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This dissertation, a qualitative case study conducted from a constructivist 

perspective, focuses on the construction and implementation of strategies of emotional 

scaffolding by two early childhood educators in a public elementary school. This study 

finds that emotional scaffolding is an excellent example of a tool that could help teachers 

reach developmentally appropriate practices for early childhood education in an age of 

accountability. The primary data consist of participant observations, participant 

interviews and key documents. The study has two primary interests.  The first aims at 

understanding how young children’s learning experiences are enhanced when early 

childhood educators integrate emotions into their decision-making and practices. The 

second aims at enhancing the emerging picture of what emotional scaffolding means in 

early childhood education contexts. My analysis highlights three major themes that 

contribute to these participants’ decision-making for emotional scaffolding. The first is 

the participants’ beliefs about their self-perceived teaching identities. The second is their 

deep understanding of children. The third involves their assessments and reactions to 

their school climates. The findings focus on four areas of divergence from the literature. 
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First is the important role that teachers’ personal beliefs about the most pedagogically 

important emotion play in constructing and implementing strategies for emotional 

scaffolding. Second, emotional scaffolding is an important part of teachers’ mediated 

agency in a time of increasing accountability. Third, teachers’ capacity to balance student 

excitement and engagement through their emotional scaffolding is the key to establishing 

and maintaining children’s engagement in academic activities. Fourth is that emotional 

scaffolding carried out in the early childhood classroom involves emotion work, not 

emotional labor. The study provides several implications. The first is that our perception 

of the emotional scaffolding process in the early childhood education context can be 

expanded.  The second is the importance of sufficient preservice training. The third is 

that a principal who respects a teacher’s decision-making and practices can help a teacher 

provide effective emotional scaffolding. The final and perhaps most important 

implication is that an awareness of self is the most important element contributing to 

better decision-making in creating a meaningful and engaging environment for their 

students.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

OVERVIEW OF EMOTION IN TEACHING AND LEARNING  

 In recent years, cognitive scientists examining the structure and function of the 

brain have found that emotion and cognition interact in the learning process in a highly 

interwoven relationship, together constituting the fabric of children’s learning and 

development (Blair et al., 2007; Damasio 1999; MacLean, 1990). According to Damasio 

(1999), for example, when a teacher gives instruction, students use both their “cognitive 

brain” and their “emotional brain” at the same time. The cognitive brain focuses more on 

the what aspects in instruction, such as content, concepts, analyses, and words, while the 

emotional brain focuses more on the how aspects, distinguishing meaning and judgment 

by picking up on the subtle nuances of nonverbal expressions, such as facial expressions, 

tone of voice, eye contact, and body language (Shelton & Stern, 2004). 

Emotions play a pivotal role in mediating children’s acquisition of academic 

knowledge and skills in classroom contexts. When both emotions and cognition are 

integrated in teaching and learning contexts, they provide more optimal outcomes in 

children’s learning and development (Goldstein, 1999; Meyer & Turner, 2002; Op’t 

Eynde & Turner, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2002; Schutz & DeCuir, 2002; Shelton & Stern, 

2004). Taking children’s emotions into consideration in instruction as critical teaching 

tools can foster children’s learning and development by promoting their classroom 

participation and engagement, and can heighten their chances of becoming academically 

successful. It would seem imperative, therefore, that emotions be integrated and 

coordinated in teachers’ instructional responses in order to maximize children’s learning 

and development.  

Teachers’ understanding and awareness of the role of emotions in the 

classroom—their own emotions, as well as their students’—can influence children’s 

engagement levels. Shelton and Stern (2004) argue in a work that was very oriented 
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toward specific strategies, that both teachers and students develop emotional competence 

in a reciprocal relationship for more effective teaching and learning. Emotional 

competence, they argued, can be developed through self-awareness, which refers to “the 

process of focusing attention on one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in order to 

understand what they are, where they come from, and what they mean” (p.1). This 

increase in emotional awareness helps the teacher to become less judgmental and more 

respectful in interpreting children’s emotions, which Shelton and Stern saw as an 

important skill to assist in learning engagement. This literature conceives of self-

understanding of emotions in the classroom as explicit professional knowledge essential 

to supporting children’s self-regulated learning.  

In a similar vein, Goldstein (1999) also claimed that affective relationships 

between students and teachers are critical ingredients for intellectual growth, and 

emphasized the importance of teachers’ decision-making in creating these relationships. 

In Goldstein’s view, even though teachers co-construct knowledge with children, teachers 

have a unique positionality in the relational zone, which requires them to consider 

multiple factors when making pedagogical decisions. These factors include societal 

demands, pedagogical beliefs, and children’s current knowledge and skills including their 

current emotional states, interests, preferences, and needs. This positionality gives 

teachers more responsibility than students by producing an asymmetrical relationship 

between student and teacher in the relational zone. Teachers encounter their children in 

the zone and provide effective scaffolding to assist children in their learning, without 

taking over the process but rather, emotionally engaging in collaborative relationships 

and demonstrating respect for the children’s rights. These reciprocal affective interactions 

in instruction contribute both to teachers’ professional growth and students’ cognitive 

development, strengthening the quality of the learning environment. This study follows 

Goldstein in positing that through emotional engagement, teachers can exercise their 

autonomy and take a direct role in shaping the learning climate.  

Two major factors can affect the ability of early childhood educators to integrate 

emotions into the classroom. Firstly, in recent years, early childhood educators in public 
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education settings have experienced great pressure to meet the academic standards set by 

the nation, state, or district. This pressure reconstructs early childhood educators’ 

teaching practices, encouraging them to focus more attention on children’s cognitive 

achievements. This shift in emphasis, in turn, has led to the neglect of emotions. Early 

childhood educators in the recent literature have argued that they do not have time and 

energy to give to children’s emotions in the classroom (Denham, 2006; Goldstein, 2007; 

Hatch, 2005; Hyson, 2004; Hyun, 2003; McDaniel et al., 2005; Miller, 2005; Raver, 

2002). This literature on the dilemma of the early childhood educator in the time of 

cognitive-based standards also reveals early childhood educators’ current assumptions 

about emotions. Namely, they tend to view cognition as central and emotion as peripheral 

to the learning process (Shelton & Stern, 2004). This dichotomous view may prevent 

early childhood teachers experiencing these new pressures from attending to children’s 

emotions in instruction.  

The second contributing factor to the neglect of emotions in teaching contexts is 

the nature of the current conceptualization of the origin of emotional understanding and 

skills. The implementation of emotions in the classroom has been regarded as the product 

of the qualities of a teacher’s individual disposition, such as sensitivity, instinct, and 

intuition, rather than as a deliberate and informed choice, as Hargreaves critically notes 

(1998). Because of this perception, teachers are not explicitly instructed in the skill of 

incorporating emotions into children’s learning.  

The current neglect of emotions deprives children of the right to maximize their 

learning potential and deprives teachers of a valuable tool they could use to fulfill their 

responsibilities more effectively in an age of accountability. The current early childhood 

education situation calls our attention to the need of an empirically based theory for 

scaffolding emotion that goes beyond a reliance on the disposition of individual teachers. 

Such a theory would bolster teachers’ understanding of the emotional aspects of teaching 

and learning and provide pedagogical knowledge about ways to incorporate emotions in 

instruction to boost children’s learning and development. Because of the need for a 

theory that would empower teachers to deal with emotions while succeeding in the 
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present climate, the primary interest in this study was to look at early childhood 

educators’ pedagogical decision-makings surrounding emotional scaffolding, and their 

motivations underlying these decisions.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY  

Currently, with early childhood education changing to reflect the effects of a 

climate of test-oriented policy and an increased emphasis on standards and 

accountability, it is important to identify meaningful and developmentally appropriate 

ways to increase children’s success in school. With this goal in mind, this study was 

intended to address the contemporary lack of empirical understanding of the ways in 

which the integration of the affective domain into early childhood teachers’ pedagogical 

decision- making and practices could contribute to the enhancement of young children’s 

learning experiences in public school classrooms. The research questions for this study 

were oriented to explore the way that early childhood teachers make pedagogical 

decisions that could be considered emotional scaffolding, as well as determine the factors 

contributing to these decisions.  

Two research questions guided my study. 

1. What are early childhood educators’ strategies for emotional scaffolding?  

2. How is emotional scaffolding constructed and implemented in the early childhood 

education context?  

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  

 The literature has found that teachers and students in a given classroom constantly 

send and receive emotionally charged verbal and nonverbal communication, creating a 

fluctuating range of engagement or disengagement, and thus, a corresponding range of 

academic outcomes (Meyer & Turner, 2002; Shelton & Stern, 2004). Furthermore, others 

have pointed out that emotion is all the more important in the pre-K and kindergarten 

environments because teachers of this age group are responsible for preparing students 

for school, academically and emotionally, which involves constructing a positive mindset 
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toward academic learning (Hyson, 2008). In recent years, schools have been feeling 

pressure to prepare children for the standardized tests given starting in the third grade. 

Today this pressure is being felt even at the kindergarten level. This “shove down” trend 

is likely to continue (Goldstein, 2007; Hatch, 2005) and this pressure can sometimes 

conflict with teachers’ own desire to integrate emotional awareness into the classroom.  

A study that explores the role of emotions in the academic process in the early 

childhood education classroom is important because of the tremendous potential for 

improvement in children’s learning engagement. Teachers’ emotional practices in the 

classroom have the power to improve children’s lives in multiple ways. Bringing 

teachers’ attention to the role of emotion in teaching and learning is important in order to 

increase young children’s engagement, which is a strong indicator of children’s 

successful learning experiences (Shelton & Stern, 2004). The quality of the classroom 

experience, on both the academic and emotional levels, can improve when the teacher 

shows conscious awareness of the role of emotion. Integrating emotions in teaching 

practices not only increases children’s academic engagement, but, more importantly, can 

also affect children’s perception of who they are and how they think about the world. 

This can improve the quality of the children’s lives (Meyer & Turner, 2007).  

Positive emotional experiences that enhance learning can be called “emotional 

scaffolding,” a term that borrows from Vygotsky’s concept of “scaffolding” and 

combines it with an awareness of the role of emotion in the learning process (Meyer & 

Turner, 2007). The literature about emotional scaffolding in early childhood education 

contexts is underdeveloped. The existence of such literature would help early childhood 

teachers develop their own emotional teaching practices, and, in turn, would help early 

childhood classrooms offer more meaningful learning experiences.   

OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 

In this chapter I have offered an argument for the use of emotions in classrooms 

and establishes the study’s research questions regarding early childhood educators’ 

pedagogical decision-making and practices for emotional scaffolding. Chapter Two 
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describes in detail the literature that informed this study, including work in educational 

research that describes the role of emotion in the learning process; literature that 

discusses the influence of social context on teachers’ emotional practices in the 

classroom; and finally, the small group of studies that define and outline the practices of 

emotional scaffolding. Chapter Three describes the details of the research methodology. 

In brief, this dissertation used two qualitative case studies, in line with assumptions of the 

constructivist paradigm, to capture the complexity of emotional communication between 

teachers and students. As volunteer participants, two early childhood educators (one ESL 

pre-k and one kindergarten) were purposefully selected and observed, interviewed and 

videotaped in their classrooms. Data were analyzed simultaneously as they were 

collected, using the literature on emotional scaffolding as a theoretical framework (Meyer 

& Turner, 2007). Chapter Four outlines the themes resulting from the data analysis: 1) 

teachers’ beliefs about self identity and the relationship of these beliefs to teaching 

strategies for emotional scaffolding; 2) teachers’ understandings of students’ emotions 

and how these understandings affect teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding; and 3) 

teachers’ feelings about school expectations and academic pressures and the relationship 

of these perceptions to teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding. 

 Finally, Chapter Five contains five major discussion points derived from the 

findings. First, I discuss how participants used their personal ideas about the most 

pedagogically important emotion in order to craft their approaches to emotional 

scaffolding. Second, I argue that in the early childhood classroom, emotional scaffolding 

is an important part of teachers’ mediated agency in an age of accountability. Third, I 

discuss the participants’ definitions of “excitement”, asking how this discourse could 

show us the need for a more refined vocabulary in describing classroom emotion. Fourth, 

I ask whether emotional scaffolding carried out in the early childhood classroom is 

emotional labor or emotion work. Finally, I conclude with a discussion of the study’s 

implications for teacher education. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 The role of emotion in teaching and learning is a growing topic in educational 

research and literature, and the field of early childhood education has traditionally 

emphasized emotional and social development as aspects of the curriculum (Hyson, 

2004). However, the specific topic of my research, emotional scaffolding, has not yet 

been the subject of an extensive body of research. For this reason, this study drew upon 

three bodies of literature: first, literature in educational research, derived from work in 

educational psychology and cognitive science, that describes the role of emotion in the 

learning process; second, literature that discusses the influence of social context on 

teachers’ emotional practices in the classroom, including work which describes the 

formation of teacherly identity, the influence of cultural expectations on teachers’ 

teaching practices, and school reform’s impact on teacher choices; finally, the small 

group of studies that have begun to define and describe practices that could be called 

“emotional scaffolding.” In this chapter, I discuss each of these topics, analyzing its 

importance for my research.  

THE ROLE OF EMOTION IN THE LEARNING PROCESS 

Research in neuroscience has found that an emotional brain exists in areas of the 

cortex and functions as an integral part in the cognitive process (Blair el al., 2007; 

Damasio, 1999; MacLean, 1990). Following this discovery, educational researchers have 

advanced the idea that emotions play a pivotal regulatory role contributing to student 

academic performance (Blair, 2002; Denham, 2007; Hyson, 2008; Leerkes et al., 2008; 

Linnenbrink, 2007; Meyer & Turner, 2002; Op’t Eynde et al., 2007; Pekrun et al., 2002; 

Skinner et al., 2008). Literature from this body of work that informs this study falls into 

four categories: 1) literature that attempts to define the nature of emotion; 2) literature in 

early childhood, which is mainly theoretical, rather than practical, and focuses on the role 

of emotion in cognition from the perspective of “school readiness” (Blair, 2002; Hyson, 
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2008; Leerkes et al., 2007; Wolfe & Bell, 2007); 3) work done in a range of educational 

contexts that defines the concept of “engagement” (Boekaerts, 2007; Linnenbrink, 2007; 

OP’t Eynde et al., 2007; Skinner et al., 2008; VanDeWeghe, 2009); and 4) literature also 

addressing a range of educational contexts that investigates the roles of types of emotion 

(Meyer & Turner, 2002, 2006; Op’t Eynde & Turner, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2002). 

The Definition of Emotion 

 Many agree that emotions are an intrinsic part of classroom life, but a concrete 

definition of the nature of emotion is helpful to the researcher seeking to observe how 

emotion operates in the classroom context. For the purposes of this study, I will follow 

Meyer and Turner’s (2006) social constructivist perspective on emotion (see below for 

further literature review on social construction). Emotions are observable reactions to 

particular events in the classroom context, and could comprise “students’ and teachers’ 

appraisals [expressed assessments or judgments of a situation], action tendencies 

[reactive behaviors such as engaging or avoiding a situation], desires [expressed 

volitions, such as when a child might raise her hand to talk], feelings [internal reactions 

which might be invisible to the researcher], and physiological responses [crying, 

heightened heart rate, sweating, blushing]” (Meyer & Turner, 2006, p. 378, citing Ortony 

& Turner, 1990). Many of the upcoming sections of this literature review will discuss the 

nature of emotional expression in particular contexts.  

Theorizing Emotion as Contributing to Academic Readiness in Early Childhood 
Contexts 

The field of early childhood education has historically viewed emotion and 

cognition as an integrated system, and emphasized the idea that emotion should be an 

integral part of the curriculum, although developmental guidelines often segregate 

emotional or social development from academic concerns (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). 

Many theoretical and empirical studies on children’s emotions in early childhood 

education have, thus, confined themselves to the emotional realm, and have focused on 

children’s emotional socialization for the development of emotional competence (Ahn, 
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2005; Cohen, 2001; Denham, 1998, 2006; Smith & Bondy, 2007). In this work, 

“emotional socialization” is defined as the process of developing the capability to express 

emotion in contextually appropriate ways, to understand one’s own and others’ emotions, 

and to regulate one’s emotion in constructive ways (Denham, 1998). The literature puts 

an emphasis on children’s emotional competence because, it argues, this competence 

functions as a strong foundation for successful future academic performance and 

adjustment to schooling. This instrumentalist approach tends to see emotions as being in 

need of regulation, to focus on suppressing negative emotions as interruptive to the 

learning process, and to overlook the benefits of positive emotions in creating learning 

experiences in the classroom.  

In more recent years, however, influenced by new work in cognitive science, the 

literature about emotion in early childhood has extended from investigations located 

within the boundaries of the emotional realm to investigations of the connection of the 

emotional with the cognitive domain. This literature criticizes an exclusive focus on 

academic skills and abilities in assessment of readiness for schooling, a focus that has 

arisen under the influence of a new climate of academically oriented tests in the early 

childhood context (Blair, 2002; Hyson, 2008; Leerkes et al., 2007; Wolfe & Bell, 2007). 

Because emotion functions as a “protective buffer,” which fosters upward spirals toward 

future academic success, the literature argues that students’ emotions should not be 

neglected in preparing them to become competent academically. Although this literature 

connects emotional and cognitive function, it retains an implied emphasis on the future 

integration of the student into the school context.  

For example, using maternal report as a methodology, educational psychologists 

Leerkes et al. (2007) examined the relationship between emotional understanding, 

emotion control, cognitive understanding, and cognitive control in early childhood 

development. This work reported that young children with a high degree of emotional 

understanding and emotion control showed more indicators of social competence and 

academic success than did the subjects with high degrees of cognitive control. The idea 

that, in early childhood, emotional development advances cognitive development is 



 10 

further supported by Blair (2002)’s work. Blair, working in the field of human 

development, argued that emotional process assists children’s self-regulated learning and 

effortful involvement in learning activities more than cognitive process does, and serves 

as a foundation for social and academic performance in early development. Educational 

psychologists Wolfe and Bell (2007) also argued that early emotional regulation 

influences the later development of cognitive control skills such as attention and working 

memory. They examined the association between infant emotional regulation and early 

childhood working memory performance, arguing that caregivers could improve 

cognitive function through practicing emotional regulation. Of these three authors, only 

Blair explicitly approaches these questions from the school readiness perspective; 

however, Leerkes et al and Wolfe and Bell argue that educators testing for school 

readiness should consider emotional function. 

The work of Hyson (2008) bridges the gap between these theoretical works on the 

intertwining of emotion and cognition, translating these findings into prescriptive advice 

for early childhood educators. Hyson argued that preschool and kindergarten children’s 

positive emotions, including interest, enjoyment, and happiness, experienced through 

classroom activities, have a central role in developing student attention, self-regulation, 

and long-lasting memory. She used the term “positive approaches to learning” to describe 

her image of the ideal learning situation, specifying interest, motivation to learn, and 

pleasure as emotions which would lead to active engagement, described as self-

regulation, persistence, and flexibility. Although Hyson’s work aligns very much with my 

own in its emphasis on integration of emotion and cognition in the classroom learning 

process, her book is intended as a handbook for teachers, and is not based on first-hand 

research. I argue that understanding how these realms relate in an actual classroom is an 

important step to understanding how teachers’ and students’ emotions interact to create 

learning situations.  

In the literature on the relationship between emotion and cognition in the early 

childhood context, there is less examination of how early childhood educators make 

decisions to integrate emotions into their pedagogy.  
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Types of Emotions   

 Moving on from the realization that emotion and cognition are intertwined, the 

research asks questions about how types of emotions affect the learning process. 

Educators may wonder how their students’ particular emotional experiences might help 

or hinder their academic engagement. My study looked at the way that teachers perceive 

particular emotions as constructive or unconstructive for student engagement, and asked 

how they attempt to support what they see as desirable emotions. Research on types of 

emotions and their functioning in the classroom has generally been conducted in late 

elementary and secondary school settings (Linnenbrink, 2007; Meyer & Turner, 2002, 

2006; Op’t Eynde & Turner, 2006; Op’t Eynde et al., 2007; Pekrun et al., 2002). The 

literature found that students’ emotions can play a positive or a negative role in the 

learning process. Students’ positive emotional states (which these researchers have 

defined variously as “happy,” “interested,” “relaxed,” “joyful,” “confident,” “calm,” 

“excited”) motivate their attentiveness, create incentives to stay on task, and cause them 

to view their learning in a positive light and to begin to self-regulate their learning. On 

the other hand, students’ negative emotional states (defined as “bored,” “anxious,” “sad,” 

“frustrated,” “hopeless,” “tired,” “angry”) lead to self-protective disengagement, 

avoidance, and off-task behaviors when experienced during the learning process. These 

findings are important because they help us understand how positive classroom 

environments are developed and sustained and how emotions can support or disrupt 

academic engagement.   

For example, reviewing a range of research about “academic emotions” in 

secondary school and university students, Pekrun et al. (2002) examine how emotions 

that students experience in school settings affect students’ learning and academic 

achievement. Using their own research methodology, based on the theory of the 

reciprocal relationship between emotion, cognition and motivation, they examine the 

findings of the literature they reviewed, looking for evidence of positive student emotion 

(e.g., hope, pride, enjoyment) and negative student emotion (e.g., hopelessness, boredom, 

anger) in academic settings. Their results revealed that students who reported positive 
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emotions developed strategies for self-regulated learning and expanded their cognitive 

resources, while students who reported negative emotions experienced discouragement 

and diminished motivation.  

Similarly, Turner and Meyer (2002) investigated the use of instructional 

scaffolding in sixth-grade mathematics lessons in two classrooms, asking how this 

scaffolding could help develop students’ self-regulatory processes. Students in these 

classrooms reported that their classroom climate was one of high expectations for 

cognitive growth and academic achievement. The results, which relied on student self-

reports, revealed that although both instructors effectively provided cognitive scaffolding, 

their affective styles differed. One classroom’s students self-reported more negative 

affect and self-handicapping, and this classroom’s teacher was less likely to respond 

positively to students. The other classroom’s students self-reported a high level of self-

regulation, resulting from their teacher’s supportive affective style. The study concluded 

that, given similar cognitive teaching methods, the most effective instruction occurs 

where teachers provide students with positive emotional support based upon shared 

understanding between teachers and students. For example, when teachers displayed 

positive emotions, including humor, enthusiasm, and interest, in their instructions, 

students reported that they felt more motivation to learn.  

Linnenbrink (2007) added a layer of complexity to the analysis of the work of 

positive and negative emotions in learning by proposing an alternative model for 

assessing emotion in the classroom. In a review article about the role of affect in student 

learning, she suggested a “multi-dimensional model of affect” that would take into 

account not only the valence of the emotion (positive or negative) but its level of 

activation, or strength. Thus, a positive emotion such as excitement differs in activation 

level from a positive emotion such as calmness (as do the negative emotions of anger and 

sadness). Linnebrink cited previous literature that pointed to the necessity of looking at 

context when assessing emotion, and that found that negative emotion may be used 

constructively in some situations, such as problems that call for systematic, analytic 

processing and attention to detail (Bless, 2000; Schwarz & Clore, 1996). Linnebrink 
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proposed that, depending on the complexity of the academic task, teachers may wish to 

facilitate a more neutral state of emotion with low activation, so that students can engage 

in complex cognitive tasks without the distraction of processing strong positive or 

negative emotions, which can hinder working memory. Because most studies do not 

assess emotion according to valence and activation, she was not able to reach a 

conclusion about this hypothesis; however, this model adds to our awareness when 

assessing how emotions work in the classroom.  

One researcher who has approached emotion in the classroom and attempted to 

move beyond simple categorizations of emotions as positive or negative is Rosiek (2003), 

whose work on emotional scaffolding in the secondary school context argued that 

emotion that would traditionally be considered negative, such as sadness, frustration, or 

anger, can be constructively used, depending on the context, including subject matter and 

composition of the group. He proposed a reconceptualization of the categorization of 

types of emotions, arguing that we should assess emotions based on their 

constructiveness or unconstructiveness for student learning.  

The literature, with the exception of Linnenbrink’s provocative review and 

Rosiek’s work, generally proposes that positive emotions assist engagement, while 

negative emotions hinder it. Linnenbrink and Rosiek call for a more contextualized 

understanding of emotion’s function in the classroom, asking us to be aware of a wider 

variety of functions for emotion in enhancing engagement.  

Defining Engagement  

No matter how researchers define types of emotion in the classroom, they all 

agree that “engagement” is the desired outcome. For researchers looking at all levels of 

schooling, the construct of engagement has become a topic of major concern, because of 

its observable effect on student learning and the classroom environment (Skinner et al, 

2008). In the field of early childhood education, engagement is a key component of 

school readiness assessments, because these assessments measure how long students can 

maintain focus on one topic (Hyson, 2008). 
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The definition of engagement can be operationalized differently depending on the 

theoretical approaches and how they assess the multiple dimensions (behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive) of involvement in school. My study aimed at looking at how 

teachers’ and students’ emotions affect students’ academic engagement in classroom 

settings, so I used the definition of engagement that appeared in Skinner et al., (2008)’s 

work. Operating in the later elementary context and conceptualizing classroom 

engagement as the combination between behavioral and emotional dimensions, Skinner 

et al. described the meaning of engagement:  

Engagement itself combines behavioral and emotional dimensions and refers to 
active, goal-directed, flexible, constructive, persistent, focused, emotionally 
positive interactions with the social and physical environments (in this case, 
academic activities) (Skinner et al., p. 766).  
 
In literature concerning the early childhood context, engagement has been defined 

as behavior that is contextually appropriate: “Engagement is defined as the amount of 

time children spend involved with the environment (with teachers, peers, or materials) in 

a way that is appropriate for the children’s age, abilities, and surroundings” (McWilliam 

& Bailey, 1992, cited in McWilliam & Casey, 2008, p. 4). Under this definition, it would 

be possible for a child to be inappropriately engaged, if the child’s interests conflicted 

with the needs of the environment. This definition, which focused on pre-K and 

kindergarten students’ engagement, implies the influence of school readiness imperatives, 

which ask students to adapt to their environment. Hyson (2008) also emphasizes self-

regulation and flexibility in her definition of engagement in the pre-K and kindergarten 

classrooms, pointing out that engagement can be observed through students’ behaviors 

and consists of four components: attention (focus), persistence (working through 

frustration to reach a goal), flexibility (innovation in the face of challenges), and self-

regulation (the ability to control one’s behaviors). Hyson also points out that the highest 

level of engagement is “flow,” or a state of engagement so concentrated that the subject 

loses track of time and space, a concept defined by Csikszentmihalyi (1997) as the 

optimal psychological state for learning.   
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 While researchers such as Skinner et al. who operate in the late elementary 

context place less emphasis on the way that engagement entails fitting in to the dominant 

paradigm, researchers in early childhood contexts define engagement in part by the 

degree to which the student is able to conform to expectations. All three researchers cited 

above emphasize the behavioral dimension of engagement—the observable actions that 

indicate that a student is engaged in learning.  

INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL CONTEXT ON TEACHERS’ EMOTIONAL 
PRACTICES  

A considerable amount of literature pays attention to contextual factors that 

influence teachers’ emotional practices in the classroom, including work that describes 

the process of the formation of teacherly identity and the influence of cultural 

expectations on teachers’ practices (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Hargreaves, 1998, 2000, 

2005; Isenbarger, & Zembylas, 2006; Kelchtermans, 2005; Lasky, 2005; Nias, 1989, 

1996; Oplatka, 2007; Schutz et al., 2007; Sutton, 2004; Williams-Johnson, 2008; 

Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2003, 2005, 2007). When in search of the roots of the use of 

emotion in the classroom context, those who study emotional teaching practices have 

debated whether a teacher’s emotional beliefs originate in a teacher’s personal 

disposition, or are constructed by the interaction with surrounding nested contexts. 

Further, the literature delves more specifically into the way that teachers’ emotional 

practices in the classroom are shaped by cultural expectations of teachers and by school 

reform. This literature provides a framework for understanding how teachers’ emotional 

practices evolve through a series of transactions with social contexts.  

The Formation of Self-Identity 

From a socially and culturally contextualized perspective of emotion, researchers 

widely believe that a teacher’s background information, including identity, as well as the 

participant’s social context, is germane to an analysis of his or her emotional teaching 

practices (Hargreaves, 1998; Kelchtermans, 2005; Nias, 1989; Schutz et al., 2007; 

Williams-Johnson, 2008; Zembylas, 2005). Those who study emotional teaching 
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practices from a social-constructionist point of view have debated whether the quality of 

these practices can be attributed to what a more positivist model might describe as a 

teacher’s personal disposition. From a contextualized perspective, Hargreaves (1998) 

criticized those who have regarded emotional teaching practices, such as sensitivity, 

caring, and intuition, as personal choice. This assumption, others contend, leads to a 

power imbalance between the teacher and his/her employer, in which the teacher blames 

herself for any problem, instead of looking for structural factors that might contribute to 

her situation (Boler, 1999; Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2005). In an attempt to mediate 

between these positions, Zembylas (2005) argued that the influence of personality is a 

part of the construction of a teacher’s emotional pedagogical decision-making (not the 

entirety).  

A more useful model for assessing the influence of teachers’ selves on their 

emotional teaching practices lies in the concept of identity, which sees individual 

qualities (such as sensitivity, caring, or intuition) as part of a process of teacher’s self-

formation, not inherently present in the teacher from birth, as the common concept of 

“personality” implies. From a socially and historically contextualized perspective on 

emotion, Schutz and colleagues (2007) defined identity as inclusive of the teacher’s self-

perception as a teacher and self-presentation to students. They point out the complexity of 

the relationship among students’ and teachers’ identities, beliefs, and goals, all of which 

influence the content of transactions between students and teachers, as part of the social 

and historical context of the classroom. Schutz et al. argued that teachers’ beliefs about 

emotions influence their day-to-day teaching practices, and that their goals relating to 

emotions affect decision-making. The concept of “identity,” more so than that of 

“personal disposition,” allows educators consciously to improve their emotional teaching 

practices through shifting their perceptions and positions. For this reason, this study 

assessed “identities” rather than “personalities.”  

The literature argues that teachers’ identities are products of many factors, 

including not only individual variables (e.g., teaching experiences, educational beliefs, 

biological age), but also social components (e.g., school policy, family and community 
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expectations, cultural beliefs) (Darby, 2007; Hargreaves, 2005; Kelchtermans, 2005; 

Lasky, 2005; Vartuli, 2005; Zembayls, 2005). The most influential recent work 

theorizing the process of identity formation is Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system 

model (2005). This system provides a comprehensive picture of how individuals transact 

with social and historical contextual settings, and discusses complex and reciprocal 

relationships between individuals and their nested environments. According to 

Bronfenbrenner, environments that contribute to individuals’ development are 

categorized into four dimensions. In his model, which describes the development of 

children but could be applied to other individuals, the “microsystem” encompasses the 

subject’s most proximate interactions; the “mesosystem” refers to the interactions of 

microsystems in an individual’s life at a given time; the “exosystem” is the larger 

community context surrounding and influencing the mesosystem; the “macrosystem” is 

the large-scale historical and social factors which affect the other systems; and the 

“chronosystem” brings the dimension of time into the individual’s development. I find 

this approach helpful because it shows how teachers have constructed their understanding 

of the role of emotion through dynamic interactions with multi-layered contexts and over 

time, and how internal factors, including beliefs, identities, and goals, interact with 

external factors in the classroom in producing pedagogical decisions that are congruent 

with emotional scaffolding. These decisions and their results then, in turn, reciprocally 

contribute to the further construction of the teacher’s beliefs, goals, and identities (Schutz 

et al., 2007; Zembylas, 2007). 

Cultural Expectations and Teachers’ Practices  

The literature that explores the influence of cultural expectations on teachers’ 

practices encounters an unsolvable theoretical problem: how many of teachers’ beliefs 

about what practices are best come from their own personal commitments, and how many 

of these beliefs are constructed by cultural influence? The literature agrees on the 

importance of beliefs, arguing that “beliefs are the heart of teaching” (Vartuli, 2005, p. 

82), and that a teacher’s beliefs are not merely hypothetical understandings, but also 
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guide their behaviors and decisions in classrooms (Vartuli, 2005). However, there are 

different approaches to the problem of understanding the origin of teachers’ beliefs about 

the best teaching practices.  

A large body of research explores how external social and political factors affect 

teachers’ emotional management in teaching contexts (Callahan & McCollum, 2002; 

Hargreaves, 1998; Isenbarger, & Zembylas, 2006; Lasky, 2005; Oplatka, 2007; Sutton, 

2004; Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2003, 2004). The most influential concept that has 

shaped this study is one derived from a sociological work by Hochschild (1983), the idea 

of “emotional labor.” This type of labor involves an individual managing his or her 

emotion in order to create an external display of a type of emotion demanded by his or 

her workplace. Hochschild’s study pointed to flight attendants, waitresses, and other 

typically female-gendered occupations as work demanding emotional labor. Other 

theorists have applied this concept to teaching, trying to adapt it in order to theorize the 

social influence of idealized images of teaching, without depriving teachers of agency 

(Isenbarger, & Zembylas, 2006; Oplatka, 2007; Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2005). These 

researchers have pointed to the fact that teachers voluntarily engage in emotional 

teaching practices based upon their assessment of student responses, as opposed to the 

laborers Hochschild describes, who are externally monitored by employers. The literature 

also points out that both students and teachers reported benefits from the teachers’ 

management of emotions in the classroom. Finally, the nature of teaching, as opposed to 

waitressing or other service employment, means that teachers will enter into longer-term 

relationships with their students, which will sometimes lead them to genuinely care for 

their learning. Based on these differences, these researchers advocate the use of the term 

“emotion work” when describing the choices teachers make in implementing emotion in 

the classroom, believing that this term implies a greater degree of autonomy than 

Hochschild’s construction. In other words, the literature points out that teachers’ emotion 

work demonstrates their active agency in implementing their educational goals.  
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 Three examples of studies that have attempted to distinguish the nature of 

emotional work in teaching and differentiate it from Hochschild’s model are works by 

Hargreaves, Oplatka, and Isenbarger and Zembylas. 

Hargreaves (1998)’s work challenges the negative connotation of emotional labor 

by translating the concept into teaching practices. His study, which looked at teachers in 

grades 7 and 8 who were implementing educational reforms in Canada, asked how 

teachers incorporate emotions into their educational goals. Hargreaves acknowledged that 

teaching “involves immense amounts of emotional labor. Not just ‘acting out’ feelings 

superficially like pretending to be disappointed or surprised, but also consciously 

working oneself up into a state of actually experiencing the necessary feelings that are 

required to perform one’s job well—be these feelings of anger or enthusiasm, coolness or 

concern” (Hargreaves, 1998, p. 840). However, he argued that this labor cannot be solely 

categorized as a burden or a stress on the teacher, pointing out that many teachers 

authentically enjoy this work: “For many teachers, [emotional labor] is a labor of love. 

Classrooms would be (and sometimes are) barren and boring places without it” (p. 840). 

Indeed, he argued, teachers find emotional work to be an important way to motivate their 

own engagement, as well as their students’. In this sense, he argued, schools and society 

should work to facilitate teachers’ ability to engage in these emotional practices.  

Oplatka (2007), working with K-12 teachers in Israel, argued that management of 

emotions in the classroom should be classified as emotion work, because it is a voluntary 

decision. Most of the teachers surveyed said that they perceived “emotional 

understanding, caring, and emotion displays in teaching are actually discretionary, 

nonobligatory role elements” (Oplatka, 2007, p. 1394). However, he pointed out that 

teachers may be influenced by cultural expectations and may internalize a sense of how 

they should perceive their relationship to the use of emotions in the classroom, 

underplaying negativity and failing to report instances in which they might feel 

compelled to display particular emotions.  

Isenbarger and Zembylas (2006) argued that emotional labor may be part of the 

process of “caring,” and that teachers may not experience it negatively if they see it as 



 20 

part of their pedagogical practices. Their action research study followed an elementary 

school teacher through several years, asking how she chose to manage emotions in her 

practice. The study found that the teacher felt that caring for students was deeply 

ingrained in her self-image, and that if she occasionally had to suppress negative 

emotional expressions in the classroom, she felt that this was not labor, but rather part of 

her job as a teacher, which brought her much satisfaction. The study pointed out that 

although this particular teacher might report that managing her negative emotion was a 

personal choice, some teachers might feel differently. The authors argued that “the 

institutional contexts in which caring teaching takes place need to be scrutinized and the 

consequences of the social expectations that teachers’ caring work should blur the 

distinction between labour and love need to be problematized” (Zembylas & Isenbarger, 

2002, 132). 

 Each of these three studies points to the importance of assessing participants’ 

understandings of the emotional rules that govern their teaching practices, and to the need 

to ask how teachers reconcile these rules with their own pedagogical beliefs and goals. 

Each study pointed to the fact that emotion work in teaching could be experienced 

differently by each individual, and that emotion work cannot be categorized solely as a 

demand or as a choice—each teacher experiences a range of choices and demands in the 

realm of emotion.  

School Reform and Teacher Choice 

 A third set of literature that addresses questions of social context and teacher 

agency is the work that has looked at the role of the teacher during educational reform 

efforts (Hargreaves, 2000; Kelchtermans, 2005; Lasky, 2005; van Veen & Sleegers, 

2006).  

In recent years, early childhood educators in public education settings have 

experienced great pressure to meet the academic standards set by the nation, state, or 

district (Goldstein, 2007; Hatch, 2005; Hyun, 2003; McDaniel et al., 2005; Miller, 2005). 

These changes raised expectations for early childhood educators, putting them in a 
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position where they must make sure their students possess basic academic knowledge and 

skills in the areas of reading, writing, and math (Goldstein, 2007). This shift in emphasis, 

in turn, has led to the neglect of emotions in the classroom. Early childhood educators 

have begun to raise their voices to say that they do not have the time and energy to devote 

to children’s emotions in teaching and learning contexts (McDaniel et al., 2005; Miller, 

2005).  

Through empirical research, Goldstein (2007), working in a public school early 

childhood education classroom, provided convincing accounts of how teachers, faced 

with societal pressures or challenges, managed to integrate these demands with their own 

pedagogical beliefs and favored teaching practices. Goldstein’s research reminds us of 

the importance of considering context when looking at the early childhood education 

classroom, due to the ripple effect of cognitive-based policies intended for the elementary 

and high school classrooms. Although Goldstein (2007) did not directly address use of 

emotion in classroom settings, her work, which asked how early childhood teachers’ 

beliefs and goals about developmentally appropriate practices conflicted with new 

professional demands created by school reform, showed how teachers manage these 

challenges in their daily practices.  

Hargreaves (2000), on the other hand, directly examined how emotional 

relationships are shaped by the organization of the school and by larger societal 

movements in educational reform. Hargreaves examined elementary and high school 

teachers’ emotional experiences in terms of their relationships with students, using self-

reported interviews. Claiming that emotional understanding and emotional engagement 

with students are influenced by individual teachers’ dispositions (instincts, intuition, 

insights, and sensitivity), but also constructed by social contexts, Hargreaves found that 

two significant external factors affected teachers’ emotional interactions with students. 

First, a growing emphasis on subject-oriented learning created a situation in which 

teachers felt pressure to spend time with academic work, leaving less time to build 

personal relationships. Second, large classroom sizes meant that teachers were more 
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likely to interact collectively with students, rather than individually, leaving less room for 

person-to-person emotional relationships. 

Hargreaves’ study, because it was conducted in elementary and high school 

settings, does not address the special problems facing early childhood education today. 

He emphasized teachers’ self-reporting, which divorces teachers’ actions from the 

classroom context, and is subject to teacher interpretation (Ria et al., 2003). His emphasis 

on social context, while important for creating understanding of teachers’ motivations, 

has the effect of making the teacher appear to be a passive subject, lacking agency.  

Lasky (2005), who wrote about four secondary school teachers’ experiences 

during school reform in Ontario, Canada, used the term “mediated agency” (Wertsch et 

al, 1993) to describe the effects of reform climates on teachers’ actions in the classroom. 

This term considers the effect of surrounding structures on teachers’ abilities to act on 

their beliefs and goals through shaping their own classroom strategies. Although Lasky’s 

work took place in the secondary context, and did not consider the use of emotion in the 

classroom, I adopted this term to describe my participants’ decision-making in the early 

childhood context.  

 The work on school reform and teacher agency raises questions about the 

interplay of social context and teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and identities. In the context 

of school reforms, questions about teachers’ identity formation and the emotional labor 

demanded by cultural expectations become all the more important. 

EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING  

 The literature describing emotional scaffolding is still emerging, but provides 

important pathways for assessing the way that teachers engage students emotionally 

while teaching (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). The literature 

argues that emotional scaffolding is a powerful pedagogical tool that affects classroom 

interactions and students’ emotional experiences. This section of the literature review 

assesses the few studies available on emotional scaffolding, asking how these authors 

define the term and describing the goals and strategies associated with it.  



 23 

The Definition of Emotional Scaffolding 

Emotional scaffolding is, in broad terms, teachers’ targeted pedagogical use of 

emotion to influence student learning and development positively (McCaughtry, 2004; 

Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). The theoretical concept of emotional scaffolding 

derives from Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural learning theory, which holds that academic 

learning is enhanced by gradual introduction of concepts and the transfer of learning 

ownership to the student. The development of the theory of emotional scaffolding 

expands on Vygotsky’s emphasis on effective dimensions of learning in the zone of 

proximal development (Goldstein, 1999). Since self-regulation and autonomy are central 

goals of effective academic scaffolding as Vygotsky defined it, it seems as though 

attention to emotional scaffolding should be an integral part of the scaffolding process.  

Specific definitions differ. For example, Rosiek (2003), whose ten-year 

longitudinal study drew on teacher reflections about pedagogical content knowledge, 

defines emotional scaffolding as “teachers’ pedagogical use of analogies, metaphors, and 

narratives to influence students’ emotional response to specific aspects of the subject 

matter in a way that promotes student learning” (p. 402). I approached the term using 

Meyer and Turner’s (2007) definition, derived from their study of emotional interactions 

in middle-school classrooms: “Temporary but reliable teacher-initiated interactions that 

support students’ positive emotional experiences to achieve a variety of classroom goals” 

(p. 244). Meyer and Turner also argued that emotional scaffolding could take place at a 

variety of levels of interaction, including one-on-one, small-group, or whole-group 

experiences. I altered this framework slightly, due to my desire to consider this concept 

as a reciprocal one, encompassing all aspects of classroom emotions created from non-

verbal communication and the teacher’s responses to student-initiated interactions.  

Goldstein (1999), who does not use the term “emotional scaffolding,” approached 

many of the same questions in her theoretical consideration of the concept of the 

relational zone, and because her work took place in the early childhood context, I find it 

important to take her ideas into consideration. Linking Vygotsky’s conceptualization of 

social construction of knowledge to Noddings’ concept of the ethic of care, Goldstein 
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addressed the process of establishment of what she called the relational zone. This zone is 

a shared emotional space that is co-created by the teacher and student, and that 

meaningfully supports children’s potential for cognitive growth. However, her work did 

not directly connect the establishment of the relational zone to academic learning.  

Instructional Goals 

 Meyer and Turner (2007) categorized the goals that teachers using emotional 

scaffolding aim toward: “sustain[ing] and enhanc[ing] student understanding, motivation, 

collaboration, participation, and emotional well-being” (p. 244). They differentiated 

emotional scaffolding from other forms of teacher-student interactions, saying that 

teachers engaging in emotional scaffolding have clear academic goals. Based upon 

previous literature about emotional scaffolding, they provided a list of these goals, which 

teachers use emotional scaffolding to reach: “Sustaining students’ understanding of 

challenging concepts, students’ demonstration of their competencies and autonomy, 

students’ involvement and persistence, and students’ emotional or personal experiences” 

(p. 245). Meyer and Turner emphasized the ultimate purpose guiding all of these aims: 

“increasing student achievement and autonomy” (p. 244). Providing children with 

emotional support only as needed, teachers using emotional scaffolding ultimately aim to 

increase students’ independence and autonomy in their learning (Rosiek, 2003; 

McCaughtry, 2004).  

Instructional Strategies 

A common theme in the literature is the idea that positive student–teacher 

relationships are critical for emotional scaffolding. Meyer and Turner, for example, 

wrote: “Establishing and maintaining positive teacher-student relationships is essential to 

developing the trust needed for scaffolding positive classroom environments that support 

student competence and autonomy through relationships” (Meyer & Turner, 2007, p. 

248). They also argued that the relationships of trust that allow emotional scaffolding can 

be enhanced by continual practice of this kind of scaffolding, creating an accumulation 
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effect. Rather than provide positive examples of this phenomenon, the literature focuses 

on the evidence that negative student-teacher relationships can create the opposite effect. 

For example, Stuhlman and Pianta (2001) reported their study of first grade and 

kindergarten teachers’ relationships with their students, based upon interview and 

observation. They found that students who they observed manifesting negative behaviors 

were the same students who were the subject of teachers’ negative comments in their 

interviews. Hamre and Pianta (2001) pointed out that students with whom kindergarten 

teachers reported having negative student-teacher relationships were more likely to have 

negative social and academic outcomes through the fourth grade. Meyer and Turner 

pointed out that these studies imply that the absence of positive relationships with 

teachers in early childhood can result in the opposite of academic scaffolding. Although 

Hyson (2008) did not explicitly discuss emotional scaffolding, she did point out that an 

early childhood teacher’s strong relationship with a child’s family can enhance the 

teacher’s relationship with the child, and facilitate academic learning. This approach to 

strengthening relationships also contributes to a teacher’s ability to provide emotional 

scaffolding.  

 Once positive relationships with students are established, how can teachers make 

specific decisions about content presentation while being sensitive to emotional 

scaffolding? Rosiek’s (2003) and McCaughtry’s (2004) studies explain how teachers help 

students make emotional connections to subject matters being taught. McCaughtry, who 

observed and interviewed middle-school physical education teachers, wrote that teachers 

who provided successful emotional scaffolding considered student emotion both while 

organizing curriculum and during lessons. These teachers also adjusted their presentation 

of content based on their knowledge about general developmental characteristics and 

particular learning patterns of children in their class. Rosiek also pointed out that 

teachers’ understanding of student emotional response to curriculum content is critical for 

scaffolding students’ emotions. In his study, teachers provided emotional scaffolding in 

several ways, including “focus[ing] on processes of inquiry, [drawing] upon insider 

knowledge of cultures that teachers shared with students, and [drawing] on popular 
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culture references” (p. 401). Rosiek adds that in order for the teacher to carry out 

emotional scaffolding, she or he must have a very solid grasp of the subject matter to be 

presented. This level of understanding is necessary in order to facilitate the teacher’s 

ability to tailor presentation based on knowledge about student emotion. 

Of the literature, Rosiek’s assessment of emotional scaffolding created the most 

specific categories to describe teacher approaches to scaffolding. He assessed these 

approaches by splitting these strategies into explicit and implicit attempts to foster or 

reduce students’ constructive and unconstructive emotions about the subject matter in a 

given lesson. This approach is useful because it points out that emotions typically 

considered to be negative (anger, frustration) may not necessarily be unconstructive.  I 

also find this approach helpful because it shows how teachers consciously choose to 

approach situations, based on their deliberate pedagogical decision-making.  

In my study, I aimed to expand the current definition of emotional scaffolding’s 

nature, goals, and strategies. My study, unlike the current literature, assessed possibilities 

for emotional scaffolding in the early childhood context, which presents a very different 

relational climate than what teachers may find in middle or high school contexts. I also 

incorporated questions about school climate into the discussion of approaches to 

emotional scaffolding, because the school context is an important part of an 

understanding of the dynamics of teaching.  

SUMMARY 

Above, I reviewed the relevant literature, assessing definitions of emotion, work 

on the interrelationship between emotion and cognition, the literature on the social 

construction of emotion, and finally, literature which directly assesses emotional 

scaffolding. A consistent underlying theme throughout the literature is that consideration 

of children’s emotions in a classroom provides more opportunities for effective and 

successful learning experiences. Through the above literature review, I have identified 

four major shortcomings in the current literature, that I hope to address through my own 

study. One group of work focused on the concept of emotional socialization, creating an 
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image of the child as passive, and as a future person instead of a currently existing one. 

The second group emphasized students’ perceptions and self-reports of classroom 

interactions, and studied verbal interactions only, a methodology that does not yield a full 

picture of the factors at work in the classroom and the types of emotional interactions 

which exist. A third group, which focused on the teachers’ own emotional experiences as 

constructed by social context, also relied on self-reporting and ran the risk of creating an 

image of the teacher as passive. A final group, the studies which directly addressed 

emotional scaffolding, approached a comprehensive understanding of teacher decision-

making regarding emotion, but none of the studies in this group provided empirical 

evidence of the operation of this concept in the early childhood education setting. My 

study was an attempt to integrate many of the elements mentioned above, but additionally 

provided an empirical look at the operation of emotional interrelationships and their 

relationship with academic learning in the early childhood classroom, emphasizing 

detailed description of teachers’ verbal and nonverbal instructional interactions and daily 

practices. 
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Chapter 3: Method  

 

This chapter provides a detailed description of the methods used in this study in 

order to elucidate more fully early childhood educators’ pedagogical decision-making 

and teaching strategies surrounding emotional scaffolding. Operating within the 

constructivist paradigm, and informed by a growing body of literature in educational 

psychology about the role of emotion in learning and teaching, this study employed a 

qualitative method logical approach, and compared two separate case studies in order to 

contribute to a growing theoretical understanding of the nature of emotional scaffolding. 

This chapter describes the decisions that led to this approach.  

The constructivist paradigm is naturally suitable to this study because of the 

study’s objectives, which include the exploration of early childhood educators’ 

pedagogical decision-makings for emotional scaffolding in instructional contexts, which, 

in turn, reflect the effects of a climate of test-oriented policy and an increased emphasis 

on standards and accountability for academic achievement. This climate, like all school 

climates, affects teachers’ teaching practices in the realm of emotion; as constructivism 

argues, individuals’ actions are socially constructed (Hargreaves, 1998, 2000). A 

qualitative method, which lends itself to research that seeks to describe complex 

interactions embedded in context, was the right method for this study because of the 

complicated nature of emotional interaction in the classroom (Merriam, 1998). Finally, a 

case-study approach worked for this research because of my desire to focus on the way 

that an individual would approach emotional scaffolding in the classroom; using a case-

study method allowed me to limit variables and illuminate the factors contributing to one 

individual’s decision-making (Merriam, 1998).  

I begin this chapter with an explanation for these decisions about the 

methodological design. To provide context for the research, I describe the site and 

participants.  Following these discussions, I explain in detail the data collection and data 
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analysis techniques. Finally, I address the process to establish criteria of trustworthiness, 

and the ethical considerations I faced while conducting this study. 

RESEARCH DESIGN  

In this study, I hoped to shed light on two early childhood educators’ pedagogical 

decision-making for emotional scaffolding, with the purpose of understanding the process 

of construction and implementation of emotional scaffolding in the classroom and 

teachers’ own meanings and intentions in performing these actions. I will argue that 

qualitative case studies done within the assumptions of the constructivist paradigm are 

suitable to gain answers about the research questions, which read as follows:  

1. What are these early childhood educators’ strategies for emotional scaffolding? 

2. How is emotional scaffolding constructed and implemented in the early      

childhood education context?  

Theoretical Framework 

The research questions are generally informed by the constructivist paradigm, which 

“portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever changing” 

(Glesne, 1998, p. 5). The realm of emotions, in general, is one which is best understood 

as heavily socially constructed, dependent on the social interactions between teachers and 

students which are in turn affected by cultural expectations and previously held 

knowledge, goals, and beliefs (Cornelius, 1996; Lasky, 2005; Meyer & Turner, 2007). 

My emphasis on identifying the multiple causes of teachers’ pedagogical decision-

making is clearly influenced by constructivism’s belief in multiple external and internal 

factors contributing to individual actions.  

Within the constructivist framework, a more specific disciplinary orientation which 

informed this study was educational psychology, and, in particular, the work which 

educational psychologists have done on the relationship between cognition and emotion. 

