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(Children’s Sadness Management Scale), the CAMS (Children’s Anger Management Scale), and 

the CWMS (Children’s Worry Management Scale). The CEMS is a widely used 23-item teacher-

report for children ages 7-17. The “Dysregulated-Expression” subscale of the CSMS and CAMS 

was used for this study (see Appendix A) and consisted of six items, measuring dysfunctional 

negative emotion management/regulation. The original three-point Likert scale was expanded to a 

five-point Likert scale for consistency across measures, with “1= never” and “5 = almost always.” 

Dysregulated expression of anger was measured by items such as “does things like slam doors 

when they are mad” and dysregulated expression of sadness was measured by item such as 

“whines/fusses about what’s making them sad.”  

Cronbach’s alpha for the CAMS and CSMS shows adequate internal consistency with 

value ranges of .68 to.73 and .60 to .77, respectively (Zemen et al., 2001). Test-retest reliability is 

also adequate across the CAMS and CSMS ranging from .61 to .73 and .63 to .80, respectively 

(Zeman et al., 2001). Factor loadings for the CSMS “dysregulated-expression” subscale range 

from .60 to .81. Test-retest reliability for the dysregulated-expression subscales was adequate for 

both the CSMS (r =.63, p <.01) and the CAMS (r =.62, p <.01). The coefficient alpha was .68 for 

the CAMS and .60 for the CSMS suggesting adequate internal consistency (Zemen et al., 2001). 

This this study, reliability analysis for the “dysregulated expression” subscale of the Children’s 

Emotion Management Scale (CEMS) reflected strong internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficient of .83. The mean inter-item correlation was .46, with a variance of .04. 

Student Aggression. The Child Behavior Scale (CBS; Ladd & Profilet, 1996) measures 

aggressive, withdrawn and prosocial behavior in children. The “aggressive with peers” subscale 

of the CBS was utilized for this study (see Appendix A). Teachers rated students on a five-

point Likert scale of “1= never true” to “5 = almost always true” on seven items related to 



 

 
 

 

46 

aggressive tendencies, such as “fights with other children” and “is an aggressive 

child.” Cronbach’s alpha for the “aggressive with peers” subscale of the CBS varies from .89 to 

.92 (Ladd & Profilet, 1996), reflecting strong internal consistency. The “aggressive with peers” 

subscale of the CBS is significantly associated with observational ratings of classroom behavior 

(r = .39, p <.001; Ladd & Profilet, 1996), which suggests convergent validity. Further validity is 

demonstrated via a significant correlation of .71 with an existing validated rating scale for 

aggression, the Child Behavior Profile-Teacher Report Form (CBP-TRF). In this study, the 

reliability analysis for the “aggression with peers” subscale of the Child Behavior Scale reflected 

strong internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .93. The mean inter-item 

correlation was .67 with a variance of .01. 

Child Survey 

Teacher Response to Children’s Emotions. The Coping with Children’s Negative 

Emotions Scale (CCNES) was originally created to measure parent responses to children’s 

negative emotions (Fabes et al., 1990; Fabes et al., 2002). The original scale consists of six 12-

item subscales rated on a seven-point Likert scale. 

In this study, the CCNES was adapted for teachers and measured teacher responses to 

children’s negative emotions (i.e., anger, sadness, over-excitement; see Appendix A). The scale 

consisted of 12 total items (i.e., four items for each of three negative emotions) rated on a five-

point Likert scale of “1 = not at all true” to “5 = very true.” Students rated the emotion regulation 

strategies used by their teachers in response to their display of three different negative emotions 

(i.e., sadness, anger, over-excitement). For example, the section on teacher responses to anger 

read, “when I get angry at something or someone in school, my teacher…..” Students rated how 

true each of the following strategies were for describing their teacher’s responses to their 
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negative emotions: 1) punitive, 2) expressive-encouragement, 3) problem-focused, 4) 

minimization.  

Two strategies measured supportive teacher response to each negative emotion (i.e., 

anger, sadness, over-excitement). Problem-focused responses reflect the degree to which 

teachers help the child solve the problem causing the child's distress (e.g., “my teacher helps me 

think of ways to solve the problem”). Expressive Encouragement responses reflect the degree to 

which teachers are accepting of children's negative emotional displays (e.g., “my teacher 

encourages me to talk about my feelings”). The supportive subscale consisted of six items.  

Two strategies measured unsupportive teacher response to each type of emotion. 

Minimization Reaction responses reflect the degree to which teachers discount the seriousness of 

their children's emotional reactions or devalue their problem or distressed responses (e.g., “my 

teacher tells me I’m overreacting”). Punitive Reaction responses reflect the degree to which 

teachers use verbal or physical punishment to control children's negative emotional display (e.g., 

“my teacher threatens to punish me”). The unsupportive subscale consisted of six items. 

 Internal reliability is moderate ranging from .69 to .85 for the original parent scale; 

subscale reliability is as follows: punitive responses = .69, minimization responses = .78, 

expressive encouragement = .85, emotion-focused = .80, problem-focused = .78 (Fabes et al., 

2002). Test-retest reliability, over a span of four months, was significant with correlations 

between subscales ranging from .56 to .83 (p <.01; Fabes et al., 2002). Construct validity is 

adequately demonstrated via significant correlations for many subscales in expected directions 

with the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI), Parental Control Scale, and Parent Attitude 

Toward Children’s Expressiveness Scale (PACES). In this study, the reliability analysis for 

teacher unsupportive (punitive, minimizing) response to children’s emotion on the CCNES scale 
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reflected strong internal consistency with a Cronbach alpha of .83. The mean inter-item 

correlation was .47, with a variance of .01. Reliability analysis for the teacher supportive 

response to children’s emotions on the CCNES reflected strong internal consistency with a 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .83. The mean inter-item correlation was .46, with a variance of 

.02. 

Data Analysis Plan 

A series of data analysis methods was conducted using the software Statistical Package 

for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and SAS University Edition. The frequency of missing data was 

examined; missing data was handled with listwise deletion. The students (n = 398) represent 

level-1 units and the teachers (n = 22) represent the classroom level-2 units. To account for the 

nested nature of the data (students nested within classrooms/teachers), which violates the 

assumption of independent observations, hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used for the 

research questions which were non-exploratory. HLM allows for predictors at varying levels 

(i.e., individual, group) to explain relationships between variables. HLM also provides more 

accurate predictions of standard error, confidence intervals and significance tests for multi-level 

data compared to non-hierarchical regression models.   

Data was inspected to ensure that the assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variance, 

and linearity were met. Visual plots of the data were inspected to understand the relationships 

between variables. Residual plots were inspected to assess the influence of each classroom on the 

overall dataset in order to understand if the dataset is overly representative of any one classroom. 

Any assumption violations were reported and proper steps (i.e., corrective measures) were taken 

to ensure accurate interpretation of the data. The intra-class correlation (ICC) was calculated to 

determine the variability in aggression due to classroom membership. If the ICC was extremely 
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small, then group membership (i.e., classroom) may not influence aggression beyond individual 

differences. If there were differences in aggression accounted for by classroom membership, 

moving forward with multi-level models which include predictors was reasonable. Analyses for 

the research questions will be presented next. 

Question 1. Do teachers believe emotionally-supportive responses (i.e., sending for mental 

health support, talking about their emotions) to aggression are more effective than punitive 

responses (i.e., removing privileges, detentions)? 

A non-parametric repeated-measures analysis was conducted via the Friedman test and 

Wilcoxon signed-rank tests to analyze whether teacher beliefs about effective responses to 

aggression differ across the four teacher responses for student aggression. This non-parametric 

alternative to a one-way repeated measures ANOVA was used due to the small teacher sample 

size (n = 22) and because the aim to was compare four different types of responses within the 

overall group of responses to aggression. In this analysis, the mean values for the four teacher 

responses to aggression were compared to demonstrate differences in teacher beliefs about the 

effectiveness of each response. Each item (e.g., A. talking to a child about their emotions) 

represented one type of teacher response (e.g., emotion discussion) and was a subscale for 

teacher response. Teacher responses to each item (i.e., rating of effectiveness) indicated 

effectiveness for each group. All items were compared individually to other items. 

Question 2. Do teachers believe emotion expression is as likely a reason for aggression as 

non-emotion related reasons (e.g., attention)? 

 The same analysis for question one will be used for question two. In this analysis, the 

mean values for the four related responses (i.e., teacher beliefs about reasons for aggression) 

were compared to demonstrate differences in teacher beliefs about the likelihood of each reason. 
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Each item (e.g., A. emotion expression) represented a group. Teacher responses to each item 

(i.e., rating of reasons) indicated likelihood for each group. All items were compared 

individually to other items. 

Question 3. Does teacher likelihood of mental health referral for aggression-related 

emotion (i.e., anger vs. sadness) and behavior (i.e., fighting vs. crying) predict aggression, 

after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, and race? 

A random intercept model was fit to predict student aggression from teacher likelihood of 

mental health referral for anger and fighting, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, 

sex, and race. This was a random intercept model (i.e., fixed slopes). In this model, the 

dependent variable was student aggression, and the independent variables of interest were 

teacher likelihood of mental health referral for anger (X1) and teacher likelihood of mental health 

referral for fighting (X2). Student emotion dysregulation, race, and sex were covariates. Student 

aggression was a level-1 continuous variable rated by teachers for each student. Teacher 

likelihood of mental health referral for anger and fighting are level-2, binary, forced-choice, 

categorical variables rated by each teacher, coded as follows: anger = 1, sadness=0 and fighting 

= 1, crying = 0. Male sex was coded as 0. The correlation between teacher likelihood of mental 

health referral for fighting and teacher likelihood of mental health referral for anger was 

relatively low and insignificant, indicating they can be fit in the model together without 

multicollinearity issues (r = .38, p = .08). 

The formula for this hierarchical linear model was: 

 AGGij =  𝛾00+ 𝛾01REFANGj + 𝛾02REFAGGj 𝛾10EMDYSij + 𝛾20SEX2ij +  𝛾30RACE3ij + 𝑈0j + Rij. 

