligent lens to the theory of EI, students and teachers may 

have a better chance to connect with one another. There are emotions attached to all 

facets of the schooling experience (Hargreaves, 2000). By addressing them directly, 

schools can create an opportunity for all students to self-actualize and maximize their 

academic potential. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

Review of the Study 

 

This study aims to explore the emotional experiences of at-risk high school 

students in the context of their math classes. The purpose of this study is to understand 

the phenomenon of schooling being an emotional experience and to understand how at-

risk students want their teachers to emotionally support them. Participants were 

interviewed to better understand how emotional intelligence plays a role in the student’s 

experience, and the student’s perception of their teacher’s EI.  

The research questions guiding this study are:  

1. How are academic achievements and the overall wellbeing of at-risk 

students influenced by in-school emotional experiences? 

2. How can student emotional intelligence help at-risk students become more 

academically successful? 

3. What do at-risk students want their teachers to know and do for greater 

emotional connection? 

These exploratory questions strive to highlight the at-risk student’s voice in proposing a 

solution to the emotional frustrations and misunderstandings that may be experienced. A 

qualitative design was employed to discover those voices and bring to light the essence of 

this phenomenon.  

Qualitative Research and Methodological Approach 

 To explore an issue holistically, through participants’ meanings, and in its natural 

setting, qualitative research is ideal (Creswell, 2013). The qualitative researcher focused 

on the participant creating the meaning of emotional experiences in the context of math 
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classrooms. It is imperative for the researcher to rely on the participant’s interpretation of 

their story, and acknowledge her position or reflexivity (Creswell, 2013). Using 

emotional intelligence as a framework and cultural intelligence as a lens, this critical 

theory study aims to give voice to at-risk students and advocate for their emotional needs 

in the school context. Critical researchers explore issues with the goal of empowering 

marginalized individuals to transcend limitations placed on them within a structure 

(Creswell, 2013). This study strives to bridge the gap in emotional understanding 

between the marginalized population of at-risk students and their teachers. The purpose 

of this study is to explore the effects emotions have on the schooling experience for both 

students and teachers, through student voice.  

Through a pilot study conducted, the researcher specifically focused on 

understanding teaching as an emotional practice and learning what teachers viewed as the 

roots of emotional frustrations and eruptions in the classroom. The pilot study included 

classroom observations and interviews of six 9th and 10th grade teachers at a school 

within the Charter High School Organization. The qualitative approach in the pilot study 

unearthed deep emotions teachers feel when emotional tension rises between them and a 

student, and their perception of what the student is feeling in that moment, which was 

particularly informative. Consequently, the pilot study informed the questions and 

methodology used for this current study. However, since this study aims to better 

understand at-risk students and their experiences, the researcher went directly to the 

source and focused on the students, instead of interviewing the teachers about the 

students.  
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Context 

Research Site 

 The study was conducted at Justice Charter High School and Global Charter High 

School, two of five high schools within the Charter High School District in Southern 

California. These senior-high schools serve approximately 400 students and 571 students, 

respectively, throughout the county and were selected for the study because of their 

diverse student body. Organization-wide, the Charter High School (CHS) District has a 

total of thirteen schools--elementary, middle, and high schools, all free of charge, and 

serves approximately 5000 students, admitting them based on a blind, zip code lottery 

system. This means a certain number of lottery spots are allotted per each zip code, 

creating a student body that mirrors the cultural, ethnic, and socio-economic population 

of the county. As such, about 60% of the student body organization-wide are people of 

color and about 42% qualify for free or reduced lunch. Since students of color and 

students of low socio-economic status are part of the marginalized populations who are 

considered at-risk, this district is ideal for my study. Furthermore, the demographics of 

the teacher population1 organization-wide include 63% Caucasian, 14% Hispanic, and 

4% African American. This remarkable difference in ethnic breakdown of teachers versus 

students is ideal for understanding how cultural intelligence plays a role in emotional 

experiences at school. Noteworthy is the fact that about 98% of CHS’s graduates attend 

college after high school, making this an institution where all students can thrive, despite 

some having relative disadvantages (About Charter High School, 2015).  

                                                 
1 Percentages reflect those who chose to respond to the ethnicity question on the demographics survey. 
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 The study took place at two of the secondary schools within the Charter High 

School district named Justice Charter High School (JCHS) and Global Charter High 

School (GCHS). Along with the other schools in the organization, JCHS and GCHS are 

project-based learning schools, meaning that the curriculum is based on successfully 

designing and completing interdisciplinary, real-world projects, as opposed to following a 

scripted curriculum designed to prepare students for a standardized test. Some 

distinguishing design principles of the school include total personalization for each 

student, which includes student voice and choice in the creation of their project, an 

emphasis on soft-skills, such as collaboration and social-emotional skills, and full-

integration (no tracking). In the context of math classes, where the study took place, this 

is very unique because all students in a particular grade (including all special education 

students), regardless of prior knowledge or mastery level, are in the same class. This 

presents a unique set of challenges that traditional public-school math teachers do not 

face, addressing the knowledge and exposure gap of students who have a wide range of 

abilities. To reconcile this obstacle, teachers are encouraged to design projects that are 

accessible to all learners and allow extension opportunities to those who are ready for an 

extra challenge. Common practice amongst math teachers at JCHS and GCHS is teaching 

students to have a growth mindset: to have the belief that anyone can construct 

knowledge through effort and persistence (Dweck, 2010). In math classes, in particular, 

this mentality can help lessen some of the anxieties that come with a fixed mindset that 

some are simply good at math and others aren’t (Dweck, 2010). 

 This study specifically examined students who failed a math class in the 2014-15 

school year, are a student of color, and qualify for free or reduced lunch. Schoolwide, 
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JCHS has 50% male students and 50% female students. Of the students who failed math 

class in the 2014-15 school year, 74% were male and 26% were female. Looking at free 

or reduced lunch status, JCHS has 41% students who qualify and 59% who do not. Of the 

students who failed math class last year, 58% of them qualified for free or reduced lunch, 

while 42% did not. Finally, the racial breakdown of the school overall, and those who 

failed math class follow similar trends: 36% of the school is Caucasian, while only 29% 

of the students who failed math are Caucasian, 32% of the student body is Hispanic while 

39% of those who failed math are Hispanic, and most notably, 12% of the student body is 

African American while 29% of the students who failed a math class were African 

American. The disproportionate number of male students, African American students, 

and low SES students (defined by qualifying for free or reduced lunch) compared to the 

demographics of the student body at JCHS are key drivers of my study. Finally, while 

there is a relatively balanced percentage of female (54%) and male (46%) teachers at 

JCHS, of the teachers who reported their race or ethnicity in the demographics survey 

given by JCHS, 54% identified as being White, 17% identified as being Hispanic, and no 

teachers reported to be African American. The large discrepancy between the racial 

breakdown of students and those reported by teachers serves as another driver of my 

study (About Charter High School, 2015). The detailed breakdown of student and teacher 

demographics are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1: 

Demographic Breakdown of Students and Teachers at Justice Charter High School 

Identity Descriptor Students who  

Failed Math 

JCHS School Wide  

Student 

Demographics 

Male 74% 50% 

Female 26% 50% 

Free or Reduced Lunch 58% 41% 

Not qualified for Free or Reduced 

Lunch 

42% 59% 

White 29% 36% 

Hispanic 39% 32% 

African American 29% 12% 

 

Race/Ethnicity Percentage of Teachers at JCHS 

White 54% 

Hispanic 17% 

African American 0% 

 

 Similar statistics represent the demographic landscape of Global Charter High 

School with a more stark over-representation of White teachers (68%) compared to the 

White students (35%) and over-representation of Hispanic students who failed math class 

(54%) compared to the school wide percentage of Hispanic students (36%). See the 

detailed breakdown of student and teacher demographics in Table 2.  
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Table 2:  

Demographic Breakdown of Students and Teachers at Global Charter High School 

Identity Descriptor Students who  

Failed Math 

GCHS School Wide  

Student 

Demographics 

Male 67% 53% 

Female 33% 47% 

Free or Reduced Lunch 54% 41% 

Not qualified for Free or Reduced 

Lunch 

46% 59% 

White 25% 35% 

Hispanic 54% 36% 

African American 8% 11% 

 

Race/Ethnicity Percentage of Teachers at GCHS 

White 68% 

Hispanic 16% 

African American 5% 

 

Participants 

Through purposeful sampling, the researcher recruited a group of 11 students who 

are considered academically at-risk (6 from JCHS and 5 from GCHS). In the context of 

this study, academically at-risk students have been defined as those who failed their math 

class the previous year (2014-15). With the help of the Student Information Systems 

Administrator for the entire CHS organization, the demographics data was used to 

disaggregate the specific data for JCHS and GCHS. After disaggregating the data list of 

students who failed math in 2014-15 at JCHS and GCHS, 21 students were identified 

who would be ideal candidates for the study. These students failed math class, were 

students of color, and qualified for free or reduced lunch, thus inferring they live in low-
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income households. This list was presented to some administrators and counselors to get 

recommendations and final approval.  

Upon identification of invitees, math teachers of potential participants were 

notified of the methodology of the study and permission requested to hand out invitations 

and perform classroom observations. Students were invited to an introductory lunch 

meeting where they were informed of the study plan, purpose, confidentiality, and 

incentives. Consent and assent forms were provided and instructions given for next steps. 

The consent and assent forms included a cover letter with descriptions of the three forms 

of data collection: EI assessment, classroom observations, and one-on-one interviews, 

benefits, risks, confidentiality, and contact information. The invitees who decided to 

participate in the study submitted the necessary forms then received the survey via email, 

scheduled their classroom observation, and scheduled their interview. All data collected 

was saved in a password protected file on a password protected laptop, ensuring double 

security for confidentiality. Students were not informed of their scores of the EI survey 

during the study, so as to not influence their participation. Each participant was awarded 

$20 for their participation in the study.  

Design of the Study 

Phenomenology 

This study aims to investigate the phenomenon of in-school emotional 

experiences for at-risk students between themselves and their teachers and its effects on 

their academic and overall well-being. Phenomenological studies explore a common 

phenomenon or aspect of a lived experience of multiple people (Creswell, 2013). The 

goal of this design method is to develop a “textural description,” or what the participants 
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experienced and a “structural description,” or how the participants experienced the 

context and conditions of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013, p. 80; Moustakas, 1994). 

Through these descriptions, the qualitative researcher attempts to synthesize the essence 

of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  

There are two approaches to phenomenology: hermeneutical phenomenology 

which highlights the researcher’s interpretation of the meanings of the participant’s 

experiences with the phenomenon, and transcendental phenomenology, where the 

researcher brackets out his or her interpretation, and focuses on presenting the data as 

objectively as possible (Creswell, 2013). By bracketing out her experiences, the 

researcher can be aware of how her experiences with the phenomenon may be part of the 

meaning making process of the participants’ lived experiences, then putting them to the 

side to focus on the interpretations of the participants (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). 

This study aims to follow the transcendental approach, and honor, as much as possible, 

the purity of the participant perspective.  

Method 

Emotional intelligence assessment. This study uses the construct of emotional 

intelligence to better understand in-school emotional experiences of at-risk students. 

Specifically, the facets of EI guiding this research are: self-awareness, self-regulation, 

empathy, motivation, and social skill (Goleman, 1998). In order to have a baseline to 

compare the participants’ interviews to, and to have a scientific frame of reference, the 

participants’ emotional intelligence was evaluated through “The Assessing Emotions 

Scale” (see Appendix A). Based on Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) original model of EI, 

this scientifically validated instrument measures trait emotional intelligence. This tool 
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focuses on gauging one’s perception of emotion in one’s self and others, the use of 

emotion to solve problems, the management of one’s own emotions and that of others, 

and the expression of emotions (Schutte, Malouff, & Bhullar, 2009).  

The Assessing Emotions Scale is a reflective self-assessment composed of 33 

questions focusing on trait emotional intelligence. As discussed in chapter 2, trait 

emotional intelligence is how one perceives their EI, including emotional self-efficacy. 

Although the authors of the test do not believe that ability and trait EI are mutually 

exclusive, this test is not aimed at assessing ability emotional intelligence, which might 

be tested through a series of skill based questions, like recognizing the emotions of a 

person in a photograph. The tool used for this study will be made available online and 

takes an average of five minutes to complete (Schutte et al., 2009). Permission was 

granted from Dr. Schutte to administer this instrument and score their assessments based 

on the provided scale to be able to calculate their emotional intelligence score (higher 

scores indicate higher emotional intelligence). Each of the 33-items on the test gauge one 

of the four different subscales measured by this tool: perception of emotion, managing 

own emotions, managing others’ emotions, and utilization of emotion (Schutte et al., 

2009). By following the protocol of the test, each participant’s score was deciphered for 

each component, as well as aggregating them to get their total emotional intelligence 

score. 

The psychometric properties of this assessment prove the Assessing Emotions 

Scale is reliable and scientifically validated. Used in over 200 publications included in 

the PsycINFO database, this tool has been used to evaluate the EI of adolescents, 

university students, and adults of all ages (Schutte et al., 2009). Females and males have 
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been tested, and data has been collected using this tool from the United States, Canada, 

Australia, Israel, New Zealand, Poland, Malaysia, Sweden, India, and Turkey. Originally 

created in English, the internal consistency of the Assessing Emotions Scale is .87 

(measured by the mean Cronbach’s alpha across samples) (Schutte et al., 2009). For the 

individual subscales, the internal consistency reported for adolescents are as follows: 

“Perception of Emotion, .76; Managing Own Emotions, .63; Managing Others’ 

Emotions, .66; and Utilization of Emotion, .55” (Schutte et al., 2009). Thus, the 

aggregate internal consistency is greater than the individual subscales, however, they are 

still consistent enough to be a valid assessment for this study. 

The Assessing Emotions Scale has been tested for test-retest reliability, reporting 

a score of .78 for a two-week test-retest study (Schutte et al., 1998). Additionally, several 

studies have correlated this instrument with other validated EI assessments, such as the 

EQ-i, which is another self-report measuring trait emotional intelligence. The relationship 

between the tests was significant, at r =.43, indicating convergent validity (Schutte et al., 

2009). Furthermore, through various studies, this instrument has been associated with 

many of the positive outcomes of emotional intelligence discussed in chapter 2, such as 

better mental health, optimism, healthier interpersonal relationships, greater management 

of emotions in negatively charged situations, persistence in the face of difficult situations, 

lower feelings of depression, and better grades in school (Schutte et al., 2009; Schutte et 

al., 1998). Thus, the Assessing Emotions Scale, widely used in research, can help give 

reliable and scientifically validated scores of EI for the participants of this study.  

Classroom observations. Observing the context in which a researcher is studying 

can provide critically important background information to better understand the unit of 
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analysis. In order to best understand stories of experiences the students share about their 

math class and math teacher, it is helpful to personally experience the context (Emerson, 

Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). After administering the EI assessment, the researcher did 

classroom observations (1 hour) of each student before the first round of interviews to 

begin to familiarize herself with the context of the student participant in their math-

classroom context. The classroom observations took place in their math classes, focusing 

on how the student interacts with his or her math teacher, their verbal (word choice and 

tone) and nonverbal exchanges (body language and gestures), and any allusions to 

emotional interactions. By focusing on how something occurs, and not assuming or trying 

to figure out why it occurs, the field researcher can develop a more systematic and 

objective record or what is observed (Emerson et al., 2011). Through jottings, or key, 

detailed events and direct quotes, the researcher can develop a record of what happened, 

and then, ideally, fill in the details immediately after to maintain a fresh perspective of 

the observation (Emerson et al., 2011). Analytic memos were written directly following 

the classroom observation experience bracketing out the researcher’s interpretation, while 

the fieldnotes were filled in to serve as a complete data source. Classroom fieldnotes 

were then used to launch the one-on-one interviews. If a notable emotional transaction 

occurred during the classroom observation, the researcher referred to that instance 

specifically in an attempt to understand why it happened, from the student’s perspective. 

Interviews. In phenomenological research, in-depth interviews are a common 

data collection tool, which allows participant voices to be heard (Creswell, 2013). 

Generally, participants are asked very broad, open ended questions so that the researcher 

can understand the participants’ experiences with the phenomenon, without influencing 
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their thought process or meaning making of the lived experience (Creswell, 2013; 

Moustakas, 1994). The researcher’s role is to focus on gathering textual and structural 

evidence of the phenomenon to arrive at the essence of the shared experiences.  

For this study, in-depth (1 hour or more) interviews were conducted with each 

participant regarding their emotional experiences as a student, particularly in their math 

class. A series of pre-developed questions (see Appendix B) were used to do face-to-face, 

formal, semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews. Interviews were audio-taped 

and transcribed, then stored as password protected files on a password protected 

computer to ensure confidentiality. Immediately following the interviews, analytic 

memos were written to capture the initial impressions and themes from the interview, 

including a bracketing out of the researcher’s interpretations. The Director, respective 

teachers, and students were consulted to identify the least intrusive time and place to 

conduct the one-on-one interviews. Interviews were conducted either before school, 

during lunch, or after school, and were done in a secluded office arranged by school 

personnel.  

Data Analysis 

 During the data collection process, the data was analyzed in a cyclical fashion. In 

qualitative studies, coding is a tool to discover and analyze, not merely label (Saldana, 

2013). Thus, the researcher coded each piece of data as it was received and continued to 

circle back to the initial data points through to the end, multiple times, to fully engage in 

the discovery process.   

Analyzing emotional intelligence scores. For easier scoring, the Assessing 

Emotions Scale Assessment was transferred from the current PDF file to a quantitative 
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analysis computer program called Qualtrics, so that the electronic version would be 

interactive. Four subscales are tested through 33 questions and each question corresponds 

with a particular subscale as delineated below (Schutte et al., 2009, p. 3).  

“Perception of Emotion: items 5*, 9, 15, 18, 19, 22, 25, 29, 32, and 33* 

Managing own Emotions: items 2, 3, 10, 12, 14, 21, 23, 28*, and 31 

Managing Others’ Emotions: items 1, 4, 11, 13, 16, 24, 26, and 30 

Utilization of Emotion: items 6, 7, 8, 17, 20 and 27.” 

To calculate total scores for each subscale, the researcher summed the score they selected 

on the likert scale for each item as indicated on the assessment (1= strongly disagree, 2= 

somewhat disagree, 3= neither agree nor disagree, 4= somewhat agree, and 5= strongly 

agree). Items marked with an asterisk (*) above are to be reverse coded before summed 

up with the rest of the items because of the wording of the question (Schutte et al., 2009). 

The range of scores possible on this assessment are between 33 and 165, inclusive, with 

higher scores suggesting a higher emotional intelligence (Schutte et al., 2009). While 

examining the data of 44 separate published studies using this assessment, with sample 

sizes between 11 and 566, done on a range of ages and in the countries previously 

mentioned, overall mean emotional intelligence scores ranged between 120.45 and 

142.51 with standard deviations of 13.86 and 9.46, respectively (Schutte et al., 2009). In 

a study of 131 adolescents using this EI instrument, the mean scores and standard 

deviations for each subscale are as follows: “Perception of Emotion (M=3.57, SD=0.58), 

Managing Own Emotions (M=3.71, SD=0.52), Managing Others’ Emotions (M=3.63, 

SD=.58), and Utilization of Emotion (M=3.69, SD=0.66)” (Schutte et al., 2009). Thus, 

using these mean scores as a frame of reference, the student participants’ scores were 
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compared on a relative basis. Furthermore, many of the interview questions are geared 

toward understanding the students’ emotional intelligence and his perception of his math 

teacher’s emotional intelligence. Thus, by also having their emotional intelligence score, 

the data was triangulated to get a more robust picture of the phenomenon. 

 Analyzing fieldnotes observations. The purpose of the fieldnotes in this study is 

to provide some objective background and context information on the climate and 

situation of the math class and teacher that the student will speak about in the interview 

process. The researcher’s first hand experience in the context which the research 

questions speak to will help the researcher understand, more fully, the nuances in the one-

on-one interviews as well as allow her to triangulate the data from the EI assessment and 

the interview transcriptions.  

 Analyzing interviews. As the interviews were being completed, they were 

transcribed immediately and the transcriptions were interrogated with open and focused 

coding to create bins that capture the main themes of the data. The first step of this two-

step process in qualitative analytic coding is open coding, where the researcher reads 

through the interview transcriptions thoroughly, and identifies any key themes or ideas, 

even if they don’t seem to connect with one another (Emerson et al., 2011). The 

researcher began with attribute coding which notates the descriptive information of the 

data set, including full name, gender, grade level, ethnicity, socioeconomic status 

determined by free or reduced lunch status, language classification, current math teacher, 

last year’s math teacher (which was the class they failed), the grade they received, 

number of absences, tardies, school, and city (Saldana, 2013). After attribute coding, the 

researcher proceeded with structural coding which assigns phrases that capture the 
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concepts of the interview, using the research questions as the framework (Saldana, 2013). 

Descriptive coding was simultaneously used, which summarizes the topic of a passage in 

a word or phrase, answering questions such as “ ‘What is going on here? What is this 

study about?’” (Saldana, 2013, p.88). Additionally, some of the descriptive words came 

from the interviewees themselves, which is known as in vivo coding—using the actual 

language presented in the qualitative data (Saldana, 2013).  

Analytic memos were critical to help the researcher record the salient ideas that 

were emerging through the process.  The purpose of these memos is to provide an 

opportunity for the researcher to document and reflect on the coding process, emergent 

patterns, connections being noticed, and questions being raised (Saldana, 2013). As she 

used MAXQDA to engage in open coding, she also wrote analytic memos identifying 

patterns and themes that began to emerge. After reviewing the data several times with 

open coding techniques, she moved on to the second part of the coding process which is 

focused coding. At this stage, the researcher examined the themes more carefully, 

identifying which are most prevalent in the data (Emerson et al., 2011). The data was 

then organized according to these main themes or bins, and once again analyzed to 

identify which bins hold the most weight. In phenomenology, bins that reveal textural 

description and structural description are most useful (Creswell, 2013). Once the most 

significant ideas were identified, a more thorough, line-by-line analysis of the data was 

done to see the interrelatedness of the emergent ideas and the significance they have to 

understanding the essence of the phenomenon (Emerson et al., 2011). This grounded 

theory approach to examining interview data helps arrive at results that are derived more 
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purely from the data and participant meanings, as opposed to pre-conceived notions 

driving the analysis process (Emerson et al., 2011).  

Guided by my research questions and Emotional Intelligence theoretical 

framework, the researcher created “Emotional Intelligence” codes and others that were 

suitable for Cultural Intelligence. Codes such as “teacher EI,” “student EI,” “smile,” 

emotional contagion,” “self-awareness,” “self-regulation,” “empathy,” “motivation,” 

“social skill,” and “cultural intelligence” were included as necessitated by the interview 

data. Through multiple iterations of reorganizing her codes, the researcher reorganized 

her codes to align with the three guiding research questions. From there, emotion codes—

codes that labels the emotion experienced or explained during the data collection 

process—were incorporated, mostly in conjunction with In Vivo coding, capturing the 

specific language the participants used to explain their experience. Some examples of 

these codes include “judged,” “overwhelming,” “invisible,” “upset,” “frustrated,” 

“uncomfortable,” and “fear.” Many of the specific words the participants used to explain 

their emotional experience in math class aligned with the most common emotions 

research has shown are reported about math (Williams-Johnson et al., 2008).  