Although some of this initial work was done with a positivist slant, attempting to measure 

learning “performance” as it relates to emotion (as in the work done by cognitive 
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scientists including Blair, 2002 and Damasio, 1999), educational researchers operating in 

the constructivist paradigm (Meyer & Turner, 2006, 2007; Op’t Eynde et al., 2007; 

Schutz & DeCuir, 2002; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008) have taken this scientific 

research and attempted to apply it to their own qualitative investigations, in order to 

understand the multiple contextual factors influencing learning and to come up with tools 

for practical applications. My own work builds upon the assumption, derived from this 

research, that emotion and cognition do, indeed, work together in children’s learning and 

development, and follows the constructivist researchers listed above in reporting and 

analyzing usages of this theory in everyday classroom settings.  

One such usage, which formed the basis of my research questions, is the concept of 

emotional scaffolding. This concept, which is informed by constructivism’s belief in the 

importance of social interaction and by educational psychology’s theory about the 

importance of emotion in learning and teaching, holds that teachers can help students 

move forward in their understanding of academic concepts by stepping in at key 

moments and facilitating constructive emotions which will help students persist in their 

engagement with the lesson (see Figure 1). Because my research focus was on the way 

that teachers incorporate emotion into their decision-making, and because my goal was to 

emerge with some suggestions for how teachers could use emotions in the classroom for 

children’s academic learning, the concept of emotional scaffolding, which allows a 

dynamic and complex picture of social interactions and which shows specific decision-

making techniques, offered me a way to maintain this focus and achieve this goal.  
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework used in this study 

Qualitative Research 

This study takes the shape of qualitative research, in line with assumptions of the 

constructivist paradigm. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative research is 

defined as a practice which seeks to “locate the observer in the world,” and which yields 

a series of representations, including such key pieces of evidence as “field notes, 

interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self…” (p. 3). The 

advantage of this type of research is that it allows the researcher to observe and interpret 

the natural setting of the phenomena being studied (Merriam, 1998). This strength of 

qualitative research is suitable to this study because of its content matter, which lies in the 

realm of understandings, feelings, and experiences and thus requires adequate 

contextualization (Merriam, 1998). Qualitative methods, including participant 

observations, interviews, and documents, allow the researcher to enter the social context 

he or she is studying and to attempt to provide a “holistic” understanding from the 
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perspective of an insider (Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998). These characteristics of 

qualitative research help the researcher obtain a more complete understanding of early 

childhood educators’ pedagogical decision-making for emotional scaffolding. Because 

qualitative research is best accomplished by thick description, this study describes the 

results of its analysis in a narrative form, which helps contextualize and suggests the 

meanings of individual actions (Hatch, 2002). 

Case Studies 

This research’s shape as case study was also due to the idea that this type of 

design is appropriate for examining situations in which variables are inseparable from 

their context (Yin, 2003). The context of this study is multi-faceted, including teachers’ 

self-perception, previous relationships between teachers and students, pedagogical 

knowledge and beliefs of teachers, and policies of schools and school districts. Use of a 

case study format allowed this research to address all of these contexts.  

This study was best accomplished through the case study methodology because of 

my interest in individual teachers and their decision-making processes, and because this 

subject matter is best explained through intensive and holistic description (Merriam, 

1998). According to Merriam,  “the single most defining characteristic of case study 

research lies in delimiting the object of study, the case…” (p. 27). This study is interested 

in looking at early childhood educators’ pedagogical decision-making process for 

emotional scaffolding, so by delimiting the case studies to one teacher each, I could see 

these processes more clearly. Second, the case-study approach emphasizes thick 

description, which works well when explaining a complex process such as decision-

making. Therefore, the findings of this study were written as in-depth description, with 

attention paid to the multiple internal and external factors influencing the individual 

teacher’s decision-making, in order to offer readers insight and understanding of the 

unique case or situation and illuminate “meanings that expand…readers’ experiences” 

(Merriam, 1998).  
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This research conducted two case studies, each aimed at describing the 

teacher/participant’s strategies for emotional scaffolding, as well as their construction and 

implementation of the strategies of emotional scaffolding in instruction. The theoretical 

reason for conducting two case studies is to add to the complexity of this study and to 

enhance the transferability of the findings. Unlike quantitative research, which claims to 

identify statistical generalities through an expanded sample size, qualitative research 

done in the form of multiple case studies can provide the reader with specific contextual 

description which allows the reader to compare and analyze, creating theories of his or 

her own (Yin, 2003). Because I made no claims that I could create universal and essential 

knowledge for emotional scaffolding or offer universal prescriptions for practice, I 

instead undertook these two case studies to show the meaning of emotional scaffolding in 

multiple early childhood contexts.  

Because of these theoretical arguments for including multiple cases in my study, I 

chose two early childhood classrooms as case studies. My rationale for choosing these 

two particular classrooms relates to the context that created my research questions. Even 

though early childhood education is commonly described as ranging from birth to age 

eight (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009), this study focused only on early childhood educators 

at two contiguous grade levels, pre-kindergarten and kindergarten. I chose these two 

grade levels because of recent changes in teachers’ accountability in early childhood 

education settings. Due to the ripple effect of cognitive-based policies intended for the 

elementary and high school classrooms, prekindergarten and kindergarten classrooms in 

the public education system today put a growing emphasis on subject-oriented learning. 

The students and teachers in these classrooms are trying to navigate between the play-

oriented climate of previous pre-K and kindergarten classrooms and the academic-

oriented climate of the current first, second, and third-grade classrooms (Goldstein, 

2007). The change in expectations has created a situation in which teachers feel pressure 

to spend time with academic work in order to prepare academically successful students 

who can excel in first grade (and beyond), sometimes creating conflict with their own 

desire to integrate emotion into the classroom and making the teachers feel like passive 
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subjects lacking agency (Hatch, 2005; Hyun, 2003). Comparing these two different early 

childhood classrooms within the public education system, this study investigates how the 

two teachers, when faced with academic pressures or challenges, manage to integrate 

these demands with their own pedagogical beliefs and favored teaching practices.  

SETTING AND PARTICIPANTS  

This study was conducted at Sunshine Elementary School (all names and other 

identifying details have been changed to pseudonyms), which was located in the northern 

part of a mid-sized city in Texas and was included in the Coleville Independent School 

District (CISD) during the 2008 academic year. This school was built in 1992, and 

enrolled 657 students (PK-5) in the 2007-8 school year. According to the school website, 

the student population was approximately 60% White, 20% Hispanic, 12% Asian/Pacific 

Islander, 7% African American, and 1% Native American. Notable student subgroups 

included 23% of students who qualified for the free or reduced-price lunch program, 6% 

enrolled in special education, 6% identified as gifted/talented students, and 15% 

identified as having limited proficiency in English. In the 2007-8 academic year, the 

school served approximately 139 children in their early childhood programs, which 

included three classes in the program named Preschool Program with Children with 

Disabilities (PPCD); two prekindergarten classes; and 5 kindergarten classes 

(GreatSchools, 2007). The CISD stipulated that students who were served by 

prekindergarten programs should meet one of the following qualifications: limited 

English proficiency; educational disadvantage (or lack of ability to attend private early 

childhood programs); enrollment of one or more parents in the military; or homeless 

status. Because of changes in the population surrounding the school, in 2002, the district 

identified Sunshine Elementary School as needing a pre-k program (Coleville 

Independent School District, 2007). In June 2006 two pre-k and two PPCD classes were 

accredited by NAEYC (National Association for Education of Young Children), an 

organization which puts an emphasis on harmonized and balanced education in all 

domains of life, such as social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development, for the 
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purpose of whole child education (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). NAEYC’s approval of 

this program, which was based on guidelines that aligned with my pedagogical beliefs, 

partly motivated me to conduct my research in this context. However, during my 

observation period the school did not apply to NAEYC for accreditation, due to teachers’ 

busy schedules.  

Two major honors that the school had received contributed to my belief that the 

school was a good context in which to study teachers’ scaffolding of students’ emotions 

for their academic engagement. First, the school had been named a Blue Ribbon Honor 

School, an award which was distributed through NCLB (No Child Left Behind) and 

which recognized schools that fulfilled the standards laid out by NCLB’s mandate (Texas 

Education Agency, 2006). Secondly, previous studies had found that use of emotional 

scaffolding influenced students’ academic success (Meyer & Turner, 2007). By choosing 

an academically successful school, I hoped to assess the relationship between teachers’ 

emotional practices and academic engagement. This school had received an NCLB rating 

of “Recognized” for 2006-7, a rating that demonstrated its ongoing academic success. To 

receive a “Recognized” rating, a school must show that 70% of all students, and 70% of 

students in each ethnic group, passed the Spring 2007 TAKS (Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills) test; and that 70% of students in Special Education who took the 

Spring 2007 SDAA II (State Developed Alternative Assessment) tests performed to 

expected levels (Texas Education Agency, 2007).  

One more major reason why I chose this school as the site for my work was that I 

had worked in this school for four years as a university facilitator, supporting 

professional development of pre-service teachers, so I had built rapport with the 

principal, the pre-k and kindergarten teachers, and the upper grade teachers. These 

relationships helped me to understand the school context and the teachers’ teaching 

practices.  

 Two early childhood educators participated in this study. The teachers, Rebecca 

Smith and Sarah Cross, were purposefully selected because my experiences with and 

observations of them had demonstrated their outstanding suitability for my study. They 
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both sensitively reacted to their own and students’ emotions to create their classroom 

climates, which showed a high level of student engagement (Meyer & Turner, 2007). The 

level of positive verbal and nonverbal emotional interactions between the students and 

the teachers was higher in these classrooms. In addition, my student teachers rated these 

two teachers’ teaching practices in the areas of emotion and academic engagement quite 

highly. In selecting participants based on previous knowledge of their traits, I did 

“purposeful sampling,” an activity that allowed me to choose the most promising subjects 

and to better answer the research questions (Merriam 1998).  

 During the year that this study took place, the first participant, Ms. Rebecca Smith, 

who is Anglo-American, was in her mid-forties and was the 18th year of her total teaching 

experience. She held a B.S. in Elementary Education and had graduated from a local 

university with a concentration in Early Childhood Education. She was certified in the 

State of Texas to teach 3 year olds through 6th graders. She had taught in an ESL pre-K 

classroom, and held ESL certification with the State of Texas. She had worked at 

Sunshine for five years, and helped start the pre-K program at the school. During the 

2007-8 school year, which was the period for this study, she was teaching an ESL pre-

kindergarten classroom. During my observation period, she was nominated as a candidate 

for Teacher of the Year, an honor voted on by teachers. The backgrounds of Ms. Smith’s 

fifteen students (8 girls and 7 boys) were very diverse. Her students had been born in 

South Korea, India, China, the Netherlands, Mexico, and the United States. In terms of 

ethnic background, she had African-American, Caucasian, Latino, and Asian-American 

students. Two of her students were special-needs, specifically ADHD (Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder), and shared an aide, who sat in on Ms. Smith’s class to support 

them. Two of her students came from an economically disadvantaged environment. 

Thirteen out of the fifteen came from an ELL background.  

The second participant, and the subject of the second case study, Ms. Sarah Cross, 

was Anglo-American, and was in her early 50s during the observation period. The 2007-8 

school year, during which Ms. Cross was teaching a kindergarten class, was the 16th 

year, in total, of her teaching experience. She held a B.S. in Elementary Education from a 
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local university, as well as a Masters’ degree in Curriculum and Instruction. Several years 

previous, she had received an award for Teacher of the Year, which was voted on by 

parents. Ms. Cross was teaching 19 kindergarten students, including seven ELL students, 

during this study—8 girls and 11 boys. The ethnic composition of the class was as 

follows: five Latino students; eleven white students; two Asian students; one biracial 

(white/Latino) student. Ms. Cross’ students had been born in America, Nepal, Mexico, 

Peru, and South Korea. None of her students were classified as special-needs; however, 

she was challenged by one potentially undiagnosed ADHD (Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder) child’s behaviors.  

In accordance with the qualitative research tradition (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; 

Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003), multiple data sources, including participant observations, 

teacher interviews, and documents, were collected and used to construct the two case 

studies, which made up the total study.  

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES 

Data were collected through participant observations, interviews, and document 

gathering from January to June 2008. I observed each participant for 3 hours a day, 2 

days a week, for a total of 123 hours, 41 days, throughout the semester. Prior to 

beginning the study, I observed and interacted with each teacher and group of students 

for the entire class schedule for a couple of weeks, to assist me in understanding the 

program, to help the participants focus less on my existence in the classroom, and to 

position myself to the children as a familiar figure.  

Considering the classroom schedule, participant preferences, school events, and 

my own schedule, I negotiated an observation schedule for each classroom, designed to 

capture each teacher’s daily teaching practices without missing any part of the classroom 

schedule. These sections included morning procedures; instruction in all subject areas 

(language arts, math, science, and social studies); center/small group activities; nap/rest 

time; transitions between lessons; recess, lunch, and special activities such as art, music, 

computer instruction, library, and gym; closing circle; and dismissal. I attempted to 
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achieve equivalence in data collection through not only considering the amount of time I 

spent in each classroom, but also the type of instructional activity taking place in the 

classroom at the time I observed, for example by rotating my observation schedule so that 

I spent time in each classroom in the morning (7:30 am -11:00 am) and in the afternoon 

(11:30 am-2: 30 pm). I intentionally designed this observational strategy in order to allow 

a better basis for comparison between the two classrooms.  

Participant Observation 

The most important research instrument in qualitative research is the researcher 

himself or herself. Because the researcher is the research instrument, the role of the 

researcher is critical for collecting first-hand data for interpretation (Glesne, 1999). The 

role of the researcher in this study was as participant-observer, wherein as a peripheral 

member I became close enough to the group to establish a friendly status, but did not 

engage closely enough to affect their instructional experience (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 

380). Because the nature of qualitative research is to observe naturally occurring 

behaviors, rather than to manipulate, I took up a position in an unobtrusive part of the 

classroom, and took notes on verbal and non-verbal interactions and the instructional 

context quietly on a laptop computer (Merriam, 1998). 

  These field notes included observations of classroom activities as well as my 

reflective notes on the observations. Examples of details I captured included the teacher’s 

verbal and nonverbal communications, including words, behaviors, gestures, and facial 

expressions used in instructions and in response to students’ emotions; the topics and 

durations of subject matters being taught; the types of materials presented in class; the 

degree of freedom granted to the students to express their ideas and feelings; the students’ 

verbal and nonverbal responses to instructional materials and to the teachers in general; 

and the contexts before and after the activity being observed. Although my primary focus 

was on the teachers’ teaching practices, as this list indicates, I did record some instances 

of student actions and reactions in the course of describing these practices. The primary 

tool of recording these observations was my laptop notes, as well as videotape 
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recordings. With the participants’ permission, I videotaped classroom interactions, using 

a camera set up on a tripod next to me, in order to supplement my own typed notes. The 

reason for this decision was that I had observed that in similar previous situations, I had 

occasionally missed key interactions in the classroom while typing. I did not publish or 

make public these videotapes, but used them only in order to increase the accuracy of my 

data by including subtle non-verbal interactions, which could be missed in my laptop 

notes (Meyer & Turner, 2002).  

 In addition to recording happenings in the classroom, I kept “reflexive analytic 

notes” that I wrote both during the class time and after my observations had ended for the 

day. These notes included my feelings and thoughts, as well as questions that I wished to 

ask the participants, and also served as preliminary analysis of the data (Glesne, 1999).  

 I also conducted weekly member checks for accuracy with the participants, 

sharing all of my observational data and my interpretations—nearly 1000 pages of 

written transcripts. I asked their opinions and for feedback on my data, hoping that they 

would co-construct the data through validation, refutation, elaboration, or clarification 

(Merriam, 1998).  

 I also conducted peer review with a graduate student in early childhood education 

and a graduate student in educational psychology, presenting my interpretation of my 

data to check accuracy (Merriam, 1998).  

Interviews 

 Together with field notes, interviews were the primary data collection source.  

Interviews were employed in order to understand the participant’s “invisible” 

experiences, perceptions, interpretations, and feelings. Interviews in this study were 

semistructured, a term which refers to “mix of more- and less–structured questions” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 73). This type of interview is ideally suited to constructivist 

assumptions and puts an emphasis on the researcher’s flexibility (Merriam, 1998). I 

started with questions about certain topics, guided by the research questions of this study, 

and allowed the participants to lead the conversation in order to co-construct 
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understanding of the topics. This method helped equalize the relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee, fostered a climate in which the interviewee felt free to 

express authentic feelings, and resulted in a more honest set of responses (Fontana & 

Frey, 1994).  

 I conducted two types of semi-structured face-to-face interviews with each 

participant. Before observations began in the classroom, I interviewed each participant 

once, for approximately 60 minutes, with a list of set questions about certain topics. This 

interview was audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. The questions were developed from 

both the literature and my research questions, in order to get a deeper understanding of 

the participants’ teaching practices for emotional scaffolding.  

 The topics covered four specific areas that reflected the participants’ pedagogical 

knowledge and the teaching context: the participants’ beliefs about emotions; the 

participants’ beliefs about the child, teaching, and learning; the participants’ beliefs about 

academic engagement; and challenges that the participants felt that they faced in 

incorporating emotions in the current classroom situation. The standard interview 

questions are presented in appendix A.  

 The first set of interviews helped me go deeply into the participants’ understandings 

and responses to children’s emotions. The second set of interviews was more 

unstructured than the first. In conjunction with questions that emerged from the course of 

on-going observations and previous interviews, I also interviewed the participants to 

attempt to understand the hidden meanings of the actions I observed and to ask additional 

questions to clarify their responses to previous queries (Hatch, 2002).  

 The unstructured interviews were conducted over a period of six months. Each 

participant was interviewed individually, except the last interview, during which I invited 

both participants to ask about the challenges and opportunities that emerged from the 

course of participating in this study, and to give them a chance to share their experiences 

with each other. The participants’ total interview hours were 30 hours for Ms. Smith and 

31 hours for Ms. Cross. Interview lengths ranged from 20 to 60 minutes and averaged 

approximately 40 minutes. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. 
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 Throughout and after the first and second types of interviews, I took reflective 

analytic notes, which I integrated into my objectives for the next data collection. 

Additionally, all the transcribed interviews (nearly 1000 pages) were given to each 

participant for a weekly member check, fulfilling the goal of establishing trustworthiness.  

Documents 

The data found in documents provided an explicit perspective on the actions of 

the participants, especially because documents were often required by school districts or 

schools, and were seen as evidence of how teachers attempted to fulfill standards. 

Importantly, documents were gathered without disturbing the participants’ practices 

(Hatch, 2002). When I needed documents, I let the participants know a week in advance. 

To minimize my interruption during the participants’ teaching practices, I asked them to 

give me the documents at their convenience, either electronically or in person. 

Documents I collected included the state and district lesson plan design guidelines for 

kindergarten (Texas Essential Skills and Knowledge (TEKS)); pre-kindergarten 

curriculum guidelines; Instructional Planning Guides (IPG); each participant’s spring 

semester curriculum; class schedule; class roster; and the results of formal tests. I also 

collected the participants’ lesson plans, in order to compare them with the issued 

guidelines and to assess the degree to which teachers integrated emotions in their lesson 

design. These documents were compared with observations and interviews on an ongoing 

basis in my reflective analytical notes. This comparison deepened my understanding of 

the context-specific teaching practices of emotional scaffolding.  

THE PROCESS OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis occurred simultaneously as the data were collected (Merriam, 

1998). Using the existing literature of emotional scaffolding (Meyer & Turner, 2007; 

Rosiek, 2003) and data analysis strategies grounded in the constant comparative method, 

in which each unit of data was constantly analyzed in comparison with previously 

collected data (Straus & Corbin, 1998), I carefully analyzed each participant’s data set 
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(observations, interviews, and documents) separately, following the same step-by-step 

process (Merriam, 1998).  

First, I read and re-read each set of field observation notes until I identified a unit 

of data, which refers to “any meaningful (or potentially meaningful) segment of data” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 179). In my study, the unit of data was one emotional scaffolding 

strategy for students’ academic engagement. As I read the field notes, I wrote emerging 

insights, feelings, tentative concepts, and questions in the margins. Then I carefully 

checked and revisited the interpretation by comparing it with both the transcripts from the 

first interview and the first collected documents, so I could explicitly examine the 

participants’ thoughts, perceptions, and feelings before new data collection occurred. 

Developing a sense of these data as a whole, I again wrote in the margins my feelings, 

thoughts, insights, tentative concepts, and questions developed from the interpretation of 

the entire first data set. Then I reviewed all my marginal notes again and attempted to 

develop preliminary concepts, categories, and contexts. These themes evolved as new 

data were added (Merriam, 1998).   

Second, the marginal notes developed from the initial data collection helped me 

shape the next phase of data collection, pointed me in new analytical directions, and 

assisted me in developing and polishing my interview questions. The analytical process 

for the second set of data followed exactly the same design as the analysis of the first data 

set. However, I made a separate list of comments, questions, and concepts generated from 

the second phase of analysis, and then compared this list with the list derived from my 

previous analysis. I then merged the two lists into one, which reflected the conceptual 

direction of the research to this point. The next set of data, and all of the data gathered on 

an ongoing basis, was chronologically analyzed using the same process (Merriam, 1998).  

Next, I periodically re-reviewed the interpretation of the whole data set on a 

weekly and monthly basis, and conducted a preliminary cross-case analysis. I manually 

coded the data, looking for patterns, categories, and themes emerging from the collected 

data, comparing and contrasting sets on the basis of these categories, and considering the 

context of each data set (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). These comparisons were continually 
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conducted within and between sets of data and between the two participant classrooms. I 

also consciously engaged in a negative case analysis by looking for instances in the data 

that worked against or contradicted my interpretations, seeking to notice possible 

alternative interpretations of events or data I had overlooked (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003).  

Lastly, after the analysis of the vast amount of data (nearly 2000 pages) from the 

participants was complete, and emergent themes had been identified, I conducted a 

comprehensive cross-case analysis (Yin, 2003). I investigated the entire body of analysis 

I had produced throughout the study, in order to refine and confirm or refute my 

preliminary analyses. I highlighted themes with different colors and wrote coding 

numbers next to the subthemes within each participant’s transcripts. In alignment with 

the research questions, then, I developed a word table to visually display overarching 

themes by combining similar categories, which emerged from the analyzed data (Yin, 

2003). I grouped three major themes and presented them as headings in the findings 

chapter. Finally, after writing the chapter that emerged from this analysis, I showed my 

chapter to the participants in order to conduct one last member check (Merriam, 1998).    

THE PROCEDURES FOR ESTABLISHING TRUSTWORTHINESS 

A number of strategies were used to enhance trustworthiness of my interpretations 

in this study, including prolonged engagement, triangulation from multiple data sources, 

member checking, negative case analysis, peer review, and thick description.  

First, to provide a deeper understanding of the participants’ daily practices, I 

entered into prolonged engagement with the participants, seeking to achieve “data 

saturation” (Glesne, 1998) and to spend enough time with the participants in order to 

build collaborative relationships and view “authentic” group practices. Short-term 

observation might not allow the researcher to obtain authentic data, because participants 

might change their behavior in order to display themselves in what they believed was a 

favorable light (Merriam, 1998). Specifically, the observation took 123 hours over six 

months, or until the researcher had a comprehensive understanding of each participant’s 

teaching practices of emotional scaffolding and obtained a recursive pattern of data. This 



 44 

persistent observation helped me correct an initial misunderstanding of Ms. Cross’ 

teaching practices. At the beginning of this study, my communications with Ms. Cross 

always seemed to result in her showcasing her teaching practices: showing me her hand-

made teaching materials and describing her creative ideas for lesson plans; repeating 

others’ positive comments; and comparing her teaching practices favorably to others. 

These responses made me think that she was defensive, and I wondered if I was 

presenting my questions in an easily understandable way, because she seemed to wander 

away from answering the question that I thought had posed. I spent more time 

constructing specific questions for Ms. Cross which related to my classroom 

observations, and tried to refrain from framing questions about teaching practices with a 

“Why?”, which seemed to lead to this behavior, asking “How?” instead. Toward the end 

of the observation period, after watching Ms. Cross interact with parents, other teachers, 

and students, I began to notice that her communication style with all of these parties was 

similarly enthusiastic and passionate about her teaching. After this realization, I began to 

re-read the transcripts of my interviews with her, trying to approach her answers through 

her own perspective and understand how this communication style might affect her 

students’ emotional experiences. A shorter period of research might have meant that I 

would never have come to this realization.  

 Second, through triangulation of multiple data sources (observations, interviews, 

documents), I was able to confirm emerging findings with a higher degree of certainty.  

The constant comparative method facilitated triangulation through reflective analytical 

practice. This process strengthened trustworthiness through simultaneous and interactive 

comparisons between data collection and data analysis, which provided repeated 

verification of the findings (Straus & Corbin, 1998).  

Third, verifications of my interpretation of the research were accomplished 

through member checking. On a weekly basis, the transcribed hard copies were given to 

each participant, either electronically or in person. Each participant was asked to clarify, 

verify, validate, or refute the accuracy of all the data transcribed by the researcher, as 

well as the researcher’s tentative interpretations, and was allowed to provide their 
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responses, beliefs, and opinions in order to co-construct the interpretation. Additionally, 

as mentioned above, I presented the final draft of my interpretations at the end of the 

project, and asked the participants to review my findings and identify instances in which I 

might have misrepresented or misinterpreted situations (Glesne, 1998). The participants 

said that my final draft was accurate. For example, Ms. Smith said,  “I think you are 

very accurate in your descriptions and analysis (I feel like you know me better than I 

know myself)” (Email, 12/3/2009). 

Fourth, I performed a negative case analysis and searched for contradictory 

evidence or alternative interpretations on an ongoing basis, in order to refine my 

interpretations and increase trustworthiness (Merriam, 1998). As data started to develop a 

theme, data contradicting that finding was actively examined. For example, Ms. Cross 

said that she used her self-defined identity as “laid-back” to create an exciting learning 

climate, while also citing her use of “tough love” to approach a particular student with 

challenging behaviors. To pursue this theme further, I interviewed Ms. Cross to 

understand her hidden intentions and the contextual factors that might influence her 

decision-making and implementation. Ms. Smith also showed contradictory responses to 

a shy child’s behavior. She consistently used calmness to support this shy child’s 

emotion, but she also used excitement. When the child shared her journal, it was a big 

step forward in her level of confidence. Ms. Smith responded to her sharing with a big 

show of excitement. I thought that Ms. Smith might have worried about embarrassing the 

child by responding so strongly. When I asked her about it, she said she was just so 

excited that she responded immediately. She tried to regulate her expressions, however, 

because she was worried that if she was too effusive the child would be embarrassed and 

the other children might feel left out. These inconsistent data revealed challenges that the 

participants faced when implementing teaching practices for emotional scaffolding, and 

added to the complexity of the findings.  

Fifth, I participated in peer review processes, including conferring regularly with 

faculty advisors and fellow doctoral students in education throughout the research 

process (Glesne, 1998). They provided feedback on whether the research design, my data 
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collection methods, and my analysis and interpretations of data were reasonable and 

accurate. In this way, I sought to refine my own biases and interpretations through the 

suggestions of others. 

Finally, the final product of this study employed thick description, which included 

enough detail and contextual observation that the reader could form his or her own 

interpretation of each participant’s teaching practices (Hatch, 2002).  

ETHICS AND DISCLOSURE 

To minimize and avoid potential ethical risks that might arise in my study, I was 

conscious of ethical challenges and took them into consideration at the beginning, and as 

the research proceeded throughout this study.  

Disclosure and Privacy Procedures  

First, even though the participants had already orally agreed to participate in my 

study, I provided them with a document clearly outlining my research intentions, 

including my proposed process, questions, and research methodology, and reiterated the 

message that participation was voluntary. As a facilitator I had built rapport with the 

participants, who had served as cooperating teachers for my student teachers for four 

years. These familiar relationships might put my participants into a position in which they 

might feel as though they were obliged to participate (Hatch, 2002). Thus, it was all the 

more important for me to make clear the voluntary nature of their commitment.  

Second, all names of the participants, students, principal, and the school were 

changed into pseudonyms to protect their privacy and confidentiality. In addition, before 

using the audio and video recorders as research tools in my study, I got permission for 

this use from the participants in advance (Glesne, 1998). 
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The Role of the Researcher  

Glesne (1998) provides two caveats that the researcher should consider when 

engaging with research at a familiar site. According to Glesne, the researcher may 

possess pre-established assumptions about the research site and research participants and 

these will serve as obstacles, which blind the researcher’s critical awareness and 

interpretations and cause them to overlook important aspects of the situation. 

Additionally, the researcher may find it difficult to establish a clear role as researcher in 

the context of his or her new project.  

However, these worries were minimized in approaching my research. Regarding 

the research site, my central focus in my past experience at the school was on my student 

teachers’ teaching performances, rather than on the cooperating teachers’ behaviors and 

practices. Thus, this limited previous experience allowed me to engage in the research 

with few assumptions about the teaching practices of the participants. In addition, I 

removed myself from the position of facilitator in this school during this time period, in 

order to minimize unnecessary potential conflicts that could stem from multiple roles.  

Familiarity, in this case, assisted me in my research. The rapport established 

through these prior relationships helped the researcher and participants better understood 

each other because of familiarity with speaking style and behavior patterns. The familiar 

context helped me gauge how to present myself to the participants, which could be 

difficult at the outset of research (Glesne, 1998). The nature of relationships between the 

cooperating teachers and the facilitator was “cooperative” rather than hierarchical. Thus 

the cooperating teachers had perceived themselves to be in an equal position in relation to 

me in my role as facilitator. This equal position might contribute to their greater comfort 

in providing feedback during this study.  

Next, I was constantly alert throughout this study to the researcher’s role as 

exploiter (Glesne, 1998). As a researcher, I was aware of potential disruptions that might 

occur in my participants’ lives due to this study. A significant previous experience had 

taught me this valuable lesson. In my pilot study, which investigated young children’s 

self-regulation of their disappointment in the classroom context, I collected enriched data 
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thanks to my participant teacher’s insights, feelings, and collaboration. However, I felt as 

though I were betraying this participant when I presented the data at conferences, because 

most of the children’s disappointed feelings, which were the primary subject of my study, 

were caused by the quality of the teacher’s teaching practices, which were not technically 

intended to be part of the study. In addition, the parents of one of the participants, who 

allowed me access to their child, requested to look at my results, which I felt would 

expose the teacher to conflicts with the parents. As a result, I made a decision not to 

publish the pilot study, even though I had eliminated all potential identification of the 

participants. This experience has profoundly shaped my critical awareness of this issue. 

In this study I gained enriched thick description through the participants’ contributions, 

and this would allow me to achieve personal advancement through completion of a 

degree and possible publication (Plummer, 1983, cited in Glesne, 1998).  I tried to 

remain aware of how the teachers’ participation was allowing me to gain these goals, and 

how this dynamic affected my interactions with them. In order not to repeat the same 

error, I tried to be continuously aware of my role in interpreting, rather than judging, the 

teachers’ practices.   

The biggest ethical dilemma I faced in conducting this study was whether or not 

to share advice with the participants when they requested it. Because I was not 

conducting action research, and wanted to understand the teachers’ practices as they 

were, I felt that I should not give this advice; however, I was conflicted about the position 

that this stance put me in. For example, Ms. Cross sometimes said, “I’m not perfect” in 

response to my questions about her underlying reasons for actions taken in the classroom, 

and requested my help, positioning herself as somebody in need of input. I appreciated 

that Ms. Cross wanted to raise her emotional awareness and help children, but I worried 

that my input would make her self-conscious and might affect the outcomes of the data 

by affecting teaching practices. In some part, I believe that she felt free to ask me for 

advice because of my former relationship with the school, in which I was a facilitator for 

student teachers, discussing issues that preservice teachers faced in collaboration with 

cooperating teachers. My response reflected my mixed motives. Because of my new 
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position as researcher, and also because I wanted to see her as an equal partner and avoid 

putting her into the role of student, I avoided giving her teaching advice. Reminding her 

of my role as an observer, instead, I showed her the transcriptions and my interpretations 

of my data. Looking back, now, I can see that I was worried that if I gave her too much 

help, I would lose the easy contrasts I began to see developing between the two 

participants, and my story would be harder to tell. Through my research design, I created 

an unforeseen ethical dilemma, which set my interests against the interests of the 

participants. In the future, I may design projects that are oriented toward action research, 

in order to avoid being put in this position, and because of my inherent interest in 

collaboration.  

Despite these worries, I finally came to believe that the participants also benefited 

from being included in my study. In the last interview, when we all gathered together, 

they both said that they believed that my research contributed to the enhancement of their 

awareness of the role of emotion in teaching and learning. Although they were both 

teachers with developed emotional teaching practices, they reported that participation in 

the study raised their level of consciousness about emotion in the classroom. For 

example, Ms. Smith said,  

This research has really, I think made me a better teacher because I have become 
much more aware of how close we tie emotion to learning and cognition. I have 
always tried to do a lot of self-reflection but this has kind of upped the ante. I 
think about it more and more about what they’re feeling and how it’s relating to 
what they’re learning so this has been a very valuable experience for me. I really 
feel like this research has fine-tuned what I’ve already done and made me more 
aware of what it is that I have been doing so I’m more conscious of it…It’s been a 
lot of work but I would do it again. (Interview, 6/13/2008)  
 

Ms. Cross said: 

I’d already known about emotion and cognition but it just raised it so high, I was 
really more focused on a terrific lesson for them. I always thought now what will 
the children like, what will stimulate them, what will ignite their emotions. That 
was very important to me but I didn’t realize the impact of it until you started 
asking me well why are you doing that? I didn’t think about it too much 
consciously, I was just doing it because that’s just the way that I was and now I 
guess I am starting to realize that it’s important and it makes more of a difference 
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than I even was aware of before. And now I’m probably going to be even more 
conscious of it next year. (Interview, 6/13/2008) 

Subjectivity and Positionality of the Researcher   

 In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary research instrument, so that 

the researcher’s subjectivity and positionality filters and mediates the analysis and 

interpretation of the participants’ teaching practices of emotional scaffolding (deMarrais 

& Tisdale, 2002; Louis & Barton, 2002).  

Positionality refers to the relationship of the person with the contexts of their life, 

including social, historical, educational, and economic contexts, as well as any number of 

other factors (Louis & Barton, 2002). I approached this study reflecting my multiple 

positions in various contexts, including my previous teaching experiences as a 

kindergarten teacher for 10 years in South Korea and as a preschool teacher volunteer in 

America for one and half years; my work as a graduate student in curriculum and 

instruction; my work as a university facilitator for 5 years and assistant instructor for two 

academic semesters; and finally, my personal position as a female, and as a person living 

in a culture different from my birth culture. My personal position as a female teacher has 

contributed heavily to my interest in this topic. Throughout my teaching career, I have 

received positive feedback about my emotional teaching practices, and this positive 

feedback contributed to my interest in the topic and led me to focus even more on 

emotion, which generated more positive feedback. Thus, my interest in the topic and my 

interpretations of my data are derived from a complex interaction between my gender, my 

history, and my personal tendencies.  

Most proximately, the selection of this topic was related to my experiences as a 

university facilitator. I have been privileged to observe more than 60 early childhood 

educators in 20 different elementary schools, and I have found that the quality of 

classroom climate and student engagement were significantly affected by the 

incorporation of emotions in teaching and learning contexts. In addition, some student 

teachers I have worked with have demonstrated well-written lesson plans, but they have 

been seriously challenged to implement them effectively. When I had conferences with 
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the students to review their teaching practices, they revealed that lack of knowledge and 

understanding of the role of emotions in the learning and teaching contexts was a major 

challenge that they faced.  

  “Subjectivity”, on the other hand, refers to the combination of the life experiences 

of the researcher with his or her cultural background, gender, age, class, and educational 

background. Subjectivity is understood to shape and contribute to biases and assumptions 

that the researcher engages in while in the process of interpretation (deMarrais & Tisdale, 

2002; Louis & Barton, 2002). Through thinking about subjectivity throughout this 

particular study, I have become more conscious of the need to consider not only what I 

observed being said, but to wonder what I was missing in the realm of the unsaid (Glesne, 

1998). This increase in personal awareness of my subjectivity was added to my 

knowledge and experiences from various theoretical and empirical studies on emotions, 

through which I have learned that teachers may use their emotions as a pedagogical tool 

to motivate students to meet the teacher’s expectations and goals (Levering, 2000). Thus, 

a teacher’s surface behaviors could be different from their underlying intentions and 

meanings (Shure& Glaser, 2001). 

 My subjectivity has been most prominently shaped by my position as a Korean 

living in America. I believe that although some would see this background as a liability, 

it is in fact a strength. Especially when attempting to record emotional expression, 

cultural background could shape interpretation of the participant’s response. In previous 

observations, I have noticed that teachers’ actions which I felt did not show respect to 

students were actually commonplace (e.g., passing papers back quickly with one hand, 

rather than handing them over with two hands while making eye contact). Realizing that 

my interpretation was not culturally accurate has helped sharpen my observations, and 

made me more alert and sensitive to the specificities of interaction. Additionally, my 

awareness of my culturally defined subjectivity has heightened my commitment to 

accuracy and has meant that I have made it a point not to take any teachers’ actions for 

granted; this has contributed to the co-construction of my studies. This alertness toward 

my own biases that could emerge from cultural differences encouraged me to ask 
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American doctoral students in education to check some of my interpretations of my data 

in order to enhance the credibility of my findings and interpretations.  

Degree of Involvement/Entry/Exit 

My degree of involvement with the classrooms I was visiting was minimized in 

that I did not involve myself in the instruction taking place. I interacted on an informal 

basis with the students (given the age of the students, this was hard to avoid). In addition, 

I helped the teachers with preparation of materials, including copying and cutting 

materials and displaying the children’s work in the hall, as they requested.   

This study began with data collection and data analysis after getting approval 

from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Texas at Austin, and took 

place from January 2008 until June 2008, at which time I had obtained sufficient data 

(approximately 2000 pages). I stayed with each participant until I found recurring 

patterns and themes in their practices. At that point, I let the participants know that I have 

achieved my research goals, and told them that I appreciated their cooperation and help 

and I might come back again when needed. Before exiting the research site, I 

acknowledged all those who helped my research and deserved my appreciation.  

SUMMARY 

This chapter presented explanations and justifications of the use of qualitative 

case study research to explore the way that early childhood teachers make pedagogical 

decisions that could be considered emotional scaffolding. I described how the 

constructivist framework underpinned my methods, including data collection and data 

analysis. I gave background on the two participants and the school where the study took 

place. I described the procedure of data collection and data analysis and the process of 

building the credibility of the results. In addition, I provided the guidelines I followed for 

maintaining ethical research practices, examining some ethical dilemmas that I faced in 

conducting the study. I concluded with a description of the way in which I exited the 
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observation period. In the next chapter, I will present the findings of the two participants’ 

descriptive case studies, which emerged from the analysis of the data.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

  

The purpose of this study is to explore early childhood teachers’ pedagogical 

decision-making and practices surrounding emotional scaffolding. Emotional scaffolding, 

in broad terms, refers to teachers’ pedagogical use of emotion to positively influence 

student learning and development (Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). In this study, I 

apply Meyer and Turner’s definition, which depicted emotional scaffolding as 

“temporary but reliable teacher-initiated interactions that support students’ positive 

emotional experiences to achieve a variety of classroom goals” (p. 244). Meyer and 

Turner, drawing on previous empirical research, listed these goals as: “sustaining 

students’ understanding of challenging concepts, students’ demonstration of their 

competencies and autonomy, students’ involvement and persistence, and students’ 

emotional or personal experiences” (p. 245). Because I consider emotional scaffolding to 

be a reciprocal concept, my study alters the framework slightly, encompassing all aspects 

of classroom emotion arising out of non-verbal communication and the teacher’s 

responses to students.  

I chose this theoretical construct to approach the subject of emotion in the early 

childhood classroom because it has a heavy investment in the concepts of contextuality 

and intersubjectivity. “Contexuality” refers to all of the contextual factors that influence 

an interaction between teacher and student. Emotional scaffolding requires that the 

teacher, based on her awareness of these contextual factors, be flexible in her pedagogical 

decision-making. The early childhood context provides a wide range of pedagogical 

situations, which require the teacher to employ self-reflexive, flexible teaching practices 

that would seem to lend themselves to scaffolding. Moreover, in the early childhood 

classroom “intersubjectivity”, which refers to a shared understanding constructed through 

an interaction between the teacher and student, is foundational to the creation of a child’s 
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intrapersonal relationship as a learner, which will affect their future mindset toward 

school, learning, and themselves. 

 The theoretical notion of emotional scaffolding derives from Vygotsky’s (1978) 

sociocultural learning theory, which held that academic learning is constructed through 

social interaction and is enhanced by gradual introduction of concepts and the transfer of 

learning ownership to the student. The development of the theory of emotional 

scaffolding expands on Vygotsky’s emphasis on affective dimensions of learning in the 

zone of proximal development (Goldstein, 1999). The other major underlying theoretical 

base of the concept of emotional scaffolding is related to concepts regarding emotion, 

motivation, and cognition, including the findings of Meyer and Turner (2002) regarding 

the inseparability of the two modes of learning, and the findings of Op’t Eynde, De Corte, 

and Verschaffel (2007) regarding the role of emotions in self-regulated learning. Since 

self-regulation and autonomy are central goals of effective scaffolding, it seems as 

though attention to emotional scaffolding should be an integral part of the scaffolding 

process.  

 This study utilized two volunteers, Ms. Rebecca Smith and Ms. Sara Cross.  

During the year that this study took place, Ms. Smith, who is Anglo-American, was in her 

mid-forties, and was in the eighteenth year of her total teaching experience. She held a 

B.S. in Elementary Education, having graduated from a local university with a 

concentration in Early Childhood Education. She was certified in the State of Texas to 

teach three-year-olds through sixth graders. She was currently teaching in an ESL pre-K 

classroom, and held ESL certification with the State of Texas. 

When I first met the first participant, Rebecca Smith, she left a strong impression 

of a caring, modest, and respectful personality. I found myself talking to her often, 

because of her open attitude and strong listening skills. She managed to give off very 

calm energy that was exciting without being overwhelming, and she made me very 

comfortable in her classroom. I noticed that in the teachers’ lounge, she seemed to serve 

as a sounding board for the other teachers, listening intently to their feelings and 

problems with students. They often dropped by her classroom to say hello. Ms. Smith 
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carefully chose thoughtful, appropriate language to respond to my questions in a humble 

way. She tried to hide her own impact on the educational process, always pointing to the 

contributions of parents and children and other personnel at the school. From my 

perspective, however, she was the main contributor to the way that her classroom 

worked. The classroom was well-managed and filled with active learning sounds 

(laughing, discussion, interaction, and songs). 

 Ms. Smith’s appearance seemed to reflect the care she took to present herself as a 

person who thought about teaching first. She established herself as a professional and an 

authority by wearing carefully put-together outfits, often wearing skirts and bright colors. 

However, her clothes were also designed to create points of interaction with her students. 

She said that her skirts and her long hair helped children to have a point of physical 

contact with her when they needed to get her attention, and that she saw them as vehicles 

to create engagement, especially with those of her children who were ELL students 

(English Language Learners). 

 The second participant, Ms. Sarah Cross, is Anglo-American, and in her early 50s 

during the observation period. The 2007-8 school year, during which Ms. Cross was 

teaching a kindergarten class, was the 16th year, in total, of her teaching experience. She 

held a B.S. in Elementary Education from a local university, as well as a Master’s degree 

in Curriculum and Instruction. She also held ESL certification with the State of Texas. 

 My first impression of Ms. Cross was of a calm and gentle person, but her 

enthusiasm and dynamic energy were inherent and revealed themselves from time to time 

during the course of communication. Her classroom often had parent visitors, and was 

full of materials—books, animals, stickers, fruits, and plants. The classroom was often 

filled with the sounds of children reading or discussing books. Ms. Cross seemed to 

establish emotional connections with students and parents on a personal level by 

combining her dual images as a mother and teacher, expressing herself in each of these 

roles depending on the situation. (Ms. Cross, who is married, has a son and a daughter, 

who were in high school and college at the time of this study.)  
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Ms. Cross has blond hair and tended to dress in a way that she thought would 

excite or interest her students, selecting outfits that she could use as learning resources 

for students. She said that she often received gifts from parents of barrettes, hairpins, or 

jewelry, and that she wore these gifts to school so that the children of these parents would 

feel appreciated.  

The research questions for this project were oriented to explore the way that early 

childhood teachers make pedagogical decisions which could be considered emotional 

scaffolding, as well as determine the factors contributing to these decisions. The first 

question was, “What are these early childhood educators’ strategies for emotional 

scaffolding?” The second question was, “How is emotional scaffolding constructed and 

implemented in the early childhood education context?” 

After selecting the data related to decisions around emotional scaffolding, I 

developed three themes: “Beliefs about Self-Identity,” “Understandings of Students’ 

Emotions,” and “Feelings of School Expectations and Academic Pressures.” These three 

themes would help me assess the way that beliefs, knowledge, and other contextual 

factors interact to produce pedagogical decisions. The first theme, “Beliefs about Self-

Identity,” describes intrapersonal understandings. Here, I examine how the participants’ 

beliefs about self-identity affect their construction and implementation of teaching 

strategies for emotional scaffolding. The second theme, “Understandings about Students’ 

Emotions,” is described in the second section. In my description, I explore how, in 

general and in individual cases, teachers gain and use an understanding of students’ 

emotions to construct and implement teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding. The 

third theme, “Feelings of School Expectations and Academic Pressures,” describes how 

teachers’ decision-making and their teaching practices are influenced by the constant 

background presence of school expectations and academic pressures. Each theme first 

gives general information about the context, and then provides specific examples of each 

participant’s—first Ms. Smith and then Ms. Cross—teaching strategies, which derive 

from these contexts. Each theme concludes with a brief comparison of what was observed 

in the two participants’ classrooms.  
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BELIEFS ABOUT SELF-IDENTITY AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO 
TEACHING STRATEGIES FOR EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING 

 
The first theme that emerged from the analysis of the data was beliefs about self-

identity. This finding had not been addressed in the previous literature about emotional 

scaffolding, which mainly focused on pedagogical content knowledge (McCaughtry, 

2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). The participants emphasized that, when 

they make decisions, they consider many factors, but that, in their own terms, “knowing 

yourself” is a critical part of their decision-making processes (Nias, 1989; Schutz et al., 

2007; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008; Zembyals, 2005). They said that self-examination 

helped them assess emotional situations and make better decisions. The participants’ 

responses reflect the importance of self-assessment for teaching practices, and reinforce 

the theory that individual approaches to the emotional side of teaching are part of a 

process of a teacher’s self-formation, not inherently present in the teacher from birth, as 

the positivist concept of “personality” implies (Nias, 1989, 1996; Zembyals, 2005). For 

the purposes of this study, I follow Schutz and colleagues (2007) in using the word 

“identity” as inclusive of the teacher’s self-perception as a teacher and self-presentation 

to students. Considering the participants’ own emphasis upon self-assessment and self-

presentation, I approach teachers’ beliefs about selves through the study of identity.  

The participants were aware of the influence of their self-identified “personality 

traits” at various times in the classroom, including during transitions between one activity 

and another activity; while getting students’ attention; while providing individual 

assistance to children; while shaping the mood of the classroom at the beginning and end 

of the day; and while managing children’s behaviors and emotional expressions during 

stressful situations. The participants each strove to create a certain emotional climate 

during all of these interactions, which characterized their classroom environment, and 

which seemed to be created both consciously and unconsciously. Although all of these 

situations could be argued to be part of the learning process in the early childhood 

classroom, this study focuses on exploring how these teachers consciously scaffolded 

children’s emotion in order to create academic engagement. Considering the purpose of 
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this study, I describe only some instructional strategies that these teachers deliberately 

used that were based on their perceived personality traits and that scaffolded emotion in 

these classrooms.  

Ms. Smith identified multiple aspects of her identity as a teacher, including the 

traits “affectionate, organized, caring, compassionate, and positive.” Salient recurring 

self-assessments that she connected to classroom strategies were calmness and shyness. 

Below, I describe how these two aspects of her identity had a role in her construction and 

implementation of two dominant instructional strategies related to emotional scaffolding: 

use of non-judgmental reactions and non-intrusive observation and physical assistance. 

Ms. Cross, the second participant, used many adjectives to describe her teaching identity, 

including “patient, kind, warm, open, friendly, empathetic, easy to talk to, nurturing, 

compassionate, and gentle.” Two remarkable recurring self-assessments, which translated 

into classroom strategies, emerged throughout the study. She described herself as laid-

back in the classroom, which influenced her style of classroom management and her 

choice of movement-based activities, both of which she saw as components of emotional 

scaffolding. She also self-described as “not funny,” an assessment of her personality 

which led her to construct strategies which could be called emotion work, and which 

would help her introduce humor and silliness into her teaching through the use of music 

to correct this perceived deficit (Callahan & McCollum, 2002).  

Ms. Smith: Calmness as a Foundation for Non-Judgmental Reactions 

Ms. Smith found it helpful to project an image of “calmness” to enhance her 

students’ learning and create a safe classroom environment. She believed this helped the 

children stay calm; she said she hoped they felt “safe and there’s a feeling of trust. If they 

can trust me, then they know that I’m going to help them” (Interview, 2/26/2008).  

Ms. Smith added that she had created a strategy that, during a busy day, could 

facilitate calmness. She reviews her lesson plan before going home and makes sure her 

classroom is prepared. She checks everything again in the morning and throughout the 

day. By keeping this in focus she avoids distractions and feels organized. “When I feel 
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organized, I feel more calm… when I feel more calm inside it helps me present a calm 

appearance for the children as well” (Interview, 4/8/2008).  

Clearly, Ms. Smith has made a self-aware effort to construct and sustain 

“calmness” as part of her instructional resources. As Hochschild (1983) suggested, Ms. 

Smith actively managed the way she presented herself to the students in order to create a 

sense of safety and establish trusting relationships with the students. She reported that she 

was not a passive agent in the implementation of the trait “calmness.” Rather, she used 

“calmness” as a conscious choice, based upon her appraisal of how this self-presentation 

affects her students’ learning experiences. While Hochschild might see the work of 

emotional management as labor, I suggest that in this particular instance, this teacher saw 

emotional management as non-obligatory, genuine, and pleasurable (Callahan & 

McCollum, 2002; Oplatka, 2007).  

To project calmness, Ms. Smith used body language and tone of voice. “I think 

my body language and my tone of voice… are related to the emotions and how they’re 

learning. When they see me calm or excited, it helps them with their learning as well” 

(Interview, 2/5/2008).  

A concrete example of how Ms. Smith used her calmness as a resource for 

emotional scaffolding is presented below. In this example, from a classroom observation, 

she displayed the emotional presentation of calmness in order to re-focus and increase 

engagement in her students. 

After lunch, Ms. Smith sometimes read a storybook to help children calm down. 

One day in the middle of my observation, Ms. Smith was reading a storybook during this 

after-lunch period. She was seated on the carpet and she was surrounded by her students, 

who were in a closely gathered group. The climate was quiet and attentive. While she 

was reading she was looking around, checking children’s responses, and she noticed a 

child who wasn’t looking at the book. Ms. Smith called the child’s name in a calm tone 

of voice.  

MS. SMITH: Janet, can you see these pictures? Janet, can you see? Look, I don’t 
know if you can see very well, but the mother is blowing kisses. That’s the 
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mommy blowing kisses (pretending). 
JANET: (nodding her head) I can see. 
MS. SMITH: (pointing at the illustration) You can see them. The mommy is 
blowing kisses and the kisses look like little hearts. 
JANET: (smiling) that’s beautiful.   
MS. SMITH: Because mommies always love their children. (Continuing to read) 
“But mama, but mama, what if I were a green alien from Mars and I ate bugs 
instead of peanut butter?” Guess what that mommy is going to do? What is she 
going to do? 
JANET: She loves. (Observation, 2/12/2008) 
 
In this emotional context, Ms. Smith employed non-judgmental reactions as a 

major instructional strategy in response to the child who was unfocused. To re-focus 

Janet’s attention on the story, she modulated her tone of voice, which, she believed, 

would avoid any negative feeling on Janet’s part or on the part of the other children. Janet 

responded by re-engaging with the story, correctly assessing the content of the story. This 

sort of non-confrontational interaction promoted Janet’s understanding of this particular 

story and, Ms. Smith believed, her future academic engagement by increasing her 

awareness of her behavior and her pleasure in reading.  

