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Abstract: Trait emotional intelligence (EI) may prove to be most valuable as an approach for dealing
with others’ behaviours/emotions via its related psychological processes. Personality trait theory
posits that an individual’s level of EI affects their cognitive-affective-behavioural reaction towards
students with emotional behavioural disorders (EBDs) and influences the level of difficult behaviour.
EI would be an essential element in fostering supportive interactions with students as a way of
preventing and/or managing disruptive behaviours. The author explores which individuals are
more predisposed to discriminate against EBD students using an attribution model framework and
identifies the most effective and supportive EI traits. Two hundred and sixty-one teachers from
51 Victorian schools completed self-report questionnaires, including the Trait Emotional Intelligence
Questionnaire. A quantitative survey methodology used vignettes (depicting a student with either
mild or severe EBD symptoms), with 50/50 surveys randomly distributed. Teacher EI predicted the
behaviour towards students with EBDs, whilst bypassing or biasing conscious thought processing.
Combinations of EI traits were identified that produced the most desirable outcomes, demonstrating
EI’s propensity to direct reactions towards a more effective or dysfunctional helping approach. The
findings suggest that the most effective approaches towards helping EBD students are the innate
dispositional reactions that establish the necessary psychological foundations for any successful
interaction or outcome. The development of an assessment tool (Assessment Screen for Emotionally
Intelligent Teachers (ASET)) lays a sound foundation for profiling teachers with these ideal qualities.

Keywords: emotional intelligence; trait; emotional behavioural disorders; attribution theory; teachers;
special education; discrimination

1. Introduction

Efforts continue in the research field to find effective strategies to manage and support
students with emotional behaviour disorders (EBDs); however, variation has been found in
the use and effectiveness of such approaches [1–6]. What if the best practice lies within the
facilitator rather than with the strategy? The current article argues that this inconsistency is
a result of individual characteristics such as trait emotional intelligence, varying reactions
towards the challenging behaviour and the way professionals interrelate with students
with EBDs. Behaviour management strategies require more than just an instructional
step-by-step, assumedly emotionally detached, practical application.

It is important for any professional working with emotional behavioural disorder
(EBD) children to understand how the quality of their emotional approach towards such
challenging and vulnerable student presentations greatly influences the student [7,8]. It is
important to understand the factors and processes that influence high-quality interactions,
such as the ability to cope and regulate emotions to promote supportive relationships as
a way of preventing and managing disruptive behaviour [9,10]. It is also important to
identify the characteristics that could be deemed disadvantageous as well as identify some
of the positive and negative effects of such emotional intelligence (EI) traits on helping
EBD students.
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Students with emotional behavioural disorders are perceived to be the most challeng-
ing and difficult group of students to manage [11]. There is no agreed-upon definition
across Australian states and territories to represent children with emotional or behavioural
problems. Cumming [12] identified terms currently used in Australia, such as mental
health disorder, mental health concerns, disruptive behaviour disorder, conduct disorder
and socially unacceptable behaviours. The emotional and behavioural problems occur
over a long period of time and to a marked degree [13]. Students can fall within psycho-
logical diagnostic categories found within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders—Fifth Edition (DSM-V) [14], such as mood disorders, oppositional defiant disor-
der, attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, conduct disorder, psychotic disorders, eating
disorders and anxiety disorders [15,16]. In the Australian context, mental health disorders,
behaviour disorders and disabilities tend to co-exist. Students with EBDs have continued
to be of increasing concern for teachers in Australian classrooms for decades [17].

As students with EBDs are commonly educated in Australian mainstream classrooms,
this highlights the important role that general and special education teachers have to
play for such students. The level of emotional support from teachers not only affects
their interactions with students but also plays a significant role in students’ adjustment,
development, emotional well-being and academic achievement [9]. Most interventions
for students with EBDs have tended to focus on the students’ development, and ‘there
has been little focus on teachers’ own development despite evidence that teachers make
important contributions to desirable classroom and student outcomes’ [9] (p. 496), [18].

Teacher approaches can impact significantly on whether student behaviours are main-
tained or intensified [19,20]. Punitive and exclusionary reactions have been found to
increase and escalate challenging behaviour [21–23]. Many links are already established
between teachers’ emotional experiences and emotional competencies and the manner in
which they engage, instruct and manage students’ misbehaviour [3,24–26]. Students gain
information about their performances from teacher cues [27], which contributes to how
they perceive themselves, influencing their self-esteem and own emotional response and be-
haviours. An increase in a teacher’s negative perceptions and behaviours towards a student
with an EBD negatively acts as a cyclical process, which escalates student behaviour [10,28].
The severity of EBD symptoms has been shown to reduce when teachers possess particular
skills, even those disorders with biological components, such as attention-deficit hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD) [29]. Students with EBDs receive varying amounts of help and
support from their teachers as a result of how teachers perceive them [5,30]—hence the
importance of exploring teacher characteristics such as EI and reactional approaches in
helping students with EBDs.

Helping behaviours refer to a teacher’s willingness to become proactively and sup-
portively involved with an EBD student, despite their difficult presentation. This refers
to teacher behaviours that are more likely to bring about positive and/or longer-term
change for the student [31]. This can be measured through the willingness of a teacher
to use strategies that help promote positive teacher–student interactions. On the other
hand, punitive behaviours, also referred to as discriminatory behaviours in this study,
are intended to bring about the immediate cessation of difficult behaviour through the
use of authority or quick fixes. Such methods do not assist the student with longer-term
change. Punitive strategies can include avoiding the student, transferring the student
to another class, making threats, preaching, punishing and withholding privileges [31].
Such punitive behaviours often create distance between teachers and students, limiting
the communication and interaction between them and does not contribute to the effective
integration of the challenging student into the environment. A teacher’s lack of willingness
to support or help a student may be an example of a discriminatory consequence for the
student as a result of their teacher’s perception.

Stigmatisation precedes discriminatory behaviour and refers to the cognitive percep-
tions that teachers have regarding a student with an EBD presentation. Stigma exists when
people experience ‘discrimination that leads to unequal outcomes’ [32] (p. 365), such as
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withholding opportunities, being emotionally or behaviourally rejective or reacting puni-
tively. Stigma is a process that commences with a stigmatising trigger (such as challenging
behaviour) and progresses through a cognitive-affective process to result in discrimina-
tion [33]. It must be highlighted that this behavioural process is not necessarily suggesting
intent or insight. There is far more known about the conscious or cognitive processes of
stigmatisation towards individuals than the unconscious or intrinsic characteristics that
are difficult to observe or measure. This study presents one way to capture and measure
these invisible contributors.

Personality trait theory has rarely been seen within such studies of stigmatisation.
There is generally a focus of the stigmatised individual as possessing particular person-
ality traits or characteristics, for example, rather than the stigmatiser’s personality being
the source of the stigmatisation. To date, it appears that no studies have explored an
individual’s cognitive-emotional-behavioural reaction as related to their trait EI. Many
studies suggest that further insight into teacher reactions towards difficult behaviour can be
gained through the attributional process [34,35]. The popular cognitive attribution model
of stigmatisation has not been considered as a consequence of trait EI within personality
trait theory, let alone within the context of behavioural disorders. The introduction of a
measure of trait EI adds a further dimension and school of thought to the cognitive theory
of attribution.

