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A recurring paradox in the contemporary K-12 classroom is that, although students educa
tionally and developmentally benefit when teachers support their autonomy, teachers are often 
controlling during instruction. To understand and remedy this paradox, the article pursues 
three goals. First, the article characterizes the controlling style by defining it, articulating the 
conditions under which it is most likely to occur, linking it to poor student outcomes, ex
plaining why it undermines these outcomes, identifying its manifest instructional behaviors, 
and differentiating it from an autonomy-supportive style. Second, the article identifies seven 
reasons to explain why the controlling style is so prevalent. These reasons show how pressures 
on teachers from above, from below, and from within can create classroom conditions that 
make the controlling style both understandable and commonplace. Third, the article offers a 
remedy to the paradox by articulating how teachers can become more autonomy supportive. 
Three essential tasks are discussed. Special attention is paid to practical examples of what 
teachers can do to support students’ autonomy. 

Controlling is the interpersonal sentiment and behavior 
teachers provide during instruction to pressure students to 
think, feel, or behave in a specific way (Assor, Kaplan, Kanat-
Mayman, & Roth, 2005; Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). Its 
opposite is autonomy support (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which 
is the interpersonal sentiment and behavior teachers provide 
to identify, nurture, and develop students’ inner motivational 
resources (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002; Reeve et al., 2004). 
As opposites, controlling and autonomy support represent 
a single bipolar continuum to conceptualize the quality or 
ambience of a teacher’s motivating style toward students 
(Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981). Such a style 
is an important educational construct because students of 
autonomy-supportive teachers display markedly more posi
tive classroom functioning and educational outcomes than do 
students of controlling teachers (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Reeve 
& Jang, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
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STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Given that students relatively benefit when teachers sup
port their autonomy but relatively suffer when teachers con
trol their behavior, one might expect that teachers would 
commonly enact autonomy-supportive instructional behav
iors and only rarely enact controlling ones. This does not, 
however, seem to be the case. When trained, objective raters 
score teachers’ naturally occurring instructional behaviors in 
terms of how autonomy supportive versus controlling they 
are, raters generally score teachers, on average, as tending 
toward the controlling style. For instance, raters scored one 
group of high school teachers as relying frequently on ex
trinsic motivators to spark students’ engagement in learn
ing activities, tending toward pressuring-inducing language, 
neglecting to provide explanatory rationales for their re
quests, and opposing students’ complaints and expressions 
of negative affect (Reeve, Jang, Carrell, Barch, & Jeon, 
2004). Jang and her colleagues reported a teacher obser
vation study with similar findings (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, in 
press). Other research shows that teachers typically enact 
both autonomy-supportive and controlling behaviors during 
a given instructional episode, though controlling behaviors 
are more common (Assor et al., 2002). Another observation 
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TABLE 1 
Definition, Enabling Conditions, and Instructional Behaviors Associated with Controlling and With Autonomy Support 

Controlling Autonomy Support 

Definition Definition 
Interpersonal sentiment and behavior teachers provide during instruction Interpersonal sentiment and behavior teachers provide during instruction to 

to pressure students to think, feel, or behave in a specific way. identify, nurture, and develop students’ inner motivational resources. 
Enabling conditions Enabling conditions 

Adopt the teacher’s perspective. Adopt the students’ perspective. 
Intrude into students’ thoughts, feelings, or actions. Welcome students’ thoughts, feelings, and actions. 
Pressure students to think, feel, or behave in a specific way. Support students’ motivational development and capacity for autonomous 

self-regulation. 
Instructional behaviors Instructional behaviors 

Rely on outer sources of motivation. Nurture inner motivational resources. 
Neglect explanatory rationales. Provide explanatory rationales. 
Rely on pressure-inducing language. Rely on noncontrolling and informational language. 
Display impatience for students to produce the right answer. Display patience to allow time for self-paced learning. 
Assert power to overcome students’ complaints and expressions of Acknowledge and accept expressions of negative affect. 

negative affect. 

study of 1st-year teachers showed that beginning teachers 
commonly used controlling strategies (e.g., offered rewards) 
but only rarely used autonomy-supportive ones (e.g., pro
vided rationales; Newby, 1991). The conclusion seems to be 
that teachers often adopt a controlling motivating style during 
instruction. This is a problem because this more commonly 
enacted style is associated with relatively negative student 
functioning whereas the less commonly enacted style is as
sociated with relatively more positive functioning. 

The present article pursues three purposes. The first pur
pose is to present the problem. To do so, the article charac
terizes the controlling motivating style by defining it, articu
lating the conditions under which it is most likely to occur, 
identifying its manifest instructional behaviors, differenti
ating it from an autonomy-supportive style, and explaining 
why it generally undermines students’ positive functioning 
and outcomes. The second purpose is to understand why the 
problem occurs. To do so, the article explains why teachers 
often adopt a controlling style, despite its negative impli
cations for students’ functioning. Seven reasons are offered 
to illustrate how a controlling style reflects a teacher’s reac
tion to pressures imposed from above (demands from school 
administrators), from below (student passivity during a learn
ing activity), and from within (control-oriented dispositions 
within the teacher himself or herself). Collectively, these rea
sons explain why a controlling style is both understandable 
and commonplace. The third purpose is to remedy the prob
lem. To do so, the article articulates how teachers can be
come more autonomy supportive, even while acknowledging 
their day-to-day experience of feeling pushed and pulled by 
forces favoring a controlling style. Three essential tasks un
derlie the effort to adopt a more autonomy-supportive style— 
namely, become less controlling, appreciate the benefits of 
an autonomy-supportive style for students and teachers alike, 
and learn the practical “how to” of supporting autonomy in 

terms of specific instructional behaviors. Special attention is 
paid to practical examples of what teachers can do to support 
students’ autonomy. 

TEACHERS’ MOTIVATING STYLES 

This section characterizes both ends of the motivating style 
continuum, identifies the conditions that orient teachers to
ward a controlling or autonomy-supportive style, lists the 
instructional behaviors closely associated with each style, 
and explains why a controlling style generally undermines 
students’ functioning and outcomes while an autonomy-
supportive style generally promotes them. To frame this dis
cussion, Table 1 provides the definition, enabling conditions, 
and instructional behaviors associated with each style. 

The Nature of a Controlling Style 

Three conditions make any approach to motivating students 
a controlling one: (a) adopt only the teacher’s perspective; 
(b) intrude into students’ thoughts, feelings, or actions; and 
(c) pressure students to think, feel, or behave in particular 
ways. Although teachers do not necessarily set out to be 
controlling per se, they do sometimes think rather exclusively 
about student motivation and engagement from their own 
perspective; intrude into students’ ways of thinking, feeling, 
and behaving; and push and pressure students to think, feel, 
or behave in a specific way. That is, the enabling conditions 
that orient teachers toward a controlling style are the lack of 
the students’ perspective, intrusion, and pressure. 

The starting point for a controlling motivating style is the 
prioritization of the teacher’s perspective to the point that it 
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overruns the students’ perspective.1 By itself, the adoption of 
the teacher’s perspective during instruction is not controlling, 
as teachers routinely recommend to students a multitude of 
constructive ways of thinking (e.g., a goal or learning strat
egy), feeling (e.g., a situationally appropriate emotion), or 
behaving (e.g., an effective course of action). Such recom
mendations become controlling only when they overrun the 
students’ perspective via intrusion and pressure. To capture 
the essence of teacher intrusion into students’ own ways of 
thinking, feeling, or behaving, Assor and colleagues (2005) 
referred to “explicit attempts to fully and instantly change the 
behaviors children presently engage in or the opinions they 
hold” (p. 398). Controlling further involves the application 
of sufficient pressure until students change their behaviors 
and opinions. In practice, acts of intrusion and pressure lead 
students to forego their internal frame of reference and their 
natural rhythm during a learning activity to, instead, absorb 
and respond to the pressure to think, feel, or behave in a 
teacher-defined way. 