By saying, “Can you see? I don’t know if you can see very well,” Ms. Smith 

assessed neutral reasons for Janet’s disengagement, rather than ascribing intention or 

disobedience. In this situation, “calmness” acted as an inner resource as well as a 

presentational tool, helping her assess the situation and respond positively to the student. 

In the following quote from an interview, Ms. Smith described applying this strategy of 

non-judgmental reaction in discussing children’s work:  

I don’t want to make a presumption or a judgment about what the children are 
doing or what they are saying so when I ask them to explain what it can be or 
what they intended it to be, I think it empowers them as individuals and allows 
them to express what it is they intended…It definitely shows respect and I think it 
establishes a feeling of safety. (Interview, 3/25/2008) 
 

Ms. Smith applied the strategy of non-judgmental response not only to engage 

students with the lesson but also to help students regulate their behaviors. She found that 
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listening for children’s emotions and ideas helped her create a comfortable emotional 

zone where children felt secure and were willing to take risks.  

Ms. Smith pointed out that non-judgmental language maintained the children’s 

own sense of calm, as well as freed them to choose to re-engage. Furthermore, she 

avoided the interruption to her instruction that a negative teacher-child interaction would 

cause. Ms. Smith claims that in this manner she tried to increase the child’s self-

regulation (Meyer & Turner, 2007). “I don’t want to embarrass them by saying… ‘Janet, 

you’re not looking. Look at the book.’…It’d be very negative. By saying, ‘Are you able 

to see the book?’ That question allows [Janet] some responsibility in her behavior and 

helps her self-regulate her own behavior” (Interview, 2/19/2008).  

Ms. Smith perceived children’s feelings as deserving of respect, pointing out that 

she used standards of behavior common in adult interactions as her guide, and implying 

that she used an inner sense of calm in order to respond respectfully. She believed that 

non-judgmental reactions per se were not sufficient to effectively deliver her authentic 

intention, because they could threaten the child’s emotional engagement if she did not 

modulate her tone of voice. For this reason, she said employing a calm tone of voice in 

her instruction was her deliberate decision, not a spontaneous move.  

 It all depends on my body language and my voice tone and the way I phrase the 
question. If I said the same thing in a harsher tone then I think that they might feel 
guilty or uncomfortable … It’s also a way of redirecting their behavior without 
causing any kind of humility or bad feelings. (Interview, 3/4/2008) 
 
In another instance, Ms. Smith deployed calmness when many students were 

excited by an activity to the point of distraction. Unlike the first example, in which Ms. 

Smith refocused a distracted child in a non-judgmental way, here, she used non-

judgmental language to assess and control levels of excitement. Without blaming or 

curtailing the excitement of any particular child, Ms. Smith kept the children engaged in 

the math activity.  

Two days before Valentine’s Day, Ms. Smith was presenting a lesson on 

symmetry, using a demonstration of and hands-on experiences with decalcomanias. She 
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was sitting on the carpet with her students in her class, who were facing each other. 

Smiling and looking closely at all of them, she said:  

MS. SMITH: Can you put your fingers together (demonstrating a hand clap)?  
CHILDREN: Yes! (All kids clapping) 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and nodding at them) Okay, now we’re going to open our 
hands up. This hand (left) has five fingers (naming each finger) and this hand 
(right) also has five fingers (naming each finger). There are ten fingers when we 
put them together. Open them up! (Demonstrate opening her fingers; the children 
follow her direction. Ms. Smith holds up a heart made out of construction paper 
that she has put several dots of paint on in advance.). And we’re going to do that 
with hearts. Hearts can be symmetry. When you open it up, you will see the same 
on each side. Watch what happens when I open it up. (Children say, “Uh, Wow!” 
and clap. In a calm and quiet voice Ms. Smith shows a decalcomania.) And this 
side of the heart is the same as this side. This is called, symmetry. Can you say 
that with me? 
CHILDREN: (in a loud voice tone, together) Symmetry! 
MS. SMITH: (in a calm voice and looking closely at all of the children) Now, I 
want you to remember that word because we’re going to do something really 
special…We’re going to make some symmetrical dots. That means this side and 
this side are the same (showing the heart). Now I am going to put a lot of small 
dots on this side. (She demonstrates, dropping paint on the paper, and saying 
“One, two, three on this side.”) 
CHILD: (In an excited tone of voice) I know how to do that! 
MS. SMITH: Good! (Showing the heart paper) Right now, it’s hard to see 
symmetry because this side has paint and this side doesn’t have paint. At this 
point, it is not symmetrical– this side and this side. (Demonstrating) Fold it over.  
Rub over just a little while. (Looking at children) You are all going to make these.  
Children respond with sudden intakes of breath and surprised sounds. 
MS. SMITH: Yes! Corin is rubbing the paint. (Holding Corin’s paper heart up) 
And, Corin, what do you think it’s going to look like when I open it up?   
CORIN: The same! 
MS. SMITH: Do you think this is going to be the same? Do you remember that 
word we talked about when both sides are the same?   
CORIN: Symmetry.  
… 
MS. SMITH: Oh, there you go. Are you ready to see how symmetrical it is? (A 
child, Sara, closes her eyes and covers them with her hands)  
That’s okay. (Laughing at Sara) Sara, you look excited. You’re excited? You’re 
closing your eyes. Is it going to be a surprise? Is that why you’re closing your 
eyes? 
SARA: (In an excited voice tone) Yeah! 
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MS. SMITH: Okay, (in a gentle voice tone), open up your eyes. We want to see. 
(Ms. Smith opens the heart up and kids clap their hands and make excited 
sounds.). (Observation, 2/12/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith kept her students engaged by using her calmness at two levels: through 

creating a general mood, and by responding to a particular child. She responded to the 

excited mood of the classroom by keeping her voice calm, and gentle. She also used 

verbal cues to remind the class about the focus of the lesson (“I want you to remember 

that word because we’re going to do something really special”). She accomplished this 

without pointing out the class’s loudness or blaming particular students, which could 

disrupt the focus of the lesson. She remained verbally silent about the level of noise and 

excitement in the room, but through her tone of voice and redirections, she managed, in a 

subtle manner, to make her expectations clear and maintain the flow of the lesson. Ms. 

Smith said that by validating the children’s excitement she sustained their pleasure in the 

learning experience. “I think to them it must have seemed like magic when they did the 

symmetry …by allowing them to express their excitement… it will help them learn and 

remember what it is that we were doing” (Interview, 2/12/2008). 

Ms. Smith also said she sometimes felt torn between the objectives of engaging 

students and maintaining their excitement for learning:  

I feel like sometimes they are getting real excited and inside I’m going. “Oh no!, 
What am I going to do? They’re really excited.” …Sometimes it comes easier 
than others–using a calm voice...I’m afraid if I display excitement, then 
everything will be getting out of control. When the children’s voices are getting 
louder and louder that means to me that they’re getting more and more excited, so 
they don’t need to hear someone else excited. They need to hear someone that’s 
calm. (Interview, 2/12/2008) 
 
While managing her own responses to the class as a whole in this episode, Ms. 

Smith also continued to scaffold Sara’s emotion in a constructive way when she used 

non-judgmental reactions in her interaction with the child. When Sara displayed a 

reaction that might cause her to miss the point of the lesson, Ms. Smith engaged with her 

in an attempt to understand her withdrawal from the group interaction, describing the 

child’s emotional situation in a non-judgmental manner (“You look excited. You’re 
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excited? You’re closing your eyes. Is it going to be a surprise? Is that why you’re closing 

your eyes?”). Besides, assessing the child’s emotion as a co-constructor, Ms. Smith 

provided an emotional space for the child to raise her emotional awareness and engage in 

communication (Shelton & Stern, 2004). In this way, she laid the groundwork for Sara’s 

future ability to remain calm in dealing with potential conflict and disagreement. In an 

interview, Ms. Smith described this approach:  

I try to describe what I see. When I say, “ It sounds like you’re feeling excited,” it 
gives them a chance to understand what their body language and what their facial 
expressions might be showing someone else…They will, many times let me 
know, “Yes, that’s how I’m feeling,” or “No, that’s not how I’m feeling…When 
they understand that I’m responding to how they’re feeling, it helps them 
communicate with me. (Interview, 2/26/2008) 
 
Before asking her to open her eyes, Ms. Smith described Sara’s emotional state. 

While remaining quiet about the general excitement level of the class, she verbalized 

Sara’s behavior to validate the child’s feeling and to refocus the child on the topic. Ms. 

Smith noted that verbalizing Sara’s emotion was meat to build the child’s vocabulary. 

Ms. Smith believed that young children find it difficult to describe their emotions 

accurately. By verbalizing Sara’s emotions, Ms. Smith was scaffolding the child’s 

emotional awareness and facilitating her self-regulation (Hyson, 2008). The idea of such 

scaffolding leads to a calm or safe approach to learning.  

Many times children are feeling happy or excited and they don’t know how to 
describe their feelings or explain how they’re feeling so that’s why I try to help 
them to do that…I want them to be able to learn from their feelings and their 
emotional expressions … when they’re able to understand their feelings, they can 
stop and think about their feelings and they’re able to self-regulate their 
behaviors. (Interview, 2/19/2008) 
 
After validating Sara’s emotion, Ms. Smith continued to maintain her calmness in 

dealing with Sara’s excitement level by providing clear expectations and explanations for 

her requirements (“Open up your eyes. We want to see”) in a gentle tone of voice. In an 

interview, she explained why, to maintain a level of calmness, her tone of voice was an 

important pedagogical tool.  
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Sound is very powerful and I think that loud sounds tend to stimulate and cause 
excitement or anxiety. Quiet, smooth sounds tend to instill a sense of calmness 
and peacefulness, so I try to use the tone and speed of my voice and the songs to 
help them anticipate what the expectations will be for the next activity…So I try 
to use my voice as management for the children. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 

 
Providing her expectation of the child’s behavior in a gentle tone of voice, Ms. 

Smith attempted to establish herself as a safe presence. She tried to help the child 

enhance her ability to assess situations and thus to develop her knowledge and 

understanding of emotion and focus on her learning. By appealing to her rationality in 

explaining situations, she also touched her feelings by showing her that she respected her 

need to know what was going on around her. In this way, she tried to raise the child’s 

emotional awareness without harming the relationship she had with the child. Rather, she 

used the child’s excited learning experience as an opportunity to strengthen the 

relationship and to sustain motivation to learn. Describing what she saw as the risks of 

not following her strategy, Ms. Smith said, “If I just tell them, ‘Open your eyes,’ without 

giving any reason, I feel like their emotions might shut down a little bit and they might 

not feel as safe and as willing to learn” (Interview, 2/12/2008). 

The pedagogical roots of her belief in calmness, Ms. Smith said, came through 

academic training, which taught her that positive language could create a safe learning 

environment. She had classes where she and her fellow students pretended to be children 

in conflict. She practiced solving conflict and learned that it involves a balance. She 

strikes a balance between who she was growing up and her environment, as well as 

between her college training and her learning from other teachers. “It would be very 

challenging without the language. I would say all of the language that I use in the 

classroom, I learned in college and I practiced in college. Experience helped me fine-tune 

it and be more intuitive with it” (Interview, 2/19/2008). 

Ms. Smith added that this belief was rooted in empathy, which originated in 

imaginatively gauging her own physiological reaction to unconstructive emotional 

expressions. Describing her own reaction to a loud or yelling person, Ms. Smith said, 

“My heart beats faster and I get very apprehensive.” When she hears someone who’s 
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calm, then she “can calm down, too.” She believes then that if she simulates the calm 

person, it will “definitely help the children calm down and be comfortable” (Interview, 

2/5/2008). 

In short, Ms. Smith, a self-described calm person, deliberately employed this 

image as a foundation for non-judgmental reactions. She found this useful in helping 

engage unfocused children. Calmness as a basis for emotional scaffolding was reinforced 

by her beliefs about creating a safe learning environment. Here she could have a positive 

relationship with students by respecting their emotions and facilitating their self-

regulation in learning participation (Meyer & Turner, 2006, 2007; Skinner et al., 2008; 

Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). She projected calm by modulating her tone of voice to 

constructively sustain the safe learning environment. Projecting calm did not come 

naturally to her as a teacher. It was a conscious choice, constructed partly from her past 

academic experiences and from her emotion work. Thus her use of her calmness was not 

entirely organic (Hargreaves, 1998). We might consider it, under Hochschild’s 

framework, an instance of internalization of emotional rules. She was, however, very 

self-aware of the circumstances and positive about the outcome, which squared with her 

goals of maintaining a conflict-free classroom. I would argue, because of these factors, 

that her emotional management was voluntary, deliberate decision-making (Oplatka, 

2007).  

Shyness as a Foundation for Observation and Non-Intrusive Physical Assistance  

Ms. Smith perceived herself as a “very shy person.” Because a shy person could 

show anxiety and withdrawal behavior in social situations, teachers’ shyness could be 

considered to be an unconstructive quality in the teaching context, where they have to 

take an active role in interaction (Caprara et al., 2008). However, Ms. Smith’s case of the 

use of her shyness challenges this assumption. Because Ms. Smith was aware of how her 

shyness was constructed and how this quality shaped her attitudes in social situations, she 

took an active role in helping children self-regulate their shyness in social contexts. By 

using her self-awareness of shyness, which resulted from her own first-hand experiences, 
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she reported that she tried to use this empathy in constructive ways, rather than allowing 

her shyness to harm her teaching (Shelton & Stern, 2004). In the following description of 

a teaching strategy, Ms. Smith engaged in emotional scaffolding and emotion work at the 

same time by using her own shyness as a tool to connect with a student and create an 

emotional situation in which the child could take a risk.  

Ms. Smith said that her father was in the military so that they moved around a lot 

every year of her childhood. She was often required to start at a new school, and she 

believed that this caused her to become an observer who watched other people and got a 

feeling for a situation before engaging in interaction. Reflecting on her childhood 

experiences, she said that as an adult, she still assessed situations, but she used these 

observation skills in her classroom with deliberate intention, to give her students a sense 

of security. 

By watching the children and getting a sense for what they might need is how I 
determine whether or not I help them or observe or just watch…. I think it’s 
important for the teacher to acknowledge because then it lets them know that 
you’re there to help but you’re not stepping in right away. It might make them 
feel safe when they’re attempting something that they’re little bit unsure about. 
(Interview, 2/19/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith also felt she had more empathy with children who she saw as shy 

(Deiro, 1996). “I think for me, it’s easier for me to deal with withdrawn and shy children 

because I have more of an empathic connection with them” (Interview, 2/28/ 2008).  

The following example illustrates an instructional strategy in which this teacher 

uses her “shyness” as a foundation for emotional scaffolding. This incident took place 

during morning journal time, which she intentionally planned to hold at the beginning of 

the day in order to understand children’s emotional states and build individual 

relationships with students. She also intended to increase ELL children’s competence in 

expressing themselves in English through the journal activity, in which children were 

asked to present their work to the class. The student in this example was an ELL student, 

who Ms. Smith described as “reserved.” As the episode began, Ms. Smith was sitting in 
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the teacher’s chair, with the rest of the students on the carpet, and the presenting student 

standing next to her.  

MS. SMITH: (in a gentle tone of voice) Ishsni, would you like to share today?  
Let’s watch Ishsni. Let me hold the cover for you while you hold your journal, 
that way you can have two hands for your journal. Tell us about your work today 
Ishsni. 
ISHSNI: (quietly) I got a, I got a… 
MS. SMITH: (cupping her ear and leaning near the child, using a whispering 
voice) You drew what? 
ISHSNI: (murmuring) I draw a… 
CHILD 1: Ms. Rebecca, I can’t, I couldn’t hear Ishsni. 
MS. SMITH: You couldn’t hear her? So that means we need to ask Ishsni to use a 
louder voice.  
CHILD 2: Me neither. 
CHILD 3: I didn’t know what she was saying. 
MS. SMITH: (gently putting her arm around Ishni) Okay, Ishsni, when you tell us 
about this page, use a really loud speaking voice, okay?  Tell us about this 
(pointing to the child’s drawing). 
ISHSNI: (louder) Uh, that’s a princess. 
MS. SMITH: A princess. 
ISHSNI: (excited) Yes! That’s the princess! 
MS. SMITH: She’s got beautiful long hair, doesn’t she? Did you write princess?  
And you wrote princess up there. Very good writing! Thank you. You drew a 
princess and you wrote the word princess. Very good! Let’s tell our friend Ishsni, 
“WAY TO GO Ishsni!” (Observation, 4/22/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Smith attempted to support a shy child’s confidence by 

providing non-intrusive physical assistance, which included putting an arm around the 

child. Before providing non-intrusive physical assistance, she first explicitly described 

what the child needed to do in the situation (“You couldn’t hear. So that means we need 

to ask Ishsni to use a louder voice”), in order to show her expectations in response to 

another child’s request. This verbal description also helped the other students feel 

supported by the teacher. Using her knowledge about the child’s personality, she used 

silent physical assistance immediately after making her expectations clear, in order to 

avoid exacerbating Ishsni’s shyness, instead providing the child a safe feeling and 

increasing the child’s confidence (Meyer & Turner, 2007). The situation could have 

reinforced the child’s shyness, causing aversion to participation in class; Ms. Smith 
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averted that outcome by showing her support in an implicit, non-obtrusive way. By the 

end of the interaction, the child was excited to tell the other children about her drawing.  

By reflecting on her own experience as a shy child and adult, Ms. Smith 

connected with the child. The decision to offer non-verbal support was also influenced by 

her understanding of the difficulties ELL students face.  

As an adult I am shy and so it’s very, very difficult for me to stand in front of my 
peers and speak. So I want to provide all of the support for these children coming 
up in front of their peers and sharing their work… it’s pretty challenging for them 
to come up especially if they don’t have the language [English] to say. (Interview, 
2/21/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith added that the strategy of providing non-verbal assistance through 

gentle physical interaction allowed her to avert a negative emotional situation in which 

the child might feel embarrassed or upset. “I think just a gentle arm around them helps 

them know that I’m there to support them and… they shouldn’t need to feel failure or 

frustration or anger” (Interview, 2/21/2008).  

Ms. Smith utilized this strategy not only when children were presenting work to 

the class, but also when they were doing individual work during center time and having 

difficulties. She was very aware of how this bodily positioning when providing individual 

assistance affected children’s feelings. She positioned herself in a way that she believed 

minimized her influence as a judgmental authority figure, and maximized children’s 

sense of power over their work. For example, during the center time, a child was working 

on a project at the writing center. She picked up a piece of pink construction paper that 

had a traced heart shape on it. The child wrote “I love you mom” inside the heart shape 

and was struggling to cut it out because she was trying to cut without securing the piece 

of paper with her other hand. From a close distance, Ms. Smith observed the child for a 

short while by putting her hands behind her back and leaning her body toward the child. 

MS. SMITH: (squatting next to the child and keeping her eyes level with) Did 
you write that? Gina, are you trying to cut out a heart?  Would you like me to 
help you, or you want to do it by yourself?  
GINA: (quietly) Need help. 
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MS. SMITH: Okay. Let me help you. (She squats behind and encircles Gina with 
her arms. Gina holds the scissors, while Ms. Smith puts her hands outside Gina’s 
hands.) Hold the paper. Cut it around.  
GINA: (Smiling at Ms. Smith) I make it! 
(Ms. Smith smiles and gently pats her back.) You did it! You look like excited. 
(Gina laughs with joy). (Observation, 2/12/2008) 
 
In this example, Ms. Smith shows how she constructively translated her shyness 

into an intervention that began with observation and continued into a type of assistance 

that sustained the child’s engagement with the activity while minimizing her own 

intrusion into the situation. By asking Gina whether she wanted her help, rather than 

immediately jumping into the situation, Ms. Smith avoided a moment in which Gina 

might have felt embarrassed or upset by her inability. This provided the emotional 

scaffolding necessary for Gina to make the next step. Providing non-intrusive physical 

assistance, she enlarged the child’s competence; later, she verbally described the child’s 

accomplishment as her own, further confirming this new competence.  

In this second situation, unlike in the first example in this section, Ms. Smith 

engaged with a child who was not particularly reserved, and who was quite academically 

advanced. This second example shows how Ms. Smith’s self-perceived shyness translated 

into an effective instructional strategy even when approaching self-confident students. 

Explaining this strategy, Ms. Smith said that she generally stood beside children, instead 

of behind them or across from them, when she was offering assistance during center 

activities. “I don’t want to overpower them by being in front... If I’m in front of them 

[across from them at a table], they might be focusing on me instead of what it is that 

they’re attempting to do” (Interview, 2/12/2008). 

Ms. Smith believed that asking children whether they wanted assistance before 

intervening in their work gave them a sense of power (competence, ownership, self-

esteem) over their learning, while also letting them know that she was available to help. 

She positioned herself as a resource, not the ultimate authority figure who would decide 

whether or not something was right—a strategy which seems to have derived from her 

identity as an observer, which, for her, has tended to lead to her positioning herself as co-
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constructor or partner. She believed that showing respect towards children’s learning 

developed their competence and self-esteem. When asked about the incident with Gina, 

she explained her rationale for helping the child through non-intrusive physical 

assistance: “I want to encourage them to be independent and self-sufficient because I 

know when a person feels that way, they feel good about themselves and about learning 

new things and trying new experiences” (Interview, 4/8/2008). 

Ms. Smith felt that observing was also important after an interaction. In an 

interview, she described a form of observation that could be considered another way of 

physically assisting a child through silent physical presence. “I assist them and step back 

and watch a little bit longer to see if they’re successful with what we worked out before I 

walk away” (Interview, 2/22/2008).  

In short, Ms. Smith used her “shyness” in a constructive way, basing an 

instructional strategy of non-intrusive physical contact upon her empathetic 

understanding of children’s feelings. She was aware of how shyness could increase 

anxiety and withdrawal behaviors, which could influence children’s disengagement in 

learning, so she tried to consciously use knowledge about shyness to minimize the child’s 

frustration and maximize engagement. While she tried to play up her tendency towards 

“calmness” in order to achieve pedagogical goals, she took a different approach to what 

she saw as her inherent “shyness,” using it to decrease the potential negative effects of 

shyness in her students. Using her shyness, Ms. Smith tried to observe the students before 

making a decision to provide them non-intrusive assistance, to provide time for the 

students to feel a sense of safety and increase a sense of competence. These two episodes 

also show how her consciousness about her identity as a “shy person” could translate in a 

constructive way to instructional strategies.  

Taken together, these four examples—the interactions with Janet, Sara, Ishni, and 

Gina—show how a teacher translated her own beliefs about her “personality” into a 

teaching identity that sought to establish a particular emotional climate. Ms. Smith 

deliberately used her calmness by controlling her tone of voice and her shyness by 

positioning herself as an observer in creating a sense of security for emotional 
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scaffolding. Therefore, these strategies—the use of non-judgmental language, the use of 

observation, and the use of non-intrusive physical assistance—were derived from her 

conscious pedagogical decision-making for emotional scaffolding. This teacher’s 

emphasis was consistently placed on the maintenance of a sense of safety, which she 

believed was the most desirable climate for the creation of learning engagement. Using 

her personal experience, coupled with her academic experience and experiences with 

children (explored further in the next chapter), she re-confirmed her belief in the 

importance of a feeling of safety for learning through her continuous classroom 

interactions (Schutz et al., 2007).  

In this first part of this section, I discussed the first participant, Ms. Smith’s, 

beliefs about self-identity and their relationships to teaching strategies for emotional 

scaffolding. In the next part of this section, I provide an analysis of the other participant, 

Ms. Cross’s, teaching strategies related to her perceived identity.  

 Ms. Cross: “Laid- Back”-ness as a Foundation for Choice of Movement-Based 

Activity 

Ms. Cross described herself as somebody with a strong drive to succeed at 

teaching. She recognized that some might perceive her style as natural and relaxed, but 

emphasized the intensity of her attitude toward her work.  

I have a fun-loving, laid-back personality but underneath I am also very serious 
about my work and want to excel at it. My attitude is to be flexible with my 
students but come on strong with very high expectations for them to excel. 
(Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 

  Ms. Cross continually referred to the practices of other teachers in defining her 

own approach. She believed that being laid-back was more desirable in creating 

children’s excitement in learning, defining this quality in opposition to “stricter” teachers 

that she had encountered throughout her life as a teacher and a parent.  

I know in my heart that this environment allows them to learn more in an enriched 
sort of way rather than just a quiet classroom… Some teachers are really strict 
disciplinarians and their children are just so quiet but the quality isn’t always the 
right way just because it’s quieter. (Interview, 5/8/2008)  
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Ms. Cross told of an incident where her daughter’s teacher punished the class for 

acting silly, sending them out into the hallway. “They really didn’t learn anything from 

that science lesson. They were out in the hallway being punished and they had a bad 

feeling about science” (Interview, 5/8/2008). She contrasted this with another school 

where the class was anything but quiet. “Lauren learned so much that year. She was so 

excited about the rainforest and the solar system…and she would practice her spelling 

words” (Interview 5/8/2008).  

Ms. Cross defined herself in opposition to teachers who maintained “quiet” 

classrooms, who she interpreted as teachers who were too “strict.” In her description, 

these teachers’ approaches led to unnecessary tension between teachers and students, 

which would do harm to children’s emotional engagement with the academic subject 

matter (“they had a bad feeling about science”). She also was aware of challenges that 

could arise from the use of her laidback traits, and seemed concerned that observers 

might not interpret her pedagogical decisions in a positive light. She described her 

rationale for using her “laid-back” attitude as a pedagogical tool as being the creation of 

an “alive and exciting classroom,” which in turn would result in what she defined as 

“learning”.  

There’s a fine line between alive and exciting and then chaotic. I try to put 
structure in there because when it’s too dull, they don’t remember it as much. 
They have to all be engaged in it and yet there has to be that structure in there too. 
(Interview, 5/30/2008) 
  
The internal conflicts that she seemed to face over this approach could be 

hypothesized as resulting from the invisible influence of cultural expectations of the 

teacher’s role (Winograd, 2003). In describing a lesson in which she tried to impart 

conceptual understanding of the function of pressure in creating sedimentary rocks, she 

painted a vivid picture of the “crazy” scene that resulted when she instructed the children 

to create a body pile on the carpet to illustrate the concept. “It was a good way to teach 

about sedimentary rocks…We can ask the student [at the bottom of the body pile], ‘Well, 



 75 

how did you feel being on the bottom?’…It looked like chaotic, but it was not. They were 

learning” (Interview, 5/30/2008).  

In this episode, Ms. Cross described an instructional strategy that intentionally 

used her “laid-back” qualities, combined with a pre-planned structure, to allow the 

children to express their excitement naturally elicited in the course of the participation of 

movement-based activity. She created excitement in order to help children get the 

“meaning” of a concept that she believed they would not grasp if they had read it in a 

book. Her belief in the importance of excitement in enhancing understanding is an 

example of emotional scaffolding (Meyer & Turner, 2007). In an interview, Ms. Cross 

said that she chose activities that she knew would create children’s excitement, “I don’t 

want a classroom that is not buzzing, feeling alive, so sometimes I choose materials and 

activities that I’m hoping they’ll be excited about” (Interview, 5/30/2008).  

Ms. Cross then stepped back during the activity itself, hoping to generate 

excitement through a purposeful decrease in governance. Moreover, attention to the 

language used in the quotation about the sedimentary rock activity reveals how Ms. Cross 

balances what she sees as important traits of her teacher self with perceived expectations. 

In saying “It looked chaotic, but it was not,” she emphasized that she employed strategies 

which could be perceived as counterproductive, and cast herself in the role of a teacher 

who was able to stay in charge of this type of energy and enable learning by stepping 

back without losing control.  

In the following quotation, Ms. Cross further explicated strategies she used to 

maintain this balance between excitement (which she said resulted from her “laid-back” 

ability to have a relaxed and informal classroom) and engagement within her teaching. 

She described how she consciously pulled back from her laid-back stance in order to 

handle situations in which she perceived that the class had reached a point where learning 

was no longer happening.  

I tell them, ‘it really makes me happy to do exciting lessons with you, but if you 
get too excited then we won’t be able to do those exciting things because it’ll get 
too wild in here… I go, ‘shh shh shh’ and then they ‘Shh shh shh,’ to calm them 
back down; I don’t want it to get like a circus in here. (Interview, 5/30/2008) 
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Here, Ms. Cross again used negative language that indicated her concern about 

the way her classroom might appear to or be interpreted by an outsider (“too wild”; “like 

a circus”). She implied that she needed to negotiate between cultural expectations, her 

natural desire to be laid-back, and her own ideas about how learning happens best.  

In another quotation, she described another way in which she believed that she 

was able to make being “laid-back” work for her as a teacher. “If you don’t go negative 

too much, when you do, they go, ‘Oh, she’s really means that it’s bothering her. I better 

behave… when I do show my displeasure that it’s understood very quickly” (Interview, 

6/3/2008). Ms. Cross believed that the consistency with which she employed her “laid-

back” identity allowed her to occasionally act in the opposite manner in order to carry out 

the obligation she perceived she had to help the children remain engaged. She believed 

that this consistency resulted from her careful control of her image as a teacher. She 

believed that this identity was the primary one that students perceived, and that it allowed 

her to create relationships that, in turn, gave her room to be stern on occasion.  

In the first example of a science lesson about rocks, Ms. Cross prepared the  

groundwork for an exciting, movement-based lesson, and then exercised her “laid-back” 

quality in order to step back and allow the lesson to unfold. In our second example, 

below, Ms. Cross planned a movement-based math lesson, and then actively participated 

in creating excitement during the lesson. This example shows that being “laid-back” can 

be an active position, one that leads a teacher to create excitement rather than exercise 

governance to create order. This lesson followed a science lesson on a previous day in 

which the children had learned about fossils and the role of the paleontologist. In this 

previous lesson, the class read a story in which five paleontologists collected fossils. This 

lesson took place in the morning, with the teacher sitting in her chair next to a blackboard 

and the students sitting in a semicircle on the carpet.  

MS. CROSS: All right, so we’re going to pretend. Who got to be a paleontologist 
last time? Okay. Raise your hand if you didn’t get to be one? 
 (Ms. Cross chooses five students; the students stand in front of the class while 
she reads the story.) 
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MS. CROSS: Okay. Let me read the story. ‘Five paleontologists are searching off 
the shore.’ (The five students act out the story.) ‘One finds a shell’ (a child 
pretends to pick a shell up). Show us you’re excited about that. (The child noisily 
jumps up and down. The teacher and other students laugh together.) Why don’t 
you go home and tell your mom? (The child pretends to do so and the children 
laugh. In a calm voice.) ‘And then there were four. ‘Oh…only four 
paleontologists left?! There are five paleontologists. Did one go away? 
CHILDREN: Yes! 
MS. CROSS: Okay. You make a little sign. (She puts a minus sign on the 
whiteboard.) That means take away. Do you separate him from us now? 
CHILDREN: Yes. 
MS. CROSS: Okay, that’s also called separation or subtraction. One ran away. 
Okay, can you see this? (Showing all children the writing on the board.) Would 
you read this? What does it say? 
(Ms. Cross and students read the math sentence out loud together.) Five take away 
one equals what?  
CHILDREN: Four.  
MS. CROSS: Okay so let’s say four paleontologists look at a tree. One 
paleontologist finds a fossil. (A second child pretends to find a fossil.) Are you 
excited to find a fossil? What are you going to do? Does he tell scientists about it? 
Okay. So now we can say, take away another one, and that is? 
CHILDREN: Three. 
MS. CROSS: (In an excited tone of voice and opening her eyes wide.) 
Wonderful! Let’s read this math sentence together. Four take away one equals 
what? 
CHILDREN: (Loudly) Three!   
(Ms. Cross keeps students actively engaged in the activity until there are no 
paleontologists left.) (Observation, 1/31/2008) 

 
In this episode, Ms. Cross provided emotional scaffolding by employing bodily 

movement, building on students’ previous interest in paleontology, and asking questions 

that helped children stay involved with the abstract concept of subtraction. This 

emotional scaffolding was enhanced by her ability to remain laid-back and continue 

asking questions that stoked the children’s excitement.  

To sum up, Ms. Cross identified herself as a “laid-back” person and used this 

identity as a basis for constructing and implementing the strategy of movement-based 

activity. Ms. Cross’ identity as a “laid-back” teacher seemed to create an internal 

dilemma through her combined desires to create excitement, manage her students’ 
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engagement, and maintain a classroom that appeared to outsiders to be a functional 

learning climate (Zembylas, 2005). Through her teaching and life experience, she 

reported having encountered other teachers who taught in what she saw as an opposite, 

more controlling fashion. She engaged in emotional management by using her identity as 

“laid-back” in order to achieve her goals for her students, which included staying 

motivated, understanding academic concepts and staying engaged in the activity at hand 

(Meyer & Turner, 2007; Schutz et al., 2007).  

“Not-funny” as a Foundation of the Use of Music 

Emphasizing the importance of excitement for her students’ learning, Ms. Cross 

self-identified as a person who is “not funny”, and described her attempts to regulate this 

aspect of her instructional identity.  

If you have a sense of humor, they love it. They love to kid around and it makes 
them very excited about school and their teacher…so that’s why I sometimes kid 
around with them; if I do that, then next time I notice they try a little harder, do a 
little better for me. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
  
Ms. Cross believed that a teacher’s sense of humor could help to increase 

students’ motivation and engagement in learning, in turn leading to a highly engaging and 

enjoyable learning experience (Meyer & Turner, 2007). Even though she perceived that 

she was not funny, she made conscious efforts to act silly in order to create an exciting 

learning climate to increase the students’ engagement. This incongruence between her 

current perceived identity and her understanding of the role of a teacher’s sense of humor 

in student learning consequently led her to engage in emotion work in order to construct a 

new identity. Student responses and her own goals led her to perform this emotion work 

through her own intrinsic motivation (Oplatka, 2007).  

One of the concrete examples of a strategy that Ms. Cross used to bring humor 

into the classroom is the introduction of music. Above, Ms. Cross explicitly addressed the 

idea that humor could motivate children’s excitement. In other words, humor functions in 

order to change the mood of the classroom. In line with these beliefs, she employed 

music as a way to supplement her own identity, which she saw as “not funny” enough, 
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and to change not only the students’ mood, but also her own.  

The music makes me feel gay and excited about life. It just cheers me up so I 
know it’s that way with the children, too. You know I don’t have the best voice or 
carry the best tune but it’s something about music makes them so happy. I think 
it’s therapy. So that’s why I intentionally add music. If I do not have a song that 
goes with what I’m studying or one that I don’t really particularly like, I look for 
one... If I only just read a story or discussed it with them, it wouldn’t add that 
special dimension that music can add. I think it also helps because not all children 
learn the same way. Some learn better with music. It helps you remember things 
better like the planets rather than just drill them, let’s name them, Mars, Venus, 
Earth, Mars, but if you sing them, I think you’re more likely to remember them 
and it’s a little more enjoyable. (Interview, 2/22/2008)  

 
This quotation illustrates the fact that Ms. Cross not only used music to enhance 

her instructional personality by adding humor to the class, but also noticed that the 

pedagogical advantages of using music as an instructional tool included more meaningful 

learning by appealing to students with different learning styles and the enhancement of 

students’ long-lasting memories of lessons (Christianson & Engelberg, 2006). For this 

reason, she made an extra effort (researching songs on the Internet) in order to be able to 

include this element.   

Her beliefs about the role of music in instruction originated in her childhood 

experiences. She said she still remembered songs she learned in early elementary school. 

Such memories reinforced her belief in the benefits of music for retention and creation of 

positive feelings about school (Christianson & Engelberg, 2006). “I think about when I 

was in first grade and how my teacher would sing songs. I can still remember every word 

of those songs. I feel if you add a song about the unit, it’s going to make them happy 

about what they’re studying” (Interview, 2/22/2008).  

Ms. Cross emphasized her idea that her construction of this belief came not only 

from her own experience, but was reinforced by academic knowledge, which reconfirmed 

her belief in her instructional choices. “I did take music at the college, so I did 

intentionally because the music makes them feel happier and it seems to be, some people 

learn better through music” (Interview, 5/27/2008).  

An example of how Ms. Cross constructed an identity as a funny or silly teacher, 
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which was opposite from her current self-perceived identity as a “not funny” person, is 

below. The week’s unit was the solar system. This is an example of a review of what the 

students learned about the planets during the week. The students had earlier discussed 

how to end the song, given that the final planet in the song was Pluto, which had been 

declassified since the song was written, and is no longer considered to be a planet. The 

teacher was sitting on a chair, while the students sat in a semi-circle around the chair, on 

the carpet. The teacher held a chart of the solar system.  

MS. CROSS: (pointing out a planet on the chart) Okay, what is this one?  
CHILD: Venus! 
(Children are saying the names of the planets. Then, they spontaneously break 
into a song taught them earlier in the week.) 
MS. CROSS: You know what? I was really surprised just now. I thought I was 
going to get to help you sing that song but you surprised me. You already learned 
it so fast. This time I am going to be with you. But I am very proud of you. 
Ready? 
(The teacher and kids sing the planet song together again, in loud voices.) 
MS. CROSS: (raising her hand) Raise your hand if you want to be like a real 
astronomer and say what you want to change the end of the song to be like. You 
can kind of make up your own name, can’t you? Actually I heard several different 
endings.  
(The teacher calls on one child at a time, and the whole class sings the song 
together, going silent at the end for the designated child to give a new name.)  
CHILD: (ending the song) Hmm. Two kids is my brother. 
(Kids are laughing) 
MS. CROSS: Who has a more, perhaps, possible ending?  
(They return to the song.)  
CHILD 1: Pluto is no longer a planet. It just is a ball. 
CHILD 2: It’s a teeny, bitty. 
CHILD 3: (In a funny voice) It’s just a teeny tiny rock. 
 (Children are laughing and clapping their hands, and several students take turns 
at changing the end of the song.) (Observation, 2/22/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross used music to help children recollect and reconfirm 

their knowledge about the order of the planets in the solar system. By allowing the 

students and herself to be silly through her game at the end of the song, she created an 

excited mood in the classroom, and presented herself as a silly person. This mood helped 

children engage in the discussion, which she had anticipated might be “kind of serious” 
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and wanted to make more fun, and helped them remember the order of the planets and 

understand the nature of scientific controversy.  

Also in this example, it is clear that the strategy of using music and silliness has 

the possibility to derail the lesson (as when one of the children added the nonsense verse 

“Two kids is my brother” at the end of the song). Ms. Cross conceded that it got “a little 

more silly than I had intended for it to be” (Interview, 2/22/2008). Ms. Cross seemed to 

believe, however, that it was easier to laugh with the students and maintain the fun mood 

than to try to redirect their attention to the lesson.  

In a second example of Ms. Cross’ use of music to introduce humor and silliness 

into a lesson, Ms. Cross shifted a planned lesson on ordering the alphabet, which had not 

initially been intended to include music. Unlike in the previous example, in which the 

children initiated the singing of the planet song, in this example Ms. Cross purposefully 

introduced a game in which the children sang the alphabet song to different tunes, 

intentionally applying this use of humor in order to motivate persistence during what was 

turning out to be a difficult lesson.  

During center activities, after lunch, Ms. Cross sat on the rainbow table (a 

teacher’s table for small group work) and rang a green chime bell. Several children who 

belonged to the “green team” (most of whom were ELL students) came to the table and 

sat in their chairs. Ms. Cross observed the children while they attempted to put alphabet 

blocks in order. After seeing that some of them were having trouble, she initiated a song.  

MS. CROSS: Okay, I’m going to ask you to point to each letter. We’re going to 
sing, and I’m going to try to sing it in a different tune. But I don’t know if I can 
do it. It sounded kind of strange. Are you ready to try something different?  
CHILD: Yeah. 
MS. CROSS: We’re going to try to sing it to “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” okay? 
Let’s go like that.   
(The teacher and students begin and are giggling while singing.) 
MS. CROSS: You know that was kind of hard for me because I don’t normally 
sing it to that song, but we did pretty well, didn’t we?  
CHILDREN: (laughing and saying) Yeah! It’s fun.   
MS. CROSS: Okay now, let’s try to sing it to “Old McDonald Had a Farm”.  Are 
you ready? Okay. Are you ready?   
CHILDREN: (in loud tones of voice) Yeah! 
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(They sing the alphabet to the tune of “Old McDonald Had a Farm”. Kids are 
laughing.) 
MS. CROSS: So we sang it to “Mary Had a Little Lamb” and “Old McDonald 
Had a Farm”. Now let’s try “Lullaby and Goodnight.” Do you know that tune? 
CHILD: Yeah! 
MS. CROSS: I don’t know if I can do it.  Let’s give it a try. 
(They sing the alphabet to the tune of “Lullaby and Goodnight”.) 
MS. CROSS: I kind of liked the tune after a while but that was pretty funny and 
you all have them in the right order. (Observation, 4/10/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross asked the children to sing the “ABCD” song after it 

became clear that they were having trouble putting the alphabet in order. She wanted to 

redirect the children’s possible unpleasant emotions about the incorrectness of their 

efforts, and simultaneously reinforce the lesson, so she chose to have them sing the song 

several times to a different tune, which enabled them to repeat it without feeling bored or 

upset, since their focus was redirected toward the silliness of the out-of-place tunes. In 

this way, she managed to scaffold their emotions by enhancing their ability to persist with 

a task. By the end of the lesson, they had their alphabets in the correct order.  

In an interview, Ms. Cross said how she understood the nature of children’s 

humor (laughter) in response to her lesson. Her feeling about students’ positive responses 

in the learning process seemed to serve as a regulatory mechanism by which she 

consciously managed her identity as a funny teacher. Another potential mechanism by 

which Ms. Cross attended to the emotional work in managing her identity as a funny 

teacher could be the reinforcement she got from establishing her identity as a successful 

teacher. As mentioned earlier, her competence as a teacher seemed to transact with her 

belief about student excitement, which she saw as a pedagogically important emotion in 

her decision-making for emotional scaffolding. Deiro (1996) argued that teachers’ beliefs 

about their teaching role serve as a driving motivator to sustain teachers’ enthusiasm and 

energy as professional educators. Ms. Cross said, “Laughter is good. If humor naturally 

occurs in the middle of the lesson it can bring a happy emotional response and make me 

feel like they are engaged in my teaching and feeling the joy of learning. It reminds me 

why I became a teacher” (Interview, 5/15/2008). 
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Ms. Cross described her rationale for why she employed a funny song to create 

her identity as a funny teacher. She was aware of the possible benefits that emerged from 

a fun and exciting lesson. Using a metaphor about a spoon full of sugar, Ms. Cross said 

that she used music as an instructional tool to create children’s amusement in order to 

help smooth the progress of the negotiations in their academic learning (in this episode, 

children’s knowledge about the order of the alphabet). In this metaphor, she revealed her 

belief that strong feelings motivated her students to engage in instruction.   

We couldn’t have that passion for learning if we didn’t have strong feelings to go 
along with it. Strong feelings, using music in your teaching, anything to make it 
feel more happy and exciting makes the academics seem easier… a spoon full of 
sugar helps the medicine go down… a funny song to go with what you’re 
studying just makes you want to learn the academics because it’s exciting and fun. 
(Interview, 5/27/2008) 
  
Another reason Ms. Cross intentionally used music was related to helping her 

students retain academic information learned in her lessons. She believed that her 

students’ emotional connection with cognition in the learning process could help them 

retain the information in the long term (Blair, 2002). This belief in the role of emotion 

seemed to serve as an important contributor to the use of a funny song as a pedagogical 

tool to create a fun and exciting lesson. She used music to stimulate positive emotions. 

That way, she believed, “They can remember doing that activity with me and now they’re 

singing about that…and maybe they’ll better remember it when they go to first grade” 

(Interview, 5/15/2008). 

Ms. Cross also used songs partially because she believed that singing motivated 

parent participation in student learning. In the quotation below, she implied that parents 

who heard their children singing songs from school would be left with a positive 

impression about their children’s academic experience and her (Ms. Cross’) instructional 

style. She believed that children’s singing could open up more fruitful conversations 

about school with their parents.  

So many times, children will go home and their parents will say, ‘What did you 
learn today?’ And they go, ‘I don’t know.’ But if they hear their child singing, 
they might say, ‘I heard you singing about the planets’ and it might spark a 
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conversation. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 
(I later discuss Ms. Cross’ particularly strong investment in her relationships with 

her students’ parents.) 

To sum up, Ms. Cross self-diagnosed what she saw as a shortcoming in her efforts 

to provide emotional scaffolding: she believed that she was “not funny.” In order to 

manage her instructional identity, she made a decision to employ music as a pedagogical 

tool to help her present a more humorous persona to the students. She deliberately altered 

the lyrics or the tune of familiar songs in a funny way to help her students successfully 

acquire their knowledge about the order of the planets in the solar system and the order of 

the alphabet and enhance their long-lasting memories of the information (Blair, 2002; 

Hyson, 2008; Leerkes et al., 2007; Wolfe & Bell, 2007). She believed that the use of her 

identity as a funny teacher provided an opportunity for both her and the students to have 

positive learning experiences, and the feeling of success that she got from employing this 

strategy reinforced her identity as a successful teacher. 

Taken together, these four examples, which emerged from the data, showed how 

Ms. Cross consciously made an effort to manage her perceived identity in a way that 

would scaffold children’s emotion in order to increase their excitement about learning. 

She viewed children’s excitement as a critical contributor to the persistence of their 

academic engagement (Meyer & Turner, 2007). She emphasized desirable characteristics 

for a teacher—being “laid back” and being “funny”—which she saw as being tightly 

related to student excitement. She was also aware of the challenges that could arise from 

cultivating her identity as a fun and laid-back teacher, and identified these challenges: 

students becoming too excited or losing their focus on the lesson. Ms. Cross’ laid-back 

identity was constructed by combining what she saw as her natural tendencies with her 

interaction with other teachers, as a teacher and as a parent. However, interestingly, her 

identity as a “funny” teacher had to be constructed without help from what she perceived 

as an inherent personality trait. For that reason, she used music, which she saw as a 

particularly powerful tool, to project an image of humorous instruction. She believed that 
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her identity could influence and be influenced by children’s emotional reactions in the 

learning process. This emotional reciprocity between students and herself served as a 

reinforcement mechanism by which she intended to constructively manage her identity in 

order to achieve positive outcomes for all.  

Summary 

This section provided a description of how the participants self-described their 

identity, how their identities were translated into their specific instructional strategies in 

the course of emotional scaffolding, and how their pedagogical decisions to employ their 

identities were constructed by their interactions with their contexts. I will now summarize 

these findings and briefly identify similarities and differences between the two 

participants.  

Both participants used their self-perceived identities in constructive ways to 

implement instructional strategies for emotional scaffolding. They performed self-

interpretation, identifying what they saw as “constructive” or “unconstructive” 

characteristics for instruction in their particular contexts. Their awareness of the role of 

teacher identity in influencing the students’ experiences helped them deliberately manage 

their identities in order to support student engagement in learning (Schutz et al., 2007). 

Each participant’s awareness of what she saw as her own personal characteristics allowed 

her to create more successful engagement in the teaching and learning process—

engagement that appeared to help both teacher and student.    

The two participants revealed that their different conceptions of emotional 

scaffolding, and their differing goals in the classroom, caused them to evolve parts of 

their identities that, in turn, led them to strategies that resulted in differing levels of 

intervention with the learning process (Schutz et al., 2007). Ms. Smith used her calmness 

and shyness to scaffold children’s engagement and competence, as the above examples 

showed (Meyer & Turner, 2007). In the process of emotional scaffolding, she attempted 

to make her assistance available in an implicit and unobtrusive mode to construct 

children’s identities as active learners. She intended to minimize her interruption and 
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keep the flow of instruction and their academic engagement (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; 

VanDeWeghe, 2009). When the students showed disengaged behaviors, she offered 

physical assistance gently in order to minimize the children’s unconstructive feelings and 

decrease her role in the emotional scaffolding process. Then she celebrated the students’ 

efforts when they showed competent behaviors to emphasize that their successful 

outcomes were the result of their participation. Ms. Cross also employed her teacherly 

identity to carry out her idea of emotional scaffolding. In the process of translating her 

laid-back identity into movement-based activities, she moderated her position either as a 

passive or active facilitator, in response to the level of children’s excitement. To build her 

identity as a funny teacher, she actively engaged in altering songs in response to 

children’s reactions in the learning contexts.  

These differing conceptions of emotional scaffolding can be traced back to 

differing ideas that each participant held regarding the ideal emotional climate of the 

classroom. Each participant regarded awareness of the influence of her identity on 

students’ emotional experiences as important for defining the emotional climate of the 

classroom (Shelton & Stern, 2004). One finding that I believe has not been addressed in 

the literature is the importance of a generalized ideal of emotional climate in shaping 

each teacher’s emotional scaffolding. Each teacher saw this climate, which they saw as 

an ongoing construction rather than as attached to a particular moment, as an important 

aspect of their instructional approach—as important as the content they presented. Their 

understandings of the importance of the classroom climate led to further self-examination 

and calibration of teaching identity based on their assessment of the climate they desired 

to create. Their ideas of the ideal teaching climate, or tone of the classroom, came from 

their understandings of the emotional development of young children (which will be 

further described below), and resulted in their decision-making regarding teacherly 

identity. 

An important difference between the two participants lies in the types of 

emotional climate that each participant believed were desirable for learning in early 

childhood classrooms (Schutz et al., 2007). Interestingly, each teacher’s desires for the 
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emotional climate in their classrooms sprung from a core pedagogically important 

emotion (different for each), which directed their strategies on behalf of emotional 

scaffolding. Ms. Smith wanted to provide students with a sense of safety, while Ms. 

Cross wanted to provide students with a feeling of excitement. Both participants used 

their own perceived emotional characteristics to conceptualize these climates, and then, 

in turn, used their ideas about the desired climate in order to further create their identities 

as teachers.  

Ms. Smith took her beliefs in security in the early childhood classroom from her 

academic learning, as well as from her childhood and adult experience, her appraisal of 

her physiological responses to particular situations, and her beliefs about students. She 

conceptualized the ideal learning climate using these beliefs and experiences, and then re-

focused on creating a feeling of safety through her two self-described dominant traits: 

calmness and shyness. Each identity was translated into instructional strategies such as 

the use of non-judgmental language and non-intrusive physical assistance. To sustain the 

feeling of safety in these learning contexts, she carefully used her identity, mainly 

through non-verbal communication, including the modulation of her tone of voice, 

gesture, appropriate touch, and eye contact. This cycle was recursive, and constantly 

reinforced itself through everyday interactions that further convinced Ms. Smith that 

security was the most important emotion for emotional scaffolding, and that her identity 

should be calibrated to produce this emotional climate (Schutz et al, 2007; Williams-

Johnson et al, 2008).  

Ms. Cross took her beliefs in excitement from her childhood experience and her 

observations of her own children’s experiences in their classrooms, as well as from her 

observations of her own students. In congruence with these beliefs, she used two self-

assessed traits—“laid-back” and “non-funny”—and devised instructional strategies that 

she believed would function to bring excitement into the classroom (use of bodily 

movement in activities, use of music).  

When discussing the identity work involved in emotional scaffolding, questions 

about emotional labor constantly recur. The two participants continually balanced 
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between their intrinsic inclinations and internalized expectations about their teaching. 

These findings are in line with studies which argued that teachers are engaged in 

emotional labor deriving from conflicting expectations of teachers’ roles regarding 

nurturance and control (Hargreaves, 1998; Winograd, 2003). The two participants both 

felt an internal challenge to manage the balance between excitement and engagement 

when their students were getting excited and reached the point of losing their focus on the 

instructions. The challenge they faced in the use of their identities seemed to be related to 

their beliefs, which were constructed by the cultural expectation of the teacher’s 

responsibility. Their identities played a different role in handing the challenge. Ms. 

