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Student Engagement and Disengagement

General academic student engagement is defined as “the 
quality of a students’ involvement with the endeavor of 
schooling and with the people, activities, goals, values, 
and places that compose it” (Skinner, Kindermann, 
& Furrer, 2009). Engagement is a multifaceted con-
cept, reflecting behavioral and emotional dimensions. 
Behavioral  engagement refers to the active participation 
and involvement in activities (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, 
& Paris, 2004) and contains parameters such as paying 
attention, showing effort, being persistent, and verbally 
participating (Aelterman et al., 2012; Reeve, Jang, Car-
rell, Jeon, & Barch, 2004; Skinner, Marchand, Furrer, & 
Kindermann, 2008). Emotional engagement draws on 
emotions toward teachers, classmates, activities, or the 
school and is expected to influence the willingness to 
engage in an activity (Fredricks et al., 2004). Emotional 

components of engagement are expressions of happiness 
and interest (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Both in the 
context of physical education (PE; e.g., Cox & Williams, 
2008; Tessier, Sarrazin, & Ntoumanis, 2008, 2010) and 
in the context of general education (Furrer & Skinner, 
2003; Reeve et al., 2004; Skinner & Belmont, 1993), 
student engagement is seen as a correlate or outcome 
of the students’ quality of motivation. It is an important 
topic of interest, with several studies illustrating that 
active and enthusiastic participation relates to positive 
academic outcomes (e.g., Skinner et al., 2009; Skinner, 
Wellborn, & Connell, 1990).

Unfortunately, not all students are positively engaged 
in the lessons. In an academic context, the school and 
teachers commonly prohibit students to be disengaged 
since students are not allowed to quit activities or exit 
the classroom. Therefore, students’ negative feelings or 
emotions toward the subject, activities, or teacher might 
not result in dropout from the lesson, but rather in a 
diminished effort or persistence during the lesson. These 
negative behaviors and related emotions are often defined 
as disengagement (Major, Spencer, Schmader, Wolfe, & 
Crocker, 1998) or disaffection (Skinner et al., 2009; Skin-
ner et al., 2008). Disengagement (this term will be used 
for the purpose of the current study) includes behavioral 
components, such as not listening, giving up, or lacking 
effort and persistence, and emotional components, such 
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as feeling bored or discouraged. When teachers want their 
students to be engaged, they can motivate them by being 
need supportive (i.e., motivating) in the lesson.

Need-Supportive Teaching Behavior

A substantial number of researchers (e.g., Haerens et 
al., 2013; Koka & Hagger, 2010; Reeve, 2013; Taylor 
& Ntoumanis, 2007; Van den Berghe et al., 2013) inves-
tigated need-supportive teaching behavior from the 
perspective of self-determination theory, a psychologi-
cal theory on human motivation that allows definition of 
hypothesized need-supportive teaching behaviors (Deci 
& Ryan, 2000, 2002). According to the theory, the quality 
of students’ motivation can be developed by satisfying 
the three basic psychological needs for autonomy (i.e., a 
sense of volition and freedom; e.g., a student who feels 
he has a say in choosing exercises), competence (i.e., 
feelings of effectiveness; e.g., a student who feels confi-
dent in doing even the most challenging exercises), and 
relatedness (i.e., having meaningful relationships with 
others; e.g., a student who feels attached to classmates). 
Consequently, in any teaching context, teachers can 
satisfy students’ basic needs for autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness by being autonomy supportive, by pro-
viding structure, and by creating a warm environment, 
respectively. Teachers are autonomy supportive when 
they identify, develop, and nurture students’ interests, 
preferences, and goals (Reeve, 2009). Identifying stu-
dents’ interests, preferences, and goals includes display-
ing interest in students’ problems and wishes and asking 
for their opinion and aspirations (Haerens et al., 2013; 
Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). Nurturing the students’ 
interests refers to acknowledging their perspective (Deci, 
Egharri, Patrick, & Leone, 1994) and providing fun and 
interesting activities (Vansteenkiste, Simons, Soenens, 
& Lens, 2004). Developing the students’ interests refers 
to providing challenging activities (Vansteenkiste et al., 
2004) and giving a meaningful rationale to explain the 
personal relevance of the learning activities (Jang, 2008). 
The provision of structure nurtures the feeling for com-
petence and involves the communication of guidelines or 
expectations, the provision of help, and positive feedback 
(Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009; Haerens et al., 2013; Jang 
et al., 2010; Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Sideridis, 
2008). Teachers are supportive for students’ need for 
relatedness when they dedicate time and resources to 
them, express affection, and enjoy interactions (Skinner 
& Belmont, 1993).

In educational research, it was shown that need 
support leads to optimal educational outcomes such as 
academic achievement, retention, resilience, and learn-
ing (e.g., Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 1994; Skinner et 
al., 1990). In addition, in the specific context of physi-
cal education, studies revealed that when teachers are 
more need supportive, students will be more likely to 
be optimally motivated and engaged for PE (e.g., Cox 
& Williams, 2008; Ferrer-Caja & Weiss, 2000, 2002; 
Ntoumanis, 2005; Tessier et al., 2008, 2010).

Relationships Between Student 
Engagement, Disengagement,  
and Need-Supportive Teaching Behavior
When conducting cross-sectional research, researchers 
have interpreted relationships between teachers’ behavior 
and student motivation and student engagement from one 
perspective, and this is how teachers might elicit optimal 
motivation and engagement in students through their 
way of behaving in the classroom (e.g., in the studies of 
Chatzisarantis & Hagger, 2009; Cox & Williams, 2008; 
Tessier et al., 2008, 2010). However, several authors 
pointed out that this relationship can also be interpreted 
in the opposite direction; student motivation (Pelletier, 
Seguin-Levesque, & Legault, 2002; Pelletier & Vallerand, 
1996; Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007; Taylor, Ntoumanis, 
& Standage, 2008) and student engagement (Reeve, 
2013) are suggested to determine the teachers’ behav-
ior. For example, it was found that teachers were more 
need supportive when they perceived a better quality of 
motivation in their students (Pelletier et al., 2002). The 
results from the cross-sectional studies were confirmed 
in experimental and longitudinal work in general educa-
tion (Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996; Reeve, 2013; Skin-
ner & Belmont, 1993) and in the context of PE (Koka, 
2013; Sarrazin, Tessier, Pelletier, Trouilloud, & Chanal, 
2006). Teachers who initially perceived their students 
to be optimally motivated in the lesson reported more 
need support in their lessons after a period of time (e.g., 
more positive nonverbal feedback; Koka, 2013). This 
illustrates that teachers not only elicit outcomes, such 
as optimal motivation and engagement in students (e.g., 
Chatzisarantis & Hagger, 2009; Cox & Williams, 2008; 
Tessier et al., 2008, 2010), but also that their teaching 
behavior can also be influenced by students’ expression 
of motivation and engagement.