This study demonstrates the applicability of a new attribution model developed by the
researcher, namely the EI Process Model of Stigmatisation (EPS-Model). The EPS-Model is
based on the theoretical and statistical arrangement of existing models and variables that
can capture and measure the most effective inherent approaches towards EBD students.
The model also assisted with the development of an assessment tool (Assessment Screen
for Emotionally Intelligent Teachers (ASET)) that enables profiling of the highly desired
qualities or EI traits required to effectively help students with EBDs or special needs. The
tool psychometrically identifies those who possess the most essential traits that lead to the
most effective and supportive approaches.

1.1. Attribution Theory

Corrigan et al. [36] developed an attribution pathway model that they applied to
mental illness stigma. Their model denotes the directional relationship between events,
attributions, affect and behavioural reactions. Corrigan et al.’s model was adapted from
Weiner’s original work [37–39]. Generally, research suggests that attributions of perceived
uncontrollable events tend to lead to pity and helping behaviour. An assumption of
Weiner’s model is that the cognitive-affective-behavioural concept can be applied to any
helping behaviour, especially classroom-related thoughts and actions [40–42]. He believed
that it is essential to understand teachers’ perceptions in order to explain their helping
behaviour, as well as their affective reactions as a consequence of their causal attributions.

Corrigan et al. [43] found, through the attribution process, that students with in-
tellectual disabilities were more stigmatised in terms of the stability of their condition
(e.g., permanence of their disability), compared with mental illness that was associated
with a higher degree of controllability (i.e., responsible for their disabilities). The concept of
examining others and making causal judgements about the reasons for their presentation
is not a new concept [26]. If the cause of a situation is attributed to factors within the
individual’s control [44] (p. 950), the person is likely to be negatively judged as responsible
for the cause of their condition or behaviour. Alternatively, if the situation is attributed to
factors outside of the individual’s control, such as biology, genetics or head injury, they
are viewed more favourably and less responsible [44,45]. When this pattern is applied to
students with EBDs, it is assumed that the less control that teachers believe the students
have over their presentation, the more likely they are to offer help compared with teachers
who perceive the students to be in control. Teachers tend to attribute child or family factors
to students with behavioural difficulties, while few studies recognise the importance of
teaching factors as primary external contributors to the problematic behaviour. The rela-
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tionship between causal attributions, mediating affect and consequent behaviour has been
validated in several studies [46–49], including helping behaviour [40,50,51] and challenging
student behaviour [34,35,52].

The observed nature of a child’s presentation and the extent of the problematic be-
haviours leads to stigmatising judgements and resultant discriminatory behaviours [51].
Social psychology theories or perspectives regarding stigmatisation tend to focus on a per-
son’s presentation or behaviour as being a primary source of stigmatisation that attributes
blame. The current study aims to shift the focus and blame away from EBD students by
considering other factors, such as teachers’ innate EI traits, as the central influence behind
stigmatisation and discrimination. The relationships between student behaviour severity,
EI trait factors, cognitive perceptions of self and environment, and emotional reactions are
examined as a starting point in understanding stigmatisation, or the variables that may
relate to supportive helping outcomes for EBD students.

1.2. Social Cognitive and Decision-Making Theories and Behaviour

Poulou and Norwich [3] proposed a similar model to Corrigan et al.’s [36] that aimed
to construct a portrayal of teachers’ cognitive, emotional and behavioural responses, specif-
ically towards students with EBDs. As in the current study, Poulou and Norwich [3]
asserted that teachers have the greatest influence on student outcomes; therefore, they
explored additional psychological processes behind teachers’ reactions and decision mak-
ing. Teachers’ cognitive perceptions of the remedial nature of presentations of students
with EBDs, their ability to bring about positive outcomes for students (self-efficacy) and
their perception of how much control (personal responsibility) they have over the student
presentation predicted their intended helping behaviour [3]. In a more recent study, the
challenging behaviour of students led teachers to attribute causes that made them decide
the student was beyond help [1]. Therefore, a teacher’s sense of their own level of control
over a student’s presentation may be an important factor in whether, or how, interventions
are implemented.

Self-efficacy is another well-established predictor of teacher reaction and helping
behaviour. Such perceptions of self-efficacy relate to teachers’ beliefs about their own confi-
dence and skills in managing, coping, teaching and engaging with an EBD student. It has
also been found to relate to teachers’ EI [53–56]. Teacher self-efficacy positively correlated
with helpful response styles in regard to real incidents and hypothetical incidents of social
rejection, shyness, low achievement and passive-aggressive behaviour. Self-efficacy also re-
lated to teachers’ reports on using appropriate teaching strategies [57], managing classroom
social problems [58] and implementing positive classroom management strategies [59].
Self-efficacy has also been a dominant factor related to perceived ability in handling dif-
ficult behaviours [59–61]. Self-efficacy is generally considered a significant predictor of
teacher reactions and helping behaviour, so it was important to include this variable in the
current study.

The literature records at least two established factors that interfere with a person’s
decision to help, which are considered to be exceptions to predictable patterns of helping
behaviour. That is, individuals tend to habituate to a behaviour when they are regularly
and frequently exposed to that behaviour [62] and when there is a perceived risk associated
with helping another person. Perceived risk has been found to significantly predict helping
behaviour in studies on stigmatisation [37,63]. Many mental illness studies have found
relationships between perceiving someone as dangerous and fearing them [64–67], which
leads to avoidant behaviours. Weiner [37] believes that an emotional response like fear
produces a behavioural outcome, such as avoidance, without necessarily requiring a
mediating attribution.

1.3. Theories of Emotion, Emotional Intelligence and Behaviour

There is no general agreement on the functions or relationship of cognition and affect
leading to behavioural outcomes. Lazarus [68] argued that emotions must have some
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cognitive purpose and that the interpretation of an emotional context may be conscious
or subconscious. Other theories, however, claim that emotion is separate from and can
precede cognition. Mood-congruency models propose that affect tends to bias the content
of thoughts towards the emotional state being experienced [69]. Affect tends to direct
thought content towards the way one is feeling [70].

To illustrate discrepancies found between cognition and behaviour, Almog and Shecht-
man [60] revealed that teachers have sufficient knowledge regarding helpful strategies but
that they are unable to apply this knowledge practically in real situations. Contrary to many
other self-report studies [71,72] that while teachers prefer the use of helpful approaches, in
reality, teachers adopt restrictive responses more often than helpful ones. This suggests
that there must be a stronger drive or predictor than just cognitive intention towards a
particular approach, such as EI and emotion.

The bulk of emotion-related research seems to involve theories regarding emotional
regulation [73–76], which is relevant to whole classroom behaviour management, defusing
emotionally charged situations [77,78] and student behavioural outcomes [9]. Teachers’
difficulty with emotional regulation has been found to affect teacher–student relation-
ships [10] and handling of persistent emotionally provocative situations [77]. A decrease
in patience and a flattening of affect can additionally occur with expressions of negativity
towards students. The more stress teachers experience, the less tolerant they become of
difficult behaviours [2]. The teachers’ inability to regulate their own emotions, feel empa-
thetic and emotionally express themselves, for example, may have serious implications for
student behaviour.