Smith, who was constantly aiming for a climate of “security,” used her calmness by 

modulating her tone of voice to try to help the children stay calm when they were getting 

excited, while Ms. Cross, whose main goal in terms of climate was “excitement,” 

believed that her desire to be laid-back sometimes created the challenge. Ms. Cross 

seemed to struggle with cultural expectations about the responsibility of teachers to 

control and discipline their classrooms—she constantly defended her ideal teacher 

identity and associated classroom climate against internalized critics, providing evidence 

in interviews that her classroom style would lead to student learning. However, both 

participants showed that they constructively managed their dilemmas by negotiating 

between their beliefs of the cultural expectation and their appraisal of the goals of 

emotional scaffolding for the students in specific learning situations.   

In another instance of what could be called “emotional labor,” each participant 

identified a trait that deviated from what the literature would suggest would be ideal for 

emotional scaffolding—Ms. Smith’s “shyness” and Ms. Cross’ “not-funniness.” Meyer 

and Turner called the teachers they saw as “exemplars of emotional scaffolding” “funny, 

passionate, and emotionally engaged” (2007, p. 255). However, my participants 

challenged this observation. Each participant approached these “deficit” traits with 

different strategies for incorporating these aspects of their identity into emotional 

scaffolding. Ms. Smith used her shyness to try to connect with those students who had 

similar emotional experiences and also had problems feeling exposed while speaking in 
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public contexts. Without explicitly discussing her “shyness” with her students, she 

attempted to create a climate of empathy through accessing her own emotions when 

interacting with shy students. Ms. Cross, on the other hand, admitted that she was “not 

funny,” but interestingly, she chose to present the opposite image to her students. By 

using music in class, she altered her identity, trying to let the music speak for her and 

create the kind of excitement that she wanted.  

The two participants’ approaches to these “deficit” traits show a difference in how 

“emotion work” can be performed in the classroom. Ms. Smith used empathy to try to 

relate to specific children, working on creating intersubjectivity based on her own 

memories and feelings. On the other hand, Ms. Cross, based on observing her own 

children’s experiences, used entertainment to attempt to relate to children, another 

example of intersubjectivity. She contrasted her own perceived trait with what she 

understood to be generally desirable in the classroom, and emerged with a strategy to 

offset her perceived deficiency. When examining the question of what constitutes 

emotion work in the classroom, it may be important to look at how a teacher makes use 

of her personality. Does she use it in a positive way, as Ms. Smith intended to do with her 

shyness, or does she project an opposite, not inherent, personality trait, as Ms. Cross tried 

to do with the question of humor? 

The participants also worked to extend their strategies for emotional scaffolding 

beyond easy or simple applications. Unlike the literature (Derio, 1996) that argued that 

teachers’ traits and experiences which are similar to their students’ increase their capacity 

to make connections with students, Ms. Smith’s ability to use her identity went beyond 

this assumption. Ms. Smith used her shyness as a resource to try to scaffold both shy and 

not shy students’ emotions when needed. In this way she aimed to extend the scope of her 

strategy to all students, and she believed that this horizontal stretch of the application of 

her identity helped her keep students’ active involvement in the classroom. Ms. Cross 

also tried to widen the contexts to project her altered identity as a funny teacher. Unlike 

the literature of emotional scaffolding, which emphasized teacher’s initiation (Meyer & 

Turner, 2007), Ms. Cross not only showed her initiation to use a funny song as a learning 
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resource, but also actively responded to the students’ initiation of the use of songs to 

create excitement in the learning context. 

Although the foregoing analysis may support a hypothesis that the work done by 

these teachers could be emotional labor, because the participants also benefitted from 

their efforts, I believe that what they do could be described as emotion work. Ms. Smith 

employed calmness to try to re-focus her students on their lessons when they showed 

behaviors of disengagement through not looking at the storybook and getting too excited 

and covering their eyes with their hands. By deliberately controlling her tone of voice and 

expressing her expectation in positive words, she attempted to create time for herself to 

control her emotional state in response to children’s reactions in order to keep their 

engagement in the learning contexts. Using her calmness, she tried to create a safe 

learning environment in which both students and the teacher promoted their self-

regulation. Ms. Cross also said that she felt successful and rewarded when their students 

showed their excitement and humor in response to the use of her identity. The satisfaction 

obtained from the management of her identity motivated her to continue to manage her 

self-identity voluntarily. Both participants believed that these positive learning 

experiences contributed to the enhancement of their positive relationships with students, 

which, in turn, gave them emotional satisfaction. In this sense, I argue that their efforts to 

manage their identities in response to children’s emotions were not emotional labor, but 

emotion work (Callahan & McCollum, 2002). 

The following section describes in detail how these two teachers assessed 

students’ emotions and applied their appraisals, combined with their own identities and 

with the demands of the school context (discussed in a later section), to pedagogical 

decision-making for emotional scaffolding.  

UNDERSTANDING STUDENTS’ EMOTIONS AND THEY AFFECT TEACHING 
STRATEGIES FOR EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING 

 
The second section of this chapter deals with another theme that emerged from 

the data analysis in a recursive cycle: teachers’ understanding of their students’ emotions. 
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This section provides portraits of how Ms. Smith and Ms. Cross constructed their 

understanding about children’s emotions and how they translated their understanding into 

the construction and implementation of their instructional strategies for emotional 

scaffolding. This study found that the participants made their decisions about 

implementing their instructional strategies by drawing on four types of informational 

sources, moving from the general to the specific: 1) their academic knowledge of how 

young children learn; 2) their knowledge of how particular group of students learn; 3) 

their knowledge of their students as individuals; 4) their observations of students’ 

emotional responses in the course of lessons. Although I have split these four types of 

understanding into defined categories in the classroom, they worked in conjunction to 

create decisions. These four categories emerged from my data, and during analysis I 

attempted to connect the categories with the literature. The literature provided scattered 

references to each (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). My work 

connects the four categories for a more systematic understanding of how the teachers 

constructed their understanding about children’s emotions and how their understanding 

informed practices.  

These findings are congruent with the literature under review, which described 

teachers’ decision-making as using their understanding of student emotion (McCaughtry, 

2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). More specifically, McCaughtry (2004) and 

Rosiek (2003) pointed out that teachers’ academic knowledge of how students learn is 

combined with knowledge about how instructional decisions will influence student 

emotions in decision-making processes regarding emotional scaffolding. My approach to 

the role of academic knowledge in decision-making differs from this one, due to the 

specificity of my findings regarding particular theorists that these teachers consider when 

making decisions.  

For the second category, knowledge about how particular groups of students 

learn, my data showed that these teachers had ideas about how their ELL students could 

profit from emotional scaffolding. Previous literature had also discussed the fact that 

using knowledge about the makeup of a particular class, specifically a group of students 
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who could have marginalized feelings in the school culture, is critical for creating 

emotional scaffolding (McCaughtry, 2004; Rosiek, 2003). For example, Rosiek (2003) 

discussed an instance in which a high school teacher approached a challenging algebra 

math lesson about “word problems” with her Latino ELL students. She implemented 

culturally calibrated lessons that could elicit their interests and confidence. With Rosiek’s 

ideas in mind, I noticed that both participants used knowledge about their ELL students 

to create a strategy for this particular group. During my observation period, Ms. Smith 

and Ms. Cross calibrated their presentations based on their understanding of how ELL 

students learn and how emotions could play a role in that learning. Unlike in Rosiek’s 

example, however, they did not approach these students by trying to integrate their 

cultures into the curriculum, or focus on adjusting content—rather, Ms. Smith and Ms. 

Cross focused on presentation style.  

For the third category, knowledge about particular students, previous literature 

had addressed the way that individual variables, including level of learning advancement 

and student personality, affected decisions regarding emotional scaffolding (McCaughtry, 

2004). My data showed that these two participants used their knowledge about individual 

students to scaffold, and tended to focus on advanced learners and emotionally needy 

students. These teachers paid attention to individual students’ emotional states that could 

impact their learning engagement level. My data also showed that teachers in these early 

childhood classrooms tended to have information about students’ family lives that they 

integrated into their emotional scaffolding techniques.  

 The fourth category covers teachers’ decision-making based on on-going and 

constant observation of students. This decision-making combines the first three types of 

knowledge, and adds a temporal dimension, requiring flexible implementation of 

strategies and constant readjustment. McCaughtry (2004) described his finding that a 

teacher could capture teachable moments by maneuvering her responses to students’ 

performance based upon listening and watching them. Meyer and Turner (2007) provided 

a brief example of how a sixth-grade teacher used a key and fleeting moment in her 

classroom in order to provide general emotional scaffolding. However, they did not 
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investigate the significance of these types of moments for the student’s continuing 

emotional engagement with an academic lesson. My data showed that in these early 

childhood classrooms, these brief moments of emotional engagement between teachers 

and students in the course of lessons were important for emotional scaffolding. 

Academic and Universal Knowledge about Child Development as a Foundation for 
Providing Concrete and Meaningful Objects 

 
 Ms. Smith said that her pedagogical decision-making to scaffold emotions was 

highly influenced by her academic knowledge about child development, including 

assumptions about how young children in general learn. The academic knowledge that 

Ms. Smith referred to most often in her daily practices was Piaget’s cognitive learning 

theory. From Piaget she took the idea of teaching four- and five-year-olds with concrete 

objects and from that created a strategy for emotional scaffolding. She believed that using 

concrete objects provided these age groups with fun and enjoyable learning experiences 

(Hyson, 2008). On the basis of this understanding of children’s emotion, she consistently 

used concrete objects to implement the curriculum content, focusing on the quality of the 

objects to scaffold children’s meaningful engagement with the learning process.  

Ms. Smith credited such beliefs to her academic and teaching experiences. “Piaget 

said that young children need very concrete hands-on activities…It’s always better to 

bring the actual object into the classroom. So I do try to apply the theories that I’ve 

learned in college” (Interview, 4/16/2008).  

Ms. Smith emphasized using concrete materials to implement the curriculum 

content to support students’ meaningful engagement. The literature focuses, however, on 

how content provides students with meaningful and constructive learning experiences 

(McCaughtry, 2004; Rosiek, 2003). The differences are related to the settings, reflecting 

the ongoing importance of studying emotional scaffolding techniques in the early 

childhood setting.  

In terms of the general beliefs that influenced her choice of concrete materials, 

Ms. Smith believed that learning should be fun and interactive, and that young children 
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had fun and enjoyable learning experiences using concrete objects. These beliefs guided 

her to pay attention and choose materials that worked together with students rather than 

simply delivering knowledge. Viewing children as active learners, Ms. Smith envisioned 

enjoyment and learning as the warp and woof in designing the lesson plans and preferred 

to employ concrete objects to create the learning climate. In an interview, she specifically 

described the rationale that guided her decisions and actions to choose concrete materials. 

This interview allowed us to peek at her belief about how to select materials and how to 

use them in order to enhance students’ meaningful academic engagement.   

Young children are very hands-on. They will test things and taste things. If they 
are enjoying it, they’re going to be much more likely to learn and be much more 
cooperative and willing to learn. If they’re not enjoying it, if it’s not fun, if it’s not 
motivating to them, it’s not going to be very successful. So I think about that 
when I plan the lessons. I try to have ways for the children to move, to keep them 
engaged, to make sure that they’re having fun while they’re learning. (Interview, 
2/5/2008) 
 
In terms of her particular beliefs about the function of concrete objects, she said 

that concrete objects could set the stage for children making meaningful connections with 

their life experiences. “At this young age it is very difficult for children to separate 

emotions and academic learning. When I plan lessons, I try to pull things that will make 

them understand that it’s related to their life” (Interview, 1/31/2008). 

The primary focal point Ms. Smith kept in the design of her lessons was to reach 

out to all students without leaving some students uninterested in participating in the 

lessons. This way she believed that she could create a feeling of security, which was her 

ideal learning environment as revealed from the analysis above of Ms. Smith’s self 

identity. “I have to remember that they are very egocentric. Everything is all about them, 

so I have to make sure that whatever it is I’m doing is interesting to them” (Interview, 

3/20/2008). Ms. Smith believed that when she provided her students with experiences 

that were meaningful and “highly interesting, highly motivating, the child feels 

comfortable and happy” (Interview, 3/20/2008). 



 95 

Ms. Smith showed some patterns in selecting concrete objects that would be 

meaningful to all her students. She consistently chose appealing and motivating 

materials, including food and real objects. Food items were used as resources to scaffold 

children’s learning in a range of learning contexts, including the use of cooking for 

lessons about farm animals, insects, and Texas; use of food in a lesson about the types of 

dinosaur teeth and their relationship to human teeth; and use of candy in a math lesson 

which will be described below. She also constantly used real objects, which were familiar 

in children’s real lives, including using a doctor’s stethoscope for a lesson about 

community helpers; the use of a screwdriver, hammer, and nail for lessons about tools; 

and the use of a real car for the topic of transportation. 

A concrete example of how Ms. Smith used food as a resource for emotional 

scaffolding is illustrated below. In this example, she employed gummy bears to help her 

students understand graphs. As usual during math lessons, she was sitting with the 

students in her class, with everyone close together on the carpet facing each other. Before 

starting the math lesson, Ms. Smith checked if everyone was ready to learn by listening to 

and observing their feelings and behaviors.   

MS. SMITH: Today we’re going to make a graph. (Showing a zip bag of various 
colorful gummy bears) This is going to be our math tool today. 
(Children clap their hands and say, “Yea!”)  
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and leaning forward) I want you to listen and find out. Do 
you know what a graphic tool is? What is a graphic tool? A graph organizes 
information. And what we’re going to do (pausing to show the zip bag), we’re 
going to get to try a bear. Everyone is going to be able to try. (Students excited.) 
That’s right. 
CHILD: (Pointing at colorful gummy bears) It’s one of my favorites. 
MS. SMITH: We are going to choose the one that’s your very favorite color. 
We’re working on organizing information. Remember a graph helps us organize 
information. I am going to draw a graph… 
CHILD 1: I like green the best. 
MS. SMITH: (Drawing a graph) The green color. You like green the best, you 
know that already, Corin? 
CHILD 2: I like red.   
CHILD 3: I like orange. 
MS. SMITH: You like orange.  
CHILD 4: I like orange and red and yellow. 
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(After drawing the graph, Ms. Smith passes a cup of colorful gummy bears to 
each child. Each child takes a bear of each color.)  
 
Here, using the gummy bears, Ms. Smith motivated children’s excitement in order 

to help them learn about graphs. When Ms. Smith presented gummy bears as learning 

resources, the children showed interest and excitement by expressing their familiarity 

with and preference for the food (Rosiek, 2003). After eliciting children’s excitement 

toward the concrete material, Ms. Smith consciously used the food to sustain children’s 

meaningful engagement by predicting children’s reactions and giving them choices, then 

channeling their dislike of particular flavors into discussions about preference. In this 

way, she maintained a climate of security.  

MS. SMITH: (Calmly) We’re going to try all the colors then I will ask you and 
you can tell me which one you like the best and I’ll write your name above one...I 
want you to eat it now because everybody is going to decide which one you like 
the best. If you don’t like it, you don’t have to eat it.  
CHILD: I like it. 
MS. SMITH: Okay, let’s try the green one. Do you want to try pink? Do you have 
a green one? Let’s try it.   
CHILD: Trashcan. Trashcan. 
MS. SMITH: Trashcan, that’s right. Do you like the green one? We’re not going 
to write any more yellow because he did not like yellow. We are going to try red 
now. You know it sounds like we have different opinions. Opinions mean we 
think different things. Well, friends, remember we’re going to tell this after trying 
all these. And so we have different opinions or different ideas about which ones 
we like. Okay, let’s try, does everybody have a red one? Okay, let’s try that. (Ms. 
Smith and students taste all the different colored gummy bears and share their 
favorite colors.)  
MS. SMITH: Remember you’re going to tell me just one color. Janet, which color 
did you like the best? Yellow, green, red, transparent? You can only choose one 
color. 
CHILD: Red. 
 
Ms. Smith continued to ask each child to choose his or her favorite color from the 

gummy bears, asking them to add up the numbers of total preferences as they went along. 

In this way, she gradually introduced challenges, and scaffolded their understanding of 

addition, graphs, and comparison.  
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MS. SMITH: Okay. I’m going to write it down for you. So far, five children like 
the red one the best. Four children like the green one the best. How many children 
like the yellow one? 
CHILD: Zero. 
MS. SMITH: Zero names. How many children like transparency? Zero. 
Chahyeon, which one did you like the best?   
CHILD: The green. 
MS. SMITH: You like the green one?  
CHILD: (excited) They’re equal. 
MS. SMITH: You know what? That’s exactly what I was going to ask you a 
question as soon as I write Chahyeon’s one. The same amount of children like the 
green and the red! It’s equal! And what are we going to show? They show that 
green and red and the most favorite and they are equal in their choices. Five 
children chose the green; that was Jiyeon, Haesoo, Giesell, Chahyeon, Treya.  
And five children like the red, Sam, Demi, Changsu, Corin, and Janet. So these 
choices were equal. These choices (yellow, transparent, and orange) were equal 
because they were zero, zero, and zero. (Observation 2/5/2008) 
 
In this episode Ms. Smith distributed the food to all students and asked them to 

see, touch, and taste the food directly. When children became excited, she maintained 

their focus by calmly re-describing the objectives of the lesson. This emotional 

scaffolding resulted in academic learning when Ms. Smith encouraged the children to 

choose their favorite colors in order to help them create a graph, organize data, and use 

information to make predictions and describe similarities and differences between colors, 

using comparative language including “equal,” “less than,” and “more than”. In the 

future, the children might associate math with the positive feelings that they have toward 

gummy bears.  

Before her implementation of the candy in the math lesson, Ms. Smith predicted 

children’s emotional responses to the gummy bears. She said that her decision-making to 

use gummy bears in the math lesson was based upon her awareness of the pedagogical 

advantages of the use of food as a learning resource.  

I try to involve as many of the senses as possible and eating is a great motivator. 
The children are interested in learning and also if I just say gummy bear or show 
them a picture, they don’t get it as much … I think by providing materials that 
engage as many senses as you can, the children are more excited about learning. 
(Interview, 2/5/2008) 
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In general, the use of candy in an early childhood context could be undesirable or 

unproductive, or elicit a focus on behavior management (Adams & Baronberg, 2005). 

Ms. Smith said that she was aware of potential challenges when providing exciting 

motivating materials such as candy, because the children could focus more on the 

material than on her objectives in using the material. She tried to manage these 

challenges and keep children’s learning engagement by predicting in advance what their 

feelings would be, and then by observing and attentively listening to their emotional 

responses, including body language and facial expressions and their questions, and 

adjusting her expectations or actions accordingly.  

I want to make sure that I’m clear with what the objectives are going to be for that 
day and how I present the information. I explain the expectations ahead of time so 
they know before they get it [the object] why this is going to happen…it gives 
them some ownership of the situation and makes them feel a little more secure 
about what is going to happen … But you have to pay attention to what they’re 
saying, their questions and their body language. (Interview, 2/5/2008)  
 
As shown above, Ms. Smith’s awareness of children’s potential constructive and 

unconstructive emotions toward candy influenced her decision to take a risk to use the 

food as a math tool (Rosiek, 2003).  

As an example of making a prediction about children’s challenging reactions 

toward food, she said that she thought ahead of time about how the food could result in 

conversations about individual difference.  

I wanted them to be aware that just because they felt that way about that one 
flavor, other children did not and it could possibly hurt feelings or influence 
someone else’s feelings when they reacted that way. I want children to understand 
that individual differences are delightful…but we also need to respect someone 
else’s opinion. (Interview, 2/19/2008) 
 
In this example, then, a concrete object served as a point of connection between 

the students and the teacher in their appreciation of the candy. It also led to a discussion 

about individual differences. Considering her students’ various ethnic identities, Ms. 

Smith often thought about how, in class, to discuss differences. She wanted her students 



 99 

to develop emotional understanding and embrace their differences. She wanted emotion 

to serve as a cornerstone of a learning community. She spent a good deal of time 

acknowledging the kids’ interest in their differences. “The children will look at each 

other, at each other’s hair and eyes and skin and I don’t ignore it because I know that 

they’re thinking about it …but mostly I try to talk about how we’re all the same... I want 

the children to respect each other and to respect differences and to be accepting of all 

people” (Interview, 3/20/2008). By using a concrete object, Gummy Bears, which came 

in different colors and provoked a discussion about preferences, Ms. Smith hoped to 

create an extra opportunity to discuss difference in a context that was fundamentally 

exciting and fun, while focusing student attention on the mathematics concepts she hoped 

to teach.  

Ms. Smith’s other strategy in using concrete objects was to choose real-world 

objects that resonated with the children’s lives. She would meaningfully connect them 

with whatever concept she was trying to teach, thus stimulating her students to think 

about the concept in their own ways (Rosiek, 2003). For example, during the week on 

transportation, Ms. Smith used her own car to help her students learn the names of the 

parts of the car and different geometric shapes that can be found in the car. She told the 

students a personal story about the car to pique their interest and motivate them to learn 

the parts of the car. Ms. Smith led them out into the parking lot, where everybody sat on 

the ground near her car.  

CHILD: (In an excited tone of voice) That’s your car? That’s your car?   
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and nodding) This is my car. 
CHILD: (Pointing at a cheerleading pom pom hanging off of the antenna) Hook 
‘em horns, Ms. Rebecca. Hook ‘em horns. 
MS. SMITH: Yes, I decorated my car with UT colors because I like UT. Orange 
and white.   
CHILD: (In an excited tone of voice) Yeah, you got ‘Hook ‘em horns.’ 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and nodding) I do have Hook ‘em horns. Come over here 
because we’re all going to have a chance to look at that in just a moment.  
CHILD: (Clapping his hands) I like your ‘Hook ‘em horns.’ 
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At the beginning of the lesson, Ms. Smith shifted the learning context into the 

parking lot, which was exciting for the children. She made a meaningful introduction to 

her car, to elicit students’ motivation and interest in learning about it. She created 

emotional connections with students by describing about her feelings about the pompom 

in response to her students’ excitement toward the object. 

MS. SMITH: All right. Remember we talked about the key. This key can work 
two ways. I can put the key in the lock right here and unlock it or I can push this 
button that says unlock. And if you sit very quietly you can hear it make an 
unlock sound. Let’s see if we can hear it. 
CHILD: I heard it. 
MS. SMITH: Did you hear it? I’m going to try locking it. Listen. 
(Children excitedly, “I heard it”.) 
MS. SMITH: Okay, now this is the door of the car. My car only has two doors.  
It has one on the driver’s side where I sit and one on the passenger side. What is 
this called here? 
CHILD: (In a loud and confident tone of voice) The window. 
MS. SMITH: (Nodding) Window. Why do you think I need a window in the car? 
CHILD: Because if the sun gets on you, you can put, you put it up. 
MS. SMITH: You can put the window up. What would happen if I couldn’t see 
out of the car? Yes. I couldn’t see out of the car so I have a window. Now this is 
something that’s a little bit different. Your mommy’s car might not have this. This 
is a special car called a convertible and that means the top will move down. 
CHILD: (Excited) Open! 
MS. SMITH: Yes that’s what we’re going to do.   
CHILD: It’s called sunroof. 
MS. SMITH: (Calm and gently) It’s a convertible. It’s not a sunroof…  
CHILD 1: Hey, hey, my dad has two.   
CHILD 2: My dad has three doors. My dad has three doors. 
MS. SMITH: He has three doors? 
CHILD: Yeah. 
MS. SMITH: This one has two doors.   
CHILD: Oh. Actually my dad has four doors. 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling at the child) He does.  
 
When the students described their life experiences in connection with the various 

parts of the car (the doors, the roof), she attempted to extend and enrich their excitement 

through various motivating strategies including demonstration, explanation, questions, 

and feedback. 
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MS SMITH: Okay this is what I need to do. To make this top move, I have to start 
the engine. So I want you to make sure you’re sitting on your bottoms, criss cross 
applesauce, so that everyone stays safe. I’m not going to let the car move, I’m just 
going to turn it on. Can you hear that ‘ding, ding’? 
CHILD: Yes.   
MS. SMITH: That means, “Ms. Rebecca, put your seatbelt on.” But I’m not 
moving anywhere so I’m just going to (turns the ignition) I’ll turn the car on but 
it’s not going to move. But the engine has to run.  
CHILD: (Showing his thumbs up) Cool! Ms. Rebecca.   
(Children clap their hands and say, “Awesome. Way to go”) 
MS. SMITH: So if we have beautiful weather like we do today… 
CHILD: (In an excited tone of voice) My mother had a car that looks just like 
that. 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and nodding) I can put the top down and let the wind blow 
in my face and my hair and let the sun shine on it. And, oh, it feels so good. So 
this is a lot of fun to have. 
CHILD: My mother’s car looks like that. 
MS. SMITH: (Nodding) She does have a convertible car. Can you say 
convertible. 
CHILDREN: (In a loud tones of voice) Convertible! 
MS. SMITH: That means the top goes down. 
CHILD: (Pointing to a sunroof) What’s that? 
MS. SMITH: That’s a sunroof. Now Corin said something about a sunroof. A 
sunroof is a little bit the same and a little bit different. The top stays up but a 
small part opens up doesn’t it? So it’s a little bit the same and a little bit different.   
Okay. I need everyone to stand up very carefully because we’re going to walk 
around to the back of the car. (Ms. Smith and the students continue to explore and 
discuss tires, mirrors, the windshield wipers, headlights, license plate; then they 
compare Ms. Smith’s car to the assistant teacher’s van.) (Observation, 3/25/2008) 
 
In this episode, using her own car, Ms. Smith used consistent emotional 

scaffolding in order to pull in students’ interest, help them reflect on their life 

experiences, and support their developing vocabulary about a topic. Throughout the 

learning process, she managed children’s excitement safely by validating their excitement 

derived from their meaningful connection with the topic and by directing their excitement 

in order not to derail their focus from the topic. For example, when some children 

repeatedly expressed that their parents also had convertible cars, which could interrupt 

the flow of the lesson and keep the children’s focus on excitement not engagement, she 

accepted their excitement positively (i.e., “He does.” “She does!”). Lingering on their 
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interests, then, she discussed the meaning of unfamiliar words (i.e., “convertible”) and 

attempted to extend their vocabulary. When a student made a vocabulary mistake in 

describing the convertible top as a sunroof, she worked the mistake into the lesson after 

introducing the main topic. 

Ms. Smith described her deliberate pedagogical decision to choose the real car as 

a tool to enhance student memory of vocabulary. She said that children’s excitement 

about this object would guide their long-lasting memory (Christianson, & Engelberg, 

2006; Hyson, 2008; Wolfe & Bell, 2007). She believed that the novelty of going out into 

the parking lot excited the students. She recognized that enthusiasm is “going to help 

them learn.” As for the second language learners, “it’s hard to explain what a convertible 

is without seeing a convertible. So by going out and looking at it and seeing the roof go 

up and down, it will help them remember convertible” (Interview, 3/25/2008). 

Ms. Smith added another reason why she chose to use her own car for this lesson, 

saying that she shared her personal experience in order to validate and motivate 

children’s excitement. She said that sharing a personal story helped her enhance 

children’s memory and give them the idea that learning is fun. She also said that it helped 

her create a solid personal relationship with the students (Howes & Ritchie, 2002; Meyer 

& Turner, 2007; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). “When I share stories about me as a 

person, it helps them understand that I’m not just a teacher but I’m a person as well so 

that creates another depth in our relationship” (Interview, 3/25/2008). 

In each of these examples, Ms. Smith created an emotional connection through 

the use of a concrete object, one of which (the Gummy Bear) was familiar to the students, 

and one of which (the car) came from her own life. These examples show that choosing 

concrete objects requires forethought and consciousness in order to create emotional 

scaffolding and meet learning objectives.  

In short, Ms. Smith believed that the use of concrete objects influenced children’s 

interests and enjoyment toward learning. She also believed that children’s positive 

emotions would promote their retention of information (Christianson, & Engelberg, 

2006; Hyson, 2008; Wolfe & Bell, 2007). Besides these benefits for students’ emotions, 
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she also believed that the use of concrete materials allowed her to build close 

relationships with students. Unlike the secondary school teachers described in the 

previous literature, who focused on the conceptual content of discussions in crafting 

emotional scaffolding (Rosiek, 2003), Ms. Smith focused on the use of concrete objects 

to provide meaningful and concrete learning experience. This strategy was rooted in her 

academic experience of Piaget’s theory of child development and confirmed and refined 

by her own experience as a teacher. She showed deliberate selection and implementation 

of these concrete objects. She carefully selected materials based upon the qualities of 

objects and the possibility of meaningful connection with all students. She was also 

aware of potential advantages and disadvantages of the use of concrete objects and used 

her awareness constructively to manage student excitement and engagement (Hargreaves, 

1998; Rosiek, 2003; Winograd, 2003).  

Relating back to the previous section, in which she described herself as organized 

and more comfortable teaching with a very defined plan, we can see that she combined 

her belief in the use of concrete objects with her identity as an organized person in order 

to pre-plan the details of her object-based lessons and to keep the students actively 

engaged in the lesson by providing clear expectations. She also used her perceived 

calmness in order to continually respond positively to children’s excitement during these 

lessons, and to keep them focused using non-judgmental language.  

Knowledge about How ELL Students Learn as a Foundation for Demonstration 
Teaching 

 
Ms. Smith made pedagogical decisions for emotional scaffolding based not only 

on her general knowledge about how young children learn, as described earlier, but also 

on her more specific knowledge about how ELL students learn. The backgrounds of Ms. 

Smith’s fifteen students, as described in the methodology section, were very diverse, and 

thirteen out of the fifteen came from an ELL background.  

In an interview, Ms. Smith described her view of ELL students. Instead of 

viewing the ELL students as deficient, or using English skills as a standard to assess their 



 104 

capabilities, Ms. Smith perceived her ELL students as capable, independent, and creative 

learners, who deserved to be treated as dignified and competent in the classroom. Even in 

a situation in which she was accountable to the school district for improving their English 

skills (see school context section), she managed to perceive their ELL status as a positive 

addition to their learning capabilities. Moreover, she believed that the teacher’s 

perception of children’s capabilities contributed to developing their self-image as 

learners. If they viewed themselves as capable learners in concert with her perspective, 

she believed that their feelings would scaffold their learning. She said that she explicitly 

manifested this view of the ELL child, communicating with her students to deliver her 

authentic feelings and help them see themselves as competent and capable learners 

(Deiro, 1996; Howes & Ritchie, 2002; Hyson, 2008; Meyer & Turner, 2007). She 

recognized their greater exposure to the world and its languages. “I do think they’re able 

to learn more quickly because they’ve had so much more background information and 

experiences than the [other] children…I want them to know that they are smart and 

capable and independent and creative” (Interview, 2/5/2008). 

Regarding strategies for ELL students, the previous literature (Rosiek, 2003) 

shows that a secondary teacher made special efforts to incorporate her Latino ELL 

students’ traditions in a math lesson in order to decrease their alienated feelings and 

foster their interests and confidence in the lesson. In this early childhood context, on the 

other hand, Ms. Smith constantly integrated demonstration into her daily pedagogical 

decisions, and used it as a strategy to enhance ELL students’ confidence and interest in 

learning, while she taught in English. Unlike the teachers described in the previous 

literature, who mainly focused on verbal instruction and content while crafting emotional 

scaffolding, Ms. Smith did not alter the content of her lessons during my observation, but 

focused on orchestrating her verbal and non-verbal communication in order to make her 

instruction meaningful to the students. This strategy was derived from her understanding 

of ELL students’ learning styles. She believed that ELL students were more comfortable 

representing their ideas and feelings through demonstration using nonverbal expressions. 

Although she believed that ELL students were knowledgeable learners, she saw that there 
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was a gap between the ELL children’s potential capabilities and their current English 

skills, which could give them negative emotional experiences in the learning process. In 

this vein, she believed that security was even more important for these children than for 

non-ELL students, and she believed that this strategy could create comfort and security 

for them.  

The origin of Ms. Smith’s approach to ELL student learning lay in her academic 

and classroom experiences. When the students showed reactions beyond a range of her 

experiences, she put in extra effort to understand the ELL students and to reach out to 

them. She said that demonstration was the strategy developed through the dynamic 

interactions among her academic experiences, her existing knowledge about ELL 

students, and her self-reflective practices of analyzing the children’s responses and her 

own teaching in a continuum. She said that all these constructs worked together and 

helped her shape her pedagogical knowledge and curriculum in her emotional teaching 

practices for the students. “I think a lot of it is just… from having all the classes at UT 

and then being with children and learning how they respond to the things that you say or 

things that you demonstrate with your body language” (Interview, 3/4/2008). 

In the implementation of demonstration teaching, Ms. Smith also consciously 

took actions to promote their participation and engagement, and heighten their chances of 

experiencing success in the lesson. The demonstration teaching was commonly 

manifested through her nonverbal actions including body movements, gestures, facial 

expressions, tones of voice, and speed of speaking. Frequent use of non-verbal 

communication stood in for spoken language to visualize abstract words and concepts 

when the ELL students showed difficulty in understanding them. She was aware that 

demonstration teaching was pedagogically effective in teaching ELL students. “If they 

don’t know what ‘sigh’ means, they can hear me sigh. And so when they hear the word, 

‘sigh’ and see me sigh, they know what it means” (Interview, 2/19/2008). 

Regarding the process of demonstration teaching through nonverbal 

communication, Ms. Smith underscored her belief that this teaching not only increased 

academic effectiveness, but also enhanced the relationship of trust between student and 
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teacher. She said that the students were smart, observant, and intuitive, so that they could 

recognize the real feelings that she had for them through all of her gestures, voice tones, 

and body language. ELL children in particular, she said, observed and produced a more 

sophisticated interpretation of the meaning of the teacher’s nonverbal expressions than 

her verbal expressions. Therefore, she said that she needed to engage the children with 

her authentic emotional responses—to respond with words, but more importantly with 

nonverbal communication. Her belief in these students’ observation skills seemed to 

guide her to the direction of emotion work (Callahan & McCollum, 2002). “The children 

are very smart and they’re very observant and very intuitive and they can tell. They pay 

attention to everything. They are very quick to understand if what you’re saying verbally 

is matching what you’re feeling non-verbally” (Interview, 3/4/2008).  

In the following example, Ms. Smith initiated interaction with the ELL students 

by proficiently and successfully modeling her instructions with body movements to 

increase the children’s active engagement and more accurately express what the students 

needed to know about the objectives of the lesson.  

After lunch, the children were sitting on the carpet in a close semicircle to do a 

math activity. Ms. Smith was sitting on the carpet in front of the children. She briefly 

reviewed what they learned about the day before, in order to build the new lesson based 

upon their prior knowledge.  

MS. SMITH: Do you remember what we did yesterday? Okay, let me help you. 
Can you show me a vertical line with your arms? What does a vertical look like?   
CHILD: (Erecting a finger) I made one. 
MS. SMITH: (Holding up her own finger) Yea, you made a vertical line with your 
finger didn’t you? (Raising her arm above her head) A vertical line is up and 
down. Can you show me a horizontal line with your arm?   
SAM: (Suddenly a child stands up) Hey, look. 
MS. SMITH: (Tracing a vertical line with her finger) It’s your body. (Gently 
rubbing her arm) I’m asking for arms though. You’re showing me vertical, a 
horizontal line with your arms? Not fingers. (Demonstrating the lines with her 
fingers) Vertical. Now this is vertical. (Laughing and looking at Sam, who looks 
confused.) Sorry Sam.  
CHILD: (Pointing at Sam’s demonstration) I like that. 
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MS. SMITH: He’s thinking, “What is Ms. Rebecca asking.” (Modeling the lines 
with her finger) Vertical and horizontal. No, fingers and fingers in your lap. And a 
diagonal looks like that…Yesterday, we passed out toothpicks. What did we do 
with the toothpicks? 
CHILD: We made shapes. 
MS. SMITH: We made shapes. What kind of lines did we need to make shapes? 
Does anybody remember what kind of lines we used?   
CHILD: Horizontal. 
MS. SMITH: Horizontal. What else?  
… 
MS. SMITH: That’s right. Yesterday we made all these vertical designs with 
toothpicks but then we had to pick them up and put them away. And today, I 
thought that it might be really awesome (putting toothpicks on a piece of 
construction paper) if we could use toothpicks and make a perfect vertical design. 
CHILD: Ah! Awesome! 
MS. SMITH: (making lines with toothpicks) That means we can use the 
toothpicks to make diagonal lines, horizontal lines, vertical lines … So we’re 
going to use, “Dot, dot, not a lot of glue. Dot, dot, not a lot of glue.’ And we’re 
going to glue it on the toothpick and put it on the paper and you can make a 
design with straight lines and diagonal lines and horizontal lines. (After getting 
the materials including yellow construction paper, glue, and toothpicks, kids 
attentively work on designing pictures, counting out their toothpicks. Ms. Smith 
observes their work by circling the room.) (Observation, 3/6/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Smith facilitated the ELL students’ ability to reach the goal of 

the lesson using demonstration as an alternative communication tool to explain the 

concept of vertical and horizontal lines. She attempted to give the students a sense of 

safety and competence with a deeper understanding through gradual introduction, 

expanding on a previous activity about the concepts of “vertical” and “horizontal” that 

had used body movement, applying the concepts to a real-life object (toothpicks) instead. 

When she reminded them of the past lesson through demonstration teaching by holding 

up her finger, Sam tried to take a risk to show his understanding of the concept of 

“vertical” through standing up, and other students also engaged in naming and describing 

the lines through fingers and arms. Sam’s response was incorrect, because Ms. Smith had 

asked the children to demonstrate “horizontal,” but she defused the confusion of the 

moment by using humor and a non-judgmental response (see above, Identity), then 

repeated the correct concept verbally and non-verbally (through modeling with her 
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fingers). She also aligned her instruction with demonstration in order to illustrate how to 

make shapes with toothpicks and glue. As was shown in this example, Ms. Smith focused 

not only on her initiation of the use of demonstration as a communication tool, but also 

on her reactions to the ELL students’ body language, encouraging them to use nonverbal 

communication (movement of arms and fingers) to prove their understanding when they 

seemed to have difficulty expressing themselves verbally (Meyer & Turner, 2007).  

Ms. Smith said that she used modeling as an instructional strategy to open up 

some ideas and memories of children’s previous learning experiences when children 

showed difficulty remembering the shapes. Interestingly, she also capitalized on her 

strategies rooted in her shyness (see above) by observing before taking action, and by 

providing modeling in an unobtrusive manner. “I watched and listened to them for a little 

while and it seemed like they had a little bit of difficulty remembering what we had 

learned yesterday. So I thought modeling would open up some ideas and memories” 

(Interview, 3/6/2008). 

Ms. Smith demonstrated her capability to consciously use demonstration as a 

“pedagogical tool” in order to scaffold children’s competence, which sustained their 

cognitive involvement in activities. She attempted to construct students’ mindset as co-

constructors or active learners by refraining from giving her ideas. Instead she invited 

students to demonstrate their ideas verbally and nonverbally.  

In another example, one morning, Ms. Smith and the students were engaging in 

the calendar activity as part of the daily schedule. She was standing up near the calendar 

and counting squares on the calendar using a pointer, while they sat on the carpet in a 

circle. Ms. Smith asked the children to predict how many days were left before 

Valentine’s Day. Hae soo, an ELL student, tried to give a response using his fingers, and 

could be heard murmuring several different numbers.  

MS. SMITH: (Gesturing) Hae soo come up and tell us what you were saying. 
CHILD: (Comes up and stands near the calendar) Just seven more days. 
MS. SMITH: Seven more days until Valentine’s Day. (Looking closely to other 
students) He’s going to tell me and then you can say if you agree or disagree, 
okay? How do you know that Hae soo? What did you do to figure that out?   
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CHILD: Today is Thursday, and seven days. 
MS. SMITH: (nodding and leaning toward him) How do you know seven more 
days? How did you think that in your head? Did you count squares? 
CHILD: Yeah. 
MS. SMITH: Did you? You were sitting on the carpet and you counted? Can you 
show me what you did? Can you show me what you were doing?   
CHILD: (counts out the numbers on the calendar) One, two, three, four, five, six, 
seven. 
MS. SMITH: That’s exactly right and you know what? That’s what people do.  
They find out how many more days until a special day. They count until they get 
there. (Looking at a child who raises her hand) Jiyeon, what did you want to say 
about the calendar?   
(Several children added their ideas to Hae soo’s way of counting numbers. Corin 
gave a thumbs-up.) 
MS. SMITH: Oh, Corin. I remember that I was going to ask you if you agree or 
disagree with what was said about seven more days? (Looking at all students) If 
you agree, can you show me with the thumbs-up. Thumbs-up means you agree 
that you think it’s going to be seven more days until Valentine’s Day. 
CHILDREN: (Showing their thumbs up) I agree. 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and looking at all of them) You agree with Hae soo.  
Okay. I see all friends thinking it might be 7 more days. Okay, let’s all count 
together. Big breath. (The students and teachers count the calendar together 
loudly) (Observation, 2/7/2008) 
 
Here, Ms. Smith used Hae soo’s confidence in his understanding of the calendar 

to build his feeling of successful accomplishment through his demonstration of counting 

technique. Unlike in the first example, in which she led the demonstration herself, here 

she used a student to lead the demonstration. She then involved the other children by 

asking them to offer their input regarding Hae soo’s work, first on a more verbal level, 

through asking for their own counting techniques, and then on a more non-verbal level, 

through asking for their thumbs-up or thumbs-down for Hae soo’s way. In this way, she 

tried to construct their mindset as a co-constructor or active learner in the lessons by 

holding back her own ideas and instead inviting them to make a judgment about other 

students’ ideas through agreeing or disagreeing. In this way she structured scaffolding to 

help them handle meaningful challenges, and reach the objectives of the lessons without 

becoming frustrated, instead building on their existing competency as learners. 
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By asking the ELL students to prove their knowledge their own way, Ms. Smith 

attempted to stimulate their active engagement and provide the children with a 

meaningful sense of accomplishment. She said that this strategy had a side benefit in her 

ability to assess the children’s understanding level. “Is it just rote memory again? It’s also 

a way for me to assess and for them to have a sense of competency and accomplishment 

when they’re able to explain what it is that they’re thinking” (Interview, 4/8/2008).  

Ms. Smith felt a challenge regarding the strategy of student demonstrations, 

during which she needed to keep both the attention of the demonstrator and the attention 

of the whole group. She said that she tried to manage the remainder of the students’ 

participation while a child was proving his or her understanding by inviting them to make 

a judgment about the student’s ideas. In order to include all children, she used the 

thumbs-up/thumbs-down strategy at the very end of the discussion, after the children had 

a chance to express their opinions verbally. 

One of the challenges I think is that it does take longer and that other children 
might get off task but sometimes when they use open ended questions, I’ll ask 
another child, do you agree with what that person said and then they’ll have to say 
yes or no and then why. So you could facilitate a discussion. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith described another challenge related to student demonstrations, based 

upon what she saw as the children’s developmental traits. She said that the students’ 

behaviors and emotions in learning were contagious, and added that the ELL students 

seemed particularly prone to following their peers’ actions, because they were relying 

more on body cues than verbal cues in order to understand what was going on in the 

classroom. The use of these contagious emotions could be very pedagogically effective, 

as when excitement could create more active participation, or challenging, when children 

followed each others’ lead to the point where the learning objective could be 

compromised. Ms. Smith described challenges she faced when encouraging the children 

to come up and prove their knowledge to the class.  

There have been times when you allow one or two children to come up. The next 
thing, you’ve got five or six children standing around you and they’re all pointing 
at the same thing and trying to tell you. In that case, I’ll use that as a small group 
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lesson opportunity. I let them know that with these many children up here, we 
can’t see each other, we can’t learn from each other. I then help them try to 
prioritize. “Okay, well let’s listen to this person over here and then we take turns 
doing it that way.” (Interview, 2/26/2008)  
 
In short, Ms. Smith believed that ELL students felt more comfortable and 

confident in learning through demonstration because they relied more often on non-

verbal cues. Viewing this particular group of students as capable and competent learners, 

she used demonstration teaching as a strategy to give the students a sense of security, 

elicit their positive emotions toward learning, influence their image of themselves, and 

affect their behaviors. This strategy had evolved through multiple avenues including 

goals, beliefs, and identity, and was derived from her theoretical understanding of the 

ELL students as well as her self-reflective experiences with ELL students. Drawing on 

her knowledge about the ELL children’s observation skills, she believed that nonverbal 

communication should be a conscious act to increase their trust in her and help her build 

close relationships with students.  

Unlike the secondary teacher described by Rosiek (2003), Ms. Smith focused 

more on altering her presentation style to convey the curriculum content, rather than on 

changing the presentation content to include the children’s culture. In addition, Ms. Smith 

used nonverbal communication in alignment with verbal instruction, unlike the secondary 

teacher who employed verbal instruction as a main communication tool. Ms. Smith 

arrived at her strategy considering the ELL students’ learning capabilities and styles.  

Knowledge about Particular Students as a Foundation for Calibrating Questions 
and Using Appropriate Touch  

 
 As mentioned earlier, Ms. Smith made pedagogical decisions for instructional 

strategies to scaffold children’s constructive emotions in the learning process through her 

knowledge obtained from group-based approaches—knowledge about how young 

children, in general, learn, and knowledge about how her particular group of students, 

specifically, learn. However, she also recognized the importance of knowledge about 

individual differences in her students for her decision-making process (McCaughtry, 
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2004). When strategizing responses to individual students, she considered the importance 

of scaffolding their emotions according to their particular situations, as well as 

considering the impact on the full group of her decisions. The literature on individual 

attention has pointed out the possible ethical problems inherent in this type of interaction 

(Tirri & Husu, 2002). In this section, I examine Ms. Smith’s strategies for individual 

attention in emotional scaffolding during whole group-based lessons, and her responses 

to these ethical dilemmas.  

 Ms. Smith said that her students revealed a wide range of individual differences in 

backgrounds, learning styles, English skills, personalities, attention spans, emotional 

needs, and behaviors. She learned about her students through a variety of knowledge-

gathering strategies, including interactions with families, but said that she mainly gained 

the information through interaction, coupled with persistent observation in both a formal 

and informal way.  

I try to do some informal assessment during the lesson. Then I do some informal 
assessment during our center activity, kind of walking around and making 
observations. Several times during the semester, I also sit down and do formal 
observations. Here it’s more of a question and answer. Children have to show me 
different levels of understanding of letters and sounds and counting. (Interview, 
4/8/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith described her belief that her use of keen observation to get to know 

individual students was influenced by her students’ backgrounds. Because the majority of 

her students had language barriers in expressing themselves verbally at the beginning of 

the year, she said that she used visual observation skills to understand individual students. 

Her observation skills, which helped her process their reactions accurately and create an 

appropriate response, might be reinforced by her observational persona, derived from her 

identity as a shy person (see above).  

At the beginning of the year when I have so many children that are not able to 
express themselves verbally, I have to be very careful and pay attention to their 
body language and their facial expressions and watch their interactions with other 
children as well, so I try to make sure that I have a good understanding of their 
personality and pay attention to how they’re interacting with other children and 
how they’re responding to me. (Interview, 3/25/2008) 
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As the year went on, she used the information gained from observation in order to 

establish an understanding of each child, focusing on subtle clues to the child’s interior 

state, especially when interacting with reticent students.   

It’s being so in tune with each child and knowing exactly what it is that they love 
to do and what they don’t like to do and just having an understanding, a deep 
understanding of what’s important to that child. (Interview, 5/27/2008) 
 
In conjunction with the children’s differences, Ms. Smith used two dominant 

strategies, which appeared in a reiterated pattern, to meet children’s individual needs 

during whole-group lesson contexts. One strategy was to calibrate questions according to 

individual differences in students’ learning levels, and the other strategy was the use of 

touch for emotionally vulnerable students, to create a feeling of her interest and 

availability.  

Ms. Smith tried to provide dynamic learning interactions by using calibrated 

questions in three different ways: first, by repeating her questions using varied 

vocabulary; second, by asking for non-verbal responses; and third, by aiming questions at 

particular students. Ms. Smith’s first use of this strategy involved repetitive questioning 

of the entire class, with variation (for example, when she asked for students’ assessment 

of a pattern on the calendar, she would say “What do you think?” “What do you think?” 

“What do you think”? “Do you want to take a turn?” “What do you think?” “Do you want 

to try?”, etc.) She used a repeated pattern to develop language development for less 

advanced learners, while saving more complicated formulations for students who she 

knew would be able to respond. 

I try to keep things consistent so that they can always anticipate what’s going to 
happen and that really actually helps with their language development when they 
anticipate and they have a chance to think about things ahead of time. (Interview, 
3/25/2008) 
 
Even though Ms. Smith was aware of the benefit of the use of repeated questions, 

she also recognized the pedagogical disadvantage: some students might find the repeated 
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questioning boring. This contradiction encouraged her to use varied language as an 

instructional strategy to meet individual differences in learning.  

It gives children the opportunity to hear different vocabulary for the same kind of 
question so you’re introducing a new way of saying the same thing…I know some 
children have a greater vocabulary than others so I try to phrase things in more 
than one way and I try to use a lot of different vocabulary to address all of their 
needs. (Interview, 4/22/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith said that she calibrated her response with a structure to keep all 

children from becoming too frustrated with lack of understanding or bored by repetition, 

using the language of scaffolding to describe her objectives.  

I do consider the questions and I do try to consider their feelings…but it’s a very 
fine line because I want to challenge them but I don’t want them to feel 
frustrated…I’m giving them an understanding and scaffolding and supporting but 
also challenging them and helping them think about things. (Interview, 4/16/2008) 
 

Ms. Smith made sure that the less advanced learners would gain something from 

her use of more advanced questioning for the students who were more verbal.  

I think when I use varied language [for more advanced learners], I also try to 
explain oh, that means… so that other children can also have an understanding of 
it or to explain it in a way that other children can understand as well. (Interview, 
4/16/2008)  
 
Another way in which Ms. Smith used calibrated questions in order to respond to 

individual differences was in her solicitation of non-verbal responses. Sometimes when 

she asked the whole class a question, she noticed that certain students could not respond 

verbally, and she had previously observed their shyness, so she would read their non-

verbal cues and ask for non-verbal responses. “I know that some children can’t respond 

verbally, but they can show me with a thumbs up or a thumbs down …so I can watch 

them and make different choices and different ways of responding” (Interview, 

4/16/2008).  

The final way that Ms. Smith used calibrated questions involved addressing a 

single child. Corin, who was one of the only two English-speaking children in the class, 

was academically advanced, displaying verbal and creative skills beyond his classmates. 
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Ms. Smith struggled, however, with his demanding attitude, hypothesizing that his 

origins in an economically disadvantaged family might make him feel the need to 

dominate discussions. She tried to use the strategy of calibrated questions to maintain his 

interest and his pre-existing confidence as a learner, while helping the rest of the class 

profit from his proficiency.   

During whole-group lessons, Ms. Smith sometimes asked Corin questions to get 

specific and focused responses. This tactic steered the lesson and sustained the flow of 

instruction for the benefit of other students and the teacher (Meyer & Turner, 2007).  

Corin is very smart, fluent…It does facilitate learning with the children and I 
know that children learn best when they are able to explain things to other 
children … you quickly recognize which children you are going to have respond 
first and which children you’re going to allow to have some more time to look 
into the question and you ask them a little bit later. (Interview, 3/25/2008) 
 

This following example illustrates how Ms. Smith calibrated her questions to 

Corin’s knowledge of vocabulary in order to sustain his interest and engagement in the 

lesson. During a math activity, Ms. Smith used colored wood blocks made into shapes. 

Ms. Smith sat on the carpet with the box of blocks in front of her. The children sat in a 

semicircle in front of the box.     