 Using the data collected from the Assessing Emotions Scale, the classroom 

observations, the interviews, and analytic memos created, a variety of themes and 

patterns that help explain the phenomenon of at-risk students’ emotional experiences at 

school, specifically in their math classes, emerged. A variety of forms of data were 

collected for triangulation purposes and to have a more complete understanding of a 

complex phenomenon. To maintain the integrity of participant voice and views, member 

checks were conducted.  
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Limitations 

Reflexivity 

 Reflexivity refers to the researcher being cognizant of and explicitly discussing 

her role in the study, the lives of the participants, and the site where the study is 

conducted (Creswell, 2012). Applying the philosophy of transcendental phenomenology, 

the researcher attempted to record and report the participants’ meanings without infusing 

the data with my own interpretation. Nevertheless, the act of recording and reporting data 

by human beings can never be purely objective, as it ultimately, is being filtered through 

the researcher’s lens and perspective before written on paper. Thus, great efforts were 

made to acknowledge how the researcher’s perspective may influence the data collection 

and data analysis throughout the process, and the bracketing technique was used to honor 

it, but kept it as separate from the final analysis as possible.  

Positionality 

 Inevitably, the researcher’s position as a math teacher within the organization in 

which she is collecting data, may have played a role in possibly influencing the student 

participants’ responses to the interviews. However, to minimize the effects her 

positionality may have on the participants she selected students she did not previously 

know, preserving the objectivity of the study. Additionally, they were assured and 

guaranteed absolute confidentiality and protection of their responses and identity. Some 

of the participants, however, may still have felt intimidated because a teacher is asking 

them questions about their experience at school. This is where relationship building and 

emotional intelligence played a critical role in making the participants feel safe and 

comfortable to engage in the process. Developing that sense of trust was key to having an 
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honest study. Because of the researcher’s familiarity with the organization, the students 

seemed to feel at ease that she understood the context in which they operate. As intended 

through the critical theory lens, it was evident that the participants got the sense that the 

purpose of this study is to help create a more equitable environment for at-risk students 

and that this research is aimed at advocating for them. As a female, teacher of color, one 

who has worked in a variety of settings, including inner-city schools where the dropout 

rate was approximately 50%, the researcher’s career and life experiences have given her 

the tools to quickly and effectively establish rapport with at-risk students.   

Generalization 

 Phenomenological research designs are limited in their generalizability, because 

of the focus on in-depth understanding of a relatively small sample size. In this study, the 

aim is to understand the lived experiences of 11 high school students who have all 

experienced emotions in math class. Their common trait is that they are all academically 

at-risk, as defined by failing their math class the previous year. The goal was to distill 

their emotional experiences to arrive at the core of how emotions play out in the 

schooling experience of at-risk students. Thus, while the themes that emerged from their 

interviews and other data points may apply to many students who fit a similar profile, it 

would be premature to say the results are generalizable for all students who are 

academically at-risk. Furthermore, students in the Charter High School organization have 

a different educational experience from students in other more traditional high school 

settings in California. Similarly, teachers that are a part of this organization have different 

norms that they operate under compared to teachers in traditional public or private 
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schools. Thus, all of these unique factors make the results of this study applicable to this 

environment, and may not be transferrable to other contexts.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 

Research Questions 

The three major research questions guiding this study aim to explore the 

phenomenon of the emotional experiences of at-risk students who have been unsuccessful 

in math class(es): 

1. How are academic achievements and the overall wellbeing of at-risk 

students influenced by in-school emotional experiences? 

2. How can student emotional intelligence help at-risk students become more 

academically successful? 

3. What do at-risk students want their teachers to know and do for greater 

emotional connection? 

These exploratory questions honor student voice in proposing a solution to the emotional 

frustrations and misunderstandings regarding failure—at times repeated failure—of a 

widely feared subject: mathematics. A qualitative design was employed to highlight those 

voices and unearth the essence of this phenomenon.  

  Understanding that schooling is an emotional experience (Hargreaves, 1998), this 

study examines how emotional intelligence may play a role in helping at-risk students 

thrive in school. Since the most common emotions to describe math class include fear, 

distress, frustration, and anxiety (Williams-Johnson et al., 2008), this study focuses 

specifically on math classrooms and math teachers, but gleans results that may be 

applicable to many content areas. Ultimately, this study investigates how emotional 

intelligence may help mitigate some of the harmful effects of stress and what at-risk 

students request of their teachers to address emotional exhaustion. The theory of 
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emotional intelligence was first introduced by Goleman (1995) and is an extension of 

Gardner’s (1989) multiple intelligences. Being emotionally intelligent means being able 

to perceive, understand, manage, and use one’s own emotions and the emotions of others 

successfully (Goleman, 1998).  The five components of EI, as outlined by Goleman 

(1998), are defined in Table 3, with reference to which are addressed by the various 

research questions of this study:  

Table 3: 

Five Components of Emotional Intelligence Addressed by Research Questions 

Goleman’s Five 

Components of 

EI 

Definition 

Research 

Question 

#1 

Research 

Question 

#2 

Research 

Question 

#3 

Self-awareness 

People’s capability to perceive and 

interpret their own emotions, 

moods, and motivations, and how 

they affect others. 

X X X 

Self-regulation 

The ability to control one’s moods 

and impulses or to think 

thoroughly before acting. 

X X X 

Empathy 

The ability to identify with other 

people’s emotions and moods, to 

understand their drives, and to 

treat them according to their 

emotional reaction. 

X X X 

Motivation 
The reason people enthusiastically 

and vigorously pursue their goals. 
X X  

Social Skill 

How people manage relationships, 

build rapport, and maneuver social 

networks. 

 X X 

 

 Emotional intelligence, however, has its limitations. Emotions are contextual and 

the appropriate display of emotion and the way we perceive and understand emotions can 

vary based on our upbringing, geographic location, and socioeconomic status. Thus, a 

gap in the literature addressed by this study is adding a culturally intelligent lens to 



  77  

   

 

emotional intelligence. Table 4 defines CQ and displays which research questions address 

this topic:  

Table 4: 

Cultural Intelligence Addressed by Research Questions 

Theoretical 

Framework 
Definition 

Research 

Question 

#1 

Research 

Question 

#2 

Research 

Question 

#3 

Cultural 

Intelligence 

One’s ability to understand, adapt 

to, and navigate various cultures 

effectively, being sensitive and 

respectful to culturally different 

values, practices, and norms (Alon 

& Higgins, 2005; Crowne, 2008). 

X  X 

 

Profile of Participants 

The participants in this study include 11 high school students from two project-

based learning high schools of the same charter organization located in Southern 

California. Through purposeful sampling, eleven 10-12 graders were chosen given the 

conditions that they failed math class in the 2014-15 school year, are students of color, 

and are low-income—determined by their qualification for free or reduced lunch. Based 

on the literature, students whose life factors make it more difficult for them to be 

successful academically are considered at-risk (Costello, 1996). Based on race, SES, and 

academic achievement, these students have been categorized as such for the purposes of 

this study. Through the interview process, other at-risk factors, such as family structure, 

chronic absenteeism, and violent activities were revealed. Since most participants were 

under 18 years old, questions geared toward revealing at-risk factors or ACE factors 

(adverse childhood experiences) were not explicitly asked in order to protect this 
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vulnerable population, as determined by the Institutional Review Board (IRB). However, 

further study on these ACE factors in conjunction with the themes of this study may be 

particularly informative. This particular population of students was chosen as participants 

because of the mystery that surrounds how to best support the student that the teacher 

feels is very capable of succeeding in class but “chooses not to.” The researcher’s 

personal experience in high schools throughout California and abroad, and particularly 

with math students and teachers, beckoned a need to further explore the non-cognitive 

factors that affect the success, or lack there-of, of certain at-risk students in math classes. 

In Table 5, the participants’ demographic backgrounds are captured, as well as some of 

the home dynamics and student-identified at-risk factors as were revealed in the 

interview.  
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Table 5: 

 

Participants’ Demographic Background, Self-Identification, and Emotions in Math Class 
 

# Name Gender Grade S.E.S. Ethnicity Self-Identified Home Dynamics/ At-Risk 

Factors 

Words to describe 

feelings in math class 

1 Trisha F 10 Low 

Income 

African 

American 

Single Mother, lots of problems, family 

broken apart 

Invisible, frustrating, 

upset 

2 Bianca F 10 Low 

Income 

African 

American 

Problems at home causing her to miss a 

lot of school 

Not wanting to get my 

work done, weird, 

negative, not 

comfortable with my 

work 

3 Adriana F 10 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Single Mother, absent siblings, family 

broken apart, lots of problems 

Uncomfortable, scared 

4 Roberto M 11 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Lives with Mother and very young sister. 

Takes on a fatherly role to younger sister. 

Lost the happiness of 

it 

5 Efran M 10 Low 

Income 

African 

American 

Family moves a lot (Military). Parents 

divorced. Lives with Mother, Step-Dad 

and 3 brothers. He’s the oldest and helps 

take care of them.  

Could never 

understand it, only like 

it when I understand it 

6 Lupe F 12 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Father was deported and she lost touch 

with him. Lives with Mother, Aunt, 

sister, and brother in small apartment. 

Shares a room with sister and Aunt. 

Brother financially supports family. 

Starts good and leave 

looking like hell 

7 Liliana F 12 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Lives with Mother and sister. “Not the 

picture perfect family” 

Horrible, hard for me, 

stresses me out, 

frustrated, 

uncomfortable 

8 Sara F 12 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Parents divorced. A struggle, I’ve 

always been fighting 

it, frustrating 

9 Vidal M 12 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Dad left family recently, Mom quit her 

job, he is financially responsible for 

family 

Disturbed, stuck, 

pressure, frustrated, 

rage 

10 Jose M 10 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Takes 2 hours each way in public 

transport to get home/to school 

Tedious, didn’t learn 

anything 

11 Cesar M 11 Low 

Income 

Hispanic Parents are married, lives with siblings Overwhelming, 

frustrated, distracted 

 

Table 5 also reveals some of the descriptive words participants used to describe the 

emotions they feel about math and math class. Many of these descriptors served as In 

Vivo codes in the analysis process of the interviews. Additionally, their scores for the 
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Assessing Emotions Scale helps triangulate and give insight into their emotional 

intelligence (see Table 6).  

Table 6: 

Assessing Emotions Scale Scores for Each Participant  

Name 
Perception 

of Emotion 

Managing 

Own 

Emotions 

Managing 

Others' 

Emotions 

Utilization 

of Emotion 
Overall EI* 

Trisha 37 35 32 25 129 

Bianca 34 36 26 21 117 

Adriana 31 20 29 20 100 

Roberto 33 28 28 18 107 

Efran 35 37 34 19 125 

Lupe 32 30 26 20 108 

Liliana 43 37 31 23 134 

Sara 37 32 29 22 120 

Vidal 40 40 30 26 136 

Jose 32 30 23 16 101 

Cesar 33 35 24 24 116 

Average 

Scores 

(n=11) 35.18 32.73 28.36 21.27 117.55 

*Scores range from 33-165. Average range from 44 US studies is 120.45-142.51. 

 

These descriptive factors can only provide very limited information about each 

participant, thus each is described in more detail in the subsequent paragraphs.  

 Trisha is a tenth grade, low income, African American student whose most 

notable word to describe her experience in math class is “invisible.” In her interview, she 

described her family dynamic as one that has forced her to “listen with her eyes” given 

her previous speech impediment and all the nuances she noticed in nonverbal 

communication. Her father left the family in her early childhood to take care of her 

brother, and despite all the challenges her family has faced, she seems to be extremely 
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empathetic, understanding why they each made the decisions they had to make. Her 

rhetoric about math class is that she wants to feel like she’s on the same team as her 

teacher, but often finds that her teachers don’t understand her, nor do they understand the 

others whom also struggle. She is a leader in the classroom when she feels like there is an 

injustice, advocating for herself and others to the teacher and Dean.  

 Bianca is an African American, tenth grade student that qualifies for free or 

reduced lunch and who failed math class last year. She does not feel the need to get very 

close to her teachers, mostly due to a negative experience with a teacher she was trying to 

advocate for that left her feeling betrayed. In her interview, she briefly mentioned that 

family problems caused her to miss a lot of school in the 2014-15 school year. 

Nevertheless, she is an optimistic student, who uses peer support to help her bounce back 

from setbacks. She describes her relationship with a mentor of hers to be instrumental to 

her resilience in high school, despite experiences failing classes, particularly math.  

 Adriana is a low-income, tenth grade student of Hispanic origin. She quickly 

understood the critical lens of this study and spoke freely and openly to depict her 

challenging experiences of failing math class year after year. However, in class, she 

seemed to be an extremely shy and closed-off individual, reluctant to seek out help. 

Adriana describes her family as “broken” and one with “lots of problems.” She is being 

raised by a single mother and feels lonely at home, because her siblings are mostly 

absent. She has connected to some staff members at her school whom she feels a stronger 

connection with than her biological family. She recognizes the importance of that 

personal connection with teachers and asserts that it is the key ingredient to her success. 

However, her guarded demeanor makes it challenging for a teacher to gain her trust.  
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  Roberto is a Hispanic student who is repeating the eleventh grade due to being 

held back by the school for failing multiple classes. His interview was notable because of 

the emotion expressed. When describing his earlier years in math classes, his face lit up 

as he demonstrated how he served as a tutor for the class. As he described his middle 

school years, he described how he “lost the happiness in” learning math. These setbacks 

seem to deeply affect Roberto as evidenced by his tears when asked to recall his 

experience when he was informed that he failed math class and would get held back, and 

when asked what advice he’d give to other younger students who may be headed down a 

similar path. He seemed to be embarrassed and perseverate over the fact that he showed 

emotions of sadness through tears in the interview.  

  Efran is a tenth grade, African American, low income student whose parents are 

divorced. He attributes his interest or lack of interest in a math class mostly to the teacher 

he has. Determined to go to college, he is highly motivated to learn and gets very 

frustrated when “the teacher doesn’t teach anything.” However, he does not vocally 

advocate for himself to his teachers or others. He did not express a lot of emotion in his 

interview and described himself as one who does not easily get affected by in-school 

emotional experiences.  

 Lupe is a Hispanic senior student who depicts her family’s low SES with stories 

of other students bringing her lunch a few times a week because she doesn’t have enough 

healthy food to eat. Her father had been deported to Mexico several years prior to the 

study and has since been absent from her life. She shares a small apartment with many 

family members and has an extensive journey on public transportation to get to school 

each day. Although her confidence in her ability to understand math concepts is high, she 
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struggles with completing work to a degree that is acceptable to her and is often 

paralyzed by her emotional stress. She holds onto resentment created by singular 

comments or actions and is aware of her ineffectiveness in breaking old habits that are 

detrimental to her success.  

 Liliana is a twelfth grade student who comes from a low-income family and is of 

Hispanic origin. She describes her family as “not picture perfect” and was hesitant to talk 

about them in her interview. In passing conversation with her teacher, the researcher 

learned of the great disconnect between how Liliana perceives her lack of success in her 

math class compared to her teacher’s perception of her capabilities to succeed in her 

class. Although her teacher believes in her capability, Liliana seems to be immobilized by 

the toxic stress she feels when attempting math on her own. She thrives on the 

accompaniment of her peers who are at a similar level as her. In the math class that was 

observed, she had no friends and did not socialize with anyone.  

 Sara describes math as a subject she has “always been fighting.” She is a low-

income, Hispanic senior who has failed math repeatedly every year she has been in high 

school. She thrives in her art and humanities courses and proclaims that she is “not a 

math person.” She has a keen sense of understanding, however, that she is “not dumb” 

because of it and has been affected by the judgments passed by others. Her struggle in 

math has caused negative repercussions at home amongst her family members.  

 Vidal is a Hispanic, low-income senior who is part of an after school program that 

has had a profound influence on his life. He has been involved with this program since 

the third grade, and through it he receives after school tutoring, college preparation, 

mentoring, and has recently taken on a leadership role in the Men’s Gathering Group—a 
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special subgroup within the after school program that is geared toward young men’s 

needs and wants. Vidal’s father left their family about one year prior to the study and at 

the same time, his mother quit her job. He is frustrated because he had to shoulder much 

of the financial burden and feels like his mother is not very empathetic about the 

consequence his employment had on his academics. His emotional capacity is very 

limited when he arrives at school, which has resulted in some violent behaviors. He 

describes the pressures he feels in math class making him want to “rage.”  

 Jose is a low-income, Hispanic student who is in tenth grade. He views himself as 

someone undeserving of special attention from teachers, because he thinks he is just 

average and thinks he doesn’t have any special talents. He travels two hours on multiple 

buses from home to school and another two hours from school back home every day. He 

tends to socialize with other students who also struggle silently, but feels grossly 

misunderstood by teachers. In class, he doesn’t mind not interacting with the teacher 

much and rather go unnoticed.  

 Cesar is an eleventh grader who is Hispanic and qualifies for free or reduced 

lunch. Over the last few years, he has recognized the importance of receiving individual 

attention from his math teacher, as he describes math to be very overwhelming for him. 

Although he is self-aware of his needs, he struggles with advocating for himself and 

finding motivation to push himself to complete his work when he is at home. He admits 

to being easily distracted when it comes to math class and dislikes feeling unsuccessful. 

Math has produced this feeling for him since middle school.  

The eleven participants had diverse experiences and views about their experiences 

regarding how emotions play a role in schools, however through the analysis of the 
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Assessing Emotions Scale, classroom observations, fieldnotes, and interview 

transcriptions, some significant themes emerged for each of the three research questions 

that guided this study. 

Results 

Results for Research Question #1 

Themes that emerged in response to the Research Question #1: How are academic 

achievements and the overall well-being of at-risk students influenced by in-school 

emotional experiences? include students having a full emotional tank, evidence of an 

amygdala hijack, reoccurring trauma continually affecting students, and the disconnect 

between students and teachers. 

Full emotional tank. All eleven participants described their experience in math 

class as frustrating, overwhelming, and/or stressful. This supports the research that math 

class produces negative emotions for many students (Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; 

Wigfield & Meece, 1988; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). The majority of the participants 

have at-risk factors that make their emotional tank full upon arriving at school, like 

having to take hours of public transportation to get to school, being held financially 

responsible for the family and thus working one or more jobs, or being responsible for 

siblings due to the absence of a parent. All participants have at-risk factors of being low-

income and students of color. Moderate levels of stress, so long as it is short-lived, can 

have a positive effect because it mildly raises one’s cortisol levels and helps prepare the 

individual for the task or challenge ahead. However, the majority of the participants of 

this study seem to be experiencing tolerable and/or toxic stress levels, which can alter the 

physical architecture of the brain because of the prolonged and heightened levels of 
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cortisol released (Hinton et al., 2012). Students who have experienced adverse childhood 

experiences are more susceptible to the damaging effects of toxic stress, if the proper 

support is not in place to help them mitigate it (Hinton et al., 2012). Toxic stress can 

result in students overreacting to things that would not be a stress trigger for most, 

excessive aggression, defensiveness, withdrawal, and learning deficiencies (Hinton et al., 

2012; McEwen & Sapolsky, 1995; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). 

Adriana describes having a difficult time concentrating and getting her work done 

at school when things were really rough at home:  

Yeah, that happened a lot. That’s mostly why I didn’t really do my work. 

I’d just be thinking about what’s going on the whole time and I 

wouldn’t…I just can’t do anything. I was stuck I guess and I felt I couldn’t 

do anything. I would try to do my work or whatever and then I’d still feel 

like, no. I just can’t, I can’t stop thinking about that.  

 

Adriana struggles to manage her emotions and cope with them in a way that allows her to 

be attentive to the learning in math class. This is reinforced by her score for the 

“managing own emotions” category on the Assessing Emotions Scale (see Table 6), 

where she scored the lowest out of all of the participants in the study and over 12 points 

below the average. When asked if when her teachers looked at her, if they realized that 

something was going on, she responded: 

I don’t think any teachers have actually asked how I was doing or if 

anything was wrong. They would just assume that I was a bad kid I guess. 

They would think, “Oh she’s not doing her work because she is just lazy 

and doesn’t want to do anything.” That wasn’t really the case. It was 

always something was going on. 

 

Adriana’s narrative is an example of the primary reason for this study. The disconnect 

between what this student is experiencing and her perception of how the teacher is 

interpreting it and viewing her, drives the need to address emotional connections between 
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teachers and their at-risk students, in addition to developing the emotional intelligence of 

both students and teachers to have fewer misunderstandings.  

 Vidal also depicts the struggle of balancing personal challenges with academic 

endeavors. The researcher learns more about how Vidal’s father leaving the family 

affected his academics through his interview: 

Researcher: Did [your mom] know you were at summer school? 

Vidal: Yeah I told her. I told her I failed math and she was mad because 

she’s Hispanic and so she was like, “Oh, I’ve done everything to get you 

to school and to do good grades.” That’s when I had trouble with her 

because I was explaining to her that my job really messed with my 

schedule, like school and stuff because back then I would work almost 

every day and that was right after school.  

Researcher: And you took that job because your dad left, so you felt like 

you needed to help support the family financially?  

Vidal: Yeah. 

Researcher: Did you explain that to her?  

Vidal: Yeah. But she was like “Oh no, school’s more important,” but even 

then, my mom, she quit her job and so that means I was the only person 

working too. So that was crazy. She went three or four months without 

working and I was like, “You’re just sitting on your bed and doing 

nothing. I’m over here trying to do everything.” And my sister… she 

wasn’t working… So that made me the only person working. 

 

Adriana and Vidal portray examples of how Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs affects 

students who are experiencing difficulties outside of school that impede their growth and 

inhibit their ability to maximize their academic potential. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

(Figure 1) demonstrates that in order for one to self-actualize, they must first fulfill their 

basic and psychological needs including physical, safety, and love needs (Maslow, 1943).  

 Coming to school with high levels of cortisol and already feeling distressed 

creates a significant disadvantage for at-risk students (Hinton et al, 2012). Math, for most 

of the participants, exacerbates that already emotionally exhausted feeling. Vidal explains 

how he feels when he walks into math class: 
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I feel disturbed because I know that everybody else is passing and I just 

feel like I hate being stuck and that brings a lot of pressure to me because 

when I feel stuck I just rage, I just don’t like it. I feel stuck in math and I 

hate it because I try to ask for help but sometimes [the teacher] gets 

frustrated with me because I don’t understand it and I usually tend to just 

do the Rubik’s cube or just listen to music and just try to do it myself and 

then it’s frustrating. 

 

Vidal shows a great deal of self-awareness or perceiving his own emotions, 

understanding why he feels pressure or that he wants to rage. He also shows a level of 

self-regulation or managing his own emotions. Later in his interview he described 

wanting to act on his rage, and although at times he did in socially inappropriate ways, he 

has since learned to diffuse his strong negative emotions by distracting himself with the 

Rubik’s cube or with music. This high level of emotional intelligence is confirmed 

through his score on the Assessing Emotions Scale (see Table 6), where he scored among 

the highest for those two categories out of all the participants. 

Just as the emotion from personal struggles seep into the classroom, in-class 

emotional experiences permeate life outside of school for many of the students. Sara 

describes her struggle with math and how it extends into her family life:  

 I just wouldn’t understand the math…when I would come home I was 

like, well, I need help with homework and I would get my parents to help 

me, but it would always be really difficult or my mom didn’t know how to 

explain it to me or I just didn’t want to do it. It was this frustrating back 

and forth thing. I was crying or my mom would get really mad and stuff. 

