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Abstract
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The perceptions about school play a central role in behaviour, performance and learning outcomes. There is
evidence that an improvement in emotional skills is associated with a higher school success. The aim of this paper
is to establish the relationship between internalizing and externalizing behaviours, emotional skills and academic
success of lower secondary education students. In order to promote students social and emotional skills, a pilot
study in a School Grouping from the central region of Portugal was carried out. A diagnosis of disruptive
behaviour (ASEBA) was made and 6 children aged between 12 and 14 years old were identified and followed by 3
focus groups of students, parents and teachers, respectively. Six students, mostly male, showing signs of
externalizing behaviors and academic failure were identified. They didn’t like school and showed no learning
motivation. The relationship between parents and teachers was conflictive. All parents had the utmost concern
about academic success and teachers showed good practices but without success. This programme is seen as a way
to improve the educational agents’ action and to help them manage different environments and relationships. The
results point out the importance of a systemic intervention programme which aims are to improve the social and
emotional competences and academic achievement.
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1. Introduction

The 2014 OECD report establishes several educational measures and intervention programmes
which aims are to improve education goals. However, in spite of those macro-systemic measures, there
is a real need to implementeffective programmes, programmes which will have to be adapted to the
different teaching realities that will be found in the specific contexts of the Portuguese School
Groupings. Programmes that will namely ensure the involvement of each and every education agent,
promote school success and allow the improvement of the relationships that exist in all our schools.

School context should be able to allow each student’s personal development, help develop his
learning and his quality interactions with his schoolmates (Palacios & Hidalgo, 2007; Sanchez, Ortega
& Menesini, 2012). Interpersonal relationships which are developed within a certain school context
have been getting more and more importance in national and international research, especially when it
comes to aggressive behaviours among peers and to students’ emotional skills and how those skills are
related to their school performance.

A child who experiences school failure may have, in his classroom, several behaviours which the
school community may see as inappropriate, like restlessness, anxiety, aggressiveness, emotional
instability, defiance, lack of concentration, for instance. Those behaviours will cause successive events
that will turn into higher failure, more instability, more inadequate behaviours and, once again, into
more failure.

Emotional instability is one of the most frequently referred children’s characteristics (Fonseca,
1999). Ribeiro (2005) states that these “initial difficulties trigger the development of negative feelings
towards learning and towards school tasks” (p.141).

To face school failure, the child should feel confident and safe. In order to develop his self-esteem
he should have a good relationship with his parents, his family members, his teachers and with the
whole school community. A stable emotional context reduces the child’s anxiety and his restlessness.
The students needs to know who they can trust, what they can and cannot do and clear limits have to be
set and understood. Therefore, it is essential that the student may develop the emotional skills which
are required to achieve a suitable adaptation to the world in general and to school in particular.
Esturgo6-Deu, Sala-Roca (2010) have studied the relationship between disruptive behaviours and
the emotional skills of students who were attending elementary schools. They didn’t find any
relationship between disruptive behaviours and the children’s age, however they found out that
the students’ gender may influence emotional skills. Boys showed more disruptive behaviours
than girls. The study also revealed a significant relationship between disruptive behaviours and
the general level of emotional intelligence, the students’ capacity to manage stress and to
establish interpersonal relationships.

Lomas, Stough, Hansen e Downey (2012) have studied the relationship between Emotional
Intelligence (EI) and aggressive behaviours among peers. The results showed that the lower
scores obtained in the capacity to understand the other students’ emotions are associated with a

higher prevalence of aggressive behaviours. According to the authors mentioned, these teenagers
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may show difficulties in understanding the negative consequences their actions can have on the
others.

In this context, several researches have been conducted on EI (Goleman, 2008) and its influence on
school learning (Albuquerque, 2013). Brackett et al. (2011) present a review of the Emotional
Intelligence construct and its implications in the personal, social, academic and professional fields.
Fernandez-Berrocal and Desiree Ruiz (2008) also carried out a critical review of the research on EI in
an educational context, the relevance of this construct as an indicator of personal and school success
and of personal and social adjustment.

