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Part I 
Socioemotional Learning in Schools



Chapter 1 
Understanding the Socioemotional 
Learning in Schools: A Perspective 
of Self-determination Theory 

Betsy Ng 

Abstract This is a conceptual chapter that aims to postulate the framework of self-
determination theory (SDT) on promoting socioemotional learning (SEL) in schools. 
As SDT promotes self-determination in which individuals act according to their own 
volition toward their goals or desires, it could be the avenue to understand how 
individuals relate to each other, promoting individual self-efficacy, socioemotional 
skills, and mental well-being. Hence, the key purpose of the chapter is to identify the 
strategies of SDT to promote SEL in schools. The main research question is: what 
are the SDT-based research and strategies that can promote SEL in students? There 
is a strong relevance of this research in the current educational context. Specifically, 
SDT-based practices in relation to SEL are not widely investigated, and there is no 
existing SDT-SEL approach to support teachers, educational leaders, and schools 
to adopt relevant strategies of SEL. This chapter suggests that SDT-based practices 
could promote SEL in schools, thereby supporting teachers and students toward 
better physical and mental well-being. Practical implications and recommendations 
for this field of research will be discussed. Furthermore, insights into the strategies 
in SDT to promote SEL in schools will be included. 

Introduction 

Socioemotional learning (SEL) is a critical part of students’ learning, preparing them 
to live and work as adults in the twenty-first century (MOE, 2019). When students 
do not have the emotional and social abilities, they may face difficulties in coping 
with anxiety or stress. Students experience a variety of problems related to school 
maladjustment or violence and behavioral issues, as well as social relationships and 
emotion regulation in their everyday lives (Oh & Song, 2021). Without adequate 
social-emotional competencies (SECs), they may experience a variety of problems 
related to school violence and school maladjustment, in addition to problems with
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interpersonal relationships and behavioral regulation in their everyday lives. As such, 
SEL has become increasingly of interest to educational research, policy, and practice. 

Studies reported that SECs promote the development of positive attitudes, as 
well as enhance cognitive skills, coping strategies, and academic performance (e.g., 
Ahmed et al., 2020; Weissberg et al., 2015). SECs are effective in preventing school 
maladjustment and behavioral problems by positively influencing the school life 
of students, in terms of their emotion regulation, motivation, and engagement with 
learning. Therefore, schools play an important role in the teaching of socioemotional 
skills to students, equipping them to cope with anxiety and stress effectively. 

The key contribution of this chapter is to highlight the importance of SEL that is 
likely to prevent students’ behavioral problems at both intra- and inter-levels. The 
focus of SEL is not only on students’ academic performance and well-being; it is 
also a universal prevention of stress and promotion of self-management. However, it 
is a concerted effort that involves school leaders, teachers, students, and their peers, 
together with researchers to create a caring school community that connects research 
and practice. 

Literature Review 

Self-determination Theory 

Self-determination is important in the development of individuals to become more 
effective and refined in their reflection of ongoing experiences (Ryan & Deci, 2008). 
Individuals act because of motives, needs, and incentives. In this manner, they will 
experience self-determination when their three basic psychological needs are satis-
fied. Based on the self-determination theory (SDT), the three basic needs that are 
essential for optimal functioning and well-being are namely autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness. Autonomy refers to being the source of one’s behavior with the 
volition for choice-making, competence is experiencing optimal self-proficiency 
and capability, while relatedness refers to a sense of belongingness with individuals 
and community (Deci & Ryan, 1985). To facilitate students’ psychological needs, 
teachers could create an autonomy-supportive environment that fosters students’ 
need satisfaction which in turn nurture their intrinsic motivation toward learning. 
Previous studies showed that autonomy-supportive environment increased motiva-
tion and improved academic performance (e.g., Ng et al., 2015; Reeve & Jang, 
2006). 

Autonomy-supportive environment refers to a learning climate that is charac-
terized by social, relational tone or instructional acts to nurture students’ intrinsic 
motivation (Reeve & Jang, 2006). As such, autonomy support promotes need satis-
faction and facilitates self-determined forms of motivation (Cheon et al., 2012). For 
instance, the following principles could create an autonomy-supportive environment, 
namely:
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(1) identifying and fostering students’ intrinsic motivation by offering options; 
(2) fostering interest with respect to learning; 
(3) providing rationale and informational feedback; 
(4) encouraging self-regulated learning (Ng et al., 2015). 

Extensive studies in the SDT literature have provided the benefits associated with 
autonomy support and need satisfaction of learners (e.g., Hsu et al., 2019; Jang 
et al., 2012). As SDT has been recognized as a macro-human theory and is widely 
applied in education research, it has potential to address students’ SEL in schools 
and support their mental well-being. Within the context of SDT, one of the most 
important socioemotional skills that children could develop in a need-supportive 
environment is their empathy (Kurdi et al., 2021). For instance, need for relatedness 
is likely to support students’ prosocial behaviors that display greater empathy. 

An example of creating autonomy-supportive discussions with students could 
enhance positive emotions in them which in turn bring in positive perceptions of the 
teacher, resulting in less negative emotions and violence in class (Guay, 2022). The 
greater the student’s satisfaction is, the more his or her positive emotion at school is. 
Hence, teachers who apply autonomy support could enhance student’s psychological 
needs that in turn foster socioemotional outcomes. 

A Theory of Social and Emotional Learning 

Social and emotional learning or socioemotional (SEL) is defined as the individual 
capacity to recognize and manage emotions, solve problems effectively, and estab-
lish and maintain positive relationships with others (Ragozzino et al., 2003). SEL 
involves the process by which individuals acquire and effectively apply the knowl-
edge, attitudes, and skills to understand and manage their emotions, to feel and 
show empathy for others, to establish and achieve positive goals, as well as to make 
responsible decisions (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). In this chapter, SEL is viewed as an 
essential process by which young children should learn at an early age so that they 
practice socioemotional skills to build healthy connections, regulate own emotions, 
and display emphatic behaviors. 

In simpler terms, SEL relates to competencies in combination of cognitions and 
emotions and behaviors that are essential for all students’ success in schools and 
throughout their lives (Zins et al., 2007). Likewise, socioemotional skills play an 
important role in driving lifetime success, as they are involved in achieving goals, 
working with others and managing emotions (OECD, 2018). Based on extensive 
research, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 
2022) has identified five interrelated competencies that are central to SEL: self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision-making. These five social-emotional competencies (SECs) are elaborated 
in the following:
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(1) knowing oneself and other people (self-awareness skill to recognize and label 
one’s own feelings); 

(2) knowing how to behave (self-management skills in effectively managing stress 
and emotions); 

(3) caring for other people (social awareness skills in which empathy is a key factor); 
(4) maintaining healthy relationships with diverse individuals and groups (rela-

tionship skills such verbal and non-verbal communication, management of 
interpersonal relationships, and negotiating); 

(5) taking responsible decisions (with appropriate emotional regulation). 

Given a clear theoretical perspective, the next section discusses the relevant 
literature and empirical findings. 

Positive Outcomes Related to SEL 

The need for the abovementioned SEL covers a wide range of tasks such as academic 
and social tasks. During SEL, emotions such as curiosity and interest play the role of 
making social and rational decisions. SEL also contributes to effectiveness in social 
interaction (Payton et al., 2000; Rose-Krasnor, 1997), as significant learning involves 
making connections between meaningful individual experiences and academic skills 
(Strahan & Poteat, 2020). 

Other studies have shown SEL directly and indirectly predicted students’ 
academic readiness (e.g., Denham et al., 2014), academic performance (McKown 
et al., 2009), and positive student outcomes such as health and mental well-being 
(Aldridge et al., 2016;Mowat,  2019). Other positive student outcomes include higher 
sense of self-efficacy, improved attitudes toward learning, greater academic motiva-
tion, better conflict resolution skills, and reduced interpersonal violence (Yang, 2021; 
Zins et al., 2007). Many of the positive outcomes were found to be associated with 
SEL interventions, but not anchored on SDT’s principles. 

Alignment Between SDT and SEL 

Both SDT and SEL are considered universal. SDT is a macro-theory that recognizes 
the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs, whereas SEL is a necessity for 
all humans to develop socioemotional skills (Kurdi et al., 2021). Through SDT-
SEL practices, our students could thrive in both school and life. Both theoretical 
frameworks are important as they highlight the need satisfaction and SECs of all 
humans for positive outcomes and socioemotional well-being. Both theories focus 
on the importance of social environments. For instance, SDT emphasizes the need-
supportive environment (need for relatedness), whereas SEL underlies the emphatic 
emotional and social interactions (relationship skills). By aligning SDT and SEL,
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there are many areas of research that can explore such as person-centered and context-
sensitive for positive outcomes, as well as intervention studies tailored for culture 
and context. 

According to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), a need-supportive context or motivational 
climate will facilitate the development of the five SECs. Hence, it is important to target 
SDT-based interventions by improving students’ social context to develop their SECs. 
While SDT complements the SEL programs, SEL contributes to SDT by developing 
SECs within need-supportive contexts. These two frameworks potentially contribute 
to research and practice, highlighting the factors of need-supportive environment that 
facilitate the development of socioemotional skills. 

Empirical Studies on SDT and SEL 

Knopik and Oszwa (2020) investigated whether the teachers’ (N = 28) daily prac-
tices of the SDT’s principles support students’ basic psychological needs (autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness), which in turn enhance their SECs. Their study focused 
on the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, development of SECs, and school 
achievements in 10- to 11-year-old Polish students (N = 94). The five areas of 
SECs analyzed were dealing with difficulties; social relations; self-esteem; agency; 
and affect control. Results provided some evidence that the SDT’s implementation 
satisfied the students’ three basic needs which contribute to the SECS and, in turn, 
translated into better school achievements. 

Oh and Song (2021) examined the relationship between psychological needs, 
SECs, and relatedness support from peers and teachers in physical education classes. 
They conducted this study on 379 middle-school students. Their findings showed 
that relatedness support from peers and teachers had positive effect on the students’ 
psychological needs, which in turn contribute positively to SECs. This suggests that 
the relatedness with peers and teachers positively influenced students’ class partici-
pation and their emotion regulation. Finally, the authors tested whether psycholog-
ical needs satisfaction is a mediator between the learning environment and SECs 
of students. It was found that needs satisfaction is a mediator between the support 
of relatedness (from peers and teachers) and students’ SECs. This suggests that it 
is important to build positive relationships with peers and teachers through experi-
encing trust and relatedness support, thereby supporting students’ self-regulation of 
behavior, attitude, and academic performance. Likewise, both peers and teachers play 
a significant role in impacting students’ adjustment in schools and socioemotional 
well-being. 

Pitzer and Skinner (2017) investigated the relationships among students’ 
personal resources (perceived relatedness, competence, and autonomy), interper-
sonal resources (perceived teacher warmth, structure, and autonomy support), and 
emotional reactivity and if they predicted changes in motivational resilience and 
achievement over the school year. In their study, 1020 students from grades 3 to 6 of 
the same school participated. Their findings revealed significant relationships among 
students’ resources, emotional reactivity, motivational resilience, and achievement.
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This study also showed that teacher support played a role in promoting motivational 
resilience and achievement, by comparing motivationally at-risk students with less 
at-risk students. Students who were motivationally at-risk with high levels of teacher 
support bounced back such that they ended with greater motivational resilience than 
those students who were less at-risk but with low levels of teacher support. 

Saeki and Quirk (2015) examined the relations among students’ social-emotional 
and behavioral functioning, engagement, and basic psychological needs satisfaction. 
Their study was based on the sample size of 83 sixth-grade students. They tested 
the mediation model to investigate the role of needs satisfaction on the relations 
among engagement, social-emotional, and behavioral functioning. It was found that 
engaged students with lower social-emotional and behavioral risk had underlying 
satisfaction of basic psychological needs, indicating that they experience autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. Findings of this study highlight that by improving 
social-emotional and behavioral outcomes, students would feel autonomous, compe-
tent, and connected with their school. Saeki and Quirk (2015) also suggested that 
schools could consider supporting students’ basic psychological needs that most 
effectively improve their social-emotional and behavioral functioning which in turn 
enhance their well-being. 

Wu and colleagues (2021) used a 2  × 2 factorial design to study the effectiveness 
of teacher autonomy support (TAS) to improve students’ SEL knowledge. Their 
study was conducted on 299 eighth-grade students and delivered in two different 
approaches (TAS-SEL versus SEL) by two types of teachers (psychology versus 
regular schoolteachers). They examined the impact of TAS-SEL intervention on rural 
junior high school students’ learning anxiety and dropout intention in a boarding 
school from China. The TAS-SEL intervention was carried out using the TAS 
behavioral guidelines to deliver the SEL lessons to students. TAS-SEL intervention 
was effective in increasing students’ acquisition of SEL-related knowledge, but not 
reducing their learning anxiety. TAS-SEL also improves students’ educational and 
developmental outcomes such as engagement, learning quality, and intrinsic moti-
vation. On the other hand, SEL intervention helped in reducing students’ learning 
anxiety. Overall, the TAS-SEL intervention by the psychology teacher was found to 
be more effective than regular teachers in reducing students’ dropout intention. 

In general, the abovementioned studies highlight the importance of SEL, and SECs 
positively affect students’ school achievement, their motivation, and even attitude in 
the classroom. By nurturing students with SEL skills or SECs, they are equipped 
with the ability to regulate emotions and engage with learning. One of the studies 
also indicated the important role that teachers play in class as their support could 
change the dynamics of students’ learning and motivation (Pitzer & Skinner, 2017). 
Furthermore, research findings also emphasized the importance of students’ basic 
psychological needs satisfaction on SEL, promoting their self-determination and 
mental well-being.
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Research Gaps 

Much SDT-based research has focused solely on academic outcomes of students. 
Little empirical research has examined the impact of TAS on students’ psychological 
needs satisfaction that could influence their socioemotional well-being and outcomes. 
This chapter aims to fill these gaps, highlighting the potential of SDT’s principles and 
autonomy-supportive environment to inform researchers and practitioners to nurture 
SEL in students. 

Purpose of Research 

Based on the existing knowledge, there is no research on the SDT-based practices and 
strategies to promote SEL in schools. As there is limited empirical research in SDT 
and SEL, the objective of the present research is to identify the SDT-based strategies to 
nurture SEL in schools. The research question is “What are the SDT-based strategies 
that can promote SEL in students?” 

SDT-Based Strategies for SEL 

The rationale of the present chapter is to promote SDT-based strategies for SEL. SECs 
play an important role in enacting socially and emotionally competent behaviors 
and well-being in students (Collie, 2022). Specifically, SEL is associated with SDT 
because it brings about human thriving. Grounded in SDT, the six proposed strategies 
to nurture students’ SEL are: 

1. Take student’s perspective 
2. Vitalize students’ inner motivational resources 
3. Use non-pressuring, informational language 
4. Provide explanatory rationales 
5. Display patience 
6. Acknowledge and accept negative affect. 

The following sections entail the six SDT-based strategies to nurture SEL (i.e., 
SDT-SEL) in schools. For each strategy, it is further exemplified with the “what” 
and “how”, to guide teachers in their implementation. The “how” aspect is to nurture 
students’ SECs which are described in the parentheses.
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Take Student’s Perspective 

As educators, we should learn to regulate our own emotions while being aware of 
our students’ feeling in class (Ng, 2022). In relating to this, taking the student’s 
perspective enables us to understand how students feel and think. By practicing 
this first strategy, we are getting mindful of our students’ needs and emotions. This 
strategy may be familiar to most teachers, but at the same time, they may find it 
challenging to implement in their class. Moreover, it is challenging to take every 
student’s perspective as there are so many students in a class. Therefore, it takes 
time and effort to know every child’s needs. Eventually, the teacher will understand 
the meaningful intent of it by understanding their students’ needs and planning their 
lesson with the elements of SEL. This in turn translates to meaningful learning and 
teaching. 

What It Is

• Standing in “the shoes of the student”.
• Being mindful of student’s needs. 

How to Do It

• The teacher understands the student’s perspective (social awareness).
• The teacher prepares a lesson plan with elements of SEL (five SECs).
• The teacher encourages student’s input into lesson plan (responsible decision-

making).
• The teacher listens mindfully (attentively) to student’s needs (relationship 

management). 

Vitalize Students’ Inner Motivational Resources 

Students’ inner motivational resources refer to students’ interests and preferences. 
Vitalizing inner motivational resources fundamentally refers to stimulating the 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which in turn 
ignite students’ intrinsic motivation, interest, enjoyment, and curiosity (Reeve & 
Jang, 2006). Teachers can make use of those by planning activities that could ignite 
students’ intrinsic desire to learn. An example to vitalize inner motivational resources 
is a topic on insect life cycle, by bringing caterpillars into the classroom and observing 
the changing stages of a butterfly. Alternatively, we could use a video clip to get them 
excited about the topic by inquiry learning and get them to learn about how the life 
of an insect begins.
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What It Is

• Provision of opportunities to involve students’ sense of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness.

• Explaining the lesson by: (a) providing content and (b) nurturing psychological 
needs. 

How to Involve Autonomy

• The teacher integrates options into the instruction to promote students’ value and 
internalization (self-awareness and self-management).

• The teacher vitalizes the students’ interest and preferences—why the activity has 
personal benefit to the student (self-awareness and self-management). 

How to Involve Competence

• The teacher challenges students with guidance and strategies through scaffolding 
(responsible decision-making). 

How to Involve Relatedness

• The teacher engages students in social interactions such as group work and sharing 
their work or answers (social awareness and relationship management). 

Use Non-pressuring, Informational Language 

Besides taking the student’s perspective, it is also challenging for teachers to be 
mindful of their actions and words. Besides having the sense of both social and 
self-awareness, it takes effort and time to practice the right language and right tone 
to students. Most of the time, teachers are likely not aware of what they say in the 
classrooms given all the tasks that need to be completed in a few short classroom 
periods. The use of non-pressuring and informational language refers to modals 
such as “may”, which allow students to vitalize their inner motivational resources 
and thereby nurture their motivation. Hence, teachers should avoid using “strongly 
emphasized” modals such as “must” or “should”. 

What It Is

• Use of verbal and non-verbal communications.
• Minimizing the use of pressuring words such as “must” or “should”.
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• Conveying flexibility to nurture students’ inner motivational resources. 

How to Do It

• The teacher uses invitational language: Help students start on a task: “You may 
want to try…” (self-awareness and relationship management).

• The teacher uses informational language by helping students to diagnose and solve 
their own problems. An example of a question: Do you know what you might do 
differently to make better progress? (social awareness and self-management). 

Provide Explanatory Rationales 

The provision of explanatory rationale is to let students know the objective of learning 
for the lesson. Due to time pressure and demands from the school syllabus, teachers 
have the tendency to start their lessons right away when they enter class, without 
explaining to the students the intent and objective of the lesson for the day. It is 
recommendable that teachers share the objective of the lesson or task and provide 
explanatory rationales to students within the day’s class. 

What It Is

• Use of verbal explanations to nurture students’ social and self-awareness and 
emotional regulation to understand why an activity has personal benefit or value.

• Helping students to transform (i.e., internalize) their learning in terms of why 
doing the activity. 

How to Do It

• The teacher communicates that the activity is useful for students (self-awareness).
• The teacher explains why it is useful—why it has personal benefit to the student 

(social awareness and responsible decision-making). 

Display Patience 

Due to the demands of syllabus and time constraint, it is not easy for teachers to 
allow time for students to take their pace of learning in class. As such, teachers may 
find it difficult to display patience, especially the period for exam preparation that 
can be considered stressful. Displaying patience toward students is thus considered 
a challenging feat by some teachers (Ng et al., 2015) as they give students the
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time to learn at their own pace. One recommendation is that teachers may allow 
students to work at their own pace to build up their SECs such as self-awareness and 
self-management skills during the usual lessons (non-exam period). 

What Is It

• Waiting for students’ inputs and initiatives.
• Giving time and space students need during learning.
• Allowing students to work at their own pace. 

How to Do It

• The teacher gives students time and space to work (social awareness).
• The teacher provides opportunities for students to learn at their own pace 

(responsible decision-making).
• The teacher watches, listens, and stays responsive, so that he or she will provide 

help to students when needed (self-awareness and relationship management). 

Acknowledge and Accept Negative Affect 

Negative affect refers to any experience of unpleasant feeling or negative emotion. 
It is often a challenging task to acknowledge and accept one’s negative affect (Ng, 
2022). However, by doing so, this strategy demonstrates the empathy teachers have 
for their students and their own emotional regulation. For instance, when our students 
are feeling restless or getting less enthusiastic in class, we could ask them if there is 
something that they would like to do the next time. Hence, welcoming suggestions is 
an approach to get students play an active role in their learning process. The students 
may even help teachers in crafting a project’s topic or designing a task that ignites 
students’ interest and curiosity in the subject. 

What Is It

• Teacher’s acknowledgment on students’ negative feelings.
• Teacher’s acceptance of students’ negative affect as valid.
• Teacher’s invitation of students’ suggestions on what can be done to remove their 

negative affect.
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How to Do It

• The teacher acknowledges negative feelings: I see that you are less enthusiastic 
about today’s lesson (self-awareness and self-management).

• The teacher accepts students’ negative feelings as potentially valid: I understand 
that you are tired… (social awareness).

• The teacher welcomes suggestions to solve a motivational problem: Any sugges-
tions …? (relationship management). 

Discussion 

To create an autonomy-supportive environment in nurturing SEL, it is important for 
teachers to understand the six key instructional acts and apply them in facilitating 
the five SECs to students. For autonomy support to be successful, teachers need to 
be receptive and undertake the practice of SDT willingly (i.e., “buy-in” of SDT’s 
practice). In employing these relevant strategies, teachers could inculcate students 
with key socioemotional skills that support their learning and well-being. First, 
teachers need ample support in the form of protocol to become familiar with the 
self-determined acts and how to carry them out effectively. 

Second, teachers’ beliefs may impact the success implementation of the 
autonomy-supportive instructional acts in class. There is a possible gap in expec-
tations between teachers and students. It is likely that the way the teacher conducts 
the class might influence the students’ learning experience, thwarting or supporting 
their need satisfaction. When the teacher has social and self-awareness, he or she is 
competent to communicate effectively and clearly to the students. Otherwise, misun-
derstandings with students may happen, in turn causing frustration that may thwart 
the need for relatedness. As such, the teacher will find it more challenging to reach 
out to the students and build the rapport. Hence, SECs are important to bridge the 
relationships between teachers and students. 

Third, teachers with a sense of relatedness to students develop positive teacher– 
student relationship, which in turn will help to nurture SEL. It is important to note that 
a positive teacher–student relationship is built on trust, mutual respect, confidence, 
and effective communication (Ng et al., 2015). The more social support students 
perceived from their peers and teachers, the more they experience school belonging-
ness or relatedness. When students experienced a higher sense of relatedness, they 
displayed less disruptive or maladaptive behaviors (Martinot et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, the school climate should allow the teachers to have some workload 
off or reduce a few hours of their workload per week when teachers are willing to 
take up the SDT-SEL approach. In this manner, teachers are more supported to apply 
SDT-SEL approach on their students as they could reinforce SECs in appropriate 
contexts. Teachers need time to plan and know their students well, enabling SEL
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instructional behaviors to be responsive and thereby reaching the desired socioemo-
tional outcomes. Specifically, teachers need to plan their lessons that are aligned to 
SDT-SEL’s principles while allowing for flexibility. 

For the successful implementation of the abovementioned strategies, teachers 
need to be mindful of their students’ needs. Teachers have to be good listeners 
and observers to understand students’ learning difficulties and interest level on the 
tasks. In addition, it is important to be aware of one’s own body language where 
it is a potential “weapon” that could undermine or support students’ learning. For 
instance, teachers may unwittingly exhibit a lack of patience that dampens students’ 
feelings and discourages them from voicing out in class. 

Using SDT to nurture SEL may provide evidence, previously lacking, to enhance 
students’ motivation and socioemotional outcomes in schools. By adopting SDT-
SEL, this instructional approach hopes to improve students’ SECs and allow them 
to bring their own levels of competencies to the classroom so that they are not 
passive learners. Instead, students should actively contribute to the dynamic learning 
processes that encompass building relationships with peers and adults, making 
responsible decision, as well as self-managing own emotions. It is thus impor-
tant to take the first step to develop the SECs in students, promoting their level 
of self-awareness as well as being reflective thinkers and doers. 

Practical Implications and Recommendations 

In general, the application of SDT to an educational context may develop students’ 
socioemotional skills in schools. SDT-SEL research underscores the critical role of 
motivation and emotion in bringing previously acquired knowledge to inform the 
educators, thereby transferring such knowledge in schools and real-life situations. 
Through SDT-based practices, teachers could support students by implementing 
classroom-wide interventions that address SEL of their students. School teachers 
serve an important role to propose and adapt existing SDT intervention programs to 
their schools. However, it should be noted that such role may add additional task for 
teachers which may result in stress. It is important to cultivate intrinsic motivation 
of teachers who are willing to test out such SDT-SEL interventions in the classroom. 
Teachers are encouraged to create autonomy-supportive learning environment that is 
authentic and allow meaningful tasks for students to do. This is achievable if teachers 
are willing to know their students’ interests and preferences, on top of their mundane 
tasks. The reality of the classroom may be challenging and deter the teachers’ role 
to nurture SEL in their students. 

The SDT-SEL approach presented in this chapter can be used by teachers and 
practitioners when designing their lesson plans. At present, SEL-related lesson is 
not conducted as part of the core and academic curriculum in schools. It would be 
considered effective to nurture students’ SEL by implementing the elements of SECs 
into the core curriculum, developing their socioemotional skills, and enhancing their 
well-being.
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Future Directions 

The present chapter presents a key issue in how to implement SDT-based strategies 
in class to nurture students’ SEL. To have a successful implementation, it requires 
a concerted effort of schools and national agenda to further SDT-SEL at all levels 
of research, practice, and policy. For instance, a national policy that places SEL 
alongside academic performance, integrated with existing educational policies and 
allocated adequate resources for SECs development and sustainability. In addition, an 
assessment tool is recommended to evaluate SEL and the progress of its development. 
Besides establishing a tool for SEL assessment, other measures that evaluate student 
competencies and behaviors should be included to inform instructional practice and 
policy. In addition, a teacher’s well-being should not be neglected, and building adult 
SEL is thus essential. Providing SEL training and capacity building for teachers and 
school staff will support the culture and climate of care and empathy. 

Conclusion 

The present chapter highlights the benefits of SDT-based practices and how they may 
be used to promote SEL in schools. The findings in this chapter suggest that SDT-
SEL approach could support teachers and students toward better physical and mental 
well-being. Future SDT-SEL intervention studies could consider shaping students’ 
learning, thought, and behavior. 
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Chapter 2 
Need Satisfaction and Links 
with Social-Emotional Motivation 
and Outcomes Among Students 

Kate Caldecott-Davis, Rebecca J. Collie, and Andrew J. Martin 

Abstract Ample research has provided support for core tenets of self-determination 
theory (SDT) across a range of cultures and contexts. Recently, this has extended 
to considering the social-emotional domains of life (e.g., interpersonal interactions, 
emotion regulation). In this chapter, we define and discuss social-emotional need 
satisfaction and the role it plays among school students. As per SDT, we focus on 
social-emotional need satisfaction in terms of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness with respect to individuals’ social and emotional interactions and experiences. 
We refer to the Social and Emotional Competence School Model and review recent 
research examining social-emotional need satisfaction to summarize the current 
state of the literature. Following that, we turn our attention to consideration of the 
adaptive social-emotional motivation, behavior, and well-being outcomes that stem 
from social-emotional need satisfaction. The chapter concludes with implications for 
teachers and schools for promoting social-emotional need satisfaction and directions 
for future research. 

Introduction 

Within the self-determination theory literature, abundant research has provided 
support for the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and related-
ness across a range of cultures and contexts (Jang et al., 2009; Oga-Baldwin et al., 
2017). Within school settings, the bulk of research has examined academic need 
satisfaction, that is, a sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in relation 
to school or academic tasks (e.g., Jang et al., 2016). Recently, researchers have 
extended this focus to begin considering the basic psychological needs in relation to 
social-emotional domains of life, such as social-emotional motivation, behaviors, and 
well-being (Bigman et al., 2016; Caprara et al., 2008). Considering social-emotional
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domains is important given they form a core part of healthy human development and 
are central to human thriving (Jones et al., 2015). 

The aim of the present chapter, therefore, is to explore the role of need satisfaction 
in relation to the social-emotional domains. To do this, we harness the Social and 
Emotional Competence (SEC) School Model (Collie, 2020), which draws together 
knowledge from self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017) and theo-
rizing within the SEC literature (e.g., Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009). To begin, 
we briefly introduce the basic psychological needs as per SDT. Following this, we 
introduce the SEC School Model, including key constructs and processes within the 
model. In particular, we focus on how social-emotional need satisfaction plays a 
role in supporting autonomous social-emotional motivation and, in turn, adaptive 
behavioral and well-being outcomes. Then, recent research examining need satis-
faction in relation to social-emotional motivation and outcomes is briefly reviewed 
to illustrate the current state of the literature. The chapter concludes with a focus on 
implications for practice and research within educational settings. In particular, we 
discuss strategies for teachers and schools to promote social-emotional need satis-
faction among students. Given that research into social-emotional need satisfaction 
is relatively nascent, our implications for research focus on key areas that need to be 
addressed to further advance the field. 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

A fundamental component of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) is the proposition that 
humans’ innate propensity for optimal functioning requires the fulfillment of three 
basic psychological needs. Basic psychological need satisfaction refers to the 
individual’s sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness within a specified 
context (e.g., classroom, workplace, home environment). Autonomy satisfaction, or 
perceived autonomy, reflects an individual’s sense of personal choice and freedom 
in their expression and behavior within a particular environment (de Charms, 1968). 
Competence satisfaction, or perceived competence, refers to an individual’s percep-
tion of their own capabilities to successfully function or adapt to a given activity, 
environment, or situation (White, 1959). Relatedness satisfaction, or perceived relat-
edness, occurs when an individual enjoys positive interpersonal relations, which 
provide a sense of being supported, cared for, valued by important others, as well 
as being supportive of, caring for, and valuing those others (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995). 

There is a plethora of research spanning diverse populations and contexts demon-
strating that basic psychological need satisfaction is linked with positive academic, 
occupational, and well-being outcomes (e.g., Mouratidis et al., 2011; Tian et al., 
2014; Tilga et al., 2019; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Although cultural differences 
have been noted as varying the degree to which basic psychological need satisfaction 
is valued (e.g., Markus et al., 1996), empirical evidence consistently demonstrates 
positive associations between need satisfaction and a range of positive outcomes
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across cultures (e.g., Jang et al., 2009; Oga-Baldwin et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 
2020). Building on this extensive body of literature in the academic and occupational 
domains, an emerging body of research is now considering the role of basic psycho-
logical need satisfaction as applied to the social-emotional domains. To introduce 
this research, it is important to first discuss conceptual work in that area. 

The Social-Emotional Competence School Model 

Although there has been limited consensus regarding the definition of SEC within 
the literature, it is generally considered to reflect an overarching construct that 
encompasses a range of social or emotional competencies and behaviors (e.g., 
Saarni et al., 2006; Semrud-Clikeman, 2007). Indeed, within educational contexts, 
SEC is commonly examined by way of behaviors and competencies. For example, 
the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020) 
describes five social-emotional competencies (self-awareness, self-regulation, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making), which inform social 
and emotional learning curriculum across a wide range of educational contexts. 

Although approaches focused on behaviors and competencies, that is, top-down 
approaches have been crucial for extending knowledge of SEC, theorists have also 
called for bottom-up perspectives that consider underlying mechanisms in order to 
provide a more complete understanding of SEC (Stump et al., 2009). The SEC School 
Model (Collie, 2020), shown in Fig. 2.1, was developed to address this gap and incor-
porates both top-down and bottom-up approaches. More precisely, the SEC School 
Model integrates motivational processes derived from SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), 
with established conceptual foundations from the SEC literature (e.g., Denham, 2006; 
Rose-Krasnor, 1997). In doing so, the SEC School Model features the mechanisms 
(bottom-up) and manifestations (top-down) integral to students’ overarching SEC.

As described in detail below, two key mechanisms are considered in this model: 
social-emotional basic psychological need satisfaction and motivation. Manifesta-
tions of students’ SEC are represented by the resulting outcomes, including adap-
tive social-emotional behaviors and well-being. The SEC School Model, then, does 
not emphasize students’ social-emotional competencies or abilities like many other 
approaches (e.g., CASEL, 2020), but rather focuses on the mechanisms underlying 
these competencies (i.e., need satisfaction and motivation), as well as the manifes-
tations of these competencies (by way of behaviors and well-being). In the SEC 
School Model, child and adolescent development of SEC within the school environ-
ment is represented as an iterative process shown in the center of Fig. 2.1. In this  
iterative process, social-emotional basic psychological need satisfaction promotes a 
continuum of autonomous social-emotional motivation and, in turn, adaptive social-
emotional outcomes. This cycle then continues. Thus, rather than considering SEC as 
a single construct or looking at different competencies, SEC is identified as a process 
involving mechanisms and manifestations (Collie, 2022b). The consequence of this 
iterative process reflects students’ overarching SEC.
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Fig. 2.1 Social and Emotional Competence School Model. Note The shaded areas in the figure form 
the focus of the current chapter. Under perceived social-emotional competence, we refer to the five 
factors described in Collie (2022b); however, we note there are other approaches for considering 
this construct, including potentially other factors not listed here as shown by the ellipsis in the 
Figure. © Rebecca Collie 2019

As indicated above, the SEC School Model integrates knowledge from both SDT 
and the SEC literature. For example, within the SEC literature, three factors namely 
social-emotional abilities, motivations, and behaviors are established as fundamental 
for SEC (Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009). Two of these factors, motivation and 
behaviors, show alignment with SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), in which motivation is 
posited to predict subsequent behavior. For example, autonomous academic motiva-
tion is associated with greater academic engagement (Mouratidis et al., 2018). The 
inclusion of motivation and behavior in the SEC School Model, then, integrates both 
SDT and SEC literature. 

In contrast, the abilities that form a focus in the SEC literature are transformed 
to reflect perceived competence in the SEC School Model which aligns with SDT 
and its focus on perceived competence as a basic psychological need. This switch 
from actual competence (i.e., competencies or abilities) to perceived competence 
occurs within the SEC School Model because motivation theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2017; see also Bandura, 1997) highlights that it is perceived competence (more 
than true competence) that drives individual development and behaviors. Perceived 
competence has been established as a crucial motivational catalyst underlying an 
individual’s agency toward their personal development and performance (Ryan & 
Moller, 2017).



2 Need Satisfaction and Links with Social-Emotional Motivation … 23

Finally, researchers in the area of SEC highlight the salience of relationships with 
important others and agentic and individual development, in impacting the develop-
ment of social-emotional abilities (Rose-Krasnor & Denham, 2009). Together these 
two factors align well with the basic psychological needs of relatedness and autonomy 
in SDT. 

In sum, the SEC School Model unites conceptual understanding of students’ 
social-emotional behaviors with SDT to provide a comprehensive understanding of 
SEC within school settings. By integrating the motivational processes outlined within 
SDT and established conceptualizations of SEC, the SEC School Model stipulates a 
conceptual framework for understanding the mechanisms underlying behavioral and 
well-being manifestations in the social-emotional domains. In the next sections, the 
central factors in the iterative process of the SEC School Model are introduced. 

Social-Emotional Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction 

Need satisfaction has been studied extensively across a range of academic, occupa-
tional, and health contexts (e.g., Ntoumanis et al., 2021; Rigby & Ryan, 2018; Ryan & 
Deci, 2020). Within educational contexts, SDT research has typically examined basic 
psychological need satisfaction with reference to academic and related achievement 
outcomes (e.g., Guay et al., 2010). The SEC School Model (Collie, 2020) extends 
understanding of these motivational processes to the domain of social-emotional 
development. Perceived autonomy, competence, and relatedness are now defined 
with reference to the social-emotional domains (Collie, 2020). 

Perceived Social-Emotional Autonomy 

Extending from SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and consistent with conceptualizations 
of domain-specific autonomy in educational research (e.g., Haerens et al., 2015), the 
SEC School Model positions perceived autonomy as domain-specific to SEC. Specif-
ically, perceived social-emotional autonomy reflects individuals’ perceptions that 
their emotions and socially focused thoughts and behaviors are authentic/consistent 
with their sense of self (Collie, 2020). Perceived social-emotional autonomy also 
reflects individuals’ sense that their social and emotional actions are internally 
motivated without coercion (Collie, 2020). 

Perceived Social-Emotional Competence 

Perceived social-emotional competence (perceived SEC) refers to an individual’s 
sense of aptitude and effectiveness during intrapersonal and interpersonal social-
emotional interactions, as well as their perceptions of being able to employ social-
emotional capabilities appropriately for a given context (Collie, 2020). As noted
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above, perceived SEC differs from actual competence, which has been the dominant 
focus in the SEC literature to date (e.g., CASEL, 2020; OECD, 2021). For example, 
actual competence (i.e., abilities) for emotion regulation is typically manifested as a 
behavior: “I regulate my emotions to feel better.” In contrast, perceived competence 
for emotion regulation reflects the individual’s appraisals of their competence: “I feel 
capable to regulate my emotions to feel better.” As previously explained, perceived 
competence is an important focus as it acts as a motivating force for individual 
development and action-taking (Ryan & Moller, 2017). 

Researchers have recently turned their attention toward perceived SEC and the 
role it plays in students’ motivation, behaviors, and well-being. A small, but growing 
body of research is examining perceived SEC factors by way of specific types of 
perceived SEC. For example, several studies have analyzed perceived competence for 
emotion regulation, which reflects a student’s belief that they are capable of altering 
their thoughts in order to feel greater positive or less negative emotions (Bigman 
et al., 2016; Caprara et al., 2008). Other researchers have examined an overarching 
factor of perceived SEC, which reflects a general sense of competence across the 
social-emotional domains. For example, Collie (2022c) examined a broad factor of 
perceived social competence that captured students’ general sense of competence in 
communicating, listening, cooperating, and resolving disagreements. 

More recently and given the multidimensional nature of social-emotional behav-
iors and capacities, researchers have begun directing their attention toward examining 
different types of perceived SEC simultaneously. For example, Collie (2022b) iden-
tified five specific factors reflecting distinct components of perceived SEC: perceived 
competence for (a) assertiveness, which refers to feeling skilled in advocating for 
oneself and acting as a leader; (b) tolerance, which involves feeling able to be open-
minded toward people with diverse backgrounds and opinions; (c) social regulation, 
which refers to feeling able to manage one’s behaviors as appropriate in different 
contexts; (d) emotion regulation, which as noted above refers to feeling able to adjust 
emotions; and (e) emotional awareness, which refers to feeling able to identify and 
articulate one’s emotions. According to Collie (2022b), these five dimensions map 
onto well-recognized social-emotional competencies as captured in other research 
(CASEL, 2020; Chernyshenko et al., 2018; OECD, 2021), but have been transformed 
into perceived (rather than actual) competence. When examined together, Collie’s 
(2022b) study showed that these five dimensions reflect both an overarching factor, as 
well as specific factors, of perceived SEC. The overarching factor, general perceived 
SEC, captures an individual’s broad sense of personal competence regarding social-
emotional phenomena. In contrast, the specific factors capture unique aspects of 
perceived SEC that are distinct from general perceived SEC. Taken together, research 
is revealing different approaches to capturing perceived SEC. Importantly, and as 
described in more detail below, results are showing that perceived SEC measured 
in these different ways appears to be consistently associated with outcomes among 
students.
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Perceived Relatedness Within the Social-Emotional Domains 

The final basic psychological need is relatedness. As noted above, perceived relat-
edness occurs when an individual experiences a sense of being supported, cared for, 
valued by important others, as well as being supportive of, caring for, and valuing 
those others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The basic psychological need for related-
ness is not considered domain-specific within the SEC School Model because this 
construct is inherently social-emotional in nature. More specifically, when students’ 
need for relatedness is satisfied, it fundamentally encompasses social-emotional 
domains. 

Social-Emotion Motivation 

In SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), basic psychological need satisfaction is associated 
with more adaptive forms of motivation. The same is true in the SEC School Model 
with a specific focus on the social-emotional domains. Prior to introducing the role 
of motivation in the SEC School Model, we briefly review motivation as per SDT. 

Motivation is pertinent across all aspects of life. SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) offers  
a continuum of motivation comprising several types that differ to the degree to which 
they are self-determined. Across the continuum, qualitative categories are ordered 
sequentially based on the regulation source. Sources of regulation can be classified 
broadly as being autonomous (i.e., highly self-determined) or controlled (i.e., regu-
lated by external influences; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Sheldon et al., 2017). At a more 
granular level, autonomous motivation is considered to comprise intrinsic motiva-
tion and identified regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Intrinsic motivation involves 
being motivated to enact a behavior due to pure joy or inherent pleasure. Identified 
regulation involves being motivated to engage in a behavior due to internal endorse-
ment or valuing of the consequences of the behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Notably, 
both intrinsic motivation and identified regulation are characterized by volition and 
choice, and internal endorsement and valuing of behaviors linked with the sense of 
self (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

In contrast to autonomous motivation, controlled motivation refers to engage-
ment in behaviors in response to external pressure or demands that may result in 
prescribed incentives or unwanted consequences (e.g., sanctions; Deci & Ryan, 
2008). Controlled motivation encompasses introjected regulation and external regu-
lation. Introjected regulation involves being motivated to undertake a behavior to 
feel good about oneself (i.e., feeling proud) and/or to avoid feeling bad about oneself 
(e.g., avoiding shame). External regulation refers to being motivated to undertake 
a behavior to avoid getting in trouble or to obtain a reward. Finally, and beyond 
autonomous and controlled motivation, SDT also encompasses amotivation, which 
involves a state of experiencing no motivation, that is, not being motivated to engage 
in a behavior at all because the individual sees no point in putting in effort (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017). Within the school environment, ample research has demonstrated
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that autonomous forms of motivation are associated with more positive academic 
outcomes than controlled motivation or amotivation (Guay, 2021; Guay & Bureau, 
2018). 

Building on that prior research in the academic domains, researchers have recently 
begun to consider social-emotional motivation. In the SEC School Model (see 
Fig. 2.1; Collie, 2020), autonomous social-emotional motivation is positioned as 
a core component and one that is promoted by social-emotional need satisfac-
tion. Consistent with SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), autonomous motivation within 
the social-emotional domains includes both intrinsic motivation and identified moti-
vation. Intrinsic social-emotional motivation refers to behaviors that are undertaken 
for personal interest and joy (Collie, 2022b; Ryan & Deci, 2017), such as offering 
to help a good friend due to the personal satisfaction in doing so (Weinstein & 
Ryan, 2010). Identified social-emotional regulation reflects behaviors that lead to 
personally valued consequences (Collie, 2022b; Ryan & Deci, 2017), such as sharing 
resources with a peer because one would appreciate the reciprocation of similar 
kindness in the future. 

Controlled social-emotional motivation is not directly featured in the SEC School 
Model, which focuses on the adaptive process of need satisfaction promoting 
autonomous motivation, which in turn promotes positive outcomes. Nonethe-
less, it is important to mention this less self-determined form of motivation as 
emerging research is demonstrating that social-emotional need satisfaction is relevant 
for controlled social-emotional motivation. Controlled social-emotional motivation 
comprises introjected and external regulation. Introjected social-emotional regula-
tion involves behaviors undertaken in order to establish or maintain an individual’s 
sense of self-worth in social-emotional matters, such as helping a teacher or peer 
to avoid unpleasant feelings (e.g., guilt or shame) or to be praised for the behavior 
(Collie, 2022b; Ryan & Deci, 2017). External social-emotional regulation involves 
behaviors undertaken in order to achieve behavioral compliance, such as engaging 
in socially desirable behaviors to obtain tangible rewards (e.g., merit certificates) or 
to avoid punishment (e.g., receiving detention; Collie, 2022b; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Finally, social-emotional amotivation involves not being motivated to enact social-
emotional behaviors because the individual does not see any reason for doing so, such 
as not helping a student who dropped their belongings in the hallway because they 
do not value doing so. Like controlled social-emotional motivation, social-emotional 
amotivation is not directly mentioned in the SEC School Model, but is nonetheless 
important to consider. 

Social-Emotional Behaviors and Well-Being 

The SEC School Model (see Fig. 2.1) posits that social-emotional need satisfac-
tion boosts autonomous social-emotional motivation and, in turn, adaptive outcomes 
including behaviors and well-being. Behaviors have historically been the focus 
of researchers and educators in conceptualizing and measuring students’ SEC
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(e.g., Anderson & Messick, 1974). Social-emotional behaviors can take many 
forms. One well-examined adaptive social-emotional behavior is prosocial behavior, 
which refers to actions that are undertaken for the expected benefit of others 
(Schroeder & Graziano, 2015). In contrast, a well-recognized maladaptive social-
emotional behavior is conduct problems, which refer to a continuum of antiso-
cial behaviors that may involve oppositional behavior, disregarding school rules, 
verbal or physical aggression, and theft (Bevilacqua et al., 2018). Turning to well-
being, there are numerous potential operationalizations of this construct. A couple 
that have received attention among students are positive affect and negative affect. 
These two factors represent emotional well-being. Whereas positive affect refers to 
students’ experiences of positive emotions, such as feeling inspired and joyful, nega-
tive affect refers to students’ experiences of negative emotions, such as feeling fearful 
or saddened (Diener & Emmons, 1984). In the implications for research below, we 
suggest additional operationalizations that should form a focus in the future research. 

Summary 

This section has described the SEC School Model (see Fig. 2.1) and the key factors it 
comprises. As noted, the SEC School Model involves integrating understanding from 
SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and the SEC literature (Denham, 2006; Rose-Krasnor & 
Denham, 2009). A central process in the model depicts the important role of social-
emotional need satisfaction, that is, perceived social-emotional autonomy, perceived 
SEC, and perceived relatedness in promoting autonomous social-emotional motiva-
tion (rather than controlled motivation or amotivation). In turn, autonomous social-
emotional motivation is positioned as laying a foundation for adaptive behavioral 
and well-being outcomes among students. In the next section, empirical research 
demonstrating associations among these factors is reviewed. 

Empirical Research Linking Need Satisfaction 
with Motivation and Outcomes 

A growing body of research is demonstrating links between need satisfaction, moti-
vation, and social-emotional outcomes. Looking first at the connection between need 
satisfaction and motivation, Collie (2022c) conducted a study involving secondary 
school students and examined prosocial motivation, which is a specific type of social-
emotional motivation related to undertaking actions to aid others. The results demon-
strated that a broad factor of perceived social competence was positively linked with 
autonomous prosocial motivation and negatively associated with external proso-
cial motivation. Students’ perceived relatedness with their teachers was also linked 
with higher prosocial motivation. In the Collie (2022b) study introduced earlier,
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general perceived SEC (i.e., an overarching factor representing students’ general 
sense of perceived competence) and five specific factors of perceived SEC were 
examined among secondary students (i.e., perceived competence for assertiveness, 
tolerance, social regulation, emotion regulation, and emotional awareness). Results 
demonstrated that general perceived SEC was linked with greater autonomous social-
emotional motivation and greater introjected social-emotional motivation. Here, 
social-emotional motivation captured students’ motivations for relating with others, 
self-regulating their behaviors, and self-regulating their emotions. Over and above 
the influence of general perceived SEC, the specific factor of perceived tolerance 
was linked with greater autonomous motivation, and perceived social regulation was 
linked with lower external motivation. 

Moving onto the link between social-emotional motivation and outcomes, most 
studies have considered prosocial motivation. Researchers have shown that among 
adolescents, autonomous prosocial motivation is associated with the enactment of 
fewer disruptive behaviors (Aelterman et al., 2019), more defending behaviors (e.g., 
standing up for students who are being bullied; Longobardi et al., 2020), fewer 
bullying behaviors (Roth et al., 2011), and more prosocial behaviors (Collie, 2022c; 
Wentzel et al., 2007). In contrast, external prosocial regulation is associated with 
lower prosocial behavior (Collie, 2022c). Social-emotional motivation more broadly 
(not limited to prosocial motivation; see definition above) has also been examined. 
Collie (2022b) found that autonomous social-emotional motivation is associated with 
greater prosocial behavior among adolescents, whereas external social-emotional 
motivation is associated with greater conduct problems. 

Although the SEC School Model (Collie, 2020) does not explicitly include the 
direct relation between social-emotional need satisfaction and the outcomes, research 
suggests such associations do occur and so it is worth discussing these links. Indeed, 
there is research examining both general need satisfaction (i.e., in relation to school 
or life broadly) and social-emotional need satisfaction in relation to social-emotional 
outcomes. For example, general need satisfaction is linked with greater volun-
teering among adults (Gagné, 2003) and reduced anger and bullying among chil-
dren (Hein et al., 2015). General need satisfaction is also associated with enactment 
of prosocial behaviors (Cheon et al., 2018) and greater positive affect (Rodríguez-
Meirinhos et al., 2020) among adolescents. With respect to social-emotional need 
satisfaction more specifically, perceived social-emotional autonomy is linked with 
reduced negative affect among adolescents (Collie, 2022c). Perceived competence 
for emotion regulation is linked with increased prosocial behavior and emotional 
well-being among university students (Bigman et al., 2016; Caprara et al., 2008), 
greater emotional awareness among adolescents (Qualter et al., 2015), and fewer 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors among adolescents (Parise et al., 2019). 
Perceived social competence is associated with enhanced positive affect, reduced 
negative affect (Collie, 2022c), and lower psychological distress (Kristensen et al., 
2021). Perceived relatedness with peers is linked with greater interpersonal abilities, 
insight of others’ emotional states, and leadership capacities in the subsequent school 
year among children (Hoglund & Leadbeater, 2004). Further, students’ perceived
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relatedness with their teachers is linked with increased prosocial behavior among 
children (Longobardi et al., 2020). 

Taken together, there is mounting evidence showing the salient links between 
social-emotional need satisfaction, social-emotional motivation, and important 
social-emotional outcomes. This research thus provides empirical support relevant 
for guiding practice, which is discussed in the next section. Specifically, we focus 
on the role of need-supportive teaching for promoting these factors among students. 

Implication for Practice 

Within SDT, need-supportive practices reflect teachers’ actions that promote 
students’ perceived autonomy, competence, and relatedness in relation to school-
work (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Autonomy-supportive practices involve teachers’ efforts 
to provide students with opportunities to initiate their own learning, experience 
self-determination in learning, and understand the purpose of their academic tasks. 
Competence-supportive practices involve teachers’ efforts to provide students with 
structure, clarity, and direction for their learning to help them succeed at school. 
Finally, relatedness-supportive practices involve caring behavior directed toward 
students so that they feel welcomed and have a sense of belonging in the classroom 
and school. 

Need-supportive practices have consistently been associated with general need 
satisfaction at school, as well as positive student outcomes such as motivation and 
well-being (e.g., Jang et al., 2016; Yoder et al., 2021). As shown in Fig. 2.1, social-
emotional variants of need-supportive instructional practices can also be considered 
to boost students’ need satisfaction within the social-emotional domain. An emerging 
body of research is providing empirical support for the role of such need-support 
in promoting social-emotional need satisfaction, motivation, and outcomes (Collie, 
2022a). Below, we provide strategies that teachers can apply to promote need-support 
for SEC among students. 

Autonomy-Support for SEC 

Autonomy-support for SEC refers to efforts by teachers to promote students’ empow-
erment and self-initiation in relation to social-emotional behaviors (Collie, 2020; see  
also Ryan & Deci, 2017). Autonomy-supportive practices include actions such as 
recognizing and showing interest in students’ viewpoint about how they are feeling, 
providing options to students in relation to how they manage social-emotional inter-
actions, explaining why it is important to be a considerate member within the class-
room and school community, and encouraging student collaboration in establishing 
classroom rules and norms (Cheon et al., 2018; Collie, 2022a; Roth et al., 2011). 
Where possible, teachers could also offer students choices for how they manage their
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social-emotional interactions (e.g., seeing what works best for a student when they 
feel overwhelmed or frustrated in class; Cheon et al., 2018; Collie, 2022a; Roth et al., 
2011). 

Competence-Support for SEC 

Competence-support for SEC refers to teachers’ efforts to promote and scaffold 
social-emotional abilities and behaviors and for students to experience success in 
implementing these effectively (Collie, 2020; see also Ryan & Deci, 2017). Such 
practices might include providing students with explicit expectations, goals, and 
rules for social-emotional interactions, establishing structures and behavioral goals 
for group discussions or collaborative learning tasks, and offering task-focused feed-
back on how students can be considerate in their responses to others during collab-
orative work and discussions (Collie, 2020, 2022a). Curriculum designed to teach 
social-emotional abilities is also relevant. Effective instruction toward, for example, 
social regulation abilities helps to support students be successful in their interpersonal 
interactions, while also building their perceived SEC (Collie, 2020). For instance, 
teachers could ask students to: reflect on a recent situation where they might have 
employed an alternative approach to regulate their actions or emotions; devise ideas 
for how they could interpret the situation and respond more effectively in the future; 
implement those ideas next time; and evaluate the impact of these different strate-
gies and refine them as needed (e.g., Boekaerts & Pekrun, 2016). Another example 
involves enhancing students’ abilities to identify and understand others’ perspectives 
and social-emotional lexicon through narrative activities, such as by role-playing 
various behavioral and emotional responses in different situations, and reflecting 
on different characters’ perspectives, motives, and emotions (Brewer & Phillippe, 
2022). As is evident, some of our recommendations for competence-support include 
social elements and thus are also relevant for boosting relatedness-support. 

Relatedness-Support 

Relatedness-support refers to teachers’ efforts to demonstrate to students they are 
cared for and valued members of the school community (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 
Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Relatedness-supportive practices include teachers’ efforts 
to demonstrate interest in students and their learning, such as by being honest and fair 
to all students. Relatedness-supportive practices may also involve teachers acknowl-
edging important dates and events in the student’s life (e.g., birthdays, sporting, 
or creative accomplishments outside of school) or by modeling how to engage in 
considerate and supportive interactions with others. It is particularly important that 
all students feel they are valued members of the classroom. Teachers can aid this by 
being perceptive and responsive to students’ needs and then providing resources to
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assist all students with their learning (Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Teachers may 
also want to take time to talk with students about their learning strengths and 
preferences for support, and then teachers can assign learning activities that are 
appropriately matched to these needs. Research also suggests that designing tasks 
to be personally meaningful to students (e.g., by making links with their inter-
ests and experiences outside of school) can boost relatedness between the teacher 
and students (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). Professional learning programs that focus 
on helping teachers to develop strategies for establishing and maintaining positive 
teacher–student relationships can also be helpful (Spilt et al., 2012). 

Implications for Research 

Although the field of social-emotional need satisfaction is a growing area of research, 
it is still a nascent field compared with the well-established need satisfaction literature 
within academic and occupational contexts. Accordingly, there is broad scope for 
future research to expand the knowledge base. In this section, we highlight some key 
avenues we believe are essential to consider for advancing knowledge about social-
emotional need satisfaction in particular, as well as social-emotional motivation. 

The first area for future research is to expand understanding of social-emotional 
need satisfaction, determine the most appropriate structure of this construct, and 
demonstrate links with a wider array of outcomes. For example, approaches exam-
ining both overarching (i.e., general perceived SEC) and specific factors appear to 
offer nuanced insight into perceived SEC. Additional research is needed to deter-
mine whether such specifications are supported among other student samples and 
populations. In addition, researchers have linked social-emotional need satisfac-
tion with a range of behaviors (e.g., prosocial behavior, less externalizing behavior; 
Bigman et al., 2016; Parise et al., 2019), as well as emotional well-being (e.g., lower 
psychological distress; Kristensen et al., 2021). Now, research is needed to ascertain 
the extent to which social-emotional need satisfaction is relevant for other social-
emotional behaviors, such as students’ cognitive reappraisal, which involves shifting 
one’s thinking in order to change one’s emotional experiences (Gross & John, 2003). 
Research examining social-emotional need satisfaction with respect to other well-
being constructs would also be helpful to better understand its role for students, such 
as life or school satisfaction, sense of meaning and purpose, subjective vitality, or 
school-related anxiety. Examining different types of social-emotional need satisfac-
tion, including various dimensions of perceived SEC (such as those proposed by 
Collie, 2022b), will also have practice implications including identifying the most 
salient dimensions to target for particular outcomes. 

A second important area for research is to examine these issues among a broader 
range of student samples and populations and using multilevel approaches. The 
research summarized in the present chapter largely focused on secondary school 
students, with some research among university students. Moreover, prior research in 
this area appears focused on the students, rather than also considering the classroom
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or school. Future research is needed to investigate the social-emotional processes 
proposed by the SEC School Model (Collie, 2020) within early childhood educa-
tion and primary (elementary) school contexts. Notably, directing attention to these 
earlier settings has the potential to yield salient information about students’ SEC 
at a critical developmental stage prior to the onset of adolescence. The primary 
school years represent an important opportunity for early interventions aimed at 
curtailing the downward trajectory of students’ SEC noted to occur during adoles-
cence (Chernyshenko et al., 2018). Furthermore, the typical classroom structure 
with primary classrooms means that students have one main teacher. This presents a 
different context to secondary schools (where students have several teachers across 
different subjects), and thus, research is needed to ascertain the role of need-support 
for SEC within this different setting. Beyond considering students’ age and educa-
tion level, future research that investigates other individual differences is also essen-
tial, such as potential differences by gender, language background, socio-economic 
status, and neurodevelopmental diversity (e.g., for students with ADHD or autism 
spectrum disorder). In terms of multilevel research, such approaches are necessary for 
determining the extent to which differences in social-emotional need satisfaction (or 
social-emotional motivation) are mostly evident between students, or whether these 
also occur between classrooms and schools. Multilevel modeling involves disentan-
gling associations among factors at the student-level from those at the classroom- or 
school-level. In doing so, findings hold relevance for directing intervention, in partic-
ular, yielding knowledge about whether efforts should be focused on the student level 
and/or more broadly at classrooms and schools. 

Another area for future research is person-centered analyses. In order to 
comprehensively understand motivation and related phenomena, person-centered 
approaches are being increasingly employed to complement variable-centered 
research. Whereas variable-centered research yields important understanding about 
associations between variables for a whole population (e.g., the link between 
social-emotional need satisfaction and social-emotional motivation across a sample), 
person-centered research involves identifying homogenous subpopulations that 
report similar patterns of experiences. These profiles may vary on how they expe-
rience need satisfaction. For example, one profile may experience high perceived 
social-emotional autonomy and perceived relatedness, but low perceived SEC such 
as in the case of a student who feels self-determined in their social-emotional inter-
actions and a sense of belonging at school, but who lacks confidence for their 
social-emotional abilities. Another profile might display high perceived autonomy 
and perceived SEC, but low perceived relatedness such as in the case of a student 
who feels self-determined and confident in their social-emotional interactions, but 
who does not feel a sense of belonging at school. Person-centered analyses may also 
be relevant for examining social-emotional motivation. Indeed, recent research in 
academic motivation has revealed different motivation profiles among students that 
vary in terms of the types of motivation as per SDT (e.g., Bureau et al., 2022; Litalien 
et al., 2019). The extent to which the same is true for social-emotional motivation 
remains unknown. By examining social-emotional need satisfaction (and motivation) 
profiles, research findings have the potential to offer a more nuanced understanding of
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social-emotional processes and may also help to inform practice such that strategies 
can be better targeted to specific types of students. 

Conclusion 

Extending from the well-established SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) literature and related 
research and practice within educational contexts, this chapter has considered asso-
ciations between need satisfaction and autonomous motivation within the social-
emotional domain and how these factors promote adaptive behavioral and well-
being outcomes among students. Uniting SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) with conceptual 
understanding of students’ social-emotional behaviors, the SEC School Model (see 
Fig. 2.1; Collie, 2020) provides a comprehensive framework from which emerging 
empirical research is revealing greater specification of social-emotional need satis-
faction as a construct and demonstrating links with students’ motivation and social-
emotional outcomes. Emerging research within school settings demonstrates that 
students’ social-emotional need satisfaction is linked with more adaptive forms 
of social-emotional motivation, which, in turn, is associated with enhanced well-
being and greater prosocial behavior. As a nascent research area, we draw from this 
emerging literature to highlight key priorities for future research to advance the field. 
In the present chapter, we have discussed strategies for teachers to promote social-
emotional need satisfaction by way of autonomy-, competence-, and relatedness-
support for SEC. In summary, social-emotional motivation represents an impor-
tant mechanism underpinning the development of students’ SEC. Given that social-
emotional functioning is critical for success and thriving during the school years and 
into adulthood (Goodman et al., 2015; Jones et al., 2015), continued research into 
social-emotional need satisfaction is important to inform effective social-emotional 
learning curriculum and need-supportive instructional practices for optimal outcomes 
among students. 
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Chapter 3 
A Qualitative Study 
on the Social-Emotional Competencies 
of Peer Support Champions 

Hui Ming Cheryl Yeoh and Betsy Ng 

Abstract The current research project focuses on the opinions of students in 
Singaporean classrooms following a school-based intervention that supports self-
determination theory (SDT) and social-emotional learning (SEL) frameworks. By 
fostering and creating peer support initiatives in students’ learning environment, 
educators and students are given the opportunity to learn from each other and enhance 
their character growth, prosocial behaviors, set positive goals, and show improve-
ment toward their academic performance. This study carefully and purposefully 
investigates the benefits of the SEL initiative in a primary school in Singapore where 
students as peer support champions (PSCs) are tasked with the role and responsibility 
of helping their peers in times of emotional distress. With that, comparisons can be 
formed to examine if the PSCs’ SEL and SDT abilities have shown any progress after 
the intervention. Emerging themes were studied, and they were then investigated in 
relation to literature, based on semi-structured interviews conducted with the PSCs. 
Some PSCs require more guidance in enhancing their social-emotional competen-
cies as they lack the experience and exposure to certain problems faced. Teachers 
are then needed to provide more support and strengthen their training content and 
methods to better shape the PSCs. Overall, the qualitative data gave insightful and 
meaningful information about the classroom setting. 

Introduction 

In the coming few years, there has been a sudden rise in anxiety issues faced by 
youths in Singapore. More specifically, the age group comprises those aged 10–24 
who are found to be facing problems with their mental well-being caused by their 
academic pursuits (Neo et al., 2022). The pressure to perform academically well
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starts at childhood and requires a continuous effort throughout the first 10 years 
from Primary 1. Prolonged exposure to such a hyper-competitive learning environ-
ment has thus resulted in some adverse effects on their mental well-being. To cope 
with such a competitive learning environment, it is crucial to gain an early start 
in developing their social-emotional competencies (SECs). Many studies globally 
have proved the positive effects of attaining good social-emotional skills in children 
as their enhanced social-emotional intelligence levels enable them to achieve higher 
physical and mental strength (Ng, 2020). As such, during the past few years, a greater 
emphasis was made on the social-emotional development of younger children using 
a humanistic approach at a local level. 

Social-emotional learning (SEL) is a continuing social development skill neces-
sary for all students of all ages. According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2018), it is considered a lifelong development skill 
where children and adults “acquire and effectively apply knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, 
feel and show empathy for others”, which are essential in achieving a deeper level 
of understanding of their emotions. Besides understanding one’s emotions, knowl-
edge in managing one’s emotions is vital as well, especially during the interactions 
children encounter with their peers. As sentient beings, it is salient that children at 
a young age are taught to effectively identify and recognize their emotions, while 
attaining the important competencies to achieve positive goals and express empathy 
for others. Aside from acquiring the ability to show empathy for others, based on 
the five Core SECs by CASEL, children must be able to make responsible decisions, 
maintain positive relationships, develop self-awareness, self-management, and social 
awareness. 

Supportive school environments including positive teacher–student relationships 
and peer-to-peer connections will facilitate SEL (Ministry of Education, 2019). 
One of the supportive school platforms that enables the facilitation of socioemo-
tional skills is the peer support program (PSP). Peer support (PS) is important as 
it helps to understand common mental health issues (e.g., mental stress) or symp-
toms that their peers may experience (Channel News Asia, 2020). PSP will equip peer 
support champions (PSCs) with skills such as emotional regulation, problem-solving, 
managing relationships and conflicts. The PSCs will develop empathy toward peers 
with maladaptive behaviors, as well as know when and how to seek help for them 
and themselves. As PS can contribute to students’ well-being, the present chapter 
aims to establish the provision of peer support for all students by looking out for 
one another with empathy. This study will discuss and examine the current field 
of research on self-determination theory (SDT) and SEL, together with its central 
concepts, empirical findings, and implications for several spheres of human behavior.
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Theoretical Framework 

Self-determination Theory 

Humans have three fundamental psychological needs, namely autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. To have free will and the ability to make decisions is what is 
meant by autonomy. The need to feel effective, capable, and competent in one’s activ-
ities is related to competence. Feeling connected, forming close emotional bonds, 
and having deep relationships with others represent the need for relatedness. SDT 
makes distinctions between various motivational types. When someone is motivated 
solely by their own intrinsic desire or satisfaction and not by external factors like 
rewards or pressure from others, they are said to be intrinsically motivated. Hence, 
SDT proposes that when these basic psychological needs are satisfied, individuals 
are more likely to be intrinsically motivated, experience optimal performance, and 
achieve greater well-being. Below is a brief overview of the theoretical framework 
of SDT. 

Autonomy is understood as the need to experience making choices in life, together 
with willingness and volition in their behavior toward their learning environment 
(Guay, 2021). It emphasizes the importance of individual feelings because they need 
to ensure that their behavior is intertwined with the “self” and aligned with their own 
values rather than being controlled or coerced by external factors. Autonomy is seen 
as a fundamental need for human growth, development, and optimal functioning. 

Competence is understood as the need for people to feel effective, capable, and 
competent in one’s learning environment (Guay, 2021). In one’s chosen activities, 
it involves the skill of mastery, seeking challenges to improve one’s aptitudes, and 
skill improvement. Since people are more likely to be intrinsically driven when they 
feel competent in their work, competence is considered a crucial requirement for 
motivation and engagement. 

To feel connected and foster closer emotional bonds with another person or a 
group of people is what is meant by the term “relatedness” in psychology (Guay, 
2021). It emphasizes the importance of fostering positive human relationships and 
forming harmonious bonds during social interactions. Relatedness is thus having a 
sense of belonging and feeling connected to others, which are fundamental human 
needs that boost motivation, engagement, and overall well-being. 

SDT proposes that the satisfaction of these three basic psychological needs -
autonomy, competence, and relatedness- is critical for intrinsic motivation, optimal 
performance, and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2019). When these needs are met, indi-
viduals are more likely to engage in activities for their inherent value, experience a 
sense of vitality and well-being, and achieve positive outcomes in various aspects 
of life. On the other hand, when these needs are thwarted or unmet, individuals may 
experience diminished motivation, lower well-being, and negative outcomes. 

In addition, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation are distinguished by SDT, with 
intrinsic motivation being the most independent and self-reliant type. According to 
SDT, the satisfaction of fundamental psychological needs encourages the growth
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of intrinsic motivation, but the existence of external variables might stifle it and 
encourage more extrinsically motivated conduct (Ryan & Deci, 2019). As considered, 
the SDT theoretical framework offers a thorough understanding of the function of 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness as essential psychological factors that affect 
people’s motivation, behavior, and well-being. It has been thoroughly studied and 
implemented in numerous areas of psychology, education, workplace, and sports, 
offering insightful knowledge about human motivation and enhanced performance. 

In summary, SDT has drawn a lot of attention over the years as a thorough and 
significant framework for comprehending human motivation and behavior in a variety 
of circumstances. Numerous studies in the SDT literature contend that to increase 
intrinsic motivation, all three psychological demands must be fulfilled. The rela-
tive impact of each psychological need is rarely examined in investigations. One of 
the psychological requirements that has historically received the least attention in 
SDT research is relatedness. The Relational Motivation Theory (RMT) is one of the 
newest SDT sub-theories, and it acknowledges relatedness as a fundamental psycho-
logical need itself (Wang et al., 2019). The need for relatedness is aligned with the 
competencies of SEL. 

Five Core Elements of Social-Emotional Competencies 

Beyond the assimilation and mastery of academic materials, education must incor-
porate a holistic approach to training and preparing young children for life success. 
A broad and balanced educational structure is crucial in preparing them to trans-
form into responsible adults (Pollock, 2007). During the past few decades, scientific 
reviews were conducted, and research has indicated that the incorporation of social-
emotional learning (SEL) initiatives at elementary levels to eighth-grade students has 
yielded a very promising outcome in promoting positive adjustment and improving 
academic performance as well as reducing maladaptive behavioral problems (Payton 
et al., 2008). 