From then on it was like, “You know what, I’m not going to do math at 

home ever.” 

 

About half of the participants explicitly alluded to a similar experience at home regarding 

math homework and deal with it by not engaging with it at all.  

For Trisha, and a few others, the negative emotions produced by math class 

manifested themselves in physical impairments: 
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Last year, the reason I was getting frustrated is because it was like 

homework, after homework, after homework and sentence after sentence. 

It was like a build-up of work that’s just overwhelming, but I liked it at the 

same time. Just learning new things that I haven’t learned before, that was 

fun. It was the overwhelming part of every worksheet that I’ve 

had…Yeah, it would give me a heart problem that I have. When it would 

start acting up, I would get scared sometimes and I’m like, “You know 

what? Just chill out for a second.” I’ll leave and then come back, and then 

like, “Oh, look. There’s 10 more assignments that we have to do.” It’s 

like, “Oh my gosh. What’s going on here?” You know? Yeah, that’s why I 

would get frustrated last year. 

 

The majority of the students agreed that the nature of math classes, including a fast paced 

curriculum and expectation of content mastery, produced anxiety that continued to build 

as the school year progressed. This increased the level of stress they experienced, many 

of which did not feel equipped with the tools to deal with it. This advanced their tolerable 

stress to a stress that actually altered their physiology. 

Most of the participants seemed to experience some level of toxic stress, which 

has a lasting effect on the structure of the brain (Hinton et al., 2012). It is caused by 

prolonged, chronic, or intense stress or trauma, endured without a support system. 

Research shows that this leads to hypersensitivity to stress triggers and manifests itself in 

overreacting (Hinton et al., 2012; McEwen & Sapolsky, 1995). For all of these students, 

learning they were going to fail math, further aggravated the toxic stress they were 

experiencing. Lupe, for example, explains how she felt when she found out she was 

going to fail math class: 

It’s kind of, I can’t really explain it too well, it’s like something that starts 

off in the middle of your chest and just starts growing, growing, and 

growing until it reaches your entire exterior and you just kind of freeze up 

and don’t really know what to say or do.  
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For Lupe, her high level of stress left her speechless and unsure how to react. Toxic stress 

leads to learning issues, excessive aggression, defensiveness, withdrawal, apparent lack 

of motivation, and/or disciplinary problems (Hinton et al., 2012). This was also depicted 

in Adriana and Vidal’s examples where they seemed to withdraw from the class because 

of their overwhelming reaction toward the toxic stress. These reactions to stress also 

affect the student’s relationship with peers and teachers, causing a downward cycle.  

Amygdala hijack. Students become so overwhelmed with stress and anxiety 

around math that they often shut down completely. This is explained by an amygdala 

hijack as a response to the perceived threat. Brain researchers found that when a person 

experiences high levels of stress, their thinking part of their brain, the neocortex, gets 

overridden by the emotional response from their amygdala, as a way to protect the person 

from the threat (Goleman, 1995; LeDoux, 1996). Many of the participants deal with this 

overbearing anxiety by making a conscious decision not to do any math at home for fear 

of the stress, anxiety, and for some, depression that may ensue. Avoiding doing math 

outside of class, and sometimes in class as well, seems to be their defense mechanism 

against extremely negative emotions and the way they have chosen to manage their 

emotions. For example, Vidal describes times when he chooses to engage in distracting 

behaviors during math class: 

Sometimes I do the Rubik’s cube because I feel like if I don’t get it in the 

beginning, it doesn’t matter anymore. In my mind, I’m already thinking: 

“If I’m not understanding it from the beginning, there’s no point in trying 

because everything is just going to get more difficult and I’m going to 

confuse myself even more because I know how I am.” Because as I’m 

trying to understand it, I’ll find different ways to get to that answer and 

it’s most likely not going to be the right one. Then I put my headphones on 

and I blast my music and I’m doing the Rubik’s cube. I try to focus on 

other things instead of stressing myself out. 
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Vidal depicts his choice to avoid dealing with the struggle of being wrong because in the 

moment, that feels better to him. When asked what would happen if he didn’t avoid it and 

kept working through the struggle, he responded: 

When I feel stuck, I hate it, and so I do, like inside I rage, so I get really, 

really mad and fast because I feel like everybody else is getting it. What’s 

so different about me? Why can’t I get the answer? If I’m trying and I’m 

trying to get the answer and I don’t get it every single time and I tell [the 

teacher] and he’s like “No, that’s not the right answer,” it makes me mad. 

I just feel like leaving the class. I don’t even want to be in that area.  

 

Some of the participants describe this feeling of wanting to rage or feeling so much 

pressure that they are not sure what to do about it in math class. Some also experience it 

outside of class, when at home attempting their homework. As a result, many of the 

participants have made the decision to stop doing math homework outside of class out of 

the fear of the way it will make them feel. Liliana describes her reasons for this decision: 

I only do my math homework in math class, because I wouldn’t know how 

to do it at my house… because it really stresses me out. I’m one of those 

people that if something really, really stresses me out, I just try to avoid it. 

It’s better for me to do it in math, because everybody’s doing math, so it’s 

different…when I get really stressed out, I get headaches. Sometimes I 

can’t even turn my head to the side, because it hurts so bad on my 

shoulder. I mean, it even makes me cry, because it’s just so much stress, 

even though it’s a little thing.  

 

Learning about Liliana’s physical and behavioral reaction to the stress she experiences, 

the researcher explored what she does after school and ways she deals with the emotions 

she feels.  

I go home. Sometimes I do nothing. I just eat, because sometimes there’s 

nobody home, so I just eat alone and not even be on my phone or my 

computer. I’m just not thinking. Yeah. I need my break from school and 

everything. Then after that I watch TV shows. I just chill then I forget 

about school completely…Watching TV shows on Netflix kind of takes 

my mind off of school, off of the problems in math class and everything. 
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That helps me, but the thing is just thinking about the math homework, 

that’s what stresses me out, just even thinking about it. I don’t even want 

to see it, because it’s going to make me cry. It’s horrible. 

 

Students find various ways to self-regulate the negative emotions they experience 

pertaining to math class, both in and out of school. In Vidal’s case, the pressure builds 

within him and so as a way to diffuse it, he distracts himself in class. Liliana is an 

example of a student who fears the anxiety she feels when doing her math homework at 

home. Both Vidal and Liliana, in addition to the other participants, felt extremely 

negative emotions when getting something wrong, which in turn sparked a lot of their 

threat response behavior.  

 Some of the ways the participants chose to manage their emotions can be viewed 

as socially inappropriate or awkward, drawing more negative attention to the student, 

who is already feeling uncomfortable in that setting. Lupe, for example, paints the scene 

of her experience in math class as one where her mood starts high then lowers 

progressively throughout the hour. She notes that when it was time to turn work in that 

she did not complete, she’d drape her hair in front of her face, as if to feel like she was 

invisible to the teacher since she could not see him. She continues to explain her coping 

mechanisms to the perceived threat: 

This year I’ve actually progressed fully from having my hair in front of 

my face. As a kid I used to find that very comfortable and now I find it 

very uncomfortable. The first semester I would carry on these huge shades 

that were broken or some pieces. I would just put them on when I felt like 

I was starting to get upset. Once [the teacher] noticed and he was like, 

“Why are you wearing glasses inside?” I was in the middle of crying, so I 

didn’t want to respond. I don’t know, for me it’s kind of weird because 

when I feel upset I don’t want to go out of class just because I’m in a 

weird mood. Teachers help me to, at least the [Office Manager] has made 

it clear that if I don’t feel well or comfortable…I could go and take a 

break or walk around [outside] or something to try to cheer me up…I 
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don’t really try it because like, I’m already feeling bad and I’d feel worse 

if me feeling bad is making me not be in class, even though I’m probably 

not learning anything because of my mood. 

 

Lupe shows progress in her ability to manage her emotions, although her score for 

“managing own emotions” is still below the average of the participants on the Assessing 

Emotions Scale (see Table 6). Research shows that an individual’s emotional intelligence 

increases as their maturity increases with age. It seems she is starting to recognize the 

way others may perceive her based on her choices about how to regulate her emotions, 

and realizes that her decisions are having a negative impact on her social progress.  

 Having a full emotional tank can manifest itself in many ways. Many of the 

participants used avoidance to cope with it, some would break down into tears, and some 

would get violent. Vidal describes, for example, a time he got really upset with his 

teachers: 

Vidal: I think eighth grade was when I did the worst thing I could have 

done. There was, my middle school was crazy. I remember one time there 

was a substitute teacher…and then she said something that made me rage, 

which was that she was like, “Oh I have a Ph.D. I shouldn’t be working at 

this crappy school. I shouldn’t even be here as a substitute teacher. I 

should be at Harvard teaching the students there. I’m just doing this for 

extra money.” And she was like, “I know more things than you guys.” 

That just made me flip. I remember I flipped a table over and my friends, 

as they saw me rage, they raged too and they started flipping tables over 

and we threw chairs everywhere. I remember one chair had bounced off 

the table and it went through the window and it broke the window. And 

then the substitute teacher just quit. She just got into her car and she went 

home. I think that was crazy. That day was insane for everyone. It was 

intense. Even the principal walked in and he was like, “What happened?” 

He was like, “Who threw the chair? Who did this? Who did that? But 

nobody said anything, so nobody got in trouble, because we all stayed 

silent. But I remember that I had an English teacher…I was there with my 

friends and I remember how everything just happened, but things were 

said, and everything just happened all at once and I just remember being in 

the principal’s office with two cops next to me and they had handcuffs on 

me and I was like, that was crazy. That’s when everything just got real, 
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because everything, I don’t even know what happened. It just all happened 

because that teacher was like, she was almost exactly like the substitute 

teacher. She would say all these things and she would have us call her Dr. 

Jones and that to me was like, “What are you trying to say?” It was crazy. 

I didn’t go to juvenile hall, but I was going to be locked up for seven 

months, I think, or eight months.  

Researcher: And you don’t remember what you did? 

Vidal: I know what I did and I regret it, but I don’t talk about it even with 

my friends.  

Researcher: That’s fine. 

Vidal: It’s a side of me that I don’t let anybody see, but it was just, it was 

all in the moment and I remember how the principal was there and…he 

called my mom, my mom came and everything got real…and I realized 

that this life wasn’t for me. The principal, he signed a contract with the 

cops or something. I don’t know what happened exactly because he never 

told me, but I guess I was under the principal’s custody or something. It 

was something strange, like he would have me, he would be watching me, 

and stuff like that, during school and it was like that for a long time, for a 

very long time.  

 

Vidal’s sensitivity to triggers, such as feeling disrespected, etc., is a classic symptom of 

having a full emotional tank and undergoing an amygdala hijack. Over the years, he 

depicts how his reactions improved as he matured and got mentoring through the after 

school program he is a part of.  

Reoccurring trauma. All eleven participants enjoyed math in their earlier years 

and most had a traumatic experience in one or more of their math classes between fifth to 

tenth grade that made them hate it. This particular phenomenon may be explained by a 

lack of growth mindset and not feeling successful at something the way they used to. 

Many participants describe unpleasant interactions with their teachers, peers, and/or 

parents when seeking math help. Some described shedding tears as a result of being made 

to feel “dumb.” Some recall general statements the teacher would make to the class about 

their incompetence in the subject, likely spoken out of frustration and an inability to 

regulate their own negative emotions. Roberto is the eleventh grade participant who is 
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repeating his junior year. When he explained his affinity for math in his early years, the 

joyful expression on his face was extremely notable: 

In elementary I loved math. In my class, I was one of the people that 

would teach the people that didn’t get it—I’d be that person. From 3rd to 

5th [grade], I would help people if they didn’t understand something. In 

my school, they had the mini white boards. I liked drawing and explaining 

and everything. I found it fascinating how simple equations you can get 

this…then in high school I guess I feel like I lost the happiness of it. 

 

Roberto loved math, partially because he felt very successful at it. It seems he got joy and 

satisfaction out of helping other students as well. This innate desire to self-actualize and 

to be of service to others is a motif amongst the majority of the participants.  

Trisha loved math until she had a teacher that made her feel incompetent. 

Whereas Roberto had difficulty articulating a singular event or reason why his excitement 

for the subject diminished, Trisha pinpoints exactly the person and comment that caused 

the trauma that continues to haunt her many years later. Her story about her teacher 

shows the detrimental effects of emotional contagion as her teacher’s negative emotions 

and frustrations were projected onto the students and “caught” by Trisha and her peers: 

I would say, from kindergarten to fourth grade, it was fun. I loved math so 

much. I’d do math no matter what, and then in fifth grade, it got really 

hard. It made me feel like, “Oh, I can’t do this.”…My teacher was really 

mean. I mean like he wanted to get fired. That’s how mean…He said, 

“I’ve worked here for twelve years, and I don’t know why I haven’t gotten 

fired yet.”…He’ll be like, “You guys are going to fail. You guys suck at 

math. Just know that.” I’m like, “Okay.”…The good students, the ones 

who always got A+’s or whatever, started failing in math class because of 

what he kept saying to us. It made us feel like we can’t do math. Even if 

we try it, even if we get a couple good assignments done, you’re still 

going to suck at math.  

 

Trisha recounted this experience with such anger and resentment; a subject she 

thoroughly enjoyed now created a negative feeling for her. She explained how as she 
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advanced through the grades, the math didn’t actually seem harder to her, despite what 

one would expect. She clarifies, “It didn’t get harder. It always feels like, in the back of 

my head, ‘You suck at math. You’re not going to pass.’ That’s why I get frustrated when 

I’m in math.” Negative feedback from teachers can be enough to scar students for the 

remainder of their academic career. When math is treated as a subject that one is either 

good at or they are not, as opposed to a subject students can play with, make mistakes in, 

and grow from their mistakes, students begin to believe they either have a natural talent 

for it or they don’t. Having a fixed mindset, studies show, leads to students giving up 

when they make a mistake and believing they are not smart enough to conquer the 

challenge (Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 2006). This mindset can be greatly shaped by the 

feedback teachers give students and the way their work is graded (Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 

2006).  

 Negative feedback is not only scarring when it comes from a teacher. Peers or 

family members can also have a detrimental impact. Research of the brain, emotion, and 

cognition show that “learning, attention, memory, decision making, and social 

functioning, are both profoundly affected by and subsumed within the processes of 

emotion” (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007, p. 3).  Thus human beings remember how 

they feel when they learn and that’s when they are processing information most. For Sara, 

math was a subject she felt successful at in her early years. However, doubts in her ability 

began to creep in as soon as she started feeling unsuccessful at it and then, furthermore, 

negatively judged by her peers: “It was super easy at the beginning…In fifth grade when 

we did multiplication. When it’s 116 times 2 or something. Well that’s super easy, I can 
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do that.” Sara continues to explain when math took a turn for her and she started 

questioning her ability to do math:  

I think in middle school, I was like, “Hey, how do you do this?” At home 

[my mom] was like, “You know what, I don’t really understand so maybe 

ask this person or this person….your grandmother or grandfather or 

something.” It was like this is just way easier if I do it at school or I ask 

around at school and stuff. It’s hard with math... I feel no one wants to feel 

dumb…Something that happened in middle school was…this one certain 

person would just get really frustrated with me. They would be, “It’s like 

I’m talking to a brick wall.” It’s just like, “Oh okay, well I’m not asking 

for help again.” 

 

On multiple occasions throughout Sara’s interview, she mentioned not wanting to feel 

dumb. Her joy of learning mathematics seemed to vanish once she felt insecure about her 

competency in the subject matter. With a growth mindset, students are encouraged to 

embrace struggle and mistakes. In fact, research shows that when a person makes a 

mistake in math, new synapses are fired in the brain that helps one’s brain develop 

(Dweck, 2006). However, Sara and many students’ fixed mindset about math is a product 

of how math was taught to them as a subject that one either understands or not. The 

structures of the assignments may also contribute to the methodical, uncreative 

perception of mathematics. Liliana describes why she feels like math causes the anxiety 

that it does as she advances to higher grades: 

Liliana: I think it’s because of pressure. You have to turn in your 

homework at a certain time, and you have to do the test at a certain time. 

It’s just like you have to learn it before that or else you’re just going to 

fail. 

Researcher: You don’t feel that way in Humanities class? Do you still feel 

that kind of pressure? 

Liliana: I don’t because I just knew how to write ever since I was little.  

Researcher: Do you think in Humanities there’s a right answer and a 

wrong answer? 
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Liliana: No. Only probably History, because with writing you can really 

play with it. You can write it in different ways. It’s not really a bad way, 

unless you don’t know how to write sentences. 

Researcher: With math, you don’t feel like you could play with it? You 

don’t feel like there are many different ways you could do it? 

Liliana: There probably is, but it would just confuse me to try and find 

other ways, because I’m still learning it. 

 

The lack of resiliency for many of the participants can be explained by a fixed mindset. 

In Dweck’s (2006) studies, she notes about 40% of youth in the US have a fixed mindset, 

while about 40% have a growth mindset, and the final 20% display mixed mindsets. 

Blackwell et al. (2007) shows those with a growth mindset are more resilient and 

unafraid to make mistakes, and growth mindset interventions are particularly effective for 

African American and Latino students in the US. Although there is hope for 

improvement, Dweck’s (2006) study shows that a fixed mindset is particularly prevalent 

amongst high-achieving girls. This is reinforced by fixed mindset messages, especially 

common in math and science fields (Dweck, 2006).  

 Once a participant felt unsuccessful with math, if their self-efficacy regarding that 

subject matter was low, they often rejected it wholeheartedly and avoided it. Vidal 

explains his experience with this: 

I’ve always loved math, always. Even as a kid I’ve always understood it 

right off the bat. I’m not sure what grade it was but it was up until I hit 

fractions where I felt that feeling and I was mad. Like, I was frustrated 

because I always understood everything, but fractions. Even to this day, if 

you give me a fraction, I won’t be able to do it. I just turn them into 

decimals and that was my way of getting around it. It’s like no matter 

what I did, I would turn it into decimals and then I would ask my friend to 

change it to the answer in a fraction form. I’ve avoided that, and it was 

until I went to Global Charter High School in ninth grade. Up until that 

point I’ve loved math. I’ve always had trouble with teachers, but my math 

was always great. I’ve always loved it because I’ve always understood it 

until I got into ninth. That’s when I noticed that math sucks, and I was 

like, “No, this isn’t for me.” 
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Interestingly, despite having difficulty with his teachers, Vidal still enjoyed the subject 

matter. It is logical that students tend to gravitate towards the things they feel like they 

are good at. He explains that he enjoyed it because he understood it. When the researcher 

dove deeper into why he feels “math sucks,” Vidal responded: 

I didn’t understand it. I think we were doing geometry. I’m not sure what 

subject we were doing in math but all I knew is that I wasn’t getting it, and 

as much as I went before school, during lunch, and after school talking to 

my teacher, I just wouldn’t get it, and that’s when I realized, that’s when 

to me I was like, “I don’t want to do this. I just quit.” 

 

Evidenced by Vidal’s example, the history behind someone’s experience with math can 

be very telling. He shows a commitment to overcoming his initial struggle with math by 

making arrangements with the teacher to meet individually and really made an effort to 

understand the material. Perhaps, for these reasons, when students who fail math are 

judged to be students who are “lazy” or “just don’t care,” they feel even more 

misunderstood because it is possible that they have made a tremendous effort that did not 

give them the results they were hoping for.  

 When participants describe their joy in math followed by a trauma they have not 

yet overcome, it reflects the self-regulation and empathy components of their emotional 

intelligence. One’s ability to control one’s moods or actions can be extended into 

growing from negative past experiences and no longer holding onto them. This 

detachment element of self-regulation is a concept Lupe struggles with, which again, is 

supported by her low score on the “Managing own Emotions” category of the Assessing 

Emotions Scale (see Table 6): 

Definitely, I hold grudges very badly. I’m still upset with my sixth grade 

math teacher…In sixth grade I was in a kind of situation that would have 
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me get bullied but the thing is, when people pick on [me,] I fight back. If 

someone would call me something rude I would curse at them and that 

would usually get me suspended. Usually when that happened, it’d be a 

math lesson, the teacher was just very rude to me. I’m still holding a 

grudge on her. There have been rumors that says that she might be dead. 

That’s kind of upsetting but at the same time I’m still mad at her.  

 

In Lupe’s example, it seems that a lack of emotional perception, understanding, and 

empathy on the teacher’s part is what fuels her long withstanding resentment. In the 

instance where she was getting bullied in class and she didn’t feel like she could rely on 

her teacher as an ally—in fact, she would get in trouble for it—makes her feel further 

distanced from her teacher and grossly misunderstood. Thus, a lack of connection with a 

teacher can spur much of the reoccurring trauma many of the participants feel.  

 A singular action or comment is enough to scar the minds of young students and 

change their excitement or passion about a particular topic or school in general, 

especially if they don’t exhibit great strength in their beliefs about their growth mindset 

or believe they have an internal locus of control. Jose, for example, was dismissed in 

middle school, as a student who does not deserve any special attention: 

In middle school they told me, “We don’t really care about you. We only 

care about the really smart people or the really bad people and you are in 

between so we don’t focus on you.” They didn’t say it like that, “Like we 

don’t really focus on your kind, cause you are in the middle, we just focus 

on the really good or the really bad.” Right here is the same, you always 

see the teachers talking to the really smart people or the really bad people. 

You just see me or my friends that are in that middle group with no 

attention. 

 

Many of the participants share a similar sentiment: a lack of care or connection with their 

teachers is a reason why they felt disinterested to seek out extra help or make a concerted 

effort to succeed. This reflects back on the motivation element of their emotional 

intelligence. It is evident that during their younger years, many students are not 
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necessarily motivated by their love of learning, but in fact to please an adult, such as their 

parents or teachers. However, when a lack of care is shared between student and teacher, 

perhaps that motivation to make them proud dissipates. Jose struggles to utilize emotion 

to achieve his goals and thus becomes strongly affected by other people’s negative 

emotions. This is supported by his overall low scores on the Assessing Emotions Scale 

(see Table 6). He scored below average on all the categories and scored the lowest out of 

the participant group in the “Utilization of Emotion” category. 

 Cesar also explains how a diminishing connection with teachers over the years 

has affected his interest in math and sense of self-efficacy: 

From elementary school, it was pretty easy because I had that one-on-one 

connection with my teacher. With most of my teachers in elementary 

school, they would always work with me one-on-one or I would stay after 

school. Middle school was fine also, it wasn’t that hard as far as math but 

then, up until high school, it was larger classes and teachers couldn’t really 

work one-on-one with you but, here Global Charter High School, they do 

do that….definitely one-on-one really helped with math throughout the 

years. 

 

The desire to connect to their teachers is not unique to Cesar or the eleven participants of 

this study. Through these stories, it is apparent that a lack of success in math class can be 

attributed to a fixed mindset, a lack of confidence in one’s ability to understand math, 

and/or a traumatic event that reinforced feelings of doubt in oneself. All of these areas of 

insecurity can be remedied or overcome with a strong connection between a student and 

teacher (Boaler, 2013; Hargreaves, 2000).  

Student-Teacher disconnect. Despite the monumental importance of a genuine 

connection between teachers and students, most participants don’t feel like their teachers 

or peers understand what they are going through and they don’t have a strong connection 
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with their math teacher. Some participants, like Jose, very directly commented that he 

does not feel understood: 

Researcher: How well do you feel your teachers understand you? 