Building on this line of research, the current study 
aimed at analyzing the relationships between student (dis)
engagement and need-supportive teaching in the context 
of PE by questioning several students in classes taught by 
the same teacher. Not only can individual students exert 
an important influence on a teacher’s behavior, but it is 
also possible that teachers adapt their way of teaching 
to the class, depending on how engaged they consider 
the class to be. However, throughout previous studies, 
possible differences in engagement between different 
classes of the same teacher were not explored. Through 
a multilevel approach, we aimed at investigating whether 
need-supportive behaviors differ between teachers, 
whether the same teachers teach differently in different 
classes, and whether students in the same class perceive 
need-supportive teaching behaviors of the same teacher 
differently. Similarly, the study aimed at investigating 
whether relationships between student (dis)engagement 
and teachers’ need support existed at the student and 
class level.

To our knowledge, few studies explored relationships 
between need-supportive teaching behavior and disen-
gagement. Two exceptions are the studies of Ntoumanis 
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(2001, 2005), who showed that need support from the PE 
teacher related indirectly to less boredom and negative 
affect in samples of British adolescent students. Whereas 
in previous research, disengagement was only occasion-
ally examined as an outcome, we included disengage-
ment as a possible predictor of teachers’ need support 
in class in the current study. Generally, it was expected 
that engagement would positively predict teachers’ need 
support, whereas negative relationships were expected for 
disengagement. In the current study, both teachers’ and 
student reports of (dis)engagement and teaching behavior 
were gathered (also see Taylor and Ntoumanis, 2007). 
Furthermore, we investigated whether teachers’ reports 
of (dis)engagement would explain additional variance in 
students’ reported need support, in addition to the vari-
ance explained by students’ reports.

Teacher’s General Causality Orientation 
as an Antecedent of Teaching Behavior

The relationship between perceptions of engagement and 
need-supportive teaching behavior might not be equally 
strong in all teachers or situations. According to Reeve 
(2009), teachers’ beliefs, values, and personality disposi-
tion are likely to be closely associated with the teacher’s 
functioning in class. As such, some teachers might be 
more sensitive to student disengagement, so that they 
are more likely to feel pressured by it (which would be 
illustrated by a stronger negative association between 
disengagement and need support). Other teachers might 
interpret student disengagement as a sign that their own 
actions are not need supportive. In this way, students’ 
behavior might be seen as a source of information to 
regulate their own chosen behavior rather than experience 
it as a pressure, which would be illustrated by a less strong 
association between disengagement and need support. 
Such between-teacher differences in the interpretation of 
student behavior reflect their general causality orienta-
tions. General causality orientations are motivational ori-
entations reflecting a global understanding of the source 
of initiation and regulation of behavior (Deci & Ryan, 
1985, 2002). Individuals who endorse an autonomous 
causality orientation have the tendency to take actions 
based on personally valued standards and interests and 
typically experience a sense of volition or freedom in 
their actions and behaviors. A highly autonomy-oriented 
person typically seeks activities that are challenging, and 
takes responsibility for his or her behavior. Individuals 
with a controlled causality orientation are more likely 
to experience their own actions and behaviors as influ-
enced by external or internal pressures or controls, such 
as demanding expectations or offered rewards (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Olesen, 2011). A highly control-oriented 
person is more sensitive for what others like or demand, 
or for external rewards or other forms of control. Finally, 
the impersonal causality orientation refers to feelings of 
helplessness and not being in control, being ineffective 
and passive (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, 
& Soenens, 2010), or to the feeling that achievement is 

especially a matter of having luck. This orientation was 
not measured in this study and might be investigated in 
future research.

Autonomous and controlled causality orientations 
can also be reflected in teachers’ need-supportive teaching 
behaviors toward the students (Taylor et al., 2008; Van 
den Berghe et al., 2013). Taylor et al. (2008) illustrated 
that autonomy-oriented PE teachers reported to be more 
need supportive toward their students. These findings 
were also tending in the same direction in the study of 
Van den Berghe et al. (2013), whereas control-oriented 
teachers were observed to make less use of a need-sup-
portive teaching style (Van den Berghe et al., 2013). For 
the purpose of the current study, we hypothesized that, 
besides other potential factors, the causality orientation 
of teachers might moderate or determine the strength 
of the relationship between perceptions of student (dis)
engagement and need support.

The Present Study

In sum, the current study aimed at investigating several 
research questions. First, it was investigated whether 
teachers differ in provided need support toward individual 
students and toward different classes. In addition, it was 
investigated whether teachers differ from each other in 
provided need support. Second, it was explored whether 
students’ expression of engagement and disengage-
ment predicted teachers’ need-supportive behavior, and 
whether these relationships exist both at the student and 
at the class level. In addition, it was investigated whether 
teacher-reported student (dis)engagement would explain 
additional variance in students’ reported need support, in 
addition to the variance explained by students’ reports. 
Third, we investigated whether personal characteristics 
(i.e., general causality orientations) of teachers moder-
ated the relationship between student (dis)engagement 
and reports of need-supportive teaching behavior. We 
expected that engagement in students would positively 
predict need support and that student disengagement 
would negatively predict need support. According to the 
notion of sensitization (Moller, Deci, & Elliot, 2010), 
strongly autonomy-oriented teachers would be more 
susceptible to notice student engagement and would 
therefore display a stronger positive relationship between 
student engagement and need support. In addition, 
because autonomy-oriented people typically focus on 
their personal interests and experience a sense of freedom 
in their actions, they are hypothesized to be less suscep-
tible to external pressures. Hence, the negative relation-
ship between student disengagement and teachers’ need 
support is assumed to be less strong among teachers with 
an autonomous orientation. Further, as control-oriented 
teachers would be less open to positive events, the posi-
tive relationship between engagement and need support 
would become less strong when teachers are more con-
trolled oriented because they would be less receptive to 
their students’ engagement in class. In addition, because 
teachers with a controlled orientation might attach more 
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importance to pressures and external influences when 
regulating their own need support in class, we expected 
that the hypothesized negative relationships between 
student disengagement and teachers’ need support would 
be stronger among strongly control-oriented teachers. 
These teachers might be more sensitive to student disen-
gagement in class, and perceive this as pressuring, which 
might be reflected in their own behavior by being less 
need-supportive toward their students.