For instance, for one reason or another (which is discussed 
later), a teacher might interrupt a student’s activity (intrusion) 
and redirect that activity by using directive language to be
have differently (pressure). One example might be to take a 
pencil or paintbrush out of a student’s hands and tell her in no 
uncertain terms to hold it a different way. A second example 
would be to impatiently cross out a student’s passive verbs, 
label it as bad writing, and require that he use active verbs. 
Crucially, recommendations to regrip a pencil or compose in 
the active voice are not controlling acts of instruction. The 
teacher’s style becomes controlling only with the neglect of 
the student’s perspective (not asking why the student is doing 
what she is doing), the introduction of intrusion (i.e., taking 
the pencil out of the student’ hands, reaching in, and cross
ing out the composition), and the application of pressure (i.e., 
forceful language, guilt-inducing criticisms) to think, feel, or 
behave in a specific way (i.e., hold the pencil like this, use 
these verbs but disuse these other verbs). 

Table 1 lists the instructional behaviors most closely as
sociated with a controlling style. When acting in controlling 
ways, teachers tend to rely on outer sources of motivation 
(e.g., directives, deadlines, incentives, consequences, threats 
of punishment), neglect to provide explanatory rationales 
(e.g., make little effort to explain why they are asking stu
dents to engage in requested endeavors), rely on pressuring-
inducing language (utter “should”s, “have to”s, “got to”s, and 
guilt-inducing criticisms), display impatience for students to 
produce the right answer (e.g., intrude on students’ natural 
rhythm to produce a right answer on the teacher’s timetable), 
and react to students’ complaints and expressions of negative 

1Extremely controlling motivating styles are rare in schools. To under
stand the psychological and cultural processes involved in the antecedents, 
manifestations, and consequences of an extremely controlling motivating 
style, one needs to examine custodial environments such as the military 
setting (e.g., see Ricks, 1997). 

affect with authoritarian power assertions (e.g., counter stu
dents’ criticisms with no-nonsense assertions, such as “Quit 
your complaining and just get the work done”). These in
structional behaviors are all positively intercorrelated, uti
lize social influence techniques (e.g., behavior modification, 
classroom management, conditional positive regard, power 
assertion), and collectively provide teachers with the means 
to intrude on students’ thinking, feeling, and behaving with 
enough pressure to increase the likelihood that the student 
will adopt a teacher-specified way of thinking, feeling, or be
having (Assor et al., 2002; Assor et al., 2005; Reeve, 2006; 
Reeve, Jang, Carroll, Barch, & Jeon, 2004). 

Teachers express a controlling motivating style in two 
ways, including direct (or external) control and indirect (or 
internal) control (Assor et al., 2005; Assor, Roth, & Deci, 
2004; Barber, 1996; Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Soenens, 
& Matos, 2005).2 Direct control involves a teacher’s explicit 
and overt attempts to motivate students by creating exter
nal compulsions to act, such as through the imposition of 
deadlines, verbal commands, or environmental incentives. 
Directly controlling acts of instruction induce in students 
an external perceived locus of causality and environmen
tally controlled regulation. A simple example would be the 
teacher commanding a student to revise her paper. Indirect 
control involves a teacher’s subtle or covert attempts to moti
vate students by creating internal compulsions to act, such as 
through feelings of guilt, shame, and anxiety (Barber, 1996), 
by threatening to withdraw attention or approval (Assor et al., 
2004), by linking a way of thinking, feeling, or behaving to the 
student’s self-esteem (Ryan, 1982), by cultivating perfection
ist standards or self-representations (Soenens, Vansteenkiste, 
Duriez, Luyten, & Goossens, 2005), or by offering “condi
tional regard” more generally (Assor et al., 2004). Indirectly 
controlling acts of instruction induce in students an inter
nally controlled type of regulation. Internally controlled reg
ulation is different from internally endorsed regulation in 
that, with the former, students perceive that the costs for 
not doing what others say are so high (in terms of guilt, 
shame, anxiety, love withdrawal, self-esteem loss, perfec
tionistic self-representation) that they cannot choose to act 
otherwise (hence, their thinking and acting is controlled). 
A simple example would be the teacher utterance, “A good 
student would revise her paper, wouldn’t she?” 

2For an illustration of how direct control and indirect control have been 
operationalized in the empirical literature, see Vansteenkiste, Simons, et al. 
(2005, p. 488). With a sample of fifth- and sixth-grade students, these authors 
operationally defined direct control by utilizing instructional language to 
promote external compulsions such as “you should follow the guidelines,” 
“you have to,” and “you are expected to.” They operationally defined indirect 
control by utilizing instructional language to promote internal compulsions 
such as, “it is important for your own good to read this text carefully,” and 
“a lot of kids following the guidelines . . . to feel good about themselves and 
to avoid feeling guilty for not doing so.” 
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The Nature of an Autonomy-Supportive Style 

Three conditions make any approach to motivating students 
an autonomy-supportive one: (a) adopt the students’ perspec
tive; (b) welcome students’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; 
and (c) support students’ motivational development and ca
pacity for autonomous self-regulation. By taking and inte
grating the students’ perspective into the flow of instruction, 
teachers become both more willing and more able to create 
classroom conditions in which students’ autonomous motiva
tions align with their classroom activity. By welcoming stu
dents’ ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, teachers ac
knowledge and appreciate the motivational potential inherent 
within students’ thoughts, emotions, and behavioral inten
tions. By acknowledging students’ capacity for autonomous 
self-regulation, teacher–student interactions revolve not only 
around daily support for students’ academic pursuits but also 
around long-term (developmental) support to generate and 
regulate academic motivation of their own. 

Table 1 lists the instructional behaviors most closely asso
ciated with an autonomy-supportive style. When they act in 
autonomy-supportive ways, teachers nurture students’ inner 
motivational resources (e.g., interests, preferences, psycho
logical needs), provide explanatory rationales (e.g., articulate 
the sometimes hidden usefulness underlying a teacher’s re
quest), rely on noncontrolling language (e.g., informational 
communications that help students diagnose and solve their 
motivational problems), display patience to allow students the 
time they need for self-paced learning to occur (e.g., allow 
time for students to work in their own way), and acknowl
edge and accept students’ expressions of negative affect (e.g., 
treat students’ complaints as valid reactions to imposed de
mands and structures). These instructional behaviors are all 
positively intercorrelated, nurture students’ motivational de
velopment, and collectively provide students with an inter
personal relationship that affords them with opportunities to 

experience personal autonomy, psychological need satisfac
tion, and positive functioning in general (Assor et al., 2002; 
Reeve, 2006; Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004). 

Students Benefit When Teachers Support Their 
Autonomy 

A review of the published empirical literature reveals 44 
data-based investigations of the relationship between stu
dents’ school functioning and teachers’ motivating styles 
(autonomy-supportive vs. controlling). To quantify teach
ers’ motivating styles, these studies typically used one of 
three approaches—teachers’ self-reports (e.g., Problems in 
Schools questionnaire; Deci, Schwartz, et al., 1981), stu
dents’ ratings (e.g., Learning Climate Questionnaire; Black 
& Deci, 2000), or observers’ objective ratings (e.g., Reeve, 
Jang, et al., 2004). The dependent measures utilized in these 
studies included a wide range of important outcomes and in-
dices of positive functioning covering students’ motivation, 
engagement, development, learning, performance, and psy
chological well-being. These dependent measures appear in 
Table 2 grouped under six categories of positive function
ing (i.e., educational benefits). About half of these studies 
were questionnaire-based investigations (23 of 44, 52%) that 
suggest only a nondirectional correlation between a teacher’s 
style and student outcomes, whereas the other half of the 
studies were experimentally based investigations (21 of 44, 
48%) than confirm a directional effect that a teacher’s style 
has on student outcomes. The findings from virtually every 
one of these empirical studies point to the same conclusion— 
namely, that students relatively benefit from autonomy sup
port and relatively suffer from being controlled. Further, 
despite some theoretical claims that adolescence may need 
or benefit from autonomy support to a greater degree than 
do children (Feldman & Quartman, 1988), research findings 

TABLE 2
 
Students’ Educational Benefits from Teacher-Provided Autonomy Support
 

Psychological 
Motivation Engagement Development Learning Performance Well-Being 

Intrinsic Engagement3,19,21,32,38 Self-esteem and Conceptual under Grades6,9,18,39,41 Psychological 
motivation12,14,19,34 self-worth12,14 standing5,7,15,17,41,42 well-being6,8,13,23,37 

Competence6,14,35,44 Positive emotion16,30,35 Creativity1,23 Deep processing41,42 Task School/Life 
performance7,15,16 satisfaction22,24 

Autonomy9,31,34 Less negative Preference for optimal Active information Standardized test Vitality26,27,29 

emotion2,6,20,28 challenge9,14,36 processing25 scores9 

Relatedness4,21 

Mastery motivation and Class attendance9 Self-regulation 
perceived control14,35 strategies43 

Curiosity14 Persistence10 

Internalized values11,18,33 School retention (vs. 
dropping out)20,40 

Note. The superscripted numbers in the table represent the source of the supportive evidence that exposure to autonomy-supportive teachers facilitates that 
particular outcome. The corresponding number associated with each outcome measure appears in the references at the end of the article. 
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consistently show that children and adolescences alike bene
fit from autonomy support and suffer from being controlled 
(Assor et al., 2002). 