Jose: Zero. In middle school they told me, we don’t really care about you. 

We only care about the really smart people or the really bad people and 

you are in between so we don’t focus on you. 

 

In his interview, Jose describes the struggle of taking public transportation for two hours 

each day to get to school and to get home from school. He mentions that he doesn’t share 

this information with his teachers because he feels like they won’t care and won’t 

understand. He has made close friends with a group of other Latino boys who also have a 

long daily commute, and he feels like they are the only ones who will understand him.  

 Although different students prefer different teaching styles, some students 

interpret excessively rigid rules and strictness as a deterrent to student-teacher 

relationships and as a sign of a lack of understanding. Sara explains an example of this 

concept when asked what kind of teacher she has not connected well to: 

I think when they are really strict. When they don’t really understand 

where you’re coming from. When it’s even if you explain it to them like, 

“Hey well you know I’m having trouble with this because of this or 

something.” It’s like, “Why can’t you do this?” When they don’t really 

understand where you’re coming from or if they are just really strict. 

 

Math teachers are notorious for not exhibiting much emotion or compassion towards their 

students and not taking the time to get to know their students in order to better understand 

their life context (Jackson & Leffingwell,1999; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). This may 

feel exaggerated because of the traditional way math is taught as having a right and a 

wrong answer. When students struggle with mathematics, they may feel like their teacher 
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does not understand them if they believe that their math teacher is “a math person” and 

they are not.  

 A shared struggle can be extremely unifying, as can shared interests, passions, or 

backgrounds. When asked to identify why the participants felt a strong bond with certain 

teachers and not others, some attributed a strong connection to teachers that held common 

interests. Sara, for example, attributes her strong bond to a Humanities teacher because 

she felt they “had similar outlooks on life.” Jose shares an example of connecting with 

teachers over sports, since that is a passion of his. Similarities bring people together as 

shown in a randomized field experiment of 315 students and their teachers (Gehlbach et 

al., 2015). When students and/or teachers perceive similarities, even if they do not 

actually exist, they feel a deeper connection to the other, and their study suggests the 

effects of this phenomenon are strongest among underserved students (Gehlbach et al., 

2015).  

 When participants were asked if demographic factors played a role in how 

connected they felt to a teacher, many described feeling more comfortable with those 

who reminded them of their parents in some way. Adriana feels like teachers who are 

also mothers are more nurturing to their students: 

I think I’d feel more connected with the female than the male [teachers], 

because I feel like men don’t understand. Unless it was about boys, then 

it’d be like, “Hey I need some advice.” I’d mostly go with girls because I 

feel it’s easier with them and they get everything, and they’re more 

understanding and they’re more caring and then I feel its better with them 

and I could feel closer with them than guys….I especially feel like 

[teachers who are moms] know exactly what you’re going through 

because they obviously have a child of their own, so then it’s like, “Oh 

well, I get it.” They’re like, “If you’re going through this and that, then I 

understand because my child is going through the same thing.”… That’s 

why they see us as more of a human than a student, because since their 
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child is also a student, then they’d be like, “Well, they’re still human,” so 

then that’s why they see us as human too. 

 

For Adriana, it was important to feel nurtured and cared for by a female figure that 

showed she could empathize with youth. She emphasized being treated like a “human.” 

Perhaps this may be connected to the personal relationship Adriana has with her mother 

versus her father. In her interview, she mentions living with her single mother and does 

not talk about her father. 

 Similarly, Efran connects best to a female staff member who is also a mother. 

When asked why his connection with her is so special, he responds: “It’s like she helps 

me with everything…she’s like a mom to so many people…I don’t know how to explain 

it. She treats you like she’s your own. It’s like that.”   

 Bianca also showed a similar affinity for a teacher who reminded her of her 

mother, but found this connection in a male teacher: 

Bianca: He was kind of like that funny old school…He was a Black 

Panther, I think. He was like, “If you want something, you better work for 

it.” He would make us stand at the board, and if we get it wrong, he would 

make us do it again. Everybody, at least, got one or two more questions 

wrong, but it was okay, because he was understanding. Then tomorrow, 

we would come back and stand here, and then we would do it over and 

over again.  

Researcher: He, kind of, gave you guys a little more tough love? 

Bianca: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Researcher: That worked for you? 

Bianca: Yeah. At home, my mom was more like the tough love. My dad is 

not the tough love. He’s the opposite. I’m with my mom most of the time, 

so it’s kind of like, “Oh my God.” I respond more to tough love than soft. 

 

 Many of the students had difficulty articulating what it was that made their 

connection so special, however, they all felt understood by those individuals. The 

majority of the examples of teachers or staff the participants best connected to were those 
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who shared a cultural background or showed the student they understood the context in 

which they lived. The demographic imperative shows the importance of seeing your 

“people” in the teachers, but what this study shows is what participants regarded as more 

important than sharing a cultural or contextual background, is having teachers who 

understood them. This sense of understanding one’s background is essentially cultural 

intelligence. However, understanding their background is only the first step. Students 

want teachers to be able to empathize and use their emotional intelligence to show the 

students that they understand them. Thus, perceiving, understanding, managing, and 

using emotion with a culturally intelligent lens is the desire of the participants of this 

study.   

 The expectation of all eleven of the participants is that the teacher should 

empathize with the student. However, some students also took on the responsibility of 

empathizing by trying to understand the perspective of the teacher. Trisha made great 

efforts to be culturally and emotionally intelligent toward her math teacher that she did 

not feel a good emotional connection with. Her life experiences helped push her to value 

the importance of understanding where others are coming from: 

Researcher: Do you have any guesses as to why she conducts things the 

way she does? 

Trisha: I feel like the way how she was raised and how she was taught 

math, and I know people still compare of how their life, or if it was your 

life type thing, but it was more for math. I feel like Ms. Jen’s probably 

thinking, “They can do it. I just want to know if they show it, or if they 

really do need me.” Like, “Oh, I was just thinking that too,” type thing. 

Researcher: Do you know about what kind of school she went to or how 

she was raised? 

Trisha: Ms. Jen talked about it in some equation that we did last semester. 

We were graphing and showing us different shapes in a graph. This was 

when she was really mad at us because nobody could get it right, 

understand it. She was saying, “Like my dad used to say, ‘Can’t draw a 
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perfect circle, can’t be a math teacher.’ Or, ‘If you can’t solve this 

equation…’” She was saying if you can’t do this, you can’t be a math 

teacher. It wasn’t making sense, and it was like, “Well, what else did her 

dad say?” We don’t know. We weren’t there. That’s how I am with 

everyone. You never know what that person has been through, or 

anything. I was like, “Okay, she was saying that’s how her dad was with 

her. It’s probably how she needed help.” Her dad never helped her. It’s 

like people will do what they do from what they are raised on. 

Researcher: How would you explain how you were raised? 

Trisha: The way how I was raised is to be pretty open and not really hold 

anything back. That’s how I am now. I am open. I’ll be like, “Yea, I do 

have this problem.” Then I also hold everything in, at the moment. If I get 

mad, I will just hold it in, and be like, “Are you mad?” “Yes, I’m mad 

because of blah blah blah,” but not show that I’m mad. For me, it wasn’t 

something that I was taught. 

  

Trisha showed a great effort to be empathetic towards her math teacher. Trisha is an 

African American student and her math teacher is Asian. She notes that contrasting ways 

that they were raised play a role in their communication and gross misunderstandings. As 

a result, Trisha has tried to understand the culture and upbringing her teacher, Ms. Jen, 

had. She mentions in her interview that Ms. Jen cannot understand the meaning and 

emotion behind her facial expressions at all, which demonstrates a low emotional 

intelligence regarding perceiving emotions. Trisha also mentions that it is because of the 

way Ms. Jen was raised, which relates to her cultural background and context. Thus, 

being emotionally intelligent with a culturally intelligent lens could help mitigate the 

misunderstandings that occur between this at-risk student and her math teacher.  

 Being emotionally intelligent with a cultural lens has attributed to Trisha’s 

resilience. In her interview, she discusses the need to “listen with her eyes” because she 

had a speech impediment growing up. She watched her father leave the family, but 

without words, understood that it was necessary for him to leave them to take care of her 

brother. She looked at it from the perspective of the family’s needs, and not only her 
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individual perspective. This translates in the classroom as she tries to understand where 

Ms. Jen is coming from and wants to “be a team with Ms. Jen” as she sees they are both 

in this together. She acknowledges she “needs Ms. Jen to learn” but wants Ms. Jen to “get 

where [she’s] coming from.” Trisha’s incredibly mature emotional intelligence in all 

regards, including perception, management, and use of her own emotions and that of 

others is reflected in her high scores across all categories in the Assessing Emotions Scale 

(see Table 6). In fact, she scored well above average in all the categories and among the 

highest in the “Managing Others’ Emotions” and “Utilization of Emotion” categories, 

mirroring her astute ability to empathize with others.   

Results for Research Question #2 

Themes that emerged in response to the Research Question #2: How can student 

emotional intelligence help at-risk students become more academically successful? 

include breaking patterns that students have fallen into, developing emotional self-

efficacy, and teaching emotional intelligence in schools.  

Breaking patterns. Many participants don’t see that they are falling into the 

same patterns leading towards failure in math class, until they feel too overwhelmed to do 

anything about it. Coping mechanisms towards failure among the participants are 

avoidance, complacency, and giving up. This seems to stem from two common themes: 

(a) the perception of an external locus of control, and (b) the fear of addressing the strong 

negative emotions they feel. 

Many of the upper classmen participants, in particular, spoke to the specific 

phenomenon of having repeated the same patterns of failure in math class year after year 

in high school, and how, in retrospect, they realized they kept repeating behaviors and 
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attitudes they knew did not serve them well. For example, Roberto explains what 

happened last year when he failed math class: 

I took a lot of bathroom breaks. I noticed that a lot. I don’t know, it just 

happened. I didn’t think about it. It just happened I guess. I noticed it but I 

just didn’t stop for some reason. [The Dean] pointed it out when we had to 

talk about me repeating. After that even and with the whole teacher 

conversation we had, [I’d continue to take] breaks. I tried to always be 

outside in the library commons area. I always tried to be there. I’d be there 

on my laptop listing to music or something like that. 

 

Roberto’s example demonstrates that sometimes, even the student doesn’t agree with 

their behavior in retrospect. Despite ample warning from teachers and administrators, 

some participants continued to engage in behavior that they were not proud of at the time 

of the interview. They acknowledged that those behaviors led them to their failure in 

math. Roberto, for example, scored below average on the Assessing Emotions Scale (see 

Table 6) for both perceiving emotions and managing emotions. A higher emotional 

intelligence would help him see the consequences of his actions in the moment, and 

empower him to change his behavior to change the outcome. Interestingly, many of the 

participants don’t fully realize what they are creating for themselves while it is 

happening. At some point in his interview, Roberto broke down into tears, unable to 

speak for several minutes. It seemed as if he was going through the year without taking 

responsibility for his actions, and now when he had to face the consequences, he looked 

back in retrospect with disbelief that he allowed himself to be aloof for so long.  

 This phenomenon has to do with the perception of a student’s locus of control. 

When a student feels like he is in control of his actions and outcomes, he has an internal 

locus of control (Deniz et al., 2009). When a student feels like outside factors control the 

outcomes that happen to him, he has an external locus of control (Deniz et al., 2009). 
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Research shows that people of low socio-economic status have more of an external locus 

of control, because they feel like no matter the efforts they make, they are in the situation 

they are in because of factors outside of their control (Good et al., 2003; Morales, 2010). 

The impact of financial struggle on some people seems to translate for some into their 

academics and their behaviors that impact their success or lack of success in school. Jose, 

for example, speaks about failing math class last year. When asked if he had one-on-one 

conversations with his teacher about his grade, he responded: 

Jose: I did sometimes when I was discussing my grade…He told me, “You 

have an F right now. Work on this, work on that.” He was really flexible 

and stuff.  

Researcher: At that time, did you do it? 

Jose: Yeah, I knew I needed to get my stuff together and do it. 

Researcher: Then, what happened? 

Jose: I didn’t finish most of it, that’s why. 

Researcher: Why do you think you didn’t finish it? 

Jose: It was too much…I think in the past I just slacked off too much. 

When I tried to do it in one day, I couldn’t do it.  

 

Here it is evident that Jose wanted to pass his math class, but fell into reoccurring 

patterns and by the time addressed it, he felt too overwhelmed to accomplish his goals. 

The interview continued, attempting to explore his overall outlook on life and 

connections he’s had with his teachers. When asked if he wants to form a bond with his 

teacher and have them get to know him, he replied: 

Jose: Honestly, I don’t want them to know anything. There is nothing 

really much to say, I am just a kid, a high schooler, goes to school and 

goes home. 

Researcher: What are your ambitions? What do you want to do with your 

life? 

Jose: Honestly, I don’t really know, just survive. 

Researcher: Why do you say “survive”? 

Jose: Not wind up homeless, just have a job. I don’t have a dream job, just 

a job that gets me money.  
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At this point in the interview, it was evident that Jose did not have clear motivations for 

excelling in school, and was not taking action to break old patterns of neglecting school 

work. Furthermore, he explains his perception of what he can control in life: 

Researcher: Do you feel like you are in control of what happens to you 

everyday? 

Jose: I feel like I control myself, but not everything around me. I control 

my feelings and body, but that is all I can control.  

Researcher: Do you feel like you are in control of your future? 

Jose: No. 

Researcher: Tell me why. 

Jose: There is a lot of things you never know. You could just wake up and 

die, or you could just find one million dollars one day and become rich. A 

lot of things could happen, I have never really thought about the future 

like I have control over it. I’ve only thought that anything could happen.  

 

Jose demonstrates how an external locus of control can have an impact on patterns of 

failure that occur in one’s life. Ultimately, his goal in life “just to survive” and feeling 

like he doesn’t have control over his future, translates into feeling like his behaviors may 

not directly translate into success in the classroom, and thus an avoidance of completing 

work.  

 The lack of action among the participants that would result in improved academic 

success seems to stem from complacency, due to the fear of addressing the strong 

negative emotions they feel when doing math. The payoff of overcoming their challenges 

with math does not seem great enough to fight through the struggle of battling their day-

to-day negative emotions with math. Sara explains what happened that she ended up in 

the pattern of failing math class three years in a row: 

This definitely happened with me junior year. I was like, “I’m not going to 

end up in summer school again. I can’t do this.” Then I ended up doing it 

anyways. I think I just get really unmotivated. It’s just, man screw this. 

Why do I have to do this though? My thinking was, “I’m going to be 

doing art, why do I even need this?” That was my mindset.  
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Sara’s cost of not breaking patterns of addressing her motivation issues and overcoming 

her negative emotions around math have resulted in repeated failure and summer school 

requirements. Lupe, also a senior, is at risk of not graduating high school and going to 

college because she continues to avoid facing her negative emotions: 

Researcher: What’s your grade in [your math] class right now? 

Lupe: I don’t know. I haven’t checked in awhile, but it’s pretty low I can 

assume. 

Researcher: Do you think it’s passing or do you think it’s not passing? 

Lupe: I’m pretty sure it’s not passing. 

Researcher: How do you feel about that? 

Lupe: I feel really stressed about it, and especially since I’m at the point 

where if I get anything lower than a “C,” I won’t be able to go to college.  

Researcher: Tell me a little bit more about that stress. Is it changing your 

behaviors in any way or is it just kind of a feeling you feel? 

Lupe: I wouldn’t be able to tell. I don’t think, if that were to be changing 

the behaviors of like someone else like a friend of mine, I would definitely 

notice. But for myself, I usually just feel like…I usually just think in the 

way of, “This is happening. Well it is what it is.” 

 

Lupe fully acknowledges the consequences of her actions. She, however, does not feel 

like she has the power to change them. The researcher continued to explore this 

phenomenon by asking at what point does she feel like she has control over her grades 

and at what point she feels like it is out of her control. Lupe responds: 

It usually depends at what point I’m at. When it’s starting off, it’s kind of 

like, “I could deal with it later.” Then as we are reaching like the end of 

the quarter or the end of the school year with something, then it starts, I 

start getting a bit more panicked and start having like little panic attacks so 

I shut down. Then I’m so busy freaking out that I don’t even take care of 

the problem.  

 

Once again, when a student does not address the problem appropriately, they induce an 

amygdala hijack and then feel incapable of actually making a difference. This perpetuates 
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the feeling of having an external locus of control. Lupe admits “since it’s a pattern, it’s 

probably going to repeat itself over and over but like that’s a problem.”  

 Developing emotional self-efficacy. Having a high sense of self-efficacy in any 

arena helps human beings be the best version of themselves and mentally confident 

enough to accomplish the task they set out to do. Emotional self-efficacy is having the 

belief in oneself that one can manage and use their emotions appropriately to fulfill their 

goals (Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2013; Qualter et al., 2012).  If students have a strong sense 

of emotional self-efficacy, they would feel able to handle the negative emotions they feel 

are produced by math class. By handling those emotions, they would feel like they could 

acknowledge them and overcome them, so as not to be left paralyzed in an amygdala 

hijack as a response to the threat. For example, Sara describes the emotions she 

experiences when she walks into math class: 

Usually [the way I feel is,] “Do I got to do this?” Some days, there’s just 

some days that I really just don’t want to do math, and I just can’t. I have 

on and off days. Today I was fine; I’m pretty energized and hyper. I can 

do math. I can sit down and do math. If I’m really tired or out of it, 

sometimes I’ll just feel, I really don’t know. I’ll do some of it, but 

sometimes I’m like “No.” 

 

Here, Sara feels like she can or cannot do math based on how she is feeling that day. By 

developing her emotional self-efficacy, she would shift her attitude to believe she can 

overcome any negative emotions she may be feeling and feel capable of doing math 

everyday if she set her mind to it. 

 If students are taught ways to regulate their emotions, they could access the 

creative thought process and ability to learn, actually taking control over Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs. Adriana’s example demonstrates the need for this when addressing 
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her distraction in math class with thoughts of challenges she experiences at home with 

family problems. When asked how she deals with the difficult thoughts and feelings, she 

replies: 

Before I used to always tell Vivian everything. I still do, but then 

sometimes I don’t really want to tell anyone. I just keep everything to 

myself and I guess that’s one problem I have. I just always keep 

everything bottled up instead of telling people. People are like, “Oh, you 

have to open up more.” Then it’s like, “Yeah,” but I don’t really feel like I 

should. I usually try distracting myself. I either start drawing or I read a 

book or something. I always do those two things so that I can help my 

mind, so that I can focus on something else instead of that one thing. I 

usually overthink a lot. I guess drawing and stuff always helps me with 

that. It helps me calm down and ease my stress I guess. 

 

As evidenced by her description, Adriana uses avoidance to manage her emotions. Her 

emotional self-efficacy is extremely low, as evidenced by the Assessing Emotions Scale 

(see Table 6). She scored the lowest, and significantly lower than the next lowest 

participant, on the “Managing Emotions” section. Thus, she feels like since she cannot 

manage her emotions well, she rather remain silent. This retreating process impedes her 

willingness to ask for help in math class: 

Researcher: What’s holding you back from raising your hand to ask [your 

teacher a question in math class]? 

Adriana: I guess it’s still just being scared and nervous. It’s usually when 

everyone else already knows. If everyone already knows how to do it and 

I’m the only one who doesn’t know, then I’m just like, I’m not going to 

ask any questions because I’m pretty sure they’re going to think I'm dumb 

or stupid. I don’t want them to think that, so I just pretend I know how to 

do it or I just wait until the teacher comes because then I just feel 

embarrassed about raising my hand because I feel like, if I raise my hand 

then all of them are going to look at me like, “Okay, do you not get and 

know how to do this?”…If I’m not comfortable with them, then I would 

be like, “No.” I’m just not going to want their help because I feel like 

when they try to help me, I’m still not going to get it, because I know how 

I am. Whenever they try helping me, they say something and I’m like, 

“What?” They’re like, “You just do this, this, and this.” Then I’m too 

scared to ask how they did it again because they have to repeat it multiple 



  114  

   

 

times. I don’t want to ask for help again and then I don’t want to ask, 

“How did you get that and that?” I guess it’s just that. I just don’t know. I 

don’t really know how to deal with it. It’s just always I’m just too scared 

to ask or I feel like I’d be judged. 

 

Adriana does not believe in her ability to overcome her negative emotions. Instead, she is 

letting them take control of her, and as a result, is having major negative consequences in 

terms of her math education. She is afraid to ask questions, she is afraid of being judged, 

and she is afraid of the negative feelings she will have about herself. Her threat response 

is to stay silent and assign blame to others for her fear.  

 Some participants become completely stifled by the negative emotions they 

experience in math class. Many of them come to class with an already full emotional tank 

because of their personal lives, and all of them have their emotions exacerbated by their 

low self-confidence in math. In order to supersede this and be able to function in this 

environment, students need to be taught ways to regulate their emotions. Bianca, for 

example, describes having a lot of personal problems going on in her life, and how it 

affected her tremendously last year. She missed a lot of school because of it and could 

not concentrate in class. However, this year, she took a turn and pushed herself to take 

hold of her emotions and manage them in a way that she could still self-actualize: 

Bianca: I wouldn’t talk to my parents about [the problems]. I would talk to 

Chloe, or my friend Dasia.  

Resarcher: Was there ever a time in math class and your teachers are 

talking at you or giving you an assignment, and your mind suddenly 

started thinking about the stuff that’s going on in your personal life? 

Bianca: Yeah, sometimes, but then I would click back in.  

Researcher: How do you do that? How do you go from thinking about life 

that is bombarding you to “click back in”? 

Bianca: I don’t know. If I want to get somewhere, then I’m going to have 

to do this. That can wait until later.  

Researcher: How did you deal with [those thoughts]? 

Bianca: When I went home I dealt with it. 
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Researcher: How did you deal with it? 

Bianca: I don’t know. I wouldn’t be around people. I would be sitting out. 

I would listen and stuff. Me listening to music is pretty good. I listen to 

music and do my homework.  

 

Although Bianca is dealing with a lot that may otherwise induce an amygdala hijack, she 

is able to use her emotional intelligence to deal with those negative emotions at a time 

when it is less consequential to her academic success and greater goals. This heightened 

ability to manage her emotions is reinforced by her results from the Assessing Emotions 

Scale (see Table 6). She scored highest in the “Managing Own Emotions” category out of 

the various categories and scored well above the average of the participants.  

 By learning to perceive and manage their own emotions, at-risk students will feel 

more of an internal locus of control. This may aid them in being proactive in achieving 

the future they want and not avoiding, becoming complacent, or giving up on their own 

success in math class. Liliana, for example, is a student who avoids doing math altogether 

at home because of the stress, anxiety, and even depression it causes her. She has 

extremely low confidence in herself as a math student, however her teacher remarks that 

she is very capable but just doesn’t do the work. Liliana says she is aware that that’s how 

her teacher views her but comments that “[my teacher] just doesn’t understand how the 

stress affects me.” In her interview, Liliana declares that she refuses to do math 

homework at home because “just thinking about it makes [her] cry.” She further explains 

that in her senior math class, they receive a lot of projects worth a large percentage of 

their grade, and the expectation is that they do a lot of it at home. Since Liliana has 

already made the choice not to do any math work at home, she feels like she is set up for 

failure. She explains: 
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Researcher: Do you feel like it’s out of your control to pass [math class], 

or do you feel like you have the control to pass? 