A clear distinction is made in this study between emotional dispositions (EI character
traits) that are possessed by a person that then predisposes them to experience certain
emotional states. Petrides’ trait EI claims to include all ‘personality facets that are specifi-
cally related to affect’ [79] (p. 274). Substantial disagreements regarding the terminology
and operationalisation of EI have led theorists to start clustering EI into different theoreti-
cal models of EI. There are currently three main groups of contemporary EI models [80],
namely ability, trait and mixed EI models, where main differences in these models rest in
the way they are measured [81]. Mayer, Salovey and Caruso developed an EI mental ability
or information processing approach that relates more to cognitive ability tests than person-
ality [82]. Bar-On’s [83–85] mixed model is personal skills based, not primarily trait based.
Goleman [86] made a distinction between emotional competencies and EI, suggesting that
competencies are defined as learned skills or capabilities that increase work performance,
whereas EI is the basis upon which these skills are learnt. The current study supports
Goleman’s differentiation between the two terms. Petrides [87] (p. 137) defines trait EI
as ‘a constellation of emotional self-perceptions located at the lower levels of personality
hierarchies and measured via the trait emotional intelligence questionnaire’. Petrides’ [88]
theoretical model of trait EI forms the theoretical framework of the current study.

1.4. Conceptual Framework

Trait EI is founded on assumptions that underpin personality trait theory that views
personality as a set of traits possessed by a person that uniquely influences his or her
cognitions, emotions and behaviours in various situations. The DSM-IV defines personality
traits as ‘enduring patterns of perceiving, relating to, and thinking about the environment
and oneself that are exhibited in a wide range of social and personal contexts’. It is fair
to assume from such personality theories that a teacher’s trait EI would influence the
whole attribution process, that is, teachers’ cognitive-affective-behavioural reactions to
EBD students.

By drawing on attribution theory as the general methodological framework [36,89],
this study explores teachers’ causal attributions and cognitive-emotional-behavioural
processes that lead them to either help or punish students with severe emotional and
behavioural disorders. This study is also influenced by Poulou and Norwich’s [3] process
model, which outlines other important factors that relate to helping behaviour. It also
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importantly explores the influence of teachers’ trait EI on these factors and process. The
study tests new as well as existing factors found in the literature that help explain the link
between nominated teacher factors and student misbehaviour. The attribution process
model measures discrimination levels through its established application to various helping
behaviours [36,90–92]. The hypothesised model (Figure 1) is presented below.
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Figure 1. Hypothesised model of teachers’ emotional intelligence (EI) that leads them to either help
or punish students with severe emotional and behavioural disorders.

1.5. Objectives and Hypotheses
1.5.1. Objective 1: Attribution Model Variables

The aim of this study was to examine emotional intelligence (EI) traits and other
characteristics that predict supportive rather than punitive behavioural approaches towards
students with emotional behavioural disorders. This objective related to the general
research question, Are some teachers predisposed to discriminate against students with
emotional behavioural disorders? How are students with EBDs perceived and treated
based on the level of EI, and does level of EI increase or decrease stigmatisation and the
resultant discriminatory behaviour? The main hypothesis is that teachers who have higher
EI will be less stigmatising and punitive and the likelihood of helping behaviours by those
teachers will be higher. In addition, there will be a relationship between teachers’ EI traits
and their (cognitive, affective and behavioural) responses towards students with EBDs.
These hypotheses are displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Predicted teacher outcomes of the trait EI Process Model of Stigmatisation.

Teacher EI Cognitive Affective Behavioural

High EI →

Lower Student Control
Higher Personal Response

Higher Self-Efficacy
Lower Perceived Risk

→

Higher Compassion
(Other-Directed)

Lower Negative Affect
(Self-Directed)

→ Supportive (Helping)

Low EI →

Higher Student Control
Lower Personal Response

Lower Self-Efficacy
Higher Perceived Risk

→

Lower Compassion
(Other-Directed)

Higher Negative Affect
(Self-Directed)

→ Punitive
(Discriminatory)

1.5.2. Objective 2: Severity of Student Behaviour

The study aimed to challenge the claim in the literature that it is a student’s pre-
sentation or severity of behaviour that causes stigmatisation leading to discriminatory
approaches. Is EI the greatest influence over how students with EBDs are perceived
and treated, or are there stronger indications that it is in fact the student’s presentation
(e.g., violent behaviour) that has the greatest influence over stigmatisation? Is a student’s
level of difficult or challenging behaviour a stronger predictor of teacher helping behaviour
than EI? Is perceived student risk a factor influencing teacher helping behaviour irrespec-
tive of a teacher’s disposition? It was predicted that these environmentally conscious
factors, such as student behaviour severity and perceptions regarding the level of risk,
would not significantly influence behavioural approaches for teachers with higher EI. The
hypotheses relating to the severity of student behaviour and the level of perceived risk are
displayed in Tables 2 and 3. It was additionally explored as to whether teachers’ causal
perceptions of the student’s presentation related to their perception of the student’s level
of control and their own level of personal responsibility.

Table 2. Predicted outcomes of experimental groups (high vs. low behavioural severity).

Teacher Level of EI Student Experimental Groups Teacher Behavioural Outcome

High EI → High Behaviour Severity
Low Behaviour Severity → Supportive Helping Behaviours

Low EI → High Behavioural Severity
Low Behavioural Severity → Punitive Behaviours

(Discriminatory)

Table 3. Predicted outcomes of teachers based on their level of perceived risk of student violence.

Teacher Level of EI Teacher Level of Perceived Risk Relationship Teacher Behavioural Outcome

Low EI→ Higher Perceived Risk (+) Higher Punitive Behaviours

High EI→ Lower Perceived Risk (−) Higher Helping Behaviours

1.5.3. Objective 3: Ideal Traits

Most importantly, the study aimed to determine, what are the ideal EI traits that
cultivate the most effective approaches towards students with EBDs?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

Research and ethics applications were approved by the Federation University’s Hu-
man Research Ethics Committee and related Victorian education/school departments
(Ref: A14-156, 12 February 2015). A letter was mailed to the principals of 1803 Victorian
primary and secondary mainstream schools, inviting their qualified teaching staff to par-
ticipate in the study. Three hundred and fifty-nine teachers responded to the survey. The



Psychiatry Int. 2021, 2 92

sample size obtained was 261 teachers. Ninety-eight responses could not be used for
further data analysis due to incomplete surveys, questions and non-teacher responding.
The sample slightly under-represented males and slightly over-represented females when
compared with the total population of teachers in state schools in Victoria. Out of all
respondents, 78.5% were female and 21.5% male.

A survey experimental method was employed through the use of vignettes, which
is considered to be one of the most common methodological approaches recorded by
researchers relating to attribution theory and stigma. Teacher respondents were randomly
assigned to one of two hypothetical vignette conditions, via a nominated school repre-
sentative evenly distributing one of two surveys to teachers via email. Teachers were not
informed that there were two behavioural comparison groups. Surveys were completed by
volunteering teachers through a de-identified internet survey site.