Method

Procedure

Thirty-nine randomly chosen Flemish PE teachers were 
contacted by telephone or e-mail to participate in the 
study with preferably three of their classes. Six teachers 
chose not to participate, which resulted in 33 teachers 
cooperating in the study. Before the start of the study, 
all teachers, students, and their parents were informed 
about the purpose of the study by means of informed 
consent forms, which were handed out to the teachers. 
The teachers also filled out a single questionnaire with 
regard to their general causality orientations at the first 
contact with the researcher. No students returned the 
opt-out form, thus indicating that they had permission 
from their parents to fill out the required questionnaires. 
The Ethical Committee of Ghent University approved 
the study protocol.

The PE teachers were asked to give their PE lesson 
as planned. The topics of the randomly chosen lessons 
were grouped into four categories: 43.50% were on 
interactive games (e.g., soccer and volleyball), 20% 
were on individual sports (e.g., track and field and wall 
climbing), 24.7% were on artistic sports (e.g., gymnastics 
and dance), and 11.8% consisted of a combination of 
different sports (e.g., soccer and gymnastics). The stu-
dent and teacher questionnaires on student engagement, 
disengagement, and teaching behavior were assessed 
immediately at the end of the PE lesson. Seven percent 
(n = 157 out of 2240) of the students did not fill out the 
questionnaire because they were ill or injured during the 
lesson and an additional 3.52% (n = 79 out of 2240) of 
the students did not answer large portions of the ques-
tionnaires. Ultimately, this led to the inclusion of data 
from 2004 students situated in 127 classes taught by 33 
different PE teachers (2–4 classes per teacher).

Participants

The PE teachers had on average 16.47 years (± 10.61 
years) of teaching experience and 23 (69.70%) of the 
teachers were male. Fifteen (45.45%) PE teachers 
indicated having obtained a master’s degree in Physical 
Education and Movement Sciences, while 18 teach-
ers (54.55%) indicated having obtained a professional 
bachelor’s degree in Physical Education.1 The included 
classes were 70.08% coeducational, 21.26% single-sex 

boys, and 8.66% single-sex girls and were situated in the 
first and second year (i.e., first grade, 32.28%), the third 
and fourth year (i.e., second grade, 32.28%), and the fifth 
and sixth year (i.e., third grade, 35.43%) of secondary 
school. Ten percent of the classes were in a vocational 
track (practical education preparing students for labor 
market immediately after secondary school), 11.00% in 
a technical track (general education with a technical and 
practical approach), and 79.00% were in an academic 
track (general education preparing students for higher 
education). Of the participating students, 28.60% were 
in first grade, 31.80% in second grade, and 39.60% in 
third grade, and 54.60% of them were boys.

Measures
Student and Teacher Report of Student Engagement 
and Disengagement. Student engagement and disen-
gagement were assessed using a Dutch version of the 
student and teacher report of the Engagement Versus 
Disaffection With Learning Scale, developed by Skin-
ner, Kindermann, and Furrer (2009). Both the teacher 
and student questionnaires were slightly adapted to the 
context of PE by consistently replacing the reference to 
classwork by the term exercises (e.g., “When I’m working 
on my classwork, I feel mad” was changed into “When I 
was doing the exercises, I felt mad”). In the student report 
of the questionnaire, the stem “During the past PE lesson 
. . .” was followed by five items tapping into behavioral 
engagement (α = .70; e.g., “I worked as hard as I could”), 
five items assessing emotional engagement (α = .90; e.g., 
“I enjoyed learning new things”), five items measuring 
behavioral disaffection (α = .68; e.g., “I thought about 
other things”), and twelve items tapping into emotional 
disaffection in students (α = .85; e.g., “I felt bored when 
my teacher explained new exercises”).

In the teacher report of the questionnaire, the teacher 
was asked to report on the (dis)engagement of the class 
as a whole rather than on the (dis)engagement of all the 
individual students, as was the case in the study by Skin-
ner, Kindermann, and Furrer (2009). The stem “During 
the past PE lesson . . .” was used, also followed by ten 
items measuring students’ engagement with five items 
tapping into students’ behavioral engagement (α = .78; 
e.g., “The students worked as hard as they could”) and 
five items assessing students’ emotional engagement (α 
= .90; e.g., “The students were interested when we started 
on something new”). Fifteen items assessed students’ 
disengagement, with five items measuring students’ 
behavioral disaffection (α = .32; e.g., “The students didn’t 
pay attention when starting on something new”) and ten 
items tapping into students’ emotional disaffection (α = 
.79; e.g., “The students appeared to be bored when we 
worked on something”). All items in the teacher report 
of the questionnaire were rated on a 4-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 (applies for almost none of the students) to 
2 (applies for about a third of the students) to 3 (applies 
for about two thirds of the students), and 4 (applies for 
all of the students).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

N
IV

E
R

SI
T

E
IT

SB
IB

L
IO

T
H

E
E

K
 G

E
N

T
 o

n 
07

/0
3/

19



Student (Dis)Engagement and Need-Supportive Teaching  357

JSEP Vol. 37, No. 4, 2015

When performing a confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA; with maximum likelihood estimation) and bringing 
into account the multilevel character of the data in R (R 
Core Team, 2014), the four-factor solution (behavioral 
and emotional engagement and behavioral and emotional 
disaffection) was not a good solution as it did not show 
an acceptable fit for both the student (χ2 = 4263.23 
(318), CFI/TLI = .75/.72, RMSEA = .09, SRMR = .08) 
and teacher measures (χ2 = 612.80 (269), CFI/TLI = 
.74/.71, RMSEA = .11, SRMR = .09). After inspection 
of the loadings of the items, it appeared that especially 
the emotional disengagement scale was troublesome in 
the CFA. In addition to items reflecting students being 
bored, this scale included items reflecting students feel-
ing irritated, depressed, and frustrated, which might have 
another connotation in relation to disengagement than 
items reflecting boredom. When leaving out the emotional 
disengagement scale in the CFA, better and reasonable fit 
indices were found for the student (χ2 = 804.01 (87), CFI/
TLI = .90/.88, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .04) and teacher 
measures (χ2 = 149.68 (87), CFI/TLI = .91/.89, RMSEA 
= .08, SRMR = .07). Further, because of the weak inter-
nal consistency of the behavioral disengagement scale 
(α = .32), it was decided not to include this scale in 
the analyses. Fair fit indices were found for the teacher 
measures of behavioral and emotional engagement (χ2 
= 75.65 (34), CFI/TLI = .94/.92, RMSEA = .10, SRMR 
= .06). Therefore, only teachers’ measures of behavioral 
engagement and emotional engagement were retained.

