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Abstract: Active and motivated students are much 

desired in the educational context. Learning how to 

lead the students to find intrinsic motivation for 

schoolwork, help them self-regulate their learning 

and feel autonomous in the learning process is an 

important task of every educator. In the article, we 

present autonomous and controlling educational 

environments in terms of motivation and regulation. 

We report of research which has examined the 

benefits of autonomy supportive learning and 

provide concrete guidelines teachers can adhere to 

in order to move away from controlling instruction, 

thus boosting the students perceived autonomy, 

self-regulation and motivation for schoolwork.  
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Introduction 

The basic assumption of self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 2008) is that humans 

innately gravitate towards personal growth 

which is boosted or hindered by the 

environment. Self-determined individuals 

have the ability to show initiative and 

make autonomous decisions, and are 

motivated even when they are not inspired 

by genuine interest - as long as they can 

understand the value and the meaning of a 

task (Hui & Tsang, 2012). In order to 

allow the individuals to fully exploit their 

abilities, stay motivated and feel well, the 

satisfaction of three basic psychological 

needs remains prerequisite, namely the 

need for competence, relatedness and 

autonomy (Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2008). 

The need for autonomy refers to allowing 

the individual a sense of choice, free will 

and self-determination (Stone, Deci, & 

Ryan, 2009). More specifically, autonomy 

suggests active participation of individuals, 

who do not experience neither force or 

control from the environment, nor inner 

mechanisms which control their behaviour. 

Deci and Ryan (1987) explain autonomous 

actions as chosen and endorsed by the self. 

Such regulation through choice that stems 

from the individual is flexible and brings 

no pressure or the feeling that an action has 

to be done. As can be seen in Figure 1, 

different processes direct the individuals 

on their way to achieving goals.  
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Figure 1. Model of relationships between the context, basic psychological needs, motivation 

and outcomes (adapted from Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008) 

The context, i.e. the school, has to enable 

involvement, and offer structure and 

autonomy support to the student. When 

these contextual conditions are satisfied, the 

individuals’ needs for relatedness, 

competence and autonomy can be met (or 

not), which further directs the individuals’ 

behaviour. Satisfied psychological needs 

will cause the student to be engaged, and the 

outcome of school participation will be 

better learning and achievements. On the 

other hand, not satisfying psychological 

needs will result in disaffected students, 

whose learning outcomes and achievements 

will be poor. 

Autonomy and control in the classroom  

Contexts can be described as autonomous or 

controlling, and according to this, 

individuals experience either autonomous or 

controlling motivation (Vansteenkiste, Lens, 

& Deci, 2006). Deci and Ryan (1985; as 

cited in Ryan & Deci, 2000) speak of 

motivation in cognitive evaluation theory 

and explain, that home and school can 

enable or hinder intrinsic motivation by 

helping individuals satisfy their needs for 

autonomy, relatedness and competence. 

Authors continue to explain that the role of 

autonomy in this process is to help 

individuals identify with the task and find 

motivation for the task within themselves. In 

other words, the individual has to feel that 

his or her behaviour is self-determined. Such 

motivation results in better learning and 

more creativity, which are powerful aspects 

of education (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Deci and Ryan (2000) speak of two types of 

motivation: autonomous, where the 

motivation for performing a task comes 

from within; and controlled, where the 

motivation comes from the environment. 

Skinner, Wellborn and Connell (1990) 

explain that the students’ perceptions of 

control significantly affect their 

engagement, therefore, the students will not 

perform at their best when they feel that they 

are forced to complete a task or that they are 

not autonomous enough. Niemiec and Ryan 

(2009) emphasize that we need intrinsic and 

extrinsic forms of motivation in schools, and 

see teacher autonomy support as key in 

helping students develop autonomous self-

regulation.  
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They suggest the following approaches, 

which the teachers should employ in order 

to help satisfy basic psychological needs:  

(1) Use strategies which let the 

students chose learning activities, 

listen to their opinions and reduce 

pressure and control.  