The variable AGGij represented the aggression level for student “i” in classroom “j.” 𝛾 00 

represented the average intercept across all groups, which was the average aggression level (Y) 
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for a male student with average emotion dysregulation and classroom problematic aggression, 

with a teacher who was more likely to refer sadness (coded 0) over anger (coded 1) for mental 

health referral (Z1) and crying (coded 0) over aggressive behavior (coded 1) for mental health 

referral (Z2). The variables REFANG and REFAGG were the predictors for the intercept and the 

coefficients of interest. 𝛾01REFANGj represented the between-group effect (level-2 effect) of 

teacher likelihood of anger for mental health referral (Z1) on student aggression 

(Y). 𝛾02REFAGGj represented the between-group effect (level-2 effect) of teacher likelihood of 

aggressive behavior for mental health referral (Z2) on student aggression (Y).  𝛾10EMDYSij, 

𝛾20SEX2ij, and 𝛾30RACE3ij and represented X1, X2, and X3 respectively, and were the covariates 

of student emotion dysregulation, student sex, and race.  𝑈0j represented the intercept group 

effect which was the unexplained variability due to random variability among the classroom 

intercepts. Rij represented the residual or error prediction of aggression in a student “i” in a 

classroom “j” when using this model.  

To measure model fit, the fixed parameters were tested using a Likelihood ratio test with 

maximum-likelihood estimation. The chi-square value was computed by subtracting the deviance 

of a model with one less parameter (D0) from the deviance of this model (D1), or  D0. – D1. The 

degrees of freedom were estimated by subtracting the number of parameters in this model (M1) 

by the number of parameters in a model with one less parameter (M0). In this model, the 

comparison was between a model with two level-2 predictors for the intercept and a model with 

one level-2 predictor. The p-value for the chi-square test was computed by using an online 

calculator from Dr. Daniel Soper’s website: www.danielsoper.com. This test indicated whether 

the data fit this model best or whether a less complex model estimated the outcome just as well, 

in which case the less complex model should be used following the rule of parsimony. The Wald 
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test was also used to determine relationships (i.e., slopes) between variables. 

 To test the random intercept, a modified likelihood ratio test was used. The test statistic 

was computed by subtracting the deviance of the current model from a model with one less 

random parameter from (D0 - D1); a model with zero random effects (i.e., a model without a 

random intercept). The test statistic followed a chi-squared distribution with df =1. The p-value 

was calculated by dividing the p-value from the chi-squared distribution (𝜒1
2) by two. This 

indicated whether there was statistically significant variability of aggression across the 

classrooms, given the predictors in this model. Results of this test indicated whether the fixed 

and random parameters in the model are statistically justified or whether a different (e.g., 

simpler) model fit the data better. 

Question 4. Does student perception of teacher supportive response to student emotion 

predict student aggression, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, and 

race? 

A random intercept model was fit to predict student aggression from supportive teacher 

response to student emotion, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, student sex, and 

race. In this model, the dependent variable was student aggression, and the independent variable 

of interest was supportive teacher response to student emotion. Student emotion dysregulation, 

sex and race were covariates. 

The formula for the hierarchical linear model was: 

 AGGij =  𝛾00 + 𝛾10TSUPRESPONSE +  𝛾20EMDYS1ij + + 𝛾30SEX3ij + 𝛾40RACE4ij + 𝑈0j + Rij. The 

models assumed grand-mean centered variables (x and z = 0 = mean construct value) which 

assisted with meaningful interpretation of results. AGGij represented the aggression-level for a 

student “i” in classroom “j.” Y00 represented the average intercept across all groups, which was 
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the average aggression level (Y) for a white, male student with average emotion dysregulation 

from a classroom with average levels of teacher supportive response to emotion strategies (X1). 

𝛾10TSUPRESPONSEj represented the main effect coefficient which was the predicted change in 

student aggression as teacher use of supportive responses to emotion increased by one unit, for a 

white, male student, with average emotion dysregulation. 𝛾20EMDYSij, 𝛾30SEX3ij and 

𝛾40RACE4ij represent X2, X3 and X4 respectively, and are the covariates of student emotion 

dysregulation, student sex, and student race.  

The same procedures described for question three was applied to compute statistical 

significance using likelihood ratio tests for the fixed effects, modified likelihood ratio tests for 

the random intercept, and the Wald test for relationships (i.e., slopes) between variables. 

Question 5. Does student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student emotion 

predict aggression, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, and race? 

A random intercept model was fit to predict student aggression from unsupportive teacher 

response to student emotion, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, student sex, and 

race. In this model, the dependent variable was student aggression, and the independent variable 

of interest was unsupportive teacher response to student emotion. Student emotion dysregulation, 

sex and race were covariates. 

The formula for the hierarchical linear model was: 

 AGGij =  𝛾00 + 𝛾10TUNSRESPONSE +  𝛾20EMDYS1ij  + 𝛾30SEX3ij + 𝛾40RACE4ij + 𝑈0j + Rij. The 

models assumed grand-mean centered variables which assisted with meaningful interpretation of 

results. AGGij represents the aggression-level for a student “i” in classroom “j.” Y00 represents 

the average intercept across all groups, which was the average aggression level (Y) for a white, 

male student with average emotion dysregulation from a classroom with average levels of 
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teacher unsupportive response to emotion strategies (X1). 𝛾10TUNSRESPONSEj represented the 

main effect coefficient which was the predicted change in student aggression as teacher use of 

unsupportive responses to emotion increases by one unit, for a white, male student, with average 

emotion dysregulation. 𝛾20EMDYSij, 𝛾30SEX2ij and 𝛾40RACE4ij represent X2, X3 and X4 

respectively, and were the covariates of student emotion dysregulation, sex, and race.  

The same procedures described for question four was applied to compute statistical 

significance using likelihood ratio tests for the fixed effects, modified likelihood ratio tests for 

the random intercept and the Wald test for slopes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

Results 

Data Screening 

Data were entered by two independent researchers to check for accuracy. Screening of 

data revealed no data outside of the range of possible values for any variable. Missing data were 

also minimal with one or two missing values in the study variables.  

Assumptions  

Assumptions were checked regarding normality, linearity, and homogeneity of variance. 

Multicollinearity among predictors and influence was also examined. In terms of normality, 

frequency distributions inspected via histogram, as well as skewness and kurtosis values, 

revealed all hierarchical linear model (HLM) variables to show non-normal distributions with the 

exception of teacher supportive response to student emotion (M = 3.22, SD = 1.02), which 

appeared normally distributed. With large samples, non-normal distributions are not likely to 

cause substantial differences in the analysis (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013) and given the amount 

of skew the variables appear to be sufficiently understood through means and standard 

deviations.  

Child emotion dysregulation showed positive skewness, indicating a low number of 

children reported to demonstrate high levels of emotion dysregulation (M = 1.76, SD = .79). 

Child aggression showed positive skewness, indicating a low number of children reported to 

demonstrate high levels of aggression (M=1.50, SD = .69). The five children with the highest 

aggression ratings were spread across five separate classrooms, and only fourteen children were 

rated with total aggression scores of three or higher (e.g., individual scores of three represent 

aggressive behavior occurring “sometimes”). Teacher unsupportive response was positively 
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skewed, indicating a low number of children reported teachers with high levels of unsupportive 

responses (M = 1.68, SD = .83). The boxplot for teacher unsupportive response shows 14 

teachers with outlier unsupportive ratings from students between 2 (“slightly true”) and 5 (“very 

true”). Outliers appear to be accurate measurements of unique cases, rather than errors, and will 

therefore be included. Visual inspection of the teacher-only (i.e., part one) survey variables 

suggested normality across most items, with negative skew on the emotionally-supportive items 

(i.e., likelihood of emotion expression as a reason for aggression: M = 4.50, SD =.51; emotion 

discussion effectiveness: M = 4.45, SD = .60), suggesting high levels of teacher endorsement for 

emotionally-focused beliefs about aggression. 

To assess linearity, scatterplots were visually inspected with a focus on the fitted loess 

line to assess linearity of variable relationships. Residual deviations do not appear to be 

systematic, and it appears reasonable to conclude that variable relationships are best represented 

by a linear model. 

The assumption of homogeneity of variance appears to be met through visual inspection 

of scatterplots showing residuals at predicted levels of Y, as there appears to be no systematic 

relationship among the variance of the predictor values and the values of the outcome variable. 

The spread of data across values of aggression appears to be consistent. Multicollinearity (i.e., 

correlations of .70 or higher; Dormann et al., 2013) does not appear to be present, as 

relationships among predictor variables ranged from - .01 to .28. 

Cook’s D was used to assess influence of individual classrooms on results. One class 

showed an unusually large Cook’s D value (.38) compared to the other classes in the sample. 

This classroom included 21 students, which was above average for the sample but was not the 

largest classroom. Values for this classroom were inspected and do not appear to be the result of 
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data entry errors, therefore, the data was included. 

Intra-Class Correlation 

 The intra-class correlation (ICC) was calculated for an empty model to determine the 

variability in aggression due to classroom membership. If the ICC is extremely small, then group 

membership (i.e., classroom) may not greatly influence aggression beyond individual 

differences. More recently multi-level modeling is recommended for clustered data even with 

very low ICCs (e.g., .01; Huang, 2018). The ICC suggested differences in aggression accounted 

for by classroom membership and therefore moving forward with multi-level models which 

include predictors is reasonable and necessary. The ICC was .11, which suggests approximately 

11% of the variability in student aggression is due to the classroom a child belongs to. The ICC 

is the effect of classroom on individual student aggression differences. 

Model Specification 

Random intercept models were chosen for this study as levels of student aggression were 

expected to vary by classroom, and classroom influence (i.e., teacher response) on aggression 

was a main focus in this study. Interactions between predictors were checked to make sure 

interactions were modeled correctly if they exist. An interaction between emotion dysregulation 

and race was found across HLM models. This suggested that the effect of emotion dysregulation 

on aggression varied, or was moderated, by race. Specifically, the relationship between emotion 

regulation and aggression was stronger for Black students than for White students. A cross-level 

interaction was found between teacher likelihood of mental health referral for fighting and 

student emotion dysregulation for model 1 (i.e., research question three) of the HLM models, 

however the p-value was rounded to .05 and was therefore considered insignificant. Teacher 
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supportive response had an interaction with emotion dysregulation for model 2 (i.e., research 

question 4), however the p-value was rounded to .05 and was therefore considered insignificant. 

