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Abstract 

This study explored the influence of prosocial concepts in a community college learning 

environment. This dissertation’s aim supports community college educators through a 

developed training to help educators recover from emotional episodes in the classroom. 

Twelve Midwestern community college instructors participated in this study. This 

research was qualitative; collection tools included a journal, a questionnaire, an 

interview, and publicly available data. Participants kept a journal for five days and 

described the emotions in their classrooms. Second, they reported on their recent 

professional training, methods of instruction, and demographics. Next, in an interview the 

participants defined an optimal learning environment. Last, the researcher collected the 

participants’ educational credentials. The researcher analyzed the data in NVivo 

statistical software. This study established prosocial, task, and prosocial-task oriented 

leadership styles. Prosocial leaders viewed certain social and emotional behaviors as 

needed prior to learning. Task leaders stated that teaching strategies were needed for 

learning to occur. Prosocial-task oriented leaders flexed between these two preferences. 

Each leadership style had healthy learning environments. Participants said the most 

important components in an optimal learning environment were the instructor, the 

students, and the environment (physical facilities/technology). Participants who 

authentically expressed emotions, aligned with personal values, and were flexible 

problem-solvers, recovered quickly from classroom stress. Educators who were positive 

towards their students and themselves described healthy learning environments. 

Keywords: Emotional intelligence, social intelligence, prosocial competence, higher 

education, community college, instructors 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

 Community colleges attract a wide array of adult learners who share common 

goals of upward economic and social mobility (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). Due to 

their varied backgrounds, community college learners may lack emotional, social, or 

cognitive skills (Barbatis, 2010; Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; Juszkiewicz & American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2015). As a result, when community 

college students struggle, they may challenge the learning environment and create stress 

for instructors (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2015). This 

problem is counterproductive to the students and instructors alike in reaching their goals 

(Klassen, 2010).  

This study focused on community college instructor burnout resulting from 

ongoing challenges and stressful situations in the classroom, and its impact on the 

learning environment.  When teachers lose self-efficacy and burn out, the consequences 

are damaging to the classroom and students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 

2010). A contributing factor to instructor burnout is when the educator and students have 

limited emotional and social intelligence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010). 

This lack of prosocial competence leads to emotional exhaustion, which is a precursor to 

instructor burnout (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010). This study explored 

prosocial competence concepts and their influence on community college educators’ 

classrooms. This dissertation provided insights to instructor burnout, the health of the 

learning environments, and future training for educators at this type of learning 

institution. 
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 This study explored the role of emotional and social competence in a Midwestern 

community college setting. The researcher collected data from instructors representing 

several departments from one major campus at the selected community college. The 

researcher modified a journaling tool from Frenzel, Becker-Kurz, Pekrun, & Goetz’s 

(2015) that examined three major emotions in the instructors learning environment: 

happiness, anger, and anxiety. For five consecutive class periods, instructor volunteers 

described emotions in their classes and explained the contexts of these experiences using 

this journaling tool. After the researcher transcribed the instructors’ journals, she 

interviewed each participant. The instructors also filled out a simple questionnaire 

regarding the class they evaluated, their teaching experience, professional development, 

and preferred methods of delivering lessons. The researcher coded and analyzed the data 

for emotions, the health of the learning environment, and signs of instructor burnout.  

The data provided insights into emotional and social challenges in the community 

college learning environment. This included prosocial competence, the instructors’ 

emotional regulation, and their perspectives on an optimized learning environment. The 

instructors preferred leadership style (prosocial-oriented, task-oriented, or prosocial-task 

oriented) influenced the perception of the learning environment in this study. Through 

the results of this research, suggested training is included in the discussion chapter. This 

plan may help community college instructors to avoid potential burnout. 

Statement of the Problem   

Educators are at a high risk for burnout (Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014; Frenzel et 

al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010, Yu, Wang, Zhai, Dia, & Yang, 

2015). Aside from workloads and lesson plans, burnout results from the emotional and 
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social challenges that surface in the classroom (Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010, Yu et al., 2015). Unregulated negative emotional 

expression breaks down trust and can damage learning environments (Jennings & 

Greenberg; Chantrell, 2009). Instructors who mismanage the emotions that arise in the 

learning environment may feel helpless in their efforts, and unintended consequences can 

result in the classroom (Hagelskamp, Bracket, Rivers & Salovey, 2013; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2015). In these circumstances, instructors may become 

depressed and even indifferent to learners (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2015). 

This scenario may lead to a phenomenon called burnout cascade which results from 

events that cause emotional exhaustion and diminished self-efficacy in instructors 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). As a consequence, burned-out educators often leave their 

positions (Jennings & Greenberg; Van Droogenbroeck, Spruyt, & Vanroelen, 2014). 

When an instructor continues to teach in an emotionally exhausting environment, 

their coping mechanisms can become rigid, punitive, and mistrustful (Hagelskamp 

Brackett, Rivers, & Salovey, 2013; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2014). These 

are the signs of burnout cascade, and if instructors stay in their positions while 

experiencing burnout, they can become indifferent to their students’ needs (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). In more extreme cases, these instructors can display disgust and open 

disdain for teaching (Yu et al., 2014).  The damaging effects of an instructor in burnout 

cascade are present with an unhealthy learning environment, and this can harm a 

students’ future attempts at learning (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009).  
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Social and Emotional Competence in Learning Institutions  

 A prosocial competent environment combines social and emotional intelligences 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). Research conducted in primary and 

secondary classrooms demonstrate that prosocial competence reduces instructor stress 

and improves students’ learning outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta, 

Stuhlman, & Hamre, 2003). Community colleges attract learners with limited time, skills, 

and emotional support for higher education when compared to a four-year university 

(Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). Community colleges’ graduation rates are modest 

(Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2015); therefore, it is 

important to study the effects of social and emotional competence in the community 

college context. 

 The focus of this research is the community college instructor. To address 

instructor burnout, the researcher initially turned to academic databases to understand two 

things: First, how emotional and social behaviors shape the community college learning 

environment; and second, to gain perspective into how these challenges influence the 

instructor. As stated previously, emotional and social intelligences, or prosocial 

competence, supports the primary and secondary learning environments (Frenzel et al., 

2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010; Schutz, 2014; Wentzel, 1994). This 

dissertation studied the influence of prosocial competence in the community college 

learning environment and its effects on the instructors.  

Qualitative Purpose of the Study 

This dissertation in practice explored emotional and social intelligences of 

instructors in a Midwestern community college learning environment. Instructors kept a 
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journal of the emotions they experienced for five consecutive class periods, and then they 

described an optimized learning environment in follow-up interviews. The researcher 

evaluated this qualitative data (journals and interviews) to assess the instructors’ 

emotions, the health of the learning environment, and signs of burnout cascade.  

Existing research supports regulating emotions through prosocial competence in 

primary and secondary classrooms (Frenzel, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta et 

al., 2003). This research is valuable because educators suffer from high rates of burnout 

(Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014); community colleges serve student bodies that present 

challenging emotional situations in the learning environment (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 

2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2015); and at this point, the influence of prosocial 

competence lacks research in this type of higher education. The purpose of this study was 

to explore the influence of prosocial concepts in a community college learning 

environment. The purpose supports the aim of this dissertation which was to develop 

training to support community college educators’ efforts to build healthy learning 

environments and avoid burnout.  

Research Questions 

This research explored the emotions in a community college classroom through 

the instructors’ perspective. The research is based on the emotions reported by a 

representative group of community college instructors over the course of five class 

sessions, an interview, a questionnaire (see Appendixes A B, C, D, and E). The 

researcher compared the resulting data to existing research in prosocial competence and 

optimal learning environments. This phenomenological and grounded theory qualitative 

research study explored one overarching research question and several subset questions. 
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Research question: How do emotional and social behaviors influence the 

community college instructors’ perceptions of the learning environment? 

Four subset questions followed the research question. The first subset question 

examined the instructors’ descriptions of an optimized learning environment. The next 

question evaluated the relationship between prosocial competence and an optimized 

learning environment. The third question investigated the data to determine if instructors 

perceived a need for prosocial competence in the learning environment. The final 

question explored whether the community college instructors connected their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout.  

Prosocial competence modeled by the instructor fosters an optimal learning 

environment (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Peterson, 2012). An 

optimal learning environment displays the following features: minimal 

conflicts/disruptions, smooth transitions between lessons, appropriate emotional 

behavior, a respectful atmosphere, effective problem solving, focused lessons, and 

attention to learners’ individual needs (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). For this subset 

question, community college instructors described an optimized learning environment, 

and the researcher compared their responses to existing research.  

Subset question #1: How do community college instructors describe an optimized 

learning environment? 

The next question evaluated the relationship between prosocial competence and 

an optimized learning environment. Research currently supports that prosocial 

competence facilitates optimal learning (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; 

Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones, Bouffard, & Weissbourd, 2013). Emotional 
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intelligence (EI) is the personal awareness and perceptions of emotions, an understanding 

of their causes and potential outcomes, the ability to regulate and manage the outcomes, 

and the skill to motivate oneself and others (Caruso, Bhalerao, & Karve, 2016; Goleman, 

2006). The last part of this definition links EI to successful interactions with others; this 

is social intelligence (SI) (Brackett et al., 2006; Goleman, 2006). As a result, prosocial 

competence fosters optimal learning environments (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Jacobs & 

Struyf, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones et al, 2013), yet awareness of emotional 

and social abilities is often unnoticed (Brackett et al., 2006).  

To reiterate, the original research question asked how emotional and social 

behaviors influence community college instructors’ perceptions of the learning 

environment. Prosocial competence and its concepts are regularly undetected (Brackett el 

al., 2006); therefore, it is important to determine whether instructors perceive any 

relationship between prosocial competence concepts and the learning environment. The 

journaled data revealed the degree of familiarity each instructor had with the concept of 

prosocial competence. 

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial 

competence and an optimized learning environment? 

The third subset question determined the instructors’ perceived need for prosocial 

competence in the learning environment. This relates to the overarching research question 

since instructors may or may not consider emotional and social behaviors to be important 

in the classroom. This affects the perceived need of prosocial competence in the learning 

environment. This is worthy of exploration since some scholars are critical of emotional 

intelligence and its relevance.  
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The article “Seven myths about emotional Intelligence” (Matthews, Roberts, & 

Zeidner, 2004) stated that empirical data does not consistently support the benefits of 

emotional intelligence. Since EI is the foundation of prosocial competence, and critics 

view EI as a possible “psychological fad,” some instructors may agree with those critics 

(Matthews et al., 2004). Due to this opposition, the researcher explored these educators’ 

attitudes towards prosocial competence by examining their journals, interviews, and their 

professional training. In the journals or interviews, the instructors may directly reveal if 

they support prosocial concepts. In the questionnaire, instructors reported professional 

development. Professional development can include relational building in the classroom, 

and if the instructors reported this type of training, they may support this concept. The 

overarching research question asked how emotional and social behaviors influence these 

instructors’ perceptions of the learning environment. The researcher assessed the 

participants’ perceived need for a prosocial competent learning environment through this 

data.  

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 

 The final subset question of this dissertation examined if these instructors 

connected their unregulated emotions to potential burnout. With major classroom 

disruptions, if an instructor experiences emotional distress, they may feel helpless as an 

educator (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Unregulated emotions in the learning 

environment may create burnout cascade for instructors (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 

Klassen, 2010; Yu et al., 2014). Instructors may cope with stress by leaving their career 

(Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) or by emotionally detaching 



9 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

themselves from students’ needs, further damaging the learning environment (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2014). The data gathered in the instructors’ journals and 

interviews examined the emotions expressed to discover any potential burnout cascade. 

The following question ties into the major research question because a positive 

correlation exists between unregulated emotions and instructor burnout (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2014). However, the previous research occurred in primary 

and secondary classrooms, while the researcher examined a community college.  

 Subset question #4: Do community college instructors connect their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout cascade?  

 The overarching question with its subset inquiries explores prosocial competence, 

the health of the learning environment, and any signs of burnout from the instructor’s 

perspective. This study was based on a grounded theory design with phenomenological 

aspects (Creswell, 2009). This design has the qualitative strength to allow emergent 

discovery (Creswell, 2009). With the limited studies in prosocial competence in the 

community college learning environment, this design allowed the existing research to be 

a guide rather than a rigid working model.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this dissertation in practice is to recommend training that supports 

community college educators. This training includes steps to avoid instructor burnout 

cascade and build healthy learning environments. 

Methodology Overview 

 The researcher collected qualitative data at a large Midwestern community 

college. The study was approved by an internal board review [IRB] through the 
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researcher’s attended University. The Institutional Research [IR] Department at the 

community college agreed to continue the study. Instructors responded through the IR 

Department via the community college’s e-mail in the Summer and Fall terms of 2016. 

This e-mail provided a Surveymonkey link (see Appendix A) to interested participants. 

This survey allowed interested participants to share contact information with the 

researcher with consent for the study.  

 The researcher collected consent forms from participants, assuring the volunteers 

that they could withdraw from the study at any time (see Appendix B). Participants 

recorded their emotions in a journal in one class for five days (see Appendix D). The 

researcher transcribed the journal and interviewed the volunteers. The volunteers verified 

the contents of their journals, described an optimized learning environment, and added 

additional comments for the study. The researcher entered data in NVivo, a rented 

statistical software program and coded for emotions, signs of optimal or non-optimal 

learning environments, and indicators of burnout cascade. She compared different node 

queries and attributes, then studied the data for emergent themes. 

Definitions of Relevant Terms 

 The following terms central to this dissertation in practice can have varying 

definitions in different contexts. Hence, the following summary identifies and defines 

these terms for this dissertation. 

Burnout cascade: A series of emotionally exhausting events occurring in an 

educator’s career that deplete their desire and willingness to create an optimized 

learning environment (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).  
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Cognitive intelligence: Measurable mental, processing and development 

capacities (Matthews et al., 2004). 

Emotional episode: Event in a classroom causing stress (Schutz, 2014). 

Emotional intelligence: Awareness of and skill in managing personal emotions 

and motivating oneself and others (Goleman, 2006). 

Emotional regulation: The ability to recover from stressful events; also called 

emotional agility (David, 2016; Lazarus, 1997).  

Marginalized students: Students who have limited time, money, or emotional and 

social support to attend college (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; Wrigley, 2012). 

These students often struggle with skills that are below college level and typically 

lack sufficient support to reach their educational goals (Rose, 2013; Wrigley, 

2012).  

Optimized learning environment: Favorable learning environment with realistic 

expectations for students’ progress (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & 

Turner, 20006).  

Prosocial competence: The emotional and social intelligences needed to manage 

oneself and others effectively during group challenges or conflicts (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009).  

Social intelligence: The emotional influence of others, which can be positive or 

negative (Goleman, 2006). 

Transactional leader: A leader who identifies clear role expectations 

(leader/follower), goal setting, tasks to achieve goals, and provide contingent 

rewards to motivate followers (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). 
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Transformational leader: A leader who achieves goals by motivating followers 

through positive roles models, inspiration, independent/creating thinking, and 

demonstrates a caring and nurturing demeanor towards followers (Pendleton & 

Furnham, 2016).  

Delimitations and Limitations 

This research had several limitations. Personal limitations included the 

researcher’s financial budget and her available time. The software used for the study was 

an additional personal expense, and financial incentives were not available to recruit 

volunteers. The researcher spent two months learning the statistical software program. 

Additionally, she personally transcribed and coded the data. Other limitations occurred 

due to circumstances not directly related to the researcher. The college’s policies created 

time limitations in recruiting volunteers. These policies restricted the researcher’s 

interactions with participants. The IR department sent the recruitment emails and 

permitted one follow-up reminder sent by the IR department. The maximum amount of 

time to collect research was two quarter terms. This resulted in a sample size that did not 

yield a balanced representation of the instructors in each department at the college.  

Data collection times were a delimitation; the first data set applied to the college’s 

lowest enrollment term (summer). The second data collection took place during the fall 

term, which historically carries the highest student enrollment. These factors influence 

the size of each classroom (summer classes are smaller, fall classes are larger). The 

differing workloads and times of the year can influence the availability of and/or 

willingness to participate. As the researcher predicted, there were more summer 

participants that completed the study than fall participants. 
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The researcher’s bias was a delimitation. As an educator, she supported a 

prosocial competent learning environment. To reduce bias in the results, bracketing was 

important when designing the study; therefore, she used a phenomenological and 

grounded theory approach (Chan, Fung, & Chein, 2013; Creswell, 2009). The interview 

and journal were open-ended, supportive of bracketing (Chan et al., 2013). As mentioned 

before and also supportive of bracketing, the researcher invested in specialized statistical 

software called NVivo to examine the data. Through proper design of this study and 

bracketing, the researcher found emergent patterns in this study. 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 This study focused on instructors since they are classroom leaders at a 

Midwestern community college. These leaders are responsible for providing quality 

education at a higher learning institution. However, these instructors can experience 

difficulties in reaching their goals of the classroom. The community college environment 

has more challenges than other educational settings due to the student body’s academic 

and emotional skills (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). An 

instructor’s position has high demands, modest pay, and if there is limited emotional 

support, the stress can create emotional and physical exhaustion; this can facilitate 

burnout cascade and damage the students’ attempts in learning (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009; Klassen, 2010; Yu et al., 2015). The risk to burnout in instructors is high 

(Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014), but according to St. Ignatius, a damaging leader is never 

pardoned (Lowney, 2003).  

As Lowney reminded readers in Heroic Leadership (2003), we are always 

leading. Even well-intentioned instructors can develop toxic leadership habits or styles 
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(Johnson, 2012). These educators may act in a callous or indifferent towards learners 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Yu et al., 2015). By reflecting on Lowney’s (2003) Jesuit 

lessons in Heroic Leadership, educators are responsible for the effects of their influence, 

including toxic leadership. It is important to value the educator’s role by supporting them, 

acknowledge the difficulties in the community college environment, and hold instructors 

accountable to create classrooms.  

Significance of the Study 

 This dissertation contributed to scholarly research because prosocial competent 

studies for community colleges are limited. This study used existing research in primary 

and secondary education as a frame of reference, and compared its results to those of 

community colleges, revealing both similarities and differences for these types of 

institutions. The study was similar to existing research in many of the concepts of 

prosocial competence related to the individual instructor. Also, the data collected in this 

study did not correlate with existing research regarding leadership and effectiveness in 

the classroom. In addition, this study held emergent patterns. 

 Due to its grounded theory and phenomenological design, emergent patterns arose 

from this study that did not coincide with existing research. One emergent pattern 

revealed three distinct categories in an optimized learning environment. The first two 

categories included the instructor and the student. The instructors stated that the teacher 

and student must prepare for class and possess an open mindset. Instructors stated the 

third category was the physical learning space, which must be conducive to learning. This 

discovery offered insights into optimal learning environments in this community college 
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setting. The next emergent pattern helped design future training for community college 

instructors.  

 The leadership style of each instructor determines how much an emotional 

episode influenced his or her perception of the classroom. Instructors who demonstrated 

socially-oriented leadership valued the emotional and social aspects of the classroom. 

These instructors felt influenced by emotional episodes in the learning environment. The 

socially-oriented educators felt more anxiety when encountering antisocial behavior. The 

task-oriented instructors did not express as much stress when encountering emotional 

episodes in the classroom. Emotional boundaries may have more benefits to task-oriented 

leaders. The results of this study help provide insights to improve practices and policies 

in community college institutions.  

 Education at community colleges pose unique challenges that need improved 

practices and policies. Community colleges have low graduation rates, and marginalized 

students are less likely to complete a degree (Juszkiewicz & AACC, 2015; Schudde & 

Goldrick-Rab, 2015). This research identified how community college institutions are 

different from primary and secondary schools. A community college student body has 

different needs, and instructors must handle the emotional episodes that marginalized 

adults can potentially bring to the learning environment. Quality instructors are in 

demand, yet educators are at risk of burnout cascade (Craig, 2014; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010). An improved approach should help the student by also 

considering the needs of the instructor. It is important to encourage practices and policies 

to support the instructors, and this dissertation provides this direction. 



16 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

 This study advanced research in community colleges and, through the instructor’s 

perspective, sought ways to support the educator through managing emotions 

appropriately. The results of this study provided insights into emotional and social 

interactions that both helped and hindered in the classroom. Additionally, this study 

helped develop potential solutions to provide effective instructor support at this 

community college. These solutions are based on the instructors’ leadership style, 

whether socially-oriented or task-oriented, in the conclusion of this dissertation. 

Summary 

 This dissertation explored the role emotional and social competence plays in 

Midwestern community college classrooms. This is important since the student bodies at 

community colleges can pose unique challenges that can hinder the learning environment. 

These challenges or emotional episodes can be detrimental to instructors’ feelings of 

well-being and affect their roles as educators. Since this can lead to burnout, this 

dissertation aims to improve practices and policies to support community college 

educators. To eliminate bias and allow for emergent patterns, this study used both 

grounded theory and phenomenological design. The researcher collected data from the 

instructors using a journal, an interview, and a questionnaire. In addition, public 

information determined the educational level of the instructors. From these tools, patterns 

emerged. First, three important components create an optimal learning environment in 

these community college classrooms: The instructor, the student, and the physical 

learning space. Second, socially- oriented leaders in the classroom felt more influenced 

by the concepts of prosocial competence than task-oriented leaders. These discoveries 
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allowed the researcher to develop a training for instructors. This training will identify the 

instructors’ leadership styles and provide tools to reduce educator burnout. 

 

  



18 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Leadership, Higher Education for All, and Prosocial Competence 

 This dissertation explored the learning environments of a Midwestern 

community college through the instructors’ viewpoints of emotional and social 

behaviors in the classroom. Based upon existing research, this chapter reviews the 

major themes relevant to this study: The role of leaders and leadership, the 

different types of power, morality and the need for the greater good, the history of 

establishing social justice in higher education, the support of community colleges, 

and the experiences of marginalized students.  

This chapter validates teachers as morally responsible leaders, even when 

students pose challenges to the learning environment. Additionally, this literature 

reviews the students’ challenges because community colleges attract students with 

academic limitations, time restraints, and demanding adult responsibilities 

(Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). The expectations of the instructor and the 

challenges of the classroom are a stress point for instructors, which can lead to 

burnout and/or ineffective classroom environments (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). The existing research addresses this dilemma with prosocial competence.  

Prosocial competence has gained popularity in building healthy learning 

environments despite classroom challenges (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 

The discussion of prosocial competence focuses on emotional intelligence [EI], 

social intelligence [SI], and regulating emotions, including examples from the 

educational environment. Without competence in these areas, a risk of cascade 

burnout for educators is high (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).  
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     The opposite perspective concerns the positive effects of prosocial 

competence, which create optimal learning environments in many cases (Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2009). The final section of this review rebuts the skeptics who 

dismiss the importance of emotional and social intelligence in learning 

environments. To begin, this first section explores the perceptions of leaders, 

leadership, power, and morality.  

Leadership Literature  

 A leader has authority (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016; Harrell & Simpson, 

2016; Johnson, 2012). Conditions that create authority in group settings include a 

selection process (for example, hiring procedures) or an emergent event that 

bypasses formality (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). In a group, leaders have 

disproportionate power over others, and followers accept this person’s influence 

(Harell & Simpson, 2016). Groups vary in their level of acceptance, degree of 

influence, and attitudes toward a person in power.  

 Historically, individuals with certain personality traits were leaders. This 

meant leader and leadership were one concept, and leaders were born (Pendleton 

& Furham, 2016). This view changed in the industrial age, when organizations 

examined the skills of leaders (Pendleton & Furham, 2016). Today, scholars 

define leadership as a process with the ability to influence a group toward 

achieving a goal (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016; Johnson, 2012). Leadership ability 

is a skill that is separate yet related to a leader (Pendleton & Furham, 2016; 

Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011). From this perspective, there are many 

different models of leadership. The three basic models of authoritarian, 
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democratic, and laissez-faire are foundational leadership styles (Pendleton & 

Furnham, 2016).  

 The authoritarian leader is a type of influence that gives all decision-making 

to the person in power (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). The complete opposite 

leadership perspective is laissez-faire style, in which followers are given the 

freedom to make decisions (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). Democratic leadership 

allows followers to provide input to the leader in order to reach goals (Pendleton 

& Furnham, 2016).  

 In 1960, Douglas McGregor introduced a deeper layer of leadership: Theory 

X and Y (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). McGregor’s leadership style considered 

the situation of leaders and followers when describing Theory X and Y (Pendleton 

& Furnham, 2016). Organizations that prefer X leadership styles have 

authoritarian leaders who require obedience from followers in order to reach 

goals. Organizations that support Y leadership styles allow creativity from 

followers, so group members continually improve goals and personally seek 

responsibility (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016).  In 1978, James MacGregor Burns 

introduced another understanding of leadership concepts by introducing 

transactional and transformational models. 

 Burns (1978) defined transactional leadership as predictable and this role is 

needed but less importance than other types of leaders. This leader identifies clear 

role expectations (leader/follower), goal setting, tasks, and contingent rewards to 

motivate followers (Zacher & Johnson, 2015). Transactional leaders are most 

appropriate for stable and small groups (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016).  
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Transformational leaders were identified with complex organizations because 

they can motivate and inspire dramatic changes with vision (Pendleton & 

Furnham, 2016). 

 As briefly explained earlier, the concepts of a leader and leadership changed 

during the industrial age (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). Leadership involves 

influencing others. Power is influence that moves a group toward reaching a goal 

(French & Raven, 1959; Burns, 1979; Hackman & Johnson, 2004; Richards, 

2004).  

The Power of Influence in Groups 

 Leadership is not possible without power, which is the ability to influence 

others (Angelique, Rodriguez, Culley, Brown, & Binette, 2013; French & Raven, 

1959; Burns, 1978; Hackman & Johnson, 2004; Richards, 2004). There are at 

least five sources of power: Reward, coercive, legitimate, expert, and referent 

(French & Raven, 1959). These influences are also social power (Pierro, 

Kruglanski, & Raven, 2012). All sources of power are important. A common 

source of influence is reward power and it is important to influence basic 

behaviors.  

Reward Power 

 Reward power is the ability to compensate another person and thus 

influence their behavior (Burns, 1978; French & Raven, 1959). This power is 

more prevalent in transactional leadership, since rewards hold extrinsic 

motivation (Odumeru & Ogbonna, 2013). Examples of reward power appear in 

work, politics, and education. In an organization, employees work and are 
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compensated with rewards (money, time off, and/or other incentives) (French & 

Raven, 1959). Politicians promise rewards to citizens in exchange for their 

support (Burns, 1978). In a classroom, instructors grant rewards (passing grades) 

when students demonstrate a learned skill. Instructors may also apply reward 

power in the classroom as extra credit, reduced homework, and student 

recognition (praise and/or treats) (Schrodt, Witt, Meyers, Turman, Barton, & 

Jernberg, 2008). 

 The influence of reward power varies because the receiver may perceive 

one incentive differently than another person (Spitzer, 1996). For example, a 

student may feel more incentive from praise from a teacher (Schrodt et al., 2008). 

In addition, reward power strengthens with realistic goals and immediate 

compensation (French & Raven, 1959; Spitzer, 1996). When a leader 

indiscriminately rewards group members, their influence weakens and feelings of 

“entitlement” emerge (French & Raven, 1959; Spitzer, 1996). Finally, a leader 

weakens when he or she does not compensate for met goals (French & Raven, 

1959).  

 Reward power and coercive power are often identified together because 

compensation withheld is a perceived “punishment” (French & Raven, 1959). 

Reward power is independent from coercive power, yet coercive power is 

dependent on reward power (French & Raven, 1959).    

Coercive Power 

 A person who manipulates others into compliance uses coercive power; this 

can stem from both leaders and followers (French & Raven, 1959). A leader that 
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uses coercive tactics with evil and/or insular intent is harmful to followers and 

bystanders (Johnson, 2012). Unfortunately, examples of leaders abusing power 

through coercion are numerous. However, leadership is a skill, and labeling 

leaders who use coercive power as toxic is hasty; coercive power can be effective 

even if there are misuses of this influence (Goldman, 2009; Lipman-Blumen, 

2005). Students can experience coercive power as children. 