Liliana: Well, I think this semester is just like the math project that I didn’t 

do…I didn’t start at the time that she wanted us to start, because it’s kind 

of like doing it on your own and I hate that. I hate projects that are just like 

do it on your own. You have a partner, but they’re not going to do your 

stuff. They’re just there for support. It’s like, “What?” Horrible. Me and 

my partner…we have to figure out different things about the same 

project…I don’t even talk to my partner. I haven’t talked to her about the 

project because I feel so bad. I feel like she’s the only one doing work, but 

I hate these projects. You can’t just be like, “Okay. We’re going to have a 

project and it’s going to be on the side, but we’re not going to have time to 

do it in math class, so you’re going to have to do it on your own when you 

get home or in another time, because we’re just going to be learning new 

math steps in math class.” It’s just like…it sucks.  

 

Liliana continues to explain that since she doesn’t do work at home because of the 

anxiety it causes her, she already knows she is not going to pass this project, and thus 

accepts failing the class. If Liliana was taught to manage her emotions, and even 

communicate her emotions effectively with the teacher, she’d be able to access the math 

content and learning that comes from the project. Instead, she believes she is destined for 

failure and doesn’t feel like she has the control to overcome that. Her narrative also 

includes the social skill element of emotional intelligence. Social skill is defined by 

Goleman (1998) as one of the five components of EI and is how people manage 

relationships, build rapport, and maneuver social networks. In Liliana’s case, her lack of 

emotional self-efficacy and overcoming the embarrassment or fear she might feel in 

addressing her partner is to the detriment of her social networks. Here, Liliana’s high 

scores on the Assessing Emotions Scale (see Table 6) contradict her actions. Although 

she scored highly on managing her own emotions, the emotions of others, and slightly 

above average on the utilization of emotion, she does not seem to be using her emotional 

intelligence to have favorable outcomes. However, her perception of emotion seems to 
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match her score, which is the highest of all the participants for that category. She seems 

to be able to perceive and articulate her own emotions and the emotions of others with 

ease.  

 Vidal, on the other hand, has come a long way in terms of managing his emotions, 

and still has a ways to go in order to maximize his potential to learn in his math class. 

While his emotional tank is quite full by the time he comes to school, he has learned to 

manage it in more appropriate ways than before. He has a lot of responsibilities, like 

working a job to help financially support his family and being the president of a Men’s 

Gathering Group as part of an after school program. Whereas he used to be extremely 

violent in his reactions to situations that made him frustrated, he has since learned to 

manage his emotions in a much more productive and socially appropriate way. His high 

level of perception of emotion and understanding himself of his interview responses 

correlate with his high score in this category for the Assessing Emotions Scale (see Table 

6): 

Researcher: Do you ever go into class feeling like your mind cannot focus 

on what you’re supposed to be learning in the moment because your mind 

is thinking about life? 

Vidal: Definitely. I feel like, in some ways yes and no, because some ways 

that I do, I am aware that I do this and it’s like when I just tend to act out 

or I say things just because I want to say them and I feel like that’s the 

way of me telling myself, “You need more sleep” or “You need to just 

focus on what you’re doing now.” At the same time, I’ve always tried to 

make a little time for myself because I do music and all of that and I 

haven’t been doing that lately. I went a couple months without writing 

anything and that felt bad. I felt worn down. But then I started doing it 

again and that was great. When I feel like I can’t concentrate, I just tend to 

just focus on my music and that’s how I vent and it’s through my music 

and it helps me a lot. 
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Some participants note that music helps them manage their emotions, others use TV 

shows as a way to calm down, and others hold off and choose not to deal with their 

emotions at all. By learning how to perceive, understand, and manage their emotions, 

students have a higher likelihood of accessing the learning taking place in the math 

classroom in addition to maintaining positive relationships with others and protecting 

oneself from risky behaviors (Rivers et al., 2013).  

 Self-awareness and self-regulation are critical for a person’s success in school and 

beyond, however, empathy and social skill are also extremely vital. By becoming more 

empathetic, students may not get so defensive when their teacher does not act in a way 

they were hoping for, leaving the possibility for them to still be receptive to the learning 

in that class. Empathy will also allow the student to continue to seek understanding and 

communicate effectively with their math teacher. Trisha is the participant who has been 

extremely culturally aware of her teacher’s background and still strives to work as a team 

with her, even though they’ve had significant misunderstandings:  

I always give hope to my teachers because I know that being a teacher is 

hard. I know there’s a lot of students who’s going to talk bad about you, 

make you feel uncomfortable, make you feel like you just want to quit. I 

feel like for the teachers that are still here after they’ve been through stuff 

like that, I think they deserve a round of applause. I hear what my 

classmates are saying, and it’s pretty mean and messed up. I think that you 

should still be a teacher or still teach, because you are trying, but we’re 

trying too. I’m still going to try to do you class, even though if I don’t like 

it or not.  

 

Trisha’s empathy for her teacher results in her resilience in school despite all the 

challenges she endures. Because she is so empathetic, she expects reciprocation from her 

teachers. By being extremely empathetic towards her teacher, she poses a less defensive 

demeanor and really wants to work as a team with her teacher to problem solve. 
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 Empathy is a very important quality that all the participants wanted from their 

teachers, however not all of the participants exhibited it themselves. Sara, additionally 

hopes for empathy not only from her teachers but also from her peers: 

Researcher: If you were a teacher with a student like yourself, who doesn’t 

love math…what would you do? 

Sara: I’d probably say, “Hey, I know that this is really hard for you but 

you should probably get this done now because I know that you probably 

don’t want to do this later. Or maybe you should take a walk and then 

come back to just get yourself refreshed and then go back into the work.” 

…I think empathy is just really important in general. If I were a teacher, 

I’d probably keep in mind not every student is the same. A lot of people 

get it right away. Others just really have trouble. It’s not because we’re 

dumb or anything. I don’t know. I feel like a lot of people feel that way or 

won’t ask questions. I feel really just dumb for not knowing this. Or that I 

need to get this repeated to me 10 times. It’s not bad it’s just we have a 

different way of thinking. We don’t all just get it in on the first try. We 

each have our own processes.  

Researcher: Do you think it would be helpful if teachers set that as a 

standard in the class so people felt less competitive, or do you think it 

really won’t make a difference? 

Sara: I think teachers should do that because if I were a math teacher, I’d 

probably be like, “You know, I just want you to keep in mind that just 

because you get it right away, it doesn’t make you better or smarter than 

anyone else. We all have our different ways of approaching everything.”  

 

Although Sara demonstrates how she desires empathy from her teacher and peers, 

increasing the empathy of students towards their teachers can also facilitate better 

understanding for the two.  

 Teaching EI in schools. Most participants think emotional regulation should be 

taught in schools. They would like teachers to explicitly teach students how to overcome 

the emotional paralysis many experience, to help give students tools to persist 

academically even when they are inundated with negative emotions and feel a sense of 

hopelessness. Cesar, for example, wants be given tools to confidently advocate for 

himself when he needs help, and doesn’t want his fear, and other negative emotions he 
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feels when he’s in math class, to get in the way of him getting what he needs. When 

comparing his middle school and high school experience, he noticed that in middle 

school the teachers volunteered much more one-on-one help and now he is expected to 

take the initiative to pursue it. He recognizes this and also his self-doubt, anxiety, and 

other emotions that stop him from getting what he needs. He explains: “That’s also the 

thing. Now, I’m trying to get more involved with my teachers. I also think that’s part of 

the problem with not getting one-on-one help because I’m not asking to. I’m expecting to 

get it.” Cesar, among others, would like to be taught the tools to overcome fear and 

anxiety that prevents them from accomplishing their goals, no matter how small.  

 Among all the participants, Vidal is in a very unique situation, because his 

experiences in a leadership position has given him incredible perspective on what kinds 

of socio-emotional support can be implemented in schools. As the president of the Men’s 

Gathering Group, he explains what they do on a weekly basis: 

We basically support each other emotionally…The group got started 

because we noticed that a lot of Latino male students…were dropping out 

of high school and they weren’t attending college. So that group was made 

for that reason. As we were, as the progress of us talking to the boys went 

on, we noticed that most of the time the reason why they don’t go further 

into their education is for emotional reasons, like their father left them and 

they had to get a job. Little things like that. And we noticed that us being a 

support group really brought the percentage up, so our goals are to open 

two other locations by the end of the next five years and we’re moving 

forward and we’re trying new things.  

 

Vidal continued to explain what they specifically do at their weekly meetings: 

When we start the program, we’re doing a scale from one to ten and we go 

around in a circle. If there’s a big group, we split into three or four smaller 

groups. But if there isn’t, we go around in a circle and we say on a scale 

from one to ten (one being like you want to die and ten being like you’re 

on top of the world, that nobody else is happier than you), how do you 

feel? And if they get from a six and below, we ask them what’s going on, 
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is there anything we can help you with or anything like that. We try to 

figure out what’s wrong, and if it’s above the people that are happiest, 

they try to encourage the people that are from a six and below to be 

happier. After that, we do a fun activity, so we’ll play basketball or we’ll 

go outside and throw a ball around that has questions to get to know each 

other better. We throw it around and that’s what we did yesterday. After 

that we do “Real Talk” and that’s when the people from six and below, if 

they want to share to the group, they can. There’s the “Kick in the Butt,” 

which is like if I want to start working out more and I’m like, “I really 

wanted to but something always comes around and I just don’t end up 

working out,” if someone could keep me on check. You give them your 

number and they can text you and be like, “Hey, have you worked out 

today?” So they basically, but that’s something outside of the group. They 

hold you accountable for your responsibilities and there’s “Vent,” where 

you just want to say what you’ve got to say and not take any advice. 

There’s also when you “Take Advice” and you’re just like, “Here, this is 

what’s happening. I need advice on how to solve this issue” or there’s 

when you just want to “Relate” to somebody else, so if I have the situation 

where my dad left, I’ll talk about that and I’ll say, “Who else has a similar 

experience?” And then they’ll talk about it and that’s like a connection 

that we would share….And then there’s “Something Good Happened to 

You,” like, “Oh, I got an A on my exam” and you want to talk about it so 

you just say it.  

 

It is evident that participants want a place to connect to people emotionally and to be 

trained on how to deal with their emotions and emotionally tense situations. However, 

Vidal has concerns about how seriously students at his school would take it if it were 

forced on them. He admits that the Men’s Gathering Group works effectively because 

people choose to be there. When asked if he thought high school students would benefit 

from having a support group such as his, he cautions: 

It would be great for like if we lived in the ideal world where everybody 

took it seriously. It would be great because you would build that 

environment. But unfortunately we don’t, and so I know that there are 

going to be some people who will take it as a joke or will make the space 

not safe. That’s also a key thing is that in the Men’s Gathering Group we 

all mutually understand that when things are being said, it stays in the 

group and it doesn’t go outside of it and you just listen and you try to not 

make jokes because then they’ll feel uncomfortable and that defeats the 

purpose of that group.  
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Although students want to be taught how to understand and regulate their emotions 

better, there is a concern of creating the right environment for that instruction. Research 

shows, however, that when empirically validated programs are implemented in schools, 

students can be taught the tools to increase their emotional intelligence, and as a result, 

improve their relationships, academics, and personal life (Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012; 

Goleman, 1998). 

 Student emotional intelligence can help at-risk students become more 

academically successful by helping them believe in their ability to overcome their natural 

and immediate reaction to perceived or real threats, which for many at toxic stress levels, 

is an amygdala hijack. For some of the students, they responded in violent ways, others 

coped by avoiding what caused those feelings, while still others became complacent or 

gave up altogether. By improving self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, 

and social skill, student emotional self-efficacy will increase and students will trust their 

ability to deal with all emotions appropriately. Various programs implemented in schools 

have worked to lower cortisol levels in students through an engaged, comfortable 

learning environment where students are provided with supportive mentors (Rappolt-

Schilictmann et al., 2009; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2009).  

Results for Research Question #3 

Themes that emerged in response to the Research Question #3: What do at-risk 

students want their teachers to know and do for greater emotional connection? include 

fostering an emotional connection, caring about the student as a whole person, and 

repairing the student’s trust and confidence as a math learner. 
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Fostering an emotional connection.  All of the participants in the study believe a 

stronger bond with their teacher could improve their experience in their class, and in turn 

affect their academic success. Adriana explains how she feels like her experience in math 

class is heavily dependent on her teacher: 

Researcher: How do you foresee next year going and senior year? 

Adriana: I think it really just depends on what teacher I have. If I have an 

understanding teacher and a teacher who would be able to make 

everything clear for me and not go too fast or too slow, the teacher that’s 

there [for me], then I think that I would be good in math or any class I 

guess…as long as I get a good teacher then I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine.  

 

Adriana, a tenth grade student who expressed feeling an extreme lack of confidence in 

her skills as a math student, declares that so long as she has an “understanding teacher,” 

she will “be fine.” She puts a great deal of weight on the relationship she hopes to create 

with her teacher and asserts that her academic success depends on it. Roberto also feels 

like the bond a student has with his teacher can affect how well or how poorly he 

performs in that class. He explains why he thinks the teacher-student bond affects 

academic success: 

You feel more comfortable with asking questions and with the feedback. 

They understand the type of learner you are, the student you are. With me 

last semester…my freshman humanities teacher…she was really 

helpful…I was happy because in the beginning she’d always talk to me, 

she knew I felt weird and awkward. I really loved that about her…She 

asked me about soccer. She asked me about my family because she’s met 

them.  

 

 Although the bond at-risk students feel with their teacher is of paramount 

importance to their success in the class, none of the participants had a strong emotional 

connection with the math teacher they had in which they failed their class. They felt like 

their teachers didn’t read their emotions very well and would like them to be emotionally 
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intelligent when perceiving, understanding, and managing their emotions. Trisha 

describes her lack of connection to her math teacher in which she is failing her class: 

If you have a dirty face expression, she’ll be like, “What’s wrong? Oh, this 

is what’s wrong. Okay, do you want to go talk to [the Dean] about it? Do 

you want to go to a friend and talk about it?” She’s not the one who’s 

going to be like, “You know what? I get it. Do you want to sit down and 

we’ll work on this together?” People who see the math equation, it’s really 

complicated. It’s like, “What is this? We haven’t learned this yet.” That’s 

what Jen has done before. She’ll give us a test or whatever. It’s something 

we’ve never learned before and it’s like, “What?” Jen wouldn’t get that. If 

she saw our face expression, “You can do it. You didn’t even try yet.” I 

can’t give it a try if I don’t know how to start. Now we’re in circles and 

it’s learning the equation and stuff like that, and how we put it on a graph. 

Now, the thesis question should be like, “Do you not get it?” “No, I don’t 

get it.” “Okay. Ask a peer,” and then walks away. She’s not the one who’s 

actually going to sit down and listen to what’s going on. She’ll be the one 

[to say], “Go talk to somebody else.” It’s like, “Okay. Well, I don’t know 

how to feel in your class.” Almost everybody wants to switch to…the 

other math teacher. I feel pretty bad because she does have good intentions 

and I know she kind of does try, but I know she’s trying in different areas 

that’s already okay. She just doesn’t try to do the ones that are more for 

the students, their feelings, and their emotions. I have a friend, she’s not in 

[Jen’s] class. She gets anxiety attacks. If she was in Jen’s class, she will be 

stressing out and she’ll cry, and she’ll…everything. For me, it’s like, 

“How would Jen respond to that? How would she act to that? Your student 

is just losing it, how would you connect with them? How would you make 

them feel like it’s okay? I’m right here with you.”  

 

Trisha demonstrates how the absence of an emotional connection breeds mistrust. Trisha 

does not feel confident that her math teacher will be there for her or the other students, 

which in turn affects her reaching her academic potential in that class. By fostering an 

emotional connection, math teachers can help relieve some of the anxieties students have 

regarding math and can help them feel more comfortable, cared for, and safe to make 

mistakes.  

 Caring about the whole person. All eleven participants of this study expressed 

that they want to know their teacher cares about them. O’Connor (2008) defines caring as 
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“those emotions, actions and reflections that result from a teacher’s desire to motivate, 

help or inspire their students” (p. 117). Through her qualitative study of mid-career 

teachers from diverse school environments, she argues that a teacher caring for her 

students is one of the most important and visible emotions a teacher can display in their 

profession. Consistent with her study, ten out of eleven participants in this study 

explicitly state that they want their teacher to get to know them on an individual level as a 

whole person and not just as a math student. Efran reflects on a close connection he had 

with a former teacher, and persisted to distill why their bond was so strong: 

Efran: We just connected in lots of ways through school and stuff…There 

was just a good vibe…She asked me a lot about my personal life. I mean 

stuff like that…We were just not always focused on school…[This] shows 

me that she doesn’t only care about school. She cares whether we are in 

our situations. 

  

Jose also echoes the sentiments of Efran regarding a teacher’s care for her students by 

commenting: “If you know about your students, then you will know more about where 

they are coming from and you can focus more on them.” Similarly, Roberto also reflected 

on his teacher from last year and when asked why it was hard for him to connect with his 

teacher, he remarked: “He never really tried to have a conversation with me, or get to 

know me.” Adriana also appreciates when a teacher “actually treated [her] like someone 

human.”  

Feeling cared for and regarded as a whole human being beyond simply a math 

student, is critical for the participants of this study. For a teacher to show they care, 

Trisha expresses how it is evident in the teacher’s practice: 

If you don’t care about your teaching, you’re going to show that to your 

students. If you don’t care for your teaching, they’re not going to care for 

your teaching. You care more if you put more effort in, and if you make it 
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more fun learning, then they’re going to feel like, “Okay, this teacher 

knows what they’re doing.” For me, I can’t force you to do anything, but I 

can say if you don’t care for your students, your students are not going to 

care for you. If they come to you and disrespect, if they fall asleep in class, 

that’s on you because that’s what you show them, and it’s like it’s okay to 

do that in class. You don’t make it comfortable.  

 

Trisha mentions the reciprocity of care: if a teacher cares for her students, her students 

will care for the teacher. This fluid transfer of emotion is called emotional contagion. 

Vidal also thinks showing you care is extremely important, and also cautions against a 

teacher’s bad mood: 

Vidal: It’s the small things that count. Like instead of trying to just do 

everything in one go, I feel like an increment of small things in a 

timeline…[will] be most effective. Sometimes just saying, “Hey, how are 

you doing?” Even just as simple as that…it would make me feel like, “I’m 

doing good. How about you?” It’s hard to be rude to someone if they’re 

asking you how you’re doing. So even if you’re trying to be rude…it’s 

very hard to do it. Or if someone’s in a good mood, even just being in a 

good mood as a teacher and just having that little fun inside of you, even 

letting the students see that, they get, the energy transfers.  

Researcher: Do you think a bad mood can also transfer? 

Vidal: Yeah, I noticed when [my teacher] is in a bad mood, and that’s 

because she’s like, “If you’re not going to be quiet, go outside.” 

Sometimes that turns me off. A couple days ago…she said it to the whole 

class and I just walked out because that turns me off and it’s like…there’s 

different ways of saying it.  

Researcher: How would you say that better? 

Vidal: I would just be like, “Be aware of the environment and if 

someone’s trying to talk.” What I do at the Men’s Gathering Group, 

sometimes they get a bit loud and you’re just like, you’ve got to take 

control of the situation, but you’ve also got to make them feel like they 

have a say in it as well. So you’re just like, “Oh, you know, the type of 

environment that we’re building is something peaceful and it’s supportive. 

Talking when other people are talking is very disruptive.”  

 

Vidal exemplifies how caring about students can be demonstrated by the way the teacher 

treats and speaks to them in the classroom. By explaining to them the environment the 
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teacher is trying to create and by giving them ownership over that helps them feel like 

they are being treated in a respectful way and their emotions are not being undermined. 

 Participants overwhelmingly reported wanting their teachers to make them feel 

safe and comfortable in class. They suggest doing this with humor, a smile, and showing 

that they care about them and about teaching. Bianca, for example mentions feeling 

comfortable with her favorite teacher because “he would crack jokes.” They ultimately 

want to trust their teacher and admit that their trust may be harder to earn because of the 

trauma they have faced in their past. Through Adriana’s example, it is evident that a 

teacher needs to earn the trust of a student like her before the content becomes accessible 

to her: 

I felt comfortable with [the teacher’s aide] because I met him in summer 

school and then he helped me with math…First he helped me with my 

writing and everything and then I guess that helped. I feel like he’s the 

only guy teacher that I felt close with, because he also got me this journal 

and then he’s like, “Here, I want you to have this because I don’t want you 

to stop writing.” He’s like, “You’re really reflective and honest with 

everything and you seem really passionate about writing too.” I was like, 

“Okay, it’s cool. Thanks.” Then, ever since then I’ve still been writing 

about everything. If ever I have something going on, I write. Then I guess 

that helped me connect with them and whenever…he was in math support 

so that’s what made it easier. He helped me the whole time and that’s how 

come I started getting better, a little better in math. He actually helped me 

understand the subject, not just tell me, oh this is the answer and stuff like 

that. He’d basically just help me with everything and then I’d be like 

“Okay cool.” It helped me have a deeper understanding of everything they 

call math related things.  

 

The teacher’s aide in this example used the tactic of playing on Adriana’s strengths 

(writing) where he gained her trust before helping her perceived weakness (math). 

Because she already felt comfortable with his help through writing, and she felt a 

connection because he got her the writing journal, thus she accepted his help with math. 
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Once her perceived threat was lowered, she was better able to self-actualize. Hargreaves 

(2000) argues that learning and engagement in schools require “strong, continuous 

relationships between teachers and students so they learn to ‘read’ each other over time’” 

(p.815). Through his study interviewing 53 elementary and secondary teachers in 15 

schools, he discovered that secondary teachers do not feel a sense of deep connection 

with their students—both in the sense that they do not know their students at a deeper 

emotional level and their students do not know them. This, as is blatantly evident through 

this study and the studies cited, has grave consequences for the success of both teachers 

and students in schools.  

 When describing how students can tell if a teacher cares about them, Efran, Sara, 

and Vidal had some additional insights. Efran notes:  

It was like he likes teaching us, [I can tell through] his expressions and his 

facial appearance. He looks happy and a lot of students ask questions and 

stuff. He feels good about it.  

 

Students perceive and make meaning of their teachers’ non-verbal cues, like facial 

expressions and how they react to students asking questions. Sara adds: 

You know when a teacher is really chill and they’re just like, “Yeah.” By 

their tone of voice and stuff. You just know it’s okay, they’re 

approachable or if they’re humorous too…He was really fun and you 

could tell that he cared too…You could just go up to him and ask for 

help…You could just talk to him openly. He was a pretty approachable 

person.  

 

Caring about students is a crucial request of all of the participants. When delving 

deeper as to what defines that care, students describe how important it is that the teacher 

understands them and the context of their life. Vidal explains what it felt like for him 

when he didn’t feel like his teacher cared: 
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Vidal: I don’t have a good connection with her at times…I feel like that 

because she’s teaching traditionally and that really to me is like no, you 

know? To me it doesn’t seem like she genuinely cares. She tries to connect 

with me but I don’t let it because I feel like she doesn’t care.  

Researcher: What does she do or say that makes you feel like she doesn’t 

care? 