Student and Teacher Report of Need-Supportive 
Teaching Behavior. Similar to previous studies (Hae-
rens et al., 2013; Van den Berghe et al., 2014), need-
supportive teaching behavior was measured by means 
of a validated and reliable Dutch version of the student 
and teacher report of the Teacher as Social Context 
Questionnaire (Belmont, Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 
1988). This version was slightly adapted to the context 
of PE by replacing the more general academic terms with 
PE-related terminology (e.g., the term schoolwork was 
changed to exercises). The student report of need-sup-
portive teaching behavior measured the three dimensions 
of need-supportive teaching behavior (α = .88), namely, 
autonomy support (12 items, α = .69; e.g., “My teacher 
gave me a lot of choices about how I do the exercises”), 
structure (15 items, α = .66; e.g., “My teacher made it 
clear what he/she expects of me”), and involvement (14 
items, α = .79; e.g., “My teacher knows a lot about me“). 
All items in the questionnaire were rated on a 5-point 
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 
(completely agree).

The teacher report consisted the three need-support-
ive dimensions (α = .86) of autonomy support (8 items, 
α = .66; e.g., “I try to give my students a lot of choices 
about exercises”), structure (8 items, α = .83; e.g., “I 
try to be clear with my students about what I expect of 
them in class”), and involvement (8 items, α = .84; e.g., 
“I know a lot about what goes on for my students”). 
All items in the questionnaire were rated on a 5-point 

Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 
(completely agree).

Teachers’ General Causality Orientations. A vali-
dated Dutch version (Soenens, Berzonsky, Vansteenkiste, 
Beyers, & Goossens, 2005) of the short General Causal-
ity Orientations Scale (Deci & Ryan, 1985) was used to 
measure teachers’ degree of autonomous and controlled 
motivational orientation. The questionnaire consists of 
12 vignettes, each representing a situation in daily life 
(e.g., “You are asked to plan a picnic for yourself and 
your fellow employees. Your style for approaching this 
project could most likely be characterized as: . . .”), fol-
lowed by responses that reflect the respondent’s degree of 
autonomous (e.g., “. . . Seek participation: get inputs from 
others before you make the final plans.”) and controlled 
motivational orientation (e.g., “. . . Take charge: that is, 
you would make most of the major decisions yourself.”). 
The participants were asked to indicate on a 5-point scale, 
ranging between 1 (completely disagree) and 5 (com-
pletely agree), to what extent they would feel or act in 
the way that the autonomy and control-oriented responses 
describe. Cronbach’s alpha was .61 for the autonomous 
orientation and .73 for the controlled orientation.

Data Analysis

Pearson correlation coefficients were retrieved for teacher 
and student measures of need support, student engage-
ment, and student disengagement in SPSS version 20 
(IBM, Released 2011). Multilevel correlations and regres-
sion analyses were conducted using MLWiN version 2.29, 
which takes occasional missing values automatically 
into account through listwise deletion (Rasbash, Steele, 
Browne, & Goldstein, 2009).

Aim 1. Variance in Need Support. A three-level 
intercept-only model was composed for the student 
reports (Model 1, student, class, and teacher level) and 
a two-level intercept-only model was composed for the 
teacher reports (Model 2, class and teacher level) on need 
support, to identify the variance situated at each of the 
levels (Hox, 2010). Before the main analyses, several 
possible covariates (experience of teacher, grade, gender 
of teachers and students, lesson content, and educational 
track) were separately added to the intercept-only model 
in single-predictor models. Only significant covariates 
were retained for further analyses to assure parsimoni-
ousness of the models.

Aim 2. Relationships Between Student Engagement, 
Disengagement, and Need-Supportive Teaching 
Behavior. The intercept-only models served as a refer-
ence for the more complex multiple predictor models in 
the second step of the analyses. All explanatory variables 
(except for the categorical variables gender and grade) 
were group-mean centered to facilitate the interpreta-
tion of the intervals and slopes (Hox, 2010). Student-
reported need support was the dependent variable in the 
first regression model. In a first step of the analyses, the 
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student-level (Level-1) predictors of behavioral engage-
ment, emotional engagement, and behavioral disengage-
ment (as reported by the students) were added to the 
model (see Model 1a), together with significant covariates 
at the student level (student gender). In the second step, 
the class-level (Level-2) predictors behavioral engage-
ment and emotional engagement (as reported by the 
teacher) were added (see Model 1b). Finally, in a third 
step of the analyses, the teacher-level (Level-3) predic-
tors (gender of the teacher and their causality orientation) 
were added to the regression model (see Model 1c).

We then examined a second model with the teacher 
reports on need support as dependent variable. In this 
two-level model, the class-level (Level-1) predictors 
behavioral engagement and emotional engagement (as 
reported by the teacher) were added in a first step (see 
Model 2a). In the second step, the teacher-level (Level-2) 
predictors (gender of the teacher and causality orienta-
tions) were added (see Model 2b).

Aim 3. General Causality Orientations as Moderators 
in the Relationships Between Student Engagement, 
Disengagement, and Need Support. Next, possible 
moderation effects of the autonomous and controlled 
causality orientation were investigated. To do so, inter-
action terms of autonomous and controlled orientation 
with behavioral engagement, emotional engagement, and 
behavioral disengagement (student reports) were added 
one by one to the predictor Models 1c (see Table 2, Model 
1d; student reports of need support) and interaction terms 
of autonomous and controlled orientation with behavioral 
engagement and emotional engagement (teacher reports) 
were added to Model 2b (see Table 3, Models 2c and 
2d; teacher reports of need support). When significant 
interaction terms between (dis)engagement and causality 
orientation (continuous variable) were found, to enable 
interpretations of the interaction effect, the regression 
coefficients of the relationship between (dis)engagement 
and need support were estimated for an average controlled 

(or autonomous) orientation  ± 1 SD (see Table 4; Aiken 
& West, 1991).