The way people recognize, express and manage their emotions, the way they recognize them in
other people and the way they will be able to establish affective ties with the others will determine the
quality of the intra and interpersonal relationships they will create (Saarni, 1999a, 1999b; Sanchez,
Ortega &Menesini, 2012), that is why the knowledge, the development and the teaching of emotional
skills in children and teenagers is an essential tool in the combat against school failure.

Several programmes involving parents/tutors (T), teachers and students have been implemented.
However, we still feel the need for a systemic and integrated approach that would involve, in a single
study, and simultaneously, students, parents/tutors and teachers who will play a leading role as agents
of change.

This study is part of a broader research on socio-educational systemic intervention directed to the
qualification of all those who are part of the educational process and, specifically, to the promotion of
behavioural adjustment and school success of teenagers suffering from socio-emotional and
behavioural problems and always trying to involve parents, teachers and students.

The question which will guide our research is: “How can an intervention programme that will
promote socio-emotional and motivational skills contribute to the improvement of personal and social

behaviour and to the school adjustment of students who show disruptive behavior and school failure?”

2. Material and Method

A preliminary study was developed using the action research methodology. This would allow us to
solve concrete problems and to generate knowledge about changes in social reality (Cardoso, 2014),
overcoming the frequent dualism between theory and practice (Noffke & Somekh, 2010). In this case,
it will consider the construction and implementation of an intervention programme involving
youngsters, the “Develop +” programme, which seeks to promote socio-emotional and school
motivation skills in students. The study took part during a six month period and included an initial
assessment, a pretest, which used a battery of questionnaires and post-tests, which used the same
instruments. An initial planning was subjected to successive reformulations according to the reflection
and the evaluation of the sessions that were carried out. This cyclical process of
planning/action/reflection was conducted during the implementation stage by the investigators whose

preparation included psychological and educational backgrounds (Cardoso, 2014).
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The convenience sample involved six 7™ grade students, 4 boys and 2 girls, aged between 12 and 14
and who had been showing disruptive behaviours and school failure and who were part of two different
classes of a school from the centre of Portugal.

To conduct this study, we requested the authorization to the Directors of the Grouping of Schools.
The same request was made to the teachers, parents and students involved in the study. All the ethical
and informed consent procedures were met, and the data anonymity and confidentiality were respected,
as were the participants’ autonomy and freedom.

After the initial contacts, we started distributing the questionnaires to the students involved. The
“Develop +” programme lasted twelve sessions (two more sessions were used to the pretest and to the
post-test) on a 45 minutes weekly session basis.

The activities and tasks that were presented were directed to the students’ training in the following
areas: self-esteem and self-concept, self-knowledge, communication and expression, emotional self-
regulation in social interaction behaviours, the improvement of their future time perspective, school
motivation, the construction of a life and moral development project.

The methodologies used were dynamic, participative, integrated and varied ones, such as: group
dynamics activities, thematic discussions (violence and bullying, family relationships, peer
relationships, sexuality...), case studies, moral dilemmas, watching films, evaluation and self-
evaluation questionnaires. After we had implemented the programmes, we applied the same
questionnaires once again.

To collect the data we wused the Portuguese version of the ASEBA battery
(AchenbachSystemofEmpiricallyBasedAssessment—Achenbach, 1991; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001)
which assesses the emotional and behavioural problems in children aged between 6 and 18. The
ASEBA battery- for school age period- includes evaluation tests to be completed by the parents: the
ChildBehaviorChecklist - ages 6-18 (CBCL 6-18; a 118 item and 3 open-ended questions
questionnaire; it includes items that will provide socio-demographic and other contexts data about the
child/teenager’s behaviour), by the teachers - the Teacher’sReportForm (TRF; a 112 item and open-
ended questions questionnaire) and by the child/teen himself- the Youth Self Report (YSR; a 112 item
and 3 open-ended questions questionnaire; it includes items about how they perceive their own
behaviours, skills and problems, as well as some socio-demographic information).