Teachers were asked to read a hypothetical vignette scenario of a student and were
asked to imagine the student was in their class. The scenario described a student with an
emotional behaviour disorder. The term student presentation was carefully selected for the
questionnaire to avoid pre-labelling the student. The two scenarios varied in their inten-
sity of the student’s challenging or difficult behaviour (low- and high-behaviour-severity
scenarios). Both vignettes were identically presented except for one varied condition: The
first vignette (high behaviour severity) included an additional paragraph that described
a student with an EBD who had a propensity towards physical aggressiveness and vio-
lence. The second vignette (low behaviour severity) only peaked to a verbally aggressive
presentation. The presence and absence of the physically aggressive/violent paragraph
was the variable that was considered to measure any differences in outcomes between the
two teacher experimental groups.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire (TEIQue)

Teachers were administered the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire [93]. This
scientific measurement instrument is based exclusively on trait EI theory and reflects
teachers’ self-perceived abilities and behavioural dispositions. Petrides’ [93] trait EI model
purports to incorporate and expand on EI-related concepts into a general framework made
up of 15 trait facets. In addition, this model categorises individual facets into four broader
factors, well-being, self-control, emotionality and sociability, with two auxiliary factors not
being accommodated in the four key factors (see Table 4). The 153 questions presented to
teachers relate to these 15 trait facets.

Table 4. Petrides’ (2009) 15 individual trait facets of the trait EI model positioned with reference to their corresponding factor.

Well-Being Sociability Emotionality Self-Control Auxiliary Factors

Optimism Emotion Management Relationships Stress Management Self-Motivation
Happiness (in Others) Emotion Expression Low Impulsiveness Adaptability
Self-Esteem Assertiveness Emotion Perception Emotion Regulation

Social Awareness Empathy

The TEIQue is the only psychometric instrument that comprehensively covers all
constructs of trait EI [94]. Due to its large number of facets, the TEIQue was appropriate
to use for profiling and identifying the specific teacher traits. The internal consistency
results based on the current United Kingdom (UK) normative sample (n = 1721) was
derived from the TEIQue Technical Manual [93]. The TEIQue variables demonstrated
adequate-to-high Cronbach alpha values that were stable across gender and age [93]. The
TEIQue Technical Manual provides statistical evidence for the validity of the TEIQue, as do
many other published studies undertaken recently. Petrides demonstrates strong evidence
for conceptual, criterion, concurrent, discriminant, incremental, predictive and construct
validity [93]. In addition to the quantitative interpretation of the teacher scores that are
made for each EI trait facet, Petrides presents qualitative interpretations.
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Petrides’ Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire [93] employs a 7-point Likert
scale. It is widely accepted that 7-point scales are best psychometrically for reliability
maximisation and discriminability [93].

Exploratory factor analysis methods were performed to determine the validity of
Petrides’ TEIQue full-form instrument and to find the best fit of the teacher research data.
The final method chosen for the current study’s investigation resulted in some eliminated
and adapted trait scales, leaving 65 items that comprised 12 trait facets. These newly
adapted trait facets showed adequate reliabilities with Cronbach alpha coefficients greater
than 0.7. Significant relationships (most correlations above 0.8) were also found between
Petrides’ original trait facets and the newly revised trait facets at the p < 0.01 level.

2.2.2. Teacher Attribution Model Survey (TAMS)

The Teacher Attribution Model Survey was the instrument developed primarily
to measure the attribution factor stage within the EI Process Model of Stigmatisation
(EPS-Model). The TAMS consisted of a demographics section, cognitive scales, affect scales
and behaviour scales. It also consisted of causal attribution factor scales. Stigmatisation was
measured by the cognitive reactions that teachers had regarding a student’s presentation.
A teacher’s willingness to help the student (behaviour scale) was the measure used to
determine level of discrimination and likely resultant behavioural approach.

The demographics section of the TAMS (Section A) elicited background information
from the participants, including age, gender, highest level of education achieved, years of
teaching experience, school type, subjects taught and year levels taught. Demographics
were responded to using multiple-choice format, where the respondent was instructed to
tick the appropriate box.

For the attribution variables, a 7-point Likert scale asked respondents to indicate the
position on the scale that their views would most likely reflect: the extent to which they
think they would feel the specified emotion and the extent to which they would help or
want to punish/avoid the student (from 1 = not at all, to 7 = very much).

The cognitive component of the attribution model consisted of four underlying factors:
perception of student (student control), perception of self (personal responsibility/control),
self-efficacy and perceived risk. The affect component consisted of two separate scales
labelled compassion and negative affect. The behaviour component of the attribution
model consists of two underlying factors, namely likely helping behaviour and likely
punitive behaviour.

The causal attribution section consisted of a list of 19 causal factors that were cate-
gorised into four broad areas, family environment factors, student factors, teacher factors
and school factors, many of which were selected from Poulou and Norwich’s factor list [3].
Teachers were asked to indicate the extent to which they thought each item was likely to
be the cause of the student’s presentation in the vignette. They were asked to choose only
one number on a 1-to-5 Likert scale for each factor/statement, with 1 being a very unlikely
cause to 5 being the most likely cause.

The underlying structure of each of the factor scales within the attribution model
questionnaire for the sample was also explored using factor analysis (FA) and principal
components analysis. All the data used were suitable for FA. Inspection of the correlation
matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients above 0.3, the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin values
exceeded 0.6 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity reached statistical significance, supporting the
factorability of components in the correlation matrix. Almost all of the original items and
scales were retained, as predicted.

The researcher expected that the affect items would cluster into self-directed and
other-directed affect, as consistent with Poulou and Norwich [3]; however, they were
found to cluster into two groups relating to compassion and negative affect variables.
Compassion is ‘the feeling that arises in witnessing another’s suffering and that motivates
a subsequent desire to help. This definition conceptualizes compassion as an affective state
defined by a specific subjective feeling, and it differs from treatments of compassion as an
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attitude . . . ’ [95]. Negative affect captures negative emotional states that teachers report
experiencing towards students with EBDs.

2.3. Statistical Analysis
2.3.1. Analysis 1: Attribution Model Relationships

Statistical procedures were performed to understand the teacher data and their suit-
ability for analysis. One-sample Shapiro–Wilk tests indicated non-parametric analyses
were required. Boneau, in Thomas and Rose [96] (p.172), proposed that ‘the violation of
the assumption of normal distribution generally has little effect on the values of parametric
tests’. This was confirmed to be the case in the current study, where the correlational data,
regression data and independent t-tests indicated the same significant statistical findings,
whether parametric or non-parametric methods were used. Means and standard deviations
were computed for all metric variables. This helped to locate significant relationships
between attribution and EI variables. Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r) was computed as
the main correlation measure throughout the study. Only significant correlations higher
than 0.20 were selected for further analysis.

EI trait correlations demonstrated the (theoretical) independence and interrelation of
each trait facet variable. The traits are generally low to moderately correlated, suggesting
that the facets are independent of each other (measuring different theoretical concepts)
yet are also interrelated, as would be necessary for personality scales. The trait facets also
generally show (low to high) moderate correlations with global EI, demonstrating shared
dependency and contribution to a person’s overall EI.