The purpose of providing the information in Table 2 is 
not to offer a comprehensive review (e.g., meta-analysis) of 
the literature on whether teachers’ motivating styles affect 
students’ outcomes but is, instead, to affirm the premise on 
which the present paper is built—namely, that a teacher’s mo
tivating style is an important educational construct because 
students function more positively when teachers support their 
autonomy rather than control and pressure them toward a spe
cific way of thinking, feeling, or behaving. This conclusion 
has been shown to apply across a diverse range of students, 
including students in preschool (Koestner, Ryan, Bernieri, & 
Holt, 1984), elementary school (Deci, Schwartz, et al., 1981), 
middle school (Vansteenkiste, Simons, et al., 2005), high 
school (Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004), college (Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci, 2004), graduate school 
(Sheldon & Krieger, 2004), students with special needs 
(Deci, Hodges, Pierson, & Tomassone, 1992), students in 
after-school programs (Grolnick, Farkas, Sohmer, Michaels, 
& Valsiner, 2007), and students around the globe (Chirkov, 
Ryan, & Willness, 2005; Levesque, Zuehlke, Stanek, & Ryan, 
2004), including those schooled in collectivistic cultures 
(Jang, Reeve, & Ryan, in press; Vansteenkiste, Zhou, Lens, 
& Soenens, 2005).3 

Why a Controlling Motivating Style Undermines 
Students’ Positive Functioning (and Why an 
Autonomy-Supportive Style Promotes It) 

A controlling motivating style undermines students’ posi
tive functioning and outcomes because it induces in students 
an external perceived locus of causality, a sense of pres
sure, and a sense of obligation to others or to one’s own 
negative emotion; an autonomy-supportive style promotes 
student outcomes because it supports in students an inter
nal perceived locus of causality, an experience of volition, 
and a sense of choice (Reeve, Nix, & Hamm, 2003). When 
students engage in learning activities without the support 
of an internal locus, volition, and perceived choice, their 
engagement lacks the motivational foundation of personal 
interest, valuing, task involvement, positive feelings, self-
initiative, personal causation, a desire to continue, and the 
type of high-quality motivation (creativity, intrinsic motiva
tion, preference for challenge) that foreshadows the positive 
outcomes listed in Table 2. It is this contrast between engag
ing in a task with versus without these autonomous sources 
of motivation that differentiates the positive functioning and 

3When experimental studies include a neutral motivating style as a 
control condition, results continue to show that students relatively benefit 
from a teacher’s autonomy support and relatively suffer from teacher control 
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004; Reeve & Tseng, 2009b). 

outcomes of autonomy-supported students from the negative 
functioning and outcomes of autonomy-suppressed students. 

An additional reason why a controlling style undermines 
students’ positive functioning is because it typically prior
itizes and taps rather exclusively into only the behavioral 
aspect of students’ engagement—on-task attention, effort, 
and persistence (Reeve & Tseng, 2009a). Following the the
oretical lead of others (e.g., Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 
2004; Perry, Turner, & Meyer, 2006; Skinner & Belmont, 
1993; Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio, & Turner, 2004), con
temporary educational psychology research generally con
ceptualizes student engagement both as a multidimensional 
construct and as a crucial mediating variable between stu
dent motivation and important school-related outcomes such 
as those listed in Table 2. That is, student engagement is 
a multidimensional construct consisting of four relatively 
equally weighted indicators (behavioral, emotional, cogni
tive, and voice) whose individual components are all able 
to explain unique (separate) variance in outcomes such as 
student achievement (Reeve & Tseng, 2009a). This concep
tualization is important to explaining why a controlling style 
undermines students’ positive functioning because (a) a con
trolling style is insufficient to support the full range of stu
dents’ engagement; (b) a controlling style that targets only be
havioral engagement (e.g., “pay attention,” “you should work 
harder”) can interfere with, undermine, and put these other 
aspects of engagement at risk; whereas (c) an autonomy-
supportive style encourages and sustains high levels of all 
four of these aspects of engagement (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 
in press; Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004). 

WHY TEACHERS ADOPT A CONTROLLING
 
MOTIVATING STYLE
 

The prevalence of the controlling motivating style in the 
contemporary K-12 classroom needs to be explained. Re
search shows that several forces influence whether and to 
what extent a teacher will display a controlling style dur
ing instruction. Some of these influences are implicitly or 
explicitly imposed on the teacher by outside agents, such 
as school policies, administrators, parents, societal expecta
tions, or cultural norms. Other influences arise out of and 
during classroom dynamics, such as students’ listless reac
tion to a learning activity and the moment-to-moment stream 
of behavior of what students say, do, and do not do during in
struction. Still other influences arise from within the teacher 
himself or herself, as through personality dispositions and 
beliefs about the nature of student motivation. 

To organize these multiple influences into a coherent 
framework, Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, and Legault (2002) 
offered the distinction between “pressures from above” (e.g., 
administrators, state standards) and “pressures from below” 
(e.g., students). To this framework, a third category may 
be added—namely, pressure from within. “Pressure from 
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TABLE 3 
Seven Reasons Why Teachers Adopt a Controlling Motivating Style Toward Students 

Pressure from above 
1.	 Teachers occupy an inherently powerful social role. 

Teacher-student interactions take place within a context of an interpersonal power differential between interactants. 
2.	 Teachers harbor the dual burdens of responsibility and accountability. 

Teachers routinely face job conditions steeped in accountability and responsibility for student behaviors and outcomes. 
3.	 Teachers are aware that controlling is cultural valued. 

The U.S. culture generally evaluates teachers who use controlling instructional strategies as more competent than teachers who use 
autonomy-supportive strategies. 

4.	 Teachers sometimes equate control with structure. 
Controlling strategies are often inappropriately associated with a structured learning environment, whereas autonomy-supportive strategies are 
often inappropriately associated with a chaotic or laissez-faire one. 

Pressure from below 
5. Teachers react to student passivity during learning activities. 

Episodically unmotivated or episodically unengaged students tend to pull a controlling style out of teachers. 
Pressure from within 
6.	 Teachers tend to endorse the maximal-operant principle. 

Teachers’ beliefs about student motivation are often rooted in the “maximal-operate principle” of motivation. 
7.	 Teachers may harbor control-oriented personality dispositions. 

Some teachers are motivationally or dispositionally oriented toward a controlling style. 

within” represents influences that arise from a teacher’s own 
beliefs, values, and personality dispositions. Using this three
fold framework as a guide, seven meaningful influences can 
be identified to explain the conditions under which teach
ers are likely to overemphasize the teacher’s perspective, act 
intrusively, and apply pressure during instruction—that is, 
adopt a controlling motivating style, as listed in Table 3. 