MS. SMITH: (Showing a black oval) I want to review the name of this shape.  
Raise your hand if you can tell me the name of this. Let’s look up here. Let’s look 
up here. Oh, Sam is raising his hand. Sam, Sam, what do you see?  
CHILD: I see black oval. 
MS. SMITH: (Excited) Very good, Sam! 
MS. SMITH: (Showing yellow square) Varda, Varda, what do you see? 
CHILD: Square.  
MS. SMITH: Okay, What color is that? 
CHILD: Yellow. Yellow square. 
MS. SMITH: Good job. I can see a yellow square.  
CHILD: (Immediately) I can see a yellow square. 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and nodding) Jina, Jina, what color and shape do you see? 
CHILD: I can see a red circle. 
(Showing a shape, she calls out each child’s name according to the order of their 
seating spots)   
MS. SMITH: Corin, Corin, what do you see? 
CHILD: I can see a green triangle. 
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MS. SMITH: Good job! Corin, I have a question for you. If I try to do this way 
(rotating the shape toward the left side), do you think it is still a triangle? 
CHILD: Yeah (turning his head to follow the turning triangle). 
MS. SMITH: If I try to do this way (rotating the shape toward the right side), is it 
still a triangle? 
CHILD: Yeah! (confidently) 
MS. SMITH: You know what, that (rotating the shape) is called rotating. It 
doesn’t matter which way I rotate, it will always be a triangle; no matter which 
direction you use it. 
CHILD: I’ll show you something! (Corin comes up and demonstrates rotating the 
triangle back and forth)  
MS. SMITH: Yes! That’s right. You think of a different way of rotating. It will 
still be a triangle no matter which side you rotate (smiling). (Each child gets a turn 
to answer the teacher’s question.) (Observation, 2/12/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith tailored her questions to fit individual learning levels and provide all 

students with feelings of success. For the rest of the class, she asked the same questions 

multiple times to help them connect the lesson to their previous knowledge. For Corin, 

she challenged him to describe vocabulary and stimulated him, while building his 

interest, to a higher level of conceptual understanding. Ms. Smith said that she worried 

that he might disengage if she didn’t make this effort.  

Corin has a huge vocabulary, so if I just said, ‘Turn,’ that would probably be 
really boring for Corin, but when I say rotate that might be a word he hasn’t heard 
before and so I think he would refocus and reengage the lesson. (Interview, 
4/8/2008) 
 
In another example, Ms. Smith set up a lesson in which she used the calendar to 

teach patterns. She established an ABB pattern by assigning colors to days, asking the 

students what color, according to the pattern, the next couple of days would be. She asked 

Corin a more complicated question, requiring him to forecast a week into the future. “I 

use questions to help him or to help the children that I know have a really good 

understanding of this type of pattern. You can adapt it and make it more challenging for 

the children just by the questions you ask” (4/16/2008). 
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Corin responded even to difficult questions in a way that met Ms. Smith’s 

objectives. Ms. Smith then commented positively on his responses, while, it could be 

argued, unintentionally reinforcing his power position within the group.  

When I asked her about this phenomenon in the interview, Ms. Smith said that she 

used his contribution deliberately because she wanted to meet his emotional needs, which 

served as the driving force of his motivation to learn. She recognized, however, that 

Corin was advanced academically but not socially. Holistically viewing student learning 

and development, Ms. Smith said that she focused not only on his academic learning, but 

also on his social development. She believed that if Corin had positive experiences in 

academic learning contexts, his social development could happen synergistically. It might 

allow him to become socially competent. She believed that integrated teaching practices 

from the whole-child perspective would be another effective method to support him to 

have healthy and well-rounded learning capabilities (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). 

Corin understands the language very well. He does exercise his power a lot during 
the lesson. His parents tell him he’s brilliant and he tells me. “My mommy says 
I’m brilliant.” Sometimes he will contradict something I say. He just needs a lot 
of reassurance with his self-esteem and I think that might be some of the reasons 
why he likes to monopolize the conversations because he wants to feel special and 
noticed…What I really need to help him with are social skills and working within 
a community of children. So if I tell him he’s really smart, he’s going to believe 
that and then hopefully that will transfer to social skills and making smart choices 
with the other children and people when he does that…I just think that’s so 
important you have to know each child but you just have to know what they’re 
thinking, their personality. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith conceded that providing individualized attention in the group-based 

learning context could, for a teacher, create an ethical dilemma (Hargreaves, 1998; Tirri 

& Husu, 2002). She said that she had to use her power carefully because her actions had 

the potential to shape other students’ perspectives regarding Corin, and, further, on her 

fairness in the learning context (Hargreaves, 1998).  

I am concerned about what the other children might think about me asking Corin. 
I try to make sure I ask all of the children, give them all a chance to respond or 
tell me something during the lesson. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
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In employing her second strategy based on knowledge of individual children, the 

use of appropriate touch, Ms. Smith faced another ethical dilemma. Florentina, who was 

a Latina student from an ELL background, had a disrupted family situation, with a father 

who lived apart from the family for employment reasons. She was a frequent cause of 

emotional disturbances in the classroom, and displayed unconstructive emotional 

behavior during interactions with her peers. When she felt upset, she often tried to get 

physical comfort from Ms. Smith.  

Ms. Smith said that children’s family lives powerfully affected their emotions and 

behaviors in learning (Hyson, 2008). Helping the child feel consistently secure in the 

classroom, Ms. Smith believed, helped the child redirect his/her focus on negative 

emotions generated at home into positive emotions about school. She said that 

understanding children’s family lives helped her manage students’ emotion. Thus, 

checking children’s emotional states was the first and most important process in daily 

instruction. When students showed unconstructive emotions and behaviors, Ms. Smith 

used appropriate touch as an instructional strategy to help them turn these into 

constructive emotions for their learning. This protective governance was derived from her 

perspective on developmental stages. “Emotions are such a huge part of who they are as 

individuals. At this young age it is very difficult for children to separate emotions and 

academic learning” (Interview, 1/31/2008). 

Ms. Smith said that her students sometimes, depending on their family situation, 

showed inconsistent emotions and behaviors. These occasions included when they had 

new siblings, when their grandparents visited their home, when they had to anticipate a 

future return to their parents’ home countries, and when their parents were divorced. Ms. 

Smith consistently gave attention to Florentina. She explained why.   

Florentina had a lot of personal things going on with her family outside of school 
and it’s really affected her behavior in the last month or so. I think at this point in 
her life, she needs a lot of my support, a lot of guidance and a lot of positive 
reinforcement. She also needs a great deal of consistency. I have to make a 
conscious decision to be very consistent with her to give a sense of security. 
Outside of school it’s been very inconsistent…She has been needing so much 
reassurance from an adult in her life. (Interview, 5/27/2008) 
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Appropriate touch was one of her consistent strategies in dealing with students 

like Florentina (Hansen, 2007). The following example showed how she provided 

emotional support to give Florentina a sense of security and help her engage in the lesson.  

Before starting with circle time in the morning, Florentina was crying while 

sitting in her spot. Ms. Smith approached her.  

FLORENTINA: (Whining) I miss dad. 
MS. SMITH: You are missing your daddy. Will it help if you sat with me? Come 
up here and sit next to me. 
(The child comes up to Ms. Smith and sits on her lap.) 
MS. SMITH: (Hugging the child) All my friends can sit down. All my friends can 
sit down. Florentina (whining) is going to sit in just a minute. You know what? 
Florentina has a lot of things going on right now. She is a little bit sad. When she 
is sitting with me, she is going to be better. Because sometimes when you feel 
sad, a hug helps you feel better. 
(Florentina, still crying, murmurs something.) 
MS. SMITH: I know. I know (Hugging her)  
MS. SMITH: (pointing to a song chart) Remember yesterday we were talking 
about our new song…This is called “Hearts” and it sounds like the Bingo song 
and we’re going to sing it. Yesterday we talked about hearts and blood and today 
we talked about love. And you can sing with me. (Florentina stops crying and she 
joins singing the heart song together.)  
MS. SMITH: (Smiling at Florentina and other children) Let’s try that again. That 
was beautiful. (They sing the heart song again in loud tones of voice) 
MS. SMITH: That was great singing. That was great singing.  
CHILD: One more time.  
MS. SMITH: Well I am going to read to you one of my very favorite books about 
love. Florentina, you know what? I’m going to get you to come sit right down 
here by me, so you can see the illustrations, okay? This one is called, “I Love You 
Baby Face.” (Observation, 2/12/2008) 
 
In this episode Ms. Smith hugged Florentina to comfort her, and to rid her of 

unconstructive feelings. Using touch, Ms. Smith communicated with Florentina, 

accepting and validating her current emotional state and attempting to serve as a secure 

base for her to control her emotional behaviors in order to learn (Graziano et al., 2007; 

Hansen, 2007). She described her rationale for this approach:  

Holding her really helps. I mean she’s feeling a great sadness in her life and it’s 
out of her control, so I’m trying to give her control in the classroom. I’m trying to 
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help her gain a sense of control that she’s in charge of things that happen to 
herself in the classroom … she’s going to need to feel that way before she’s 
willing to let new ideas come into her mind. (Interview, 3/4/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith believed young children need physical contact to feel safe, loved, and 

comfortable, but she recognized that misinterpretation of physical contact might prevent 

many teachers from building emotional relationships with students (Hansen, 2007). “I 

know that young children need to be hugged. They need to have someone look in their 

eyes and smile at them and I think that a lot of teachers are not able to do that because 

they’re worried that it might be misinterpreted” (Interview, 2/5/2008). 

The literature regarding touch in education recognizes that, culturally speaking, a 

teacher’s touch, in the secondary and elementary school contexts, might be 

misinterpreted as sexual. The literature on touch in early childhood education, however, 

argues that affectionate touch can be an important teaching tool (Hansen, 2007; Hyson, 

2008). Ms. Smith’s conscious use of touch, she argued, was very useful to her 

pedagogically, especially when providing emotional scaffolding. 

Beyond the question of sexuality, however, another ethical dilemma was attached 

to Ms. Smith’s use of touch in the case of Florentina; this dilemma was similar to that 

related to her approach to Corin. Would other students feel left out or uncared-for if all of 

Ms. Smith’s physical attention went to one student? Ms. Smith responded to this worry 

by saying that children’s ability to feel compassion toward their classmates meant that 

she did not have to worry about their possible negative feelings toward her when they 

saw her giving more attention to a suffering classmate. She believed that when children 

witnessed her giving care to an upset classmate, they might develop a caring ethic as a 

result. 

It seems like this group is very good at self-regulating and they’re very intuitive 
about each other’s feelings. I think they generally understand that there might be a 
member of the class that needs a little extra support and a little extra love and 
they’re willing to allow this child to come up and sit with me or be close to me 
without feeling the need to rush out to me also… So I try to spread out and let 
them all know that they’re loved but this person needs a little more time right now 
and I think they recognize that. (Interview, 2/12/2008) 
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A third ethical dilemma that could arise from the use of touch is related to the 

respective roles of the parent and the teacher. Would parents feel replaced by a teacher 

who acted in a nurturing role for their children? Ms. Smith responded to this question by 

saying that she understood parents’ feelings about their children and served as an 

auxiliary caregiver. She considered the emotions of not only the children but also the 

parents. She established what she felt was a silent agreement between the teacher and 

students about when a student had the privilege to treat her like a mother (see the above 

quote). She had set up a caring community in which students understood the reasons why 

they needed to sit in their places, but they also understood that under certain 

circumstances, children might be allowed to break that rule. This was possible because 

they had long-term shared experiences (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2002).  

I’m thinking about their emotional needs. I’m thinking that if a child feels like 
they want to be that close to me then they need to feel secure…I think that’s why 
she wanted to come sit in my lap because if I were her mother, that’s what would 
happen. (Interview, 2/5/2008) 
 
She also said that she tried to keep in mind that her primary goal through her 

interactions, including touch-based interactions, was to teach the children, which 

distinguished her from their parents. 

I really think that the love helps them learn… it is a different relationship than a 
parent obviously and I do have a different role. My responsibility is to teach them 
and to guide them and to help them learn but they’re still little people and they 
still have lots of feelings for each other. (Interview, 3/4/ 2008) 

 
In this quote, Ms. Smith showed her recognition of the way that the strategy of 

touch, which was intimately tied to student emotion, could be used in an academic way as 

emotional scaffolding in the early childhood context (Hansen, 2007; Hyson, 2008).  

In short, Ms. Smith believed that individual students’ varying learning levels and 

their family issues influenced their emotional behaviors toward learning engagement. In 

order to meet their emotional needs Ms. Smith tried to provide individualized attention in 

the whole-group setting by using two major dominant strategies: calibrating questions 
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and using appropriate touch. These strategies were based on knowledge of her students’ 

individual characteristics, obtained through observation, interaction, and discussions with 

families. She emphasized that in order to use strategies based on knowledge about 

individuals, she had to be conscious of possible ethical dilemmas, in order to emotionally 

scaffold both these children and the whole group simultaneously (Tirri & Husu, 2002).  

Ongoing Observations of the Students as a Foundation for Creating Teachable 
Moments according to Children’s Unexpected Emotional Behaviors 

 
Ms. Smith made ongoing decisions in crafting emotional scaffolding using 

information about students’ minute-to-minute emotional reactions that she obtained from 

constant observation. She believed that young students’ emotions were easily affected by 

unexpected situations and that children did not always show consistent and predictable 

emotional behaviors in the course of academic activities. These unexpected emotions 

influence the flow of learning and shift student focus off of the lesson (McCaughtry, 

2004). Because of this phenomenon, the previous three types of understanding about 

student emotions in learning, which are based on pre-existing knowledge, might not 

apply in a given situation. Teachers cite this as a common challenge, arguing that 

responding to these emotions would take them off track, and often instead ignoring or 

rejecting student emotion in order to stick with the lesson (Leavitt, 1994). Ms. Smith’s 

strategy to manage these situations, which departed from the strategies employed by 

teachers in the previous literature, was to talk about unexpected student emotions briefly, 

and then use these emotions as a bridge back into the lessons (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer 

& Turner, 2007). She based this strategy on intuitive practices that she had obtained 

through ongoing observations and self-reflective practices throughout her eighteen years’ 

teaching experience (Hargreaves, 2005). Through this kind of emotional connection, Ms. 

Smith attempted to enhance a secure teacher-child relationship that appeared to be an 

important contributor to children’s academic engagement (Hyson, 2008; Meyer & 

Turner, 2007).  
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Ms. Smith explained her motivation for engaging with unexpected student 

emotions. She said that constant and careful observation allowed her to take advantage of 

children’s minute-to-minute emotions and scaffold their engagement in learning 

(McCaughtry, 2004). 

I do believe that learning happens all the time and that’s why you have to take 
advantage of every single moment and you really make sure that you’re observing 
the children. You can miss so many subtleties if you’re not really in tune with the 
children. (Interview, 3/6/2008) 
 
When further describing the meaning that she attaches to “observation” and 

“being in tune” with children, Ms. Smith referred again, as she did in the above sections 

on teaching ELL students, to the need to observe not only explicit verbal and nonverbal 

communication, but also implicit and invisible communication in order to make an 

appropriate decision for student learning.  

We do stay very busy especially I think with the younger children because we 
have to really pay attention to what they’re saying or not saying or doing and not 
doing and then figuring how you’re going to respond and how you’re going to 
engage. (Interview, 5/27/2008) 
 

Because responding to minute-to-minute reactions requires teachers to quickly 

assess the classroom situation, Ms. Smith said that she used intuition of the children’s 

emotional states and learning progress. This intuition was not innate, but was acquired 

through effortful practices (Hargreaves, 1998). Her long-term observations enabled her to 

read children’s emotional states in learning (McCaughtry, 2004). Ms. Smith remarked 

that knowing how to read a child’s reception of teaching is now “engrained.” She added, 

“I can tell by the children’s reactions if what I’m doing is appropriate or not appropriate 

and there are times when I drive home and think oh, that didn’t work. Let’s try it a 

different way…”(Interview, 2/5/2008).  

To make mental space for the ongoing assessments that she said were required in 

order to respond to children’s unexpected emotions, Ms. Smith said that she prepared her 

lessons thoroughly in advance. As briefly described earlier in the self-identity section, 

Ms. Smith described herself as an organized person. In keeping with this self-perception, 
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Ms. Smith made efforts to prepare her lessons in advance in order to focus more on 

students’ responses. “I know that the more prepared I am, the children will be much more 

engaged because I can focus more on what they’re feeling and how their interactions are 

with me” (Interview, 5/8/2008). 

I observed several episodes in which Ms. Smith responded to children’s emotional 

reactions to situations that she did not plan. This happened when insects (i.e., fly, bee) 

suddenly appeared in the classroom; when students and teacher heard a loud sound or a 

funny sound outside of the classroom; when rain hit the windows in the classroom; when 

the lights suddenly went off in the middle of the lesson; and so on. In all of these cases, 

Ms. Smith attempted to share the students’ emotions openly, and then shift their interest 

to the lesson.  

In the following example, Ms. Smith responded to an individual student’s interest 

and shared the child’s feeling with whole group in order to create a “teachable moment” 

for all students’ learning. In the morning when the group started to have circle time, it 

started raining, and drops of water were rolling and flowing continuously down the 

window. Earlier that week, the class had been discussing springtime, and learning about 

the water cycle in order to understand why it rained so often in spring as compared to 

winter. As part of the learning objectives, Ms. Smith had taped a Ziploc bag partially 

filled with water to the window, and the class had observed how the sun hit the water, 

evaporating it into steam, and how the steam had turned into water which had then 

gathered in drops on the sides of the bag and fallen back to the bottom. When it started to 

rain on this particular day, a child was looking at the window and pointed his finger.  

CHILD: (Pointing to the window) It’s raining. 
MS. SMITH: (Walking toward the window) Oh, it is. Look at the window. Can 
you see? 
CHILD: (In a loud tone of voice) It’s raining. 
MS. SMITH: Yes. It is raining. I wonder why these windows are wet like that? 
CHILD: (Walking toward the window and standing on tiptoe) Look how it’s 
raining. 
CHILD: Ms. Rebecca, look at this Ziploc (pointing the Ziploc which was attached 
to the window). 
CHILD: Look at this Ziploc. It’s got rain. 
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MS. SMITH: Yeah, it looks like it might be raining. 
CHILD: (Excited) Yeah, it’s raining in the Ziploc. 
(All children are getting closer to see the window and the Ziploc.) 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling and gesturing them over) Okay, come up but be careful 
because I don’t want you to bump into each other.   

      CHILD: Awesome! 
MS. SMITH: After you’ve had a chance to look, you need to go back and sit 
down so everybody else can see.  
CHILD: Awesome! 
MS. SMITH: Okay, Jisell has had a chance to see. Jisell has had a chance to see.  
Okay, Corin had a chance to see. Varda and Franav and Jiyeon had a chance to 
see. (After checking if all children had a chance to see the Ziploc and the window) 
CHILD: Can I touch the Ziploc? 
MS. SMITH: I don’t think we can, I don’t know if we can touch it because it is so 
high. It looks like everybody has had a chance to see so we’re going to go back 
and sit down. We’re going to go back and sit down. That’s another thing that 
happens in the springtime…(Several students hug Ms. Smith.)… How exciting! 
We were talking about spring and rain and we said it might rain because it was 
overcast today, and sure enough it rained and it was exciting. (Observation, 
3/6/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Smith validated one student’s emotional excitement over the 

rain, creating a communal experience of excitement by calling the other children over to 

the window. She tried to take advantage of one student’s connection between the Ziploc 

experiment and the rain outside, asking the other students to draw the connection as well. 

When the students returned to the carpet, she summed up their emotion, acknowledging 

and verbally describing the emotion of excitement, and then shifted their excitement to 

the ongoing lesson about springtime.  

In this observation, I noted that Ms. Smith balanced between adopting the 

students’ excitement and maintaining a focus on classroom objectives. Using a metaphor, 

she described what she saw as her role in monitoring classroom emotion.  

To me, emotions in academics are kind of like being in a hot air balloon and the 
hot air is the emotions. The basket that you’re riding in is kind of the academics 
and it has to be closely connected because one without the other would fail. 
(Interview, 6/13/2008) 
 



 126 

In this metaphor, she equated children’s emotion and the hot air of a hot air 

balloon, showing how emotion has the ability to provide energy for an academic journey, 

but also making the connection between emotion and the possibly dangerous potential of 

uncontrolled energy. She perceived young children’s emotions as dynamic forces that 

have potential to affect the learning environment (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Denham 

1998, 2007). This perception, as described previously, led her to see the feeling of safety 

as a way to perform protective governance in order to sustain a balance between the 

productive and destructive potentialities of the situation. Specifically, her strategy to 

balance between excitement and engagement was commonly employed for unexpected 

situations, in which students sometimes showed unconstructive emotional behaviors 

toward learning.  

 In balancing between excitement and engagement, Ms. Smith was aware of an 

ethical dilemma that could arise from exercising power as an authority figure (Leavitt, 

1994). Her first concern when using power—in this episode, for example, she exercised 

power when she allowed the children to approach the window, and when she asked them 

to come back to the carpet—was not to control children’s emotion but instead the 

facilitation of children’s learning. This challenge she faced when trying to optimize 

children’s excitement while maintaining the order of activities was derived from her 

cultural expectation of the teacher’s role. She believed that the teacher had a greater level 

of responsibility to manage the learning process, though she did not want to think of 

herself as being overly controlling (Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2003). “I wouldn’t want 

to manipulate at all. But it is fun helping them be excited and inside I am really excited 

with them, but …I’m afraid if I display that then everything will be getting out of 

control” (Interview, 5/27/2008). 

Her response was consistent with her beliefs about children’s capabilities and her 

practices. For example, by allowing them to approach the windows in order to see the 

rain, she said that she wanted to create a non-hierarchical partnership in the classroom. 

She said that she used this partnership to silently negotiate their cooperation for 

continued learning engagement. Her message was that she taught the lesson with the 
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children rather than at the children (Goldstein, 1999). She noted that the students feel 

comfortable if they know “that we’re all learning together and that I respect what it is that 

they’re interested in” (Interview, 2/19/2008).  

Ms. Smith said that she prioritized children’s emotion in a contingency situation. 

“First the students’ and then my emotions affect my practices.” She argued that 

responding to children’s unexpected emotional behaviors was not a waste of time; it was, 

rather, both academically and emotionally, a pedagogical advantage. 

It was very easy and took very little time to go over and talk about what their 
observation was. It was a quick review for something that we’d studied 
previously. So really it was quite wonderful because we took advantage of that 
moment of acknowledging their thoughts and their ideas and responding and 
respecting and also reviewing something that we’d talked about earlier. 
(Interview, 3/25/2008)   
 
Ms. Smith also created a teachable moment by taking a chance and altering her 

planned activities. During planned activities, considering the context and her intentions, 

Ms. Smith used her knowledge about student emotions in planning use of materials that 

would produce certain climates. She chose books beforehand, and calibrated her 

responses to unexpected student emotions during the activity by assessing the general 

feeling of the room. In this way she managed children’s emotions to proceed with her 

planned activities. Her main interest, however, was in creating children’s productive 

emotions for learning. In another case she was reading a non-fiction book about animals 

when the students began to lose interest. She cut off her reading before she had planned 

to do so, continuing the lesson with concrete materials instead. She told me that an 

educator must stay in tune with students: “The children’s body language and facial 

expressions to know that maybe you need to shorten it just a little bit” (Interview, 

5/20/2008). 

In the following episode, Ms. Smith’s planned activity was disrupted not by the 

whole group’s reaction, as in the previous example, but by one student’s unexpected 

reaction. Ms. Smith had a toolbox and one of the children’s wood blocks from the block 

center. She reviewed what they had been learning about tools that week in school. She 
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fired up the children’s participation by connecting the lesson to children’s real lives. Ms. 

Smith said that they were going to learn about a different kind of tool that held wood 

together. Then she showed different screwdriver and screw types and demonstrated how 

to use them with the wood block. She unscrewed a screw holding a block together, to 

show how a screwdriver worked.  

MS. SMITH: Now I am going to put it back in because we do not want those 
blocks to come apart.  It does have some glue on it, but it also has a screw. I’m 
going to turn it this way so we can see it go back down. Today we gonna have a 
chance to screw it in. 
(Children clap their hands and say, “Wow!”) 
CHILD: (Excited) My, my daddy used that.   
MS. SMITH: What does your daddy use it for, Demi? 
DEMI: My daddy use that! My daddy use that! 
MS. SMITH: Your daddy uses this? 
DEMI: Yeah. 
MS. SMITH: (Showing two different screwdriver types) One is flat and one is 
not. One is called a Philips…See that? The one that’s not flat is called a Phillips 
screwdriver. 
CHILD: Does that fit in that block? 
MS. SMITH: That’s a good question!  
CHILD: Can that fit in that screwdriver?  
MS. SMITH: Okay, Franav has a great question. He wants to know if this flat one 
will fit in here. 
CHILD: No, the other one. 
MS. SMITH: This one will fit in here? We just unscrewed it so do you think it 
fits? 
CHILDREN: Yeah. 
MS. SMITH: Yeah. Now you can tell what kind of screwdriver you’ll need by the 
tip of the screw.  
… 
DEMI: (Loudly) My mommy, my daddy has one like that. My daddy has a bigger 
one and a bigger one. 
MS. SMITH: (In an excited tone of voice) Yeah. Your daddy has one like that? 
(Pointing a screw stuck in the block) When you see that cross in it you know that 
you’ll need to have a Phillips screwdriver to fit in it just like that. 
DEMI: My, my daddy use that.   
MS. SMITH: (Nodding) Daddies use these a lot when they’re working. 
CHILD: What about that? 
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MS. SMITH: This one, you can try it when we go to centers and see if it 
fits…Now, I have a question for you. (Showing a conventional screw to a child) If 
this one looks like that, what do you think a screw that looks like this?  
DEMI: My daddy use that! 
MS. SMITH: (Calm and gentle) You told me. That’s exciting. Demi, what do you 
think a screw would look like if it needs this kind of a flat tip? 
DEMI: A flat screwdriver. 
MS. SMITH:  It may be a flat screwdriver. Do you think it would have, would 
the screw have a cross in it like that? 
DEMI: No. 
MS. SMITH: No? What do you think it would have in it? 
JISELL: Just like, like the regular straight line. 
MS. SMITH: A straight line, just like this? You know what? You’re exactly right. 
Good thinking, Jisell. (Observation, 4/1/2008) 
 
This example shows Ms. Smith’s minute-by-minute decision-making process in 

response to a child’s unexpected emotional behaviors in the course of a whole group 

lesson. As in the first example above, Ms. Smith acknowledged and validated the child’s 

excitement through verbal and nonverbal expressions rather than ignoring or rejecting the 

child’s current emotional state. This example, in which a student continually interjected 

during a lesson despite Ms. Smith’s attempts to respond and continue, shows how Ms. 

Smith adjusted her responses to the level of her students’ emotional understanding, while 

balancing her responsibility to maintain academic engagement.  

When Demi suddenly expressed her excitement about the tools by saying, “My, 

my daddy used that!”, which affected the other students’ level of attention, Ms. Smith 

attempted to show her recognition of Demi’s emotion through asking a question, “What 

does your daddy use it for, Demi?” This initial attempt, which Ms. Smith had hoped 

would lead the class into her planned lesson while making a connection with students’ 

real lives, failed to get the child’s response, and the child kept repeating her initial 

observation. As a second attempt to recognize the underlying meaning of the child’s 

emotional behavior, Ms. Smith validated the child’s emotion by simply repeating the 

child’s words, “Your daddy uses this?”, without trying to use the child’s emotion 

academically. At this time, the child simply said, “Yea” and attended to Ms. Smith’s 

instruction. When the child again repeated the words (“My mommy, my daddy has one 
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like that”), Ms. Smith consistently responded to the child with the same strategy that she 

used for the second attempt—repeating the child’s words. However, the child kept 

repeating her words. To explicitly express her recognition and keep the flow of 

instruction, Ms. Smith managed the child’s excitement during the fourth interaction by 

saying, “You told me. That’s exciting” with the use of a calm and gentle tone of voice. 

After showing her validation explicitly, she then immediately created a teachable moment 

for the child to focus more on the content than on her emotion itself by asking, “Demi, 

what do you think a screw would look like if it needs this kind of a flat tip?” Through this 

constant observation and ongoing adjustment to the child’s emotional reaction, Ms. Smith 

attempted to balance between the child’s excitement and engagement.   

Regarding her initial attempt, Ms Smith said that she wanted to not only show her 

validation of the child’s meaningful connection with the topic, but also manage the 

child’s emotion academically. This strategy revealed her view of the teacher’s role as a 

mediator to manage the balance between the child’s excitement and learning engagement 

in order to extend the child’s existing knowledge of the topic.  

I wanted to acknowledge her when she said, ‘My daddy uses that,’ and see if I 
could make what we’re doing at school a little more relevant to her and help her 
understand maybe how her dad uses it at home. (Interview, 4/1/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith added that she had a responsibility to balance the children’s attention 

both collectively and individually. To keep allowing a child to repeat her words could 

have interfered with other students’ engagement. Also, whole group discussion should be 

a chance to learn academically, as well as a place to learn the rules of social interaction. 

Ms. Smith wanted to acknowledge Demi’s excitement while also letting her know, in a 

secure, comfortable way, “it’s not appropriate to keep interrupting” (Interview, 4/1/2008). 

Ms. Smith defined her position as a mediator, creating a balance between 

children’s emotions and the need to learn about the topic. “If she is at a place where she’s 

still thinking about the screwdriver at her house then I’m concerned that maybe she won’t 

hear why we’re learning about it at school” (Interview, 4/1/2008). 
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In short, Ms. Smith, in the course of lessons, made minute-to-minute decisions 

based on students’ emotional responses. She believed that young children’s emotions 

were sensitive to circumstances. This belief in children’s emotional variability pushed her 

to pay attention to their emotions. She used intuition obtained from constant observation 

and self-reflective teaching practices in response to children’s unexpected emotional 

behaviors during both teacher-planned and non-teacher-planned activities. Her intuitive 

practices were also developed in combination with her effortful use of her identity as an 

organized person, as a shy person, and as a calm person (Schutz et al., 2007). Unlike 

teachers in other literature, she argued that taking time to validate children’s emotional 

states and making a connection with them was valuable (Lasky, 2005; McDaniel et al., 

2005). In this way, she attempted to take advantage of children’s minute-to-minute 

emotions and created teachable moments to enhance children’s learning about the topic 

(McCaughtry, 2004). Ms. Smith believed that validating children’s emotion could give 

children more power in the learning process and further construct their self-image as 

learning partners (Hyson, 2008). For these reasons, she put her efforts toward 

constructively responding to the children’s unexpected emotional behaviors (Rosiek, 

2003). 

As seen in the previous four sections, Ms. Smith made informed and deliberative 

pedagogical decisions that were rooted in multiple influences. Above, I described how 

her identity led her to certain classroom strategies; in this section, I have described how 

other strategies came from her understanding about her students’ emotions. Unlike the 

strategies derived from identity, which came from her self-analysis and understanding, 

these strategies came from her ongoing analysis of the learners in her classroom. Her 

understanding of students’ emotions was developed over her years of schooling and 

teaching, and included knowledge about universal characteristics of young children from 

an academic point of view; knowledge about her ELL students, from her academic 

experience and her classroom experience; knowledge about individual students, gained 

from interaction with students and parents; and information about children’s minute-to-

minute unexpected emotional behaviors, obtained through ongoing observation. Even 
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though I have made artificial categories for these types of understanding, Ms. Smith used 

all the different types depending on context, sometimes focusing on more than one type 

of knowledge in real practice. In this sense, her understanding about students’ emotions 

was implemented in an integrated form, not separately.  

Instructional strategies that Ms. Smith derived from understandings about 

children’s emotions obtained from these four different channels showed several 

noticeable commonalities. These commonalities illustrate her cohesive structure of 

practices regarding emotional scaffolding. My first finding is that her consistent guiding 

belief was to choose practices that would give all students a sense of safety, which meant 

the creation of an optimal emotional climate through the balance between children’s 

excitement and engagement level (Hargreaves, 1998). My second finding was that her 

common practice was to consciously implement instructional strategies by recognizing 

both pedagogical advantages and disadvantages, considering the individual and whole-

group levels and acknowledging any ethical dilemmas which might arise (Rosiek, 2003). 

My third finding, as we can see throughout this section about understanding of children’s 

emotions, relates to how her self-identity constantly re-emerged in implicit and explicit 

ways in her strategies for emotional scaffolding. This reminds us of the importance of 

understanding teacher identity in analyzing emotional scaffolding practices—an approach 

which previous literature has not taken. In a fourth finding, as a contingent effect of these 

strategies, Ms. Smith also facilitated positive teacher-child relationships in the learning 

process. Finally, in a departure from previous literature on emotional scaffolding, the 

findings in this section show that in the early childhood and ELL context, emotional 

scaffolding seems to take a different shape (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; 

Rosiek, 2003). Rather than appearing as strategies regarding content presentation, 

emotional scaffolding in the early childhood classroom may take the shape of strategies 

including use of materials and non-verbal communication. 

 In this first part of this section, I have provided an analysis of Ms Smith’s 

understanding of students’ emotions and its relationship to teaching practices for 

emotional scaffolding. I turn now to Ms. Cross, and discuss how, using her understanding 
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of children’s emotions, she constructs and implements teaching strategies surrounding 

emotional scaffolding. 

Ms. Cross: Academic and Universal Knowledge about Child Development as a 
Foundation for Providing Playful Activities  

  Ms. Cross believed that young children in general are playful and imaginative, so 

she consistently provided students with playful activities as a strategy in order to elicit 

their excitement toward learning. Like Ms. Smith, she also used concrete objects and 

focused on “how” to use them to create playful and imaginative activities, which were 

what she saw as best practices to scaffold their excitement toward learning. She used 

these materials and took these playful approaches in every subject, including language 

arts, math, and science. When presenting materials and activities Ms. Cross clearly 

explained why she used certain materials or provided certain activities to enhance 

children’s learning, and what she wanted them to focus on.  

Ms. Cross believed, from a developmental perspective, that providing young 

children with playful and imaginative lessons was an effective and natural teaching 

strategy that would help children become excited and thrilled about learning. She did not, 

unlike Ms. Smith, cite academic influence; nevertheless, her language and ideas can be 

traced to Piaget’s conception of cognitive development. 

I try to make my lesson playful and imaginative, from a five-year-old’s point of 
view. I know they have imagination when they’re five and they like magical 
things and so I try to appeal to their emotion of wanting to be playful and 
imaginative… They sort of absorb it as a kindergartner when they get to become 
imaginative. They’re not having to open their head and pour the knowledge in. 
Instead they’re absorbing it in a more natural playful way, which is, to me, more 
important when they’re this age. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 
Explaining why she took developmentally based strategies so seriously, Ms. Cross 

observed that young children learn through play. Thus, to sustain their engagement she 

needed to adjust her teaching strategy to the way they learn. In this way, she implied that 

knowing the developmental stage of children allows teachers to take advantage of natural 
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tendencies to enhance learning. “I believe they learn through playing. That’s what I really 

believe and so I think that’s their work. Play is their work” (Interview, 5/15/2008). 

Her strategy of using playfulness was also derived from Ms. Cross’ general belief 

in excitement as a pedagogically important emotion. She believed an ideal classroom was 

an “alive classroom.” Ms. Cross said that playful and imaginative activities, which were 

developmentally appropriate, helped her classroom feel alive with learning. That’s why 

she paid attention to choosing materials that contributed to children’s excitement about 

learning. Ms. Cross’ “laid-back” attitude also helped her in making decisions to use these 

playful activities. She described her objectives when choosing activities and materials. 

“One of the things I ask myself, believe it or not, ‘Is this going to help my classroom feel 

alive with learning and is it going to feel alive in my room?’…I like to see that spark in 

their eye where they’re very excited because then it’s contagious for me too” (Interview, 

2/7/2008). 

When asked about challenges she faced in using materials to create playful 

activities, unlike Ms. Smith, who talked about positive and negative effects on students, 

Ms. Cross focused on the time and energy it took her to create these activities. During my 

observation, I noticed that her classroom was filled with a wide array of objects and 

materials, and that each activity seemed to have a new set of materials attached to it. She 

said that she put extra effort and time in thinking about ideas and making materials in 

order to offer young children playful and imaginative learning activities, which were 

developmentally appropriate. In the quote below, she describes teaching a lesson about 

silent Es, building on their previous knowledge about the letter K. In this lesson, she used 

a magician costume to emphasize the transformative effect of the silent E.  

It is a challenge because it took a long time to make all these things. And I think 
about it a lot and think about how I can make it be really on their level so that 
they want it… I didn’t get [my lesson] from a book. I thought to myself, “Now, 
I’ve got to figure out a way that this can make a difference in them.”…but that’s 
just one method and it might not work for every child and so I thought I’ve got to 
make it magical, exciting. So I just thought of [using the costume]. (Interview, 
5/15/2008) 
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Here, Ms. Cross combined her general knowledge about the characteristics of 

five-year-olds with a desire to reach all students, arriving at a playful solution that she 

thought would appeal to the majority of her class.  

Another reason for Ms. Cross putting so much time and effort into preparing 

materials was how it made her feel. She was much more comfortable and happy teaching 

her class with these materials that she knew ought to excite her students. Not having 

materials to show her students left her with an unpleasant feeling. She seemed to lose 

motivation. “I can tell when I don’t have them hooked in, engaged in it, and that bothers 

me. I feel better is when I have things that grasp their attention and they become so 

excited about learning” (Interview, 5/6/2008). 

When describing the specific use of this strategy, Ms. Cross said that she 

concentrated on obtaining children’s attention at the introduction to a lesson in order to 

create excitement. Excitement was the best motivator to create classroom engagement, 

which she defined as a group phenomenon. “The main step I take when designing a 

lesson is to think of a way to get their attention… An awesome set induction hooks them 

into the learning because it appeals to their emotions. The anticipatory set brings a 

motivation to learn. Another step is to always tell them the reason why they need to learn 

this” (6/3/2008). 

In the following example, Ms. Cross showed how she elicited children’s 

excitement about learning by using playful and imaginative activities, further describing 

the activity referred to previously, relating to the silent E and the letter K. She said that 

she hand-made two child-sized magician costumes and accessories, including two cone-

shaped magician hats, black moustaches, and two star wands with the letters E and K in 

the middle of the stars. Specifically, she focused on making the wands. She put a magnet 

on the back of the wands and she purposely made them out of white foam so that they 

would blend in with the white magnet board when she put them up in order to transform 

words. She also chose to make the K and the E the same color and font as the other letter 

magnets. In this way, she intended to shift children’s focus to the letters and words, rather 

than the stars themselves. She explained how she implemented the magician activity. 
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We had like a little kit of some kind. I showed them several. I said, “Well let’s use 
the sewing kit since we’re studying K. Let’s spell kit.” And so we spelled kit. And 
see they didn’t know I had [the costume and accessories] over there. I was hiding 
it. I called somebody to spell k and then someone else i and someone else t. I was 
hoping someone would say, “That’s too easy. We already know that.” (Interview, 
5/15/2008) 
 
At this point Ms. Cross suggested to the students that they make it more 

challenging. She brought out the costume and let the kids wear it and its accessories. The 

kids were enjoying it. Ms. Cross said they felt “very special like a little special helper.” 

She directed the students to take a risk. “We all said, ‘Abracadabra, magic silent e!’ And 

she put the K here and he put the E here and we discussed how the magic silent e made 

the ‘it’ change its name. It’s not a kit anymore. It’s a kite” (Interview, 5/15/2008).  

At the beginning of the lesson, she had shown them concrete examples of kits, 

referring back to their previous understanding of the letter K. She reserved the costumes, 

however, as a surprise. Bringing them out was meant to sustain their engagement, to 

challenge their learning in a playful and exciting way. Because the activity was oriented 

to provide meaningful experiences for all students, she attempted to maintain children’s 

attention collectively and individually by asking them to chant the spell together with the 

“magicians”. 

Ms. Cross also described how providing playful activities stimulated her own 

enjoyment. She described why she intentionally tricked them to challenge and scaffold 

the children’s current knowledge of K and new knowledge of the silent E, and colorfully 

depicted how much fun she had watching them interact with the materials she provided.  

When I said, “I better make it hard for you,” they were just bubbling with 
happiness…It’s just such an enjoyment for me to see them so excited. You know, 
“Choose me, choose me.” They were all like this, but Taylor [a shy student] was 
hilarious. I had already picked several people and he wanted to be magician so 
badly because he said his dad is a magician. He was sitting like this, going, 
“Ummm, ummmm…” I said, “What are you doing, Taylor?” He said, “I am 
mediating so much so you will choose me to be the magician.” So I picked him 
and he was really focusing on that E. You could tell he was really getting it. 
(Interview, 5/15/2008) 
 



 137 

Ms. Cross said that she intentionally planned the activity considering the 

children’s developmental stage in order to help them learn the letters in a more 

memorable and enjoyable way (Christianson & Engelberg, 2006). “If it’s a fun activity 

where they get to dress up, it’s very appealing because they’re still in that playful age. 

They’re not out of the imagination” (Interview, 5/15/2008). 

Ms. Cross also created playful and imaginative activities that relied less heavily 

on concrete objects. Before the class field trip to a science museum, Ms. Cross read a 

book to help students focus on what they were going to see at the museum.  

Ms. Cross is sitting in her chair and the children are sitting on the carpet in a 

semi-circle.  

MS. CROSS: Anyway, it’s so funny because I have been a student a long time 
and, yet, when I was learning something on the Internet last night, I learned new 
things that I didn’t know before. So even if you’re very old, you can still learn 
many, many new things. I thought I knew what a meteorite was. I thought, “Oh, 
it’s just going to look like some really weird rock” You know what? I found out 
last night that a meteorite has also been called a shooting star.  
 
To set a playful tone for the lesson, Ms. Cross described the fun that she had 

finding out about meteors on the Internet, modeling for her students how fun it could be 

to learn. 

MS. CROSS: (Showing the book) Now if you look up at the sky, you see little 
spots that are what?   
CHILDREN: (Loudly) Stars! 
MS. CROSS: (Nodding) Stars. We can see those stars at night. This is called 
shooting stars and do you see those lines that look like needles in the sky? 
CHILDREN: Yeah. 
MS. CROSS: Those are called shooting stars.   
CHILD: And you wish something. 
MS. CROSS: (nodding) I learned that a meteorite could be a shooting star when it 
first gets started. At night when the sky is clear you can see them as soon as the 
sky is dark. At first you might not see any. And you might just see little lights 
called stars in the sky.   
CHILD: Ms. Cross, do you know that the stars are really more than thousands. 
MS. CROSS: Maybe so. One time I saw so many, it was hard to count them. A 
shooting star is not a star. You know some people like to be very romantic about 
shooting stars. When they see a shooting star, they make a wish and there’s even a 
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little poem about it or a song. (She sings a song about shooting stars. Children 
quietly listen to the song.) Have you ever heard this song? “Catch a shooting star 
and put it in your pocket. Save it for a rainy day.” And I believed all that when I 
was a little girl. I sang that song. I thought, “Oh, a shooting star is really a wishing 
star. You can wish upon it.” And I suppose you can. It all sounds really exciting 
but it’s not a star. I found out last night that a shooting star is connected to the 
meteorite. The plain-looking rock we’re going to see in the museum today, there’s 
a connection between those two. A shooting star is not a star. And scientists call a 
shooting star a meteor. The word comes from a Greek word meaning something 
in the air.  
CHILD: A meteor. 
 
This episode also illustrates how Ms. Cross used the lesson to introduce the 

children to the information they would encounter at the museum—an example of how she 

alerted children to the purpose of the lesson by connecting it to future learning. 

MS. CROSS: (Excitedly) Meteor! (Looking at all children) If you could catch a 
falling star and put it in your pocket, you would discover that it is a small bit of 
ash or solid material like a rock or a metal. 
CHILD: It can burn you. A real star can burn you. 
MS. CROSS: Well, a real one is just a small piece of rock. So I would give each 
of you a small piece of rock. And I had this idea that I would put Play-Doh down 
on the ground outside and that you would each stand far back and pretend you 
have the shooting star in your hand, a small piece of rock. And you could throw it 
down on the Play-Doh and see what would happen to the Play-Doh. 
  
Her singing a song with the children and describing a future movement-oriented 

experiment further scaffolded their learning about the characteristics of a meteor.  

MS. CROSS: When a meteorite makes a light deep in the sky, it is called a 
meteor. A meteorite gets really hot though. You couldn’t really grab it and put it 
in your pocket. It might make a little burning hole in your pocket. That’s because 
it rubs against the air as it travels towards the earth. It gets really hot just as your 
hands do when you rub them together. Have you ever rubbed your hands together 
for a really long time?   
CHILDREN: No. 
MS. CROSS: (Rubbing her hands) Let’s try it together. 
(Children rub their hands and says, “Ah, ouch!” They giggle with each other) 
MS. CROSS: (Smiling at them) Mine are so hot, like when I had a fever when I 
was sick. 
CHILD: Me too! 
MS. CROSS: Oh my gosh. Isn’t that amazing?   
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(All students are saying, “Ouch, ouch”) 
MS. CROSS: It’s hot? Are you okay? 
CHILD: Feel fine. 
MS. CROSS: Okay, let’s see this book together. (She starts to read the book.) 
(Observation, 2/21/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross scaffolded children’s learning about the terms used to 

describe meteors by eliciting their excitement in several different playful ways, including 

describing her own learning process; telling a romantic story to appeal to children’s 

imagination; leading them in a song; and initiating a movement-based activity.  

Ms. Cross said that she paid attention to sustaining children’s excitement and 

engagement whether or not she had concrete materials to provide a playful learning 

experience. Through conscious effort, she attempted to offer a playful experience 

consistently in any learning context. Without using concrete materials as the central 

instruction tool, and substituting the reading of a story, as described above, Ms. Cross 

said that she put her efforts toward creating a strategy to sustain children’s emotional 

connections with the topic. “I sometimes will be thinking as I’m reading, ‘Now how can I 

make this more meaningful to them where they will be gaining meaning from it?’” 

(Interview, 2/21/2008). 

As an alternative strategy to using concrete objects, she used interesting details 

(e.g., the shape of a shooting star, a romantic notion of the star, the heat of a falling star) 

to provide a playful and imaginative learning experience. She described why she 

consistently used interesting details in the learning process. “They like details. They’re 

very observant and so they like it when I have little details” (Interview, 2/21/2008). Ms. 

Cross argued that students could access a sense of playfulness, even when they were not 

moving around or employing concrete materials.  

In short, operating from the developmental perspective that young children learn 

better through play, Ms. Cross deliberatively used a playful activity as an instructional 

strategy for emotional scaffolding in order to spark all of the children’s interests and 

excitement toward learning that in turn would connect to their academic engagement 

(Meyer & Turner, 2007). Like Ms. Smith, who consciously considered pedagogical 
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benefits and detriments in using concrete objects as an instructional strategy, Ms. Cross 

also consciously made her strategy more effective for emotional scaffolding by paying 

attention to the use of the materials to support the strategy (Goldstein, 1999). This 

strategy was the result of an informed and deliberate decision made through the 

interaction between her beliefs about excitement, which she saw as the most 

pedagogically important emotion; her desire to create an “alive” classroom; and her 

identity as a “laid-back” person, as well as her efforts to be a funny teacher. This decision 

served as an internally motivated driving force for continuous engagement in creating 

playful activity, which required the investment of extra time and energy.  

Returning to the concept of emotion work, it is interesting to consider whether the 

time and energy that Ms. Cross put into the preparation of the materials (i.e., the sewing 

of the magician costumes), and into all of the planning that she did in order to elicit 

excitement from the children, could be considered emotion work (Oplatka, 2007). In a 

sense, this work was done in order to influence the emotional climate of the classroom; 

on the other hand, this is a totally different type of work from the work done by a teacher 

when faced with an unexpected or accidental emotional situation, such as the work 

described in the section above which discusses Ms. Smith’s response to Florentina. Ms. 

Cross’s emphasis on the importance of excitement, as opposed to Ms. Smith’s interest in 

creating the emotional climate of security, might explain this difference: eliciting 

excitement, which is a strong emotion, may simply be easier than trying to make students 

feel secure, which requires responding to both strong and subtle emotions.  

Knowledge about How ELL Students Learn as a Basis for Providing Hands-on 
Experiences and Using Non-Verbal Communication 

 
Ms. Cross had 8 ELL students out of her 19 kindergarten students during this 

study, unlike Ms. Smith, who had a prekindergarten ESL class in which the majority of 

her students were ELL students. Even though the majority of Ms. Cross’ students were 

not ELL students, she attempted to integrate providing hands-on experience as a strategy 

for emotional scaffolding for ELL students as well as non-ELL students. Although the 
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last strategy described above, creating playful activities, often involves the use of 

concrete objects and hands-on experiences, Ms. Cross seemed to employ these materials 

with different motivations for her different student populations, expecting concrete 

objects to facilitate play and excitement for her non-ELL students, while expecting the 

same objects to allow ELL students to understand the lesson visually. She believed that 

her ELL students showed particular excitement toward learning when she used hands-on 

activities, and animated those activities with non-verbal expressions. Like Ms. Smith, Ms. 

Cross also paid attention to the use of nonverbal communication to interact with the ELL 

students; Ms. Cross said that she especially thought about nonverbal communication 

when she lacked concrete materials to do the work of connecting with the ELL students. 

Ms. Cross focused on presentation style to convey knowledge. 

Ms. Cross said that she developed her pedagogical belief in hands-on experiences 

from her college teaching classes. She believed that providing hands-on experiences was 

one of her main strengths—in her terms “my strong point”. In her words, she “cannot 

think of teaching without having something [an object]” to help her connect with 

children. The approval that she got from her teacher educators reinforced her belief in 

using “real” experiences as a teaching tool. She even employed the services of her 

parents to give students “real” experiences.  

Even though my parents weren’t teachers. I would say, “Oh, I’m teaching and I 
have to peer teach next week. I am going to teach about fish.” And my dad would 
go catch a fish. He would take all the scales and my mother would wash the scales 
and then they would bring me fish scales so that I would have something real to 
show. So I would have like huge fish scales to give each child. That’s what they 
loved, the hands-on and the concrete kind of thing. (Interview, 4/30/2008)  
 

Pointing out the ELL students’ limited English skills, Ms. Cross said that ELL 

students in particular needed hands-on experience to connect vocabulary in printed 

format to the real meaning of the words. She believed that teaching ELL students through 

pure lecture was not enough to motivate their engagement, but that real experience to 

support the lecture would facilitate their academic engagement. For example, when trying 

to teach vocabulary about turtles, Ms. Cross brought two turtles into the classroom.  
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The larger one has two nails on its flippers. So the students can actually feel the 
little nails. That’s why it’s so important for them to see and touch them. If I just 
read that in a book then they couldn’t actually touch the nails on the flipper. That 
makes a big difference. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
 
By allowing the children to observe and touch the turtles, which created 

excitement, and to compare characteristics of the two specimens, Ms. Cross hoped that 

her students would make a strong connection with the readings about turtles.  

In another example, Ms. Cross described how she heightened the ELL children’s 

confidence in understanding challenging mathematical terms by embodying abstract 

language with representative concrete objects when they did not understand the meaning 

of vocabulary. In the above example, all of the students experienced the turtle as a 

novelty; in the below example, Ms. Cross had to calibrate her strategy based on another 

level of vocabulary confusion which the ELL students experienced while the other 

students did not.  

During math time I asked the ELL children, “What shape do you think the turtle 
eggs are?” And they didn’t know. I said do you think it’s shaped like a chicken 
egg and they didn’t know a chicken egg. They just really didn’t know. So I 
showed some wooden, geometric solids they learned the names of ovoid and 
ellipsoid. Then I said this is what it looks like. Some students knew “sphere” and 
they were so proud that they remembered that word. I think it’s more like a real 
and authentic and natural way to teach them. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
 
In this example, Ms. Cross tried a gradual method of introducing vocabulary 

about shapes, minimizing children’s frustration through concrete materials. However, it is 

interesting to note her perception of the merits of this way of teaching. She called it “real, 

authentic, and natural,” which implied that she believed that this method appealed to 

children because of their developmental characteristics; secondly, she seemed to be 

referring to the gradual cognitive scaffolding, which was taking place. Another possible 

interpretation is that she believed in the existence of some other teaching practices that 

were less “real, authentic, and natural”—practices which I did not ask her to describe.  