SEL is the process by which young children learn and practice abilities linked to 
comprehending and regulating their emotions, building healthy relationships, making 
wise choices, and displaying prosocial and empathic behaviors. Since research 
suggests that SEL is linked to a number of positive outcomes, including higher 
academic achievement and prosocial behaviors, contributing to their overall well-
being (Martinez, 2016). As a result, it has attracted numerous attentions as a vital 
component of child development in recent years. SEL is thus of paramount impor-
tance for families, schools, and even communities to discover and discern relevant 
and essential information to implement research-based initiatives that specifically 
support the child’s development of SECs during the early phases of growth before 
adulthood. 

As CASEL has identified the core elements of SEL that are fundamental to 
learning and development, institutions should apply these five competencies in
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their SEL programs. The SECs include self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. 

First, self-awareness is seen in a person with the ability to understand one’s 
emotions, accurately assess one’s thoughts, and know how their own behaviors 
will have an influence on others. It is also important to note that this includes their 
ability to self-assess their personal values, strengths, and limitations that shape their 
sense of self-confidence (Payton et al., 2008). Evidence has pointed out that certain 
parts of the self are linked to behavior, and when that schema is activated, it influ-
ences the behavior of the person (Froming et al., 1998). Children, especially boys, 
were found to self-regulate their emotions during their social interactions with girls 
as their social interaction schema was activated and they behaved friendlier in the 
girls’ presence. Hence, students effectively demonstrate self-awareness, especially in 
displaying keenness in their strengths and emotions, are likely self-reflective in their 
own actions and thus capable of behaving appropriately and responding accordingly. 

Second, self-management represents the ability to manage one’s behavior and 
emotions by demonstrating the skill in handling stress, curbing impulses, and perse-
vering in addressing challenges (Payton et al., 2008). With one’s emotions in check, 
positive and close relationships can be established, which enables one to interact well 
with their peers and succeed at work while maintaining a healthy mindset. Research 
has indicated children who get along well with their peers generally exhibit positive 
behaviors such as cooperation and friendliness and are lower in negative emotions 
like aggression and disruptiveness (Asher & McDonald, 2009; Ironsmith & Poteat, 
1990; Zeller, et al., 2003). A study conducted in 2019 has reported that children 
require a very long time to develop social and emotional skills, hence early inter-
vention is crucial, and the cultivation of teacher–child relationships has strong links 
to developing good prosocial behaviors, academic success, emotional skills, and 
helping children lead healthy lives (Alzahrani, et al., 2019). As such, the way chil-
dren are able to manage their own emotions and thoughts, which may in turn lead to 
helping them achieve future goals and aspirations. 

Third, social awareness is the ability to consider the perspectives of others, 
empathize and subsequently read the emotional cues of others. When children can 
read the emotional cues of others, they are thus able to understand and respond appro-
priately to their feelings. Empathy is key to developing this bridge to understand other 
people’s feelings, which helps them relate to each other’s emotional state. Empathy 
is observed when children are capable of regulating their responses to their peers’ 
emotional distress, which indicates an increased sensitivity to positive socialization 
(Wagers & Kiel, 2019). 

Fourth, relationship management relates to the ability to form healthy and 
supportive relationships, which require constant maintenance of cooperation and 
communication with people (CASEL, 2022). Examples of relationship management 
include resisting inappropriate social pressure, resolving interpersonal conflict, and 
seeking help when necessary (Payton et al., 2008). Studies have examined and shown 
how children in their middle childhood years manage their social relationships with 
the people around them. The results yielded were comparisons between children with



44 H. M. C. Yeoh and B. Ng

higher prosocial behavior and children who are more aggressive. The outcome indi-
cated that children with greater prosocial behaviors had more friends than those who 
exhibited aggressive behaviors and, as a result, were less accepted by their friends 
(Rodkin, et al., 2013). 

Fifth and finally, responsible decision-making refers to the ability to make ethical 
decisions when addressing problems and challenges in situations (CASEL, 2022). 
The consideration of constructive choices regarding one’s social behavior and reac-
tion to others is of paramount importance. This includes “making decisions based on 
consideration of ethical standards, safety concerns, appropriate social norms, respect 
for others, and the likely consequences of various actions” (Payton et al., 2008, p. 6).  
Learning how to make responsible decisions requires early intervention with the 
help of parents and teachers to guide them throughout the process (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Therefore, training is needed through independent problem-solving and learning how 
to communicate effectively when confusion arises during the training. 

Literature Review 

Existing Initiatives of SEL 

Several SEL programs aim to teach students core social competence skills in the 
classroom. Recently, more schools have gained a growing awareness of the impor-
tance of SEL and its beneficial effects on students. It has become more prevalent in 
American schools, where educators are curious to know if schools globally are suffi-
ciently preparing their students for life beyond the classroom (Mahoney et al., 2018). 
These lessons cover a range of subjects, such as character-building, violence preven-
tion, positive goal setting, and conflict resolution, to facilitate deeper discussions and 
help students consider the safety and well-being of themselves and others. 

Recently, the USA has already conducted SEL programs and is in the process of 
establishing standards for the development of specifically targeted SEL abilities at 
every school grade level (Mahoney et al., 2018). Local policies have also shown a 
willingness to partake in this initiative by providing funding to support such programs 
in the long run. A study was conducted with the purpose of documenting the effec-
tiveness of such SEL programs and to examine what kind of positive outcomes were 
yielded. It investigated four substantial meta-analyses on the impacts of student 
involvement in SEL programs. An approach to combining all of the available study 
data and condensing them into a single, comprehensive assessment is referred to as a 
meta-analysis, which is a statistical method of synthesizing numerous prior attempts 
to evaluate the efficacy of a certain program. For instance, one of the meta-analyses 
synthesizes data from studies of 213 school-based SEL programs, including 270,000 
students from kindergarten to high school level (Mahoney et al., 2018). As such, 
empirical evidence strongly indicates that SEL programs do, in actuality, provide 
substantial advantages for the students involved (Mahoney et al., 2018).
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Furthermore, SEL initiatives are becoming a more important component of 
teaching in schools. MindUP is an existing school-based SEL program that focuses 
on training and the creation of mindfulness-based curriculum aimed at enhancing 
children’s well-being and has also grown in popularity as an emerging practice in 
education (Crooks et al., 2020). There are several school-based programs that inte-
grate mindfulness into a SEL framework. As such, there is growing recognition of 
these approaches to students’ well-being that are not only beneficial but also add 
value to their development. Results by Crooks et al. (2020) have thus demonstrated 
strong support for the implementation of SEL initiatives. The skills students learn in 
SEL have been shown to help students be more engaged in learning and feel more 
motivated to succeed socially and academically at school. 

However, SEL is not an instant panacea but rather an effective approach for 
enhancing children’s social and emotional competencies, which are linked to a 
number of beneficial behavioral and academic outcomes. Various studies have 
utilized multiple techniques to examine the efficacy of SEL initiatives. Yet, it is 
strongly encouraged that future research could focus on constructing narrower ques-
tions to better tackle the issues, such as discovering the type of program that is most 
effective for promoting which SEL skills exactly and for which students in the short 
and long runs (Mahoney et al., 2018). 

Empirical Studies on SDT and SEL 

SDT started off with intrinsic motivation, which is a psychological need to engage 
in actions for the joy or fulfillment in performing something that grants the user 
internal satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2019). Humans are generally viewed as proactive 
individuals who are born with a natural inclination toward developmental growth, 
mastering and overcoming challenges, and gaining new experiences to supplement 
their learning experience. These innate desires and tendencies require a supportive 
and all-encompassing environment, which is not possible in every social setting the 
child is in. As a result, it could lead to possible negative outcomes such as lack 
of compliance, rebellion, or poor behaviors and a lack of engagement in learning 
(Guay, 2021). For example, Guay (2021) discovered that a large number of high 
school students chose to drop out before completing their formal education because 
they felt suffocated and doubted their own competencies in school. Hence, more 
research is needed to develop socially sensitive measures in SDT that help to better 
shape student motivation levels. 

Although schools are increasingly gaining awareness and recognition of SEL 
programs, it has not been able to expand into certain countries. It has been reported 
that research carried out on SEL is limited in Turkey. This scant research typi-
cally concentrates on the SEL abilities of preschoolers (Hanife & Cigdem, 2017). 
In contrast, SEL should encompass a variety of children from preschool through 
high school and involve all possible young age groups who would be affected. Lack 
of study, particularly for various student subgroups, potentially limits the scope of
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analysis and effectiveness of knowing how social-emotional programs have changed 
them over time. Only early childhood or elementary school is typically the main 
focus of existing longitudinal research, and cross-sectional studies do not provide 
sufficient insight into how competencies change over time (West et al., 2020). More-
over, there are concerns about the scope of the results of many SEL studies because 
they use small sample sizes that are convenient in certain settings. 

Purpose of the Study 

The education system of every school mainly focuses on the academic competence 
and achievements of students. Yet, what we failed to realize was the importance of 
equipping students with lifelong skills required to cope and succeed in life beyond the 
classroom. While teaching and imparting the knowledge derived from the academic 
materials, there is a need to place a greater emphasis on the SECs of the students. 
Often, teachers are called upon to create a suitable learning environment where 
students are given the opportunity to develop their social and emotional skills in 
tandem with academics. This empirical study examines student relationships in a 
primary school setting, where the PSCs function as leaders who express care and 
concern toward their peers in need. While examining the student relationships, a 
second focus will be directed at discovering the potential challenges faced, a compar-
ison of SECs between Primary 4 and 5 levels and the beneficial effects of the SEL 
initiative on the PSCs. Based on these observations, this qualitative study aims 
to address the gaps and explore the perceived benefits and limitations of the SEL 
initiative conducted with primary school students in the Singapore setting. 

Method 

Participants 

Fourteen primary school students (10–11 years old) from a Singapore’s primary 
school participated in the present study. They were Primary 4 and 5 students, which 
is similar to Grades 4 and 5, respectively. Prior to data collection, ethical clearance 
was granted from the university’s Institutional Research Board (IRB-2022-238). 
Prior to the group interviews, participants were briefed on the purpose of the study 
and were given assurance regarding the confidentiality of their recorded responses. 
All participants were interviewed online via the Zoom platform, and their identities 
were anonymized.
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Procedure 

In collaboration with a primary school in Singapore, the peer support program covers 
skillsets derived from SDT and SEL exhibited by Primary 4 and 5 students. Firstly, 
the school needs to determine the necessity of an SEL program and assess their 
readiness level. Secondly, there must be a problem identification that needs to be 
addressed in the students’ learning environment, which helps to properly examine 
the links between SEL and SDT and their benefits. Thirdly, consultation sessions are 
required especially with the teacher advisors who work closely with the students, 
and these sessions lead to opportunities for planning and implementing the necessary 
steps required to apply the SEL and SDT frameworks. Hence, students who are higher 
in prosocial behaviors were selected by the teachers, and some had volunteered to 
be a PSC, a role tasked with the responsibility of looking out for their peers in times 
of emotional distress. Subsequently, both the teacher advisors and PSCs are trained 
through weekly lessons conducted separately for the PSCs, where they are educated 
on the issues of bullying and the appropriate measures to adopt when met with such 
cases. The PSCs are empowered by their teachers and given the autonomy to perform 
their roles around their peers. The PSCs are trained to be motivated to help their peers 
through actions such as giving encouraging feedback to their peers and demonstrating 
empathy and patience when listening to problems. Followed by the implementation 
of the peer support initiative to assist the PSCs in developing their SEL abilities. 
In essence, the PSCs are aspiring leaders who set exemplary role models for their 
classmates and are trained to be prompt and swift in their actions. After undergoing 
the peer support initiative, PSCs will be more equipped with their social skills and 
emerge with a healthier and more positive impact on their well-being. 

Semi-structured interviews were deployed during the study to collect students’ 
responses according to the interview questions. A set of guiding questions was 
constructed for the purpose of data collection. The guiding questions provide a 
clear set of instructions for interviewers and can generate comparable and desired 
qualitative information (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). The nature of these questions 
contains a small level of openness but framed in “more deliberate terms” nonethe-
less (Dowson & McInerney, 2003). Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 
groups of two (for students). The interview questions had a more informal tone (e.g., 
“Were there more interactions between you and your peers compared to last semester? 
Please elaborate on your example(s)”; “What is the extent of help you would offer 
to your fellow peers/classmates?” for students). Since the interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribing of all interviews was performed and each interview lasted 
about 30 min. 

Data retrievals were conducted through thematic coding entirely from all the inter-
views. The data analysis is based on thematic coding which includes identification 
of main themes from the SEL and SDT frameworks. The main themes from SEL 
include self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship manage-
ment, and responsible decision-making. As for SDT, the main themes are compe-
tence, autonomy, relatedness, intrinsic motivation, and extrinsic motivation. These
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emerging themes will be captured and form the basis of this study. Two independent 
researchers (from Nanyang Technological University) were recruited to assist and 
examine the entire coding process of the interview transcripts. The examination of 
codes leads to different interpretation of themes, such disparities were addressed, and 
an agreement was reached. Excerpts were then carefully selected from the students’ 
responses to reflect the main themes. 

Findings and Discussion 

Student Relationship Management 

The PSCs have dutifully carried out their roles and responsibilities in supporting 
their peers whenever appropriate. In terms of relationship management, the PSCs 
have shown indications of establishing and maintaining healthy relationships by 
being an active listener and helping their peers when required. 

I am more sensitive to caring for my peers as I listen to what kind of problems they are 
facing. Then I try my best to help them. (Student 10, P5) 

I care for my peers every day. I play with them, and I have a good connection with my 
classmates, so I play with them every day. I also help them with questions that they don’t 
understand. (Student 13, P5) 

Both PCSs, who are Primary 5 students, are observed to have shown a higher level 
of sensitivity in showing concern for their peers in need and firmly believe in estab-
lishing good connections and positive relationships among their peers. According to 
Martínez, research has reported positive impacts of SEL initiatives among students. 
SEL has been shown to reduce emotional distress and aggression, while increasing 
prosocial behaviors (Martínez, 2016). Such behaviors drive a positive attitude toward 
the self and others; as a result, the PSCs have a clear understanding of working toward 
creating good connections and positive relationships among their peers. Hence, this 
in turn leads to promoting a healthier level of relationship management. 

If I was sitting near my classmate, I would be thinking that she doesn’t really feel like being 
open to me (she does not feel comfortable sharing her feelings). Then I will just wait for a 
while until she feels more comfortable with the class, I will approach her. (Student 12, P5) 

Student 12, who is also in Primary 5, is observed to be more contemplative in his 
own thoughts as he strategizes to establish positive relationship management with a 
new peer. Student 12 is seen to display a higher sensitivity level in showing concern 
towards the peer as an emphasis on cooperation and preventing social pressure is 
demonstrated. Studies have shown that, compared to students who were not involved 
in SEL programs, those involved displayed higher levels in SEL skills and positive 
social behavior (Mahoney et al., 2018). Overall, these PSCs have displayed the 
qualities of an experienced person capable of managing their relationships with their 
peers, especially those in need of emotional assistance.



3 A Qualitative Study on the Social-Emotional Competencies of Peer … 49

Student Responsible Decision-Making 

Students who exhibit responsible decision-making are likely competent to make good 
decisions regarding daily challenges they faced, show respect for others as they are 
aware of the consequences, and act out ethically. In terms of responsible decision-
making, the Primary 5 PSCs below are observed to possess the skill in carrying out 
such an emotional competency. 

I comforted her and said I think that you did, or you did alright you did good and that it 
doesn’t matter. (Student 13, P5) 

You let them calm down first then after a few days you ask if you can talk to them. 
(Student 4, P5) 

Students 4 and 13 have readily displayed responsible decision-making, as they 
are confident in what they decide to act on and have a strong awareness of the kind of 
social response they should give to their peers in need. Research has indicated that 
students aged 12 who exhibit a good level of responsible decision-making are due 
to the presence of supportive parents (Dotsenko et al., 2020). Hence, the increase in 
personal maturity in making responsible decisions is not directly linked to the age 
of the child. This is observed from a study where the maturity level of 6 to 11 years 
olds is greater than those who are 12 years old, as the presence of a supportive 
adult plays a huge role in their decision-making process (Dotsenko et al., 2020). 
Therefore, Students 4 and 13 may very likely have had supportive adults throughout 
their childhood years who have exhibited a good amount of ethical consideration and 
are thus careful in their actions. 

That time Miss Ong taught us cyberbullying, so right now when our friend is getting bullied, 
we must help them out and stop… Now, when I see people in trouble, I will always come 
forward and help them. (Student 9, P4) 

Student 9, who is a Primary 4 PSC, shows a strong sense of justice in acting 
according to ethical standards as well, despite having lesser experience as a PSC. 
Student 9 is thus equally capable of making good ethical decisions and possesses a 
strong emotional competency in applying the appropriate response to social situa-
tions, which contributes positively to the well-being of one’s school and community. 
Hence, these PSCs have demonstrated a good amount of respect toward their peers 
and the ability to consider ethical and correct courses of action so that they can be 
handled at a responsible level. 

Student Self-management 

Students who are adept at demonstrating self-management are competent in regu-
lating their individual emotions to manage stress, curb their impulsive emotional 
behaviors, and in turn, able to express their emotions appropriately outwardly 
(Mahoney et al., 2018). In terms of self-management, the following excerpts from the
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PSCs have indicated their competency in regulating their own emotions in a calm and 
confident manner without any impulsive outbursts in behavior or stressful feelings. 

Most of my peers are happy but sometimes if they are feeling sad, they have their best friends 
who will try to comfort them. If they don’t want me to comfort them, they’ll just ask their 
best friends instead. (Student 13, P5) 

I do not feel stressed when I hear stress from my classmates. (Student 10, P5) 

Students 10 and 13 are clearly unaffected when social situations do not go their 
way or when faced with stressful situations. Student 13 is well aware and understands 
that peer support is not confined to the PSCs only. Peers who have other friends 
whom they trust and look up to are also encouraged to help their friends in times 
of emotional distress. Student 13 accepted this fact and does not display feelings 
of negativity such as indignance or jealousy or cast doubtful feelings about the 
capability as a PSC. As for Student 10, Student 10 displays a great amount of self-
management as the stress felt from the peers does not affect her mood or emotional 
levels, thus effectively demonstrating the competence in regulating and controlling 
one’s emotions and impulses. 

The challenges I faced include having to ensure the way you talk or the approach you use 
while talking. For example, if you use a friendly and more patient way in talking, meaning 
the right way, then the person will feel he or she is able to trust you and like share his or her 
feelings readily. (Student 6, P4) 

Student 6, a Primary 4 PSC, is newer in his experience as a PSC in comparison with 
Students 10 and 13 as some level of challenge is faced. The difficulty in regulating 
one’s emotions and controlling impulses can be observed from Student 6. Student 6 
remarked that the way one talks and choosing the right approach to handle the social 
situation is tricky. However, instead of responding in a helpless manner, Student 
6 is observed to be persevering in addressing the challenge, or, in short, rising to 
the challenge given. In general, these PSCs have demonstrated the SEL ability to 
manage their emotional health by regulating their emotions first, thus exhibiting 
positive social behavior and low emotional distress (Mahoney et al., 2018). 

Student Social Awareness 

Students who are competent in demonstrating social awareness are more likely to 
observe social cues, understand social norms, and empathize with others from diverse 
cultures and backgrounds (Gimbert et al., 2023). Hence, they are able to understand 
the other person’s feelings and express their own feelings appropriately in response. 

When my classmate is upset about the exam results, I calm them down by telling them there’s 
always another exam and they can try harder during this next exam. (Student 1, P4) 

I know that we should care for everyone like help them when in need… most of the time 
I am able to detect the issues of my peers, who are feeling a bit stressful. (Student 10, P5) 

People in my class were thinking it is weird that I talk to my friend who is being bullied. 
Then I thought to myself and wondered how it is weird for me to talk to him when he is
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like bullied. What am I doing that is weird? I have to do it because they keep bullying them. 
(Student 12, P5) 

Students 1 and 10, who are in Primary 4 and 5 respectively, effectively show hints 
of social awareness because they are able to pick up emotional ques from their peers. 
When their peers are stressed, Student 1 calms his friend down by giving words 
of encouragement, and the advice given is to do better the next round. Student 10 
displays empathy toward his peers which heightens his social awareness because 
there was a detection in a spike in stress levels from his peers. Student 12 shows 
greater social awareness in seeking out for his peers as he is more aware of his duty 
as a PSC to protect his peers from bullying. Student 12 also displays a stronger 
commitment toward his responsibilities as a PSC as he is determined to shield his 
peers from acts of bullying. This visibly implies Student 12 has demonstrated a 
keener sense of compassion when he realized his peer is very sad from the effects of 
bullying and had displayed appropriate response to address the issue at hand (Gimbert 
et al., 2023). As such, students possess the ability to appropriately read the mood 
and identify a change in the behavior of their peers. 

Student Self-awareness 

Self-awareness is the key in understanding one’s emotions which enables the person 
to self-regulate his thoughts and feelings, make sense of them, and respond in an 
appropriate behavior (Gimbert et al., 2023). Student 10 shows a keen sense of self-
awareness as the problem could not be solved and advises the peer to seek profes-
sional help from the teacher instead. Hence, Student 10 is aware of her thoughts and 
emotions. 

I will ask her to ask the teacher because the teacher can help her. Because I cannot help much 
as I am just a child, not an adult. I can’t help to call the police or something so she should 
refer to a trusted adult instead. (Student 10, P5) 

I find that I have more empathy now. When Miss Ong goes through some bullying cases, 
she teaches us how to empathize with them. So, from that situation, we can also feel how it 
feels like to be in the other person’s shoe. (Student 3, P4) 

Student 3 shows improvement in empathy levels and emotional sensitivities as the 
training conducted by the teacher, Miss Ong, proves to be effective in demonstrating 
how to better express empathy toward their peers. 

Last semester, I am confused on my role as a PSC through actions like the need to talk to 
them, but now I am clearer about why I do this. I mean, last semester I was confused on 
like how I am going to help my classmates. But this semester is more comfortable because 
I actually did my role quite well. (Student 12, P5) 

Student 12 indicates an improved version of his self-awareness as he forms a 
comparison between the two semesters as a PSC. He showed an increased depth 
in self-awareness because previously he was uncertain about his role as a PSC, but
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after one semester, he remarked that he has a better understanding of what he needs 
to do and feels more comfortable. Hence, students have demonstrated the ability to 
identify their own individual strengths, weaknesses and emotions which then affect 
how they respond to their peers’ help. 

Student Intrinsic Motivation 

Students who are high in intrinsic motivation can be attributed to a high internal 
satisfaction level with the work they are doing. When a person’s three psychological 
needs are met, the greater the person feels internally to motivate himself to work 
toward a particular goal (Wang et al., 2019). These students have not only carried out 
their responsibilities as a PSC, but they took extra measures in providing emotional 
support to their peers in need. 

I will help them out because I don’t like to see people sad. So, I just want to help people out 
so that they will be happier and won’t be sad or depressed. (Student 11, P5) 

Student 11 is observed to display a very high-level intrinsic motivation as she 
wants to see her peers happy and seeing them in distress makes her uncomfortable. 
Thus, she is internally highly motivated to support her peers by offering her help 
whenever necessary. 

Whenever I see someone fighting during recess, in the field, I’ll go to them and tell them to 
stop fighting. The people fighting will go to each side so there’s one person on my left then 
you go to the right side. (Student 8, P4) 

As a PSC, Student 8 is highly internally motivated to carry out his responsibilities 
dutifully by mitigating the situation when a fight breaks out. He understands the 
problem and is intrinsically motivated to provide a resolution. As mentioned by 
Wang in his research, people who are intrinsically motivated partake in activities 
that interest them and are determined to solve it or fulfill what is required (Wang 
et al., 2019). 

I help my peers by playing with them, hanging out with them and also because they were like 
the bottom few (least amount of friends) those kind, where lots of people don’t like them. 
(Student 12, P5) 

Student 12 demonstrates his enthusiasm in helping his peers, which indicates he 
is internally motivated to fulfill his role as a PSC who readily supports his peers. He 
empathizes with some of the peers who have fewer friends, therefore, it pushes him 
internally to bring some form of joy to them. These students have thus demonstrated 
their personal motivation by voluntarily providing their assistance to their peers 
when in emotional distress. Student 11 is especially prominent in her pursuit to 
reduce her peers’ emotional distress because she is intrinsically motivated regardless 
of her school position as a PSC. Student 11 had remarked that she will help anyone 
who is emotionally upset because she dislikes seeing a person feeling disheartened or
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dispirited. Hence, Student 11 possesses a naturally higher level of intrinsic motivation 
than others and her being appointed as a PSC only serves to amplify her strong 
determination to support her peers in need. Student 12 is also exceptional in his 
personal motivation levels because he has a passionate heart, which enables him to 
easily empathize with the feelings of others, and he is determined to ensure they 
return to their healthier state of well-being by bringing happiness in the form of 
companionship and a listening ear to his peers in need. 

Student Competence 

Competence is seen in students when they exhibit mastery in a task or topic. It also 
includes the signs of cognitive activation such as deep thinking, metacognition, and 
achievement in performing something (Förtsch et al., 2016). Both Students 11 and 
13 have demonstrated competence in spotting signs of emotional distress in their 
peers and readily offer their assistance. Student 13 is observed to be more perceptive 
as he is able to detect signs of distress based on their facial expressions. Hence, this 
posits mastery in a skill in detecting distressing signs among his peers. 

I approach them first when I see those signs like they are sad or depressed, but if I did not 
manage to spot these signs then they will come to me. (Student 11, P5) 

I can detect the issues normally by their facial expressions, I can. Last time when my 
classmate sat beside me and when she failed her math exam, she was very sad, and I could 
tell by her facial expression and tried to comfort her. (Student 13, P5) 

The strategies used where you look out for those signs of feeling stress and anxious 
and even though they don’t say, you can observe them by their actions if like they are very 
stressful then they will show by studying like crazy. (Student 8, P4) 

Student 8 has this heightened sense of awareness as he skillfully detects any signs 
of anxiety and stress among his peers. He has also equipped himself with strategies 
to sieve out peers who are under stress through their sudden change in behaviors but 
dare not speak up or approach the PSCs for emotional help. As such, the PSCs have 
demonstrated the mastery and skill in detecting signs of emotional changes observed 
from their peers. 

Student Autonomy 

When it comes to learning, a person’s psychological desire for autonomy is under-
stood as the need to experience making choices in life, together with willingness and 
volition in their behavior toward their learning environment (Guay, 2021). 

If they are still not alright, I’ll wait until they are more calmed down then I’ll try to help 
them. (Student 13, P5)
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Student 13 demonstrates a high level of autonomy, as he realizes the other person 
is in a state of distress and he knows that he should allow the person to calm down first 
before taking any action and providing his own opinions. In this case, he is capable 
in demonstrating self-restraint which is an action he has decided for himself in order 
to refrain himself from further potentially agitating his peer. He also does not shy 
away from helping his friends even when he realizes that they may still be struggling 
because he has control of his himself and his environment. He thus practices self-
restraint as he thinks before he acts. Hence, he is observed to have portrayed a good 
sense of autonomy as he takes control of his environment and decides what actions 
to take. 

I usually help them if they are not here and when the teacher says you can pack your bags 
then sometimes, I would help, if they come back very late, then I would help to put their 
pencils in the pencil case. (Student 9, P4) 

Student 9 pays attention to the absence of other classmates and takes initiative 
when they are not around. He exhibits some awareness as he notices that the other 
classmates might be occupied with other work and do not have time to attend to 
their belongings. However, the student only acts on certain occasions (“usually” and 
“sometimes”) and when he hears verbal cues (e.g., when the teacher instructs them 
to do something). This is an example of having autonomy that is dependent on the 
situation. Student 9 is thus autonomously dependent on the context of the situation 
which connects to how his peers behave in class (Guay, 2021). Despite these condi-
tions, Student 9 still expresses his willingness to make his own decisions, and he is 
in control of his environment. It is evidently demonstrated in his ability to decide 
when to provide assistance or not. Therefore, he portrays a relatively good sense of 
autonomy. 

Because as PSCs we should form a bridge so that whenever there’s something wrong you 
can always help the student to raise it up even though they don’t want to raise it up, because 
they don’t want to trouble us but as PSCs, our job is to help students not to become victims 
of bullying. (Student 8, P4) 

Student 8 recognizes his important role as a PSC as he develops care and concern 
for the people around him. He is empathetic toward those who are being intimidated 
in school and even demonstrates willingness to offer support or speak up for them. He 
is confident in his ability to deal with problems and understands that there are conse-
quences if he does not help these students. These PSCs thus demonstrate autonomy 
where they are in control of their learning environment and take ownership of their 
actions. Yet, autonomy must not be mistaken for feelings of detachment, as people 
could generalize a person with high levels of autonomy as being independent and 
not wanting to rely on others. Furthermore, numerous studies have indicated that 
students with a high sense of autonomy want to be accepted by their peers as well 
(Guay, 2021). In choosing to speak up for his peers in distress, Student 8 exhibits a 
strong attachment toward his peers as they are being victimized and is determined 
to promote a harmonious relationship among his peers. By doing this, Student 8 
does seek to be accepted by his peers and hopes to emphasize that they can trust
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and rely on him whenever they are in need of emotional support. As such, Student 8 
clearly shows his deep sense of justice and compassion which fuels his strong sense 
of autonomy. 

Student Relatedness 

To feel connected and foster closer emotional bonds to another person or a group of 
people is what is meant by the term “relatedness” in psychology (Guay, 2021). 

Sometimes I see my friend really sad and tired when she comes to school then I will just ask 
her and she will just tell me whatever problems she has. (Student 10, P5) 

Student 10 showcases his interest in his friends’ well-being, providing them with a 
shoulder to cry on. Extends his support to his friends, gives his friends the confidence 
to speak up about their issues. His friend can share his concerns, and the student can 
make him feel emotionally connected, fostering a sense of relatedness. 

I am more sensitive in caring this semester, this semester I was on the last few days of school 
and was trying to make those people with very few friends feel some enjoyment on their last 
few days with me. (Student 12, P5) 

Student 12 emotionally engages and interacts with other students who have fewer 
friends and promotes interest and enthusiasm in celebrating the end of the school 
semester with them. His intentions to socialize with these students help them to 
feel connected and important in the completion of their semester together, demon-
strating a highly supportive friendship. This clearly demonstrates the reason for 
having this psychological need as without this need, Student 12 would not display 
such a strong level of willingness and readiness to form ways to interact effectively 
and in a harmonious manner with his peers (Guay, 2021). 

During class free time I will play with my friends, and I will make up some games and then 
we will just play the game together. (Student 13, P5) 

Student 13 has a strong sense of relatedness to his friends where they can partake in 
an activity together even when it is thought up/formulated on the spot. This feeling of 
belonging and camaraderie allows them to have fun with people that they enjoy being 
around, reflecting a positive attitude toward interpersonal friendship. These PSCs 
are observed to have the intention of promoting more social interactions through 
connection building among their peers. 

Implications and Limitations 

The present study has examined the SECs and SDT psychological needs of the 
PSCs at a primary school in Singapore. After conducting the study, comparisons 
of the PSCs’ abilities gave meaningful and insightful perspectives and findings,
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which provided a deeper layer of understanding into the benefits of the peer support 
program based on SEL and SDT frameworks. Educators and researchers alike have 
gained a better and clearer comprehension of students’ perspectives in approaching 
the challenges faced as PSCs. 

Based on the findings and discussion section, the implications include PSCs 
demonstrating an increase in sensitivity in caring for their peers by expressing more 
empathy and concern. However, Primary 5 PSCs are shown to display a higher level 
of SECs such as relationship management and social awareness, based on their expe-
rienced approach to peer support. In contrast, Primary 4 PSCs are shown to face more 
challenges in managing their emotions as they are still new to their role as PSCs. As 
such, Primary 4 PSCs require more guidance in their roles due to being inexperi-
enced and need to enhance their SECs in areas where they fall short as compared to 
the Primary 5 PSCs. In general, the SEL initiative has resulted in a greater positive 
effect on the PSCs for, they have displayed the SECs in helping their peers, as well 
as improving their own SEL and SDT levels to a certain extent. 

Although a child’s specific talents may vary, their relative proficiencies in their 
strengths and weaknesses may change over time as well. Hence, there are still limi-
tations to consider when conducting future research. In order to promote children’s 
SEL abilities, it is critical to act early and consistently. Moreover, it is significant to 
maintain their SEL levels in mind as they grow older, and they may fall behind or 
experience a decrease in certain competencies without continual supervision. 

SEL activities are frequently insufficient in school settings, despite prior under-
standing that SEL does play a crucial role in creating and maintaining positive 
results among students. Further research is, therefore, required to examine the effec-
tiveness of these SEL initiatives, how they are widely disseminated and whether 
they are continuously evaluated, improved, and sustained over the next few years. 
For instance, future studies can ponder the various methods to be implemented to 
strengthen schools’ ability to implement SEL initiatives and how educational poli-
cies might be better matched to allow for the expansion of SEL programs in other 
school globally. In other words, it is essential to improve the interaction between 
researchers, institutions, and local leaders. To achieve this, it will be necessary for 
a variety of stakeholders to collaborate to ensure the well-distributed exposure of a 
well-designed SEL program is made accessible internationally. 

Conclusion 

With an in-depth understanding of the perspectives of the students during the SEL 
intervention in a primary school setting, it widened the scope of the study and 
addressed certain issues pertaining to SEL in students. This study gave a detailed 
account of actions that foster autonomy from the viewpoint of students. To accurately 
record everything that was said and done in class, as well as each student’s replies 
in terms of learning and interaction, however, will take a lot of work. Therefore, it
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is advised that future studies utilize a greater amount of classroom observations and 
video recordings to expand on the current findings. 
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Chapter 4 
Perceived Teacher’s Autonomy Support 
and Social-emotional Outcomes 
in Students: Mediating Effect of Need 
Satisfaction 

Hong Liu Wu, Betsy Ng, and Woon Chia Liu 

Abstract Underpinned by self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci in Self-
determination theory: Basic psychological needs in motivation, development, and 
wellness. Guilford Publications, 2017), the study was to explore how perceived 
teacher’s autonomy support (PTAS) is related to students’ social and emotional 
learning (SEL) and to examine whether the relationships are achieved through the 
satisfaction of students’ basic psychological needs. The current sample involved 130 
Singapore primary school students aged between 10 and 11 years. Results indicated 
that need satisfaction significantly mediated the relationships between PTAS and 
self-efficacy, PTAS and resilience, as well as PTAS and test anxiety, respectively. 
The current findings revealed that an autonomy-supportive environment enhances 
positive social-emotional outcomes via need satisfaction. Therefore, it is suggested 
that using autonomy support in school could be an effective approach to help satisfy 
students’ psychological needs, which in turn allow students to build their self-efficacy 
and resilience while alleviating test anxiety. 

Introduction 

Stress is one the most prevailing concerns threatening adolescents’ psychological 
well-being. For Asian societies, the stress related to academic achievement or excel-
lence seems to be the most acute (Huan et al., 2008). In Hong Kong, research found 
that high expectations on academics in school significantly predicted children’s 
academic stress (Chyu & Chen, 2022). Moreover, Chinese children and adolescents 
were reported high depressive symptoms and anxiety arising from high expecta-
tions toward their academic success (Chyu & Chen, 2022; Ma et al., 2018). Some 
evidence indicates that Chinese adolescents may suffer from more depression than 
their western counterparts (Sun et al., 2021). In South Korea, suicide becomes the
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second leading death cause of Korean adolescents in 2014, and about 25.1% of 
primary 4 to primary 6 students responded that school grade (43.6%) was the top 
major reasons of suicide, followed by family disputes (23.9%) and peer conflicts 
(9.5%) (Kim & Eom, 2017). Like their Asian counterparts, Singapore adolescents 
were reported higher mean scores of overall academic expectation stress and experi-
ences of similar psychological concerns such as fear of academic failure (Huan et al., 
2008). 

Considering the psychological well-being of adolescents, the past decades have 
witnessed continuous reforms in education systems across Asian countries (Cheng, 
2017). At the core of these changes is the emphasis on children’s SEL, especially 
the twenty-first century social-emotional competencies (SECs). The framework of 
twenty-first-century Competencies (21CC) has been integrating into primary and 
secondary school curriculum in Asian countries or areas like Singapore, Japan, South 
Korea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan in different ways (Cheng, 2017). This framework 
includes six core values (i.e., respect, responsibility, resilience, integrity, care, and 
harmony) and five essential SECs (i.e., self-awareness, self-management, respon-
sible decision-making, self-awareness, and relationship management) to prepare 
today’s younger generations for the changing demands in the twenty-first century 
(CASEL, 2021). School teachers, as an integral part of the youth’s microsystem 
affecting youth’s growth directly, are considered acting a key role in supporting the 
youth’s healthy development. For example, Singapore school educators are entrusted 
with major responsibilities of nurturing students’ SECs. However, some researchers 
pointed out that approaches regarding how schools and educators can effectively 
cultivate the SECs still deserve constant exploration (Tan et al., 2017). With this 
consideration, the current study attempts to support teachers in their endeavors to 
foster students’ social-emotional development from a self-determination theory’s 
(SDT) perspective. Also, limited research investigates how SDT is related to primary 
school students’ SEL. This study therefore seeks to extend prior research and support 
students’ SEL, thereby facilitating psychological well-being of our youth. 

Literature Review 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-determination theory (SDT) is defined by Ryan and Deci (2017, p. 3) as “an 
empirically based, organismic theory of human behavior and personality develop-
ment,” and it critically examines the various social-contextual factors that affect 
human thriving (e.g., motivation and psychological needs). The three basic psycho-
logical needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are universal and funda-
mental “innate psychological nutriments” for individuals to achieve psychological 
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). Autonomy refers to having the ownership of 
one’s behaviors; competence refers to the feeling of being competent to pursue goals;
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and relatedness refers to a feeling of genuine connection and belonging (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). When these three innate needs are satisfied, individuals gain more autonomous 
motivation and better psychological development (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 
However, if thwarted, they would fail to foster growth potential and cause unde-
sired psychological outcomes such as passivity, maladjustment, and ill-being. Prior 
research has confirmed that need satisfaction was positively associated with better 
academic performance (Marshik et al., 2017), stronger intrinsic motivation (Xiang 
et al., 2017), lower perceived stress (Neufeld et al., 2020), as well as less anger and 
distress (Stanley et al., 2021), whereas need frustration negatively predicted lower 
life satisfaction (Lin & Chan, 2020), online gaming disorder (T’ng et al., 2022), 
negative affect, and depressive symptoms (Levine et al., 2022). 

Ryan and Deci (2000) also emphasized that social contexts (e.g., teachers) can 
be either need-supportive or need-deprived. Autonomy-supportive teachers create 
a need-supportive learning environment where they provide students with mean-
ingful rationale, acknowledge students’ feelings, use informative language and avoid 
controlling words, and show patience (Núñez & León, 2015; Reeve & Cheon, 2021), 
thus facilitating the satisfaction of students’ basic needs. More importantly, when 
students’ needs are met, teachers’ autonomy-supportive behaviors help nurture posi-
tive learning and psychological outcomes such as better academic achievement (e.g., 
Tan et al., 2022), class engagement (e.g., Liu et al., 2021), enhanced autonomous 
motivation (e.g., Ljubin-Golub et al., 2020), stronger self-efficacy (Wang et al., 2017), 
enhanced resilience (Montero-Carretero & Cervelló, 2020), less depression (Zhang 
et al., 2022), and lower levels of anxiety (Yu et al., 2016). 

Social and Emotional Learning 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) involves the learning of a variety of emotional, 
cognitive, social, and behavioral competencies (Collie, 2020). The Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2021) defined SEL as the 
process whereby individuals can learn and use relevant knowledge and strategies that 
can allow them to regulate emotions, strive for positive goals, have an empathetic 
mind, maintain healthy interpersonal relationships, and make responsible decisions. 
CASEL specified five social and emotional competencies (SECs): self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making. Researchers (e.g., Weissberg et al., 2015) proposed that SECs can be taught 
in classrooms and schools where children can learn in a caring, supportive, and 
well-crafted social and learning environment. Additionally, SECs are essential for 
individuals’ development since these competencies are closely related to various 
positive outcomes from childhood to adulthood (Wigelsworth et al., 2022). Within 
educational settings, SECs are found to be closely associated with diverse desirable 
learning and psychological outcomes such as improved academic performance (e.g., 
McCormick et al., 2021; Murano et al., 2020), students’ emotional well-being (e.g., 
Green et al., 2021), and behavioral adjustment (e.g., Yang et al., 2020).
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Social-emotional Outcomes 

Effective SEL implementation has been found to be related to various positive social-
emotional outcomes of students (Mahoney et al., 2018). Prior research (Jones et al., 
2017) has concluded that SEL programs have been highly related to young people’s 
short-term and long-term outcomes such as enhanced academic achievement (e.g., 
academic grades), better behavioral adjustment (e.g., fewer conduct problems), as 
well as reduced emotional distress (e.g., reduced depression). For students partici-
pating in SEL programs, they benefit from these programs and gain various positive 
social-emotional outcomes (e.g., McCormick et al., 2021; Murano et al., 2020). For 
primary students, they also benefit from developing SECs in various aspects (e.g., 
McCormick et al., 2021). In terms of academic aspect, McCormick et al. (2021) found 
that primary students who joined in a school-based SEL program had improvements 
in academic skills in math and language. With respect to emotional aspect, a Korean 
study reported that school-based SEL intervention was associated with enhanced 
self-efficacy and resilience of primary students (Oh et al., 2020), which is consistent 
with other studies (e.g., Yamamoto et al., 2023). Additionally, children participating 
in SEL program also reported improvements in positive emotions which contributed 
to their mental health development (de Carvalho et al., 2017). 

In the current study, four selected outcomes that are considered as more relevant 
to primary school students were tested: self-efficacy, resilience, test anxiety, and 
perceived stress. Aligned with previous research (e.g., Mahoney et al., 2018), these 
four outcomes are used in this study as social-emotional outcomes. Consistent with 
Whitney and Candelaria (2017), these outcomes involve how students feel (e.g., how 
they internalize their feelings, interests, and self-competence) or how they act in 
social setting (e.g., how they respond to school exams or other challenges). Based 
on prior literature (e.g., McLeod & Boyes, 2021), many examining the effect of 
school-based SEL interventions included these four outcomes as social-emotional 
outcomes as well. For example, based on previous SEL-focused research, effective 
SEL implementation has been considered as a reliable way to enhance students’ 
self-efficacy (e.g., McLeod & Boyes, 2021; Oh et al.,  2020), boost resilience (e.g., 
Blewitt et al., 2018; Green et al., 2021), reduce test anxiety (e.g., McLeod & Boyes, 
2021; Whitney & Candelaria, 2017), and stress in school (e.g., Mahoney et al., 2018). 
These four selected outcomes are aligned with the four social-emotional outcomes 
measured in the current study. 

Self-efficacy refers to one’s judgments of competencies and an important element 
of human functioning (Kirk et al., 2008). In school contexts, self-efficacy is consid-
ered as fundamental not only to students’ academic success (e.g., Yokoyama, 2019) 
but also to their social-emotional adjustments (e.g., Mao et al., 2020). Resilience 
refers to students’ psychological resource necessary for them to resist academic chal-
lenges and important for their academic functioning and psychological well-being 
in school contexts (King & Caleon, 2021). Trigueros et al. (2020) discovered that for 
students, resilience is a negative predictor of both exam anxiety and academic stress. 
Thirdly, test anxiety is seen as worrying and negative emotion about test results and
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is related to negative consequences on students’ performance and academic success 
(Sarason, 1977). High test-anxious people are found to emit self-oriented and nega-
tive response during examinations which interfere with their tasks to be completed at 
hand (Tryon, 1980). Finally, perceived stress is about students’ feelings and thoughts 
of uncontrollability when they are experiencing stress (Lee & Jeong, 2019). Perceived 
stress incorporates the negative distressful feelings that bring about changes in their 
perception in ability to counter challenges. 

The four social-emotional outcomes can be nurtured by external environments 
such as in a classroom (e.g., Agasisti et al., 2018). Teacher’s autonomy support 
may be an effective approach to nurture students’ social-emotional outcomes. Prior 
research documented a positive correlation between autonomy-supportive teaching 
style and students’ level of self-efficacy (e.g., Li et al., 2020; Oriol-Granado et al., 
2017). Similarly, it is found that students tend to show more resilience in the face 
of academic challenges when they perceive they are supported by teachers during 
interactions (Reeve, 2012). Two Spanish researchers Montero-Carretero and Cervelló 
(2020) uncovered that autonomy support in PE classes positively predicted the level 
of resilience of primary and secondary school students, which is consistent with 
Pitzer and Skinner (2017). Moreover, empirical studies (e.g., Chang et al., 2016; Yu  
et al., 2016; Zheng et al., 2020) also supported that autonomy support from teachers 
can be one way to help reduce students’ negative emotions such as anxiety and 
academic stress. 

The Present Study 

Grounded on SDT, this study aims to support teachers in their endeavors to foster the 
SEL in students. However, based on existing literature, due to limited research inves-
tigating the link between SDT and SEL especially at primary school level, this study 
seeks to fill this gap and contribute to the understanding of SDT in relation to social-
emotional outcomes. The objectives of this study are: (1) to establish whether there 
are significant relationships among PTAS, need satisfaction, and social-emotional 
outcomes and (2) to examine whether PTAS affects students’ social-emotional 
outcomes via need satisfaction. 

To achieve the research goals, the study seeks to answer the following research 
questions and test the following hypotheses: 

Does perceived teacher’s autonomy support predict social-emotional outcomes? 
Regarding this research question, it is hypothesized that: 

perceived teacher’s autonomy support positively predicts self-efficacy and 
resilience. 
Perceived teacher’s autonomy support negatively predicts test anxiety and 
perceived stress. 

Does perceived teacher’s autonomy support predict need satisfaction?
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Regarding this research question, it is hypothesized that: 
perceived teacher’s autonomy support positively predicts need satisfaction. 
Does need satisfaction predict social-emotional outcomes? 

Regarding this research question, it is hypothesized that: 
need satisfaction positively predicts self-efficacy and resilience. 
need satisfaction negatively predicts test anxiety and perceived stress. 

Does need satisfaction mediate the relationship between perceived teacher’s 
autonomy support and social-emotional outcomes? 

Regarding this research question, it is hypothesized that: 
need satisfaction mediates the relationship between perceived teacher’s autonomy 
support and social-emotional outcomes. 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected from 130 students aged between 10 and 11 (M = 10.36; SD 
= 0.48) in a Singapore primary school. Out of the 130 participants, there were 68 
female and 62 male students from primary four and five. Prior to data collection, 
the researchers gained ethic clearance from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 
the Nanyang Technological University. Approval was sought from the Research and 
Management Information Division, the Ministry of Education (Singapore). Parental 
and students’ consents were sought prior to data collection. Information sheets were 
given to the students to inform them the main purpose of the study. Participants 
were informed that they were allowed to withdraw at any time. Data collection 
was conducted in a regular classroom, and participants were given about 20 min 
to respond to the questionnaire. They were encouraged to give honest responses by 
assuring them the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses. 

Measures 

For self-report measures, students rated items in 5-point Likert scales, with 1 being 
“Not true at all” and 5 being “Very true.” For scoring, items in each scale were 
averaged, and means were calculated for data analysis. 

Learning Climate Questionnaire (LCQ) 

The LCQ (Black & Deci, 2000) was used as a measure of students’ perception of 
teacher’s autonomy-supportive teaching. The LCQ has been validated by Black and
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Deci (2000) and reported high internal consistency and reliability. An example of the 
items was “I feel that my teacher provides me choices and options.” For the current 
sample, the internal consistency for perceived teacher’s autonomy support was α = 
0.89. 

Basic Psychological Needs Scale (BPNS) 

The BPNS (Ryan & Deci, 2000) was adopted as a measure of the degree to which 
students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness were fulfilled. In the 
current study, the 12-item scale used was adapted and validated by Ng et al. (2016). An 
example of the items was “I do things because I really want to do them.” Cronbach’s 
alpha for the measurement of need satisfaction was 0.83. 

Self-efficacy Scale 

The Self-efficacy Scale (Ng, 2018) was adapted to measure the degree to which 
students are self-efficacious. An example of the items was “I am confident I can do 
an excellent job on the problems and tasks assigned for my schoolwork.” For the 
current sample, Cronbach’s alpha for measuring the degree of students’ self-efficacy 
was 0.75. 

School Resilience Scale (SRS) 

The SRS designed by King and Caleon (2021) was used to measure the degree to 
which students experience subjective resilience in school setting. Previous study (i.e., 
Caleon et al., 2019) reported high internal consistency of the scale (α = 0.94). An 
example of the items was “I manage disagreements with classmates well.” Cron-
bach’s alpha for the present sample for measuring the degree to which students 
perceive themselves as resilient was 0.71. 

Anxiety Scale 

The five-item Anxiety Scale (Ng, 2018) was used to assess the degree to which young 
children experiences psychological anxiety especially before examination. A sample 
item of the scale was “When I take an exam, I think about how poorly I am doing 
compared with other students.” Cronbach’s alpha for the measurement of the degree 
of young children’s test anxiety was 0.76 in current sample.
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Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 

The PSS (Lee & Jeong, 2019) was used to measure the degree to which young children 
perceive themselves as experiencing psychological stress in a school setting. The 
current scale was adapted from the original PSS-10-item scale designed by Cohen 
and Williamson (1988), and Cronbach’s alpha for the PSS in the current sample was 
0.75. 

Data Analyses 

Data were analyzed using SPSS 28.0. As preliminary analysis, internal consistencies 
of the scales were first performed. Descriptive statistics for study variables were then 
obtained. To test correlations between study variables, Pearson’s product–moment 
correlations were then conducted. In the main analysis, to test the mediating effects 
of need satisfaction (hypothesis 6), PROCESS (version 4.1) in SPSS was conducted. 
Compared with the Baron and Kenny’s approach which was criticized for its lack 
of directly testing the significance of indirect effect (Abu-Bader & Jones, 2021), 
PROCESS is based on bootstrapping and considered as more advantageous since it 
simplifies the mediation analyses (Hayes, 2009). 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

Table 4.1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations among variables measured 
in this study.

Correlations among all the study variables were statistically significant. More 
specifically, PTAS was significantly and positively related to students’ need satisfac-
tion (r = 0.67, p < 0.001). This suggested that when students perceived their teacher 
as more autonomy supportive, they experienced higher levels of need satisfaction. 
Furthermore, the results also revealed significant correlations among PTAS and the 
four social-emotional outcomes. Specifically, PTAS was significantly and positively 
associated with students’ self-efficacy (r = 0.48, p < 0.001) and resilience (r = 0.52, 
p < 0.001) while significantly and negatively linked to students’ test anxiety (r = −  
0.28, p < 0.01) and perceived stress (r = −  0.22, p < 0.05). Similarly, need satis-
faction was found to be positively linked to self-efficacy (r = 0.66, p < 0.001) and 
resilience (r = 0.51, p < 0.001) while negatively linked to test anxiety (r = −  0.31, 
p < 0.001) and perceived stress (r =−  0.22, p < 0.05). This result suggested that the 
higher students’ needs were satisfied, the higher they experienced self-efficacy and 
resilience while the lower they experienced test anxiety and perceived stress.
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Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics and correlations of variables measured 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1 PTAS 3.66 0.84 – 

2 Need 
satisfaction 

3.55 0.67 0.67*** – 

3 Self-efficacy 3.32 0.76 0.48*** 0.66*** – 

4 Resilience 3.27 0.85 0.52*** 0.58*** 0.40*** – 

5 Test anxiety 2.87 1.01 − 0.28** − 
0.31*** 

− 0.26** − 
0.36*** 

– 

6 Perceived 
stress 

2.43 0.95 − 0.22* − 0.22* − 0.27** − 
0.36*** 

0.63*** – 

Note N = 130; SD = standard deviation; M =mean. PTAS = perceived teacher’s autonomy support 
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

Regression Analyses 

Self-efficacy 

To test whether PTAS positively predicts self-efficacy (hypothesis 1.1) and whether 
PTAS positively predicts need satisfaction (hypothesis 2.1), self-efficacy scores and 
need satisfaction scores were regressed onto PTAS scores, respectively. Consistent 
with hypotheses 1.1 and 2.1, results showed that PTAS was a significant predictor 
of self-efficacy (β = 0.48, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.23, 95% CI [0.30, 0.58]) and need 
satisfaction (β = 0.67, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.45, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]). As for hypothesis 
3.1, the same analysis was conducted, and results demonstrated that need satisfaction 
positively predicted self-efficacy (β = 0.61, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.43, 95% CI [0.49, 
0.90]). 

In hypothesis 4.1, need satisfaction was predicted as mediating the relationship 
between PTAS and self-efficacy (refer to Fig. 4.1). Based on the results, the total 
effect (path c) of PTAS on self-efficacy was significant, β = 0.44, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[0.30, 0.58]. Similarly, the effect of PTAS on need satisfaction was also statistically 
significant, β = 0.67, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63] (path a). Considering the effect 
of PTAS on need satisfaction in the relationship between need satisfaction and self-
efficacy, the effect of need satisfaction on self-efficacy was significant (path b), β = 
0.61, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.49, 0.90]. The indirect effect (path a * b) of PTAS on 
self-efficacy via need satisfaction was significant (β = 0.37, 95% CI [0.23, 0.53]). 
The direct effect (path c’) on the relationship between PTAS and self-efficacy was 
not significant (β = 0.07, p = 0.40, 95% CI [− 0.09, 0.23]). The indirect effect of 
PTAS on self-efficacy constituted approximately 80 percent of the total effect. Taken 
together, the results revealed that need satisfaction fully mediated the relationship 
between PTAS and self-efficacy. This result partially confirmed hypothesis 4.1.
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Fig. 4.1 Relationships among PTAS, need satisfaction, and self-efficacy. Note  PTAS = perceived 
teacher’s autonomy support. ***p < 0.001 

Resilience 

Likewise, to test hypotheses 1.1 and 2.1, resilience values and need satisfaction values 
were regressed onto PTAS scores. The results have confirmed both hypotheses. That 
is, PTAS positively predicted resilience (β = 0.52, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.27, 95% CI [0.37, 
0.67]) and need satisfaction (β = 0.67, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.45, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]). 
Additionally, to test hypothesis 3.1 (namely, whether need satisfaction positively 
predicts resilience), need satisfaction values were regressed onto resilience values. 
The results have validated hypothesis 3.1: need satisfaction was a positive predictor 
of resilience (β = 0.42, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.30, 0.77]). 

The relationship between PTAS and resilience was hypothesized to be affected by 
the mediating effect of need satisfaction in hypothesis 4.1 (refer to Fig. 4.2). Based 
on the results, the overall effect of PTAS on resilience (path c) was significant (β = 
0.52, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.37, 0.67]). As predicted, PTAS was a positive predictor 
of need satisfaction (path a). Controlling the effect of PTAS on need satisfaction, the 
effects of need satisfaction on resilience (path b) were also significant (β = 0.42, p 
< 0.001, 95% CI [0.30, 0.77]). The indirect effect of PTAS on resilience (path a*b), 
mediated by need satisfaction, was significant (β = 0.28, 95% CI [0.14, 0.44]). When 
need satisfaction was considered, the direct effect (path c’) of PTAS on resilience was 
significant (β = 0.24, p = 0.014, 95% CI [0.43, 0.24]). Overall, the results indicated 
that need satisfaction partially mediated the link between PTAS and resilience. This 
finding partially substantiated hypothesis 4.1.

Test Anxiety 

In hypotheses 1.2 and 2.2, PTAS is hypothesized to be negatively associated test 
anxiety and positively related to need satisfaction. Results of mediational analysis 
revealed that PTAS was a negative predictor of test anxiety (β =−  0.28, p = 0.001, 
R2 = 0.08, 95% CI [− 0.54, − 0.13]) and a positive predictor of need satisfaction
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Fig. 4.2 Relationships among PTAS, need satisfaction, and resilience. Note PTAS = perceived 
teacher’s autonomy support. *p < 0.05. ***p < 0.001

(β = 0.67, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.45, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]). To test hypothesis 3.2, test 
anxiety scores were regressed onto need satisfaction. The results have confirmed this 
hypothesis (β = −  0.23, p = 0.04, R2 = 0.11, 95% CI [− 0.69, − 0.01]). 

In hypothesis 4.1, need satisfaction was also predicted to be a mediator of the 
relationship between PTAS and test anxiety (see Fig. 4.3). The overall regression 
results partially confirmed this hypothesis. In general, the overall model between 
PTAS and test anxiety (path c) was statistically significant (β = −  0.33, p = 0.001, 
95% CI [− 0.54, − 0.13]). The effect of PTAS on need satisfaction (path a) was also 
significant (β = 0.67, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]). Considering the effect of PTAS 
on need satisfaction in the relationship between need satisfaction and test anxiety, 
results indicated that need satisfaction significantly affected test anxiety (path b), β 
= −  0.23, p = 0.04, 95% CI [− 0.69, − 0.01]. The indirect effect of PTAS on test 
anxiety, mediated by need satisfaction, was significant (β =−  0.15, 95% CI [− 0.32, 
− 0.02]  (path a * b).  However,  when  controlling for the effect of need satisfaction, 
the direct effect (path c’) of PTAS on test anxiety was not significant (β = −  0.15, 
p = 0.28, 95% CI [− 0.42, 0.12]). Based on the results, the indirect effect of PTAS 
on test anxiety accounted for about 56 percent of the total effect of PTAS on test 
anxiety. In general, need satisfaction fully mediated the link between PTAS and test 
anxiety.

Perceived Stress 

It is hypothesized that PTAS negatively predicts perceived stress and positively 
predicts need satisfaction (hypotheses 1.2 and 2.2). To assess these hypotheses, 
perceived stress and need satisfaction were regressed onto PTAS. According to the 
results, the two hypotheses have been validated since there were significant effects 
of PTAS on perceived stress (β = −  0.22, p = 0.01, 95%, R2 = 0.05, CI [− 0.44, − 
0.06]) and need satisfaction (β = 0.67, p = 0.000, R2 = 0.45, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]).
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Fig. 4.3 Relationships among PTAS, need satisfaction, and test anxiety. Note  PTAS = perceived 
teacher’s autonomy support. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001

In hypothesis 4.1 (refer to Fig. 4.4), regression results revealed that the association 
between PTAS and perceived stress (path c) was significant (β = −  0.25, p = 
0.01, 95% CI [− 0.44, − 0.06]). The path that PTAS positively predicted need 
satisfaction was also significant (β = 0.67, p= 0.000, 95% CI [0.43, 0.63]). However, 
controlling the effect of PTAS on need satisfaction, results indicated that path b (i.e., 
the effect of need satisfaction on perceived stress) was insignificant (β = −  0.13, 
p = 0.26, 95% CI [− 0.52, 0.14]. The indirect effect of PTAS on perceived stress, 
as mediated by need satisfaction, was also not significant (β = −  0.10, 95% CI [− 
0.31, 0.06]). Moreover, when need satisfaction was controlled, the direct effect of 
PTAS on perceived stress (path c’) was not significant, β =−  0.15, p = 0.26, 95% CI 
[− 0.41, 0.11]). Conclusively, considering the insignificant predictive relationship 
between need satisfaction and perceived stress as well as the insignificant indirect 
effect of PTAS on perceived stress, the mediating effect of need satisfaction between 
PTAS and perceived stress was not supported. Thus, these findings did not support 
hypothesis 4.1. 

Fig. 4.4 Relationships among PTAS, need satisfaction, and perceived stress. Note PTAS = 
perceived teacher’s autonomy support. *p < 0.05. ***p < 0.00
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Discussion 

The present study explored the role of PTAS in SEL among primary school students 
and contributed to SDT in several ways. First, PTAS predicted students’ social-
emotional outcomes. Besides, PTAS positively predicted need satisfaction. Finally, 
need satisfaction served as an intervening variable between PTAS and students’ 
social-emotional outcomes. 

Key Findings 

Relationships Between Autonomy Support 
and Social-emotional Outcomes 

Results showed that PTAS positively predicted self-efficacy and resilience but nega-
tively predicted test anxiety and perceived stress, which confirmed hypotheses 1.1, 
1.2, 2.1, and 2.2. These findings suggest that when students perceived their teachers 
as autonomy supportive, they became more self-efficacious and resilient in school 
and experienced less stress and test anxiety. These findings are largely consistent 
with other correlational studies (e.g., Li et al., 2020; Salazar-Ayala et al., 2021). 
According to Núñez and León (2015), autonomy-supportive teachers tend to make 
students feel better adjusted and less stressful through acknowledging students’ 
negative emotions, employing non-pressuring languages, and respecting students’ 
choices. These need-supportive behaviors contribute to students’ increased positive 
emotions and decreased negative emotions (Kaplan & Assor, 2012). Experienced 
positive emotions help activate students’ cognitive resources such as self-efficacy 
(Oriol-Granado et al., 2017). As for resilience, the experience of positive emotions 
allows individuals to take positive actions and strengthens individuals’ belief in 
their ability to handling challenges and bounce back from setbacks successfully 
(resilience, which is shown as one’s ability to recover from challenges and hardships) 
(Pillay et al., 2022). With regard to perceived stress and test anxiety, autonomy-
supportive teachers provide opportunities for students to set their goals, make their 
plans, and monitor and evaluate their learning. These autonomy-encouraging behav-
iors enhance students’ autonomy and self-regulated learning (Sierens et al., 2009), 
which are found to be effective in reducing students’ stress and anxiety (Zheng et al., 
2020).
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Relationships Between Autonomy Support and Need 
Satisfaction 

As expected, results showed that PTAS was positively linked to students’ need 
satisfaction, which confirmed hypothesis 3.1. This finding may fit reasonably 
with previous research confirming that the teaching perceived as more autonomy 
supportive by students significantly increases students’ need satisfaction through 
need-supportive behaviors (e.g., Reeve, 2009). Prior researchers have identified the 
specific behaviors that help facilitate the satisfaction of students’ needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness (e.g., Kaplan, 2018). Specifically, teacher’s behav-
iors such as providing choices, clarifying rationale of studied materials, acknowl-
edging negative feelings, encouraging personal initiatives, and employing students’ 
preferred teaching methods are found to be effective to support students’ autonomy 
need (Kaplan, 2018). Teacher’s behaviors to support competence need include 
providing optimal challenges, offering immediate and meaningful feedbacks, giving 
assistance in handling failure, and teaching learning strategies. Teacher’s behav-
iors including acknowledging negative feelings of students, using non-controlling 
language, expressing affection, and devoting time and resources support students’ 
relatedness need. 

Relationships Between Need Satisfaction and Social-emotional 
Outcomes 

Consistent with hypothesis 3.1, results revealed that need satisfaction positively 
predicted self-efficacy and resilience. This result indicated that the greater students’ 
basic needs are fulfilled, the more self-efficacious and resilient the students become. 
When students’ needs are fulfilled, they tend to be more autonomous, more compe-
tent, and intrinsically motivated (Reeve, 2009). Thus, students may attempt to make 
greater efforts to overcome difficulties themselves in schools, which is shown as 
increased resilience. This is in congruence with the previous studies (e.g., Liu & 
Huang, 2021; Skinner et al., 2016). Particularly, fulfillment of competence need 
enhances students’ belief in their own capabilities to manipulate environment (Deci & 
Ryan, 2004), thus increasing students’ self-efficacy. Furthermore, satisfaction of 
relatedness need helps establish closer student-and-teacher connections, thereby 
encouraging students to share ideas and solve problems with teacher’s support 
(Macakova & Wood, 2022), which may make students more self-efficacious and 
resilient in school. 

The hypothesis 3.2 that need satisfaction negatively predicted students’ test 
anxiety and perceived stress has been validated. In terms of test anxiety, the negative 
relationship between need satisfaction and test anxiety can be explained by the role 
of intrinsic motivation (Maralani et al., 2016). When students’ psychological needs 
are fulfilled, they become more self-determined and experience enhanced intrinsic
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motivation. The increased intrinsic motivation, in turn, significantly alleviates the 
negative impact brought by students’ test anxiety (Khalaila, 2015). With regard 
to students’ perceived stress, it is understandable that need satisfaction negatively 
predicted students’ stress. Previous research suggested that sources of students’ stress 
in school contexts mainly lie in academic and interpersonal factors such as teachers’ 
expectations (Bedewy & Garbriel, 2015), test anxiety (Akulwar-Tajane et al., 2021), 
and interpersonal relationships (i.e., relationships with peers and teachers) (Camara 
et al., 2017). When students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are 
met, they often exhibit enhanced intrinsic motivation (e.g., Maralani et al., 2016), 
have better mastery goals and self-regulated learning (Zheng et al., 2020), feel more 
connected to the class (Reeve, 2012), as well as build up more harmonious student– 
teacher relationships (Reeve, 2012). These positive outcomes linked by need satis-
faction allow students to be more autonomous, self-regulated, goal-oriented, and less 
stressful in social relationships, thereby alleviating students’ stress academically and 
interpersonally (e.g., Luo et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2020). 

The Mediating Role of Need Satisfaction 

Self-efficacy 

In line with hypothesis 4.1, perceived teacher’s autonomy support was found to 
affect self-efficacy via need satisfaction. This finding is in accordance with previous 
researching (e.g., (Li et al., 2020), confirming that need satisfaction functions as an 
intervening role between perceived teacher’s autonomy support and self-efficacy. For 
students, self-efficacy is related to students’ judgment of their capabilities to control 
academic environment and achieve their goals. Teacher’s autonomy support fulfills 
students’ psychological needs including competence need through need-supportive 
behaviors such as acknowledging students’ learning situations, offering choices, 
and minimizing demanding language (Jin & Wang, 2019). Thus, when students’ 
needs are satisfied, they develop stronger sense of self-efficacy, which is defined as 
individuals’ judgment of their ability to master academic tasks and achieve learning 
goals (Li et al., 2020). For instance, when teachers discuss solutions to problems 
with students, give meaningful feedbacks, and respect students’ ideas, they satisfy 
students’ need for competence. This increased sense of competence activate students’ 
cognitive resources such as self-efficacy (Oriol-Granado et al., 2017). 

Resilience 

The study found that need satisfaction partially mediated the link between perceived 
teacher’s autonomy support and resilience, which has partially proven hypothesis 
4.1. This finding is consistent with prior research (Salazar-Ayala et al., 2021). When 
teachers offer choices to students, understanding their negative feelings, support
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them with patience, and discuss solutions to their problems, they form students’ 
experiences of genuine connection with teachers and peers (relatedness), endorse-
ment of goals and values (autonomy), and stronger mastery of learning environ-
ment (competence) (Jang et al., 2009). Meeting these psychological needs provides 
essential conditions for individuals’ optimal development (Ryan & Deci, 2017). For 
example, autonomy-supportive behaviors allow students to have a mastery of their 
own decision-making and thus make them feel more autonomous and volitional. This 
sense of autonomy activates students’ internal motivational resources and intrinsic 
goal pursuits (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2004), which are closely 
linked to greater persistence and better adjustment outcomes (Vansteenkiste et al., 
2004). Students therefore are more likely to be persistent and adjust themselves with 
resilience when facing obstacles and challenges in school. 

With respect to the partial mediating role of need satisfaction, a possible expla-
nation is that other relevant constructs such as self-efficacy may also serve as an 
intervening factor between perceived teacher’s autonomy support and resilience. 
Resilience is intricately associated with factors such as self-efficacy and self-
realization (Weston & Parkin, 2010). Specifically, research discovered that resilient 
individuals exhibit high levels of self-efficacy and self-realization (Timmerman, 
2014). Based on these findings, it is therefore plausible to assume that other constructs 
that are highly related to resilience and autonomy support such as self-efficacy may 
also play an intervening role in the relationship between perceived autonomy support 
and resilience, which therefore explains the partial mediating role of need satisfaction 
in the current study. 