Seven Reasons Why Teachers Adopt a 
Controlling Motivating Style 

Reason 1: Teachers occupy an inherently powerful 
social role—Teacher–student interactions take place 
within a context of an interpersonal power differential 
between interactants. Inherent within teacher–student 
interactions is an interpersonal power differential. Teachers 
generally have a basis of power and influence over students 
in terms of their relatively greater authority, experience, ex
pertise, status, or social position. To the extent that such an 
inherent power differential exists, students who are one-down 
in the power relationship are vulnerable to being controlled 
by teachers who are one-up in the power relationship (Deci & 
Ryan, 1987). Empirical research shows that the person who 
is one-up tends to take charge, talk first, and set the tone for 
the ensuing interaction, compared to the person who is one-
down who tends to defer, listen first, and be influenced by 
the proactive behavior from the more powerful other (Magee, 
Galinsky, & Gruenfeld, 2007). Further, this is true when in
teractants are randomly assigned into these high versus low 
power positions, suggesting that it is the relatively powerful 
social role rather than the greater expertise that explains such 
proactivity. Thus, because teacher–student interactions have 
a built-in power differential, a take-charge controlling style 

is in some sense the default interaction style for teachers. It 
is not inevitable, as teachers can be mindful and deliberately 
choose to be autonomy supportive, but a controlling style 
is consistent with the occupation of an inherently powerful 
social role. 

Reason 2: Teachers harbor the dual burdens of 
responsibility and accountability—Teachers routinely 
face job conditions steeped in accountability and re
sponsibility for student behaviors and outcomes. Out
side forces (e.g., administrators, state standards, high-stakes 
testing, parents, and media reports) often place on teachers 
the twofold burden of responsibility and accountability for 
student behaviors and outcomes. To assess how this imposed 
burden might affect teachers’ motivating style toward stu
dents, teachers in a laboratory study were randomly assigned 
into an experimental condition in which they were given the 
following job condition: 

Your role is to ensure that the student learns to solve the puz
zles. It is a teacher’s responsibility to make sure that students 
perform up to standards. If, for example, your student were 
tested on the puzzles, he (or she) should be able to do well. 
(Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, & Kauffman, 1982, p. 853) 

Compared to teachers not pressured to ensure that their 
students performed up to standards (i.e., a control group), 
the pressured teachers taught in more controlling ways, us
ing more directives, more criticisms, and fewer opportunities 
for student input (Deci et al., 1982). A follow-up classroom-
based study also randomly assigned teachers into a pressuring 
experimental condition (using the same instructional set) and 
found that elementary-grade teachers who received the same 
imposed sense of responsibility and accountability taught 
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their fourth-grade students in significantly more controlling 
ways than did teachers in the nonpressuring condition (Flink, 
Boggiano, & Barrett, 1990). Similarly, when administrators 
impose restrictions on teachers (e.g., about the curriculum), 
teachers tend to become more controlling toward students 
(Pelletier et al., 2002). The conclusion is that when teachers 
are themselves pressured to produce particular student out
comes by the burdens of responsibility and accountability, 
they tend to become social conduits that absorb and pass 
along that pressure to their students in the form of a control
ling motivating style. 

Reason 3: Teachers are aware that controlling is 
culturally valued—The U.S. culture generally evaluates 
teachers who use controlling instructional strategies as 
more competent than teachers who use autonomy-
supportive strategies. When objective raters observe 
teachers using controlling motivating strategies during in
struction, they score these teachers as significantly more 
competent than they score comparable teachers who use 
autonomy-supportive strategies (Flink et al., 1990). Presum
ably, the reason why controlling teachers are more highly 
rated is because the U.S. culture views controlling strategies 
as optimal ways to motivate students and to produce maximal 
performance (Barrett & Boggiano, 1988). Controlling can 
further be valued when pressuring school policies are in place 
and become normative within the school community (e.g., 
high-stakes testing, evaluation, competition, surveillance, re
wards; Maehr & Midgley, 1991). People generally hold these 
beliefs to the extent to which they see the immediate bene
ficial effects controlling strategies may have (e.g., situation
ally turns motivation “on”) while they overlook the nega
tive and less salient long-term effects these strategies may 
have (e.g., developmentally turns motivation “off” and inter
feres with conceptual learning; Boggiano, Barrett, Weiher, 
McClelland, & Lusk, 1987; Vansteenkiste, Simons, et al., 
2005). 

It is important to note that research shows these beliefs to 
be erroneous, as students who receive controlling strategies 
actually perform significantly worse than do students who 
receive autonomy-supportive strategies (Flink et al., 1990), 
a finding replicated both by Boggiano and her colleagues 
(Boggiano, Flink, Shields, Seelbach, & Barrett, 1993) and 
by the empirical evidence summarized in Table 2. Just as 
important, students consistently prefer teachers who listen to 
them, elicit their input, and allow their voice to influence the 
flow of instruction (Allen, 1986; Davidson, 1999). Students 
also rate teachers favorably who create classroom conditions 
that produce experiences of psychological need satisfaction 
(Filak & Sheldon, 2003). Still, even though controlling strate
gies run at cross-purposes to students’ preferences and to 
student outcomes, teachers nevertheless want to be viewed 
as competent and hence follow, when present, a culturally 

endorsed or a school-endorsed press to motivate students in 
controlling ways. 

Reason 4: Teachers sometimes equate control with 
structure—Controlling strategies are often inappropri
ately associated with a structured learning environ
ment, whereas autonomy-supportive strategies are of
ten inappropriately associated with a chaotic or laissez
faire one. Teachers do not want to risk losing control over 
their classrooms, so they sometimes think that a controlling 
style will provide them with the classroom structure they 
seek. Similarly, they may fear that an autonomy-supportive 
style will open the door to permissiveness or, worse, chaos. 
Structure refers to the amount and clarity of the informa
tion teachers provide to students about what is expected and 
how they can realize those expectations (Skinner & Belmont, 
1993; Skinner, Zimmer-Gembeck, & Connell, 1998). For 
example, teacher-provided structure may include establish
ing goals, giving directions, communicating expectancies, 
introducing procedures, making rules, communicating poli
cies, offering guidelines, providing feedback, and minimiz
ing misbehavior. It is a mistake to equate control with struc
ture, however, because such information can be provided by 
teachers in either controlling or autonomy-supportive ways 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985). Although structure tells students what 
they need to do (e.g., goals, expectancies), it is a teacher’s 
motivating style that sets the tone as to how students make 
progress toward those objectives. 

A classroom that has objectives is typically a structured 
one, whereas a classroom without objectives is typically a 
chaotic one. A teacher who pushes and pressures students 
toward those objectives is controlling, whereas a teacher 
who supports students’ movement toward those objectives 
is autonomy supportive. Thus, the important point is that a 
teacher’s provision of “structure versus chaos” represents one 
aspect of a teacher’s instructional style, whereas a teacher’s 
provision of “controlling versus autonomy support” repre
sents a second, separate aspect of a teacher’s style (Connell & 
Wellborn, 1991; Sierens, Goossens, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, 
& Dochy, 2007; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). When teach
ers’ naturally occurring styles are scored by raters, providing 
structure is actually positively correlated with the provision 
of autonomy support and negatively correlated with the pro
vision of control; hence autonomy-supportive teachers pro
vide more, not less, classroom structure than do controlling 
teachers (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, in press; Sierens et al., 2007). 
Students too rate their autonomy-supportive teachers as pro
viding them with greater structure than do their controlling 
teachers (Jeon, 2007; Sierens et al., 2007). Findings such as 
these show that a controlling style in which teachers take 
charge and push hard does not afford teachers the structured 
learning environment they seek and, further, that it is actually 
an autonomy-supportive style that is more closely associated 
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with the provision of a structured learning environment (Deci 
& Ryan, 2002). 

Reason 5: Teachers react to student passivity during 
learning activities—Episodically unmotivated or episod
ically unengaged students tend to pull a controlling style 
out of teachers. When teachers perceive that their stu
dents have low motivation or when teachers see student en
gagement wane, they generally become more likely to adopt 
a controlling style during that lesson (Pelletier & Vallerand, 
1996; Pelletier et al., 2002; Sarrazin, Tessier, Pelletier, Trouil
loud, & Chanal, 2006; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). That is, 
before or during a learning activity, when teachers perceive 
that their students are extrinsically motivated (Pelletier & 
Vallerand, 1996), low in motivation (Sarrazin et al., 2006), or 
low in engagement (Skinner & Belmont, 1993), they tend to 
react by adjusting their instructional behavior toward a more 
controlling style. Teachers also relate to students in more con
trolling ways when they perceive that those students are be
ing disruptive or behaviorally difficult to deal with (Grolnick, 
Weiss, McKenzie, & Wrightman, 1996). When students who 
are actually experimental accomplices (and therefore were 
able to systematically vary their classroom behavior from one 
moment to the next) were inattentive during a learning activ
ity, their teachers became more controlling relative to when 
those same students were attentative (Jelsma, 1982). Hence, 
a controlling motivating style sometimes manifests itself as 
a reaction to episodes of student passivity, low motivation, 
noncompliant behavior, and inattentiveness as teachers rather 
quickly intervene to manufacture student motivation and en
gagement. 