Preliminary Analysis  

Teacher comparative likelihood of mental health referral for aggression-related emotion and 

behavior 

Teachers appeared to be more likely to refer children for mental health support who 

demonstrate aggression-related behaviors compared to non-aggressive behaviors, but not more 

likely to refer children for aggression-related emotion (i.e., anger) compared to emotions less 

related to aggression (i.e., sadness). Descriptively, an equal number of teachers indicated being 

more likely to refer children displaying anger (n = 11) for mental health support as did those who 

indicated they would be more likely to refer a child displaying sadness (n = 11), when comparing 

the likelihood of anger versus sadness referrals. That is, teachers showed a similar likelihood of 

referral for mental health support for a characteristic emotion of aggression (i.e., anger) 

compared to an emotion less associated with aggression (i.e., sadness). In terms of aggressive 

behavior, the majority of teachers (i.e., 64%) reported being more likely to refer an aggressive 

behavior (i.e., fighting; n = 14) for mental health support compared to a non-aggressive behavior 

(i.e., crying; n = 8).  

Correlations between Teacher Beliefs about Reasons for Aggression and Effective Responses 

 

 Amongst the reasons for aggression, attention and proving oneself had a significant, 

positive correlation (r = .64). No other reasons had significant correlations. No significant 

correlations were found amongst responses to aggression. The following correlations were 

significant between teacher beliefs about reasons for aggression and effective responses: talking 

about emotions and attention (r = .60), removing privileges and social learning (r = .56), 
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detention and social learning (r = .50), removing privileges and proving oneself (r = .44; See 

table 3). Teachers who believed that punitive responses were effective like detention or removing 

privileges were more likely to believe that aggression occurs because children have learned it 

from others (i.e., social learning) or to prove themselves socially. Teachers who believe that the 

emotionally-supportive response of talking to children about emotions was effective in response 

to aggression were more likely to believe aggression occurs because children want attention. 

Table 2 

Correlations for Teacher Belief Variables 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Aggression reason beliefs        

   1. Emotion Expression 1       

   2. Attention .39       

   3. Social Learning .09 .40      

   4. Prove oneself .33 .64** .25     

Aggression response beliefs        

    5. Talking about emotions .31 .60** .09 .34    

    6. Mental health support .07 .07 -.26 -.27 .42   

    7. Removing privileges .41 .32 .56** .44* .19 -.35  

    8. Detention .21 .17 .50* .001 -.12 -.01 .35 

a p < .05. **p < .01 
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Race Effects  

Aggression. A one-way ANOVA indicated a statistically significant difference in 

aggression by race F (3, 394) = 13.91, p < .001. The effect size, calculated using eta squared, 

was .10 indicating a medium effect (Cohen, 1988). Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey test 

indicated the mean aggression score for Black students (M = 1.94, SD = .83) was significantly 

higher than Hispanic (M = 1.32, SD = .70) and White students (M = 1.45, SD = .66). The other 

racial groups did not significantly differ on aggression. 

 Emotion Dysregulation. A one-way ANOVA indicated a statistically significant 

difference in emotion dysregulation by race, F (3, 393) = 7.37, p < .001. The effect size, 

calculated using eta squared, was .05 indicating a small approaching medium effect. Post-hoc 

comparisons using the Tukey test indicated the mean emotion dysregulation score for Black 

students (M = 2.02, SD = .86) was significantly higher than the mean emotion dysregulation 

score for White students (M = 1.45, SD = .66). Additionally, the mean emotion dysregulation 

score for Hispanic students (M = 1.53, SD = .63) was significantly higher than for White 

students. The other racial groups did not significantly differ on emotion dysregulation. 

Teacher supportive response. A one-way ANOVA indicated insignificant differences in 

teacher supportive response to student emotion by race, F (3, 392) = 2.72, p = .05.  

Teacher unsupportive response. A one-way ANOVA indicated a statistically 

significant difference in teacher unsupportive response to student emotion by race, F (3, 393) = 

9.47, p < .001. The effect size, calculated using eta squared, was .07 indicating a medium effect. 

Post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey test indicated the mean unsupportive teacher response to 

emotion score for Black students (M = 2.13, SD = 1.09) was significantly higher than White 
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students (M = 1.65, SD = .72) and Hispanic students (M = 1.50, SD = .70). The other racial 

groups did not significantly differ on teacher unsupportive response to emotion. 

Overall, results suggested students who were Black were rated by teachers as more 

aggressive than both White and Hispanic students, and as more emotionally dysregulated than 

White students but not Hispanic students. Hispanic students were also rated as more emotionally 

dysregulated than White students but not to the extent of Black students. Black students rated 

teachers as more unsupportive to their emotions than White or Hispanic students. Although race 

was not a main focus of this study, race effects were analyzed to provide background regarding 

the data in this study and how it may have been influenced by race as an effort to provide 

information which may be helplful for other researchers in addressing inequities in education. 

Aggression differences across classrooms 

The between-group variance (i.e., intercept) of aggression amongst the classrooms was 

.05. The within-group variance was .42, which represents the differences in aggression within 

classrooms. Results suggested that the differences in student aggression within classrooms was 

much larger than the differences in aggression between classrooms. 

Model fit for HLM analysis 

 In terms of model fit, statistical, and theoretical rationale was used to consider the 

relevance of predictors. Extant research suggests that the covariates of student race (Underwood 

et al., 2009), sex (Lansford et al., 2012) and emotion dysregulation (Rohlf et al., 2017) are 

predictive of childhood aggression. Scatterplots and inferential analysis, as well as extant 

literature on variable relationships, were examined. Models were fit using Snijders and Bosker 

R2 values and AICC to understand contribution of predictors in reducing unexplained variability 

in the outcome variable without overfitting (see Table 3).  
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Emotion dysregulation as an individual predictor accounted for a significant portion of 

the explained variation in aggression compared to the other variables (R2 = .57), further 

suggesting the importance of emotion dysregulation in the model. Although student sex showed 

a small R2 (.02), sex was retained in the model for theoretical reasons. Student race showed a 

small but relatively larger R2 value(i.e., .07)  as an individual predictor than student sex and was 

retained in the model for both theoretical and statistical reasons (i.e., race was a significant 

predictor of aggression in further analysis). 

Model fit comparisons suggested that, in general, as variables were added to build the 

models for this study, the AICC decreased and the variance in the outcome variable (i.e., 

aggression) explained by the model (i.e., R2) increased, suggesting improved predictions of 

aggression. The exception was the variables of interest for research question three (i.e., 

aggressive behavior referral, anger referral) which showed an opposite pattern (i.e., increased 

AICC, decreased R2).  

 The variables of interest for research question three (i.e., aggressive behavior referral and 

anger referral) demonstrated the same R2 as did a model with only the covariates of sex, race, 

emotion dysregulation and the race by emotion dysregulation interaction, suggesting adding the 

variables of interest to the model did not increase the prediction of aggression. Additionally, the 

AICC increased with the addition of the variables of interest (i.e., aggressive behavior referral, 

anger referral) from 444.9 for a model with just the covariates to 445.3 for a model including 

both aggressive behavior referral and anger referral, suggesting a less well fit model when taking 

into account model complexity. The variables of interest for research question four and five (i.e., 

teacher supportive and unsupportive responses to student emotion respectively) increased R2 

slightly and reduced AICC (see Table 3, Models 6, 13, & 14). Reduced AICC suggests increased 
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prediction of aggression and better model fit when the variables of interest for research question 

four and five (i.e., teacher supportive response, teacher unsupportive response) were added to the 

model. Specifically, the addition of teacher supportive response to emotion in the model 

increased R2  to .63 from .61 for a model with just the covariates and the AICC reduced to 428.3 

from 444.9 in a model with just covariates. The addition of teacher unsupportive response to 

emotion as a predictor for aggression increased R2  to .63 from .61 for a model with just the 

covariates and the AICC reduced to 428.1 from 444.9 in a model with just covariates.  

Table 3 

Model Fit Comparison for Hierarchical Linear Modeling 

Model # of predictors Predictors 𝜎2 𝜏0
2 S&B 

R2 

AICC 

1 1 None .41 .05 0.00 812.1 

2 1 Race .40 .03 .07 791.7 

3 1 Sex .40 .05 .02 804.4 

4 1 Emotion dysregulation .17 .03 .57 460.0 

5 2 Race, Sex .38 .03 .11 781.8 

6 3 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation .16 .02 .61 444.9 

7 4 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Teacher Unsupportive Response 

.15 .02 .63 428.1 

8 4 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Teacher Supportive Response 

.15 .02 .63 428.3 

9 4 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Aggressive Behavior Referral 

.16 .02 .61 445.8 
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10 4 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Anger Referral 

.16 .02 .61 446.1 

11 5 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Aggressive Behavior Referral, 

Anger Referral 

.16 .02 .61 445.3 

12 6 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Emotion Dysregulation*Race, 

Aggressive Behavior Referral, 

Anger Referral 

.16 .02 .61 437.2 

13 5 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Emotion Dysregulation*Race, 

Teacher Supportive Response,  

.15 .02 .63 421.4 

14 5 Race, Sex, Emotion Dysregulation, 

Emotion Dysregulation*Race, 

Teacher Unsupportive Response  

.15 .02 .63 421.2 

Note. Slopes are fixed. 

Correlations among individual-level, hierarchical linear model variables 

  Aggression was significantly correlated with emotion dysregulation (r = .76), teacher 

unsupportive response to student emotion (r = .33), and student sex (r = -.15), with males 

scoring higher than females. Student sex was also significantly correlated with emotion 

dysregulation (r = -.18), and student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student 

emotion (r = -.11), again with males scoring higher than females. Supportive and unsupportive 

teacher response to student emotion showed a significant inverse relationship (r = -.10). Overall, 
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the correlations were in expected directions (see Table 4). 

Table 4 

Means, Standard Deviations, Skewness, Kurtosis, and Correlations of Hierarchical Linear 

Model Variables 

Variable M SD Skew. Kurt. 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Sex - - - - -     

2. Emotion dysregulation 1.76 .79 1.03 .33 -.18** -    

3. Aggression 1.50 .69 1.63 2.28 -.15** .76** -   

4. Unsupportive response  1.68 .83 1.74 2.71 -.11* .28** .33* -  

5. Supportive response 3.22 1.02 -.26 -.75   .01 .10 -.01 -.10* - 

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01  

Primary Analysis 

Research Question One: Do teachers believe emotionally-supportive responses to aggression 

are more effective than punitive responses? 