(2) Assess the students’ achievement 

according to individual abilities of 

the students, give feedback and 

offer activities that are challenging 

for each student. 

(3) Allow the students to feel 

connected to the teacher and the 

peers, reduce the experiences of 

rejectedness, which hinder the 

internalisation of external forms of 

motivation.  

 

Reeve (2009) finds it paradoxical that even 

though the students perform and feel better 

in autonomy-supportive contexts, the 

teachers often resort to naturally occurring 

controlling instruction. The author 

describes controlling teachers as those 

who:  

(1) perceive teaching from the teacher’s 

standpoint only;  

(2) interfere with their students' thoughts, 

feelings and actions; and  

(3) direct students into a particular way of 

thinking, acting and feeling.  

The author adds this should not be mixed 

with the teachers' suggestions about 

learning strategies, etc.; but is speaking of 

situations when the teachers explicitly 

pressure students into adopting the 

teachers' perspective, thus inducing 

environmentally controlled regulation, 

instead of enabling self-regulation within 

the students. Controlled regulation often 

forces the students to accomplish the tasks 

by means of reward, threats, deadlines, 

controlling speech, guilt or shame 

(Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006), while 

Ryan and Deci (2000) add that external 

regulation decreases the students interest 

and effort in schoolwork, causing them to 

blame the teachers for their failure. 

Autonomy supportive learning 

environments will make the learning 

experience more pleasant (Chirkov, 2009), 

increase the students’ motivation (Deci, 

Nezlek, & Sheinman, 1981; Reeve, 2002), 

and contribute to the students’ general 

well-being (Niemec & Ryan, 2009; Guay, 

Ratelle, & Chanal, 2008). Furthermore, 

teacher autonomy support predicts positive 

emotions and engagement in learning 

(Kaplan, 2018), increases experiences of 

self-determination and intrinsic learning 

motivation (Kiemer, Gröschner, Kunter, & 

Seidel, 2018), elevates the sense of school 

belonging (Froiland, Davison, & Worrell, 

2016), and even reduces problematic 

online game use (Yu, Li, & Zhang, 2015).  

 

Autonomous or controlling teacher 

In order to create opportunities for 

autonomy to occur, the teachers must 

accept the students' perspective, accept the 

way the students think, feel or act, as well 

as enable the students to be self-motivated 

and self-regulated (Reeve, 2009). Different 

authors suggest approaches which the 

teachers should use to help the learner 

satisfy the need for autonomy and we have 

chosen to present the paths of change by 

Stone, Deci and Ryan (2008) which we 

adapted for school setting, and autonomous 

instructional behaviours by Reeve (2009), 

which are summarized in Table 1.  
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Table 1 Approaches which help boost teacher autonomy support 

The paths of change 

(Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2008) 

 Autonomous instructional behaviours 

(Reeve, 2009) 

Asking open questions including inviting 

participation in solving important problems 

 Nurturing inner motivational resources 

Active listening including acknowledging 

the employees’ perspective 

 Providing explanatory rationales 

Offering choices within structure, including 

the clarification of responsibilities 

 Using informational, noncontrolling 

language 

Providing sincere, positive feedback that 

acknowledges initiative, and factual, non-

judgmental feedback about problems 

 Displaying patience to allow time for self-

paced learning to occur. 

Minimizing coercive controls such as 

rewards and comparisons with others 

 Acknowledging and accepting students’ 

expressions of negative affect 

 

Stone, Ryan and Deci (2008) explain that 

asking open questions and inviting 

participation in solving important problems 

should be imbedded in supportive 

communication. The authors explain that 

open questions help students think and find 

a solution without implying what the 

preferred answers or solutions are (saying 

“What do you think?” instead of “Have you 

tried doing it by…?”). However, open 

questions will have no effect unless they are 

followed by active listening, where the 

teacher explicitly acknowledges the 

students idea or solution (“Let me see if I 

understand you correctly”). Such dialogue 

offers the student a range of possibilities to 

approach and complete the task in various 

logical ways. Once the task is completed, 

the teacher should offer a quality feedback 

which reflects the students' activity during 

the task. Therefore, simply praising the 

student for doing what the teacher told him 

to will not make the student feel more 

autonomous; in fact, such praise can appear 

controlling. The teacher should avoid using 

rewards, as they have shown to lower 

intrinsic motivation (Vansteenkiste, Lens, 

& Deci, 2006).  