The implication of these findings is that students them
selves play an influential role in the teacher’s motivating 
style. This effect that students can have on teachers can be as 
large as the reciprocal effect that a teacher’s style can have 
on students’ subsequent motivation and engagement (Reeve, 
Jang, et al., 2004; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Colloquially 
speaking, students can push a teacher’s buttons to invoke 
a reactionary motivating style, and poor motivation, poor 
engagement, inattentiveness, and disruptive behaviors repre
sent four such buttons that lower the threshold of an emergent 
controlling style. 

Reason 6: Teachers tend to endorse the maximal-
operant principle—Teachers’ beliefs about student mo
tivation are often rooted in the “maximal-operant prin
ciple” of motivation. Generally speaking, adults believe 
that controlling motivating strategies are more effective than 
are autonomy-supportive ones, and this is true when trying to 
enhance not only students’ performance but also when trying 
to enhance their interest and intrinsic motivation (Boggiano 
et al., 1987). When asked how effective various instructional 
strategies would be “in maximizing the child’s enjoyment or 
interest” in computers or reading, adults (e.g., parents) rated 
controlling strategies (e.g., offering rewards) as more likely 

to be effective than autonomy-supportive strategies (e.g., pro
viding rationales). Hence, the controlling motivating style is 
perceived to have relatively high utility in motivating stu
dents’ classroom activity. 

The perceived utility of and attraction to controlling strate
gies stems largely from their seeming capacity to bypass 
perceived deficiencies in student motivation to successfully, 
directly, reliably, and quickly manufacture a desired student 
outcome. The reason why this is so is largely because adults 
in the United States tend to endorse the maximal-operant 
principle of motivation, which in essence is the belief that 
“the likelihood of producing long-term interest in academic 
tasks is assumed to vary positively with the size of a reward” 
(Boggiano et al., 1987, p. 866). People’s strong and resilient 
belief in the efficacy of large, salient extrinsic motivators 
highlights not only the belief that large rewards can “turn 
on” students’ motivation but also little awareness that (a) re
wards might also “turn off” (i.e., undermine) students’ mo
tivation and (b) students harbor inner motivational resources 
(e.g., interest, intrinsic motivation) that are fully capable of 
self-generating the motivation needed to engage in learning 
activities. Hence, another reason why teachers often adopt a 
controlling motivating style is because they may believe that 
controlling instructional strategies are simply more effective 
than are autonomy-supportive ones. 

Reason 7: Teachers may harbor control-oriented 
personality dispositions—Some teachers are motiva
tionally or dispositionally oriented toward a controlling 
style. Teachers whose own motivation to teach is charac
terized by nonautonomous motivation (high external regu
lation, high introjected regulation, low identified regulation, 
and low intrinsic motivation) tend to interact with students in 
relatively controlling ways (Pelletier et al., 2002). Authori
tarian and highly conservative teachers also tend to motivate 
students in controlling ways (Cai, Reeve, & Robinson, 2002; 
Nachtscheim & Hoy, 1976). Similarly, teachers with a con
trol (rather than autonomous) causality orientation tend to 
rely significantly more on controlling instructional strate
gies (Forstadt, 2007; Reeve, 1998). Further, when teach
ers complete a battery of personality inventories and then 
have objective raters score their use of controlling motivat
ing strategies during instruction, the control-oriented aspects 
of teachers’ personalities predict the extent to which teach
ers use controlling strategies. For instance, teachers with a 
controlling disposition, a control causality orientation, and 
low openness to experience (assessed by the Big Five In
ventory) were more likely to engage in all the controlling 
instructional behaviors listed on the lower left-hand side of 
Table 1 (Jang & Reeve, 2009). Hence, when teachers enter the 
classroom with controlled motivation of their own and when 
they harbor controlling orientations within their personal
ity, they are more likely to adopt a controlling style toward 
students. 
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HOW TEACHERS CAN BECOME MORE
 
AUTONOMY SUPPORTIVE
 

The paradox and educational concern explored in this article 
is that although students educationally and developmentally 
benefit when teachers support their autonomy, many teachers 
are nevertheless controlling during instruction. Much of the 
reason why teachers are often controlling can be explained 
by the implicit and explicit forces imposed on them from 
outside agents (pressures from above), by episodes of stu
dents’ passivity during the learning process (pressures from 
below), and by their own beliefs and dispositions (pressures 
from within). These reasons explain why controlling is often 
the default motivating style observed in contemporary K-12 
classrooms, but these reasons do not necessarily explain why 
teachers are not more autonomy supportive. In this section, 
the focus switches from understanding the problem to reme
dying it. That is, this section articulates why teachers might 
want to become more autonomy supportive as well how they 
might do so. 

Three Tasks to Becoming More Autonomy 
Supportive 

Intervention research shows that teachers can learn how to 
become more autonomy supportive toward students, and this 
has been shown to be true for inexperienced preservice 
teachers (Reeve, 1998), experienced middle-school teach
ers (deCharms, 1976), and experienced high school teachers 
(Reeve, Jang, et al., 2004), as well as for professionals out
side K-12 education, including medical interns (Williams 
& Deci, 1996) and practicing dentists (Halvari & Halvari, 
2006). Some of these interventions have been more success
ful than others, and a close inspection of these interven
tions helps identify the conditions under which teachers can 
best learn how to adopt a more autonomy-supportive style. 
Learning how to become more autonomy supportive seems 
to revolve around accomplishing the following three tasks. 

Task 1: Become less controlling. The first task in try
ing to become more autonomy supportive is to become less 
controlling—to avoid controlling sentiment, controlling lan
guage, and controlling behaviors (e.g., Mageau & Vallerand, 
2003). One purpose of identifying the aforementioned seven 
reasons why teachers are often controlling is to help teach
ers become increasingly aware of the factors that push and 
pull them—intentionally or unintentionally, consciously or 
unconsciously—toward a controlling style. Once identified, 
understood, and attended to, this awareness potentially al
lows teachers to become more mindful of the forces that take 
them away from supporting students’ autonomy. Similarly, 
a key reason to present the data summarized in Table 2 is 
to make the point that students suffer in a multitude of ways 
from a teacher’s controlling style. This research literature can 
help teachers become more aware of the inimical effects that 

their controlling styles are having on students. Specifically, 
a teacher’s greater mindfulness of the conditions that make 
him or her more likely to adopt a controlling style as well as a 
teacher’s greater mindfulness of how a controlling style unfa
vorably affects students’ functioning facilitates that teacher’s 
daily process of making instructional decisions through a 
sense of choice that is informed not only by ever-present 
daily demands and circumstances but also by one’s personal 
goals and values (Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; Ryan & 
Deci, 2004). 

As teachers become more mindful of the causes and conse
quences of their motivating style, they gain a greater capacity 
to behave in a flexible, autonomous, and adaptive way, rather 
than in an impulsive, habitual, or situationally reactive way 
(Brown & Ryan, 2003). Thus, greater mindfulness of how 
one’s motivating style is influenced by various forces (e.g., 
Table 3) and how it affects students (e.g., Table 2) functions 
as a key first step in the effort to become a more autonomy-
supportive teacher. 