Additionally, the questionnaires incorporated competence scales, syndrome scales,
internalization/externalization scales and Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-5-APA, 2013) oriented scales. The scoring for the ASEBA scales was done according to the
Portuguese standards. As far as the psychometric qualities of the questionnaire were concerned, the

results regarding the internal consistency- Cronbach’ Alpha- showed, on the whole, suitable values.
3. Results
After the twelve sessions we used to implement the emotional and social skills promotion

programme, we submitted the same questionnaires to check if there were differences in the

participants’ perceptions.
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In the results analysis we will consider the scale total values since they are those which will give us
the overall indication about all kinds of behaviours. We should stress out that the decrease in the values
of the scale results when we compare the first and the second evaluation indicates a behavioural
improvement. By contrast, an increase in those values suggests the existence of worse behaviours.

As we can conclude from table lanalysis, student A shows positive changes in his overall
behaviour, changes that were perceived by the teachers as well as by the youngster himself. In the
parent/tutor’s initial perception, the youngster showed no behavioural problems. However, in the
second evaluation some changes were detected in certain dimension which led to an improvement of
the final results. In none of the questionnaires did student A exceed the values which are considered

suitable.

Table 1. Distribution of Student A evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+0OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 ES E6 OP 142+3(A) 748(B) ©) (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 6 5 4 8 12 5 4 10 10 13 38-39 CUT-OFF POINT
0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
CBCL-2 3 1 2 1 0 0 1 5 2 6 1 8 15
7 6 2 6 11-12 4 3 29-30 8 8-9 42-43 CUT-OFF POINT
TREF-1
2 6 0 0 0 0 0 8 0 8 0 8 16
TRF-2 0 2 0 2 2 0 0 9 0 2 4 9 15
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
2 2 1 3 2 1 1 4 3 5 5 9 17
YRS-2 2 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 2 4 2 4 10

After analyzing the results from Table 2, we can see that student B presents initial values which are
above the cut-off point, which suggests the existence of behaviour problems perceived by the
parent/tutor, by the teacher and by the student herself. Later, the parent/tutor seems to perceive a
positive change in her behaviour, while the teacher perceives a negative change in her behaviour. The

student isn’t aware of any significant change.

Table 2. Distribution of Student B evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+0OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 E5 E6 OpP 142+3(A) 7+8(B) (©) (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 7 5 4 6 11 5 4 7 11 11 35 CUT-OFF POINT
8 6 10 5 14 8 7 9 6 24 19 30 73
CBCL-2 5 6 4 1 2 0 0 7 3 15 3 10 28
7 5 2 4 8 4 2 18 8 5 25-27 CUT-OFF POINT
TRF-1
2 6 0 3 0 1 0 15 0 8 3 16 27
TREF-2 4 6 0 5 14 3 0 17 1 10 19 21 50
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
7 5 5 4 11 3 5 7 6 17 15 21 53
YRS-2 10 6 3 4 14 7 2 8 4 19 18 21 58
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In student C’s case, we could conclude that both the parent/tutor and the student admit that there was

an increase in suitable behaviours. The teacher’s perception is the only one which gets worse in the

second evaluation, in other words, the student obtains values which are above the cut-off point for both

internalizing and externalizing behavioural results (Table 3).

Table 3. Distribution of Student C evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+0OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 E5 E6 OpP 142+3(A) 7+8(B) ©) (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 6 5 4 8 12 5 4 10 10 13 38-39 CUT-OFF POINT
2 3 1 2 4 3 4 8 3 6 6 18 30
CBCL-2 3 1 1 1 0 0 0 3 0 5 1 3 9
7 6 2 6 11-12 4 3 29-30 8 8-9 42-43 CUT-OFF POINT
TRF-1
0 3 0 2 0 0 0 7 0 3 2 7 12
TRF-2 4 6 0 8 7 2 0 21 4 10 15 27 52
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
3 4 4 1 3 1 0 4 1 11 4 6 21
YRS-2 2 2 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 4 1 1 6

Regarding student D, we could see that both the parent/tutor and the student himself consider that there

was an increase in his suitable behaviours. The teacher’s perception is the only one which gets worse in

the second evaluation, reaching values which are above the cut-off point for the results obtained for

externalizing behaviours and the total scale (Table 4).