 Coercive power used by teachers in early education is corporal punishment 

(Middleton, 2008). Instructors use coercive discipline to quickly control a 

learning environment; this is one choice of style of classroom management (Han, 

2011; Middleton, 2008). Expelling a disruptive student relieves stress from a 

classroom; therefore, coercive discipline benefits “good” students through 

restoring a controlled learning environment (Black, 2016). Eliminating the unruly 

student is an attractive choice and is sometimes necessary, yet expulsion is 

overused (Black, 2016). Since the 1970s, student expulsion rates have increased 

two to three times (Black, 2016). This creates a larger divide between the “good” 

and “bad” students; this is an antisocial path called the school-to-prison pipeline 

(Black, 2016). The student body at a community college already has struggles 

with attrition, and a coercive teacher can add to the difficulty of student retention. 

Adults exposed to coercive power when young may lack insight into alternative 

solutions to conflict (Han, 2011). Unfortunately, coercion extends to peers. 

 Peer coercion is a type of antisocial behavior called bullying (Coch & 

French, 1948; French & Raven, 1959; Naylor, Cowie, Cossin, de Bettencourt, & 

Lemme, 2006). A bully dominates a peer through physical and/or verbal abuse 
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with social exclusions (Naylor et al., 2006). This intimidation hinders a victim’s 

performance in group settings (Coch & French, 1948; French & Raven, 1959; 

Green et al., 2013; Naylor, et al., 2006). Peer coercion is not merely an adolescent 

phase, and its impact is far-reaching (Misawa & Rowland, 2015; Namie, 

Christensen, & Phillips, 2014). Bullying hurts a person’s well-being and 

negatively affects other phases of life (including work and higher education) 

(Namie, et al., 2014; Sinkkonen, Puhakka, & Merilainen, 2014). In one higher 

education study, five percent of students witnessed bullying (Sinkkonen et al., 

2014). 

 Bullying exists in higher education, yet it has generated little research 

(Misawa & Roland, 2015; Piotrowski & King, 2016; Sinkkonen et al., 2014). In 

colleges, bullying happens more often between peers and when educational 

resources are scarce (Sinkkonen et al., 2014). Overwhelmed workloads for 

instructors and administrators often lead to peer bullying going unchecked 

(Sinkkonen et al., 2014). Instructors who bully are damaging to learners 

(Sinkkonen et al., 2014); these instructors are burnt-out and tend to abuse coercive 

power (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994).  

 Students in higher education report antisocial behavior in some of their 

professors in course evaluations (Schrodt et al., 2008). An instructor with cascade 

burnout exhibits signs of bullying through callous and inflexible behavior 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). University students identify 

coercive instructors as dominating who intentionally embarrass students (Schrodt 

et al., 2008). Students recognize that these instructors are using coercion to 
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disempower the learners (Schrodt et al., 2008). Instructors who abuse coercive 

power are more damaging to students from unstable backgrounds (Hareli, 

Berkovitch, Livnat, & David, 2013). 

 Coercive power can create a highly toxic environment, and measures to 

intervene can reduce its damaging effects (Sinkkonen et al., 2014).  If an 

instructor abuses coercive power, administrators may intervene and reduce the 

harmful effects of that abuse of power. The last two sections reviewed reward and 

coercive power, which are often within the boundaries of legitimate power. 

Legitimate Power 

 A person granted more authority in a group holds legitimate power (Cohen & 

Bradford, 1989; French & Raven, 1958; Raven, 2008; Schrodt et al., 2008). Legitimate 

power often results from a formal process, such as instructor hiring procedures (French & 

Raven, 1959; Raven, 2008; Schrodt et al., 2008). Legitimate influence strengthens or 

weakens with circumstances (French & Raven, 1959; Raven, 2008; Schrodt et al., 2008). 

Cultural norms dictate how much a person with legitimate authority can influence a 

group (Schrodt et al., 2008). An unfair leader will weaken his or her influence (French & 

Raven, 1959). Experience, seniority, and/or success in a field (called expert power) adds 

to legitimate authority (French & Raven, 1959; Schrodt et al., 2008). Other types of 

legitimate authority include reciprocity and equity. Reciprocity is a transaction for efforts 

(Cohen & Bradford, 1989; Raven, 2008), which emerges in education when learners 

reciprocate with hard work for an instructor’s energetic teaching (Merseth, 2017). Equity 

is compensation given to a person or group after they endure suffering (Raven, 2008). An 

example of equity in a classroom is an instructor who scales grades after a difficult test.  



26 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

 Legitimate power is highly complex because its influence varies with social 

norms and other types of power (French & Raven, 1959; Raven, 2008; Schrodt et 

al., 2008). The earlier paragraphs explained legitimate power and the 

requirements for this authority, including reciprocity and equity perspectives. 

Expert and referent power create high influence within groups.  

Expert and Referent Power 

 An individual with valuable knowledge has expert power (French & Raven, 

1959). A person with expert power varies in their influence due to the expert’s 

actual level of knowledge and the group’s perception of their competence (French 

& Raven, 1959; Raven, 2008). This has the potential for perceptual error; 

followers may overestimate or underestimate the expert’s knowledge (Raven, 

2008; Carli, 1999). Gender bias is one example of misconstruing degree of expert 

power (Raven, 2008; Carli, 1999). 

 Gender bias inaccurately lowers a female’s expert credibility in spite of her 

knowledge, experience, and competence (Carli, 1999; MacNell, Driscoll, & Hunt, 

2015). In the past, measuring gender bias towards instructors was difficult since 

teaching styles varied (MacNell et al., 2015). However, when researchers exclude 

teaching styles, a prominence of gender bias exists (MacNell et al., 2015). 

Students exhibit strong gender bias towards their online instructors (MacNell et 

al., 2015). Researchers at a university disguised instructors’ genders in an online 

course; some students thought a male graded their assignments, and others a 

female instructor. MacNell et al. (2015) found that results were significantly 

biased “…when the actual male instructor was perceived to be female, he 
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received significantly lower ratings than when he was perceived to be a 

male….male instructors are often afforded an automatic credibility in terms of 

their professionalism, expertise, and effectiveness as instructors” (MacNell et al., 

2015, p. 300). This study showed gender bias of instructors in higher education 

(MacNell et al., 2015).  

 An individual with great interpersonal skills has referent power (Raven, 

2008). Referent power relies on mutual respect, and successful business models 

promote this power (Covey, 2004; Carnegie, 1998; French & Raven, 1959). An 

aloof and careless attitude can damage referent influence (Bosak & Sczesny, 

2008; Carli, 1999). Referent influence increases when similarities between 

students and instructors are present. For example, students at a southeastern 

university reported a preference for instructors closer to their age (Sprinkle, 

2008). In addition, combining types of power is more effective. An instructor with 

superior expert power who adds referent power through personal and 

interpersonal stories scores higher on course evaluations (Schrodt et al., 2008). 

The combination of referent and expert power is charisma (Kidisch, Poteet, 

Dobbins, Rush, & Russell, 1995). 

 As stated earlier, leadership is not possible without power. The above 

paragraphs described different types of power: Reward, coercive, legitimate, 

expert, and referent. These forms of power vary in their influence and are 

interrelated but not identical (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016; Johnson, 2012; 

Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). The influence of power depends on perception and 

social constructs, including gender bias (Bosak & Sczesny, 2008; Carli, 1999; 
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French & Raven, 1959). This section demonstrated that instructors have different 

types of power and accordingly exhibit leadership in their roles as educators. 

Leadership layered with morality is a long-standing concept (Dewey, 1909; 

Dewey, 2014; Price, 2008; Vauclair, Wilson, & Fischer, 2014). 

Morality and Leading for the Greater Good 

  Morality is when a person deliberately uses their skills to contribute to a 

greater good (Dewey, 1909; Dewey, 2014; Price, 2008; Vauclair, Wilson, & 

Fischer, 2014). Morality has common characteristics across different cultures 

(Vauclair et al., 2014). In a study of collectivist and individualist cultures, 

individuals reported morality as honest, friendly, good, just, and with behaviors 

that benefit all (Vauclair et al., 2014). The greater good may break one moral 

code for a higher value, such as lying to a Nazi soldier to save the lives of Jewish 

people (Price, 2008). Morality is a deliberate intent to benefit the greater good.   

 James McGregor Burns (1978) introduced morality in leadership theory and 

expanded the definition of a leader (Price, 2008). A leader shares values and goals 

with group members and supports their needs, aspirations, and expectations 

(Burns, 1978; Price, 2008). This is a cosmopolitan approach that extends to 

human welfare (Price, 2008). Morality in leadership can manifest differently from 

one leader to the next because ethical perspectives have a range of approaches, 

and some include (Johnson, 2005):  

• Mill’s Utilitarianism: Leadership focused on the best outcome for the 

majority. 
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• Kant’s Categorical Imperative: Leadership focused on the right decisions 

regardless of the cost. 

• Rawl’s Justice as Fairness: Leadership focused on fairness for all, including 

minority populations. 

• Communitarianism: Leadership focused on shared values and community 

support. 

• Altruism: Leadership focused on “love thy neighbor” principles (Johnson, 

2012).  

 Morality is a compass for a leader. Burns said a person in power without 

deliberate morality holds naked yielding power; without a moral code, they are 

not a leader (Burns, 1978; Price, 2008). This excludes dictators like Hitler from 

the “leader” title (Burns, 1978; Price, 2008). As stated earlier, instructors have 

power in the classroom. Instructors must be moral and aligned with the greater 

good (Dewey, 1909). John Dewey (1909), an American educator and philosopher, 

insisted that educators maintain high moral standards in their positions. 

 Dewey demanded morality in schools at a time when higher education was 

accessible only to privileged white men. Dewey said the developed members in 

any society are responsible for helping the other group members to reach maturity 

(Reed, 2015). Education is the only way to achieve societal group maturity 

(Dewey, 2015), and this is deliberate morality. Education promoted to all 

(especially the non-privileged) raises a society to a higher consciousness (Reed, 

2015). Just as deliberate morality is the prerequisite of a leader to Burns’ (1978), 

morality must be present in an educator (Dewey, 1909; Price, 2008).  
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 However, educators that are moral are not always effective. There are well-

intentioned moral leaders who hinder a group’s progress (Johnson, 2012). A 

person with power may the lack skills to effectively move a group towards a goal 

(Johnson, 2012). This could be due to incompetence, an inability to make 

decisions, and/or an inability to handle stress (Johnson, 2012). In education, an 

instructor may not know the subject well and/or cannot deliver a concept 

effectively (Foote, Vermette, Wisniewski, Agnello, & Pagano, 2000). Instructors 

who lack competence, decision-making skills, and/or stress management abilities 

may experience unruly classrooms and cannot overcome learning obstacles (Foote 

et al, 2000). Instructors may struggle to admit that they are not effective (Yu et 

al., 2015). Quickly condemning a person for faults is myopic because lacking 

ability or knowledge does not define a person as toxic or immoral. While 

incompetence hurts a learning environment, the leader (or instructor) can change 

with effort (Pendleton & Furnham, 2016). The leader lacking deliberate morality 

is very damaging. 

 An immoral person in power can influence a group in a destructive way 

(Johnson, 2012; Summerfield, 2014). A person may promote low moral codes by 

taking part in, encouraging, or ignoring unethical or destructive behaviors 

(Johnson, 2012). Immoral practices harm individuals, groups, organizations, and 

learning environments by encouraging a “norm” of destruction (Johnson, 2012). 

In a classroom setting, an instructor that ignores incomplete homework 

assignments to avoid grading does not hold students accountable (Shulte, 2014). 

A teacher can further diminish accountability by giving good grades to pupils to 
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avoid bad student reviews (Shulte, 2014). As a Rate My Professor study revealed, 

receiving good grades correlate to higher instructor satisfactory ratings (Stuber, 

Watson, Carle, & Staggs, 2009). This scenario conceals an underperforming 

instructor and promotes low morality. This is a problem since morality is a 

principle in education (Dewey, 1909). An instructor who experiences cascade 

burnout is suspect of immoral behavior (Jennings & Greenburg, 2009).  

 The earlier discussion reviewed the definition of morality and then 

combined it with leadership and education. Instructors who are moral and 

competent can better our societies (Dewey, 1909). Education can serve social 

justice by reaching out to the margins of society and raise everyone to a higher 

consciousness through group maturation (Dewey, 1909). The next section 

discusses the historical context of social justice in higher education. This has 

failed in many attempts, yet it has led to the support of community colleges. 

Establishing Higher Learning Institutions and Social Justice for All 

 As mentioned previously, John Dewey promoted education for all to create 

a greater good. The pursuit of accessible higher education was an arduous task 

long before Dewey’s time. This pursuit originally was non-secular and a Jesuit 

value in the fifteenth century (Lowney, 2003). Jesuit values promote education for 

the margins of society. St. Ignatius, a devout Jesuit, courageously led priests to 

educate the underprivileged (Lowney, 2003). St. Ignatius commanded his priests 

to take full responsibility for social injustice through education. World oppression 

challenged this goal (Lowney, 2003). Dewey said educators were morally 

responsible to balance social justice, and politics challenged this dream, yet 
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society was changing. The following describes the history of establishing higher 

learning for all, a journey with as many successes as failures. This historical 

overview begins in 1857 in a new country.  

 The United States has had a difficult history with building accessible higher 

education for its population. In 1857, Justin Smith Morrill, a Republican 

politician, proposed a higher education bill for all social classes (Morrill, 2017; 

Cantor & Englot, 2009; Land Grant Colleges, 2017). Originally vetoed by 

President James Buchanan, Abraham Lincoln supported and passed the Morrill 

Act in 1862 during the civil war. Through land grants, this act established 

colleges and universities in the fields of agriculture, homemaking, academic 

topics, and military training (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps [ROTC]) (Morrill, 

2017; Cantor & Englot, 2009; Land Grant Colleges, 2017). Morrill intended these 

colleges for all social classes, but they admitted only white people.  

 The Morrill Act helped set up new colleges, but racism still undermined 

social justice (Harris & Worthen, 2004). Colleges denied entrance to Native 

American and black people (Harris & Worthen, 2004). This barrier kept 

marginalized populations from attending higher education for three decades 

(Harris & Worthen, 2004). In 1890, the Morrill-McComas Act introduced 

segregated land grants and opened black colleges in 16 southern states (Harris & 

Worthen, 2004). This was very damaging because Jim Crow’s law encouraged 

racism. The government denied these colleges the grants needed for research and 

training. The underfunded and segregated colleges could not meet the basic 
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educational needs of their communities (Harris & Worthen, 2004). At the turn of 

the century, the pressure to educate all continued.  

 John Dewey’s ideas were gaining popularity. As mentioned before, Dewey 

said that educating all group members was the only way society would mature 

(“John Dewey,” 2015; Dewey, 1909). Dewey’s ideas gained popularity, but the 

colleges continued to exclude marginalized populations and cater to white 

privileged males in the early 1900s (History of Learning Assistance in U.S. 

Postsecondary Education, 2010). A true shift in higher education occurred several 

decades later.  

 From the 1940s through the 1970s, racial tensions and the demand for civil 

rights increased. In 1971 government funds were finally available to non-white 

colleges (Harris & Worthen, 2004) and Native American tribes established their 

own higher educational institutions (“Land-Grant Colleges,” 2017). By this time, 

legislature was in place that prohibited racial discrimination in federally funded 

colleges (Avery, 2009; Harris & Worthen, 2004). The political climate was 

changing, and concerns with the Cold War with Russia competed with 

homebound social equities (Avery, 2009). Due to political pressure, President 

Nixon did not enforce desegregation requirements and continued to federally fund 

colleges who racially discriminated against students (Avery, 2009). Through more 

persistence, lawsuits against the government corrected this deliberate oversight 

(Avery, 2009). By enforcing non-segregation laws, the admissions personnel at 

federally funded colleges could not legally deny student admittance due to race or 

ethnic background.  
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 The next barrier in accessible higher education was creating a college for all 

students to succeed. Marginalized students were not finishing their higher 

education. From trends, this correlated to poor attendance during times of political 

and economic fluctuation (Palmadessa, 2017). President Truman used his 

influence to promote community colleges for non-traditional students 

(Palmadessa, 2017), and community colleges became the educational institutions 

that welcomed all populations. 

Colleges Gain Positive Attention and Challenges 

 The Higher Education Act of 1965 recognized the importance of colleges 

and universities during difficult political and economic times (Congressional 

Digest, 2006; Palmadessa, 2017). President Truman’s support to expand 

community colleges persisted after his presidency through the Higher Education 

Act (Congressional Digest, 2006; Hartle, 2013; Palmadessa, 2017). Community 

colleges attracted diverse students who sought social and economic upward 

mobility; these students wanted to gain new or improve work skills, and many 

were returning soldiers (Burke & Johnstone, 2004; Palmadessa, 2017). 

Community colleges offered open enrollment for all social classes to access 

higher education (Palmadessa, 2017). Since Truman, the Higher Education Act of 

1965 has changed eight times (Hartle, 2013). This is positive, since from 1965 to 

2000, there was a 16% increase of non-white and 17% increase of women 

students (The Higher Education Act Background and Issues for Debate, 2006). 

Today, community colleges continue to welcome all social classes.  
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The Community Colleges Today 

Community colleges continue to train adult learners with employable 

skills. This educational system is a complex with interacting macro- and micro-

environments (Thompson, Peteraf, Gamble, & Strickland, 2012). A community is 

a macro-environment with seven key areas: “Population demographics; societal 

values and lifestyles; political, legal, and regulatory factors; the natural 

environment and ecological factors; technological factors; general economic 

conditions; and global forces” (Thompson et al. 2012, p. 50). These areas 

influence the college itself. The entire college, including the learning 

environment, is the micro-environment. The college equips students with training 

suitable to the community’s job market (macro-environment) and the graduates 

are attractive to employers (SCC, 2016). Successful students can graduate with 

relevant skills, meet the demands of hiring companies, support their families, and 

contribute to the community’s needs. This should fulfill Dewey’s dreams of social 

maturation and St. Ignatius’ goal of social justice. However, there is an ongoing 

challenge in terms of successfully serving a diverse student body (Burke & 

Johnstone, 2004; History of Learning Assistance in U.S. Postsecondary 

Education, 2010; Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; Taylor, 2015).  

 The consequences our society created by intentionally degrading groups of 

people is a major obstacle. The student success rates at community colleges are 

low (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). Community colleges have modest graduation 

rates, between 21.8% to 35.9%, yet most of this success is concentrated in 

privileged students (Juszkiewicz & AACC, 2015; Taylor, 2015). As in the past, 
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students’ attendance correlates to economic changes, and this contributes to 

underprivileged pupils never completing their degrees (Juszkiewicz & AACC, 

2015). The diverse or marginalized students struggle and are highly vulnerable to 

attrition, and it is important to understand how to better serve this population 

(Dewey, 1909; SCC, 2015). The past 160 years has seen a struggle to make 

education accessible to the most marginalized populations of society, and the 

struggles of marginalized students continue.  

Marginalized Students in the Classroom 

 Marginalized students have low success rates in higher education, and this 

section discusses the challenges that contribute to this outcome (Juszkiewicz & 

AACC, 2015; Taylor, 2015). Marginalized students lack resources for college 

such as time, money, and social support (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; Rose, 2013; 

Tiamiyu & Mitchell, 2001). Again, this is a social problem that resulted from 

oppressing marginalized populations and excluding them from education. This 

section will first review marginalized students’ challenges that interfere with their 

educational goals.  

 Marginalized students struggle with competing responsibilities, also known 

as the “work-family-schooling dilemma” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004; Tiamiyu & 

Mitchell, 2001). Marginalized students have more demands in their lives 

compared to traditional students. For example, many of these students have jobs 

and/or children, and many of those with children are single parents (Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004). These major demands are typical of the marginalized adult 

learner and compete for the student’s time and attention (Grubb & Lazerson, 
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2004). Fatigue, stress, and limited time to study further hinder the struggling 

student (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). Additionally, the perceptions of marginalized 

students can create emotional barriers.  

 Struggling students do not want others to stereotype them as inferior (Deil-

Amen, 2011; Reddick Welton, Alsandor, Denyszyn, & Platt, 2011). Marginalized 

students coming from an impoverished background expressed anger when their 

peers viewed their earlier education as inferior (Reddick, et al, 2011). As one 

student commented: “I would just get tired of having to defend myself…” 

(Reddick et al., 2011, p. 604). Underperforming students are afraid others will 

negatively judge them (Deil-Amen, 2011).  

 The feelings of anger in marginalized students work against them, since 

many of these students lack academic skills (Deil-Amen, 2011; Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004). For example, over three-quarters of underrepresented racial 

minority students at a midwestern community college are academically deficient 

and must enroll in remedial coursework (Deil-Amen, 2011). Furthermore, the 

underrepresented students may not grasp the concepts in basic education classes 

(Deil-Amen, 2011). Students that are first in their family to go to college often 

feel embarrassed when they need help. One student felt he had to “be a man” and 

would not ask for help; this eventually resulted in academic probation (Deil-

Amen, 2011). A marginalized student with low academic skills who does not ask 

for help further exacerbates their own problems (Deil-Amen, 2011; Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004).  
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 In addition to academic struggles, marginalized students may feel isolated 

and fear that they do not belong in college (Reddick et al., 2011). Struggling 

students may also feel isolated because they lack an adequate support system. An 

impoverished young student commented he was uncertain of his family support 

during college: “My family… never knew what I wanted to do…. I do everything 

for myself…. I think my dad is behind me” (Reddick et al., 2011, p. 609). 

Marginalized students can have extreme dysfunctional influence from family or 

peers. Another student instigated a fight just before she completed her certificate; 

her face was slightly scarred (Rose, 2013). Due to her scarred face, a family 

member suggested the student should kill herself because “no man could love 

her” (Rose, 2013). Feelings of discrimination and low self-worth are harsh 

internal barriers (Pyne & Means, 2013). A young Latina college student felt her 

instructors judged her because of her immigration status. After some time, she 

realized that she had never experienced racism directly from teachers; it was the 

overall history of discrimination that hurt her deeply (Pyne & Means, 2013). The 

marginalized students experiencing hardships as described above bring challenges 

to the classroom.  

 These students can show unproductive behaviors in the learning 

environment (Rose, 2013). When a person feels devalued, emotions of anger and 

shame erupt, and this creates a negative perception of competence (Hareli et al., 

2013). A student with a “bad attitude” can hurt the overall learning environment. 

The “work-family-schooling dilemma” fatigues students and, as one student 

reported, he could not stay awake in class, yet sleeping through class is 
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“perceived as lazy” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). Other unproductive behaviors 

include truancy and coming to class unprepared. Students who feel they do not 

belong in college can self-sabotage their education (Reddick et al., 2011; Rose, 

2013). These behaviors are a source of stress for educators and the classroom 

environment.  

 This section described the challenges of marginalized students. Defining the 

problem in “educating all” has shifted from the fair distribution of opportunities in 

higher education to the college students themselves. Marginalized students 

struggle in higher education, and this impacts their instructors and the learning 

environment. According to John Dewey’s book Moral Principles in Education 

(1909), instructors must help all students, including the difficult pupils. 

Instructors must deliver lessons and effectively handle the emotional and social 

issues of students (Jo, 2014). This ability to handle social and emotional 

challenges successfully is prosocial competence (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 

Prosocial competence is a central theme to this study, as having or lacking social 

and emotional intelligence skills shapes the learning environment. The following 

section reviews the concepts surrounding prosocial competence, the risks of not 

having emotional and social intelligence, and the influence this has on instructors 

as well as learners.  

Prosocial Competent Concepts and Research 

 This study focused on several community college’s instructors’ perceptions 

of emotions in the classroom. The following explores surrounding concepts of 

prosocial competence. This includes the basic definitions of emotional and social 
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intelligences and the different levels of competencies leading to emotional 

regulation. The following includes the current research on prosocial competence 

in learning environments, and this starts with the basic definitions of emotional 

and social intelligence concepts (Culham & Bai, 2011; Fox, 2015; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1995). 

Defining Emotional Intelligence (EI) and Social Intelligence (SI)  

 Emotions are everywhere in daily life (Fox, 2015; Trampe, Quiodbach, & 

Taquet, 2015). The experience of any one emotion occurs 90% of the time 

(Trampe et al., 2015). The basic emotions are anger, disgust, fear, joy, sadness, 

and surprise (Ekman, 2003; Ekman, 2016; Sauter, Eisner, Ekman, & Scott, 2010). 

Humans recognize feelings across cultures through vocal sounds, gestures, facial 

expressions, and words (Ekman, 1993; Sauter et al., 2010), all of which are 

fundamental in emotional intelligence.  

 Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability to perceive, understand, monitor, 

evaluate, and respond to emotions accurately and appropriately while improving 

emotional and intellectual growth (Caruso, Mayer, & Salovey, 2002; 

Kristjánsson, 2006; Morrison, 2008; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Interpersonal 

relationships improve when a person can understand motivation, feel empathy, 

delay impulses, and skillfully regulate reactions (Goleman, 2006; Kristjánsson, 

2006; Morrison, 2008; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Many scholars perceive 

emotional and social intelligence as interwoven (Goleman, 2006; Kristjánsson, 

2006; Morrison, 2008; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). 



41 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

 The “attitudes, behaviors, norms, and psychological states” within groups 

transfer emotions (Alshamsi, Pianes, Lepri, Pantland, & Rahwan, 2015, p. 1). The 

social transfer of emotions is embedded in the brain’s limbic system, and this is 

called the chameleon effect (Alshamsi et al., 2015), in which emotional and social 

intelligences are shared responses in groups (Goleman, 2006; Kelly, Iannone, & 

McCarty, 2016). A person’s emotions intensify when another person (or group) 

has similar emotions, whether positive or negative (Kelly et al., 2016). Other 

influences determine the extent of emotional and social impact (Kelly et al., 

2016); these factors may include a person’s emotional state and his or her mental 

load, which may lessen or enhance the transfer of emotions (Kelly et al., 2016).  

 Emotional Intelligence [EI] comprises two major categories: Trait and 

ability (Caruso et al., 2004; Coccaro, Solis, Fanning, & Lee, 2015). Trait EI, 

called experiential EI, is stable; this is the baseline of how an individual 

experiences emotion (Caruso et al., 2004; Fiori, Antonietti, Mikolajczak, 

Luminet, Hansenne, & Rossier, 2011). Ability EI is strategic and capable of 

growth; this means that a person can change how they react to emotions (Caruso 

et al., 20004; Coccaro et al., 2015). Ability EI has four major areas: Perceiving, 

applying, understanding, and regulating emotions (Caruso et al., 2004; Lanciano 

& Curci, 2015; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). The following section explains the four 

aspects of ability EI. 

First Branch of Perceiving Emotions 

 The first branch of ability EI is perceiving. A person with perceptive skill 

can identify personal and interpersonal emotions in different contexts (Caruso et 
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al., 20004; Lanciano & Curci, 2015; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Science supports 

the idea of the integration of brain functions and emotional perceptions (Quarto, 

Blasi, Maddalena, Viscanti, Lanciano, Soleti, & Curci, 2016; Opialla, Lutz, 

Scherpeit, Hittmeyer, Jancke, Rufer, Holtforth, Herwig, & Bruhl, 2015). MRI 

scans showed activity in the brains’ left insulas when participants looked at 

pictures of fearful faces. Left insula activity correlates with emotional recognition 

and social judgment (Quarto et al., 2016). A person who can identify his or her 

feelings correctly has a basic form of ability EI (Caruso et al., 2004; Salovey & 

Grewal, 2005). This perception can distinguish a faked emotion—for example, 

recognizing that a smile is not always genuine (Caruso et al., 2004).  

 Social scientists confirm emotional perception in young children (Albanese, 

Stasio, Chiacchio, Fiorilli, & Pons, 2010). Five year-olds can perceive personal 

emotions, signifying a deep-rooted natural EI ability (Albanese et al., 2010). 