A Friedman test with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was conducted for this question. The 

Friedman test showed significant differences amongst teacher beliefs about effective responses 

for aggression across the four response types (i.e., emotion discussion, mental health referral, 

privilege removal, detention), 𝜒2 (3, n = 22) = 38.60, p < .001 (see Table 5). Results of the 

Wilcoxon signed-rank tests indicated that teachers believed emotionally supportive responses 

(i.e., emotion discussion, referral to mental health support) were significantly more effective than 

punitive responses (i.e., detention, privilege removal) to aggression. Specifically, all the 

following rank comparisons were significant with large effect sizes: detention and emotion 

discussion z = -3.86, p < .001, r = .58 (i.e., large effect size using z-value to compute; Cohen et 

al, 1988); privilege removal and emotion discussion z = -3.66, p < .001, r = .55; detention and 
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mental health support z = -3.47, p < .001, r = .50. The comparison between privilege removal 

and mental health support (z = -1.66, p = .10) was insignificant. Overall, emotion discussion was 

ranked as the most effective response to student aggression; higher than both the other supportive 

response (i.e., referral to mental health support), and the punitive responses of detention and 

privilege removal. Table 5 summarizes the means, standard deviations, and mean-ranks across 

the effective responses to aggression variables, as well as the results of the Friedman test.  

Table 5 

 

Teacher Beliefs about Effective Responses to Student Aggression 

  

Variable M SD Mean 

Rank 

  𝜒2 a            p 

Detention 2.64 .90 1.45   

Privilege Removal 3.41 .80 2.25   

Mental Health Support 3.86 .84 2.75   

Emotion Discussion 4.45 .60 3.55   

    38.60 .001 

Note. 1 = very ineffective, 2 = ineffective, 3 = somewhat effective, 4 = effective, 5 = very 

effective.  
a 𝜒2 =Friedman’s Q 

 

Research Question Two: Do teachers believe emotion expression is a more likely reason for 

aggression than non-emotion-related reasons (e.g., attention)? 

A Friedman test with Wilcoxon signed-rank tests was conducted to answer this question. 

The Friedman test showed significant differences amongst teacher beliefs about reasons for 

aggression across the four responses (i.e., emotion expression, attention, proving oneself, social 

learning), 𝜒2 (3, n = 22) = 23.81, p < .001 (see Table 5). Results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank 

tests indicated that teachers believed emotion expression was a significantly more likely reason 
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for aggression than non-emotion related reasons (i.e., attention, proving oneself and social 

learning (i.e., learned from others). Specifically, all the following rank comparisons were 

significant with large effect sizes: attention and emotion expression, z = -2.97, p < .001, r = .45; 

proving oneself and emotion expression, z = -3.34, p < .001, r = .50; social learning and emotion 

expression, z = -3.65, p < .001, r = .55. Table 6 summarizes means, standard deviations, and 

mean ranks across the reasons for aggression variables, as well as the results of the Friedman 

test. 

Table 6 

 

Teacher Beliefs about Reasons for Student Aggression 

 

Variable M SD Mean 

Rank 

𝜒2 a p 

Social learning 3.20 1.00 1.84   

Proving oneself 3.64 .85 2.27   

Attention 3.68 1.10 2.43   

Emotion Expression 4.50 

 

.51 3.45  

23.81 

 

.001 

Note. 1= very unlikely, 2 = unlikely, 3 = somewhat likely, 4 = likely, 5 = very likely. 

 a 𝜒2 =Friedman’s Q 

 

Research Question Three: Does teacher comparative-likelihood of mental health referral for 

aggression-related emotion (i.e., anger vs. sadness) and behavior (i.e., fighting vs. crying) 

predict student aggression? 

Model 1. Hierarchical linear modeling was used to evaluate this question including both 

Likelihood Ratio (i.e., deviance) and Wald tests. To recap, the primary question of interest was if 

teacher likelihood of mental health referral for anger (over sadness) and fighting (over crying) 

predicted student aggression. The effects of mental health referral for aggression-related emotion 
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and behavior on student aggression were evaluated based on a series of Likelihood ratio tests. 

Relationships (i.e., slopes) between independent and dependent variables were determined via 

Wald tests.  

First, the effect of teacher likelihood of referral for anger (over sadness) on aggression 

was evaluated by comparing a model with the covariates (emotion dysregulation, sex, race), a 

race by emotion dysregulation interaction, and one level-two variable of interest (likelihood of 

referral for fighting), to a model with both level-two variables of interest (likelihood of referral 

for fighting and for anger) along with the covariates and the interaction. If the more complex 

model (i.e., the model with both level-two predictors) fit the data better, after accounting for 

model complexity, it indicated that teacher likelihood of referral for anger aided significantly in 

the prediction of aggression in this model. The Likelihood ratio chi-square result was not 

significant [𝜒2 (1, 293)= 2.37, p = .12, D0=412.66 - D1=410.29], indicating that teacher 

likelihood of referral for anger (over sadness; β = -.12, p = .12) was not a significant predictor of 

student aggression, after accounting for the other variables in the model (see Table 7). This 

model assessed the unique contribution of referral for anger on aggression after accounting for 

covariates and the other level-two variable (referral for fighting) in the model. 

Next, another Likelihood ratio test was conducted to test whether a model with one level-

two predictor (i.e., teacher likelihood of referral for fighting) improved the prediction of 

aggression compared to a model with no level-two predictors. Teacher likelihood of referral for 

fighting (over crying) on aggression was evaluated by comparing a model with just the 

covariates (student sex, race, emotion dysregulation) and the race by emotion dysregulation 

interaction, to a model with the covariates, the interaction, and teacher likelihood of referral for 

fighting. If the model including teacher likelihood of referral for fighting fit the data better, it 
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indicated that teacher referral for fighting aided significantly in the prediction of aggression over 

and above the other variables in the model. This model assessed the unique contribution of 

referral for fighting on aggression after accounting for covariates in the model. The Likelihood 

ratio chi-square result was not significant, [𝜒2 (1, n =293) = 1.21, p =.27, D0=413.87 - 

D1=412.66], suggesting that a model with no level-two predictors (i.e., without teacher 

likelihood of referral for aggression-related emotions and behaviors) fit the data better than a 

model with one level-two predictor (i.e., teacher likelihood of referral for fighting), when taking 

into account model complexity. Teacher likelihood of referral for fighting (over crying; β = -.15, 

p = .12), was not a significant predictor of aggression after accounting for the covariates. 

However, teacher likelihood of mental health referral for fighting was a significant predictor of 

student aggression when it was the only predictor in the model (β = -.25,  p = .03), with a 

negative association. Level-two variables were also tested in the opposite order, so that 

likelihood of referral for anger was tested against a model including the other level-two variable 

(i.e., likelihood of referral for fighting). However, this model was also was an insignificant 

predictor of student aggression. 

Overall, results suggested that teacher relative likelihood of mental health referral for 

fighting and for anger did not significantly improve the prediction of student aggression after 

accounting for student sex, race, emotion dysregulation, and the race by emotion dysregulation 

interaction. Hypothesis three was not supported because teacher likelihood of mental health 

referral for aggression-related emotion and behavior was not a significant predictor of aggression 

over and above the covariates and the interaction. 
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Table 7 

Fixed-effects and variance estimates for model 1; mental health referral as a predictor of student 

aggression 

Parameter   β p 

                Fixed Effects 

Intercept  .34   < .001 

Level 1 

    Sex (male = 0)  .07     .10 

    Race (white = 0) 

          Black -.11     .45 

          Hispanic  .18     .18 

          Other  .13     .48 

     Emotion dysregulation (ED)  .61 < .001 

     Race*ED   

        Black*ED  .23  < .001 

        Hispanic*ED -.06     .41 

        Other*ED -.03    .74 

Level 2 

     Teacher referral for anger  .12    .15 

     Teacher referral for fighting -.15     .12 

Random parameters 

𝜏00   .02    .01 

τ00 = variability in aggression across classrooms (i.e., intercept variability). 

Research Question Four: Does student perception of teacher supportive response to student 

emotion predict aggression, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, race, and 

a race by emotion dysregulation interaction?  

Model 2. Hierarchical linear modeling was used to evaluate this question. The effects of 

teacher supportive response to emotion (expressive-encouragement, problem-focused, e.g., “my 

teacher helps me think of way to feel better”) on aggression was evaluated by comparing a model 
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with the covariates (student emotion dysregulation, race, sex) and a race by emotion 

dysregulation interaction, to a model with the covariates, the interaction, and teacher supportive 

response. The Likelihood ratio test suggested student perception of teacher supportive response 

to student emotion was a significant predictor of aggression [𝜒2 (1, 293) = 17.3, p < 0.001, D0 = 

413.9 - D1 = 396.6], after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, race, and a race by 

emotion dysregulation interaction (see Table 8). The relationship between teacher supportive 

response and student aggression was inversed (β = - 0.06, p = .01), suggesting that teacher 

supportive response to student emotion was negatively associated with student aggression. That 

is, as teacher supportive response to emotion increased student aggression decreased. 

The slope for student perception of teacher supportive response suggested that aggression 

was predicted to decrease by .06 (p < .01), for each one unit increase in student perception of 

teacher supportive response for a male in a randomly selected classroom after accounting for sex, 

race, emotion dysregulation, and the race by emotion dysregulation interaction.  

Overall, results suggested that student perception of teacher supportive response to 

student emotion aids significantly in the prediction of aggression, after accounting for student 

emotion dysregulation, sex, race, and a race by emotion dysregulation interaction. Hypothesis 

four, that student perception of teacher supportive response to emotion is a significant predictor 

of student aggression in this model, was supported. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

72 

Table 8         

Fixed-effects and variance estimates for model 2; supportive response to 

emotion as a predictor for student aggression 

Parameter       β p   

                                      Fixed Effects 

Intercept  .48  < .001   

Sex (male = 0)  .06     .12   

Emotion dysregulation (ED)   .63  < .001   

Race (white = 0) 

          Black  -.07    .66   

          Hispanic   .14    .29   

          Other   .13    .48   

Race*ED      

          Black*ED   .21 < .001   

          Hispanic*ED  -.06    .43   

          White*ED  -.03    .75   

Teacher supportive response  -.06 < .001   

Random parameters  

𝜏00       .02   .01 

τ00 = variability in aggression across classrooms (i.e., intercept variability). 