Results

Descriptives

The descriptives and (cross-level) correlations of student 
and teacher reports of behavioral engagement, emotional 
engagement, and need support are presented in Table 1.

Aim 1. Variance in Need Support

The significant variance partition coefficients of need 
support (as reported by students) indicated that need 
support significantly differed between students, classes, 
and teachers. The variance in need support was mainly 
situated at the student level (82.57%, p < .001), whereas 
6.21% of the variance (p < .001) was situated at the class 
level and 11.22% of the variance (p < .01) was situated 
at the teacher level. In the teacher report of need support, 
26.81% of the variance was situated at the class level (p 
< .001) and 73.19% at the teacher level (p < .001).

Aim 2. Relationships Between Student 
Engagement, Disengagement,  
and Need-Supportive Teaching Behavior

First, possible covariates were one by one added to the 
intercept-only models. Three covariates (grade of the 
students and gender of the teacher and students) were 
retained and the other (nonsignificant) covariates such 
as lesson content, age of the teacher, and the educational 
track of the students were left out to assure parsimonious-
ness of the models.

With respect to student-reported data, in a first step 
(see Table 2, Model 1a), student reports of behavioral and 
emotional engagement and behavioral disengagement 

Table 1 Descriptives and (Cross-Level) Correlations of Teacher and Student Reports  
of Behavioral and Emotional (Dis)Engagement and Need Support

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Behavioral engagement student report 3.16 
(.51)

1

2 Emotional engagement student report 3.24 
(.54)

.63*** 1

3 Behavioral disengagement student report 1.84 
(.61)

–.51*** –.47*** 1

4 Need support student report 3.53 
(.64)

.38*** .42*** 42*** 1

5 Behavioral engagement teacher report 2.87 
(.54)

.09*** .11*** –.16*** –.02 1

6 Emotional engagement teacher report 3.26 
(.57)

.07*** .08** –.10*** –.04 .73*** 1

7 Need support teacher report 3.70 
(.36)

.02 .02 –.08** .03 .50*** .45*** 1

Note. N (teachers) = 33; N (classes) = 127; N (students) = 2004. **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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(Level-1 predictors) and the gender of the student were 
added to the multiple regression models in the prediction 
of need support as reported by the students. This resulted 
in a significantly ameliorated model (Δχ2 (4) = 480.44, 
p < .001). Behavioral and emotional engagement were 
significantly positively associated with need support, 
whereas behavioral disengagement showed a negative 
association with need support. In the second step (see 
Table 2, Model 1b), the Level-2 predictors behavioral and 

emotional engagement as reported by the teacher and the 
grade of the class were added to the regression model. 
This resulted in a significantly ameliorated model (Δχ2 
(5) = 96.33, p < .001). No significant relationships were 
found between the Level-2 predictors and need support. 
Finally, in the third step, the Level-3 predictors gender 
of the teacher and their causality orientation were added 
to the regression model (see Table 2, Model 1c). This 
resulted in a significantly ameliorated model (Δχ2 (3) 

Table 2 Summary of the Standardized Model Estimates for the Multilevel Regression Analyses of 
Need Support (Student Reports)

Student-Reported Need Support

Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d

 (SE)  (SE)  (SE)  (SE)

Fixed Effects

 Level 1 Intercept 3.54 (.05)*** 3.53 (.07)*** 3.53 (.08)*** 3.53 (.08)***

Female studenta .00 (.03) .01 (.03) .01 (.03) .01 (.03)

Behavioral engagement (student) .17 (.03)*** .17 (.04)*** .16 (.04)*** .16 (.04)***

Emotional engagement (student) .29 (.03)*** .29 (.03)*** .29 (.03)*** .29 (.03)***

Behavioral disengagement (student) –.10 (.03)*** –.10 (.03)*** –.10 (.03)*** –.10 (.03)***

 Level 2 Second gradeb –.03 (.08) –.03 (.08) –.05 (.08)

Third gradeb .04 (.09) .02 (.09) .00 (.09)

Behavioral engagement (class) –.01 (.08) .06 (.09) .11 (.10)

Emotional engagement (class) .07 (.08) .05 (.08) .00 (.08)

 Level 3 Female teacherb .05 (.10) .05 (.10)

Autonomous orientation –.10 (.10) –.10 (.10)

Controlled orientation .01 (.09) .01 (.09)

 Interaction  
 terms

Controlled orientation (Level 3) × 
Behavioral engagement (Level 2)

–.19 (.08)*

Random Effects—intercept-only model σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE)

Teacher-level variance .05 (.02)** .05 (.02)** .05 (.02)** .05 (.02)**

Class-level variance .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)***

Student-level variance .34 (.01)*** .34 (.01)*** .34 (.01)*** .34 (.01)***

Random Effects—multiple predictor model σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE)

Teacher-level variance .05 (.02)** .05 (.02)** .04 (.02)** .05 (.02)**

Class-level variance .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*** .03 (.01)***

Student-level variance .28 (.01)*** .28 (.01)*** .28 (.01)*** .28 (.01)***

Test of Significance

–2 log likelihood reference model 3589.62 3109.18 3012.85 2958.49

–2 log likelihood test model 3109.18 3012.85 2958.56 2953.62

χ2 (df) 480.44 (4)*** 96.33 (5)*** 54.29 (3)*** 4.88 (1)*

aReference category = male student/teacher. bReference category = first grade.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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= 54.29, p < .001), but no significant relationships with 
need support were found.