Children continue to develop more complex emotional perceptions (Nelson & 

Russell, 2015). A person who accurately distinguishes complex personal and 

interpersonal feelings has developed emotional and social intelligence (Ford & 

Tamir, 2012). Perceiving emotions in others is especially beneficial for difficult 

emotions like anger or sadness (Ford & Tamir, 2012). This first branch includes 

the ability to perceive the emotions of others accurately, while the next branch 

uses emotions to help achieve goals (Ford & Tamir, 2012; Albanese et al., 2010; 

Salovey & Grewel, 2005).  
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Second and Third Branch of Understanding Emotions 

 The second branch of ability EI is when a person can regulate personal 

emotions to solve problems (Salovey & Grewal, 2005). An individual who has 

reached the second branch of emotional intelligence can regulate their own 

emotional state (Salovey & Grewal, 2005). An example of emotional regulation is 

when a person listens to music to create a happy (or sad) emotion (Garrido & 

Davidson, 2013). An individual that knows happiness stimulates creative thinking 

or that sadness enhances methodical work can adapt his or her emotions to 

achieve their goals (Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Regulating personal emotions for 

goals is the second branch, and this leads naturally to the third branch of ability 

EI.  

 The third branch of ability EI occurs when a person attains a deeper ability 

to understand complex emotions (Caruso et al., 2004; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). 

Understanding complex emotions happens as young as six years old (Albanese et 

al., 2010). For example, six-year-olds described themselves as feeling happy 

when told candy was in a box, and then sad when they discovered an empty box 

(Albanese et al., 2010). As adults, humans can perceive emotions of others (social 

intelligence) through sympathy, compassion, and empathy (Covey, 2004; 

Simmons, 2014). This in-depth perception occurs in entertainment when humans 

try to understand feelings in fictional characters (Preston & De Wall, 2002). This 

occurs from the spontaneous mapping the brain creates from previous emotional 

experiences (Hofelich & Preston, 2012). The last branch builds on the three EI 

abilities and involves regulating personal and interpersonal emotions. 
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Fourth Branch of Regulating Emotions  

 The last branch in ability EI is when a person can regulate personal and 

interpersonal emotions to reach goals (Hochschild, 2012; Salovey & Grewal, 

2005). An individual who recognizes a difficult emotion and handles it well 

benefits from the overall outcomes (Ford & Tamir, 2012). Emotional regulation is 

social intelligence, and its effectiveness is dependent on context and the 

individuals involved (Hochschild, 2012; Lazarus, 1993, 2000). This next section 

reviews different perspectives of emotional regulation, starting with its practical 

purpose for the military, to creating a positive experience for customers in 

business, and finally in facilitating optimal learning for students.  

Emotional Regulation 

 As stated before, emotional regulation is social intelligence. Research in 

emotional regulation developed from people learning to cope with difficult 

emotions (Lazarus, 1993). This was important to the military after WWII who 

wanted to recruit soldiers with personalities who were not overly reactive and 

were highly adaptable to stress (Lazarus, 1993). Instead of pointing to a 

personality type, Lazarus (1993), a leading researcher of emotional regulation, 

suggested that reframing stressful events would be effective in emotional 

regulation.  

 Reframing events means that a person who reacts to stress as a “major 

cataclysm” is at a greater emotional disadvantage than if they perceive a struggle 

as a “minor annoyance” (Lazarus, 1993). People who manage their emotions well 

when handling stress are resilient, resourceful, think constructively, have more 
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hope and hardiness, hold self-efficacy, are optimistic, and are more coherent 

(Lazarus, 1993, 2000). Emotional regulation is a subjective process and coping 

with stress depends on a person’s life experiences (Lazarus, 2000). Emotional 

regulation is currently recognized as emotional agility, and it has benefits in 

recovering from stressful events (David, 2016). In education, instructors employ 

acting to achieve learning goals. Emotional coping through acting is common. 

Surface Acting and Deep Acting to Reach Goals  

 A person can regulate emotions through acting (Hochschild, 2012; 

Humphrey, 2012). There are two types of acting studied in emotional regulation: 

surface acting and deep acting (Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). Surface and 

deep acting are common and extensively researched. Surface acting occurs when 

an individual “fakes” an emotional response (Cukur, 2009; Hochschild, 2012). 

Since surface acting is not sincere, this method causes higher degrees of stress and 

emotive dissonance (Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). Surface acting is 

emotionally draining and can lead to burnout (Hochschild, 2012). A person who 

authentically experiences an emotion regarding a goal or job is deep acting 

(Cukur, 2009; Hochschild, 2012). Deep acting means a person can generate 

appropriate emotions and use them to an advantage in a situation (Hochschild, 

2012; Humphrey, 2012).  

 Businesses promote regulating emotions through acting. In the 1980s, Delta 

told its female airline attendants in training seminars that their biggest asset was 

their smile (Hochschild, 2012). Due to gender bias, society expects females to be 

friendly; therefore, this strategy is both motivational and cognitive (Carli, 1999). 
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In business, the “smile” is a deliberate business tactic that facilitates a pleasant 

experience for customers (Hochschild, 2012). Delta trained employees to reframe 

their difficult emotions when handling customers. The airline encouraged their 

flight attendants to reframe an irate customer by imagining that this person had 

just experienced a tragedy. Through deep acting, the employees could respond to 

the angry customer with compassion (Hochschild, 2012). Education also uses 

acting to cope with emotions.  

 Instructors often work against upsetting emotions to demonstrate positive 

and hopeful feelings (Yen-Hsin & Kristjánsson, 2011). Instructors who use deep 

acting rather than surface acting are less likely to experience burnout due to 

emotional exhaustion (Basim, Begenirbas, & Yalcin, 2013; Steinhardt, Smith 

Jaggars, Faulk, & Gloria, 2011). Surface acting and stress yield a positive 

correlation (Qi, Ji, Zhang, Lu, Sluiter, & Deng, 2017). In a study of primary 

school teachers, researchers compared hair samples and measured cortisol, a 

hormone associated with stress. The teachers who used surface acting to cope 

with emotions had higher concentrations of cortisol in their hair samples (Qi et 

al., 2017), indicating that these surface actors are more likely to burn-out. 

Individuals who use deep acting within ethical and moral codes are more effective 

in reaching goals, and burnout is less likely (Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012; 

Qi et al., 2017; Steinhardt et al., 2011). 

 Reframing an event is an option in emotional regulation. The person 

reframing an event can prevent burnout through morally aligning their purpose 

(Cukur, 2009; Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). In education, instructors need 
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to use proper emotional regulation to prevent burnout, as they have a very high 

and predictable burnout rate (Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014), and the process of 

instructor burnout is called cascade burnout (Jennings & Greenberg, 2006). 

Instructors and Cascade Burnout 

Burnout is common in careers with high stress (Montero-Marín, Prado-Abril, 

Carrasco, Asensio-Martínez, Gascony, & García-Caqpayo, 2013; Yu, Wang, Zhai, Dai, & 

Yang, 2015). In education, this process is called cascade burnout (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Cascade burnout is harmful to both the instructor and the learning environment 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). 

Instructors are at risk for cascade burnout when stress creates emotional exhaustion 

(Carton & Fruchart, 2014; Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schutz, 

2014). Characteristics of burnout include physical and mental fatigue, a lack of self-

efficacy, and ineffective stress management (Montero-Marín et al., 2013; Yu et al., 

2015). This section describes the stages of cascade burnout and the irreconcilable stress 

instructors endure before they lose self-efficacy. Burnout cascade begins with stress 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).  

By definition, stress is an environmental challenge that threatens or harms goals 

(Lazarus, 1990). Feeling stress in a job does not mean burnout is imminent. Stress is 

common and expected in an instructor’s career, yet irreconcilable stress creates many 

problems (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Factors that lead to stress and burnout in an 

educational environment include the physical space of the classroom or office, 

interpersonal conflicts with superiors or peers, unstable personal relationships, and 

student or parent issues (Montero-Marín et al., 2013). Due to the significant variety of 
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stressful factors and the narrow scope of this study, this literature review focuses on 

social behaviors in the learning environment. Cascade burnout’s first warning is the 

inability to resolve stressful emotional events; these instances are called emotional 

episodes (Schutz, 2014). 

Emotional episodes are the negative behaviors in a classroom that reduce its 

social climate and hinder academic achievement (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 

1994). Addressing a student who acts in an antisocial manner and resists learning is an 

example of an emotional episode. This threatens the learning environment and creates 

anxiety or anger in the instructor (Frenzel et al., 2015). Emotional episodes are common 

in a teaching career, and their presence alone does not indicate burnout. An instructor 

who is unable to handle the emotional episode may experience significant stress. If the 

stress continues, this can lead to burnout cascade. At this stage, burnout is reversible 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schutz, 2014). The inability to cope with emotional 

episodes shows a lack of prosocial competence. Prosocial competence (social and 

emotional intelligences combined) is a developed skill (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 

Goleman, 2006). Instructors at this stage seek coping strategies to avoid burnout (Van 

Droogenbroeck et al., 2014).  

Instructors who seek training to improve classroom skills are vulnerable to 

burnout at this stage (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). Colleagues and supervisors must 

support this educator’s efforts to improve themselves (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). 

Rigid administrative rules may undermine an instructor’s attempts to develop his or her 

skills at this phase, and an instructor who lacks emotional support can feel defeated and 

lose passion for the job (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). This is cascade burnout, and 
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many educators leave their careers when they lack self-efficacy (Jo, 2014; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Yu et al., 2015). Instructor attrition is 

very high. Within 3 years, 30% of new instructors leave teaching (Jo, 2014), and within 

five years 50% resign (Craig, 2014). The instructors who decide to stay in their positions 

have often lost passion and hope (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014), and these instructors 

with cascade burnout are very damaging to the learning environment (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). 

Instructors with cascade burnout exhibit behaviors that are passive, negative, 

indifferent, or callous towards students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994; Yu 

et al., 2015). The burnt-out instructor may completely ignore the chaos in a learning 

environment or use punitive measures. Alternatively, an instructor may give good grades 

away and encourage a destructive learning environment (Johnson, 2012; Shulte, 2014). 

This type of burn-out is difficult to detect because students reciprocate positive course 

evaluations with high grades (Addison, Best, & Warrington, 2006). Burnt-out instructors 

may deliver lecture material too quickly for learners and discourage questions or 

clarification (Safdar & Malik, 2015). These instructors are antisocial and may 

emotionally abuse their students through verbal attacks, rejection, threats, or blatant 

neglect of the learners (Safdar & Malik, 2015).  

Burned-out instructors are very damaging to students (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Learners sense when their education is not important to a teacher, and they will 

not form meaningful connections with them (Culham & Bai, 2011; Martin, Hands, 

Lancaster, Trytten, & Murphy, 2016; Wentzel, 1994). These instructors can inflict long-

term negative effects on students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The damage is more 
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profound to learners that lack experience (for example, marginalized students) (Safdar & 

Malik, 2015). For example, students with low self-esteem lack emotional support and feel 

insecure about their future (Cuthrell, Lanciona, & Soletti, 2010). The burnt-out instructor 

negatively affects struggling learners with lower self-esteem and increases their 

insecurities about belonging in school (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Safdar & Malik, 

2015).  

The foregoing described the steps in cascade burnout for educators. The major 

factors of cascade burnout in instructors involve irreconcilable continuing stress and a 

lack of support in efforts to improve the learning environment (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 

2014). Burnt-out instructors often leave their careers, but some stay (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). An educator with cascade burnout who continues to 

teach is highly destructive to struggling students (Cuthrell et al., 2010). These instructors 

either ignore chaos in their classrooms or show antisocial behaviors through hostility to 

students (Johnson, 2012; Safdar & Malik, 2015; Shulte, 2014; Stuber et al., 2009). 

Burnout instructors impair learning environments and damage a learner’s outlook 

(Cuthrell et al., 2010; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Safdar & Malik, 2015). Burnt-out 

instructors damage their learning environments. Optimal learning environments are 

possible through prosocial competence.  

Prosocial Competence in the Classroom 

 A prosocial competent educator combines emotional and social intelligences to 

support learning and social wellbeing (Denham, Bassett, Mincic, Kalb, Way, Wyatt, & 

Segal, 2012; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Prosocial competence, also called social 
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emotional competence (SEC), is well researched with strong evidence of success (Curci, 

Lanciano, & Soleti, 2014; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schutz, 2014; Wentzel, 1994).  

 As said previously, emotions are ubiquitous. Emotions are a personal experience 

and are always appropriate in context of an individual’s life (Meyer & Turner, 2006). In 

addition, emotions alter cognitive learning (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). A student’s 

ability to learn decreases with certain negative emotions that hinder creative thinking and 

problem solving (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). While positive emotions can increase the 

learning ability of the pupil, this is a basic level of understanding the influence of 

emotions in the learning environment. Matching emotions appropriately demonstrates 

emotional intelligence and yields better outcomes (Ford & Tamir, 2012). Emotions and 

learning are dynamically intertwined.  

 Emotions are real to the experiencer, and this shapes the learning environment; 

therefore, instructors should recognize and handle student reactions carefully (Meyer & 

Turner, 2006). For example, a student from a background that discouraged higher 

education experiences the classroom differently than a peer from a supportive family. 

The instructor must shape the climate of the classroom with appropriate emotional 

regulation (Meyer & Turner, 2006). Emotionally shaping a healthy learning environment 

demonstrates prosocial competence.  

 The prosocial competent learning environment improves learning outcomes, 

student behavior, relationships between administrators and educators, and the wellbeing 

of instructors (Chantrell, 2009; Frenzel et al., 2015; Goleman, 2006; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Mirza & Reduan, 2012; Wentzel, 1994). Instructors who encourage 

prosocial activities, even outside the classroom, increase their students’ wellbeing, 
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acceptance of peers, and student happiness (Layous, Nelson, Oberle, Schonert-Reichi, & 

Lyubomirsky, 2012). This learning environment has a positive effect on students and 

teachers, which in turn creates a healthy classroom (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).  

 A prosocial competent environment fosters optimal learning (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). An optimized learning environment has minimal conflicts and respects 

students’ needs. With an optimized learning environment, the instructor can reach 

outcomes more efficiently, thereby increasing cognitive growth (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Instructors who are more productive feel more competent as educators, less 

stressed, and more valued, resulting in less burnout (Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). Instructors must deliver a lesson while regulating 

emotions in the learning environment.  

The major emotions expressed in the learning environment include enjoyment, 

anger, and anxiety (Frenzel et al., 2015). An instructor’s ability to cultivate a healthy 

social climate in the classroom is crucial to the learners’ academic achievement (Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & Turner, 2006; Wentzel, 1994). Cultivating a healthy social 

climate in the classroom does not mean a lesson is easy; instructors who challenge 

students outside their comfort zone encourage learning (Meyer & Turner, 2006). In Flow 

Theory, cognition, motivation, and emotion are identified as contributing factors to 

learning (Meyer & Turner, 2006). This theory includes: 

(a) clear goals and progress toward achieving them;  

(b) highly focused, effortless attention or concentration during the activity; 

(c) a sense of time passing quickly and loss of self-consciousness; and  
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(d) a balance between the challenges of the activity and their ability to meet them 

(i.e., they felt that their skills were “stretched” to meet the challenge).   

(p. 381) 

In Flow Theory, instructors must prepare for lessons (Meyer & Turner, 2006). To 

be effective, the instructor must deliberately create stress and challenge the students to 

learn (Meyer & Turner, 2006). This can generate negative feelings, and that is 

appropriate (Meyer & Turner, 2006). Contrary to many instructors’ beliefs, students do 

not like easy classes (Marti, Hands, Lancaster, Trytten, & Murphy, 2008; Meyer & 

Turner, 2006). These students craved difficult classes because the challenge was “fun” 

(Martin et al., 2008; Meyer & Turner, 2006). Flow Theory says the learner must have an 

achievable goal. The engineering students preferred a class that was more challenging, 

even if this meant a lower grade. The students did not state that a challenge that resulted 

in a failing grade was “fun” (Martin et al., 2008). An effective learning environment is 

challenging, and this climate does not always generate “happy” feelings. Flow theory 

applies in other learning contexts. For example, high schoolers reported they felt happy 

with easy assignments, yet this faded quickly because they were not proud of their work 

(Meyer & Turner, 2006). If a goal is achievable and met, the students have stretched 

themselves, and pride is the final emotional result. 

 With research in children and adolescents, the prosocial competent learning 

environment creates healthy outcomes for both learners and educators (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). This research is an opportunity to increase the scope of this concept in 

the community college learning environment. With all the research in emotional and 

social intelligence, and emotional regulation helping in so many areas of life, this field  
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faces stark criticism.   

Critics of Emotional Intelligence 

 Emotional intelligence faces significant scrutiny. After careful assessment, 

this criticism lacks logic. This last section reviews a few perspectives regarding 

criticisms of emotional intelligence and its surrounding concepts. Common 

complaints regarding EI are that it is not “proven” as a real concept, it lacks 

credibility, or that toxic people will use EI to hurt others. First, the argument that 

EI lacks a solid background is unfounded.   

 Due to the different perceptions of EI, critics say its breadth renders the 

research unestablished. They fear scholars are wasting time on “a passing fad” 

(Matthews, Roberts, & Zeidner, 2004). This evaluation ignores the longevity of 

emotional and social intelligent studies. In 1990, Peter Salovey and John Mayer 

were the first scholars to define emotional intelligence (Salovey & Mayer, 1990. 

Salovey and Mayer proposed that emotional intelligence was a subset of social 

intelligence. Social intelligence is a long-standing scholarly concept. John Dewey 

described social intelligence as early as 1909 when he proposed the need for 

social maturation in his literature (“John Dewey,” 2015; Dewey, 1909). 

Emotional intelligence has seen three decades of research, and the concept of 

social intelligence has been around for more than a century. Therefore, EI is an 

established concept and continues to be strengthened with research. Critics 

continue to discredit this foundational research, claiming it is non-scholarly and 

uninteresting.  
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 Critics say a poorly cited article written in 1990 by Mayer and Salovey 

introduced EI (Caruso, Bhalerao, & Karve, 2016). These scholars feel EI gained 

interest because Daniel Goleman published a book named Emotional Intelligence 

that focused on America’s self-help genre (Caruso et al., 2016). The article in 

question is well-researched. The article by Mayer and Salovey published in 1990 

named “Emotional Intelligence” has a total of 162 different references. In 

addition to this criticism, the first author of this critique, Caruso, has written many 

articles in favor of emotional intelligence, which included his work in developing 

the EI test (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 2004). Therefore, Caruso’s critique 

undermined his own personal interests and scholarly work. 

 Another criticism of EI is that a narcissist may use emotional intelligence to 

harm others (Giambrone, 2015). This is not a valid reason and this approach 

should not halt important research. Toxic and immoral people continue to exist in 

the world, regardless of scholars studying EI. This reasoning is as absurd as 

suggesting a narcissist may go to medical school and hurt others; therefore, the 

solution is to close medical schools.  

 Last, critics state that emotional intelligence lacks consistent empirical 

evidence and validity (Matthews et al., 2004). The number of studies conducted 

on emotional and social intelligence contradicts this statement. This also includes 

the scientific evidence of EI in brain and neurology studies. As stated before, MRI 

scans detected predictable brain activity when subjects were processing complex 

emotions (Dubreuil, 2010). In addition, research supports emotional contagion 

due to the limbic system (Quarto et al., 2016). The critics of EI ignore the decades 
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of existing studies already conducted by scholars. Researchers need to conduct 

more studies in emotional and social intelligence.  

 There are links to emotional and social intelligences (prosocial competence) 

regarding the health of a learning environment (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Van 

Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Wentzel, 1994; Yu et al., 2015). Prosocial 

incompetence increases an instructors’ risk of burnout from unregulated emotions 

and damages the drive of students to learn (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Van 

Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Wentzel, 1994; Yu et al., 2015). This dissertation 

added to the current research and gained a better understanding of emotions in the 

community college learning environment from the instructor’s perspective.  

Summary 

 This literature review explored the major themes surrounding this 

dissertation, explaining basic leadership concepts such as use of power and 

morality. The next section explored the purpose of higher education of balancing 

the scales of social justice, as well as the history of racism that damaged this goal. 

This resulted in presidential support of community colleges to serve all social 

classes. Next, this writing focused on marginalized students. Unfortunately, 

graduation rates are low for these students due to the many challenges these 

learners bring into the learning environment.  

 Research points to the management of emotions in the classroom as a 

solution for struggling learners and the overwhelmed instructor (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). The next major section reviewed prosocial competence with 

the concepts of emotional and social intelligence and emotional regulation. Peers 
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and administrators must support instructors as they learn how to cope with 

emotional episodes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). Lack of 

support for instructors leads to burnout, and the consequences of this phenomenon 

are detrimental both to the instructor and the health of the learning environment 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Prosocial competent instructors create healthy 

learning environments, challenge students with realistic goals, and offer 

emotional support to learners (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & Turner, 

2006; Wentzel, 1994). This review rebuts the skeptics of emotional intelligence 

because it is the foundation of prosocial competence.  

 There is limited research on prosocial competence in community college 

learning environments. This study explored prosocial competence and its 

influence in community college classrooms. This dissertation in practice 

recommends a policy to support community college educators’ efforts in building 

healthy learning environments. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Prosocial competence is defined as emotional and social intelligence (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). Prosocial concepts are gaining interest in education because it has 

positive effects in the classroom and for instructors (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). This 

research is valuable because existing research has not explored prosocial concepts in 

community colleges. The purpose of this study was to explore social and emotional 

competence in the classroom, the health of the learning environment, and any signs of 

instructor burnout. This dissertation examined prosocial competence (emotional and 

social intelligence) through the viewpoints of twelve instructors at a Midwestern 

community college.  

The health of a learning environment has many factors; the instructor is a key 

component in the classroom climate, and burned-out instructors facilitate unhealthy 

classrooms. Burnout is common in educators due to the emotional and physical stress of 

this career (Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014; Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009; Klassen, 2010, Yu et al., 2015). This research is valuable because it may contribute 

to problem-solving efforts in education and help to reduce instructor burnout. This study 

helped the researcher develop a training regimen to support community college 

instructors in handling emotional episodes in their learning environment. 

The qualitative design of this research included grounded theory with 

phenomenological consideration and focused on one overarching question: How does a 

prosocial competent learning environment influence a community college classroom? 

Subset questions investigated the instructors’ perceptions of the learning environment. 



59 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

This section describes the methodology of this study. The first part of this methodology 

includes the explanation of the overarching inquiry and subset questions. The second and 

third sections explain the research design of this study and the protocol used to recruit 

participants to gather a representative sample from this college. Fourth, the data 

collection tools are reviewed with rationales for these choices in the research design. 

Next, the data collection is explained, and finally the researcher explains the statistical 

software used to analyze the data.  

Research Overarching Question and Subset Questions 

 This study examined the influence of prosocial competence in the community 

college learning environment; therefore, the instructors’ perceptions of the emotions and 

the surrounding circumstances were crucial. Research indicates that instructors who 

successfully manage social and emotional challenges (labeled as “prosocial competence”) 

in primary and secondary classrooms create optimal learning environments (Frenzel, 

Becker-Kurz, Pekrun, & Goetz, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010; 

Schutz, 2014; Wentzel, 1994). The researcher explored the following overarching 

research question and subset questions to examine the influence of a prosocial 

environment in the community college classroom. 

 Research question: How does a prosocial competent learning environment 

influence a community college classroom? 

Prosocial competent learning environments are linked to optimal learning in 

primary and secondary classrooms (Frenzel, Becker-Kurz, Pekrun, & Goetz, 2015; 

Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010; Schutz, 2014; Wentzel, 1994). Jennings and 

Greenberg (2009) define optimal learning as having minimal conflicts/disruptions, 
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smooth transitions between lessons, appropriate emotional behavior, a respectful 

atmosphere, effective problem-solving, focused lessons, and attention to learners’ 

individual needs. Additionally, Flow Theory states that healthy learning environments set 

challenging and achievable goals for students (Meyer & Turner, 2006). After the 

participants in this study journaled about the emotions in their classroom, they 

participated in an interview with the researcher and answered the question: How do you 

define an optimized learning environment? The researcher did not offer any background 

information regarding optimized learning environments prior to the interview. After the 

participant answered the question, the researcher asked the follow-up question, “Is there 

anything else you would like to add?”  The researcher evaluated their responses to 

existing research.  

Subset question #1: How do community college instructors describe an optimized 

learning environment? 

A prosocial competent environment supports optimal learning (Hagelskamp et al., 

2013; Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones et al., 2013). While 

prosocial competence fosters optimal learning environments (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; 

Jacobs & Struyf, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones et al., 2013), the awareness of 

emotional and social abilities can be inaccurately measured, and their effect could go 

unnoticed (Brackett et al., 2006). A major aspect of emotional intelligence is when an 

individual is aware of personal emotions and feelings in others (Salovey & Mayer, 1990). 

The study looked into whether instructors were aware that prosocial concepts were 

present in optimized learning environments. With this information, the researcher gauged 
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if these instructors themselves held this level of emotional intelligence and if they felt 

prosocial concepts contributed to healthy learning environments.   

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial 

competence and an optimized learning environment? 

Prosocial competence has positive effects in the learning environment (Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2009). There is a positive correlation with prosocial competence and 

learning (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009); however, the beneficial results of EI are 

frequently dismissed (Matthews et al., 2004). Because of the resistance to emotional 

intelligence in existing studies, the researcher explored with the data instruments whether 

participants felt prosocial competence was relevant in their classroom. First, the 

questionnaire asked the participants to describe their professional training. This helped 

the researcher evaluate whether the trainings were related to emotional or social topics in 

the classroom. Next, the researcher collected data through journals and interviews to 

examine the attitudes of these educators toward prosocial concepts. This data helped the 

researcher assess the participants’ perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment. This subset question investigated if participants perceived a need for a 

prosocial competent learning environment through the questionnaire, the journals, and the 

interviews.   

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 

 Major classroom disruptions can cause high emotional and physical distress in 

educators and create burnout cascade (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010; Yu et 

al., 2014). When instructors do not manage their emotions, cascade burnout may occur 
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(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Instructors who experience burnout cascade may display 

disdain for students’ needs and further harm the learning environment; other burned-out 

instructors give passing grades for undeserving work (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Yu et 

al., 2014). As the examples in the literature demonstrate, instructors who manage 

classrooms at the extremes of unreasonable strictness on the one hand or laissez-faire on 

the other or are less effective and fail to uphold moral education (Dewey, 1909; Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2009). The steps an instructor takes to alleviate stress are common, yet 

these stages could be warning signs of cascade burnout (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Yu 

et al., 2014).  

The journals and interviews collected the general attitudes towards students, 

evaluated the instructors’ degree of emotional or physical exhaustion, and assessed how 

the participants managed stressors in the learning environment. The questionnaire in this 

study collected professional development choices to give the researcher insights as to 

whether instructors are pursuing training to reduce their burnout (for example, training on 

classroom management). The following question determined if instructors related their 

own mismanaged emotions to burnout cascade.  

 Subset question #4: Do community college instructors associate their own 

unregulated emotions with burnout cascade? 

 The overarching theme along with the subset questions explored prosocial 

competence, the health of the learning environment, and signs of burnout from the 

community college’s instructors’ viewpoint. The design of this study was based on a 

qualitative approach. The following section in this methodology section explains how 

participants were recruited and the rationale for the research design.  
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Research Design 

This dissertation examined prosocial concepts, the health of learning 

environments, and signs of burnout from the viewpoints of instructors at a Midwestern 

community college. This study included representation from several departments at this 

college where the researcher is a full-time faculty member. This college has campuses in 

three cities, and the largest campus was the focus of the study.  

In qualitative research, multiple data points or triangulation is an important 

approach to give legitimacy to the research (Creswell, 2009). In this study, the researcher 

collected different data points. The existing literature established the researcher’s 

understanding of the concepts regarding prosocial concepts, optimized classrooms, and 

instructor burnout. The different types of data collected from participants included a 

journal, an interview, and a questionnaire. In addition, public records contributed data to 

this research.  