Test Anxiety 

Aligned with hypothesis 4.1, the finding showed that autonomy-supportive environ-
ment affected test anxiety via need satisfaction. When teachers adopt autonomy-
supportive behaviors, they satisfy their students’ psychological needs, which in turn 
reduce students’ level of test anxiety. By adopting autonomy-supportive behaviors 
such as giving meaningful feedback to students, offering choices, respect students’ 
ideas, and understanding students’ negative emotions, teachers satisfy students’ 
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Kaplan, 2018). 
With the fulfillment of these basic needs, students feel more capable of control-
ling their studies (Jang et al., 2016), more autonomously driven (Reeve, 2009), and 
more genuinely connected to teachers (Reeve, 2012), thereby minimizing worries 
or anxiety about their exams. For example, research demonstrated that autonomy-
supportive teachers establish genuine connectedness with students and minimize 
conflicts (Reeve, 2012), thereby building up good teacher-student relationship. High-
quality teacher-student relationships characterized by warmth, trust, and acceptance 
improve students’ emotional well-being and reduce emotional distress (Hoferichter 
et al., 2014). Considering the discussion above, in an autonomy-supportive classroom 
context, satisfying students’ needs may serve as a buffer to the impact of students’ 
test anxiety.
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Perceived Stress 

The current finding showed no significant mediating effect of need satisfaction 
between autonomy-supportive teaching and perceived stress, which is not consis-
tent with hypothesis 4.1. One possible reason for the absence of such intervening 
effect is that the autonomy-supportive behaviors from the teacher may not neces-
sarily match the needs of the participants well. This may be due to the reason that 
the support provided by the teacher may not address or satisfy the basic needs of 
students well. The buffering hypothesis (Cohen & Wills, 1985) proposed that social 
support can be a buffer or protector of the impact that stressful events may exert on 
one’s distress. However, for this buffering role to work, there should be an optimal 
match between the needs and the type of support provided by the need supporters if 
the need recipients handle the stressors successfully (Chen & Bello, 2017). 

Practical Implications and Limitations 

The current study has provided an in-depth view of relationships among autonomy 
support, need satisfaction, and socioemotional outcomes. Firstly, study findings 
suggest that teacher’s autonomy-supportive instruction can be one effective approach 
to increase primary students’ self-efficacy and resilience while decrease test anxiety 
and perceived stress. However, generalization to a larger population is limited due 
to the limited sample size and diversity. Future study could improve the present 
study by including participants from representative schools in diverse areas. More-
over, the mediational findings suggested an applicable avenue for the six autonomy-
supportive behaviors. For example, teacher’s autonomy-supportive behaviors that 
facilitate students’ psychological needs might be introduced into school courses to 
build up students’ self-efficacy and resilience while reduce test anxiety. Nevertheless, 
the variable of test anxiety could be assessed more accurately. Prior research (e.g., 
Wigfield & Eccles, 1989) mentioned that test anxiety involves experience of anxiety 
in evaluative settings. Thus, considering the possible different feelings of partici-
pants with and without an examination, future data collection and analyses could 
improve based on the current study. Additionally, the variables were measured by 
self-report scales without a third-party observation. Future studies should consider 
using multiple informants and multiple methods in data collection. 

Conclusion 

The present study pointed out the importance of autonomy-supportive teaching 
on students’ psychological need satisfaction and the crucial intervening role of 
need satisfaction on students’ social-emotional outcomes. Findings suggested that 
teacher’s autonomy support can be considered as one reliable method to satisfy
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students’ needs and help students develop necessary social and emotional skills and 
achieve desirable social-emotional outcomes. 
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Chapter 5 
Exploring Social-Emotional 
Competencies of Students Through Peer 
Support in a Primary School 

Chun Rong Ng and Betsy Ng 

Abstract Research on whether peer support benefits primary school students’ social 
and emotional learning is still in its infancy. This study aimed to investigate the bene-
fits of a peer support program (PSP) on the acquiring of social-emotional compe-
tencies and self-determination in a primary school context. In this primary school 
context, the peer support champions (PSCs) were trained to carry out their roles in 
looking out for their peers. The program continued for a semester before 11 primary 
four and five students were interviewed to study the impact of PSCs on them. Results 
showed that the PSCs had a close relationship with their peers. Additionally, they were 
found to be positive influences on their peers and had benefited them. These findings 
suggest that the PSP can be an effective intervention for students to learn SECs and 
become self-determined individuals. Overall, this study highlights the importance of 
peer influence on students in school. Further research is required to substantiate this 
argument and explore the long-term effects of the program on students as the study 
was relatively small-scale. 

Introduction 

In a competitive society like Singapore, students are often pressured to excel academ-
ically (Poh, 2018). This pressure, often bred from self and parental expectations, 
drives the students to place great emphasis on academics, sometimes to the extent 
of taking a toll on their mental well-being. The effects of the competitive society 
in Singapore can be seen in the research done by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), where 75% of the students in Singapore 
were found to be exceptionally worried and fearful about examinations and results 
as compared to the international students (Wong, 2019).

C. R. Ng · B. Ng (B) 
National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, Singapore 
e-mail: betsy.ng@nie.edu.sg 

C. R. Ng 
e-mail: NIE21.NCR@e.ntu.edu.sg 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2023 
B. Ng (ed.), Self-Determination Theory and Socioemotional Learning, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-7897-7_5 

85

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-99-7897-7_5&domain=pdf
mailto:betsy.ng@nie.edu.sg
mailto:NIE21.NCR@e.ntu.edu.sg
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-7897-7_5


86 C. R. Ng and B. Ng

The Ministry of Education (MOE) in Singapore has introduced several changes in 
attempt to help students cope with their academic stress. This includes the removal of 
mid-year examinations for primary school students, which is part of an effort to help 
students place less emphasis on academic results. However, according to Ng (2019), 
these implementations are usually “filled with paradoxes”. Academic quality should 
be sustained despite advocating for less time spent on academic studies. In addition 
to reducing the removal of mid-year examinations (Ang, 2022), efforts should be 
made to improve students’ resilience by imparting them with important students’ 
social-emotional competencies (SECs). For instance, the MOE has been promoting 
social and emotional learning (SEL) in schools for their Character and Citizenship 
Education curriculum. In addition, a supportive learning environment such as the peer 
support program (PSP) will equip students with SECs for facing future challenges 
with resilience. Through the PSP in a primary school context, students are trained as 
peer support champions (PSCs) who in turn will look out for their fellow classmates 
or peers in terms of emotional and academic support. Since students spend most 
of their time with their classmates or peers in school, the PSP is thus an important 
enabler of student SEL that supports good character and citizenship. The role of 
the PSP is likely to nurture a positive educational or learning climate that promotes 
the social and emotional well-being of students, which can extend beyond academic 
outcomes and into positive psychological development. 

Theoretical Framework 

Self-Determination Theory 

According to self-determination theory (SDT), individuals become self-determined 
when their basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness 
are met. Autonomy includes the feelings of having the rights to make choices for 
themselves; competence refers to feeling able to overcome challenges; relatedness 
involves experiencing connection with other people (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When these 
three psychological needs are met, individuals would cultivate intrinsic motivation, 
which occurs when they have the propensity and motivation to engage in activities 
that they find meaningful and acquire new knowledge (Liu et al., 2014; Ryan & Deci, 
2017). This development is crucial for cognitive and social growth, allowing students 
to develop interests and self-confidence which helps to improve their performance 
and well-being (Eng, 2010; Xia et al., 2022). These soft skills are necessary for 
individuals to excel in their daily lives. While recent research (Vasconcellos et al., 
2020) found that peer influence was linked to relatedness in school settings, little 
was found about its impact on the other two psychological needs. 

Research has also shown that intrinsic motivation is associated with better 
outcomes, including greater persistence, creativity and well-being (Ryan & Deci,
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2017). Additionally, intrinsic motivation has been linked to better academic achieve-
ment, greater interest in learning and a more positive attitude toward school 
(Linnenbrink-Garcia et al., 2016). 

Social and Emotional Learning 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) refers to the process of acquiring socioemotional 
competencies. According to the CASEL (2017), the five SECs are (a) self-awareness 
which refers to the ability to understand and recognize their own emotions, thoughts 
and values; (b) social awareness which refers to the ability to recognize, under-
stand and empathize with others’ emotions and perspectives; (c) self-management 
which refers to the ability to manage their own emotions and behavior; (d) relation-
ship management which refers to the ability to establish and maintain positive and 
healthy relationships with others; and (e) responsible decision-making which refers 
to the ability to make constructive and safe decisions based on realistic evaluation of 
consequences. 

These competencies cover both intrapersonal and interpersonal skills which are 
both important soft skills today. These skills help one to function well as an indi-
vidual, and to communicate effectively with others respectively. Through SEL, one 
should be able to understand and manage their emotions, empathize with others, 
form and maintain positive relationships as well as to make decisions responsibly 
(Weissberg et al., 2015). Within the school context, there is evidence to show that 
individuals who possess these SECs are likely to be more well-behaved, establish and 
maintain healthy relationships with others, as well as excel academically (Epstein 
et al., 2000; Trentacosta & Fine, 2010). On the other hand, students who do not have 
these competencies are more likely to have maladaptive behavior, as they may not 
have the ability to manage and regulate their emotions. 

Literature Review 

Empirical Research on SEL 

Recent research showed that SEL helped young people act more positively and 
responsibly (Graczyk et al., 2000; van de Sande, 2019). Those with SECs were also 
found to be more academically successful in schools (van de Sande, 2019). Addition-
ally, they tend to have healthy relationships with the people around them. Previous 
studies about SEL programs implemented in schools also revealed significant long-
lasting positive outcomes where participating students experience improved mental 
and physical well-being (Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, the benefits of SEL include the prevention of mental health related
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illness and undesirable behaviors (Taylor et al., 2017). However, limited program 
has a comprehensive coverage of the five SECs (Payton et al., 2000). Most programs 
only targeted three out of the five competencies, with social awareness being the 
most highly covered (van de Sande, 2019). 

Empirical Research on SDT 

Based on the abovementioned literature, SDT encourages individuals to be self-
determined when their three basic psychological needs are met. Several studies 
were conducted in the context of online learning, physical education and classroom 
management. Research has shown that an autonomous learning environment can 
satisfy the students’ needs to autonomy and thus improve their ability to obtain the 
intended learning outcome (Núñez & León, 2015). Studies highlighted the associa-
tion between intrinsic motivation and students’ success and well-being, as well as the 
relationship between a motivation and undesirable results. This could be due to basic 
psychological need of competence left unmet (Han & Brinton, 2020). This argument 
can be explained by a recent study which reflected the importance of competence in 
nurturing intrinsic motivation (Levesque-Bristol et al., 2011). 

Some findings also revealed that teachers play a huge role in orientating students’ 
motivation from a motivation to extrinsic motivation and then to intrinsic motivation 
(Lietaert et al., 2015; Roorda et al., 2011; Standage et al., 2005) as they have more  
impact on students’ classroom experiences of autonomy and competence. There were 
also studies that showed the associations of relatedness with peer and teacher support 
(Foulkes et al., 2019). However, most of the research only reflected the teacher role 
in influencing the students via SDT, with limited studies on the relationship between 
peer influence and SEL. 

Conceptual Links Between SEL and SDT 

There are very limited studies that showed the connection between SEL and SDT 
in nurturing students to become responsible and healthy. Research found that the 
combination of both SEL and SDT also enhanced student’s intrinsic motivation and 
perceived competence which in turn improved their academic results (Baggerly et al., 
2020; Tarbetsky, et al., 2017). 

Purpose of Study 

The empirical papers found mainly focused on either SEL or SDT, and mainly talked 
about the importance of teacher influence on students. Research on how peer support 
could influence students’ SECs is still in its infancy. Therefore, the aim of this paper
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is to find out the extent of influences that peers have on the students’ SEL and 
motivation. 

This paper focused on the following four research questions: 

(a) What relationships are present among PSCs and their peers (i.e., students)? 
(b) What are the benefits of having a PSP for students in a primary school? 
(c) What are the positive influences of the PSCs on students? 
(d) What are the SECs of PSCs perceived by the students and their SECs? 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

There was a total of 11 primary four and primary five participants recruited from 
a Singapore’s neighborhood school. Among them, there were five boys and six 
girls. Prior to data collection, this project has gone through ethical clearance from 
the university’s Institutional Research Board (IRB-2022-238). Subsequently, the 
approval from MOE (Singapore) and permission from the school were obtained. 

An SDT-trained expert conducted a 2-h training for the teacher-in-charge of the 
PSP in the primary school. Then, the trained teacher in turn conducted four sessions 
of peer support training for the PSCs. Each session was 1.5 h, and their training 
focused on the topic of bullying, which included cyber-bullying. The main study of 
this research occurred when the trained PSCs carried out their roles in looking out for 
their peers in the semester. At the end of the same semester, the peers (i.e., students) 
were interviewed to find out the effectiveness of the program. 

The excerpts chosen were based on the students. Table 5.1 shows the 11 students 
and the number of times their excerpts were used in the discussion. As seen below, the 
number of times each student’s excerpt used is quite proportionate, thus minimizing 
the biasness of results analysis.

Data Analysis 

The transcripts of the interviews were coded individually. Based on the transcripts, 
excerpts related to the themes discussed in this paper (relationship with PSCs, benefits 
of peer support on students, positive influences of PSCs, students’ SECs and others) 
were extracted and compounded in a coding template. Then, the keywords in these 
extracts were identified and coded according to their themes in the same template.
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Table 5.1 Number of 
students versus number of 
excerpts used 

Number Interviewee Count 

1 Student A 3 

2 Student B 3 

3 Student C 3 

4 Student D 3 

5 Student E 3 

6 Student F 3 

7 Student M 4 

8 Student N 3 

9 Student X 3 

10 Student Y 3 

11 Student Z 3

Results and Discussion 

The perceived impact of PSCs on students was evaluated and classified based on 
their themes: relationship with PSCs, benefits of peer support on students, positive 
influences of PSCs, students’ SECs and others. Within the excerpts, the text in bold 
is to highlight the context for the sub-themes. 

Relationship with PSCs 

The PSCs were tasked to befriend their classmates and provide them with the support 
that they might require. This section discusses the relationship between the PSCs and 
students. Overall, most of the students shared pleasant experiences with their PSCs. 
The following excerpts showed that they were close to their PSCs and trusted them. 
Here, interrelationship refers to being close to each other and having trust with the 
PSCs. There are three sub-themes, namely close to each other, trust in PSC and 
physical distance between PSC and student. 

Close to Each Other 

Recent evidence highlighted that students were more likely to participate in school 
activities voluntarily and obtain better academic achievements if they think they are 
“accepted, liked and cared for” by their peers (Sedlacek & Sedova, 2020). Hence, 
this implies that having a close relationship with the PSCs could result in a positive 
school experience for the students.
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I actually tell the PSC whenever I need her help. I also tell her because she is very kind 
and comforting. I feel like I can always tell her anything that I need, whenever I want, and 
she will always  be  there to help me. (Student E) 

I think at first right, we were in the same Chinese class we were afraid of failing our 
Chinese spelling because our Chinese teacher had very high expectations. She said that we 
would have to retest if we failed. So, we were quite scared and we told each other “Don’t 
worry, we will create a handshake to motivate us”. After we created the handshake, we 
became closer and more motivated to do spelling. (Student Y) 

Trust in PSC 

Recent research showed that having trust in school peers, or in this case is the PSCs, 
helps to cultivate a sense of belonging with their peers and the school, as well as 
to motivate them to persevere academically (Adams et al., 2022). Additionally, peer 
trust can be used to maximize the students’ learning and growth in school. 

I will slowly find trust with them. Since they can empathize with other classmates, I find 
that they are trustable. (Student M) 

Because I can trust him. He doesn’t tell anyone if I tell him not to tell… I have known 
him for two years. He doesn’t go out and tell people about the stuff I tell him. (Student X) 

Physical Distance Between PSC and Student 

It was interesting to note that the physical distance between the PSCs and students 
in class was a factor of their relationships as seen in the excerpts below. This may 
be due to students having higher chances of interacting with peers sitting near them 
through group work, therefore making physical distance a factor of their friendships 
in school. 

I don’t really interact with him. Like I don’t talk to him or anything because I’m seated far 
away from him. (Student Z) 

Maybe I’m not really close friends with those people that I was with last year. Because 
now we are not really sitting together so we wouldn’t talk a lot. (Student C) 

Benefits of Peer Support on Students 

This theme discusses the various benefits of peer support on the primary school 
students. This will aid in the overall evaluation of the benefits of the PSP in 
the primary school context. There are four sub-themes, namely provide emotional 
support, provide academic support, intrinsic motivation and relatedness.
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Provide Emotional Support 

Firstly, students highlighted that their PSCs voluntarily provided them with emotional 
support when they faced challenges both in and outside of school. This is supported by 
the following excerpts, where PSCs demonstrated empathy toward their classmates. 

Once when I was quite stressed about schoolwork and home problems, she will  ask me if  
I’m okay when I look down. When I said I’m okay, she would ask me why I was feeling 
sad. Then if I think it is shareable, I will tell her. She would then comfort me and ask if I 
need company. (Student M) 

Yes (I am comfortable with sharing feelings with PSC) because when I am sad, they 
will give remarks like “Oh, it’s okay. You will make it through your exams” or “It’s okay 
you fail; we will still be friends” and they will say good luck to me for exams. (Student B) 

Provide Academic Support 

It was observed that the PSCs helped their peers (i.e., students) with their academic 
work. This is evident from the excerpts below: 

For example, if I don’t know how to do this question, and if I ask, she would teach me and 
I would have a better understanding. (Student N) 

I will approach them for help. For example, maybe like my homework, I would sometimes 
approach the PSCs when I don’t understand some questions and they would help me with 
it…Yes (they will explain the questions). (Student D) 

Intrinsic Motivation 

As mentioned by Hakimzadeh et al. (2016), the presence of such support can help to 
encourage cognitive participation, motivate them to take on a more positive attitude 
on academics as well as to promote interest in school-related activities. This is evident 
in the following excerpts, where the students commented that the PSCs helped them 
develop motivation for school, as well as feel more connected and belonged in school. 
These two sub-themes are closely tied with SDT. 

They (PSCs) always check in. One of the PSCs in my class always checks in with me and 
asks me how I am feeling. He also makes me excited for school and happy. (Student E) 

Yes (more excited to go to school). ... Like when time passes, I grow closer and closer 
to my friends (PSCs) and so I will be more and more excited to talk to them and play with 
them. (Student D) 

Relatedness 

The development of the relationship with PSCs may be beneficial for the students 
as they have a positive attitude toward school. When students are more positive 
toward attending school, their participation in class and academic performance would 
improve (Froiland & Worrell, 2016). The following excerpt suggests that the PSC 
had helped to make him feel at ease and support his belongingness to the school.
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He likes to say funny stuff that makes me laugh and makes me feel more like I am part of 
school, the bigger family. (Student F) 

Relatedness is also viewed as connectedness. In this case, relatedness may be 
expressed in the form of students having the PSCs’ company. For example, the 
following excerpt highlights that student M enjoyed the company of her PSC as 
they got to play with each other. This seems to imply that student M has a sense of 
belonging in the school because of her PSC as they are connected by playing games 
together. 

During active play, she would also ask if I want to play. If I said yes, she would ask me to 
play with her. (Student M) 

Supported by Alivernini et al. (2019), relatedness, defined by peer acceptance and 
friendship, has a significant influence on a student’s positive school experience. To 
summarize, the above excerpts highlight the benefits of the PSC program on students’ 
experience in school. 

Positive Influences of PSCs 

During the interview, it was also found that PSCs do have positive influences 
on the students in various aspects. There are three sub-themes, namely academic 
improvement, improved emotion management and learned perseverance. 

Academic Improvement 

Apart from providing students with academic support, it seems that PSCs might have 
positive influence on their peers’ academic results as seen in the excerpt below. This 
confirms the finding that peer support can help improve academic results. 

I improved in my Chinese exam. … (The PSC helped me) by teaching me how to speak 
Chinese, and learn the Chinese words. (Student B) 

Improved Emotion Management 

The PSCs were also perceived to be beneficial in helping students better manage 
their negative emotions which is the key for self-management. This implies that PSCs 
promote SEL in their daily lives. This can be supported by (Hakimzadeh et al., 2016), 
where perceived peer support allows students to make “better judgment about people 
and themselves”, implying that students are able to make sensible decisions when 
they interact with their peers. The excerpt below demonstrates how perceived peer 
support can help students regulate and digest their negative emotions appropriately. 

Ya, he made me feel better. My anger level dropped… I feel more chill than before… and 
not much anger with myself. (Student F)
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Moreover, the PSCs were believed to have inculcated positive values like perse-
verance to the students. This is in line with literature, where relationships in the 
classroom help to build character strength (Thomas et al., 2022). 

Learned Perseverance 

The PSC whom I am closer with is also the one I like to play game (minecraft) with. In the 
game, he would motivate me to try again and again. When I play soccer, he also taught me 
not to give up… Yes (PSC influenced me not to give up easily). (Student X) 

Students’ SECs and Their Perceived PSCs’ SEC 

Based on the abovementioned literature, SDT and SEL are important in nurturing 
students to become motivated, responsible and independent individuals. Besides the 
benefits of peer support and positive influences of the PSCs on their peers, it is 
also important to examine the students’ SECs and their perception of their PSCs’ 
SECs. Except for social awareness, the other sub-themes relate to students’ SECs 
with and without the influence of their PSCs. There are four sub-themes, namely 
self-awareness, social awareness, relationship and self-management, and responsible 
decision-making. The SECs of relationship management and self-management were 
combined as one sub-theme. 

Self-Awareness 

The following two excerpts show the demonstration of the SEC, self-awareness by 
the students without the influence of their PSCs. 

Well, I feel that I am more comfortable sharing with my best friends though. Because I trust 
that they can help me with whatever difficulties I share with them. I believe they could help 
me. That’s the reason why I rather my best friends than my PSC and my classmates. 
(Student A) 

(To deal with negative emotions) I will write it down somewhere, and then throw it away. 
(Student Z) 

The excerpt below illustrates the demonstration of the SEC, self-awareness by the 
students with the influence of their PSCs. 

Yah, I do (feel comfortable sharing feelings with PSC). Because this is like I take a burden 
away from my heart, right? Like I take this bag of very strong feelings out of my heart, then 
I won’t feel stressed anymore. (Student Y)



5 Exploring Social-Emotional Competencies of Students Through Peer … 95

Social Awareness 

The two excerpts below demonstrate the SEC, social awareness of the PSCs perceived 
by their peers (i.e., students). 

Sometimes I won’t open up to her because it is like a family problem or something. But she 
will notice my behavior in school and then after school she will text me and ask me if I am 
okay, and she will cheer me up. (Student E) 

Sometimes I feel angry in school. They will come to me and tell me that it’s like okay 
to… and then they will try to make me happy like ask me what happened and then find a 
solution for it. (Student C) 

Relationship and Self-Management 

In the following excerpt, student X was seen displaying relationship management 
where he would approach a classmate who was bullied and tried to help him feel 
better by proposing solutions for his situation. 

Yes, actually I don’t want to bother my friend, so I just talk to the guy getting bullied. But 
then he didn’t want to report, so… (I didn’t) (Student X) 

In the excerpt below, student F mentioned that her closer friends were just like 
the PSCs in her class. Under their influence, she was able to manage her own nega-
tive emotions and made responsible decisions to make herself feel better about the 
situation. 

Student F: It just give me… it will do the same. (If I face challenges in school, I will 
immediately go to one of my closer friends as it helps me by) reducing my anger level 
which makes me feel less angry at the person. Instead of feeling mad, I will just ignore 
the person. (Student F) 

Responsible Decision-Making 

In the excerpts below, the students were able to rationalize their decisions to be 
selective with the people they share their troubles with, showing that they considered 
each decision they made. 

Sometimes I won’t open up to her because it is like a family problem or something. But  
she will notice my behavior in school and then after school she will text me and ask me if I 
am okay, and she will cheer me up. (Student E) 

So, if it is about family problems, I don’t think I want to ask my parents because 
they are the ones involved in it. So, I will probably tell my trustable friends which is one 
of the PSCs. (Student M) 

As seen from the excerpts above, students were displaying SECs in various aspects 
in school. Since it was found that the engagement of prosocial behavior was related 
to peer influence from high status peers (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2015), it may imply 
that the PSCs’ and students’ demonstration of SECs in school can have impact on 
other students through role or peer modeling.
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Other Themes 

There were a few interesting themes that emerged from the transcripts. The themes 
are not related to the benefits of peer support and influences of PSCs on their peers 
(i.e., students). They are based on the students’ perspectives of their best friends 
or classmates who gave them emotional and academic support, as well as their 
motive to go to school and need for relatedness. There are five sub-themes in this 
section, namely characteristics of PSCs, provision of emotional support, provision of 
academic support, motivation toward school and need for relatedness. It is noteworthy 
to discuss these findings as they also offer some insights into the characteristics of 
PSCs. They also highlighted how some students can influence their peers the same 
way as PSCs. 

Characteristics of PSCs 

Firstly, since this program focused on building a peer support system in primary 
schools, it is important to explore the positive characteristics of PSCs which helped 
to enhance the experience for the students. The following excerpts provide us with 
some insights into the qualities the PSCs have displayed. The qualities of PSCs that 
were based on the students’ perspectives include being helpful and approachable, 
which could be classified under empathetic and friendly. These qualities displayed 
by the PSCs are in sync with their roles in looking out for their peers, implying that 
the PSCs have fulfilled their duty. 

That time when we had interdisciplinary project work, …, we didn’t have enough people to 
buy the materials and he volunteered to help us buy and things like that. (Student Y) 

No (not difficult to communicate with PSC at the start)… She was sitting beside me and 
was the first person I met when I went to school. So, I didn’t hesitate because she was very 
friendly and nice. So I started being more comfortable around her. (Student N) 

Provision of Emotional Support 

Next, it was also interesting to note that peers in school also influence the students in a 
similar way to the PSCs. Peers were found to have provided emotional and academic 
support, as well as to help students develop intrinsic motivation and relatedness in 
school. These areas of influence are evident in the following excerpt: 

Well, I feel I am more comfortable sharing with my best friends. Because I trust that they can 
help me with whatever difficulties I share with them. I believe they could help me. That’s 
the reason why I rather my best friends rather than my PSC and my classmates. (Student A) 

I would look for my best friend (when I face challenges). … Because she calms me 
down and tells me what to do. And then I will follow her steps carefully and it will always 
work out. (Student N)
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Provision of Academic Support 

Peer support was found to be a valuable strategy for promoting mental health and 
well-being among students in school (Richard et al., 2022). It is likely that the 
presence of peer support contributed to a caring school with a positive learning 
environment. 

I don’t really talk to my peers about my school and everything, but I did talk to some people 
about my schoolwork and share what I don’t really understand in math or science and then 
they (peers) will help me with it. (Student Z) 

Motivation Toward School 

Based on the following two excerpts, both students seemed to develop intrinsic 
motivation toward school from their peer interactions (i.e., classmates), which may 
be associated with a positive school environment. In line with the literature, positive 
school climate was found to be helpful in promoting intrinsic motivation (Colletti & 
Ryan, 2019). This is beneficial as motivation is important for their engagement in 
school, which in turn improves their academic performance (Suárez, 2019). 

Sometimes when I want to talk to my best friend who is always there. And every time I go 
down for recess, we will talk a lot and it makes me feel happy. (Student B) 

I will also have more friends to play with during active play… Yes. Most of the time 
because I want to go to school is mostly because I want to play with my friends. (Student 
A) 

Need for Relatedness 

As seen below, students’ psychological need for relatedness was fulfilled. Based 
on SDT, the satisfaction of the need for relatedness would reinforce the promotion 
of intrinsic motivation in students and drive them to become more self-determined 
individuals (Colletti & Ryan, 2019). The following excerpts demonstrate how the 
two students could influence their peers the same way as PSCs. 

Okay, in school, I will definitely look for my friends in the same class…… when I am with 
them, I feel like I am quite connected to them, so I feel like they are more helpful than the 
rest of the classmates. (Student A) 

My close friend (look help from first when facing challenges). … Because they are like 
closer to me so I can… I will feel more comfortable with them and I… I will feel more 
comfortable and then I can seek help for them, their advice and then I will… yah. (Student 
C)
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Implications 

There are several implications of this research findings, which include two theoretical 
implications and two practical implications. 

Considering the theoretical implications, combining SDT and SEL can contribute 
to the importance of a student’s well-being. Firstly, the use of SDT into SEL 
programs can enhance the quality of school experiences for students. As mentioned 
earlier, SDT emphasizes the importance of autonomy, competence and relatedness 
for intrinsic motivation. Therefore, incorporating SDT principles into SEL programs 
may increase students’ motivation to engage in social-emotional activities. This can 
be implied from the excerpts where students who were intrinsically motivated by 
their PSCs and peers could learn SECs from them. This can be done through peer 
modeling, which will be a more engaging and impactful way of acquiring the soft 
skills. According to King et al. (2021), peer modeling is an effective strategy to teach 
students the desired behavior. This can potentially be beneficial to other students in 
the school as they can be exposed to these SECs through observing their PSCs and 
peers, and from there improve their social-emotional skills. 

Secondly, the application of SDT to SEL can promote a more holistic approach 
to education that focuses on students’ social-emotional needs as well as academic 
achievement. This will ensure that the students are equipped with the skills to cope 
with the academic rigor in school. 

With regard to practical implications, a potential strategy teachers could use is 
to implement a peer support system or a buddy system in class. This would help 
to enhance social support and peer relationships. For instance, such a system could 
help to promote students’ sense of belonging to the school. This would satisfy their 
need for relatedness which would encourage intrinsic motivation for school. This 
would then in turn result in an improved academic performance due to increased 
participation. 

Finally, this research would be for teachers to be more intentional in satisfying 
students’ needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness in class. Examples could 
be building strong student–teacher relationships and complimenting them for good 
work when applicable. On top of that, teachers may also be more deliberate in 
demonstrating SECs in class, to role model for the students. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this research should be considered when interpreting the findings. 
Firstly, there was only a small and specific group of participants in the school who 
were involved in the research. This is because the PSC program was only imple-
mented on one primary school in Singapore. Therefore, the findings of this paper 
might be biased and cannot be representative of all the primary schools. To improve
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this aspect, it is possible to implement to program on a larger scale to obtain data 
that is more precise and inclusive. 

Secondly, the period between implementation and data collection of the PSC 
program might be too short. The interview was done within the semester of imple-
mentation, which was less than six months. This duration might not be sufficient for 
some of the students to get to know their PSCs better, which may thus limit their 
perception of the PSCs. This may lead to the inability to collect comprehensive data 
on the effectiveness of the program. Future studies could consider implementing a 
one-year research study to better evaluate the perceptions of students. 

Lastly, the effectiveness of the program is evaluated through interviews conducted 
with the students involved. This self-reported data might be influenced by social 
desirability bias, in which students provided responses that they believe are expected 
rather than their true experiences. As a result, this may make it challenging to obtain 
an accurate and comprehensive understanding of the program’s effectiveness. To 
obtain an unbiased perspective of the program’s effectiveness, the interviewer could 
consider encouraging honest responses and indirect questioning to share their genuine 
positive or negative experiences. 

Conclusion 

Current findings supported the four research questions of the study. Firstly, the 
students were found to have a positive relationship with their PSCs and peers. Next, 
the benefits of the PSP by maintaining good relationships with peers in primary school 
include the provision of emotional and academic support, as well as the satisfaction of 
need for relatedness and the promotion of intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, the PSP 
in primary school context was effective to a large extent as it was found to benefit and 
influence the students positively. Finally, the PSCs and students demonstrate their 
SECs in school through their daily interactions with their friends. 
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Chapter 6 
Development of Cohesion 
and Relatedness in the Classroom 
to Optimize Learning Processes 
in the Educational Setting 

Francisco M. Leo, Miguel A. López-Gajardo, and Juan J. Pulido 

Abstract Cohesion and social relationships have prompted research interest in 
various contexts. However, whereas cohesion had received limited attention in the 
educational setting, relatedness needs satisfaction from the self-determination theory 
has been more thoroughly investigated (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Specifically, relatedness 
needs satisfaction can determine cognitive, behavioral, and affective consequences, 
such as academic performance, during the learning process (Vasconcellos et al., 
2020). Furthermore, some authors have considered that cohesion–cooperation in 
small workgroups of students affects academic achievement (e.g., Boyle, 2010), but 
they did not focus on class cohesion itself. However, students’ perceptions that they 
and their classmates are challenged to achieve the same goals and their feeling of 
being united in this effort appear to be an essential determinant in learning processes. 
In addition, students’ feeling that they have optimal interactions in class, both with 
the teacher and with classmates, can help to improve their engagement and moti-
vation in classes, as they can turn to them at any time during the teaching–learning 
process. Thus, the teacher’s relatedness and class cohesion support can be relevant 
to learning new knowledge and skills.
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State of the Art 

In most of our contexts, everyone is part of a group and continuously interacts 
with each member. This interrelation between the people who act within groups has 
focused research’s attention on studying the importance and benefits of the rela-
tionships generated (Carron & Brawley, 2000). Several approaches have emerged 
to analyze social relations within groups. However, the relatedness satisfaction/ 
frustration from the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) 
and the group cohesion of Carron et al.’s (1985) conceptual model have no doubt 
been two of the most used theoretical frameworks to analyze the benefits of social 
relations and the integration of people in groups. Within the educational context, 
the role of the relatedness need framed in the SDT has been investigated consider-
ably (Deci & Ryan, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2017), but cohesion within the class has 
received much less attention (Forrester & Tashchian, 2006). Specifically, SDT posits 
that social environments are associated with desired motivational outcomes because 
they satisfy students’ basic psychological needs, enhancing the motivation, positive 
emotions, and engagement to learn (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Different social factors 
have been identified in educational contexts to encourage students’ motivation and 
emotion to participate in class. Teachers’ teaching approach has been one of the 
most studied factors, showing a direct impact on needs satisfaction, student motiva-
tion, and positive consequences (Behzadnia et al., 2018; Haerens et al., 2015; Jang 
et al., 2016; Reeve,  2013; Vasconcellos et al., 2020). Specifically, studies have identi-
fied an association between teacher relatedness support, relatedness satisfaction, and 
the cognitive, behavioral, and emotional consequences during the learning process 
(Cheon et al., 2012; Deci et al., 1981; Mouratidis et al., 2011), such as academic 
performance, engagement, well-being, fun, or happiness (Vasconcellos et al., 2020). 
Thus, the teacher’s figure to adopt a close role and foster good relationships among 
the students can be essential to improve the teaching–learning processes and to foster 
positive emotions in students. 

In addition, it seems relevant to address the relationships between classmates, 
although, to our knowledge, there is no extensive literature that has studied in depth 
their true value for improving class learning and students’ emotions (Reeve, 2012). 
Some studies have reported that peer cooperation (Mathieu et al., 2015; Seetham-
raju & Borman, 2009) in small groups of students affects participation, positive 
emotions, and academic performance (e.g., Boyle, 2010), but they did not focus 
on class cohesion itself, only on the interactions between such groups of students. 
However, when students perceive that they and their peers are challenged to achieve 
the same goals, the feeling that they are united and cohesive in this effort seems 
to be a vital determinant in the teaching–learning processes (Erikstad et al., 2018; 
Pacewicz et al., 2020) and to generate positive emotions (e.g., well-being or happi-
ness; Blanchard et al., 2009). In addition, the fact that students feel that they have 
optimal interactions in class, both with the teacher and with classmates, can help 
improve their emotional engagement and motivation in classes, as they can turn to 
them at any time in the teaching–learning process (Bosselut et al., 2018; Leo et al.,
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2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d). Therefore, the teacher’s relationship with the students 
and their support of class cohesion can be relevant to learning new knowledge and 
skills and to generate positive emotions in them. In fact, Reeve (2012) established 
that the learning environment can be crucial for students in the educational field and 
pointed out that teacher–student and student–student relationships are fundamental 
aspects to improve motivation toward learning and emotional and behavioral engage-
ment in the classes (Leo et al., 2023; Reeve,  2012; Vallerand, 1997). Thus, satisfying 
relatedness need and generating a high degree of class cohesion in students should 
not be ignored if we wish to optimize students’ motivational, emotional (e.g., enjoy-
ment and happiness), and learning processes (Sparks et al., 2015, 2017). Therefore, 
this chapter explains the relevance of class cohesion and teacher relatedness support 
within the educational context. It also shows scientific evidence about these vari-
ables and their relationship with motivational and emotional processes, and other 
consequences in learning processes. It presents instruments so that researchers and 
teachers can assess these variables in the class. Finally, it proposes concrete strategies 
for teachers to develop these variables in school through educational projects and 
activities with the students. 

Social Relations from the Self-Determination Theory 

One of the macro-theories that attempts to explain why a person performs some 
activity is SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). In particular, SDT can help under-
stand why students engage in and motivate themselves toward a specific activity 
or learning a subject in general. SDT establishes a motivational continuum with 
different levels of self-determination depending on the type of motivation developed 
by each student. This theory has undergone advances, reflected in the development 
of each of its six mini-theories: the Cognitive Evaluation Theory (CET): intrinsic 
motivation (Harlow, 1953; White, 1959); the Organismic Integration Theory (OIT): 
extrinsic motivation (de Charms, 1968; Harter,  1981; Ryan & Connell, 1989); the 
Causal Orientations Theory (COT; autonomous motivation, controlled motivation, 
and amotivation, DeCharms, 1968; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010a, 2010b); the Basic 
Needs Theory (BNT; Deci & Ryan, 2000); the Goal Contents Theory (GCT; Kasser, 
2002; Vansteenkiste et al., 2010a, 2010b); and the Relationships Motivation Theory 
(RMT; Deci & Ryan, 2014). 

These six mini-theories have been building one of the most frequently used theo-
retical frameworks to explain motivation in different contexts (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
However, before the explanation of each of these types of motivation, we need to 
understand the concept of internalization, contextualized in the educational field. 
Some authors (Chirkov et al., 2003; Deci & Ryan, 2000) define the process of inter-
nalization as the process by which students accept values and regulatory processes 
established by the social order, not intrinsically attractive, but which nevertheless 
become important reasons for performing an activity in the academic context. Based 
on this internalization process, SDT defends different types of motivation that range
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along a gradient from higher to lower self-determination. Intrinsic motivation is the 
most self-determined degree, defined as voluntary participation in an activity due 
to the interest, satisfaction, and pleasure obtained through its performance (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). In the educational field, it would be closely related to the student’s 
performance of the activity just for the activity itself and with no external rewards 
for performing it. 

Following the order of this motivational gradient, next is integrated regulation, 
which is present when the action of studying is immersed in the student’s lifestyle, 
revealing characteristics that have to do with values, goals, personal needs, and 
identity (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Therefore, this type of motivation 
is closely related to moral principles and personal development. However, it is not 
a characteristic of children and adolescents because, in these stages, the different 
aspects that make up lifestyle and personality are not yet integrated (Vallerand & 
Rousseau, 2001). Next, identified regulation is defined as a type of motivation in 
which the person perceives that the activity is good for them, finding benefit from 
the fact of doing it. However, they are not entirely self-determined to do it. In the case 
of the academic context, students believe that they achieve benefits for better personal 
and emotional development. Thus, with this regulation, behaviors are autonomous. 
Still, the decision to study is due to a series of external benefits and not for the pleasure 
and satisfaction inherent in the activity itself (Ntoumanis, 2001). Advancing along 
the motivational continuum, introjected regulation is defined by the feeling of guilt 
and pride in a person when they do not perform the activity. The student is oriented 
due to the obligation to attend classes, but not because the activity is perceived as 
pleasant or considered beneficial for them (Ryan & Deci, 2020). In the last extrinsic 
step, we find external regulation, which leads a person to perform any activity to 
get some kind of prize in return, either success and/or money, without any type of 
internalization or due to the penalty for not performing the action (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). In students, the kind of reward can be related to grades, degrees, better social 
status through studies, prestige or pleasing others, concepts related to the activity, 
but far from the maximum level of self-determination (e.g., Haerens et al., 2015; Leo  
et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d; Sparks et al., 2015, 2017; Van den Berghe et al., 
2013). 

Finally, within the motivational continuum established by SDT is amotivation, 
which is the total absence of a person’s intrinsic and extrinsic regulations to perform 
some action, not knowing very well why they perform an activity, leading to maladap-
tive behaviors. In this type of regulation, a student would think that studying is point-
less and would wonder why go on studying (e.g., Haerens et al., 2015; Ryan & Deci, 
2020; Van den Berghe et al., 2013). 

Traditionally and as mentioned above in the COT (de Charms, 1968; Vansteenkiste 
et al., 2010a, 2010b), SDT postulates three main motivational blocks: intrinsic moti-
vation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. However, some contributions to the 
theory (Vansteenkiste et al., 2010a, 2010b), mainly based on the high correlations 
found between intrinsic, integrated, and identified regulations, defended a grouping 
made up of autonomous motivation (composed of intrinsic motivation and identified
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regulation), controlled motivation (made up of external and introjected regulations), 
and amotivation. 

In parallel, SDT has attempted to explain the conditioning factors that favor the 
emergence of self-determined motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2020). 
Specifically, SDT postulates that the different levels of self-determination are deter-
mined by the degree of satisfaction of three psychological nutrients considered essen-
tial, universal, and innate to any person (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These nutrients for 
healthy development and functioning are what SDT calls basic psychological needs. 

Thus, students’ levels of self-determination will fluctuate depending on their 
degree of satisfaction or frustration of these needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & 
Deci, 2020). Delving into the explanation of each psychological mediator, the need 
for competence refers to people’s desire to act effectively with the surrounding envi-
ronment, as well as to feel competent in producing expected results and trying to 
prevent unexpected results (Deci & Ryan, 2000). However, the feeling of competence 
is not enough to create high levels of self-determination unless it is accompanied by 
feelings of autonomy. The need for autonomy refers to students’ desire to be the 
source of their behaviors (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Reeve,  2006). Finally, the third factor 
that will determine students’ levels of self-determination is the relatedness need, 
which refers to the person’s feeling a connection and integration with other indi-
viduals in the social environment, in this case, the academic setting (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). 

Within SDT, the sixth mini-theory, the RMT (Deci & Ryan, 2014), postulates a 
basic psychological need for relatedness that moves people to seek such relationships. 
However, not all relationships are high quality and satisfy the basic psychological 
need for relatedness. For example, even in the closest relationships, only those in 
which both partners experience autonomy and support each other’s autonomy arouse 
feelings that deeply satisfy the need for relatedness. Conversely, control, objec-
tification, and contingent consideration frustrate not only the basic psychological 
need for autonomy, but also the need for relatedness, leading to low or poor-quality 
relationships (Deci & Ryan, 2014). 

Given the importance of the motivational processes, SDT also addresses the influ-
ence of social determinants or antecedents (i.e., in this case, teachers) on the levels 
of satisfaction and frustration of basic psychological needs and students’ motiva-
tion. Deci and Ryan (1985) established the term “social factor” to refer to the 
human and non-human factors found in the social environment, which can also 
be distinguished according to their level of generality. A recent classification of 
teacher behaviors consistent with SDT has been provided (Ahmadi et al., 2022). 
A total of 57 teacher motivational behaviors were identified as the most relevant 
psychological need and influence on motivation. These teaching behaviors have 
been classified into autonomy support/thwarting, competence support/thwarting, and 
relatedness support/thwarting. Within the relatedness dimension, a total of seven 
teaching behaviors were identified: showing unconditional positive regard, asking 
about students’ progress, welfare, and/or feelings, promoting cooperation…, and 
eight other teaching behaviors associated with a relatedness-thwarting style: using
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Fig. 6.1 Model of the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) focused on relatedness 
dimensions 

abusive language (content), providing conditional positive regard, or being sarcastic, 
among others. 

Concerning social relationships, teachers may adopt different interpersonal styles 
that lead to satisfaction or frustration of students’ basic psychological need for 
relatedness (Sparks et al., 2016, 2017). One way could be to exhibit more tolerant 
and need-supporting behaviors to improve relatedness and motivation (Vasconcellos 
et al., 2020), proposing cooperative and interdependent tasks, dedicating time and 
resources to their students, and using a warm approach to promote an inclusive 
learning environment (Haerens et al., 2015). Teachers’ relatedness-supportive strate-
gies also attempt to foster empathy in the teacher–student relationship (Leo et al., 
2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d; Sparks et al., 2015, 2017), as well as help students 
feel socially connected and internalize the value of their behaviors (Van den Berghe 
et al., 2013). 

On the contrary, the teacher can use more students’ relatedness need-thwarting 
behaviors, showing an absolute disregard for the group’s good atmosphere, using 
attitudinal punishments and expressions with a negative affective charge when the 
students do not meet their expectations. In addition, in this need-thwarting interper-
sonal teaching style, teachers do not usually express interest in the students’ feelings 
and thoughts. Instead, they prioritize individual academic outcomes through tangible 
rewards that decrease the students’ feelings of collaboration and cooperation (see 
Fig. 6.1). 

Valuing Social Relationships in the Classroom 

The instruments developed to measure teachers’ support or thwart toward needs can 
be used to analyze the interpersonal teaching style focused on the relatedness dimen-
sion because these instruments contain items measuring students’ need for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. In this sense, different tools have been developed in 
the educational field. Below are listed some examples of questionnaires (from the 
perceptions of students and teachers) and observation instruments:
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• The Teacher as Social Context Questionnaire (Belmont et al., 1988) includes 24 
items based on SDT with three subscales: teacher autonomy support, structure, 
and relatedness.

• The Classroom Motivation Climate Questionnaire (Tapia & Fernández-Heredia, 
2008) is a 15-item scale that examines the classroom motivational climate.

• The Observed Teacher Need Support (Haerens et al., 2013) is an observational 
instrument containing 21 possible need-supportive behaviors, which evaluates 
autonomy, structure, and relatedness-supportive teaching style.

• The Need-Supportive Teaching Style Scale (Abós et al., 2018) is a 15-item 
questionnaire that evaluates teachers’ perception of their interpersonal styles.

• The Adolescent Classroom—Psychological Need-Thwarting Scale (AC-PNTS; 
Adigun et al., 2022) is a 9-item questionnaire that measures specified dimensions 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

In addition to assessing the teacher’s relatedness support or thwarting, the 
students’ relatedness satisfaction or frustration can also be evaluated. For this 
purpose, the following instruments can be used.

• The Need for Relatedness Scale (Richer & Vallerand, 1998) is a 10-item scale 
that assesses how important it is for students to be related to others.

• The Need for Relatedness at College Questionnaire (Guiffrida et al., 2008). This 
scale is composed by 12 items to measure need for relatedness.

• The Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (BPNSFS; Chen 
et al., 2015). The BPNSFS is a 24-item scale (four for each factor) that assesses six 
variables: autonomy satisfaction/frustration, competence satisfaction/frustration, 
and relatedness satisfaction—relatedness frustration. This scale, validated with 
adolescents from a general context, has been widely used in the educational 
context (e.g., Zamarripa et al., 2020). 

Importance of Relatedness Dimension and Investigations 
in the Educational Setting 

The teacher’s interpersonal style plays a fundamental role in promoting students’ 
self-determined motivation through the satisfaction of basic psychological needs 
(Vasconcellos et al., 2020). However, although the postulates of SDT indicate that 
learning environments that foster support for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness may represent the optimal conditions to meet the students’ basic psychological 
needs (Vasconcellos et al., 2020), most of the studies have focused on exclusively 
assessing the effects of support for autonomy (e.g., Haerens et al., 2015) or have used  
the circumplex model that prioritizes support/thwart of autonomy and the of struc-
ture/chaos dimensions, where low or high teaching directivity are represented (e.g., 
Aelterman et al., 2019). With this more “reserved” or two-dimensional approach 
(i.e., autonomy and competence/structure), the appraisal of learning environments 
that could promote the relatedness satisfaction is disregarded.
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Previously, Deci and Ryan (2000) established the relationship between the 
different types of motivation belonging to the self-determination continuum and 
the resulting types of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional consequences. Thus, 
the most self-determined types of motivation will be associated with more adap-
tive consequences, whereas the lower levels of self-determination will be related 
to less adaptive outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Regarding the presumed growth-
promoting role of psychological needs, research has shown that the satisfaction of 
these needs relates to engagement, well-being, and development, whereas their frus-
tration relates to disengagement, ill-being, and even psychopathology (Ryan & Deci, 
2017; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). 

In this chapter, we identified how the role of the relatedness dimension could 
be associated with students’ motivational processes and emotional outcomes. Some 
studies have shown that teachers’ relatedness-supportive behaviors, either perceived 
by students (Sierens et al., 2009; Sparks et al., 2016) or observed by external 
raters (Jang et al., 2010), entail multiple benefits, including greater competence 
and perceived control (Skinner et al., 1998), better self-regulated learning (Sierens 
et al., 2009), fewer depressive feelings (Mouratidis et al., 2013), more emotional 
engagement (Jang et al., 2010; Leo et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d) or subjects’ 
greater perceptions of importance and usefulness (Leo et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 
2022d). These effects can be primarily accounted for by relatedness needs satisfaction 
(Mouratidis et al., 2013). 

Research has also increasingly indicated that the absence of teacher need support 
does not denote the presence of teacher need thwarting (e.g., Haerens et al., 2015; 
Jang et al., 2016). Previous investigations have found that teachers’ need-thwarting 
style, in this case, relatedness-thwarting, to be especially predictive of a motivation 
(e.g., De Meyer et al., 2014; Leo et al., 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d), and emotional 
consequences such as emotional disengagement (Jang et al., 2016; Leo et al., 2022a, 
2022b, 2022c, 2022d), anger and bullying behavior (Hein et al., 2015), anxiety (e.g., 
Assor et al., 2005; Flink et al., 1990), oppositional defiance (Haerens et al., 2015), 
or leads to students to present an increase cortisol levels, a physiological marker of 
stress, among students (Reeve & Tseng, 2011). 

Practical Applications Based on SDT to Promote Relatedness 
in the Educational Context 

Some strategies to support relatedness need (e.g., Ahmadi et al., 2022; Haerens et al., 
2015; Leo et al., 2021) are listed below (some strategies are related to the promotion 
of competition and autonomy, and they are not entirely discriminant):

• Be close and friendly and offer constant help to students.
• Develop adequate communication with all the students.
• Promote student–teacher and student–student relations before, during, and after 

classes.
• Encourage cooperative and group work.
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• Perform group dynamics, role-playing, trustful activities, problem-solving.
• Improve social skills (respect turns, help among classmates…) through working 

in pairs, small groups, and later on, large groups.
• Variability when forming the groups, with flexibility and constant heterogeneity, 

during the different teaching–learning activities.
• Promote activities to develop social skills.
• Show empathy as teachers, with behaviors of nearness (e.g., concern for personal 

issues), kindness, and acting as facilitating agents for the achievement of all the 
students’ objectives.

• Adopt active listening, for example, in student-led discussions.
• Promote respect for the activities, material, classmates, teachers…
• Present exemplary behavior both within and outside the educational context, 

favoring students’ positive personalities. Even use exemplification of inappro-
priate behaviors that may occur during the classes as a standard scenario for reflec-
tion and debate on why such attitudes are unsuitable for the proper functioning 
of a group.

• Use of interrogative feedback in the different work groups promoting internal 
debate and the search for consensual solutions among the students of the group. 
That is, establish directed questions about how they are developing or trying to 
solve the activity.

• Avoid work situations in which a student may feel publicly exposed, for 
example, activities where a student competes against the rest of the class or with 
exemplifications of students who may feel embarrassed.

• Teacher’s recognition of each group member, and especially of the cooperative 
and collaborative processes among the students.

• Allow all the students to achieve task success in each work group with solutions 
at different difficulty levels. 

On the contrary, a thwarting teaching behavior toward the students’ relatedness 
would be characterized by an absolute disregard for the group’s good atmosphere, 
using attitudinal punishments, and expressions with a negative affective charge when 
the students do not meet their expectations (Reeve, 2006; Skinner et al., 2003). Next, 
we present some examples of a relatedness thwarting teaching behavior:

• Absolute disregard for the good atmosphere of the group.
• Use of attitudinal punishments.
• Use of expressions with a negative affective charge when students do not meet 

their expectations.
• Lack of interest in students’ feelings and thoughts.
• Prioritize individual academic achievement by using tangible rewards that 

diminish feelings of collaboration and cooperation.
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Class Cohesion from the Conceptual Model of Cohesion 

The term group cohesion was defined (Carron et al., 1998) as an emergent state that 
“is reflected in the tendency for a group to stick together and remain united in the 
pursuit of its instrumental objectives and/or for the satisfaction of member affective 
needs” (p. 213). Carron et al. (1985) developed a conceptual model that states that 
this perception of cohesion can be related to the task—task cohesion—which, in the 
educational setting, reflects the degree to which students of a class work together 
to achieve common goals; or to aspects of social welfare—social cohesion—which 
reflects the degree to which students of a class empathize with each other and enjoy 
the group’s companionship (Carron et al., 1998). Carron et al. propose that each group 
member develops a perception related to the group as a whole, where students can 
perceive a general level of cohesion related to proximity, similarity, and their bonding 
within the class as a whole, called group integration. The members also develop 
another perception about how the group meets their personal needs and goals; that 
is, an individual perception about the personal motivations that attract and retain each 
student in the class, or group attraction. However, the ability to distinguish between 
the concepts of integration and attraction among the young population is somewhat 
unclear; that is, children and adolescents cannot differentiate the two characteristics 
when they try to value cohesion in different contexts. In fact, in the field of sports, 
several instruments have been developed to assess cohesion in children (Martin et al., 
2013) and adolescents (Eys et al., 2009) without differentiating the integration and 
attraction factors. In the educational field, Leo et al. (2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d) 
do not distinguish the two factors in children and adolescents. 

In addition, this conceptual model of cohesion proposes a series of main 
antecedents that affect the development of cohesion, which could apply to the educa-
tional context. The organization and naming of these antecedents evolved from 
their original classification of environmental, personal, leadership, and group factors 
(Carron, 1982). The last update indicates factors related to individual characteristics, 
group structure, group environment, group processes, and other emerging states (Eys 
et al., 2020; see Fig. 6.2). This model is organized into three large blocks: inputs, 
throughputs, and outputs. In the educational field, inputs include the students’ indi-
vidual characteristics and the group-class environment. Throughputs are made up of 
the group’s structure (teaching behaviors, motivational climate, roles …), emerging 
states (group cohesion, collective effectiveness …), and group processes (motiva-
tion, cooperation, communication…). Finally, outputs are the main consequences 
in the groups, such as individual outcomes (satisfaction, engagement, learning, or 
individual academic performance) and group outcomes (class performance).

Analyzing the inputs, individual characteristics refer to the personal factors of 
class members. These may apply to demographic attributes (e.g., students’ belonging 
to different geographical areas and the personal characteristics entailed); knowledge 
(e.g., each student’s degree of intelligence); behaviors (e.g., the actions carried out by 
each student based on the education and training received); and individual satisfaction 
(e.g., the students’ degree of well-being or happiness).
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Fig. 6.2 Theoretical model for the study of groups developed by Eys et al. (2020) adapted to the 
educational context

On the other hand, the group environment is one of the most relevant aspects 
regarding the normative forces that hold a group together. Group environment can 
be determined by the number of students in a class, the stability of a class during an 
educational period without exchange between them, the expectations of the family, 
the school, and the teachers concerning the students, the limitation of centers due 
to the existence of geographical restrictions (e.g., populations with a single educa-
tional center). These influences can have an impact when it comes to keeping a group 
together, although other factors such as age, proximity, or the teacher’s or center’s 
demands can also play an important role. The ratio of students per class is undoubt-
edly one of the most relevant elements. It has been shown that groups with fewer 
individuals can generate more bonds (see Eys et al., 2020), the teacher can be closer 
to each student, and the learning processes improve. The educational level can also 
influence class cohesion, as there may not yet be closed groups of friends in Primary 
Education, and there is more interaction among all the students. 

Within the throughputs, the  group’s structure encompasses both teacher factors 
and aspects related to the students. Firstly, teaching behaviors, such as leadership, 
interpersonal teacher style, or the motivational climate generated by these aspects 
are of vital importance to generate unity and an optimal learning climate in the class. 
Fluid teacher–student communication about the goals to be achieved, the tasks to be 
done, and the function to be performed in the workgroups significantly influences 
cohesion. In addition, compatibility and connection between the teacher and all the 
students are essential to improve cohesion. 

Secondly, factors related to the students will also play an important role in gener-
ating class cohesion. The informal roles established in small and large groups, the 
figure of the student leaders within the class, the roles of delegates and subdelegates 
to promote a good class atmosphere can be very relevant to keep the class united. 
In addition, group stability and adequate integration of new students into the class 
can be relevant elements (see Eys et al., 2020). All this will be associated with the 
rules established in class, the class’s desire for success, and the positive experiences
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shared by the class, as this is relevant for the development and maintenance of class 
cohesion. 

In relation to emerging states, class cohesion, class conflicts, and trust in the 
class to solve tasks are the most relevant. Firstly, the presence and relevance of class 
cohesion in the educational context have been shown previously in the chapter. Simi-
larly, conflicts that may arise in the classroom and their management and resolution 
can also be decisive in generating an optimal learning environment. On the other 
hand, the importance of students’ different interventions in class has frequently been 
observed but without considering their mutual collaboration and their actions with 
their classmates, which is what benefits the group. Therefore, Bandura (1997) states 
that adding the individual efficiencies of a group may be insufficient to represent 
the coordinative dynamics of its members. This concept, called collective efficacy, 
is defined by Zaccaro et al. (1995) as “a sense of collective competence shared 
among individuals when allocating, coordinating, and integrating their resources in 
a successful concerted response to specific situational demands” (p. 309). Therefore, 
the ability to trust and learn from peers should be considered by teachers in the 
teaching processes to benefit the whole class. 

Group processes are the last element of the throughputs, referring to variables 
such as cooperation, intragroup communication, motivational processes, shared 
memory systems, or collective effort, or class engagement. Undoubtedly, the creation 
of a strong class cohesion can help students cooperate, improve their communicative 
processes, increase the group’s motivation, engagement, and effort, and even generate 
networks of shared knowledge among the students, where each student knows who 
they can turn to, depending on the help or information they need (Leo et al., 2023, 
Leo 2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 2022d). Therefore, such group processes will improve 
if the levels of class cohesion are high because it will be easier to communicate, 
cooperate, coordinate, engage in, and be motivated by the subject. However, this 
relationship is bidirectional because these processes will also generate greater class 
cohesion; that is, improving communicative processes, motivation, cooperation, or 
coordination among classmates will help develop higher-class cohesion. 

Finally, the outputs refer to the benefits that can be obtained thanks to the devel-
opment of class cohesion. In this way, class performance can be improved. When a 
group presents strong bonds of union and the members show a predisposition to help 
their classmates, the group’s qualities are optimized to achieve the proposed objec-
tives. In addition, the perception of an engaged group in which most of the students 
make a great effort produces a collective contagion to achieve the desired objectives, 
generating positive emotions, and avoiding discouragement and frustration during 
the learning process. In addition, not only will the whole group benefit but also such 
benefits will be received by each of the students individually, improving their indi-
vidual emotions, their learning processes, and academic performance. For instance, 
when students are in a cohesive group it is easier to ask for help from peers and 
achieve the proposed objectives, which leads to greater positive individual emotions 
(e.g., well-being or happiness; Blanchard et al., 2009).
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Assessment of Class Cohesion in the Educational Context 

Various instruments have been developed to assess cohesion, mainly focused on 
constructing questionnaires adapted to sports (Eys et al., 2020). Despite the extensive 
number of existing scales, theGroup Environment Questionnaire (GEQ; Carron et al., 
1985) has been the most used in the sports context. This instrument consists of 18 
items that measure both task and social cohesion and has been adapted and validated 
in different languages and populations (e.g., Leo Marcos et al., 2015). However, in 
the educational field, there are only scales to measure the cohesion of workgroups in 
the university environment (Bosselut et al., 2018; Checa & Bohórquez, 2020) but not 
to measure class cohesion as a whole. In this regard, Leo et al. (2022a, 2022b, 2022c, 
2022d) developed a scale through two research studies to measure class cohesion in 
Primary and Secondary Education. This instrument is based on those developed in 
the sports field for children and adolescents and contains 18 items, nine of which 
measure task cohesion and nine of social cohesion. In addition, the authors provide a 
short version of the scale with eight items, four representing task cohesion and four 
representing social cohesion. In both cases, the questionnaire is valid and reliable 
for measuring class cohesion at the two educational levels. 

Importance of Cohesion and Investigations in the Educational Setting 

Cohesion can emerge and be present in diverse ways during learning processes in the 
educational context (Leo et al., 2021). The class as a group has its own identity; the 
teacher and the students have common goals and objectives; there is interaction and 
continuous communication among the members because they cooperate to achieve 
objectives and tasks, and they are interdependent in the class activities and socially 
because they share experiences. Therefore, they may feel more or less integration 
into the class and also an interpersonal attraction to others. In addition, the students 
may feel task cohesion depending on how much their peers help in joint learning and 
achieving common learning objectives (Leo et al., 2023). They may even feel social 
cohesion depending on their affective relationships with their peers, their perception 
of group membership, and their satisfaction with the social contact with their peers. 
Moreover, each class can be distinguished by specific characteristics, such as the 
course, the letter or name that represents them, and the teacher-tutor who guides 
them. Therefore, the students of a class can be perceived as part of a different group 
(Leo et al., 2023). 

Specifically, learning contexts through cooperation and help among students have 
been linked to better performance in academic, personal, emotional, and social vari-
ables than learning contexts characterized by individualistic or competitive learning 
(Gillies, 2016). Cooperative learning is structured around workgroups that share 
common learning goals, and it requires the students to help each other solve tasks 
and find solutions, which can be optimized through the cohesion of the whole class 
(Johnson et al., 2014). Therefore, the teacher’s role in achieving optimal classroom 
learning environments can be decisive because they can learn strategies to develop
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class cohesion to fulfill the students’ common objectives. In addition, teachers can 
promote more shared experiences among their students (e.g., extracurricular activi-
ties, cultural outings, interschool competitions), which produces more social union 
in the class, and the students’ self-perception as part of a different group (Leo et al., 
2023). Therefore, class cohesion seems essential in the educational context to build 
better classes, generate positive emotions, and create optimal learning environments 
among peers. 

Based on the conceptual model of Carron et al. (1998), most of the studies 
have been developed in the sports field and are very scarce in the educational 
context. In general, interpersonal styles supporting the basic psychological needs 
and task-involving motivational climates have been associated with greater group 
cohesion (De Backer et al., 2011; García-Calvo et al., 2014). Likewise, group cohe-
sion has been positively related to the satisfaction of the basic psychological needs, 
autonomous motivation, behavioral and emotional engagement, and other positive 
emotions (Blanchard et al., 2009;Bosselut et al.,  2020; Erikstad et al., 2018; Pacewicz 
et al., 2020). Specifically, in the educational field, Leo et al. (2023) developed an SDT-
based study with Primary and Secondary Education students. They included cohesion 
as a social factor together with the support and thwarting of basic psychological needs 
to predict the satisfaction and frustration of needs, types of motivation, and positive 
and negative consequences such as emotional engagement, disruptive behaviors, and 
poor relationships in class. Their results showed that class task and social cohe-
sion were positively related to the relatedness satisfaction, autonomous motivation, 
controlled motivation, and engagement, and negatively related to the relatedness frus-
tration, amotivation, disruptive behaviors, and poor class relationships. In addition, 
class task and social cohesion were related to behavioral and emotional engagement 
through the satisfaction of the need for relationships and autonomous and controlled 
motivation. Therefore, class cohesion can produce a significant impact on students’ 
relatedness need and motivation, which, in turn, will affect their emotional engage-
ment and behaviors. Thus, the way teachers teach and the cohesion they generate in 
class can be decisive for the positive emotions in learning processes. 

Practical Applications to Promote Class Cohesion in the Educational 
Context 

The strategies and resources the teacher can perform during classes can be aimed at 
general aspects to consider in educational projects or programming units or at more 
specific aspects to be developed in activities or tasks (Leo et al., 2023). Teachers in 
the academic field can address the development of their own class’s cohesion and 
each of the antecedents that can feed the perception of cohesion. In this sense, the 
teacher can develop group dynamics within and outside the classroom in small and 
large groups to encourage the students to cooperate, generating interdependent roles, 
functions, and responsibilities, favoring relationships that enhance peer communica-
tive processes, and developing social skills and interactions among all the students. 
Specifically, teachers can develop concrete behaviors to promote task cohesion, such
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as establishing common objectives to be achieved by the whole class, and individual 
and interdependent roles so that everyone will help everyone else and try to over-
come the proposed challenges. Teachers can also perform behaviors to promote social 
cohesion, such as activities within and outside the classroom where all the students 
must interact to get to know each other better, sharing their interests, concerns, and 
motivations. 

Below, we propose a series of strategies to promote class cohesion that teachers 
can use in their projects, didactic units, and class activities:

• Design objectives directly related to collaboration and cooperation among group 
members to achieve learning.

• Propose educational projects that must be developed within and outside school 
hours that involve the whole class.

• Develop knowledge activities (skills, knowledge, tastes, interests, hobbies…) 
among students and build trust so they can help each other at any time during 
the learning process.

• Perform group dynamics, problem-solving, role-playing, gamification (e.g., 
escape rooms in large groups) where each member plays a participatory role 
of a protagonist.

• Establish work guidelines where students can express their opinions, agree on 
common proposals, and present them to their group and the whole class in order 
to consider all the students’ opinions.

• Promote moments where students are the main protagonists during the learning 
process, where each student, with their small or large group, can negotiate and 
decide what they want to learn.

• Design group activities where all the students can contribute ideas to design and 
select tasks to develop in class.

• Encourage cooperative work during classes by emphasizing communication, 
collaboration, and interdependence of each student’s work and promoting this 
outside the classroom.

• Carry out projects where various activities are established in which there are 
continuous classmate changes between the groups established during each activity.

• Avoid excessive competition among peers or comparison of the students and 
encourage continuous help among them.

• Propose debates and discussions in small and large groups during the development 
of projects, constantly seeking the active participation of all the students.

• Propose tasks of group self-evaluations and co-evaluations among the groups as 
procedures of mutual help to learn, establishing moments to share and compare 
the evaluations in small or large groups.

• Establish moments for students to analyze their learning process, sharing it with 
their classmates and analyzing this process, for example, stopping in the middle 
of a class for the students to talk about how they are developing some activity.

• Establish a final phase of help among peers in all the individual activities when 
the students finish their activity.
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• Include evaluation criteria that specifically mention collaboration and cooperation 
among group members.

• Propose evaluation processes through intrapersonal and intragroup indexes, 
valuing the challenges achieved by the learning processes of the student/group 
and not comparing students/groups with others. 

Conclusions and Future Research Directions 

This chapter has attempted to provide more knowledge about the importance of 
promoting social relationships and class cohesion, framing both variables within solid 
theoretical frameworks, and providing valid and reliable instruments for their assess-
ment. We have also established clear antecedents for promoting these aspects through 
the existing scientific evidence in the literature and proposed teaching strategies to 
improve the students’ relatedness satisfaction and class cohesion. 

Given the importance of social and emotional processes in learning, more research 
should be carried out through correlational and experimental designs to verify the 
theoretical proposals of this chapter. First, it would be interesting to conduct studies 
in different educational settings, countries, and cultures to analyze the importance 
of class cohesion and the satisfaction of the need for relatedness in each context. 
Second, the assessment of these variables should continue to improve, as most 
current instruments employ students’ perceptions. Although in many cases, this 
represents students’ thoughts about what they feel in class (e.g., relatedness satisfac-
tion/frustration), other teacher or class variables (e.g., interpersonal teaching style or 
class cohesion) could be assessed together with objective measures, observationally 
or through the teachers themselves. 

In conclusion, teachers’ interpersonal teaching style toward relatedness and the 
generated class cohesion can significantly impact students’ motivational, emotional, 
and learning processes. Therefore, the way teachers teach, the strategies they develop 
in class, the decisions they make, and the way they relate to their students can have 
a significant impact on the motivations and emotions of their students, on their lives 
in school and on their learning throughout it. 
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Satisfaction and Frustration, 
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At-Risk and Non-at-Risk Students 
in Singapore 
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Abstract Students who are considered at-risk are usually described as having high 
probability to experience educational failure. They tend to slip far behind their peers, 
which may eventually lead to dropping out of school. These students tend to come 
from low-socioeconomic backgrounds or experience low parental involvement in 
the educational process and life in general. These students are likely to have family 
problems and personal issues resulting in poor academic performance and low well-
being. This study underscores the importance of supporting the healthy development 
of children. In promoting children’s well-being, we draw on the Basic Psychological 
Need Theory, which is one of the six mini-theories within Self-Determination Theory. 
The Basic Psychological Need Theory postulates that competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness are essential needs, which when supported, is likely to result in adaptive 
outcomes, such as high well-being. In contrast, the frustration of these needs repre-
sents threatening experiences that may reduce well-being. This study aims to compare 
the emotional well-being, as well as the basic psychological needs satisfaction and 
frustration of at-risk primary school students, with their peers identified as non-at-
risk. The results of the study will be useful in raising awareness of the similarities and 
differences between these groups of students in terms of their basic psychological 
needs and emotional well-being, so that school programs can be tailored to meet 
student needs more effectively.
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Introduction 

Students who are considered at-risk are usually described as having high probability 
to experience educational failure, slip far behind their peers, which may eventually 
lead to them dropping out of school prematurely (Kaufman et al., 1992). They are 
at-risk of experiencing negative outcomes due to their life circumstances. According 
to Kaufman et al. (1992), these circumstances may include coming from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds, experiencing low level of parental or adult involvement 
and guidance, living in unhealthy home environments, and suffering from neglect, 
abuse, and violence. These circumstances may adversely affect their development 
and well-being, and lead to low school attendance and poor academic performance 
(Fortin et al., 2006). 