It needed to be determined whether the attribution model was actually measuring
the processes that it purported to measure with this sample/context. That is, that likely
punitive/helping behaviour is dependent on affect, which is dependent on cognition.
Correlational relationships were explored to determine significant relationships. Multiple
regression statistics were computed to indicate predictive variables, as well as variance
(R2), beta and T statistics.

Exploratory regression analyses of the attribution model factors were performed to
demonstrate possible relationships outside of the hypothesised model. Pathway analysis
extended on these relationships to confirm the directionality of the proposed model and
the indirect influences on the model stages. A new direction was tested where cognition is
dependent on affect and likely behaviour (punitive/helping) is dependent on cognition.

Path analysis models were computed using AMOS (version 23). As the hypothesised
model did not reach statistical significance, a series of hypothesised and revised model
designs were statistically tested where path analyses eventually identified the pathway and
variables that most strongly associated with the outcome measures (helping and punitive
behaviours) and the influence of EI on these measures. A maximum likelihood chi-square
estimation method was used to test each directional pathway, as well as several best-
fit indices.

2.3.2. Analysis 2: Student Behaviour Severity

Differences between the two experimental groups were explored in relation to their
levels of global EI and individual EI traits. This was to ensure that EI was a controlled factor
and that there were no differences in EI between the two groups that could account for any
statistical effects found in the following analyses. Independent t-tests (Pearson’s r) were
used to determine whether significant differences existed between the two experimental
groups (behaviour severity—low vs. high) on all major constructs.

The mean ranks test (U) helped determine whether there were any significant effects
that the different vignettes may have elicited between the two groups. Comparisons be-
tween mean ranks of high- and low-severity groups were calculated for the teacher’s (1) per-
ception of the student, (2) perception of self, (3) self-efficacy, (4) perceived risk, (5) negative
affect, (6) compassion and likelihood of (7) helping and (8) punitive behaviour. Independent
t-tests compared and confirmed any undetected differences in statistical outcomes.
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2.3.3. Analysis 3: Ideal Traits

Teachers with extreme and least favourable traits were specifically identified so that
profiles could start to be developed for the Assessment Screen for Emotionally Intelligent
Teachers tool. The term least favourable refers to those teachers whose scores indicate
the most negative consequences or harmful outcomes for either themselves or students.
Extracted profile groups (EPGs) were identified based on their high or low scores (within
the top or bottom 25th percentile of scores) on all the attribution model variables within
each related pathway previously identified (direct and non-direct). This method helped
identify and cluster teachers whose scores on the attribution model pathway were most
related to lower helping and higher punitive outcomes.

Each EPG was compared with the remaining teacher population group using indepen-
dent t-tests to ensure the two groups were statistically distinct and unique across relevant
attribution pathway variables, as was the purpose of extraction. Other attribution variables
were explored between the two groups for supplemental information about any statistically
significant disparities.

Once EPG groups were established, their levels of trait EI were compared with the rest
of the teacher population using independent t-tests. Significant differences found for some
EI traits highlighted the presence and impact of EI on each attribution variable within that
particular pathway. EI traits found to vary significantly were used for further analysis that
led to the most ideal outcome/profile.

Cut-off criterion analysis that related to the tool development is outside the scope of
this article. Once trait EI cut-off scores were created, hypothesised predictions were tested.
The total population of teachers was divided into two groups: those who scored above
and below the cut-off scores in relation to EI. Using independent t-tests, it was determined
whether the two teacher groups, who differed in their levels of EI, were still able to predict
(the originally identified) variance across the attribution model variables—affect, cognitive
and behaviour. Significant differences between the two groups confirmed the ability of EI
to predict helping outcomes (without having to specifically measure a teacher’s affective
and cognitive processes).

3. Results

Following a series of hypothesised and exploratory tested model designs, path anal-
yses successfully identified the pathway and factors most strongly associated with the
outcome measures (likely helping and punitive behaviours) and the influence of EI on
these measures. The directionality of the pathway, as well as other important indirect
associations, were considered. The possible differences between the two experimental
groups in relation to the newly proposed EPS-Model were also explored.

3.1. Results 1: Attribution Model Relationships

The researcher proposed a new EI Process Model of Stigmatisation (EPS-Model)
as a way to measure teacher reactions through an affective-cognitive-behavioural se-
quence, rather than a cognitive-affective-behavioural sequence. The originally hypothe-
sised directional model was not supported. The proposed statistical model is presented
below in Figure 2.

The model statistics indicated a non-significant chi-square result: χ2 = 10.011, df = 13
and p = 0.693. All the other best-fit indices created an almost perfect solution: Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) = 0.000, Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 0.990,
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 1.00, Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) = 1.01 and Standardized
Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR) = 0.0215. All variables significantly correlated at the
p = < 0.05 level.

The values in the squared multiple correlations in Table 5 represent the percentage
of variance (multiple R-squared value) in the dependant variable explained by the model.
Forty-eight percent of the variance in likely helping behaviour is explained by the variables
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in the model. The corresponding value for likely punitive behaviour shows that 37% of
variance is explained.

Figure 2. Pathway statistical model of proposed EI Process Model of Stigmatisation (EPS-Model).

Table 5. Squared multiple correlations of final model (group number 1—default model).

Model Variables Estimate

AffectCOMPASS_TOTAL 0.033
AffectNEG_TOTAL 0.216

CogSTUDENT_TOTAL 0.166
CogSELFEFFICACY_TOTAL 0.471

CogPERCEIVEDRISK_TOTAL 0.330
HELP_TOTAL 0.481

PUNITIVE_TOTAL 0.366

Within this new EPS-Model, a number of directional pathways were identified, where
likely helping and punitive behaviour outcomes were dependent on teacher EI levels,
as hypothesised. The main hypothesis was supported in that teachers who have higher
EI are less stigmatising and punitive with a higher likelihood of using effective helping
behaviours/approaches. EI did not directly predict helping or punitive behaviour but
relied on the affective and cognitive factors to translate the unconscious EI processes into
either helping or punitive behaviour. A number of possible pathways extracted for teachers
resulted in either likely helping or punitive behaviours. These were categorised into direct
and indirect pathways.

3.1.1. Direct Pathways

Generally, EI influenced affect, which directly influenced behaviour. Specifically,
higher EI levels led to teachers experiencing lower levels of negative affect (β = −0.47),
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which led to lower punitive behaviour towards the student (β = 0.30), and vice versa.
Higher EI levels also led to higher compassion (β = 0.18), which led to higher helping
(β = 0.42) and lower punitive behaviour (β = −0.34).

3.1.2. Indirect Pathways

In the current model, teacher cognitions also acted as mediators between EI, affect
and helping, which did not appear to influence or change the course of action for teach-
ers. Higher EI produced higher perceived confidence (self-efficacy) in teachers towards
managing the student (β = 0.12), which led to higher helping behaviour (β = 0.56).

The causal attribution factors provided no additional statistical significance to the
model, nor did they have any bearing on predicting behaviour. The personal responsibility
variable was also removed as it did not relate to any helping outcomes.