The qualitative design was based on grounded theory and phenomenological 

approaches to support the data for potential emergent discoveries (Creswell, 2009). 

Grounded theory takes the framework from existing research and then applies it to new 

data (Creswell, 2009). Since primary and secondary educational institutions conducted 

successful established studies on prosocial competence in schools, the grounded theory 

approach was appropriate. Next, the phenomenological approach was chosen because this 

method works outside of established frameworks in research (Creswell, 2009). The 

phenomenological approach allows participants full expression of their experiences in the 

classroom without any bias from existing research. The advantage to a phenomenological 

approach is that it can uncover emergent patterns if they are present. Using the grounded 
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theory and phenomenological approaches, this research explored prosocial competence in 

these community college instructors’ learning environments (Babbie, 2008; Creswell, 

2009).  

With the qualitative approach, the social constructivist worldview is the basis of 

the methodology. The social constructivist worldview is based upon qualitative research 

and is designed to understand the working world (Creswell, 2009) based on human 

interaction, the participants’ freely sharing their views, and/or the data’s dependence on 

participation (Creswell, 2009). This study treated the instructors’ views as experts, and 

they were given the freedom to express their own understandings of the classroom 

experiences (Valli, 1997). The researcher coded the data to interpret the results of this 

study. This approach allowed the researcher to develop a training regimen that supports 

educators.  

Consent and IRB Approval 

The requirements of two different institutions were met prior to collecting the data 

for the study. Over the course of five weeks, the researcher gained conditional consent 

from the community college (See Appendix F). The community college’s Institutional 

Research Department stated they would initiate all recruitment email for the study. The 

researcher was not allowed to contact the interested participants more than twice, and 

data collection was limited to two academic terms. With these agreements in place, the 

researcher’s attended university approved the IRB, and the community college finalized 

their consent for the study to move forward.  
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Participants for Data Sources 

 This research consisted of deliberate sampling with the community college’s 

Institutional Research Department. With the active involvement of this department, the 

participants for this study came from a variety of departments of one campus at this 

educational institution. There were a few areas of the college that were not responsive to 

the study; therefore, they were not represented in this research. The following paragraphs 

describe the recruitment of the participants, the actual distribution of the participants at 

this community college, and the demographics of these instructors in this study. 

This study took place at a large Midwestern community college where the 

researcher is a full-time faculty member. In the fall of 2015, 598 faculty members taught 

at the college with a total of 9193 enrolled students (Institutional Research [IR], 2016). 

The community college maintains campuses in three different cities, with 75% of the 

faculty teaching at one campus (IR, 2016). Due to its size and close proximity to the 

researcher, the largest campus was the focus of this study.  

The majority of this student body (90.4%) seeks a vocational degree. The 

components and proportions of the vocational/career and technical programs are 

approximately as follows: Health sciences (21.5%), transportation and manufacturing 

(20.1%), construction and electronics (16.2%), business (12.6%), community services 

and resources (8%), food and natural resources (5.9%), and communications and IT 

(5.9%). This community college has extensive collaborative agreements with other 

educational institutions; therefore, much of the associate degree programs are transferable 

to four-year universities. The remaining 9.6% of students are not specifically enrolled in 

the vocational departments and declare themselves to be in the academic transfer 
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program. The academic transfer program is the arts and sciences division, and the number 

of its faculty members is disproportionally large (264) compared to the vocational 

programs (329). This is due to the required arts and science courses needed to complete 

the vocational degrees; therefore, the representation of arts and science instructors was 

increased in the study. 

Recruitment 

The first step in recruitment was contacting interested and representative 

participants for the study. The institutional research department (IR department) at the 

community college sent recruitment emails the third week of the summer 11-week term 

to avoid the time during which instructors were busy with midterm grading. The email 

included a brief note from the researcher, a survey link that collected basic demographic 

information, an option to provide contact information, and a consent agreement to 

participate in the study (see Appendix B). Five days later, a second email reminded 

faculty of the study (see Appendix A). The researcher reported to the IR department 

which areas of the study still needed representation, and a new email focused on those 

target areas. The next recruitment occurred the second week of the fall term with a 

reminder two days later. This second reminder duplicated the previous email and 

included the link for interested participants.  

With the help of the IR Department, the researcher initially recruited 17 

participants, and 12 instructors completed the entire study (Table 3.1). Nine volunteers 

successfully completed the study in the summer of 2016. Three participants successfully 

completed the study in the fall term of 2016.  
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Table 3.1   

Number of Participants per Department 

Department     Suggested Representation   Actual Representation 

Health sciences     2 instructors     *4 instructors 

Transportation/manufacturing   1 instructor       0 instructors 

Construction/electronics     2 instructors      1 instructor 

Business       2 instructors      1 instructor 

Community services/resources  1 instructor      2 instructors 

Food/natural resources      1 instructor      0 instructors 

Communications/IT     1 instructor      0 instructors 

Arts and Sciences     5 instructors     *5 instructors 

*One participant was an instructor in both the departments of Arts and Sciences and in 

Health sciences. 

Three academic areas lacked representation, and they were communications/IT, 

food and natural resources, and transportation/manufacturing. Representation occurred in 

five areas to include the health sciences, construction and electronics, business, 

community services and resources, and arts and sciences. The arts and sciences 

instructors had more balanced representation than the vocational areas. The first column 

reflects the ideal instructor representation for this study according to the college’s IR 

department. The right column in Table 3.1 is the actual representation of the study.   

Demographics of Participants 

 After recruiting participants for this study, the researcher documented other basic 

demographics. The researcher recorded the number of participants from the summer to 
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fall term, the employment status (full time/adjunct), gender, preferred professional 

development activities, and level of education. Table 3.2 displays these demographics. 

Most of the participants volunteered in the summer term, which historically has the 

lowest enrollment each year. Additionally, 75% of the participants were female.  

The teaching experience ranged at the community college from less than one year 

to sixteen years. However, the instructor who reported less than one year of experience at 

this educational institution had previously taught at a different community college for 16 

years. Combined overall teaching experience ranged from three years to 31 years 

(without overlapping time frames). In addition, the class size ranged from five to 34 

learners with a median class size of 11 and mean of 11.25 (not included in Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2   

Participant Demographics 

Gender 

Male  Female 

3  9 

Type of Employment 

Full-Time Status Adjunct Position Not specified   

10   1   1  

Pursued Professional Development 

Yes  No  

11  1 

Level of Education 

Doctoral Master’s Bachelor’s 

25%  58%  17% 

*One doctoral participant was pursuing an additional master’s degree. 

*Two participants were pursuing a doctoral degree.  

*One participant was earning a second master’s degree (non-doctoral participant). 
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Table 3.2 Continued 

Teaching Experience Reported from Each Participant in Years 

Current College  Other Teaching Experience Total Years’ Experience 

< 1    16    16 

3    < 0    3 

3    < 0    3 

6    8    14 

6    Time not specified  6  

8    13    21 

8    Time not specified  8 

10    10    20  

13    5    18 

15    Time not specified  15 

15    Time not specified  15 

16    15    31 

Data Collection Tools 

 The data collection tools in this research included a journal, questionnaire, 

interview, and public community college records. This study used qualitative methods to 

collect data from participants because they are highly descriptive (Creswell, 2009). 

Descriptive data is ideal for phenomenological approaches for this study in two ways. 

First, this method was valuable when instructors described an optimized classroom in 

their interviews. Second, this method approach was ideal when the instructors described 

in their journals the circumstances of the emotional situations in their courses. As 
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Creswell (2009) states, rich descriptive data can result in emergent outcomes. The 

following paragraphs describe the data collection tools and the rationale for their 

application. In addition, this section addresses the reliability and validity of the 

methodology of the study.  

Journal Tool and Rationale 

 The journal was a major data collection instrument in this study, and it was 

modified from the article “Teaching this Class is Driving Me Nuts! Examining the Person 

and Context Specificity of Teacher Emotions” (Frenzel et al., 2015). In Frenzel et al.’s 

(2015) study, instructors recorded emotions of enjoyment, anger, and anxiety in class for 

two weeks. These researchers focused on these three emotions, since instructors 

experience them most frequently (Frenzel et al., 2015). Phenomenological research 

supports journaling because participants can use their own thoughtful expressions, and 

this tool does not interfere with the environment (the classroom) (Creswell, 2009). A 

journal is a highly reflective and honest account of personal experiences and feelings (Yi, 

2008). In this study, the journal represented the educator’s voice as the expert (Valli, 

1997). The journal collected the perspectives of the instructors regarding emotions and 

social behaviors in their learning environment. From this data, the researcher evaluated 

the learning environment and instructor burnout.  

 In the current study, participants were asked to journal about the three emotions of 

enjoyment, anger, and anxiety, as in Frenzel, et al.’s study (2015) and to include the 

context of the experience. The duration of the journal was over five consecutive class 

periods in the same course (see Appendix D for journal directions). This allowed 

participants to identify consistent issues in one course (for instance, a problem student) 
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that contributed to emotional and social behaviors. The instructors were asked to describe 

any outside discussions related to their journal experiences. For example, a participant 

may have an event that occurred in class that they discussed with a supervisor. These 

journals provided the researcher descriptive emotional experiences with the surrounding 

context. The participants gave their completed journals to the researcher along with the 

questionnaire. This questionnaire was included with the journal materials for the 

participants’ convenience.  

Questionnaire Tool and College Catalog and Rationale  

 The instructors filled out a simple questionnaire (see Appendix D) to gather data 

from the instructors. A couple of questions included the condition of the participants’ 

employment (full-time, adjunct) and the number of students in the course. These 

questions were important because high workload demands lead to emotional exhaustion 

and can create burnout in instructors (Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Frisby, Goodboy, & 

Buckner, 2015, Klassen, 2010; Lim & Eo, 2014; Rooney, 2015). The questionnaire also 

asked instructors to report on their teaching experience both at the community college 

and at other institutions. The number of years’ experience the participants had as 

educators was insightful for this study, since this profession has a high burnout rate 

(Craig, 2014). However, this does not account for instructors who are burned out and stay 

in their positions.  

The questionnaire assessed the instructors’ professional development training and 

preferred methods of delivering instruction. As mentioned in Jennings and Greenberg 

(2009), instructors who feel a loss of self-efficacy as educators may take steps to improve 

their classroom skills. Through these questions, the researcher explored whether the 
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instructors’ professional development choices were related to improving their 

instructional delivery. The questionnaire collected valuable information that enabled the 

researcher to understand more about the demographics and behaviors such as training 

choices. These answers allowed the researcher to cross-reference this information with 

the participants’ experiences.  

 Finally, the researcher collected the instructors’ educational credentials from the 

college’s public records rather than through the questionnaire. The rationale for seeking 

the instructors’ educational levels in this way was due to recent changes in administrative 

policies at the community college. The college announced in the middle of this study (the 

end of 2016), that the community college would enforce the Higher Learning 

Commission’s [HLC] requirements of educational standards. The instructors needed to 

demonstrate that they had met these higher educational standards by July 2017. This 

meant that in July 2017, instructors who did not meet the HLC standards were no longer 

eligible to teach at the college. At the time the data were collected, there were a small 

number of instructors employed who did not meet the minimal educational levels to teach 

certain classes. Collecting the education credentials of instructors at this community 

college was important because deficiencies in this area may create stress in job efficacy 

or employment security. The public records were a simple way to gather data without 

deliberately focusing on discrepancies in employment.  

Interview Tool and Rationale  

 Interviews, like journals, are rich sources of qualitative data and are ideal for both 

grounded theory and phenomenological studies (Creswell, 2009). Interviewees were 

asked: How do you describe an optimal learning environment? This interview tool 
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utilized the grounded theory approach, since optimal classroom climates in primary and 

secondary educational institutions were described in previous research (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009; La Paro & Pianta, 2003). To eliminate the chance of leading the 

participants to expected answers, the researcher limited the interview to one question and 

probed the instructors using the words, “Is there anything else you would like to add?” 

During the interview the researcher recorded the gender of the instructors, since 

management of emotions can differ between males and females (Hareli et al., 2013).  

Validity and Reliability 

 Creswell (2009) states that qualitative validity is established when the researcher 

uses certain procedures to ensure for accuracy. Reliability of qualitative research is 

established when the researcher adopts a consistent approach to a study compared to 

similar studies (Creswell, 2009). The researcher of this study used many of Creswell’s 

(2009) recommendations. From the beginning, validity approaches were built into the 

methodology of the study.  

Validity in qualitative research refers to the researcher’s’ “trustworthiness, 

authenticity, and credibility” to provide an account that is representative of the data 

presented (Creswell, 2009, p. 191).  To demonstrate validity, the research was 

triangulated by the journal, questionnaire, and interview. The existing public records 

from this educational institution aided in understanding the background information of 

the participants. By using different data collections, the research can be viewed from 

different angles. These different data collection tools examined the central theme of this 

study and supported the validity of qualitative research (Creswell, 2009; Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). Creswell (2009) also suggests that the researcher should review the 
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data to ensure accuracy and eliminate bias. In this study, all transcribed journals were 

reviewed by the participants and verified for accurate content. Additionally, a member of 

the dissertation committee reviewed the study’s results section.  

The researcher used Creswell’s (2009) suggestions to demonstrate reliability in 

this study. Research reliability in this study started with collecting and handling data. 

First, the participants who submitted journals were the same participants in the interview 

process, and they also filled out the questionnaire. This cross-checking of information, 

also called triangulation, resembles other studies—for example, “Teaching this Class is 

Driving Me Nuts! Examining the Person and Context Specificity of Teacher Emotions” 

(Frenzel et al., 2015). Creswell (2009) states that reliability procedures include repeated 

checks of the data to ensure that obvious mistakes do not occur.  

The researcher included repeated checks; hence, she ensured the reliability of the 

data for this study. The researcher reviewed and transcribed the journals and interviews 

prior to coding the data. Next, the researcher took classes for two months to understand 

how to properly assign codes and take relevant notes in a qualitative software program 

(NVivo). After she learned how to assign codes and take notes for qualitative data, she 

reread all journals and interviews with the software program NVivo. To ensure accuracy, 

the researcher compared NVivo’s entries to the recorded interviews and written journals. 

Due to the importing process, the researcher made several corrections to ensure an 

accurate transfer of information.  

Once the data from the study was transferred accurately to the statistical software 

program NVivo, the researcher coded the data. When the researcher identified the data, 

she used, Creswell’s (2009) approach and frequently referred to each emotion and coded 
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alternate emotions that were reported in the data. This step was important to avoid a 

common problem of drift, or a shift in the meaning of the terms that can taint the data’s 

interpretation (Creswell, 2009).   

 To enhance reliability, Creswell (2009) states that bias must be addressed in an 

“honest narrative” with readers (Creswell, 2009, p. 192). Originally, the researcher was 

partial to prosocial competent classrooms after reading the Jennings and Greenberg 

(2009) article called, “The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and emotional 

competence in relation to student and classroom outcomes.” Subsequent readings 

regarding emotional intelligence led the researcher to believe that a prosocial classroom 

was superior. Additionally, she envisioned a widespread policy to incorporate prosocial 

classrooms in the community college learning environment.  

As the study developed, the results for this community college suggested that this 

educational institution may embody some aspects that represented the studies in the 

literature review, but it also represented a dynamic and flexible approach to successful 

education. The researcher felt it was more important to preserve the successful aspects of 

the community college learning environment rather than create a blanket policy.  

The researcher decided to support instructors in the successful ways they had 

developed as a larger focus. This is an illustration of Herr and Anderson’s (2015) concept 

of “designing the plane while flying it” in action research. Herr and Anderson (2015) 

suggest that the results of a study may only start a conversation. Herr and Anderson 

(2015) describe validity in action research as what will happen after the study is 

complete. This is why the proposed training in the concluding chapter contributes to 

validity in action research (Herr & Anderson, 2015). 
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Data Collection Procedures 

 The three different types of data collected from the participants were a journal, an 

interview, and a questionnaire. Public community college records were added as data 

during this study. The following describes each collection method in detail.  

Journal and Questionnaire Procedures 

Participants were recruited through the IR department’s email and interested 

instructors could provide their contact information through a survey link (see Appendix A 

and B). The researcher sent a note from her personal email to each prospective volunteer 

and informed them they would receive a composition book with instructions regarding 

the study (see Appendix C). Next, the researcher sent the questionnaire, instructions for 

the journal (see Appendix D), and a black college-ruled composition book in a manila 

envelope to each volunteer through interdepartmental mail. The instructors were 

informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time. After the instructors had 

the journal for two weeks, the researcher sent a follow-up email (see Appendix E). 

Instructors responded to the email asking for more time to complete the journal, 

withdrew from the study, or sent the completed journal back to the instructor through 

interdepartmental mail or email. The questionnaire (described in detail and in Appendix 

D) was returned with the journal information. Next, the researcher conducted audio-

recorded interviews with each participant that completed the journal. At the start of the 

interview, the participants verified the accuracy of the journal transcriptions. The details 

of the interview procedures are described next.  
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Interview Procedures 

 Prior to the interview, the researcher transcribed the journal entries over a 72-hour 

period. After the data was transcribed, the researcher contacted each participant and 

scheduled an interview. Eleven interviews were scheduled and conducted within four 

days of the researcher receiving the journal. One participant was interviewed four weeks 

after the journal was submitted because this volunteer had an obligation that removed her 

from the college for that amount of time.   

The purpose of the interview was to verify the contents of the journal and to ask 

the instructors to define an optimized learning environment. The following section 

describes the actual interview process. The researcher arranged a time and place to hold 

the meeting for each participant. The following paragraph describes the researcher’s 

procedures developed through Creswell’s (2009) book Research Design. 

 Each instructor was thanked for their time and interest in the study and was 

briefed on the interview process. Prior to starting the interview, the researcher told each 

participant they could withdraw from the study if they felt uncomfortable (for example, 

due to the study itself, or the audio recording). The researcher used her personal laptop 

computer with Camtasia software to record the interviews. The interview recording was 

saved to an encrypted local hard drive.  

The instructors were:  

 -Asked to verify the accuracy of the journal transcription (if needed, the   

 researcher made corrections).  

 -Informed of the question asked: “How do you describe an optimized learning  

 environment?”  
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-Assured that any comments before or after the recorded interview were not 

included in the data collection.   

 -If asked, the word “optimized” was defined as “favorable.” 

-Informed that confidentiality was assured, but that anonymity was not guaranteed.  

-Explained that one other person may review some of the data to ensure that the 

researcher did not try to influence responses.  

-Informed that all data was transcribed on the researchers’ personal encrypted 

computers and stored on local drives, and that the data would be destroyed after 

the researcher’s dissertation defense. 

-Explained that participants could take as much or little time in the interview as 

needed. 

 After the interview, the researcher stopped the recording and asked the 

participants if they had any questions or comments they would like to share but not 

include in the data collection. This last part of the interview process lasted between ten 

minutes to an hour, and this was not a part of the data collection. 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures   

 The researcher coded the data through careful planning after reviewing the 

literature regarding emotions in learning environments, instructor burnout, the health of 

the class environment, optimized learning environment, and emotional regulation. The 

journals and interviews were coded after they were completed. There were several 

sources of data in this study. Each instructor journaled emotions in the classroom setting, 

filled out a questionnaire, and then conducted an audio-recorded interview with the 
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researcher. The writing styles of the journals varied from succinct to conversational with 

stories and illustrations. The interview formats also varied in length.  

During the data collection process, the community college announced its intent to 

follow HLC guidelines. The instructors who did not meet current educational 

requirements would not be qualified to teach at the college. The researcher used the 

college’s public records to collect data and reviewed the participants’ credentials. This 

information was used to determine if the participants expressed any emotional response 

to this announcement.  

The researcher managed the large amount of data collected in this study in a 

software program recommended to her in her doctoral level statistics class, called NVivo. 

The researcher rented NVivo to analyze the information. NVivo supports qualitative and 

mixed methods research. The researcher took additional classes for two months and 

learned how to properly code, apply attributes/variables, create annotations, and analyze 

the data with this statistical software program. Learning this program helped the 

researcher uncover emergent patterns in the data.  

Using the NVivo software system, each data collection tool was entered in the 

subcategory internal sources (Figure 3.1). The terms sources and collection tools are 

interchangeable in NVivo software. Therefore, journal and interview data were classified 

as internal sources. Studies that review artifacts for qualitative analysis are catalogued 

under the internal source named externals. This is typical for existing data that is 

retrieved rather than generated. For example, a researcher who examines trends from 

published media sources or historical records would enter data in the external source 

category.  
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Figure 3.1 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration of Data Source Files 

 The category called memos consists of the annotations of the data. The researcher 

created annotations when internal sources correlated with the literature, when the data did 

not support existing studies, or when similarities occurred within the sources (data). In 

the example below (Figure 3.2), the researcher connected the demographics of this 

instructor’s journal. His workload and anxious emotions were connected with his 

experience as an educator (less than five years).  

Figure 3.2 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration for Annotations 

The questionnaire and instructor level of education was logged in an area in 

NVivo called source classifications (see Figure 3.3). This part of NVivo collected pieces 

of information and demographics, and these are called attributes and/or variables in 

NVivo (NVivo attributes, 2009). These demographics were entered twice, once under the 

journal information and also under the interview (see Figure 3.3).  
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Entering the data twice made it easier for the researcher to query information to 

determine the relationships of the data to the demographics. This data included term 

(summer/fall), gender (male/female), discipline (list of college departments), type of 

employment (full-time/adjunct), years at current college, other teaching experience, 

highest level of education (Bachelor’s, Master’s, Doctoral), professional development 

training, and methods of delivering instruction. In NVivo, the researcher coded the 

professional development training and methods of delivery instruction as a string. In 

NVivo, string entries allowed for open-ended answers rather than requiring the 

participants to choose from a list of options. With the attributes connected to the journal 

and interview data sources, the ability to cross-reference demographics in this study 

through queries was possible.  
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Figure 3.3 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration of Demographic Categories 

 

 

 

 Next, the emotions were categorized as themes (see Figure 3.4). The researcher 

first coded the theme “emotions” and began by using the three original emotions of 

enjoyment, anxiety, and anger from the study “Teaching this Class is Driving Me Nuts! 

Examining the Person and Context Specificity of Teacher Emotions” (Frenzel et al., 

2015). Since the instructors described more than the three emotions, some subcategories 

emerged. In enjoyment, subcategories of pleased, feel good, happy, excited, and love were 

added. For the emotion of anxiety, worry was added. In addition, frustration was added as 
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an emotion, with annoyed, disappointed, and pain as subcategories. Other additions to 

this theme of emotion included encouraged, empathy, relaxed, relief, and sadness.   

Figure 3.4 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration of Coding for Emotions 

 

   

Next, the researcher focused on the learning environment (see Figure 3.5). The 

data was reviewed for positive and negative interactions in the classroom. This was coded 

under Jennings and Greenberg’s (2009) classroom signs of harmony or disharmony. The 

researcher coded the theme of instructor burnout with troublesome student behavior, 

suboptimal performance in teacher, rigid classroom climate, and negative attitudes 

towards students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Next, the coded interviews created 

emergent categories under the theme of an optimized learning environment. This used 

Meyer and Turner’s (2006) flow and Jennings and Greenberg’s (2009) ideals for an 

optimized learning environment. In the coding process, emergent categories included the 

instructor, the student, and the learning environment for optimal learning environments. 

To a lesser degree, administrative support and student resources for personal issues 

arose. After the researcher coded the data, a final theme was added of emotional 

regulation, and this was coded whenever present.  
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Figure 3.5 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration of Emergent and Non-emergent 

Themes  

 

 The last part of the analysis ran queries of the data and applied variables while 

examining annotations. Figure 3.6 is an example of one query regarding emotional 

regulation data points. In the query below, emotional regulation was documented in two 

files (present and not present). The first line indicates that nine participants demonstrated 

emotional regulation, and this was referenced 25 times in the data. The second line 

demonstrated examples where two different participants did not use emotional regulation, 

which was referenced 3 times. By selecting one of the categories in NVivo, the researcher 

could access data points from the journals and interviews that relate to emotional 

regulation. The results section will outline the details of these queries and the discussion 

section will suggest applications for this study. 

Figure 3.6 NVivo Statistical Software Illustration of Emergent Query of Emotional 

Regulation. 
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Ethical Considerations 

This study did not pose serious threat to the volunteers; however, ethical measures 

are a part of good research design. First, involvement in this study was entirely voluntary, 

and the participants could withdraw at any time. Next, protection of the participants is 

important due to the sensitive nature of the study. The participants journaled honest 

emotions, some of which were difficult emotions, as a result of classroom stressors. 

Finally, and related to the protection of the participants, the researcher will destroy the 

data after this dissertation’s defense. The following paragraphs explain these ethical 

considerations. 

The researcher informed each participant that confidentiality was provided, yet 

anonymity was not (and could not be) guaranteed (Babbie, 2008). During the interview, 

the researcher reminded the participants that she would not discuss their identities in this 

study. Anonymity would be challenged if someone closely associated with the research 

participants at this college were to read this dissertation. However, the participants may 

discuss their involvement with others, therefore eliminating their anonymity. The 

participants were free to share their involvement in the study, but the researcher 

recommended they keep their involvement private and the journals secure. Next, 

collecting secured data was addressed.  

The researcher asked the instructors to avoid using names and identifying 

descriptions of students in the journal information (see Appendix D). Similar to the 

journal, during the interview, names were not used. To protect the identities of both the 

participants and the learners described in the journals, the researcher randomly changed 

the genders of students and the instructors when transcribing the data. Since the size of 



86 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

the sample was not large enough to create a gender variable, this step was added to 

protect identities. As mentioned earlier, the journal was recorded in a college composition 

notebook, which is a common classroom tool that does not draw unusual attention from 

outsiders to this study. Even with this typical classroom artifact, the researcher asked the 

participants to secure the journal in a locked desk to protect the data. 

This study is supportive of instructors; however, embarrassment or fear could be 

barriers to collecting beneficial data. For example, the instructors may fear punishment 

for fully disclosing classroom emotions and behaviors that appear unfavorable. However, 

capturing honest emotions was important in order to understand the learning 

environment. Balancing fear of disclosure with helpful honest data was a concern. The 

college’s institutional research department’s recruitment email included the following 

passage from the researcher:  

 As an instructor, I want to find ways to help support other instructors. In my own  

 experience, some quarters go smoothly while other terms are challenging   

 and emotionally draining (See Appendix E for entire message). 

 The data collected felt authentic to the researcher because the instructors’ journals 

contained examples similar to her own nine years of teaching experiences in the 

classroom. After the interview was complete, the researcher revealed to the participants 

that their journals were relatable to her as an instructor. This last comment was not 

needed for the research; however, it was a gesture of goodwill and provided reassurance 

that their stories were understood.  

  The instructors trusted the researcher in sharing personal accounts of their 

classroom experiences. Along with safeguarding the participants’ identities, another form 
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of protecting the instructors was the researcher’s handling of the data and the analysis. 

The data was kept on a password-protected document and on the researcher’s fully 

encrypted personal hard drive. All written, recorded, and transcribed data analysis will be 

destroyed upon defense of the dissertation.  

Summary 

This chapter described the methodology of this dissertation study. This research 

examined prosocial competence in community college learning environments. This study 

explored social and emotional competence in the classroom, the health of the learning 

environment, and any signs of instructor burnout. This dissertation examined prosocial 

competence (emotional and social intelligences) through the viewpoints of twelve 

instructors’ classrooms at a Midwestern community college.  

The qualitative design of this research focused on one overarching question: How 

does a prosocial competent learning environment influence a community college 

classroom? Subset questions investigated the instructors’ perceptions of the learning 

environment. The methodology of this study was outlined in several steps. First, the 

researcher reviewed the overarching inquiry and subset questions. Second, she explained 

the research design of this study and the protocol used to recruit participants. Next, the 

researcher reviewed the data collection tools with the rationale for these choices in the 

research design. Finally, she described the data collection process and provided final 

insights she used to analyze the data with a statistical software program. At this point, the 

research design has been explored, and the next chapter of this dissertation reviews the 

results of the collected data. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 Prosocial competence is the combination of social and emotional intelligences 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). In the learning environment, studies in prosocial 

competence positively correlates to benefiting instructors, students, and the overall 

classroom climate (Frenzel, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta et al., 2003). 