 

Research Question Five: Does student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student 

emotion predict aggression, after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, race, and 

a race by emotion dysregulation interaction? 

Model 3. Hierarchical linear modeling was used to evaluate this question. The effects of 

teacher unsupportive response to emotion (punishment and minimization, e.g., “my teacher 

threatens to punish me” or “tells me I’m overreacting”) on aggression was evaluated by 

comparing a model with covariates (student emotion dysregulation, sex, race) and the race by 

emotion dysregulation interaction, to a model with covariates, the interaction, and teacher 
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unsupportive response. The Likelihood ratio test suggested that student perception of teacher 

unsupportive response to student emotion significantly predicted aggression (𝜒2 [1, 293] = 17.5, 

p < 0.001), D0 = 413.9 - D1 = 396.4), after accounting for student emotion dysregulation, sex, 

race, and a race by emotion dysregulation interaction (see Table 9). The relationship between 

teacher unsupportive response to emotion and student aggression was positive (β = .08, p < 

.001), suggesting that as teacher unsupportive response to student emotion increased, student 

aggression increased.  

The slope for student perception of teacher unsupportive response suggested that 

aggression was predicted to increase by .08 (p < .01), for each one unit increase in student 

perception of teacher unsupportive response for a male in a randomly selected classroom after 

accounting for sex, race, emotion dysregulation, and the race by emotion dysregulation 

interaction.  

Results suggested that student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student 

emotion aids significantly in the prediction of aggression after accounting for student emotion 

dysregulation, sex, race, and a race by emotion dysregulation interaction. Overall, hypothesis 

five, that student perception of teacher unsupportive response to emotion is a significant 

predictor of higher levels of aggression, was supported in this model. 
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τ00 = variability in aggression across classrooms (i.e., intercept variability). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 9         

Fixed-effects and variance estimates for model 3; teacher unsupportive response as a predictor 

for student aggression 

Parameter          β     p   

                                                                  Fixed Effects 

Intercept   .20    .04   

Sex (male = 0)   .06    .13   

Emotion dysregulation (ED)   .61  < .001   

Race (white = 0)      

          Black  -.08    .60   

          Hispanic   .18    .18   

          Other   .15    .40   

Race*ED      

        Black*ED   .20 < .001   

        Hispanic*ED  -.07   .34   

        Other*ED  -.04   .64   

Teacher unsupportive response      .08  < .001 

Random parameters 

𝜏00     .02   .01 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

Discussion 

Teacher beliefs about emotionally-supportive and punitive responses to aggression 

Teachers reported that emotionally-supportive responses were more effective than 

punitive responses to aggression. Specifically, teachers reported discussion about a child’s 

emotions to be most the effective response to aggression, more effective than the other 

supportive response option of referral for mental health support, and the punitive response 

options of detention or privilege removal. The least effective response to aggression reported by 

teachers was detention. According to the means, teachers rated emotion discussion as between 

“effective” and “very effective,” referral for mental health support and privilege removal as 

between “somewhat effective” and “effective,” and detention as between “ineffective” and 

“somewhat effective”. Findings suggested that in the school setting, interventions for chronically 

aggressive children that are emotionally-supportive are more likely to be perceived as effective 

by teachers. This finding adds to the argument that aggression is an emotionally-fueled behavior 

(Donahue et al., 2014), which may be best addressed with interventions that focus on the core 

underpinnings of aggressive behavior, emotions. 

 Findings are consistent with extant literature by Andreou and Rapti (2010) which found 

that teachers prefer supportive over punitive responses to behavior problems via survey on 

teacher attributions using vignettes. However, findings are in contrast with studies on teacher 

beliefs from Troop-Gordon and Ladd (2015), Swit et al. (2018) and Rosen et al. (2017) which all 

found that teachers prefer punitive approaches for problem behaviors. Key differences between 

these studies, such as, grade level taught (e.g., early childhood centers vs. elementary school), 

focus of study (e.g., bullying vs. problem behavior or aggression), and measurement tools (e.g., 
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focus groups and interviews vs. teacher-report) may be related to divergent findings. Preferences 

for punitive responses by teachers in bullying research (Rosen et al., 2017) may suggest that 

interpersonal aggression between children is dealt with more punitively than other types of 

aggression. While punishment may be effective toward changing problem behavior, chronic 

aggressive behavior may require emotionally-supportive intervention. 

This finding brings to question a few points, such as, if teachers find punitive strategies 

such as detentions to be ineffective, and if they believe that emotionally-supportive interventions 

are more effective for children who are chronically aggressive, why does punishment continue to 

be more pervasive in education settings? Strategies like detention and suspension are still widely 

used in response to behaviors such as aggression (Kern et al., 2017) and between 5-13% of K-12 

students have been suspended or expelled, according to state-wide estimates (Burke & Nishioka, 

2014, as cited in Waschbusch et al., 2019). The focus of intervention for children with 

emotional-behavioral disabilities in special education is often on the overt behavior rather than 

the internal distress that likely triggers the behavior, despite the fact that both externalizing and 

internalizing problems are often present in children with behavioral difficulties (Reddy et al., 

2009). Additionally, as previously stated, in Wisconsin historically less than half of behavior 

intervention plans included supportive strategies and many were solely focused on punitive 

strategies (Van Acker et al., 2005). 

One reason why supportive strategies may be overlooked is that there is a lack of mental 

health resources in schools, giving teachers no other option to address aggression other than 

punishment, like detention or removing privileges. Punishment may be perceived as an easier 

(Kern et al., 2017) and less resource intensive option, at least in the short-term, than supportive 

strategies. For example, suspending a child from school involves no support from the school, 
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whereas, paying a mental health professional to provide evidence-based intervention to reduce 

emotion dysregulation is expensive. Another reason why punitive strategies may continue to be 

pervasive is that there may be a disconnect between what teachers believe about aggression and 

their behaviors during aggressive episodes, which make them more likely to consider a punitive 

option in that moment rather than a supportive one. Lastly, perhaps although teachers may 

believe supportive responses are more effective, the difference in student behavior change with 

either intervention is marginal (e.g., although teachers may report believing supportive strategies 

are more effective than punitive strategies, they do not find either strategy to be very effective 

toward improving aggression; or both seem similarly effective), and therefore, teachers may 

continue to use punishment in addition to supportive responses. It should be noted that punitive 

and supportive strategies are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and teachers could employ use 

of both types of strategies to problem behavior. However, results from this study suggested that 

teachers do not find punitive strategies effective for chronic aggression. Therefore, teachers may 

find more benefit from incorporating strategies they do find effective, such as emotion discussion 

or referral for mental health services. 

Teacher beliefs about emotion expression as a reason for aggression 

Teachers reported believing that emotion expression is the most likely reason for 

aggression, more likely than gaining attention, proving oneself, or social learning. The second 

most likely reason for aggression endorsed was to gain attention, followed by proving oneself 

and then social learning. According to the means, teachers reported emotion expression to be a 

“likely” to “very likely” reason for aggression. The other reasons for aggression (i.e., attention, 

proving oneself, and social learning) were reported as somewhat less likely according to the 

means, falling in the “somewhat likely” to “likely” range. Teachers believed there are various 
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plausible reasons for aggression, including to gain attention or prove one’s social standing, as all 

four response options were endorsed as likely reasons for aggression. Aggression was reported to 

occur by teachers least likely in response to learning it from others (i.e., social learning).  

Similar to findings from research question one, results suggested teachers believed 

aggression was an emotional experience. However, results offer new information regarding the 

extent to which emotion expression may be considered a reason for aggression by teachers. In 

extant literature on teacher perceptions of problem behavior or aggression, emotion expression 

has largely been overlooked. One explanation for why emotion expression as a reason for 

aggression is less prevalent in extant literature may be because many studies on aggression focus 

on the impact on the victim of aggression (Rosen et al., 2017), or the aggressor’s perception of 

the victim (e.g., hostile attribution bias; Rosen et al., 2017), rather than the reason for the 

aggressor’s behavior. Other reasons for problem behavior have received relatively more focus 

than emotion expression, such as attention (Trussel et al., 2016; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 

2002), modeling of aggression in the home or lack of rules (Rosen et al., 2017), peer groups or 

peer belonging (Winter & McKenzie, 2017; Swit et al., 2018), lack of social skills or language 

(Swit et al., 2018), school factors (Andreou & Rapti, 2010), personality, lack of family stability 

and parent education (Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002). Although some extant literature 

suggests that teachers perceive aggression to be increasingly related to family modeling or 

external factors (Swit et al., 2018), results from this study suggested teachers perceive internal 

experiences like emotion expression as a more common reason for aggression than social 

learning. While emotion dysregulation has a longstanding association with aggression as studied 

in individual children (Kim & Cicchetti, 2010; McLaughlin et al., 2011; Kerr & Schneider, 2007; 

Donahue et al., 2014) teacher perception of the association between emotions and aggression is 
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an area that has received less consideration despite the implications for how aggression is 

addressed in the school setting. Results from this study suggest that acknowledging internal 

influences (Frey & Wilhite, 2005) on aggression, such as, emotion expression, is an area of 

important consideration for studies on system responses to aggression in schools.  

Association between Teacher Beliefs about Reasons for Aggression and Effective Responses 

 

Results suggested that teacher beliefs about reasons for aggression might influence 

whether they believe supportive or punitive responses to be most effective. Specifically, results 

indicated that teachers who perceived aggression to occur because of non-emotion-related 

reasons (i.e., social learning, proving oneself) were more likely to believe punishment was 

effective than teachers who did not. 