Teachers with higher compassion towards the student perceived the student to be less
responsible for their behaviour (perception of student: β = −0.33), which resulted in lower
punitive behaviour (β = 0.22). Higher compassion also had a directional link to higher
negative affect levels (β = 0.16), which led to higher levels of punitive behaviour.The level
of negative affect was also a predictor of perceived risk (β = 0.57) and high perception of
student responsibility/control (β = 0.27), which both showed on separate paths leading
to likely punitive behaviour (β = 0.12; β = 0.22). Compassion featured on two conflicting
paths, which is not theoretically justified in this article; however, it is suggestive of the
possible presence of compassion fatigue (where high compassion related to high negative
affect). This influenced likely helping or punitive outcomes.

3.1.3. Summary of Different Pathways Identified in the Proposed Model

Six variable pathways were identified from EI to likely behaviour, as determined
through the new proposed model (Table 6).

Table 6. Six different pathways identified in the proposed EI Process Model of Stigmatisation (EPS-Model).

Direct Pathways (EI → Affect → Behaviour)

Pathway 1 Negative affect was directly related to likely punitive behaviour.

Pathway 2 Compassion was directly related to both likely helping and punitive behaviours.

Indirect Pathways (EI→Affect→Cognitive→Behaviour)

Pathway 3 Compassion→ Perception of Student Responsibility→ Likely Punitive Behaviour

Pathway 4 Negative Affect→ Self-Efficacy→ Likely Helping Behaviour

Pathway 5 Negative Affect→ Perceived Risk→ Likely Punitive Behaviour

Pathway 6 Negative Affect→ Perception of Student Responsibility→ Likely Punitive Behaviour

3.2. Results 2: Student Behaviour Severity

No significant differences were found between experimental groups for each EI trait
and global EI. This suggests that the student’s behavioural presentation did not have any
significant effect or influence on a teacher’s EI. EI also did not account for differences found
between experimental groups in relation to the attribution model variables. Therefore, EI
can be considered an effectively controlled independent variable.

Significant differences were found between the two behaviour severity groups in rela-
tion to self-efficacy (t (249.36) = −2.62, p < 0.01), perceived risk (t (255) = 4.37, p < 0.01) and
compassion (t (255) = 3.64, p < 0.01). It was assumed that behaviour severity manipulation
of the hypothetical student was the influencing factor where significant differences were
found between the two experimental groups. Regardless of this finding, no significant
differences were found between the two groups in relation to likely helping and punitive
behaviours. So, despite the identified effect of student behaviour on teachers’ cognitions, it
still did not affect teachers’ likely behavioural outcomes. As predicted, teachers higher in
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EI were still more likely to indicate supportive helping behaviours and teachers lower in EI
were still more likely to reflect more punitive or discriminatory behaviours, despite the
level of behavioural severity of the student with an EBD.

The possible differences between the two behaviour severity groups (low and high
behaviour severity) were explored in relation to the newly proposed EPS-Model to help
understand the possible influence of student behaviour on the model’s processes. These
models may not have been statistically reliable due to their small sample size; however,
they did provide useful additional conceptual information in trying to understand the
effects of the different severity levels of student behaviour and EI.

Only the high-behaviour-severity model found a directional relationship between the
teachers’ level of perceived risk and punitive behaviour, suggesting a link was only present
when the hypothetical student’s behaviour indicated a physical risk. It also revealed
that when the student’s behaviour is high in severity and physically threatening, high
compassion levels in teachers can lead to some teachers also experiencing high levels of
negative affect. No statistically significant relationship was found between perceived risk
and punitive behaviour, nor between the compassion and negative affect variables, nor
global EI and self-efficacy for the low-behaviour-severity group. Therefore, compassion did
not lead to teachers experiencing high levels of negative affect when the student behaviour
was only mild and not physically threatening (low-behaviour-severity group). When EI
was considered in this equation, it was still those teachers lower in EI who experienced
high negative affect, leading to high perceived Risk and likely punitive approaches. The
hypothesis relating to perceived risk was supported in that teacher perception of high risk
led to punitive approaches; however, this was only the case for those teachers exposed to
the high-behaviour-severity group and who had lower EI. EI was still the dominant factor
in teacher perception and behavioural outcomes, despite the threat. This also supported
the new EPS-Model as being predictive when applied to extreme threatening behaviours.

The causal attribution factor scores (student, teacher, school and family factors) were
compared using related samples t-tests to determine whether there were significant differ-
ences in what teachers perceived to be the main cause of the student’s behaviour. Family
factors were perceived to be the most significant cause for the students’ behaviour, fol-
lowed by school factors and then student and teacher factors. No significant differences
were found between the two teacher groups in relation to their perceived cause of the
student’s behaviour. Perception of student and perception of self were the only vari-
ables found to significantly relate to some causal attribution item factors with an effect
size greater than 0.20. The perception of student (student responsibility/control) vari-
able related to the item the student is being purposely manipulative. The perception of self
(personal responsibility) variable related to the items teaching style, teacher personality and
teachers’ inappropriate manner.

3.3. Results 3: Ideal Traits

The EI Process Model of Stigmatisation provided insight into the processes behind
teacher helping behaviour. The six proposed pathways were used to statistically identify
the profiles of teachers whose scores were most related to lower helping and higher punitive
outcomes and what their specific EI traits were that steered them through the psychological
processes to use the most effective approaches. EI trait levels within each profile predicted
differences in how teachers are likely to react emotionally, cognitively and behaviourally.
Those who did not meet the final ideal criterion level cut-offs were more likely to show
responses indicative of stigmatisation and discrimination against students with EBDs. The
ideal profiles are presented in Appendix A.

4. Discussion

Contrary to the attribution model proposed by Corrigan [36], the new EPS-Model pur-
ports that behaviour is mediated by an affective-cognitive process rather than a cognitive-
affective process, as was not hypothesised. EI achieved predictive behavioural patterns in



Psychiatry Int. 2021, 2 99

two ways, as already reported (Figure 3). The first way, through what the author labels
direct pathways, consists of an affective-behavioural process. The second, through indi-
rect pathways, involves an affective-cognitive-behavioural process. These pathways both
confirmed the hypothesis that EI can predict behavioural outcomes, as measured through
emotional and cognitive pathways. The findings are not considered unusual as other
researchers have found inconsistent results or partial support regarding the directionality
or placement of variables in the attribution model [92].
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It is asserted that affect, as the direct product of EI, is more important than cognition
for predicting behavioural outcomes. It is generally suggested that EI, through its resul-
tant affective states, is a stronger influence of desirable helping outcomes and can either
bypass or bias conscious thought processing regarding oneself or the environment. This is
consistent with theories that suggest affective responses act as information on which to
base decisions, as well as influencing behavioural responses [70]. In this way, affect has
tended to direct thought content towards the way one is feeling. Emotions can also distort
decision-making and evaluative processes [69], suggesting that the best approach towards
EBD students does not primarily occur via conscious thought processing.