There is limited research into the effects of prosocial competence in higher learning 

institutions. Therefore, this dissertation investigated the influence of prosocial 

competence at a higher learning institution: A Midwestern community college. This study 

examined the prosocial concepts present in the classroom, determined the health of the 

learning environment, and discerned signs of instructor burnout. 

Several instruments were utilized to collect the data, and the instructors were the 

main focus of this study. Data collection tools included a questionnaire, a journal, and an 

interview (see Appendix D). First, the participants filled out a questionnaire and provided 

the researcher with demographic and psychographic information. Second, the participants 

journaled the emotions present in five consecutive class periods. After journaling the 

emotions, these participants described an optimized learning environment during an 

audio-recorded interview. Last, the researcher documented the education level of each 

instructor. Through qualitative analysis, the researcher evaluated the emotions present, 

the health of the learning environment, signs of burnout cascade, and recorded emergent 

themes. This section reports the results of the study.  
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Descriptive Demographics of the College 

The study took place at a large accredited Midwestern community college. This 

college uses a quarter term system; historically, the summer term registers a smaller 

number of students, and the fall term yields the highest enrollment. The college’s 

campuses are located in three different cities with several satellite locations in one state. 

Seventy-five percent of the faculty teach in one city (Institutional Research [IR], 2017). 

Due to the researcher’s limited time to travel to multiple cities, the largest campus was 

the focus of this study. The following includes the general statistics of the campus during 

study and is separated by each quarter term. This data excludes instructors who teach 

noncredit courses. 

Summer Term Descriptive Statistics 2016 

In the summer of 2016, the main campus employed 221 faculty members with 

4145 enrolled students (see Table 4.1). Student headcount per program is divided into 

four categories: career/technical, academic transfer, undeclared, and dual credit. Over 

40% of the students were declared in a career or technical program. Next, 32% of 

students declared themselves to be academic transfer. In addition, almost 18% of the 

students were undeclared. The undeclared and academic transfer students accounted 

altogether for 50% of the student body (Institutional Research [IR], 2017). Dual credit 

students were 9.4% of the student body; this program allows high school students to take 

college classes. The faculty in the arts and sciences division accounted for over 36% of 

the faculty, followed by the health science teachers at 22%, business at 14%, 

transportation and manufacturing at 8.6%, community services and resources at 6.8%, 

construction and electronics at 4.1%, and 3.2% of the instructors were grouped together 
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with the smaller divisions of agriculture, food, and natural resources. The arts and 

sciences faculty are the largest division, since they teach general education courses for all 

majors. 

Fall Term Descriptive Statistics 2016 

In the fall of 2016, the main campus employed 285 faculty members and enrolled 

7337 students (see Table 4.1) (Institutional Research [IR], 2017). Over 37% of the 

students were declared in a career or technical program, over 31% were declared 

academic transfer, and almost 18% were undeclared. The undeclared students and 

academic transfer students had consistent enrollment from the previous term at 49%. The 

faculty in the arts and sciences area was four percent higher than the previous term; this 

accounted for 40% of the instructors at this campus. Next, the health science division had 

16% of the faculty; this is a 6% decrease of instructors in that area for the term. The 

number of business instructors remained at 16%, and transportation and manufacturing 

held 7.4% of the faculty; community services and resources accounted for 9.1% of 

teachers; construction and electronics were at 3.2%, and finally, 3.5% of faculty 

accounted for the smaller divisions of agriculture, food, and natural resources.  

For this study, the data collection took place during the summer and fall terms in 

2016. The summer and fall terms typically have different student enrollment distributions 

(see difference in Tables 4.1 and 4.2). The summer terms traditionally have the lowest 

student enrollment, and the fall term the highest registration. This is due to the type of 

programs offered at the college and the surrounding educational institutions in this 

community. There are certain programs at the community college that enroll students 

once or twice a term. For example, certain health disciplines accept students only in the 



91 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

fall. In addition, many university students do not take summer classes; therefore, some 

academic transfer program students at this community college may not enroll during the 

summer term.  

Table 4.1 

Summer 2016 Term: Division Headcount of Faculty and Students 

(Institutional Research [IR], 2017) 
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Table 4.2 

 Fall 2016 Term: Division Headcount of Faculty and Students 

 (Institutional Research [IR], 2017) 
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Participants’ Volunteer Data 

 This study recruited fifteen instructors and twelve participants finished the study. 

The participants completed a questionnaire (see Appendix D) recording the following 

information: term (summer or fall); employment status (full time or adjunct); discipline; 

years of teaching experience; number of students enrolled in the course; professional 

development activities; and preferred styles of instructional delivery. In addition, the 

researcher recorded each instructor’s highest level of education completed through 

publicly available data. Tables 4.4 - 4.10 summarized the volunteers’ descriptive results.  

Table 4.3 

Participants’ Demographics: General Area of Instruction 

 

Program    Number of Faculty Volunteer Participants 

Arts and Sciences   4  (33%) 

Business    1  (11%) 

Health Sciences   4  (33%) 

Community services and resources 2  (18%) 

Construction and electronics  1  (10%) 
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Table 4.4 

Participants’ Demographics: Gender, Employment Status, Discipline, Term, and Number 

of Students in Course  

 

Gender Employment  Discipline  

Term  

2016 

Students  

in course 

Female Full Time Arts and Sciences Summer  9 

Female Full Time Arts and Sciences Summer  12 

Female Adjunct Business Fall 10 

Female Full Time Community Services Summer 9 

Female Full Time Community Services Summer  9 

Female Full Time Health Sciences Summer  11 

Female Full Time Health Sciences Fall 34 

Female Full Time Health Sciences Fall 6 

Female Full Time Health Sciences Summer 17 

Male Full Time Arts and Sciences Summer  6 

Male Full Time Arts and Sciences Summer  5 

Male Full Time 

Construction/ 

Electronics Summer 13 

 

Table 4.5 

Participants’ Educational and Teaching Experience 

Education 

Years 

Teaching 

Years at 

College Other teaching experience 

Bachelor's 25 10 15 years military 

Master's 24 11 13 years public schools 

Master's 18 13 4 1/2 years university, 1 year high school 

Master's 16 0 16 years community college 

Master's 8+ 8 Middle and university level 

Master's 15+ 15 Yes (Not specified)  

Master's 8 8 N/A 

Master's 3 3 Training experience 

Master’s 3 3 N/A 

Doctorate 14 6 8 years college 

Doctorate 9 9 Adjunct, K-12, driver’s/physical 

education, canine 

Doctorate 6+ 6 University, professional development 
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Table 4.6 

 

Participants’ Professional Development and Preferred Instructional Delivery 

 

Instructor 

Pseudonym 

Professional 

Development  

Methods of Delivery 

Evelyn Yes Lecture and hands-on activities 

Lucy Yes Face-to-face traditional, lab assignments, written 

instructions 

Matthew Yes Lecture, discussions, small group activities, in-class 

writing, class is also web-enhanced 

(quizzes/journals) 

Zach Yes Engaged learning, blended learning, interactive 

learning 

Ruth Yes Hybrid, videos, audio presentations, in-class 

demonstrations, practice, students perform skills for 

assessments 

Carrie Yes Lecture, video, in-class activities, observation of 

assignments, internet activities, presentations, guest 

speakers 

Marcy Doctorate in 

progress, 

conferences 

Lecture, activities, engaged learning 

Dan Yes Face-to-face, online, hybrid 

Gwen Yes Readings/videos outside of class, lecture, flipped 

classroom 

Joan MS certificate Lecture, demonstration, student work time in class, 

group work allowed on some assignments 

Maggie Yes Engaged learning, blended learning, interactive 

learning 

Theresa Master's in 

progress 

Lecture, discussions, video analysis 
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Table 4.7 

Participants’ Methods of Instructional Delivery 

Activities/engaged learning/hands on  7 

Video/audio material    6 

Web enhanced (online/hybrid/blended) 5  

Lecture     5 

Students demonstrate skills   4 

Group work/flipped classroom  4 

Discussion     2 

Writing      2 

Guest speakers    1 

Required readings prior to class  1 

 

Table 4.8 

Participants’ Level of Education Related to Program 

Program     Bachelor’s  Master’s Doctoral   

Health Sciences     4 

Arts and Sciences      2  2 

Community Services and Resources   1  1 

Construction and Electronics  1 

Business      1 

 

Table 4.9 

Participants’ Leadership Preferences  

Leadership Type:  Prosocial-Oriented       Prosocial-Task    Task-Oriented 

Emphasized   Safety, trust, respect       Hybrid of both    Goals, strategies 

in the classroom:          leadership types 

Managed Emotional  Addressed behaviors       Hybrid of both    Changed teaching 

Episodes:   by talking to student(s)     leadership types    techniques/strategy 

Participants  6 (1 male, 5 female)       3 (3 female)    3 (2 male, 1 female)  

 

 

 

  



97 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

Table 4.10 

Participants’ Teaching Experience and Leadership Style  

Level of 

Education 

Years 

Teaching 
Years at 

College 

Leadership 

style 

Bachelor's 25 10 Prosocial 

Master's 6+ 6 Prosocial 

Master's 24 11 Prosocial 

Master's 16 0 Prosocial 

Master's 8 8 Prosocial 

Doctorate 3 3 Prosocial 

 

 

Education 

Years 

Teaching 
Years at 

College 

Leadership 

style 

Master's 3 3 Task 

Master's 18 13 Task 

Doctorate 14 6 Task 

 

 

Education 

Years 

Teaching 
Years at 

College 

Leadership 

style 

Master's 15+ 15 Hybrid 

Master's 8+ 8 Hybrid 

Doctorate 9 9 Hybrid 

 

Presentation of the Findings 

Research in primary and secondary schools indicates that prosocial competence 

positively influences classrooms (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). 

Therefore, the researcher studied the influence of prosocial competence (social and 

emotional intelligences) in the learning environments at a community college. The 

researcher was interested in the perspectives of the instructors with the future goal of 

supporting educators in their high-stress positions.  
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The influence of prosocial concepts varied for this group of educators at this 

community college. The leadership style of the educator was a factor in this influence. 

This overarching research question: “How does a prosocial competent learning 

environment influence a community college classroom?” is answered through the subset 

inquires and through emergent patterns in this study.  

Research question: How does a prosocial competent learning environment 

influence a community college classroom? 

Four subset questions were designed to answer the overall research question. 

These answers determined how a prosocial competent learning environment influenced 

the community college classroom. The subset questions identified the community 

college’s optimal learning environment definition, its relationship to prosocial competent 

concepts, and the potential burnout cascade in the instructor volunteers.  

Subset question #1: How do community college instructors describe an optimized 

learning environment? 

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial competence 

and an optimized learning environment? 

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 

 Subset question #4: Do community college instructors connect their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout cascade?  

 To begin, the participants’ description of an optimal learning environment is 

compared to the existing research. 
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Subset question #1: How do community college instructors describe an optimized 

learning environment? 

The researcher used existing scholarly analyses that described an optimal learning 

environment and compared it to this community college setting. She evaluated the data 

through the participants’ journals, gauged the learning environments’ health, and 

determined if burnout existed in the volunteers. Next, she interviewed the participants 

and asked them to describe an optimal learning environment. By comparing existing 

research, this community college setting revealed similarities, differences, and emergent 

themes. The criteria from previous research are briefly outlined first and are then 

compared to this community college learning environment. 

Research in primary and secondary educational institutions suggests that optimal 

learning classrooms have little conflict, exhibit respect, and provide individualized help 

to all students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Wentzel, 1994). Optimized classrooms are 

focused, transitioning between activities quickly, reaching outcomes efficiently, and 

increasing learners’ cognitive growth (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & Turner, 

2006). Flow theory states that cognition, motivation, and emotion are important learning 

components in the classroom (Meyer & Turner, 2006). Flow is present when a class is 

focused and progresses to goals, time passes quickly, self-consciousness subsides, and the 

instructor challenges learners outside their comfort zone (Meyer & Turner, 2006). The 

learning objectives must be attainable for students, and because of the challenge of the 

learning process, negative emotions are common (Meyer & Turner, 2006).  

Community College Participants Define an Optimized Learning Environment 
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In the interviews, the researcher recorded the participants’ definition of an 

optimized learning environment and compared their responses to the existing literature. 

The literature review described an optimized learning environment in primary and 

secondary schools in terms of several key points. Healthy learning environments have 

students who demonstrate skills with confidence (Curci et al., 2014). These environments 

have appropriate emotions, minimal conflicts, expedient problem solving, focused intent 

on the lessons, quick transitions between concepts, a perception that time passes quickly, 

realistic goals that challenge the learners, and individualized attention to each student 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta & La Paro, 2003; Meyer & Turner, 2006). The 

instructors in this study offered an emergent definition of an optimal learning 

environment.  

The Instructor, Student, and Physical Facilities/Environment Make an Optimal 

Learning Environment 

The participants were asked: “How do you describe an optimal learning 

environment?” and an emergent theme resulted (see Figure 4.1). Seven of the twelve 

participants mentioned all three components responsible for optimal learning: the 

instructor, the student, and the environment. The remaining five participants named one 

or two of the components as important in creating an optimal environment (for example, 

the teacher and the student). These answers marked a potential difference for community 

college learning environments versus primary and secondary education. 
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Figure 4.1 

The Participants’ Definition of an Optimal Learning Environment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These three categories (instructor, student, and environment/physical facilities) all 

influence each other. These instructors believed they were primarily responsible in 

shaping the learning environment. Next, the participants felt the students were 

responsible for a healthy learning environment. Finally, the physical facilities or 

environment was important in creating an optimal learning environment. The physical 

facilities or environment included a basic level of physical comfort, workable technology, 

and updated equipment. The following summaries expand on the participants’ responses.  

Instructors are responsible for creating an optimal learning environment. 

Ten of the twelve instructors stated it was the teacher’s responsibility to create an 

optimal learning environment. These instructors felt they must be prepared prior to class, 

command expertise in their field, and exhibit behaviors they want the students to follow. 

These next excerpts reflected the instructors’ collected responses.  

These participants said they must be prepared for their class, and sometimes this 

supported their personal emotional well-being. Marcy, a community services educator, 
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reinforced this connection in her journal: “When I'm prepared and relaxed, my feelings 

are reflected as such in the classroom.” Lucy added the dimension of passion to 

competence by stating: “For myself, being on time and being prepared. Having passion 

and excitement about the topic.” These educators felt that they created a successful 

learning environment when they organized themselves prior to class.  

The participants in this study extensively prepared for their courses. Lucy said she 

researched media to help the students connect to the material. She said the media 

examples helped students gain “a picture in their mind” with abstract concepts. Joan 

taught in the Health Sciences division and structured her class calendar with scheduled 

guests who interacted with the students. Zach, an instructor in the Arts and Sciences 

discipline, researched current events the students discussed in class and then incorporated 

these interests into his lessons. These participants maintained their expertise through 

research and demonstrated thoughtful preparation for lessons. Next, the participants 

stated that modeling appropriate behaviors to students was important.  

The instructors felt they were responsible for the behaviors of the learning 

environments. This echoed existing research, where appropriate emotions and minimal 

conflict set the tone for optimal learning (Curci et al., 2014; Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Modeling behaviors like respect is linked to the brain’s limbic system (Alshamsi 

et al., 2015; Goleman, 2006). This is called the chameleon effect, an aspect of social 

intelligence where emotions and behaviors are mimicked (Alshamsi et al., 2015; 

Goleman, 2006; Kelly et. al, 2016). Many participants named mutual respect as a major 

competency in creating an optimal learning environment, and their viewpoint was 
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supported in previous studies. Marcy stated in her interview that the instructor must 

model respect to students: 

…there is mutual respect among the teacher and the students. I think that as an 

instructor, you have to work pretty hard at making sure the students understand 

how to  respect each other. The teacher models that respect. This is one way to 

help the students understand how to do that.  

Ruth, who taught in the Business division, reinforced the responsibility of the instructor 

to create this environment:   

There has to be an atmosphere, started by the teacher…and it’s not going to be a 

defensive atmosphere… not an atmosphere that says, ‘I am right, and you must 

listen to me.’   

Lucy said this included encouragement.  

…a lot of behaviorism and positive reinforcement…encourage students to talk 

and ask questions - and always being respectful to them. …that would be an 

optimal learning environment… 

 The participants described respect in an optimal environment; however, the 

journals showed respect was difficult to balance. Carrie lamented as she described a 

student who had unusual boundaries regarding personal space. Carrie wrote: “I… was 

quite pleased…(with a student’s work). My movement towards her and the excitement in 

my voice startled her and she jumped back. I found myself feeling anxious about 

frightening her or ‘invading her personal space.’”  Lucy demonstrated respect through 

positive reinforcement and encouraged questions from students. This was difficult to 

balance because students’ questions can create anxiety in the instructor. Lucy journaled: 
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“I feel anxious and sometimes a bit angry when students associate… this concept wrong 

(sic).” Lucy was able to move past her anxiety and anger by connecting herself to her 

values as an educator. Her students understood the lesson.   

 Modeling behaviors was also supported by John Dewey’s philosophy who said 

educators must model morals and ethics in the classroom (Dewey, 1909). In these 

examples, displaying model behavior was often challenging. The participants had high 

expectations of themselves. For example, they journaled negative emotions when they 

made simple errors or could not please everyone. Matthew, an instructor in the arts and 

sciences division, needed to correct a mistake on an exam, which resulted in his 

frustration. Evelyn, who also taught in the arts and sciences area, struggled to balance 

task-related goals with the needs of her students. Evelyn described one situation where 

she agreed to accept late assignments, but the student still did not submit the work. She 

wrote: “It is always a struggle for me to show empathy and at the same time consistently 

enforce deadlines in class.” Regardless of classroom struggles, these instructors felt they 

were the strongest influence in an optimal learning environment. Next, the participants 

said the students also shaped an optimal learning environment. 

Students are responsible for creating an optimal learning environment. 

In the interview, nine out of the twelve participants said students must create an 

optimal learning environment. Similar to the previous section, the interviews provided an 

“ideal” answer, but the journals revealed challenges. The following describes the 

interview and journal excerpts.  

The student must be ready to learn in order to contribute to an optimized learning 

environment. A positive mindset contributed to the student’s success. Ruth stated that the 
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students should: “not come in feeling defensive.” Carrie said the preparation of the 

students indicated a desire to learn: “Students have to bring preparation. They have to 

come with background knowledge… prepared based on a reading… that is science or 

content heavy. They need to have a willingness to learn.” Theresa felt an optimal 

environment was where learners had a safe place to make mistakes, and she added: “By 

no means am I saying that it is an easy environment.” These comments support Flow 

Theory because the students must be motivated to learn, and then the instructor can 

challenge the learners (Meyer & Turner, 2006).  

As stated before, these learning environments were healthy according to the 

existing research. These learning environments were also healthy by the standards of the 

instructors in this study. In both interviews and journals, the instructors defined a healthy 

learning environment as one in which students were calm, enjoyed themselves, asked 

quality questions, and performed well. These participants indicated that they had healthy 

classrooms. Joan felt she was an effective educator when students told her they were 

learning. Joan journaled that when her students were relaxed, laughed, and asked good 

questions, they enjoyed the class. These positive experiences related to the students’ 

openness, attitude, and their level of preparation in their homework and behaviors in 

class. Ruth wrote that she had “a great working day” with students because they, as in 

Joan’s class, asked relevant questions when preparing for the next exam. These educators 

were happy when students asked for help and performed well.  

The participants felt positive emotions when their students accepted help and 

learned. For example, Theresa described “a good day” when she helped many of her 

students and class time passed quickly. Lucy also referenced this experience in her 
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journal; time passed quickly after helping twenty students. Existing research indicates 

that time passes quickly and students feel comfortable in optimal learning environments 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Pianta & La Paro, 2003; Meyer & Turner, 2006).  

These participants wanted their students to succeed. Zach was reserved in 

describing emotions. Zach journaled that he felt pleased and encouraged when students 

stayed after class to ask questions. These participants felt positive when students could 

apply new concepts. For Ruth, she described herself as “very happy” when her class 

performed well on the exam. Dan described an optimal learning environment in which he 

could see a “glimmer of light” in his students’ eyes because he knew they understood a 

concept. The instructors’ attitude towards students is clearly stated in existing literature; a 

positive outlook towards students is a sign of an optimal learning environment (Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2009). When the students were successful, the instructors’ felt positive 

self-efficacy.  

The signs of an optimal learning environment established from prior research 

emphasized minimal conflict, individualized attention, and the feeling that time passed 

quickly in class (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The participants stated that they gave 

students individualized attention and that time passed quickly in class. Appropriate 

student behaviors were described in detail with these college instructors; thus, an optimal 

learning environment was present. These instructors felt that students should complete 

homework and have good attitudes. The data provided examples of students’ positive 

feedback and their willingness to learn. The participants described positive student 

behaviors when their students felt relaxed, asked good questions, gave positive feedback, 

and in the end, accepted help. This part of the study supported the research in primary 
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and secondary schools. There were many examples in this study that hindered the 

learning environment, and these illustrations were similar to existing research.  

Students may break down optimal learning environments. 

The participants also described many of the difficulties students brought to the 

classroom, and these issues hindered learning outcomes. When comparing the results to 

those of existing research, the struggles of adult and child learners were similar. As 

mentioned in the literature review, marginalized students struggle more than traditional 

students (Burke & Johnstone, 2004; History of Learning Assistance in U.S. 

Postsecondary Education, 2010; Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; Pyne & Means, 2013; 

Taylor, 2015). This can lower their ability to succeed in school. In primary and secondary 

schools, educational systems recognize that children cannot meet their own basic needs 

(Cuthrell et al., 2010; Wrigley, 2012). Similarly, existing research recognizes the 

struggles marginalized students experience in higher education; these learners may also 

lack basic needs (Burke & Johnstone, 2004; History of Learning Assistance in U.S. 

Postsecondary Education, 2010; Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015; Taylor, 2015). In this 

study, marginalized students were present, but there were also students who were 

antisocial and/or immature and not willing to learn. These students hindered their own 

learning and negatively impacted the classroom, and their behaviors triggered emotional 

episodes.  As mentioned in the literature review, John Dewey proposed that the 

educators’ obligation was to act with moral resolve.  

John Dewey (1909) felt that the educator needed to help the immature populations 

“mature”, and this leads to accountability. Dewey’s concepts were aligned with the 

educators in this study, but holding adult students accountable is difficult. These 
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instructors shared a common view that students needed to be held accountable when they 

were irresponsible, but the instructors were not able to “hold” their students responsible. 

The following paragraphs describe the common dilemmas these instructors faced.  

Students were tired, unprepared, and missed class. 

Grubb and Lazerson (2004) state that the work-family-schooling dilemma 

common in community colleges often results in fatigued students; sleepy pupils are 

negatively perceived. Many instructors in this study felt frustrated or angry when students 

were tired in class. Carrie’s journal mentioned her students fell asleep on three of the five 

days recorded. She wrote that she felt frustrated when students slept in class because she 

“worked hard to keep her lessons interesting.” Theresa was frustrated when students 

were tired, and she felt she had to put more energy into motivating the learners. Ruth also 

journaled frustration when two students fell asleep, and these two pupils set a tone of 

indifference for the rest of the class. Ruth’s emotions turned to anger because “no one 

seemed too interested” in this important topic. Equally negative experiences occurred 

when students came to class unprepared, did not participate in discussions, or missed 

assignment deadlines. The instructors felt negative emotions when students missed 

assignments, asked for extensions, and then still failed to submit work.  

In the interview, the participants said the students should come to class prepared. 

Yet, the instructors said the students were often unprepared; this caused problems in the 

classroom. Dan described his anger when his students could not apply a concept taught in 

an earlier term. Dan reviewed the previously taught concept again because it built on 

other lessons. This instructor’s frustration grew steadily with each journaled day. For 

example, Dan journaled two times on the following day that his patience was being 
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tested; he wrote: “attention to detail is critical.” On the fourth day of Dan’s journal, his 

frustration grew to anger. Dan wrote that the school equipment: “EXPLODED, with 

smoke and sparks!” In this example, the students did not retain needed information from 

a prerequisite class, and his additional lessons did not benefit this situation.  

In the journals, instructors indicated that some students did not prioritize school. 

As mentioned in the section above, Zach was encouraged when his students asked 

questions after class. Zach also realized that a couple students did not work on their 

projects and admitted in his journal that these learners did not try. Additionally, Maggie 

wrote in her journal that she had problems with her students not completing homework. 

She felt personally deflated when her students averaged a failing grade for an important 

certification. Lacking maturity and not prioritizing school was a common issue in the 

classrooms.  

Ruth became anxious when she realized she had scheduled a test at 8:00 am the 

day after Halloween. Ruth’s concern demonstrated an insight that her students were not 

going to be prepared for a test after a “drinking” holiday. She first journaled: “Hopefully 

everyone got any partying done over the weekend.” Her tone helped her emotionally 

prepare for the next few days; she has eight years of experience as a college instructor. 

She journaled next: “There were four people absent from class for the test, which is a 

larger than usual number, so now I just have to wait for the excuses to come rolling in.” 

Ruth knew she would have to handle the students’ excuses for missing the test. Several 

instructors reported that students missed class, assignment deadlines, and even exams. 

Students were regularly late to class without any sense of concern, and if they missed 

assignment deadlines, they frequently missed extension deadlines.  
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The participants mentioned tardiness, absenteeism, or missed deadlines, and these 

were recurring counterproductive issues. First, Zach journaled about attendance and 

tardiness. One of Zach’s classes had low enrollment (six students). In one journaled class, 

three students came to class; one student was early for class, and two other learners 

arrived ten minutes late. Matthew also described absenteeism and missed assignments on 

three separate days. First, Matthew journaled about a student who missed two weeks of 

his course (this was an 11-week term). Next, he wrote about a different student who spent 

an hour with him during his office hours, and then missed the next class period for the 

exam. Though he granted extensions on due dates to allow students more time, Matthew 

was concerned that these students did not have the ability to make up work. All of these 

examples were common dilemmas in these community college classrooms. There were 

also examples in the classroom that not only hindered learning for the students, but they 

also increased the negative emotions of the instructors. These examples were related to 

antisocial behavior where students displayed disrespect for the learning environment or 

even tried to sabotage the lessons.  In fact, instructors’ stress increases when class time is 

wasted due to student behavior (Agbu, 2010; Jennings et al., 2017). 

Time wasted and time urgency stress. 

Time urgency is when a person (in this case, an educator) feels pressure due to 

time; the instructor feels negatively about the incidents that interfere with learning in the 

classroom (Agbu, 2010; Jennings et al., 2017). The results of this study demonstrated 

how time urgency affected the instructor. The examples that created time urgency 

included students who were disrespectful, did not demonstrate social skills, and/or were 

not prepared. Instructors felt frustrated or angry because some students squandered class 
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time. Instructors feel high levels of stress when they cannot meet learning objectives 

because of wasted class time (Jennings et al., 2017).  

 Maggie journaled about tardy students who disrespected the learning 

environment. She wrote in her journal: “Students have been having huge issues being late 

to class. Sauntering in late like it is no big deal when we have a guest speaker.” In 

addition, she mentioned she was angry in her journal because: “A student left part-way 

through the day with no communication.” Maggie’s students lacked the maturity to treat 

the classroom as a professional environment. In another example, Marcy journaled about 

a student who continually made irrelevant and inappropriate comments. Even when 

Marcy prepared for her lessons and kept her ego in check, she felt ongoing frustration 

with this student’s behavior. Marcy was experiencing the stress of time urgency because 

this student wasted class time by continually interrupting the lesson. Marcy visited with 

this student to address his disruptive behavior. Even with Marcy’s efforts to improve the 

behavior, he did not change. Hence, when he was absent, she felt relieved. Rude and 

immature student behavior is antisocial, and it is the opposite of prosocial behavior. 