Teachers who endorsed attention as a likely reason for aggression were more likely to 

endorse the emotionally-supportive response of talking about emotions as an effective response 

to aggression; however, this association was not seen for teachers who endorsed emotion 

expression as a likely reason for aggression. Lack of a significant correlation between emotion 

expression as a reason for aggression and beliefs about the effectiveness of emotionally-

supportive responses to aggression may have resulted because almost all teachers endorsed 

emotion expression as a very likely reason for aggression, causing little variance in the sample 

for this construct. In terms of relationships between responses to aggression, teachers who 

believed mental health support was more effective in response to aggression were less likely to 

see punitive responses like detention or privilege removal as effective. However, this relationship 

was insignificant in this small teacher sample. It should be noted that attention, also a non-

emotion-related reason, unexpectedly had the strongest correlation with emotionally-supportive 

response effectiveness. Whether a response is seen as effective or not is likely to influence 
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teacher utilization of a response, suggesting that when responses are seen as ineffective they are 

perhaps less likely to be utilized. Generally, it appears that influencing teacher beliefs about 

reasons for aggression may also impact their beliefs about effective responses to aggression or 

vice versa. However, which reasons for aggression are associated with emotionally-supportive 

responses deserves further attention as correlations were generally weak and insignificant 

between emotion expression and emotionally-supportive responses to aggression in this sample. 

Overall, there is some support that when teachers perceive aggressive behavior as less of an 

emotional experience they are more likely to respond with punishment.  

One reason the perception of aggression as stemming from negative emotion may be 

associated with less punishment is because believing an individual is in distress may provoke 

helping behaviors to relieve that person’s distress (Strangor et al., 2015). When someone is more 

focused on support, they may be less likely to punish. This evidence may suggest that 

psychoeducation on the nature of aggression as emotionally-fueled may lead to more 

emotionally-supportive responses to problem behavior. 

Relationship between aggression and teacher comparative likelihood of mental health referral 

for aggression-related emotion (i.e., anger vs. sadness) and behavior (i.e., fighting vs. crying) 

Teacher likelihood of mental health referral for fighting was not a significant predictor of 

teacher-reported student aggression in the context of HLM model 1 (β = -.15,  p = .09; a model 

with covariates of student sex, race, emotion dysregulation, likelihood of referral for anger, race 

by emotion dysregulation interaction). However, teacher likelihood of mental health referral for 

fighting was a significant predictor of student aggression when it was the only predictor in the 

model (β = -.25,  p = .03). The reason that referral for fighting may have been a significant 

individual predictor for aggression but not in the context of the HLM model is because the other 
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covariate of emotion dysregulation accounted for such a large portion of the variation in student 

aggression (R2=.67). Therefore, it may have been difficult to improve the prediction of 

aggression above and beyond emotion dysregulation with a contextual variable (i.e., teacher 

referral for fighting). The association between mental health referral for fighting and aggression 

suggests that classrooms with teachers who are more likely to refer children with aggressive 

behaviors like fighting for mental health support have lower student aggression. Results 

suggested that contextual influences on aggression, such as teacher response to student emotion, 

may influence aggressive behavior. However, this contextual influence was not a significant 

predictor of student aggression after accounting for individual student characteristics, such as, 

emotion dysregulation, race, and sex, which was the focus of this research question.  

Teacher likelihood of mental health referral for anger was not predictive of child 

aggression in the context of HLM model 1 (β = .12,  p =.12) or as a sole predictor (β = .06,  p 

=.64). The insignificant association between teacher mental health referral for anger and student 

aggression suggested that teachers who are more likely to refer a characteristic emotion of 

aggression (anger) for mental health support do not have less aggressive children in their 

classroom.  

Teacher comparative likelihood of mental health referral for aggression-related 

emotion and behavior variables. In terms of the teacher mental health referral likelihood 

variables, as measured by forced-choice response, teachers reported being more likely to refer 

children for mental health support who demonstrate aggressive behavior (fighting) compared to 

non-aggressive behavior (crying); however, teachers were not more likely to refer children for 

support who display aggression-related emotion (anger) compared to emotions less associated 

with aggression (sadness). This discrepancy in teacher referral between emotion and behavior 
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was demonstrated by the majority of teachers indicating a higher likelihood for mental health 

referral for fighting, but not for anger. That is, half of the teachers indicated they would be more 

likely to refer anger than sadness, but the other half of teachers indicated they would be less 

likely to refer sadness than anger. Results suggested that as whole teachers believed behaviors 

like fighting were more important for mental health services than behaviors like crying, but that 

they see emotions like anger or sadness as being similarly deserving of mental health support. 

One reason why teachers may be more likely to refer fighting for support compared to crying is 

to ensure classroom safety. Although teachers may believe children who are chronically sad 

deserve mental health support, they may not see crying as impacting the classroom environment 

to the extent to which a student fighting another student might be. Therefore, because unlike 

behaviors, emotions do not directly harm others, they may not show a clear pattern of priority for 

support.  

This finding is consistent with extant literature which suggests externalizing behavior 

receives more attention than internalizing behavior (Liu, 2004). However, findings from this 

study suggest that emotions closely linked to externalizing behaviors, do not receive more 

attention compared to other emotions. Findings are in contrast with extant literature that suggests 

teachers may be more likely to refer children displaying sadness for mental health support 

compared to anger, and that teachers believe sadness requires supportive responses, while anger 

deserves punishment (Nelson et al., 2012; Klimes-Dougal et al., 2007). Current results suggest 

that the mental health referral disproportionality favoring externalizing behaviors over 

internalizing behaviors may not extend to their characteristic emotions (i.e., anger for 

externalizing behaviors, sadness for internalizing behaviors). However, results should be 

replicated with larger samples of teachers given the small sample of teachers in this study (n = 
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22) to see whether a similar pattern of results emerges. It should be noted that both anger and 

sadness can be related to aggression (Cooley & Fite, 2016; Criss et al., 2016); however, as 

previously mentioned anger is most closely linked to aggression (Rohlf et al., 2017; Hou et al., 

2017; Lindsey et al., 2017). It remains unclear to what extent students experiencing anger receive 

mental health support in the school setting. This is likely an important focus if teachers perceive 

fighting as a particularly concerning behavior, and dysregulated emotion, most notably anger, 

gives rise to such behavior (Sullivan et al., 2010). 

Student perception of teacher supportive response to student emotion as a predictor of 

aggression 

Student perception of teacher supportive response to children’s emotions was a 

significant predictor of teacher-reported student aggression. Findings indicated that when 

teachers used emotionally-supportive responses to children’s emotions, such as those that are 

problem-focused or expressive-encouraging (Fabes et al., 2002), children were less likely to 

display aggression. Lower levels of aggression may be linked to teacher supportive response to 

emotion because emotionally-supportive responses to negative emotions help children 

understand the cause of their distress, feel emotionally validated, and improve their mood. 

Findings are consistent with extant work which suggests that improving one’s negative affect 

may be an effective way to reduce aggression (Shamsipour et al., 2018). Current results also 

support extant literature which suggests that supportive emotional climates in schools are 

protective against aggression (Li et al., 2013) and that teacher behavior (e.g., their response to 

student emotion) is a contextual variable which influences student aggression (Turner et al., 

2018).  
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Furthermore, emotionally-supportive responses may be negatively associated with 

aggression because children externalize negative emotions with aggressive behavior. Thus, if 

teachers are able to assist children with their emotion dysregulation by using supportive 

strategies, children may in turn be less dysregulated, and therefore, have less of a need to use 

socially maladaptive methods, like aggressive behavior, to regulate. Consequently, because 

emotions are a core component in the development of aggression, it is plausible that teacher 

supportive responses to student emotions may prevent aggression.  

However, it is also plausible, that given the cross-sectional design of this study, 

directionality may be inversed, such that, children who were less aggressive were more likely to 

have positive attributions toward their teachers and therefore rated teachers as more supportive to 

their emotions. That is, teacher response to emotion as rated by children may be reflective of 

child characteristics rather than actual teacher behavior. Nonetheless, student perception of 

teacher behavior is an important variable when examining contextual factors in student 

aggression.  

Student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student emotion as a predictor of 

aggression 

Student perception of teacher unsupportive response to student emotion was a significant 

predictor of teacher-rated student aggression. Findings indicated that when teachers used 

unsupportive responses to children’s emotions, such as those that withhold support or comfort, 

and devalue or attempt to control the child’s emotional experience (Fabes et al., 2002), children 

were more likely to display aggression. Higher levels of aggression may be linked to teacher 

unsupportive response to emotion because unsupportive responses promote emotion 

dysregulation, and thereby, may increase the likelihood of a student engaging in aggressive 
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behavior with the intent to find emotional relief. Findings are consistent with extant work by 

Denham et al. (2012) and Bassett et al. (2017) which suggested that unsupportive responses that 

punish or minimize emotions teach children to suppress their emotions (Denham et al., 2012) and 

may contribute to aggressive behavior. 

Students may develop long-lasting, negative emotions toward teachers who use 

unsupportive responses to their emotions (Sparzo, 2011).When students have negative feelings 

toward teachers it may create barriers to relationships that are vital to behavioral and academic 

success. Therefore, replacing unsupportive responses to student emotion with supportive 

responses may improve relationships between teachers and students and thus improve behavior 

and academic performance. 

Again, it is plausible that results reflect student characteristics rather than teacher 

behavior, as inferences about directionality cannot be drawn in this cross-sectional design. That 

is, students who are more aggressive may be negatively biased (e.g., hostile attribution bias) to 

view their teachers as more unsupportive to their emotions. 

Emotion dysregulation and aggression 

 Across all HLM models for research questions three through five, emotion dysregulation 

was the strongest predictor of aggression in the model (r = .61 to .63). The strong predictive 

power of emotion dysregulation for aggression adds to the argument that aggression is an 

emotional experience and is often fueled by difficulty regulating negative emotions. The robust 

relationship found in this study between emotion dysregulation and aggression in children is 

consistent with extant literature which has found associations between emotion dysregulation 

and externalizing problems in elementary-aged children via counselor report (Kim & Cicchetti, 

2010), as well as, in adolescents via longitudinal studies which show emotion dysregulation 
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predicts aggression (β =.18, p <.001; McLaughlin et al., 2011). Associations between higher 

levels of anger (Sullivan et al., 2010; Bohnert et al., 2003) or difficulty with anger regulation 

(Kerr & Schneider, 2007) and higher levels of aggression in children is also suggestive of the 

link between emotions and aggression. Results can be understood through the General 

Aggression Model (GAM) which asserts that aggression occurs as a result of attempts to regulate 

uncomfortable internal states. According to GAM, negative emotions like anger or sadness may 

be considered the “routes” by which aggressive behavior is triggered, in addition to other 

components such as internal (e.g., personality traits) and situational factors (e.g., provocation), as 

well as, decision making (Roberton et al., 2012). Dysregulated emotions may be challenging to 

withstand leading individuals to engage in any means necessary, such as aggressive behavior like 

fighting or threatening someone, regardless of negative outcomes, to reduce emotional tension 

(Cohn et al., 2010). Overall, the relationship between emotion dysregulation and aggression has 

a solid base in extant literature which is replicated in this study. 