Task 2: Wanting to support autonomy. Given en
hanced mindfulness, the second task in trying to become 
more autonomy supportive is to fulfill a set of prerequisite 
conditions that enable a teacher to volitionally endorse the 
practice of an autonomy-supportive style. One prerequisite is 
to deeply appreciate the benefits of such action, as there are 
clear and important reasons why teachers might want to be 
autonomy supportive toward students. The first reason is that 
students benefit so substantially when teachers support their 
autonomy, as summarized in Table 2. Autonomy support is 
good pedagogical practice. The second reason is that teach
ers themselves tend to experience meaningful benefits when 
they relate to students in autonomy-supportive ways. Com
pared to their controlling counterparts, autonomy-supportive 
teachers tend to report an increased sense of personal ac
complishment from teaching (Roth, Assor, Kanat-Maymon, 
& Kaplan, 2007). They also report significantly less emo
tional exhaustion from teaching than do controlling teachers 
(Roth et al., 2007). Further, teachers who relate to students 
in autonomy-supportive ways may experience more posi
tive personal outcomes, such as greater need satisfaction and 
psychological well-being.4 That is, people who give auton
omy support experience higher psychological need satisfac
tion, greater relationship satisfaction, enhanced positive af
fect, and greater psychological well-being than do those who 
do not (Deci, La Guardia, Moller, Scheiner, & Ryan, 2006). 
Hence, the two fundamental reasons why teachers might want 
to be autonomy supportive are that (a) students benefit from 
its receiving whereas (b) teachers benefit from its giving. 

A second set of prerequisites to adopting an autonomy-
supportive style involves creating the conditions that enable 

4At this point, we can only conclude that teachers may benefit in these 
ways because current research has not yet specifically examined teacher– 
student interactions. 
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the practice of an autonomy-supportive style to take root 
and flourish (as introduced in Table 1)—namely, (a) take the 
students’ perspective; (b) welcome students’ thoughts, feel
ings, and behaviors; and (c) support students’ motivational 
development and capacity for autonomous self-regulation. In 
terms of taking the students’ perspective, it can be difficult to 
truly and authentically take the perspective of one’s students. 
Recognizing this, one research team created an extensive 
program of 21 activities to help teachers gain both a greater 
willingness and a greater capacity to take their students’ per
spective (deCharms, 1976). Most activities were designed 
as role reversals, such as participating in the “origin-pawn” 
game that gave teachers firsthand experience of what it feels 
like to be externally regulated by a highly controlling teacher. 
In essence, this series of perspective-taking activities was de
signed to help teachers ask, reflect on, and answer questions 
such as, If you were the student then how would you like the 
teacher to treat you? What would you want your teacher to 
say? What would you want your teacher to do? 

In welcoming students’ ways of thinking, feeling, and be
having, the teacher accommodates to a view of motivation in 
which students harbor inner motivational resources that are 
fully capable of initiating and regulating their classroom ac
tivity, at least to the extent that teachers identify, nurture, and 
develop these inner student resources. The important point 
to make is that a prerequisite to learning how to support 
students’ inner motivational resources is to understand and 
volitionally endorse the proposition that students’ inner mo
tivational resources are capable of energizing and directing 
their classroom activity in productive ways, including ways 
prioritized by teachers and administrators. 

In acknowledging students’ capacity for autonomous self-
regulation, the teacher adds a developmental perspective to 
student motivation to accompany the more common episodic 
or situated perspective on motivation. The developmental 
perspective is so important to an autonomy-supportive style 
because autonomy support itself is defined as the instruc
tional effort to involve, nurture, and develop students’ inner 
motivational resources and capacity and responsibility for 
self-motivation. Thus, a student’s engagement in a learn
ing activity centers not only around learning that particu
lar lesson but further around developing the capacity and 
sense of personal responsibility to generate and regulate au
tonomous motivation of one’s own. This last prerequisite sug
gests the interesting future research question as to whether 
students of autonomy-supportive teachers show meaningful 
motivational developmental (i.e., longitudinal) gains over the 
course of the school year. Findings by Gottfried, Fleming, and 
Gottfried (1994) suggest that they do. 

Task 3: Learn the “how-to” of autonomy support. 
The third task in trying to become more autonomy support
ive is to become aware of, develop, and ultimately refine 
the interpersonal skills and acts of instruction that actual
ize an autonomy-supportive style. Autonomy support is not 

a technique, and it is not a list of skills or behaviors. Still, 
researchers have worked to help teachers find answers to the 
commonly asked question, “Okay, autonomy support sounds 
nice, but what specifically would I do?” The five autonomy-
supportive instructional behaviors listed in Table 1 provide a 
reasonably comprehensive answer to this question. The next 
section therefore expands on these acts of instruction with 
the goal of helping teachers learn the “how to” of supporting 
autonomy. 

Helping Teachers Become More Autonomy 
Supportive Toward Students 

Instruction varies widely from one classroom to the next, 
and necessarily so. Still, teachers can anticipate some com
mon classroom events that have motivational implications— 
helping students start a learning activity, supporting students’ 
ongoing engagement, conversing and interacting with stu
dents as learners, helping students profit from their time 
with learning materials (in terms of learning and skill devel
opment), and encouraging confused or frustrated learners. 
The five instructional behaviors introduced in Table 1 (and 
discussed next) are particularly well suited to supporting 
students’ autonomous motivation during these motivational 
turning points embedded within most learning activities 
(Reeve & Halusic, 2009), and they provide one possible 
framework to integrate the work of many motivation re
searchers (Assor et al., 2002; Davidson & Phelan, 1999; 
Deci et al., 1982; Flink et al., 1990; Mageau & Vallerand, 
2003; Perry, 1998; Reeve, Bolt, & Cai, 1999; Reeve & Jang, 
2006; Turner et al., 1998). 

Nurture inner motivational resources. An autonomy-
supportive approach to instruction rests of the assumption 
that students possess inner motivational resources that are 
fully capable of energizing and directing their classroom ac
tivity in productive ways. Nurturing inner motivational re
sources therefore revolves around first gaining an awareness 
of what inner resources students possess and then finding 
ways during instruction to involve, nurture, and develop 
those resources. As to what inner motivational resources 
students have, all students have psychological needs (au
tonomy, competence, relatedness), intrinsic motivation, in
terests, preferences, self-set goals, intrinsic goals, personal 
strivings, and internalized types of extrinsic motivation such 
as self-endorsed values (Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). To 
nurture these inner resources during instruction, teachers can 
build lessons around students’ interests (Schraw & Lehman, 
2001), autonomy (Reeve & Jang, 2006), competence (Ryan 
& Grolnick, 1986), relatedness (Furrer & Skinner, 2003), 
preferences (Halusic & Reeve, 2009), sense of challenge 
(Clifford, 1990), intrinsic goals (Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 
2006), personalization (Cordova & Lepper, 1996), and choice 
making (Perry, 1998). For instance, teachers can offer a chal
lenging problem of the day to involve competence strivings, 
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use formative assessments to assess (and act on) students’ 
preferences, use technology to personalize the lesson, openly 
ask what students want or need, have students conduct their 
own research to create opportunities for initiative and time 
for independent learning to involve autonomy, offer complex 
tasks that allow students to make choices and control chal
lenges, and encourage students to set meaningful goals for 
themselves. 

Nurturing inner motivational resources is especially im
portant when teachers transition to or introduce a new learn
ing activity and seek student initiative. The previous exam
ples illustrate ways that teachers can align the day’s lesson 
plan with students’ inner resources so that student engage
ment emanates out of, and is consistent with, their inner 
motivational resources. In addition, Stefanou and colleagues 
(2004) offered a compelling argument as to why nurturing 
inner motivational resources is equally important throughout 
the duration of a learning activity. They argued that teachers 
need to provide ongoing “cognitive autonomy support” by, 
for instance, scaffolding independent and ongoing problem 
solving, asking students to evaluate their own work, creating 
opportunities for students to ask questions, allowing students 
to collaborate and share their expertise, helping students uti
lize effective learning strategies to cope with the demands of 
complex and challenging lessons, and offering opportunities 
for students to realign the task to correspond more closely 
with their personal interests. Thus, inner motivational re
sources not only energize initial engagement but also sustain 
its persistence. 

As implied in the preceding discussion, teachers support 
a good deal more than the psychological need for autonomy 
when they support students’ autonomy. Despite its seem
ingly narrow nomenclature, a teacher’s autonomy-supportive 
motivating style nurtures not only students’ need for au
tonomy (Reeve & Jang, 2006) but also students’ needs for 
competence and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and inner 
motivational resources more generally (e.g., interests, pref
erences, temperament; Reeve, Deci, & Ryan, 2004). Em
pirical work bears out the assumption that the provision of 
autonomy support nurtures this fuller range of inner motiva
tional resources (Baard, Deci, & Ryan, 2004; Black & Deci, 
2000; Deci, Schwartz et al., 1981; Deci et al., 2001; Hardre 

& Reeve, 2003; Levesque et al., 2004; Ryan & Grolnick, 
1986; Vallerand, Fortier, & Guay, 1997; Williams, Weiner, 
Markakis, Reeve, & Deci, 1994). 