In this study, antisocial behavior from students is either deliberate, as Maggie’s 

and Marcy’s previous examples described, or is due to a lack of awareness or concern for 

others. Students who are either unaware or unconcerned about the needs of other learners 

can create stress in their instructors due to time urgency. In a different example, Evelyn 

felt anxiety at the end of a class when a student wanted to continue to talk to her and the 

class had ended. The next class was waiting for the room, and she could not take the time 

to visit with the student. These examples are similar to those in the existing research of 

time urgency (Agbu, 2010; Jennings et al., 2017).  
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Instructors in this study bear the brunt of bad behavior when trying to help 

students. Gwen described her efforts as painful with an unresponsive group. After she 

planned activities that required discussions, her students remained quiet and she 

described this: “like pulling teeth… Very painful…” On a different day in her journal, 

Gwen wrote how she wished her students “would at least pretend to engage with me.” 

Gwen described her efforts as futile. This is an emotionally exhausting episode that could 

lead Gwen to burnout unless she can regulate her reactions to her disappointment. Evelyn 

journaled her personal frustration when a student became angry with her when providing 

feedback on the student’s homework: “A bright student was not pleased with my feedback 

on her rough draft. She wanted to argue with me.” Evelyn even understood this student’s 

source of stress and regulated her emotional reaction. Evelyn journaled the following:  

I know part of her frustration is that she was starting her first part-time job 

tonight and feels stress about having time to work on her final draft. Though I can 

understand this, it doesn’t change the quality of the work she has on this paper 

(poor). 

When students shared their issues with their teachers, the instructors felt stress. 

Evelyn journaled about one of her students who faced turmoil in his personal life. This 

created negative emotions for Evelyn. Evelyn shared the following concern in her 

journal:   

I’m worried about my one angry student who has shared some of his home life 

struggles with me. He told me he was kicked out of his parents’ home last week, 

and I worry about his ability to cope with this change. I know he sees this class as 

an added pressure in his life. 
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 This student’s situation posed a problem in the learning environment. This student 

brought his troubling relationship with his parents and his inability to cope with change 

into the classroom. Marginalized students like this learner lack social and emotional skills 

as well as a support system to attend college (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). With his 

personal struggles, this student will not likely succeed in class if he feels the class is a 

hindrance. She also said he was her “angry” student, and this is a danger to the learning 

environment because negative attitudes can be contagious in groups (Goleman, 2006; 

Kelly et. al, 2016). Now homeless, his immediate needs have changed. During Evelyn’s 

interview, she was not sure where students could get help for “life” issues. She said: “the 

students are coming to us with their issues… I am not trained to deal with them. But I 

care about them.…”  Evelyn’s insights are important. The students have issues and they 

bring these problems to their instructors. Evelyn said she cares about her students, but she 

is not trained to deal with student issues. Evelyn did not say if she should be responsible 

or trained in handling the added issues of adult learners.  

The participants in this study provided rich descriptions of their learning 

environments. In the interviews, the instructors provided an “ideal” response related to an 

optimal learning environment. The journals provided the “real-life” situations that added 

perspective to the struggles these educators and learners faced in the classroom. Ten out 

of the twelve instructors felt they were responsible for creating an optimal learning 

environment. Nine out of twelve instructors said students are responsible for creating an 

optimal learning environment. These same instructors said creating an optimal learning 

environment was a responsibility shared by the instructor and student. For example, Dan, 

an instructor in the construction and electronics discipline, said that an optimal learning 
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environment is when: “…The student fully has a desire to learn and I am able to bring 

across the information where they can actually fully understand it.”  If the instructor or 

student fails in their responsibility to contribute to this relationship, the learning 

environment is hindered. These two areas are very important to create optimal learning. 

To complete this emerging pattern, instructors also said the physical facilities and the 

environment play a role in creating an optimized learning environment.  

Physical facilities and the environment. 

Seven of the twelve participants in this study named the physical 

facilities/environment as an important factor in optimal learning. The instructors said 

technology, physical comfort, and classroom set-up were important in the learning 

environment. In this category, the instructors’ placed the most emphasis on technology. 

When technology failed or was outdated, instructors felt frustration and anger. The 

following describes the participants’ answers in detail. 

Seven instructors stated that the physical environment contributed to optimal 

learning. For these participants, this was divided into two areas: the physical aspects of 

the classroom and the equipment (including technology). The physical conditions of the 

volunteers’ learning environments marked a large disparity. Two instructors, or 17% of 

the volunteers, reported that the physical environment hindered learning. Two different 

instructors, again 17% of the volunteers, were pleased with the physical environments 

and taught in updated modern classrooms. This group provided examples of the physical 

conditions at this college. The volunteers also provided perspectives on how important 

this category is to optimal learning in a community college.  
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Two of the twelve instructors described poor physical conditions in their 

classrooms. In one interview, the researcher entered a participant’s work area. There were 

tarps lining the halls, dust, missing ceiling tiles, and computer cables hanging from the 

ceiling. The ceiling tiles that remained were water damaged. The interview took place in 

a classroom crowded with instructional equipment mixed with storage from other 

departments. This interview gave the researcher the opportunity to witness poor building 

conditions. Two participants reported poor building facilities conditions in their 

interviews and journals.  

Two participants described lighting, temperature, noise, and odor of the learning 

environment as problem with the learning environment. Carrie had consistent issues in 

her learning environment. Her classroom was typically between 60-65 degrees, an 

environment she described as “not as conducive to learning.” Carrie taught in an area 

under construction. Maggie and Carrie journaled that the poor conditions of their learning 

environments forced them to move their students to different classrooms. In the 

interview, Maggie said a strong chemical odor hindered her learning environment. She 

moved her classroom, and the other classroom lacked a sink. The class needed a sink. 

Michael stated that: “having a consistent place and time to dedicate to learning” was 

important to an optimal learning environment. While his area was comfortable and stable, 

this was not happening to all of the participants. The processes of finding a different 

classroom and moving students and equipment wasted class time. This inconvenience 

created the stress of time urgency. Aside from having a reliable classroom dedicated to 

learning, working technology was also important to instructors.  
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This study revealed that technology is a major aspect in the learning environment; 

this need was mentioned both in the journals and interviews. Lucy said when technology 

did not work, it was “extremely frustrating.” Carrie was frustrated for two days in her 

journal with broken technology, and on the third day she wrote: “I was pleased that the 

audio video equipment worked today.” She moved her class two times that week due to 

failing technology. Aside from technology, one instructor said that the students need 

better equipment in the classroom. 

Maggie stated that teaching with outdated equipment is a challenge as an 

educator. She also felt the students were at a disadvantage when entering the workforce 

due to antiquated equipment. To contrast this example, Dan taught with updated 

equipment. Dan was more concerned that his students lacked the skill set to effectively 

problem-solve due to their mistakes, and because of this, one student destroyed school 

equipment. Carrie and Maggie had more problems with the college’s physical facilities 

hindering their learning environment compared to the other volunteers in the study. On 

the other end of the spectrum, updated classrooms created a much different and positive 

experience for instructors.  

There were areas of the college where the physical facilities had recently been 

modernized. For example, Evelyn and Theresa taught in newly designed classrooms. 

Evelyn said she was thankful for the SmartBoards, computers, furniture with wheels, and 

movable whiteboards. Theresa shared Evelyn’s excitement with an updated classroom. 

Theresa referred to the walls as “learning spaces” (she has classrooms with small 

movable whiteboards). Theresa liked to capture different learning styles, and her updated 



117 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

classroom helped her reach that goal. These two instructors held very high opinions of 

the physical facilities.  

In general, most of the participants were satisfied because basic classroom needs 

were met, and this included working technology. If basic needs were not met, then the 

conditions of the building facilities were perceived as a problem. The instructors who 

taught in updated classrooms felt very happy and even grateful for the building facilities. 

This was the last important component these instructors defined as part of an optimized 

learning environment. At this point, the definition of an optimized learning environment 

was described through the responses of the instructors in this study. 

Optimized Learning Environments Correlate with Research and have Emergent 

Themes in this Community College 

The answers to this first subset question provided insights into this type of 

educational institution. To recap: How do community college instructors describe an 

optimized learning environment? These educators had areas that correlated with existing 

research, and they also revealed an emerging pattern when they described an optimized 

learning environment. The instructors described ideal conditions and even examples that 

existing research supported. Optimized learning environments have harmony, lessons are 

focused, students’ needs are met, and classrooms exhibit respectful dialogues (Jennings 

& Greenberg, 2006; Wentzel, 1994). These instructors reported instances of healthy 

learning environments and were also aligned with Meyers’ and Turner’s (2006) flow 

concepts when they stated that time passed quickly, the environment was challenging, 

and the challenge was sometimes uncomfortable. The first subset question provided 
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correlation with existing research. In addition, the instructors created an emergent pattern 

with three main components when describing an optimal learning environment.  

The participants stated three major items contributed to an optimized learning 

environment: the instructor, the student, and the physical environment. Out of twelve 

participants, ten instructors felt they were primarily responsible when defining an optimal 

learning environment. Nine instructors named the students as the next important 

component in creating an optimized learning environment. Seven instructors stated the 

building facilities, which included working technology, as the third major aspect of an 

optimal learning environment. These three components were interdependent, and at 

times, dependent on one another. In general, the interview answers from instructors 

provided an idealistic response. However, the journals revealed “real-world” difficulties. 

This meant the participants navigated negative emotions of students and coped with poor 

building facilities and technology failures, all while handling their own stressors (work 

load, lesson plans, outside conferences, and any personal issues). This emergent theme 

created a new model that represented optimized learning in this community college 

learning environment.  

At this point, the first subset question: “How do community college instructors 

describe an optimized learning environment?” was answered and compared to existing 

research. The following two subset questions are addressed in the next section. 

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial competence 

and an optimized learning environment? 

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 
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Prosocial Competence Influence in the Learning Environment  

The next two subset questions are important to the main research question: How 

does a prosocial competent learning environment influence a community college 

classroom? The following explains the relationship of the main research question to the 

subset questions.  

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial competence and 

an optimized learning environment? This question explored whether these community 

college instructors recognized a correlation in optimized learning environments with 

prosocial competence. This answer was important, since existing research supports a 

connection between prosocial concepts and optimal learning environments (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). Next, subset question #3 asked: Is there a perceived need for a 

prosocial competent learning environment? The perceived need for prosocial competence 

may indicate if the instructors think these concepts influence the learning environment.  

The answers to these two subset questions were interrelated. Ten of the twelve 

participants in this study did not use the term prosocial competence; they lacked the 

overall knowledge of prosocial competent terminology. Since the participants were not 

familiar with the term prosocial competence, the researcher scrutinized the instructors’ 

interviews, journals, and questionnaires for examples of emotional and social 

intelligence. In the journals, the instructors described their learning environments. In the 

interviews, the participants described their definitions of an optimal learning 

environment. Finally, the questionnaire gathered information to evaluate if the 

instructors’ preferences in prosocial concepts influenced their preferred lesson delivery 

and professional development.  
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The instructors’ feedback was compared to existing research to determine the 

educators’ attitudes towards emotional and social intelligences in their classrooms. These 

participants held varying perceptions of how much prosocial competent concepts 

influenced the learning environments. These varying perceptions were dependent on the 

leadership style of the participants.  

Educators’ Leadership Styles Shape the Perception of Prosocial Concepts 

With the multitude of leadership categories in the literature, the researcher 

considered how leadership styles applied to prosocial concepts in this study. This step 

was important in order to identify the participants’ leadership preferences. To simplify 

the understanding of these results, the basic leadership styles, transformational and 

transactional, were applied in this study. Next, the researcher merged behavioral 

influences of a transformational leader into prosocial concepts, thus naming the term 

prosocial-oriented leadership. Then, the researcher applied transactional leadership to 

task-oriented leadership to describe the participants.  

After examining the research, six participants valued prosocial concepts in their 

leadership. As described earlier, the words prosocial-oriented leader applies to this 

leadership style. Next, task-oriented leaders were a smaller sample of this study; three 

instructors displayed transactional leadership in their classrooms. Last, there was a hybrid 

of prosocial oriented and task/transaction-oriented leadership. In this study, three 

participants were prosocial-task hybrid leaders. This leadership style valued prosocial 

concepts in the classroom differently (see Table 4.9).  

The prosocial-oriented educator felt prosocial concepts were required for learning 

to occur. Task-oriented educators did not spend a lot of time considering how prosocial 
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concepts influenced the classroom. Task-oriented educators focused first on teaching 

strategies and goals in the classroom. Last, prosocial-task oriented educators flexed their 

perspective of tasks and social/emotional needs in the classroom. The following explains 

the instructors’ responses. First, prosocial leaders value emotional and social intelligences 

prior to learning.  

Prosocial-oriented leaders valued respect, trust, and safety.    

Six community college participants led their classrooms supporting prosocial 

concepts. From the interviews, these six instructors stated that learning was fostered after 

safety, trust, and respect were established. The ethical perspectives these participants 

supported were both communitarianism and altruism. As noted in Johnson’s (2005) 

definition of these ethical leadership styles, these concepts are built on shared values, 

community support, and caring for each other. The next examples demonstrate this point. 

First, Marcy stated in her interview: “I feel an optimized learning environment is one in 

which I think the students feel safe. They need to feel safe in order to take risks, and they 

need to take risks in order to learn. … there is mutual respect among the teacher and the 

students.” Evelyn had a similar response and said in her interview: “An optimal learning 

environment (for the way that I teach) is … that I have built some trust with the students. 

They respect what I’m presenting and that they trust the feedback that I am giving them.”  

Theresa emphasized her value in prosocial concepts by stating: “I would say that the 

student feels safe, that it is a non-threatening and low-stakes environment.” These 

participants’ feelings aligned with the research that states prosocially competent 

instructors build relationships in a learning environment (Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Jacobs 

& Struyf, 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones et al., 2013).  
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Subset questions two and three asked if instructors recognized and perceived a 

need for prosocial competence in the classroom. This depended on the leadership style of 

the instructor. The abovementioned group led with prosocial competent concepts. These 

participants felt prosocial concepts (safety, trust, and respect) were needed in the learning 

environment as a precursor to learning. However, not all of the participants held the same 

viewpoint. The participants who did not emphasize prosocial concepts in the learning 

environment focused on strategies and tasks to reach goals. These instructors were task-

oriented leaders. 

Task-oriented leaders valued goals and teaching strategies. 

The task-oriented community college instructors did not consider prosocial 

concepts as a precursor to learning. Instead, they focused on tasks and strategies to meet 

goals in the learning environment. Three participants, Zach, Matthew, and Joan, strongly 

favored task-oriented leadership.  

To begin, Zach, Matthew, and Joan all distinguished themselves with task-related 

goals in the interview. These instructors journaled about emotions factually or stated that 

they did not spend time focused on their feelings. The task-oriented leaders did not allow 

emotions to influence their classroom management. The following demonstrates how 

eliminating emotional influence is an advantage when building a learning environment.  

Zach’s first journal statement was: “I do not think much about my emotions 

regarding my classes.” This statement was in response to the journal’s data collection 

instructions. The volunteers were asked to write about emotions of happiness, anger, and 

anxiety in the classroom. After clarifying that emotions were not his focus, he wrote: “I 

consider my primary goal and what strategies I used to reach that goal. I revise… and 
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retain the activities that seemed to work well to accomplish my goal.” This answer 

emulated the other task-oriented instructors.  

The task-oriented participants were noticeably more distant from emotions in 

their journals and interviews compared to the prosocial-oriented leaders. When dealing 

with negative behaviors in the classroom, this distance benefited the task-oriented 

leaders. For example, Zach demonstrated a reserved emotional expression when he 

mentioned a “curious phenomenon” in his journal. Zach wrote about three students in his 

class: “in spite of using a variety of approaches to engage the students…. (they) seem 

confused or digress” when understanding the lessons. Later, he journaled that he was 

pleased with what he covered and accomplished for the students. His evaluation was that 

the three confused students did not put enough effort into the material. For Zach, a 

“curious phenomenon” was the peak of his emotional output with an event that hindered 

student learning. In emotional regulation, Zach was controlled and demonstrated the 

second branch of emotional intelligence, which is the ability to systematically work 

through emotions to achieve goals (Salovey & Grewal, 2005). 

In contrast, the prosocial participants had a greater range of expressing emotions. 

This meant the prosocial-oriented leaders expressed when they felt hurt, angry, or 

frustrated with negative behaviors in the classroom. Marcy was a prosocial-oriented 

instructor, and she described a difficult class period (and an antisocial student) in which 

she felt emotional turmoil. Marcy journaled the following: “So many feelings of 

frustration tonight.” Marcy explained the problem in her journal briefly and then she 

described her emotions in her journal:  
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I never would have questioned a teacher like they do. This really bugs me– makes 

me frustrated and angry…and I hate that. So, tonight, I didn't do very good job of 

being calm and keep my ego in check. Something for me to continue to work on. 

Marcy’s comment about keeping her “ego in check” provided a balanced perspective 

when comparing leadership styles in this study. Her internal struggles revealed that as a 

prosocial instructor, she handled a wide range of the emotions she felt. Marcy took 

personal responsibility for her emotional reactions. Marcy is expanding her emotional 

intelligence and, as she indicated, she will work to improve her reactions. Research 

supports her ability to change how she reacts to emotional episodes that create stress 

(Coccaro et al., 2014; Caruso, Mayer, & Salovey, 2012). To evaluate her level of 

emotional intelligence, Marcy is working towards the fourth branch of regulating 

emotions (Hochschild, 2012; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). This means that for now, Marcy 

will struggle more than the task-oriented instructors when stressors as described above 

occur in her classroom.  

The researcher observed the benefit of task-oriented instructors lies in emotional 

distance, and they did not express emotional turmoil. This was an advantage when they 

made decisions in their learning environment. When the task-oriented participants 

described a healthy learning environment, they considered the goal and the task-related 

activities to achieve a final outcome. This leadership style framed emotional episodes 

with distanced feelings. As Lazarus (1993) stated, a person who reacts to stress as a 

“minor annoyance” rather than a “major cataclysm” has an advantage. For Zach, a 

“curious phenomenon” was a minor annoyance. These task-oriented leaders did not focus 

on the emotions that created stress.  
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Matthew demonstrated a strong task-oriented preference as an instructor when he 

stated in his interview: “The goal is for the students to learn and secondarily to 

demonstrate their knowledge because that’s their basis for their grade. Any environment 

that achieves that goal is an optimized learning environment.” Matthew journaled about 

emotions he felt, but like Zach, feelings were not an important factor. In Matthew’s 

interview, he considered the actual emotions for a couple of sentences and then stated: “I 

have no idea what you [the researcher] are trying to study…” Quickly, Matthew 

dismissed this thought by adding: “So that is just as well.” As for Joan, she also focused 

on activities when reflecting on an optimized learning environment. Joan said: “An 

optimized learning environment is where the students are engaged. They are doing an 

activity or working with each other in groups.” The task-oriented participants 

demonstrated a clear viewpoint that strategy and tasks were needed to reach a goal.  

The task-oriented participants aligned with Kant’s Categorical Imperative and 

Rawls’ Justice as Fairness. These ethical frameworks emphasize that individuals make 

right and fair decisions (Johnson, 2012). These participants did not allow their emotions 

to sway their decision-making process in the classroom. Zach’s, Matthew’s, and Joan’s 

journals and interviews showed high efficacy as educators. For example, Joan did not 

write about absent students, but her journal provided an insight that she knew when 

attendance would be high. On an exam day, a day with high attendance, she deliberately 

reviewed an important lesson. Zach was comfortable changing lessons when he 

encountered low attendance or if more time was needed during a class discussion. These 

examples reinforce the ethical frameworks mentioned previously. These participants “did 

the right thing” and created fairness by strategically changing lessons so more students, 
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even the students with irregular attendance, would receive important lessons. Last, 

Matthew journaled several times about his flexibility in accepting late homework when 

students fell behind. Matthew’s emotional distance carried over into other moments, for 

example, when a student was happy that he accepted late work. He journaled factually 

that he had agreed to the arrangement.  

The task-oriented participants had attitudes towards students that were healthy, 

and they also effectively delivered lessons. Each of these participants had determined 

strategy and flexibility. These characteristics supported making the right decisions and 

fairness, supporting the Categorical Imperative and Justice as Fairness (Johnson, 2012). 

These instructors held task-oriented leadership preferences and because of this, the 

prosocial concepts were not emphasized as precursors to learning. A group of participants 

in this study could not be classified as either prosocial or task-oriented due to their 

blended answers in the journals and interviews.  

 Three participants, Lucy, Ruth, and Theresa, represented a hybrid of leadership 

style in the classroom; they were therefore prosocial task-oriented. They were equally 

task-based and prosocial leaders. This was demonstrated by their balanced response that 

defined an optimized learning environment with both social-emotional as well as task 

needs. First, these instructors’ classes focused heavily on tasks that demonstrated their 

preferred design on lessons. To illustrate this, Theresa stated that a safe environment was 

important (prosocial concept), yet she also emphasized tools and resources (or 

strategies/tasks) as equally important. Ruth’s lessons were highly task-oriented, yet in her 

interview she described an optimal learning environment as “allowing” the students to 

believe they invented the answers (a prosocial behavior). Lucy blended her answers 
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between task and prosocial concepts during her interview. Lucy said an optimal learning 

environment included timeliness, preparedness, technology, and modeling behavior 

through respect. In considering the responses from the hybrid leaders of the classroom, 

they were skilled in flexing between the two leadership styles; therefore, they recognized 

prosocial concepts. If prosocial concepts were not present in the learning environment, 

these leaders quickly focused on tasks and activities to reach objectives in the classroom.  

Each leadership type demonstrated signs of optimal learning environments and a 

blend of ethical perspectives. Current research supports prosocial competence as superior 

in the learning environment (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). This study adds a different 

perspective to this layer of knowledge, as the other leadership styles were highly effective 

in the classroom. Two participants experienced episodes of emotional exhaustion, and 

those two instructors had prosocial competent leadership preferences.  

Current research states that prosocial competence creates optimal learning 

classrooms with flow (Meyer & Turner, 2006). These optimal classrooms are motivated 

to learn, students feel challenged, and self-consciousness subsides (Meyer & Turner, 

2006). In addition, prosocial competence also creates an optimal learning environment 

because there is minimal conflict, students and educators stay on task, and time seems to 

pass quickly in class (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Because task-oriented instructors 

also had optimal classrooms, this study added the perspective that it is not necessary to 

focus on social and emotional concepts in a community college classroom. Therefore, the 

researcher reviewed the task-oriented environment in the literature after reviewing these 

results.  
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Current research criticizes task-oriented teaching as a substandard style of leading 

in the classroom (Naber & Mofett, 2017). However, task-oriented instructors are 

transactional leaders, and in education this was a preferred practice in the past (Naber & 

Mofett, 2017). A 38-year-old study with 350 high school students revealed task-related 

activities had a higher correlation with short-term learning, thus deeming transactional 

activities effective in the classroom (Smith, 1979), since task-based activities accomplish 

educational goals (Naber & Mofett, 2017; Smith, 1979). Counter to perceptions, 

assuming that transformational leadership is superior is misleading. There are many 

benefits to transactional leadership, and the task-oriented instructors in this study 

demonstrated the positive effects of this leadership style. A benefit of this study was that 

task-oriented participants did not entertain negative emotions to the point where their 

perception of self-efficacy was damaged.  

The task-oriented leaders demonstrated an emergent discovery that counters 

existing research. Instructors who did not employ prosocial concepts as a precursor to 

learning also developed optimal learning environments. These instructors focused on 

tasks in a strategic way in order to optimize the learning environment. Prosocial-oriented 

leaders in the classroom recorded a wider range of emotions, and these participants faced 

internal struggles when handling negative behaviors. Task-oriented instructors recorded 

fewer emotions, and these educators demonstrated little internal struggle with negative 

behaviors. Within the classroom, regardless of leadership style, these participants used 

similar methods to deliver lessons and also sought the same types of professional 

development.  
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Subset question #2 answer: Do community college instructors recognize prosocial 

competent environments in optimized learning environments?  

The majority of the community college instructors in this study did not use the 

term prosocial competence. However, prosocial competence is both social and emotional 

intelligences (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). As previously described in the literature 

review, these intelligences encompass a wide range of concepts. Six participants in this 

study highly supported emotional and/or social intelligence concepts in the classroom. 

The support of prosocial concepts aligned with the instructor’s leadership style. 

The instructors’ attitudes regarding prosocial concepts depended on their 

leadership style in the classroom. The leadership styles of the participants were: 

prosocial-oriented, task-oriented, and a prosocial-task-oriented hybrid. Six instructors 

were prosocial leaders and identified with the prosocial competent concepts of safety, 

trust, and respect in the optimal learning environment. Three instructors were task-

oriented leaders, and they focused on tasks and strategies in the classroom. Three 

instructors led their classrooms with a prosocial-task-oriented hybrid style. 

Subset question #3 answer: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent 

learning environment? 

Subset question two revealed that overall, these participants were not familiar 

with the term prosocial competence. Therefore, the researcher reviewed the concepts that 

prosocial competence encompassed. Next, she evaluated how those concepts were valued 

in their respective learning environments. Again, as with subset question two, the 

leadership style of the instructor determined the perceived needs in the classroom. The 

prosocial-oriented instructors perceived specific prosocial concepts (safety, trust, and 



130 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

respect) as needed in the learning environment as a precursor to learning. Task-oriented 

instructors did not perceive a need for prosocial competence; instead, these instructors 

prioritized goals and teaching strategies first in the learning environment. Last, the 

prosocial-task-oriented instructor flexed between the two leadership styles. Although the 

prosocial-task-oriented leaders recognized prosocial concepts, they easily adapted to 

task-oriented strategies.    

The last subset question addressed two major areas: instructors’ perception of 

emotional regulation in the learning environment, and burnout cascade. As a reminder, 

the last and final subset question was:  

Subset question #4: Do community college instructors connect their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout cascade? 

This question relates to the overall research question because emotional regulation 

is a part of prosocial competence, and unregulated emotions lead to a lack of self-

efficacy. A lack of self-efficacy leads in turn to instructor burnout (Carton & Fruchart, 

2014; Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schutz, 2014). This is a major 

problem in education because teachers burn out at very high rates. In fact, 50% of the 

instructors leave the profession within five years (Craig, 2014). If burned-out instructors 

remain in the profession, they are very damaging to the classroom environment and the 

learners (Hareli et al., 2013; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schrodt et al., 2008; Wentzel, 

1994).  

This study evaluated emotional regulation, unregulated emotions, signs of burnout 

cascade, and the health of the learning environments. These areas helped determine if the 

instructors perceived a relationship between burnout and unregulated emotions. Most of 
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the learning environments were healthy, as noted in the answers to the previous subset 

inquiries. The following section provides insight into emotional regulation in the 

classroom, which is a sign of emotional and social intelligence. The participants in this 

study did not perceive a relationship between their unregulated emotions and burnout 

cascade.  To begin with, the study had many examples of participants regulating their 

emotions.  

Emotional Regulation 

Emotional labor is when a person regulates emotions (personal and interpersonal) 

in order to achieve a favorable outcome (Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). The 

concept of emotional labor was introduced in business when an airline company realized 

that regulating emotions through acting was an advantage in customer satisfaction 

(Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). As a reminder, deep acting is authentic and is used 

to exaggerate a felt emotion (Cukur, 2009; Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). Surface 

acting is not authentic because it expresses an emotion that is not truly felt, which leads 

to burnout via emotional exhaustion (Cukur, 2009; Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012). 

An example of surface acting is a person smiling when angry. Both types of acting are 

forms of emotional labor (Hochschild, 2012; Humphrey, 2012).  

The participants provided examples of their ability to regulate their own emotions. 

This meant the instructors could mask, downplay, or exaggerate emotions. In many of 

these situations, emotional regulation was beneficial to the outcomes in the classrooms. 