Having background information, judgements or education about what causes a stu-
dent to behave the way that they do was found to be irrelevant in teachers’ likely course of
action. This suggests that despite having knowledge of a problem, it does not guarantee a
solution. Helping outcomes were still driven by EI and affect, irrespective of the perception
of cause, the risk or who may be more responsible or to blame. Perhaps higher EI and
lower negative affect enable teachers to naturally find a solution and solve problems rather
than focus solely on the individual within the context and try to decide who is responsible
or to blame. Most practical strategies and techniques towards working with EBDs in any
role require particular cognitive and/or educational skills but fail to recognise the innate
unconscious processes that naturally present. It is these processes that are felt by another
person during formal strategic or informal interaction, more so than what is practically
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being communicated or implemented. These are rarely overtly identified as the potential
effective element in evaluating any successful interactional outcome. Building engagement,
or a rapport, is recognised and discussed in mental health professions; however, it is
unclear as to what this measurably looks like. It is clearly not just thinking about and
stating what is to be expected in the relational role.

A teacher’s approach towards helping a student with an EBD is not dependent on
how severe or challenging the student’s behaviour presents, as consistent with some
studies [3,7]. While student behaviour generates stigmatising cognitive reactions, the
behavioural approach is still likely to be positive for those teachers with higher EI. A
teacher’s EI still proves to be the primary predictor of positive behavioural outcomes,
regardless of a student’s level of problematic behaviour or the teacher’s reaction to this
environmental challenge. This is another example of how cognitions do not significantly
influence behaviour.

A new notion emerged from the results, which suggested that when the student’s be-
haviour is high in severity and/or physically threatening, teachers are at risk of compassion
fatigue (high compassion levels leading to high levels of negative affect). Although student
severity was found to put teachers at greater risk of this phenomenon, it was the level of
EI that was the deciding factor as to how teachers emotionally coped with the behaviour,
and their resultant approach towards the difficult student presentation. Self-preservation
and resilient factors are certainly required. When a person feels stressed and anxious or
has poor mental health (such as experiencing high levels of negative affective states), they
are likely to feel more vulnerable and overwhelmed and possibly perceive situations to be
more negative, harmful and amplified than what they actually are. As already suggested,
affective states can distort decision-making and evaluative processes. Being able to cope
and regulate one’s own emotions is reliant on a person’s EI. All of these factors are relevant
to understanding the most effective approach towards EBDs.

The predictability of helping behaviour has probably been shown to vary in studies as
they have failed to measure other unconscious factors and processes occurring within a
person. The most effective approach towards students with EBDs is one that is natural and
uses the already innate resources of teachers. It is not unhelpful to draw on educational
sources and training in order to develop an understanding of interventions and approaches
towards students with EBDs; however, these factors are less important in whether the
practical approach is likely to be successful or not.

Identifying the significant traits responsible for each directional pathway to helping
assisted in determining which EI traits lead to greater supportive or discriminatory be-
haviours. Through the analytical process, it was revealed that it is not individual EI traits
alone that produce the most effective outcomes, but rather a combination or cluster of EI
traits that interact and work together to produce the most desired approach. This idea is
considered common in psychology in understanding a person’s personality as a whole
and how different traits may complement each other to reveal a person’s true presentation,
symptomology or functioning. As an example, two teachers may have similar levels of
self-esteem, but if one is low in other important traits, such as empathy and assertiveness,
this teacher may not be able to handle the emotional demands of a situation as well as
the other teacher, who has higher EI. Searching for just a few ideal traits or characteristics
now appears too simplistic. To think that a solitary trait or single variable could have such
significant effects on students and classroom outcomes is unrealistic. In reality, humans are
multi-faceted. EI, like personality, is much more complex in nature when referring to its
behavioural effects. In human psychology, the same behavioural outcomes are not always
accomplished or reached the same way by every individual. There are often different
personality codes or trait combinations that could lead to similar actions or consequences
and, in this case, approaches towards a matter. The identified trait EI profiles are presented
in Appendix A.

The ideal traits are defined in the current study as those EI traits that have been
found to lead teachers to higher levels of likely helping behaviour. It is these innate
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psychological attributes underlying likely helping that are expected to create the most
appropriate environment for any student. These psychological attributes, known as trait EI,
are conducive to the classroom environment for the reason that they work to eliminate likely
stigmatising attitudes and discriminatory behaviour, which then helps to promote better
teacher–student relationships, student well-being, teacher well-being, student academic
achievement and reduced behavioural problems [7,9,10].

The resultant ideal EI traits that were discovered enabled teachers to perceive the
student in more compassionate ways, whilst keeping their feelings in balance. They also
related to higher levels of teacher self-efficacy and to lower levels of perceived student
responsibility/control, which has been proven in research to relate to more positive student
outcomes. Through the challenges faced with students with EBDs, teachers who possess
these ideal traits should be more able to regulate their emotions as a way to keep their
own experience of negative affective states at a minimum and avoid longer-term stress and
burnout and the resultant negative impacts on those around them.

As a result of developing these new EI trait profiles, a new view of the definition of
emotion regulation is proposed by the researcher that is recommended for use in future
studies. During factor analysis of Petrides’ TEIQue items, his emotion regulation trait
was removed from the current study’s analysis because his emotion regulation items were
too interrelated with many of his other proposed trait scales and could not be discretely
statistically measured. This also suggests that effective emotion regulation is present across
a person’s combinations of traits. To have control over one’s emotions (self-regulation) in
this study’s context is to not discriminate, despite one’s stigmatising cognitions (whether
intentional or not). The ability to not discriminate is driven by a specific group of EI traits
working together to take charge of a behavioural outcome. Therefore, emotion regulation
is thought to be concerned with how a person manages their way through situations, just
like that found in the EI trait pathways, as a process of regulation across affective, cognitive
and behavioural levels. Emotion regulation cannot be determined by asking teachers
directly whether they can control their emotions, like Petrides’ TEIQue does, but rather, it
is the overall effects and outcomes of the unconsciously measured approach that indicate
who can and cannot effectively regulate. In considering all of the above factors, the most
effective approach towards helping students with EBDs stems from predisposed traits that
influence positive emotional regulatory reactions towards others.

In relation to teacher demographics, all trait levels remained stable across teacher age
and experience except for the younger and less experienced teachers (within their first
five years of teaching) who were found to be significantly higher in pessimism, lower in
self-motivation and higher in likely punitive behaviour. The possibility of some EI trait
levels not being fully developed in individuals until they reach an age of maturity is not a
new concept. These differences within the younger age group in comparison could also
be a reflection of the type of teachers who are able to remain in the field long term versus
the many different new teaching personalities who have not yet found their niche. Future
historic-cultural or generational studies may provide further insight into these patterns
based on teachers’ own relational experiences during emotion developmental stages.

Training is likely to be ineffective for improving a teachers’ EI, as it is considered innate;
hence, the easiest and most effective solution is an initial selection process. Depending
on a professional’s EI profile, they may benefit from being placed into roles to which
they are more suited. This may mean engaging with students who may be the least
affected by negative reactions or whose behaviour does not trigger stress or negative
reactions in professionals. Such students would need to be emotionally and socially well-
adjusted, resilient to stress and anxiety and not easily influenced by the emotions of others.
Professionals lower in EI may benefit from non-challenging or demanding students in their
classrooms or clinics, if possible. Despite their qualifications and training, it is unlikely
that all professionals working with EBD students possess the requisite traits to be able
to naturally implement the most effective emotional approaches through their regularly
implemented practical strategies and techniques—hence the need for a measure to identify
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those who possess these effective EI traits for best-quality practice and professional and
EBD student well-being.

