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a b s t r a c t

The purpose of the present article is to review the contextual conditions that 
lead teachers to be more controlling rather than autonomy supportive with 
their students. Research indicates that the more teachers perceive that school 
adminis tration thwarts their autonomy by imposing pressures on them, the less 
autonomous they are in their motivation for teaching, the more they become 
controlling in their teaching, and the more students demonstrate a controlled 
motivation orientation. At this point an element of reciprocity is introduced: 
teachers may be affected by the lack of students’ motivation and their low 
performance because this reinforces the administration’s perception that something 
needs to be done. Then teachers may perceive a pressure to behave in a controlling 
manner to be sure that the administration’s standards are achieved.

k e y w o r d s  determinants of interpersonal behaviors, self-determination

The ways in which teachers can enhance or undermine students’ 
motivation, well-being and functioning has been much studied in the past 
25 years. Research focusing on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and 
Ryan, 2000) has shown that teachers who have an autonomy-supporting 
style (as opposed to a controlling style) facilitate intrinsic motivation and self-
determination in their students. These types of motivation are associated with 
many positive consequences for students, such as more positive emotions, 
feeling less distracted and anxious in class, more prolonged effort, learning 
centered on comprehension, better grades and less likelihood of dropout 
(Reeve et al., 2004; Ryan and Brown, 2005; Ryan and Deci, 2000). It is thus 
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important to understand why some teachers support autonomy while others 
are controlling with students. An important line of research suggests that one 
reason why teachers may be controlling with students is that the adminis-
tration is controlling with them. The goal of this article is to summarize this 
research.

p u t t i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  c o n t e x t  i n  c o n t e x t

SDT proposes that our social context has an impact on the extent to which 
we feel autonomous, competent and related to others. In turn, the extent to 
which our basic needs are fulfilled impacts our motivation, with ensuing con-
sequences on our affect, behavior and cognition. This conceptualization has 
proven useful in the education domain by explaining how teachers affect their 
students’ motivation and behavior through the ways in which they support or 
thwart students’ autonomy (Deci et al., 2001; Reeve et al., 2004).

A growing body of literature is focusing on the teachers’ themselves, and 
how their social context affects them and their teaching behaviors. More speci-
fically, as illustrated in Figure 1, the school administration, as part of teachers’ 
social context, can thwart teachers’ autonomy if it is controlling with them. 
This in turn leads to teachers being less autonomous in their motivation for 
teaching, with corresponding negative results on teachers’ behaviors. At this 
point an element of reciprocity is introduced: teachers and students are each 
part of each others social context. Thus, as controlling teachers negatively 
affect students’ motivation, the teachers are also affected by the students’ 
motivation and behavior. Various components of this hypothesized sequence 

f i gure  1  A process model of the effects of educational pressures on teachers’ interpersonal 
behaviours and students’ motivation
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have been tested, as will be described below, following the introduction of 
what is meant by autonomy support and control.

a u t o n o m y  s u p p o r t  v e r s u s  c o n t r o l

Autonomy support can be considered as a variety of behaviors that enhance 
another’s feelings of volition and promote a perceived internal locus of control 
(Reeve et al., 2003). This style of interpersonal communication promotes a 
climate that meets another’s psychological needs, interests and values. In 
contrast, a controlling style is characterized by an authoritarian approach that 
subverts their sense of agency and engagement in learning.

Several studies have examined the behaviors of autonomy-supportive and 
controlling teachers for the purpose of distinguishing more clearly what is 
meant by these two types of behaviors (Reeve, 2002; Reeve and Jang, 2006; 
Sarrazin et al., 2006). In essence, autonomy-supportive teachers are responsive 
(e.g. spend time listening, acknowledge the student’s feelings and perspect-
ive), supportive (e.g. praise the quality of performance), explicative (e.g. 
provide a rationale for tasks and limits); they provide choice and opportunities 
for initiative taking and independent work, and they offer student discussion 
time. In opposition, controlling teachers essentially take charge (e.g. hold 
the instructional materials, use directives/commands), shape students toward 
a right answer (e.g. give solutions), motivate through pressure (e.g. threats, 
criticisms and deadlines), and don’t allow students to work at their own pace 
or voice opinions contrary to their own (Assor et al., 2005).

The behaviors of controlling administrations are similar to those of control-
ling teachers. Also, they may impose demands such as time constraints or 
dead lines (e.g. teachers have to cover a certain curriculum in a specific time), 
performance evaluations, pressures to conform to certain teaching methods, 
or making teachers accountable for their students’ level of performance 
(Pelletier et al., 2002; Reeve, 2002). These pressures can originate directly 
from the school administration or indirectly from school boards and parents 
that demand results.