Emotional regulation sometimes benefited the instructor, and sometimes it created 

exhaustion. In these examples, regulating emotions masked uncomfortable feelings or 

exaggerated emotions. The following examples describe different types of emotional 
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regulation used by these instructors. The first examples are when participants were 

uncomfortable in the classroom. 

Several participants mentioned experiences where they felt negative emotions. 

This occurred when the participants did not feel they were experts on a topic, when the 

lesson was personally uncomfortable, or when students reacted negatively to the subject 

matter. When Maggie felt anxious about teaching an unfamiliar topic, she worked on her 

lesson until she felt excitement. Next, teaching certain topics (for example, a lesson on 

genitalia) created anxiety. These instructors felt anxiety, but they did not want their 

students to know they were uncomfortable. Joan journaled that she mentally prepared 

herself, so she could model professionalism (a value for her as an educator). She created 

an internal dialog by saying, “It will be fine, I can just have my (emotions) inside, it is not 

that difficult.” Joan masked her discomfort and downplayed her emotional reactions. 

Finally, participants struggled with emotions when students reacted negatively to certain 

subjects. For example, Lucy also said she did not like to teach a certain lesson because of 

how students reacted to the topic. Lucy, like Maggie, regulated her emotions, did not 

entirely downplay them. Instead, Lucy redirected her focus. She emphasized herself as an 

educator and exaggerated her excitement to teach the students valuable lessons that they 

needed. In these examples, the participants felt emotions and either downplayed 

discomfort or exaggerated a different emotion in order to achieve their goals. This is 

more aligned with deep acting. However, in some situations, participants faked emotions, 

applying surface acting when regulating emotions.  

Participants who were personally hurt by the behaviors of students applied surface 

acting to complete lessons. Carrie felt hurt when she added her personal humor to a 
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lesson and then her students fell asleep. Carrie applied surface acting, which meant she 

pretended she was not disappointed in order to continue her class lesson. Carrie’s surface 

acting is more exhausting than deep acting, because deep acting exaggerates or 

downplays an existing emotion; surface acting fakes an emotion entirely (Hochschild, 

2012; Humphrey, 2012). Gwen also experienced a disappointment similar to Carrie’s 

example. She looked forward to a lesson that required interaction and communication 

with each other, yet Gwen’s students would not start a discussion. Gwen described her 

class period as “Painful.” Later she journaled: “It would be nice if the students at least 

pretended to engage with me.” Gwen and Carrie both had to finish their lessons while 

carrying deep disappointment.  

There was one instructor who applied emotional regulation in multiple ways in 

order to achieve positive results in his class. This instructor exhibited the fourth branch of 

emotional regulation. Dan exhibited precise control in his emotional expressions, and he 

also had the most teaching experience in this study with 35 years as an educator. Dan 

worked to downplay strong negative emotions and also exaggerated them in order to 

motivate students to learn. He journaled his experience with students: “I am very aware 

of my actions and voice inflection… I always try to be respectful and understanding…” 

Dan explained in his journal that his voice inflections could help or hinder students. 

Dan’s student damaged equipment in his classroom, and he closely regulated his 

emotions in those moments. Dan also exaggerated emotions to motivate the students. 

When the class did not understand a concept, he felt frustrated, but he was not angry. 

Instead, Dan overplayed his emotional expression. Dan journaled: “I …lightly banged my 

head against the board…. And re-explained the operation of the device.” In this example 
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Dan applied deep acting by exaggerating his emotions in order to motivate his class in 

this situation. This example suggested the fourth branch of emotional intelligence 

because Dan deliberately used personal and interpersonal emotions to reach goals 

(Hochschild, 2012; Salovey & Grewal, 2005).  

In contrast, this study had one instructor who struggled with emotional 

exhaustion. Due to the sensitivity of this next example, the assigned pseudonym for this 

participant is further altered. Kim had warning signs of potential cascade burnout, and her 

examples were not typical of this group. The following does not guarantee Kim will burn 

out. This instructor’s example of frustration is explained in more detail to provide 

insights into the potential path to burnout at this community college.  

Kim said she enjoyed teaching. She was personable during the interview and she 

stated she liked her students. In her interview, she was torn between love and frustration 

of her position. Kim had three years of teaching experience, a timeframe in which 

burnout is high (Craig, 2014; Jo, 2014). Kim’s struggles centered on challenging 

students, feeling unsupported by colleagues or staff, and a high workload. 

To start, Kim’s frustration was with challenging students, and she journaled that 

her class was: “…a very negative, blaming class, so that’s exhausting for teachers.” She 

stated that she had experienced positive students in previous terms who took 

responsibility for their education. Kim’s journals and her interview expressed equal 

degrees of frustration. She described a class intervention in which the dean and chair of 

her department talked to her students. Kim did not provide details of the class visit from 

her superiors, but she journaled the feelings: “It was intense and immediately raised the 

stress- mine (stress) as well as the anxiety level of the room.” Kim shared a bigger picture 
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of her dilemma when she described her workload and her need for support in both her 

journal and interview.  

Kim felt pressure due to her demanding schedule. She journaled that she worked 

on the weekend to get ready for lessons. Even with weekend work, Kim commented: 

“(It) feels like I can never get on top of everything… a constant struggle.” The class 

intervention from her dean and chair are potential signs that administration wanted to 

help Kim, but she may not realize this support because she feels overwhelmed. Kim 

wrote: “What is frustrating is that I am a good teacher and I can’t be as good as the 

students deserve because I’m constantly trying to keep up or work with inflexible staff. I 

don’t have the time and technology I need…” As this statement indicates, Kim had some 

sense of self-efficacy in her position, but it was starting to falter. Burnout is likely when 

educators try to improve themselves but feel that they lack encouragement and support 

(Van Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Kim feels emotional and 

physical exhaustion and feels she needs more support, and given her relatively short time 

as an educator, she is at a greater risk for burnout compared to the other volunteers in this 

study.  

 In a teaching career, emotional episodes are events that challenge the health of the 

learning environment (Wentzel, 1994). Stress resulting from these events may cause 

emotional and physical exhaustion. The above example is worthy of reporting, but it is 

not a representative sample of the participants in this research. This example gained 

perspective in answering the subset question: Do community college instructors connect 

their unregulated emotions to potential burnout cascade? In this example, Kim did not 

indicate that her unregulated emotions could cause burnout.  
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Kim’s insights into the conditions that new instructors face at this community 

college were valuable. Kim has only three years of teaching experience. Kim’s short 

duration as an educator, along with her high level of stress, makes her a likely candidate 

for burnout (Craig, 2014). Kim can reduce her risk of burnout if she feels supported by 

colleagues and superiors, keep a positive outlook in her effectiveness as an instructor, and 

hold an optimistic perspective on her students (Craig, 2014). This is an opportunity to 

train new faculty. New teachers trained in emotional regulation may reduce the risk of 

instructor burnout. In contrast to Kim’s example, Carrie has six years of experience as an 

instructor. Carrie described personal prosocial competent skills that helped her navigate 

emotional episodes. Her example is unique because she wrote about several emotional 

episodes in her journal with students and her reaction to technology.   

Carrie exhibited high prosocial competence. She journaled about recurring 

emotional episodes that centered on unprepared students, difficult class discussions, 

students falling asleep, or broken technology. She gauged the students’ level of 

enthusiasm and altered her plan in order to meet the course objectives. Her efforts were 

rewarded with student feedback. Carrie wrote about her students advancing their skills, 

and these learners told her she was helping them. This direct comment validated Carrie as 

an effective educator. Efficacy was present for Carrie because her efforts were successful. 

This study reinforced that if the instructor uses personal emotional intelligence, this 

positively affects the classroom and the teacher’s self-confidence.  

At this point, the definition of an optimized learning environment was answered 

in the first subset question. The results of this study were supportive of existing research 

that demonstrated that optimal learning environments were both focused and challenging 
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(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Meyer & Turner, 2006). In addition, the participants in 

this study revealed an emergent theme unique to this higher learning institution. 

According to these educators, there are three components of an optimized learning 

environment: the instructors, the students, and the physical environment (physical 

facilities and technology). These three areas are dependent and interdependent 

components that create (or hinder) a healthy classroom.  

Different Leadership Styles Influence the Value of Prosocial Concepts in Learning 

The next two subset questions addressed the perceived relationship and/or need 

between prosocial concepts and the learning environments. This research suggested that 

the leadership styles of these educators influenced their perception of prosocial concepts 

as well as their usefulness in the classroom. The prosocial-oriented leaders valued 

emotional and social intelligences as a precondition for learning. The task-oriented 

instructors did not consider prosocial competence to be required for learning and instead 

focused on strategies. The prosocial-task-oriented instructors combined both prosocial 

concepts and tasks in the learning environment and used a combination of the two 

leadership styles.  

Level of Instructors’ Burnout and Health of Learning Environments in this Study  

The researcher examined the health of the learning environments and potential 

educator burnout in this study. The participants provided evidence in their journals that 

correlated with existing research; these educators built healthy learning environments. 

Most of the participants demonstrated a healthy outlook in their abilities, and all 

instructors communicated examples of effective lesson delivery. For example, Theresa, 

an instructor in the Health Sciences division, stated: “The students arrived ready to 
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practice the skills and procedures we have been learning.” This is a part of Flow Theory 

because the students are motivated to learn (Meyer & Turner, 2006). This means that the 

students are accountable for their learning. Since the major objective in a classroom is for 

the students to learn, if the students are motivated and the environment is conducive to 

learning, this objective is reached (Meyer & Turner, 2006). Lucy, an instructor in the Arts 

and Sciences, stated she encouraged students’ questions: “No question is ever a dumb 

question.” With this reassurance, the students grow confident in their skills, and that 

contributes to a healthy learning environment (Meyer & Turner, 2006). A community 

services division instructor, Carrie, wrote in her journal: “Students commented that they 

now feel more capable of successfully completing the assignment.” These participants 

described optimal learning environments. For example, Jennings and Greenberg (2009) 

state that students respond well to individual attention. Evelyn, an arts and sciences 

educator, focused on helping individual students: “I was able to give the class time to 

work on their essays and talk to individual students about their particular challenges and 

concerns with their essays. I enjoy productive class times.” With the above evidence, the 

participants’ learning environments were healthy during the study, but that did not mean 

everything was positive in the classroom.  

The researcher coded emotions as positive or negative using data from the 

journals and interviews. The participants mentioned positive emotions 39% of the time 

and negative emotions 61% of the time (see Figure 4.2). This was an expected outcome. 

Flow Theory (Meyer & Turner, 2006) supports the presence of negative emotions in 

order to stretch students to grow outside of their comfort zone. Emotional episodes are a 

part of a learning environment, and negative emotions are a part of learning (Wentz, 
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1994); a healthy learning environment occurs when respect and efficacy remains for 

learners and educators even after episodes involving negative emotions (Yu et al., 2015).  

 

 

Figure 4.2 

Percentage of Reported Positive and Negative Emotions 

 

Positive Emotions: 39%; Negative Emotions: 61% 

As mentioned before, stress and negative emotions are expected in any educator’s 

career (Meyer & Turner, 2006). Therefore, stress or unpleasant emotions by themselves 

do not determine the health of a learning environment or instructor burnout. The health of 

a learning environment is determined by the instructor’s ability to handle difficult 

emotional episodes (Wentzel, 1994). The instructors must effectively handle classroom 

stress, remain positive in their outlook towards students, and continue to feel efficacy in 

their positions to avoid cascade burnout and maintain a healthy learning environment 

(Klassen, 2010; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Safdar & Malik, 2015; Yu et al., 2015). In 

this study, the participants described healthy learning environments, and there are 

examples of exhaustion.   

Negative, 

61%

Positive

,

39%
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The last subset question addressed if instructors recognized if their unregulated 

emotions were a part of burnout. There were signs of unregulated emotions in a couple of 

participants in this study, yet burnout was not present in most of these participants. To 

answer the last subset question, the participants did not see a relationship between their 

unregulated emotions and burnout. Part of this was due to the low level of unregulated 

emotions reported. Regulated emotions were common in this group of educators, and this 

helped reinforce instructor efficacy. At this point, the subset questions were answered 

through the data. The overall research question was: 

How does a prosocial competent learning environment influence a community 

college classroom? 

A prosocial competent learning environment influences the community college 

classroom through the leadership of the instructor. Six of the educators in this study 

highly valued prosocial concepts, and they felt social and emotional intelligences were 

needed prior to learning. The task-oriented or prosocial-task leaders in the classroom did 

not emphasize prosocial concepts in their lessons. Regardless of leadership style, the 

participants’ abilities in prosocial competence positively influenced the learning 

environment.  

This study also revealed that these educators experienced emotional episodes in 

their learning environments. These participants handled these emotional episodes with 

varying degrees of success. When instructors demonstrated developed emotional 

intelligence in their examples, they experience higher efficacy and positive emotions in 

reaching class objectives. The instructors’ emotional intelligence varied without prejudice 

to the educators’ leadership styles. 
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From prior research, the occurrence of emotional episodes in the classroom is 

common (Wentzel, 1994; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). This research validated the 

findings of these studies. The ability to navigate difficult emotions is a part of preserving 

the efficacy of the instructor, and this helps the educator maintain a healthier outlook 

towards their students, thus improving classroom outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Burnout cascade occurs when an instructor reaches a point of physical and 

emotional exhaustion; the educator loses efficacy, and he or she could damage the 

classroom environment and its learners (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). In prior research, 

scholars supported prosocial instructors as better educators because they are skilled in 

regulating emotions, thus improving the classroom’s learning environment (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009).  

Emotional Episodes + Low Prosocial Competence = Unregulated Emotions  

Unregulated Emotions = Potential Burnout Cascade 

Emotional Episodes + Prosocial Competence = Regulated Emotions 

Regulated Emotions = Instructor Efficacy + Healthy Learning Environment   

This study added a new perspective to existing research. These community 

college’s instructors’ leadership styles affected the classroom because these educators 

valued prosocial concepts to different degrees. The prosocial-oriented leaders valued 

social and emotional intelligences and fostered trust, safety, and respect before learning 

took place. The task-oriented leaders de-emphasized emotional and social concepts, and 

tasks and strategies were prominent in the classroom. The prosocial-task-oriented leaders 

combined prosocial competence values with tasks and strategies. 
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Each instructor held a personal level of emotional intelligence that was not 

dependent on his or her leadership style. In this study, the task-oriented instructors had 

emotional intelligence and influenced their classroom with positive results. In addition, 

the prosocial-oriented and prosocial-task leaders also had emotional intelligence. 

However, in this example, there were prosocial-oriented instructors who displayed 

unregulated emotions. 

Therefore, the leadership style of these educators did not guarantee a propensity 

for developed emotional intelligence in the instructors. To summarize this finding: task-

oriented instructors did not lack emotional intelligence, and prosocial-oriented educators 

did not always have advanced emotional or social intelligence.  

Task-Oriented Leaders    Lower Emotional Intelligence  

Prosocial-Oriented Leaders    Higher Emotional Intelligence 

This finding provided another layer of knowledge to the existing research on prosocial 

competence in education. This perspective is worthy of future exploration in higher 

education. Next, there were aspects of this study that need more consideration in future 

studies.  

There were areas in the data that provided little or no correlation to existing 

studies. The researcher evaluated the participants’ preferences in lesson plans, 

professional development training, highest level of education, discipline, class size, 

number of years of experience, and gender. Comparing these areas to the leadership 

preferences of these participants adds an interesting perspective to the data. The 

researcher suggests a future study with a more longitudinal and qualitative approach to 

determine if the instructors’ views of prosocial competence as related to leadership are 
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influenced by other factors such as lesson plans, professional development training, 

highest level of education, discipline, class size, number of years of experience, and/or 

gender. To start with, regardless of leadership styles, the instructors in this study had 

similar preferences in lesson plans and professional training.  

Leadership Styles and Lessons were Unrelated in Prosocial Concept Perspectives 

In this study, the participants filled out a questionnaire and shared with the 

researcher their preferred methods of lesson delivery and recent professional 

development training. Regardless of the instructors’ leadership styles, task- and 

prosocial-oriented leaders reported similar professional development activities and lesson 

delivery. For example, Zach was a task-oriented instructor, and Gwen was a prosocial-

oriented teacher, but both sought educational technology training. Matthew was a task-

oriented instructor and Evelyn was a prosocial leader; they both preferred lessons where 

students worked in class on projects or solving problem. This is a method called 

“flipping” the classroom. They also taught very different disciplines (Math and English, 

respectively). These instructors also delivered lessons through engaged learning, blended, 

and interactive lessons. For these instructors, their leadership style did not influence their 

preferred professional training or methods of instructional delivery. Next, the highest 

level of education was not correlated to the participants’ views of prosocial concepts. 

Leadership Styles and Education Were Unrelated in Prosocial Concept Perspectives 

When the participants completed their journals, interviews, and questionnaires, 

the researcher recorded their level of education through the college’s public records. This 

data determined that educational level and the views of prosocial concepts had no 

correlation with this group of participants. For example, in all three leadership styles, 
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each had a mix of education levels. Most of the participants had master’s degrees, and 

this was evenly distributed across all leadership styles. There were three individuals who 

earned doctorates, and each instructor with a terminal degree was represented in each 

leadership style. The small number of instructors in this study cannot determine a valid 

trend. The leadership styles of the participants and their levels of education in this study 

suggest that a correlation is not present, but more studies are needed to determine 

validity. Next, the researcher reviewed the discipline each instructor taught and compared 

this to their views of prosocial concepts. 

Leadership Styles and Discipline Were Evenly Distributed  

In addition to education level, the leadership style and discipline of these 

participants were evenly distributed. The two largest represented divisions were Arts and 

Sciences and Health Sciences instructors. These two divisions were represented by eight 

instructors. These two divisions displayed all three leadership styles: three prosocial-

oriented, three task-oriented, and two prosocial-task-oriented instructors. Due to the 

small sample size, more studies are needed to determine if there is a trend that supports 

the even distribution of instructors per leadership style per discipline. Next, the researcher 

reviewed the leadership styles with respect to the gender of each instructor. 

Leadership Styles and Gender Supported Existing Research 

 This study had twelve participants complete the survey. Therefore, determining a 

relationship between gender and preference of prosocial concepts via leadership style 

needs more research. However, to summarize, nine female instructors completed this 

study. Four female instructors were prosocial, one was task, and two were prosocial-task 

oriented leaders. Three male instructors completed the study; two were task-oriented 
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leaders and one was a prosocial leader. From this small sample size, the ratio of females 

favors prosocial leadership and males favor task-oriented leadership. While this aspect of 

gender preference in leadership styles is an area that needs more research in the 

community college setting, this correlates with previous research. 

This small sample size favored socially-oriented leadership with women and task-

oriented leadership with men. Previous research demonstrates that the social constructs of 

gender roles predispose men and women to certain leadership styles (Carli, 1999; 

MacNell et al., 2015). Men are awarded more credibility in expertise than women, and 

females are expected to be nicer than males (Carli, 1999; MacNell et al., 2015). These 

perceptions impose gender stereotype roles on educators (Carli, 1999; MacNell et al., 

2015). This study employed a small sample size, but it supported the existing research 

that predisposes gender to leadership styles (MacNell et al., 2015; Raven, 2008). While 

existing research supports the results of this study, the sample size is too small to validate 

these outcomes in the community college setting. Finally, prosocial competence with 

other factors such as years of experience or class size did not show any evidence of 

trends.  

Leadership Style and Years of Experience and Classroom Size Were Not Related  

This study did not provide support to indicate that the instructors’ leadership 

preference at this college had a relationship to their total years of teaching experience. 

The six prosocial leaders in this study reported three to thirty-five years of teaching 

experience. The three task-oriented leaders ranged from three years to eighteen years of 

experience as educators. Finally, the three prosocial-task-oriented leaders had between 

eight years and fifteen years of experience as educators.  
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This study did not establish a relationship between the participants’ preferred 

leadership style and class size. There were six prosocial-oriented leaders in this research, 

and they averaged nine-and-a-half students per class with a mean of nine pupils. There 

were three task-oriented leaders who held an average of fifteen students with a mean of 

six pupils. Finally, the three prosocial-task leaders had an average of thirteen students 

and a mean of twelve pupils. A task-oriented educator held the largest class size of thirty-

four pupils in comparison to the rest of all the participants. The next largest class size 

held seventeen students and was taught by a prosocial-task oriented leader. The smallest 

class had six students in this study, and this participant preferred prosocial-oriented 

leadership.  

Summary 

The researcher conducted a study with twelve instructors at a large Midwestern 

community college to answer the overarching research question: “How does a prosocial 

competent learning environment influence a community college classroom?” The answer 

varies with the instructors’ leadership style. Prosocial leaders believe that prosocial 

concepts, specifically safety, trust, and respect, are required for learning to occur. Task-

oriented leaders focus on tasks and strategies to meet goals. Prosocial-task leaders flex 

between the leadership styles. These findings were the culmination of several discoveries 

in this study. This chapter ends by summarizing the highlighted areas of this research.   

These community college instructors described similar learning environments that 

correlated to existing research. For example, the participants mentioned that time passed 

quickly, students learned, and they (the instructors) provided more individualized 

attention. Additionally, the participants revealed three major themes in creating an 
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optimal learning environment: the behaviors and attitudes of the instructor, the behavior 

and attitudes of the student, and the physical facilities/environment. Next, the leadership 

styles of the participants influenced how these participants perceived the learning 

environment.  

Three leadership styles emerged from the participants’ answers in the interview: 

prosocial-oriented, task-oriented, and prosocial-task-oriented. Prosocial-oriented 

instructors believed that the concepts surrounding prosocial competence and an optimized 

learning environment were interrelated. Task-oriented instructors did not perceive such a 

relationship between prosocial competence concepts and an optimized learning 

environment. Prosocial-task oriented instructors, due to their flexibility, relate prosocial 

concepts to an optimized learning environment, but not in their totality. These leaders 

also relate to the benefits of task-oriented leadership.  

Uncovering these leadership styles also helped the researcher determine the health 

of the learning environments. Each leadership style had a great capacity to develop 

optimal learning environments. These participants provided many examples under each 

leadership style that correlated with student learning, positive attitudes towards the 

students, and instructor self-efficacy, thus demonstrating healthy classrooms. The 

participants also had ample evidence of emotional episodes present in their learning 

environments. These episodes created varying levels of stress in the participants.  

 This study did not include instructors experiencing burnout, although there was one 

participant showing signs of emotional and physical exhaustion. This instructor did not 

connect her unregulated emotions to potential burnout cascade. However, her example 

helps uncover potential risks of burnout for newer instructors because she felt isolated, 
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overwhelmed with work, and unsupported by superiors or colleagues. She was in deep 

need of connection, and at the time of the interview, she was starting to question her self-

efficacy.  

 Throughout the journals, the researcher deepened her exploration of many 

emotional episodes common in the community college environment. These examples 

correlated with research that supported the symptoms of marginalized students who 

underperformed. However, the study also provided insights that some students simply did 

not prioritize college. Most instructors provided valuable examples of stress resulting 

from emotional episodes in the classroom. The largest stressors in the classroom are 

related to students’ issues and time urgency.  

 To review the most important findings in this study, these instructors described 

their abilities to handle stress in the classroom differently. This information will be 

utilized to create a supportive training program for instructors at the college. In handling 

stress, participants with certain characteristics recovered quickly in the classroom. These 

participants’ characteristics included using flexible methods to deliver lessons, 

authentically expressing emotions, reminding themselves of their values as an educator 

when under stress, having a positive perception of their students, and holding positive 

views of themselves as educators. The goal of this study is to support future educators in 

high-stress positions. The concluding chapter of this dissertation reviews the entire study 

and describes the future training. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction   

 This dissertation examined prosocial concepts in the community college learning 

environment. Prosocial competence is emotional and social intelligence combined 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Prosocial behaviors in primary and secondary schools has 

success in reducing instructor burnout and in improving the outcomes of a classroom 

(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The results of this study supported several aspects of the 

existing research and this dissertation also provided insightful perspectives of the 

community college learning environment. 

 This study’s overall research question was answered in this dissertation.  

The research question was:  

How do emotional and social behaviors influence the community college 

instructors’ perceptions of the learning environment?  

The following subset questions were evaluated.  

Subset question #1: How do community college instructors describe an optimized 

learning environment? 

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial 

competence and an optimized learning environment? 

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 

Subset question #4: Do community college instructors connect their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout cascade? 
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The instructors in this study submitted classroom journals, completed an 

interview, and filled out a questionnaire. The researcher evaluated this data for prosocial 

concepts in the classroom, gauged the health of the learning environment, and examined 

instructor burnout. The scholarly studies regarding prosocial concepts (emotional and 

social intelligences) focus on primary and secondary educational institutions. Research in 

prosocial concepts for community colleges were limited. Therefore, this dissertation 

provided perspectives of prosocial concepts and their effects in the community college 

setting as a starting point for research. The researcher developed a training for 

community college instructors to support educators during stressful class times. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the influence of prosocial concepts in a 

community college learning environment.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this dissertation was to develop a training that supports community 

college educators. Support for community college educators includes developing new 

skills to avoid burnout cascade and to build healthy learning environments. 

The researcher applied the results of this study to develop training workshops that 

support the educators at this community college. 

The developed training workshop has three main objectives:  

1. Identify the instructor’s preferred leadership style and values as an educator;  

2. Identify emotional episodes and the authentic emotions the educator 

experiences, and; 
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3. Create solutions to relieve the stress that occurs with emotional episodes in the 

learning environment.  

This concluding chapter summarizes the results of this study, the training 

developed for community college instructors, examines the limitations of this study, and 

explores the potential future of this research.  

Supportive Concepts of an Optimized Learning Environment  

To begin, the concept of an optimized learning environment was important to 

define, and it was an interview question for the instructors. Optimized classrooms are 

described as productive, challenging to students, respectful, with little conflict, and the 

learners have individualized attention from their instructor (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; 

Meyer & Turner, 2006). The first subset question of this dissertation directly asked the 

instructors to describe an optimized learning environment. The instructors described their 

classrooms with the same positive qualities as existing research. In the study, the 

instructors said time went by “fast,” they helped many students, and class periods were 

productive. Therefore, optimal classrooms existed in this study. Additionally, the results 

of this dissertation uncovered a different definition of a healthy learning environment for 

this community college.  

Emergent Description of an Optimized Learning Environment  

Several instructors in this study described an optimized learning environment by 

combining three major components: the preparedness and attitudes of the instructor; the 

preparedness and attitudes of the students, and; the quality of the physical environment 

(for example, reliable technology, updated equipment, etc.). This definition of an 

optimized learning environment provided a perspective different from existing studies. 
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Many of the instructors’ journals in this study described effective classrooms that reached 

optimal learning environments.   

Signals of Burnout in the Study 

Similar to other high stress occupations, instructor burnout is high (Craig, 2014; 

Frenzel et al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Klassen, 2010, Yu et al., 2015). 

Burnout starts with the common signs of stress, for example, an educator feels physical 

and emotional exhaustion (Montero-Marín et al., 2013; Yu et al., 2015). Subset question 

number four asked if community college instructors connected their unregulated 

emotions to potential burnout cascade. This study did not have evidence to suggest that 

instructors connected unregulated emotions to potential burnout. In fact, this study did 

not have examples of instructors at the end of burnout; therefore, answering this question 

is difficult. Instead, the researcher could examine the effects of exhaustion related to 

stress in instructors. 

This study had a couple instances of significant stress that led to emotional and 

physical exhaustion. One instructor reported that she spent the entire weekend trying to 

“keep up” with her workload. By the start of the week, this same instructor felt 

overwhelmed with work and frustrated by her colleagues. These examples indicate that 

instances of stress are great enough to cause emotional and physical exhaustion in this 

educational setting. Instructor burnout is damaging to classrooms (Jennings & Greenberg, 

2009). Therefore, the training is a tool to support instructors, to improve the well-being of 

educators, and to benefit the learning environment.    
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Support for Proposed Solution 

 

The training’s goal is to support the community college’s instructors, thus reduce 

burnout and improve the learning environment. After reflection, the researcher noted how 

some instructors in this study described a very quick recovery when stress occurred in the 

classroom. These same instructors also described optimal learning environments in their 

own classrooms, held a high sense of self-efficacy, and maintained a positive outlook on 

students.  