Vidal: She’s very professional and to me there’s a time and place…to me, 

I feel like when she’s talking to a student like me, it’s very, you have to be 

organic and if I feel like you’re telling me things off like a book, if you’re 

saying, “Oh, how are you doing with everything at home, Vidal?” Like 

something like that to me sounds very weird, I don’t respond to that. Or if 

I get you frustrated and you automatically flip sides, to me that’s like 

you’re showing me your true face. If I get you frustrated and you start 

telling me lines off a book that you read. I don’t know how being a teacher 

works. It doesn’t sound organic to me, and if something doesn’t sound 

organic I pick at it to see what’s there.  

Researcher: How have you picked at it? 

Vidal: Sometimes she has us read articles and I’m like: “How is this going 

to benefit me? Where does this help me? Is this part of the project? What 

is this doing?” And she’ll just tell me, “Just read it.” That to me is like 

“Okay.” There are small things like that, or sometimes I’ll act out just to 

see what she does in that situation. I’m not trying to be mean, but that’s 

how I am, and if I see something that’s odd, I’ll pick at it and I’ll do small 

things, like analyzing the person and trying to figure them out. It’s kind of 

like a Rubik’s cube, trying to figure her out and I try to see who she really 

is, because usually what you say isn’t how you are. You always try to 

show the best of you, and I feel like there are also little things, like a lot of 

students say that she talks behind our backs and stuff like that and she says 

bad things about us. That to me, even hearing things like that, even if 

they’re not true, that’s a red flag.  

 

The researcher became fascinated by Vidal’s narrative, especially in regards to him 

saying “a student like me” and him disapproving of remarks that he perceived as scripted. 

After deepening the conversation around these topics, it became clear that Vidal does not 

feel like this teacher is culturally intelligent about his life. He feels that she is unaware of 

the context in which he has lived, currently lives, and the daily struggles he endures. His 

battle to feel respected by this teacher is deeply rooted. In the interview alone, the 

researcher learned about a few violent episodes he had, a few of which had to do with an 



  130  

   

 

adult not understanding him and saying something he felt was demeaning. For example, 

he mentioned his teacher who forced the students to address her by “Dr.” since she had 

her Ph.D., which caused him to “rage,” resulting in actions that involved the police. 

These threat responses have to do with his challenges growing up as a low income, 

student of color, and feeling threatened by people who think they are better than him or 

“his people.” This is consistent with research around the demographic and democratic 

imperatives revealing that teachers who have had similar lived experiences as their 

students can best connect with them and best provide culturally responsive pedagogy for 

them (Achinstein et al., 2010).  

 Vidal, as well as many of the participants, affirms that trust is of utmost 

importance. They describe teachers earning their trust by showing they care about the 

student and their ability to empathize. They determine that similarities help, but that 

cultural intelligence is of utmost importance. They want their teachers to understand 

them, even if they come from a different background than them. All of the participants’ 

math teachers are White or Asian and none of them are considered low-income. Thus, it 

takes more than just emotional intelligence for these teachers to create a strong 

connection with these students who come from vastly different backgrounds and 

lifestyles. The participants want their teachers to understand their world, which in most 

cases is very different from their own.  

 Many at-risk students become disenfranchised from a class because of the lack of 

care and connection felt with their teacher. In some instances, it can even lead to a 

personal vendetta that students hold against the teacher. Jose describes an example about 

his 6th grade math teacher: 
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Jose: You could tell he didn’t like his job or like the kids at all. I 

remember this one time he screamed at everyone because this one person 

didn’t do his homework. I remember almost everybody hated him, a 

couple of kids tried to poison him. When he found out he was like, that is 

when he realized he was bad at his job. He just continued to make his job 

better but, I don’t think it worked.  

Researcher: They tried to poison him? 

Jose: Yeah 

Researcher: They wanted him to die? 

Jose: Not die, but, kinda.  

Researcher: What did they poison him with? 

Jose: Just random stuff, pencil lead and weird stuff they found.  

 

Not coincidently, fifth grade was the last year Jose tutored people in math and enjoyed 

the subject. Not feeling cared for can have significant consequences for students 

academically and beyond. At the very least, when students don’t feel cared for and don’t 

trust the teacher, the teachers are affected by the negative emotions of their students 

through emotional contagion. In extreme examples, teachers may be at risk for much 

more grave repercussions.  

 Ultimately all students have an innate desire to succeed academically and in life 

(Maslow, 1943). They want their teacher to be a teammate in that endeavor. Trisha 

explains this concept: 

I told her, “We need you as a teacher. We need you to listen to us.” 

Everyone has talked to her about this as like, “We need you. You teach us, 

but we also need you to help us understand it more.” She never listens. I 

was getting really upset, because I hold everything in. It was built up, and 

I was getting really upset that I had to go to [the Dean], and I was like, 

“You know, she’s not helping. We tried to talk to her many times before 

coming to you.” That’s when [the Dean] had to step up and was like, “You 

know what? These kids actually need you,” and stuff like that. After that, 

that was when she started doing it more, coming to us and actually 

listening to us. That’s last semester and I feel like she still does it 

sometimes. It’s like I don’t really know if she’s going to sit and listen to 

what I have to say, or just walk away and ignore everything that I say or 

what we say as a class. That’s frustrating. 
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Trisha, as well as many students, has a particularly high level of anxiety when it comes to 

math as a subject. Thus, she feels an extra level of dependence on her teacher to make 

sure she understands the material, and feels less safe to explore and discover the material 

on her own. This creates a great deal of pressure and burden on the math teacher and a 

heightened necessity for a good emotional connection between the student and teacher.  

 However, just like with any two human beings, miscommunication and 

misunderstandings are inevitable. Trisha beckons teachers to be clear in communicating 

their own feelings so students can better understand their intentions and work as a team to 

the mutual benefit of both parties: 

Something on the flip side of [being a teacher who cares] is not explaining 

yourself, not really…kind of have a smile, but not there. It’s like, “Okay, 

is she good? Is she not?” It’s like you’re confused. Or a teacher who walks 

away, a teacher who just stares at you, who just waits until the end of 

class…like how Jen just makes you wait. You did something that made 

her upset or feel any type of way.  

 

Trisha explains that on multiple occasions, her math teacher would blow up with 

frustration to the class and make them wait in silence for the last 5-10 minutes of class 

without any prior warning. She said most of the time it is because the students get too 

loud and the teacher doesn’t like it. Regardless of her classroom management tactics, 

participants show the desire for full transparency. They want to understand what they did 

wrong and how they can work together to fix it. Trisha explains: 

It’s like, “Jen, can you say something? Please? We’re not trying to waste 

your time. We just don’t know what’s going on because you’re not saying 

anything to us.” After a minute or two goes by, she’ll get a loud voice. Jen 

has a quiet voice. She’ll go in her loud voice getting our attention, and 

then nothing. Then she’s like, “You guys are just going to sit here until I 

say so.” …We could have been working. You could have gotten our 

attention before. We would have gotten stuff done. We don’t know 

because you’re not communicating with us on what we need to do. We 
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shouldn’t be punished for what you’re not…Yeah. It’s like, “Oh my 

gosh.” This is annoying, and our grade reflects on it. No disrespect, but 

it’s like, “Can you please step up as a teacher to show us how to be in your 

class?...We don’t know you. You just go into silent, and then get mad at 

everybody for not being silent. Are we doing something wrong? Or is it 

you? Or is it both of us? Who’s really to point the finger at to say that 

you’re wrong?” 

 

Most of the participants shared that they appreciate when the structures of the class are 

clear and the teacher is consistent, following through with the promises he or she made. 

In Trisha’s example, it is evident that students value open-communication and get 

frustrated when teachers don’t manage their emotions in a way they deem appropriate.  

Repairing trust and confidence. Demonstrating care for the whole person is the 

first step in forming a more effective math student. However, the participants of the study 

also express the need for the teachers to repair trust and confidence so they can form a 

greater emotional connection to their math teacher, and also feel more efficacious as a 

math student. This is consistent with research that examines student-teacher relationships, 

determining trust as a key predictor of the student’s academic and social success, 

including motivation and performance (Lee, 2007).  

Overall, students who have failed math one or more semesters have low 

confidence in themselves as a math student. They are very sensitive to when the teacher 

seems frustrated with them, and will stop asking questions when this happens, for 

example eye rolling, deep sighs that communicate emotions of frustration, or telling them 

to just ask their peers. Liliana describes her struggle with asking her peers for help: 

Researcher: Have you tried to ask anybody in the class [for help]? 

Liliana: No. I haven’t, because I’m like shy, and it’s, I don’t know, 

horrible to me to ask for help if I don’t know them. Also because I don’t 

understand it the first time, so they’re going to have to say it a couple of 
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times. I don’t know if they’re going to want to, because I know that they 

also want to get their work done.  

 

Sara also feels low confidence when it comes to asking others in the class for help 

because of the responses she’s encountered. She shares: 

I feel there is judgment especially with people that get it right away…It’s 

like, “Well I’m not going to go to her because I know that if I ask a 

question and then they explain it to me, then I’m like well I don’t really 

get this still.” They’ll probably be like, “Okay well you do it like this and 

you do it like this and you do it like this.” Something like that. I’ll be like, 

“Okay well you’re obviously frustrated with me so I’m not going to ask 

you.” That feels really bad. I feel bad for making them 

frustrated….Patience is a big thing and some people just don’t have the 

patience.  

 

Students read into their peers’ tone and other signals of how they handle their emotions 

regarding frustration with helping them on math work. Participants also report paying 

close attention to how the teacher responds to questions that other students ask in the 

class, and based on how threatened they feel by the teacher’s response, may or may not 

ask questions in the future. Adriana describes her experience: 

I think math in general, every math class I’ve been to… I don’t usually 

feel comfortable…I just don’t feel like I belong there…I always feel out of 

it. I never…it’s not that I don’t want to do the work, I try, but if I don’t get 

it, I’m still scared to ask questions or anything or ask for help and 

especially if I’m next to people who are way smarter than me, or 

judgmental, then…I just sit here and just try to figure it out myself, but 

even if I still don’t, I just wait till my math teacher puts it up on the board 

or something…If I see that [the teacher gets] mad a student for getting 

something wrong, then I’m like, “Oh, maybe I shouldn’t ask any questions 

or something” or I feel like they would judge me for getting this answer 

wrong. That’s why I wouldn’t ask for help because, last time [a student] 

got an answer wrong, Jen just seemed like, “Oh my God.” She just seemed 

mad or upset with how she did it.  

 

Adriana’s example demonstrates how important a teacher’s ability to manage their 

negative emotions of frustration and lack of patience is in their classrooms. At-risk 
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students who already struggle with gaining confidence to ask questions and assert 

themselves, can be heavily impacted by a sarcastic remark, any bit of negativity, or 

nonverbal cues that demonstrate irritation.  

Students with low confidence in math get frustrated when they are handed off to a 

peer to get help or another source, like the Internet. Vidal explains:  

I failed…[because] whenever I would ask her for questions, she’d say 

“Google it.” …And that always got me mad because I was like, “You’re a 

math teacher. You should be explaining this to me.” I’ll always be 

frustrated…I would just rage. Oh man, it was just bad. I would ask her a 

question and she’d be like, “Just Google it” and to me that was like, “What 

are you doing here then?” 

 

Most participants expressed that their math teachers push them to get help from 

their peers, but all of the participants unanimously agreed that they want more individual 

attention from their teacher or a teacher’s aide. For example, when being invited to 

tutoring, at-risk students want a personal invitation as opposed to a generic 

announcement offering help. Students who struggle getting the appropriate help outside 

of class, and don’t voluntarily come to office hours or tutoring when offered, would 

particularly benefit from an individual invitation. Liliana suggests: “Maybe asking 

personally like, ‘Hey, can you come to office hours tomorrow morning or whatever?’ 

Maybe that would make the student feel like, ‘Oh, awe, they care.’ You know?” Efran 

explains his preferred method for learning math: “One-on-one is the fastest way I will 

learn. If [the teacher is] writing on the board, it would be hard for me to pick up on it. I’d 

rather do one-on-one with the teacher.”  

Lupe also describes that just being held accountable makes a significant 

difference for her, even if she may not necessarily need a lot of additional help: 
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Once I walked up to an academic coach and I was like, “Can you help me 

with my homework?” They were like, “Yeah,” and they sat at the table 

next to me. I started working on it and I like flew through the first page 

and they were just there like, “Are you sure you need my help?” …Yeah, I 

just need like that presence there.  

 

Many of the participants live in households where their parents are not home when they 

arrive home, or are busy working, and don’t have that accountability piece at home. Thus, 

it is particularly important for at-risk students who have low self-starting initiative with 

math to be held accountable at school and be given that extra guidance or attention so 

they feel like they can access the material.  

 Many of the participants specifically mentioned the importance of the teacher not 

only working with them one-on-one, but also physically sitting down next to them when 

helping them, as opposed to standing. Trisha shares an example of how a teacher standing 

or walking away can frustrate her and make her feel “invisible”: 

I usually go to [the Teacher’s Assistant] more because I’ve noticed with 

Jen, she’ll just stand there and walk away, or not explain it how I would 

understand. It will get really frustrating because if you go to her for help, it 

depends on our grade. “If you came for me to help, that’s a good thing, but 

you didn’t solve it so you get an F on this assignment. Or you get a D.” 

That’s messed up. “We try to go to you, but you give us a low grade 

because we didn’t explain it the way you wanted us to. Or you walked 

away while we’re talking to you”…she’s done that several times to me. 

That’s why I know I can’t really go to her. I go to [the Teacher’s 

Assistant] because [she] will actually sit right next to me and she’ll be 

like, “Okay, but how would you get this?” I’m like, “Oh, okay. I get it 

now.”  

 

When receiving help, participants want personalized help, want the teacher to sit down 

with them, and patiently check for understanding.  

Bianca agrees that teachers should give individual attention to struggling students, 

but also suggests:  
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[Teachers] could have a balance of being nice and being straight up…If I 

was failing, I would want my teacher to be straight up. Just be like, “Hey, 

what’s up? You’re failing. What can we do to bring your grades up?” 

 

Many of the participants commented on their frustration of teachers not being consistent 

with their rules and appreciated structure, straightforwardness, transparency, and extra 

chances to understand the material.  

 Participants don’t want their past to define them and don’t want the teacher to 

look at them as a bad or failing student. Many participants describe feeling nervous or 

scared about being labeled as “dumb” or “stupid.” Vidal explains that his past of being a 

student who has gotten in a lot of trouble and failed a lot of classes haunted him as he got 

into high school. He explains, “When they would call my name, I’d be like, ‘I’m sorry, I 

don’t know what I did wrong.’” Participants enter their math classes with a preconceived 

notion of who they are as a math learner. They have a constant internal battle with 

negative self-talk about themselves, whether it is reoccurring trauma that is playing in 

their minds from the past or reacting to negative emotions expressed by the teacher or 

their peers, reaffirming the low self-confidence they have in their ability.  

 Since students have low confidence as a math student, they want their teachers to 

give them extra accommodations that will help raise their confidence. Some suggestions 

the participants mentioned are extra time to learn things, grading based on effort, and as 

previously outline, a lot of one-on-one attention. Cesar explains how his favorite teacher 

set frequent goals for him that were manageable and helped him feel successful, even if it 

was in small increments: 

We were doing this project, because he was a really big jazz fan, so we 

were making a project where we’d take a CD disc…We’d read a book and 

then, in that CD disc, we’d decorate it and everything. We would write a 
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page in it. It would be like a little book but in a CD and we’d have to write 

about the book. I remember him just telling me…everyday he would set 

goals for me. He was like, “Today you have to finish the front cover and 

then by next week you have to finish all the insides,” and then all that but 

he would really work one-on-one with me, which I think, is what helped a 

lot. 

 

Most of the participants appreciated when their teacher scaffolded the overwhelming 

content and assignments for them into chunks they felt they could handle. This teaching 

strategy helps lower the perceived threat and helps them feel like they can be successful 

at accomplishing the mini-tasks.  

 One of the key themes the participants mentioned they want their teachers to 

know and help facilitate is that they don’t want to feel alone in their struggle. 

Accompaniment and support makes at-risk students feel encouraged to advocate for 

themselves, ask questions, and persist. Liliana explains why having friends who are with 

her on a difficult journey is really important to her: 

Liliana: It’s kind of like when you have a problem, and then everyone else 

has the same problem at the same time. It just takes off a little bit of stress, 

because you know you’re not the only one. When I’m doing this math 

homework, and then my friends are next to me, and they’re doing their 

math homework, and they’re like at the same problem I am, even if it’s 

behind the whole class, it’s still less stressful, because we’re doing it 

together.  

Researcher: Can you describe the emotions you feel when you feel like 

other people are at the same place you are? 

Liliana: It’s like relieved, because I’m not alone. If I don’t feel like getting 

up and asking [the teacher], then somebody else goes, and they come back 

and they help us… We all get up and ask [the teacher] at different times. 

  

So much of the student’s struggle is psychological and emotional—and not based on 

ability. By having allies who help the participants feel supported through their struggle, 

their stress and anxiety levels are lowered and they feel better equipped to face the “fear,” 

“nervousness,” and “judgment” they usually feel in math class.  
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Summary 

 The eleven participants of this study are academically at-risk students who have 

failed math class at least once, are low income, and are students of color. Many of them 

have undergone adverse childhood experiences that puts them at a disadvantage 

academically, according to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Their academic achievements 

and overall well-being are influenced by in-school emotional experiences because they 

come to school with a full emotional tank, experience more frequent amygdala hijacks, 

continue to be affected by reoccurring trauma in math class, and feel emotionally 

disconnected from their math teacher. Student emotional intelligence can help at-risk 

students become more academically successful by helping them break patterns of failure, 

developing emotional self-efficacy, and teaching them to perceive, manage and use their 

emotions more effectively. At-risk students want their teachers to foster an emotional 

connection with them, care about them holistically, and repair their trust and confidence. 

These key wisdoms will help them become more efficacious as a student and in their 

personal lives as well.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Introduction 

 The greatest problem facing the American education system today is not 

concerning content mastery, but rather content accessibility for at-risk students whose 

stress and anxiety inhibit their academic growth. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs, students cannot maximize their potential unless and until their basic needs are met 

such as physical, safety, and belongingness needs (Maslow, 1943). Many students come 

to school with heightened cortisol levels, because of their adverse childhood experiences, 

which cause real or perceived threat. Heightened cortisol levels inhibit the learning 

process, and negative emotional experiences, which are magnified in math class, 

aggravate this already inefficient state. This study explored how in-class emotional 

experiences affected eleven at-risk students who have failed math class and how 

emotional intelligence can help mitigate many negative factors that contributed to their 

failure. This study aims to attribute a critical lens to an education system that avoids 

emotions, at the detriment of both students and teachers, instead of embracing them to 

empower all stakeholders.  

Statement of the Problem 

 Teacher education programs and professional development for secondary math 

teachers largely focus on content delivery methods, but neglect an element of teaching 

that may be responsible for the stubbornly persisting achievement gap: an emotional 

connection between the student and teacher (Hargreaves, 2000). This has particularly 

grave consequences for at-risk students who have had adverse childhood experiences or 

come from marginalized backgrounds. When students endure the effects of poverty, 
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racism, homophobism, sexism, violence, family turbulence, and/or abuse, they often have 

a considerably increased amount of stress than their privileged counterparts. As a result, 

when a student has ongoing, chronic, or highly intense threats or stressors in their lives, 

this toxic level of stress can actually change the physiology of the brain (Goleman, 1995; 

LeDoux, 1996). As a survival mechanism, when overwhelmed with a threat, the brain 

automatically bypasses the rational thinking process and lets the unthinking, or emotional 

response take its place (Goleman, 1995; LeDoux, 1996). This is known as an amygdala 

hijack and inhibits the learning process and rational thinking. Ironically, it is not 

uncommon for teachers to view this population of students as lazy and unmotivated. 

Unbeknownst to them, without proper training to overcome these intense emotions and 

without support, these students feel paralyzed and unsuccessful, regardless of the effort 

they put forth. Much of this is due to the lack of training of teachers on the functions of 

the brain under stress, the nature of emotions, and the emotions of the schooling 

experience—particularly in math class. Furthermore, there is insufficient training 

amongst teachers on cultural intelligence to better understand and empathize with the 

reality of at-risk students’ lives and the emotional overload they endure.  

 Secondary math teachers are notorious for being emotionally distanced from their 

students (Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). As a gatekeeper 

course, math also produces unparalleled anxiety and has traditionally been perceived as a 

subject that requires a natural ability or talent for it. Students’ fixed mindsets in math are 

perpetuated by negative feedback given by teachers, peers, and family members who feel 

frustrated at their lack of comprehension. For many at-risk students, their heightened 

level of cortisol is exacerbated when they encounter mathematics. This could be 
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mitigated by a strong emotional connection with their math teacher—which very few 

math students have.  

 Emotions are the central reason human life exists with vibrant meaning and 

purpose. To ignore and deny its role and importance in secondary education, prevents 

especially marginalized students from realizing their academic potential and self-

actualizing. To perceive, understand, manage and use emotions in a culturally intelligent 

way can be the essential ingredient to eliminating the achievement gap and empowering 

all students to succeed.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine how the emotional experiences of 

eleven low-income, high school students of color who have repeatedly struggled in math 

class, affected their academic success and motivation. It explored the emotional struggles 

these students face in their personal lives, at school, and with their teachers. This study 

was focused on the context of math class because it is a place where negative emotions 

are exaggerated in schools and is a gatekeeper course for students to pursue higher levels 

of education, which has implications for their chosen academic and career paths. 

Furthermore, research indicates that secondary math teachers are infamously 

disconnected from their students and the discipline has been known not to foster 

emotions. Thus, this study focused on the urgency to address feelings in this emotionally 

suppressed yet explosive environment. This study is significant because it discovers the 

emotional side of failure, the disconnect between at-risk students and their math teachers, 

and how cultural intelligence plays a significant role in fostering an authentic connection 

with this group. The intent of this study is to advocate for marginalized students who are 
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generally misunderstood by their teachers and to highlight their voices regarding what 

they want done to foster a deeper emotional connection with their teachers.  

 The three major research questions explored in this study were: 

1. How are academic achievements and the overall wellbeing of at-risk 

students influenced by in-school emotional experiences? 

2. How can student emotional intelligence help at-risk students become more 

academically successful? 

3. What do at-risk students want their teachers to know and do for greater 

emotional connection? 

The participant population of this study included 11 academically at-risk high 

school students that were part of the same Charter High School District in Southern 

California. They were all low-income, students of color who failed their math class 

during the 2014-15 school year. Many of the participants failed math for multiple years 

and some were failing their current math class during the time of the interviews. Out of 

the 11 participants, 6 were female and 5 were male, 3 were African American and 8 were 

Hispanic, 5 were 10th graders, 2 were 11th graders, and 4 were 12th graders. Eight of the 

participants were being raised by a single mother, while three of the participants lived 

with both biological parents or a parent and step-parent. More than half of the 

participants explicitly stated their family problems at home interfere with their 

academics.  

The methodology employed in this study has a phenomenological design in order 

to explore the emotional experiences of at-risk students in the context of failing a math 

class. Phenomenological studies unravel an aspect of a lived experience of multiple 
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people through qualitative methods (Creswell, 2013).  A transcendental approach was 

selected in order to present the data as objectively as possible, focusing on the 

interpretations of the participants themselves (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). This 

permitted the researcher to honor the voices of the at-risk students, which allows the 

study to be consistent with the aim of advocating for this marginalized group.  