Table 4. Distribution of Student D evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 E5 E6 OpP 142+3(A) 748(B) ©) (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 6 5 4 8 12 5 4 10 10 13 38-39 CUT-OFF POINT
3 2 0 5 8 3 4 10 6 5 13 23 41
CBCL-2 4 6 1 4 5 2 1 9 5 11 9 17 37
7 6 2 6 11-12 4 3 29-30 8 8-9 42-43 CUT-OFF POINT
TRF-1
1 2 0 2 8 0 0 23 0 2 10 23 35
TRF-2 3 2 0 9 20 2 0 33 1 5 29 36 70
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
10 4 2 3 13 3 8 13 4 16 16 28 60
YRS-2 2 6 2 3 6 2 4 5 2 10 9 13 32

When it comes to student E, Table 5 allows us to observe that all the participants (parents/tutors,

teacher, student) consider that there was a decrease in the values obtained in the second evaluation

when we compare them to the first. This situation is true for every scale. The student and the teacher’s

results dropped below the cut-off point.
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Table 5. Distribution of Student E evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+0OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 E5 E6 OpP 142+3(A) 7+8(B) ©) (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 7 5 4 6 11 5 4 7 11 11 35 CUT-OFF POINT
10 6 5 5 0 7 4 7 6 19 6 24 49
CBCL-2 9 5 4 4 0 6 3 7 6 18 4 22 44
7 5 2 4 8 4 2 18 8 5 25-27 CUT-OFF POINT
TRF-1
1 9 0 1 3 1 2 14 0 10 4 17 31
TRF-2 3 5 3 0 2 2 0 8 4 11 2 14 27
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
7 6 3 5 11 3 3 11 8 16 16 25 57
YRS-2 6 4 1 0 5 2 2 9 6 11 5 19 35

In the evaluation carried out by student F’s parent/tutor, as we can confirm in Table 6, there was a
negative evolution: the behaviour total values have increased and are above the cut-off point. In the
teacher and in the student’s evaluation there was a decrease in the evaluation values which stand below

the cut-off point. This situation indicates that his behavior has improved.

Table 6. Distribution of Student F evaluations

INTERNALIZING EXTERNALIZING OTHER PROBLEMS TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL
INTER EXTER 4+5+6+0OP SCALE
El E2 E3 E7 E8 E4 ES5 E6 or 14243(A) 7+8(B) © (A+B+C)
CBCL-1 6 5 4 8 12 5 4 10 10 13 38-39 CUT-OFF POINT
2 5 0 5 5 2 0 10 1 7 10 13 30
CBCL-2 8 6 2 5 7 6 1 8 5 16 12 20 48
7 6 2 6 11-12 4 3 29-30 8 8-9 42-43 CUT-OFF POINT
TREF-1
1 5 0 7 9 2 1 35 2 6 16 40 62
TREF-2 4 5 1 2 4 0 0 23 1 10 6 24 40
8 6 6 9 12 7 8 9 13 16 48-50 CUT-OFF POINT
YRS-1
7 3 0 4 4 4 3 5 2 10 8 14 32
YRS-2 3 2 0 5 4 3 0 4 3 5 9 10 24