As this study took place in a primary school in Singapore, our research team 
interviewed the school principal to enquire about the selection process and charac-
teristics of the at-risk students in the school. The research team was informed that 
the at-risk students were identified using a set of rubrics that detailed the risk factors 
and guidelines provided by the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Singapore. The 
characteristics of these at-risk students, as described by the school, included having 
poor attendance rates, low academic performance, and exhibiting behavioral issues. 
These students also tend to have high emotional needs and come from struggling 
families (e.g., dysfunctional, permissive, and neglectful). Schools are expected to 
provide these students with the support that they need, to enhance their well-being 
and reduce the risk of them leaving the school system prematurely. 

This study seeks to examine emotional well-being and basic psychological needs 
in at-risk and non-at-risk children. Using the Basic Psychological Need Theory 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017) as a framework, this study compares at-risk versus non-at-
risk children in terms of the satisfaction and frustration of three basic psychological 
needs, namely competence, autonomy, and relatedness, and their emotional well-
being. The similarities and differences between at-risk and non-at-risk children are 
useful to inform teachers how they can enhance students’ emotional well-being and 
meet students’ basic psychological needs. 

Self-determination Theory 

The Basic Psychological Need Theory, which is one of the six mini-theories within 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017), postulates competence, 
autonomy, and relatedness as essential human needs. Competence refers to one’s 
feeling of being capable and effective in carrying out tasks and achieving goals, rather 
than feeling inadequate to accomplish desired outcomes (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 
Autonomy is about having one’s action to be self-determined and volitional (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985), as opposed to feeling pressured or coerced to act or behave in a certain 
way (Ryan et al., 2016). A high sense of autonomy is associated with actions that are
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driven by self-endorsed choices. Relatedness is about being connected to others and 
having meaningful and caring relationships, rather than being ostracized or left out 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Collectively, these needs provide the nutriments for optimal 
functioning and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). One of the postulates of the theory 
is that the influence of each need on well-being is independent of each other and 
that the effects of ones’ action on well-being can be traced to the satisfaction of such 
needs (Ryan, 2009). According to the proponents of the Basic Psychological Need 
Theory, these three needs are universal: It means that their association with well-
being and adaptive functioning tend to apply across different cultural contexts and 
stage of development (Ryan, 2009). The theory is a useful framework to describe the 
contextual conditions that promote optimization in performance and development, 
including well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2008). 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration 
in Children 

Myriad studies have documented how need satisfaction can serve as a mediator 
that serves as a mechanism for contextual factors the influence outcomes in various 
domains. Research on Basic Psychological Needs Theory shows that when these 
needs are supported, it will result in optimal outcomes such as high well-being (Tay & 
Diener, 2011). In contrast, the frustration of these needs represents threatening experi-
ences that will result in low well-being. Reducing need frustration and increasing the 
levels of needs satisfaction can help children, including at-risk students, to enhance 
their well-being, which can lead to improvements of functioning in other areas of 
their lives (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Although much research has been done on the 
basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration of students (Abidin et al., 2022; 
Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), most did not make comparisons between the at-risk and 
non-at-risk children and study the association of each construct with emotional well-
being; an essential dimension of well-being responsible for the positive development 
of children. Studies of this nature are important to know which needs are particularly 
thwarted by harsh conditions in the lives of at-risk students and utilize such infor-
mation to formulate targeted approaches that may reduce these students’ propensity 
to develop maladaptive outcomes. The present chapter serves as a supplement to 
the sparse body of knowledge linking need satisfaction with well-being of children, 
including those facing various risk factors. 

Supporting students’ basic psychological needs is positively associated with 
various markers of well-being, such as life satisfaction and psychological well-
ness (Ryan & Deci, 2017); in contrast, the thwarting of students’ basic needs is 
associated with ill-being, such as psychological distress (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 
2013). Supporting the need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness is impor-
tant for all children, especially for at-risk students. For example, at-risk students
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may have limited opportunities to optimize their potential and develop their compe-
tencies compared to their non-at-risk peers (Keys et al., 1998), thereby averting 
the fulfillment of their need for competence. Due to difficult circumstances, at-risk 
students may have limited autonomy and lack control over their lives (Hao et al., 
2020), thwarting their need for autonomy. As having dysfunctional families usually 
emerge as a common profile of at-risk students (Cox & Sagor, 2013), there is high 
chance for these students to have negative models of relationships, which may prevent 
them from establishing positive connections outside of their homes. Thus, satisfying 
at-risk students’ need for relatedness may be difficult to achieve. There is a need 
to investigate the need satisfaction for the young students in Singapore, especially 
for at-risk students, to see if interventions need to be school-wide or just focusing 
on at-risk students. However, quantitative studies which compare the need satisfac-
tion of at-risk students with their non-at-risk peers are scarce; this study attempts to 
supplement this nascent research area. Comparing the two groups of students can 
help us better understand the students to see if resources need to be provided for all 
students or tailored specifically for at-risk students. For example, if the basic need 
satisfaction of at-risk students is not being met at home, it is essential for the school 
to create a safe environment to fulfill the basic psychological needs of these students 
to improve their adjustment to life and school challenges and boost their well-being. 

In contrast to need satisfaction, need frustration occurs when the psycholog-
ical needs are thwarted (Ryan et al., 2016; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). SDT 
suggests that it is important to distinguish between the experience of need satisfac-
tion and need frustration because they are rooted in distinct social experiences and 
they have different effects on students’ psychosocial outcomes, including well-being 
(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). The frustration of the need for competence describes 
feelings of incompetence; the frustration of the need for relatedness describes feel-
ings of rejection and loneliness (Ryan, 1995); and the frustration of the need for 
autonomy describes feeling controlled by others (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The frus-
tration of the psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness can 
lead to maladjustment and ill-being (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Of the three 
needs, finding from a qualitative study studies suggest that among at-risk youths, 
the need frustration of relatedness was experienced more than the need frustration of 
competence and autonomy (Nagpaul & Chen, 2019). To our knowledge, no study has 
focused on comparing at-risk versus non-at-risk students in terms of the frustration 
of their psychological needs and this study aims to address this gap. 

Emotional Well-Being of Children 

Education researchers have paid little attention to the study of well-being in children 
(Huebner et al., 2014). This is likely due to an overemphasis on psychopathology and 
behavioral problems, as well as student academic outcomes (e.g., academic achieve-
ment) that, ironically, impact students’ future well-being. However, with the global 
decline in students’ subjective well-being as an increasing concern (Marquez & Long,
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2021), more education researchers, practitioners, and policymakers have begun to 
espouse view that “happiness should be an aim of education, and a good educa-
tion should contribute significantly to personal and collective happiness” (Noddings, 
2003, p. 1).  

Well-being is a complex construct that concerns one’s optimal functioning and 
experiences. There are generally two traditions in the study of well-being, namely the 
hedonistic tradition and the eudaimonic tradition (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The hedo-
nistic tradition focuses on a person’s emotional well-being, or presence of positive 
affect and absence of negative affect; in contrast, the eudaimonic tradition focuses 
on the actualization of a person’s potentials and living life in a meaningful way. 
In this book chapter, we will mainly adopt the hedonistic approach and examine 
students’ emotional well-being, as children, relative to adolescents, are more likely 
to conceive well-being in hedonic (e.g., positive feelings) as opposed to eudaimonic 
terms (López-Pérez et al., 2016), since hedonic conceptions of well-being is more 
concrete and less abstract for young children to understand. 

Emotional well-being is part of hedonic well-being and refers to one’s percep-
tions of happiness and interest in and satisfaction with life (Keyes, 2006). Emotional 
well-being is a building block for children’s overall well-being. It is important for 
the development and overall health of children and can have a significant impact 
on their quality of life. Research has shown that good emotional well-being posi-
tively affects the physical and mental health of children (Tillmann et al., 2018). 
According to the annual report by the National Institute for Health and Clinical 
Excellence (2009), good emotional well-being could protect children against future 
issues such as emotional and behavioral problems, delinquency, premature school 
drop-out and a life of violence and crime (see also Gavriel-Fried & Ronen, 2016; 
Stifter et al., 2020). Emotional well-being also helps children to cope with stress and 
demanding situations and develop resilience because they promote flexible thinking 
(Fredrickson, 2001) and facilitate both adaptive coping (Folkman & Moskowitz, 
2000) and the maintenance of social relationships (Shiota et al., 2004). Furthermore, 
it was reported that the emotional well-being of children is one of the strongest 
predictor of life satisfaction in adulthood (Flèche et al., 2018). Therefore, it is espe-
cially important to study the emotional well-being of at-risk students who face life 
challenges regularly. 

The Present Study 

Emotional well-being is important to children because it is a key factor in their 
overall health and development (Tillmann et al., 2018). SDT suggests that meeting 
one’s basic psychological needs is important for emotional well-being (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017). While basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration have been 
examined in relation to emotional well-being in the literature, most of these studies 
focused on adolescents (Abidin et al., 2022). Studies on children, especially at-risk 
students, are limited. In response to this research gap, the present study aimed to
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(a) investigate the relations between emotional well-being and basic psychological 
need satisfaction and frustration of children from a Singapore primary school, and 
(b) examine whether at-risk and non-at-risk children in the school differed in their 
emotional well-being and basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration. The 
comparison will be useful for primary schools to know the similarities and differ-
ences between these groups of children in terms of their basic psychological needs 
and emotional well-being for the purpose of tailoring school program accordingly. 
Based on the literature review, we hypothesized that the at-risk children would have 
significantly lower emotional well-being, need satisfaction and significantly higher 
need frustration than their non-at-risk peers. 

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

The participants in the study were 313 students from a primary school in Singa-
pore. They were aged between 10 and 12 years old (i.e., Grades four, five, and 
six). Of these students, 27 students (18 males and 9 females) were identified as at-
risk, and the remaining 286 students (142 males and 144 females) were identified 
as non-at-risk. According to the school, the at-risk students were from unstable or 
dysfunctional families and their characteristics include poor attendance and behav-
ioral issues. Informed assent and consent were obtained from the students and their 
parents/guardians respectively to participate in the study. Permission was sought and 
granted by the primary school’s principal and teachers to conduct data collection 
in the school. Approval to conduct the study in the primary school was granted 
by the Ministry of Education in Singapore. Ethics approval for the study was also 
granted by the Institutional Review Board of Nanyang Technological University. The 
participants completed an online questionnaire in the school computer lab during 
curriculum time in the presence of a teacher who explained to them the rationale of 
the survey and instructions on how to complete the questionnaire. Students provided 
their demographic information and rated their emotional wellbeing as well as their 
basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration on a Likert scale. The survey 
was administered after the school examination period, two weeks before the students’ 
year-end school holidays.
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Measures 

Emotional Well-Being 

Emotional well-being was measured using the emotional well-being subscale of the 
Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF; Keyes, 2006). The subscale has 
three items (e.g., “during the past month, how often did you feel interested in life”; 
α = 0.81), each measured on a 6-point Likert scale (0 = Never to 5 = Every day). 
Principal axis factoring (PAF) with direct oblimin rotation was performed to ensure 
the factorial validity of the items. A one-factor solution was extracted, with 73.2% 
of the variance explained and all factor loadings were above 0.70. 

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration 

Basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration were measured using the basic 
psychological need satisfaction and need frustration scale (BPNSNF; Chen et al., 
2015). There were 24 items that measured six subscales—autonomy satisfaction 
(e.g., “I feel free to choose which activities I do”; α = 0.82), autonomy frustration 
(e.g., “I feel pressured to do too many things”; α = 0.75), relatedness satisfaction (e.g., 
“I feel close to the people I care about”; α = 0.77), relatedness frustration (e.g., “The 
people I spend time with don’t like me”; α = 0.83), competence satisfaction (e.g., “I 
can do things well”; α = 0.84), and competence frustration (e.g., “I am often uncertain 
about whether I’m good at things”; α = 0.76). The items were measured on a 6-point 
Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 6 = Strongly Agree). Confirmatory factor 
analysis was conducted with six latent factors. All factor loadings were significant 
at p < 0.001 and the six-factor model had a good fit to the data: χ 2(237) = 529.32, 
p < 0.001; CFI = 0.91; TLI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.06. 

Statistical Analysis 

Prior to the main analyses, reliability analysis, exploratory factor analysis, and confir-
matory factor analysis were conducted to ensure that the measures were both inter-
nally consistent and factorially valid (see the measures section). Next, to examine 
the association between the variables of interest, Pearson bivariate correlation anal-
yses were performed on not only the full sample, but also separately on the at-risk 
and non-at-risk students subsamples. Finally, Welch’s t-test was used to examine if 
the at-risk and non-at-risk students differed in their emotional well-being and basic 
psychological need satisfaction and frustration. Note that Welch’s t-test was used 
instead of Student’s t-test because the former has better error rates when sample
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sizes and variances are unequal between groups (Delacre et al., 2017). The confir-
matory factor analysis was conducted using R whereas the remaining analyses were 
conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation among all the study variables 
were shown in Tables 7.1 and 7.2, respectively. Consistent with expectation based on 
theory, the correlation analysis that is based on the full sample showed that emotional 
well-being was positively correlated with need satisfaction and negatively correlated 
with need frustration. Autonomy, relatedness, and competence satisfaction were posi-
tively correlated with one another. Likewise, autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
frustration were positively correlated with one another. While satisfaction and frus-
tration of the same type of need (e.g., autonomy satisfaction and autonomy frustra-
tion) were negatively correlated, satisfaction, and frustration of the different types of 
need (e.g., autonomy satisfaction and relatedness frustration) were not significantly 
correlated. 

We then conducted separate correlation analyses for at-risk (n = 27) and non-at-
risk students (n = 286). As shown in Tables 7.3 and 7.4, there were some notable 
similarities and differences between at-risk and non-at-risk students in the correlation 
results. For starters, students’ emotional well-being was positively associated with 
autonomy, relatedness, and competence need satisfaction for both at-risk and non-
at-risk students. On the other hand, emotional well-being was negatively correlated 
with need frustration for non-at-risk students, but it did not significantly correlate 
with need frustration for at-risk students. Finally, need satisfaction and frustration of 
the same domain were negatively correlated for non-at-risk students. Contrastingly,

Table 7.1 Descriptive statistics of study variables for at-risk and non-at-risk students 

Variable At-risk (n = 27) Non-at-risk (n = 286) 
M SD M SD 

Emotional well-being 2.63 1.44 3.18 1.21 

Autonomy satisfaction 4.73 1.32 4.48 1.05 

Autonomy frustration 4.47 1.14 3.85 1.11 

Relatedness satisfaction 4.69 1.29 4.69 0.87 

Relatedness frustration 3.95 1.44 2.91 1.28 

Competence satisfaction 4.41 1.20 4.17 1.06 

Competence frustration 4.04 1.31 3.76 1.19
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Table 7.2 Pearson correlation among study variables (N = 313) 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Emotional 
well-being 

– 

2 Autonomy 
satisfaction 

0.43*** – 

3 Autonomy 
frustration 

− 0.35*** − 0.14* – 

4 Relatedness 
satisfaction 

0.45*** 0.59*** − 0.06 – 

5 Relatedness 
frustration 

− 0.30*** − 0.04 0.58*** − 0.25*** – 

6 Competence 
satisfaction 

0.48*** 0.62*** − 0.09 0.48*** − 0.05 – 

7 Competence 
frustration 

− 0.33*** − 0.07 0.65*** − 0.11 0.65*** − 0.20*** – 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 7.3 Pearson correlation among study variables for at-risk student (N = 27) 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Emotional well-being – 

2 Autonomy satisfaction 0.57** – 

3 Autonomy frustration 0.12 0.39* – 

4 Relatedness satisfaction 0.50** 0.69*** 0.53** – 

5 Relatedness frustration 0.06 0.11 0.72*** 0.30 – 

6 Competence satisfaction 0.49* 0.86*** 0.49** 0.67*** 0.23 – 

7 Competence frustration − 0.03 − 0.01 0.65*** 0.29 0.87*** 0.12 – 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

they were either non-significantly correlated (for relatedness and competence) or 
positively correlated (for autonomy) among at-risk students. 

Comparison Between At-Risk and Non-at-Risk Students 

To examine if at-risk and non-at-risk students differ in their well-being and basic 
psychological need satisfaction and frustration, a series of Welch’s t-test was 
performed. The results showed that at-risk students reported significantly lower levels 
of emotional well-being than non-at-risk students, t(29.58) =−  1.93, p < 0.05. Like-
wise, as compared to their non-at-risk peers, at-risk students reported significantly
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Table 7.4 Pearson correlation among study variables for non-at-risk student (N = 286) 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1 Emotional 
well-being 

– 

2 Autonomy 
satisfaction 

0.43*** – 

3 Autonomy 
frustration 

− 0.39*** − 0.21*** – 

4 Relatedness 
satisfaction 

0.45*** 0.57*** − 0.15* – 

5 Relatedness 
frustration 

− 0.33*** − 0.08 0.55*** − 0.34*** – 

6 Competence 
satisfaction 

0.49*** 0.58*** − 0.16** 0.46*** − 0.10 – 

7 Competence 
frustration 

− 0.36*** − 0.08 0.65*** − 0.17** 0.63*** − 0.24*** – 

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

higher levels of autonomy frustration, t(30.82) = 2.70, p < 0.01, as well as related-
ness frustration, t(30.05) = 3.63, p < 0.001. Both at-risk and non-at-risk students did 
not significantly differ in the other study variables. 

Discussion 

The present study examined (a) the correlations among students’ emotional well-
being, basic psychological need satisfaction, and frustration, and (b) whether at-risk 
and non-at-risk students differed in these variables of interest. For the correlation 
analysis on the full sample (see Table 7.2), we found that emotional well-being was 
positively correlated with need satisfaction and negatively correlated with need frus-
tration. However, upon closer inspection, it was revealed that the correlations between 
emotional well-being and need frustration were not statistically significant among 
at-risk students (see Table 7.3). The non-significant correlation could be due to low 
statistical power as there were less than 30 at-risk students in the sample. Alterna-
tively, it could be because need frustration is more related to ill-being (e.g., negative 
emotion) than well-being for the at-risk students. Indeed, the SDT on need satisfac-
tion and need frustration (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) suggests that there are two 
pathways toward wellness, with need satisfaction being the primary factor leading 
to well-being and need frustration being the primary factor leading to ill-being (see 
Longo et al., 2016; Rodríguez-Meirinhos et al., 2020). Given the life circumstances 
that they face (Fortin et al., 2006; Kaufman et al.,  1992), at-risk students are more 
vulnerable to ill-being, and this could make the two pathways to be more pronounced
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for this population group. Nevertheless, as ill-being was not measured in this study, 
more research is required to ascertain this speculation. 

It is also noteworthy that, for at-risk students, need satisfaction and frustration 
of the same domain were either positively or non-significantly correlated with one 
another. As discussed later, one likely explanation for this finding is that, unlike 
non-at-risk students, at-risk students tend to score high on both need satisfaction 
and frustration. This contradicts the assumption that “need frustration by definition 
involves low need satisfaction” (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013, p. 265). Nevertheless, 
having a profile of high need satisfaction and frustration is not unheard of (e.g., 
Rodrigues et al., 2021; Rouse et al., 2020), though more studies are required to 
understand what it means to be simultaneously satisfied and frustrated in one’s needs. 

Next, we compared the emotional well-being of at-risk and non-at-risk students. 
Consistent with our hypothesis, at-risk students reported that they experienced posi-
tive emotions less frequently than their non-at-risk counterparts. This is not surprising 
because at-risk students are typically disadvantaged in relation to various factors, 
such as family instability (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998) which tends to compromise 
their life satisfaction and happiness. According to Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-
and-build theory of positive emotions, experience of positive emotions is important 
as it broadens a person’s momentary thought-action repertoires. The broadening 
process, in turn, drives an individual to engage in a variety of exploratory behav-
iors that are useful in building durable physical (e.g., physical strength), social (e.g., 
positive relationships), psychological (e.g., resilience), and intellectual (e.g., knowl-
edge, creativity) resources—resources that could prove beneficial for at-risk chil-
dren to develop academic resilience and buoyancy that deal with setbacks (Martin & 
Marsh, 2009). Therefore, more attention is needed to help improve at-risk students’ 
emotional well-being. 

While the findings supported the hypothesis on emotional well-being, the 
hypotheses on basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration were not fully 
supported. For example, the results did not show any significant difference between 
at-risk and non-at-risk students’ satisfaction and frustration of the need for compe-
tence. This result may suggest that the school could have provided ample oppor-
tunities for both groups of students to develop their sense of competency. As for 
the at-risk students, if their need for competence is not being fulfilled at home but 
tended to at school, it may help bring up their sense of competence to be on par with 
their non-at-risk peers. Similarly, the findings indicated that there was no significant 
difference between the at-risk and non-at-risk students in terms of the satisfaction of 
autonomy and relatedness. This is an interesting finding, given that at-risk students, 
with their disadvantaged backgrounds, may not have similar opportunities with their 
non-at-risk peers to have their basic psychological needs of competence, autonomy, 
and relatedness satisfied. One possibility is that the at-risk students in this study, who 
attend an after-school program three times weekly, may be receiving support from 
the teachers delivering the program. The program, which was designed to provide 
academic support, counseling services, and social-emotional learning opportunities, 
may have contributed to meeting the basic psychological needs of the at-risk students
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to a certain extent. Other studies (e.g., Kremer et al., 2015) have revealed the effec-
tiveness of this program on at-risk students. However, more research needs to be 
done to establish this possibility. 

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that at-risk and non-at-risk students 
differed significantly in terms of the frustration of their need for autonomy and relat-
edness. At-risk students were found to have statistically higher levels of need frustra-
tion in autonomy and relatedness than their non-at-risk peers. Research shows that 
the level of one’s need satisfaction and frustration depend on one’s life experiences 
and behaviors (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Examples of life experiences that have 
shown to contribute to need frustration include feeling lonely (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995), experiencing failure (Waterschoot et al., 2020), and feeling conflicted about 
identity-relevant choices (Assor et al., 2020); all of which may be experienced by at-
risk students on a more intense level or regularly than their non-at-risk peers. As need 
frustration predicts diverse forms of dysfunctional behaviors and ill-being, including 
both internalizing and externalizing problems (e.g., Vandenkerckhove et al., 2019), 
efforts need to be directed toward reducing the basic psychological need frustration 
of at-risk students before their issues escalate further. 

The finding that at-risk students did not differ from their non-at-risk peers in 
terms of the need satisfaction but are different from their non-at-risk peers in terms 
of need frustration is similar to the study by Nagpaul and Chen (2019). Their study 
found that while the at-risk Singapore youths indicated that their need for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness are satisfied, they also noted frequent experiences of 
need frustration. As explained by Vansteenkiste et al., (2020, p. 7), “such qualita-
tive studies help in identifying the concrete manifestations and themes underlying 
experiences of need satisfaction and frustration in diverse life domains, develop-
mental periods, and cultures.” This finding also highlights the importance of having 
both basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration measures when carrying 
research focusing on psychological needs, as having high level of need satisfaction 
does not imply that the subjects are not experiencing low need frustration. Other 
research has also shown that need thwarting practices increase basic psychological 
need frustration, regardless of whether need support was high or low (Collie et al., 
2019). Finally, given that emotional well-being is negatively correlated with basic 
psychological need frustration (see Table 7.2), the high level of need frustration 
could be what might have caused the low levels of emotional well-being; however, 
extended research is needed to investigate the plausibility of a causal association. 
There is also a need for us to look at all the variables holistically. 

Implications 

The present study has several theoretical, research, and practical implications in 
educational settings. In terms of the theoretical implications, our findings suggest that 
need satisfaction and need frustration are distinct constructs. Past research has shown 
that not only could the six factors be distinguished factorially, but the factors are also
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associated with different outcomes (Chen et al., 2015). The present study showed 
that at-risk and non-at-risk students could be distinguished via the need frustration 
scale but not the need satisfaction scale, which further supports the separation of 
basic psychological need satisfaction and frustration constructs. 

In terms of research implications, the present study showed that research on Basic 
Psychological Needs Theory should always include measures of basic psycholog-
ical need frustration and satisfaction. Our findings showed no statistically signifi-
cant difference between at-risk and non-at-risk students in their basic psychological 
need satisfaction, but at-risk students were found to have significantly higher basic 
psychological need frustration. This finding implies that high satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs does not mean that there is low frustration of such needs, so 
researchers doing investigations based on Basic Psychological Needs Theory, espe-
cially those involving at-risk students, should be mindful to assess basic psycho-
logical need frustration as well. Additionally, while the present study demonstrated 
that at-risk students have lower levels of emotional well-being and higher levels of 
need frustration in autonomy and relatedness than their non-at-risk peers, we did 
not explore the factors that may contribute to these results. More research should 
be carried out to determine plausible causes of at-risk students’ need frustration and 
emotional well-being to better inform policy and practice. Future research should 
also include a qualitative component to delve deeply into students’ life experiences 
to find out the antecedents of students’ need frustration and emotional well-being. 
Once plausible factors of need frustration are highlighted, longitudinal or experi-
mental studies could be carried out to establish causality of the factors associated 
with young students’ emotional well-being as well as their basic psychological need 
satisfaction and frustration. 

The findings of the present study also suggest a need for educators to support 
at-risk students’ emotional well-being, and one possible way to do so is to reduce 
frustration of their need for autonomy and relatedness. Educators can enhance at-
risk students’ emotional well-being by first identifying the sources and reasons 
behind their perceived autonomy and relatedness frustration and undertaking perti-
nent actions to avert this eventuality. Teachers can do this by providing support to 
at-risk students in their development and schoolwork to relieve students’ related-
ness frustration and by guiding students to be more autonomous in their school-
work. Teacher training should be provided for all teachers, especially those who are 
mentoring at-risk students, so that teachers can learn of strategies that have been 
found effective in enhancing emotional well-being of young students and mitigating 
student need frustration, especially for autonomy and relatedness. Moreover, there 
is a possibility that at-risk students’ need frustration was coming from non-school 
sources. In such cases, schools should initiate outreach programs to engage families 
of at-risk children, work alongside counselors, and collaborate with welfare organi-
zations to help students cope with personal issues which are not related to school. If 
schools could provide the necessary support for at-risk students to reduce their basic 
psychological need frustration and enhance their emotional well-being, it could result 
in positive outcomes.
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Limitations and Future Studies 

The results and discussions in this book chapter should be interpreted with certain 
limitations in mind. First, the present study mainly recruited fourth to sixth grade 
students in a Singapore primary school. Hence, the findings may not be generalizable 
to students of other educational levels and contexts. Moreover, the at-risk students in 
this study attend an after-school program designed to provide them with the academic 
and social-emotional support that they need but lack on the home front. The study 
can be extended to include primary schools which do not have such programs in 
place to see if the results are similar to or different from the present study. Second, 
as compared to the non-at-risk students (n = 286), we only managed to recruit a 
small number of at-risk students (n = 27). Although steps were taken to address 
the unequal sample size between the two groups of students (e.g., use of Welch’s 
t-test), the low sample size for the at-risk students could still lower the power of 
the statistical analysis. Finally, as this is a cross-sectional study, we could neither 
determine causality nor the order of effects of the study variables. A longitudinal 
study or experimental research is needed to conclude if need satisfaction or frustration 
would lead to changes in students’ emotional well-being or at-risk status in the long 
run. 

Conclusion 

The present study compared the emotional well-being and basic psychological need 
satisfaction and frustration of at-risk and non-at-risk students in primary school, 
addressing the lack of such studies in the extant literature. The study is important 
for tailoring school intervention programs. The results suggest that at-risk students 
are comparable to the non-at-risk students in terms of the basic psychological need 
satisfaction of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. While at-risk students are 
still comparable with their non-at-risk peers in basic psychological need frustration 
of competence, they had higher frustration in their need for autonomy and relatedness 
and lower emotional well-being than their peers. This finding is concerning, as high 
basic psychological need frustration and low emotional well-being has been associ-
ated with a host of negative outcomes such as behavioral issues, delinquency, and 
premature school drop-out. Schools should address this issue by tailoring programs 
for at-risk students that focus on enhancing their emotional well-being and reducing 
their need frustration. Teacher training should be conducted to impart strategies that 
have been shown to be effective in enhancing emotional well-being and meeting 
students’ basic psychological needs. When children have high emotional well-being 
and reduced need frustration, they are better able to regulate their emotions, develop 
resilience, have better coping skills, and build positive relationships with others, 
which can all contribute to their ability to handle stress and adversity, resulting in 
positive life outcomes, such as good mental and physical health in adulthood.
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Chapter 8 
Adolescents’ Future Career Preparation 
and Socioemotional Competencies: 
A Self-Determination Theory Perspective 

Esther Anwuzia 

Abstract Deciding on a future career is central during adolescence. Besides inves-
tigating the nature of adolescents’ future career choices, considering the social and 
psychological experiences during career preparation is crucial. Adolescents’ percep-
tions of their preferred discipline, the teachers assigned to teach them, and relation-
ship with their peers, influence the evaluation of their career choice and future career 
development. These aspects of the school context during mid-late adolescence are 
also critical in assessing the satisfaction or not of the basic needs of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. Using self-determination theory (SDT) and the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning framework (CASEL), this chapter 
will show how the perceived roles of teachers and peers in satisfying adolescents’ 
basic psychological needs facilitate their career preparation and, in turn, promote the 
following socioemotional competencies: self-awareness, self-management, relation-
ship and responsible decision-making skills, necessary for effective career decision-
making and socioemotional adjustment in secondary school. Adolescents may, as 
such, experience low self-confidence, indecisiveness, poor socioemotional adjust-
ment, and career distress when their basic psychological needs are threatened. Based 
on an empirical study among secondary school adolescents in Nigeria, this chapter is 
guided by two research questions: How do adolescents perceive their teachers’ and 
peers’ behaviors as (less) supportive of the basic needs of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness during their career preparation? and in what way can these perceived 
behaviors influence adolescents’ cultivation of socioemotional competencies? This 
chapter enhances the understanding of developmental tasks like career preparation 
as socioemotional learning (SEL) pathways.
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Introduction 

Career preparation and career decision-making (CDM) during adolescence is not 
simply choosing a career; it is a process involving different motivational antecedents, 
vital players, barriers and enablers, and changes in degrees of certainty (Anwuzia & 
McLellan, 2022; Creed et al., 2004;Katz et al.,  2018; Pesch et al., 2018). Compared to 
childhood, CDM during adolescence is better understood from the process perspec-
tive, which suggests that deciding on a career at this stage coincides with other 
emerging developmental needs, like individuation, peer relationships, academic 
achievement and engagement, and grappling with a sense of purpose and social 
expectations (Damon et al., 2003; Hill et al., 2018b; Shahar et al., 2003). 

Career preparation consists of three elements: CDM, involving choosing and 
committing to a career choice; career planning, referring to the resources and strate-
gies adolescents employ to pursue their future career goals; and career confidence, 
relating to how confident or optimistic adolescents are about realizing their future 
careers (Seginer et al., 2004; Stringer et al., 2011, 2012). Therefore, a primary focus 
on just the career choice ignores how CDM overlaps with adolescents’ contextual 
resources and sense of self, suggesting that the career development process is intri-
cately linked with adolescents’ social and emotional adjustment (Stringer et al., 
2012). 

Concepts like future orientation, possible selves, and vocational identity imply 
that the self and future goals are less separable during adolescence (Hatala et al., 2017; 
Laughland-Booÿ et al., 2017; Marshall et al., 2008; Seginer et al., 2004; Zhu et al., 
2014). Evaluating adolescents’ personal development and socioemotional learning 
(SEL) from within the career domain is, as such, developmentally appropriate. 

This chapter examines the social and psychological perspective of adolescents’ 
career preparation. Specifically, the relationship between the career preparation 
process and adolescents’ perceived autonomy, competence, and relatedness support 
from teachers and peers. However, it does not ignore other considerations like the 
labor market relevance and outcomes of adolescents’ careers or the effect of family 
structure patterns and socioeconomic status (SES) on adolescents’ CDM, which point 
to the macroeconomic and sociological perspectives of adolescents’ career prepara-
tion (Caspi et al., 1998; Dooley, 2003; Howard et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2019; Staff  &  
Mortimer, 2008). 

The present study is based on the author’s Ph.D. research conducted among mid-
late adolescents in Nigeria. The study contextualized adolescents’ career preparation 
within senior or upper secondary school, where adolescents are required to choose an 
academic major or specific field of study and the corresponding core subjects. This 
chapter applies self-determination theory (SDT) to explain how adolescents’ inter-
actions in school, with teachers and peers, foster or impede their career development 
and, in the process, result in the cultivation or suppression of essential socioemotional 
competencies.
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Literature Review 

SDT and Adolescents’ Future Career Development 

According to SDT, the three fundamental psychological needs of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness must be satisfied for individuals to experience wellbeing 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017; Ryan et al., 2008). Wellbeing in SDT, however, is beyond 
“feeling happy” but entails a feeling of self-actualization and living purposefully, 
otherwise known as psychological wellbeing (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryff & Singer, 
2008). 

The extension of SDT to adolescents’ career development is limited (Guay et al., 
2003; Katz et al., 2018). Following its roots in positive psychology, SDT, in the career 
context, examines how the basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
can enhance adolescents’ career development and, in doing so, promote optimal 
functioning (Guay et al., 2006; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005). For example, Katz 
et al., (2018) found that parental autonomy support improved adolescents’ perceived 
autonomy in making career decisions, that is, choosing a career that is congruent with 
adolescents’ interests and values. The same study also found that, unlike controlled 
motivation, autonomous motivation to choose a career was positively related to 
adolescents’ wellbeing, perceived self-efficacy, and high performance in their chosen 
major a year after the career decision was made. Other studies have found that 
parental and teacher autonomy support predicted adolescents’ career exploration, 
career commitment, career wellbeing, and career indecision (Guay et al., 2003; Pesch 
et al., 2018; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005). 

Within the career context, autonomy refers to adolescents’ perceived degree of 
volition or pressure to choose a career and whether it matches their interests and 
values. Competence concerns adolescents’ perceived ability to satisfy the require-
ments of their chosen career, defined in the current study as the perceived ability to 
excel at core subject areas. Relatedness refers to a sense of belonging in school and 
how this influences adolescents’ career interests and preparation (Guay et al., 2003; 
Pesch et al., 2018; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005). Therefore, perceived autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness support point to how the dynamics and resources in the 
social environment, like parental, teacher, and peer support, influence adolescents’ 
needs satisfaction during the career preparation process. 

Within the school context, teacher and peer support have been studied as critical 
antecedents of adolescents’ academic development and the satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs (Davidson et al., 2010; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Yu et al., 2018a, 
2018b). Guay et al., (2003), described autonomy-supportive behaviors as considering 
another’s perspective and feelings, giving information readily, allowing choice, and 
reducing the use of pressure and control to achieve one’s ends. Teacher autonomy 
support (TAS) refers to whether teachers encourage students’ agency and classroom 
participation and communicate the significance of and rationale behind the learning 
content (Reeve, 2006). TAS style and behaviors allow students to express their feel-
ings (positive or negative) about schoolwork, which provides feedback to the teacher
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on the impact of school activities (Assor et al., 2002). The opposite of TAS is psycho-
logical control, whereby teachers restrict students’ perspectives and contributions in 
class, impose learning goals and adopt a reward-punishment and deadline-inducing 
approach to encourage performance (Assor et al., 2005; Mageau et al., 2015). While 
TAS inspires students’ engagement and intrinsic motivation to learn, psychological 
control threatens students’ intrinsic motivation and self-regulation (Ljubin-Golub 
et al., 2020; Vansteenkiste et al., 2012). 

Although peer autonomy support has been understudied compared to TAS 
(Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2018; Guay et al., 2003), it maintains the same underlying 
principle of desisting from obsessive and controlling influence over friends’ choices 
and behavior and instead stimulating secure attachment, which recognizes individ-
uality together with friendship ties (Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2018; Felsman & 
Blustein, 1999). Studies on how peer support affects adolescents’ motivational and 
competency beliefs are limited (Wentzel et al., 2017). 

The basic needs of autonomy and competence are correlated in SDT (Deci & Ryan, 
2000). Hence, TAS and competency support aim to facilitate students’ inner drive, 
self-directed learning, and self-confidence. Teachers and peers display competency 
support when they reassure students and friends, respectively, of their abilities and 
talents and promote growth rather than a fixed mindset. Lastly, teachers and peers 
foster relatedness when they create and contribute to a warm and inclusive classroom 
atmosphere and are emotionally supportive (Malecki & Demaray, 2003; Wentzel 
et al., 2010). 

Previous studies have shown associations between teacher and peer support, 
increased academic self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation and efforts to learn, and 
academic and emotional adjustment during adolescence (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; 
Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007; Schuitema et al., 2016; Wentzel et al., 2017). However, 
the effect of teacher and peer support on adolescents’ career preparation is not well 
understood (Kracke, 2002; Musset & Kurekova, 2018; Zhang et al., 2018). While 
Metheny et al., (2008) found that adolescents’ perception of their teachers as emotion-
ally supportive and invested in their futures was highly correlated with adolescents’ 
CDM self-efficacy and beliefs about their career success, Anwuzia and McLellan 
(2022) found a positive effect of teacher invested support, teacher autonomy support, 
and teacher expectations on adolescents’ career exploration and intrinsic motivation 
in choosing their careers. Although limited and infrequent in adolescents’ litera-
ture, the few studies on peer support and adolescents’ career development found a 
positive effect of high levels of perceived peer support on adolescents’ CDM, career 
exploration, career commitment, and career adaptability1 (Felsman & Blustein, 1999; 
Guay et al., 2003; Kracke, 2002; Kvasková et al., 2023). 

The influence of teachers and peers on motivational and wellbeing outcomes 
affirms Reeve (2006)’s position that “classroom surroundings feature a host of influ-
ences that affect students’ daily motivations and longer-term motivational develop-
ment” (p. 226) and imply that teachers and peers’ can transcend their descriptive roles

1 Career adaptability refers to psychosocial resources like decision making skills and coping 
mechanisms that facilitate career development tasks (Kvasková et al., 2023; Savickas,  2002). 
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as academic and relational partners respectively, into other developmental domains 
like the career domain. 

A burgeoning area, existing studies on SDT and career development are primarily 
quantitative and have focused more on autonomy and competence as antecedents 
of CDM outcomes like reduced career indecision and career distress and greater 
satisfaction with career choice (Guay et al., 2003; Katz et al., 2018; Pesch et al., 
2016). The need for relatedness in the career domain has so far been likened to 
autonomy-supportive environments for adolescents’ career outcomes (Guay et al., 
2003; Katz et al., 2018; Pesch et al., 2016), not as a unique condition for positive 
career development. 

The current study attempted to narrow the methodological and theoretical gaps 
by conducting a qualitative investigation of how adolescents perceive and describe 
their teachers and peers as supportive of their autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
needs and how this perceived support influences adolescents’ career preparation. 

SEL Among Adolescents 

The importance of schooling to adolescents’ technical and cognitive knowledge and 
skills is mostly accepted. Less acknowledged, however, is how the school context and 
education system also shape adolescents’ perceptions of self, socioemotional compe-
tencies, and future opportunities. In the interest of maintaining the hegemonic struc-
ture of schools and the classroom, students’ autonomous learning, socioemotional 
competencies, and social connectedness could be compromised, particularly among 
senior secondary students for whom the relevance of education to personal adjustment 
and school-to-work transition is pressing. 

The self during adolescence is emerging (Laughland-Booÿ et al., 2017). A 
coherent sense of self occurs when the individual experiences less internal conflict, 
implying a degree of stability and acceptance of who one is across various domains, 
for example, work and family (Guardia, 2009). Although the search for what one 
considers a coherent, meaningful, or purposeful self arguably continues throughout 
one’s life span (Hartung, 2013; Nurmi & Salmela-Aro, 2002; Sokol, 2009), the 
imminent developmental tasks during adolescence, such as deciding on core subject 
areas, a future career, and post-secondary options (Kracke, 2002; Porfeli & Lee, 
2012; Skorikov & Vondracek, 1998), heightens the urgency of the classic identity 
question, “Who am I?”. This inclination toward self-definition and future orientation 
suggests that active and meaningful engagement in learning activities is expected to 
occur when adolescents can associate these activities with whom they aspire to be 
and the realization of their future goals. 

Several studies agree on the sensitivity of adolescence as a transitory period 
between childhood and adulthood and the need to pay close attention to the various 
occurrences that make adolescents vulnerable to maladjustment and mental health 
problems (Barker et al., 2023). However, a consensus regarding best practices for
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building adolescents’ capacity to navigate developmental tasks and challenges is 
needed. Hence the relevance of SEL. 

SEL recognizes that schools should not only prepare students for a qualifica-
tion, evidenced by intellectual knowledge and grades but should also prepare them 
for life (Green et al., 2021). One of the most established and applied frameworks 
for understanding SEL is the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning framework (CASEL), comprising five core socioemotional competencies: 
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and respon-
sible decision-making. The CASEL framework has, however, been mostly applied 
to pre and early school years with a limited understanding of its relevance to adoles-
cence (Mondi et al., 2021; Ross & Tolan, 2018). Strategies targeting the SEL of 
adolescents are scarce or a bolt-on to secondary schools’ curriculum and teaching, 
not school-wide or classroom-embedded (Yeager, 2017). The increased teacher and 
student workload and the pertinence of academic performance and specialization to 
post-secondary school transition pathways could explain why SEL is likely under-
studied in the secondary school context and adolescence years (Bakadorova & 
Raufelder, 2018; Hill et al., 2018b). While investments in SEL during early school 
years contribute to children’s positive development, ignoring its importance during 
adolescence perverts any accumulated gains. This is because adolescence is more 
task-demanding and socioemotionally volatile concerning biological and hormonal 
changes, identity exploration, CDM, and building relationships (Blakemore & Mills, 
2014; Denham, 2018; Yeager, 2017). 

Human capital development today should go beyond preparing adolescents for 
a particular industry. What is also important is helping them develop competencies 
that are relevant to diverse industries and that enable them to actualize their potential 
and participate actively in society (Jayaram & Engmann, 2014). This explains the 
growing importance of such competencies as proposed by the CASEL framework, 
including others like creativity, resilience, and self-directed learning. The impor-
tance of these skills aside, there remains the puzzle of how to transmit these skills 
among adolescents. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD)’s large-scale international study (OECD, 2021) on the prevalence of and 
barriers to socioemotional skills among children and adolescents found that although 
socioemotional skills generally improve psychological wellbeing and optimism, and 
increase resistance to stress, most 15-year-old students regardless of gender and 
family SES reported lower socioemotional skills than the younger age groups in the 
sample (minimum 10 years old). 

The few studies on SEL among adolescents in secondary school have sought 
to help schools understand how to develop and implement SEL programs that 
are developmentally suitable and effective for adolescents (Green et al., 2021; 
Johansen & Schanke, 2013). The challenge is that these interventions are often 
determined by available funding and curriculum redesign of schools or education 
systems (Jayaram & Engmann, 2014; Malhotra et al., 2021) and may, therefore, not 
be accessible or generalizable to every school or classroom setting. The current study 
argues that in the absence of tailored SEL school programs, fostering adolescents’ 
career development through classroom and school contexts that support adolescents’
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autonomy, competence, and relatedness can equally transmit SEL and is adaptable 
to adolescents in different school contexts. 

Purpose of the Study 

The present study examined how adolescents’ perceptions of (1) their subject area, 
(2) the teachers assigned to teach them, and (3) their peers and classmates in the 
senior secondary school phase influence their experiences and evaluation of their 
career choices. This study presents these three aspects of the school context during 
mid-late adolescence as critical to assessing the satisfaction or not of the basic needs 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness during adolescents’ career preparation 
and the knock-on effect of SDT on adolescents’ SEL. 

The current study centered on understanding adolescents’ career preparation, viz., 
their CDM (how they arrived at and evaluated their career decision), level of confi-
dence to accomplish career-related goals, and the planning resources (psycholog-
ical and social) at their disposal to accomplish these goals. The selected excerpts 
explaining autonomy, competence, and relatedness support will be interpreted as 
buttressing or undermining one or more of these three aspects of adolescents’ career 
preparation. 

Methodology 

Participants and Procedures 

Using a qualitative approach, the current study examined SDT within the school 
context to explore adolescents’ experiences of the learning environment relating to 
teaching practices and peer relationships. The aim was to understand how adolescents 
perceive the school context as supportive of their need for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness and how these perceptions facilitate or impede their career development. 

Secondary school education in Nigeria is divided into junior and senior secondary 
school. In junior secondary school, students are taught the same subjects while in 
senior secondary school (Years 10–12), students specialize in core and relatively 
advanced subject areas relevant to their individual career choices or preferred fields 
of study. Students in the current study chose from three broad subject areas: Arts, 
Science, and Business studies. The subjects taken by students interested in a business-
related course or track differed from those interested in a career in the natural sciences. 
As such, students were expected to have decided on a career or have an idea of their 
preferred subject discipline at the start of or by the second year of senior secondary 
school. This is to ensure clarity about their subject choices for their final secondary 
school certificate examination.
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Respondents were 31 senior secondary school students in Lagos, Nigeria, in Years 
10–11, aged 13–18. The author conducted 1–1 semi-structured interviews within the 
school environment during students’ free lesson periods. Students who volunteered 
to be interviewed signed an informed consent form, and the purpose of the interview 
and assurance of confidentiality was reiterated before each interview. The interviews 
were audio-recorded with students’ consent and transcribed for analysis using NVivo. 

During the interview, students often referred to specific subject teachers when 
reflecting on the perceived relationship with their teachers. Teacher subject areas 
have, however, been excluded from the interview data presented in this chapter to 
avoid any inferences or bias about teachers of certain school subjects (den Brok et al., 
2010; Telli, 2016). The next section will discuss the findings from the interviews. 

Findings and Discussion 

Perceived Autonomy Support and Adolescents’ Future Career 
Development 

Adolescents’ career choices are autonomous if self-driven and not imposed and based 
on internalized values (Guay, 2005). However, feeling autonomous is a capacity that 
can be nurtured or constrained based on adolescents’ interaction with agents in their 
mesosystem like parents, teachers, and peers (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ibrahim & El 
Zaatari, 2020; Young, 1983). 

Data from the current study corroborated previous studies’ findings on the posi-
tive relationship between TAS and adolescents’ autonomous motivation by revealing 
some forms of teacher dispositions that influenced adolescents’ autonomous moti-
vation, namely, permitting students to ask questions in class, being calm or stern, 
and using cynical or derogatory language. Within the career development context 
of the current study, instances of TAS cited below represent adolescents’ evaluation 
of their career choices based on their perceptions of the behavior and practices of 
teachers in their subject discipline. This section will therefore show how autonomy-
supportive teachers and classrooms are a litmus test of adolescents’ career certainty 
or decidedness. 

TAS in adolescents’ literature is mainly understood as allowing students’ choices 
and perspectives exemplified by encouraging class participation and questions 
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve et al., 2004). Students perceived the opportunity 
to ask questions during a class as indicative of teachers’ recognition of their views 
and opinions, whether right or wrong. 

I prefer classes that I’m allowed to ask questions, not shunning me. Because once 
they shun me, they discourage me not to ask questions in their class again.



8 Adolescents’ Future Career Preparation and Socioemotional … 153

For most students in this study, teachers perceived as calm are those who encourage 
students to ask questions or create an atmosphere where students feel comfortable 
and confident to do so, different from teachers perceived as stern and unapproachable. 
For example: 

Some of the teachers are very strict, they make you feel more afraid than free to 
ask questions. The calm one helps me a lot. It helps me based on the subject… if 
I’m lagging behind in a subject or I look confused in class, he just notices my face 
in class and tells me that if I don’t understand, I should feel free to ask questions. 

The above quotes reflect the most common understanding of TAS, allowing 
students’ perspectives (Yu et al., 2018a, 2018b). The exploratory approach of the 
current study highlighted an additional yet often unacknowledged dimension of 
TAS, namely teachers’ communication style and language. According to the seminal 
studies on TAS (see Reeve, 2004, 2006, 2009), “pressure-inducing language” contra-
dicts autonomy-supportive behaviors by restraining students’ perspectives and inner 
drive and instead forcing the performance of expected behavior. Some students indi-
cated that some teachers used abusive remarks when they did not answer a question 
correctly or performed poorly in their exams. For example: 

In (specifies subject), the teacher could ask us a question now, and maybe, I got 
the answer, but I’ll be scared because if you do not get it, he’ll start abusing you, 
and I don’t want anybody to abuse me so I will just keep quiet. Anytime that we 
collect our results and they’re not really impressed about it, they’ll just come and 
abuse everybody. It makes me feel bad, and I try to do more so that I can impress 
them. 

One implication from the above excerpt is that teachers’ derogatory remarks 
could induce introjected motivation among students (Vansteenkiste et al., 2018), 
compelling them to study and perform well to avoid shame and embarrassment. 
Such performance orientation is output-focused and could have a negative effect on 
adolescents’ career development by limiting their ability to be future-oriented, to 
construct future career goals, and associate present academic learning with a sense 
of purpose and their future selves and careers (Creed et al., 2013). 

Perceived Competence Support and Adolescents’ Future 
Career Development 

Besides feeling demoralized and dampening their engagement in class, most students 
affirmed that their teachers’ communication style also influenced their competency 
feelings. Competence support, as evidenced in this section, relates to adolescents’ 
perceived confidence to excel in their chosen disciplines, thus strengthening the belief 
that they made the right choice for themselves and enhancing their hope for future
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success in their respective professions. The interviews showed that teachers’ use of 
abusive language made students feel inadequate and less competent. 

Most of the time, they (teachers) like to insult you, basic things like if you get it 
wrong, they insult you. Let’s say you repeated, they insult you about you repeating, 
not being smart, that can…just demoralize you. 

Different from such a cynical disposition toward students’ performance, an 
example of perceived teacher competence support was: 

Our class teacher is always coming to talk to us, that we have to stay focused. 
Even though our results are not good, he will still call us and ask us why. He 
advises us on what to do. 

When asked how such supportive behaviors from teachers benefitted them, 
students referred to their willingness to persevere despite struggling with the subject. 
Within SDT, supporting students’ competence implies boosting their self-confidence, 
self-efficacy, and efforts and less about the eventual success or otherwise of the said 
task. 

She’s (a teacher) just like a mother to me; anytime I feel bad, I usually go and 
meet her. She tells me what to do and what not to do…She tells me that I should 
always be determined. Anytime I’m stuck, and I’m saying this subject is really 
hard, I will just remember her advice… I’ll just try. 

Students gave more accounts of peer support as relevant to their perceived 
competence. For example: 

Most times, we discuss it together, and I say that this chemistry of a thing, I’m 
becoming tired, and they say you don’t have to get tired. This is just the beginning, 
so their words of encouragement usually push me to move forward. 

Students expressed feeling inspired to work hard from observing their friends’ 
earnest efforts toward their studies. 

My friends encourage me because they are eager to learn…when we are asked to 
do projects and assignments, they are always eager to do it. That’s what really 
encourages me. 

In some cases, students confirmed they preferred their friends’ guidance, assis-
tance, and encouragement to their teachers or felt more at ease to consult their 
friends for help in a subject if they felt less confident about meeting the teacher. 
Peers’ competence support was mainly related to perceived subject difficulty. 

The current study supports previous studies that found close peer relationships 
and support made adolescents feel secure to express any concerns and was positively 
related to adolescents’ academic self-efficacy and school engagement (Freeman & 
Brown, 2001; Guay et al., 2003; Li et al.,  2011; Wentzel et al., 2017). Perceived 
peer competence support reiterates the salience of peer influence during adolescence 
(Bagci, 2018; Li et al.,  2011; Wentzel, 1998) and that adolescents rely on peer
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interrelationships and support in constructing and realizing personal goals (Wentzel 
et al., 2010). 

Adolescents’ gradual transition to adulthood suggests that as they spend less time 
with their parents and attempt to individuate from them, they grow more attached to 
their peers (Lohman et al., 2007; Marion et al., 2013) whom they perceive as sharing 
in everyday experiences, struggles, and aspirations. One such shared experience or 
struggle, as identified in this study, is the process of career preparation regarding 
settling into a chosen field of study and its attendant challenges. 

Perceived Relatedness Support and Adolescents’ Future 
Career Development 

Not much is known about how feelings of belonging in school bolster or undermine 
students’ career decisions. Data from this study indicated that students could be opti-
mistic about their career choice if they perceived teachers as caring and emotionally 
supportive and may feel discouraged or regret their career choice if they perceived 
an unfriendly teacher–student relationship. For example: 

I love agricultural science because I like the subject and because the teachers are 
encouraging. They are teachers that I like, so it has always given me an interest 
in agricultural science. 

The following excerpt indicates how students’ intrinsic motivation and interest 
in a subject can be linked to their perceptions of the teacher. Most students in the 
current study indicated how their fondness for a teacher(s) reinforced their career 
choices. 

Interviewer: Do you enjoy science class? 
Student: Yes, I enjoy science class a lot. Especially when (specifies two different 
subject teachers) come inside the class. Those are my best two teachers. Because 
of the way they teach, they made me like the subject. 

Studies like Telli (2016) have examined and found a relationship between teacher 
behavior and students’ attitude to school subjects. The attribute of teacher affiliation, 
which involves collaboration between teachers and students as opposed to teacher 
control, positively influenced adolescents’ positive attitudes toward a range of subject 
areas, namely: science, social science, language, arts, and sports. Satisfying adoles-
cents’ need for relatedness can therefore predict beneficial intrapersonal variables 
like feeling intrinsically motivated to study. 

The importance of relatedness during adolescence is linked to adolescents’ desire 
for their teachers to see them more as individuals than just students and to show 
concern for their developmental milestones and challenges (Yu et al., 2018a, 2018b). 
Teachers could achieve this by finding ways to connect and bond with students in a 
different way other than academically.
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Referring to students by name has been found to be an effective relatedness 
strategy (Yu et al., 2018a, 2018b). The current study found that, in addition, teachers 
showing an overt interest in adolescents’ future goals and careers can foster a greater 
sense of teacher–student relationships. 

Interviewer: Do you think your teachers are interested in your future? 
Student:Yes. Sometimes, my (specifies subject) teacher will not just teach; that day 
is just for advising everybody. But I think some people say it’s boring, something 
like that. But I like what he’s doing. He’s trying to help us to have confidence in 
ourselves and make us focused on our future. He likes doing it a lot, and I like it. 

Many students used expressions like: “they advise us” and “ask us to stay focused” 
to depict their perceptions of teachers’ interest in and care for their lives and future. 
Other perceived instances included: taking extra steps outside the classroom to ensure 
that students are clear about a topic and when teachers share their personal career 
stories and university experience. 

Some students mentioned that their teachers, having attended higher education, 
are in a good position (better than parents in some cases) to help them with their 
CDM and entry requirements into university. 

You know they are teachers…they have already gone to school; they can tell me 
about university life. It makes me more interested that I can do it. 

Like perceived competence support, another barrier to perceived relatedness 
support from teachers was teachers’ tone and disposition. Students expressed a desire 
and expectation for their teachers to also guide and prepare them for their future, 
not just teach and prepare them for examinations. Adolescents in this study also 
acknowledged that, in reality, this desired support depends on teachers’ disposition. 

Interviewer: How would you prefer your teachers to be? 
Student: Happy and approachable because some teachers are very intelligent. 
So, if they are approachable, you can go to them at any time; feel free to ask any 
question…you can actually gain a lot more than what you got in class. 

In all, most students valued teachers whom they perceived as allies involved in 
their academic adjustment and future career preparation. 

The next section will discuss how the above findings on perceived teacher and 
peer support during adolescents’ career preparation are related to socioemotional 
competencies.
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Applying the CASEL Framework to SDT-Based Career 
Development 

In applying the CASEL framework to this study, Fig. 8.1 shows which compe-
tencies can be inferred from SDT’s effect on SEL through adolescents’ career 
development. The author proposes that the following three broad SEL competen-
cies: self-awareness, self-management, and relationship skills, can be inferred from 
the perceived satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, respectively, 
during adolescents’ career preparation. This study classifies responsible decision-
making as the fourth and intersecting socioemotional competence resulting from 
satisfying all three psychological needs. Within the SDT-SEL career framework as 
developed in this study, responsible decision-making is considered the psychological 
wellbeing equivalent of the SDT framework, implying that perceived teachers’ and 
peers’ satisfaction of the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness regarding 
adolescents’ future career preparation can culminate in responsible CDM and general 
decision-making skills. 

CDM is a form of decision-making and a crucial one during adolescence. There-
fore, adolescents need optimal decision-making skills during the process of career 
preparation, which will help them assess, refine, and commit to their career and other

Autonomy support during 
career preparation 

Relatedness support 
during career 
preparation 

Competence support 
during career 
preparation 

Self-awareness  

Relationship 
skills   Self-

management   

Responsible decision-
making  

Fig. 8.1 SDT–SEL career framework for adolescents 
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life decisions. The SDT-SEL career framework presents a viable approach for them 
to achieve this. 

Perceived Autonomy Support and Self-awareness 

Most students in this study expressed a positive attitude toward teachers encour-
aging behavioral engagement—involving active participation through asking and 
answering questions (Pietarinen et al., 2014; van Rooij et al., 2017). Students 
mentioned that they were less concerned about being correct in class and more inter-
ested in being able to express themselves. They disapproved of teachers and class-
rooms where they felt restricted, or teachers ridiculed their opinions and attempts 
to ask or answer questions. The chance and freedom for students to express their 
views and concerns about a topic in class symbolize co-participation and/or shared 
authority between teachers and students, which could boost adolescents’ belief in 
themselves as individuals capable of independent thinking and worthy of being seen 
and heard (Hill et al., 2018a). The more teachers allow class participation, the more 
adolescents are likely to feel motivated and confident to be expressive within identity 
domains like careers and friendships and in future work environments. 

Perceived autonomy support by encouraging self-expression can enhance adoles-
cents’ identified motivation regarding their chosen career path (Katz et al., 2018). This 
could positively influence their self-awareness through curiosity about and explo-
ration of their abilities, interests, and values. Being self-aware is a valuable life 
and employability skill that can help adolescents withstand peer or social pressure 
and consciously develop and pursue a clear vision for their future. 

Perceived Competence Support and Self-management 

The developmental transition into senior secondary school and taking practical steps 
that can shape the future self, such as deciding on a future career and post-secondary 
plans (Bolat & Odaci, 2017; Germeijs et al., 2012) could be seen by some adoles-
cents as a positive sign of maturity or emerging adulthood or by others as an unprece-
dented burden, potentially resulting in anxiety and stress for the adolescent (Borgen & 
Hiebert, 2006; Jo et al., 2016; Strauser et al., 2008). Further, schools’ emphasis on 
academic performance and achievement and adolescents’ desire to prove their intel-
lectual abilities and enjoy learning simultaneously may be at odds with one another 
(Creed et al., 2004; Lent et al., 2002), intensifying emotional tension among adoles-
cents. Perceived competence support from teachers and peers through constructive 
feedback and reassurance can mitigate maladaptive social and emotional adjustment 
during senior secondary school by helping adolescents develop healthy coping strate-
gies and approaches and finding a middle ground that works for them amid what may 
seem like conflicting personal and developmental expectations.
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This study found that among adolescents, a recurrent source of worry and distur-
bance regarding their career choice was their judgment of certain disciplinary subjects 
as difficult. Adolescents’ perceived subject difficulty can be likened to a proximal 
barrier, which according to Lent et al. (2000)’s seminal study on career barriers, 
occurs during actualizing one’s chosen career and could sometimes be unantici-
pated. The present study argues that although adolescents in secondary school do 
not yet work in their chosen industry, they may perceive specializing in core disci-
plinary subjects as foreshadowing the nature of future industry jobs. Hence, despite 
adolescents’ passion or interest in their chosen subject area, struggling with these 
advanced subjects during senior secondary school without adequate competence 
support could dampen their perceived self-efficacy toward their future careers and 
stir up distress and self-doubt about being suited for their chosen career (Porfeli 
et al., 2011). Competence support from teachers and peers is therefore crucial for 
adolescents to cope effectively during their career preparation, potentially enhancing 
their self-management skills and ability to manage stress. 

Perceived Relatedness Support and Relationship Skills 

Unlike in primary school, where teacher–student interaction is limited to one or 
few teachers, the subject specialism in upper secondary school requires different 
expertise and, as such different teachers. Adolescents also experience a reshuffling 
of their former classmates. Both scenarios necessitate contact and interactions with 
new teachers and peers and possible social awkwardness. 

Findings from this study suggest that teachers can help adolescents readjust to 
senior secondary school by maintaining an accessible disposition, an interactive 
classroom climate, and showing interest in students’ future selves and goals. Students 
have limited opportunities to meet with their teachers outside school and classroom, 
and some adolescents have even more limited opportunities to interact with someone 
they perceive as experienced or an “expert” in their field. Teachers can help adoles-
cents develop interpersonal and networking skills with present and prospective social 
and professional contacts outside their peer groups by being deliberate about their 
disposition and communication style. 

Peers can be instrumental in one another’s adjustment during senior secondary 
school by being open about their experiences and offering emotional support where 
possible. Connecting on the basis of planning for their future careers could foster the 
perceived quality of peer relationships and increase adolescents’ capacity to develop 
empathy and meaningful relationships.
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Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Responsible 
Decision-Making 

The salience of identity construction during adolescence can result in indecisiveness, 
an acute form of indecision where adolescents struggle to make a choice in one or 
more identity domains (Ferrari et al., 2010; Guay et al., 2006; Santos et al., 2014). 
Developing the capacity for responsible decision-making is not just the ability to 
decide but how one arrives at a decision, reiterating this study’s emphasis on the 
career preparation process of adolescents and not just their career choice. Real-
izing autonomy, competence, and relatedness satisfaction during adolescents’ career 
preparation and identity formation can translate into healthy decision-making skills 
that allow adolescents to take ownership of their decisions, trust their initiative, and 
be conscious of the effects of their decisions on others and the world around them. 

With responsible decision-making skills, adolescents can assess the far-reaching 
implications of their career decisions on present and future outcomes. Studies have 
shown that adolescents’ construction of their future occupational and educational 
goals influences the kinds of behaviors they adopt in the present, like reduced risk-
taking or anti-social behaviors, increased academic engagement and involvement in 
extra-curricular activities, which can predict future educational and career attain-
ment as adults (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Caspi et al., 1998; Hirschi, 2011; Nurmi,  
1991). This does not imply that adolescents’ future career success is determined by 
individual-level factors alone, like their degree of motivation toward future goals or 
behavioral choices. This study acknowledges that system-level or structural factors 
like high unemployment rates and family or political instability, among others, are 
also influential. What this study posits instead is that the satisfaction of adoles-
cents’ psychological needs during their career preparation empowers them to adopt 
an intentional and planful attitude toward their future selves, not a lackadaisical 
or negligent one, prompting responsible decision-making styles like gathering and 
analyzing relevant information and limiting procrastination (Gati et al., 2010). 

Conclusion 

The position of this study is that an effective way for adolescents to develop socioemo-
tional competencies is to help them make a connection between the self, their learning 
environment, and their future career goals (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2018). Hence, 
besides being an academic environment, the school is a social one and a prepara-
tory ground for life (Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007). Adolescents should, therefore, 
be viewed beyond their designation as “students” but also as persons engaged in 
self-discovery, self-awareness, and life goal-setting (Davids et al., 2017; Kaplan & 
Maehr, 1999; Lekes et al., 2010). Based on the application of SDT to adolescents’ 
career preparation, this study proposed a theoretical framework linking SDT to SEL
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outcomes during adolescence. Future studies could develop quantitative measures to 
test the SDT-SEL career framework among mid-late adolescence. 

The present study underscores the transition to senior secondary school and the 
consequent subject specialization as central to adolescents’ career preparation. More 
so, adolescents’ perceived teacher–student and peer-to-peer relationship influence 
their evaluation of key aspects of their career preparation, like how firmly they commit 
to their career choice and perceived confidence level in their chosen future careers. 
Findings from this study showed synergy between perceived autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness support during career preparation, thereby presenting a viable and 
adaptive substructure for schools to support adolescents during senior secondary 
school and suggesting that these psychological needs should be seen as a whole and 
not in isolation, for the full benefits to accrue. 

Classrooms and school environments that support adolescents’ need to feel 
autonomous, competent, and connected to their teachers and peers, boost adoles-
cents’ motivation and perseverance toward their future career goals and equip them 
with socioemotional resources like self-awareness, self-management, relationship 
skills, and responsible decision-making necessary for the school-to-work transition 
and sociopsychological adjustment of adolescents. 
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Chapter 9 
Self-Determination and Social & 
Emotional Learning for Students 
with Special Educational Needs 

Leng Chee Kong 

Abstract Educators have often referenced the Collective for Academic, Social 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL) framework as their guide on social-emotional 
learning (SEL). The CASEL framework suggests five broad areas that educators can 
focus on in teaching SEL competence—self-awareness, self-management, social-
awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2022). 
Emerging evidence suggests that students who were explicitly taught SEL can acquire 
SEL skills and experience a wide range of benefits. Students have also reported being 
motivated in SEL and in their application of SEL skills. While there are some evidence 
to suggest that students in the general population can benefit from SEL, little is known 
about the efficacy of SEL among students with special educational needs (SEN) and 
even less is known about the motivation of students with SEN in SEL. In this review 
paper, I examined empirical evidence on the association between self-determination 
and SEL among K-12 students with SEN, through the lens of the Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT) and its associated Functional Model of Self-Determination (FMSD). 
In reviewing the empirical papers, I sought to answer the following question: Can self-
determination support students with special educational needs in social-emotional 
learning? This paper provides useful information on the teaching and learning of 
SEL in students with SEN, and it hopes to empower educators in supporting students 
with SEN in their SEL. 

Introduction 

Social and Emotional Learning 

Educators have often referenced the Collective for Academic, Social and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL) framework as their guide on social and emotional learning (SEL). 
The CASEL framework recommends five broad areas that educators can focus on in
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the teaching and learning of social and emotional competence—self-awareness, self-
management, social-awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision-making 
(CASEL, 2022). To detail the constructs, self-awareness includes the identifica-
tion and comprehension of one’s own emotions, thoughts, strengths, weaknesses, 
needs, interests, values and goals; self-management involves the self-regulation of 
one’s own emotions, thought processes and behaviors; social-awareness refers to the 
understanding and appreciation of diversity among people and sociocultural norms 
including the ability for empathy and perspective-taking; relationship skills comprise 
the ability to manage conflicts, establish and sustain healthy relationships with others; 
and responsible decision-making concerns choice-making that is grounded in sound 
moral and ethical values and reasonings, in matters regarding the self, others and the 
community (CASEL, 2022). 

In alignment with international standards such as the CASEL, the Ministry of 
Education (MOE, Singapore) outlined a 21st Century Competencies Framework 
(21CC; MOE, 2022) which spells out the values, competencies and skills that educa-
tors in Singapore believe are essential for students to have as they navigate the volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous terrains of the twenty-first century. Incorporated 
into the 21CC framework are the social and emotional competencies as mentioned 
above. Besides providing a guide and setting an expectation on the teaching and 
learning of SEL, the 21CC framework also conveys the importance of nurturing SEL 
knowledge and skills, which are to be taught alongside the core academic curriculum. 
Consequently, educators are giving greater emphasis to the teaching and learning of 
SEL in schools. 

Increasing evidence suggests that SEL can contribute to students’ development 
in numerous educationally important ways. Students who partook in SEL had been 
found to have better self-concept (Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012), social skills 
(Raimundo et al., 2013; Sklad et al., 2012), resilience (Castro-Olivo, 2014; Cramer&  
Castro-Olivo, 2016; LaBelle, 2019) and better academic achievement (Ashdown & 
Bernard, 2012; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012); fewer conduct problems 
(Ashdown & Bernard, 2012; Wong et al., 2014) such as aggression (Durlak et al., 
2011; Raimundo et al., 2013), bullying (Durlak et al., 2011) and antisocial behaviors 
(Sklad et al., 2012); and reduced emotional distress such stress (Durlak et al., 2011; 
Valosek et al., 2019), anxiety (Wang et al., 2016), depression (Durlak et al., 2011) and 
social withdrawal (Durlak et al., 2011) relative to students who did not participate 
in SEL. Taken together, the studies show that SEL can have beneficial impacts on 
students’ development. 