In a first step of analyses with the teacher reports 
on need support (see Table 3, Model 2a), behavioral and 
emotional engagement and behavioral disengagement 
(Level-2 predictors) and the grade of the class were 
added to the multiple regression models in the prediction 
of need support as reported by the teacher. This resulted 
in a significantly ameliorated model (Δχ2 (5) = 232.35, 
p < .001). Behavioral, but not emotional, engagement 
was significantly positively associated with need sup-
port. Teachers reported less need support in the second 
than first grade, and more need support in the third than 
the first grade. In the second step (see Table 3, Model 

Table 3 Summary of the Standardized Model Estimates for the Multilevel Regression Analyses of 
Need Support (Teacher Reports)

Teacher-Reported Need Support

Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c Model 2d

 (SE)  (SE)  (SE)  (SE)

Fixed Effects

 Level 1 Intercept 3.70 (.06)*** 3.71 (.07)*** 3.71 (.07)*** 3.71 (.07)***

Second gradea –.04 (.02)* –.04 (.02)* –.04 (.02)* –.04 (.02)**

Third gradea .06 (.03)* .06 (.03)* .05 (.03) .08 (.03)*

Behavioral engagement  
(teacher report, class)

.15 (.02)*** .16 (.02)*** .16 (.02)*** .11 (.02)***

Emotional engagement  
(teacher report, class)

.02 (.02) .02 (.02) .02 (.02) .01 (.02)

 Level 2 Female teacherb .03 (.12) .03 (.12) .03 (.12)

Autonomous orientation .11 (.12) .11 (.12) .12 (.12)

Controlled orientation –.10 (.10) –.10 (.10) –.10 (.10)

 Interaction  
 terms

Autonomous orientation (Level 3) × 
Emotional engagement (Level 2)

–.05 (.01)***

Controlled orientation (Level 3) × 
Emotional engagement (Level 2)

–.05 (.01)***

Random Effects—intercept-only model σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE)

Teacher-level variance .09 (.02)*** . 09 (.02)*** . 09 (.02)*** . 09 (.02)***

Class-level variance .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)***

Random Effects—multiple predictor model σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE) σ2 (SE)

Teacher-level variance .09 (.02)*** .08 (.02)*** .08 (.02)*** .08 (.02)***

Class-level variance .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)*** .03 (.00)***

Test of significance

–2 log likelihood reference model –1021.96 –1254.31 –1214.57 –1214.57

–2 log likelihood test model –1254.31 –1214.57 –1224.60 –1226.83

χ2 (df) 232.35 (5)*** –39.74 (3) 10.03 (1)** 12.26 (1)***

aReference category = first grade. bReference category = male teacher.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

2b), the Level-3 predictors gender of the teacher and 
their causality orientation were added to the regression 
model. This did not result in an ameliorated model (Δχ2 
(3) = –39.74, ns).

Aim 3. General Causality Orientations as 
a Moderator in the Relationship Between 
Student Engagement, Disengagement, 
and Need Support

To explore the possible moderating role of autonomous 
and controlled causality orientation in the prediction 
of need support, possible interaction terms between 
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need support was no longer significant when teachers 
were (more than) averagely control oriented.

Further, in the teacher reports of need support (Table 
3), four interaction terms were added each separately to 
regression Model 2b. Two significant interaction terms 
were found. The interaction terms between autonomous 
orientation and emotional engagement (see Model 2c; 
β = –.05 (.01), χ2 (1) = 15.15, p < .001) and between 
controlled orientation and emotional engagement (see 
Model 2d; β = –.05 (.01), χ2 (1) = 12.30, p < .001) were 
significant. The interaction effects were interpreted in 
Table 4. The regression coefficients between emotional 
engagement and need support became less strong when 
teachers were more autonomy oriented. Specifically, only 
among low autonomy-oriented teachers (for teachers with 

causality orientations and (dis)engagement were added 
one by one to the multiple regression Models 1c (Table 
2) and 2b (Table 3).

In the student reports of need support (Table 2), no 
significant cross-level interaction effects between teach-
ers’ causality orientations (Level 3) and student reports of 
student engagement and disengagement (Level 1) were 
found. However, one significant cross-level interaction 
was found between teachers’ causality orientations (Level 
3) and teachers’ reports of student engagement (Level 2) 
in the prediction of student-reported need support. Spe-
cifically, the interaction term between teachers’ controlled 
orientation and behavioral engagement (see Model 1d; β 
= –.19 (.08), χ2 (1) = 5.06, p < .05) was significant. The 
positive association between behavioral engagement and 

Table 4 Interpretation of Significant Interaction Effects of the Causality Orientations  
and (Dis)Engagement in the Prediction of Need Support (Student and Teacher Reports)

Student-Reported 
Need Support

 (SE)

Fixed Effectsa

Controlled orientation (level 3) × Behavioral engagement (level 2) –.19 (.08)*

Controlled orientation .01 (.09)

Behavioral engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation equaling the mean of 
the total sample minus 1 standard deviation; M – 1 SD = 3.69) .25 (.12)*

Behavioral engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation with a mean  
controlled orientation; M = 4.48) .10 (.09)

Behavioral engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation equaling the mean of 
the total sample plus 1 standard deviation; M + 1 SD = 5.27) –.05 (.10)

Teacher-Reported 
Need Support

 (SE)

Fixed Effects

Autonomous orientation (Level 3) × Emotional engagement (level 2) –.05 (.01)***

Autonomous orientation .11 (.12)

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with an autonomous orientation equaling the mean 
of the total sample minus 1 standard deviation; M – 1 SD = 4.22) .05 (.02)**

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with an autonomous orientation with a mean  
controlled orientation; M = 4.91) .02 (.02)

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with an autonomous orientation equaling the mean 
of the total sample plus 1 standard deviation; M + 1 SD = 5.60) –.01 (.02)

Controlled orientation (level 3) × Emotional engagement (level 2) –.05 (.01)***

Controlled orientation –.10 (.10)

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation equaling the mean of 
the total sample minus 1 standard deviation; M – 1 SD = 3.69) .05 (.02)**

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation with a mean  
controlled orientation; M = 4.48) .01 (.02)

Emotional engagement (level 2) (for teachers with a controlled orientation equaling the mean of 
the total sample plus 1 standard deviation; M + 1 SD = 5.27) –.03 (.02)

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
aNone of the interaction effects with student reports of (dis)engagement were significant.
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an autonomous orientation equaling the mean of the total 
sample minus 1 SD) there was a significant and positive 
association; in both of the other groups, relationships 
were insignificant. Second, while low control-oriented 
teachers (for teachers with a controlled orientation equal-
ing the mean of the total sample minus 1 SD) showed a 
positive association between emotional engagement and 
need support, the same relationships were insignificant 
among averagely or more than averagely control-oriented 
teachers.

Discussion
The goal of the current study was to advance previous 
research by investigating how student engagement and 
disengagement are related to PE teachers’ need-support-
ive teaching behavior. We added to previous research 
by relying on a multilevel (student, class, and teacher 
level) and multi-informant approach (student and teacher 
reports). Further, it was explored whether there is a mod-
erating effect of teachers’ general causality orientation in 
the association between teachers’ perceptions of student 
engagement and their need-supportive teaching behavior.