Emotional intelligence, regardless of leadership style, was present in many of the 

research participants. These instructors demonstrated the second, third, and fourth branch 

of EI. To reiterate progression of EI, each branch demonstrates complexity of influence. 

Perceiving emotions is a first and most basic branch of EI. The second branch of EI 

means a person has the ability to regulate personal emotional states (Salovey & Grewal, 

2005). The third branch of EI occurs when an individual understands complex emotions 

(Caruso et al., 2004; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). The fourth branch of EI occurs in 

individuals who have the ability to regulate not only their own emotions, but the 

emotions of others to reach goals (Hochschild, 2012; Salovey & Grewal, 2005). Many of 

these instructors practiced flexibility and would re-map course objectives when 

unexpected events occurred in the classroom.  

Additionally, when instructors were upset, identifying with their values as an 

educator benefited their recovery. The other factor that helped instructors rebound from 

emotional episodes was when they expressed their authentic emotions. These educators 

journaled their emotions but also expressed their commitment to students in a positive 

manner. This type of emotional intelligence is supported in previous research, but it has 
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been recently labeled as emotional agility (David, 2016; Hochschild, 2012; Lazarus, 

1993, 2000). This led the researcher to an important observation: The community college 

instructors had optimal learning environments when they were flexible in reaching 

objectives, managed their emotions authentically, and held a positive outlook on 

themselves and their students.  

Stress is common in teaching careers, but relentless stress is damaging and 

dangerous to both the educator and students (Frisby et al.; Wentzel, 1994). This study 

uncovered the common stressors in this community college and they included student 

behaviors, technical problems, and time urgency. Other issues were mentioned as 

stressor, for example, making a mistake on a test and needing to fix it prior to class, but 

these examples were not common occurrences. The researcher predicts that handling the 

major sources of stress successfully can reduce burnout and optimize the learning 

environment. 

Within this sample, the leadership styles of instructors determined the methods 

used to regulate emotions in the learning environment. The training will encourage the 

educators to regulate emotions and to grow within their leadership style. As mentioned at 

the start of this chapter, the researcher proposed training to support educators at this 

community college. The training will incorporate points from the dissertation research 

and the individual needs of this community college. (For an abbreviated summary of the 

proposed training, see Appendix G.) 

Part One: Identify the Instructors’ Preferred Leadership and Values  

The study indicated that the instructors’ leadership style, prosocial, task, or 

prosocial-task oriented, influenced how the educators preferred to handle classroom 
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stress. This part of the workshop will include an instructors’ assessment (questionnaire) 

of leadership styles. The training will provide perspectives on the positive aspects and 

challenges from each leadership style. The results of this study demonstrated many 

examples that identifies characteristics of the leadership preferences. The researcher will 

remove any details that identify the study participants and share examples in the training. 

This portion of the dissertation answered subset questions two and three:  

Subset question #2: Is there a perceived relationship between prosocial 

competence and an optimized learning environment? 

Subset question #3: Is there a perceived need for a prosocial competent learning 

environment? 

The leadership style of the participants influenced if the prosocial behaviors were 

needed in the learning environments. The training will explain how leadership 

preferences influence the classroom management perspective. The prosocial instructors in 

this study valued prosocial behaviors to the point that they felt that safety, trust, and 

respect must be present in the classroom before learning could occur. The task-oriented 

instructors did not think about prosocial behaviors as a requirement for learning. For 

example, in this study, the prosocial instructors discussed behavioral issues with students 

when emotional episodes hindered the learning environment. The task-oriented 

instructors changed their teaching strategy when emotional episodes occurred.  

Next, the disadvantages of each leadership style will be shared with the 

instructors. For example, task-oriented leaders may overlook attrition in a course because 

they may not reflect on students who miss class. Prosocial-oriented leaders might 

emphasize relationships with learners to the point that poor student interactions could 
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damage their perception of self-efficacy. The training will allow the instructors to reflect 

on the potential blind spots in their leadership style. 

After instructors review how their leadership style influence their classroom, the 

participants will identify their values as educators. The study revealed that the instructors 

who overcame stress quickly, reminded themselves of their values as an educator. For 

example, one instructor did not like teaching a certain lesson because the students reacted 

negatively to the topic. By aligning with her values as an educator, this instructor felt 

enjoyment because she could “illuminate the students’ minds on this topic.”  In this 

example, she used her values to overcome discomfort.  

Individuals who remind themselves of their values prior to difficult events tend to 

make better decisions in times of stress (Covey, 2004; David, 2016). At this stage of the 

workshop, the researcher will probe the instructors to finish the statement, “I am an 

educator because I value…” This allows educators to identify their values before 

addressing emotional episodes.  

Part Two: Identify Emotional Episodes and Authentic Emotions  

 The researcher will share the study’s examples of instructors who demonstrated a 

quick recovery in the classroom. In addition to aligning with values, as indicated in the 

previous portion of the training, the instructors who demonstrated emotions authentically 

recovered quickly from upsets. Instructors who faked emotions were at a disadvantage in 

recovering from emotional episodes. The training will support the instructors, permitting 

them to explore authentic emotions through deep acting. Deep acting is when a person 

aligns with their values in a situation and appropriately displays an emotion helpful to the 



157 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

outcome (Hochschild, 2012). Next, the instructors will apply this skill to examples of 

emotional episodes.  

The instructors will review an emotional episode the researcher provided or use 

their own example with the group. The instructors will be asked to: 

1. Review the emotional episode: This episode is provided by the researcher or it is 

illustrated from an instructor in the group. 

2. Take ownership of emotions: Identify primary emotions felt and then identify 

other feelings. The research will ask the instructors to consider the values they 

feel are threatened as an educator.   

Part Three: Create Solutions, Relieve the Stress from Emotional Episodes  

Next, the participants will identify best practices in regulating their own personal 

emotions. The researcher will give the instructors the following instructions. 

1. Create solutions: First, how would you (the instructor) handle this episode? 

Next, how do other instructors handle the episode? Are there other factors or 

considerations in the solution?  

2. Write down the emotions, connect values as an educator to this emotion, and 

then create other potential solutions for the emotional episode example. Share 

your solutions with the rest of the workshop.  

At the end of the training, the community college will send each attendee a survey 

to determine if the workshop was helpful and to collect interested faculty members names 

for future research.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 The proposed training was developed from this dissertation study. This study was 

a sample size of twelve participants. To continue this type of research and subsequent 

training, there are many factors and stakeholders that influence the lifespan of this 

project. First, the demand for professional development is a factor, which includes 

attracting the interest of faculty members for this type of training. Next, the collaboration 

of other departments ensures the future success of this research and continued training.  

Competing Options for Professional Development 

The largest barrier in this venture is there are many options for professional 

development at this community college. The instructors are required to pursue three 

professional development trainings per year. An instructor may watch a video, read a 

book, attend a training or conference at the college, or seek other types of professional 

development outside the college to accomplish this goal. Therefore, attracting the faculty 

members for this particular training is important.  

A deterrent of this type of training is the instructors may perceive emotional 

episodes in the classroom as a vulnerability. If the instructors perceive this workshop as a 

criticism to their current methods, the level of engagement in the training would 

deteriorate. If a superior mandates participation, this can reduce faculty trust. Once 

instructors come to the workshop, establishing goodwill with the participants is a priority. 

To counter feelings of vulnerability, the researcher can start with a personal stressful 

classroom experience.  

If the college supports the training, then the expenses for the training are absorbed 

through the divisions’ budgets or via professional development costs. The marketing and 
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scheduling will be readily provided by the college. The other barrier is in time restrictions 

for the researcher. The researcher is a full-time faculty member and the demands of her 

teaching load along with her commitments to existing committees are finite. The 

researcher’s development of this training must be authorized through her superiors and in 

consideration of the responsibilities she holds at the college. 

Change Theory 

In this study, change, or action research was a goal. The researcher’s goal is to 

improve community college education by supporting the instructors. The aim of this 

dissertation is to help community college educators reduce burnout and improve the 

health of their learning environments through the proposed training. With this goal, the 

researcher must consider how the instructor is connected to other elements in a complex 

organization system during implementation. The community college is a complex system, 

with an inner core of the institution driven by purpose and culture. The outer aspects of a 

community college include the businesses in the community who employ graduates from 

this college. The researcher reviewed several models of change theory and found cause 

and effect models as most appropriate in the community college learning environment 

(Burke, 2011). 

The educator’s role in change theory is a major component in Burke-Litwin’s 

causal models (Burke, 2011). Burke-Litwin’s model for organizational performance and 

change contain twelve different elements and they are a complex and integrated system. 

The twelve elements are mission and strategy, structure, external environment, 

management practices, work unit climate, organizational culture, policies and procedures, 

task requirements and individual skills and abilities, motivation, individual and 
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organizational performance, individual needs and values (Burke, 2011, p. 213). Each of 

these components influence the educator and the classroom (Burke, 2011). While some 

areas of this model are less obvious to instructors in how they influence the 

organizational performance, they are still present. For example, high unemployment is 

considered a part the external environment where the educator teaches. High 

unemployment draws more community college students, creates larger classes, and more 

students experiencing stress. A major category, motivation, can be directly correlated to 

burnout. This category influences a person’s performance, tasks/abilities, and individual 

needs and values (Burke, 2011). 

The researcher wants to help instructors build their skills in handling stress and 

avoid burnout. The training proposed helps instructors handle emotions effectively. In 

any organizational setting, emotional situations lead to cognitive change (Burke, 2011). If 

not handled appropriately, the outcomes from emotional episodes can hurt an educator’s 

passion and harm the health of a classroom. Changing how instructors handle emotional 

episodes may curtail the burnout prevalent in educators.  

Implications 

Leaders’ Roles in Implementing Proposed Solution 

Implementing the training at this college requires support from various leaders in 

this educational institution. The researcher has established key relationships for this 

venture. At the time the researcher wrote this final chapter, the instructors and six leaders 

at this college support research and training in emotional agility. These relationships 

include instructors who have an interest in this topic and their superiors who feel their 

faculty could benefit from this training. Other important relationships that support this 
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solution is the college president, two associate deans, one dean, one assistant campus 

director, and the professional development coordinator.  

The most important leaders in implementing this proposed solution are the 

instructors who attend the training. Since this training is openly advertised at the college, 

a few instructors have expressed interest in this training. With the training, the instructors 

can use this information to recover from emotional episodes. If the instructors apply this 

training, they may notice improvements in stress recovery and an improved learning 

environment. The instructors may not realize they are protecting themselves from 

burnout. However, the training’s effectiveness is possible if the instructors choose to use 

the tools presented to them. The instructors must move outside of their comfort zone and 

try a different method in addressing emotional episodes. Without the instructors’ desire to 

make this change, the training and efforts will not be useful. Since the training is 

designed for educators, they are an important aspect of the success of this 

implementation. Next, leadership support is important to implementing this training. 

There are two associate deans in the Arts and Sciences Department who support 

emotional agility. Both of these leaders in the Arts and Sciences division stated that they 

want training in emotional agility for their faculty. This division employs 40.4% of the 

faculty at the college. In addition to the two associate deans, the dean of the Health 

Sciences division is supportive of this training. The Health Sciences division employs 

15.8% of faculty members. Combined with these three leaders, the supervisors of over 

56% faculty are supportive of training in emotional agility.  

Overall, the leadership at the college is in support of emotional agility training. 

The president of the college is in favor of research and training if the first training aligns 
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with the strategic plan of the college. The associate deans of the Arts and Sciences 

division and the dean of Health Sciences are interested in helping their faculty handle 

stressful moments in the classroom. The associate director of Student Services is 

optimistic that training in emotional agility can help her employees navigate future 

episodes with positive results. Last, the professional development coordinator supports 

this training and her network of influence extends to the statisticians at the college. Her 

support can open research opportunities in emotional agility.  

External Implications  

Reducing instructor burnout is important to educators and educational institutions. 

The researcher will train instructors in emotional agility at the community college where 

the study took place and seek collaboration with other higher educational institutions. 

With the current study in place and future studies to come, the researcher will seek 

educational conferences to share this hands-on training. The researcher will use 

educational institutions as networking opportunities to continue future research and refine 

the training to benefit educators.  

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

Change in an organization is a long-term commitment where leaders consistently 

demonstrate and reinforce values (Thompson et al., 2012). According to Thompson et al. 

(2012), changes in attitudes and behaviors in an organization requires two to five years. 

After five years, the researcher calculates that emotional agility training be well-

established at this college.  

To begin, in the spring of 2018, the first training for faculty will take place. The 

professional development coordinator will send a survey to the participants to determine 



163 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

the effectiveness of the workshop. This survey will ask if faculty members are interested 

in being a part of future studies. From that survey and other study participants, the 

researcher can refine the next training. The next training can take place in the spring of 

2019. The researcher will continue collecting data, refine workshops, and train other 

peers to train other areas of the college. This college has campuses outside of its 

originating town and it also has many satellite locations. Conservatively, the researcher 

predicts that five major trainings will take place over five years. After collecting data, the 

examples and suggestions to help faculty and staff recover from emotional episodes will 

be presented as a resource for generalized trainings and new employee orientation.   

Practical Implications 

 According to Thompson et al. (2012), the three questions to implement a strategy 

in organizations include:  

1. “What is our present situation?  

2. Where do we want to go from here? And,  

3. How are we going to get there?” (Thompson et al., 2012, p. 4) 

To begin with the first question, “What is our present situation?” Burnout in 

educators is a problem (Botwinik, 2007; Craig, 2014). Instructors at this educational 

institution will experience emotional episodes in their classrooms because community 

colleges attract marginalized students (Harbour & Wolgemuth, 2015). A strength of this 

college is that it offers support for the student. For example, students can easily find help 

if they need tutoring in classes. Additionally, a graduate student from a local university 

recently offered free counseling to the students. These examples support students and the 

benefits of these services can help the classroom environment. However, instructors do 
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not have the same established services to help them cope with emotional episodes. This 

first answer leads into question number two: Where do we want to go from here?  

The training will support the instructors’ emotional well-being. This starts by 

acknowledging the instructors’ leadership styles, exemplifying their values, and creating 

usable strategies for them to recover from emotional episodes in the classroom. Since 

instructors and students create the learning environment together, this can improve the 

classroom climate. This training may reduce educator burnout and improve the quality of 

the learning environment. The final question to address in implementing strategy is: How 

are we going to get there?  

Training in emotional regulation (or emotional agility) must be championed by 

key leaders in this educational institution. Through the support of the faculty’s 

supervisors, the professional development coordinator, and the president of the college, 

the researcher can work directly with the educators at this institution. The training is 

scheduled to occur in the spring of 2018. 

After the first training, the researcher will coordinate with the research department 

at this college and collect data to determine the effectiveness of her training. From the 

results of the spring training, the researcher can modify and improve the workshop. With 

the researcher’s membership in the professional development committee, she can propose 

an updated training. With growth and interest of the training, the researcher can work 

with supporters to train more faculty and expand the knowledge to staff.  

Implications for Future Research 

Due to the qualitative nature of this research, this study lacked the representative 

sampling compared to quantitative research. Additional studies can verify or challenge 
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the initial findings of this research. For example, research prior to this study suggested 

that prosocial instructors created superior classroom environments (Jennings & 

Greenberg, 2009). In this research, instructors exhibited healthy learning environments 

when leading as task or prosocial leaders. Adding more data can confirm or negate these 

initial findings.  

Another area that additional research can clarify is in the emergent concepts this 

sampling uncovered. In this study, emergent themes existed when describing optimal 

learning environments. The answers from the instructors in this study demonstrated three 

major components: The behaviors and attitudes of the instructor, students, and the 

physical facilities (building, technology, and environment). The researcher would like to 

know if this is a common trend in higher education, if this is unique in community 

colleges, or if this is a specific characteristic to this particular educational institution.   

Upcoming research can collect additional examples that explain how the different 

leadership styles handle emotional episodes in the classroom. This knowledge can build 

valuable trends to see the benefits and blind spots in leadership preferences. This can 

build a library of suggested solutions for educators and then the researcher can conduct 

further longitudinal studies. Long term studies may determine if the trainings are valuable 

and/or need modifications to serve the needs of the educators. Additionally, studying 

other staff that experience emotional episodes can offer a valuable perspective in 

handling stress in this educational institution.  

 A major drawback to this research is the lack of representation of burned-out 

faculty members. This is not surprising because if an educator is burned-out, they will not 

likely participate in this type research while at their position. Capturing data from 
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individuals who have decided to leave their educational career can offer valuable 

feedback. The researcher will ask human resources and the research department if 

individuals leaving the college would be willing to participate in a study during their exit 

interview.  

 These ideas for future research is not an exhaustive list, yet the opportunities to 

learn and add more to the scholarly pool of knowledge is boundless. The very first idea is 

to add more samplings to the initial research. After consideration of the trainings, the 

research can benefit from longitudinal studies, and next, add the perspective of non-

faculty members. Last and of great value, the researcher will ask for permission to 

contact and collect data from faculty in exit interviews.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 Educators are leaders and they influence their students. As John Dewey 

prescribed, the moral responsibility of an educator is to bring learners to societal 

maturity; and at a community college, this also serves the community (Reed, 2015). As 

an educator herself, the researcher recognizes how the classroom is filled with challenges, 

or emotional episodes. Students attending a community college seek the opportunity to 

better themselves, yet many adult learners lack academic and social skills (Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004; Rose, 2013; Tiamiyu & Mitchell, 2001). Unfortunately, these same 

students may sabotage their goals and cause difficulties in the classroom (Deil-Amen, 

2011; Grubb & Lazerson, 2004). As this study suggests, when instructors handle 

emotional episodes with inauthentic emotional expression and rigid mindsets, they may 

contribute to the breakdown of the learning environment.  
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Following the St. Ignatius’ advice who stressed to his followers, good or bad, you 

are always a leader (Lowney, 2003). Educators are expected to uphold their students to a 

level of quality in the classroom, and they know that students will sometimes falter. The 

same logic is true for educators. Instructors may struggle to effectively lead a classroom 

when under stress. However, it is more important for these educators to fully recover 

from emotional episodes.  

Summary of the Study 

 To summarize the results of this dissertation study and answer the overall research 

question: How do emotional and social behaviors influence the community college 

instructors’ perceptions of the learning environments?  This answer lies in the leadership 

styles of the instructors. Prosocial competent instructors stated the social and emotional 

behaviors were needed for learning to occur. Task oriented instructors emphasized 

teaching strategies first for learning to occur. Task oriented leaders did not mention or 

invalidate social or behavioral influences. Prosocial-task oriented leadership styles flexed 

in between task and prosocial oriented tendencies. The instructors’ leadership preferences 

also influenced the educators’ classroom management. Prosocial oriented, task oriented, 

and prosocial-task oriented leadership styles were all capable of creating healthy learning 

environments.  

Next, the research correlated with existing studies that established optimal 

learning environments. The healthy learning environments in the study supported the 

existing research that supported focused class time, individualized attention, and a feeling 

that time passed quickly (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Additionally, there were 

emergent patterns unique to this community college regarding perspectives of optimal 
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learning environments for these instructors. These emergent areas included overlapping 

criteria from the instructors in building an optimal learning environment: the instructor, 

student, and environment (physical facilities and technology).  

In this study, the participants were not exhibiting signs of burnout, though there 

were examples of emotional and physical exhaustion. The study uncovered that a flexible 

approach in handling unexpected events in the classroom were most effective for these 

educators. Instructors who were authentic in their emotional expressions recovered more 

quickly during stressful events than educators who used surface acting. Instructors who 

were flexible in reaching objectives and who remained positive towards students had a 

sense of effectiveness as an educator and demonstrated a healthy classroom climate. The 

training proposed in this dissertation gives instructors an opportunity to learn skills to 

recover from hardships in the classroom.  

In fulfilling the aim of this research, a developed training will help instructors 

identify their leadership style. After the instructors identify their leadership preference in 

the classroom, they will review the positive attributes and the potential blind spots in 

their approach. This training also helps instructors revisit their values as an educator to 

encourage the ethical approach in decision making during stressful times in the 

classroom. Last, this approach will help the instructors work with each other and develop 

practical approaches to recover from the stressors common in the community college 

learning environment. After this dissertation, the researcher will pursue follow-up studies 

to determine the effectiveness of the training. Long-term approaches include the larger 

scale trainings in emotional recovery for this college as well as other educational 

institutions.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Letter 

Hello, 

You are receiving this invitation because you have been identified as an instructor at 

Education Square or Lincoln Campus. If that does not describe you, you may disregard 

this email. 

You are invited to participate in a study that will explore the emotions of enjoyment, 

anger and anxiety of instructors. Because you are an instructor at Education Square or 

Lincoln Campus, you are eligible to participate in this study. Below is a note from the 

researcher explaining more about the study. Participation is voluntary so please read the 

information below and consider whether you would like to join in the study. 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please follow the instructions 

below by (date included). 

Thank you for your consideration. If you have questions about the study, you may contact 

Ivette Trentini at itrentini@southeast.edu. If you have any questions about SCC’s 

involvement in this study, you may contact the Office of Institutional Research 

at ir@southeast.edu or reply to this email. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continue Appendix A on next page) 
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Appendix A (Continued)  

Office of Institutional Research  

Good morning. I am an instructor at SCC and graduate student at Creighton University. 

This term, I am conducting a study for my dissertation focusing on emotions that 

instructors commonly have in the classroom. This study will provide insights into better 

supporting community college instructors throughout their educational careers. 

  

This research requires representative instructors throughout the college to journal their 

classroom experiences regarding three emotions: enjoyment, anger and anxiety. The 

duration of this study is five class meetings and one follow-up interview (15-30 

minutes).  If you agree to this study, the researcher will not reveal your name and 

participation in this study, and you are free to discontinue your participation at any time. 

  

If you are interested, please follow the link below to access the consent form and further 

information about participating in the study. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/SWVSQC  

  

Thank you.  

  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/SWVSQC
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Appendix B 

Welcome and thank you for visiting this link.  

My name is Ivette Trentini, and I am a faculty member at Southeast Community College 

and a doctoral student at Creighton University. As part of the requirements for 

this degree, I must complete a study. As an instructor, I want to find ways to help support 

other instructors. In my own experience, some quarters go smoothly while other terms are 

challenging and emotionally draining.  

This study will examine three major emotions instructors experience in the classroom: 

enjoyment, anger and anxiety. Volunteers will journal about the experiences they have 

that bring about these emotions for five consecutive days and then participate in a 15-30 

follow-up interview.   

The participation in this study is confidential (unless volunteers mention their 

involvement to others). If you are interested in adding your perspective for this study, 

thank you! Please complete the following as soon as possible, since the number of 

volunteers will be limited.  

For more information, the study is being adapted from Frenzel, A.C., Becker-Kurz, B., 

Pekrun, R., & Goetz, T. (2015)’s article “Teaching this class is driving me nuts! 

Examining the person and context specificity of teacher emotions.” PLoS ONE 10(6). 

 

 

 

 

  



188 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

Appendix C 

Email Prior to Study 

Dear Fellow Instructor: 

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this voluntary study. The purpose 

of this study is to record three common emotions instructors experience in the classroom 

(enjoyment, anger and anxiety) along with the context from the instructor’s perspective. 

Please be open about your feelings and the context of the classroom environment. 

 In an intercampus envelope, you will receive a composition notebook with 

instructions (this is also included in the email). Feel free to use the notebook to record 

emotions for each day in your classroom. If you choose to use a computer file rather 

than the notebook, you may email me the file (email included) or send me a physical 

copy through intercampus mail: (researcher’s name and office included). Your identity is 

confidential. Please secure your recorded journal in a safe place and avoid discussions 

regarding your participation and answers in order to maintain confidentiality. 

Journal Study- Please return the journaled responses by (dated two weeks from delivery). 
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Appendix D 

Demographic Collection and Detailed Study Instructions 

Dear College Instructor: 

Thank you for participating in this voluntary study. Your identity is confidential. 

Please secure your journal in a safe place and avoid discussions regarding your 

participation and answers in order to maintain confidentiality.  

The purpose of this study is to record three common emotions instructors 

experience in the classroom (enjoyment, anger and anxiety) along with the context from 

the instructor’s perspective. Please be open about your feelings and the context of the 

classroom environment.  

Please Circle:  Full-time Faculty or Adjunct Faculty      

Name of course: ______________________  

Number of students in course: ___________ 

Number of years teaching at this community college: __________  

If you have other teaching experience, please describe:   

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Describe the professional development activities in which you are currently engaged: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________  

Please describe methods of delivering instruction: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D (Continued) 

Instructions:  

Please journal about events in your classroom that bring out emotions in you or in 

students for five consecutive class meetings of the same course. Specify emotions of 

enjoyment, anger and anxiety and include any discussion that occurred outside of the 

classroom. For example, if you talked to a colleague about an event that caused anxiety 

for you in your class, provide details of that conversation. To protect your identity in this 

study, the following precautions are recommended: 

 Avoid discussion of the study with colleagues, students or superiors  

 Keep journals in a safe place inaccessible to others 

 Avoid identifying physical descriptions of people or actual names in their journal  

*After your journal is complete and transcribed, you will be asked to verify the content 

and complete a 15-30 minute recorded interview (also confidential).  
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Appendix D (Continued) 

Your phone number and best time to be reached: ____________________ 

Your e-mail address: __________________________________________ 

After reviewing the requirements for the study, please verify your intent to participate: 

 Yes, I am interested in participating                   

 No, I am not interested in participating. 

 

*Intent to participate for the duration does not guarantee participation. Volunteers may 

withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



192 

EMOTIONS: THEIR EFFECT ON CLASS AND INSTRUCTOR BURNOUT  

 

Appendix E 

I wanted to take a moment to follow up on the progress of the journal data 

collection concerning emotions in the classroom. Please let me know when I can stop by 

to collect the note books.  

 If you need a little more time to finish the journal, let me know when would be 

most convenient for you. I am happy to accommodate your needs.  

 Sincerely, 
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Appendix F 
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Appendix G 

Summary of Proposed Training for Educators at the Community College 

Objective: The proposed training will encourage the educators to regulate emotions and 

to grow within their leadership style.  

Part One: Identify the Instructors’ Preferred Leadership and Values  

1. Evaluation: The participants will fill out an evaluation to identify their leadership 

preferences in the classroom.  

2. Explanation: The trainer will explain the behaviors of each leadership preference 

in the classroom and include the positive aspects and challenges from each. 

3. Value activity: Participants will collaborate and share their values as an educator 

in the training.  

Part Two: Identify Emotional Episodes and Authentic Emotions  

The instructors will review an emotional episode the researcher provided or use their own 

example with the group. The instructors will be asked to: 

3. Review the emotional episode: This episode is provided by the researcher or it is 

illustrated from an instructor in the group. 

4. The trainer will encourage participants to take ownership of authentic emotions: 

Identify primary emotions felt and then identify other feelings. 

a. The trainer will ask the instructors to assess their threatened values in this 

example. The training will permit the educators to explore authentic 

emotions through deep acting. Deep acting can encourage appropriate 

displays of emotions helpful to the outcome (Hochschild, 2012). 

Continue appendix on next page. 
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Appendix G (continued) 

Summary of Proposed Training for Educators at the Community College  

Part Three: Create Solutions, Relieve the Stress from Emotional Episodes  

Next, the participants will identify best practices in regulating their own personal 

emotions. The researcher will give the instructors the following instructions. 

3. Ask the attendees: How would you (the instructor) handle this episode? Next, 

how do other instructors handle the episode? Are there other factors or 

considerations in the solution?  

4. Ask attendees to collaborate with the other educators: First, attendees will 

write down the emotions felt and then connect the values that seem threatened 

in this emotional episode example. Last, these educators will create solutions 

and share the process to handle the examples of emotional episodes with the 

rest of the workshop.  

 