Race effects on teacher response to emotion, aggression, and emotion dysregulation 

This study revealed significant racial effects across the majority of study variables, most 

notably between students who were Black and White. Although race was not a main focus of this 

study, information on race is provided as it may be helpful toward future research aimed at 

addressing racial equity in schools. Negative constructs, such as, teacher unsupportive response 

to student emotion as rated by students and student emotion dysregulation and student aggression 

as rated by teachers showed significantly higher levels for Black than White students. Compared 

to other racial categories, Black students rated teachers highest on unsupportive response to their 

emotion, but also had the highest mean score for teacher supportive response to their emotions. 

This finding could suggest that teachers were more likely to be either very supportive or very 
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unsupportive to negative emotions of students who were Black, or results could reflect a 

preference for Black students to use more extreme values on the rating scale. Results could also 

suggest that responses were skewed by a few Black students who rated teachers highly on 

response to their emotions, as the standard deviation was greater than one for teacher 

unsupportive response as rated by Black students. In terms of racial effects on student behavior, 

students who were Black were rated by teachers as more aggressive than both White and 

Hispanic students, and as more emotionally dysregulated than White but not Hispanic students. 

Hispanic students were also rated as more emotionally dysregulated than White students but not 

to the extent that Black students were. Results suggested that Black students had higher levels of 

emotion dysregulation and aggression compared to other racial groups. Alternatively, results 

could reflect teacher characteristics, such that, teachers simply perceived Black students as more 

emotionally dysregulated or aggressive compared to students of other racial groups due to factors 

such as implicit racial bias (Chin et al., 2020). For example, Kang and Chasteen (2009) found 

that observers perceive anger to last longer on the faces of those who are Black. 

Because emotion regulation can occur interpersonally (Barthel et al., 2018) through 

teacher response to children’s emotions, if teachers are more likely to be unsupportive toward 

Black students’ emotion, Black students may be at an environmental disadvantage to regulate 

their emotions through classroom interaction and may be more likely to be emotionally 

dysregulated. Therefore, socialization of emotions through unsupportive responses may 

contribute to the development of aggression for Black students. Additionally, the functional 

theory of emotion (Garrison, 2003) suggests that negative emotions serve the purpose of helping 

individuals overcome barriers to their goals. Because of unequal opportunities for Black children 

across a plethora of inequitable systems, Black students may be more likely to experience goal-
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blockage than students of other racial categories (Ellis et al., 2018). Therefore, if Black students 

experience more obstacles to their goals they may be more likely to experience negative 

emotions leading to aggression in an unfruitful attempt to achieve goal attainment. According to 

this theory, reducing obstacles for goal achievement may then decrease negative emotions and 

consequently aggression. 

Implications for Practice  

Teachers may be positioned to support positive student behavior through the way they 

interact with children’s emotions. Results highlight the potential impact of child-teacher 

interpersonal emotion interactions on the regulation of aggressive student behavior, as both 

teacher supportive and supportive responses to children’s emotions were significantly associated 

with student aggression. Therefore, goals aimed at improving student behavior may benefit from 

focusing on strategies teachers can use to aid children in supporting their negative emotions. 

Supportive strategies for children’s emotions are associated with positive social emotional 

development (Eisenberg et al., 2001), and in this study supportive emotion strategies were 

negatively associated with aggression. Therefore, findings may suggest that if children can 

manage their emotions through their interactions with teachers, such as, supportive emotion 

discussion, validation, or acknowledgement of feelings, aggressive behaviors may become 

inefficient or unnecessary. Furthermore, children may learn how to approach their own emotions 

with support and comfort, rather than suppression or minimization, through the way teachers 

respond to their emotions. Therefore, teachers may have the ability to shape emotionally-

supportive strategies in children through behavior modeling. 

 Interactions with student negative emotions are of grave importance as they may be the 

vehicle through which aggressive behavior could be decreased or prevented. Increasing teacher 
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validation and acknowledgement of children’s negative emotions, and focusing on assisting 

children to increase positive emotion or problem solve causes to their distress, may decrease the 

likelihood that children will exhibit aggressive behavior. Fortunately, results suggested that 

teachers are perceived by students to often display supportive responses to their emotions. 

Limiting unsupportive responses to student emotion, such as minimization and punishment, 

which may exacerbate aggression, and replacing them with supportive emotional strategies may 

be advantageous for schools seeking to promote positive behavior. For example, using 

supportive statements that acknowledge emotion, such as, “I see that you are angry” instead of 

minimizing emotions with statements like “settle down” may promote successful behavior 

regulation. 

Because findings suggested that aggression is viewed by teachers, the most influential 

adult figures in schools, as a way to express negative emotions, perhaps supporting emotion 

expression and positive social-emotional development for children in schools would prevent or 

reduce aggression. Emotion dysregulation had a strong positive association with aggression and 

supportive responses to children’s emotions such as encouraging them to express their feelings 

had a negative association with aggression. Therefore, perhaps if children had ways to express 

their negative feelings in a more constructive way than problem behavior (e.g., hitting, 

threatening), the use of aggression for emotion expression may be reduced. Many schools are 

utilizing social emotional learning (SEL) curriculums at the Tier 1 level to give all students tools 

to manage emotions, and more intensive supports for emotional and behavioral difficulties at the 

Tier 2 and 3 levels. It will be important to continue to assess if multi-tiered systems of support 

(MTSS) to address emotion dysregulation have impacts on aggressive behavior in children. 

Overall, results suggested supporting negative emotions in children and teaching acceptance, 
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tolerance, and management of their emotions may be a worthwhile focus to help children 

manage their behavior. 

This study suggested that teachers believed talking to children about their emotions was a 

relatively more effective response to aggression than punishment. Therefore, it may be helpful to 

consider the influence of emotional support in discussions about behavior plans for students who 

demonstrate aggression. According to teacher beliefs in this study, considering negative emotion 

when problem-solving around behaviors like aggression may improve behavior more effectively 

than strategies like punishment or attention removal. Acknowledgement of emotion 

dysregulation when designing behavior plans may naturally create more supportive responses to 

chronic misbehavior and lead to more emotionally-supportive types of strategies in behavior 

problem-solving teams. Plans that include emotionally-supportive strategies and skill-building, 

rather than strategies that are strictly behavioral or focused on consequences to shape behavior 

(e.g., simply ignoring behavior to reduce attention or assigning consequences) may improve 

emotion regulation and therefore behavior regulation. Schools may benefit from moving from 

punishment-based strategies to supportive strategies (Kern et al., 2017) as results suggested that 

punitive responses to children’s emotions may contribute to aggressive behavior.  

 Supportive responses may not only be important to reduce aggression and promote safe 

learning environments, but also may promote equity in education. Responses to aggression are a 

topic of equity, as Black children may demonstrate more aggressive behavior for a myriad of 

reasons such as chronic oppression, systemic racism, and cultural beliefs regarding emotion 

expression, perhaps motivated from a survival approach (Nelson et al., 2012). Additionally, 

suspension disproportionately effects students who attend urban schools and who are from low-

income families (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010; Noltemeyer et al., 2015), often of a 
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minoritized status. Overall, results from this study suggested teachers would likely be allies to 

school mental health professionals in the movement toward emotionally-supportive responses to 

problem behavior in order to create safer and more equitable schools. Findings add to extant 

literature on the perception of aggression from an emotion-focused perspective by shedding light 

on teacher beliefs about student aggression in education settings. Results also highlight the 

importance of supportive teacher-child emotional interactions in promoting safe behavior in 

school environments. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

This study included limitations in participant selection, measurement, informant, teacher 

diversity and student participation. Participants selected for this study were not randomly 

selected. Schools were recruited as a convenience sample and therefore may be influenced by 

school factors which increase the likelihood of participation (e.g., schools which find teacher 

payment for the study more motivating, schools more motivated to contribute to research). 

Additionally, the teacher sample was majority female, White, and early or late career, which is 

consistent with state demographics for educators (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 

2020), however, it does limit generalization to classrooms with male teachers, teachers of other 

races, and those who are mid-career in the profession. Research design limitations, such as, use 

of a convenience sample prohibits generalizability to the population. Future studies should 

consider utilizing random samples to increase generalizability of results. Classrooms which met 

the threshold for parent permission may reflect classrooms with more responsive parents or 

teachers, and therefore, not be representative of all classrooms. Student participation may also 

skew results as several of the students commented that children with more behavior problems 

were not participating in the survey. Students who demonstrate higher levels of aggression may 
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be less likely to have parents who are responsive to returning permission slips or agreeable to 

their children participating in a study about emotions, as parent engagement has been associated 

with problem behaviors (El Nokali et al., 2010). Classroom-wide participation may be an 

important factor to truly capture characteristics of the most vulnerable students. Future studies 

should consider strategies to increase parent consent rates for children with problem behaviors.  

Measurement limitations include the sole focus on overt aggression, mostly of a physical 

nature. As aggression has various subtypes, this study is less informative toward covert 

aggression. Additionally, there were significant limitations regarding the scales adapted for this 

study, particularly within the exploratory objective, due to the lack of existing measures to assess 

some of the novel constructs (e.g., teacher perception of emotion and reasons for aggression, 

teacher likelihood of referral for anger and fighting). Many of the exploratory scales included 

one item to directly assess the construct of interest (e.g., a forced-choice item between anger and 

sadness for the likelihood of referral for mental health construct) and were therefore limited from 

a psychometric property standpoint. There was no check for social desirability bias which may 

impact results as the title of the study included the word emotions, and therefore teachers may 

have been more inclined to endorse emotionally-supportive responses. Including a social 

desirability responding bias survey may improve future studies. Many of the constructs were 

single-informant (e.g., only teachers reporting on student aggression; only students reporting on 

teacher response to emotion) which may reflect rater perception rather than actual behavior. 