The participants were identified through purposeful sampling. With the help of 

the Student Information Systems Administrator for the entire CHS organization, the 

researcher gained access to all students who fit the criteria of being low income (based on 

qualifying for free or reduced lunch), a student of color, and failed math class in the 

2014-15 school year. These students were invited to an introductory meeting, and from 

there, the final group of participants were those who volunteered to be in the study.  

Classroom observations and individual interviews were conducted between 

January of 2016 through May of 2016. Each student was observed for one or more hours 

in their math class. Fieldnote observations were taken and used to build the 

individualized semi-structured interview questions. Each participant was subsequently 

interviewed for 60 minutes and also given an online 5-minute scientifically validated 

survey called the Assessing Emotions Scale (see Appendix A). These one-on-one 

interviews were audio-recorded then transcribed. The researcher then coded all 

interviews and analytic memos using a qualitative data software program called 

MAXQDA. Data analysis included open coding and focused coding, distilling the major 

patterns and themes that emerged from the data. In phenomenology, central themes that 

reveal textural description and structural description are most informative in 

understanding the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Once the most significant ideas 
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emerged, a detailed line-by-line analysis was performed to discover which themes were 

most salient and to further distill the essence of the phenomenon.  

Summary of Findings 

Research Question#1: The Influence of Emotional Experiences 

 The first research question was, how are academic achievements and the overall 

wellbeing of at-risk students influenced by in-school emotional experiences? Four major 

themes emerged from the participants’ interviews and classroom observations. These 

salient themes were found throughout the various interviews although specific 

experiences of the students may have been diverse. A summary of the four themes is 

provided in the subsequent paragraphs: (a) students having a full emotional-tank; (b) their 

experience with an amygdala hijack; (c) the effects of reoccurring trauma; and (d) the 

disconnect experienced between the student and teacher.  

 Full emotional tank. When asked how students felt when in math class, they 

used words such as overwhelmed, stressed, invisible, frustrated, stuck, disturbed, 

negative, and uncomfortable. All eleven participants had at-risk factors that made it 

difficult for them to concentrate in school, and those emotions were further aggravated in 

math class—causing them to produce even more negative emotions. In order to optimize 

the conditions for learning, one’s basic needs—safety, physiological, and love needs—

must be met (Maslow, 1943). If they are not, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs shows 

individuals are unable to self-actualize. Adverse childhood experiences, such as living in 

poverty, experiencing threats from racism, or having a tumultuous home environment, 

can heighten the level of stress and threat people feel (Felitti et al., 1998; Schilling et al., 

2007). Through a longitudinal study of high school seniors, it was determined that there 
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is a strong connection between ACE and depression, antisocial behavior, and risky 

behavior such as drug and alcohol use (Schilling et al., 2007). Relatedly, this study found 

that the at-risk factors the participants experienced made it hard for them to concentrate 

in class. Their emotional tank was already filled with negative emotions from their 

personal lives, making it difficult to engage in a subject they felt low confidence in. As a 

result, most avoided the feelings that made it worse for them—struggling with math. For 

many, the negative emotions from their personal lives overwhelmed them to the point 

where they could not concentrate in class. Others, their in-class emotions of fear and 

distress from the math affected their life outside of school. Many felt so overwhelmed 

with anxiety around mathematics that they decidedly avoided doing math homework 

outside of class for fear of the emotional and physical effects they endured, including 

tears, panic attacks, and depression.  

Research shows that math class produces an inordinate amount of anxiety for 

students around the nation (Hannula, 2002; Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Wigfield & 

Meece, 1988; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). Similarly, participants commented that the 

quick pace of the curriculum, the necessity to understand one topic before moving onto 

the next successfully, the high volume of assignments, and the high stakes exams added 

to the pressure they felt in mathematics that they don’t necessarily feel in their other 

classes.   

Amygdala hijack. The tolerable stress they endured increasingly became toxic 

stress, leaving some participants paralyzed. Toxic stress is chronic, intense, and/or the 

body’s stress response is prolonged due to the lack of support (Hinton et al., 2012). Some 

participants felt such extreme levels of stress that they could not function in a way that 
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was considered socially appropriate. Some students acted out in violence, others 

withdrew themselves, and for many, the stress manifested itself as an apparent lack of 

motivation, disciplinary issues, defensiveness, and/or learning issues.  

Brain research explains this inability to act rationally in times of stress and the 

inhibited access to learning as an amygdala hijack (Goleman, 1995; LeDoux, 1996). 

When sensory intake is overwhelmed with threat, the amygdala—the emotional part of 

the brain—takes over the neocortex—the rational part of the brain—and a non-thinking 

response ensues (Goleman, 1995; LeDoux, 1996). As a result, some participants reported 

coping by storming out of the class, leaving quietly on a walk, crying in class, covering 

their face when approached by the teacher, putting in headphones and listening to music 

in order to block out the class, playing distracting games, watching TV shows, leaving 

class on frequent bathroom breaks to walk around campus and socialize, refusing to 

engage with others in the class, and in some cases, violent behavior against the teacher or 

students. Some participants experienced extreme sadness that caused crying in and out of 

class, a stiff neck, unbearable headaches, and a tense feeling overwhelming their body. 

Many participants avoided doing math at home while others also avoided doing it in 

class.  

 Reoccurring trauma. All participants recalled loving math in their earlier 

years—mostly up until 5th grade and some through middle school. In fact, research 

supports this finding and shows that negative attitudes towards mathematics increases in 

high school compared to elementary school (Hannula, 2002; Jackson & Leffingwell, 

1999; Wigfield & Meece, 1988). This study found that most participants had a traumatic 

experience regarding math or math class sometime between fifth and tenth grade that 



  148  

   

 

caused them to dislike it more and more. For some, the traumatic event was being told 

they were incompetent at the subject by a teacher, peer, or family member. A teacher, 

peer or family member’s frustration when a participant did not understand a math 

concept, negatively impacted the student. The effects of emotional contagion caused the 

participant to internalize the helper’s negative emotions, causing them to feel like they 

don’t have a natural ability for it, and that they are “not a math person.” This fixed 

mindset about mathematics made them perceive it as a subject that lacks creativity and 

convinced them that mistakes must be avoided at all costs. A fixed mindset is a belief that 

intelligence is a natural gift and cannot necessarily be improved with persistence and 

effort (Boaler, 2013; Dweck, 2006). Thus, after feeling unsuccessful at math, many 

avoided it immediately while others made a concerted effort for many years before 

conceding to give up completely and avoid it.  

 Many participants held onto their resentment and bitterness toward a teacher for 

months and for some, even years. These ill-feelings were caused because the student felt 

a lack of care or connection with their teacher. Thus, they felt disinterested to seek out 

additional help or make a concerted effort to succeed. The anger produced by the one or 

more traumatic events regarding math was internalized perpetuating a lack of confidence 

and lack of self efficacy as a math learner.  

 Student-Teacher disconnect. This study found that none of the students felt like 

their math teachers from their failed class understood the context of their life, including 

the at-risk factors they endured such as multiple hour commutes each day, challenging 

family situation, or being financially responsible for the family while in school. 

Participants purported that excessively rigid rules and strictness made them feel like the 
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teacher did not understand the challenges they faced because it allowed for no flexibility. 

Additionally, since participants perceived their math teacher to be a “math person” and 

viewed themselves as someone who was not, they did not feel like they understood what 

it was like to struggle to learn math. This perception of a lack of empathy is furthermore 

supported by research of math teachers who report that math teacher education focuses 

on math as a subject that is purely logical, devoid of any emotion (Williams-Johnson et 

al., 2008). This, in turn, translates in their teaching practice and how they approach their 

students, further exhausting the disconnected feeling participants reported in this study 

(Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008).  

 Although they felt emotionally distanced from their math teacher, students 

reported a stronger connection with a teacher when they shared similarities, which 

supports existing literature on this topic (Gehlbach et al., 2015; Montoya et al., 2008). 

Unlike anything reported in previous studies, many participants reported feeling a 

stronger connection to “mother like” teachers and staff members, explaining that they 

treated them like their own child and attended to them at a holistic level. Many lived 

solely with their mother, and most who had more than one parent, reported having a 

closer relationship with their mother. Although the maternal quality of some teachers has 

yet to be explored in the field of education, one study examining teacher responsibility of 

student success found that “female teachers were found to consistently assume greater 

responsibility for the learning outcomes of their students than were male teachers” 

(Guskey, 1981, p.51). This may provide additional insight to the connection to female 

teachers, and possibly give clues into the strong connection to “mother like” teachers and 

staff.  
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 Sharing similar interests brought a student and teacher closer together, but so did 

sharing a similar background. Studies regarding the demographic and democratic 

imperative found that students connect best with teachers who come from similar life 

experiences, whether they are geographic, ethnic, income level, sexuality, etc. 

(Achinstein et al., 2010). This study, however, found that more important than sharing 

similar lived experiences, participants felt a deeper bond with teachers who were 

culturally intelligent. Cultural intelligence is the capability to interact with various 

cultures in an appropriate and respectful way, showing that you understand and value 

their culture (Crowne, 2008). Understanding a person’s life context is not enough, 

however. Participants desired a teacher who could also empathize, read their emotions, 

and act accordingly to help the student be academically successful. In other words, the 

students also wanted their teachers to be emotionally intelligent which involves being 

able to perceive, understand, regulate, and use emotions to foster motivation and nurture 

relationships (Goleman, 1995). Thus, a significant contribution of this study is the 

importance of teachers being culturally and emotionally intelligent in order to foster 

meaningful connections with their at-risk students. This process is reciprocated, however. 

This study also found that students were more understanding and less defensive towards 

their teacher if they were also more emotionally intelligent with a consideration shown 

for the life context in which the teacher was raised. Participants with high levels of 

empathy viewed the teacher as part of their team and acknowledged that 

misunderstandings arose due to different ways of being raised.  
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Research Question#2: Emotional Intelligence Aiding At-Risk Students 

 The second research question was, how can student emotional intelligence help 

at-risk students become more academically successful? Salient themes that arose include 

(a) breaking patterns; (b) developing emotional self-efficacy; and (c) teaching emotional 

intelligence in schools. Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability to understand and use 

emotions for a desired outcome (Goleman, 1998). This includes being able to perceive 

emotions, regulate them, and empathize with others. Participants’ EI was gauged by the 

“Assessing Emotions Scale” Test, a 33-question instrument to measure trait emotional 

intelligence (Schutte et al., 2009). Throughout Chapter 4, the results from the test and the 

interview responses were compared to approximately evaluate each participants’ EI. The 

test looked at four categories of EI: perception of emotion, managing own emotions, 

managing others’ emotions, and utilization of emotion. Seven out of 11 participants 

scored below the US average score, based on 44 studies done in the US. Four of the 11 

scored within the average range and none scored above average.  

 Breaking patterns. This study found that participants, sometimes blindly, fell 

into the same patterns of failure until they felt too overwhelmed to do anything about it. 

They then coped with the failure with avoidance, complacency, and giving up. This 

ongoing pattern stemmed from the perception of an external locus of control and the fear 

of addressing the strong negative emotions they felt. Although students were not proud of 

their repetitive behaviors, such as taking long breaks, not turning work in, and not asking 

for help, they did not feel like they were in control to change it at the time, which 

portrays an external locus of control (Deniz et al., 2009). Research shows that people of a 

lower social class perceive themselves to have more of an external locus of control 
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because they often feel that their lives are a product of their circumstances and that they 

have little to no power to change it (Good et al., 2003; Morales, 2010). Research also 

shows that learning to perceive, understand, and manage one’s own emotions, all 

elements of emotional intelligence, can be taught, which in turn will empower the 

participants to break patterns that continue their trajectory of failure in math classes 

(Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012). 

 Developing emotional self-efficacy. Emotional self-efficacy (ESE) is the belief 

in oneself to manage their emotions appropriately in any given situation, especially in an 

extremely stressful one (Brackett et al., 2011; Dacre Pool & Qualter, 2012; Qualter et al., 

2012). Many of the participants of this study exhibited a low emotional self-efficacy; If 

they developed it, they would feel equipped to handle the negative emotions they felt in 

math class instead of letting them take over and becoming paralyzed by an amygdala 

hijack or use avoidance as a way to escape their emotions. Several of the participants had 

a higher ability to manage their emotions and a higher ESE, thus have learned over the 

last few years how to manage their emotions in a healthier way, so when they were in 

class, they were able to access the learning. These individuals used thinking about their 

future goals as motivation to manage negative emotions and hold off thinking about the 

thoughts that may have otherwise prevented them from being engaged in class. They 

dealt with their other emotions once they were out of school and back home, using music, 

TV shows, or other relaxing elements to help them unwind. Students who had learned 

how to regulate their emotions about their personal life or the stress that math class 

produces, were much less anxious about their ability to handle being in class and were 
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not concerned about acting in inappropriate or erratic ways because of an emotional 

hijack.  

 It was notable that as students increased the empathy component of their 

emotional intelligence, they understood their teacher’s actions more, and became less 

defensive when interacting with the teacher. Consequently, they were motivated to 

problem solve with the teacher, acting as a team to plan for the student’s success. 

Empathy is being able to feel what someone else is experiencing without passing 

judgment (McAllister & Irvine, 2002). Interestingly, all participants wanted and expected 

empathy from their teachers but not all students empathized with their teachers.  

 Teaching EI in schools. Studies have shown that teaching EI in schools is linked 

with academic prosperity, positive social relationships, and healthy personal choices 

(Bracket et al., 2011; MacCann et al., 2011; Qualter et al., 2012). The participants of this 

study realized the importance of being able to understand and regulate one’s emotions 

and most participants thought emotional regulation should be taught in schools. Those 

who felt paralyzed by their stress wanted tools to overcome that paralysis. Some wanted 

to be taught how to overcome their fear so they could advocate for themselves in math 

class. Research indicates that there are validated emotional intelligence programs, which 

if implemented correctly, could be effective in improving the EI of students (Dacre Pool 

& Qualter, 2012; Goleman, 1998). However some participants cautioned, that if such a 

program were forced upon high school students, it may not be taken seriously. Thus, 

participants agreed that it is critical that the right climate be fostered for such a program 

to have a significant positive effect. 
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Research Question#3: What At-Risk Students Want  

 The third research question was, what do at-risk students want their teachers to 

know and do for greater emotional connection? Three major themes surfaced to 

understand the student’s perspective on this issue at greater depth. At-risk students want 

their teachers to (a) foster an emotional connection; (b) care about the whole person; and 

(c) repair their trust and confidence.  Some research has been done on the teacher 

perspective regarding their relationship with their students (McAllister & Irvine, 2002), 

however this study addresses a unique gap where the voices of this marginalized and 

misunderstood group are highlighted. In this study, the at-risk student voice regarding 

their relationship with their teachers is unearthed.  

 Fostering an emotional connection. Schooling is an emotional experience and 

there is a constant fluid transfer of emotion between teachers and students, and each of 

them with their respective peer group (Hargreaves, 2000; Mottet & Beebe, 2000). 

Although emotions encapsulate the experience of being at school, all participants of this 

study claimed to have a poor emotional connection with the math teacher in which they 

failed their class. This has far-reaching negative implications based on a study 

researching protective factors that allowed low-socioeconomic urban students of color to 

become academically resilient. Among other key elements, one of the most important 

protective factors was having a connection with a caring school personnel (Morales, 

2010). Most participants of this study felt like an emotional connection with their teacher 

is important for their success in that class, and yet, most felt that their math teacher didn’t 

perceive their emotions well and did not trust they would have emotional support from 

their teacher if they needed it. The participants noted that their math teachers just viewed 
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them as math students and any emotions served as a distraction, which relates to prior 

studies done on this topic (Jackson & Leffingwell, 1999).  

 Caring about the whole person. Ten out of eleven participants explicitly stated 

that they wanted their teacher to get to know them on an individual level—as a “whole 

person” and not “just as a math student.” Participants were concerned that their math 

teacher viewed them in a very mechanical way and was only concerned with assignment 

completion and test performance. Participants want their teachers to show they care by 

talking to them about things other than math class, such as their personal life, family, 

interests, and feelings. Findings show that this group of at-risk students want their 

teachers to be genuine and authentically care about them, even if their lives are vastly 

different than that of their teachers. They want their teachers to take the time to learn 

about their personal passions and struggles in addition to their academic ones. Through 

effort, understanding, and empathy, the student will develop a deeper connection with 

their teacher. This supports research that claims the positive effects of a caring 

relationship from a teacher are particularly strong for at-risk students, especially if the 

student feels “their teachers are interested, expect them to succeed, listen to them, praise 

their effort, and care” (Muller, 2001, p.241).  

 Participants want a teacher they can trust. They acknowledge that their trust may 

be harder to earn because of the trauma they have faced in their past, but they want a 

teacher who will put the effort in to earn their trust. This study found that the participants 

connect best with their teachers when they don’t feel threatened. Thus, by earning their 

trust, the teacher can make them feel more comfortable and safe, which ultimately makes 

more difficult material accessible to them because they view the teacher as an ally. Some 
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participants mentioned teachers can do this by capitalizing on a student’s strengths to 

boost their confidence. This will help them lower their threat response and be a more 

effectively engaged learner. For example, if a student has low confidence in their abilities 

as a math student, the teacher can get to know them in a capacity they feel strong in, like 

a different subject, a sport, or a hobby. If the teacher can help in those areas in any way, 

the student will be likely to accept the help. Then, when the teacher wants to help in 

mathematics, the student will be less reluctant, because they know the teacher has already 

seen their strengths and they are less likely to feel like they will be defined solely based 

on their perceived weakness.  

 Caring about the whole person is also reflected in how a teacher cares about their 

teaching. Participants want their teachers to love what they do and show it. They noted 

that if a teacher doesn’t care about their teaching, the students won’t care either. They 

interpret a teacher putting effort into their class and making it fun as a direct 

manifestation of how much that teacher cares about his or her students. If the students 

disrespect the teacher and the class, the participants cautioned that the teacher should 

look at what they are doing and see how they can change it. “If you care about your 

students” Trisha added, “they will care about you.” This supports research that exists 

around the fluid transfer of emotion, known as emotional contagion (Barsade, 2001; 

Fowler & Christakis, 2008). Seemingly small gestures make a significant difference to 

this participant group. For example, they noted the impact of a teacher smiling has on 

them, as well as being humorous and in a light-hearted mood. Participants can quickly 

perceive through facial expressions, tone, and other forms of non-verbal communication 

if the teacher enjoys teaching and likes interacting with the students. Research shows that 
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in order to protect themselves from potential threats in their environment, people of low 

socio-economic status are better at perceiving emotions than those of a higher social class 

(Kraus et al., 2010). Thus, the participants of this study scan their environment to see if it 

is trustworthy, and may test the teacher repeatedly before affording them their trust.  

 In a similar way, participants want their teachers to be clear and straightforward 

with them. If the teacher is in a bad mood, they want them to be transparent about it and 

communicate why they are doing the things they are doing. If they are taking actions to 

discipline a student or the entire class, they don’t want the teacher to cover up their 

negative emotions with a fake smile. They want full transparency so they can understand 

what they did wrong and how they can work together to fix it. To them, this shows the 

teacher cares for and respects the students instead of talking down to them and 

undermining them. Participants want teachers to communicate clearly to mitigate 

misunderstandings and resentment. They often read a teacher’s efforts to manage their 

emotions by covering them up, as the teacher being inauthentic and thus, not worthy of 

their trust. Studies show that educators and other service-oriented professionals have the 

burden of masking or fabricating their emotions (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009), but here 

the participants perceived the self-regulation practice as an inauthentic way of being. 

 Ultimately the at-risk students in this study wanted to feel like they are on a team 

with their teacher to achieve success in that class. The impact of the teacher not showing 

they cared for the students or developing a trusting relationship, is some students became 

disenfranchised from the class and lacked motivation to learn. Some held onto resentment 

for years and even developed a personal vendetta towards that teacher.  
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 Repairing trust and confidence. Although caring for the whole person is the 

participant’s first request, repairing trust and confidence is particularly important for this 

group of students in order to form a greater emotional connection and also have a more 

successful experience in math class. Participants reported their trust and confidence was 

weakened at some point because of an interaction with one or more person who made 

them feel inferior, judged, and/or incompetent in the subject matter. Thus, participants 

were particularly sensitive when teachers or peers seemed frustrated with them or lacked 

patience. Specific triggers included eye rolls, deep sighs, walking away when help was 

requested, handing the student off to someone else to help them, or negative reactions to 

question asking or getting the answer wrong. This study reveals that some at-risk students 

pay close attention to how a teacher responds to other students when they get something 

wrong and base their decision to participate largely on that interaction.  

 Participants of this study want one-on-one help from their actual teacher. They 

reported being frequently deferred to Internet research, a peer, or a tutor for help. This 

made the student feel uncared for. Additionally, they want teachers to know that a 

personal invitation to tutoring or other forms of help is much more effective for them 

than a general announcement to the class. Again, this makes the student feel like they are 

unique to the teacher and the teacher notices them. Participants want to be held 

accountable with loving firmness. They admit that at times, the close presence of the 

teacher is all they need and they don’t actually need help on the content. This may relate 

to the lack of attention or care they receive at home manifesting itself in the classroom 

(Milne, Myers, Rosenthal, & Ginsburg, 1986; Osterman, 2000). When the teacher is 

giving individualized help to the student, it is important for many of the participants that 
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the teacher physically sit down next to or across from them. The gesture of standing or 

walking away made them feel less able to engage with the teacher and made them feel 

less important. They want the teacher to be attentive to their facial expressions when 

asking them questions and be emotionally intelligent when reading them in order to 

understand whether or not the student grasped the concept. They don’t just want to be 

told how to do something quickly—they want the teacher to ask questions, watching their 

face to check for emotional cues, and checking for understanding. In fact, new 

technology is being developed that may be able to assist teachers in recognizing their 

student’s emotions around learning. This “working computer-based model…will 

recognize a learner’s affective state and respond appropriately to it so that learning will 

proceed at an optimal pace” (Kort, Reilly, & Picard, 2001, p.43).  

 Participants ask that teachers be approachable but also give them tough love at the 

same time. They appreciate structure, straightforwardness, transparency, and extra 

chances to understand the material. The participants do not want to be defined by their 

past academic record or behavior. They do not want to be labeled as a bad or failing 

student. In a study done at Princeton University, researchers found that assigning a label 

to a student before testing his or her performance influences the way the evaluator 

perceives the student (Darley & Gross, 1983). For example, when evaluators were told 

that a student was from a low social-class, they predicted, solely based on observation, 

that the student performed more poorly than the student who was labeled as high social-

class. Even though the actual exam performance was the same, the label affected the way 

the teacher viewed the student (Darley & Gross, 1983). Thus, labeling a student creates a 
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certain expectation the teacher has and may explain the phenomenon described by the 

participants of this study.   

Many participants had a constant internal battle with negative self-talk about 

themselves, whether it was reoccurring trauma from the past that was on replay in their 

minds or reacting to negative emotions expressed by the teacher or peers. Participants 

request the teacher’s help in helping overcome the low self-confidence they already feel 

when walking into math class, instead of perpetuating it. Since they had low confidence 

as a math learner, they found the following accommodations most helpful in boosting 

their doubts in themselves in math: extra time to learn the material, grading based on 

effort, one-on-one attention from the teacher, help with setting manageable short-term 

goals, scaffolding, and a class that was not just aimed at teaching “the smart kids.” 