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  p r e s s u r e s  a n d  t e a c h e r s ’ 
i n t e r p e r s o n a l  b e h a v i o r s

The first studies on administrative pressures within the SDT framework 
examined how they affected teachers’ interpersonal behaviors directly. Deci 
et al. (1982) provided the first test of the relations between the pressure that 
came from above, interpersonal behaviors, and intrinsic motivation. Partici-
pants in this study were instructed to help students learn to become better 
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problem solvers: some were further instructed that it was their job to ensure 
that their students performed ‘up to high standards’. The results showed 
that teachers who had been pressured to have their students achieve high 
standards were more critical of the students, used more hints, more directive 
language and were more controlling than teachers who did not have to face 
such performance standards. In a field experiment of this question, Flink 
et al. (1990) looked at a school-based curriculum for elementary students. 
The results were similar to those of the laboratory study: teachers who faced 
external pressure toward higher standards were shown to be more likely 
to engage in controlling and instructing behaviors in their classrooms. The 
pres sured teachers were also less effective: their students showed poorer per-
formance on objective test-score outcomes.

Harackiewicz and Larson (1986) showed that a similar pattern of results 
emerged when supervisors were expected to use a specific means (monetary 
rewards) to motivate subordinates. The supervisors who had been instructed 
to administer rewards de-emphasized their own role as an independent 
source of information about the subordinates’ performance and were more 
con trolling. However, when supervisors were not expected to use rewards 
for maintaining their subordinates’ interest, the effect disappeared. In other 
words, supervisors felt more responsible for their subordinates’ task enjoyment 
and then became less controlling.

Finally, when asked directly, teachers confirm that pressures from above 
affect their choice of motivational strategies and behaviors in class (Taylor 
and Ntoumanis, 2007). When interviewed, the teachers said that factors such 
as time constraints, performance evaluations, and pressure from the school 
administration to conform to certain teaching methods impacted their use of 
motivational teaching strategies. Teachers reported being more controlling 
when they felt pressured to conform to certain teaching methods. They also 
felt that they were less autonomy supportive when they felt pressured by time 
constraints in lessons.

t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  p r e s s u r e s  o n 
t e a c h e r s ’  a u t o n o m y  a n d  m o t i v a t i o n

Once the initial studies found an important link between administrative 
pres sures and teachers’ interpersonal behaviors, a subsequent series of studies 
examined whether these effects occurred through the processes proposed 
by SDT. In a study of 254 teachers, Pelletier et al. (2002) showed that the 
relation between administrative pressures in the workplace and teachers’ 
autonomy-supportive behaviors was mediated by the effect of these pressures 
on their work motivation. More specifically, the more teachers felt pressured 
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by colleagues, the administration and constraints of the curriculum, the less 
self-determined was their work motivation, and, in turn, the less autonomy 
support they showed their students.

Recent studies included one more step to this link, finding that adminis-
trative pressures led teachers to feel less need satisfaction. In a recent study, 
Taylor et al. (2008) reported that the more teachers perceived job pressure 
(defined as time constraints, pressure from school authorities, and evaluation 
based on students’ performance), the less they felt their basic needs for 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness were satisfied. The level of need 
satisfaction was directly linked to teachers’ self-determined motivation, which 
in turn impacted the extent to which they provided meaningful rationales, 
instrumental help and support, and gained an understanding of the students. 
Leroy et al. (2007) also observed that perceived pressures at school had 
a negative impact on teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, and this in turn was 
associated with the extent to which they reported autonomy support.

The association between pressure at work and teachers’ self-determined 
motivation is consistent with several studies inspired by SDT (Ryan and Deci, 
2000). According to SDT, the effect of external events on intrinsic motiv ation 
and self-determination depends on whether an individual perceives contexts 
as supportive of autonomy or controlling. Thus, these studies show that 
teachers do indeed perceive administrative pressures as controlling, which 
lead to lower need satisfaction and higher levels of controlled motivation 
towards teaching.

t e a c h e r s ’  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d  i n t e r p e r s o n a l 
b e h a v i o r s