In Table 7, we present a summary of the results obtained by all the students who have participated
in the intervention. We could confirm that, as far as the parent/tutor’s perception was concerned, only
two of them had identified a worsening of the students’ behaviour. On the other hand, both teachers
and students perceived positive changes. Teachers referred that three of the students have improved
their behaviour, while the behaviour of the other three got worse. During self-evaluation, only one of
the students referred that nothing had changed in her behaviour, while the other five reported a

significant improvement in their behaviours. Those values were below the cut-off point.
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STUDENT 1 STUDENT 2 STUDENT 3 STUDENT 4 STUDENT 5 STUDENT 6
TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 43 TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 43 TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 43 TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 3 TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 43 TOTAL TOLTA TOTAL TOLT 43
INTER EXTE 4456+ SCALE INTER EXTE 4+5+6+ SCALE INTER EXTE 4+5+6+ SCALE INTER EXTE 4+5+6+ SCALE INTER EXTE 4+5+6+ SCALE INTER EXTE 4+5+6+ SCALE
14+2+3( R oP (A+B+ 142+3( R op (A+B+ 142+3( R op (A+B+ 142+3( R op (A+B+ 142+3( R op (A+B+ 142+3( R op (A+B+
A) 7+8(B) (©) [9) A) 7+8(B) ©) [®) A) 7+8(B) ©) [®) A) 7+8(B) ©) Q) A) 7+8(B) ©) [®) A) 7+8(B) ©) [®)
. 10 13 3839 11 11 35 10 13 3839 10 13 3839 11 11 35 10 13 3839 CUT-
CBC
. OFF
POIN
T
0 0 0 0 24 19 30 73 6 6 18 30 5 13 23 41 19 6 24 29 7 10 13 30
CBC 6 1 8 15 15 3 10 28 5 1 3 9 I 9 17 37 18 4 22 44 16 2 20 43
L2
8 3-9 4243 3 5 2527 3 3-9 4243 3 3-9 4243 3 5 2527 3 3-9 4243 CUT-
OFF
TRIF' POIN
T
3 0 3 16 3 3 16 27 3 2 7 12 2 10 23 35 10 4 17 31 6 16 20 62
TRF- 2 4 9 15 10 19 21 50 10 15 27 52 5 29 36 70 I 2 14 27 10 6 24 20
2
13 16 43-50 13 16 43-50 13 16 48-50 13 16 48-50 13 16 48-50 13 16 48-50 CUT-
. OFF
YP[S' POIN
T
5 5 9 17 17 15 21 53 il 4 6 21 16 16 28 60 16 16 25 57 10 8 14 32
YRS- 4 2 4 10 19 18 2 58 3 1 1 6 10 9 13 32 I 5 19 35 5 9 10 24
2
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4. Discussion and conclusion

The results we got highlighted the positive contribution of a social skills development, EI and
motivation for school learning programme applied to students who show disruptive behaviours. A
programme that would deal with the perception that parents/tutors, teachers and students have about the
changes in the teenager’s behaviours. Five of the students perceive very significant changes in their
behaviours and one only didn’t feel any change in the way she has been behaving.

Those results are in agreement with what is mentioned by Lopes and Salovey (2004) in the theoretical
review of several programmes they had carried out and which had an impact on students’ social,
emotional and practical skills and that, in general, point out that the teachers’ perception improved in
some of the behavioural dimensions that were assessed, both in the internalizing and externalizing
behaviours and in the total scale.

The results are also consistent with those found by Esturgd-Deu and Sala-Roca (2010) in the study
they conducted on EI and on the disruptive behaviours of students attending basic education schools. The
main conclusions mention gender, stating that boys experience more disruptive behaviours than girls, and
that there is a significant relationship between disruptive behaviours and EI general rates. In this pilot
study this association was also referred.

A possible explanation is suggested by MacCann (2011), when he was investigating the relationship
between emotional intelligence, copying styles and school results. According to this study, the copying
variables influence, significantly, the relationship between how people are able to manage their emotions
and school success. It is also suggested that people may achieve better school results when they outline
what skills they want to attain, skills that will be associated with the management of emotions and with
copying strategies.

Youngsters suffering from the condition we have been pointing out use the lack of support from
teachers and from their parents and family as an excuse for dropping out of school (Lund, 2014).

Systemic intervention programmes that will involve every educational agents (parents/tutors, teachers
and students) may substantially reduce school failure rates. The improvement that was perceived in the
behaviour of the students involved in the systemic intervention programme reinforces its importance in

the promotion of school success.
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