In another example, Ms. Cross described how she felt that allowing access to 

hands-on materials helped prepare ELL students for future learning. Here, she described 
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how she allowed an ELL student to take a classroom chicken, which had been used as 

part of an experiment to learn about incubation and hatching, home for a couple of 

weeks, pointing out that in this way she hoped to create comfort with the vocabulary 

associated with the lesson. She knew from experience that some of the ELL students 

cannot relate to simple things they read about.  

We have a reading teacher here that had an [ELL] fourth grader last year. She 
would ask me, “Can I please come show him what a chicken is. He doesn’t know 
how to read. How can he read if he doesn’t even have real experiences? He 
doesn’t know these things.”… So now if Monica takes home the duck, she’ll see 
the difference between a chicken and a duck. So when she’s reading in first grade 
about chickens or ducks, she’ll know what that means. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
 
This episode illustrates another benefit of using hands-on materials with ELL 

students: facilitation of connection with the parents of these students, who may become 

more involved with the classroom (this will be further described in the “school context” 

section below). This episode also illustrates a characteristic theme in Ms. Cross’ 

discourse about ELL students. She repeated several times in this section the phrase “she 

doesn’t know” or “they don’t know,” and described the older child as not having had 

“real experiences” because of his lack of vocabulary. Although this perspective could be 

construed as her discounting the experiences or vocabulary which they may have had or 

learned in their homes, and although she could be criticized for using a monolithic 

English-based standard to measure their knowledge, she clearly viewed herself as having 

a responsibility to create their comfort as learners in the present and the future.  

Ms. Cross was aware of the potential challenges that she could encounter in the 

course of implementing hands-on experiences, which stimulate children’s five senses. 

She believed that the use of hands-on experience could increase children’s sound level, 

but she interpreted a higher level of sound as an indicator of meaningful academic 

engagement. In this vein, she continued to take a risk to use hands-on experience in order 

to provide ELL students with exciting and meaningful learning experiences. This 

interview showed how she used her laid-back attitude to allow a certain level of sound, 

and her efforts to be a funny teacher in order to create excitement through the use of real 
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objects. In this section of an interview, she described what happened when she asked the 

students to bring in fruit related to the theme of Hawaii. At the beginning of this 

quotation, she described how she interpreted silence and loudness in ELL children. If 

there is silence, “It might appear on the surface that you’re opening their head and you’re 

pouring the knowledge in because they’re so quiet.” But Ms. Cross believed that for ELL 

children they need more hands on, real objects.  

They just loved it the other day when I used the fruit that they brought me. They 
got their little math journals out and they helped me make number sentences with 
the fruit. I was given seven apples and then someone gave three oranges. They 
were so thrilled to touch and feel the real apples, the real pineapples that they had 
given me. It became so meaningful to them. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
 
Once again, Ms. Cross seemed to imply that the embodiment of a particular state 

of being, which involved the expression of strong emotion, was the correct way for 

students to learn. She encouraged strong expressions of emotion, which might cause her 

to overlook the possibility that silence might also be a type of engagement, rather than 

indicating a lack of understanding.  

Ms. Cross recognized that she might not be able to provide a first hand experience 

in every learning situation in order to trigger a sense of excitement for the ELL students. 

Similarly to the example above, in which she described her alternative strategy to create 

playfulness through the use of detail when she did not have concrete objects, here she 

described how she used language to fill in the gaps between her uses of hands-on 

experiences. She said that she used nonverbal communication to connect with the ELL 

students emotionally when she relied on hands-on experience less heavily. Like Ms. 

Smith, Ms. Cross also said that she heavily relied on facial expression and body language 

as a universal language tool to break the language barrier between the students and the 

teacher.  

Body language is important. It’s not just what you’re saying and what you’re 
doing but [it’s] your body language and your facial expression. So they read all of 
those things especially the children in my class that are ESL. They really read my 
face a lot and my body language and so I try to smile at them a lot. A smile is a 
universal language, right? (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
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Ms. Cross said that she made an informed and deliberate decision to use body 

language and facial expression as an eclectic instructional tool, considering both ELL 

students and non-ELL students’ learning styles.  

I believe that my non-verbal is sometimes even more important than the verbal. 
Young children are more visual learners than auditory learners. So maybe the 
visual could even be possibly more important especially in a child whose first 
language is not English. (Interview, 4/8/2008)  
 
As a concrete example of the use of nonverbal communication to arouse the 

children’s excitement, Ms. Cross frequently animated her narratives and readings. She 

said that she was deliberately animated when reading a storybook to elicit the interest of 

ELL students who did not understand the story verbally. Using nonverbal communication 

as an alternative strategy for hands-on experience, she intended to sustain the children’s 

learning engagement.  

The inflection of my voice and if I have expression with my hands and my face, I 
think that pulls them in. It can really grab their attention. I could lose Monica so 
fast. Franav is from Nepal and he’s only been speaking English one year and I 
lose him on a story, Soto, too, because Spanish is her first language. If I don’t get 
animated, they are not listening to the story and they think books are not for them. 
That’s why I use nonverbal emotions to facilitate their thinking and to help them 
focus on the lesson. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 
Ms. Cross said that her facial expressions and body language employed in the 

process of animating the story were far from fake, but rather natural responses to her true 

enjoyment of reading books. She said that she loved teaching young children and enjoyed 

helping them be excited and thrilled about learning. “If you’re truly engaged yourself 

then they will get emotionally attached to the lesson. I just want to be more aware of it so 

that I don’t lose them but there’s nothing fake about it” (Interview, 2/22/2008). 

Emphasizing that her responses to the story were authentic, Ms. Cross implied 

that her emotional engagement, as manifested through non-verbal communication, was 

emotion work rather than emotional labor (Callahan & McCollum, 2002; Oplatka, 2007).  
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Another example of nonverbal communication was displayed during show-and- 

tell. Ms. Cross said that she intentionally planned this activity into the daily schedule to 

build up all students’ vocabulary, but especially that of the ELL students. She attempted 

to use her nonverbal behaviors to create ELL students’ excitement and engagement in the 

show-and-tell activity.  

Ms. Cross was sitting in her chair, and Chris, who was an ELL student, was 

sitting next to her in the children’s leader’s chair, with a bag that had an object inside. 

She moved toward Chris and sat next him when Chris said he wrote clues to help the 

students guess which object was in the bag.  

MS. CROSS: (In an excited, animated tone) Let me see. Oh!  Christopher, do 
you know how happy that makes me? (Looking closely at him and smiling) I love 
it when you write your mysterious clues by yourself. (Looking at the class seated 
on the carpet) I know you are excited to hear his clues. (Laughing) Now I’m 
looking at Monica (an ELL student). Look Christopher, look over here. She really 
wants to hear what clues you wrote down. Okay. It’s like a robot but it’s not. 
Hmmm… (putting her finger to her chin) 
(Children are getting louder trying to guess the clue) 
MS. CROSS: (Looking at Chris) Look at all the children’s excitement in their 
faces. Chris, look at all the children’s excitement in their faces. They’re anxious 
to ask you a question about your show-and-tell. I am also very excited! Does 
anybody have a question about the show-and-tell?  
(Christopher repeats her.)  
CHILD: Where did you get it? 
CHRIS: I didn’t get it. I made it. 
MS. CROSS: (Widening her eyes and in an excited tone of voice) Really! You 
must be a great scientist! 
CHILD: Where do you keep it? 
CHRIS: My toy container! 
CHILD: Is it a machine? 
CHRIS: (Nodding and in an excited tone) Yes! It’s a machine. 
MS. CROSS: (Putting her finger on her chin, in a questioning way) Hmm…Let’s 
think about his clues. He said it’s like a robot but it’s not. It’s like a robot, but it’s 
not. Could you please explain that Chris, because I don’t understand.  
CHILD: It really is like a robot but it doesn’t have any battery to move. 
MS. CROSS: Chris, do you have anything you want to say about that? (Widening 
her eyes and in an excited tone of voice) Oh my goodness, it’s really exciting. 
That’s why you said it’s like a robot but not one. Okay. Anything more you want 
to say? (The activity continues.) (Observation 1/31/2008) 
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In this example, Ms. Cross animated her voice and gestures in order to set an 

excited tone for Chris’ presentation. Ms. Cross said that she used “Show and Tell” as 

strategy to encourage ELL students, and all children, to develop speaking skills and 

develop competence as speakers and leaders. She provided instructional and emotional 

support to draw out their potential, and her non-verbal behaviors were part of that 

support.  

To sum up, Ms. Cross believed that ELL students expressed their excitement 

toward learning when she provided hands-on activities and nonverbal communication. 

She used hands-on learning experience as a strategy for emotional scaffolding for ELL 

students by considering the ELL students’ learning styles and the percentage of ELL 

students in her class. In conjunction with the use of hands-on experience, she also 

employed nonverbal communication for the benefit of both ELL and non-ELL students. 

In this sense, her emotional scaffolding for ELL students was forged from her deliberate 

decisions, based on her teaching experiences and her academic experience, as well as her 

pedagogical identity. Her end goal for these strategies was always the creation of active 

excitement, a strong emotion. Her belief in this emotion led her to seek out strategies that, 

as discussed, might limit her ability to accept alternative learning styles.  

Knowledge of Individual Difference as a Foundation for Appealing to Children’s 
Interests 

 
Ms. Cross made conscious efforts to give excitement about learning to individual 

children by appealing to their personalities, preferences, and learning styles. Specifically, 

she paid special attention to an advanced learner and a less advanced learner who could 

easily lose their interest in lessons due to feeling overly challenged or not challenged 

enough (McCauhtry, 2004). Because her desired learning climate was an exciting one, 

she tended to notice these two types of students, who were sometimes disengaged with 

her lessons because of their learning levels.  

Ms. Cross was challenged by one student, Sean, who was particularly 

academically advanced but who she thought had undiagnosed ADHD (Attention Deficit 
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Hyperactivity Disorder), and had a short attention span for group activities. On the other 

end of the achievement spectrum, Ms. Cross claimed to be challenged by an emotionally 

sensitive child, Taylor, whose family life was causing him to fall behind academically. In 

describing these two students’ emotional behaviors, Ms. Cross applied the term “special 

child” to Sean, who showed behaviors that challenged what Ms. Cross thought were 

traditional ideas of how children learn in classroom settings and that could influence 

other students’ experiences, but not to Taylor, who was sitting quietly during the group 

activities, though he showed a low degree of engagement. Sean’s behavior was more 

likely to lead to criticism of her teaching methods and more likely to lead her to re-

examine her beliefs about the traditional way of teaching (in which every child would sit 

together while the teacher imparted knowledge). As a result, she was more likely to seek 

out other sources of knowledge in order to manage her internal conflicts which arose 

from her desire to scaffold Sean’s emotions in order to both meet his needs and maintain 

her own sense of pride in her fully engaged classroom. On the other hand, Taylor’s 

behavior was less likely to expose Ms. Cross to conflicts between an idealized concept of 

the classroom and the actuality of a child’s needs, since he was quiet and always sat in his 

place. From the perspective of an outsider, he looked like he was learning; Ms. Cross 

knew that he had low motivation, and adjusted her strategies in order to accommodate his 

needs, although the adjustments that she made were far less drastic and time-consuming 

than those she performed for Sean.  

Unlike Ms. Smith, who had a special teacher to support children with special 

needs, Ms. Cross had to scaffold special-needs students’ emotion by herself. This context 

led her to feel very challenged, and she believed that she had inconsistent responses to 

these children, because she was always re-calibrating her strategies. In the two previous 

sections, she described her strategies based on knowledge of characteristics of groups of 

children quite confidently; on the other hand, her confidence when it came to responding 

to individuals was lower, and she found herself second-guessing her own strategies. She 

recognized that children were not “cookie-cutter” (or uniformly similar) in their learning 
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styles, and this recognition led her to seek out different ways of responding to children; 

this also led to conflicts and dilemmas.  

For example, when engaging with a possibly ADHD child, she was conflicted 

over how she should respond to his distracting behaviors. She sought help from 

sometimes unconventional sources. For example, since she didn’t have previous 

experience with children with special needs, she watched the television show “Super 

Nanny” to handle this behavior. She believed that if she used the “tough love” strategy 

she might better handle the child. The following excerpt from an interview shows her 

struggle to scaffold the child’s emotion to extend his learning engagement. She began by 

explaining her feeling of unpreparedness by referring to her earlier teaching experience.  

I taught between ’79 and ’89 and I didn’t have special children at that time… So it 
has been challenging to have Sean this year. Yet I don’t think it’s been as hard as 
some other years have been because Sean wants to read and write. He just doesn’t 
like to sit at circle time very long… I want him to do that [sit at circle time] but I 
also don’t want to battle with him. So I watch “Super Nanny” every time it’s on to 
get ideas. She is really good and very stern and firm. However, she still has that 
loving way and I want that so badly. Tough love sometimes is what I want. But I 
don’t have it. (Interview, 3/20/2008) 
 
 The use of “tough love” would seem to conflict with her laid-back attitude, 

which she described in the self-identity section, above. In this quotation, she said that she 

believed that she lacked the ability to be both “stern” and “loving”, reflecting cultural 

constructions of the ideal disciplinarian (Winograd, 2003).  

Ms. Cross sought help from another more traditional source when she asked a 

behavioral specialist from the district to come observe her class the year before, when she 

had four challenging students. This excerpt from an interview shows her uncertainty 

about her decision-making. “I asked the AISD behavioral specialist, ‘What am I doing 

wrong? I’ve got to be doing something wrong.’ She said, ‘You are not doing anything 

wrong. These children have issues and you’re dealing with it as best as you can’” 

(interview 2/22/2008). She is finding she has an easier time with Sean. “He is really mild 

compared to the way those four boys were last year… I want him to follow the rules and 

just be like everybody else and not ask for special attention or privileges. Then I see that 
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sometimes it actually is better for the other children if he is at his chair because he 

bothers them when he sits close to them” (Interview, 2/22/2008). 

This quotation shows how Ms. Cross also recognized an ethical dilemma inherent 

in accommodating individual children’s responses (Colnerud, 1997; Tirri & Husu, 2002). 

She asked herself whether it was better for the class for Sean to be able to do something 

different from the others, or whether she should demand that he conform to expectations.  

In the end all she could do was try to strike the right balance. “I’m not saying I’m doing it 

right. I’m just saying that it’s the best I can do right now.” She knew that each child 

deserved a response on the individual level, emphasizing that observation was a valuable 

tool to collect data about individual students. “I have to kind of listen and look at them 

and watch them and study their faces and realize that not every year is going to be the 

same. It’s not going to be like a cookie cutter that I can do the same thing every year” 

(Interview, 5/13/2008). 

On the other hand, she worried that the group dynamic would be unbalanced if 

children like Sean received special privileges. The most effective strategy that Ms. Cross 

employed was to find ways to incorporate individual children’s interests and learning 

tendencies into group lessons. This strategy led her to seek out ways of connecting with 

these children emotionally through bringing in materials and engaging in communication 

styles that she believed they found natural.  

Ms. Cross believed that Sean was a gifted child, and that he had undiagnosed 

ADHD. Sean had difficulty attending to group activities, and only stayed in the group 

when he was interested in the lesson. As soon as his interest waned, he moved around the 

room, picking up materials, reading books, writing, or otherwise entertaining himself. 

Alternatively, he would remain in the circle, but poke his neighbors, trying to get them to 

play with him instead of engaging. Ms. Cross seemed to spend a large portion of her 

individual instructional time engaging with Sean. Her analysis of his learning style 

contributed to her strategy of playing to his interests and communicating with him in his 

preferred way. Part of this analysis came from her discussions with his parents. “His 
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parents know that he’s very bright and they know that he can get bored easily, too. They 

were afraid about his behavior” (Interview 2/22/2008). 

Ms. Cross described how she incorporated what she learned from his parents, 

along with her observations, to emotionally scaffold his learning.  

I think Sean is gifted and talented and he so wants to be in control. So I let him 
have some control. I’m not saying that’s right but I want him to feel like he has 
some control but I’m very firm about not going too far with that…I try to catch 
him being right or doing the right thing. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
   
Ms. Cross was conflicted: her desire to scaffold Sean’s commitment to school 

clashed with her responsibility not to “let him just do anything he wants.” This conflict 

illustrates her challenges in balancing her desire to create emotional attachment to 

learning, and her sense of the cultural expectations attached to teaching (Winograd, 

2003). As discussed above, Ms. Cross seemed particularly aware of the judgments of 

outsiders who might assess her classroom; she talked about these judgments again when 

discussing her strategy for dealing with these individual students.  

In the following example, Ms. Cross described how she supported Sean’s 

engagement in the math lesson by bringing in an object that would relate to his non-math 

interests. When Ms. Cross started her math lesson one afternoon, she explained that the 

children would be creating “math sentences”, such as “five take away three equals two” 

(5-3=2). She explained the main idea of the lesson to the whole group, and then split the 

group up. She then called each group up to the rainbow table (a table where she provided 

individual assistance or facilitated small-group activities). For the first group, made up of 

students of a lower learning level, she gave the instruction by modeling how to write the 

sentences, making a story about dinosaurs using miniature dinosaurs. The children 

followed along on individual dry erase boards, creating equations with colored markers 

while she told the story. After all of the children completed the sentence, she called on 

Sean’s group. Sean said immediately, “I am tired!”  

MS. CROSS: (Calmly) I’m sorry. I know, it is a long day, and you worked hard. 
(In an excited tone) Okay, let me make you excited. I will give you an exciting 
story. I know you’re tired and I think you need it. 
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(She brought out a large-scale plastic Tyrannosaurus Rex from under the table. 
She made a T-Rex’s growling sound, opening and shutting the toy’s mouth.) 
SEAN: (Touching T-Rex) Wow! That’s my favorite dinosaur. 
CHILDREN: Cool.  
(Sean and other children continue to explore the plastic Tyrannosaurus Rex.) 
MS. CROSS: (Smiling and looking at the children) Okay, I know you like it, but I 
want to give you a sad story about how the T-Rex came into a field where five 
dinosaurs were, and ate three of them. How many were left? 
CHILDREN: Two. 
MS. CROSS: Good. Show me your math sentence and read it for me. 
CHILDREN: (Writing their sentence on their dry erase board with the markers) 
Five take away three equals two (5-3=2).  
SEAN: (Continues touching the toy, without writing his math sentence) And the 
T-Rex ate the other dinosaurs and so there were no dinosaurs. 
MS.CROSS: Sean, I know you want to create your own story, but first, you have 
to respond to my story.  
SEAN: Okay. (Picking up a red marker) I like this color. Five take away three 
equals two (5-3=2). 
MS. CROSS: Good. Now you can create a story for us to create a math sentence.  
(She allowed him to create his own story with the dinosaurs for the small group.) 
(Observation, 2/7/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross attempted to elicit Sean’ interest in the math activity 

using several strategies derived from her knowledge about his interest and learning style. 

First, she used his favorite dinosaur toy when he expressed a lack of enthusiasm toward 

the activity. She also used dry erase markers, which she knew he liked. She made a 

growling sound to elicit his excitement toward the math lesson, but Sean showed more 

interest in playing with the toy than engagement in writing the required math sentence. 

Ms. Cross explained why she made a decision to use the T-Rex and the markers for 

Sean’s learning. 

I thought, “Oh, you know, I’m about to lose him. I don’t want him to feel bored. I 
want him to love school and learning and challenge him.” I knew what he liked 
because he brought a giant dinosaur book to school on the first day of school. He 
loves T-Rex. And I knew that I would have a possible way of gaining his attention 
if I grabbed the T-Rex, then opened and shut its mouth like that and showed the 
jaws and the teeth and made it more interesting. I didn’t think he would be too 
impressed with the chalkboards either. He really likes those dry erase boards with 
the special markers of all different colors. I feel that when he gets a choice in the 
matter, he feels empowered. (Interview, 2/7/2008) 



 153 

Beyond providing materials, Ms. Cross used her assessment of his personality in 

order to maintain Sean’s engagement. For example, when he initially refused to write the 

math sentence, she redirected him by acknowledging his feeling first, then she 

encouraged him to create his story after writing the math problem sentence—a 

negotiation between his interests and her interests. This decision was also based on her 

assessment that Sean liked to be “in control,” “empowered,” or “in charge.”  

In the following example, in which she described a previous activity in an 

interview, she attempted to give Sean choices and a sense of empowerment without 

allowing him to be in control of the group, which she hoped would avoid conflicts 

between her agenda and his desires. 

It was Native American Thanksgiving time and they each got to choose an Indian 
name, everybody else was satisfied being Pretty Flower or Little Star, something 
like that. He chose Chief. He wanted to be Chief Sean. I said, “ You know Sean, 
you can choose, I’m the chief though. I’m Chief Cross and you’ll have to choose 
something else.” (Interview, 2/7/2008) 
 
Another strategy based on Ms. Cross’ assessment of Sean’s interests was to use 

written communication. Ms. Cross said that Sean preferred to express his emotion 

through written communication rather than oral communication. After the math activity, 

for example, Sean wrote a thank you note to Ms. Cross to appreciate her special efforts in 

bringing the T-Rex dinosaur to the classroom.   

Dear M. Cross. 
Thank you. by maiget better courn is by brroet the doiss os back and ledge to me 
teck my frafret dosources. (Thank you. by making get better could is by bring the 
dinosaur to back and letting to me take my favorite dinosaur.) 
 
In an extension of this strategy, Ms. Cross used written communication to 

negotiate with Sean about his behavior during circle time. Sean frequently gave Ms. 

Cross notes to express his feelings. A couple of examples:  

Dear Ms. Cross:  I love you. I wish you could be my mom. 
Dear ms. Cross: I love you. I wish you live with me. I loved you sensne (since) 
the first day of school. I will like you for alwyls (always). I will love you forever. 
Love Sean. 
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Using his letters as a cue, Ms. Cross decided to initiate a correspondence about 

expectations via letter. At the beginning of the year, she had allowed him to move around 

when he was bored of the lesson; by the end of the year, she felt that she needed to 

prepare him for the amount of sitting he would have to do in first grade, and decided to 

ask him to sit during circle time with more consistency. Ms. Cross initiated the 

correspondence by handing Sean a note. She said when she gave the letter to him before 

circle time, he opened it up in a very careful way. Then he smiled at her. Then he sat 

down on the carpet.  

From Ms. Cross: Dear Sean: Please sit on your spot. Love, Ms. Cross 
From Sean: Dear Ms. Cross. We sit at soucltime evey day a lot of times I get 
bourd of It. (We sit at circle time every day a lot of times, I get bored of it.) 
Love Sean 
From Ms. Cross: Dear Sean,  
Thank you for the note! I am glad you wrote me back. I am sorry you get bored of 
it. How can I make it more exciting so that you will sit on the carpet for circle 
time? Love, Mrs. Cross 
 
Just as Ms. Cross showed conscious effort to appeal to an advanced learner, she 

also focused on a less advanced learner who showed sensitive emotional behaviors. 

Taylor seemed to lose his interest in group lessons easily, but unlike Sean, he would sit 

without interrupting, bowing his head and fidgeting quietly with his clothing. He was 

kind and gentle with his classmates, but shy. Ms. Cross explained her first encounter with 

Taylor. 

Taylor didn’t know any letters and sounds at all. He’s one of the youngest, he was 
turning five in August. And he didn’t know how the letters were formed in his 
name. His parents were getting split up. And Taylor is very sensitive…he was at a 
very fragile state when he first started school. His mother moved out with him and 
the dad was all by himself. And if he had had [another teacher] they might have 
pointed out all the things he didn’t know and put more pressure on the 
relationship with the mom and the dad. Some teachers are unwilling to work with 
them and I am so willing. (Interview, 5/15/2008) 
 
Ms. Cross said that she obtained knowledge about Taylor not only through her 

interaction with his parents, but also through her observation and her interaction with 

other teachers who had experience with the child. 
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I want to tell you about our reading specialist at our school. And the reading 
specialist who takes two of my lowest, Taylor and Monica and goes to work with 
them and they’re kind of very sensitive too. Taylor is very sensitive…so this 
reading teacher, she loves the children like Taylor and Monica and she said, 
“Sara, wouldn’t it be nice if we could make sure that these sensitive little children 
that they know all their letter sounds, they are learning to rhyme, they’re just right 
on the cusp of learning to read. She said, “Wouldn’t it be nice if they could have a 
sensitive first grade teacher?” (Interview, 4/22/2008) 
 
Here, Ms. Cross recounts the reading specialist’s opinion in order to confirm her 

own assessment of Taylor, which contributed to her decision-making.  

In the following example, Ms. Cross supported Taylor’s preference while 

considering his feeling about his mother. After the class learned about sea animals, Ms. 

Cross invited the parents at the end of the semester to show off the students’ performance 

of a play starring sea creatures. In the casting process, Ms. Cross used her knowledge 

about Taylor’s sensitivity and his family environment to sustain his interest in 

participating in the activity. She struggled between her desire to fulfill her learning 

objectives and her desire to make Taylor comfortable and happy at school. After much 

urging of Taylor to be a sea animal like the other students, Ms. Cross finally relented and 

let him be what he sincerely wanted to be—a producer, like his mother.     

So I let him be a producer. I said, “Maybe we can get some ideas from your mom. 
Do you think she would help us?” He said, “Yeah, I bet she would.” And he was 
fired up about it. I knew I made the right decision because when his dad walked 
in, he [Taylor] was just so proud to say, “Dad, I’m going to be a producer in the 
play.” And so that makes me realize when I see his big smile and how enthusiastic 
he is. So I thought, “Well why am I being that way about it? I had to ask myself 
why am I trying to get him to do that. This is just a play. Not everybody has to be 
a character.”(Interview, 5/13/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross supported Taylor’s interest and enthusiasm by 

negotiating the role rather than rejecting his wishes. Because the purpose of the 

performance was to express what the children learned about sea animals, Ms. Cross 

encouraged Taylor to act out a crab character that she believed most of the boys loved. 

Here, she seemed to recognize Taylor as part of a group rather than individually. This 

challenge was caused by her desire to help him reach the objectives of the lesson. At the 
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outset, she was unsure of her decision to let him do what he wanted; however, she said 

that she later realized that following Taylor’s decision was beneficial for the child, 

through his excitement expressed through verbal and nonverbal communication. Taylor 

gave the actors their directions and managed the production from the wings, and Ms. 

Cross said that he did an excellent job, with his mother’s support.  

In short, Ms. Cross used knowledge of individual difference as a foundation for 

appealing to children’s interests and preferences, because of her belief that individual 

students could become either bored or frustrated during lessons, depending on their 

academic levels and personalities. For Sean, who was academically advanced, but often 

manifested his boredom through challenging behaviors, Ms. Cross attempted to scaffold 

his interest and excitement toward learning using his favorite materials, while for Taylor, 

who was academically less advanced, but emotionally sensitive, she attempted to support 

his preference for an offbeat way of entering into a classroom activity. Regarding the two 

students’ behavioral tendencies and interests, which sometimes conflicted with her idea 

of how the objectives of the lesson should be reached, she responded to them with 

negotiation. The strategy derived from this approach was ever-changing, depending on 

context, and she was constantly reassessing her decisions, attempting to maintain 

consistency in her treatment of her students while meeting the needs of the individuals 

who required a different approach. Because she felt a responsibility to make informed 

decisions, in order to provide individually appropriate responses, she observed these 

children closely, and confirmed her observations with input from parents and other adult 

observers. Ms. Cross found decision-making based on knowledge about individuals to be 

more challenging than decision-making based on ideas about children in general or 

specific populations, and her decisions were more inconsistent and fluctuating as a result. 

In some ways, Ms. Cross constantly experienced internal conflict over these decisions, 

and then evolved her responses through considering her ideal classroom climate, 

accessing her teacherly identity, and assessing the desires of other concerned adults 

(Hargreaves, 1998; Tirri & Husu, 2002; Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2005) 
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Constant Observation of the Group of Students as a Basis for Using Personal 
Anecdote 

 
Constant observation of students and calibrating a teacher’s responses accordingly 

during the course of the day is critical to sustain children’s academic engagement. In Ms. 

Cross’ case, she paid attention to students’ verbal and nonverbal reactions during the 

course of her lessons. The strategy I will describe in this section—the use of personal 

anecdote—is one that she employed when she perceived that the general level of 

excitement in the group was either too low or too high. Ms. Cross said that excitement 

was the best motivator to create classroom engagement, which she defined as a group 

phenomenon. She also said, in a variation of a commitment to protective governance, it 

was her role to make sure that this excitement did not get out of hand. On the flip side, 

Ms. Cross also attempted to create children’s excitement when the students did not get 

excited. Ms. Cross maintained students’ engagement in a wave pattern, stoking their 

emotions when they appeared bored, and dampening their excitement when they reached 

the point of disengagement. Using a metaphor about boiling water, she revealed her 

conception of the nature of excitement in the learning process:  

To me learning engagement is almost like water when it’s about to boil. It’s just 
all those little tiny bubbles are bubbling almost but not quite. I see the children act 
like that. Sometimes I’m saying something and they’re bubbling over with 
excitement. They want to share with me because they really get it… I love to see 
them like that because I know I’m having a total engagement of my class and 
they’re not bored… I don’t want it to boil over the top of the pot so I have to 
simmer it down. I don’t want to turn it off but that’s part of what I think 
engagement is all about. (Interview, 6/13/2008) 
 
A predominate emotional scaffolding strategy aimed at managing engagement 

that Ms. Cross employed in a reiterated pattern was the use of personal anecdote, 

including personal life experiences, when the students showed disengagement generated 

from being either too excited or bored. The previous literature about emotional aspects of 

teaching mainly focused on the effect of sharing personal stories on the teacher-student 

relationship (Deiro, 1996; Howes & Ritchie, 2002; Williams-Johnson et al., 2008). The 

literature argued that disclosing teachers’ personal stories created a close teacher-student 
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relationship. However, the case of Ms. Cross adds another purpose of the use of personal 

stories to the literature. She used personal anecdote in order to manage group excitement 

and engagement levels.  

Ms. Cross said that her decision to use her personal life stories as a strategy to 

elicit children’s interest for their learning engagement was derived from her observation 

of the students.  

It’s based on my observation. I notice that when I start to lose them if I tell them a 
real live thing about my life they perk up. They’re very interested in that. When 
it’s about me, that really gets them hooked in. (Interview, 3/20/3008) 
 
Ms. Cross believed that her emotional communication was contagious to children, 

so she sometimes intentionally used her tones of voice and facial expressions to show her 

excitement about learning in order to elicit children’s positive feelings about learning. 

The use of personal stories was an extension of this belief. She believed that children 

made an effort to get engaged in lessons when the teacher expressed positive emotions 

about or personal connections to the topic. Moreover, adding to the overall picture of her 

emphasis on the teacher’s agency in this mutual relationship, she stated that when she 

observed a lack of engagement, she felt it was her responsibility to “fix” the problem.  

Teacher’s emotions influence students’ emotions, which lead to greater cognition, 
better attention, and joy in learning. My students’ emotions absolutely affect my 
instruction. If I see them not engaged in learning, I feel it is my job to fix their 
feelings before going on…If Ms. Cross liked it and she’s my teacher then I will 
show her that I will be listening to her now. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 
In another quote, she elaborated on her rationale for including personal stories, 

theorizing why they made students pay more attention.  

The relevant, personal experiences I share help them put value and understanding 
to what we are learning. I also tell them personal stories to make a lesson 
meaningful from their point of view. The lesson needs to be brought to life for 
them. Our emotional connection is a motivator for them. (Interview, 1/31/2008) 
 
Ms. Cross employed personal stories based upon her beliefs about the close 

relationship between her and her students, using language that could imply a 

manipulative relationship (“they try to please me”) to describe their motivation. As will 
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be discussed, the line between emotional scaffolding and emotional manipulation is a thin 

one, and one which can clearly be seen in exploring this particular strategy.  

In the following example, Ms. Cross used her personal life story as a strategy to 

redirect students’ excitement when they showed excitement about the topic that derailed 

the class from the focus of the lesson.  

During circle time, Ms. Cross was reading a storybook about stars and the 

students were sitting close to her, listening to her.   

MS. CROSS: (Showing a storybook) Well, the three little stars right here are his 
belt. And these are his shoulders up here. See? And these are his knees down here.  
And it says ancient star because this group of stars look like a hunter. They called 
it the two part stars at the top of the shoulder of Orion. The constellation above 
the shoulder are dimmer stars that make an arm of Orion. In his left hand he holds 
a shield. Did you know that hunters used to hold shields like that in front of them? 
CHILD: Yes. 
MS. CROSS: Like an arm almost. The two bright stars at the bottom of the 
constellation are his knees. The three bright little stars are his belt. This one is so 
easy to see in the sky. I see it every single night that we have a clear night. 
SEAN: Ms. Cross. 
MS. CROSS: Yes, Sean? 
SEAN: The thing, not the shield but the other thing, I see it on TV. It’s called 300 
that movie. 
CHILD: Oh! I got that movie at my house. 
MS. CROSS: Really. 
SEAN: And it’s PG-13. And you know what, I should have been guided and you 
know what? It looks like chicken.   
CHILD: Yeah, I got that movie. 
CHILD: I got that movie. Yeah, I got the movie, Chicken Little. 
(Children start to get louder to share their experiences about the movies they’ve 
seen.) 
MS. CROSS: (Nodding her head and in a calm tone) All right now, boys and 
girls, here’s a funny story to help you remember Orion the Hunter. I moved to 
Maui and we had a planetarium there at the school. We could go in this room and 
they turned off the light and you could see all the constellations in the ceiling. 
And my son was in sixth grade, Adam. And they asked him what these two stars 
were and guess what he said? (Children are attentively listening to her.) He said, 
“Those were Orion the great hunter’s armpits.” And I was so embarrassed. I was 
hiding my face because everyone knew that was my son and I thought, “Oh, he’s 
going to get it wrong - it’s not really his armpit,” but they said, “Yes, that’s right.”  
So this is where his arms are, right here and here. And then this is his body and 
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these are his knees and they said he was right. And everyone laughed, anyway. It 
was funny. So maybe now you won’t forget Orion the hunter. (She continues to 
read the storybook.) (Observation, 2/26/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Cross used a humorous personal experience with her son in 

order to dampen the students’ excitement about movies they had watched and move their 

interest back to the topic at hand. Rosiek (2003) found that dampening unconstructive 

emotions, which in the case study he investigated were anger and emotional upset about a 

topic, was one of the instructional strategies for emotional scaffolding to enhance student 

learning. In this case, Ms. Cross faced unconstructive enthusiasm tangentially related to 

the topic of a lesson, rather than anger directly related to the topic, as Rosiek’s 

participants faced. Her strategy for emotional scaffolding involved redirecting interest 

through personal anecdote. On the one hand, this strategy could be interpreted as an 

imposition of her authority to override the students’ interest—because she knew that they 

would listen to a personal story, she brought out that strategy when she most needed to 

bring their attention back to her point. On the other hand, the movie “300” was not 

necessarily appropriate for young children to view, and she felt that this particular 

excitement was one that should not be encouraged in a group context (Sutton, 2004). “I 

do consider their feelings always but sometimes I think they need to realize we don’t 

have time to talk about that right now. We have to stick to the subject” (Interview, 

2/26/2008). 

The following example is another instance of how Ms. Cross used her personal 

life stories as a teaching strategy to balance between children’s excitement and 

engagement in the course of the lesson.  

Ms. Cross was sitting on her chair and the students were sitting on the carpet close 

to her. She was talking about sea snails and showing a picture. Comparing sea snails to 

land-based snails, she tried to redirect children’s interest to sea snails by using materials.  

MS. CROSS: (Showing a sea snail puppet) Let me show you Silly, the sea snail.  
The reason I call him silly. 
CHILD: Because he acts silly. 
(Children are laughing to the child’s response.) 
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MS. CROSS: (Laughing) Yes. Because his eyes are not really in the correct spot. 
Look, his eyes should be right up here but he’s just a puppet and he wishes his 
eyes were in the right spot. When they built him, they didn’t put them in the right 
spot. (Students are laughing). Look! He has teeth on it. So that’s why he has a 
cheese grater. (Students are giggling at the puppet). (Showing a picture) Look, 
here is a picture of him holding a broom because he cleans my aquarium. Did you 
know when he scrapes the plant algae off the side of the glass tank in my 
aquarium, he is cleaning it all the while with his sharp little tongue. That’s like a 
broom. (Students loudly laugh)  
 
First, Ms. Cross attempted to elicit children’s excitement toward learning about 

sea snails by using a silly sea snail puppet (which reflected her effort to become a “funny 

teacher”). As a result, the students were getting excited, laughing and giggling in 

response to Ms. Cross’s description of the sea snail. 

MS. CROSS: And they live in this habitat right here. This is called a rocky 
seashore habitat. (Calmly) Look! This is a real photograph that I took when I 
lived in Hawaii on the island of Maui. This was my backyard. I had a rocky 
seashore, probably sat in my backyard and when the tide was high, the water 
would splash into a tide pool like the one we have in the hallway. (Students 
quietly and attentively listen to her.) And little sea snails would hold on tight 
when the water would splash and it looked like that. My daughter, Lauren is 
shown here finding this seashell, right here. She’s holding it in her hand.  
CHILD: Is that the same one as the picture? 
MS. CROSS: Uh-huh, this is the exact same one. We should have really left it 
there because then it could still be alive. But she liked finding a live seashell and 
she wanted to try to keep it in a little saltwater tank but it didn’t work out. It died 
and now all we have left…  
CHILD: Is the shell. 
MS. CROSS: Is the shell! All these beautiful seashells are really real and an 
animal used to live in them. And now I’m going to read and I want you to be a 
really good listener.  
 
Observing the children’s excitement level, raised by her opening use of the silly 

puppet, Ms. Cross used a story about her living experience in Hawaii to smoothly connect 

the students’ excitement to reading the storybook, attempting to redirect their external 

excitement level to a more interior and focused type of excitement. She brought out a 

picture that she took of a rocky seashore habitat to cool off the students’ excitement 

generated by the description of the silly sea snail, without giving them explicit directions 
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to engage in the storybook (Rosiek, 2003). She successfully dampened their excitement 

level so that the students quietly and attentively engaged in listening to the teacher read.  

MS. CROSS: Here is a little song I wrote to help you learn about sea snails and 
(showing a puppet) he’s going to help you sing it. When he sings it, will you echo 
him? 
CHILDREN: (Loudly) Yes. 
MS. CROSS: Okay. Be my echo. I’m a little sea snail. 
CHILDREN: I’m a little sea snail. 
…. 
MS. CROSS: And shut the door. 
CHILDREN: And shut the door. 
(The tones of students are getting lower in repeating Ms. Cross’ song, and their 
bodies begin to relax, losing the posture of attentiveness that they had at the 
beginning of the song.) 
MS. CROSS: (Looking at students) A little sea snail is afraid of predators even 
though he has a protective shell. It scares most animals away and he shuts the 
door. It’s called an operculum.   
CHILDREN: Operculum. 
MS. CROSS: Let me show you. (Showing real operculum) I have some 
operculum in here. When I lived in Hawaii, I used to go on the beach and I 
collected all these little doors. These are all operculum. When a little sea snail 
gets frightened by a sea star or whatever, he goes inside, he puts his tentacles 
away, he puts his foot away and he goes inside and he really does have a little 
hard spot that he puts right here to seal himself shut. It’s called the door or the 
operculum and it makes sure that he stays safe plus wet…You’ll be able to feel it 
in a little while and I have a picture in a book too to show you. Here, look. Do you 
see right here where the foot is? 
CHILDREN: Yeah. 
MS. CROSS: Do you see this part right here?   
CHILDREN: Yeah. 
MS. CROSS: That’s the hard little door. 
CHILDREN: Wow. 
MS. CROSS: Called an operculum. There are only two things that are hard on this 
mollusk, the shell and the operculum. So when it dies, the only thing you can find 
on the beach is the hard shell. Look how many operculum I found. I didn’t know 
what they were at first. I kept thinking, “What is this?” And I lived in a house 
where a medical doctor, I rented a house from him. He said. “Those, oh, those are 
operculants.” He said when the sea snails die, their soft bodies get eaten by 
another animal and all that’s left is the seashell. (Ms. Cross continues to teach the 
characteristics of a sea snail through a body movement activity.) (Observation, 
4/30/2008) 
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In the third and fourth phases of this lesson, the lesson moved to a long song, and 

at the end of the song, the students’ energy was low, as they repeated her song in a lower 

tone of voice while anticipating a lesson transition. She attempted to help the students 

understand the meaning and function of an operculum, which was a challenging 

vocabulary word, but the students’ engagement level seemed low, judging from the sound 

of the classroom. So Ms. Cross used her living experience to redirect their excitement, 

describing her initial confusion about the operculum, and describing how she asked 

questions to find out the answer to the mystery. In this episode, we can see how Ms. 

Cross used personal anecdote in multiple contexts in the course of one group lesson, 

redirecting the flow of excitement. 

Returning to the relationship between emotional scaffolding and emotional 

manipulation, this episode seems to show that emotional manipulation is an intrinsic part 

of the strategy of using personal anecdotes, but that it appears to be more of a factor when 

the teacher is attempting to redirect existing emotion, rather than channel uncertainty. At 

the first use of personal anecdote in this episode, Ms. Cross dampened the excitement 

level during a transition between a silly activity and a more listening-based activity that 

would fulfill her learning objectives. At the second use, her story did not redirect already 

present excitement; instead, it provided a way for students to approach an unfamiliar 

topic, creating a bridge between the teacher’s past confusion and their present state of 

mind, constructing an image of the teacher as a learner, and in the process, presenting 

knowledge about the operculum that was substantiated by a scientific authority figure 

(the doctor).   

In the third and final episode, which Ms. Cross described in an interview, Ms. 

Cross used a personal anecdote to maintain interest across achievement levels. The class 

was learning about the function of the letter pair “UR”.  

When I just do only phonics that’s kind of boring for Sean and Adam. They 
already know how to read so well, but they didn’t know much about sea turtles. 
So I use my personal experiences with a sea turtle because I know this was 
exciting for them to learn about the scientific facts…You could hear a pin drop in 
the classroom because I said, “I didn’t know what it was. I was just looking down 
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at the beautiful coral so I looked up and it was a green sea turtle. We bumped 
heads together.” … So telling anecdotes enables me to teach the gifted child and 
keep the gifted child interested. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 

 

In this episode, Ms. Cross used her personal life experience with a sea turtle when 

she lived in Hawaii to elicit advanced learners’ excitement about a group lesson that was 

below their level. Ms. Cross noticed that these two students seemed bored, and thus she 

made a decision to harness her personal experience with the sea turtle in accordance with 

her observation of the students. Accommodating her personal experience to the students’ 

interests, she attempted to maintain their learning engagement. Beyond teaching about 

the UR letter pair, she also managed to teach them some facts about sea turtles. This 

episode shows how important group engagement is to Ms. Cross, and the criteria she uses 

to assess whether or not engagement is taking place (“you could hear a pin drop”). The 

use of personal anecdote allowed her to satisfy her own criteria for what group 

engagement should feel like, while allowing her to appeal to students of different 

engagement levels through use of the same story.   

In short, Ms. Cross constructed the use of personal anecdote as a strategy to 

balance the students’ excitement and engagement levels. This strategy comes from her 

belief about emotional relationships between teacher and students, coupled with her 

internalized cultural expectation of the teacher’s responsibility in classroom management. 

Previous literature focused on the use of the teachers’ personal stories to create close 

relationships with students (Deiro, 1996; Howes & Ritchie, 2002; Williams-Johnson et 

al., 2008). Ms. Cross, instead, used personal stories to manage children’s excitement and 

engagement levels. Ms. Cross used personal stories to elicit all students’ excitement 

levels, or decrease all students’ excitement levels, at the same rate. She revealed a 

contradiction between her self-perceived laid-back teacherly identity and her 

management of the group of students’ excitement level. The use of this strategy points to 

how Ms. Cross had to walk the fine line between emotional manipulation and emotional 

scaffolding in order to manage all students’ engagement (Winograd, 2003).  
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As seen in the previous four sections, Ms. Cross used her knowledge about 

students to create teaching strategies. She described four different types of understanding, 

and created related strategies for emotional scaffolding: academic and universal 

knowledge about child development as a foundation for providing playful activities; 

knowledge about how ELL students learn as a basis for providing hands-on experience 

and using non-verbal communication; knowledge of individual difference as a foundation 

for appealing to children’s interests; and constant observation of the students as a basis 

for using personal anecdote. These strategies were derived from her interactions with 

contexts including academic experiences, teaching experiences, observation of students, 

and communication with adults, in incorporation with her self-identity and her beliefs 

about emotion.  

These strategies revealed some commonalities. In my first finding, Ms. Cross 

viewed excitement as a primary indicator of children’s academic engagement level 

(Hyson, 2008). This pedagogical belief about excitement led her to focus on materials for 

playful and hands-on activities in the process of emotional scaffolding. She believed that 

focusing on materials provided a pleasurable learning experience for both teacher and 

student. She also paid special attention to other strategies to create excitement, including 

pointing out interesting details and animating instruction without materials. Another 

finding that emerged throughout these four different sections was her effortful practices 

to balance between children’s excitement and engagement levels (Hargreaves, 1998). 

Viewing children’s excitement level from a group-based management perspective, she 

attempted to support children’s academic engagement. Although she acknowledged 

children’s different emotional approaches to learning, she attempted to elicit the same 

type of emotion—excitement—from all students.  

In the final finding that emerged from the four sections, she employed her 

perceived teacherly identity in the construction and implementation of the strategies. Her 

laid-back attitude allowed her to create an “alive” classroom and elicit children’s 

excitement. Nevertheless, she was cognizant of cultural expectations about classroom 

management. This awareness seemed to create a contradictory and fluctuating practice in 
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which she occasionally regulated children’s emotional responses (e.g., in the example 

about the movie “300”, above).  

Summary 

 This section focused on the participants’ pedagogical decision-making about 

instructional strategies, derived from their understanding of students’ emotions. Five 

major commonalities emerged from a comparison between these participants in this 

section: the use of teachers’ informed and deliberate decision-making in creating 

strategies for emotional scaffolding; the teachers’ emphasis on materials and presentation 

style, as opposed to content; the teachers’ focus on balancing between excitement and 

engagement; the way that each teacher used a vision of a pedagogically important 

emotion in order to shape her strategies; and the place of emotional scaffolding within the 

range of teacherly activities that could be called “emotional work”. I now summarize 

these findings briefly and compare these participants’ strategies for emotional 

scaffolding.  

As discussed in the above section, both participants seemed to share influences in 

their beliefs constructed through academic and theoretical learning (Piaget). Their 

strategies, however, were quite different. This was especially true of strategies fueled by 

knowledge about particular students and by ongoing observation of students. This finding 

suggests that there is no “right” strategy for emotional scaffolding. The strategy is 

constructed through the dynamic interaction among teacher’s identity, belief, and student 

context.  

Regarding commonalities, both of my participants created their teaching strategies 

for emotional scaffolding in informed and deliberate ways, drawing on their 

understanding of students’ emotions obtained through four different sources: knowledge 

about young children in general, knowledge about their students in particular, knowledge 

about individual students, and constant observation of students. Both also revealed a 

complicated process of constructing and implementing their teaching strategies. This 

finding is consistent with the literature in that teachers created instructional strategies for 
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emotional scaffolding using their understanding of students’ emotion (McCaughtry, 

2004; Meyer & Turner, 2002; Rosiek, 2003). My research, however, showed a more 

complicated picture of how teachers construct their understanding of children’s emotions. 

It also showed how this understanding influenced the construction and implementation of 

their teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding. 

As far as their implementation of teaching strategies, both participants used 

informed and deliberate decision-making. They both were aware of pedagogical 

advantages and disadvantages and ethical dilemmas that could arise when they 

implemented their teaching strategies in order to increase children’s constructive 

emotions and decrease unconstructive emotions toward learning (Rosiek, 2003). Their 

awareness was also connected with their desire to better manage their students. Their goal 

was not necessarily to maintain discipline, but to create a constructive group situation in 

order to keep all students actively involved in instruction.  

Both teachers were aware of pedagogical opportunities and challenges. For 

example, Ms. Smith predicted an advantage from providing children with gummy bears 

for the math lesson—excitement and meaningful learning. This strategy, however, could 

also guide students to focus not on the math but on the candy. To clear this hurdle, Ms. 

Smith clearly stated the objectives of the use of the candy and her expectations of student 

behavior. During the course of the lesson, she continued to observe children’s emotional 

responses to the candy and to tailor her reactions accordingly. Ms. Cross, on the other 

hand, drawing on her knowledge about how young children learn, predicted pedagogical 

opportunities to elicit children’s excitement. She did this by using concrete materials for 

playful and imaginative activities. She was also aware of children’s emotional responses 

to the learning situations in which she did not have concrete materials on hand. In these 

cases, Ms. Cross used interesting details (e.g., the shape of a shooting star, a romantic 

perspective on the star, the temperature of a falling star) as an alternative strategy to try to 

provide a playful and imaginative learning experience. 

Both participants faced ethical dilemmas when providing individual attention 

during whole group activities. When she paid attention to individual students, Ms. Smith 
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struggled to maintain fairness and to avoid unintentional teacher reinforcement of 

students’ images (described in Corin’s and Florentina’s cases). Ms. Smith believed that 

calibrating questions according to children’s academic levels could unintentionally create 

power relationships. Also, providing a hug to an individual student during whole-group 

instruction could give rise to a sense of unfairness (Colnerud, 1997). Ms. Cross also 

believed that students might feel it unfair if she used different strategies for individual 

differences. She discussed this when describing her decision to give Sean a special 

privilege of walking around during circle time. Nevertheless, both teachers went ahead 

with their strategies. They were convinced, based on long-term experience shared with 

their students, that their students would not misunderstand their intentions (Denzin, 1984; 

McCaughtry, 2004).  

As their second commonality, both participants used similar strategies for 

emotional scaffolding centering on materials and presentation styles. They drew on their 

universal knowledge about young students as well as their knowledge about ELL 

students. Using these two different types of knowledge, the participants created teaching 

strategies that they believed were aligned with their students’ age appropriateness and 

learning styles. These conscious efforts allowed them to try to take advantage of students’ 

natural developmental tendencies. These strategies were unlike those used to emotionally 

connect with individual students. Rather, these strategies seemed based in academic 

theory, especially that of Piaget. Ms. Smith used Piaget’s ideas as a foundation for 

providing concrete and meaningful objects. Ms. Cross used those same ideas as a 

foundation for providing playful activities.  

Both teachers distinguished their teaching styles from those found in the literature 

(McCaughtry, 2004; Rosiek, 2003). They believed that their students’ age groups had a 

distinct advantage in their ability to create a positive emotional connection with their 

academic learning. This connection could be established, they believed, through the use 

of concrete materials and playful activities. Hence, they both focused on meaningful and 

concrete materials and playful presentation styles. This strategy differed from those of the 

secondary school teachers’ in the literature. Those teachers’ strategies provided students 
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meaningful learning experiences by focusing on content (McCaughtry, 2004; Rosiek, 

2003). Drawing on knowledge about how ELL students learn, Ms. Smith used 

demonstration as a strategy and Ms. Cross used non-verbal communication. They used 

nonverbal as well as verbal instruction to try to scaffold their ELL students’ confidence in 

learning. As a communication tool, the secondary teachers in the literature mainly used 

verbal instruction. Ms. Smith and Ms. Cross believed that nonverbal communication 

increased trustworthiness and helped children visualize the meaning of their words. They 

also believed that their ELL children were observant and visual learners. Hence 

nonverbal communication, they thought, would contribute to maximizing the learning 

potential of ELL students. Rather than integrating their ELL students’ cultures into their 

curriculum content (Rosiek, 2003), my participants focused on communication style with 

ELL students. Use of materials and non-verbal communication characterized emotional 

scaffolding for these ECE teachers. This finding illustrates how emotional scaffolding in 

the ECE classroom differs from that found in the literature about the secondary 

classroom.  

As a third commonality, both participants, in balancing individual children’s 

excitement level with group engagement, positioned themselves as protective governors. 