Reeve (2009) suggests more concrete 

teacher behaviours which can increase 

autonomy levels of the students. The author 

begins by explaining that the teacher has to 

nurture inner motivational resources, i.e. 

firstly understand what inner resources the 

student possesses, and then work on 

developing these resources. He continues 

by emphasizing the importance of 

providing explanatory rationales, which is 

particularly important in schools. Namely, 

the students are bound to find certain 

activities boring, pointless or uninteresting - 

offering a rationale in these situations can 

still support autonomy and perhaps help the 

student realize why the activity is 

important. Next, the author suggests the use 

of noncontrolling language. Verbally 

pressuring the students to complete a task, 

hurrying them or pushing them in the 

direction of the desired right answer will 

prevent the student from using self-

regulatory learning systems.  
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Impatience should never be present on the 

part of the teacher. Instead, the teacher 

should allow time for the students to do the 

tasks at their own pace. Examples of 

impatience can be seen when the teacher 

simply tells the students the correct solution 

or completes the task instead of them, 

without giving them the chance to attempt 

solving the problem on their own. Finally, 

Reeve (2009) believes the teachers should 

make time to recognize the students' 

expressions of negative affect. Due to the 

nature of school, the teacher is bound 

encounter low motivation or behavioural 

problems among the students. The author 

explains that rules, requirements and 

demands of the school sometimes clash 

with the students’ interests and inner 

desires, which may cause the students to 

complain and express a negative attitude 

towards schoolwork (“that’s boring”, “you 

are asking us to do so much”, etc.). The 

teachers should listen and by 

acknowledging, accepting and welcoming 

expressions of negative affect, demonstrate 

an understanding of the students’ 

standpoint, their struggle and need for help. 

This negativity can be used in a 

constructive way to help students find 

motivation for classwork, or reset the task 

from something pointless (in the students’ 

opinion) into something worth engaging in.  

 

Conclusions 

Self-determination theory framework 

emphasizes motivation as the driving force 

behind individuals’ actions; particularly 

when they are driven by interest and 

genuine desire to discover and learn (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). Such operating conditions 

are optimal for successful completion of the 

task and will allow the individuals to fulfil 

their desire for autonomy, competence and 

relatedness (Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2008). 

Unfortunately, we cannot always remain 

intrinsically motivated and express innate 

interest in activities. This can be true of a 

student, who might perceive a particular 

subject or topic unnecessary; or an 

employee, who cannot understand the point 

of an early morning meeting. In such cases, 

we must rely on external motivation and the 

operational results of the task as the 

motivation for individuals’ actions (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000; Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2008). 

Even though external motivation might 

carry a negative connotation, Ryan and 

Deci (2000) explain that in autonomy and 

self-regulation supporting environments, 

external motivation can come close to 

intrinsic motivation in its nature. They 

emphasize that the power of external 

motivation should not be overlooked, but 

also should not be based on inappropriate 

forms of external regulation, such as 

rewards, deadlines, scolding, etc., as these 

actions undermine the individuals’ 

motivation and act as an element of control 

(Lepper, Greene, & Nisbett, 1973; as cited 

in Ryan & Deci, 2000; Deci, 1971; as cited 

in Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006; 

Stone, Deci, & Ryan, 2008). 

In order for quality external motivation to 

thrive, the students have to find themselves 

in autonomous school environments in the 

presence of autonomy-supportive teachers. 

Such teachers can successfully motivate the 

students for schoolwork (Hui & Tsang, 

2012), and recognize and foster the 

students’ inner resources (Reeve, 2009).   
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