Provide explanatory rationales. Not all lessons, 
classroom procedures, and behavioral requests can be inher
ently interesting and need-satisfying things to do. Sometimes 
teachers ask students to engage in potentially uninteresting 
activities (e.g., worksheets, homework assignments, rule fol
lowing). Even under these conditions, teachers can some
times support students’ autonomy by offering a rationale (or 
a steady stream of rationales) to explain why the behavior is 
truly worth the students’ effort. To the extent that students’ 
accept that the teacher’s rationale justifies their time and ef
fort, students say to themselves, “Yes, okay, that makes sense; 
that is something I want to do.” Admittedly, teachers cannot 
always generate a satisfying rationale for their requests on the 
spot. Another option would be to frame the request or lesson 
within the context of intrinsic (e.g., self-development), rather 
than extrinsic (positive social image, financial success), goals 
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2004; Vansteenkiste, Simons, et al., 
2005). In both cases (explanatory rationales, intrinsic goal 
framing), the teacher supports students’ appreciation, un
derstanding, and internalization for why the otherwise un
interesting activity is actually a personally useful thing to 
do (Assor et al., 2002; Husman & Lens, 1999; Jang, 2008; 
Koestner et al., 1984; Reeve, Jang, Hardre, & Omura, 2002; 
Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). 

A slice of instructional conversation from an actual inner 
city middle-school teacher in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, appears 
in the left-hand side of Table 4. The conversation features 
four requests, a choice, and little in the way of explanatory 
rationales. One possible revision of that same conversation 
appears in the right-hand side of the table. The revision fea
tures the same four requests and choice embedded within the 
context of explanatory rationales. 

Of importance, a precondition to providing students with 
meaningful rationales is to take their perspective. Explana
tory rationales are not contrived excuses for learning but 
are, instead, scaffolds to help students mentally transform 
the uninteresting or unvalued activities they face in the 

TABLE 4
 
A Teacher’s Instructional Conversation Without Versus With Explanatory Rationales
 

Requests and Choices Without Requests and Choices With
 
Explanatory Rationales Explanatory Rationales
 

Your paper is due on Monday. 
Today, we are going to the school library. 
In the library, you will find information from 

books and Internet sites to use for your paper. 
Don’t waste your time; don’t goof off; make sure 

to get your work done. In the library, you 
may work by yourself or with a partner. 

Your paper is due on Monday. As a way of helping you write a well-researched paper, we are going to 
where the information is—the school library. The reason we are going to the library is to find the 
information you need from books and Internet sites. While there, you may be tempted to goof off, but 
students in the past have found that a trip to the library was a crucial part of writing an excellent paper. 
To help you write your best possible paper, you may work in the way you wish—by yourself or with a 
partner. 



170 REEVE 

classroom into something of greater personal value. Pro
viding explanatory rationales and taking the students’ per
spective go hand in hand because students’ internalization 
experiences and activity engagements reflect not only the 
quality of the teacher’s rationales but also the extent to which 
teachers help raise students’ awareness of how the activity at 
hand connects to students’ existing goals, values, needs, and 
personal strivings (Brophy, 2008; Reeve et al., 2002). 

Rely on informational, noncontrolling language. 
Over the course of most learning activities, teachers commu
nicate requirements, invite students to engage in specific ac
tivities, ask student to take responsibility for their own learn
ing, comment on progress, discuss strategies, offer feedback, 
ask questions, address motivational and behavioral problems, 
and generally converse with students. Teachers who verbally 
push and pressure students toward specific predetermined 
products and solutions, right answers, and desired behaviors 
typically communicate through messages that are rigid, eval
uative, and pressure inducing (e.g., “get started”; “no, do 
it this way”), and they often do so through the use of re
curring directives (Assor et al., 2005), two-word commands 
(e.g., “hurry up,” “stop that,” “let’s go”; Reeve et al., 2004), 
compliance hooks (e.g., “should,” “must,” “got to”; Ryan, 
1982), and a pressuring tone in general (Noels, Clement, & 
Pelletier, 1999). In contrast, teachers can support students’ 
autonomy and encourage volitional engagement by relying 
on noncontrolling language through flexible messages that 
are nonevaluative and information rich (Koestner et al., 1984; 
Noels et al., 1999; Turner et al., 1998; Vansteenkiste, Simons, 
et al., 2004). 

Controlling communications are controlling because they 
functionally interrupt or stop students’ autonomous self-
regulation to replace it with external regulation (i.e., teacher 
regulation), whereas autonomy-supportive communications 
are autonomy supportive because they functionally sup
port and further students’ autonomous self-regulation. Ut
tering solutions, criticizing errors, asking controlling ques
tions (e.g., “Can you do it this way?”), and telling students 
how to think and act are examples of behavior-interrupting 
controlling communications; offering hints, advocating risk 
taking, providing encouragement, and being responsive to 
student-generated questions exemplify autonomy-supportive 
communications (Reeve & Jang, 2006). 

Display patience to allow time for self-paced learning 
to occur. The telltale sign of controlling instruction occurs 
when teachers impatiently grab the learning materials away 
from the student, show or tell the solution, and then hand the 
solved materials back to the student with an implicit or ex
plicit communication to reproduce that solution. Examples 
of such impatience include taking the computer keyboard 
away from the student and typing the fix to a problem, turn
ing a page or moving to the next PowerPoint slide before 
the student is ready to do so, pronouncing or translating a 

difficult word or phrase before the student has a chance to 
figure it out for himself or herself, and grabbing almost any 
piece of equipment (musical instrument, laboratory equip
ment) without invitation and saying, “Here, let me do this 
for you.” The common denominator in these acts of intrusion 
into the student’s workspace is not only a lack of trust in the 
student (Yowell, 1999) but a lack of patience to allow the 
student the opportunity to understand and solve the problem 
on his or her own. 

In contrast, autonomy-supportive teachers trust students’ 
motivational capacities and display the patience that affords 
opportunities for self-paced learning to occur. They do so by, 
for instance, taking the time to listen, providing encourage
ment for initiative and effort, providing time for students to 
work in their own way, offering helpful hints when students 
seem stuck, praising signs of progress, postponing advice 
until they first understand the students’ goals and perspec
tive, and providing scaffolding when it is needed and invited 
(Reeve & Jang, 2006). Learning (assimilation, accommoda
tion, conceptual change) takes time, as learners need time to 
explore and manipulate the learning materials, make plans, 
retrieve prior knowledge, formulate and test hypotheses, eval
uate feedback and evidence, change their problem-solving 
strategies, revise their sense of understanding, monitor their 
progress, revise their work, and so forth. Because learning 
takes time, students need and benefit from teachers who dis
play the patience that allows students the time they need for 
self-paced learning. 

Acknowledge and accept students’ expressions of 
negative affect. Motivational and behavioral problems are 
bound to occur for the simple reason that classrooms have 
rules, requests, requirements, and agendas that are sometimes 
at odds with students’ preferences and natural inclinations. 
Under such conditions, students sometimes complain and ex
press negative affect. Students say, for instance, that’s boring, 
you are asking us to do too much, it’s too hard, it’s just busy 
work, other teachers don’t ask us to do that, and so on. When 
teachers acknowledge, accept, and even welcome expres
sions of negative affect, they communicate an understanding 
of the students’ perspectives and put themselves in a position 
to receive students’ negative emotionality as constructive in
formation that can help teachers better (a) align, or realign, 
students’ inner motivation with their classroom activity and 
(b) transform an instructional activity from “something not 
worth doing” (in the eyes of the students) into “something 
worth doing.” Such acceptance is not the norm, however, 
as teachers often respond to students’ expressions of neg
ative affect with counter-directives and power-assertions to 
suppress these criticisms (Assor et al., 2002; Assor et al., 
2005). Such a reaction may leave the student with the im
pression that the teacher is insensitive to his or her concerns. 
“Quit your complaining and just get the work done” sends a 
message that the work is more important than is the students’ 
emotionality. 