Social and Emotional Learning for Students with Special 
Educational Needs 

With this clarity on the benefits of SEL with students in the general education, 
educators are now exploring further and deeper into understanding which specific
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groups of students can benefit from SEL. One oft-overlooked group of students which 
is slowly gaining attention is the students with special educational needs (SEN). 

Students with Special Educational Needs 

The conceptualization of SEN is underpinned by the assumptions of normality and 
abnormality. Statisticians assume that the human attributes can be represented by 
a normal distribution curve with these attributes generally clustering around the 
measure of central tendency—the mean which is deemed as the norm(al). When these 
attributes deviate away from the mean—the norm, typically more than two standard 
deviations above or below the mean, the students are deemed to be “exceptional” 
or “abnormal” (Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014). A student is considered to have 
SEN(s) when his/her learning attribute(s) is/are situated on both tails of the normal 
distribution curve. 

Students with SENs require special interventions to help them realize their poten-
tials. This is especially so for students assessed to be on the lower tail of the curve as 
they would have deficits in one or more learning attributes likely caused by a personal 
disability or disabilities. They would need special interventions to help them acquire 
the abilities and skills they would need to function as normally as possible in an 
environment designed for typically developing people. 

Social and Emotional Learning for Students with Special Educational 
Needs 

Educators around the world are recognizing that for students with SEN, the acqui-
sition of SEL knowledge and skills cannot be left to chance, and that the teaching 
and learning of SEL knowledge and skills must be made intentional and explicit 
for it to benefit the students. With this realization on the importance of SEL, it has 
been made mandatory in many places around the world. For example, in the recent 
87th session of the Texas Legislature, Texas passed a bill (Senate Bill 123) to ensure 
that all students get to learn skills related to SEL (Texas A&M University, 2022). In 
the UK, the Every Child Matters agenda following the Children’s Act of 2004 also 
sought to ensure that SEL is made available to all students (HMTreasury, 2003). 

Locally in Singapore, the MOE, the National Council of Social Services and 
the special education schools jointly developed a Special Education Curriculum 
Framework titled “Living, Learning and Working in the 21st Century” (MOE, 2018) 
to set the direction for excellence in teaching and learning across the special education 
schools. While not legislated, in the framework, the MOE spells out her expectations 
of a holistic education for students with SEN and articulates six “Living, Learning and 
Working” learning outcomes in the domains of academic learning, social-emotional 
learning, daily living, vocational learning, the arts, physical education and sports 
for students with SEN. Cognizant of the diverse and unique learning needs of the 
students, the framework also provides space and flexibility for the special education
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schools to customize their curriculum amidst meeting national standards. Of interest 
in this paper is the recognition on the importance of SEL in the curriculum for 
students with SEN and with this framework as a guide, educators are entrusted with 
the mission to support students with SEN in their SEL. 

This paper serves to support educators in their endeavors. It aims to provide 
educators with information on the teaching and learning of SEL in students with SEN. 
It seeks to explore further by examining if students with SEN can be self-determined 
in SEL. This brings us to the discussion on the concept of self-determination and a 
motivation theory—the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). 

Self-determination 

The concept of self-determination is no stranger in the literature of disability. In the 
1990s, the United States Department of Education called for and funded projects to 
promote self-determination in youth with disabilities. This initiative fueled several 
ground-up efforts in fostering self-determination in students with SEN. It also 
brought about several attempts at conceptualizing and defining the construct of 
self-determination. 

A literature scan showed that self-determination has been defined in a number of 
ways such as a basic human right (i.e., self-advocacy and self-governance), a specific 
response class (i.e., a set of behaviors) or a function of a response class (i.e., the 
purpose of the behaviors) (Ackerman, 2006; Wehmeyer, 1999). This paper focuses 
on self-determination as a function of a response class. In this perspective, “deter-
minism” refers to the proposition that all events, including thought and behavior, are 
caused by events that occurred before the latter event. Thus, self-determined behavior 
means behavior that is caused by the individual him/herself with the individual as the 
causal agent, as opposed to being caused by someone or something else. In this vein, 
an individual who is self-determined is someone who causes things to happen in his/ 
her own life. Having had clarity of his/her needs, values, interests, preferences and 
choices, he/she acts volitionally, instead of being coerced by others or circumstances 
to act in certain ways (Wehmeyer et al., 2010). 

In alignment with the objective of this book, this chapter focuses on reviewing 
empirical papers grounded on the SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and because few 
papers framed using the SDT surfaced from the search, this review is supplemented 
with studies conducted using the Functional Model of Self-Determination (FMSD) 
(Wehmeyer, 1999) which was built on the theoretical underpinnings of the SDT 
(Wehmeyer, 1999). Both theories—SDT and FMSD, will be elaborated in the sections 
below.
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Self-determination Theory (SDT) 

Deci and Ryan (1980) were one of the first researchers to explore the psychology of 
self-determination. They proposed the SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1980; Ryan & Deci, 
2000a, 2000b) to explain the reasons behind self-determined behaviors. Within 
the theory are two tenets—motivational regulations and basic psychological needs, 
which can help us understand motivations in learning. 

Motivational Regulations 

In the SDT, motivational regulations are conceptualized to occur in a continuum 
of relative autonomy, with amotivation, external regulation, introjection, identifica-
tion, integration and intrinsic motivation occurring in increasing level of autonomy. 
Among these motivational regulations, amotivation has the lowest level of autonomy 
and it represents non-regulation of activity. A student is likely to experience amoti-
vation toward an activity when he/she does not value the activity, does not feel 
competent to carry out the activity or does not believe that his/her effort will lead to 
meaningful outcomes. 

In between amotivation and intrinsic motivation are what Ryan and Deci (2000a, 
2000b, 2000c) coined the extrinsically motivated regulations—external regulation, 
introjection, identification and integration. Of these extrinsically motivated regula-
tions, external regulation has the lowest level of autonomy. A student is likely to 
experience external regulation when his/her action is driven by external rewards or 
punishments or the need to comply to some external rules. Occurring in higher level 
of autonomy to external regulation is introjection. A student is likely to experience 
introjection when his/her action is driven by internal rewards or punishments or the 
desire to enhance his/her ego. Somewhat more autonomous than introjection is iden-
tification. A student is likely to experience identification when he/she understands 
the importance of the learning activity and accepts it. The most autonomous form of 
extrinsically motivated regulation is integration. A student is likely to experience inte-
gration toward a learning activity when he/she has thoroughly examined the activity, 
grasped its meaning and worth and assessed the regulation to be in congruence with 
his/her values, needs and interests. 

The regulation with the highest level of autonomy is intrinsic motivation. Behav-
iors that are intrinsically motivated are totally self-determined (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 
2000b, 2000c). 

Basic Psychological Needs 

Another key tenet of the SDT is the concept of basic psychological needs of 
autonomy, competence and relatedness, which Ryan and Deci (2000a, 2000b, 2000c) 
professed are essential nutriments for optimal functioning and growth. Autonomy
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is the motive for self-organized behaviors. Competence is the motive for mastery in 
one’s endeavors. Relatedness is the motive for meaningful relationship with people 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c). According to Ryan and Deci (2000a, 2000b, 
2000c), these three needs are inner motivational resources and when satisfied, can 
energize and motivate an individual. 

Of importance is that self-determination via basic psychological needs satisfaction 
and autonomous motivational regulation can foster adaptive SEL outcomes. Empir-
ically, psychological needs satisfaction has been associated positively with social-
emotional competencies (Maior et al., 2020), problem-solving confidence (Dost-
Gözkan, 2021), self-esteem/self-efficacy (Erturan-Ilker, 2014), self-control (Mills & 
Allen, 2020); and to associate negatively with perceived stress (Quested et al., 2011; 
Raufelder et al., 2014), academic burnout (Shih, 2015), anxiety (Dost-Gözkan, 2021; 
Quested et al., 2011) and emotional exhaustion (Maior et al., 2020). Similarly, 
autonomous motivational regulation such as intrinsic regulation has been reported to 
positively predict self-esteem (Erturan-Ilker, 2014), persistence (Rottensteiner et al., 
2015) and greater effort (León et al., 2015); and to negatively predict anxiety (Navarro 
et al., 2021)) and burnout (Harris & Watson, 2014); whereas students’ controlled 
motivational regulation such as extrinsic regulation predicted burnout (Harris & 
Watson, 2014), anxiety and anger (Ruiz et al., 2017); and negatively predicted self-
esteem (Erturan-Ilker, 2014). Additionally, SDT-based intervention could enhance 
students’ self-control (Muraven, 2008; Muraven et al., 2008) and reduce perceived 
stress (Cantarero et al., 2021; Shannon et al., 2019). When taken together, the studies 
suggested that the more self-determined regulations can facilitate SEL outcomes. 

Functional Model of Self-determination (FMSD) 

In an effort to link theory and practice, Wehmeyer (1999) deconstructed the SDT 
and using the tenets of the SDT, designed the FMSD specifically for use in the 
educational context (O’Brien, 2018). The FMSD assumes four characteristics of 
self-determined behaviors. First, the student acts autonomously. Second, the behav-
iors are self-regulated. Third, the student responds in a psychologically empowered 
manner. And fourth, the student behaves with self-awareness and self-realization. 
In the FMSD, self-determination is viewed as a function of a behavior wherein 
self-determination is a dispositional characteristic and antecedent to educational 
outcomes. 

Purpose of the Present Study 

While SEL has been widely explored and its impacts on educational outcomes exam-
ined with students in the general population, little is known about the efficacy of SEL 
among students with SEN, and even less is known about the motivation of students
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with SEN in SEL. Through this review paper, I seek to examine empirical evidence 
and provide information and insight on the value of SEL among K-12 students 
with SEN, through the lens of the SDT and its associated FMSD. Specifically, I 
seek to understand whether self-determination can support students with SEN in 
SEL. My research question is: Can self-determination support students with special 
educational needs in social-emotional learning? 

Method 

In this review paper, I adopted Burke’s (2010) approach in reviewing empirical 
studies on SEL with students with SEN, that are grounded on the SDT. In reviewing 
the empirical studies, a search was conducted via Scholar’s Portal, EBSCOhost, ERIC 
and PsycINFO. Search terms included “Self-Determination Theory”; “motivation”; 
“basic psychological needs”; “social and emotional learning”; “social-emotional 
learning”; “socioemotional learning”; “self-awareness”; “self-management”; “social 
awareness”; “relationship skills”; “responsible decision-making”; “K-12”; “chil-
dren”; “adolescents”; “youth”; “students”; “special educational needs”; “schools”; 
“general education”; “special education”; “disability”; “disabled”. Boolean connec-
tors (AND, OR) were used to combine search terms. Dissertations, theses and 
conference papers were not accessed. Only empirical studies written in English 
were reviewed. Both quantitative (cross-sectional, longitudinal and intervention) and 
qualitative studies were included. From the search, 17 empirical studies that met the 
criteria were reviewed. Table 9.1 presents the inclusion and exclusion criteria for 
the selection of relevant studies, and Table 9.2 presents a summary of the reviewed 
studies. 

Table 9.1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Peer-reviewed publications and journals in 
English 

Non-English publications 

Full paper Only abstract accessible, dissertations, theses 
and conference papers 

Study sample of K-12 students with SEN, 
including students with SEN in general 
education primary and secondary schools and 
students with SEN in special education schools 

Study sample of early childhood, and higher 
education students, including college and 
university students; and gifted students 

Quantitative studies including cross-sectional, 
longitudinal and intervention studies 

– 

Qualitative studies –
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Results 

This section presents the findings from the review. The discussion will be organized 
as follows: overview of the findings (countries of study, categories of SEN, contexts 
under which the studies were conducted), descriptive study, correlational studies, 
quasi-experimental or experimental studies and finally, the qualitative study. 

A total of 17 studies were reviewed. Of the 17 studies, 10 (Carter et al., 2010; 
Pierson et al., 2008; Shogren et al., 2012; Solberg et al., 2012; Stormont et al., 2021; 
Tomaszewski et al., 2022; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995; Wehmeyer et al., 2011, 
2012; Zheng et al., 2014) were conducted in the USA, 2 were conducted in France 
(Dubois et al., 2023; Rogers & Tannock, 2018), 1 conducted in England (Friedman 
et al., 2022), 1 conducted in Australia (Hatfield et al., 2017), 1 conducted in India 
(Kausik & Hussain, 2020), 1 conducted in Hong Kong (Yang et al., 2022), and 1 
conducted in Taiwan (Chou, 2020). 

The SEN of the students were varied with some studies involving students with 
multiple SENs. As an overview, the studies were conducted with students with 
Learning Disabilities (9 of 17 studies) (Carter et al., 2010; Dubois et al., 2023; 
Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Pierson et al., 2008; Shogren et al., 2012; Solberg et al., 
2012; Stormont et al., 2021; Wehmeyer et al., 2012; Zheng et al., 2014), Emotional 
and Behavioral Disorders (5 of 17 studies) (Carter et al., 2010; Pierson et al., 
2008; Solberg et al., 2012; Stormont et al., 2021; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995), 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (4 of 17 studies) (Chou, 2020; Friedman et al., 2022; 
Hatfield et al., 2017; Tomaszewski et al., 2022), Intellectual Disability (4 of 17 
studies) (Shogren et al., 2012; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995; Wehmeyer et al., 2011; 
Wehmeyer et al., 2012), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (3 of 17 studies) 
(Dubois et al., 2023; Rogers & Tannock, 2018; Yang et al., 2022), Mental Retardation 
(2 of 17 studies) (Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995; Wehmeyer et al., 2011), Develop-
mental Language Disorder including Dyslexia (2 of 17 studies) (Dubois et al., 2023; 
Yang et al., 2022) and Cognitive Disabilities (1 of 17 studies) (Carter et al., 2010). 

Interestingly, while the learning outcomes were related to SEL, most SEL skills 
were taught within the context of transition education programs (10 of 17 studies) 
(Carter et al., 2010; Dubois et al., 2023; Hatfield et al., 2017; Pierson et al., 2008; 
Shogren et al., 2012; Solberg et al., 2012; Tomaszewski et al., 2022; Wehmeyer & 
Lawrence, 1995; Wehmeyer et al., 2011; Wehmeyer et al., 2012); and 7 of the 17 
studies (Chou, 2020; Friedman et al., 2022; Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Rogers & 
Tannock, 2018; Stormont et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2022; Zheng et al., 2014) were  
conducted within the life skills context with the aim to improve students’ SEL such 
as self-determination and social skills.
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Descriptive Study 

Within each group/population, students with SEN may differ in their basic psycho-
logical needs satisfaction and self-determination. For instance, Rogers and Tannock 
(2018) whose study was framed using the SDT surveyed 117 (Mage = 7.94 years, 
SD = 1.03, 48% male) English and/or French speaking students with ADHD and 
compared the responses between the students grouped at the bottom 25% versus top 
25% in ADHD symptoms, to find that students with higher levels of ADHD symp-
toms reported feeling less support for their autonomy, less related to their teachers, 
less competent and significantly lower total needs satisfaction, after controlling for 
the effects of child age, conduct problems and reading ability, as compared to their 
counterparts with less ADHD symptoms. This suggests that students with more 
severe SEN may need more support in terms of fostering their basic psychological 
needs and self-determination (Rogers & Tannock, 2018). 

Correlational Studies 

Of the seventeen studies, seven were correlational studies associating self-
determination with various SEL skills. 

First, Carter et al. (2010) who examined the responses of 196 (Mage = 17.3 years, 
64.8% male) high school students with mild/moderate Cognitive Disabilities (CD), 
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) and Learning Disabilities (LD) from the 
USA found that students with EBD reported lower capacity for self-determination 
(tenet of FMSD) than students with LD but higher capacity than students with CD. 
Also found was that the teachers generally evaluated students’ capacity for self-
determination lower than the students’ themselves and that social skills (β = 0.44) 
and problem behaviors were significant predictors of students’ capacity for self-
determination. 

Next, Solberg et al. (2012) explored the relationships between perceived quality 
learning experiences (defined as active engagement in the Individualized Educa-
tion Program), perceived confidence in performing career-search-related tasks, goal 
setting, motivation to attend school (tenet of SDT), academic self-efficacy, well-
being, academic stress and academic performance among 135 (10th and 12th grades, 
mean age not reported, 38.5% females) students with high-incidence disabilities 
(learning disabilities, emotional and behavioral disabilities, other health impair-
ments) for transition education in 14 special education schools in the USA. Rele-
vant to the topics of this review, they found that students with better quality learning 
experiences demonstrated increased career-search self-efficacy; students with greater 
career-search self-efficacy were more highly engaged in goal setting, which further 
predicted their motivation to attend school (β = 0.602) and academic self-efficacy; 
and that students with higher academic self-efficacy had higher grades.
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In another study, Tomaszewski et al. (2022) who investigated the relationships 
between self-determination (tenet of FMSD), depression, executive functioning and 
social communication from the perspectives of 237 youth with autism (Mage = 
18.36 years, SD = 1.64, 76% male) and their parents residing in the USA and in 
the context of transition education, found students’ capacity for self-determination 
to associate with lower depression (β = −  0.17) and fewer executive functioning 
problems (β = -0.63) and parent-evaluated students’ capacity for self-determination 
to associate with fewer social communication difficulties (β =−  0.30) and executive 
functioning problems (β = −  0.56). 

In yet another study, Yang et al. (2022) who surveyed 118 students (Chinese 
Hong Kong, Mage = 14.98 years, SD = 1.93, 77 males, 34 females, 7 missing 
information) with special needs (36% dyslexia; 18.6% ADHD; rest multiple special 
needs) found that (a) self-determination (tenet of SDT) significantly predicted school 
engagement (β = 0.61), after controlling for school and peer supports, (b) school 
support significantly predicted school engagement via self-determination and that 
(c) peer support, school support and self-determination together contributed 43% 
variance of school engagement. 

Further, Zheng et al. (2014) who conducted a survey on 560 students (USA, 16– 
18 years old, 68% male) with learning disability found (a) significant correlations 
among self-determination (tenet of FMSD), self-concept and academic achievement, 
and that (b) self-determination predicted academic achievement (β = 0.139) for 
students with learning disabilities. 

While not antecedent to SEL skills, Pierson et al. (2008) found students’ capacity 
for self-determination (tenet of FMSD) to associate with their social skills (B = 
0.77). In their study, they surveyed the special education teachers of 90 (USA, Mage = 
16 years, range= 14–19 years old, 66.7% male) secondary school students with high-
incidence disabilities (43 with Emotional Disability, 47 with Learning Disability) 
in the context of transition education and found that teachers who perceived their 
students to demonstrate better social skills also tended to rate these students as having 
higher capacity for self-determination. 

And finally, related to the SDT and conducted in the context of transition educa-
tion, Dubois et al. (2023) who surveyed 218 (Mage = 17.00 years, range = 15 to 
21 years old, 63% male, French-speaking) youth with special needs (ADHD, learning 
disorder, developmental language disorder, dyslexia) found the students’ perceived 
fathers’ autonomy-support to predict the students’ autonomous motivation (β = 
0.306) in school-to-work transition and general well-being (B = 0.26). 

Taken together, self-determination has the potential to facilitate the SEL outcomes 
of school engagement (Yang et al., 2022), self-concept (Zheng et al., 2014), academic 
achievement (Zheng et al., 2014), better social skills (Carter et al., 2010; Pierson et al., 
2008), goal setting (Solberg et al., 2012), lower depression (Tomaszewski et al., 
2022), fewer executive functioning problems (Tomaszewski et al., 2022) and fewer 
social communication difficulties (Tomaszewski et al., 2022) in students with SEN. 
Finally, students’ perceived parental autonomy-support can predict the students’ 
autonomous motivation in school-to-work transition and general well-being (Dubois 
et al., 2023).



188 L. C. Kong

Quasi-experimental or Experimental Studies 

Out of the seventeen studies, eight involved experimental or quasi-experimental 
research design. 

Grounded on the SDT, Kausik and Hussain (2020) conducted an intervention 
using The Nurtured Heart Approach (Glasser & Block, 2011) aimed at nurturing the 
three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness, on 7 (6 
males, 1 female, 10–16 years old) students with Learning Disability (LD) receiving 
education in a special school in Chennai, India. Their quasi-experiment (without 
control) found significant pre- and post-test differences in basic needs satisfaction 
(autonomy, competence, relatedness), all four academic motivations (external, intro-
jected, identified, intrinsic regulations) and academic self-efficacy. However, there 
was no significant difference in the scores of subjective well-being. Effect sizes were 
all greater than 0.5, which indicated large changes in the respective variables. 

Also based on the SDT, Stormont et al. (2021) explored the effect of an inter-
vention program (STARS) aimed at supporting autonomy in self-monitoring or self-
management of relationship and social competency skills. Their participants were 
37 (Mage = 10.4 years, SD = 0.53, 58% male) students identified with a learning 
disability or an emotional disturbance in a Mid-Atlantic, urban community elemen-
tary schools. The 2 (pre- and post-intervention) × 2 (experimental versus control) 
random control trial found the students to demonstrate improved social skills with 
large effect size (d = 0.68) at post-intervention, as reported by their special education 
teachers. 

In another study based on the SDT on fostering self-determination, Hatfield et al. 
(2017) utilizing the BOOST-A™, had 94 (Intervention: n = 49, Mage = 14.8 years, 
79.6% male; Control: n = 45, Mage = 15.1 years, 71.7% male) Australian youth with 
autism spectrum disorder attended a 12 months intervention program on transition 
planning. Outcome evaluations by the students and their parents showed significant 
differences in favor of the intervention group in (i) opportunity for self-determination 
at home as reported by parents, (ii) career exploration as reported by parents and 
adolescents and (iii) transition-specific self-determination as reported by parents. 
Effect sizes were not reported. 

In another study drawing on the tenets of the SDT, Chou (2020) investigated 
the effect of an intervention program based on the Navigation of Social Engagement 
(NOSE) model which teaches self-directed strategies associated with promoting self-
determination, to improve the social problem-solving ability of 44 students (Mage = 
13.42 years old, SD = 0.70, 84.1% male) with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) 
from junior high schools in northern part of Taiwan. Analyses performed on their 2 
(experiment, n = 24 vs control, n = 20) × 2 (pre- and post-test) design, controlling 
for students’ cognitive functioning found students in the experimental group to have 
significantly greater awareness (d = 0.78) and self-directedness in problem-solving 
(d = 1.06) than students in the control group. 

Designed using the FMSD and using a 2 (treatment  versus  control) × 1 random 
control trial, Shogren et al. (2012) experimented with The Self-Determined Learning
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Model (SDLM) of Instruction in the context of transition education on 312 (Treat-
ment: n = 173, Mage = 16.3 years old, SD = 1.4, 56% male; Control: n = 139, Mage 

= 16.6 years old, SD = 1.34, 56% male) US high school students with disabilities 
(intellectual and learning disability) to examine if the intervention had an effect on 
students’ academic and transition-related goals. The study found that the SDLM 
could lead to significant changes in goal attainment (effect size not reported) and 
access to general education curriculum for students with intellectual disability and 
learning disabilities. 

In another study based on the FMSD, Wehmeyer and Lawrence (1995), utilizing 
a one group pre- and post-experimental design, investigated the effect of a transi-
tion education intervention program on 53 (Mage = 16.91 years, SD = 1.60, 15 to 
21 years old, 47% males) high school students with learning disability (n = 27), 
mild mental retardation (n = 16), other health impaired (n = 3), emotional disorder 
(n = 1), no diagnosis (n = 6). Their analyses found significant whole group differ-
ence in pre- and post-intervention self-efficacy, significant difference in pre- and 
post-intervention locus of control for females, but no significant difference in pre-
and post-intervention in any of the measures for males. Their further analysis using 
multiple regression showed that students’ pre-intervention self-realization, autonomy 
and locus of control contributed 21% of the variance of post-intervention self-efficacy 
score and the changes were primarily among young women with disabilities. Effect 
sizes were not reported in this study. 

Also based on the FMSD and conducted in the context of transition education, 
Wehmeyer et al. (2011) implemented a random control trial with an intervention 
involving 493 (Mage = 16.02 years, SD = 2.21, 35.9% female) middle or high 
school students with learning disability or mental retardation. Their results showed 
that students in the intervention group scored significantly more positively on self-
determination (partial η2 = 0.013) and transition knowledge and skills than did 
students in the control group. 

In another similar study also framed using the FMSD, Wehmeyer et al. (2012) 
conducted a 3 (3 time-points) × 2 (experimental vs control) randomized controlled 
trial on 312 (Mage = 16.5 years, SD = 1.40, 44% female) students with intellectual 
disability (n = 94) or learning disabilities (n = 218) in schools in Kansas, Missouri 
and Texas. The study reported significant increases in self-determination between 
Time1 and Time2 measures, and the increases were not found for the control group 
which actually experienced a reduction in self-determination from Time1 to Time2. 
At Time3, there were significant group differences in the self-determination scores 
with d ranging from 0.14 to 0.23. 

Together, the findings from the experimental studies suggest that interventions 
designed based on the principles of self-determination may nurture the basic psycho-
logical needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Kausik & Hussain, 2020), 
encourage more autonomous motivation and greater self-determination (Hatfield 
et al., 2017; Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Wehmeyer et al., 2011, 2012), promote self-
efficacy (Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995), foster greater 
internal locus of control (Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995), improve social skills (Stor-
mont et al., 2021), greater awareness (Chou, 2020), greater self-directedness in
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problem-solving (Chou, 2020) and higher goal attainment (Shogren et al., 2012) 
in students with SEN. 

Qualitative Study 

In addition, literature search surfaced one qualitative study (Friedman et al., 2022) 
relating self-determination (basic needs of competence, autonomy and relatedness) 
to SEL. Set in the context of outdoor education and grounded in the theoretical 
underpinnings of the SDT, Friedman et al. (2022) explored if the Forest School 
(FS) program can nurture well-being in a group of students with autism in a special 
school in England. Through three months of observation and interviews with the 24 
students (Mage = 9.8 years old) and 10 parents, Friedman et al. (2022) concluded that 
in alignment with the SDT, the FS was need-supportive in that it allowed the students 
with autism to be autonomous within a structured environment as illustrated under 
the theme “Rituals are important for all but must be tailored” and that the adults in 
school wielded great influence in creating an autonomy-supportive environment or 
not, as reflected in the theme “attitudes of adults help or hinder sessions”. Through 
the FS’s affordance of “opportunities for positive development” (theme), students 
got to learn survival and social skills through play and interactions with their peers. 
They also learnt to regulate their emotions and overcome their fears through under-
standing that their “feelings regarding nature and FS are conditional and subject to 
change” (theme). And through these activities, they built up their competence in 
their SEL skills. Next, under the theme “excitement and freedom of being beyond 
four walls”, the students shared that the FS provided them with the opportunities 
to exercise their autonomy through choosing their activities including those that 
allowed them to develop their SEL skills within a trusting environment. Finally, as 
captured in the theme “opportunities for positive development”, the students experi-
enced relatedness and developed their social skills through play and interaction with 
their peers (Table 9.3). 

General Discussion 

In this review, I adopted a maximally inclusive definition on the SEL outcomes 
and in alignment with the objective of this book, “self-determination” referenced 
the tenets of the SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 2000b). Because few empirical papers 
framed within the SDT surfaced from the search, literature scan was extended to 
papers grounded in the FMSD (Wehmeyer, 1999) which was developed based on the 
underpinnings of the SDT (Wehmeyer, 1999). 

When reviewing the studies, an interesting observation was made. While countries 
around the world such as France, England, Australia, India, Hong Kong and Taiwan 
have gained some interest in studying self-determination and self-determined SEL,
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the USA remains in the forefront of such cutting-edge pursuit. It is to be pointed 
out that in the USA, the government had intervened in the life outcomes of students 
with SEN through the provision of funding support for research into the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes needed for self-determination and the development of curricula 
models for teaching the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed for self-determined 
SEL (Ackerman, 2006; Wehmeyer & Sands, 1996). What we can learn from this is 
the importance of systemic and systematic effort through the education system in 
nurturing students with SEN. More specifically, in the fostering of self-determination 
in SEL if it is one of the desired outcomes in the education of students with SEN. 

Another interesting observation is that where self-determined SEL was encour-
aged was when the general or special education schools were preparing and launching 
the students with SEN into the next phase of their life journey, as evident in the SEL 
activities incorporated into the transition programs. Indeed, when left to their own 
devices post-school, these youths with SEN would need to harness on their own 
social and emotional competences to navigate through the abyss called life. It is thus 
pertinent that while still in schools, these students are motivated in their SEL, gaining 
knowledge and skills in mastering themselves and not being helpless to their own 
social and emotional situations. This finding also presents a learning point for educa-
tion system keen to improve the life outcomes of students with SEN. Specifically, 
SEL can be incorporated into the curriculum of transition programs. 

Notably, Heller et al. (2011) pointed out that self-determination and SEL should 
begin when the students with SEN are young. It should be part of the students’ 
repertoire to be able to demonstrate self-determination and the social and emotional 
competences (Heller et al., 2011). I note from the review that some studies (6 of 
17) were conducted outside the domain of transition education, within the context 
of improving students’ SEL outcomes in K-12 education. Collectively, these studies 
(conducted in the context of transition education or SEL) provide useful information 
in helping us understand self-determination and SEL in students with SEN. 

In answering the research question “Can self-determination support students with 
special educational needs in social-emotional learning?”, first, it is to be pointed out 
that the studies reviewed do suggest a trend, that is, students with varied SENs are 
capable of self-determination and being self-determined in SEL. 

Second, within each group of students with similar type but different severity of 
SEN, they may differ in their capacity and readiness for self-determination and SEL. 
For example, students with more severe SEN may need more support in terms of 
fostering their basic psychological needs and self-determination (Rogers & Tannock, 
2018). Hence, there is no one-size-fits-all in the education of students with SEN in 
self-determination and SEL. 

Third, given the statistical associations between self-determination and various 
SEL outcomes, it is probable that self-determination has some potential in facilitating 
SEL. Evidently, self-determination may foster school engagement (Yang et al., 2022), 
self-concept (Zheng et al., 2014), academic achievement (Zheng et al., 2014), better 
social skills (Carter et al., 2010; Pierson et al., 2008), goal setting (Solberg et al., 
2012), lower depression (Tomaszewski et al., 2022), fewer executive functioning 
problems (Tomaszewski et al., 2022) and fewer social communication difficulties
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(Tomaszewski et al., 2022). Also found is that students’ perceived parental autonomy-
support can predict the students’ autonomous motivation in school-to-work transition 
and general well-being (Dubois et al., 2023), among the students with SEN. 

Fourth, the results from quantitative and qualitative intervention studies designed 
based on the principles of self-determination (using the tenets of the SDT or FMSD) 
show that self-determination intervention may foster SEL. More specifically, self-
determination intervention can nurture the basic psychological needs of autonomy, 
competence and relatedness (Kausik & Hussain, 2020), encourage more autonomous 
motivation and greater self-determination (Friedman et al., 2022; Hatfield et al., 
2017; Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Wehmeyer et al., 2011, 2012), promote self-efficacy 
(Kausik & Hussain, 2020; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995), foster greater internal locus 
of control (Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995), improve social skills (Friedman et al., 
2022; Stormont et al., 2021), greater awareness (Chou, 2020), better emotional regu-
lation (Friedman et al., 2022), greater self-directedness in problem-solving (Chou, 
2020) and higher goal attainment (Shogren et al., 2012). 

However, across the 17 studies reviewed, while there are some evidence to suggest 
an association between self-determination and SEL outcomes, some of the studies 
also presented several methodological issues such as having samples with a mix of 
SENs rendering it difficult to specifically identify and conclude for which SEN and 
of what level of severity is self-determination more or less useful in facilitating SEL. 
Additionally, some of the quasi-experimental or experimental studies involved small 
sample sizes, with no control group to check against possible confounds, and did 
not report the effect sizes of the intervention studies. These methodological issues 
and insufficient statistical information thus present limitations to concluding that 
self-determination is indeed a precursor to facilitating SEL. 

Implications for Teaching and Learning 

Nevertheless, the trends glimpsed from this review do have their values and have 
implications for the teaching and learning of SEL in students with SEN. 

At the student level, we now have some understanding that students with varied 
SEN and of varied severity can be capable of self-determination and SEL. However, 
given the diversity in their learning abilities, the teaching of self-determination 
and SEL-related knowledge and skills have to be customized to suit their SENs. 
Next, there is an association between self-determination and SEL and that self-
determination can enhance SEL and the application of SEL knowledge and skills. 
Informatively, both self-determination and SEL skills are teachable. They can be 
modeled or explicitly instructed and are generalizable or transferable across educa-
tional and life settings. Hence, for the benefits of students with SEN, general and 
special education schools can consider incorporating self-determination and SEL 
knowledge and skills in their curriculum. 

At the school level, there can be intentional curation of SEL programs for the 
teaching and learning of self-determination and social and emotional competencies.
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Schools have traditionally found a good fit for the teaching of such skills in their 
transition education programs (Carter et al., 2010; Dubois et al., 2023; Hatfield et al., 
2017; Pierson et al., 2008; Shogren et al., 2012; Solberg et al., 2012; Tomaszewski 
et al., 2022; Wehmeyer & Lawrence, 1995; Wehmeyer et al., 2011, 2012). Notably, 
opportunities for the teaching and learning of such skills are aplenty and can be 
incorporated across the total curriculum including the domains of academic learning, 
social-emotional learning, daily living, vocational learning, the arts, physical educa-
tion and sports (MOE, 2018). This means that self-determination and SEL can 
become an integral part of the school curriculum for students with SEN, begin-
ning in K-12 education (Malian & Nevin, 2002). Also at the school level, to nurture 
self-determination and SEL, special educators can tap on SDT’s recommendation 
on being autonomy-supportive (Reeve, 1998; Reeve & Jang, 2006). For example, 
special educators can provide opportunities for students with SEN to make their own 
choices where appropriate and accord them the time to think through the choices 
available to them and to take ownership of their own choices. SDT researchers (Froi-
land et al., 2012; Reeve,  2016; Reeve & Jang, 2006) had proposed that autonomy-
supportive school and classroom environments can nurture the basic psychological 
needs and foster more autonomous motivation. Individuals with higher levels of 
self-determination can readily muster inner motivational and social and emotional 
resources for autonomous action and the accomplishment of personal goals. The 
teaching and learning of self-determination and SEL is thus an important endeavor 
recognized by many such as the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD, 2011) which had called for the explicit and systematic teaching of 
self-determination and life skills to students with SEN and the provision of structured 
opportunities for them to develop these knowledge and skills. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

The limitations of this review pertain to the generalization of the findings due to 
the nature of the SEN and the research design. Research studies in the domain 
of special education have always presented challenges on generalization. This is 
because of the diverse SENs and their numerous permutations which present unique 
challenges for each form/combination of SEN(s) and that limit the generalizability 
of each research study. What this review has done is to surface the studies that 
had been completed which reveal to us the “who” (which groups of students with 
SEN), “what” (which contexts and which learning outcomes) and “how” (which 
interventions) plausible in studies on self-determination and SEL. It is to be pointed 
out that few studies relating to SDT and SEL in students with SEN emerged from 
the literature scan. As evident from the studies reviewed, empirical information on 
the efficacy of self-determination in SEL for students with SEN is scant. While 
there is some evidence to suggest an association between self-determination and 
SEL outcomes, it is also important to highlight that of the studies reviewed, only 9 
of 17 studies were conducted using the theoretical underpinnings of the SDT. The
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application value of SDT in fostering social and emotional learning in students with 
SEN is by far, inconclusive and warrants further investigations. Future studies can 
consider exploring the tenets and tapping on the vast knowledge (such as nurturing 
the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness, autonomous 
motivation and promoting an autonomy-supportive learning climate) presented by 
the SDT in the promotion of SEL among students with SEN. If typically developing 
students can benefit from SEL (Durlak et al., 2011; Raimundo et al., 2013), more so 
would students with SEN who historically have been disadvantaged by their special 
needs and their lack of social and emotional competences to help them find their 
ways through life. To this end, it would be helpful to step up research in this area to 
support students with SEN in their SEL. 

The next limitation relates to the research design. It is observed that the quasi-
experimental or experimental studies involved small sample sizes and the boundaries 
arising from these sampling constraints present a limitation to the generalization of 
the findings. In addition to the small sample sizes involved in the studies, it is also 
noted that few of the intervention studies reported effect sizes. An effect size presents 
information on the strength of a phenomenon, viz. the intervention. Future quasi-
or experimental studies can consider reporting the effect sizes which would provide 
useful information on the practical significance of the intervention programs. 

To conclude, through this review, I provided some information on the role of self-
determination in promoting SEL among students with SEN. For the special educa-
tion community, I hope this review has provided some information and insights for 
teaching and learning. For the research community, I hope this review has highlighted 
the lack of SDT research in the area of SEL in students with SEN and surfaced areas 
in need of further explorations and investigations.
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Abstract This chapter discusses how Self-Determination Theory (SDT), an empir-
ically proven theory about human motivation, development, and wellness, supports 
the principles of social and emotional learning (SEL) within the context of student 
teachers fulfilling their teaching practice. Based on the basic psychological needs 
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, SDT views the satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs as promoting growth, development, and overall wellness, and 
thwarting these needs will result in diminished growth and wellness. This view means 
that any social contexts that support the satisfaction of these basic needs can better 
promote and support positive development. In contrast, social contexts that hinder the 
satisfaction of these needs will most likely affect human functioning negatively. As 
part of a more extensive study to investigate the development of teacher professional 
identity in student teachers, interviews with 14 student teachers revealed the impor-
tance of need-supportive mentors in fostering the skills and competencies related to 
SEL in student teachers undergoing their teaching practice. It is put forth that more 
could be done to inform and educate mentors about the critical impact they have on 
fostering SEL competencies in student teachers through the support of their basic 
psychological needs. 

Introduction 

The importance and purpose of teaching practice have been widely researched (e.g., 
Benavides, 2013; Yuan, 2016). A common theme that emerges from these studies is 
how the teaching practice schools serve as a platform to socialize student teachers into 
the profession and help them become aware of and, thus, strengthen their knowledge, 
skills, and competencies. The teaching practice, while providing an authentic and 
natural setting for student teachers to develop their skills, knowledge, and identity 
through immersion and interactions with the various stakeholders in a school, has also 
been perceived as a stressful and challenging period for many where student teachers
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were shocked by the reality of teaching (Zhu, 2017). One of the key purposes of 
teaching practice to ascertain student teachers’ readiness in terms of their competence 
as teachers tend to generate much anxiety and stress (Caires et al., 2012; Lamote & 
Engels, 2010) while these student teachers seek to showcase their level of competence 
and demonstrate to the practicum school that they are ready to become full-fledged 
teachers. Several studies have revealed that the teaching practice period has been 
perceived as an unsettling and stressful time, impacting the professional development 
of student teachers (Caires et al., 2012; Ruohotie-Lyhty, 2013; Teng, 2017). 

It has been shown that stress affects teachers’ health and well-being, job satis-
faction, turnover, and student outcomes (Greenberg et al., 2016). It has also been 
shown that teachers’ social-emotional competence and well-being have a strong 
influence on their students (Brackett et al., 2010; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Teachers 
who can nurture positive teacher–student relationships are more able to support their 
students academically, socially, and emotionally by acting as positive role models 
and supporting autonomy and creativity (Becker et al., 2014; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). 
However, when teachers are not able to manage the social and emotional demands of 
teaching, their students would suffer academically, socially, and emotionally as well 
(Roorda et al., 2011; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). It is, therefore, essential to nurture an 
environment in which student teachers feel supported, empowered, able to collabo-
rate effectively and build relational trust, and able to foster their social and emotional 
skills while undergoing the trying period of teaching practice. 

Consequently, one of the most significant people whom student teachers need 
to interact with during teaching practice is their mentors. Timoštšuk and Ugaste 
(2010) found that among the various people student teachers need to interact with, 
mentors “were seen as the primary influencers in terms of professional develop-
ment” (p. 1566). Studies have also highlighted the role of mentoring and reflection 
in enhancing learning and development during the teaching practice (Brown, 2009; 
Yuan, 2016). The quality of support that mentors provide has an impact on student 
teachers’ motivation, subjective experiences, and perceived teaching competence 
as well (Ligadu, 2012; Paker, 2011; Rajuan et al., 2007). This chapter, therefore, 
explores the role of mentors in providing a need-supportive environment and their 
impact on the social-emotional learning (SEL) of these student teachers through the 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) lens. 

Literature Review 

Self-determination Theory 

SDT is an empirically proven theory that takes an organismic perspective toward 
human development. SDT was first and foremost developed as a broad theoret-
ical framework to explain human motivation and behaviors in relation to individual
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variations in interpersonal perceptions, contextual influences on motivation, and 
motivation orientations (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

According to Ryan and Deci (2017), SDT assumes that people are fundamentally 
social beings, having the natural tendencies to want to learn about, develop, and be 
involved in social groups. This phenomenon is first observed when people pursue 
their interests, discover, and gain mastery of their inner and outer worlds associated 
with their intrinsic motivation. Secondly, this phenomenon is seen when people 
begin to “assimilate social norms and regulations through active internalization and 
integration” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 4). This process of internalization and integration 
deals with the degree to which people adopt practices and regulations that are initially 
seen as external to their social groups and transmute them into more autonomous 
behaviors. 

Understanding SDT is to know how these two aspects of integrative develop-
mental processes complement each other for healthy development and what social-
contextual factors support or impede them. One critical idea within SDT is that these 
innate tendencies toward intrinsic motivation, internalization, and social integration 
are energized by the satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2002). In other words, social environments that promote 
the satisfaction of the three basic needs can better facilitate the healthy development 
of individuals. 

Basic Psychological Needs 

As explained earlier, one key idea in SDT is that the satisfaction of the three 
basic psychological needs is essential for psychological well-being and develop-
ment (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Ryan et al., 2019). The three basic psychological needs 
are the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

First, the need for autonomy refers to the deep desire to feel that one has the 
control to make choices over the actions one needs to undertake to align with one’s 
interests and preferences (deCharms, 1968; Deci & Ryan, 1985). In other words, 
when someone has a sense of autonomy, he engages in activities that are in align-
ment with his values and interests and experiences regulation of behavior by the self. 
This sense of autonomy is perceived as originating from the self and is in accord 
with intrinsic or internalized values and interests. Next, the need for competence 
refers to the need to influence our environment actively and feel effective in real-
izing and attaining our desired outcomes (Deci, 1975; White, 1959). The need for 
competence causes people to seek challenges, enhance their skills and maintain a 
sense of effectiveness. This need does not mean the mere attainment of skills but 
a sense of efficacy in activities that are important to the person concerned. Ryan 
and Deci (2020) explained that the best conditions to meet this need would be envi-
ronments that provide optimal challenges, constructive feedback, and avenues for 
growth. Third, the need for relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan, 1995) 
can be understood as how an individual feels the need to be connected to others and 
experience reciprocal care and concern in interpersonal relationships. By agreeing
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with and accepting the values, beliefs, and behaviors of others, the individual gains a 
sense of being connected and feels that he or she belongs within the social order. The 
need for relatedness is best met through the experience of respect and care (Ryan & 
Deci, 2020). 

Need Support and the Role of Social Environment 

SDT views the satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs as promoting 
growth, development, and overall wellness, and thwarting these needs will result 
in diminished growth and wellness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). This view means that a 
social environment that supports the satisfaction of these basic needs is better able 
to promote and support positive development. In contrast, a social environment that 
hinders the satisfaction of these needs will most likely affect human functioning 
negatively. SDT proposes that by satisfying the three basic psychological needs or 
being in need-supportive conditions, people are more able to internalize extrinsic 
regulations and values (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Need support has therefore been theo-
rized as vital for healthy adjustment, and in such supportive contexts, people can feel 
a sense of autonomy and congruence when engaging in various tasks and behaviors. 

Studies conducted at initial teacher education have shown that perceived need 
satisfaction by student teachers had been found to contribute positively to psycho-
logical and emotional health (Hagenauer et al., 2018; Uzman, 2014), promoting 
teacher quality and professionalism (Kaplan & Madjar, 2017; Korthagen & Evelein, 
2016), and is related to effecting change in beliefs, intention, and behaviors toward 
more supportive instructional approaches (Aelterman et al., 2016; Perlman, 2015). 
Other scholars have also found that autonomy-supportive approaches in the initial 
teacher institution enhanced self-perceived competencies and teacher self-efficacy in 
student teachers (Burger et al., 2021; González et al., 2018), and the student teachers 
are, in turn, more likely to adopt autonomy-supportive approaches as well (Martinek 
et al., 2020). 

SDT specifies three nutritive dimensions (Grolnick, 2009; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989) 
that one could consider when thinking of providing a need-supportive environment. 
First is the dimension of being autonomy supportive, where there exists an active 
nurturing of a person’s capacities to self-regulate through the provision of mean-
ingful rationales and choices, the encouragement and support of self-initiation, and 
reduced usage of controlling language. Second is the provision of structure where 
opportunities exist to receive information and directions that support the develop-
ment of competence. This provision could take the form of informational feedback, 
which enhances competence, rather than evaluative or controlling feedback. Third, 
the perceived involvement of significant others, where there exist the opportunities 
to experience dedicated time, attention, and resources, engaged care and support, 
which in turn make one feel relationally and emotionally connected and supported 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017).
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Mentors and Mentoring 

Mentoring during teaching practice typically involves an experienced teacher 
providing the student teacher with some form of systematic and continued guid-
ance and is critical for the professional development of student teachers. In Singa-
pore, mentoring was also implemented in schools to ensure that the student teachers 
were well supported with regard to their general well-being and teaching competen-
cies (Ng, 2012). Also, officially appointed mentors allocated for student teachers in 
teaching practice are known as cooperating teachers (CTs) locally. This paper, there-
fore, refers to mentors and CTs interchangeably as the officially appointed teachers 
to support student teachers’ learning and development during teaching practice. 

There are many roles that mentors could perform (Ganser, 1996), and these 
include them playing roles like being a guide, provider of support and key infor-
mation, adviser, trainer, partner, and assessor (Jones, 2000). However, the under-
lying assumption in this mentoring relationship and mentors playing multiple roles 
is the idea that the mentors provide support and guidance to the student teachers 
who are considered novices and would require support for their growth and devel-
opment as teachers (Agudo, 2015; Aspfors & Fransson, 2015). How success-
fully mentors could play their roles in a supportive manner is therefore crucial 
in impacting outcomes like student teachers’ motivation, affective outcomes, and 
perceived teaching competence. 

For instance, Feiman-Nemser (2001) investigated the impact of mentoring on 
student teachers’ professional growth during their teaching practice. They found 
that when mentors played an active role in providing guidance to student teachers 
and addressing their concerns and problems, student teachers would feel supported, 
which, in turn, would enhance their affective outcomes by meeting their emotional 
needs. Similarly, a study by Aspfors and Fransson (2015) revealed that when mentors 
were perceived as open, supportive, and willing to provide constructive feedback, 
student teachers would generally feel encouraged and supported for their initiatives 
and efforts, although they might still make mistakes occasionally. Agudo (2016) 
further affirmed that student teachers valued the importance and need for an open 
and respectful relationship with their mentors because such a relationship would help 
them feel relaxed, safe, and comfortable in the workplace. It is apparent from these 
studies that a supportive mentor not only enhances the skills and knowledge of the 
student teachers but also helps them to build up their social-emotional competencies 
to navigate through the challenging teaching practice more successful socially and 
emotionally. 

On the other hand, when the mentors were perceived as more domineering and had 
little or no room for negotiation, student teachers tended to exhibit a higher degree 
of stress and anxiety since they had to accommodate the directives the mentors gave 
(Rajuan et al., 2008). In a separate study, Paker (2011) also found that when mentors 
were perceived as more evaluative in their approach and seen as less supportive, there 
was a detrimental effect on the level of anxiety experienced by the student teachers. 
Correspondingly, Gray et al. (2018) found that when mentors were perceived as less
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encouraging and welcoming, the student teachers would suffer from a lack of a sense 
of belonging and became more susceptible to stress. 

Overall, it is clear that mentors play a critical role not only in supporting student 
teachers in their learning of how to be a teacher but also in fostering the skills and 
competencies related to SEL to enhance the chance of these aspiring teachers to 
undergo their teaching practice more successfully. Mentoring has, therefore, been 
increasingly recognized as a critical strategy in professional training and develop-
ment programs in education (Peiser et al., 2018). In the context of teaching prac-
tice, mentors also perform a crucial role in affecting the student teachers’ learning 
experiences and affective outcomes during teaching practice. 

Social-Emotional Competencies and Learning 

The concept of social-emotional competencies (SECs) is usually used as an over-
arching term to refer to “a range of capabilities that enable individuals to express, 
regulate and understand their thoughts, emotions, behaviors in everyday situations 
and interactions with others, and to adjust to changing conditions” (Schoon, 2021, 
p. 2). A general agreement among the literature is that SECs refer to an individual’s 
ability to (1) understand and accept oneself in negotiating everyday situations and (2) 
interact with others, deal with challenges, and adjust to changing conditions (Schoon, 
2021). 

A helpful approach to better understanding the development of SECs is based 
on the commonly adopted framework by Collaborative for Academic, Social-
Emotional Learning (CASEL), which aims to enable the development of core social 
and emotional competencies in children and adults. Having its origins in theories 
of progressive education, developmental psychology, and emotional intelligence 
(Osher et al., 2016), the CASEL framework focused on promoting positive learning 
environments that support and foster the development of five broad and interre-
lated areas of competence, namely self-awareness, self-management, social aware-
ness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Furthermore, each of 
the areas of competence is a set of related skills. For example, skills that develop 
self-awareness would include labeling and recognizing one’s emotions, identifying 
personal strengths and areas for growth, and practicing self-compassion. 

Broadly, SEL is the process by which people gain these SECs to achieve relevant 
social and developmental goals (Zins et al., 2007) and thus develop their capacity to 
manage their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors to accomplish desired social tasks. 
Scholars have also proposed that social environments experienced as supportive, 
safe, and caring and allowing opportunities to practice the relevant skills would 
better facilitate the development of SECs (Collie, 2020; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). 

A quick literature search revealed that much of the research on SEL focuses on 
SEL outcomes in students, and when teachers are involved, they are usually seen as 
the key facilitators of fostering SEL learning in students. However, there has been 
increasing evidence that SEL also has an impact on teacher outcomes (Collie et al.,
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2012). It is, therefore, important to look into the SEL of student teachers as they 
experience their teaching practice. 

Since the CASEL framework focused on not only the development of compe-
tencies but also the social environment that could possibly support and foster the 
learning and development of such competencies, SDT becomes a fitting theory to 
explore further the role that need-supportive contexts play in facilitating the learning 
of SECs. SDT provides a clear framework when we talk about support through the 
basic psychological needs. SDT also emphasizes the role that the social environment 
plays in providing the support needed to satisfy the three basic psychological needs. 

Purpose of the Present Study 

As part of a more extensive study (Wong, 2022) to investigate the development of 
teacher professional identity in student teachers, a smaller study, which adopted an 
exploratory qualitative approach, was conducted to shed more light on the experience 
of student teachers during their teaching practice in relation to the experience of needs 
satisfaction. This chapter, therefore, sought to answer the question of how student 
teachers experience needs satisfaction during teaching practice in support of the 
fostering of SEL. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

A purposive sampling approach was utilized to select participants for the interviews. 
Participants selected for the study came from diverse backgrounds, with representa-
tives from both primary and secondary tracks and across the various teaching subjects. 
This study had fourteen participants. 

Ethical clearance from the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) was 
obtained before the collection of the qualitative data through the interviews. Willing 
participants received a consent form explaining the scope of the study and presented 
avenues available to them should they feel they wanted to find out more about the 
study. The participants, in turn, acknowledged the document and provided their 
informed consent to participate in the study.
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Since the voices of the student teachers and their real-life experiences were the 
essence of this smaller study in providing critical information to answer the research 
questions, a face-to-face semi-structured interview qualitative strategy was chosen 
to achieve the intent of this study. The adaptive nature of this approach also allowed 
for thick descriptions to help the researcher collect rich and meaningful narratives 
through probing and pursuing any new ideas generated (Sallee & Flood, 2012). 

An interview protocol was developed to guide the interview process, with ques-
tions crafted based on literature relevant to the study. Broad questions, such as asking 
participants to recall the significant experiences, were posed to help participants 
reflect on their teaching practice. More probing followed-up questions were asked 
to elicit important people and emotions of the participants, for example, “Who was 
involved?”, “What did this person do?”, and “How did that make you feel?”. All the 
questions were asked, and probing questions were added along the way to obtain 
more comprehensive data. All interviewees were assigned pseudonyms to protect 
their anonymity. 

Each interview was conducted in a location pre-arranged with each participant. 
The interviews were held for twenty-five to fifty-five minutes, with an average inter-
view time of thirty-five minutes. A single researcher facilitated all interviews to 
ensure a standardized questioning procedure. Each interview was audio-recorded, 
transcribed, coded, and analyzed using the six-phase thematic analysis approach 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The six-phase thematic analysis includes (1) being familiar with the data; (2) 
generating initial codes; (3) searching for themes based on the initial codes; (4) 
reviewing the themes; (5) defining the themes; and (6) producing the report. All 
transcripts were read multiple times in their entirety to ensure familiarization with 
the content in each transcript when analyzing the data. Next, initial codes for short 
phrases, ideas, and concepts were generated by organizing the data into meaningful 
groups as each transcript was being read. Codes and supporting quotes were marked 
on each transcript and then examined for patterns before being collated into themes. 
When reviewing and refining the themes, all extracts related to the codes were read 
through once more to verify their accuracy and relevance in depicting the themes. The 
deliberate and constant reference back to the transcripts ensured contextual accuracy 
when confirming relevant codes and themes. 

Findings and Discussion 

The results from the qualitative study showed that the teaching practice proved to 
be a stressful and challenging period for all participants, with many reflecting on 
the experience as “being in a rush” and feeling a “sense of pressure”. Although 
the teaching practice was perceived as stressful and challenging, the findings of
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this study suggested that participants saw the teaching practice as a necessary and 
essential platform that served to challenge, refine, and put their initial ideals and 
philosophies regarding teaching and learning to the most stringent and valid test: a 
real classroom. 

One of the key findings from this study was that a supportive community during 
teaching practice had a positive impact on the learning and development experience 
of the student teachers. In particular, the acts of care, concern, and encouragement 
from the CTs were perceived as signals that the student teachers were responded 
to, respected, and important to them. This perceived satisfaction of need generated 
a sense of belonging and motivation to keep going during the teaching practice 
and identification with the teaching profession. This section, therefore, sought to 
highlight the impact of need-supportive practices of CTs on student teachers’ SEL. 

Fostering SEL Through Involvement 

Involvement of the CTs could be understood as the extent to which CTs showed 
interest in, developed an understanding of, and were actively engaged in the student 
teachers’ daily activities during their teaching practice (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Most 
of the participants mentioned that the involvement of their CTs was perceived as 
very important in supporting their need for competence and relatedness. Participants 
were appreciative of the CTs’ understanding, openness, and willingness to share their 
advice (e.g., “I felt like I could tell her anything”), which showed that the CTs were 
willing to spend time listening to and providing sound advice to the participants, thus 
meeting the need for relatedness and competence for the participants. This finding is 
very much aligned with previous studies (Agudo, 2016; Aspfors & Fransson, 2015; 
Feiman-Nemser, 2001) on the impact of mentors on the professional learning of 
student teachers. 

Several participants also elaborated on how their CTs helped encourage them by 
recognizing their efforts and capabilities and helping them avoid attributing some 
of their mistakes during classes to their perceived inability to function as competent 
teachers. CTs would say things like, “Oh, it’s okay. Please don’t beat yourself up… 
it’s not your fault. Please don’t feel like that. It’s fine, it’s not you” and “this is 
something that we can work with” to help participants overcome the moments of 
doubts over their capabilities as teachers. These conversations with their CTs, which 
focused on supporting the participants’ need for competence through clarifying the 
issues at hand and facilitating the student teachers’ learning, helped participants 
regain their confidence and sense of self-efficacy regarding the challenges they were 
facing, and the participants, in the end, were more able to regulate their sense of 
anxiety by putting things into a more positive perspective (e.g., “makes me feel more 
supported in my decisions, makes me feel relieved sometimes” and “It gives you a 
bit like hope, that the situation is not as bad as you think. It’s something that can be 
resolved much easier”).
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CTs’ involvement by devoting time, investing attention and resources, and being 
caring and supportive not only provided a nurturing and need-supportive environment 
but also fostered the participants’ ability to develop greater inner resources like self-
awareness and self-regulation, some of the key SEL competencies. Through their 
need-supportive gestures, actions and conversations, participants were more able 
to identify their strengths and areas for growth meaningfully and create positive 
change. They were also more ready to practice exercising self-compassion (Neff, 
2011) and not be too hard on themselves because they felt that there was someone 
else who could understand their circumstances. Overall, these interactions with their 
CTs helped them to cultivate a growth mindset and optimism, and they could look 
at their current challenge (i.e., the teaching practice) with confidence and assurance. 

Fostering SEL Through Structure 

The impact that CTs had on the student teachers was not limited to their involvement 
but also their provision of structure when they provided rich feedback and scaffolds 
to support the learning and development of the participants toward mastery and 
effectiveness. The feedback from CTs, in particular, was a significant source of input 
in providing guidance and directions to help participants overcome issues they were 
facing in the classroom and thus help build a sense of competence in the participants 
(e.g., “they kind of like prodded me in that direction to help me” and “my CT actually 
started to give me a bit more advice because I am not really sure what I can do. He 
said, “I observed when you did this, and they actually quietened down a bit, so maybe 
you can try to do that more”. It’s like a more specific type of feedback. I think they 
were really very good CTs”.). Such instances of meaningful dialogue and feedback 
provided opportunities to clarify doubts regarding classroom processes, built a deeper 
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of a classroom teacher, and allowed 
participants to glean expert knowledge from a credible voice. 

The provision of structure by the CTs facilitated and enhanced the participants’ 
capacities to feel assured and confident to explore both their internal and external 
worlds in this crucial phase of learning to be a teacher. In particular, participants 
felt that their CTs provided the necessary structure in the form of “guidelines and 
effectance-relevant information” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 321) and that they were 
improving as a teacher, helping them develop a sense of mastery and becoming more 
effective as a classroom teacher (e.g., “helped me to see that our responsibility as a 
teacher is also to set up that kind of safe environment and making sure that it remains 
that way for all the students” and “they focus a lot on making sure that we were 
improving on classroom management, more than just the content of executioner of the 
class, it was always about how can you engage the students more, how can you create 
positive noise”). Additionally, the responses from the participants showed that the 
informational feedback given by the CTs in a non-controlling manner helped foster 
the participants’ self-management skills in navigating and shifting their thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviors in a productive way, which in turn helped them make better
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decisions to achieve their learning goals. Evidently, with the provision of structure 
by their CTs, participants not only learned new skills that they could add to their 
repertoire of classroom practices through this process of receiving and acting upon 
the constructive feedback, but they also learned to take on challenges and appreciate 
changes positively, which enhanced their social and emotional competence. (e.g., 
“moving away from what I thought my style was and being a bit more organic with 
it. And I appreciated being able to adopt a different style”), leading to an overall 
more effective functioning. 

Negative Impact on SEL When CT Was Perceived 
as not Need-Supportive 

There was some evidence that when CTs were not exhibiting autonomy-supportive 
behaviors, the participants felt unsupported, and the need for competence, related-
ness, and autonomy was thwarted. These negative experiences somewhat affected 
their sense of effectiveness and confidence as a teacher. This finding aligns with 
previous studies (Gray et al., 2018; Paker, 2011; Rajuan et al., 2008), which found 
the negative impact of mentors who are perceived as domineering and unsupportive. 
One example was the lack of the provision of structure where feedback was not 
given constructively or in a timely manner (e.g., “I feel like I didn’t really discuss my 
lesson plan beforehand. I don’t know whether I am okay or not okay” and “she never 
really gives me feedback”). The lack of connectedness with and feedback from their 
CTs made the participants feel somewhat helpless in not knowing how to improve, 
refine or rethink their classroom practices and made them feel that they were not as 
effective as they would want to be, thus not satisfying their need for competence as 
teachers (e.g., “if she gave me the feedback, then maybe I would have done more, 
something more”). The comment made by one of the participants seemed to indicate 
that the lack of involvement and support from her CT affected her willingness and 
openness to exercise her relationship skills to seek help when she needed to (i.e., “I 
don’t know how to ask my CT for help because she doesn’t give me much help during 
the pre-lesson observation meeting”). What was clear from these recounts was that 
when the environment was low in structure, there was a sense of unpredictability 
and uncertainty, resulting in the participants feeling a sense of loss or not being in 
control of the outcome. 

Another participant had a more detrimental experience when the CT exhibited 
need-thwarting behavior through the way feedback was given. The feedback to this 
participant to not use group work but stick to the frontal teaching method was given 
in a controlling and undermining manner, causing this participant to lose her sense 
of confidence and diminish her sense of autonomy (e.g., “My CT told me, you don’t 
need to have an interactive lesson. You just do frontal (teaching) because we are 
pressed for time now. I caved and then, frontal (teaching)”). What was evident from
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these recounts was that the behaviors of CTs directly impacted the way the partici-
pants perceived their social environment as need-supportive or not. When CTs were 
perceived as not being need-supportive, the energy and desire to inquire into their 
pedagogies, beliefs and values diminished, affecting the development of their sense 
of being a teacher (e.g., “that also hit my teacher identity quite hard”). In turn, the 
participants did not feel supported or compelled to make a more responsible deci-
sion in preparing lessons that might better benefit their students’ learning but to just 
follow the lead from their CTs. This response from the participant is somewhat under-
standable, especially during the teaching practice where the CTs function not only 
as mentors but also as assessors. Most participants would not want to be perceived 
as “opposing” the instructions or directions from their CTs, fearing that that might 
jeopardize their chances of passing their teaching practice (e.g., “to me, I just follow 
him first. I don’t want to argue”). 

Need Support and SEL 

The various recounts from the participants suggested that autonomy-supportive 
behaviors their CTs exhibited helped ease the participants’ feelings of anxiety, 
frustration, and sometimes ineffectiveness. The support from the CTs ensured that 
the participants’ sense of competence was not undermined when they experienced 
challenging situations and that they remained optimistic in their endeavor toward 
becoming a teacher, energizing them to continue the process of discovery and the 
quest toward their personal goal of becoming a teacher. Other studies have also 
found that CTs play a critical role in the development of student teachers because 
the support provided by these experienced teachers are viewed as more valuable 
(Schepens et al., 2009; Sutherland & Markauskaite, 2012). In addition, the caring 
responses from the various CTs went beyond just supporting the participants’ need for 
competence and developing their sense of efficacy in managing difficult situations. It 
was also clear that the CTs helped the participants feel “responded to, respected, and 
important to others” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 96) and met their need for relatedness. 
The opportunities to talk openly and freely and receive constructive feedback in a 
need-supportive environment created by the CTs seemed to have helped the partici-
pants remain uplifted and more willing and open to further explore their beliefs and 
practices in the classrooms. Participants were more willing and able to engage in 
introspection activities (e.g., revisiting beliefs and practices) when the CTs provided 
a safe and open environment and thus developed a greater awareness of their inner 
and outer circumstances, which led to better decision-making and outcomes. 

A critical understanding here is that the need-supportive environment facilitated 
by the CTs did not merely arouse a feeling of being motivated but became the source 
of energy for actions (Ryan & Deci, 2017). That is to say that a need-supportive 
environment functions like a psychological nutrient that provides the energy for 
participants to both remain optimistic and engage in various activities involved in this 
process. This point is also being clearly illustrated when we examined the negative
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experiences of some participants in the earlier section, which revealed how the lack 
of a need-supportive environment depleted the level of energy of the participants 
concerned. Participants experienced a drop in their sense of motivation and desire 
to exercise responsible decision-making when their CTs did not support them by 
providing timely feedback or even perceived them as overly directive and dictated 
the teaching approaches they should adopt. The overly directive approaches resulted 
in the participants feeling a decline in their sense of autonomy. Participants in this 
situation did not feel energized to relook into their values, beliefs or classroom 
practices and were less likely to autonomously decide to accept or reject the various 
feedback given to them in an environment that was not need-supportive. 

It was, therefore, clear that the CTs played a significant role in supporting (or 
thwarting) the need for competence and relatedness for these student teachers. When 
CTs provided encouragement, suggestions, advice, and timely feedback, they helped 
the participants develop and enhance their skills and understanding, and the partic-
ipants felt supported in their advancement toward mastery as a teacher. Through 
the provision of a need-supportive environment, the CTs were also fostering the 
skills and competencies related to SEL in the participants, where the participants 
were more willing and able to demonstrate skills and competencies related to self-
awareness (e.g., identifying personal strengths, practicing self-compassion, culti-
vating self-confidence), self-management (e.g., monitoring goals, using feedback 
constructively), and relationship building (e.g., cultivating connection and friendship, 
seeking help). 

Implications for Enhancing Mentors’ Practices 

Autonomy support in the workplace has been described as the collective behavioral 
orientation of the work supervisor, promoting a climate of support and understanding 
within supervisor-supervisee relationships (Reeve, 2015). In addition, autonomy-
supportive contexts are described as providing choices to people, promoting personal 
initiative, and supporting the need for competence and relatedness (Deci et al., 2001). 
Similarly, in the context of teaching practice, when mentors are supportive of the 
student teachers’ desire to try new approaches and provide constructive feedback 
and positive regard, student teachers experience autonomy support. Similarly, when 
mentors communicate in an informational rather than a controlling manner, student 
teachers would also feel supported. Mentors who are perceived as welcoming to 
self-initiation and taking steps to nurture the inner motivational resources of these 
student teachers are also seen as more autonomy supportive. In such a need-supportive 
environment, the participants’ ability to exercise their skills and competencies related 
to SEL when expressing, regulating, and understanding their thoughts, emotions and 
behaviors in their daily interactions with others are fostered. This condition, in turn, 
puts the student teachers in a better position to learn and perform in a more optimal 
manner socially and emotionally during their teaching practice.
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However, when mentors do not endorse the teaching approaches of the student 
teachers and give them instructions to change their teaching approaches in a manner 
that is experienced as controlling, the student teachers feel a loss of control, which 
in turn disrupts their satisfaction of the need for autonomy. When mentors adopt a 
more controlling style of communication, they tend to put pressure on the student 
teachers to feel, think, or behave in a particular manner that would make the student 
teachers feel a loss of control to make more self-determined choices. This form of 
communication tends to thwart the need for autonomy and has a negative effect on 
self-motivation, persistence, and well-being (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001; Ryan & Deci, 
2000), where student teachers would be less likely to internalize values, attitudes, 
and behaviors that are important to themselves and the profession. A prolonged 
experience of being under such a controlling environment would have a negative 
effect on their overall well-being and development (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Considering the possible positive as well as negative impact on the SEL of student 
teachers through the mentors’ actions and behaviors, it is therefore highly desirable 
that mentors be equipped with the knowledge of SDT, the skill of creating a need-
supportive environment, and the understanding of the way their need-supportive 
or thwarting behaviors could impact the SEL of student teachers under their care. 
Professional development activities could be conducted for the mentors to expand 
their understanding of their role as mentors, the specific strategies and practices 
that would help them be perceived as more need-supportive, and the concepts of 
basic psychological needs. The introduction of the three nutritive dimensions (i.e., 
autonomy support, structure, and involvement) as a framework to think about what 
mentors could do to provide a need-supportive environment would be helpful. Some 
examples include (1) being encouraging and providing clear instructions when intro-
ducing learning tasks to promote a sense of competence and relatedness; (2) avoiding 
the use of controlling language (e.g., “must” or “should”) or behaviors that would 
undermine one’s sense of autonomy; (3) acknowledging the inputs and negative 
emotions during interactions to promote the sense of relatedness, and (4) providing 
choices and personally meaningful explanations for engaging in learning tasks to 
enhance the sense of autonomy. 