While sharing this as a commonality, the participants still revealed some differences. In 

Ms. Smith’s case, she tried to balance excitement and engagement to avoid challenges 

arising from her use of her power as an authority figure. Recall the child’s emotional 

response toward drops of water on the window in a rainy day. Ms Smith wanted to 

respect that child’s interests, not to control them. She did not want the kids to think of her 

as overly controlling, even though as a teacher she felt responsible for balancing her 

students’ emotional states and engagement (Winograd, 2003; Zembylas, 2005). To 

manage this challenge, Ms. Smith carefully used her power by respecting the child’s 

emotional responses. She treated them as significant and redirected the group’s attention 

momentarily to the window. In doing so she was attempting to capture a connection 

between a teachable moment with a previous lesson. In this way she tried to create non-

hierarchical relationships between the teacher and the students.  
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Early childhood teachers in the literature said that they felt so much academic 

pressure that they could not spend time on emotional matters (McDaniel et al., 2005; 

Miller, 2005). Ms. Smith, in contrast, viewed emotion as key to sustaining the children’s 

learning engagement. Ms. Smith and Ms. Cross agreed with the literature that critical to 

young children’s learning engagement was the integration of children’s emotion into 

academic activities (Hyson, 2004, 2009; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Young children’s 

learning behaviors, they believed, were affected by their emotional states (Blair, 2002). 

What we see here is in stark contrast to the findings in the literature. It would be 

interesting to examine what influence emotional matters has on cognitive engagement at 

different grade levels. 

Ms. Cross also felt it was the teacher’s responsibility to balance individual 

children’s excitement and group engagement. Ms. Smith, however, prioritized children’s 

emotion over her own emotions. Ms. Cross, on the other hand, focused on a teacher’s 

agency over students’ emotions. Ms. Smith respected individual differences in emotional 

states. Ms. Cross wanted to homogenize her group’s emotions. Her goal was unified 

group excitement. She tried to negotiate between children’s initial emotions and her own 

criteria for what group engagement should feel like. Ms. Cross attempted to use her 

teacherly identity to direct the students’ interests, drawing, as described above, on 

personal stories. She exercised her power by channeling children’s unexpected emotions 

according to goal congruence (Sutton, 2004).  

As a fourth commonality, both teachers were consistent in their strategies 

promoting their own concept of the most pedagogically important emotion. Ms. Smith 

thought feeling secure to be the optimal emotional state for learning. With multiple 

objectives in mind, she would choose, say, gummy bears and real cars. Her objectives 

included creating excitement about learning, building close relationships with students, 

and scaffolding their conceptual understanding. Her overarching goal, however, was that 

through meaningful and exciting learning experiences for all learners, a sense of security 

would be felt by the students. She chose the candy and an actual car because they were 

closely related to children’s experiences. This familiarity and relevance, she believed, 
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would increase children’s excitement about learning. This excitement would, in turn, give 

way to a sense of security and comfort in the learning process because their interests were 

connected with the lessons. This motivation was repeated throughout her descriptions of 

how she chose strategies. It was present in her description of: 1) why she used 

demonstration to instruct ELL students, 2) why she capitalized on student interests to 

create teachable moments (as in the example of the rainy day), and 3) why she used 

calibrating questions and appropriate touch to help individual students.  

Excitement, on the other hand, was for Ms. Cross the most important emotion. 

She strategized with appealing and creative materials to ignite children’s excitement 

toward learning. For example, to try to teach the letter K and the silent E Ms. Cross 

provided magician costumes. To provide ELL students with exciting and meaningful 

learning experiences, she brought to class living animals, including turtles and chickens. 

In group contexts, she used colorful hand puppets and provided special materials for 

individual learners.  

Both teachers’ understandings of children’s needs in their learning led them to 

quite different teaching styles. Ms. Smith, whose class was pre-K ESL, understood her 

children’s need to include security. Also, the students’ lack of English-speaking skills 

encouraged her to pay close attention to communication. Ms. Cross, whose class was 

kindergarten-level, felt greater pressure from upper grade teachers than did Ms. Smith. 

Ms. Cross understood her children’s need to include excitement about learning and 

school (the relationship between academic pressure and excitement is discussed in greater 

detail in the next section). Consequently, Ms. Smith emphasized communication; Ms. 

Cross emphasized materials. An interesting area of further study would examine the 

relationship between contexts (student background and grade level and attendant 

academic pressure) and a teacher’s construction of emotional scaffolding strategy. My 

findings expand the scope of emotions early childhood teachers seek to reinforce through 

scaffolding. The literature focuses just on the broad categories of “constructive” and 

“unconstructive” (Rosiek, 2003). What is the relevance of this finding for building a 

concept of what it means to emotionally scaffold in the early childhood classroom? I 
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would argue that it is a teacher’s belief in the most desirable emotion for learning—a 

belief that is formed by knowledge about students, as well as by teacherly identity—tends 

to determine the strategies that she may pursue.  

As a final commonality, my observation and interview with both participants 

illuminated the place of emotional scaffolding within the range of teacherly activities that 

I would call not “emotional labor” but “emotion work.” In emotional scaffolding, the 

meaning of emotional labor approximates that of “emotion work” suggested by Callahan 

and McCollum (2002). Both participants revealed that they responded to student 

emotions with voluntary decision-making. They did so to wield some influence over 

children’s emotional states (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006; Oplatka, 2007; Winograd, 

2003). Asked about their understanding of children’s emotions, especially ELL students, 

both teachers said students were observant and intuitive. This awareness of the children’s 

observation skills made both teachers conscious of the danger of insincerity. They 

consciously avoided the potential harmful effects resulting from a disjunction between 

their verbal and non-verbal communications. In other words, if in generating excitement 

about a topic, they merely “talked the talk,” their ELL students would not get the 

message. They both believed that this disjunction could lead them to lose students’ trust. 

Again, this is why I view their strategies as emotion work and not emotional labor. 

(Another interesting question to explore in a later study is what differences exist in the 

role emotion work plays in emotional scaffolding at different learning levels.)  

Hence Ms. Smith and Ms. Cross tried displaying deep and authentic emotional 

engagement in order to elicit appropriate emotions in their children. In this vein, laboring 

to produce new emotions was unnecessary. They simply changed communication styles 

in order to make their internal emotions clear. For this reason, I argue that this was 

emotion work rather than emotional labor. Workers in emotional labor may be obligated 

to change their communication styles to mask hidden negative emotions. Ms. Smith and 

Ms. Cross, on the other hand, changed their communication styles to more clearly 

manifest authentic feelings.  
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Taken together, the first two sections of this chapter make it clear that part of 

these participants’ emotion work in the classroom was to shape their teacherly identities. 

Both differed in how they carried out emotion work in translating their understanding of 

children’s emotions into a teacherly identity. Ms. Smith seemed to experience less 

dissonance in this translation. Ms. Cross sometimes felt conflicted between her 

understanding of society’s demands of a teacher, and her students’ needs.  

To implement her teaching strategies, Ms. Smith relied on her identity as a calm, 

shy, and organized person. Ms. Smith believed that highlighting these three traits helped 

her develop her understanding of children’s emotions and manage her emotional 

responses. Knowing the importance of timely responses to student emotions, she used her 

tendency for organization to plan lessons. This way she was free to focus on children’s 

emotions during implementation. Using her observation skills honed by her shy 

personality, she focused on recognizing these changes. Finally, using her calmness she 

responded to children’s emotions in a nonjudgmental manner. Using these three 

perceived personal traits in a systematic way, Ms. Smith showed consistency between 

beliefs and practices in the use of teacherly identity. 

Ms. Cross understood children to learn better when they were excited. This belief 

led her to attempt to create a laid-back and funny teacherly identity. Yet she showed 

contradictory and fluctuating teaching performance in the use of this “laid-back” trait. 

For example, Ms. Cross allowed her few ELL students, while solving addition word 

problems, a certain noise level. She interpreted the noise as a sign of both their 

excitement toward learning and their active learning engagement. In another learning 

situation, Ms. Cross used a strategy that contradicted her ‘laid-back” identity. When her 

students were getting excited in the course of instruction, she used a personal anecdote to 

create silent engagement (“you could hear a pin drop”). Here she saw their silence as a 

sign of their active engagement. These conflicting tactics reveal a lack of confidence in 

her ability to balance a desire to create an exciting and alive classroom and a desire to 

create a controlled classroom.  
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Nevertheless, I would argue that this conflict created no emotional labor for Ms. 

Cross. Her decisions were voluntary, based on her understanding of how to maximize 

children’s learning. (For example, her understanding of the balance of excitement and 

engagement, which she described as the process of water coming to a boil, led her to see 

herself as a protective governor). Ms. Cross would claim that her experience in creating 

emotional scaffolding was invariably positive. I believe that the conflict revealed in this 

analysis between Ms. Cross’ self-reported identity and her actions in the classroom lies 

not in her internal experience but in her sometimes contradictory translation into teaching 

performance. As Goldstein (2007) has argued, teaching, especially at the early childhood 

level, entails a constantly fluctuating set of teaching practices, which may sometimes 

seemingly contradict a teacher’s stated goals or identity. 

Through a cross-case analysis I have briefly described five commonalities that 

emerged in a comparison. In the next section, I detail how teachers assess the school 

context and apply those assessments, combined with their perceived teacherly identity 

and with their understanding of students’ emotions, to pedagogical decision-making for 

emotional scaffolding. 

FEELINGS ABOUT SCHOOL EXPECTATIONS AND ACADEMIC PRESSURES ON TEACHING 
STRATEGIES FOR EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING 

 
The last theme that consistently emerged from this data regarding decision-

making and practices for emotional scaffolding was the participants’ feelings about 

school expectations and academic pressures. This finding goes unaddressed in the 

literature on emotional scaffolding (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 

2003). However, this finding is supported by the literature about teachers’ emotional 

experiences arising when implementing educational reform and policy (Hargreaves, 

1998, 2000; Kelchtermans, 2005; Lasky, 2005). Although the focus of my study is not so 

much on teachers’ emotional experiences, but on teachers’ construction and 

implementation of strategies in relation to their feelings about the school context, this 

literature can be useful in assessing how teachers arrive at decisions.  
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In my study, the participants saw school expectations and academic pressures as 

opportunities to pay more attention to creating teaching strategies for emotional 

scaffolding, rather than as challenges that would lead them to neglect students’ emotions 

in teaching subject matters. The literature had argued that academic pressures encourage 

teachers to focus more attention on children’s cognitive achievements, leading, in turn, to 

a neglect of emotions. Secondary teachers presented in the literature raised their voices 

saying that they did not have the time and energy to devote to students’ emotions in 

teaching and learning contexts (Lasky, 2005). In order to increase students’ academic 

engagement, however, my participants viewed emotions as pivotal in the construction 

and implementation of teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding. By focusing on 

emotions in an academic-oriented context, my two participants positioned themselves as 

having “mediated agency” (Lasky, 2005).  

Both participants felt the presence of expectations which were directed at all 

teachers in their school, such as district-mandated guidelines and the principal’s stated 

goals; they also felt expectations from more personal and informal sources, such as 

friendships and relationships with upper-grade teachers and collaborative relationships 

with other teachers at the same grade level. The participants responded to these 

expectations with new strategies because they felt a responsibility to help their students 

obtain future success, a responsibility to their colleagues in the upper grades to provide 

prepared students, and a certain degree of pride in their own professional identities as 

“good teachers.” They both created their own teaching strategies for emotional 

scaffolding by combining, or mediating, their assessment of school expectations and 

academic pressures and their pedagogical beliefs. They both managed to use their own 

emotional scaffolding strategies by showing that these strategies were aligned with 

positive outcomes on the state-mandated curriculum.  

The first participant, Ms. Smith, tried to provide children with a consistent 

curriculum to enhance their academic confidence and competencies, in response to her 

appraisal of the principal and upper-grade teachers’ expectations. This strategy was 

related to her feeling of autonomy regarding prekindergarten curriculum design in her 
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particular school context. The other participant, Ms. Cross, used two predominant 

strategies in response to her assessment of the upper grade teachers’ and the principal’s 

demands. One strategy, which addressed a common responsibility that early childhood 

educators assume in trying to transition students from an ECE classroom to a more 

academically regulated environment, was to “practice” first-grade behavioral readiness in 

order to prepare for students’ successful transition from kindergarten to first grade. The 

other strategy was to invite parents’ involvement in literacy activities, in order to try to 

please the principal and to increase students’ learning motivation and academic success in 

both home and school contexts (Hargreaves, 2000; Hyson, 2008).  

In the following section, I describe in detail about how these two participants 

constructed and implemented their teaching strategies to enhance students’ academic 

success in relation to their feelings of academic pressures in the school context.  

Ms. Smith: School and Upper-Grade Teacher Expectations as Basis for Creating a 
Consistent Curriculum 

 
As a prekindergarten ESL teacher in a public education system Ms. Smith 

reported that she did not feel academic pressures from upper-grade teachers and school 

administrators in a demanding way, but she felt that there was some pressure. In this 

context, Ms. Smith used a curriculum which was consistent with what children learn in 

the upper grades at her school, and consistent from day to day in her classroom, as a way 

to achieve the school’s and district’s goals and with a strategy for emotional scaffolding. 

Another goal that the school district set for the teachers was strong parental involvement 

in the classroom. Ms. Smith described challenges that she faced in attempting to meet this 

goal.  

Regarding the construction of a consistent curriculum, Ms. Smith said that her 

assessments of the pressure to meet mandated learning goals and her beliefs about her 

students’ needs (which she thought would not be met by the mandated curriculum) led 

her to re-write and implement a consistent curriculum in alignment with the requirements 

of the district administration and the ELL children’s needs in learning. Ms. Smith felt that 
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she had more autonomy in constructing and implementing the curriculum than the other 

grade-level teachers, but the freedom was still given within the condition that she had to 

meet specific goals coming from the district’s pre-kindergarten curriculum guidelines. 

She also felt that the mandated curriculum lacked particular characteristics that would 

appeal to her specific ELL students. Taking an advantage from her relatively free position 

as a prekindergarten teacher, and using her knowledge of the specific group of students, 

Ms. Smith designed a consistent curriculum as a strategy for emotional scaffolding. In the 

following quotation from an interview, Ms. Smith described the decision-making process 

that she and her fellow pre-K teachers underwent.   

We found that our children needed a curriculum that was more interesting and 
challenging and supportive of ELL children through additional “hands-on” 
activities, higher levels of questioning, greater expectations of student 
accomplishment, accountability, self-regulation, and independent problem solving 
techniques … As long as we’re meeting the IPG [Instructional Planning Guide], 
what the district mandates, Dr. Henry [the principal] doesn’t mind what we’re 
doing because we know that we’re doing the right thing for the children. The IPG 
is very general [in its conception of the student] … so what we have done in our 
team is to go back and look at what the expectations are for the end of each nine 
weeks for the children [and design our own curriculum to meet them]. We do not 
use the [specific recommendations of the] IPGs very often because we don’t feel 
like it meets the needs of our children at this school. But we do make sure that 
we’re covering the vocabulary and all the expectations that are mandated by the 
district. (Interview, 2/5/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith perceived that the administration of her school was supportive of her 

curriculum, and respected her teaching practices. “ I’m sure at other schools, it’s not the 

same way but Dr. Henry and Ms. Denham [the vice principal] are very supportive of pre-

K and young children’s learning so they think that we do an amazing job” (Interview, 

3/20/2008). 

Ms. Smith also had several external measures of the quality of her instruction that 

helped her establish herself within the school as a successful teacher. She was nominated 

for Teacher of the Year during my observation. Her class had previously been accredited 

by National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) (She had missed 

the deadline for accreditation during my observation; she assured me that she would seek 



 178 

accreditation again the next year.) Finally, as a palpable evidence for the children’s 

academic success, Ms. Smith reported at the end of my observation period that her 

students had demonstrated successful test scores that year, showing improvement over 

their initial scores. She said that all of the students successfully met the district 

expectations, scoring above the district average. In this quotation below, she described 

the process and the outcome.  

The district hires a tester that goes to each of the classrooms to do the testing.  
So I’ve actually never even seen the test [the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-
III, or PPVT-III]. They’ve explained to me what the process is which is just 
receptive vocabulary. The children are asked to point to the picture of the 
vocabulary word that the assessor says. The district average is 7.9 and this class 
was 8.8. (Interview, 6/3/3008) 
 
In addition to citing the autonomy that she felt to implement the prekindergarten 

curriculum and the importance of curriculum appropriateness for her particular students 

as influencing factors in her decision-making process, Ms. Smith added that the 

construction and implementation of a consistent curriculum was related to her belief 

about the teacher’s role. She said that as a decision-maker she made conscious efforts to 

increase the appropriateness of the mandated curriculum for her specific group of 

students, acting as a mediator between the district guidelines and the needs of her 

students.  

I have to ultimately think about what’s best for the children in my classroom. 
Sometimes it is a fine line when the district gives us these guidelines and say, 
“You need to do this,” or, “They have to be able to do that.” So it’s my job to 
make sure I can figure out the best and most appropriate way of presenting that to 
the children. I know my children and I know how I want them to learn and I know 
what motivates them and what interests them. That’s what I have to think about. 
(Interview, 2/5/2008) 

 
In consistence with her self-positioning as a protective governor (see above 

section), Ms. Smith emphasized her responsibility to step between the curriculum and the 

students, using her familiarity with her students to tailor the work of other teachers for 

her particular group. Her consciousness of this position was a driving force guiding her 
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responses to these pressures, leading her to pay even more attention to the strategies that 

she thought would create desirable learning emotions.    

As mentioned throughout this chapter, Ms. Smith believed that both emotion and 

cognition were important in children’s learning and should be integrated in the 

curriculum. Although the IPG includes a section on “personal and social development,” 

the standardized tests that the students take focus on literacy, rendering this section of the 

IPG more of a soft recommendation than a hard guideline. In this situation, Ms. Smith 

stepped into the gap, viewing emotion as a counterweight to the current emphasis on 

academic achievement and as an essential and integral part of the curriculum. In this way, 

Ms. Smith positioned herself as having “mediated agency,” meeting these external 

expectations through use of her own emotionally attuned approach (Lasky, 2005).  

I’m thinking about the complete child, the whole child. I want to make sure that 
I’m covering the academic but also considering their emotions and how they’re 
feeling about what they’re doing and how they’re learning and how they’re 
making the connection… the opportunity to provide this quality of curriculum 
helps children have a greater understanding of concepts, vocabulary and ideas by 
meeting and addressing all of their developmental needs by considering the 
complete child: emotional, academic, social and physical. (Interview, 2/5/2008) 
 
The school where Ms. Smith worked required teachers to meet with each other in 

teams, in order to create consistency in the curriculum. Ms. Smith reported that 

cooperating with other teachers helped her to approach children’s emotion from more 

than a single perspective and to develop a better curriculum and pedagogy about 

children’s emotion. She said that she participated in school-mandated meetings with two 

teams of teachers, one consisting of pre-K to fourth-grade teachers, and the other 

consisting of all of the pre-K teachers. These team contexts assisted her in developing her 

curriculum and her understanding of what’s required of her students later on in the 

learning process. 

A lot of times it’s not always appropriate for pre-K but what we try to do as a 
team with teachers is to modify what they’re letting us know to make it work for 
pre-K. The team that I’m on is concerned with math and science. So initially we 
were trying to make sure that we were all using the same vocabulary. In pre-K we 
teach the rhombus and we hope that in 1st grade they wouldn’t be saying 
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“diamond” so that the children are not confused by vocabulary. (Interview, 4/16 
2008) 
 
By preparing her students for their future learning, Ms. Smith hoped to avoid 

frustrating emotions (confusion), thereby creating confidence in her students. In this 

example of mediated agency, Ms. Smith faced a constraint that the structure of the school 

imposed upon her. She was aware that her students would be required to know certain 

things when they reached the upper grades. Because she was emotionally committed to 

creating a climate of safety for her students, she felt obligated to respond in a way that 

would provide that for them while meeting external expectations.  

For example, Ms. Smith deliberately chose a math term, “rotation”, which is 

commonly used in a math lesson for fourth grade, in order to teach the concept that the 

shape of an object depends neither on the size of the object nor on changes in orientation 

and direction. Introducing this vocabulary to the prekindergarten students, Ms. Smith 

hoped to elicit both advanced and less advanced students’ excitement and to enhance 

their conceptual understanding of shape. Her idea to use this math term came from her 

vertical team meeting, coupled with her teaching experiences with fourth grade students. 

Part of that comes from when I taught 4th grade. They talked about rotations and 
flips as mathematical language in 4th grade. So I wanted to introduce it to the 
children in pre-K. They heard “rotate” used in a math sense and I wanted them to 
understand that a rectangle is a rectangle no matter which way the lines and the 
sides are facing so that’s why I rotated it around and showed them and asked them 
if it’s still a rectangle and then I used the word rotate because I want to give them 
as much vocabulary, introduce as much vocabulary as I can. Some children will 
learn the word rotate. Some children might not but the next time they hear it they 
will probably remember. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
 
Using her assessment of the school expectations and the children’s needs, Ms. 

Smith strove for consistency not only on a year-to-year basis, but on a day-to-day level, 

repeating her lessons in (her words) a “spiral” way, overlapping and connecting previous 

lessons with the day’s lesson. She said that she chose to repeat aspects of lessons in order 

to give the students a sense of predictability and build feelings of safety and competence, 

which guided them to self-regulate their learning.  
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I think when you repeat things it gives the child a sense of consistency and that 
consistency helps them feel safe because they know what to expect. I do try to 
build intellectual connection with the children because I think that that makes 
them feel successful and then they truly understand, “Oh, I learned this. I know I 
can learn this. It’s not going to be too challenging or too difficult or frustrating 
and that we’ll all support each other” so I think that’s really important and then 
with that intellectual connection, emotionally we’re all on the same level…If I 
just talk about hexagons once and never ever again, it won’t be any long term 
learning. My revisiting and re-talking about the hexagons and different ways of 
combining shapes to make hexagons gives them a deeper understanding of what a 
hexagon is… so that they can master these things that they’re learning. (Interview, 
2/19/2008) 
 
Ms. Smith seemed to repeat activities more often than other early childhood 

educators I have observed, including other early childhood educators in this school, 

which had the potential to create boredom instead of excitement. When questioned about 

this practice, she said that she deliberately repeated her lessons with variation as a form 

of emotional scaffolding to balance levels of excitement and engagement. “If it is too 

redundant and too repetitive then… they won’t be as excited in learning. I try to consider 

both. I try to make sure that it’s intellectually stimulating for the children but it’s also 

interesting and fun” (Interview, 4/8/2008). 

Two examples of the creation of day-to-day consistency in curriculum are Ms. 

Smith’s calendar activity and the selection of classroom leaders in the morning. To 

provide many opportunities for the children to achieve the learning goals about patterns 

and phonological awareness mandated by the district prekindergarten curriculum 

guidelines, Ms. Smith integrated patterns and phonics into these daily activities. She 

created a physical environment for these activities, including calendars with symbols for 

each date and name cards for the leader activity.  

In the following example, Ms. Smith used a daily calendar activity as a strategy to 

support the children’s confident and successful learning experiences about patterns. 

(Familiarity with the concept of patterns is included as one of the five major learning 

goals in the mathematics section of the district’s pre-kindergarten curriculum guidelines.)  
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During the daily calendar activity in the morning, the children were sitting on the carpet 

and Ms. Smith was standing in front of them. Using a pointer, she was counting days on 

the calendar together with her students. This month, the tags she used for the days were 

blue hearts and red hearts; she varied the shapes and colors of the tags depending on the 

month.  

MS. SMITH: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. (Children count along) 
Fabulous! That was a fabulous counting! Now that means we have seven days in 
February. (Slow tone of voice) And I need to ask you one more question. Will 
you show me with your thumb what color will we match in our A A B pattern?   
CHILD: (In an excited tone of voice) I know. Blue heart! 
MS. SMITH: (Smiling at him and leaning over and looking closely at all of the 
children) Thumbs up if you think it’s going to be a blue heart. Thumbs and listen 
carefully, I think some thumbs down if you think it’s going to be a red heart.  
Okay, I’m going to ask the friends why they think it might be a red heart. Why do 
you think it might be a red heart, Corin? 
CORIN: It’s A A B A A B. But they have to be a red one because it started with 
red, red, and blue and (trailing off). 
MS. SMITH: Okay. So it sounds like Corin is telling me that it needs to be a red 
one because the red one is the beginning of the A A B pattern. Is that what I heard 
you say?   
CORIN: Yes. 
MS. SMITH: Okay, very good. Would anyone else like to explain why they think 
it’s a red one? Jina?  
JINA: because red red blue red red 
MS. SMITH: Okay, because there’s red, red, and then comes the blue and then it 
starts over with red. Okay. Varda, what were you going to say about the calendar? 
VARDA: The red is coming after the blue because the red ones are first and then 
the blue ones. 
MS. SMITH: The red one is first and then the blue one. We have red heart, red 
heart, blue heart. Red heart, red heart, blue heart. 
VARDA: Because red and red, blue heart then it goes all the way. 
MS. SMITH: It does. (Pointing out the calendar) The core is repeated and the core 
part of the pattern is red, red, blue. So this part starts all over again. That is very, 
very good thinking and if you were thinking of red heart, you are correct! 
(Observation, 2/7/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Smith showed how she accommodated the mandated goals 

about teaching patterns to her students’ needs. Providing the children with repeated 

experiences about patterns was key to enhancing their engagement. Using a daily 
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calendar activity, Ms. Smith created an opportunity for the students to practice patterns. 

She also provided this routine activity with enough variety that it could sustain student 

interest, which she also did by challenging the students to predict patterns. This strategy 

shows her deliberate pedagogical decision to optimize student engagement and success 

with a required concept.  

I try to constantly challenge the children, so I like to change the patterns. I want 
them to know that there’s more than one type of pattern so that’s why at the 
beginning we start with a very simple A B pattern to help the children learn 
pattern and then progress to more and more challenging patterns. So I think the 
children really enjoy doing the patterns and now they’re very successful at 
predicting what’s going to come next and extending the patterns. So I think it also 
helps them feel very successful and competent and really proud of themselves and 
they’re, “Oh, I know what’s going to come next. “(Interview, 2/12/2008) 
 
 Ms. Smith added that repeating the activity allowed her to help all students 

master patterns and have successful learning experiences. In this way, she helped the 

students prepare for reaching the district-mandated expectations. “I try to think about the 

different levels when I’m doing the patterns and the different understandings that they 

have about patterns. I want them to experience success” (Interview, 4/16/2008). 

Ms. Smith also used a repeated activity to enhance students’ knowledge and skills 

about phonics. (“Phonological awareness” is one of the ten goals for language and early 

literacy development section of the district’s pre-kindergarten guidelines.) In the 

following episode, Ms. Smith used the students’ names in the day’s leader activity to 

instruct phonics. Using children’s names, which were familiar words related to the 

students’ lived experiences, Ms. Smith strove to elicit students’ interests and thus 

stimulate and sustain their engagement.  

After the calendar activity, Ms. Smith and the children were sitting on the carpet. 

The changing of the position of leader was a daily activity, which took place at the same 

time every day.  

MS. SMITH: (Holding up the name cards she uses on the board which shows the 
day’s leader) Okay now, put on your big, thick, heavy, thinking caps because I 
want your brains to really, really think. I’m going to give you some “Blue’s clues” 
for the leaders, for the girls and then for the boys. So if you know who the leader 
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is going to be, I want you to keep the name in your mouth and raise your hand and 
wait for me to say your name, okay? … For the girls, two syllables, two syllables. 
First sound is V. Who is it going to be? 
CHILD: Varda 
MS. SMITH: Varda. James who did you think? 
JAMES: Varda! 
MS. SMITH: Varda. Hae soo? Who do you think is going to be the leader for the 
girls today?   
HAESOO: Varda 
(Ms. Smith continues to listen to all students’ responses to the girl leader.) 
MS. SMITH: You think it’s going to be Jina? Well, let’s look and see. Are you 
ready to look and find out? Okay. One, two, three. (Shows the red apple card to 
the children.) 
CHILDREN: (Excited and clapping their hands along with the syllables of the 
name) Varda! 
MS. SMITH: A lot of children said it was going to be Varda. (In a calm voice, 
leaning in, looking closely at the children) Does Varda have two syllables?   
CHILDREN: (clapping along with each syllable to show how they knew) Yes! 
MS. SMITH: (Slowly, for emphasis) You were correct. Let’s think about the 
letters in Varda’s name. Okay, we’re ready. Capital V-A-R-D-A. And all of those 
letters are very special because they spell Varda. Varda is going to be the leader 
for the girls today. Okay, listen to the Blue’s clues for the boy. (Showing her 
fingers and holding up the green apple card.) One syllable, two letters. 
(Observation, 3/6/2008) 
 
In this episode, Ms. Smith used a child’s name to teach phonological awareness 

through the daily activity to select the day’s leader. Using the child’s name (Varda), that 

was familiar to the students, she challenged them to divide the name into syllables and to 

identity the letters in order to help them understand that letters represent sounds. Ms. 

Smith also instilled meaningfulness into the activity by clearly stating that the letters 

constituting the child’s name were special. Providing all students with opportunities to 

name the child’s name, she also helped the students understand their friend’s name. This 

activity was repeated every day, which, she claimed, enhanced their understanding of 

phonics by creating a specific framework for practice that was consistent from day to 

day, but varied because of the different names that were used.   

Although she felt that she met the challenge of integrating student emotional 

needs and district academic expectations (e.g., pattern recognition and familiarity with 
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phonics), Ms. Smith did cite another challenge regarding the school’s goal of parental 

involvement in the classroom. This elementary school had multiple opportunities to get 

parents involved in their children’s education, including a volunteer program, 

opportunities for visiting the school, and many PTA (Parent-Teacher Association) 

activities. Ms. Smith welcomed student families’ participation in the classroom, though 

she said that the families preferred volunteering for duties that happened outside the 

classroom, including donation of snacks and laundry of the rest mat covers. When asked 

whether she ever invited parents to participate in academic activities involving literacy or 

math, she said that the curriculum did not seem to facilitate that sort of participation.  

I don’t really know why the parents don’t want to come…maybe they don’t feel 
as capable doing [academic activities] with a group of children if they were too 
young … I think I need to let go a little bit more and be more willing to ask 
parents for help. (Interview, 3/6/2008) 
 
Another reason why Ms. Smith found it difficult to involve parents in the 

activities of the classroom had to do with language barriers (as described above, most of 

Ms. Smith’s students were ELL). “I really want to be able to communicate with them but 

if I can’t, I’ll find someone that can translate for me and set a time and have a little 

conference or a get together and talk” (Interview, 3/6/2008). 

Still another reason for the lack of parental involvement in academic activities in 

this classroom might have been that even though Ms. Smith said that her policy was that 

students’ parents were always welcome to come into the room, the door of the class was 

closed. The hallway was where the children said goodbye in the morning and rejoined 

their parents in the afternoon. When a child’s parent needed to talk with Ms. Smith, he or 

she walked into the classroom with his or her own child in the morning or at dismissal. 

According to Ms. Smith, she closed the door instead of leaving it open to give all 

children a sense of security and fairness within the classroom context. 

I think at four years old and five years old, it’s very difficult for children to 
understand why one child is being picked up early and why they’re not. So just to 
keep things equal and equitable for the children, we like to have [parents] wait 
outside and dismiss the children outside. (Interview, 2/26/2008) 
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Ms. Smith’s interactions with parents tended to take place outside of the 

classroom. Ms. Smith said that she commonly called parents on the telephone to discuss 

students’ absences or unusual behaviors. She also took time at dismissal to review for the 

students what they had learned that day, so that they would be able to go home and report 

to their parents about their day. Finally, she sent home examples of student work so that 

parents could follow their students’ progress. In this way, she hoped to maintain contact 

with parents, meeting the principal’s expectations, while creating a classroom 

environment that facilitated emotional scaffolding for young children who might be 

distracted by the presence of their families. In another example of how “mediated 

agency” worked for these participants, Ms. Smith’s strong belief in the importance of 

safety in the early childhood learning climate, as well as her interpretation of the 

particular characteristics of the families who had children in her class, led her to translate 

the principal’s directive to involve parents into strategies to bring parents into the life of 

the class in a non-academic way.  

In short, using agency that was mediated by specific expectations coming from 

the school district and the principal, Ms. Smith created a curriculum that she claimed was 

consistent with both the upper-grade curriculum and from day to day in her own 

classroom, as a strategy to make the mandated district curriculum a meaningful and 

enjoyable experience for her students; she also created strategies for parental involvement 

that met the principal’s expectations while maintaining what she saw as a safe 

environment for her students. Stepping between these mandates and her students, she 

created emotional scaffolding based on the desire for safety, which was similar to that 

which she constructed in response to her understanding of her own identity and her 

knowledge of her students (see above sections).  

In the following part, I analyze Ms. Cross’s assessment of the school context and 

its impact on her teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding. 

Ms. Cross: Expectations of Academic Preparedness and Parental Involvement as 
Basis for Involving Parents in Literacy and Practicing First-Grade Skills 
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In the school context where she spoke of academic pressure from the principal 

and first grade teachers, Ms. Cross consistently employed two strategies for emotional 

scaffolding that answered these pressures and conformed to her own pedagogical beliefs. 

Using these two strategies, she strove to mediate both the external expectations of 

academic readiness and her pedagogical beliefs about how students learn through 

emotion. One strategy was to encourage parental involvement at school and at home for 

the children’s early literacy development in alignment with the school expectations 

(Hargreaves, 2000; Hyson, 2008). The other strategy was preparing students for first-

grade seated work by asking them to play at being first graders, thereby triggering a sense 

of anticipation about the future.  

Ms. Cross reported that the messages she received from the school administration 

about emotional teaching practices were two-dimensional. She said that that she felt 

academic pressure from the principal, who put emphasis on reading achievements. She 

said, “There is pressure. Dr. Henry talks about it a lot because he’s very concerned. Like 

he tells us he wants us to have more reading goals and so I do feel that pressure.” She 

also reported that she received a strong message from Dr. Henry that he expected parental 

involvement in the classroom. He said, “The children will be better learners, lifelong 

better learners, with their parents behind them. And their parents being behind them is 

better for the child and for the school” (Interview, 5/15/2008). 

Unlike other teachers who saw academic pressure as an inhibiting factor which 

restricted their emotional relationships with their students (Lasky, 2005), Ms. Cross 

viewed pressures about reading and parental involvement as a productive challenge. She 

remarked that academic pressure motivated her to capitalize on emotion to increase 

children’s reading skills, which allowed her to absorb the pressure and avoid passing it on 

to them while they were learning how to read: “It does give us an opportunity. It seems 

challenging at first but then it becomes an opportunity.” Her strategy to use parental 

involvement to enhance children’s reading was not only motivated by the principal’s 

expectations; it was also an example of mediated agency, in which she responded to an 

outside factor which put pressure on her teaching practice by creating a strategy which 
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played to her strengths (involvement with parents). Throughout my observation, Ms. 

Cross constantly used her own experience as a parent in shaping her teaching strategies. 

For example, she brought her own family pictures into the classroom, especially her 

daughter’s baby pictures. She explained that she wanted to show her empathetic 

understanding of the parents’ feelings about their children. “My role in the learning 

community is to foster a positive partnership between parents, teachers, and children. I 

really do think that parent involvement affects their emotions, their positive learning and 

their intellect” (Interview, 5/30/2008). 

Another reason why Ms. Cross may have been motivated to include parents may 

have been the ongoing approbation that she received from the parents of the children in 

her class. For example, Ms. Cross reported with pride that she had been elected “Teacher 

of the Year” by the parents several years previously, which she took as evidence that her 

outreach efforts were working.  

Ms. Cross also reported that she met the literacy standards of the state, as 

measured by a standardized test, which she said made her proud of her approach; these 

results would, of course, please the principal as well. She also shared the report of the 

children’s progress with the students themselves, hoping to give them intrinsic motivation 

to continue to enjoy reading.  

We are to do the state mandate test. It’s called the TPRI [Texas Primary Reading 
Inventory]. It tests comprehension and letter sounds, blending and rhyming, those 
kind of things. I already tested [this year]. I tested my lowest first…Monica was 
proud of herself because I said, “You made a hundred on it.” And she wanted to 
read: “Can I read another book? I love to read.” So that makes me really happy 
when they want, they must feel success if they’re anxious to read to me. 
(Interview, 5/13/2008) 
 
In order to meet these expectations and obtain these results, Ms. Cross 

implemented three concrete emotional scaffolding strategies relating to parental 

involvement in literacy, including building a library center, sending literacy materials 

home, and inviting parents to come to school and read books for the students. To increase 

the students’ excitement about reading, she built a library center, accumulating an 
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extensive collection of books. She said that she intentionally located the center by the 

entrance, so that parents and children would encounter it immediately upon entering the 

classroom. She reported that she had bought the largest portion of these books, some of 

which she had purchased recently and some of which were her own children’s books, and 

she labeled them with her name and sometimes the names of her son or daughter. She 

also labeled other books with the name of the parent who had donated them, to trigger 

children’s excitement toward the books, and to distinguish them from the school library 

books. She stated that the children loved to borrow classroom books along with books 

from the school library. She described children’s and their parents’ responses to the 

classroom library.  

They love to check out these books. They think, “Ms. Cross would bring all her 
books from home and let us take it home.” And the parents get real excited, too. 
And their parents have come back and told me how their children just want to 
read one book after another, after another, after another. (Interview, 3/6/2008) 
 
Ms. Cross added that she also allowed the students to bring in books that were 

related to the topic, in order to trigger their excitement and anticipation about reading.  

I feel that it’s encouraging their reading when they get to go home and find 
something that relates to the curriculum and tell their parents, “We’re studying 
this and can I bring this to school to show Ms. Cross.” Like we were studying the 
author Leo Lionni and Jisell said, “Tomorrow I am bringing a book by Leo Lionni 
because we’re studying that author” and she was so proud about that. And 
everybody was so appreciating that she had a book by Leo Lionni. It seems like 
everybody in here feels like, “Oh, Ms. Cross is going to be really glad if… we’re 
studying dinosaurs, I can bring a dinosaur book in.” (Interview, 3/6/2008)  
 
In addition to parental involvement in school, Ms. Cross also established the role 

of the family as a partner and sought their involvement for supporting their children’s 

developing literacy at home. Seeking an activity that would help children engage with 

sight words, she created the idea of “bubblegum words,” based on a story the class read. 

In the story a frog gets stuck in bubblegum. She asked her students to think of the words 

as “sticking” in their minds.  

Children have to know sight words on sight and they’re also called instant words. 
I have all these non-negotiable sight words to teach. It’s a long list and I could do 
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what the TEKS say, make flashcards. I thought about the child’s emotions to a 
flashcard you know and it just seems too non-emotional. And so I wanted to 
appeal to their emotion… I ask parents to participate with me in teaching, 
reviewing the bubble gum words at home by putting them on their 
refrigerator...Only my class does this. (Interview, 5/27/2008)  
 
Ms. Cross said that her parenting experience helped her connect with parents and 

this helped find ways to teach their children that were more fun. “You know, sight words 

can be really dull and boring, just to show a flashcard. I learned that from my daughter 

because I had some flashcards when she was little” Interview, 3/20/2008).  

On the other hand, with her refrigerator strategy, she said the parents helped the 

children cut out the words and post them on the fridge, where the children would always 

encounter them on a daily basis, outside of a traditional “learning” context. This, she 

thought, increased the sense of playfulness in the activity. She reported that her students’ 

parents saw positive results using this strategy.  

One student’s mother says, “We like bubblegum words better than sight words 
and instant words.” She was like so excited, on a Monday morning she came to 
me and she said “We went to church yesterday and [the student] found all these 
[words].” She said, “Usually at church she’s kind of bored and has nothing to do, 
and she was like pointing to all the bubblegum words in the church bulletin.” The 
student was saying, “Look at all the bubblegum words.” Students get excited to 
be, knowing something. (Interview, 5/8/2008) 
 
In another strategy to combine parental involvement with enhanced literacy, 

parents served as teacher’s aides. For example, while Ms. Cross spent time with math, 

reading, and writing in small-group activities, the other children were engaged in reading 

books from their book-boxes. The parents, who dropped in whenever they had time (Ms. 

Cross did not maintain a sign-up sheet), supervised the children, who were reading 

quietly, and provided assistance when the children didn’t feel like reading. In this way, 

the parents served as resources to maintain a quiet, engaged classroom. This strategy was 

also consistent with Ms. Cross’ identity as “laid-back” teacher who was willing to have a 

classroom that was less strictly ruled by routine and more open to potential excitement.  
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In this example, Taylor’s dad happened to visit the classroom to eat lunch with 

Taylor, and ended up reading a book to the students. Ms. Cross described the students’ 

responses.  

Taylor’s dad had this whole bag of Dr. Seuss books... I had another book I had 
planned to read, and asked him, “Would you read this?” They love to hear 
Taylor’s dad read. So he read it, and then in his bag, he had Green Eggs and Ham 
in Spanish. And the little Spanish girls were just so excited. Even the non-Spanish 
kids loved hearing it in Spanish because they had already heard it in English and 
they were just thrilled. So you know sometimes the unexpected—it’s kind of 
exciting. Nobody really knew Taylor’s dad was going to show up today to read 
but he did. (Interview, 2/22/2008) 
 
This example brings up an issue that a classroom with ELL students may face in 

trying to incorporate parental involvement in reading-based activities. Taylor’s dad was 

English-speaking and happened to know how to read a Spanish version of a Dr. Seuss 

book. During my observation, all of the parents who participated in reading activities 

were English-speaking. Ms. Cross did not address this issue by discussing the general 

trend toward English-speaking parents being the ones who read the books to the class, but 

she did discuss two instances in which she tried to incorporate bilingual parents into the 

classroom through literacy activities.  

Monica’s dad doesn’t read English. He can understand me. I like to have an open 
classroom where he came in. He doesn’t come in far like the Caucasians. They’ll 
walk all the way in, but he kind of stays over there. He’s a little more, you know, 
not as comfortable yet. But he used to stand out [in the hallway]. Now he comes 
in part way, and I go “Oh, I’m so glad you have your green [book log] folder out, 
Monica. You’re going to check out another book.” I know that he cannot help her 
because he doesn’t know what those words are. So in front of him, I go “Oh, let’s 
talk about the book you chose. Hippos. Hippos. Look at those big 
hippopotamuses.” Then I read the first sentence for her in front of the dad. “Away 
went one hippo.” (Interview, 2/22/2008)  
 
Alma’s mom is from Peru and she speaks Spanish. She said, “I’m here to help,” 
and I was so glad. But when I asked her if she would like to read, she was like not 
too comfortable and Alma told me that her dad would read to us because he can 
read English but that her mom doesn’t read English too well. So [Alma’s mom] 
would rather help me with something else, so she’s Xeroxing things for me and 
she helped me find some missing green folders. She talked to the children and 
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said “Did you forget to put your green folder in the book box?” and she helped me 
in other little ways like that. (Interview, 3/25/2008) 
 
These two examples raise important questions about the risks of parental 

involvement in the classroom. Ms. Cross seemed to overlook the potential negative 

feelings that students might experience. What if their parents could not come into the 

classroom because of work or childcare issues? Or what if their parents come into the 

classroom and then found themselves, because of language barriers, unable to participate 

in the activity? She seemed to miss the complexity of the emotional result of her attempts 

to bring parents into the classroom, perhaps because she had such a positive experience 

with parental involvement when she was young, as she described in an interview. She 

believed that parental involvement helped her engage with school as a student, and that 

she was more likely to want to meet the teacher’s expectations because of her teacher’s 

relationship with her parents (Hyson, 2008).  

My parents were very involved in my school, so that was my first example and 
my dad would help on the stage and stuff like that…That’s why I think that it’s 
only natural now to have that same kind of small-town feeling at Sunshine 
Elementary where people know each other and trust each other and care about 
each other. If I can at all foster that, I want to because it made me more invested 
in the school seeing my parents and my teacher having a good friendly 
relationship. It made me want to try harder to do a good job. (Interview, 5/6/2008) 
 
The extremely positive reactions that she got from students whose parents were 

able to come into the classroom also colored her somewhat limited perspective on the 

emotional effects of engaging parents in literacy activities. 

They love it when their parent has involvement in the classroom. They’re so 
proud of that. Like Clark is so thrilled that his mother helps us. He’s just so 
excited. She tells me that he loves her helping in the classroom. And when they 
read books, it makes them feel really proud of that and it helps them get more 
attached to learning in school. (Interview, 5/6/2008) 
 
Aside from the pressure she felt from the principal to involve parents and increase 

literacy, Ms. Cross also felt pressure from upper grade level teachers. These teachers 

wanted her to prepare children for grade-school classrooms. She said that she was 
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cooperative with first-grade teachers because she had maintained close relationships 

with them: “I’m friends with all the first-grade teachers. I’m actually more friends with 

them than even the kindergarten teachers here.” Because the first-grade teachers had a 

close relationship with Ms. Cross, she reported that they used to say, jokingly, but also 

seriously, “Do give them more and more seat work and less and less play time.” She 

said: 

All the time I think about that. I know what first graders need because I used to be 
a first grade teacher. They like to get my kids because they know that I have been 
very academic and that they’re reading [at a high level]. At the same time they 
tease me, “Oh, you let them play and you let them talk”…I mean they still like 
[having my students in class] but at the same time they keep putting pressure on 
me to have them sit more and have them be quiet. (Interview, 3/6/2008) 
 
Consequently, she felt a responsibility to prepare her students for more seated 

work and expectations of quiet behavior. Part of this feeling of responsibility may have 

come from her own sense of her reputation as a teacher who prepared students adequately 

for first grade (“they like to get my kids”). She felt this responsibility not only to the 

other teachers, who were her friends, but also, more importantly, to her students, because 

she wanted them to feel competent when they became first graders. This desire followed 

from her belief in emotional scaffolding.  

I do give them more and more seat work and less and less play time, kind of 
dwindle it down. I say, “We are going to pretend we’re first graders like for 
fifteen minutes and we’re going to have quiet time. We’re going to have a little 
spelling test…” I will be happy to do that because I want them to have a really 
easy transition. I want them to go, “Oh yeah, I was expecting this.” (Interview, 
3/6/2008) 
 
To manage this pressure, and in line with the strategies described in sections one 

and two of this chapter, Ms. Cross used excitement and anticipation as a resource for 

student readiness. Her natural affinity for playful and exciting activities led her to assess 

the transition to first grade as a difficult one, and so her strategy, which is another 

example of the mediation of teacher agency, was to inject some playfulness into the 

seated work that she asked her students to do. For example, Ms. Cross borrowed a poster 
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from a first grade teacher listing first grade classroom rules, which were called the 

“magic five rules” (legs crossed like pretzel, hands in lap, eyes on teacher, ears listening, 

mouth closed). She said that she showed her students what the behavioral expectations 

for the first grade would look like, while also triggering their anticipation for successful 

adjustment to the future classroom.  

They seemed to be smiling and happy you know they liked the pretzel idea and 
they now I think they’re more relaxed too to know they’re going to know what is 
expected of them in first grade. It’s not going to be like the big scary unknown…I 
think it assures them that they’re going to be ready and okay and accepted and 
emotionally accepted. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
 
As the request of the first grade teachers, Ms. Cross also provided many 

opportunities for the students to do worksheets in order to help them adjust to the seated 

work. When presenting the worksheets, she said that she strove to make the worksheet 

meaningful for the students. For example, before giving the students the worksheet, Ms. 

Cross provided the students with hands-on experiences about solid, liquid, and gas forms 

of water in order to elicit their excitement and help them anticipate using worksheets. 

Using the children’s emotions, she attempted to help them engage in the worksheet 

meaningfully.  

The worksheet is just a worksheet. If they have no experience it doesn’t mean 
anything to them. So that’s why I gave them the ice before doing the worksheet. 
Each of them had ice this morning and some water in their little cup and they got 
to see it melting …[This] makes the worksheet come alive. (Interview, 4/8/2008) 
 
Another strategy to elicit children’s excitement about doing worksheets was to 

display her excitement. She argued that the use of her excitement was not manipulative, 

but instead supportive, because she felt that the worksheet was fun (Callahan & 

McCollum, 2002; Oplatka, 2007).  

I try to be careful when I’m talking to make this dull worksheet [about the ocean] 
come alive for them. They’ve had a hundred worksheets in kindergarten but I 
made it so it was a really fun, special paper when I presented it. (Interview, 
5/30/2008) 
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Her relationships with first-grade teachers, coupled with her pride in her 

accomplishments and her feelings of responsibility to her students, led Ms. Cross to pay 

more attention to use emotion as a key to help prepare students for first grade. She used 

excitement and anticipation to help students prepare for a successful transition.  

In short, Ms. Cross assessed that her teaching practices appeared to be monitored 

by the principal and first grade teachers, who expected a level of literacy, parental 

involvement, and behavior readiness in her classroom. This pressure placed boundaries 

on her goals in her classroom, mediating her agency, and gave her another motivation to 

create excitement through her teaching practices to increase children’s academic 

engagement. Considering her social relationships and expectations in the school, as well 

as her belief in the importance of excitement for learning and her identity as a “laid-back” 

teacher, she met academic goals with various strategies. She created and implemented 

literacy-building strategies, including encouraging parents to participate through donating 

books, helping students at home, and coming into the classroom (Lasky, 2005). She also 

followed several strategies to help students prepare for first grade, including practicing 

for new classroom expectations and constructing worksheet-based activities as “fun” in 

children’s minds. In this sense, she viewed academic pressure not as a challenge that led 

her to neglect emotion in teaching, but instead as an opportunity to integrate emotion into 

learning for children’s academic success.  

Summary 

The data presented in this section focused on how the teachers’ assessment of the 

school context can act as an influencing factor on pedagogical decision-making for 

emotional scaffolding and how they translate their appraisal into the construction and 

implementation of their specific instructional strategies in the course of emotional 

scaffolding. I now summarize the findings and identify similarities and differences 

between the two participants.  

The analysis in this section indicated that both participants used their 

pedagogically important emotion. They also employed this emotion while creating 
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strategies that squared with their own identities and their knowledge of students, as a key 

to respond to the external pressure that they felt in the school context. For example, Ms. 

Smith aimed at creating a consistent curriculum as a strategy to give the students a sense 

of security in the school context where she felt pressure to meet the goals of the mandated 

district curriculum, while Ms. Cross tried to use children’s excitement about reading and 

anticipation about future studentship as a central component in the creation of her 

strategies in response to the external pressure from the principal and the upper grade 

teachers. The relationship between their assessment of the principal’s and upper grade 

teachers’ expectations and their teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding was 

translated through their beliefs about which types of emotion are most important in the 

learning and teaching context.  

The second commonality between the participants was that they both positioned 

themselves as active mediators in the implementation of the expected curriculum. Both 

participants assessed school expectations and academic pressures as opportunities to pay 

more attention to creating teaching strategies for emotional scaffolding, rather than as 

challenges that would lead them to neglect students’ emotions in teaching subject 

matters. Their view was determined by the way they perceived the relationship between 

emotion and cognition, their position as early childhood educators, and their confidence 

in past achievements, as externally acknowledged.  

The secondary teachers presented in the literature argued that academic pressure 

led them to spend more time with academic work, leaving less time to build personal 

relationships with their students. This pressure made the teachers feel like passive 

subjects lacking agency (Lasky, 2005). Unlike these teachers, who felt that emotional 

relationships were confined to non-academic interactions and thus needed to be de-

emphasized in order to make academics a priority, my participants extended the 

boundaries of the emotional realm, viewing emotions in a pivotal and determinant role 

for children’s intellectual engagement with subject matter. Bringing emotion to the very 

center in the academic oriented context, my two participants positioned themselves as 

having “mediated agency” in the construction and implementation of the curriculum 
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(Lasky, 2005). This position may have been enhanced by the fact that these teachers 

reported a greater autonomy in interpreting curricular expectations—they felt that they 

could approach the curriculum however they wanted, so long as they met a set of loose 

goals at the end of the year. Their approach to emotion may also have been reinforced by 

the fact that early childhood teachers commonly come into contact with curricula that 

emphasize emotional development from the “whole-child” perspective (Hyson, 2004). 

These particular participants had also been awarded with recognition in the form of 

positive test results and Teacher of the Year awards, which reinforced their approach.  