WHY TEACHERS ARE CONTROLLING 171 

Acknowledging and accepting students’ expressions of 
negative affect is particularly important (motivationally 
speaking) when teachers respond to students’ listlessness 
(e.g., passivity during learning activities), poor performance 
(e.g., sloppy or careless work, low grades), and behavior 
problems (e.g., disrespectful language, skipping class), be
cause the acknowledgment of negative affect signals the 
teacher’s understanding that the student is struggling and 
is in need of assistance and support. However, some student 
acts go beyond complaining and expressing negative affect 
to involve aggression and harm, and under these conditions 
the need for teacher control may be appropriate (to protect 
the welfare of a victim). Indeed, students themselves say, 
“teachers need to come off as someone who has control” 
(Woolfolk Hoy & Weinstein, 2006, p. 185), partly because 
they want the teacher to create an environment in which stu
dents feel safe. So acknowledging and accepting students’ 
expressions of negative affect is about giving students voice 
and understanding their perspective, rather than about be
ing permissive or relinquishing one’s responsibilities as the 
classroom teacher and authority. 

Acknowledging and accepting students’ expressions of 
negative affect can be extended beyond the teacher’s response 
to complaints and criticisms to include less emotionally 
charged, crisislike scenarios such as letting students work at 
their preferred pace, soliciting students’ opinions (publically 
during class or privately via an anonymous pencil-and-paper 
formative assessment), allowing (even encouraging) students 
to voice their preferences and opinions, and basically being 
more tolerant and appreciative of students’ autonomy (Assor 
et al., 2005). 

Other instructional behaviors beyond these five may func
tion as additional ways to support students’ autonomy. But 
intervention-based research has shown that teachers who 
incorporate these particular autonomy-supportive acts into 
their instructional repertoire do internalize a more autonomy-
supportive motivating style (Reeve, 1998) and do subse
quently instruct in more autonomy-supportive ways (Reeve, 
Jang, et al., 2004). Nevertheless, it is hoped that additional 
autonomy-supportive acts of instruction will be identified 
and validated by future research. 

Helping Chronically Controlling Teachers 
Become More Autonomy Supportive 

When teachers harbor preexisting autonomy-oriented be
liefs, motivations, values, and personality dispositions, they 
generally react to information about supporting students’ au
tonomy with acceptance, assimilation, and conceptual inte
gration; however, when teachers harbor preexisting control-
oriented beliefs, motivations, values, and personalities, they 
generally react to this same information with skepticism, 
resistance, and experience accommodation only under con
ditions favoring conceptual change (Reeve, 1998). As shown 
in the conceptual change literature (e.g., Pintrich, Marx, & 

Boyle, 1993), teachers’ prior beliefs and dispositions affect 
how new information is attended to, processed, and, eventu
ally whether it is accepted or rejected. For teachers with an 
entrenched controlling style, autonomy support represents 
an alternative and even foreign approach to motivating stu
dents (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Hence, for these teachers, 
there typically exists an additional fourth step to becom
ing more autonomy supportive. Information about autonomy 
support and its classroom practice needs to be presented to 
control-oriented teachers in such a way that it creates a sense 
of dissatisfaction with their current controlling approach to 
motivating students. It is under these conditions that control-
oriented teachers are most likely to sense that an autonomy-
supportive approach is a credible, useful, and viable—even 
superior—alternative to their current controlling approach 
(Nussbaum & Novick, 1982). 

Even if chronically controlling teachers appreciate the 
benefits of autonomy support and express dissatisfaction with 
interpersonal control, they may still resist becoming more au
tonomy supportive if they perceive it to be unrealistic, given 
the pressing challenges of schooling, the chaotic norms that 
exist within some classrooms, and the wide range of needs 
present within any one classroom. To address this criticism 
that autonomy support is unrealistic (i.e., naı̈ve, situationally 
inappropriate), it may be helpful to affirm the truism that 
both students’ and teachers’ perspectives are important and 
need to be pursued. Autonomy support takes the perspective 
of the student, and it values that perspective. It does not, 
however, downplay the importance and necessity of taking, 
valuing, and acting on the teacher’s (or the schools’, par
ents’, community’s, etc.) perspective during instruction. A 
teacher’s plans, priorities, and goals (i.e., perspective) can be 
readily expressed through the provision of a highly structured 
learning environment—such as through communicating ex
pectations, setting goals, giving directions, taking the lead 
during instruction, and so forth. 

From this point of view, autonomy support need not be 
a stand-alone approach to motivating students. It can be in
tegrated into a highly structured approach to instruction in 
which teachers plan and monitor the goals they have for their 
students’ learning. It is this combination of high-structure 
and high-autonomy support that best respects both teach
ers’ and students’ perspectives (see Jang, Reeve, & Deci, in 
press). It may well be that for some student outcomes, auton
omy support is necessary but not sufficient in that some out
comes (e.g., responsible self-regulation, achievement) are fa
cilitated best by the coupling of both high-autonomy support 
and high structure. Hence, to become more autonomy sup
portive, control-oriented teachers might find merit in trans
ferring elements of their controlling style into the provision 
of a highly structured teaching style (e.g., “it’s not that I 
want to be controlling per se so much as it is that I want 
to make sure students are responsible and get their work 
done.”). Once chronically controlling teachers realize their 
instructional priorities can be met through a highly structured 
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learning environment, the next teaching task becomes learn
ing how to provide that structured learning environment in 
a way that is less and less controlling and more and more 
autonomy supportive. 

This structure-mediated pathway to help controlling 
teachers become more autonomy supportive is currently an 
empirically untested pathway, so a few additional words 
about this process are warranted. Overall, what structure-
providing teachers do is provide students with (a) desired 
outcomes (e.g., “here is what you need to do,” “here is what 
I expect you to do,”) and (b) information on how to attain 
those outcomes (e.g., “if you want good grades, then this 
is how you get there”; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Skinner, 
1995; Skinner et al., 1998). Although such desired outcomes 
and expectation-laden information constitute the core part of 
structure, it is the tone of the teacher’s guidance in helping 
students work toward those outcomes that reflects motivating 
style. Becoming more autonomy supportive involves provid
ing guidance in autonomy-supportive ways, such as by taking 
the students’ perspective (rather than ignoring or trampling 
over it), welcoming students’ input (rather than intruding 
into their goals and action plans), and supporting students’ 
motivational development and capacity for autonomous self-
regulation (rather than pressuring them to think, feel, or be
have in a specific way). 

CONCLUSION 

Educators generally accept that self-initiated, challenge-
seeking, and self-endorsed learning is an ideal model for 
education (Bruner, 1962; Clifford, 1990), one that recog
nizes the crucial supportive role played by teachers and the 
classroom context (Perry et al., 2006). Proponents of this 
view suggest that when students learn out of curiosity and 
the desire for optimal challenge, they are more engaged in 
and satisfied with their learning. They further better under
stand the material they are trying to learn and are more likely 
to stay in school. As summarized in Table 2, the motivating 
style that best favors this ideal is an autonomy-supportive 
one. 

Some teachers already embrace and enact an autonomy-
supportive style during their instruction. But other teachers— 
and perhaps all teachers on an occasional basis—are pushed 
and pulled toward a controlling style by a multitude of factors, 
including social roles; burdens of responsibility and account
ability; cultural values and expectations; a misconception 
that controlling means structured, temporarily unmotivated, 
or unengaged students; personal beliefs about motivation; 
and their own personal dispositions (i.e., the reasons listed 
in Table 3). For all these reasons, it is understandable why 
teachers occasionally or even chronically adopt a controlling 
style toward students. Still, it is clear that both students and 
teachers function better in school when teachers support stu
dents’ autonomy. Because this is true, the question arises as 

to how researchers can help teachers become more autonomy 
supportive. Doing so requires that teachers work through the 
steps of becoming less controlling, wanting to support au
tonomy, and learning the practical “how-to” of classroom 
autonomy support. Toward this later end, five acts of instruc
tion have been shown to be particularly helpful to teachers 
as they try to become more autonomy supportive—namely, 
nurture inner motivational resources, provide explanatory ra
tionales, rely on noncontrolling and informational language, 
display patience to allow time for self-paced learning to oc
cur, and acknowledge and accept students’ expressions of 
negative affect. 
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