Need-Supportive Teaching Behavior  
From a Multilevel Perspective

By measuring several classes of the same teacher, we 
were able to examine whether the degree of need support 
that teachers provide differs according to the classes they 
are teaching. The results indicated that teachers are indeed 
adapting their behaviors to the classes they are teaching. 
The difference in behavior between classes suggests that 
although teachers possibly develop a personal and rela-
tively stable teaching style throughout their career, they 
are still able to adapt their behavior to some degree to the 
class they are teaching in, partly depending on their own 
perceptions of student (dis)engagement between classes.

Most of the variance in the students’ reports of need 
support was due to differences between students. This 
implies that not all students in the same class necessar-
ily perceive the behavior from the teachers in an equal 
way. This could mean that teachers not always behave 
in the same need-supportive way when dealing with 
individual students (also see Haerens et al., 2013). It is 
also possible that when teachers are need supportive in 
class (e.g., Reeve et al., 2004; Tessier et al., 2010), not 
all students equally perceive these interactions as need 
supportive, and these differences in students’ perceptions 
of the same behavior might depend on students’ personal 
characteristics.

The Relationship Between Student (Dis)
Engagement and Need Support

The second aim of the current study was to investigate 
relationships between student engagement and disengage-
ment with need support. Results confirmed findings from 
previous studies (e.g., Ferrer-Caja & Weiss, 2000; Ntou-
manis, 2005) indicating that engagement was positively 

related to need support. Because few studies explored the 
association between need support and disengagement, 
a measure of disengagement was also included in the 
current study. Next to confirming the positive relation-
ship between behavioral and emotional engagement and 
need support, the results also suggested that there is an 
independent and strong negative association between 
behavioral disengagement and need support. Although 
no cause-and-effect claims can be made with these data, 
they might suggest that when students in a classroom are 
disengaged to the extent that they are bored or distracted, 
teachers would start to provide less need support toward 
these students instead of being extra need supportive. 
Alternatively, it might also implicate that less need sup-
port from the teacher would lead to more disengagement 
in the lesson.

In the regression models with the student reports 
of need support, only student and no class effects were 
found for engagement, suggesting that it is rather the 
individual variance in engagement across students that 
relates to need support, rather than the average impres-
sion a teacher has of the engagement of the class as a 
whole. However, when teacher reports of need support 
were analyzed instead of student reports, class effects did 
appear. So, when a teacher rated a class as being more 
engaged, teachers indicated that they had been more need 
supportive in that class.

The fact that there were no class effects in the predic-
tion of student-reported need support was not expected 
because weak-but-significant correlations were found 
in earlier work (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). The dis-
crepancy between this study and the findings of Skinner 
and Belmont (1993) can be explained by the nature of 
the measurement. Specifically, in the teacher report of 
the questionnaire, the teacher was asked to report on the 
engagement of the class as a whole rather than on the 
engagement and disengagement of individual students, 
as was the case in the study by Skinner and Belmont 
(1993). The reason for this is that we wanted to explore 
the importance of a teacher’s general impression of the 
engagement shown by a class, since the general percep-
tion of a class might cause teachers to adapt their overall 
teaching style toward all students in that specific class.

Based on the findings of the current study, it seems 
that teachers and students do not perceive their own 
behavior in the same way, which might lead to incom-
prehension from both sides. Teachers might have missed 
out on what students really need or students might have 
misunderstood what behavior teachers really expect from 
them. Possibly, students perceive the teachers in a more 
personally colored way, based on personal one-on-one 
interactions, whereas teachers might have a more general 
view on how they interact with all students in class. A 
more methodological explanation for these inconsisten-
cies might lie with the various items used to build the 
dimensions of behavioral and emotional engagement and 
behavioral disengagement.

Also covariates were taken into account in the 
regression models. The gender of teachers and students 
was not a significant predictor for need support or (dis)
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engagement. Results further showed that in the second 
grade of secondary school (14- to 15-year-olds), teach-
ers reported to provide less need support than in the first 
or third grade. Nevertheless, the student reports did not 
confirm such differences in need support between differ-
ent grades. Some inconsistencies were also found across 
previous studies with regard to the effect of grade. In the 
study of De Meyer et al. (2014) students from higher 
grades perceived less autonomy support. In the current 
study, teachers, but not students, reported to provide the 
most need support to the eldest students (third grade, 
16- to 18-year-olds). Also according to the teachers, 
students were most engaged in the first grade, followed 
by the second and third grades. This reflects a possible 
tendency of students losing interest or engagement for PE 
throughout secondary school, and this is also reflected in 
a decline in enrollment in optional PE throughout second-
ary school in other countries (Hardman, 2008; Lodewyk 
& Pybus, 2013; United States Census Bureau, 2012). 
However, again, this tendency was not reflected in the 
reports of the students, possibly because students of all 
ages do think they are sufficiently engaged in the lesson.

A large part of the variance in need-supportive 
teaching behavior could be attributed to factors other 
than student engagement and disengagement, situated 
at teacher, class, or student level. Teachers can be need 
supportive toward students for a variety of reasons. Stud-
ies exploring the roots of teachers’ motivational teaching 
behaviors situate these antecedents at different levels: 
from above, within, and below (e.g., Pelletier et al., 
2002; Reeve, 2009; Taylor et al., 2008; Van den Berghe 
et al., 2013). Antecedents from above are interactions 
with or decisions from higher authorities, such as school 
administrators or governing bodies (Pelletier et al., 2002). 
Antecedents from within encompass personal character-
istics of teachers, such as teachers’ quality of motivation 
or general causality orientations (Taylor et al., 2008; Van 
den Berghe et al., 2013). Antecedents from below are 
defined as characteristics or behavior of students, such as 
the students’ expression of motivation and engagement 
during class (Pelletier et al., 2002; Reeve, 2009). So even 
though student engagement and disengagement might be 
interrelated with need-supportive teaching behavior, it is 
advised to keep in mind the broader pedagogical, profes-
sional, and personal context of teachers when examining 
their teaching behaviors in class.