4.1. Implications

This study may have implications for teachers, psychologists, psychiatrists and coun-
sellors whose profession it is to engage with students with EBDs. It is apparent that the
study of EI has a role to play in developing an understanding of professionals’ unconscious
behaviour towards students and should become a part of ongoing research endeavours. It
provides a basic awareness of the processes that may occur and that easily go un-noticed. It
lends important evidence to the role of EI in predicting behaviour and performance through
a directional model. In particular, this may be one of the first studies to demonstrate that
EI traits, within a personality framework, can actually predict ineffective or discriminative
behaviour via an affective-cognitive attribution pathway.

This study presents and suggests a new methodology as a way to capture and assess
invisible (teacher) contributors to performance, as well as these unconscious processes of
stigmatisation towards students. The EPS-Model can serve as an effective framework from
which to study and statistically assess the directionality of EI as a predictor of behaviour.
To determine the conceptual generalisability of the EPS-Model and its validity, further
studies need to be conducted. The current study demonstrated the numerous benefits and
limitations of Petrides’ TEIQue. It also provided researchers with additional considerations
and options regarding the statistical use of the TEIQue and its contextual application.

The study also promotes and advocates for the practical implementation of a highly
desirable criterion for professionals to be employed or used for specific duties on the basis of
their level of EI, not just on their experience, education and surface presentation, as a whole
workplace approach. The shift in focus to innate EI traits as the primary influence behind
stigmatisation and discrimination has created a new direction and novel interpretation
of the processes behind stigma and within education discriminatory studies. The level
of emotional support from teachers affects not only their interactions with students but
plays a significant role in students’ adjustment, development, emotional well-being and
academic achievement. The topic and concept of EI is still in its infancy, which suggests
that the findings herein should help the concept to expand further. It should also assist
researchers in appreciating the concept and understanding its possible functions and
context applications more thoroughly.

4.2. Limitations

The teacher sample response rate was only a small representation of the actual teacher
population in Victoria. However, EI traits are purported to be unique to each individual
rather than contexts. A personality framework assumes validly accepted generalisability
across contexts [97,98], [99] (p.7). Petrides proposed, ‘As a measure of emotion-related
self-perceptions, the TEIQue can provide vital and consistent cross-situational information
about an individual’s personality and behavior . . . The TEIQue transcends the arbitrary
boundaries that restrict the utility of inventories assuming that people’s personality changes
from context to context’ [99] (p. 7).

There was a large percentage of surveys that could not be used for further analysis
as they were incomplete. The instrument required a comprehensive trait analysis for the
current study’s goals, where the length of the survey is a limitation of most personality
assessment measures. Self-report measures are problematic due to social desirability,
response set patterns and lack of self-awareness. Where social desirability bias is operative,
the data may underestimate the true extent of stigmatisation in the study’s findings [100],
especially for the punitive question items.

Finally, vignettes are only hypothetical abstractions from real-life experiences [100],
suggesting that teachers are not in the presence of a real student. Willner and Smith [91]
proposed that future research should address the issues of the limited reliability of the
vignette-based methodology commonly used in attribution studies. However, Ajzen and
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Orbell et al. [101,102] support the position that intentional behaviour is closely associated
with actual behaviours and has a high degree of acceptable predictive ability. The researcher
chose to operationalise helping behaviour as likely helping behaviour in order to allow for
this probability. Observational methods could have been used to assess teachers’ actual
behaviours rather than reported behaviours; however, teachers’ cognitions or EI traits
needed to be measured through self-reporting, as the teachers themselves were the only
ones who could access this type of information. The research was primarily about teachers’
subjective and individual experiences.

5. Conclusions

Trait emotional intelligence, through the current study, has proven to be valuable as an
innate trait-based approach for effectively supporting and interacting with EBD students
via its related psychological mechanisms. EI and its related affective-cognitive processes
plays a significant role in preventing and managing disruptive behaviour and mental health
problems through its unconscious processes, which can be felt or sensed by others but not
necessarily recognised. Some individuals are predisposed to higher levels of the most ideal
EI traits, and they will most likely have more desirable and positive outcomes in engaging
with EBD students compared to those lower in EI. It is not a student’s behaviour that causes
inequitable behaviours towards them, but rather, the ability of the observer to regulate
their own emotions and cope with the student’s complex presentation. The best practice
lies within the facilitator rather than with an emotionally detached practical strategy.

The study of personality EI has an important role to play in understanding profession-
als’ unconscious behaviour towards students and should continue to be explored. It has
also initiated a new focus within discrimination studies. It is recommended that the newly
developed ASET tool be practically applied for teacher selection or recruitment processes
in universities and schools. Future studies should use the ASET and the EPS-Model to test
for and increase their validity. Finally, it is recommended that the current study’s method-
ological framework and instrument be investigated within other contexts and tested for its
relationships with other psychological measurements.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Six emotionally intelligent trait profiles. EI trait levels within each profile predicted differences in how teachers are likely to
react emotionally, cognitively and behaviourally using the author’s proposed EI Process Model of Stigmatisation (EPS-Model).

Ideal Trait Profile Factors

Significantly Higher in Significantly Lower in Significantly Higher in Significantly Lower in

Self-Esteem (1, 5)
Optimism (1, 2, 3, 5)
Empathy (1, 2, 3, 4, 6)
Emotion Perception (1, 2, 3, 4)
Assertiveness (1, 5)
Emotion Management (in Others)
(1, 5, 6)
Stress Management (1–6)
Self-Motivation (1, 2, 3, 4)
Adaptability (1, 2, 3, 4, 5)
Emotion Expression of Self (2, 3)
Emotion Expression of Others (4)
Global EI (1–6)

Pessimism
(1, 2, 3, 6)

Compassion (1–6)
Self-Efficacy (1–6)
Likely Helping Behaviour
(1–6)

Negative Affect (1, 4, 5, 6)
Perception of Student
Responsibility/Fault (1–6)
Perceived Risk (1–6)
Punitive Behaviour (1–6)

Legend Direct Pathways (EI → Affect → Behaviour)

(1) Ideal Trait Profile 1 EI→ Negative Affect→ Likely Punitive Behaviour

(2) Ideal Trait Profile 2 EI→ Compassion→ Likely Helping and Punitive Behaviours

Indirect Pathways (EI → Affect → Cognitive → Behaviour)

(3) Ideal Trait Profile 3 EI→ Compassion→ Perception of Student Responsibility→
Likely Punitive Behaviour

(4) Ideal Trait Profile 4 EI→ Negative Affect→ Self-Efficacy→ Likely Helping
Behaviour

(5) Ideal Trait Profile 5 EI→ Negative Affect→ Perceived Risk→ Likely Punitive
Behaviour

(6) Ideal Trait Profile 6 EI→ Negative Affect→ Perception of Student Responsibility
→ Likely Punitive Behaviour
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