Findings could be improved by including both teacher and child-reports for each construct to 

compare responses. Additionally, objective data including office referrals or observations of 

teacher supportive or unsupportive responses to student emotion or student aggressive behavior 

would largely improve the validity of findings.  
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Given the insignificant relationship between teacher beliefs on emotion expression as a 

reason for aggression and the effectiveness of emotionally-supportive responses to aggression, 

future studies should further explore the association between teacher beliefs about reasons for 

aggression and their beliefs about effective responses to aggression. Larger teacher sample sizes 

may produce significant findings, and response formats that allow free response from teachers 

may improve understanding of the types of effective responses not captured by multiple choice. 

Findings from this study suggested externalizing behavior is perceived as requiring more 

mental health support than internalizing behavior by teachers, however, it is unclear to what 

extent emotion closely linked with externalizing behavior (i.e., anger) is perceived as requiring 

support in schools. Support for anger is likely an important focus to reduce aggression. Future 

studies could track emotions for which children are supported, either in the classroom or 

indirectly through referral to mental health supports, to better understand responses to anger and 

how those responses may contribute to reduced or exacerbated aggression in the school setting. 

The scale that measured teacher supportive and unsupportive response to negative emotion 

included the negative emotions of sadness and anger, which in combination predicted aggression. 

Future studies could analyze supportive and unsupportive teacher responses to anger and sadness 

individually to determine differential impact on aggression. 

Several differences in teacher perception of student behavior by race (e.g., aggression, 

emotion dysregulation) were identified in this study. Future studies could include measures that 

control for or measure racial bias to better understand if differences in reported student behavior 

are true differences, or to what extent they are influenced by social expectations or bias regarding 

race. 

As this study is cross-sectional, it is limited from drawing conclusions about 
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directionality of relations or causation between teacher and student behavior. For example, the 

relationship between student perceptions about teacher responses to emotions might be 

bidirectional or cyclical. Future studies could include intervention related to teacher supportive 

response to emotion and compare the impact on aggression to groups without such training to 

determine directionality of relationships. If teachers trained on emotionally-supportive responses 

to children’s emotions showed decreases in student aggression compared to classrooms of 

teachers who were not, causal implications may be justified regarding the impact of teacher 

emotionally-supportive responses on the reduction of student aggression. 

Conclusions 

In this study, teachers believed student aggression was a way for children to express 

negative emotions and perceived emotionally-supportive responses, such as talking to children 

about their feelings or referring them for mental health support, as more effective to address 

chronic aggression than punitive strategies like detention or privilege removal. Teacher 

supportive and unsupportive responses to student’s negative emotions (i.e., anger, sadness) 

significantly predicted student aggression. Specifically, students displayed less aggressive 

behavior in classrooms of teachers who were more emotionally-supportive to student negative 

emotions. Findings related to teacher supportive and unsupportive responses to children’s 

emotions suggested that validating children’s emotions, helping them feel better, and problem-

solving their distress may be a way to reduce aggressive behaviors, and that conversely, 

punishing negative emotions or minimizing them may increase aggression in students. Overall, 

findings suggested teachers may play a key role in student aggression. 

Student emotion dysregulation as reported by teachers was a strong predictor of higher 

levels of student aggression, most notably for Black students. There was a significant interaction 
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between race and emotion dysregulation. The relationship between emotion dysregulation and 

aggression was stronger for Black students than for white students. This interaction suggested 

that if Black students were aggressive they were more likely to be emotionally dysregulated than 

white students. Results suggested teacher response to student emotion was impacted by student 

race and that Black students may not be afforded the same level of supportive responses to 

emotions as White children. Differences were reported in teacher response to the negative 

emotions of Black students compared to White students, with Black students perceiving higher 

unsupportive responses (i.e., punishment, minimizing) to negative emotions from teachers 

compared to students who were White. Although insignificant compared to other racial groups, 

Black students also rated teachers as having the highest supportive responses to their emotions, 

as demonstrated by the mean score for this racial group compared to other mean scores on the 

supportive teacher response to emotion variable. If Black students have a stronger relationship 

between emotion dysregulation and aggression, they may be most in need of emotionally-

supportive responses to their emotions in an effort to achieve emotion regulation and thereby 

reduce or prevent aggression. Black students were also rated by teachers as having the highest 

levels of aggression compared to other racial groups.  

Overall, results suggested that teachers play an important role in managing student 

aggression by providing emotionally-supportive responses to children. Specifically, emotionally-

supportive responses to children’s emotions, such as helping them problem solve the causes of 

their distress, validating their feelings, or helping cheer them up was negatively associated with 

aggression. Findings suggested that when children feel like their emotions are acknowledged and 

that others can help them with their distress, they appear to be better able to manage their 

behavior. Emotionally-supportive responses by teachers are likely influenced by teacher beliefs 
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about why aggression is occurring and effective strategies toward aggression reduction. 

Therefore, teacher beliefs may be an important target for efforts aimed at increasing teacher 

emotionally-supportive responses. Additionally, emotionally-supportive responses to children’s 

emotions may be especially important for aggression reduction in chronically oppressed racial 

groups. In conclusion, providing emotional support rather than minimization or punishment for 

children in education settings, holds great promise for creating safer schools where children have 

a greater ability to successfully manage their behavior. Results of this study have highlighted the 

influential role of teacher emotionally-supportive responses to children in student aggression. 
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APPENDIX A 

Teacher Survey 

Directions:  

There are TWO parts in the packet. The first part is about your demographic information as well 

as your beliefs about children’s emotions and behavior. The second part is rating of emotions, 

behavior, and school reasoning for each participating child. We included a list of participating 

children for you to complete the second part.  

 

 

Please answer the questions to the best of your ability. If you are unsure, just give your best 

guess. 

 

Teacher Name: ____________________________________________ 

 
PART 1: About Yourself; Your Thoughts and Beliefs 

  
Your Sex:   Female 

  Male 
  Other 
   
Your Race:   American Indiana/Alaska Native 
  Black/African American 
  Hispanic or Latino 
  White, non-Hispanic 
  Other 
   
Years of teaching  (                    ) years 

 

 

For questions #1 and #2, read two competing statements (A & B).  Then, choose ONE statement 

that describes you better and indicate how much you agree with that statement. 

 

The term “Mental Health Support”* means seeking school psychologist/social worker/counselor 

services, or talking to parents about psychological services (e.g., counseling) for the child. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

114 

Question #1 

A B 

I am MORE likely to send a child for mental 

health support* who is chronically sad than a 

child who is chronically angry. 

I am MORE likely to send a child for mental 

health support* who is chronically angry than 

a child who is chronically sad. 

 

 

Please circle whether A or B describes you better.  
 

 

A          or         B 

 

 

Question #2 

A B 

I am MORE likely to send a child for mental 

health support* who is chronically crying 

than a child who is chronically 

fighting/defiant. 

I am MORE likely to send a child for mental 

health support* who is chronically 

fighting/defiant than a child who is 

chronically crying.  

 

 

Please circle whether A or B describes you better.  
 

 

A          or         B 

 

 

Question #3. Rate how effective you believe the following responses are to chronically 

disruptive/aggressive behavior.  

 

 Very 

Ineffective 

Ineffective Somewhat 

Effective 

Effective Very 

Effective 

A. Assigning consequences like 

detentions/office referrals 
1 2 3 4 5 

B. Removing a privilege 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

C. Sending for mental health support 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

D. Talking with the student about 

their emotions 
1 2 3 4 5 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

115 

Question #4. Rate how likely you believe the following reasons are that a child would 

chronically fight others/act aggressively.  

 

 Very 

Unlikely 

Unlikely Somewhat 

Likely 

Likely Very 

Likely 

A. To get attention 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

B. To prove themselves 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

C. To express an emotion 

(sadness/anger) 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

D. It’s what they learned from others, 

no reason 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

PART 2: Please complete the following questions for each participating child. Answer each 

question with only one answer. Give your best guess to questions you are not sure about the 

child. Please refer to the list of participating children. 

 

  

Emotion-related characteristics: Please indicate how often the child displays the following. 

 

Child Initial:  

 

This child… 

 
Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Almost 

Always 

1. Does things like slam doors when he/she is mad 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

2. Whines/fusses about what’s making him/her sad 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

3. Attacks whatever it is that makes him/her very 

angry 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

4. Cries and carries on when he/she is sad 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

5. Says mean things to others when he/she is mad 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6. Does things like mope around when he/she is 

sad 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

      

      

Child’s Name: ______________________________________ 
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Child Behavior: Please indicate how true each statement is for the child. 

Child Initial:  

 

This child… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Never 

True 

Rarely 

True 

Sometimes 

True 

Often  

True 

Almost 

Always 

True 

1. Fights with other children 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

2. Bullies other children 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

3. Kicks, bites, or hits other children 1 2 3 4 5 

 

4. Is an aggressive child 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

5. Taunts and teases other children 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6. Threatens other children 1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

7. Argues with peers 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 
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APPENDIX B 

Student Survey 

My Feelings and Teachers 
 
Instructions: We are going to ask you how you typically think and feel. Again, your honest answer is the 
best answer. Please circle how true each statement is for you.  
 

When I get too excited about something/someone, my teacher: 
 

 Not 
at all 
True 

Slightly 
True 

Moderately 
True 

Mostly 
True 

Very 
True 

1. Yells at me for being too excited. 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

2. Asks me what I’m excited about. 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

3. Tells or shows me ways to calm down. 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

4. Tells me not to make such a big deal out of nothing. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
When I get angry at something or someone in school, my teacher:  
 

 Not at 
all True 

Slightly 
True 

Moderately 
True 

Mostly 
True 

Very 
True 

1. Threatens to punish me (leave the room, send to 
office, call parents). 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Encourages me to talk about my feelings. 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

3. Helps me think of how to solve the problem. 
 

1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

4. Tells me I’m overreacting. 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 

 
When I get sad or cry because someone/something upsets me, my teacher: 
 

 Not at 
all True 

Slightly 
True 

Moderately 
True 

Mostly 
True 

Very 
True 

1. Gets angry or yells at me. 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

2. Asks me to talk about what is bothering me. 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

3. Helps me think of ways to feel better. 1 
 

2 
 

3 
 

4 
 

5 
 

4. Tells me I’m making a big deal out of nothing. 1 2 3 4 5 
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