Conclusion 

One of the common ideas in both SDT and SEL is the significance of a supportive 
social environment where growth, learning, and development occur (Durlak et al., 
2011; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Furthermore, SDT provides a well-established framework 
to understand the needs that our student teachers have (i.e., autonomy, competence & 
relatedness) and the approaches mentors could adopt to create a need-supportive envi-
ronment to meet those needs. The understanding of the basic psychological needs 
according to SDT and the three nutritive dimensions (i.e., autonomy support, struc-
ture, and involvement) is, therefore, essential knowledge that we should equip our 
mentors with and thus enable them to nurture a more need-supportive environment
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which in turn could help them to better facilitate the development of the five SEL 
core competence domains in our student teachers. With more mentors equipped with 
the skills and knowledge of autonomy-supportive approaches and fostering the skills 
and competencies related to SEL in student teachers, it is hoped that student teachers 
would be in a better position to set, focus on, and achieve their learning goals under 
the state of understanding and healthily managing their emotions and well-being. 
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Chapter 11 
Autonomy-Supportive Mentoring: Self 
Determination Theory-Based Model 
of Mentoring that Supports Beginning 
Teachers’ Social and Emotional Learning 
in the Induction Period 

Haya Kaplan, Vardit Israel, Haled El-Sayed, 
and Huwaida Alatawna Alhoashle 

Abstract The chapter is dedicated to Autonomy-Supportive Mentoring Model 
(ASMM), which draws on SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The model was developed 
as part of the Promentors project (Erasmus + program of the EU). Within SDT, 
the concept of mentoring has been applied in different contexts, but its applica-
tion within the domain of beginning teachers has been limited. ASMM emphasizes 
optimal development of both mentor and mentee. The impact of mentoring occurs 
when the mentoring relationship supports basic psychological needs for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy. ASMM may also guide Social-Emotional Learning. 
The chapter introduces the goals and principles of ASMM and practical aspects of 
its implementation, including need-supportive behaviors of mentors. The connec-
tions of the model to SEL will also be introduced. The model has been implemented 
and researched in a Bedouin school. The chapter includes results from a qualita-
tive case-study. The participants were 28 mentors, beginning teachers, and policy 
makers. The main research tool was in-depth interview. The findings indicate that 
most of the participants experienced need-support and need-satisfaction, changed 
their mentoring paradigm, and developed autonomous motivation for mentoring. 
The results show that ASMM is a framework through which we can understand 
the characteristics of an environment that promotes optimal social-emotional and 
motivational functioning among beginning teachers.
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Introduction 

“Today I see my role differently. I have been a mentor in the past, but I was a centralist, 
I didn’t know what the mentee needed. Today I am willing to let go.” These words 
were expressed by a mentor teacher following training and practical experience in the 
Autonomy Supportive Mentoring Model (ASMM). The ASMM is a new mentoring 
model (Kaplan & Israel, 2021) for beginning teachers (BTs) in the induction period 
(De Neve & Devos, 2017) that is based on the Self Determination Theory (SDT; 
Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 2017b). 

The ASMM was developed and implemented in Israel as part of the international 
Promentors Project (Erasmus + Program of the European Union), in collabora-
tion with nine colleges of education, four European universities, the Ministry of 
Education and Mofet Institute (a national institute for research and program devel-
opment in teacher education),. The model is part of a new and unique support 
system of professional learning communities comprising interns, new teachers, 
mentors, school administrators, and policymakers called Multi-Players Induction 
Teams (MIT) (Kaplan et al., 2021). The chapter focuses on presenting the ASMM 
and its connections to the domain of Social Emotional Learning (SEL; Elias et al., 
2019). 

The induction period refers to the transition from teacher education to the teaching 
profession and includes the first years of teaching in the education system. The liter-
ature shows that the induction period is complex and presents the BTs with multiple 
difficulties (De Neve & Devos, 2017; Flores,  2017). To address this, several models 
for supporting BTs have been developed, among them mentoring by experienced 
teachers (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Thomas et al., 2019). The contribution of the 
mentor teacher to the induction process has been reported vastly (Ewing, 2021; 
Kutsyuruba et al., 2017). 

One of the most important theories today from which one can learn how to 
support BTs in the mentoring process is SDT. Few studies have explored the contri-
butions of mentors to BTs from the perspective of SDT (Kaplan, 2021b, 2021c, 
2022). SDT is a motivational theory that specifies the universal tendency of the indi-
vidual to psychological growth and development (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 
2017a, 2017b, 2020). SDT posits that people have basic psychological and universal 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. According to the theory, when 
teachers’ psychological needs are supported by their environment (mentor, prin-
cipal, colleagues), they feel need-satisfaction, which leads to positive outcomes such 
as autonomous motivation and self-fulfillment (Kaplan, 2022). 

Social-emotional learning (SEL) focuses on the competencies that individuals 
(children, adolescents, and adults) need in order to have meaningful and emotionally 
healthy social life (Elias et al., 2019; Kurdi et al., 2021). The linkage between SEL 
and SDT has not yet been sufficiently examined (Kurdi et al., 2022). The current 
chapter explores this linkage via the ASMM intervention program.
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SDT concerns the social, environmental, and motivational conditions individuals 
need in order to develop, thrive, and function optimally, highlighting the condi-
tions that allow optimal SEL to take place (Kurdi et al., 2022). In the chapter 
we claim that BTs’ social emotional capacities and functioning can develop in an 
environment that supports their needs and promotes internal resilience and growth 
resources, i.e., a sense of need-satisfaction and autonomous motivation. When future 
teachers are trained in such an environment, it serves as a model that teaches them 
various intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (that will later be transferred on to their 
students). 

We begin the chapter by presenting the world of BTs and introducing mentoring 
as a support system that serves teachers during their induction period. Then we will 
present the ASMM, linking it to SDT and discussing the connection to SEL. 

The Beginning teacher’s World 

BTs’ first years on the job are important in constructing their professional identity 
(Kaplan et al., 2016). It is a period in which BTs acquire the necessary knowledge, 
skills, and abilities for teaching, and adapt to school culture (Thomas et al., 2019). At 
the same time, this period is also considered one of most difficult stages in a teacher’s 
career, inducing a sense of sharp transition from the training stage (Aarts et al., 2019; 
Schmidt et al., 2017). Teachers begin their professional path imbued with a sense of 
mission, but their dreams and ideals quickly turn into a daily struggle for survival 
(Pillen et al., 2013). This shift stems from the gap between school reality and the 
professional knowledge, sense of competence in teaching, vision, and values that the 
teachers acquired during their training. 

BTs encounter pedagogical, emotional, and social difficulties, and find it hard 
to adjust to the school’s organizational culture (De Neve & Devos, 2017). They 
have to emotionally cope with the complex reality of the school, contend with new 
pedagogical knowledge, adapt teaching methods to different populations, and solve 
problems in the classroom, e.g., discipline issues and motivation, to name only some 
of the struggles. 

These difficulties manifest psychologically, causing negative feelings, ill-being, 
need frustration and a sense of burnout (Clandinin et al., 2015; Voss et al., 2017). 
Ultimately, they lead to impaired motivation and professional functioning (Kaplan, 
2021a). Harmsen et al. (2018), for example, found that negative perceptions regarding 
student behavior positively correlated with reactions of pressure (negative emotions, 
stress, discontent) that predicted teaching behavior and dropout. Coping difficulties 
during this stage may result in teachers, especially quality ones, dropping out of the 
education system, a troubling phenomenon in many countries (Shapira-Lishchinsky 
et al., 2019; Sperling, 2015). 

In light of this unstable reality, we should ask what may help BTs cope with 
the challenging reality of schoolwork. What conditions may guarantee a smooth
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induction and what are the skills that teachers should acquire when they begin their 
career? 

Mentoring as a Support System for BTs 

In order to help BTs in the induction period, various support systems have been 
developed around the world (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Thomas et al., 2019). The most 
prevalent support system is mentoring (Kutsyuruba et al., 2017). Mentors support BTs 
in professional, emotional, organizational, and social aspects. The role of teacher-
mentors and their positive effects on the induction process have been extensively 
researched and reported in the professional literature (Alegado & Soe, 2021; Ewing, 
2021; Hennissen et al., 2008; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Kutsyuruba et al., 2017). 

A mentor’s support was found to be associated with various positive outcomes, 
e.g., BTs’ sense of professional efficacy (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012), sense 
of well-being and enthusiasm (Richter et al., 2013), improved teaching practices 
(Alegado & Soe, 2021), job satisfaction, reduced emotional burnout (Burger et al., 
2021; Richter et al., 2013), motivation (Kaplan, 2021b), and persistence in the 
profession (Rots et al., 2007). 

Different paradigms of mentoring appear in existing literature (Burger et al., 2021; 
Cochran-Smith & Paris, 1995; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Richter et al., 2013). The 
traditional paradigm of conventional or transmission-oriented mentoring is based 
on behavioral learning theories. In this paradigm, the mentor is perceived as an 
authority, and the mentoring style is one of conveying knowledge, practices, skills, 
and pedagogical emphases (e.g., how to manage a classroom, how to build lessons) 
perceived by the mentor (or the school) as professionally suitable. Another paradigm 
focuses on knowledge transformation and is also known as educative mentoring or 
constructivist-oriented mentoring. This style of mentoring emphasizes a collabora-
tive relationship between mentor and mentee, and knowledge is created jointly in 
processes that promote growth, inquiry, and learning from practice. The mentoring 
relationship in this paradigm is not hierarchic, and mentoring is based on joint 
reflection and autonomous decision-making (Burger et al., 2021). 

Studies on BTs have found that compared to the transmission model, the construc-
tivist approach leads to more positive outcomes among BTs, including a sense of 
competence, teacher enthusiasm, and job satisfaction (Richter et al., 2013; Voss  
et al., 2017. It was also found that this mentoring style reduces emotional burnout 
by supporting mentees’ need for autonomy (Burger et al., 2019). The human-
istic approach, which underlies the constructivist paradigm, presents the desirable 
mentoring relationship according to SDT (Orland-Barak & Wang, 2020). 

The research literature describing the connection between mentoring and SDT 
refers to diverse populations, including school students and teachers (e.g., Dantzer, 
2017), higher education students and faculty (e.g., Lechuga, 2014), and the workplace 
(e.g., Kennett & Lomas, 2015). Studies on the effects of mentoring on a population of 
BTs from an SDT perspective are few (Burger et al., 2021; Kaplan, 2022; Kaplan &
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Israel, 2020). Consequently, the present chapter contributes to the research literature 
in this regard. SDT is presented in the next section, as the core theoretical foundation 
of the ASMM. 

Autonomy Supportive Mentoring Model (ASMM) 

The ASMM is based on SDT (Dantzer, 2017; Fisher et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 
2017b), a humanistic theory of motivation and personality (Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Ryan, 2023; Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 2017b). According to SDT, the components of 
optimal development are three basic psychological needs: relatedness, competence, 
and autonomy. These needs are innate and universal; hence they are found along the 
entire developmental sequence, in both genders, as well as across different cultures 
and contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 2017b). 

The need for relatedness is striving to maintain close, secure, and satisfying rela-
tionships with others in the social environment and to be part of a community. The 
need for competence is the desire to experience oneself as capable of fulfilling plans, 
goals, and ambitions, and to feel a sense of efficacy. The need for autonomy is 
striving for self-determination, authentic self-expression, meaning, independence, 
and freedom of choice (Deci & Ryan, 2000). It is the desire for active and explo-
rative formation and realization of abilities, inclinations, values, goals, and interests 
that provide a sense of direction. The need for autonomy, in other words, is an indi-
vidual’s endeavor to construct an identity (Reeve & Assor, 2011) and to develop an 
“inner compass”, a sense of knowing what is truly important to the self in terms of 
values, life aspirations, interests, and goals that are experienced as autonomous and 
authentic (Assor et al., 2021, 2023). 

The ASMM focuses on two processes of constructing role identity, which are 
related to the need for autonomy. In mentors’ training, the model focuses on identity 
construction of the future mentor: a teacher who changes his or her role identity 
to mentor. In the actual mentoring, the mentor creates an optimal environment for 
the continued identity construction of the BT during the induction period, which 
often raises questions related to professional identity (Kaplan et al., 2016). Thus, the 
processes related to the need for autonomy and especially the “inner compass” of 
the mentor and mentee are especially meaningful during the induction period. 

Within the ASMM, unique ways were developed to support participants’ psycho-
logical needs, especially autonomy. These were based on accumulated knowledge 
from SDT research and SDT-based intervention programs (Ahmadi et al., 2022), 
which will be detailed below. Need-support and the experience of need satisfaction 
manifest in both the training and the actual mentoring. The training is designed such 
that it creates an environment that supports participants’ autonomy through the group 
unique facilitation methods, the climate in the group (which derives from the special 
group facilitation), and the nature of the relationship between the group facilitator 
and each participant as well as among participants. During the practical mentoring,
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which takes place at schools, the relationships between the mentor and mentee reflect 
the same ideas. 

According to SDT, supporting psychological needs leads to an experience of need-
satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 2017b). For example, in the MIT communities 
(which run under the Promentors’ project of Erasmus + ), it was found that mentors 
in training reported a need supportive environment and a sense of need satisfaction 
(Kaplan et al., 2021). In the practical mentoring, experiences of supported and satis-
fied needs contributed to the mentees’ autonomous motivation for both mentoring 
and teaching (Kaplan & Israel, 2020), which in turn led to positive outcomes (Kaplan, 
2021b, 2022). In a study by Kaplan (Kaplan, 2022), for example, it was found that 
mentors’ support in the BT’s psychological needs predicted autonomous teaching 
motivation, which in turn predicted self-actualization and a sense of competence in 
teaching, but was negatively correlated with a sense of burnout. 

Thus, from the point of view of optimal mentoring and its outcomes, a need-
supportive mentoring relationship encourages a meaningful connection between BTs 
and their mentors that is based on mutual trust and a sense of relatedness. Responding 
to competence support by their mentors, mentees might also experience a sense of 
competence in teaching, resulting from their developing ability to execute plans, 
accomplish objectives, and contribute to their students and the school. Further, they 
will be able to utilize their inner resources, goals, values, and abilities, feeling a sense 
of autonomy and meaning in their teaching. In a parallel process, the mentors will also 
experience a sense of need satisfaction arising from the mentoring process, enhanced 
by the meaningful relationship with the BT, as well as by their own contribution to 
the mentee and the school life, and their abilities and uniqueness that come alive 
through the mentoring process. 

Motivation is a unique concept in SDT. The theory focuses on the quality of moti-
vation, referring to different motivation types, which are classified according to the 
person’s level of self-determination that is defined as the degree to which they feel that 
their activity is based on and emerges from their authentic inner self (Deci & Ryan, 
2000; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Controlled motivation is a state wherein the person acts 
from a sense of coercion, pressure, hope for reward, or fear of punishment (extrinsic 
motivation), or from inner pressure, feelings of shame and guilt, or a desire to gain 
internal or external appreciation (introjected motivation). Autonomous motivation is 
a state wherein a person experiences a sense of choice, will, and self-determination, 
acting out of identification with the value or behavior (identified motivation), or 
inner interest and profound satisfaction (inherent intrinsic motivation). Behaviors 
stemming from extrinsic motivation can become self-determined through a process 
of internalization (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which leads to the person perceiving the 
action as consistent with their identity and important in relation to other actions 
(integrative/autonomous motivation). 

The notion of internalization is important for mentoring because mentors are 
often assigned the role without choosing it (i.e., they are required by the principal to 
perform it for the benefit of the school). Furthermore, mentoring might be perceived 
as (and sometimes is) a process through which the mentor and other authority figures 
try to advance teachers’ socialization into the organization, presenting organizational
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practices and norms as a condition for the teacher’s continued employment (using 
both explicit and implicit messages); i.e., encouraging controlled motivation (see 
Pennanen et al., 2018; Wang & Odell, 2007; Yuan, 2016). Thus, the SDT approach 
describes how to preserve the future mentors’ autonomous motivation (in case it 
is initially autonomous) or strengthen their internalization process (during which 
they come to identify with the mentor’s role and internalize its goals, values and, 
practices). 

In sum, the ASMM centers on processes that promote experiences of need-
satisfaction, autonomous motivation, well-being, internalization, and thriving of both 
partners in the process – mentor and mentee, and on the impact of mentoring on both. 
According to researchers and theoreticians, SDT can explain motivational processes 
in mentoring relationships, identify factors that influence these relationships, and 
suggest practices that may promote optimal mentoring (Janssen, 2015; Lewis et al., 
2016; Wilbanks & Wu, 2014). Additionally, SDT serves as a conceptual framework 
for devising mentoring intervention programs (see, for example, Dantzer, 2017) or  
mentors’ training (e.g., Fisher et al., 2020; Weber-Main et al., 2019). 

Main Goals of the ASMM 

The goals of the model relate to the two partners – the mentor and mentee, as well 
as to the training phase and to the practical mentoring phase. 

Goals for the Mentors—The Training Phase

• To create a need-supportive environment that will lead to experiences of need-
satisfaction.

• To preserve or promote intrinsic/autonomous mentoring motivation.
• To learn about the approach, values, principles, and practices of SDT and ASMM, 

based on participants’ experiences of need satisfaction in the workshop.
• To enhance the understanding of BT’s inner world from the perspective of 

satisfaction or frustration of needs.
• To promote self-reflection and exploration: perceptions (such as on the question 

“what is mentoring”), values, goals, and interests.
• To receive tools to assist BTs in fulfilling the demands of the Ministry of Educa-

tion (introducing the evaluation measures in the Israeli education system, giving 
feedback, classroom observations) in an autonomy-supportive way.

• To improve guidance and consultation skills, including both basic mentoring 
abilities and specific SDT-related skills.
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Goals for the Mentees—Practical Mentoring

• To enhance experiences of meaningful, need-supportive dialogue (Kaplan & 
Assor, 2012), a sense of need satisfaction, and well-being.

• To enhance the construction of role identity (Who am I as a teacher?) and to 
promote autonomous teaching motivation.

• To promote experiences of optimal induction into the teaching profession. 

Premises and Principles 

The core principles of the model are described in the following.

• The ASMM is involved in the process of constructing participants’ role identity— 
changing their role from teacher to mentor or enhancing identification with the 
role of teacher.

• The model frames mentoring as anchored in a humanistic, autonomous, rela-
tivistic, constructivist, and psychological paradigm.

• The training course is designed as a narrative and reflective workshop. In its 
center are participants’ personal narratives and experiences, and the narratives of 
mentees.

• The training takes place in a need-supportive environment that invites exploration 
(Kaplan et al., 2016). The workshop-style course focuses on participants’ expe-
riences—their sense of relatedness, competence, and autonomy within their peer 
group (the “here and now” of the relationship with their facilitator and colleagues).

• We also focus on the practical experience of mentoring and the extent to which 
the mentor experiences need-satisfaction during the mentoring process. The facil-
itator conceptualizes relevant processes, relationships, and insights together with 
participants. They address the idea of need-support in practical mentoring and its 
meaning for both partners. They may refer to, for example, resistance or difficulties 
in building an authentic relationship with the mentee.

• The training emphasizes the mentee’s subjective experience from the perspective 
of needs (exploring emotional, pedagogic, and social aspects, as well as issues 
relevant to the school life) and aspires to develop a need-supportive dialogue that 
is based on mutuality and equity (Kaplan & Assor, 2012).

• The training introduces SDT and its central concepts (participants read articles and 
explore studies that reflect the theory, etc.), which are then implemented during 
the mentoring process.

• The teachers develop and practice specific principles and skills for supporting 
each of the three needs, as will be explained later.

• The training seeks to promote agentic engagement and proactivity (Reeve & Shin, 
2020)—what can I do to create my own need-supportive environment? This is an 
important skill for BTs who frequently experience need frustration.
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• The training addresses parallel processes of need support in additional school 
contexts (such as promoting autonomous motivation and need satisfaction among 
students).

• The processes, content, and methods are adjusted to fit the culture of participants. 

The How to—Practical Aspects 

We have thus far related the ASMM’s theoretical background and motivational 
processes. We will now turn the spotlight to its practical aspects, describing the 
central units in the teachers’ mentoring course. Importantly, while each of the aspects 
described below is processed within specific sessions, the facilitator relates to it 
throughout all sessions.

• Creating a sense of safety and relatedness in the group. Deciding on discourse 
principles and deepening bonding among participants to nurture a climate of 
reciprocity, trust, caring, free expression, and emotional discourse.

• Understanding participants’ mentoring motivation (i.e., Why am I here?) This is 
done both at the beginning and end of the course, allowing participants to identify 
their initial mentoring motivation and recognize signals of internalization from 
extrinsic/controlled motivation to autonomous motivation.

• Acknowledging participants’ pre-course paradigm to mentoring. Examining 
conceptions of mentoring: what is mentoring to me, what is my prior experience, 
what do I believe? What do I perceive as the goals of mentoring?

• Elaborating participants’ memories and experiences relating to satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction of their psychological needs, especially as linked to dialogue, 
instruction, and guidance. Conceptualization using the terminology of needs, 
discussion of the importance of need satisfaction for building internal resources, 
exploring the goals of mentoring, and setting intrinsic goals to the mentoring 
process. This module encourages participants to study the theory and understand 
its central concepts (creating a shared language).

• Satisfaction of the mentors’ needs in the mentoring process. Self-reflection (I as 
a mentor) in the dialogue with the mentee from the perspective of psychological 
needs: do I experience need satisfaction, and if not—what can I do to make it 
better? Does my sense of competence as a mentor grow? Do I express my qualities 
as a person, teacher, or mentor, without imposing my views on the mentee? How 
does our relationship allow the mentee to explore their role identity as a teacher? To 
what extent does our connection allow the BT to feel safe and to share challenges, 
feelings, dilemmas, or conflicts? Or to discover their own strengths?

• Satisfying the mentee’s needs during the mentoring process. Understanding the 
BTs’ inner world, reaffirming the empathy to their needs, paying attention to 
their psychological needs. Course participants learn this through their personal 
narratives and the stories they bring from their sessions with BTs, or via specific 
methods. For example, role play is based on a story of a BT, where participants
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play the role of the mentee. The session focuses on examining which of the 
mentee’s needs are satisfied and which are frustrated, and how his/er needs can 
be supported (by giving rationale, acknowledging negative emotions, showing 
empathy, strengthening proactivity, etc.) 

SEL and Its Connection to ASMM 

Background 

The literature on SEL draws on numerous theoretical frameworks, proposing 
different definitions and classifications of skills (Benbenishty & Friedman, 2020; 
Jones et al., 2019). Scholars, international organizations, and educational systems 
around the world have been addressing the topic (for reviews see Berg et al., 2017; 
Osher et al., 2016) and implementing SEL via different intervention programs 
(Jones & Bouffard, 2012). SEL is a vast topic and includes other aspects besides 
skills, as manifested in the ASMM program. Thus, some of the theoretical frame-
works also relate to values, self-perceptions, stances, etc. This vast scope does not 
allow us to present the topic fully in this chapter; we will therefore focus on one 
definition and illustrate the classification of the CASEL organization. 

The broad definition accepted by major researchers in the field of SEL is “SEL 
refers to the process through which individuals learn and apply a set of social, 
emotional, behavioral, and character skills required to succeed in schooling, the 
workplace, relationships, and citizenship” (Elias et al., 2019, p. 1). According to 
Casel (2005), among the skills are the following: identifying emotions, thoughts, 
values, strengths and weaknesses (self-awareness); emotional regulation, thoughts 
and behaviors, stress management, setting and achieving goals, anger management 
(self-management); interpersonal and social awareness, ability to express empathy 
and understand different perspectives, identifying support resources (social aware-
ness); and the ability to make responsible and ethical choices, make decisions, analyze 
situations, and solve problems and conflicts (responsible decision making). 

Most SEL programs for schoolchildren teach relevant skills through direct instruc-
tion, informal activities, or other methods. These programs usually employ an orga-
nizational approach that encompasses the whole school or education system, empha-
sizing the accumulation of interactions that children experience during their devel-
opment (Benbenishty & Friedman, 2020). These programs highlight skills as the key 
to optimal social-emotional development. 

Unlike other SEL programs, the ASMM focuses on the factors that contribute 
to optimal development and thriving of mentors and mentees and not (only) on 
pedagogy (lesson plans, teaching methods, acquiring disciplinary knowledge, etc.) 
or skills related to mentoring or teaching. The program focuses on supporting the 
teachers’ psychological needs in order to induce an experience of need-satisfaction, 
autonomous motivation, well-being, and internalization of pro-social values, such
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that teachers’ own growth resources are nurtured. Thus, the two programs differ – 
supporting psychological needs and nurturing growth resources as opposed to 
cultivating social-emotional skills. 

Why Should ASMM Be Used to Promote Social-Emotional 
Learning Among BTs? 

SEL research has shown that teachers’ social-emotional abilities and their well-
being shape their relationships with students. These, in turn, affect their ability to 
promote SEL among their students, which influences students’ development and their 
ability to benefit from educational interventions in the field (Jennings & Greenberg, 
2009; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). A teacher who is unaware of his own or his students’ 
emotional processes or does not know how to regulate them, will have a difficult time 
conducting substantial social-emotional teaching and providing a model to effective 
social-emotional processes (Benbenishty & Friedman, 2020). 

This premise, which underscores the important place of teachers in the develop-
ment of an ESL program, is in line with SDT’s thinking that teachers’ motivational 
processes, such as a sense of need-satisfaction and autonomous teaching motivation, 
are a necessary condition for their ability to support their students’ needs. Studies 
have shown, for example, that autonomous teaching motivation leads to a teaching 
style that supports students’ autonomy (Roth et al., 2007; Van den Berghe et al., 
2014). 

Studies on teachers explored school environments that either support or thwart 
teachers’ needs (Ryan & Deci, 2017a, 2017b), and some studies examined the 
association between teachers’ need satisfaction and autonomous motivation and 
a range of outcomes associated with teachers’ motivational, social, emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral functioning (Aelterman et al., 2016; Kaplan & Madjar, 
2017; Klassen et al., 2012; Van den Berghe et al., 2014). Numerous studies linked 
autonomous teaching motivation and social-emotional outcomes such as a sense of 
self-accomplishment (Roth et al., 2007), job satisfaction, and well-being (Nie et al., 
2014). Autonomous motivation was found to be negatively associated with emotional 
exhaustion (Roth et al., 2007). 

In a parallel process, the ASMM program assumes that participants’ experiences 
of need satisfaction and autonomous mentoring motivation will drive them to support 
the needs of the BTs during the practical mentoring, thus causing the mentees to feel 
that their needs are satisfied. Importantly, the program is designed for the induc-
tion period since BTs need social-emotional skills to cope with this particularly 
stressful time. For example, they need to be able to manage stress and identify 
internal strengths and growth resources. They should also learn how to show empathy 
to students and be familiar with conflict resolution techniques, among other skills. 
The ASMM program has a unique way of teaching these abilities.
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How Does ASMM Treat Skills? 

In ASMM, skills of mentor and mentee teachers are taught in context, in contrast to 
direct or technical teaching. The ASMM is based on substantial research in education 
and psychology showing that the main foundation for optimal social-emotional devel-
opment is an experience of growth stemming from having one’s basic psychological 
needs supported and satisfied, as well as from internalization of pro-social goals and 
values (Assor & Yitshaki, 2020; Yitshaki & Assor, 2023). Assor and Yitshaki under-
score the importance of nurturing growth resources, claiming that teaching specific 
skills is not enough for promoting social-emotional learning. 

The ASMM program draws on this approach, proposing that accumulated 
experiences of need satisfaction help an individual build internal growth and 
resilience resources and promote social-emotional and motivational capacities 
(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) of both the mentor and mentee. These experiences 
lead to positive perceptions of the self and others (mentors and mentees), which 
in turn contribute to positive affect and autonomous motivation for mentoring or 
teaching. These allow effective social, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral func-
tioning that is based on feelings of satisfaction, meaning, and well-being (Ryan & 
Deci, 2017a, 2017b). 

According to this approach, mentees’ well-being and growth will result from a 
mentoring relationship that supports need-satisfaction, positive perceptions, inter-
nalization of values, and development of an inner compass, which includes values, 
ambitions, inclinations, and the goals that derive from them (Assor & Yitshaki, 2020). 
Additionally, such resources may help the BTs to cope with the challenges of induc-
tion, which often lead to a sense of failure. Autonomy-supportive mentoring, where 
mistakes are legitimized (e.g., when a mentor shares an experience of failure), will 
help BTs deal with possible obstacles and see them as part of their professional 
growth. As a result, the need-supportive connection with the mentor will encourage 
the BT to take a risk and experiment with new situations even if a failure is an 
option. The practical experience with the challenging situation in itself can enhance 
the relevant skills. 

On the other hand, frustrating a person’s basic needs leads to ill-being and 
increases tendency for poor coping, negative affect, and even psychopathology 
(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). An example for such processes can be seen in a 
study by Kaplan (Kaplan, 2021a) that examined experiences of Bedouin-Arab BTs. 
The study indicated that most of the BTs reported experiences of need thwarting and 
feelings of need frustration. As a result, they expressed controlled motivation and 
adopted various coping strategies. At the same time, when the teachers experienced a 
sense of need satisfaction, they integrated well into the school. Thus, ASMM focuses 
on personal resources that are not skills, and these provide the foundation for optimal 
social-emotional development (Assor & Yitshaki, 2020). In addition to promoting 
optimal growth through relationships, it is also important to promote skills. Internal-
ization of the learned skills can take place when the mentee feels that mentoring is 
a safe place that supports his or her needs.
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To allow the teachers undergoing mentors’ training to experience need-
satisfaction, they participate in a reflective narrative workshop. The workshop is 
guided by a professional group facilitator and emphasizes the facilitator’s need— 
supportive behaviors. Rather than directly teaching the relevant skills, the facilitator’s 
behavior shapes a need supportive environment that increases the participants’ moti-
vation to be actively involved in the social-emotional learning that relates to the 
mentoring. Some of the facilitator’s behaviors promote the acquisition of social-
emotional skills by demonstrating them through the dialogue in the workshop. During 
the workshop and the narrative discourse, participants share experiences from the 
classroom, which turns the spotlight onto certain skills. For example, when a teacher 
brings up a discipline problem from the classroom and his or her angry response, 
the facilitator can refer to the skills of emotional regulation or observing a situation 
from the students’ point of view. 

Below we present behaviors of the facilitator that support the psychological needs 
of the course participants. In a parallel manner, these behaviors characterize the 
mentor–mentee communication in their dyadic sessions. Thus, behaviors that model 
need-support by the facilitator or demonstrate the need-supportive discourse between 
group members are translated into skills that the mentors use during the practical 
mentoring. These behaviors are based on knowledge accumulated in studies and 
educational interventions and adapted to the field of mentoring (Ahmadi et al., 2022; 
Reeve, 2006, 2009; Reeve et al., 2022). The facilitation is based on the principles of 
leading autonomy-supportive dialogue (Kaplan & Assor, 2012). 

The facilitator’s Behaviors of the in the Mentors’ Training 
Group 

The facilitator’s behaviors to support the course participants’ needs are described in 
the following. 

Relatedness Support 

Creating rules of safe dialogue between the facilitator and the participants and 
between the participants themselves (The group as a safe place). 
Activities that promote familiarity with participants and forming close relation-
ships. 
Sharing experiences and emotions, developing an emotional language. 
Expressing affection, caring, curiosity and empathy. 
Treating all participants equally and unconditionally.
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Competence Support

• Assisting in setting optimal goals and challenges, that will enable the participants 
to experience success (goals for improvement and continued growth.).

• Assisting in coping with difficulties and experiences of failure, enhancing effective 
coping strategies, managing emotions and positive thinking.

• giving specific nonjudgmental feedback.
• Messages about the possibility of improving and developing abilities, emphasizing 

the process and not only the outcome (Dweck, 1999). 

Autonomy Support

• Discussing relevant authentic issues from the school and the classroom.
• Allowing freedom of expression and listening to the teacher’s authentic voice.
• Strengthening explorative processes and examining issues related to professional 

identity. Refer to beliefs, values, interests, personal goals, etc.
• Clarifying relevancy, value and benefit.
• Supporting proactivity and initiatives in the classroom, the school and the 

community.
• Adjusting coping strategies and learned skills to the culture and context of the 

school and community. 

In addition to creating a need-supportive climate, the course also emphasizes 
certain SDT-based skills for supporting autonomy. These skills are highlighted during 
the training as well as later during the practical mentoring. Table 11.1 presents these 
skills with practical explanations about how to promote them. The skills are also part 
of the facilitator’s behavior introduced above, but we also wanted to present them 
separately because of their pivotal role in supporting autonomy.

Mentors’ and Beginning Teachers’ Voices—A Qualitative 
Research 

Within Promentors, the group of mentoring trainees is part of a town-based learning 
community called MIT, which includes interns, new teachers, mentors, and local 
policymakers. In its gatherings, the MIT addresses the teachers’ various needs. It 
taps into the nature of the local town and enhances the sense of belongingness of the 
BTs to their workplace, through a program that is subject to assessment and research. 
Below we bring testimonies that indicate the contributions of the ASMM program 
to BTs and mentors. 

The evaluation was conducted according to the CIPP (context, input, process 
and product) qualitative research paradigm (Stufflebeam & Zhang, 2017) as a case 
study. The participants were 28 mentor teachers, BTs, and officials from the school,
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Table 11.1 Mentor’s need-supportive behaviors and practices 

The behavior and its rationale The skill 

Listen to the mentee like you are him/her, try 
to be “in his shoes”. Ask him what he would 
like to talk about, what intrigues him or 
bothers him, if he wishes to speak about a 
certain event 
Ask: what do you feel? What are you 
thinking? What do you want? Why did you act 
a certain way? 
Integrate these contents into the mentoring 
session (even if something else was planned) 

Take the mentee’s perspective 

Listen empathically to what the mentee says 
and try to understand the dominant underlying 
need. Respond accordingly 
This is based on the “active listening” skill. It 
is a starting point for a more specific 
skill—listening to the mentee’s psychological 
needs 
This skill also includes the skill of empathy 

Empathic listening to the BT’s overt or covert 
psychological needs 
Identify the needs underlying what the mentee 
says (e.g., a conflict with the principal, parents, 
or students, or a success story) 

Decide together with the mentee on the topics 
of the meeting—find out what is important or 
interesting from his/her perspective 
If there is a topic that needs to be discussed in 
the school reality (e.g., instructions from the 
Ministry of Education, school-wide topic), ask 
the mentee: What do you find interesting in 
this topic? How does it connect to something 
you are good at? What can help you cope? 

Invite the mentee to pursue their personal 
interests, preferences, and goals 
Listen and be responsive to the mentee’s inputs 
and initiatives 

Give the mentee choices regarding the content 
of the mentoring, assessment methods, areas 
to develop in their lessons, what to focus on in 
the feedback given, what initiative they would 
like to promote, etc 
For example, when mentoring includes 
encouraging the mentee to initiate and lead an 
educational project, it is important to let him 
or her choose partners, goals, methods, 
content, etc 

Offer choices and options 

Explain the demands, duties, regulations, or 
expectations of the school and the mentee’s 
academic discipline 
Explain the importance or contribution of the 
demand, such as: it can help you learn a new 
teaching method, improve your teaching skill, 
improve your performance, help students 
learn, etc 

Provide explanatory rationale

(continued)
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Table 11.1 (continued)

The behavior and its rationale The skill

Accept the mentee’s negative feelings and 
discomfort 
When a school duty—like a mandatory 
seminar, a requirement from a superior, or a 
special difficulty—raises objection or 
resistance, acknowledge the negative emotion 
and legitimize it. Discuss it with the mentee, 
explore its sources, address various 
perspectives, search together for a way to 
overcome the barriers 

Acknowledge and accept expression of positive 
and negative feelings (expressions of 
discomfort) 

Use words or a tone that express empathy and 
understanding. Avoid sounding coercive 
Examples: “What do you think about…?” 
“Why don’t you try…?” instead of “You 
should…” “You need to…” 

Rely on invitational language 

When a decision should be made, like what 
method to use in a lesson or how to solve a 
conflict with a student, try to reach a consensus 
Listen to the mentee’s point of view and try to 
understand the rationale behind it; don’t force 
your opinion or experience 

Make decisions together on issues requiring 
judgment 

Show interest in the mentee’s inner world. Ask 
clarification questions, adopt a perspective of 
not-knowing 
Ask: “What do you mean?”; “Can you give an 
example?” 

Asking inquisitive questions, targeting the 
mentee’s inner world 

This skill requires the mentor to be attentive to 
his/her own needs and to the effect of his/her 
personal experiences on the mentoring 
process. In addition, the mentor should 
encourage reflection of the mentees on their 
own experiences, especially in the aspect of 
satisfying psychological needs 

Reflection—self reflection of the mentor and 
enhancing the mentee’s reflectivity 

This ability relies on the skill of reflection and 
strengthens the BT’s engagement and 
proactivity, in light of the experience of 
unsatisfied needs: What can you do to change 
the situation? 

Agentive and proactive engagement: How do I 
experience my own needs and what can I do to 
build my own need-supporting environment 
(Reeve, 2013)

town, ministry of education and the college. The research tools included in-depth 
interviews, reflective journals of course participants and year-end reports written by 
group facilitators. 

In this chapter, we have included evidence that focuses on mentoring from the 
perspective of the BTs and the teachers who have been trained for mentoring. The 
teachers underwent training and at the same time carried out actual mentoring and
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they report on these two arenas. We will refer to the main themes that arose in the 
analysis. 

Autonomy Support 

The findings indicate that the participants experienced a sense of autonomy while also 
supporting the BTs’ autonomy. They reported that the nature of the course encouraged 
free discussion and multiple opinions, giving room for free thought and independent 
decision making. They described their mentoring methods, which highlighted free 
choice, attention, and empowerment. These methods created a sense of trust and 
enhanced the connection with the mentees. 

In the group we always had many different ideas. We discuss them, argue, I always hear 
creative ideas from everyone. This is why I prefer this model (mentor, end of the year). 

I gave the teacher a free platform to think what he is going to do – giving him almost 
full independence. And it was a very smart move, He felt very much at ease, He was much 
better professionally. It created a sense of belonging to the place (the school), and a sense of 
trust was formed between us (mentor, end-of-course interview). 

The mentors combined autonomy support and belongingness support. They were 
attentive to the BTs and empowered them. 

First, always give him a feeling that he is not a new teacher, to give him the feeling that 
he is one of us, not to let him feel discrimination and loneliness. The mentor must always 
have an open ear and that’s something you don’t always see with experienced teachers and 
mentors, and this is harmful and hinders the connection and the mentee’s learning, to allow 
the new teacher to show his strengths, that he can contribute to the school… (mentor, end of 
the year). 

Belongingness Support 

The BTs and the mentors reported a sense of relatedness to the school and support 
in belonginess by the principal, mentor-teachers, and other faculty. 

It’s very helpful to me as a teacher to know the mentor and other teachers in the community, 
communicate with them, get closer, know them better, learn from their experience and have 
them learn from my experience, let them know me and get to know them. My mentor 
contributed to my connection to the school (beginning teacher, end of the year). 

Competence Support 

The BTS reported that the mentoring supported their competence. They were encour-
aged to plan and implement initiatives that enhanced their sense of competence.
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How did the mentoring contribute to you? I’ve acquired new teaching tools, solving various 
problems, and getting to know the entire school staff. Give an example of something you 
learned at the MIT that helped you do your work. Diversifying teaching methods in various 
ways, to adjust learning material to students’ level… to initiate and lead a meaningful 
initiative with my mentor (beginning teacher, end of the year). 

Changing the Mentoring Paradigm 

The findings indicate a change in the perception of mentoring: a shift from the 
traditional paradigm, in which the relationship is hierarchical, to a relativistic and 
autonomous paradigm, in which the mentor and mentee are partners. This change was 
initially shocking to participants (“this can’t be true”) but was gradually internalized. 

What characterizes the Promentors is that it questions existing things. We always learned 
the classic model of mentoring, where the mentor is the one that leads, advises, and directs, 
and no one doubts his authority. And suddenly there is another model, which first caused 
a shock, like, ‘this can’t be true’. But as we started going deeper, the discussion and the 
implementation, things started to look differently (mentor-teacher, reflection after a course 
session, Alfarouk). 

Throughout the process, thanks to the MIT and the Self-Determination theory, I start 
treating the mentee as a professional partner, like we are one team that works together, not 
as if he is an inferior teacher because of his lack of experience. We have undergone a process 
together. I have changed my mentoring way from an instructional approach to a supportive 
approach, in which the mentee and I are partners. My view on things, on teaching, on the 
students, and on beginning teachers - has changed (mentor, end of course interview). 

Developing Autonomous Motivation 

Another finding concerns the development of autonomous motivation during the year 
of training. The mentors indicated a sense of mission, identification with the role, 
and enjoyment (mentors, end of the course interview). 

After years of feeling that mentoring was a burden, I am enjoying my mentoring role for the 
first time… today I feel much more relevant for my mentees and much closer to them than 
ever before… 

Mentoring is a mission, it’s helping, it’s persistence, it’s very important to help beginning 
teachers acclimatize at the school, to help them fit in… I like helping… 

In Summary 

The literature emphasizes the importance of promoting SEL among teachers 
(Benbenishty & Friedman, 2020). In addition to various educational interventions 
reported in the literature, ASMM is a unique intervention program that encour-
ages social-emotional learning among schoolteachers. It focuses on changing the
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style of mentoring from the traditional paradigm of transmission and control (the 
behavioristic approach) to a humanistic, autonomous, relativistic, and constructivist 
paradigm based on partnership and reciprocity. The findings reveal the link between 
the mentors’ course and the practical mentoring: supporting psychological needs and 
a sense of need-satisfaction experienced by mentor teachers during their training led 
them to provide autonomy-supportive mentoring to their mentees. 

The two theoretical perspectives—SDT and SEL—focus on the ways in which 
social-emotional functioning of teachers (and other populations) can be promoted. 
SEL does that mostly through teaching skills, while SDT focuses on cultivating 
growth resources and inner resilience, through which such skills are also promoted. 
SDT, and specifically ASMM, is a framework through which we can understand the 
characteristics of an environment that allows social-emotional learning and promotes 
optimal social-emotional functioning among BTs. 
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Chapter 12 
Autonomy-Supportive Teaching 
on Teacher Social-Emotional 
Competencies 

Kimberly Hannah Siacor, Betsy Ng, and Woon Chia Liu 

Abstract Autonomy-supportive teaching has been associated with a variety of posi-
tive student outcomes, such as psychological need satisfaction, self-efficacy, and 
classroom engagement (Ng et al., 2016; Olivier et al., 2020). Nevertheless, there is 
significantly less research attention on the teacher benefits of autonomy-supportive 
teaching. With the complex emotional and social demands of the teaching profes-
sion, it is important to understand the ways to cultivate teacher social-emotional 
competencies (SECs). The social and emotional well-being of teachers affects their 
classroom functioning, and eventually student outcomes. Furthermore, the teacher 
SECs are linked to teacher well-being. As autonomy-supportive teaching focuses on 
building a pleasant and supportive learning environment for the students, it is a plau-
sible idea to investigate how such teaching practices may cultivate teacher SECs as 
well. As expected, the findings suggest that the five SECs were demonstrated by the 
teachers while being autonomy supportive. Out of the five SECs, self-awareness and 
relationship management seem to be most frequently demonstrated by the teachers, 
while self-management seems to be least presented, during autonomy-supportive 
teaching. 

Introduction 

The quality of teacher-student relationships has received significant research atten-
tion in the past several decades. Considering extensive evidence on its associa-
tion with a variety of student outcomes, such as student social functioning (Ladd 
et al., 1999), cognitive development (Davis, 2003), and academic achievement (Lei
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et al., 2023), it is only imperative to gain an understanding on how to improve 
teacher-student interactions. Moreover, a meta-analysis of 119 studies conducted 
by Cornelius-White (2007) has determined associations between person-centered 
teacher variables and positive student outcomes. For example, a composite of 
these person-centered teacher variables (empathy, warmth, positive teacher-student 
relationships, encouraging learning, and higher order thinking) is associated with 
large increases in student participation, satisfaction, and motivation to learn. These 
studies corroborate the positive impact of teacher-student relationships on student 
development. 

Along with positive student outcomes arising from quality teacher-student rela-
tionships is the less explored teacher benefits (Aldrup et al., 2020). The complex 
emotional and social demands of the teaching profession bring forth the need to 
cultivate social-emotional competencies (SECs) in teachers. When students disre-
gard teacher directives, disrupt classroom activities, and are disengaged in learning, 
teachers generally endure unpleasant emotions and find difficulty in forming connec-
tions with them (Aldrup et al., 2017). Furthermore, research has shown that teacher 
burnout and low levels of occupational well-being are primarily attributed to the 
social aspects of teaching, ranging across difficult teacher-student interactions to 
classroom management (Friedman, 2006). This experience of teacher burnout nega-
tively influences the teacher workforce in a myriad of ways, as manifested by high 
teacher attrition and turnover rates. Ultimately, this impedes the quality of class-
room instruction and overall productivity of the education system (Chang, 2009). 
Taken altogether, it is then relevant to elucidate the ways teachers can understand 
and manage their own and student social and emotional needs, in order to achieve 
positive student development and teacher well-being. 

Teacher Social-Emotional Competencies 

In education literature, a common agreement exists that social and emotional well-
being of teachers are indicative of their overall classroom functioning. For example, 
a sizeable body of research shows its implication to teacher facilitation of supportive 
learning environment and targeted learning support (Collie, 2017; McLean & Connor, 
2015; Shen et al., 2015). Likewise, SECs are highly linked to well-being. SECs 
enable individuals to understand and manage their social and emotional facets of 
life, supporting effective task management. Teachers regularly encounter emotionally 
stimulating situations in varying social contexts and often have limited latitude for 
self-regulation when such situations occur (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Hence, it 
is crucial for teachers to cultivate SECs to effectively develop students holistically 
and support their own well-being. 

While there are many ways to operationalize SECs, the conceptualization by the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2008) has 
been broadly accepted across social-emotional learning (SEL) literature. By this
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definition, SECs are outcomes of SEL, namely self-awareness, social awareness, 
self-management, relationship management, and responsible decision-making. 

Self-awareness 

Socially and emotionally competent teachers are self-aware. Self-awareness is the 
first dimension of SECs, which refers to the ability to understand one’s own thoughts, 
emotions, values, personal goals, and their influence on actions (CASEL, 2013). 
Self-awareness in teachers may manifest in the recognition of their own skills and 
knowledge that they already possess or lack thereof, their own emotions and tenden-
cies, and how to leverage positive emotions to encourage learning in themselves 
and their students (Collie, 2017; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Researchers have 
highlighted the importance of self-awareness in teachers (Collie et al., 2012; Farrel, 
2013; Ryan et al., 2015). For example, Farrell (2013) determined that teachers who are 
self-aware, exercised through journaling, are better able to incorporate constructive 
behavioral changes in and out of the classroom. Similarly, it has been demonstrated 
that teacher perception of their classroom management and use of instructional strate-
gies is strongly related to their quality of teaching and higher job satisfaction (Collie 
et al., 2012; Ryan et al., 2015). 

Social Awareness 

Socially and emotionally competent teachers are also socially aware. Social aware-
ness refers to effective perspective-taking, exercising empathy, and understanding 
and applying socials norms for behavior (CASEL, 2013). Among teachers, it may 
be evident in their attempts to understand the perspectives of students, parents, and 
colleagues; understanding and applying proper conduct within school community; 
and ability to build mutual understanding and support with others (Collie, 2017; 
Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Existing work has also identified the value of teacher 
social awareness for effective instruction (Domitrovich et al., 2016; Wink et al., 
2021). For instance, Domitrovich et al. (2016) showed that teachers with high level 
of awareness and compassion for others also tend to have higher self-efficacy for 
behavioral management and lower burnout. Moreover, Wink et al. (2021) demon-
strated that teachers with greater cognitive empathy exhibited higher competence in 
handling problematic behaviors, greater closeness with students, and lower burnout. 
Socially aware teachers are sensitive toward the perspectives of others and take this 
into consideration when communicating with students, parents, and colleagues.
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Self-Management 

Self-management involves monitoring and regulating one’s own thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors toward achieving adaptive goals (CASEL, 2013). Among teachers, it 
may be evident in self-regulation when interacting with students, managing occu-
pational stress (e.g., limiting feelings of frustration toward unforeseen events) and 
attaining work-related goals. Evidently, empirical support has exemplified the value 
of self-regulation on effective teaching (Klusmann et al., 2008; Toussi et al., 2011). 
For instance, Toussi et al. (2011) revealed that self-regulation components (e.g., 
emotional control, mastery-goal orientation) are significantly related to teaching 
effectiveness. In addition, Klusmann et al. (2008) showed that teachers with higher 
self-regulation are likely to experience greater well-being, job satisfaction, and higher 
evaluation by students in terms of effective teaching. Self-managing teachers effec-
tively regulate their thoughts and emotions in a manner that promotes classroom 
productivity without jeopardizing their well-being. 

Relationship Management 

Given that effective teaching is partly contingent to teacher-student relationships, it 
is vital for teachers to manage relationships effectively. Relationship management 
is the ability to form and maintain healthy relationships, communicate clearly, and 
negotiate constructively during conflict (CASEL, 2013). In the context of teaching, it 
may show as teacher capacity to connect with students in understanding and encour-
aging ways, exhibiting good strategies for conflict resolution, and providing appro-
priate support to students (Collie, 2017). As expected, research has shown the role of 
teacher-student relationships in teacher well-being and instructional outcomes (Lee, 
2012; Spilt et al., 2011). For example, Spilt et al. (2011) explained that teachers often 
internalize experiences with students, which then indicate their emotional responses 
to them, ultimately affecting teacher well-being. Furthermore, it has also been 
shown that supportive teacher-student relationships are associated with emotional 
and behavioral student engagement, and that these relationships predict academic 
performance (Lee, 2012). 

Responsible Decision-Making 

Responsible decision-making is the fifth SEC which involves making constructive 
and adaptive choices in terms of one’s actions (CASEL, 2013). In teachers, this may 
show as using appropriate pedagogy to diverse students, considering safety and well-
being concerns when faced with instructional decisions (e.g., by excusing students 
from an activity when unwell or ill-equipped), and employing choices that promote
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positive student behaviors and outcomes. Inherent in the nature of teaching, teachers 
are expected to make decisions continually (Emmer & Stough, 2001). It is embedded 
throughout the course of instruction (e.g., lesson planning, adjusting classroom activ-
ities, planning modification post-lesson). Indeed, previous research has documented 
the effect of teacher decision-making on teacher and student outcomes. For instance, 
it has been shown that preventive classroom management strategies (e.g., setting class 
expectations) instead of reactive strategies (e.g., use of external rewards) is related 
to lower teacher stress and increased student behavioral engagement (Clunies-Ross 
et al., 2008). Teachers who exercise responsible decision-making assess various 
factors carefully and take accountability of their actions. 

Autonomy-Supportive Teaching 

Grounded by the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2012), autonomy-
supportive teaching is an instructional strategy that provides students with a 
learning environment that supports their psychological growth (Reeve, 2016). 
Teachers provide autonomy support by identifying, vitalizing, and strengthening 
student self-determination. Autonomy-supportive teaching is characterized by six 
instructional behaviors—student perspective-taking, vitalizing student inner motiva-
tional resources, providing explanatory rationales, use of non-pressuring language, 
acknowledging student negative affect, and displaying patience (Reeve, 2016). 

Though a vast amount of literature has explored the positive student outcomes 
associated with autonomy-supportive teaching, there is considerably less attention on 
its potential teacher benefits. Nonetheless, some research was conducted to examine 
the potential teacher outcomes from giving autonomy support (Cheon et al., 2014; 
Jang et al., 2009). For instance, Cheon et al. (2014) showed that autonomy-supportive 
teachers have higher teaching motivation, teaching skills, job satisfaction, and lower 
physical and emotional exhaustion compared to teachers not practicing autonomy 
support. Jang et al. (2009) also provided empirical evidence of teachers demonstrating 
enhanced classroom functioning as a result of student higher need satisfaction and 
lower need frustration from receiving teacher autonomy support. 

The proposition of ‘teacher advantages from providing autonomy support’ 
could be explained by specific processes. Firstly, when teachers become autonomy 
supportive, they become more able in supporting classroom functioning, which 
then enhances their teaching self-efficacy and job satisfaction. Secondly, autonomy-
supportive teaching could also provide teachers a platform to generate student 
engagement and more adaptive student behaviors, which may facilitate a more 
positive teacher-student relationship (Reeve & Cheon, 2021). Henceforth, it might 
be worthwhile to explore how autonomy-supportive teaching could contribute to 
teacher SECs. In this regard, the significance of autonomy support in education can 
be extended toward teacher welfare, interest, and well-being.
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The Present Study 

Based on existing knowledge, there is no empirical study that investigated the poten-
tial benefits of autonomy-supportive teaching on teacher SECs. This preliminary 
study intends to bridge the research gaps between teacher social-emotional learning, 
teacher benefits of autonomy support, as well as to provide practical insights on the 
association between teaching practices and teacher development. This present study 
offers a qualitative analysis of how autonomy support in academic context support 
teacher SECs. In summary, this study aimed to illuminate on the following over-
arching research question, ‘How does autonomy-supportive teaching contribute to 
teacher SECs?’ 

Method 

Participants 

Seven science and math teacher participants (1 male, 6 females) from seven secondary 
schools in Singapore were gathered in this study. The teacher participants were 
from lower to upper secondary school levels. All teacher participants conducted 
autonomy-supportive teaching in their respective classrooms over a 10-week period, 
following their participation in two online autonomy support training sessions. 
Informed consent was obtained from all teacher participants, and confidentiality 
of their narratives was ensured. Ethical clearance from the university’s institutional 
review board (IRB-2021-03-033) and approval from Singapore Ministry of Education 
were made prior to the start of the study. 

Autonomy Support Intervention 

A school-based autonomy support intervention was implemented over a 10-week 
period. Prior to the start of the intervention, teacher participants were trained by 
the researchers on the concept of SDT and autonomy support in two online training 
sessions. The first training session involved the conceptual summary of SDT and 
illustrations of the six autonomy-supportive instructional behaviors. Studies on 
autonomy-supportive teaching and its outcomes were also presented. The second 
training session involved gathering queries about autonomy-supportive teaching from 
teacher participants.
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Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted on individual teacher participants via 
Zoom. The interviews were held for an average of half an hour. With their informed 
consent, the teacher interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. A variety of 
autonomy-supportive teaching experiences and their accompanying thoughts and 
feelings were intended to be covered in the interviews, to obtain a clear picture of 
each teacher participant’s individual experiences. Key interview questions included: 
what examples of interactions the teacher participants had with their students; and 
do teacher participants think there are advantages (to both teachers and students) in 
using autonomy-supportive teaching in their classroom. 

Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used in the analysis of the interview 
data. The broad framework for analysis was based on the five SECs as conceptual-
ized by CASEL (2008). A coding scheme adapted from Zhou and Ee (2012) was  
used in the analysis of the interview transcripts. Information relevant in answering 
the research question was coded using the codes from the adapted coding scheme. 
Codes that were similar were categorized and collapsed together to form themes 
pre-conceived from the literature. The coding scheme is summarized in Table 12.1.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, data analysis was done by two inde-
pendent coders, and disagreements were thoroughly discussed until consensus was 
made. Follow-up questions and probes were also used during the interviews to ensure 
that findings are consistent with the teacher participants’ reality (Shenton, 2004). The 
illustrative excerpts were presented in the findings section to exemplify each of the 
themes with the least complexity possible (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Findings 

This section highlights the themes that describe the social-emotional competencies 
demonstrated by teachers in the context of autonomy-supportive teaching. 

Self-awareness 

All teacher participants demonstrated self-awareness as they practice autonomy-
supportive teaching with their students. Self-awareness was presented by the teacher 
participants in various forms. For instance, one teacher participant highlighted
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Table 12.1 Coding scheme 

Theme Codes used 

Self-awareness (1) knowing one’s thinking and doing 
(2) understanding why one does what he/she does 
(3) understanding one’s moods and feelings 
(4) knowing when one is moody 
(5) reading people’s faces when they are angry 

Social awareness (1) recognizing how people feel based on their facial expressions 
(2) understanding why people feel the way they do 
(3) knowing what someone is thinking when they are sad, angry, 

or happy 
(4) understanding why people react the way they do 
(5) having a good idea why someone is upset 

Self-management (1) staying calm in stressful situations 
(2) staying calm and overcome anxiety in new situations 
(3) staying calm when things go wrong 
(4) can control one’s feelings when something bad happens 
(5) waiting till one has calmed down before discussing the issue 

when upset 

Relationship management (1) apologizing when hurting someone unintentionally 
(2) try to comfort others 
(3) try not to criticize someone when quarreling 
(4) tolerant of others’ mistakes 
(5) standing up for oneself without putting others down 

Responsible decision-making (1) taking into account the consequences of one’s actions when 
making decisions 

(2) ensuring more positive outcomes when making a choice 
(3) weighing the strengths of situation before making a choice 
(4) considering criteria chosen before making a recommendation 
(5) considering strengths and weakness of the strategy before 

deciding to use 

Adapted from Zhou and Ee (2012)

that autonomy-supportive teaching raised awareness of his own tendencies when 
interacting with the students, as presented by the excerpt below: 

I generally do this even before this whole motivation study… but I am more aware (now). 
So even for students who misbehave, I sometimes use not so positive language (on them) 
but I try my best to do so as well (Teacher A). 

Interestingly, another teacher participant expressed that autonomy-supportive 
teaching enabled her to be more aware of the reasons of her own actions in response 
to student behaviors. By carefully observing student responses, the teacher partic-
ipant became aware of the appropriate responses when a certain student behavior 
presents. 

I would naturally get very frustrated because he is weak in mathematics. But if you ask him 
mental sums, he can do it very fast. If you ask him percentages, basic stuff, he can do very 
fast. I asked him, ‘twelve times six?’ then I would call his name, then he can (answer). But
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when it comes to more complicated topics towards the upper secondary level, he just refuses 
to grasp anything. So I have to be a bit more targeted in which topics I feel that he can do so 
that he can achieve some success (Teacher B). 

In addition, there was an indication of enlightenment of the student impact of 
autonomy-supportive teaching. As demonstrated by the excerpt below, the teacher 
participant became more aware and convinced of the value of providing autonomy 
support to the students. 

I felt like there are still benefits (in autonomy-supportive teaching). I’m a learner. My char-
acter is a learner. I feel that you should never proclaim your own (knowledge)... you always 
learn. It’s like how can I do better?… So this project gave me a stronger message and 
convinced me that you will see it in the students impact (Teacher D). 

Social Awareness 

Most of the teacher participants expressed social awareness in the narratives of their 
autonomy support experiences. For most of the teacher participants, social awareness 
was demonstrated by understanding their student intrinsic interest, which they use 
when they plan future classroom activities or lesson plans. 

You actually have to think what might work for them… what are the activities that might 
engage them. And what I think is engaging could be slightly different from the children’s 
perspective as well. Sometimes, not every lesson is perfect. I mean I do (sometimes) feel 
they (students) have not understood the intent of the lesson (Teacher E). 

It is interesting to note that the practice of autonomy-supportive teaching allowed 
some teacher participants to understand and acknowledge student psychological need 
for autonomy as well. For instance, one teacher participant mentioned that one of the 
advantages of autonomy-supportive teaching is that it provides teachers a platform 
to facilitate learner autonomy. 

It has all the advantages, because we keep saying that the students should own their learning 
so we should support them...we always say that we’re only there to facilitate their learning 
so they themselves have to do it… so (we must) support them in being autonomous learners 
(Teacher G). 

Another teacher participant displayed awareness of student natural concerns, 
including not having enough practice and cognitive capacity to endure long exami-
nations. The teacher participant tried to consider the student expectations as a result 
of disruption in their routine. The perspective-taking aspect of autonomy-supportive 
teaching may have facilitated awareness of student needs and concerns. 

They (students) will have a problem because they have very few tests. They have very few 
long tests. So this exam is the first time that they sit for two and a half hours. Can you believe 
that? You have not sat for an examination for two and a half hours long and suddenly, you 
are expected to sit for an examination for two and a half hours! There is a demand in their 
so-called ‘concentration’. So you have to practice the past year paper at least once so that 
you can go through with the motion with the students (Teacher D).
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Self-management 

A few teacher participants shared improvements in their self-management skills while 
using autonomy-supportive teaching in the classroom. For instance, one teacher 
participant expressed challenges in managing her own negative emotions toward 
disruptive student behaviors. The same teacher participant mentioned that she used 
the technique of ‘nudging oneself’ as a prompt to manage and self-regulate her 
emotional responses toward the students. 

I had one student who was walking around. I didn’t scold (the student). And then after that, 
all these little things I really have to nudge myself. Then a few students were like, ‘Teacher, 
we don’t understand anything you’re saying about this question’. So that will usually rile 
me up… like what is it (that you don’t understand)? But instead, I went to the back (of the 
classroom), and I went to the two students and then I asked them what exactly they do not 
understand. There were many times where things would get me really angry. Then I think 
the students suddenly became scared to ask (me). So, in general, I think towards the end of 
the year, they became more open? Yeah, so now, the students will just ask me (Teacher B). 

Conversely, another teacher participant demonstrated self-management in a 
different manifestation. One teacher participant shared that it is also essential for 
teachers to manage their own behaviors when they are deemed inordinately laid-back. 
Although understanding student interests is what autonomy-supportive teaching 
entails, it is also equally necessary to understand when student needs should be 
more considered especially during examination period. 

I’m not a very stern teacher all the time. So I kind of just continue (not being stern). But of 
course, there are times where I really have to put on a stern face to make sure progress can 
be done, especially during pre-examination period where I must make sure that they have a 
bit of drilling (Teacher G). 

Relationship Management 

All teacher participants portrayed relationship management skills in the context of 
autonomy-supportive teaching. Most teacher participants expressed these skills in 
terms of providing academic help to students in need. For instance, one teacher partic-
ipant mentioned eliciting more questions and learning initiative from the weaker 
students and showing sincerity when providing assistance to them. 

The weak ones are taking more initiative to learn and ask questions. That is where they can 
see that I’m really trying to help. Because it’s not that I discriminate against the weak ones. 
So, whenever I am able to help one person improve and if they buy in to my sincerity, that 
is where I know I have succeeded (Teacher F). 

Interestingly, another teacher participant indicated displaying patience as a way 
to improve her relationship with the students. For example, the teacher participant 
recounted how she tried to anticipate the students coming unprepared for the class 
and then accommodated accordingly to these student setbacks.
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Usually other times I would say, ‘Oh ok I have extra (copy of worksheets), don’t worry.’ I 
would tell them, ‘Don’t worry, come. Sit down. You do. As long as you do, start off. I’m 
gonna start on page two. Later page one, you refer to someone. Don’t worry.’ So usually 
other times, I will always bring extra (copy of worksheets) because I know them and I will 
tell them, ‘As long as we’re learning, we’re learning. Everyone, pay attention (Teacher B). 

Likewise, one teacher participant shared of having improved rapport with students 
as evident with having more open student communication, as excellently illustrated 
in the excerpt below: 

I personally felt that our rapport (become better)..like they will share more things with me. 
They feel at ease when they share some information… like before class I’ll have a chit-chat 
with them. They feel at ease with me (Teacher C). 

Responsible Decision-Making 

Many of the teacher participants portrayed responsible decision-making in the course 
of using autonomy-supportive teaching. Responsible decision-making in teachers 
was exemplified in varied instances. For example, one teacher participant reported 
modifying learning content and materials to make it more appropriate for student 
comprehension. This is one way of ensuring positive student outcomes of which 
responsible decision-making in teachers entails. 

For the upper secondary level students, by the time they come up to us.... algebra can be 
more complicated. So whenever certain parts are more complicated, I will show them how 
to define the X. So, if their foundation is weak, they will find it difficult. But at least they 
have a solution to look at when simplifying this complicated string of things into this simple 
one (Teacher D). 

Another teacher participant shared how she let go of certain learning objectives 
in class to give students a chance to rest. Notably, the teacher participant mentioned 
that she used this as a reason for the students to cooperate in the next lesson as well. 
This excellently shows the respect of the teacher participant for student needs and 
thereby making more responsible decisions in class. 

I tried not to push too hard. Sometimes they are not responding, then sometimes they just 
need a break. So sometimes it is ok to let go like certain learning objectives for that lesson. 
But you have to make it clear to them that you are letting go..that you are giving them a 
chance to rest. Then use this as a reason to cooperate for the next lesson. So everything must 
be accompanied by rationale (Teacher C). 

Lastly, one teacher participant talked about planning certain activities in the areas 
where students find more challenging. In this way, the teacher participant was able 
to pinpoint the weaker points of the lesson plan and plan future classroom activities 
accordingly and responsibly around it. 

They (students) also sensed that I also work together with them. I will think a little bit 
harder about which parts of the topic are more challenging and then plan activities around 
that… some small challenging portion… as supposed to how I would have done it previously 
(Teacher E).
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Discussion 

In general, the teacher participants in this study demonstrated the five SECs while 
practicing autonomy-supportive teaching in class. First, for self-awareness, the narra-
tives from the teacher participants showed several instances of these skills. The 
student perspective-taking instructional behavior enabled the teachers to understand 
the patterns of their interactions with their students. This allowed them to get a clearer 
understanding of their own actions and emotional responses to them. For instance, 
Teacher B recounted an incident involving a challenging interaction with a disen-
gaged student. It was mentioned that these interactions allowed her to determine how 
to let the student experience success in the classroom and support student compe-
tence. In this way, the teacher participant became more aware of her own thoughts 
and emotions and how they contributed to her actions. Likewise, Teacher A became 
more aware of his tendency not to use positive language with misbehaving students, 
which propelled him to try to make use of it more. Interestingly, it was also revealed 
that the general use of autonomy-supportive teaching in the classroom enlightened 
teachers on its student impact as well. This is an interesting finding as it demonstrates 
how instructional practices can remind teachers of the vision of the teaching profes-
sion itself. Generally, teachers become more self-aware during autonomy-supportive 
teaching, and they recognize that it brings out autonomous learning in their students 
(Ng et al., 2015). 

Second, in terms of relationship management, it was apparent that the instruc-
tional behaviors of autonomy-supportive teaching facilitated a positive relationship 
between teachers and students. For instance, Teacher F mentioned welcoming more 
questions from the weaker students, thus helping the students to connect to the 
teacher better. Moreover, it was shared that displaying patience, using non-pressuring 
language, acknowledging negative affect, and using open communication with their 
students allowed the teachers to have more pleasant interactions with them. To a 
large extent, autonomy-supportive teaching allows teachers to have greater teacher-
student relationship satisfaction (Cheon et al., 2020). This may explain the relation-
ship management skills teachers demonstrated while practicing autonomy-supportive 
teaching. 

Third, social awareness could be seen in the majority of the teachers who 
highlighted that understanding the student interests and needs (through autonomy-
supportive teaching) enabled them to be more aware of student perceptions. For 
example, Teachers D and E shared of creating lessons plans and classroom activ-
ities based on student expectations, needs, and requirements. Further, it was also 
mentioned that learning about autonomy-supportive teaching itself highlights the 
need to build autonomous learners. As regarded previously, providing autonomy 
support is a learner-centered instruction, which serves to support student needs 
(Reeve & Shin, 2020). Hence, it is not surprising that it facilitates and enables teachers 
to practice their social awareness skills. 

Fourth, the results related to responsible decision-making suggest that many of the 
teachers, when vitalizing student inner motivational resources, tend to modify lesson
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plans and classroom activities based on student enjoyment, curiosity, and intrinsic 
interest. In this regard, the teachers make decisions responsibly and respectably in 
terms of student wants, needs, and emotions. This excellently exemplifies respon-
sible decision-making among teachers as they do not only ensure optimal student 
outcomes, but they also assess various factors holistically and carefully without 
neglecting their own needs. In this way, teachers show prosocial values at which 
they show deep respect to their students and think about how their own decisions 
affect student well-being (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Altogether, the teachers tried to 
make the best decisions possible as a response to their interactions with students in 
an autonomy-supportive classroom. 

Lastly, self-management skills seem to be displayed by teachers while being 
autonomy supportive as well. A few teachers shared some interesting ways of 
managing themselves during the course of instruction. For instance, Teacher B indi-
cated nudging oneself as a technique she uses when an interaction triggers a negative 
emotional response. In this way, it enabled the teacher participant to use more of the 
non-pressuring language and acknowledgement of negative affect with her students. 
Compellingly, an interesting finding from Teacher G showed that self-management 
could go both ways. The teacher participant shared that certain scenarios in the class-
room might warrant a firmer tone from the teacher when the student needs arise, for 
example, during pre-examination period. This shows that student perspective-taking, 
as per autonomy-supportive teaching, allows teachers to know when to calibrate 
themselves according to student changing needs as well. Teachers then must be flex-
ible in their teaching approach as they adapt to the various needs of the students 
under their care (Parsons et al., 2018). 