General Causality Orientations as a 
Moderator in the Relationships Between 
Student Engagement, Disengagement, 
and Need Support
For the third aim of the study, it was hypothesized that 
teachers’ general causality orientations, or the way teach-
ers generally perceive the origin of their actions and 
behaviors, would moderate the relationships between 
engagement and need support. In total, few moderation 
effects were found. Strongly autonomy-oriented people 
typically perceive their own behavior and actions as 
volitional and personally valued (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 

Olesen, 2011). The sensitization hypothesis suggesting 
that a positive motivational state in students would evoke 
more need support in teachers when they are more autono-
mously oriented was not confirmed. The results indicated 
that when students are more emotionally engaged, lowly 
autonomy-oriented teachers provided more need support, 
so the relationship between emotional engagement and 
need support was moderated by teachers’ autonomous 
orientation. These findings illustrate the need for further 
examination of the autonomous orientation in relation to 
teaching behavior in future studies.

Individuals with a controlled causality orientation 
are likely to experience their own actions and behavior 
as influenced by external or internal pressures or controls, 
such as demanding expectations or offered rewards (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985; Olesen, 2011). As control-oriented teach-
ers would be less open to positive events, we expected 
that the positive relationship between engagement and 
need support would become less strong (or more nega-
tive) when teachers are more control oriented. Results 
of the current study indeed confirmed that relationships 
between engagement and need support were less strong or 
nonsignificant when teachers were more control oriented, 
and these findings were found across informants. As such, 
a stronger controlled orientation seems to diminish the 
effect of students’ engagement on teachers’ behavior.

Strengths and Shortcomings

The two most important strengths of the current study are 
the nested structure of the data, with 2004 students out 
of 127 classes from 33 teachers and the multi-informant 
character of the measures. The group sizes were large 
enough to accurately estimate regression coefficients 
and their standard errors, and variance components at 
the teacher, class, and student levels (Maas & Hox, 
2005). However, given that standard errors of the vari-
ance components are generally underestimated when 
numbers of groups are lower than 100 (Maas & Hox, 
2005), and we only had 33 teachers at the highest level, 
the standard errors of the second (teacher reports) or third 
level (student reports) variance might have been under-
estimated in the current study. This would mean that we 
could perhaps have incorrectly concluded that there was 
significant between-teacher variance, while this was not 
the case. Also given that we had only two, three, or four 
classes per teacher, the group size was smaller than is 
the case in most existing simulation studies (e.g., Maas 
& Hox, 2005). Although group size is considered less 
important for estimating accurate parameters, we do not 
have any knowledge about the statistical implications of 
this limited number of classes per teacher.

A second limitation of the current study is that the 
measures of engagement, disengagement, and need-
supportive teaching behavior are based only on subjec-
tive self-reports of teaching behavior and engagement. 
Integrating objective measures, such as ratings from 
external observers, could strengthen the findings of the 
current study. For example, in the study of Haerens et al. 
(2013), need support in PE was both reported by students 
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and observed by external raters, and in the study of Aelter-
man et al. (2012), student engagement was objectively 
measured by observers’ ratings of videotaped PE lessons. 
Nevertheless, subjective perceptions of engagement and 
need-supportive teaching behavior provide the opportu-
nity to have a closer look at the way teachers and students 
perceive each other’s behavior.

Another limitation is that the measure of behavioral 
disengagement in the teacher reports had a low internal 
consistency and had a poor fit in the confirmatory factor 
analyses. This made us decide to exclude this measure 
from the analyses. Further adaptations are needed if 
this scale would be used in future research. Moreover, 
although the engagement and disengagement scale has 
proven factorial validity in the current study and previous 
research (Skinner et al., 2009), the moderate-to-high neg-
ative correlation between engagement and disengagement 
in the current study suggests that the two constructs might 
to a certain degree be perceived as opposite poles. Further, 
there is a possibility that the cross-level interactions that 
were entered in the regression models might cancel out 
each other when they would be entered together in one 
model. Even though we examined the interaction effects 
separately in this study, it might be interesting to examine 
this potential issue in future studies. In addition, the cur-
rent study had a cross-sectional design, making it impos-
sible to illustrate the longitudinal effects of student (dis)
engagement on need-supportive teaching behavior that 
was possible in the study of Skinner and Belmont (1993). 
So, future research with longitudinal designs is needed 
to provide support for the proposed causal associations.

Next to behavioral and emotional engagement, other 
components of engagement are identified in literature, 
such as cognitive engagement (Fredricks et al., 2004) and 
agentic engagement, which is student-initiated engagement 
for greater achievement and motivational support (Reeve, 
2013; Reeve & Tseng, 2011). These dimensions of engage-
ment were not included in the current study. Further, the 
inclusion of a measure of need-thwarting teaching behavior 
could provide new insights in how students’ (dis)engage-
ment possibly affects teachers’ behavior. Need-thwarting 
behaviors include controlling, chaotic, and cold interac-
tions with students that lead to the frustration of students’ 
needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Soenens, Sierens, Vansteen-
kiste, Dochy, & Goossens, 2012; Van den Berghe et al., 
2013). Several studies (e.g., Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, 
Ryan, Bosch, & Thogersen-Ntoumani, 2011; De Meyer et 
al., 2014; Haerens, Aelterman, Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & 
Van Petegem, 2015) suggested that need-thwarting teach-
ing behaviors would relate more closely to maladaptive 
outcomes in students, such as disengagement.

Conclusion

This study pointed out that students’ behavioral and 
emotional engagement are related to more, and behavioral 
disengagement is related to less, need support in a PE 
lesson. Teachers differ in how they behave in different 

classes in terms of need support. Teachers’ causality 
orientations were not related to the need support they 
provided in class, but they did moderate some of the rela-
tionships between student (dis)engagement and teachers’ 
need support. Teachers with a relatively low controlled 
orientation were more need supportive when perceiving 
their students as emotionally and behaviorally engaged. 
Overall, the results of the current study suggest that 
teacher–student interactions are predominantly related to 
individual differences in student engagement and disen-
gagement in the classroom rather than to class or teacher 
characteristics. By making (control-oriented) teachers 
aware of these dynamics, sometimes automatic responses 
to student (dis)engagement can be better thought out and 
changed to more suitable and need-supportive personal 
interactions with students.

Note

1. In Belgium, a professional bachelor’s degree in PE can 
be obtained at a university college (study duration = 3 years). 
This degree allows teachers to teach children between the ages 
of 2.5 and 14 years old, but also 15- to 18-year-old students in 
vocational education. A master’s degree in PE is an academic 
degree that can be obtained at a university (study duration = 5 
years). This degree in combination with a PE teacher educa-
tion degree allows teachers to teach students over the age of 15 
(younger is also possible, but not common) in any academic 
track.
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