Finally, participants noted that it would take a concerted effort to reverse feeling 

incapable of being proficient in math for years. However, they did not want to feel alone 

in their struggle. Accompaniment and support made them feel less stressed, relieved, and 

more encouraged to advocate for themselves and persist in times of difficulty.  

Implications 

 The data of this study points to significant implications for math teachers, school 

leadership and social justice, teacher education programs, educational policy, and at-risk 

students. This section will detail considerations and implications for each group.  

Implications for Math Teachers 

 The math-phobic culture in American society has persisted for far too long, and 

can be remedied beginning with math teachers (Hannula, 2002; Jackson & Leffingwell, 

1999; Wigfield & Meece, 1988; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). All students have an 
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inherent desire to succeed in their endeavors, and oftentimes lose motivation because of 

discouraging experiences making them feel incapable of achieving their goals. Math 

teachers must take special care to seek out at-risk students and form a unique emotional 

connection with them, realizing that their bond may be the determining support they need 

in order to believe in themselves. The automatic reaction of many math teachers is to 

equate incomplete work with laziness, lack of motivation, or poor time-management. 

This study, however, shows that it is monumentally detrimental to the progress of math 

education to ignore that students may feel paralyzed due to their stress and anxiety, and 

are silently begging for emotional support. Math teachers must take measures to embrace 

the fact that teaching and learning are both extremely emotional experiences (Hargreaves, 

2000). They must also learn to empathize with their students by truly becoming culturally 

intelligent about their at-risk students’ reality.  

 Math teachers must shift their focus from content delivery to student growth and 

transformation. In order to achieve that, they must prioritize creating an emotional 

connection with each student, learning about their lives, hopes, and fears beyond the math 

class, and tending to them as a whole person. Next, they must help repair the damage 

done in year’s past. This may necessitate teaching students that there is no such thing as a 

“math person” and that with a growth mindset, all can see that their mistakes in math 

class are invaluable to their growth, and thus should be celebrated. Math teachers must 

learn to become more emotionally intelligent, with a culturally intelligent lens. By 

learning to perceive, understand, manage, and use their emotions and the emotions of 

their students, math teachers will be able to check for understanding more effectively, 
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communicate more clearly, and understand the nuances of each individual student better 

to ultimately be more efficacious as a team with their student.  

 The expectations at-risk students hold for their math teachers are overwhelming 

and many times unreasonable given the constraints of the school system. Thus, school 

leadership must make some structural changes to make it possible for the teacher to 

provide what at-risk students need and thus creating a more equitable learning 

environment. 

Implications for School Leadership and Social Justice 

 To strive for social justice means to break down barriers to social mobility for all 

people and remove the predictability of one’s success based on their privileges or lack of 

privileges (Orfield et al., 2004). At-risk students are at a disadvantage to thrive 

academically, because of many factors including higher levels of stress and emotional 

exhaustion, as depicted in this study (McKinney et al., 2006; Rosario et al., 2002). By 

understanding how emotions can affect at-risk students, and by improving the EI of both 

students and teachers, schools can help alleviate some of the extra burdens at-risk 

students face due to their life circumstances. This underprivileged population can be 

given a more equitable learning environment, based on their needs, through emotional 

support. By recognizing their full emotional tank and lowering their heightened cortisol 

levels, school leadership can help remove the emotional barriers that prevent many at-risk 

students from excelling in school.  

In many schools, math education is given a great deal of attention, realizing the 

common anxiety around it and its role as a gatekeeper course in the trajectory of a 

youth’s academic career. However, undue attention has been given to content delivery 
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while the emotional element to learning has been neglected. Under-privileged students 

are particularly affected by this oversight, perpetuating the social inequities that exist 

within our education system. If administrators truly understood the implications of toxic 

stress levels, they would focus their professional development less on standards mastery 

and curriculum development, and more on human connection, lowering cortisol levels, 

and training staff to give the emotional support all students, but especially at-risk 

students, require for self-actualization.  

 This study points to clear implications for school leadership: Train all teachers 

and staff in emotional intelligence and cultural intelligence. Studies have shown the great 

benefits of implementing such programs and the effects it has had on teachers, students, 

and the overall school culture. Additionally, schools should consider providing emotional 

intelligence training with a culturally intelligent lens for all students. For example, the 

RULER Approach program, which taught teachers, students, parents, and school leaders 

how to recognize, understand, label, express, and regulate emotions, report significant 

results including more positive and respectful relationships, more engaged learning, less 

negative emotions exchanged in the classroom, and less bullying (Bracket et al., 2011). 

By incorporating scientifically validated programs system wide, the students and teachers 

will have a foundation in which to better understand one another, communicate, and 

empathize. Studies show that this will lead to higher resilience in both teachers and 

students, contributing to lower attrition rates for teachers and higher academic success 

and happiness for students. By giving at-risk students additional tools to build their 

academic resiliency, progress will be made to narrowing the achievement gap. As 

outlined in this study, these tools include teachers and administrators first understanding 
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how a full emotional tank and amygdala hijack affects many students who are commonly 

misunderstood. Then, by fostering an emotional connection, school personnel can help 

repair the trust and confidence that has been tested for many students. Finally, by 

incorporating EI and CQ trainings for all students and staff, individuals will be able to 

develop their ability to supersede their emotional burdens from school and life outside of 

school. These efforts will specifically help at-risk students restore their ability to engage 

with the learning, removing barriers to academic prosperity and ultimately help them 

maximize their potential.  

Implications for Teacher Education Programs  

Including EI and CQ training into Teacher Education Programs can address issues 

of social justice and equity, however, research shows that current teacher preparation 

programs have a dearth of emotional intelligence trainings for its high school teachers 

(Justice & Espinoza, 2007). One of the primary reasons for teacher dissatisfaction with 

their job is emotional exhaustion (Hargreaves, 2000; Ingersoll, 2002; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). It is no surprise then, that after five years, almost half of all educators 

will leave teaching (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003) and research shows that math and science 

teachers leave the field of education at a much higher rate than other teachers (Ingersoll, 

2002; Podgursky, Monroe, & Watson, 2004).  By incorporating an element of socio-

emotional learning in teacher preparation programs, new teachers, who are most 

vulnerable to burn out, will be equipped with the tools and vision to be a holistic 

educator.  

 Teacher education programs could include emotional intelligence trainings, 

empathy trainings around various life experiences, and find ways to encourage 
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implementing technology to expedite these efforts. One such technology, for example, 

developed by the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, is the Mood Meter App. This 

application helps people develop their EI over time by becoming more proficient at 

identifying their emotions, understanding them, and becoming more mindful of how 

one’s emotions fluctuate throughout the day. The Mood Meter App allows people to track 

their moods and gives ways to develop their self-awareness and self-regulation, in order 

to increase one’s EI. By incorporating such uses of technology, teachers can become 

more mindful of the emotions they are spreading, and can also teach their students to 

become more emotionally intelligent as well (Yale, 2014). Including EI training with a 

cultural lens in teacher preparation programs can promote more equity in the classroom 

by allowing teachers to understand and form a personal connection with their students 

who are commonly marginalized and misunderstood. By doing so, teachers can be the 

agents for repairing their trust and confidence in themselves, thereby equipping them the 

tools to develop their emotional self-efficacy, and overcome anxiety-ridden and stressful 

situations.  

Implications for Educational Policy 

Similarly, public policy in secondary education is largely void of the emotional 

reality in schools. The impact of this has contributed to a persisting achievement gap 

between marginalized populations and students who come from privileged backgrounds. 

The emphasis in educational policy for schools and teacher education programs is on 

curricular design and what standardized tests measure—which is almost strictly intellect. 

Little to no emphasis is placed on other intelligences in secondary education, such as 

emotional intelligence, which is attesting to be more and more critical for happiness and 
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success in the adult world. For example, although some weight is given to a more holistic 

education approach in elementary schools, educational policy gives no weight to these 

dimensions in high school and beyond. An organization called CASEL or the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning was formed to conduct 

research around socio-emotional learning (SEL), inform educators and policy makers on 

its importance, and advocate for the shift to a more holistic approach to education 

(CASEL, 2015). Through their research, it is evident that some states are more advanced 

than others in their implementation of policy around SEL, but the majority of policy 

implementation has occurred in early childhood education (Dusenbury, Weissberg, 

Goren, & Domitrovich, 2014). There is a significant deficiency in attention to SEL in 

middle and high schools (Dusenbury et al., 2014). In the state of California, although 

SEL has been implemented in preschool education, CASEL reports California has no 

free-standing SEL standards for K-12. Furthermore, although studies show that many 

teachers acknowledge socio-emotional learning is important, teacher preparation 

programs do not provide systematic training to help teachers improve their own EI or that 

of their students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl & Hymel, 2013).  

Educating the whole child provides promise in combatting depressing statistics on 

the trajectory of mental illness in the United States. By 2030, the leading cause of global 

burden of disease is not projected to be cancer, AIDS, or some sort of plague; it is in fact, 

projected to be depression (WHO, 2008). In 2005-2006, about one in every six children 

in the U.S., aged 4-17, had a parent who talked to a school staff member or doctor about 

their child’s behavioral or emotional challenges (Simpson, Cohen, Pastor & Reuben, 

2008). “Depression and ADHD are the most common mental health disorders among 
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adolescents. About 4.3% of adolescents aged 12-17 experienced depression during 2005-

2006” (Jonas, Gu, & Alberto-Diaz, 2013, p.4). In 2013, however, there is a notable 

increase in depressive episodes, given that 10.7% of U.S. adolescents, aged 12-17 

experienced depression (NIMH, 2013). This remarkable increase in under a decade is 

alarming and must be combatted with intervention measures, such as increasing children 

and youths’ EI. By neglecting to do so, alarming statistics such as these proliferate: for 

people aged 5-14, suicide was the seventh leading cause of death in 1980 and rose to the 

third leading cause of death in 2013 (CDC, 2014). For 15-24 year olds, suicide went from 

being the third leading cause of death in 1980 to the second in 2013 (CDC, 2014). 

Implications for educational policy could provide life-saving changes for many youth, 

especially at-risk students who have suffered from adverse childhood experiences and are 

much more prone to mental illness.  

Implications for At-Risk Students 

 Through emotional intelligence training, students should have an increase in their 

emotional self-efficacy and understand that their locus of control resides internally, 

should they choose to shift their mentality about it. The training itself can give the tools 

to the student, but they must each individually take responsibility of their own academics, 

motivation, and lives overall. They must learn to shift their belief about stress and take 

ownership of their future. In fact, research of 30,000 Americans over 8 years found that 

people who experienced very high levels of stress, increased their risk of dying by 43%, 

however this was only true of those who believed stress was harming their health 

(McGonigal, 2013). Those who acknowledged stress as a healthy part of the process of 

life, physiologically preparing them for the challenge ahead, had the lowest risk of dying 
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out of all the participants in the study (McGonigal, 2013). Thus, stress is not necessarily 

the harmful factor in the equation—it is the belief one has about stress and how it affects 

them. The payoff of perceiving oneself as a victim in any situation is ultimately 

maintaining the status quo, not taking responsibility for it, and not making a change. That 

cycle must be broken and blame must stop being assigned to others. Only when the 

student believes she has the power to navigate her own life, does she become free from 

her past experiences and all the baggage she metaphorically carries into her future.  

Future Considerations 

 This study addressed a gap in the literature around at-risk students’ emotional 

experiences in math class and proposes a unique addition to the theory of emotional 

intelligence which incorporates a culturally intelligent lens. There is still much to be 

learned about this phenomenon and how to best help this marginalized population. The 

following suggestions for future considerations are not in any order of importance. First, 

exploring how cultural intelligence can enhance emotional intelligence is suggested for 

further exploration. Both theoretical frameworks share the category of “empathy,” but 

looking at how increasing CQ may effect EI, and vice versa, would be informative. 

Furthermore, as argued earlier in this study, the way we understand and manage emotions 

is largely based on our upbringing and various cultures, including ethnic, geographic, 

gender, social class, and sexual orientation. Thus, more work around how emotional 

intelligence could account for various cultures would help its relevance to all people.  

 Researchers are encouraged to learn more about adverse childhood experiences 

and emotional intelligence. ACE factors have been studied regarding mental health, but 

learning what factors contribute to a high EI in the face of many ACEs could make a 
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profound impact. Many studies looking at emotional intelligence and ways to improve it 

for all students currently exist. However, a significant gap persists regarding EI and 

students who have an increased number of ACEs that make an at-risk population.  

 Another area that beckons more research is looking at students feeling more 

connected to their female teachers who are mothers. This finding of this study should be 

explored and may lead to a deeper understanding of who many at-risk students feel more 

connected to and why. In addition, the field of education and emotional intelligence 

necessitates exploring misunderstandings between students and their teachers. This study 

raises questions regarding what the math teacher’s perception and interpretation of each 

interaction and situation with these eleven students was. By doing mixed methods studies 

interviewing students and their teachers, learning about each person’s level of emotional 

intelligence, cultural intelligence, and their perspectives, research can discover how 

students and their teachers can work more effectively as a team.  

Limitations 

 As expected with any study, certain limitations apply and are outlined below. The 

limitations of this study are due to generalizability, positionality, and reflexivity. 

Additionally, the EI instrument used, the “Assessing Emotions Scale” is a self-

assessment and could lack accuracy of their actual emotional intelligence because 

students may select an answer that represents who they strive to be, but may not be an 

accurate depiction of reality. Furthermore, students could select an answer based on what 

they think is most correct or desired by the researcher as opposed to what they actually 

feel.   
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Generalizability 

 Qualitative studies are limited in their generalizability because of a relatively 

small sample size and the focus on a very specific participant group. This 

phenomenology aims to understand the lived experiences of eleven high school students 

who, even among themselves, have a wide range of life contexts. They were selected 

because they were all a part of the same project-based learning charter school 

organization in Southern California and academically at-risk, defined by failing their 

math class in the previous year. They are also students of color and come from low 

income families. Despite the diverse narratives told in their interviews, many themes and 

patterns emerged. Although this study does not claim that any specific result gleaned 

from the data is widely applicable to all students, there are some common truths that may 

provide insight to math teachers trying to understand the struggle of some of their failing 

at-risk students that they are having difficulty connecting with.  

Positionality and Reflexivity 

 As a math teacher herself, the researcher approaches the research with her own 

reality of the misunderstandings between failing math students and their teachers. This 

inevitably has an effect on the study, despite herculean efforts to remain objective. 

Students may have also felt more or less comfortable in their interview with her because 

of her identity. As a person of color and someone who taught math in a variety of 

contexts, including inner-city schools with a majority population of at-risk students, they 

may have felt more comfortable sharing deep-seeded feelings about their emotional 

experiences in math class and in their personal life. As a female, it seemed that the female 

participants overall felt more comfortable opening up, while the male participants seemed 
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more guarded at the commencement of the interview. Overall, the data collected revealed 

their many truths, and many negative influences of positionality seemed moot because of 

the comfortable and safe atmosphere created. Furthermore, applying the philosophy of 

transcendental phenomenology, the researcher made great attempts at recording, 

analyzing, and reporting the data that most purely reflected the participants’ meanings 

and not sullied with her own interpretations.  

Conclusion 

The opening line of this dissertation posed a question asked by the researcher’s 

former 9th grade math student: “Why should I care about the Pythagorean Theorem, 

when I almost got raped on my way to school?” Educators around the world know why—

society knows why. Getting an education is Ana’s ticket to creating a life of better 

opportunities for herself and the generations to come after her. Approximately three 

million youth, aged 16-24 were not enrolled in high school or did not received a high 

school diploma or equivalent in 2009 (NCES, 2012). When disaggregating the alarming 

dropout rates, the statistics are even more bleak for low-income students and Hispanic 

and African American students. Students from low-income families dropped out of 

school at a rate five times greater than their high-income peers, and drop out rates for 

Hispanic and African American students were double or more than double that of White 

students (NCES, 2012).  Education is a seed that is planted from which the great fruits of 

knowledge, wisdom, and creation grow. However, there is a large population of students 

in the United States who go to school year-round, yet don’t have the access to that 

education because of the stress, anxiety, and other overwhelming negative emotions 

experienced that blocks their ability to engage in school.  
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At-risk students are affected by toxic stress at a much higher degree than students 

from privileged backgrounds. Adverse childhood experiences and perceived or real threat 

cause cortisol to flood the brain, resulting in an unthinking response and bypassing the 

reason-making part of the brain altogether. When a student is under a great amount of 

stress, this process causes them to disengage, overreact to seemingly minor triggers, and 

many times causes behavioral problems in school. This can ultimately change the 

physical architecture of the brain and does not allow the student to maximize their 

potential academically and in their personal life.  

To give our at-risk students better access to the invaluable education they could 

receive, the emotional experience in schools must be addressed. Emotions are vital to our 

very existence and are largely ignored and suppressed in educational institutions. This 

study illuminates the at-risk student experience failing math class and the ways that 

failure has affected them. Participants of this study felt their academic achievements and 

overall well-being was affected by having a full emotional tank which prevented them 

from concentrating in class and for some was paralyzing. An amygdala hijack caused 

them to cope with the overwhelming feeling by avoiding their work, refusing to do math 

homework at home, and various ways of mentally and/or physically withdrawing from 

the class. While all the participants started out loving math in their earlier years, the 

traumatic experiences of feeling incompetent scarred the participants emotionally and 

have caused many to have repeated failures or go into survival mode in their math 

classes. Furthermore, they feel a great disconnect with their math teacher, feeling like 

they are not understood or cared for.  
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Emotional intelligence can help at-risk students become more academically 

successful by breaking patterns that stem from fear and an external locus of control. By 

teaching emotional intelligence in schools and developing their emotional self-efficacy, 

participants would feel equipped, confident, and able to effectively manage their 

emotions, and use positive emotions to have motivation to persist in the face of obstacles. 

The relationship between the student and teacher would also improve if both respective 

emotional intelligences increased. However, a key ingredient to being able to improve the 

connection is empathy, which can only truly be accomplished through increasing each 

parties’ cultural intelligence, so they can have an understanding and appreciation for the 

other person’s life context.  

This study showed that the at-risk students who participated want to foster an 

emotional connection with their teachers, they want to be cared for holistically, and they 

want their teacher to help repair their trust and confidence in them and in their ability to 

be a good student. Undoubtedly, the nuances to create emotional bonds and positive 

emotional experiences for at-risk students is highly complex and may require a 

revamping of the priorities of the educational system as it stands. However, with the 

increasing mental health issues and a persisting achievement gap, we can no longer 

ignore the role emotions have for every single student reaching the heights of their 

potential, academically and beyond.  
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Appendix A 

 

The Assessing Emotions Scale  

 

Directions: Each of the following items asks you about your emotions or reactions 

associated with emotions. After deciding whether a statement is generally true for you, 

use the 5-point scale to respond to the statement. Please circle the “1” if you strongly 

disagree that this is like you, the “2” if you somewhat disagree that this is like you, “3” if 

you neither agree nor disagree that this is like you, the “4” if you somewhat agree that 

this is like you, and the “5” if you strongly agree that this is like you.  

 

There are no right or wrong answers. Please give the response that best describes you.  

 

1 = strongly disagree  

2 = somewhat disagree  

3 = neither agree nor disagree  

4 = somewhat agree  

5 = strongly agree  

 

1. I know when to speak about my personal problems to others.   1 2 3 4 5  

 

2. When I am faced with obstacles, I remember times I faced  

similar obstacles and overcame them.      1 2 3 4 5  

 

3. I expect that I will do well on most things I try.     1 2 3 4 5  

 

4. Other people find it easy to confide in me.     1 2 3 4 5  

 

5. I find it hard to understand the non-verbal messages of other  

people.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

6. Some of the major events of my life have led me to re-evaluate  

what is important and not important.       1 2 3 4 5  

 

7. When my mood changes, I see new possibilities.     1 2 3 4 5  

 

8. Emotions are one of the things that make my life worth living.   1 2 3 4 5  

 

9. I am aware of my emotions as I experience them.     1 2 3 4 5  

 

10. I expect good things to happen.       1 2 3 4 5  

 

11. I like to share my emotions with others.      1 2 3 4 5  

 

12. When I experience a positive emotion, I know how to  
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make it last.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

13. I arrange events others enjoy.       1 2 3 4 5  

 

14. I seek out activities that make me happy.     1 2 3 4 5  

 

15. I am aware of the non-verbal messages I send to others.    1 2 3 4 5  

 

16. I present myself in a way that makes a good impression on others.  1 2 3 4 5  

 

17. When I am in a positive mood, solving problems is easy for me.  1 2 3 4 5  

 

18. By looking at their facial expressions, I recognize the  

emotions people are experiencing.       1 2 3 4 5  

 

19. I know why my emotions change.      1 2 3 4 5  

 

20. When I am in a positive mood, I am able to come up with  

new ideas.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

21. I have control over my emotions.      1 2 3 4 5  

 

22. I easily recognize my emotions as I experience them.    1 2 3 4 5  

 

23. I motivate myself by imagining a good outcome to  

tasks I take on.         1 2 3 4 5  

 

24. I compliment others when they have done something well.   1 2 3 4 5  

 

25. I am aware of the non-verbal messages other people send.   1 2 3 4 5  

 

26. When another person tells me about an important event in  

his or her life, I almost feel as though I experienced this  

event myself.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

27. When I feel a change in emotions, I tend to come up  

with new ideas.         1 2 3 4 5  

 

28. When I am faced with a challenge, I give up because  

I believe I will fail.         1 2 3 4 5  

 

29. I know what other people are feeling just by looking at them.   1 2 3 4 5  

 

30. I help other people feel better when they are down.    1 2 3 4 5  
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31. I use good moods to help myself keep trying in the face of  

obstacles.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

32. I can tell how people are feeling by listening to the tone  

of their voice.          1 2 3 4 5  

 

33. It is difficult for me to understand why people feel the way  

they do.          1 2 3 4 5  
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Appendix B 

 

Interview Questions  

 

1. Thank you for letting me come observe your class. Can you tell me a little bit 

about how school is going for you this year and which is your favorite class? 

 

2. Can you tell me about your history with math classes? How about school in 

general? 
 

3. How are things going in your math class this year compared to last year? Why do 

you think you didn’t pass your math class last year? What are you doing 

differently this year? 
 

4. If you were a teacher, how would you encourage or motivate students who are 

struggling in math class? (In other words, what could a teacher do better to help a 

student who is in your shoes?) 
 

5. How did you feel when you found out you were going to fail math class? How did 

you deal with your feelings around this topic? 
 

6. Thinking back to last year, how was your relationship with your math teacher? 

Did you feel like you could tell him/her what was on your mind, how you felt in 

class, or that you could speak up for yourself? What could that teacher have done 

to make you feel more comfortable with him/her? 
 

7. Do you feel like your teacher understood you well? Why or why not? 
 

8. Tell me about any class that you really liked? Why did you like it? What do you 

think makes the difference?  
 

9. Did you have a teacher who really discouraged you in math class? Did you have 

an experience along the journey that really discouraged you? 
 

10. Was there ever a teacher who made you really mad? If so, can you explain why 

and what happened? 
 

11. If you could give a teacher advice on how to handle a student who is not in a good 

mood or feeling bad for some reason, how would you suggest they best address 

it? 
 

12. Have you felt very emotionally connected to any of your teachers? Why? 
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13. Have you ever felt very emotionally disconnected from any of your teachers? 

Why? 
 

14. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me? 
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