A noticeable difference that was revealed from an analysis of the two participants’ 

assessment of the school expectations and academic pressures was their attitude toward 

parental involvement. This difference was related to the position of each participant’s 

class in the public education system. Ms. Smith, whose classroom was Pre-K and ESL, 

thought that a prekindergarten class received less academic pressure and had more 

autonomy and flexibility in designing and implementing curriculum than a kindergarten 

class. Ms. Smith’s classroom showed a low degree of parent participation, even while 

Ms. Smith made a point of communicating with parents in other ways. This situation was 

related to parents’ limited English skills and the teacher’s closed-door policy, intended to 

create a sense of security and equality between students.  

On the other hand, Ms. Cross, who taught a mostly non-ELL kindergarten class, 

expressed her thoughts that her teaching was monitored by the principal and first grade 

teachers. This pressure, coupled with her greater comfort level with the parents of the 

students in her classroom, led her to focus on parental involvement as a way to meet 

these expectations. To manage this academic pressure, she invited parents to be partners 

in enhancing the children’s knowledge and skills in literacy, and maintained an open-

door policy, which she thought created an exciting climate in which parents could come 

in at any minute and participate in classroom activities. Regarding parental involvement, 

then, these participants determined their approaches based on their beliefs about the most 

pedagogically important emotions, coupled with their sense of academic pressure and the 

demographic constitution of their classrooms.  
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Throughout chapter 4, which is comprised of three major themes, I presented an 

analysis of my observations, interviews, and key documents, using the conceptual 

framework of emotional scaffolding in order to answer the two research questions: What 

are these early childhood educators’ strategies for emotional scaffolding? How is 

emotional scaffolding constructed and implemented in the early childhood education 

context?  

Regarding research question one, my participants revealed three major groups of 

strategies that they used in pedagogical decision-making and teaching practices for 

emotional scaffolding. First, they both employed their beliefs about their self-identities in 

order to shape what they saw as appropriate classroom identities, pointing out what they 

saw as deficit traits for teachers interested in student emotion (shyness and “not-funny”-

ness), and describing ways that they tried to manage their personalities in order to 

provide what they saw as appropriate emotional scaffolding. Second, both participants 

used their understanding in general of student emotions, as well as variations among her 

individual students in their specific early childhood classrooms, to shape strategies 

including use of concrete materials, non-verbal communications, and appropriate touch. 

Finally, both participants reacted to their school climates by serving as active mediators, 

meeting mandated curriculum expectations and upholding their pedagogical beliefs by 

implementing academic-oriented programs that also upheld children’s emotional 

attachments to their classroom and their academic learning.  

Regarding research question two, my participants constructed and implemented 

emotional scaffolding drawing on four commonalities. The four commonalities 

recursively stemmed from my analysis of the three themes in this chapter. In many cases, 

there was a thin line between construction and implementation of these strategies; 

teachers were constantly revising their approaches according to their minute-to-minute 

observations of student emotions. Both participants constructed and implemented their 

strategies using informed and deliberate decision-making and used a vision of a 

pedagogically important emotion (for Ms. Smith, security; for Ms. Cross, excitement) in 

order to shape their strategies. They both focused on balancing excitement with 
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engagement. Finally, each teacher constantly engaged in “emotion work” through 

managing emotional expressions and adjusting self-presentation based on their perceived 

teacherly identity and perceived student needs.  

In the next chapter, I discuss how participants’ strategies for emotional 

scaffolding differed from each other as well as from the previous literature. I then 

conclude by outlining some implications of these findings for teacher education and 

future research. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications 

 

The data presented in Chapter 4 focused on how early childhood teachers 

integrated emotions into their pedagogical decision-making and practices. Two research 

questions have guided this study: “What are early childhood educators’ strategies for 

emotional scaffolding?” and “How is emotional scaffolding constructed and implemented 

in the early childhood education context?” In answering the research questions, Chapter 4 

delineated the strategies of constructing and implementing emotional scaffolding in these 

early childhood education contexts. First, I identified three major themes. I categorized 

my data into information about how the participants used self-identity in their decision-

making; how they used knowledge about students; and how they assessed and 

incorporated school and social contexts into their decisions. This chapter summarizes 

those findings and then analyzes four major discussion points regarding these 

participants’ emotional scaffolding practices. Because this study aims at expanding our 

awareness of the practice of emotional scaffolding at early childhood education, I will 

discuss how this information enhances the current understanding of the nature of 

emotional scaffolding. Of particular interest is how early childhood education teachers 

may construct distinct strategies for emotional scaffolding.  

The early childhood education context offers four points of difference from the 

literature’s findings on emotional scaffolding. The previous literature described how 

teachers’ decision-making integrated their understanding of student emotion in middle 

and high school contexts (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). The 

four points of difference clarify the uniqueness of emotional scaffolding as carried out in 

the early childhood education context. First, participants used their personal beliefs about 

the most pedagogically important emotion in order to craft their approaches to emotional 

scaffolding. Second, emotional scaffolding is an important part of early childhood 

teachers’ mediated agency in a time of increasing accountability. Third, the participants’ 
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discourse on the notion of “excitement” in the classroom suggested a need for a more 

refined vocabulary in describing classroom emotion. Fourth, emotional scaffolding 

carried out in the early childhood classroom involves emotion work, not emotional labor 

(Hargreaves, 1998; Isenbarger & Zymbylas, 2006; Winograd, 2003). I conclude this 

chapter with a discussion of the study’s limitations and the implications for teacher 

education and future research. 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

Research question one asks about the nature of the strategies that my participants 

used in emotional scaffolding. My participants revealed three major groups of strategies 

that they used in pedagogical decision-making for emotional scaffolding. The first group 

of strategies that they employed was different from anything I found in the literature 

(McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). The literature made no 

mention of the teacher employing their perceived self-identity as a way of implementing 

emotional scaffolding; this was a major source of strategies for my participants. The 

literature defined a teacher’s identity as her perception of herself combined with the 

image that she wants to present to her class (Schutz et al., 2007). I found that my teachers 

used their deep awareness of their own identity to either leverage that identity (Ms. 

Smith) or modify that identity and in fact create a new persona (Ms. Cross). The literature 

mentioned that teachers who share character traits or personality traits with their students 

tend to connect better with those students (Deiro, 1996). I found, however, that in crafting 

emotional scaffolding strategies, my participants were able to establish connections even 

with those students who exhibited traits quite different from those of their teachers. Two 

types of benefits accrue from a teacher’s self-awareness of classroom identity: the teacher 

nurtures a strong bond between herself and the student, as well as sustains the students’ 

active engagement with the learning material; the teacher also validates her notion of 

herself as a professional educator and boosts her confidence. 

The second group of strategies that my participants employed was based on 

knowledge about their students—a way of arriving at strategies that was consistent with 
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the literature (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). However, there 

were several differences between the strategies my participants arrived at and those 

employed by upper-grade teachers described in the literature—differences attributable to 

the knowledge my participants held about both the age-related and the individual 

characteristics of their students. For example, my participants differed from the literature 

in that they focused their efforts on the presentation of content. Presentation style was 

much more important with my participants than it was to the teachers in secondary 

contexts in the literature. In focusing on style, my participants were using their general 

knowledge of how young children learn. Both participants seemed to draw on child 

development theory—in particular, the ideas of Piaget about the implementation of 

concrete and meaningful objects in a lesson. This reflects their understanding of 

developmentally appropriate practices (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Upper-grade 

teachers in the literature, on the other hand, were more focused on how the content that is 

taught stimulates students’ emotions (Rosiek, 2003). In the upper grades examined, 

content was more important than presentation, reflecting the upper-grade student’s ability 

to think abstractly.  

Moreover, there is a difference in communication styles between my participants 

and those found in the literature. The teachers in the literature exclusively relied on 

verbal communication. In the early childhood education context, nonverbal 

communication played an important role in the presentation of new material. This was 

especially true in classrooms with high levels of ELL students. For example, in trying to 

communicate the abstract ideas of “vertical” and “horizontal”, Ms. Smith did not rely on 

words, but employed movements of her arm into the respective positions. I find this 

important because the literature defined emotional scaffolding in terms of verbal 

communication (Meyer & Turner, 2007). I believe my participants’ use of nonverbal 

communication in trying to connect with their younger and ELL students might require 

an expansion of the definition of emotional scaffolding strategies. My participants also 

employed contact with their students’ families in an effort to connect with their students 

and ensure strengthened academic engagement—a strategy that is more developmentally 
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relevant and logistically possible in an early childhood education classroom. To 

summarize, these findings imply that the age of their students influences the instructional 

strategies of teachers in carrying out emotional scaffolding.  

The third group of strategies was born out of my participants’ assessment of their 

academic contexts. The amount of pressure they felt from external forces, that is, school 

administrators and their colleagues, to some degree shaped their instructional strategies. 

Their strategies were influenced by their need to consider their students’ future success in 

an environment where mandated curriculum would create academic pressure. Both 

teachers saw the pressure from external forces as creating opportunities for them to think 

more deeply about ways to increase students’ emotional engagement in academics. Recall 

Ms. Cross trying to get her students excited about worksheets, a strategy that she believed 

would create a mindset that would serve her students well in the upper grades. In the 

discussion below, I will address the way that these strategies exemplify the exercise of 

“mediated agency” (Lasky, 2005). It should be noted that the literature that explored 

emotional scaffolding failed to take into consideration the influence of academic pressure 

on these types of instructional strategies.  

In research question two, I asked how my participants constructed and 

implemented emotional scaffolding, considering their position as early childhood 

educators. This study found four commonalities between the participants: they held a 

belief in projecting an overarching emotional tone (Meyer & Turner, 2007); they 

exercised conscious decision-making (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Goldstein, 1999, 

2007); they tried to balance levels of excitement with engagement (Linnenbrink, 2007); 

and, finally, they engaged in emotion work (Oplatka, 2007).  

In the first emergent commonality, I found that pervading all of my participants’ 

construction and implementation of teaching strategies was their notion of the optimal 

emotion for learning. Ms. Smith believed that her young students most needed a sense of 

security. Without first establishing that sort of climate, she believed that children would 

have difficulty engaging in learning experiences. Ms. Cross, who was in charge of 

students a year older, believed that excitement was the best way to get her kids engaged 
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in learning experiences. Although each teacher also said that they understood the role of 

the other participant’s key emotion in learning, each participant returned again and again 

to her particular emotion in explaining the way the classroom worked. These beliefs in 

key emotions guided their classroom practices. For example, Ms. Smith implemented her 

emotional scaffolding in the service of children’s feelings of security by using one of her 

character traits—being organized. She was always thoroughly prepared with the 

academic content and the materials to deliver that content. This preparation allowed her 

the mental space during the class to respond to children’s emotional reactions to the 

instruction, and to sustain children’s excitement about the activity. The children’s 

continued engagement with the material was, for her, equivalent to a feeling of security in 

the classroom.  

Each teacher tried to apply her idea of the most pedagogically important emotion 

to her individual students’ needs—for example, by providing extra materials for students 

who needed more challenge to be excited. However, their emphasis on the single most 

important emotion may sometimes had led them to predict a child’s needs based on a 

formula, rather than assessing each child on an individual basis. In this sense, in order to 

construct an emotional tone for their classrooms, the teachers employed a certain 

unavoidable degree of manipulation. On the other hand, by having an overarching 

emotion set the emotional tone of the classroom, my participants were capable of 

providing a consistent, daily teaching practice for emotional scaffolding. This tradeoff 

shows how emotional scaffolding can, like any teaching practice, become a habit, which 

has its positive and negative effects.  

Indeed, the second major commonality that emerged in response to my second 

research question dealt with the teachers’ attempts to remain conscious and flexible in 

their applications of emotional scaffolding strategies. Often it was difficult to separate 

their construction from their implementation of the strategies. The teachers constantly 

had to revise and accommodate minute-to-minute changes in the classroom’s emotional 

climate. Both participants continually tried to construct and implement their strategies 

using informed and deliberate decision-making, even when they had only a few seconds 
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to decide on an action in an unexpected situation. An example would be Ms. Smith’s 

response to sudden events, such as electricity blackouts or raindrops on the window. 

Because of her knowledge of her students, she decided to incorporate these events into 

her lesson, rather than try to refocus their attention. Impromptu strategies such as this one 

emerged from a combination of teachers’ self-perceived identities, their interaction with 

their students, and their interactions with the school context.  

The third commonality emerging from my second research question addressed the 

question of the balance between excitement and engagement. Ms. Smith attempted to 

achieve this balance by modulating her tone of voice, validating her students’ emotions, 

and setting expectations for classroom behavior. Ms. Smith seemed to respect the 

different reactions among her students to the lesson and to focus on individualized 

emotional scaffolding (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Ms. Cross, on the other hand, 

viewed classroom emotion as a group phenomenon, and wanted all of the students to be 

at the same level of excitement and engagement, without considering possible individual 

variations in their emotional states. This led her to expend energy eliciting her desired 

response from the class, or dampening her students’ actual responses.   

The fourth commonality between the participants that emerged from my second 

research question concerned the question of emotional labor. The literature on emotional 

scaffolding asserts that using emotion is integral to effective teaching (McCaughtry, 

2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). Throughout my study, I realized that I 

needed to consider whether the emotion that the teachers were using in order to scaffold 

their students’ learning was forced or natural. When a person controls their expression to 

project an emotion that differs from their actual internal state, this is called emotional 

labor (Hochschild, 1983). What I observed in the classrooms, I believe, was not 

emotional labor but what is termed emotion work (Callahan & McCollum, 2002). This 

impression was reinforced by comments made by the teachers in their interviews. 

Emotion work distinguishes itself from emotional labor by being voluntary and sincere. 

By engaging in emotion work, the teacher believes she creates a situation in which the 

student senses no insincerity. As a result, she believes that a student is more likely to be 
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engaged and enjoy a better relationship with the teacher and the material. In turn, the 

teacher derives satisfaction and pleasure from the act of teaching. Ultimately, this 

emotion work seems to her to generate an overall positive climate. 

I can represent these findings as a schematization that illustrates the dynamic, 

interdependent, and complex interaction between factors that influence the process of 

pedagogical decision-making and practices in early childhood education contexts (see 

figure 2).  

 
Figure 2: The process of pedagogical decision-making and practices for emotional 

scaffolding in two early childhood education classrooms 

THE FUNCTION OF A VISION OF A PEDAGOGICALLY IMPORTANT 
EMOTION 

 
 When describing their construction of emotional relationships in the classroom, my 

participants returned again and again in their discourse to an ideal classroom climate that 
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they believed would facilitate learning. This type of anchoring description, which 

encapsulated all of the participants’ emotional goals in the classroom, was one that I did 

not encounter in the previous literature about emotional scaffolding (McCaughtry, 2004; 

Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). I believe it has important implications for 

understanding how teachers in this particular early childhood context shape their 

instruction. The pre-K teacher, who taught in an ESL classroom, said that she believed a 

feeling of “security” or “safety” was the most important emotion to shape a student’s 

engagement in learning. The kindergarten teacher, whose classroom contained a smaller 

number of ELL and special-needs students, cited “excitement” as the most important 

indicator of learning.  

 This research showed that although both teachers taught in classrooms defined as 

“early childhood”, they differed in their ideas of the most pedagogically effective 

emotional climate. I argue that the reason for this phenomenon is, at least in part, the 

differences between the teachers’ identities and between the personal experiences that 

shaped these identities. Ms. Smith described herself as “shy” and reflected upon her 

childhood experiences in a military family, remembering how she moved around and 

constantly met new people. Asked to assess her teacherly identity, Ms. Smith pointed to 

traits associated with the promotion of a feeling of security, calling herself “shy” and 

“calm.” Ms. Cross, on the other hand, who had a very stable school career with parents 

who were highly involved in her education, privileged “excitement” as a motivator, and 

critiqued her own identity based on the traits that she believed were conducive to creating 

excitement in the classroom, judging herself as “not funny” but also saying that she was 

“laid back” and could allow her students to have fun.  

 The participants also constructed these guiding emotions using their general and 

particular knowledge of students, which is intimately intertwined with their own self-

understandings. Ms. Smith, for example, often referred to the “empathy” that she felt 

with ELL students, who were new to the school context. Thus, her belief that her students 

needed to feel secure in order to learn was rooted in both teaching experience and in her 

biography. This belief led her to focus on demonstration, appropriate touch, and concrete 
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materials in her instructional communication, in order to circumvent language barriers 

and prevent frustration. Ms. Cross clearly became excited by the process of putting 

together materials for her classroom, and although she did say that it was labor-intensive 

to spend so much time on equipment, she continued to provide elaborate materials for her 

lessons (e.g., the magician’s cape and wand to teach the concept of silent E). Her own 

feelings of excitement at the novelty of learning may have combined with her 

understanding of the developmental stage of her students to produce her focus on this 

emotion as the most important. In Ms. Cross’ case, her experience raising her daughter, 

who had some bad experiences in a class where the teacher seemed to resent students’ 

excitement, added to Ms. Cross’ assessment of the motivational power of this emotion.  

 The most important aspect of this finding for understanding emotional scaffolding 

on the early childhood level has to do with the influence of school and district context on 

my participants’ thinking. Both participants believed that the students exiting their 

classrooms would benefit in a long-term way from the emotional climates that they had 

tried to maintain. Ms. Smith believed that with a foundational feeling of security, students 

would enter kindergarten and the elementary grades with a mindset that would allow 

them to take risks in their learning. Ms. Cross thought that excitement about learning 

would function to maintain a positive mindset toward academic work in the alumni of her 

classroom throughout their elementary school years. Both teachers envisioned that their 

students would take the emotional climate of their classrooms with them as they moved 

through their academic careers, and that it would function as a protective barrier between 

these students and the potential for disengagement. Interestingly, this concern is one that 

teachers in upper grades who consider emotional scaffolding did not express 

(McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). 

 This conception may seem to conflict with literature which has argued that the 

focus on future academic success in the early childhood context could take away from the 

day-to-day experiences of the process of learning, resulting in a focus on “becoming” 

rather than “being” (Christensen & Prout, 2005). However, these teachers seemed to be 

constructing a future emotional mindset through their everyday practices, a goal that 



 209 

seemed to consider “being” and “becoming” simultaneously. Hyson (2008) pointed out 

that in the early childhood context, attention has recently been focused on the cultivation 

of positive “approaches to learning,” including intangibles such as curiosity, engagement, 

interest, problem solving, flexibility, and self-regulation. My findings seem to argue that 

attention to emotional scaffolding can be a tool to create many of the same positive 

outcomes that those researchers who focus on “approaches to learning” emphasize. This 

finding also shows that teachers, at least my participants, are already thinking about these 

key aspects of preparation, even if they do not use this particular vocabulary to describe 

their efforts.  

EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING AS MEDIATED AGENCY   

Although my participants recognized that their actions were somewhat 

constrained or shaped by the context of their school, they maintained that this constraint 

helped them shape better strategies. The literature has found that surrounding structures, 

like school reform, or academic pressure imposed by outside expectations, will have an 

effect on teachers’ ability to hold onto their pedagogical beliefs, while still shaping a 

classroom strategy that meets the mandated curriculum (Lasky, 2005). Lasky described 

the decision-making that teachers undertake under these conditions as “mediated 

agency.”  

I have found that my research differs from the literature on social context and 

teacher agency (Hargreaves, 2000; Lasky, 2005). I found three points worth considering 

about the importance of emotional scaffolding as a form of mediated agency in the early 

childhood context. The primary difference is in how the marriage of emotion and 

cognition appears to benefit children’s learning. The literature talked about teachers, 

mostly operating in upper grades, complaining of not having time to meet their students’ 

emotional needs, because they felt too much pressure to meet academic expectations. 

This suggests that these teachers believe that cognition and emotion do not go together. 

An important finding in my research is the fact that my participants saw the two as 

inseparable. When my participants attended to their students’ emotional needs, they 
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believed, it led to an engagement that achieved cognitive goals. This belief may have 

derived from their training as early childhood educators and their position in a field that 

acknowledges the interaction of learning and social and emotional development through 

such standards as developmentally appropriate practices.  

A second point is the manner in which my participants saw the academic pressure 

and curriculum mandates as an opening to explore different pedagogical methods. In the 

literature cited above, I found teachers who saw their options closed off due to the need 

to meet academic standards, and who became focused solely on delivering content. On 

the other hand, my participants had two assets that helped them be creative. First of all, 

they appeared to possess strong content knowledge and faith in their teaching ability. 

Coupling this with their understanding of the content knowledge their students would 

need in the future gave them the confidence to try creative methods to tailor their 

instruction to their individual students’ individual needs (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). 

The second benefit was that, while they felt pressure from their principal, they also said 

they had his support. They understood that his support was grounded in the fact that these 

teachers were successful, as evidenced by their awards and parent feedback. Both 

teachers felt that they were given tacit permission to implement emotional scaffolding 

because of the encouragement they felt from their principal.  

A third point about my participants’ sense of mediated agency is the effects of the 

pressure applied by teachers in upper grades that my participants reported. This type of 

pressure did not figure prominently in the previous literature, and is a unique feature of 

the experience of teaching in an early childhood context (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & 

Turner, 2007: Rosiek, 2003). Both Ms. Cross and Ms. Smith reacted to the pressure they 

felt by incorporating emotional scaffolding into the curriculum. This emotional 

scaffolding was based not just on their knowledge about the content required on their 

grade level, but also on their knowledge of what would be required in the upper grades. 

They believed that their actions scaffolded a student’s mindset as a competent learner in 

the present as well as in the future. In one instance of this type of scaffolding, Ms. Smith 

tailored some of her presentations to lay some academic groundwork for the advanced 
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students, giving some students extra math terms, which would be used in the fourth 

grade. She believed that the students who received this individualized instruction were 

encouraged about their intellectual level. In her class, Ms. Cross responded to pressure 

from her friends who were first-grade teachers by instituting an intensive reading 

program that included many home activities. Throughout this process, she reminded 

students of what would be expected of them in first grade, and tried to make the process 

exciting by forecasting future activities. I see both teachers’ creation of mediated agency 

in the fact that they did not resist pressure from upper grade teachers. Rather, both 

teachers responded by creatively incorporating emotions into the curriculum in a manner 

that they thought would have effects long into the future, including good relations 

between students and future teachers, as well as between early childhood classroom 

teachers and upper-grade instructors.  

In early childhood education contexts, an interesting example of emotional 

scaffolding is the involvement of parents in the classroom. This phenomenon is also an 

example of teachers exercising mediated agency. Ms. Cross recognized her principal’s 

emphasis on parental involvement, while she also felt pressure from the principal to 

increase students’ reading skills. She recognized an opportunity to manage this pressure 

by employing parental involvement, an area she saw as one of her strengths. She tried to 

establish and maintain parental involvement in literacy through various activities, 

including building a library center, sending literacy materials home, and inviting parents 

to come to school and read books to the students. Through these efforts, she constructed 

situations in which she hoped that students would learn to associate learning with 

comfortable home contexts, and would take cues from their parents’ interest in their 

learning. Both outcomes, she thought, would reinforce a positive mindset about 

learning—a possibility unique to the early childhood classroom. She believed that using 

parental involvement as a strategy for emotional scaffolding met two demands—the 

principal’s demand for more parental involvement and the demand to increase literacy (as 

the parents were reading books to the students).  
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This particular example of mediated agency through emotional scaffolding was 

made possible by Ms. Cross’ particular location in an early childhood context. Hyson 

(2008) argued that parental involvement in early childhood education contexts influences 

children’s approaches to learning. The literature on emotional scaffolding, which mainly 

dealt with middle schools and high schools, did not talk about parental involvement as an 

emotional scaffolding strategy. This may be due to the fact that the content knowledge at 

such levels is either too high or too isolated for many parents to engage with. A 

kindergarten curriculum, on the other hand, uses materials that are accessible to all 

parents. Such a contextual factor may have made it possible for Ms. Cross to employ 

mediated agency, as by enlisting parents as readers, she tried to meet the principal’s 

demands as well as the students’ needs.  

I found that, in the early childhood context, teachers took opportunities to exercise 

mediated agency through presenting required content with strategies that attempted to 

emotionally scaffold children’s engagement. The specific context of these classrooms 

meant that teachers felt a fair level of autonomy when shaping their presentation styles, 

and could access parental involvement, unlike teachers in upper grades.  

RESPONDING TO LEVELS OF EXCITEMENT 

 My participants found that variations in student excitement affected the teachers’ 

pedagogical decision-making, believing that excitement could hinder or facilitate 

children’s engagement. In general, the literature on the function of various emotions in 

the classroom considers excitement to be a positive emotion. For example, Linnenbrink 

(2007) divided emotions into pleasant and unpleasant, placing them on a spectrum from 

low activation to high activation. According to Linnenbrink, excitement is a highly 

activated, pleasant emotion. My participants, however, operating in the early childhood 

context, considered excitement to be neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but rather 

constructive or unconstructive, changing their assessments depending on the context of 

the classroom discussion. For example, there was the occasion when Ms. Cross’s student 

was reminded of the movie “300” and wanted to focus discussion on the film, instead of 
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Ms. Cross’s topic (constellations). Ms. Cross viewed this student’s contribution as an 

example of unfocused, unconstructive excitement. An example in Ms. Smith’s classroom 

of similarly unconstructive excitement was the student whose father possessed a similar 

screwdriver to the one being discussed, and who kept the class’ focus on her father, as 

opposed to the screwdriver. 

My participants believed that positive emotion, in too large a dose, could hinder 

rather than facilitate learning. Both of them used metaphors to describe what happened 

when the excitement level in a classroom became a hindrance. Ms. Smith saw student 

engagement in terms of a hot air balloon: too much emotion would carry the balloon 

away. Ms. Cross compared the excited classroom to a pot of water close to boiling, 

saying that too much excitement would cause the water to boil over. Both of these 

metaphors expressed the danger that teachers identified in the over-excited classroom (a 

runaway balloon; a scalding pot of water). Therefore, both teachers tried to regulate 

students’ emotions to keep them at an optimal level of learning engagement. Ms. Smith, a 

proponent of security in learning, wanted her students to be interested and excited but not 

out of control. Ms. Cross, a proponent of excitement in learning, wanted her students to 

be happy and excited but not to the point of distraction. Both teachers found that a high 

level of excitement could lead to disengagement with the content and engagement with 

tangential topics. This discourse shows how, in the early childhood context, emotional 

scaffolding, which is usually defined as the attempt to create a particular emotional state, 

can sometimes be used to regulate emotions that teachers see as out of control. 

The participants’ beliefs about the nature of excitement in the classroom differ 

from the findings of Linnenbrink (2007), who found that pleasant emotional states such 

as excitement or happiness do not undermine behavioral engagement—she implied that 

such states enhance children’s ability to think creatively and flexibly. However, 

Linnenbrink also argued that, depending on the complexity of the task, a teacher might 

want instead to put forth a low level of energy. Some of the low-energy states that she 

cited as conducive to learning include calmness and relaxation. Despite her belief in the 

engagement that’s made possible through excitement or happiness, she also argued that 
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while carrying out complex cognitive tasks, children who are dealing with activating 

emotions would have a more difficult time.  

My participants were aware of this phenomenon, and made efforts to modulate 

the level of emotion to establish and sustain the students in cognitive involvement. Using 

a low, relaxed level of energy, my participants believed that their students were 

undistracted by emotions and better able to concentrate on their activities. Both of my 

participants, in this sense, positioned themselves as protective governesses, helping 

children regulate their emotional behaviors. Knowledge of this characteristic of young 

children’s emotional development may affect their pedagogical decision-making 

concerning emotional scaffolding, and may lead them to regulate student emotions, rather 

than simply promote them, as in other examples of emotional scaffolding. The difference 

between my study and Linnenbrink’s work is that Linnenbrink was looking at upper 

elementary and middle school students. Such students have developed far enough 

emotionally that they are more able to regulate their behavior so as not to compromise 

their cognitive engagement. Teachers in these grades may find it helpful to cultivate 

particular levels of excitement, but in the early childhood classroom, the students have 

much less emotional control, and the teachers may find that their cultivation of levels of 

excitement has a much more immediate effect (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Denham 

1998, 2007). 

It would be interesting for us to develop a vocabulary that focuses on early 

childhood education and the types and levels of excitement that are found there. Having 

such a vocabulary would increase a teacher’s awareness of the subtle variations in 

emotional makeup of her classroom. Having a greater awareness of the primary role of 

managing student excitement in creating emotional scaffolding strategies in the ECE 

classroom would assist teachers in shaping these strategies.  
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IS EMOTIONAL SCAFFOLDING EQUIVALENT TO EMOTIONAL LABOR, OR 
IS IT A PEDAGOGICAL SKILL? 

 
I observed that my participants used “emotion work” to scaffold emotions in their 

students, while the literature held no discussion of emotion work’s role in the project of 

emotional scaffolding (McCaughtry, 2004; Meyer & Turner, 2007; Rosiek, 2003). The 

literature has made a distinction between emotional labor and emotion work. Hochschild 

(1983) noted that emotional labor is required of workers performing service jobs. They 

are required to present to the public a face that might not reflect their inner emotions. 

External agents generally motivate this type of behavior—agents like supervisors or 

bosses, or the need for profit or salary. Service jobs that require this type of behavior 

would include waitresses, stewardesses, and customer service representatives. At the core 

of the concept of emotional labor is the notion that workers’ outward expressions are not 

a sincere representation of their internal feelings. The most important distinction between 

emotional labor and emotion work is that emotion work is a voluntary reflection of the 

worker’s internal feelings. My participants described their emotional investment as 

genuine and voluntary, and the context of their labor (daily practices and intense, long-

lasting interpersonal attachments) meant that their actions would be considered “emotion 

work” (Callahan & McCollum, 2002; Oplatka, 2007).  

In my study, as I have mentioned, both of my participants saw the emotional 

characteristics of young children as helpful in creating emotional scaffolding. Both of 

them were also very aware of their students’ capability to recognize the authenticity of 

their teachers’ emotional expressions, describing what they saw as young children’s keen 

awareness of “fake” emotions. This understanding motivated the teachers to be consistent 

in their verbal and nonverbal interactions with the class, and also reinforced their attempt 

to modulate emotional reactions to student behaviors. Based on this awareness, the 

teachers tried to consistently project what they thought were important pedagogical 

emotions for their optimal learning climate (see above).  

The two primary emotions that they sought to create, interestingly, were aspects 

of their identities that they considered to be shortcomings. Their self-regulation in 
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presenting these aspects could be considered emotion work. For example, Ms. Smith, 

who saw herself as shy, was careful to try to project a sincere level of empathy that she 

believed would translate into a sense of security for the students in the classroom. She 

was able to use her natural shyness to recognize that same shyness in other students, and 

her capacity for empathy led her to attempt to manage her own emotions so that a shy 

student could feel secure. When a student complained that he couldn’t hear another 

student’s presentation, Ms. Smith used nonverbal cues to support the presenter. She 

slipped an arm around her and, with quiet assurance, she let the child know that it would 

be okay if she spoke louder. Ms. Cross, who saw herself as being “not funny,” was also 

careful to try to project a certain spontaneity and fun-loving nature. Ms. Cross was aware 

of her students’ love of fun. Because she considered herself an unfunny person, her 

emotion work consisted of drawing on a sincere desire to make her class fun, and spurred 

her to bring out music and songs to generate an authentic atmosphere of enjoyment. The 

cyclical nature of this emotion work was apparent in the enjoyment Ms. Cross derived 

from seeing her students happy in the classroom. In sum, the participants’ emotion work, 

at the heart of their emotional scaffolding, seemed to result in deliberate, voluntary, 

conscious, and informed decision-making.   

The literature on teachers’ emotional practices was inconsistent, in that some 

consider teaching to consist of emotional labor, while some see teaching as emotion work 

(Hargreaves, 1998; Isenbarger, & Zembylas, 2006; Oplatka, 2007; Zembylas, 2005). My 

findings suggest that emotion work, when performed as part of emotional scaffolding, 

requires and demonstrates a pedagogical skill. It requires forethought and self-reflection. 

Emotion work requires teachers to understand the roles of emotions in their teaching, the 

influence of emotions on students’ learning and development, and the appropriateness of 

emotional expression in the classroom. This type of work requires the teachers have a 

broad and fairly deep understanding of themselves, their own emotions and their 

students’ emotions. 

My findings, I have discovered, are in line with those of Bolton’s work. As a 

sociologist Bolton (2004) argued that emotion work should be recognized as a skilled 
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constituent of work performance. Bolton stated, “emotion work can be viewed as a 

distinctive form of skilled work and employees as multi-skilled emotion managers” (p. 

20). Teachers’ deep self-awareness is also reflected in Shelton and Stern’s work. In an 

educational context, Shelton and Stern (2004) defined self-awareness as the process of 

“focusing attention on one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in order to understand what 

they are, where they come from, and what they mean” (p. 1). This research conceived of 

self-understanding of emotions in the classroom as a set of explicit professional skills 

essential to the support of children’s learning and the growth of their emotional 

competence. Shelton and Stern claimed that the primary benefit to self-understanding is 

that when teachers and students are more self-aware, possessing more self-knowledge, 

they both “maximize their ability to make conscious choices” (p 2). Employing emotion 

work as a skill for emotional scaffolding strategy in the early childhood classroom 

requires a teacher’s deep understanding of their own emotions and those of their students. 

My participants, in line with Bolton’s argument, managed their emotional expressions 

according to what they saw as the ideal learning environment. Furthermore, these 

expressions were stimulated by a need to respond to student emotional behavior. This 

essential pedagogical skill is all the more important in the early childhood context, 

because of the children’s capacity for intuition and observation, and because of the 

ethical need for teachers to maintain relationships of trust throughout their time with their 

students.  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Both of the case studies for this dissertation have some limitations in terms of 

generalizability, credibility, and researcher bias.   

One of the limitations of this dissertation lies in its generalizability in terms of 

sample characteristics and sample size. My participants were purposefully selected; they 

were ideal for conducting my study. The fact that both of the teachers were white and 

native English speakers, as well as experienced in their fields, contributes to the 

limitation of generalizability. The fact that there are many nonwhite and non-native 
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English speaker teachers in public schools underscores this limitation. Also, these were 

case studies carried out in a public school’s pre-K ESL and kindergarten classrooms. 

Case studies are necessarily small and thus not generalizable, instead providing rich and 

thick contexts that allow readers a deeper knowledge of the context being studied. This 

approach enables readers to make their own judgments and decisions about the 

observations recorded (Merriam, 1998). 

The second limitation of this study is the data collection methods I employed. As 

we all know, when a subject is observed, it behaves differently. My mere presence in the 

classroom might have had an effect on these participants’ behavior. Nevertheless, my 

observation period covered six months, and the consistency of their behavior convinced 

me that, over the long run, I was observing authentic teaching practices. The other part of 

the observation included interviews, and this is where authenticity of data might be 

further questioned. The questions I posed to these teachers prompted them to think about 

their emotional scaffolding practices; therefore, the explanations of their teaching 

practices might have been influenced by the fact that they were answering research 

questions on emotional scaffolding. In turn, I might have also raised their awareness of 

emotional scaffolding and caused them to make more deliberate, conscious decisions 

regarding their teaching practices. The counterbalance to this problem is that I utilized 

member checking as well as peer review. These measures attempted to ensure that my 

questions were unbiased, and did not attempt to lead the participants into artificial 

discussions about my research interests. 

Finally, my own cultural background might raise a concern about the credibility 

of my interpretation of my observations. I was born and raised in South Korea and had 

lived in America, at the time of these observations, for six years. Hence, my cultural 

background might provide a different interpretive lens than that used by a native-born 

American. As a counterbalance to this, in my capacity as a facilitator for student teaching 

at the University of Iowa and at the University of Texas, I had visited, sat in on classes at, 

and worked with teachers at more than twenty American elementary schools. I also grew, 

over four combined years of facilitation and observation for this project, quite familiar 
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with this particular school and with these teachers. I believe that this deep familiarity 

with the school and teachers minimized my bias and maximized my credibility. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study has taken an in-depth look at early childhood educators’ decision-

making and practices for emotional scaffolding. I believe it has produced several 

important theoretical and practical implications. First of all, this study expands our 

perception of the nature of emotional scaffolding processes. My participants showed that 

emotional scaffolding could occur outside of teacher-initiated verbal interactions. 

Second, the study has an implication regarding the sufficiency of pre-service training in 

early childhood education. Both my participants had long experience in the classroom, 

yet admitted to still being in the process of fine-tuning their emotional teaching practices. 

How, then, can new teachers approach the question of emotional scaffolding? This study 

highlights the difficulties and possibilities. Thirdly, there is an implication about the 

importance of schools’ administrative support of teachers and their practices. Both my 

participants were successful teachers who attributed their success to their freedom to 

create innovative strategies for emotional scaffolding. They believe that this freedom, to a 

large extent, came from their principals’ support and respect. Therefore, further research 

should take this type of support into account when assessing teachers’ working conditions 

and decision-making. Finally, and I believe this to be the study’s most important 

implication, a teacher’s self-perception has a large influence on his or her implementation 

of emotional scaffolding, shaping the way that s/he approaches presentation and content. 

In this section, I plan to elaborate on these implications and offer suggestions for future 

study. 

An Expansion of Emotional Scaffolding’s Processes 

Our current understanding of emotional scaffolding involves a teacher’s initiation 

of interactions, as well as verbal instructions (Meyer & Turner, 2007). What we saw in 

my study was that emotional scaffolding could be student-initiated and also nonverbal. 
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My participants viewed their students as co-creators in their emotional scaffolding, 

emphasizing the importance of the teacher’s capacity to respond to student-initiated 

interactions. This recognition of children’s interactions as shaping the emotional 

scaffolding process strikes me as being in line with the social constructivists’ perspective 

on students as active learners.  

The process of emotional scaffolding in the classroom involves making moment-

to- moment decisions in response to student emotional reactions. In the case of student 

excitement, we saw how my participants responded to this excitement. The literature 

viewed excitement in the classroom as an almost universally positive force (Hyson, 2008; 

Linnenbrink, 2007). My participants, however, had a more nuanced view of their 

students’ excitement, seeing much potential in it, but also seeing the danger of it 

distracting from the lesson. In some circumstances, they encouraged student excitement, 

and in other circumstances they dampened it. I think it would be fruitful for us to refine 

our vocabulary about student excitement to reflect its subtle variations and to broaden our 

understanding of its role in emotional scaffolding. 

The Importance of Sufficient Pre-Service Training 

I found through this study that it would help student teachers to be exposed to 

practical ways to construct and implement emotional scaffolding. Grounded both in their 

comprehensive knowledge of child development and learning and in the knowledge of 

individual variability in the learning process, my participants provided, constructed, and 

implemented emotional scaffolding strategies that promote young children’s optimal 

learning and development. When they provided scaffolds for children’s emotions, they 

differentiated their individual assistance by considering children’s learning levels in order 

to help them have meaningful and successful learning experiences. Providing instruction 

in emotional scaffolding practices, therefore, could help student teachers face some of the 

most important challenges in early childhood education, including the challenge of 

providing engaging experiences for children with a wide variety of backgrounds (Copple 

& Bredekamp, 2009).  



 221 

My participants admitted to me that my research, and their conversations with me, 

raised their awareness of the role of emotion in increasing student engagement in 

academic activities. This type of awareness of the role of emotion is something that could 

help pre-service teachers make more effective decisions in the classroom. I believe that if 

we frame emotional scaffolding in early childhood education contexts as a concrete 

example of the interrelationship of cognition and emotion, and present it as such in pre-

service contexts, we can better train our pre-service teachers. I feel that this study offers 

many concrete, real-world examples of how emotion can be consciously integrated to 

engage students. This study should help teachers develop their own teaching practices, 

and in turn, help early childhood classrooms become a fertile ground for more 

meaningful learning experiences.  

Moreover, this approach could be especially beneficial to students and teachers 

striving to attain success in school climates shaped by mandated curricula. Teachers will 

derive a sense of accomplishment from gaining mediated agency through this practice, 

and as the literature has shown, in order to provide educative experiences, teachers must 

feel supported, professionally challenged, and prepared (Copple & Bredakamp, 2009). 

Emotional scaffolding approaches could give teachers a sense of agency in the current 

academically demanding climate.  

The Influence of Administrative Support 

For emotional scaffolding to take root, a principal must respect a teacher’s 

decision-making and practices. My participants both benefited from serving under a 

principal who they believed showed such respect. They partially attributed their success 

to feeling free to do as they saw fit to meet their students’ emotional needs. Because s/he 

is the administrative head of the school, the principal’s understanding of the importance 

of emotions in teaching and learning is reflected in how free teachers feel they can be in 

their decision-making and implementing of emotional scaffolding. Furthermore, the 

principal’s understanding of the importance of emotional scaffolding may guide the 

teachers to better support students striving to meet mandated goals, creating an exciting 
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and emotionally engaging environment. The effects of this environment may be felt 

throughout the school and the community. My study found that teachers with an 

empathetic principal could find it helpful to have conversations that address emotional 

scaffolding, and make attempts to help their administrator understand the importance of 

this approach in the early childhood classroom.   

The Influence of a Teacher’s Self Perception 

Teachers’ awareness of self-identity will help them make better decisions about 

creating a meaningful and engaging environment for their students. Self-awareness is the 

cornerstone of emotional scaffolding because it helps teachers to make critical and 

deliberate decisions. My participants both perceived in themselves predominant character 

traits that they considered weaknesses (shyness and not being funny). Yet each of them 

responded to their self-perception in starkly different, yet both positive and constructive, 

ways. Ms. Smith used her shyness to try to foster empathic relationships with students, 

while Ms. Cross presented a laid-back, silly side to try to create a fun, exciting classroom 

environment. The implication is that a teacher may turn a weakness into a strength, or act 

in specific ways to overcome a weakness in a teacherly identity. In this way, self-

awareness helps a teacher construct an identity that is based not just on their life history 

but also on their academic and teaching experiences. Additionally, the aspect of a 

teacher’s character that they choose to express may be determined by their beliefs about 

the optimal emotional climate for student learning. There are many facets to every 

teacher’s identity, but my participants concentrated only on certain facets (Ms. Smith 

concentrated on her shyness and Ms. Cross concentrated on her lack of funniness). In 

addition, an understanding of a teacher’s students, as well as an assessment of the school 

context, can become important factors in a teacher’s identity creation. Closer attention 

should be paid to how a teacher manages his or her perceived identity to foster emotional 

scaffolding. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

One of my suggestions for future research is an expansion of the literature on the 

role of self-perception in designing emotional scaffolding strategies. To some extent, 

teaching is acting, but there is a range of degrees to which a teacher acts out a non-

inherent trait. Ms. Cross’ self-perception led her to project an image that was the opposite 

of her self-perceived identity. She did this to amuse her students, because she felt that 

stimulating such emotions was conducive to a learning environment. It would be 

interesting to study the effects of the teacher who leverages her inherent personality traits, 

versus those of the teacher who fabricates non-inherent traits. Such a study might deepen 

our understanding of the role that self-perception and the resulting emotion work plays in 

a teacher’s implementation of emotional scaffolding strategies. 

A second suggestion is work that would answer the question “How much does the 

role of emotion diminish in the learning process of older students?” As children get older, 

how much of a factor does emotion continue to be in cognition? The literature reported 

that teachers in upper grade levels complained they had no time to attend to student 

emotions (Lasky, 2005). This was largely due to the pressures associated with meeting 

the mandated curriculum, but it seems that in these older classrooms, teachers also feel 

more comfortable with separating emotion from cognition. This may partly result from 

the fact that as children become older, they are better equipped to self regulate their 

emotions (Cummings & Davies, 1994; Denham, 1998; 2007). Therefore, I hypothesize 

that teachers in upper-grade classrooms tend to think that they can marginalize emotions 

because they are not as often confronted with evidence of students’ emotional states, 

whereas in the early childhood classroom, students tend to show their emotions more 

often, and teachers are more aware of their role in shaping the emotional climate. Future 

research could address this question, ask how emotional scaffolding transforms, in terms 

of teaching strategies, as children mature, and explore at what age certain styles of 

emotional scaffolding are most effective. 

A last suggestion is the need for a broader study on emotional scaffolding in the 

early childhood context. As the NAEYC pointed out, current challenges in ECE are 
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derived from the wide range of types of programs, students, classrooms, and teachers. 

Learning gaps in students come from this wide range of ECE contexts (Copple & 

Bredekamp, 2009). My study consisted of two qualitative case studies; such studies are 

necessarily narrow, which prevents me from being able to generalize about the findings. 

It would be useful to conduct a broad study, looking at these diverse make-ups of 

classrooms and teachers. By doing so we could begin to categorize certain emotional 

scaffolding strategies that are more effective with certain groups of students. Such a 

broader study should focus on gathering larger samples of participants who represent a 

wide array of perceived identities, ethnicities, language capabilities, and teaching careers. 

Breaking down the observed strategies and classifying them could provide great potential 

benefit to teacher training programs. 

CONCLUSION 

I have long been drawn to the question of how to improve student-teacher 

relationships. As a kindergarten teacher of 12 years, I was always asking myself how I 

could make my class time more meaningful, more engaged, and more enjoyable for both 

myself and for the students. After my experience as an ECE teacher, I worked as a 

facilitator for undergraduate pre-service teachers in ECE. In this role, I observed that 

certain ECE classrooms were more “alive” than others. I was naturally curious about the 

tools that these teachers employed to bring about this effect. Was it their body language? 

Was it the language they adopted with their students? Was it their choice of materials to 

present new information? Was it in their command of the content knowledge? Or was it a 

matter of classroom management skills? Finally, was it a matter of the degree of their 

emotional awareness? That is, did these successful teachers have a natural aptitude for 

recognizing their students’ emotions and managing those emotions to bring about more 

engagement with learning materials? Or was this not an aptitude, but a skill that could be 

taught and learned by student teachers? These are many questions, which address many 

ambiguous and unquantifiable contributing factors, and no single study can answer all of 

them. Through the idea of emotional scaffolding, I believe I have arrived at some answers 
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to these questions. In this section, I want to conclude by making some arguments about 

the importance of emotional scaffolding in early childhood education contexts.  

The most important goal of this study was to understand why emotional 

scaffolding is so critical and effective, particularly in early childhood education. My 

participants considered emotions in scaffolding as a way to implement developmentally 

appropriate practices in their decision-making. In consistency with the literature, my 

participants believed that emotional scaffolding is particularly important in the pre-K and 

kindergarten environments, because young children’s emotions easily shape their 

behaviors, due to the fact that they are in the process of learning how to regulate these 

emotions (Blair, 2002). My participants also believed that young children’s behaviors are 

often affected by their emotional states, a fact which gives teachers increased 

opportunities to engage these children if they are aware of this dynamic. Moreover, they 

pointed out that the wide range of types of student in today’s early childhood classroom 

means that the teacher should be prepared to respond to many different types of 

emotional expression in engaging their students. Both the literature and my participants 

thought that emotional scaffolding approaches equip teachers to maintain awareness of 

this range of emotional expression and tailor their responses accordingly (Shelton & 

Stern, 2004).  

 The second way in which emotional scaffolding is particularly appropriate for an 

early childhood classroom has to do with the teacher’s need to both educate the child in 

the present and prepare her for the future. Emotional scaffolding appears to allow the 

teacher to avoid the choice between educating for the present day and constantly 

preparing the student for the future (the “being and becoming” dilemma). The 

participants approached this issue by focusing on creating their students’ mindsets, or 

shaping their positive approaches to learning. This type of scaffolding could be 

considered to address emotion and learning at the same time. This potentiality is very 

important in the pre-K and kindergarten environments because teachers of this age group 

are responsible for simultaneously socializing students for school, academically preparing 

them for future tests, respecting their emotions, and helping them develop as human 
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beings (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). In the current climate, teachers feel pressure to 

produce academically successful students who can excel in first grade (and beyond), and 

through emotional scaffolding, teachers can channel this pressure into generating positive 

associations between students and their learning material. In early childhood education, 

such associations can foster children’s mindset toward learning activities and serve 

children as a springboard for a successful academic career, not just at lower grade levels 

but also at upper grade levels and even through college.  

 The third way in which emotional scaffolding appears to address the particular 

needs of early childhood teachers and students lies in the realm of family involvement in 

academic learning. Literature in early childhood argued that family involvement in the 

ECE classroom is critical; a child’s experience in the classroom is shaped by his or her 

home environment, and the teacher must consider this environment when interacting with 

the child, and make efforts to connect with the family in order to support learning 

(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Hyson, 2008). Emotional scaffolding appears to foster 

family involvement by boosting students’ positive emotions about themselves as learners, 

which they bring into the home, sparking family interest in the children’s learning 

progress. As part of emotional scaffolding, teachers may involve the family in activities 

in and out of the classroom, which seems to help create a positive learning mindset for 

children, as well as boosting academic achievement and creating an ongoing climate of 

success.  

 In the era of academic accountability, emotional scaffolding’s role in the early 

childhood classroom can be even more critical. This practice can help students reach an 

optimal level of learning and development. Emotional scaffolding in early childhood 

education can provide children with meaningful and developmentally appropriate 

teaching practices. Importantly, emotional scaffolding can also allow teachers to gain 

more pleasure from their daily work, and contribute to their sense of agency. These 

possibilities, which can be derived from implementation of emotional scaffolding in the 

early childhood context, emphasize the importance of the teacher’s decision-making, 

which is a critical factor in shaping academic success (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). 
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Appendix 

 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Understanding the Role of Emotion  
1. In your perspective, how would you define emotion in teaching and learning?  
2. How would you describe the role of emotion in teaching and learning? 
3. How do you see the role of emotion in contemporary education settings, in 

general? 
4. How do you see the role of emotion in the current public early childhood 

education setting—in general, and in your particular classroom?  
5. What role does emotion play, if any, in children’s success in school?  In what 

way(s) does emotion play a role in children’s learning and development?  
6. How does emotion affect your relationships with your students? Can you give 

me specific examples? 
7. Do you believe your emotion affects your students’ learning? Why or why 

not?  
8. Do you believe your students’ emotion affects your practices, either on a day-

to-day basis, or when you think about teaching in a more detached way?  
Why or why not? 

9. What types of emotion do you believe most affect children’s learning? 
Positive emotion, or negative emotion? Why? Which types of emotion do you 
consider more when integrating emotion in your practices? In what way(s)? 

10. Whose emotion, do you believe, more powerfully affects your practices? 
Yours, students, or both? Why? In what way(s)? Whose emotion do you 
consider when you integrate emotion in your lesson plans?  

11. What pedagogical advantages of integration of emotion do you consider when 
you integrate emotion in your practices? Why?  

12. How do you integrate emotion into the lesson design? Is it conscious, or 
unconscious? When do you integrate emotion in your practices? How do you 
gauge the role of emotion in your practices? 

13. What benefit(s) do you notice when you integrate emotion in your practices? 
How do students respond to you when you integrate their emotion in your 
practices? Why or why not? 

14. How are you able to employ your beliefs about the role of emotion in your 
day-to-day practices?  

15. How would you redefine the role of emotion in young children’s education?  
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Challenges and Opportunities from the Integration of Emotions in Practices 
1. What are the main steps you take while designing a lesson? Why?  
2. How do the mandated standards curriculum (i.e., Prek guidelines and TEKS) 

and accountability influence your practices? What challenges or opportunities 
do you experience when integrating emotion in your practices in your 
particular school context? How do you handle these challenges or 
opportunities?  

3. What are the challenges you face in building emotional relationships with 
your students?  

4. How would you assess your own practices when it comes to integrating your 
students’ emotion? How consciously would you say that you consider emotion 
when making lesson plans?  

5. What are the opportunities or challenges you face when you consider 
children’s emotion in your lesson design? What are the opportunities or 
challenges you face when you consider your emotion in your lesson design? 
How do you manage or respond to these opportunities or challenges?  

6. Is there anything else you would like to discuss, or any questions you wish I 
had asked? 

Prompts for Informal Conversation 
1. You said that this information__________ Am I getting that right? 
2. Would you clarify this information __________ you talked about in the 

interview (observation, or document)? 
3. Would you elaborate on this information __________ you talked about in the 

interview (observation, or document)? 
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