Although they did not directly examine pressures from above, several studies 
have looked at the impact of teachers’ motivation on their interpersonal 
behaviors and their students’ motivation. Roth et al. (2007) suggested 
that teachers’ autonomous motivation should result in more autonomous 
motivation in students, for at least two reasons. First, because autonomous 
motivation is associated with the teachers’ perceived value of the subjects they 
teach, it should lead to a better mastery of the subjects, to the provision of 
better rationales or examples in their teaching and more involvement in their 
teaching activities. Second, teachers with an autonomous orientation should 
have first-hand experience of the benefits associated with an autonomous 
orientation, and the fact that it leads to better quality of learning. For this 
reason, they should prefer that their students learn in a context that is con-
ducive to that type of motivation and the type of values associated with it.
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In an empirical test of the relationship between teacher’s motivation and 
student’s motivation, Wild et al. (1997: Study 2) found that participants 
who were taught a skill by an extrinsically motivated teacher reported lower 
interest in learning and lower task enjoyment than those taught by an intrinsic-
ally motivated teacher. A study by Garbarino (1975) suggests that this may be 
related to changes in teachers’ behavior as a function of their motivation. This 
study found that rewarded teachers were more critical and demanding of their 
students than volunteer teachers. Consequently, students who were taught by 
rewarded teachers made more errors while learning a specific skill. A recent 
study by Roth et al. (2007) also suggests that the link between teachers’ 
motivation and their students’ motivation occurs because teachers’ motivation 
translates into different behaviors as viewed by their students. More specifically, 
students rated autonomously motivated teachers as supporting their autonomy 
more, endorsing items such as ‘The teacher encourages me to work in my 
own way’, ‘The teacher explains why it is important to study certain subjects 
in school.’ Students also rated autonomously motivated teachers as providing 
more structured teaching and more involvement. These teacher behaviors 
were in turn associated with more autonomous motivation for learning in 
students, while controlled motivation for teaching led to controlling teaching, 
which in turn contributed to lower levels of self-determined motivation 
among students.

s t u d e n t s ’  m o t i v a t i o n  a n d  t e a c h e r s ’ 
m o t i v a t i o n  a n d  i n t e r p e r s o n a l  b e h a v i o r s

It is important to note that administrative pressures may happen in a context 
in which teachers feel that they are responsible for students who may not be 
motivated or able to meet the administration’s standards. In these instances 
teachers should experience a pressure from below because the lack of 
students’ motivation or their low performance reinforces the administration’s 
perception that something needs to be done. Then teachers may perceive a 
pressure to behave in a controlling manner to be sure that the administration’s 
standards are achieved.

For instance, several studies have shown that teachers or individuals in a 
supervising role behave differently depending on the subordinate’s perform-
ance or productivity. Barrow (1976) and Lowin and Craig (1968) examined 
supervisors’ reactions following an increase or decrease in the subordinate’s 
performance and productivity. They observed that supervisors were more 
supportive, kind, and considerate when subordinates were perceived as pro-
ductive. When subordinates were perceived as unproductive, supervisors 
became more controlling and relied on punishment to motivate them.
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Regarding self-determination more specifically, studies in the laboratory 
and in the classroom have shown that when teachers believed that students 
were autonomously motivated they were more autonomy supportive and less 
controlling (Pelletier and Vallerand, 1996; Skinner and Belmont, 1993), and 
that the impact of students’ motivation on teachers’ interpersonal behaviors 
was actually mediated by teachers’ motivation (Pelletier et al., 2002; Taylor 
and Ntoumanis, 2007; Taylor et al., 2008). In sum, these results support 
the idea that, when teachers interact with students, they often rely on their 
perceptions on the students’ motivation as guides to their interpersonal 
behaviors.

d i s c u s s i o n

In sum, research has shown that teachers are not immune to pressures from 
the administration such as restrictions about curricula, time constraints, or 
demands or rewards for high student performance. When teachers feel these 
administrative pressures, or when they believe that their students are extrinsic-
ally motivated or not motivated toward school, they are more likely to be 
controlling with students. It is possible that these conditions may directly 
affect teachers’ behaviors or that they may undermine teachers’ feelings of 
autonomy and motivation toward their own work, which in turn may lead 
them to be more controlling with their students.

How might administrations be more autonomy supportive? Evidently, they 
cannot eliminate all time constraints or performance evaluations. Nor would 
they want to, from an SDT perspective. SDT suggests that structure is import-
ant, and that in fact it is the way in which limits are set and communicated 
that can be controlling. Research suggests that the provision of a rationale is 
a particularly important element of communicating justifications for an activ-
ity in an autonomy-supportive way (Deci et al., 1994). Future research may 
examine whether a clear mission and vision framed in terms of intrinsic goals 
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2006) as opposed to high stakes standards (Ryan and 
Brown, 2005) may serve this role in an organizational context and then may 
promote an autonomy-supportive climate for teaching. One study of Australian 
teachers provides an initial hint that the elaboration and communication of a 
good mission may prove a fruitful avenue: the more teachers understood and 
agreed with the school mission and its associated goals, the less they suffered 
from emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, and the more personal 
accomplishment they felt (Dorman, 2003). This suggests that in the long run 
less pressure from above may not only be beneficial for the students’ motiv-
ation, it may also be beneficial for the teachers’ well-being. 
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