Taken altogether, the findings suggest that the five SECs can be exercised 
by teachers through the use of autonomy-supportive teaching in the classroom. 
Evidently, it seems that perspective-taking skills and vitalizing inner motivational 
resources have provided the foundation on practicing these competencies. Addi-
tionally, using non-pressuring language, acknowledging student expression of nega-
tive affect, and displaying patience facilitated the teacher relationship management 
skills and positive teacher-student relationships. Finally, providing explanatory ratio-
nale seems to be linked to responsible decision-making as it allows the students to 
appreciate the task beforehand, thereby allowing it to be internalized effectively 
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2018). 

Practical Implications and Limitations 

A preliminary study was conducted on autonomy-supportive teaching and teacher 
SECs, focusing on seven science and mathematics teachers in Singapore. Never-
theless, the study can have wider implications beyond the aforementioned setting. 
Firstly, the issues on teacher burnout and problematic teacher-student relationships 
continue to affect many educational systems, both in terms of student development 
and teacher workforce (Aldrup et al., 2017; Chang, 2009; Friedman, 2006). These
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issues would most likely perpetuate in many education systems worldwide, indicating 
the importance of developing teacher SECs. The findings from this study shed light 
on how instructional practices, which are primarily learner-centered, can also posi-
tively impact teacher development. Secondly, autonomy-supportive teaching seems 
to extend along the cultivation of teacher SECs. Many of the instructional behaviors 
entailed in autonomy-supportive teaching imply skills and competencies in under-
standing and managing one’s own and student social and emotional needs. It is then 
worthwhile to examine how these teaching practices provide a platform for both 
positive student development and teacher well-being. 

While practical insights on the association between autonomy-supportive teaching 
and teacher SECs were gathered from this study, there are still some key limitations 
to consider for future work. Firstly, the current study had a low sample size of seven 
science and mathematics teachers. This limits the generalizability of the study’s 
findings in other classroom contexts. Secondly, the autonomy-supportive intervention 
was conducted only over a 10-week period. As teacher SECs take some time to 
develop, it was challenging to present findings that capture rich details of teacher 
SECs. Future studies can then investigate teacher SECs in the context of autonomy-
supportive teaching with bigger sample size and longer duration. This would then 
allow a fine-grained elucidation of teacher benefits, in terms of their SECs from 
autonomy-supportive teaching. This preliminary study presented an illustration of 
how autonomy-supportive teaching may impact each SEC in teachers. More research 
of teacher SECs in autonomy-supportive teaching in other classroom contexts may 
provide further insights into teaching practice and teacher development. Teacher 
education programs may utilize this study to obtain conceptual insights into the 
associations between their pre-service teaching education programs and teacher well-
being outcomes, ranging from planning to evaluation stages. 

Conclusion 

The present study illustrated how autonomy-supportive teaching benefited teachers 
in cultivating their SECs. As the teacher SECs play a significant role on posi-
tive student development and teacher well-being, it is increasingly evident that 
autonomy-supportive teaching could enhance both student and teacher outcomes, 
thereby improving the educational system. 
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Chapter 13 
A Self-determination Approach 
to Socioemotional Learning: Supporting 
Students’ Needs as an Essential 
Foundation for the Cultivation 
of Socioemotional Skills 

Avi Assor and Noam Yitshaki 

Abstract Based on self-determination theory and research, we suggest that SEL 
programs should focus primarily on enhancing teachers’ capacity to support students’ 
basic psychological needs via practices that mostly do not involve teaching of skills 
via a pre-determined curriculum. This view is based on evidence that teachers 
can best facilitate students’ socioemotional functioning and well-being by prac-
tices supporting their needs. Teaching socioemotional skills may also contribute 
to need satisfaction and subsequent optimal functioning, but only when teachers 
support students’ needs. Given that the learning and effective application of need-
supporting practices is a very demanding task, social and emotional learning (SEL) 
programs should invest most of their efforts in enhancing teachers’ capacity to apply 
need-supporting practices, rather than in teaching a curriculum of skills. We show 
that there is no conclusive evidence for the effectiveness of SEL programs focusing 
only on skills. We describe the negative effects that programs focusing only on skills 
teaching may have on teachers’ thinking, practice, and role definition and on resource 
allocation by policymakers. Moreover, skills-only programs may contribute to the 
missing of an important opportunity to use the current interest in SEL as a catalyst 
for a significant change in the ways teachers relate to their students and construct 
learning processes and contexts. 

Introduction 

In the last decade, there is a growing and widespread understanding that in order for 
children and youth to learn and thrive, they must develop growth resources that will 
enable them to cope well with challenges and difficulties in a changing and often
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stressful world. In an attempt to develop such growth resources in children within 
the educational system, many programs focusing on social emotional learning (SEL) 
were developed. While the aim and underlying concern of these programs are very 
important, it seems that the solution many of them appear to propose in order to 
promote optimal social emotional development is lacking and highly incomplete. In 
our view, the main weakness of many SEL programs is that they appear to place a 
central (and in our opinion misleading) emphasis on teaching socioemotional (SE) 
skills by main teachers in a structured, pre-determined curriculum, rather than on 
teachers’ practices that directly support students’ basic psychological needs (Assor 
et al., 2018; Reeve et al., 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2017), often without teaching SE skills. 

As will be shown later, most of the more serious and successful SEL programs now 
also include other components, including personal resources that are not skills (e.g., 
pro-social and civic values, positive perceptions of self and others, etc.). However, the 
way these programs are advertised and perceived still includes a major and primary 
focus on the teaching of SE skills via a structured curriculum. Furthermore, many 
such programs treat values, positive perceptions and assumptions about the self and 
others, and even identity, as if they are skills or competencies that can be taught 
directly (CASEL, 2020; Zins et al., 2007). 

The notion of SE skills refers to students’ capacity to perform various actions 
that contribute to successful coping with various challenges and stressors and to the 
attainment of goals students want to achieve. While there are different typologies of 
SE skills, one that is particularly well-known was offered by the Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020; Zins et al., 2007) The  
CASEL typology refers to five groups of attributes, many of which are not really skills 
but a mixture of personal inclinations, self-perceptions, world views, aspirations, and 
values (e.g., Cefai et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2021). Yet in the “SEL world”, there is 
still a strong emphasis on skills, which according to CASEL fall into five groups: 
(1) self-awareness (i.e., capacity to recognize one’s feelings and motivations), (2) 
self-management (i.e., capacity to regulate strong emotions, to tolerate frustration, 
to delay gratification, to set achievable goals, and monitor one’s progress toward 
these goals), (3) social awareness (i.e., capacity to understand others’ point of view), 
(4) relationship skills (i.e., capacity to listen to others; to express oneself clearly and 
assertively, to find a place in a group, to cooperate, to resist negative social pressure, 
to resolve conflicts, to ask for help, and give help sensitively), and (5) responsible 
decision-making (i.e., the capacity to make reasonable informed choices, to assess 
the consequences of one’s actions). 

While the SE skills noted above obviously are important inner resources that 
can facilitate coping and growth, we claim that it is a mistake to place their direct 
planned teaching at the center of socioemotional education and support. Based on 
self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci., 2017) and other important, research-
based theories of motivation and development, and a long tradition of liberal human-
istic education (e.g., Rogers & Freiberg, 1970), we suggest that socioemotional 
education and SEL should be based primarily on teachers and schools attempts to 
support students’ basic psychological needs. Accordingly, in this chapter, we present 
a comprehensive approach situating need-support practices at the foundation of SEL
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and the teaching of skills as an additional less important component, which can be 
highly beneficial only when teachers regularly support students’ basic needs. This 
model is presented in Fig. 13.1. 

We start the chapter with an explanation of our model of the role of teacher 
need-supports as a primary facilitator of students’ optimal functioning and coping 
and teacher direct teaching of SE skills as part of a curriculum as a considerably less

Fig. 13.1 Self-determination theory model of SEL: supporting students’ needs as an essential 
foundation for the cultivation of SE skills and SE growth 
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important factor. We proceed with a claim that extant meta-analyses of SEL programs 
do not provide conclusive evidence for the effectiveness of SEL programs focusing 
only on skills teaching as part of a curriculum; that is, SEL programs including 
only skills teaching and no teacher guidance in basic need-support. We then describe 
negative consequences of SEL programs focusing mainly on the teaching of SEL via 
a structured curriculum for teachers’ thinking and educational approach, as well as 
for educational policy, decision-making, and resource allocation at various levels of 
the education system. 

Most SEL leaders nowadays explicitly include in the domain of SEL and attributes 
that are not skills and are best cultivated by growth-supporting practices that do 
not involve direct teaching and practice. Therefore, we suggest that it is time to 
substitute the term SEL, which for most people, primarily implies direct teaching 
and practice of skills, with more accurate and less misleading terms. We suggest 
the terms socioemotional growth (SEG) and socioemotional support, as these terms 
indicate that socioemotional development is also (perhaps mainly) based on inner 
growth resources that are not skills and is mainly cultivated by growth-supporting 
practices that do not involve direct teaching and practice of skills. For example, direct 
need-support or provision of experiences that enable students to build positive self-
and other perceptions or discover the intrinsic satisfactions inherent in various valued 
actions such as learning or helping others. 

We end with a summary of our view of what SEL (or SEG) should really be about; 
that is, what according to SDT is the most important content to be learnt in SEL, and 
how it should be cultivated. 

A Self-determination Theory Model of SEL: Supporting 
Students’ Needs as an Essential Foundation 
for the Cultivation of Socioemotional Skills and Growth 

The model presented in Fig. 13.1 posits that there are two types of teacher prac-
tices that facilitate students’ optimal functioning, well-being, coping, and growth, 
by promoting two types of students’ inner growth resources. Starting from the left 
column, we can distinguish between practices we consider primary and critical:— 
need-supporting practices—and practices we consider secondary and considerably 
less important: direct teaching of SE skills by main teachers, as part a pre-planned 
curriculum. The thick arrows going from the primary (need-support) practices box 
to the primary resources box and then to the box of optimal student functioning 
signify that this path is the major route through which teachers can influence their 
students’ optimal functioning. Therefore, it is also where educational systems should 
invest most of their efforts and resources. The figure also indicates that direct planned 
teaching of skills is likely to have considerable benefits only to the extent that teachers 
really try support their students’ basic psychological needs.
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Basic Need Satisfaction is a much more Important Inner 
Resource of Coping and Growth than are SE Skills 

The SEL model in Fig. 13.1 clearly posits that the major and most critical resource 
facilitating optimal student functioning and development is experiences of basic 
need satisfaction. This assumption is very different from the assumption underlying 
many SEL programs emphasizing social-emotional skills. According to the latter 
assumption, the most critical resource facilitating optimal student functioning and 
development is social-emotional skills (see for example, Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 
2017). As we will see later, the acceptance of this (often implicit) assumption appears 
to be one of the negative effects of SEL programs focusing mostly on direct teaching 
of skills. But first, let us explain the notion that basic need satisfaction is the key 
driver of optimal development and coping. 

Basic Need Satisfaction Experiences as Primary Growth 
Resources 

The view that the most direct and important inner resource of optimal development 
is the experience of need satisfaction is held by major, research-based theories of 
human development. Together, these theories emphasize the importance of cumula-
tive experiences of relatedness, belonging, and safety needs (e.g., Ainsworth et al., 
2015; Bowlby,  1969; Maslow, 1970), competence and effectiveness (e.g., Bandura, 
1994; Elliot et al., 2002; Seligman, 2018), freedom to direct oneself and freedom 
from coercion (DeCharms, 2013; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Winnicott, 1965), as well as 
the need to form values, purpose, and commitments which create a sense of having 
an authentic inner compass and meaning (Assor et al., 2020a; Assor et al., 2023; 
Damon, 2008; Erikson, 1968; Frankl, 1959). As shown in Fig. 13.1, these experi-
ences create positive perceptions of self and others, followed by positive emotions 
and autonomous motivation, which lead to actions that create feelings of satisfaction, 
satisfying identity, and meaning (Assor, 2018a, 2018b;Assor et al.,  2023; Baumeister, 
1991; Damon, 2008; MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2014, Marcia et al., 1993; Martella 
et al., 2018; Ryan &Vansteenkiste, 2013). 

Thus, it was found that when children experience and perceive themselves as 
worthy of love, protected, belonging to their social environment, capable of coping 
with difficult challenges, free from coercion, and having values and interests that give 
them a direction that is perceived as authentic—they experience positive emotions, 
feelings of vitality and optimism, and develop autonomous motivation to invest in 
challenging and positive actions and goals (e.g., learning, helping others, developing 
interest tendencies, social involvement). As a result of these activities, they feel 
satisfaction and meaning.
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Another reason for the central importance of experiences and perceptions of self 
as loved, belonging and capable, and free from coercion is that when children feel 
this way, they are interested in learning things that can contribute to them. Indeed, 
there is research that shows that when children are exposed to adults providing 
such need-supports, children develop social emotional skills, and especially self-
regulation skills, even in the absence of direct instruction on the subject (Bindman 
et al., 2015; Bernier et al., 2010). 

Socioemotional Skills as a Secondary, Less Important, Growth 
Resource 

It is important to note that research-based theories positing basic need satisfaction as 
primary direct drivers of optimal functioning are also likely to view social-emotional 
skills as important. However, these skills are conceptualized as secondary supportive 
factors, promoting optimal functioning through its influence on need satisfaction 
experiences, which remain the primary direct drivers of optimal functioning. For  
example, students’ perceptions of themselves as having the skills required to cope 
with difficult tasks and failure enable them to view the process of coping with difficult 
challenges as a potential need-satisfying experience, rather than as a threat to their 
need for competence. Students perceiving themselves as having strong coping skills 
often engage successfully with difficult challenges and consequently are likely to 
experience increased satisfaction of their need for competence. Thus, skill-based 
engagement with difficult challenges may indeed contribute to need satisfaction and 
the plethora of positive outcomes emerging from need satisfaction. 

Given the likely contribution of skills to need satisfaction, one may suggest that 
teachers should focus most of their efforts on the teaching of skills, rather than on 
direct support for students’ needs. We disagree with this view, and later in the chapter, 
will try to show that teachers can promote students’ need satisfaction much more 
effectively through direct need-support practices, rather than through the teaching of 
skills, which then enable students to satisfy their needs. However, first we explain 
and exemplify the set of educational practices posited to function as the primary 
facilitators of students’ basic need satisfaction and subsequent positive outcomes; 
namely direct need-support practices. 

The Major Role of Need-Supporting Teaching Practices 
in Promoting Students’ Need Satisfaction and Subsequent 
Optimal Functioning 

Considerable research shows that there are a number of teacher practices that directly 
support students’ needs and positive self-perceptions, contribute to the internalization
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of pro-social values, and are the most important growth facilitators (see: Assor, 2012, 
2018a, 2018b; Assor & Kaplan, 2001; Assor et al., 2002; Baker et al., 2003; Eccles & 
Roeser, 2009; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Patall et al., 2010; Patall et al., 2018; Reeve  &  
Cheon, 2014; Reeve et al., 2022; Ruzek et al., 2016; Salomon et al. 1996; Shim 
et al, 2013; Schunk & Miller, 2002; Urden, 2006). These practices affect students’ 
need satisfaction experiences in two ways: (a) direct effects, occurring as a result of 
the ways teachers relate to students and interact with them, and (b) indirect effects, 
occurring as a result of the ways teachers conduct the learning process and structure 
the classroom learning environment and social context. In here, we briefly present 
some of these practices. We distinguish among three groups of practices, based 
on the needs they support. A more complete list appears in the appendix of Assor 
and Yitshaki (2020). Notably, a similar, but less detailed approach emphasizing the 
importance of support for students’ needs was presented by Baker et al (2003). 

Practices and structures supporting the need for competence. These practices 
involve various ways of working with students that promote a sense of competence 
due to educational success. For example: (1) setting optimal challenges based on an 
initial assessment and a conversation between the teacher and the student, (2) setting 
achievable interim goals on the way to a more global final goals, (3) providing 
specific, frequent, non-comparative feedback on task performance, focusing on 
performance level as a product of effort, prior knowledge, and strategies rather than 
inborn, unchangeable talent (see Assor, 2015), (4) providing help and coping strate-
gies following non-success, (4) respectful and constructive response to mistakes, 
construing mistakes as a phase that is essential and useful part of the learning process 
for both the individual student and various classmates, (5) activities and messages 
that create a classroom culture that focuses on improving capacities, rather than 
demonstrating ability (Dweck, 2013); a culture enhancing students’ willingness to 
share their difficulties and ask for help, and (7) attributing failure to a lack of prior 
knowledge or strategies, rather than to limited innate ability (Dweck, 2013). 

Practices and structures supporting the needs for relatedness, belonging, 
and safety. Examples of such practices include: (1) classroom activities increasing 
students’ knowledge of the their classmates special interests, strengths, and prefer-
ences, (2) routine teacher–child conversations characterized by empathic listening, 
(3) determined actions to prevent exclusion, bullying, shaming, or any aggression in 
the classroom and outside, (4) creating classroom culture including norms, routines, 
and a value orientation that increase consideration, cooperation, help, caring, and 
respect between all students (for example: dialogue circles at the beginning of 
every day in school), (5) creating opportunities for all students to participate in 
class discussions and to fulfill roles that contribute to a satisfying classroom activ-
ities and experiences, (6) paying attention to all students and not just the brilliant 
or disruptive ones, (7) promoting cooperative work and reducing competition and 
comparison between students (Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Kohlberg, 2013; Power  &  
Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2008). 

Practices and Structures Supporting the Meta-need for Autonomy. According 
to Assor and colleagues (Assor, 2018a, 2018b, Assor et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2021a, 
2021b, 2023, and see also Russo-Netzer & Shoshani, 2020), the need for autonomy is
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a meta-need for “true self-direction”, that includes at least two more specific needs: 
(a) freedom from coercion and freedom to direct and determine one’s actions and 
(b) having and realizing an authentic inner compass (i.e., a sense of knowing what is 
truly important to you, based on values, aspirations, interests, personal preferences, 
and goals one truly identifies with). 

The need for freedom. This need can be supported by practices involving (1) 
attempts to understand students’ perspectives and feelings, especially when teacher 
and students have different preferences, (2) allowing criticism, (3) encouraging 
student choice and initiative, and (4) providing a convincing rationale for educational 
tasks and behavioral norms, as well as by avoiding practices of threat and control, 
including social comparisons and conditional regard (e.g., Assor, 2018; Assor et al., 
2004, 2005; Assor & Tal, 2012; Assor et al., 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; Kanat Maymon 
et al., 2023; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Soenens et al., 2019). 

The need for an authentic inner compass. This need can be supported by teacher 
actions that contribute to the formation of values, goals, and commitments students 
deeply identify with. This process is facilitated via the following teacher practices: 
(1) fostering students’ inclination and capacity to engage in inner-directed valuing 
by paying attention to what they really value, prefer, feel, and want in situations 
involving difficult decisions, particularly when facing social pressures to conform 
and ignore one’s true feelings and preferences, (2) supporting students’ inclination 
and capacity to examine and explore different values, opinions, and options before 
they decide, take responsibility, or commit themselves; such exploration can involve 
thinking, experimenting, and talking to people with different values and opinions, (3) 
inherent value demonstration; that is, teachers demonstrating the merit of the values 
they endorse through their actions, and (4) cultivating students’ individual interests. 
Assor (2011) noted that, across different societies, pro-social values formulate an 
important part of the core of a growth-promoting, authentic, inner compass. There-
fore, educational practices promoting the internalization of pro-social values are 
of special importance. For example, teacher and school practices emphasizing the 
importance of these values through appropriate norms and regulations and even more 
so through the active participation of students in thinking about and determining the 
values and norms that guide the school’s activities. Examples of such practices can be 
found in Kohlberg’s Just Community (2013) and the Caring Community (Battistich 
et al., 1995, 1997) approaches (see also Assor et al., 2018; Bundick & Tirri, 2014). 
These approaches view discussions about values as a secondary means, which only 
make sense if the educational environment realizes the values on a daily basis and 
encourages children to participate in forming a community that lives according to 
these values. 

In this section, we demonstrated that in order for teachers to be able to promote 
significant basic need satisfaction and social emotional growth in students, they 
must internalize and competently enact a considerable number of complex practices. 
Furthermore, since using these practices under the challenging conditions prevailing 
in many schools is a difficult task, it seems that if we want teachers to internalize even 
just some of these practices and implement them in a competent manner, teachers
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should get significant training, guidance and consultation in the ongoing use of these 
need-supporting practices. 

Therefore, it makes little sense to require teachers who have not yet learnt how to 
competently enact need-supporting practices, to invest additional effort in learning 
to teach SE skills, which in any case, are a considerably less important resource of 
optimal student functioning. 

Direct Teaching of SE Skills is Unlikely to be Beneficial 
in the Absence of Basic Need-Support 

As already noted, the most important reason for considering the teaching of SE 
skills as a secondary, more marginal, component of SEL programs is that there 
is a much more important, and rather demanding, teaching component that such 
programs should focus on; namely direct teaching of basic need-support, that often 
does not include skills teaching. However, there are additional reasons why SEL 
programs should not focus on the teaching of SE skills when teachers do not master 
and regularly enact practices of basic need-support. Inhere we provide three such 
reasons. 

First, given the complex tasks and demands teachers already face (Shulman & 
Wilson, 2004) and the work load they cope with, many teachers may not find the 
time and energy to teach SE skills effectively. Second, and particularly important, 
students may not be willing to learn SE skills from teachers who frustrate, or do not 
support, their needs; teachers whom they experience as not really interested in them, 
or not trying to help when they face difficulties. For example, a student may not be 
willing to learn how to cope with social rejection from a teacher who does nothing 
to prevent the student’s’ rejection by classmates. Similarly, students are not likely to 
learn how to cope with an academic failure from a teacher they perceive as the one 
who causes the failure by giving tasks that are too difficult, unclear instructions, or no 
assistance when students fail. Sometimes, when teachers try to teach students skills 
for coping with a problem the teacher is perceived as at least partly responsible for, 
this may even backfire, causing students to react with suspicion, cynicism, distancing, 
and even defiance. 

Finally, teachers who do not provide a need-supporting learning process and 
context do not create opportunities that encourage students to practice the skills they 
have learnt and experience their benefits. As a result, children may find the skill 
they have learnt not useful and may be inclined to stop using and practicing it. For 
example, children who have learned skills enabling them to deal with frustration and 
persist in educational tasks, may not apply and develop these skills if teachers give 
them tasks that are too difficult, do not give children feedback following their efforts 
and success, or respond to children success by presenting much more demanding 
standards and tasks.
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Interestingly, the distinction between the teaching of SE skills as part of an explicit 
curriculum and teachers’ need-supporting practices has much in common with the 
distinction between the “hidden” and “manifest” curriculums (Bloom, 1972; but  
see also Assor & Gordon, 1987). The hidden curriculum refers to the type of lessons 
students learn from teachers’ repeated behaviors and school routines that express 
basic values, norms, and beliefs. The manifest curriculum refers to the contents 
that are taught and explained explicitly in the classroom. In a way, teachers’ need-
supporting (or frustrating) practices seem to constitute the hidden curriculum of the 
class, which as noted by Bloom (1972) is much more powerful than the manifest 
curriculum of socio-emotional skills taught in many SEL classes. 

Effective Ways of Combining Need-Support with SE Skills 
Teaching 

Based on the conception and model presented above, we recommend that priority 
should be given to training and guiding teachers in learning and implementing need-
supporting practices and structures, without burdening them with systematic direct 
skills teaching according to a pre-determined plan. However, when teachers already 
master the intricacies and challenges of effective basic need-support, it appears 
possible and even desirable to integrate the teaching of specific skills as part of 
the teacher’s effort to support students’ needs and promote the internalization of 
pro-social values. When such integration is carried out, it is important that the skills 
taught will be chosen in a way that complements the teacher’s effort to create a 
need-supportive learning process and social environment, and in accordance with 
the concerns and challenges that emerge from conversations with the students. This 
approach is very different from the teaching of skills according to a rigid curriculum, 
in which the skills are taught according to a pre-determined plan, irrespective of the 
issues students and teachers are concerned with. 

Therefore, it is recommended to assess at the beginning of the school year which 
aspects of students’ and classroom functioning are bothering the students and the 
teachers, and they would like to improve. Then, to hold an evolving educational 
process focused on the strengthening student need satisfaction experiences and the 
perceptions, motivations, and values related to these needs. Let us consider, as an 
example, a class in which many students see themselves as marginalized or rejected 
and experience fear of exclusion. In addition, many join actions of exclusion out 
of fear of being excluded themselves (see Faris, 2012). In response, the teacher 
can begin a process that includes (a) discussions that raise awareness to the issue, 
(b) study methods and group work that reduce rejection, allow students to get to 
know each other, express their strengths, and promote friendships (e.g., Johnson & 
Johnson, 1999), and (c) reducing teaching methods that create social comparison and 
competition for status (Maehr & Midgley, 1996).
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To strengthen the effectiveness of these educational practices and structures, 
teachers can add teaching and practice of listening skills and conflict resolution skills, 
which contribute to effective group work, and strengthen empathy. This example clar-
ifies that effective combination of need-support practices with skills teaching is much 
more likely to occur when teachers are not obliged to teach skills according to a pre-
determined order and have the freedom to choose the skills they view as relevant to 
their student present concerns and the educational process teachers try to promote. 

Importantly, in the last decades, major leaders of the SEL community have under-
scored the importance of combining need-support with skills teaching (Jennings & 
Greenberg, 2009; Elias et al., 1997; Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018; 
Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Cohen, 2006; Osher et al, 2020), especially in regard to 
teacher support for students needs for relatedness, belongingness, and safety. A 
number of well-known, highly appreciated programs actually include such a need-
support component in their teacher training and support (e.g., the caring community 
program [Battistich et al., 1997]; the 4Rs program [Brown et al., 2010]; the Ruler 
program [Bracket et al., 2012; Nathanson et al., 2016]; and the responsive classroom 
program [Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2014]). 

From an SDT perspective, the growing emphasis on combining direct skills 
teaching with need-supports from teachers represents a necessary and valuable move 
forward. However, when considering approaches and programs endorsing a combina-
tion of direct skills teaching with direct teaching of need-support practices, it is impor-
tant to be aware that the integration suggested by most SEL scholars and programs 
differs from the integration endorsed by SDT. According to SDT and our SEL model, 
need-supporting practices and structures are the foundation of the SEL process, and 
skills teaching is likely to constitute a valuable addition only when sound need-
support already exists. In contrast, most of the SEL writers and programs endorsing 
a combination of need-supporting practices and context with direct skills’ teaching 
view these two components as additive features of SEL programs. Accordingly, most 
of these writers do not delineate a clear interactive model in which skills teaching 
becomes clearly effective only when students’ needs are being supported. Further-
more, in contrast to our approach and model, these writers do not view need-support 
as a more important aspect of SEL programs than direct teaching of skills. 

Given the difference between SDT and more traditional SEL programs with regard 
to integration of skills teaching with need-supports, it is important that educational 
leaders and teachers carefully examine the nature of programs endorsing need-
support and skill teaching integration. Thus, a program that ostensibly includes 
both components may nevertheless allocate most of its resources to the training 
and guiding of teachers in the teaching of SE skills according to a pre-determined 
rigid curriculum. In this case, educators believing in the primary importance of need-
support should look for another program, one focusing primarily on need-support, 
allowing flexible addition of skills teaching only when this helps to further support 
students’ needs. 

Our view that SEL programs focusing only on direct teaching of SE skills may 
appear questionable, given that there are several meta-analyses claiming to show 
that SEL programs are effective. In the next part. we will show that, although these
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analyses are rightfully cited as evidence (Corcoran et al., 2018; Durlak et al., 2011; 
Korpershoek et al., 2016; Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017) for the effectiveness of 
SEL programs, they do not show that SEL programs focusing only on skills teaching 
produce sizable benefits. 

There is no Conclusive Evidence that SEL Programs 
Focusing Only on Skills Teaching Produce Sizable Benefits 
for Students 

Meta-analyses of SEL interventions (e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018; Durlak et al., 2011; 
Korpershoek et a., 2016; Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017) do not provide 
conclusive evidence that SEL programs focusing only on skills teaching produce 
sizable benefits. This is because the effects documented may be ascribed to compo-
nents of the programs supporting students’ basic needs without direct teaching of 
SE skills. Thus, as will be shown below, many of these programs include school 
changes, and teacher guidance aimed at creating teacher–student relationship, class-
room climate, and a learning process that supports students’ needs for caring and 
relatedness, competence, and at times also for participation and autonomy (see for 
example, Grant et al., 2017). 

Unfortunately, none of the meta-analyses controlled for the extent to which the 
effects of the program can be ascribed to the effects of the school change and teacher 
guidance components supporting students’ needs without teaching SE skills. As a 
result, we have a classic case of confounding, in which the positive effects of SEL 
programs may be ascribed mostly to need-supporting components that do not involve 
direct teaching of SE skills. This is a very serious problem because there are fairly 
rigorous studies showing that the component of many SEL programs focusing on 
teacher guidance in creating need-supporting teacher–student relationship, classroom 
context, and learning process (without skills teaching) has clear positive effects (e.g., 
Aelterman et al., 2014; Akioka & Gilmore, 2013; Assor et al., 2018; Cheon et al., 
2012, 2015, 2019, 2020; Flunger et al., 2019: Gustavsson et al., 2016; Guay et al., 
2016; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Kaplan & Assor, 2012; Pianta et al., 2012; Reeve  &  
Cheon, 2014; Reeve et al., 2019, 2022; Su & Reeve,  2011; Tessier et al., 2010; 
Turner & Meyer, 2000). Given this well-documented effect, it is important to examine 
whether direct teaching of SE skills produces positive outcomes beyond the well-
known effects of teacher guidance and school changes which support students’ needs. 

This confound does not completely invalidate the conclusions of the analyses, but 
it does require serious modification and moderation of this conclusion. Thus, until 
this confound is disentangled, we may only say that the research suggests that SEL 
programs (meeting accepted implementation guidelines and criteria) are likely to 
have positive effects if they have two components of skills teaching and direct need-
support. Yet, presently, we do not know which of the components of these programs 
is mostly responsible for their positive effects.
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To further support our claim that the positive effects of major SEL programs might 
be ascribed at least partly to teacher guidance in need-supporting practices, we will 
now show that these programs indeed have an important need-supporting component 
that does not involve direct teaching of SE skills by main teachers as part of a pre-
determined curriculum. The programs selected for this part are included in the major 
meta-analyses, and most of them are often cited as exemplary programs in Oberle 
and Schonert-Reichl (2017) well-known chapter on SEL. 

Caring School Community (CSC) Program 

The Caring School Community (CSC) program was developed by researchers at the 
Center for the Collaborative Classroom, formerly called the Developmental Studies 
Center (Battistich et al., 1997, 2004). This is the second program which Oberle 
and Schonert-Reichel (2017) present as an example of a high-quality effective SEL 
program that is also recommended by CASEL. The program obviously has a very 
strong and explicit emphasis on improving the school and classroom need-supporting 
context, far beyond the teaching of SE skills (in fact it focuses only on some social 
skills). 

Responsive Classroom Program 

The need-supporting nature of the responsive classroom (RC) program is reflected in 
its strong emphasis on ongoing guidance of teachers in practices supporting caring 
and relatedness in the classroom, choice, and basing learning on students’ interests 
and goals (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2014). Furthermore, Kaufman et al. (2014) note 
that: “the RC approach differs from prevalent approaches to SEL. For example, 
the RC approach emphasizes how to teach rather than what to teach. Instead of 
establishing a set curriculum for teaching SEL skills… the RC approach embeds 
modeling of prosocial behavior, collaboration, and SEL into instructional practices. 
RC practices are designed to align with existing curricula in the school rather than 
introducing content with an SEL focus” (p. 571). 

4Rs (Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution) Program 

The 4Rs program which Oberle and Schonert-Reichel (2017) present as an example 
of a high-quality effective SEL program is also recommended by CASEL (e.g., 
Brown et al., 2010). This highly regarded program clearly emphasizes the creation 
of a secure, supportive, pro-social school, classroom, and teaching environment as
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a foundational and ongoing process that supports and enables effective teaching of 
SE skills. 

PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) Program 

Greenberg and his colleagues emphasize the importance of supportive teacher– 
student relationships and effective classroom management as critical determinants 
that should accompany SE skills teaching in an attempt to enhance students’ develop-
ment (e.g., Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). PATHS interventions often include compo-
nents involving the creation of supportive and caring teacher–student relationships, 
rule-setting, and at times also effective teaching. For example, the PATHs interven-
tion described in Domitrovich et al. (2007) notes that one of the key components of 
the intervention was processes aimed at creating “a positive classroom atmosphere 
that supports social-emotional learning”. 

The first study assessing the effects of PATHS not involving the Greenberg 
group was done by Hamre et al. (2012). The study showed positive effects of 
PATHS on teacher rated students’ social competence. Importantly, in this study the 
teaching of the PATHS curriculum was accompanied by teacher training using My 
Teaching Partner program (MTP). MTP involves training in three teaching compo-
nents assessed by the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta et al., 
2008). The CLASS assesses three domains of effective teacher–child interactions: 
Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Instructional Support. Although 
the study showed positive results, we do not know if the effects of PATHS teaching 
would have occurred if it was not accompanied by teacher training in effective 
relational and teaching practices. 

More generally, most of the positive PATH findings were obtained in studies with 
children with special needs and with pre-elementary school children. It is possible 
that in such contexts, where teachers usually pay considerable attention to children 
emotional needs and the emotional climate is more supportive, PATHS and perhaps 
other SEL programs may have positive effects even without being accompanied by 
a process aimed to improve the teachers’ need-supportive practices. This, however, 
is less likely to be the case in schools and classes that are not part of the special 
education system or focus on older children and adolescents (see the effects of age 
also in Taylor et al (2017) meta-analysis). 

Raising Healthy Children Program 

This Raising Healthy Children (RHC; Catalano et al., 2003) program was included 
in Sklad et al (2012) positive review of SEL programs results. The RHC interven-
tion is a comprehensive, multifaceted longitudinal school-based prevention program. 
The intervention included a series of workshops for teachers aimed at improving
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classroom social, motivational, and learning environment. Specifically, workshop 
topics included, in addition to the promotion of classic SE skills involving interper-
sonal and problem-solving skills, also proactive classroom management, cooperative 
learning methods, strategies to enhance student motivation, student involvement and 
participation, and reading strategies. 

The RULER (Recognizing, Understanding, Labeling, 
Expressing, and Regulating) Program 

The RULER program (2018; Nathanson et al., 2016; Bracket et al., 2012) was also 
given as an example of a high-quality SEL program in the Oberle and Schonert-
Reichel chapter. The program has a fundamental component including a charter 
document and rather systematic and thorough process promoting a positive emotional 
school and class climate, involving norms and rules for appropriate and construc-
tive behavior at school, minimizing conflicts, and promoting students and teachers’ 
well-being and sense of competence. This is done via a participatory process 
involving teachers and students, which clearly supports teachers and students’ sense 
of autonomy. The research on RULER shows very positive results (e.g., Nathanson 
et al., 2016). Yet, also in this case, it is difficult to know how much of the effects 
would have occurred if the program did not have a strong school and class climate 
component. 

The Resolving Conflict Creatively Program 

The Resolving Conflict Creatively Program (RCCP) was examined by Aber, Jones, 
and Brown (often considered among the early leaders of the SEL movement). 
Research on the RCCP program demonstrates the important role of the classroom 
context in the success of SEL-type interventions. A study conducted by Aber et al. 
(1998) showed that the effect of the intervention on students’ aggressive tendencies 
was restricted to classrooms where the norm is that the use of aggression is “really 
wrong”. In other words, classroom context had a clear moderating role on the effects 
of the SEL program. Aber and his colleagues also state that children’s classrooms 
constitute a proximal context of great potential importance both to the ontogeny 
of aggression and conduct disorder, as well as to the success of a classroom-based 
preventive intervention. 

This section showed that current meta-analyses do not provide evidence for sizable 
effects of programs including only SE skills teaching. This suggests that presently 
there are no good reasons to adopt SEL programs focusing mainly on the teaching 
of SE skills as part of a pre-planned structured curriculum. However, in the next
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section we describe additional reasons to avoid investing considerable resources in 
such programs. 

Negative Consequences of SEL Programs Focusing 
Primarily on Teaching Skills via a Structured Curriculum 

SEL programs focusing mainly on the teaching of SE skills via a structured 
curriculum (with little or no guidance in need-support) may have three negative 
consequences. The first and perhaps most important and immediate negative conse-
quence of such programs is that they foster a rather limited, perhaps even problematic, 
educational thinking, approach, and role definition in teachers participating in these 
“skills-only” SEL programs. Specifically, SEL programs emphasizing skills as the 
primary source of human growth and optimal functioning are likely to have a negative 
effect on two aspects of teachers’ thinking and approach. The first problem is that 
such programs convey (implicitly or explicitly) a message that the major driver of 
student’s growth, coping, well-being, and optimal functioning are skills taught to 
them by teachers (and other important socializing agents). Therefore, if teachers want 
to promote their students’ socioemotional growth (SEG) and optimal functioning, 
they should mainly focus on the teaching of SE skills. Accordingly, they should 
define their role in students’ socioemotional development and education, as culti-
vators of SE skills. As noted earlier, we view such “skill-first” educational approach 
and teacher role definition, as misleading and as hindering teachers’ capacity to 
have a deep salutary effect on their students’ socioemotional development, and on 
high-quality learning. 

This undesirable development in teachers’ thinking and role definition may occur 
because the view of skills as the major resource of optimal growth causes teachers to 
miss or underestimate the crucial role of cumulative basic needs satisfaction experi-
ences as the most critical driver of student’s growth and optimal functioning. Accord-
ingly, the “skills first” approach is also likely to cause teachers to invest insufficient 
effort in attempts to support student’s needs, a demanding task also when teachers 
understand the critical importance of such support. Finally, the “skills first” approach 
is also likely to cause teachers to underestimate the importance of defining their role 
in students’ socioemotional development and education as key facilitators of need 
satisfaction in students. 

Another serious problem emanating from using the term “skill”, or the related 
term “competency”, to describe the main focus of many SEL programs is that many 
such programs and major SEL writings erroneously and misleadingly include under 
these terms highly desirable attributes, which are not skills or competencies and 
cannot be fostered in the ways skills are cultivated. For example, values, aspirations, 
motivations, positive perceptions and assumptions about self, others or the world, 
and even identity. This inaccurate and often erroneous use of the terms skills and 
competencies is likely to blur and confuse teachers’ thinking on the nature of the
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student attributes they want to cultivate. More important, treating desirable attributes 
and virtues which are not skills as skills may cause teachers to choose educational 
means that are not appropriate for the cultivation of these desirable attributes and 
neglect the more essential and critical means for cultivating these highly desirable 
attributes. 

To illustrate our claim, let us consider two well-known SEL typologies of 
“skills” or “competencies”. The description appearing in the 2020 SEL frame-
work of CASEL (2020)—the most important consortium of SEL programs and 
scholars—describes the following students’ attributes as competencies: experiencing 
self-efficacy, developing interests and a sense of purpose, demonstrating honesty and 
integrity, showing the courage to take initiative, demonstrating personal and collec-
tive agency, exhibiting self-motivation, the capacity to feel compassion for others, 
showing concern for the feelings of others, understanding and expressing gratitude, 
the ability to make caring and constructive choices, and demonstrating curiosity and 
open-mindedness. Similarly, Jones (2019) includes among the “non-cognitive” skills 
she lists, values, as well as what she describes as identity or self-image attributes 
(e.g., purpose, self-esteem). 

The major problem with using terms such as skills or competencies to describe 
the attributes listed above is that they may cause teachers to assume that these are 
attributes, such as values, goals and purpose, can be taught like real skills, by direct 
instruction and then practice. Considerable research suggests that values are not 
skills. They are principles and goals with which people identify deeply. Educa-
tors can facilitate the formation of values, as well as goals, interests, purpose, and 
autonomous motivations by demonstrating the inherent value of these action-guiding 
inner schemas (e.g., Asssor, 2011, 2018; Assor et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2023). Further-
more, educators can create opportunities that allow students to explore and form 
moral principles, goals, purpose, commitments, interests, and an identity that feel 
authentic, relevant, and satisfying (Assor, 2018a, 2018b; Damon, 2008; Kohlberg, 
2013; Marcia et al., 1993). As for perceptions of oneself as efficacious and worthy, 
these also are not things you can teach one about oneself. A reliable sense of self-
esteem and efficacy is primarily based on experiences of mastery and positive feed-
back in coping with various challenges (Bandura, 2008). In a similar way, compas-
sion and concern for others is not something you can directly teach children as a skill. 
Rather, these dispositions, to a large extent, emerge in contexts were other people 
treat the child in a caring and respectful way and demonstrate this desirable behavior 
in their own behavior (Noddings, 2010; Thompson et al., 2019). 

By causing teachers to view attributes such as values, compassion for others, 
purpose, or sense of self-efficacy as skills that can be taught, there is a real risk 
that teachers will treat these attributes as qualities that can be taught and trained 
directly, rather than fostered via need-satisfying experiences that motivate students 
to adopt them. As a result, teachers may neglect important educational practices 
that are the real facilitators of these desirable attributes. For example, rather than 
demonstrate values in their behavior, create a caring context that encourages compas-
sion for others, or generate mastery opportunities enabling students to experience 
self-efficacy, teachers will conduct lessons in which they will teach their students
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valued ways of acting or of positively evaluating themselves. When such teachings 
are not supported and echoed by accumulating, action-based, emotional experiences 
confirming their personal validity and relevance, there is little chance that children 
will internalize these teachings in a deep and meaningful way. 

A second potential harm of SEL programs focusing mainly on skills teaching is 
that they may contribute to the missing of a significant opportunity for the current 
interest in SEL to act as a catalyst for a significant educational change. Thus, instead 
of making significant changes in the ways teachers respond to students needs by 
changing their ways of relating and working with students and by re-constructing 
classrooms as caring learning communities, skills teaching may provide a relatively 
easy escape route and apparent solution, through the adding of yet another type of 
lesson to a pre-determined curriculum. In this way, structured SE skills programs 
may help schools and education administrators ignore the much-needed change in 
teachers’ and schools’ practices, learning, and social contexts and culture. Put differ-
ently, they may help maintain teachers’ focus on learning materials rather than on 
their own behaviors as teachers and educators they may help maintain teachers’ focus 
on learning materials rather than on their own behaviors as teachers and educators. 

A third potential harm, that is actually a product of the first two potential dangers, 
is that educational policymakers and administrators controlling significant amounts 
of money and other resources will invest most of these resources in programs focusing 
almost exclusively on the development of structured curriculums of skills teaching, 
rather than in programs and efforts focusing first and foremost on changing the ways 
teachers and schools relate to students directly and the context, learning process, and 
culture they create. To the extent that resources will indeed be invested mostly in 
curriculums of skills teaching, this may further augment the unfortunate missing of 
a precious opportunity to use the concern underlying the focus on SEL to act as a 
catalyst for a significant educational change. 

From Socioemotional Learning (SEL) to Socioemotional 
Growth (SEG) 

The conception of SEL as involving the development of inner growth resources that 
are not only (or not even mainly) skills suggests that the terms SEL and socioemo-
tional teaching should be substituted by terms that better capture our wider conception 
of socioemotional growth (SEG). 

For most people, the notion “learning” refers primarily to a process in which 
certain knowledge and specific skills are learnt via direct teaching, followed by 
practice and feedback on learners’ performance. As many of the attributes now 
included under the term SEL are not cultivated by direct systematic instruction 
and practice, but by other, very different growth-supporting processes (e.g., provi-
sion of need-supporting experiences promoting positive self- and other views, or 
finding the intrinsic satisfaction inherent in the pursuit of certain goals and actions),
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it appears reasonable to replace the terms SEL and SE teaching, with the terms 
socioemotional growth (SEG) and socioemotional support (SES), because the latter 
terms reflect much more accurately the different types of inner resources involved in 
socioemotional growth and the wide range of processes nurturing such growth. 

Hopefully, the terms socioemotional growth (SEG) and support (SES) will 
enhance a need oriented thinking and approach, which in turn, will foster a change in 
teachers’ role definition: from a teacher of SE skills to a facilitator of SEG through 
a variety of experiences and practices centering, first and foremost, on the support 
of students’ basic needs and the kindling of students’ intrinsic motivation. 

Summary 

In conclusion, the conception and model presented in this chapter emphasize that 
social-emotional learning (SEL), or more accurately socioemotional growth (SEG), 
includes much more than the acquisition of skills. According to our conception, 
the most important component of social-emotional learning is the development of 
growth resources consisting of accumulating experiences of basic need satisfaction, 
which in turn promote positive perceptions of self and others, autonomous motivation 
for learning and other constructive engagements, as well as deep and volitional 
internalization of pro-social values. Thus, when significant social-emotional learning 
and growth occur, children learn that they are worthy of love and appreciation; that 
they can face difficult challenges; that there are people in the world they can trust; 
that it is desirable and satisfying to be considerate toward others; that there are things 
that really interest them; and that they have values and goals they identify with and 
therefore form the basis for an authentic sense of inner compass and meaning. Skills 
can help reinforce the formation of these experiences, perceptions, and values, but 
are still only a secondary resource. 

Finally, our SDT view and most SEL leaders nowadays explicitly include in 
the domain of SEL attributes that are not skills and are best cultivated by growth-
supporting practices that do not involve direct teaching and practice. Therefore, 
we suggest that it is time to substitute the term SEL, which for most people, 
primarily, implies direct teaching and practice of skills, with more accurate and 
less misleading terms. Instead of SEL, we suggest the term socio-emotional growth 
(SEG), and instead of socioemotional teaching–socioemotional support (SES). 
Importantly, socioemotional support consists, first and foremost, of educational prac-
tices supporting students’ needs. For example, providing need-supporting experi-
ences that enable students to build positive self- and other perceptions or discover the 
intrinsic satisfactions inherent in various valued actions such as learning or helping 
others.
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Chapter 14 
Self-determination and Socioemotional 
Learning Interventions on Educator’s 
Psychological Health and Well-Being: 
A Systematic Review 

Heon Jin Kang 

Abstract There are a growing number of interventions based on socioemotional 
learning (SEL) which specifically target to promote educators’ well-being and 
psychological health (Crain et al., 2017). The meta-analysis and literature reviews 
convince its application and outcomes toward positive health outcomes; however, 
there is still room for improvement to include theory proven psychotherapy for better 
effectiveness. In an autonomy-supportive therapy grounded in self-determination 
theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017), therapists facilitate the 
process of clients organizing and self-regulating their actions without imposing their 
own agenda or values on them. The aim of this present systematic review is to examine 
the characteristics and curriculums of SEL and SDT interventions targeted at educa-
tors’ psychological health and well-being. Nine studies met the inclusion criteria, 
capturing 6 programs which mainly combined SEL training, mindfulness, and self-
compassion practice. The major strength of this review was the integration of the 
SEL and SDT which offer an overarching construct that provided a viewpoint of an 
efficient intervention strategy. The major limitation was although the review aimed 
to identify SDT components, it only found one component, mindfulness, which only 
relates to autonomy-supportive methods; thus, generalization of integration of SEL 
and SDT may be limited. 

Introduction 

Among professions, teaching has been considered one of the most demanding (Lomas 
et al., 2017). Educators experience the reality of its challenges and are faced with its 
stress and challenges (Herman et al., 2018; Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). In a 
national survey by the Canadian Teachers’ Federation (2020), over 65% of respon-
dents indicated that they are increasingly worried about their personal mental health,
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well-being, and ability to cope with heavy workloads. In addition, educators faced 
high levels of unhappiness and frustration with their work environment and condi-
tions. However, these findings are unsurprising given their poor working environment 
and conditions. There is a lack of proper policies, support, resources, and funds in 
place to properly support the emotional and mental health of educators. 

One major source of stress for educators has been attributed to negative teacher– 
student interactions, such as disciplinary problems and disruptive behaviors in the 
classroom. Despite being a major source of stress, research on the role of positive 
teacher–student relations and interactions has been scarce, particularly in constructs 
such as social and emotional competence (SEC; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 
Mutjaba and Reiss (2013) showed that certain teacher–student interactions may result 
in positive stress, improve well-being, and reduce negative emotions. 

Improved SEC has been identified from a meta-analysis on teacher stress as a key 
factor in the prevention of teacher stress (Oliveira et al., 2021a, 2021b). While dealing 
with negative student–teacher interactions, teachers undergo emotional labor in 
managing their negative emotions which may result negatively in emotional burnout 
and exhaustion (Chang, 2009; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2007) and negatively related to job satisfaction (Klassen et al., 2010; Robinson 
et al., 2019) and mental health (Schonfeld & Bianchi, 2016). Developing a structured 
training model to improve SEC may result in better well-being and work produc-
tivity for educators. Consequently, social and emotional learning (SEL) encompasses 
encouraging positive classroom and school culture which promotes safe, caring, and 
encourages participation (Collie, 2017; Humphrey, 2013; Weissberg et al., 2015). 

SEL for Educators 

SEL involves teaching students’ competencies in the social and emotional domains 
such as relationship and self-management skills (Bridgeland et al., 2013; See 
Table 14.1). Oliveira et al., (2021a, 2021b) presents that SEL is advanced as a system-
atic framework to guide and assess student-targeted policies to promote the optimal 
development and reduce problem behaviors of children and youths and equip them 
with the tools to head on the challenges of the twenty-first century (Durlak et al., 
2015; Tolan et al., 2016). Henceforth, most of the SEL interventions in the educa-
tion context adopted a student centric approach (Domitrovich et al., 2016; Green-
berg & Abenavoli, 2017; Oberle et al., 2016). Initially, a school-based approach 
was developed, through which teachers were identified as essential partners in SEL 
programs and assumed to be socially and emotionally competent to spearhead them 
(Durlak et al., 2015; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Consequentially, SEL programs 
were developed as sub-products of global interventions. These interventions prepared 
teachers to intervene with their students through teacher training on how to teach SEC 
to their students and also developed the teacher’s own interpersonal SEC to better 
relate and deal with their students (Greenberg et al., 2003; Osher et al., 2016). It was 
only recently that interventions targeting educators’ own SEC had been developed
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Table 14.1 Description of teacher-specific social, emotional, and cognitive skills within each SEC 

Domain Specific skills 

Self- and social 
awareness 

To recognize and understand emotions and emotional patterns of their 
own and of others. To understand/be aware of how their emotional 
expressions affect their interactions with others. To have a realistic 
understanding of their abilities and recognize their emotional strengths 
and weaknesses. To be culturally sensitive and understand different 
perspectives. To motivate learning in themselves and others, though 
the promotion and use of emotions. To build strong and supportive 
relationships through mutual understanding and cooperation. To 
effectively negotiate solutions to conflict situations 

Self- and relationship 
management 

To manage their behavior even when emotionally aroused by 
challenging situations. To regulate their emotions in healthy ways that 
facilitate positive classroom outcomes without compromising their 
health. To effectively set limits firmly, yet respectfully. To be 
comfortable with a level of ambiguity and uncertainty that comes from 
letting students figure things out for themselves 

Responsible 
decision-making 

To display prosocial values and decide ethically, based on the 
assessment of factors such as the impact of their decisions on 
themselves and others. To respect others and take responsibility for 
their decisions and actions 

Retrieved from Jennings and Greenberg (2009), p. 495 

(Schonert-Reichl, 2017). The inclusion of teachers in SEL interventions is significant 
as their SEC plays a crucial role in how they perform in their work, social interac-
tions, and their social and emotional well-being; it is through their SEC that teachers 
learn to adapt and overcome life challenges through their personal development and 
positive interpersonal relationships (Durlak et al., 2015; Tolan et al., 2016). 

SEL Intervention to Educators’ Health and Well-Being 

SEC and the ability to manage and regulate emotions in relation to the classroom is 
key to optimizing teaching effectiveness. Teachers need to regulate their emotional 
reactivity in response to student disruptions by managing the social and emotional 
dynamics of the classroom in order to create a warm and caring emotional climate 
most conducive to learning. Educators function best when negative emotions such as 
anger and frustration can be minimized while positive emotions such as enthusiasm 
and interest can be enhanced (Jennings, 2015). Recent SEL interventions specifically 
developed for educators have drawn attention owing to the positive impact on both 
the educators’ professional and personal development. The effects have extended 
beyond the educators’ well-being and performance to include those of their students 
(Durlak et al., 2015; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). It was suggested that the intervention 
had an impact on educators’ SEC, which contains specific outcomes related to the 
five key competencies of SEL.
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On a personal level, higher SEC has been linked to decreased psycholog-
ical distress (e.g., emotional exhaustion, psychological discomfort from stress, 
anxiety, depersonalization, and depression symptoms), physical distress (e.g., health 
complaints), and behavioral and physiological health indicators (e.g., sleep problem, 
cortisol level, blood pressure, and respiratory health) (Harris et al., 2016; Jennings 
et al., 2017; Roeser et al., 2013). Furthermore, studies (Carvalho et al., 2017; Crain  
et al., 2017; Domitrovich et al., 2016; Jennings et al., 2013) have shown that a higher 
level of SEC has also been associated with increase in well-being, specifically in 
outcomes relating to personal well-being (e.g., better job and life satisfaction, self-
efficacy) and positive emotions (e.g., positive affect and personal accomplishment). 
Educators with higher SEC are more capable of taking on their job demands and 
achieving higher levels of work and personal life satisfaction and well-being (Crain 
et al., 2017; Talvio & Lonka, 2019). 

The meta-analysis by Oliveira et al., (2021a, 2021b) evaluated the efficacy of 
interventions aiming to reduce burnout symptoms in teachers. The findings shed light 
on the possible impacts of SEL interventions on reducing burnout/stress symptoms in 
teachers; however, a theory-based approach is needed to investigate current research 
and drive future direction for more effective interventions that will complement 
traditional stress-reduction interventions such as cognitive-behavioral interventions 
and relaxation-based intervention techniques. 

Autonomy Support and Mindfulness in Psychotherapy 

To reduce stress and promote emotional well-being, autonomy support is a central 
concept in psychotherapy which aligns with the self-determination theory (SDT) by 
Deci and Ryan (1985). Autonomy support refers to the extent to which individuals 
feel that their actions and choices are self-endorsed and self-directed rather than 
externally driven (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Ryan, 1993). This concept is particularly 
relevant as the primary task of therapy is to support autonomous self-exploration, 
identification, initiation, and sustaining a process of change (Ryan & Deci, 2008). 

The process of supporting autonomy in psychotherapy begins with therapists and 
clients understanding and validating the individuals’ own internal frame of reference. 
This helps therapists facilitate the process of clients organizing and self-regulating 
their actions without imposing their own agenda or values on them. It also involves 
aiding the clients in understanding their own experiences and taking ownership of new 
behaviors without external agendas being imposed on them. Researchers (Brown & 
Ryan, 2003; Deci & Ryan, 1980; Kabat-Zinn, 1990) explained that mindfulness 
which is described as a quality of consciousness can (1) allow individuals to main-
tain steady attention and accept their prompt responses to thoughts, feelings, and 
physical sensations with non-judgment and (2) help individuals enhance their self-
regulation skills and reduce reactivity by encouraging them to stay in the present 
moment and be aware of their thoughts and emotions while suspending judgment 
(Hölzel et al., 2011; Schussler et al., 2016). Individuals who are mindful tend to
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maintain a consistent and steady level of attention, noticing and accepting imme-
diate responses to thoughts, feelings, and physical stimuli, encompassing awareness 
of their own internal bodily sensations (Khanna & Greeson, 2013). In the context 
of psychotherapy, mindfulness techniques are often integrated into the principle of 
autonomy support to help clients’ greater self-awareness, emotional regulation, and 
autonomy. The non-judgmental observation and acceptance fostered by mindfulness 
align with the principles of autonomy support, as clients learn to explore their inner 
experiences in a self-determined and non-coercive manner. This can contribute to 
more effective and empowering therapeutic experiences. 

SDT and Educators’ Health and Well-Being 

When an individual is mindfully aware of their inherent needs and experiences, then 
he/she is less likely to less likely dominate intra-psychic interaction and fulfillment of 
the basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Hodgins & 
Knee, 2002). As a result of satisfying the psychological needs, one is more likely to 
experience more autonomous motivation to engage in those activities. Autonomous 
motivation refers to motivation that comes from within, where individuals engage 
in activities because they find them inherently satisfying and valuable, rather than 
being motivated by external rewards or pressures (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). 

Research in the context of education supports the idea that autonomously moti-
vated behavior is advantageous for psychological functioning and overall well-being 
(see Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Teachers who would be autonomously 
motivated tend to show higher levels of self-efficacy in their teaching roles (Dybowski 
et al., 2017) as well as job satisfaction (Aelterman et al., 2019; Collie et al., 2017; 
Moe & Katz, 2020) which are consequences that extend to those working in teaching 
careers (see Fernet et al., 2012; 2016; 2017; Soenens et al., 2012). In addition, research 
has demonstrated that more autonomous forms of teacher motivation are related to 
less teacher burnout (Cuevas et al., 2018; Fernet et al. 2012) and well-being (Pauli 
et al., 2018). Hence, autonomous motivation tends to coincide with indicators of 
positive wellbeing as well as reduced levels of teacher distress. Given that teachers 
tend to experience high levels of stress and disorder (Gallup, 2014), establishing 
motivational mechanisms in teacher mental health will yield valuable insight about 
ways to promote healthier and more productive teaching workforces. 

Study Aim 

In relation to SEL’s components, fostering SDT concept such as mindful aware-
ness would foster greater emotional regulation. Ryan and Deci (2008) stated that 
mindful awareness is a means for individuals to become more in touch with their
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emotions, introjects, and painful experiences which have been suppressed. Through 
being aware, individuals can examine their emotions, experience, or introjects and 
integrate them together. Mindful awareness enhances the integration process through 
fostering fuller acknowledgment of the various parts of one’s personality such that 
they can be brought into coherence and harmony (Deci & Ryan, 1991). Both SEL 
and SDT-based initiatives in education emphasize the development of positive self, 
moral, social, and emotional understanding. 

Closer examination of the impact of using SDT with SEL on educators’ well-being 
and psychological health may shed light on how to improve current SEL programs 
available to educators. The main aim of this present systematic review is to examine 
the characteristics of SEL and SDT interventions targeted for educators, and the 
additional aim is to investigate the program’s curriculum for recommendation to 
future interventions. 

Method 

The systematic review was conducted and reported according to the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Statement 
(Moher et al., 2009). 

Search Strategy and Study Selection 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted using electronic databases: ERIC, 
PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. 
We applied four sets of filters in the database search. The filters were applied to search 
for terms in the titles and abstracts of papers within the databases. The first filter was 
used to identify studies with an experimental design with the terms: experiment* 
OR trial* OR manipulate* OR intervention. The second filter was applied to identify 
SEL studies that the terms included SEL OR social emotional learning OR social, 
emotion*. The third filter was applied to identify SDT studies with the key terms: 
autonomy support* OR SDT OR self-determined motivation OR mindful* OR self-
awareness. The third filters were used to identify populations with the following 
terms: adult OR educator OR teacher. 

Review Procedure and Data Abstraction 

The systematic search identified 1103 articles after the removal of duplicates 
(Fig. 14.1). All titles and abstracts were screened by two research team members
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Fig. 14.1 Flow diagram of studies included in review 

at Motivation and Educational Research lab in National Institute of Education, inde-
pendently co-screening 10% of the titles and abstracts; articles to be read in full were 
agreed on by them after discussion. One hundred and ninety-nine papers were read 
in full, with 11 included in the review. 

One review paper that provided data relating to the same study was combined 
(Oliveira et al., 2021a, 2021b). The following pre-specified data were extracted from 
each study: (i) setting; (ii) study design; (iii) sample size (number of participants); 
(iv) characteristics of participants; (v) type of control group; (vi) SEL program; (vii) 
program components; (viii) outcome, outcome measure, and informant; and (ix) 
findings, including effect sizes were reported by the authors. 

Quality Assessment of Reviewed Articles 

Study quality was assessed using the Effective Public Health Practice Project 
(EPHPP) Quality Assessment Tool for quantitative studies to assess for selection 
bias, study design, confounders, blinding, data collection methods, withdrawals, 
dropouts, intervention integrity, and analyses (Thomas et al., 2004). This tool was 
used in the recent review examining the impact of SEL interventions on teacher 
outcomes (Blewit et al., 2020) and is suitable for randomized, non-randomized, and
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pre–post-designs. Components were rated as strong, moderate, or weak across each 
study, based on guidelines in the EPHPP Dictionary, and an overall global quality 
rating was assigned. Studies were being rated based on the presence or absence of 
weak ratings. If a study had no weak ratings, it was rated as strong. If it had one 
weak rating, it was considered of moderate quality, and if it had two or more weak 
ratings, it was rated as overall weak. 

Results 

Descriptive Synthesis 

Table 14.2 contains general characteristics of the reviewed interventions, and 
Table 14.3 provides a summary of intervention characteristics. The pooled char-
acteristics of the nine studies included in this review are provided. The studies were 
published after 2013 and written in English. Eligible interventions were delivered 
in USA (n = 5), Portugal (n = 2), Canada (n = 1), and Israel (n = 1). Table 14.2 
describes detailed information. The studies involved a total of 714 educators, with 
sample sizes ranging from 6 (Palacios & Lemberger-Truelove, 2019) to 224 (Jennings 
et al., 2017). The participants ranged from early educators to teachers.

Intervention Design 

As for the intervention features, most of the interventions were only targeted educa-
tors (n = 8). Sessions ranged from 3 sessions of 60–90 min (Cochran & Peters, 
2023) to 30 h delivered through 10 weekly 2.5 h in-group sessions and a 5 h booster 
session 3 months after completion (Carvalho et al., 2021). Except for one qualitative 
study, all interventions have pre- and post-test assessments to measure effect (See 
Table 14.2). 

Characteristics of Programs 

Two interventions (Carvalho et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2021) examined Mindfulness-
based SEL approach (MindUP). Two experimental studies (Jennings et al., 2013, 
2017) examined Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE) which 
is a combination of emotional skill instruction, mindful awareness practices, caring, 
and compassion practices. Other papers used the brief mindfulness and SEL training 
(Cochran & Peters, 2023), the mindfulness, SEC, and self-compassion skills training 
(Carvalho et al., 2021), SEL and mindfulness-based consultation session (Palacios &
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Table 14.2 Report on general characteristics of the nine reviewed interventions 

Characteristics N (% where applicable) 

Location 

USA 5 

Canada 2 

Portugal 1 

Israel 1 

Sample size 

0–10 1 

11–25 1 

26–50 3 

51–100 1 

101–150 2 

150+ 1 

Participant 

In-service teacher only 5 

Pre-teacher only 2 

Teacher and student 1 

Teacher, student, and parent 1 

Dosage of intervention 

< 6 h 1 (11%) 

6–20 h 2 (22%) 

21–40 h 5 (56%) 

> 41 h 1 (11%) 

Study type 

Experiment with self-report measures 5 

Experiment with mixed-method measures 3 

Experiment on phenomenological approach 1 

Time of assessment 

Pre–post-test 9 

Post-test 1

Lemberger-Truelove, 2019), and the Call to Care—Israel for Teachers (C2CIT) 
program employing mindfulness, self-compassion, and SEL skills (Tarrasch et al., 
2020).
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Curriculum of Programs 

Regarding SEL training, five SEC domains (self-awareness, self-management, rela-
tionship skills, responsible decision-making, and social awareness) were introduced 
and practiced. Generally, the SEL skills in the review taught included: identifying 
and sharing emotions, learning to receive and provide social support, and devel-
oping perspective-taking and empathy skills (from C2CIT program in Tarrasch 
et al., 2020). Mindfulness-based training including mindfulness of breathing, mind-
fulness of body sensations, mindful listening, and mindful movement practices 
(standing, walking, stretching, centering) were employed in the interventions. Inter-
ventions imparting self-compassion skills utilized active listening exercises. The 
CARE program employed by Jennings et al., (2013, 2017) explained that compassion 
practice involves noticing emotional reactions while not acting upon the emotional 
reactions such as the urge to interrupt, offer advice, or judge others while listening. 
Activities such as group reflection, role-playing, reflection on poetry or readings, 
lecture, and homework assignments were used as part of psychoeducational content. 
The use of emotional journaling, self-care assessment, and nurturing activities were 
also used by Cochran and Peters (2023). 

Outcomes Related with Well-Being and Psychological Health 
and Measures 

The studies captured in this review examined the following psychological domains 
and well-being outcomes mainly, (i) mindfulness; (ii) burnout; (iii) self-compassion; 
(iv) affect, (v) empathy, (vi) well-being, (vii) mental health, and (viii) perceived 
stress and psychological distress. Measures for mindfulness utilized the Mindfulness 
Questionnaire (FFMQ; Carvalho et al., 2021; Jennings et al., 2013), the Interpersonal 
Mindfulness in Teaching (IMTS; Tarrasch et al., 2020). Burnout was measured by 
the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory for burnout and the Maslach Burnout Inventory-
Educators Survey (MBI) (Carvalho et al., 2017, 2021; Jennings et al., 2013; Kim  
et al., 2021; Tarrasch et al., 2020). Instruments to measure self-compassion included 
the Self-compassion Scale (SCS) invented by Neff, 2023 (Carvalho et al., 2017) and 
the Self-compassion Scale (SCS) invented by Raes et al., 2011 (Tarrasch et al., 2020). 
Perceived affect was measured by Affect the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule— 
Short Form (PANAS; Jennings et al., 2013); empathy was measured by the Interper-
sonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Cochran & Peters, 2023); well-being was measured by 
the Well-being the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF; Carvalho et al., 
2021); perceived stress and psychological distress were measured by The Perceived 
Stress Scale (PSS; Tarrasch et al., 2020) and the Patient Health Questionnaire 8-
item Depression Scale (PHQ-8; (Jennings et al., 2017); and lastly, mental health was 
measured by The Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF; Carvalho et al., 
2021). One study (Jennings et al., 2013) categorized the following four instruments
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as measures for general well-being: The PANAS, the Emotion Regulation Ques-
tionnaire, the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D-20), and 
the Daily Physical Symptoms (DPS). Among the psychological domains and well-
being outcomes, mindfulness and burnout were the mainly measured outcomes. Most 
of intervention groups in this review showed significant changes in their outcomes 
compared to their control groups. One study by Cochran and Peters (2023) which used 
a onefold intervention using mixed-method measures found no significant change in 
empathy. Garner et al. (2018)’s intervention compared mindfulness and SEL versus 
mindfulness only. Their findings showed that emotional competence improved more 
significantly in the mindfulness and SEL group. There was one experimental study 
(Palacios & Lemberger-Truelove, 2019) with phenomenological approach resulted 
how teachers experienced growth in emotional regulation from 12 consecutive weeks 
SEL and mindfulness-based consultation. 

Discussion 

The aim of this systematic review was to examine the characteristics of SEL and 
SDT interventions for educators. From SDT relating psychotherapy, mindfulness was 
mainly harmonized with SEL training as the components of interventions targeted 
at educators, with some studies including self-compassion skills. Mindfulness was 
popularly adapted in the interventions. Effective interventions reviewed in this paper 
contained the good integration of both mindfulness and SEL. Garner et al. (2018) 
explained that mindfulness and SEL trainings complement each other in the sense that 
they have similar goals of cultivating the ability of emotion regulation, empathy, and 
the capacity to remain resilient in challenging personal and professional situations 
(Lawlor, 2016). Carvalho et al. (2017)’s intervention explained that such similarities 
between the two trainings suggest that mindfulness and SEL skill trainings could be 
integrated together easily. 

The use of mindfulness-based intervention may facilitate deepening the devel-
opment of SEC. One view (Maloney et al., 2016) guided that mindfulness practice 
is theorized to develop one’s ability to aware external factors. Through mindfulness 
practices, one can foster stillness and calm and reflect on the necessary conditions for 
self-exploration which results in self-awareness (Mind and Life Education Research 
Network, 2009), and this may develop school structured SEL programs by providing 
a practical way to improve SEC. There is another view by Jennings et al. (2016) is that  
“mindfulness practice itself engage and promote self-awareness and self-regulation 
by focusing on non-elaborative, non-judgmental, present-centered awareness of each 
thought, feeling, or sensation in the attentional field” (Bishop et al., 2004, p. 232). This 
practice engages self-regulation of attention and non-judgmental awareness which 
can help teachers to become more adjusted to their own emotions and to regulate 
them more effectively. This can help teachers to enhance positivity and acceptance 
toward themselves and their experiences which leads to improve their own well-being
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and resilience in face of challenges. Consequently, the current review showed partic-
ipation of SEL and mindfulness program aids in lowering levels of perceived stress, 
burnout, and psychological distress and in enhancing mindfulness, self-compassion, 
positive affect, empathy, and well-being. The review by Oliveira et al. (2021a, 2021b) 
showed the impact of SEC on the five key competencies (emotional acknowledg-
ment, emotional regulation, social competence, and self-regulation) on educators’ 
SEL. Teachers who have strong SEC may have better equipped to handle the chal-
lenges that arise in their work and are more likely to experience a sense of efficacy 
and fulfillment in their teaching. This, in turn, can lead to a more enjoyable and 
rewarding teaching experience. However, when teachers experience distress, whether 
it be related to their personal life or their work, it can impair their ability to provide 
emotional and instructional support to their students. This can have negative conse-
quences for both the teacher and the students. These demonstrated improvements 
at both the teacher and classroom levels provide support for key components of the 
SEL programs. 

There were two interventions (Carvalho et al., 2021; Tarrasch et al., 2020) which 
applied self-compassion skills into the intervention. Self-compassion can be defined 
as a positive attitude toward oneself, characterized by a non-judgmental attitude 
of openness, understanding, and acceptance of one’s suffering, inadequacies, and 
shortcomings (Neff, 2003a, 2003b). It involves the expression of one’s true and 
authentic self being attentive to their inner states in a kind and positive attitude, 
worthy of others, and having emotional balance derived from mindfulness (Neff, 
2003b; Neff et al., 2005). 

Mindfulness and self-compassion would be interrelated concepts as mindfulness 
is the practice of paying attention to the present moment with non-judgmental aware-
ness, and compassion is the sensitivity to suffering in self and others, with a commit-
ment to try to alleviate it. By practicing mindfulness, one becomes more aware of 
the suffering that exists in oneself and others. This awareness can then be used to 
develop compassion, which involves feeling empathy and sympathy for others who 
are suffering, and a desire to help alleviate their suffering (Dalai Lama, 1995; Tsering, 
2008). Compassion, in turn, can lead to caring, which involves taking action to help 
others. This may involve providing physical or emotional support or simply being 
there for someone in need. 

The other aim of the review was to investigate all the programs’ curriculum. 
Most programs reviewed were designed to strengthen the theoretical premises of 
the belief that SEL and mindful activities or self-compassion skills may lead to 
new insights, emotional responsivity, and improved pedagogical practices. Further-
more, the programs were developed and evaluated by educational organizations (e.g., 
MindUP was developed by the Hawn Foundation). The MindUP curriculum was 
combined using various fields: cognitive developmental neuroscience, contemplative 
science, mindfulness, SEL, and positive psychology. Similar to other mindfulness 
programs, the MindUP curriculum centers around breathing practices and mindful 
awareness practices (e.g., mindful seeing and eating). Breathing activities and being 
aware of one’s body and mind were core ingredients in the practice of mindfulness.
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Breathing exercises have been found to help regulate the automatic nervous 
system, focus the mind, and increase self-awareness. The quality of teaching 
increases when teachers are more “present”. More focused teachers may be able 
to better deal with stress. Mindful listening is the practice of granting one’s full 
attention to what is being shared with oneself in any moment. As a mindful listener, 
one will take in what others are saying with openness, curiosity, and non-judgment. 
Most mindful listening components in the SEL and mindfulness-based interventions 
were adapted to develop empathy and compassion skills. Kim et al. (2021) utilized 
mindful listening practices to sharpen SEC senses, while Carvalho et al. (2021) 
utilized it as part of developing mindfulness practice. 

Conclusion 

The systematic review found that SEL and SDT programs may strengthen adult’s 
well-being and psychological health, particularly for those who are engaged in the 
education sector. The major strength of this review was the integration of the SEL 
and SDT which offers an overarching construct that provided a viewpoint of an 
efficient intervention strategy. Additionally, the quality appraisal of the reviewed 
articles provided evidence for the methodological rigor of the reviewed articles and 
strengthened the interpretation of the findings as all the articles were assessed from 
medium to high-quality studies. The major limitation was although the review aimed 
to identify SDT components including basic psychological needs support and moti-
vational components, it only found one component, mindfulness, which only relates 
to autonomy-supportive methods; thus, generalization of integration of SEL and SDT 
may be limited. 
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Chapter 15 
The Relationship Between Social Support 
and Physical Activity: A Moderated 
Mediation Model Based 
on the Self-Determination Theory 

Cecilia M. S. Ma, Moon Y. M. Law, and Ada M. Y. Ma 

Abstract The purpose of the study was to test the relationships between social 
support on physical activity via basic needs satisfaction. It explored the moderating 
role of exercise self-efficacy between basic needs satisfaction and physical activity. A 
total of 2023 students (Mage = 19.73: SDage = 1.29) were recruited from a university 
in Hong Kong. Participants were asked to complete a self-reported questionnaire 
assessing their perception of social support, basic needs satisfaction, exercise self-
efficacy, and physical activity. Results showed that basic need satisfaction was a 
significant mediator in the relationship between social support and PA (b = .64, 
SE = .05, p < .01). This relationship was moderated by exercise self-efficacy (b 
= .10, SE = .03, p < .01) while controlling the effect of demographic variables 
(i.e., age, gender, and past physical activity). Participants with high exercise self-
efficacy reported higher levels of physical activity, perception of social support, 
and needs satisfaction compared to those with low exercise self-efficacy. Findings 
showed the importance of exercise self-efficacy and needs satisfaction on physical 
activity among young adults. Implications on the development and design of effective 
socio-emotional learning interventions were discussed.
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Introduction 

The benefits of regular physical activity on physical and mental health outcomes, 
such as reduced risk of chronic disease and mortality, better sleep, and improved 
quality of life, have been well documented (Bell et al., 2019; Biddle et al., 2019). 
To improve overall well-being and prevent sedentary-related chronic diseases, a 
minimum of 150 min of moderate-intensity physical activity a week or at least 75 min 
of vigorous-intensity activity a week is recommended (WHO, 2022). Despite empir-
ical evidence showing the positive outcomes of physical activity, approximately 
27.5% of adults failed to meet the recommendation (Guthold et al., 2018) and about 
80% of adolescents are considered as physically inactive (Guthold et al., 2020). Low 
physical activity is particularly shown among females (Troiano et al., 2008) and 
those who encountered adjustment problems during college transition (Irwin, 2004). 
Young adulthood is a crucial period for promoting and maintaining a healthy active 
lifestyle as it predicts overall physical activity levels in later life (Hallal et al., 2012; 
Sierra-Díaz et al., 2019). 

Empirical findings show that low physical activity and increased daily screen time 
have linked to unhealthy lifestyle among college students (ACHA, 2019; Calestine 
et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2021). Around 75% of students gained weight during 
the first year of university (Grooper et al., 2012). Additionally, Vella-Zarb and Elgar 
(2009) found that freshmen gained an average of 1.75 kg when entering university. To 
reduce the risk of a sedentary lifestyle, researchers call for understanding individual 
motives in physical activity and exercise settings by using the humanistic approach, 
such as the self-determination theory (Gil-Píriz et al., 2021; Kwasnicka et al., 2016; 
Nogg et al., 2021). In this study, we adopted self-determination theory as a framework 
to explore the determinants of students’ motivation and behavioral outcomes in the 
university context. 

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-determination theory (SDT) posits that individuals will be intrinsically moti-
vated to engage in certain behaviors when their innate psychological needs are satis-
fied (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Whitehead, 1995). Deci and Ryan (2000) suggested that 
an individual has three basic psychological needs, including relatedness, compe-
tence, and autonomy. The need for relatedness refers to the feeling of closeness with 
significant others or connection with a social environment. The need for autonomy 
denotes the feeling of volition in one’s decisions and behaviors, whereas the need for 
competence represents the feeling of capability in performing a task effectively or 
achieving a desired outcome (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). These psychological needs 
are “innate psychological nutrients that are essential for on-going psychological 
growth, integrity, and well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2002, pp. 229). According to SDT 
(Ryan & Deci, 2002; Vallerand, 2007), self-determined motivation (autonomous)
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will be nurtured when all these basic needs are satisfied. It serves as a motiva-
tional resource that is linked to domain specific affective, cognitive, and behavioral 
outcomes (Sun et al., 2020). SDT proposes that the degree to which individuals expe-
rience psychological needs satisfaction may increase one’s motivation and contribute 
to adaptive developmental and learning outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2002). 

Many researchers have explored the motivational nature of these psycholog-
ical needs on individual outcomes. Specifically, studies showed that needs satis-
faction can predict social–emotional learning and well-being outcomes (Chen & 
Zhang, 2022; Dincer et al., 2019; Tarbetsky et al., 2017). A robust body of litera-
ture supported the positive relationships between needs satisfaction and behavioral 
outcomes. Furthermore, meta-analysis and systematic reviews show that individual 
needs satisfaction is associated with a set of positive outcomes, such as greater enjoy-
ment, autonomous motivation, increased physical activity intention, and better social 
relationships (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2016; Vasconcellos et al., 2020). Past work 
mostly focused on the direct impact of needs satisfaction on PA either by concep-
tualizing as a global factor (Abós et al., 2021; Weman-Josefsson et al., 2015) or  
multidimensional variables (Aldrup et al., 2018; Morano et al., 2020). 

Recently, there is a growing attention to test the indirect impact of needs satisfac-
tion on well-being and behavioral outcomes. Specifically, it investigates how factors 
related to behavioral outcomes via need satisfaction (Aldrup et al., 2018; Kalajas-
Tilga et al., 2020; Orkibi & Ronen, 2017; Ma et al., 2018; Ntoumanis et al., 2021). 
Past studies have examined the role of basic psychological needs in different life tran-
sitions, such as retirement (Tang et al., 2021) and pregnancy (Migliorini et al., 2019). 
Little is known among college students, except one (Gil-Píriz et al., 2021). Additional 
research is warranted to understand how social factors, such as social support, influ-
ence individual physical activity level in tertiary education (Cerin, 2010; Preacher & 
Hayes, 2008; Schumacher et al., 2021). Contextual support was found to be associ-
ated with need satisfaction which in turn predicted academic outcomes (Edward & 
Konold, 2020; Sun et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2019). However, studies focused on the 
underlying mechanisms between contextual support (social support) and behavioral 
outcomes in the field of PA are scarce. In view of promoting physical activity, espe-
cially during college (Niedermeier et al., 2018), more research to understand the 
motivational process among this target population is warranted. 

Social Support 

Social support is defined as the assistance and care from people around an indi-
vidual’s social network (Cohen & Matthews, 1987). It can be conceptualized as 
three different types of support in terms of emotional, instrumental, and informa-
tional (Schwarzer & Knoll, 2007). The role of social support on exercise adherence 
and intention physical activity has been shown among university students (Ma et al., 
2018; Trost et al., 2002) and further demonstrated in a recent systematic review (Van
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Luchene & Delens, 2021). In particular, support from social network (e.g., class-
mates, roommates, friends) plays an important role for individuals during young 
adulthood (Mishra, 2020; Nelson, 2019). Social support, especially from friends 
and peers, becomes more influential on student decision-making and behavioral 
outcomes, such as PA, compared to their parental support (Hefner & Esienberg, 
2009; Haidar et al., 2019; LaCaille et al., 2011). Studies found that the impact of 
peer supports on physical activity level and well-being among adolescents (Haidar 
et al., 2019), especially for females (Laird et al., 2016; Schumacher et al., 2021) 
and with weight problems (Fitzgerald et al., 2012). Contextual support, such as 
social support, has been demonstrated to predict motivational variables, such as 
need satisfaction, self-efficacy, academic performance, and school engagement (Sun 
et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2019). Perceived social support may influence one’s attitude 
toward physical activity (e.g., emotional support, praise), beliefs about capacities to 
engage the specific behavior (e.g., instructional feedback, suggestions), and mobi-
lizing resources to translate their action (e.g., instrumental resources/aids) (Duncan 
et al., 2005; Scarapicchia et al., 2017). Results of meta-analysis found that partici-
pants, who received high social support, predicted physical activity motives leading 
to better well-being, increase health-conducive behaviors and less social–emotional 
adjustment problems (Bender et al., 2019; Mendonça et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2017). 
Similar findings were also found in intervention studies (Alshehri et al., 2021; Kirby  
et al. 2022). 

Recently, Cho et al. (2020) assessed the mediating role of need satisfaction on the 
relationships between social support, intrinsic motivation toward exercise, attitude, 
and intention toward physical activity. They found that need satisfaction significantly 
predicted intention to participate in physical activity through intrinsic motivation. It 
is noteworthy that only intention was tested in this study. Researchers argued that 
individuals may stay physically inactive even with a high level of physical activity 
intention (Conroy et al., 2011). Schumacher et al. (2021) posited that individuals 
may not be motivated to engage in physical activity when they feel incompetent to 
achieve desired goals (i.e., low self-efficacy) even if they received social support 
from significant others or peers. This approach is commonly adopted in the studies 
of academic performance and socio-emotional learning (Chen & Zhang, 2022; Zhou 
et al., 2019). Clearly, other factors may play a key role in influencing an individual’s 
behavioral outcomes. This line of research question has been noted as the future 
direction in the SDT context (Çinar-Tanriverdi & Karabacak-Çelik, 2023; Guitierrez 
et al., 2018). Therefore, the present study attempts to explore the impact of potential 
moderators, such as self-efficacy. 

Self-Efficacy as a Moderator 

Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s self-evaluation of his/her ability to perform a 
task successfully (Bandura, 1997). Exercise self-efficacy refers to an individual judg-
ment to complete a specific task in physical activity and exercise contexts (Carron
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et al., 2002). It is conceptualized as an individual perception of ability to perform a 
desired goal effectively (Schunk & Usher, 2011). Researchers argue that self-efficacy 
influences individuals’ intention to implement their plans (Dishman et al., 2004). 
Studies show that self-efficacy is associated with higher PA (Rauff & Kumazawa, 
2022), fewer unhealthy behaviors (Du & Zhang, 2022; Lin et al., 2022), and better 
social emotional learning skills (Crozer et al., 2015; Ertuarn et al., 2020; Li et al.,  
2022). The moderating role of self-efficacy is demonstrated in a recent longitudinal 
study by Su et al. (2022). Based on a sample of university students, Su et al. (2022) 
showed that the effect of supervisor developmental feedback on student creativity 
through intrinsic motivation was moderated by creative self-efficacy. In other words, 
students receiving more developmental feedback from their supervisors reported a 
stronger belief in their ability to generate creative ideas and methods, more intrin-
sically motivated, which in turn leads to higher creativity level. Yet, this result was 
not shown among students with low creative self-efficacy. It is possible that domain-
specific motivation (exercise self-efficacy) plays a moderating role between needs 
satisfaction and behavioral outcomes. 

Despite the salient role of self-efficacy on behavioral outcomes (Elliott et al., 
2022; McAuley & Blissmer, 2000), there are two limitations in this area of research. 
First, past SDT studies on physical activity have mostly tested self-efficacy either 
as a mediator (Joseph et al., 2014; Ren et al., 2020) or outcome (Li et al., 2022; 
Rauff & Kumazawa, 2022). Past work has demonstrated how social–cognitive factors 
(e.g., self-efficacy) outperform social support in predicting health-related behaviors 
in physical activity contexts (Arigo & Cavanaugh, 2016; Schmacher et al., 2021). 
For example, Schumacher et al. (2021) found that the impact of social comparison 
(i.e., booster self-efficacy) was a stronger and significant predictor, but not overall 
“general” social support, of physical activity intentions among college students. 
Second, past research mostly employed traditional approaches, such as linear regres-
sion models to investigate the effects of SDT factors on physical activity (Haidar et al., 
2019). Researchers argued that integration of moderating and mediating approaches 
would help us to understand the dynamics among these SDT factors. Furthermore, 
past work mostly tested the moderating effect of demographic factors, such as gender 
and age (Vasconcellos et al., 2020). Based on the literature (Ren et al., 2020; Sun 
et al., 2020; Weman-Josefsson et al., 2015), individuals who have higher social 
support may be more likely to engage in physical activity through basic psycho-
logical needs satisfaction and domain-specific self-efficacy comparing to those who 
have lower social support. Yet, relevant empirical findings are scarce. There is a lack 
of research on how self-efficacy is associated with social support and behavioral 
outcomes in physical contexts and how this underlying mechanism is mediated by 
SDT factors. Clearly, exploring the moderating effect of self-efficacy will shed light 
on how individual cognitive factors are related to behavioral outcome. 

Researchers argued the use of a moderated-mediating approach to explore the 
motivational process on an individual’s outcomes (Cerin, 2010; Preacher & Hayes, 
2008). A review study by Teixeira et al., (2012) noted that more advanced analyses 
could extend the SDT literature by testing the role of potential moderators such as self-
efficacy in the pathways between contextual support, need satisfaction and outcomes.
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For example, Zhang (2021) conducted structural equation modeling and found the 
indirect effect of academic self-efficacy (self-regulated learning) between student 
perception of the test and academic achievement, which in turn being moderated by 
perception of exam approaching. A recent study has demonstrated the indirect effect 
of inter-personal problems on the relationship between loneliness and problematic 
internet use (Wongpakaran et al., 2021). Consistent with Zhang’s work (2021), the 
mediation effect of inter-personal problems was moderated by motivation of internet 
use. In the field of physical activity, Ren et al. (2020) reported that exercise self-
efficacy mediated the relationship between social support and adolescent physical 
activity across gender. A limitation of this study is that only the mediator was tested 
in the hypothesized model. Little is known whether the pathway will be moderated 
by other individual factors, such as domain-specific self-efficacy. 

Scholars proposed the use of moderated mediation models to explore the complex 
mechanism between contextual support, need satisfaction, and behavioral outcomes 
in SDT research. This method not only investigates the interactions between personal 
and social–contextual factors comprehensively, but also captures the simultaneous 
effects of both moderators and mediators in social science research (Edwards & 
Konold, 2020; Teixeira et al., 2012). To fill the research gaps, we sought to investigate 
the role of motivational variables between contextual support and individuals in the 
university physical activity and exercise context. We hypothesized the SDT-based 
model in which the inter-relationships between social support, need satisfaction, self-
efficacy, and physical activity were tested by using a moderated mediation analysis. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study investigates (a) the mediating role of need satisfaction between social 
support and physical activity and (b) whether the effects of need satisfaction on 
physical activity will be moderated by exercise self-efficacy. To test the above SDT 
mechanisms, an integration of mediation and moderation analyses was adopted in 
the present study. The following research questions (RQs) were proposed: 

RQ1: Does needs satisfaction mediate the relationship between social support and 
physical activity? 
RQ2: Does exercise self-efficacy moderate the relationship between need satis-
faction and physical activity? 

Based on the literature, the following hypotheses were posited:

H1: Social support would positively predict need satisfaction (Hypothesis 1a) and 
physical activity level (Hypothesis 1b). 
H2: Needs satisfaction positively would predict physical activity level (Hypothesis 
2a) and mediate the relationship between social support and physical activity level 
(Hypothesis 2b).
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Fig. 15.1 Hypothesized model 

H3: Exercise self-efficacy would moderate the relationship between need satis-
faction and physical activity level. That is, the effect of social support on phys-
ical activity through need satisfaction would be much stronger when individuals 
perceive a higher level of exercise self-efficacy.

A hypothesized model is shown in Fig. 15.1. 

Methodology 

Participants 

A total of 2,023 university students (male: 47.7%; female: 52.2%) were recruited 
from several freshmen non-credit bearing general education courses. The mean age 
was 19.73 (SD = 1.29). The demographics of all participants are shown in Table 15.1.

Measures 

Psychological Need Satisfaction in Exercise Scale 

The Psychological Need Satisfaction in Exercise Scale (PNSES, Wilson et al., 
2006) was adopted to assess participants’ psychological need satisfaction. The scale 
consists of 18 items assessing three subscales: relatedness (six items, e.g., “I feel 
connected to people I interact with”), competence (six items, e.g., “I feel confident 
I can do challenging exercise”), and autonomy (six items, e.g., “I have a say in 
choosing exercise I do”). Participants were asked to rate their responses using a 
six-point scale (1—“strongly disagree” to 6—“strongly agree”) with higher scores
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Table 15.1 Demographic information of the participants (N = 2023) 
Variable M SD Range Missing (n) 

Age 19.73 1.289 16–38 6 

n (%) 

Gender 1 

Male 965 (47.7%) 

Female 1057 (52.2%) 

Discipline 5 

Engineering 609 (30.2%) 

Humanities and social sciences 646 (32.0%) 

Design and textile 273 (13.5%) 

Business 490 (24.3%) 

Mode 7 

Full-time 2013 (99.9%) 

Part-time 3 (0.1%) 

Level 5 

Undergraduate 2004 (99.3%) 

Post-graduate 4 (0.2%) 

Others 10 (0.5%) 

Year 5 

1 1952 (96.7%) 

2 26 (1.3%) 

3 23 (1.1%) 

4 17 (0.8%)

suggesting greater satisfaction of basic psychological needs. The psychometric prop-
erties of the scale have been demonstrated among participants in Canada (Wilson 
et al., 2006), Greece (Vlachopoulos & Michailidou, 2006), Hong Kong (Ma et al., 
2017), Iraq (Sevari, 2017) and further supported by using multigroup confirmatory 
factor analysis (Vlachopoulos et al., 2013; Sabo et al., 2022). In the present study, 
the internal consistency of the scale is 0.95. 

Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Support Scale 

Perception of social support was assessed by the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 
Support Scale (MSPSS, Zimet et al., 1988). Three sources of social support, including 
family (four items, e.g., “My family is willing to help me make decisions”), friends 
(four items, e.g., “I have friends with whom I can share my joys and sorrows”), and 
significant others (four items, e.g., “There is a special person in my life that cares 
about my feelings”), were tested using a seven-point scale (1—“strongly disagree”
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to 7—“strongly agree”). The validity and reliability of the scale have been supported 
among samples in Columbia (Trejos-Herrera et al., 2018), Hong Kong (Ma, 2020), 
Russia (Pushkarev et al., 2020), Turkey (Basol, 2008), and Thailand (Wongpakaran 
et al, 2011). A higher score indicates a higher level of perceived social support. The 
internal consistency of the scale is 0.93. 

Exercise Self-efficacy 

Exercise self-efficacy was assessed using four items (Sallis et al., 1988). Participants 
responded on a seven-point scale (1—“not at all confident” to 7—“very confident”). 
Sample item included “In the next 2 weeks, I am confident that I will participate 
in physical activity or exercise when I am in a bad mood”. This scale has been 
used among adolescents (Dishman et al., 2010; Norman et al., 2004) and young 
adults (D’Alonzo et al., 2004; Sallis et al., 1992, 1999; Sidman et al., 2009). The 
psychometric properties have been reported in Sallis and Owen’s study (1999). The 
Cronbach’s alpha value of the scale is 0.79. A higher score suggests a higher level 
of exercise self-efficacy. 

Physical Activity 

Physical activity was assessed by using one item “How often you engaged in moderate 
to vigorous physical activities, such as jogging, cycling, and playing basketball, for 
more than 30 min over the past 7 days”. The psychometric properties of this self-
administered single item question have been shown (Iwai et al., 2001) and further 
reported by Milton and her colleagues (2011, 2013). A higher score indicates a higher 
physical activity level. 

Demographic Variables 

Participants were asked to provide demographic information, including age, gender 
(0 = male; 1 = female), past physical activity (0 = yes; 1 = no), year of study 
(0 = first year; 1 = second year; 2 = third year; 3 = fourth year), and discipline 
(0 = engineering; 1 = humanities and social sciences; 2 = design and textile; 3 = 
business). Table 15.2 shows descriptive statistics, including the means and standard 
deviations, and Pearson’s correlation coefficients of all variables. As expected, social 
support was significantly related to other three variables (need satisfaction: r = 0.25, 
p < 0.01; physical activity: r = 0.11, p < 0.01; exercise self-efficacy: r = 0.19, p < 
0.01). Also, needs satisfaction was positively correlated with physical activity (r = . 
39, p < 0.01) and exercise self-efficacy (r = 0.49, p < 0.01). Lastly, physical activity 
was positively linked to exercise self-efficacy (r = 0.41, p < 0.01). In general, the 
correlation coefficients of all variables range from 0.11 to 0.40, indicating no sign 
of severe multicollinearity.
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Table 15.2 Descriptive statistics among the study’s variables 

Variable M SD α 1 2 3 4 

1. Social support 3.21 0.54 0.93 – 

2. Need satisfaction 4.26 0.81 0.95 0.25** -

3. Physical activity 2.05 1.65 – 0.11** 0.39** – 

4. Exercise self-efficacy 4.44 1.18 0.79 0.19** 0.49** 0.41** -

** p < 0.01  

Procedure 

The study was approved by the university research ethics committee. Participants 
took part in the study voluntarily and informed consent was obtained prior to the 
survey. Data were collected in fall semester 2014. Adopting a paper-and-pencil 
format, the survey took approximately 15 min to complete. 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were calculated via SPSS 28.0. The inter-relationships among 
variables were examined using the Pearson’s correlation (r). The prediction effects 
of social support and needs satisfaction on physical activity were tested using linear 
regression analysis after controlling for gender, age, and past physical activity. To 
analyze the influences of need satisfaction and exercise self-efficacy on physical 
activity, simple mediation (Model 4) and moderated mediation analyses (Model 14) 
were conducted via PROCESS macro 4.1 (Hayes, 2012, 2013, 2018). An advantage of 
the PROCESS macro is to test both direct and indirect effect mechanisms simultane-
ously via bootstrapping procedure. As recommended by Hayes (2009), all bootstrap-
ping procedures were performed with 5000 resamples to obtain bias-corrected 95% 
confidence intervals (CIs). An effect was significant when the 95% confidence inter-
vals did not contain zero. All continuous variables (age, needs satisfaction and social 
support, and exercise self-efficacy) were pre-centered. Prior the moderating analysis, 
assumptions related to a multiple regression analysis (e.g., normality, linearity, and 
homoscedasticity of residuals and multicollinearity among variables) were tested. 
These assumptions are not violated. The statistical significance level for all analyses 
was set at p < 0.05.
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Results 

The predictive effects of social support and basic needs satisfaction on physical 
activity are shown in Table 15.3. Results of linear regression (Model 1) showed that 
social support was positively associated with need satisfaction (b = 0.42, SE = 0.05, 
p < 0.01) and exercise self-efficacy (b = 0.37, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01) after controlling 
for the covariates (i.e., age, gender, past physical activity). It is noteworthy that the 
effect of social support on physical activity is not significant (b = 0.08, SE = 0.06, 
p > 0.05). Therefore, H1 was partially supported. 

Table 15.3 Results of all models 

Model 1 
(multiple 
regression 
model) 

Model 2 (simple mediation 
model) 

Model 3 (moderated 
mediation model) 

PA NSD PA NSD PA 

Predictor b^ SE~ b^ SE~ b^ SE~ b ^ SE~ b^ SE~ 

SS 0.08 0.06 0.36** 0.03 0.15* 0.07 0.36 0.03 0.07 0.07 

NSD 0.42** 0.05 0.64** 0.05 0.42 0.05 

ESE 0.37** 0.03 0.37 0.03 

Gender − 
0.54** 

0.07 − 
0.38** 

0.03 − 
0.63** 

0.07 -0.38 0.03 − 0.55 0.07 

Age − 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.02 − 0.00 0.03 0.02 0.02 − 0.02 0.03 

Past PA − 0.15 0.08 − 
0.57** 

0.04 − 
0.24** 

0.08 -0.57 0.04 − 0.15 0.08 

NSD*ESE 0.10** 0.03 

R2 0.12 0.23 0.19 0.23 0.25 

Pathway b ^ SE LLCI ULCI b ^ SE LLCI ULCI 

SS*PA 0.15* 0.07 0.02 0.28 0.07 0.07 − 0.06 0.20 

SS*NSD*PA 0.23* 0.03 0.18 0.29 

Index of 
moderated 
mediation 

0.04* 0.01 0.02 0.06 

SS*NSD*PA@ 
low ESE 

0.11* 0.03 0.06 0.16 

SS*NSD*PA@ 
high ESE 

0.20* 0.03 0.14 0.26 

^Unstandardized Beta. 
~Robust standard errors. 
LLCI: lower level confidence interval; ULCI: upper level confidence interval. 
SS: social support; NSD: need satisfaction; PA: physical activity; ESE: exercise self-efficacy. 
**p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
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Fig. 15.2 Moderated mediation model 

To test the mediation effect of basic need satisfaction, a simple mediation analysis 
was employed (Model 2). As shown in Table 15.3, the effect of need satisfaction 
on physical activity level (b = 0.64, SE = 0.05, p < 0.01) was significant. Social 
support has a significant positive effect on physical activity level (b = 0.15, SE 
= 0.07, p < 0.05). We also tested the mediating effect of need satisfaction on the 
relationship between social support and physical activity level. The path from social 
support to physical activity level through basic need satisfaction was significant while 
controlling demographic variables as covariates (b = 0.23, SE = 0.03, p < 0.05). 
Therefore, H2 is supported. 

Lastly, a moderated mediation analysis was employed to test the role of exercise 
self-efficacy on the relationships between social support, needs satisfaction, and 
physical activity level (Fig. 15.2). Results showed that the interaction effect of self-
efficacy and need satisfaction is significant in Model 3 (b= 0.10, SE = 0.03, p < 0.01). 
All variables explained 25% of the variance of physical activity among university 
students. 

To visualize this interaction effect, the moderating effect of self-efficacy is graphed 
for two levels (-1SD from exercise self-efficacy and + 1SD from exercise self-
efficacy). As shown in Fig. 15.3, a stronger indirect effect (i.e., steeper slope) was 
found among participants with high exercise self-efficacy level (b = 0.20, SE = 0.03, 
95% CI [0.14 to 0.26]) compared to those with low exercise self-efficacy level (b = 
0.11, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [0.06 to 0.16]). This was further supported by the results 
of pairwise contrast analysis, suggesting that the indirect effect of needs satisfaction 
was stronger among those with high exercise self-efficacy than on those with low 
exercise self-efficacy (b = 0.09, SE = 0.03, 95% CI[0.03 to 0.14]). All bootstrap-
ping confidence interval (95% CI) did not include zero, suggesting that the moder-
ated mediation effect is significant (p < 0.05). These results supported the effect of 
need satisfaction on physical activity which is moderated by exercise self-efficacy, 
indicating that H3 was supported.

Additionally, we explored how perceived social support, needs satisfaction, and 
physical activity differed by self-efficacy level (-1SD from exercise self-efficacy and
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Fig. 15.3 Moderating effect of exercise self-efficacy on the relationships between social support, 
basic needs satisfaction, and physical activity. Note NSD need satisfaction; ESE exercise self-
efficacy

Table 15.4 Results of independent t-test among the study’s variables by exercise self-efficacy 

Variable Low ESE (n = 347) High ESE (n = 436) 
M SD M SD t df 

Social support 3.10 0.55 3.38 0.55 − 7.05** 776 

Needs satisfaction 3.76 0.79 4.85 0.74 − 19.63** 769 

Physical activity 1.19 1.24 3.09 1.81 − 16.62** 781 

Low ESE (− 1SD from ESE); High ESE (+ 1 SD from ESE). 
Note. NSD: need satisfaction; ESE: exercise self-efficacy. 
**p < 0.01. 

+ 1SD from exercise self-efficacy). As presented in Table 15.4, compared to those 
with low exercise self-efficacy, social support need has a stronger effect on need 
satisfaction and a tendency to engage in physical activity among students with high 
exercise self-efficacy participants (p < 0.01). Hence, the moderated mediation model 
is supported. 

Discussion 

The objectives of the present study were (a) to test the relationships between social 
support and physical activity through needs satisfaction and (b) to investigate whether 
exercise self-efficacy moderates the effect of needs satisfaction on physical activity. 
Results of the study demonstrated the inter-relationships among SDT variables in 
university contexts. First, participants, who perceived high social support, reported 
greater need satisfaction and were likely to engage in an active lifestyle. This is in 
line with the SDT, and individuals’ needs satisfaction and behavior will be influenced
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by the social environment (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Fatoba & Bzdzikot, 2015; Lai & Ma, 
2016). 

Consistent with past SDT research (Aldrup et al., 2018; Kalajas-Tilga et al., 2020; 
Orkibi & Ronen, 2017; Sheeran et al., 2020), the present study demonstrated the 
effects of motivational variables on physical activity among university students. As 
predicted by H1, social support showed both direct and indirect effects on moti-
vational factors and associated outcomes. Our findings suggested that those who 
received social support were more satisfied with their psychological needs and likely 
to engage in an active lifestyle. 

With the presence of a supportive environment, individuals are more likely to 
experience psychological need satisfaction, which in turn promotes their engage-
ment in physical activity. Studies of motivation have predominantly focused on the 
direct effect of basic psychological needs on behavioral outcomes with little attention 
given to the social–contextual factors in the university environment. Findings of the 
present study highlighted the role of providing a supportive environment to predict 
individual healthy behavior by satisfying their needs and were consistent with the 
SDT literature. This is in line with past studies, showing that contextual support was 
associated with need satisfaction, and in turn related to positive outcomes, such as 
perceived competence, psychological resilience, adaptive learning, coping mecha-
nism in academic studies (Chen, 2019; Clark et al., 2020; Jacobson & Newman, 2016; 
Pfeiffer et al., 2016; Zhou et al., 2019), and supported our hypotheses (H1 and H2). 
In addition, prior research found that social support was related to greater social– 
emotional learning skills, better academic performance, fewer dropouts, and positive 
well-being among middle school (Orgurlu et al., 2016), high school (Davis et al., 
2014), and university students (Barros & Sacau-Fontenla, 2021). For example, Çinar-
Tanriverdi and Karabacak-Çelik (2023) tested the association between academic 
stress, social support, and needs satisfaction in college students. It was seen that 
perceived social support was positively associated with psychological need satis-
faction, academic motivation, and academic success and lower stress level. Taken 
together, the present results are in line with past research in SDT-academic based 
studies. 

As predicted by H2, our findings showed that satisfaction of basic psychological 
needs was a key mediator in the association between social support and individual 
behavioral outcomes. According to the SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2002), need satisfaction 
could be a potential driving force that predicts an individual’s well-being and positive 
outcomes, such as academic engagement, active lifestyle, and achievement goals 
(Chen & Zhang, 2022). It is possible that individuals who received social support 
have a sense of satisfaction with basic psychological needs which in turn tend to be 
physically active later. The present study extends the SDT literature by indicating 
the role of contextual factors in the field of physical activity research. 

Second, we found differences in the effect of needs satisfaction on the relation-
ship between social support and behavioral outcomes. Results of moderated medi-
ation analysis demonstrated that exercise self-efficacy was an important factor in 
predicting the relationships between social support, needs satisfaction, and phys-
ical activity. Specifically, the impact of needs satisfaction on health-related behavior
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was moderated by exercise self-efficacy. When compared to those with low exercise 
self-efficacy, the magnitude of the relationship between social support, needs satis-
faction, and physical activity was stronger among individuals with high exercise self-
efficacy. That is, individuals with high exercise self-efficacy perceived a supportive 
environment, reported greater needs satisfaction, and tended to stay physically active 
than those with low exercise self-efficacy. This is in line with the SDT and existing 
theoretical frameworks, such the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991; 
Chatzisarantis & Hagger, 2009) and studies in academic (Su et al., 2022; Pianta 
et al., 2012; Travis et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2020) and physical activity and exercise 
contexts (Erturan et al., 2020; Rauff & Kumazawa, 2022). A possible explanation 
for the stronger effect of psychological needs satisfaction on physical activity among 
individuals with high self-efficacy level may be related to their past physical activity. 

Self-efficacy refers to one’s belief of their ability to achieve a goal (Bandura, 
1997). Past sports experience could act as a significant factor in predicting one’s exer-
cise self-efficacy and future physical activity level (Pekemzi et al., 2009). Students 
who seldom engage in physical activity or exercise may perceive themselves as 
less physically competent and are unlikely to stay active, even if their psycholog-
ical needs are satisfied. The impacts of sports history and participation on self-
esteem and perceived competence have been demonstrated in cross-sectional (Koh 
et al., 2012) and longitudinal studies (Felton & Jowett, 2017). This influence was 
salient among females (Kim & Ahn, 2021). The current study highlighted the role 
of domain-specific self-efficacy on an individual’s behavior in physical contexts. 

This study contributes to the literature in two ways. First, it demonstrated the 
SDT mechanisms between social support, needs satisfaction, and physical activity 
using a moderated mediation model. Individuals, who receive high social support, 
are more satisfied with their psychological needs and likely to engage in an active 
lifestyle. This highlights the researchers’ interest in disentangling the underlying 
mechanisms of SDT factors on physical activity and exercise. Second, this study 
explored how individuals’ factor (exercise self-efficacy) moderates the association 
between needs satisfaction and behavioral outcomes. In line with social cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 1997), self-efficacy is associated with social and emotional well-
being (Erturan et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022) and health-related 
behaviors (Lin et al., 2022). In the present study, the influence of need satisfaction on 
physical activity will be stronger among individuals with high self-efficacy compared 
to those with low self-efficacy. Individuals with high self-efficacy level reported a 
high level of psychological needs satisfaction, and in turn, were more likely to stay 
physically active. Consistent with past research (Alshehri et al., 2021; Ren et al., 
2020), this study enriched our understanding about the impact of self-efficacy on 
physical activity among university students. 

Our findings provide practical implications in physical activity and exercise 
settings. First, health practitioners should make efforts to create a supportive atmo-
sphere which satisfies students’ basic needs and motivates them to engage in a healthy 
active lifestyle by modifying the malleable constructs, such as social support and 
self-efficacy, within the social emotional learning-based interventions (Fortier et al., 
2012). From the practical perspective, contextual support and needs satisfaction serve
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as important motivational sources of physical activity. Practitioners not only provide 
a self-determined atmosphere, but also explore ways to boost one’s self-efficacy 
when designing effective health-related interventions. Results of this study extended 
the SDT literature by indicating the interplay between social and personal factors 
which is associated with physical activity. Hence, educators could provide an appro-
priate social–emotional and/or behavioral evidence-based program by considering 
the interaction of contextual and personal SDT-related factors. 

Second, it is necessary to establish an efficacious environment which promotes 
participants’ belief to adopt a healthy lifestyle via social emotional learning skills. 
Our findings suggested that students with lower exercise self-efficacy levels are less 
likely to engage in an active lifestyle even if their needs are satisfied. Clearly, this 
group deserves our attention. If practitioners would like young adults to stay physi-
cally active during young adulthood college, which is likely to sustain after graduation 
(Hein et al., 2004), they should satisfy their psychological needs and develop their 
perceived exercise self-efficacy. Past studies showed that students’ social emotional 
learning skills (e.g., emotional regulation, self-regulation) and behavioral outcomes 
(academic performance) could be enhanced via self-efficacy (Pool & Qualter, 2012; 
Ma & Shek, 2019). The protective effect of self-efficacy on COVID-19-related stres-
sors is further supported in recent studies (Carcía-Álvarez et al., 2021; Gulley et al., 
2021). Additionally, the efficacy of a peer-based intervention has been demonstrated 
in a qualitative study (Kirby et al., 2022). The present study highlights the develop-
ment of health-related behaviors and social–emotional competences via self-efficacy 
in future research (Pool & Qualter, 2012; Yüksel et al., 2019). 

Lastly, this chapter highlights how social support and SDT are related to positive 
behavioral outcomes within physical contexts. Traditionally, SEL skills have been 
taught in classroom settings (Durlak et al., 2011). Researchers argue that student SEL 
skills, such as self-awareness, emotional regulation and peer relationships, can also 
be addressed when they encounter challenges and failures during the structured or 
unstructured sport activities (Ang & Penny, 2013; Hellison, 2011; Olive et al., 2021). 
Physical activity interventions incorporated SEL competencies have been designed to 
promote positive intra- (e.g., self-management, resilience) and inter-personal (social 
skills) competencies among students in Singapore (Ang et al., 2011, Ang & Penny, 
2013) and the USA (Goh et al., 2022; Ji et al.,  2021). This study sheds light on the 
interaction between individual and social antecedents in the physical activity setting, 
which allows students to apply SEL competencies (Olive et al., 2021). Considering 
SEL as a lifelong process of learning, educators or practitioners should be encouraged 
to integrate SEL skills into physical activity programs or sport activities (Goh et al, 
2022; Olive et al.,2021).
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Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations are noted in the present study. All variables were assessed by self-
reported measures. Future studies could employ other methods (e.g., observation, 
interviews) to capture a better picture of the physical atmosphere and further inves-
tigate the possible behavioral consequences in tertiary education contexts. Second, 
despite the use of path analysis, no causality is inferred in the present study. Indeed, 
the relationship between social support, needs satisfaction, and physical activity may 
vary across time (e.g., before and end of semester). Future studies should adopt a 
longitudinal design to explore the temporal effects of mediator and moderator on the 
relationship between social support and physical activity. Past studies showed that 
the impact of social support varies across sources and types of social support (Cho 
et al., 2020; Haidar et al., 2019) and is further supported in a recent metal analysis 
(van Luchene & Delens, 2021). It is noteworthy that our respondents reported lower 
perceived social support score compared to past studies (Akanni & Oduaran, 2018; 
Ruthig et al., 2009). This might be related to our participants’ characteristics. In the 
present study, over 96% of our participants were freshmen. Past studies show that 
first year undergraduate students tend to report higher levels of loneliness, stress, 
and depressive symptoms than non-freshmen (Lu et al., 2015; Xu et al., 2022). It is 
noteworthy that the data were collected in the first semester of the freshman year. 
Perhaps, our respondents found difficulties to adjust to this new environment, expe-
rienced greater loneliness, and were less likely to establish new social ties with 
peers when facing this transition. Future research should replicate our study among 
non-freshmen or in other universities. 

Another limitation of our study is that need satisfaction was assessed as a global 
factor. Using a parallel mediation model, Çinar-Tanriverdi and Karabacak-Çelik 
(2023) showed that academic stress was associated by the three dimensions of 
psychological needs satisfaction (i.e., autonomy, competence, and relatedness). Also, 
Yang et al. (2021) found that adolescents’ online social media multitasking was asso-
ciated with better peer relationship quality and positive well-being through compe-
tence needs satisfaction. Future research might adopt a prospective design and explore 
the temporal changes of these relationships that differ in terms of dimensions of social 
support and psychological needs satisfaction. 

Finally, this study focused on the influence of needs satisfaction on physical 
activity. Past studies show that individual motivational outcomes may be affected by 
other factors (e.g., achievement motivation, personality) (Erturan et al., 2020; Gil-
Píriz et al., 2021). Future research can explore the moderating effects of other poten-
tial contextual factors among university students’ health-related behavior and well-
being. Lastly, the present findings were confined to a university student population, 
which might not be generalized to other populations. 

The present study demonstrated novel insights by integrating moderating media-
tion analysis to understand physical activity among university students. The findings 
showed that self-efficacy moderates the mediation effect of need satisfaction on 
physical activity. This extended the theoretical framework of SDT and provided a
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new direction to understand the association between SDT factors and outcomes. 
Weman-Josefesson et al. (2015, p. 10) argued that “making use of the SDT to design 
effective interventions which understand the influence of potential pathways that 
motivate individuals moving from inactive to active lifestyle” will be a new direction 
in this area of research. Clearly, the present study serves as a positive response to 
this call. By using an integration of mediation and moderation analyses, we tested 
the hypothesized relationships among SDT-related components and their impacts 
on behavioral outcomes. Our results indicated the mechanisms of the SDT process 
vary depending on exercise self-efficacy. The current study demonstrates the impor-
tance of taking both contextual and personal factors into account in the field of SDT 
research. Considering the benefits of physical activity, more research in this area is 
warranted to promote our next generation of students to adopt an active and healthy 
lifestyle and reduce risk of mortality throughout their lives. 
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Chapter 16 
The Role of Mindfulness in Promoting 
Socioemotional Outcomes: 
A Self-determination Perspective 

Betsy Ng and Leng Chee Kong 

Abstract Due to the coronavirus pandemic and uncertainties globally, individuals 
are facing great anxiety including physiological and psychological distress. As such, 
there has been an increasing need to investigate how self-determination theory (SDT) 
and mindfulness could promote socioemotional learning (SEL) among university 
students and adult learners. Mindfulness helps in reducing psychological distress 
and promoting resilience and well-being through stress coping. Most mindfulness 
studies have primarily been conducted in the clinical and scientific settings, and 
research with university students and adult learners is still in its infancy. The purpose 
of this chapter is to provide a preliminary review of empirical studies on SDT and 
mindfulness in promoting socioemotional outcomes, thereby contributing to better 
self-management, emotion regulation and resilience in university students and adult 
learners. This review chapter reveals the relations between mindfulness and socioe-
motional outcomes (e.g., stress, anxiety). It also provides insights on the role of 
mindfulness based on the SDT’s perspective in promoting SEL in higher education 
and the future workplace. 

Introduction 

Studies have reported that university students are consistently experiencing high 
stress levels that could impact their quality of life, when compared to the general 
population (Hepburn et al., 2021). Kecojevic et al. (2020) found that female univer-
sity students experienced considerably greater stress than male students. Senior 
undergraduates also reported more anxiety than the first-year students. Their find-
ings suggest that undergraduates having difficulties in focusing on their university 
study could lead to increased levels of stress, anxiety, and even depression. As 
such, universities should provide relevant support for students’ mental health and 
well-being.
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Mindfulness enables individuals to experience social and self-awareness, by 
noticing the connection between the environment and self. Mindfulness can be 
referred to as the “space” that allows individuals to act responsibly and consciously, 
rather than to react reflexively (Palmer & Roger, 2009). Mindful individuals experi-
ence a meta-process of action such as self-regulation, cognitive, and socioemotional 
skills that in turn lead to well-being (Xu et al., 2022). Hence, mindfulness is important 
in promoting socioemotional outcomes. 

A recent study examined whether mindfulness was associated with empathy, 
resilience, and perceived self-efficacy in a sample of university students (Rodríguez & 
Morales-Rodríguez, 2023). Their results showed significant associations among all 
variables, suggesting that mindfulness could contribute to improving the univer-
sity students’ well-being and resilience. This is congruent to previous studies that 
found that mindfulness was positively related to resilience and negatively related to 
stress (e.g., Jones et al., 2019; Roulston et al., 2018). Mindfulness also promoted 
emotion regulation (Marshall et al., 2015), which contributes to resilience in univer-
sity students and allows them to adjust to stress with adaptive coping strategies 
(Finkelstein-Fox et al., 2018). 

Self-determination Theory and Mindfulness 

Self-determination is important in the development of individuals in becoming more 
effective and refined in their reflection of ongoing experiences (Ryan & Deci, 2008). 
Based on the self-determination theory (SDT), individuals have three basic psycho-
logical needs, namely autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy refers 
to being the source of one’s behavior, competence is experiencing optimal self-
proficiency, while relatedness refers to a sense of belongingness with individuals 
and community (Deci & Ryan, 1985). To facilitate individuals’ psychological needs, 
creating a need-supportive environment that fosters autonomous motivation is impor-
tant and needs satisfaction is associated with positive outcomes such as better mental 
health and well-being (Levesque-Bristol, 2023; Ng & Abbas, 2020). Autonomous 
motivation refers to identified and integrated regulations. Identified regulation is 
internalized motivation as individuals engage in activities in which they endorse the 
value of task as personally important (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Integrated regulation is 
fully internalized into the individual’s self and is considered innate. 

The abovementioned types of motivation are referred to as self-regulation. Palmer 
and Rodger (2009) conceptualized mindfulness as a feature of self-regulation, which 
relates to the individual process of regulating oneself to achieve specific goals. This 
implies to self-regulatory skills that allow the individual to cope with stressful events 
and consequently promote well-being in which the individual is likely to exhibit 
healthy and adaptive behaviors (Brown & Ryan, 2004). Brown and Ryan (2003) 
defined mindfulness as “a receptive attention to and awareness of present events 
and experience” (p. 822). Mindfulness can be viewed as “present-centered attention-
awareness”, indicating that our mind is deployed to focus attention on the present
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moment with the awareness of our feelings and experiences. Mindfulness can occur 
at both the trait and state levels (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Trait mindfulness is a dispo-
sitional characteristic that differs between individuals which describes the interper-
sonal variation in attention and awareness. On the other hand, state mindfulness 
that changes within individuals relates to the intrapersonal variation in attention 
and awareness. Simply, mindfulness is about observing our perceptions, thoughts, 
emotions, and other contents of consciousness in the present moment. 

Socioemotional Learning 

Socioemotional learning (SEL) is defined as the individual’s capacity to effectively 
identify and manage emotions, solve problems, as well as establish and maintain 
positive relationships with others (Ragozzino et al., 2003; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). 
SEL is also referred to as “social-emotional learning” or “social and emotional 
learning”. SEL encompasses the processes in which individuals could effectively 
make responsible decisions, understand others’ perspectives, and display empathy 
for them (Lawlor, 2016). Socioemotional skills play an important role in driving 
lifetime successes (OECD, 2018). These skills are also referred to as socioemotional 
outcomes that include emotion regulation, self-management, and stress coping. 

Based on extensive research, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2022) identified five interrelated social-emotional 
competencies (SECs) namely self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. These five domains include 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies. First, self-awareness includes 
identifying and recognizing emotions, recognizing strengths, needs and values, 
as well as self-efficacy. Second, social awareness comprises perspective-taking, 
empathy, respect for others, and appreciating diversity. Third, self-management 
encompasses impulse control and stress management, self-motivation, goal setting, 
and organizational skills. Fourth, relationship management involves communica-
tion, social engagement, building relationships, and conflict management. Finally, 
responsible decision-making entails problem-solving, evaluation, reflection, as well 
as personal and moral responsibility. 

Taken together, both SEL and SDT-based mindfulness play the key role in equip-
ping individuals the capacity to self-regulate and manage their emotions and well-
being, thereby developing positive self, moral, social, and emotional understanding. 
In a similar vein, it is important to focus on developing individuals’ mindful aware-
ness, values for moral living, caring for others, learning, and personal growth (Lawlor, 
2016).
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Relations Among SDT, Mindfulness, and Socioemotional 
Outcomes 

Brown and Ryan (2003) developed the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS) 
to measure an individual’s attention and awareness of the present experience. The 
MAAS, a 15-item scale, has been widely used in empirical research, ranging from 
non-mediators to individual and group differences studies. The MAAS focuses on the 
present-centered attention to and awareness which contributes to well-being in cogni-
tive, emotional, and behavioral domains. It could be used to predict self-regulated 
behaviors and well-being outcomes. According to Brown and Ryan (2003), individ-
uals with higher mindfulness reported lower levels of mood disturbance and stress, 
thereby contributing to socioemotional well-being. 

Higher dispositional mindfulness can provide a buffer against negative emotions 
in relational contexts (Dixon & Overall, 2018). For instance, mindfulness fostered 
adaptive emotion regulation through recovering from unpleasant emotions (Arch & 
Landy, 2015), as well as promoted adaptive coping behaviors of stress and negative 
emotions (e.g., Arch & Landy, 2015; Skinner & Beer, 2016). As such, mindfulness 
plays a role in regulating self-coping strategy in relation to stress or negative reactivity 
(Palmer & Rodger, 2009), thereby supporting emotional benefits, enhanced attentive-
ness and awareness, as well as faster recovery from negative emotions. Furthermore, 
mindful individuals are better in accepting emotions and are sensitive to emotional 
responses (Arch & Landy, 2015). 

Whilst a recent study by Neufeld and Malin (2022) had highlighted the importance 
of basic psychological need satisfaction and its associations with mindfulness in SEL, 
such as in coping with stress and in nurturing resilience, SDT and mindfulness-based 
research in SEL is still in its infancy. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this chapter is to review empirical studies on the role of mindfulness 
in promoting university students’ and adult learners’ socioemotional outcomes from 
the SDT’s perspective. In line with SDT, the MAAS was related to the fulfillment 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Brown & Ryan, 2003). SDT also relates 
to individuals’ self-regulation of awareness and attention in order to maintain and 
enhance our psychological and behavioral functioning. 

In this review, the MAAS is the key instrument used in the search of the literature, 
as it was developed by scholars in the SDT community (Brown & Ryan, 2003). 
Through this review, this chapter aims to provide information and insight into the 
possible role of mindfulness in nurturing socioemotional competencies in university 
students and adult learners, thereby preparing them for the challenges they would 
face in their future and current dynamic workplaces, respectively.
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The key research question is “How can self-determination and mindfulness 
support the SECs of university students and adult learners in self-regulation, emotion 
regulation and resilience? 

Method 

This scoping review was conducted based on the framework by Arksey and O’Malley 
(2005). According to the framework, there are five stages to conducting a scoping 
review. First, the research question(s) should be identified. Second, relevant studies 
ought to be reviewed. Third, the selection of empirical articles needs to be studied. 
Fourth, the collected data have to be recorded. Fifth, the results are to be collated, 
summarized, and reported. 

The search for empirical studies was conducted using Scholar’s Portal, EBSCO, 
and PsycINFO. To survey the range of SDT and mindfulness-based SEL research, 
available studies were selected based on psychometrically validated MAAS. Search 
terms included “Mindful Attention Awareness Scale”; “MAAS”; “emotions”; 
“socioemotional well-being”; “social-emotional”; “social and emotional”; “anxi-
ety”; “stress”; “undergraduates”; “university students”; “universities”; “workplaces”; 
“adults”; and “adult learners”. Boolean connectors (AND, OR) were used to combine 
search terms. Dissertations, theses, and conference papers were not accessed. Only 
samples of undergraduates and adults, as well as empirical studies written in English 
were reviewed. Cross-sectional, longitudinal, and mindfulness-based intervention 
studies that utilized the MAAS were included. Table 16.1 presents the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria for the selection of relevant studies. 

Twenty-six articles emerged from the search. After reviewing them, 11 articles 
that met the criteria remained. Of the 11 articles, nine articles used the MAAS in 
relation to SEL. Two articles that did not use the MAAS were included as the contents 
were relevant to SDT and SEL. The publication year ranged from 2009 to 2023.

Table 16.1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for search of empirical papers 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Peer-reviewed publications and journals in 
English 

Non-English publications 

Full paper Only abstract accessible, dissertations, 
theses, and conference papers 

Study population of higher education, including 
university students and adult learners 

Study population of school-aged students, 
non-university students and other subjects 
(including clinical settings) 

Cross-sectional, longitudinal, and 
mindfulness-based intervention studies 

– 

Published between 2009 and 2023 – 
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Results 

A total of 11 empirical papers was reviewed. Of the 11 articles, ten used university 
students as the samples and one sampled teachers (as adult learners). Table 16.2 
summarizes the 11 empirical papers that surfaced from our search. These empir-
ical papers are discussed subsequently, in accordance to the type of studies namely 
mindfulness interventions, mixed method, cross-sectional studies, and multi-studies.

SDT-Based Mindfulness Intervention Studies 

Out of the 11 empirical papers, six intervention studies showed some evidence to 
suggest that mindfulness could bring about reduced stress and improve well-being 
by supporting the basic psychological needs and emotional control of teachers and 
university students. Out of the six articles, only one intervention study was conducted 
on teachers. The remaining five studies were conducted on undergraduates and 
graduate students. 

The first intervention study explored the implementation of a classroom program 
integrated with mindfulness practices (MindUP) on 20 Portuguese teachers’ mind-
fulness, self-compassion, emotion regulation skills, and burnout (de Carvalho et al., 
2017). Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANOVA) showed that there was no 
significant difference between the experimental and the control groups in emotional 
control, self-compassion, mindfulness, and burnout. However, follow-up analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) for emotional control, burnout, self-compassion, and mindfulness 
in the MindUP group revealed significant improvement in mindfulness (observing). 
The lack of significant findings could be due to the small sample size of the teachers. 

Second, Cohen and Miller (2009) investigated the effect of a 6-week Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program (adapted) on graduate students taking a 
psychology course. From the semester long intervention, they found that the graduate 
students showed an increase in mindfulness, social connectedness (i.e., interpersonal 
well-being) and emotional intelligence, and a decrease in perceived stress and anxiety. 
However, there was no significant effect on satisfaction with life, meaning in life-
searching and presence, as well as depression. Despite the significant changes in 
some outcome variables, the sample size of the study was small and the statistical 
powers of the differences were not reported. There was also no control group to 
allow a causal attribution that the changes of the scores were due to the mindfulness 
intervention. 

Third, Gendron et al. (2016) designed an experimental mindfulness program 
targeted at first year university students to develop their emotional capital or compe-
tencies such as the self-management of emotions, external situations and relation-
ships, which the researchers believed could in turn promote better mental health and 
greater resilience to stressful academic or work situation. Through the use of the 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT; Kabat-Zinn et al., 1992; Hayes et al.,
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1999), their findings showed that students in the experimental group reported higher 
levels of intrinsic motivation, self-control, optimism, empathy, but also greater stress 
and lower level of emotion regulation than the students in the control group. However, 
the students in the experimental group seemed to have a greater awareness of their 
anxiety and stress than the students in the control group. This could explain why the 
students in the experimental group reported more stress than students in the control 
group, as the mindfulness training might have helped the students to become more 
aware of their stress levels. 

Fourth, Shannon et al. (2019) investigated a mental health intervention comprising 
a mindfulness training program on psychological well-being. Their study aimed to 
enhance mindfulness and mental health competence, reduce stress and improve well-
being. The mental health intervention was designed around the principles of SDT 
through a need-supportive environment that included positive instructional feed-
back with empathy. It also included vignettes of famous athletes to improve partici-
pants’ stress management and promote their mental health. Findings from this study 
reported that the mindfulness intervention reduced stress and improved well-being 
through competence satisfaction. Competence satisfaction which was measured by 
the Perceived Competence Scale (PCS; Williams & Deci, 1996) was used to measure 
the participants’ competence in self-managing mental health. Competence satisfac-
tion is strongly related to improved well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competence 
satisfaction mediated the effects of mindfulness, which in turn predicted reduced 
stress and improved well-being. 

Fifth, Moè (2022) investigated a seven-week intervention of weekly practice 
grounded in SDT. The weekly practice included recalling and elaborating episodes 
of gratitude, self-affirmation, or goal setting. It was an online well-being program 
targeted at improving need satisfaction, self-compassion, emotional reappraisal, and 
grateful disposition, as well as to decrease need frustration, self-derogation, and 
emotional suppression. The 7-week intervention of well-being practices increased 
participants’ need satisfaction, self-compassion, emotional reappraisal, a grateful 
disposition, and reduced need frustration, self-derogation, and emotional suppres-
sion, with effects maintained one month later. Moè’s follow-up findings suggested 
that well-being practices could improve individual emotion regulation abilities by 
decreasing suppression and increasing reappraisal from week 0 to week 8. The 
follow-up also showed that grateful disposition increased over the 8 weeks. 

Finally, Schelhorn et al. (2023) investigated the effect of a mindfulness-cum-
emotional training on pre-service teachers’ understanding of emotions and emotion 
regulation strategies. Findings from this study revealed that the experimental group 
showed improved emotion regulation abilities and emotion regulation, suggesting 
that the training can improve pre-service teachers’ emotional competence. However, 
there was no significant effect of training on mindfulness, awareness, emotion knowl-
edge, and motivation. This could be due to the research design as the team did not 
assign the 186 pre-service teachers randomly into experimental and control groups.
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Intervention and Mixed-Method Study 

Out of the 11 reviewed articles, only one paper utilized a mixed-method design. 
Wolfe and Batoyun (2022) conducted an online contemplative neuroscience class that 
was a four-credit course integrating scientific material with first-hand experience of 
contemplation. This fully online course which included contemplative practices such 
as mindfulness, loving kindness and yoga, was taught over the four-week January 
term of 2021. The fully online class strongly improved dispositional mindfulness 
and perceived barriers to meditation, which in turn predicted positive behavioral and 
psychological outcomes (well-being and self-regulation). It also enhanced academic 
and social-emotional learning as well as was effective in promoting neuroscience 
understanding and competencies. Despite the lack of main effect size, their qualita-
tive findings showed that students had improved dispositional mindfulness (increased 
awareness) and stress coping (through mindfulness practice). Most of the students 
experienced less anxiety and improved attention, which in turn enhanced their mental 
and physical health. Findings in this study suggested that the online class was effec-
tive in promoting neuroscience understanding and proficiency, while dispositional 
mindfulness seemed to predict positive behavioral and psychological outcomes. 

Cross-sectional Studies 

There are three cross-sectional studies that used regression models and correlations 
for investigating the relations of mindfulness and socioemotional outcomes (e.g., 
perceived stress). First, Palmer and Rodger (2009) investigated whether individuals 
with higher level of mindfulness would display less perceived stress and employ less 
maladaptive strategies such as emotional and avoidant coping when dealing with 
stress. They found that mindfulness correlated negatively with perceived stress, and 
emotional and avoidant coping, and positively with rational coping. Individuals with 
higher level of mindfulness reported lower perceived stress and avoidant coping, 
suggesting that mindfulness can help in reducing perceived stress. Additionally, 
they found that mindfulness reduced emotional and avoidant coping strategies, and 
enhanced adaptive coping strategy, which is pertinent for cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral flexibility, relevant to socioemotional competence. 

Second, Hepburn et al. (2021) investigated the relationships between mindful-
ness and perceived stress, and between mindfulness and subjective well-being of 
pre-service teachers. They conducted an online survey with 257 university students 
who were enrolled in initial teacher training. Subjective well-being is related to a 
hedonic approach that refers to life satisfaction and quality of life, with presence of 
positive effect and affect. Their findings reported that higher attention awareness was 
negatively associated with perceived stress and positively associated with subjective
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well-being. However, there was a weak association between mindfulness and subjec-
tive well-being, and well-being was negatively correlated with perceived stress. Find-
ings from this study suggest that mindful pre-service teachers may be associated with 
low perceived stress and high subjective well-being. A mindful disposition in pre-
service teachers is likely to facilitate the ability to re-appraise situations and decrease 
negative reactivity or stress response. This implies that mindfulness could account 
for health-enhancing behaviors and contribute to the individuals’ well-being. 

Finally, Neufeld and Malin (2022) used the SDT’s lens to examine whether 
medical students’ resilience and need satisfaction would mediate the relationship 
between mindfulness and perceived stress. They also investigated whether mind-
fulness impacted students’ coping reactions to stress. The two types of coping 
reactions to stress are adaptive coping and maladaptive coping behaviors. Adap-
tive coping behaviors included active coping, planning, positive reframing, accep-
tance, emotional and instrumental support, humor, as well as religion. Maladap-
tive coping behaviors included denial, venting, self-distraction, behavioral disen-
gagement, and self-blame. Findings showed that resilience and need satisfaction 
mediated the relationship between mindfulness and perceived stress, indicating that 
mindful students displayed more adaptive and less maladaptive coping behaviors. 
This means that when students’ resilience and basic psychological needs were met, 
their coping reactions to stress also improved. Findings from this study suggest that 
implementing mindfulness programs in medical education might foster university 
students’ resilience and coping reactions to stress as well as support their basic 
psychological needs, which in turn enhance their psychological development and 
well-being. 

Multi-studies and Laboratory Setting 

There is one paper that included four studies to investigate the relations of mindful-
ness and socioemotional outcomes (perceived stress and anxiety). With the intent to 
answer our research question, one study in the laboratory setting is discussed here. 
Weinstein et al. (2009) examined whether individuals with higher level of mindful-
ness would use more adaptive coping and less avoidant coping of stress situation. 
They found that individuals who were more mindful and optimistic adopted more 
approach coping and less avoidant coping, while those high in neuroticism used more 
avoidant coping and less approach coping. In addition, mindfulness was associated 
with lower perceived stress, less avoidance, and less anxiety. Further, mindfulness 
mediated the relationship between threat and coping, suggesting that this regulatory 
effort could explain why mindful individuals exhibited lower anxiety and higher 
performance in the aftermath of social appraising threat. Findings also revealed 
that more adaptive stress responses and coping fully mediated the relation between 
mindfulness and well-being (positive affect and vitality).
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General Discussion 

Due to limited research on SDT-based mindfulness and SEL, 11 studies were found 
of which 9 papers utilized the MAAS and two empirical papers (de Carvalho et al., 
2017; Moè, 2022) without the utilization of MAAS were included. Based on the 
review of the 11 studies, there is still a lack of investigation on the five SECs, and 
strong conclusions might not be drawn from them. Despite the drawback of the 
limited studies, this chapter supports that SDT-based mindfulness research could 
potentially have positive impacts on social and emotional well-being for university 
students and adults across a wide range of disciplines. 

Findings of the 11 studies highlight the role of mindfulness in supporting emotion 
regulation and self-management. For instance, mindfulness is related to coping 
approach that in turn supports students’ socioemotional outcomes. Palmer and Roger 
(2009) found some evidence to support the important role of mindfulness in relation to 
perceived stress and adaptive coping approach, indicating that levels of mindfulness 
are associated with levels of perceived stress and coping. Mindful individuals were 
reported to engage in less avoidant or maladaptive coping approach. Through stress 
coping, there is an involvement of emotion regulation that requires both social and 
self-awareness. Using this coping mechanism, individuals are empowered to apply 
the adaptive strategies that include making responsible decisions and relationship 
management. 

The results from six intervention studies designed based on the principles of 
SDT suggest that mindfulness intervention may foster SEL by supporting the basic 
psychological needs and intrinsic motivation of individuals, thereby reducing their 
perceived stress and negative emotions. This may imply that mindfulness practice 
enhances one’s awareness and ability to self-control, self-regulate, and self-manage 
negativities in terms of thoughts and feelings. Although the findings of these reviewed 
studies did not explicitly report SECs as the outcome variables, the links between 
mindfulness and socioemotional outcomes are still evident. Mindfulness thus plays 
an important role in supporting the individual in self-regulation of emotions as well 
as in self-management of decisions and actions. 

One key aspect in this chapter is to highlight the importance of self-awareness 
which is one of the five SECs and having the ability to manage one’s emotions. 
Especially in this evolving global economy, we should remain steadfast through life’s 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity. Our reviewed literature suggests 
that one possible way to develop SECs is through mindfulness (e.g., Shannon et al., 
2019). Indeed, a preliminary review of the 11 papers in the context of university and 
higher education revealed a clear, positive relationships among mindfulness, emotion 
regulation, and stress coping. Potentially, the SEL program involving mindfulness 
and caring for others would reduce stress, promote well-being, and produce positive 
outcomes. Our review also identified some coping strategies that not only reduce 
stress, but also cultivate individual well-being and competence. 

In general, this review chapter provides insights into how mindfulness could 
reduce anxiety and stress (Shannon et al., 2019; Weinstein et al., 2009), as well
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as improve psychological well-being (Wolfe & Batoyun, 2022). Mindfulness also 
nurtures the individual SECs such as social and self-awareness. For instance, mindful 
individuals are likely to become aware of the present experience including their mind 
of emotions such as frustration or anger. By acknowledging the negative emotions and 
being aware of their presence to the individuals can then introspect and understand 
the cause of their own emotions. They can then learn to self-manage and self-regulate 
their emotions such as using emotional reappraisal. By stepping back and relooking 
at our actions, mindfulness practice is also a way of life in appreciating not just the 
present, but also the past and future. 

Implications and Limitations 

This chapter highlighted the importance of mindfulness whereby individuals could 
stay cognizant of their present moment experience, to regulate and manage their 
emotions effectively. This is an adaptive approach that enables university students to 
cope with stress, and it is particularly relevant when they are undergoing university 
transition. It is also a means to support adult learners who are likely to experience 
anxiety or stress when they need to upskill despite having work, family and personal 
commitments to juggle. Mindfulness practice is a useful approach in supporting the 
individual with self-regulation of emotions and self-management of actions. Regular 
mindfulness practice can provide the individuals with the opportunity to practice 
social and self-awareness, to experience less stress through acting harmoniously with 
their environments, and to make responsible decisions. In this manner, mindfulness 
plays an important role in meeting our needs and acting consistently with our thoughts 
and actions. 

Our findings are pertinent for university students and adult learners who face 
challenges that may impede their academic and careers success, which in turn could 
contribute to their socioemotional well-being. Through mindfulness practice, we 
could self-regulate our emotions and self-manage stress through adaptive coping 
behaviors. Despite limited studies on SDT-based mindfulness and SEL, these 11 
empirical studies provided some direction to help support university students’ mental 
health and well-being through stress coping strategies. 

Conclusion 

This chapter offers a review of SDT-based mindfulness and SEL research dated 
from 2009 to 2023 conducted on university students and adult learners. When taken 
together, the 11 papers did suggest that SDT-based mindfulness can have some effects 
on SEL. However, given the limited number of papers reviewed, our opinion is that 
the efficacy of SDT-based mindfulness on SEL is not conclusive. Nevertheless, we 
recommend pursuing this line of research to further understand if and how we can
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tap on this regulatory skill which is mindfulness to enhance SECs among university 
students and adult learners. 
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