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A B S T R A C T

We sought to identify teachers' personality-based antecedents that tend them toward an autonomy-supportive or
controlling motivating style. We assessed both aspects of teachers' motivating styles at the beginning of the
semester (T1, Time 1) and again after all teachers had completed a semester-long intervention (T2) to learn how
to become more autonomy supportive and less controlling. At the start of the semester, 42 full-time elementary-
grade teachers (25 females, 17 males) completed a packet of questionnaires to self-report their core traits (the
big five) and eight surface traits (e.g., causality orientations, authoritarianism) that we hypothesized would
predict one motivating style or the other, while their 633 students self-reported their autonomous motivation.
Regression-based analyses revealed four findings: (1) High levels of openness to experience and agreeableness
both individually predicted teachers' T1 autonomy-supportive motivating style; (2) high levels of control
causality orientation and authoritarianism both individually predicted T1 controlling motivating style; (3) high
levels of autonomy causality orientation and personal growth initiative both individually predicted a post-in-
tervention change in T2 autonomy-supportive motivating style; and (4) high level of control causality or-
ientation predicted a post-intervention change in T2 controlling motivating style. These findings suggest a robust
relation between personality and teachers' motivating styles.

1. Introduction

Motivating style is the interpersonal tone and face-to-face behavior
teachers routinely use to engage their students in the learning activities
they provide (Reeve, 2009, 2016). In a self-determination theory (SDT)
analysis (Ryan & Deci, 2017), motivating style was first conceptualized
as a single construct in which a teacher's style could be placed on a
bipolar continuum with a highly autonomy-supportive style on one end
and a highly controlling style on the other (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman,
& Ryan, 1981). Recent empirical findings, however, now suggest that
the autonomy-supportive and controlling styles exist as two separate
dimensions (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, & Thogersen-
Ntoumani, 2011; Haerens, Aelterman, Vansteenkiste, Soenens, & Van
Petegem, 2015). This is because it was discovered that (1) the two styles
were only modestly negatively correlated, (2) a low level in one moti-
vating style did not imply or lead to a high level in the other style; (3)
autonomy support strongly predicted students' need satisfaction and
adaptive functioning (e.g., engagement, prosocial behavior) but only
weakly predicted their (low) need frustration and maladaptive

functioning (e.g., disengagement, antisocial behavior), and (4) teacher
control strongly predicted students' need frustration and maladaptive
functioning but only weakly predicted (low) need satisfaction and
adaptive functioning (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Cheon, Reeve, & Song,
2016; De Meyer et al., 2014; Gunnell, Crocker, Wilson, Mack, & Zumbo,
2013; Haerens et al., 2015). The conclusion reached was that these are
two distinct and somewhat independent processes with autotomy sup-
port vitalizing the “brighter” side of students' motivation and func-
tioning and teacher control galvanizing the “darker” side of students'
motivation and functioning (Bartholomew et al., 2011).

Autonomy support is the delivery of instruction through an inter-
personal tone of support and understanding that appreciates, vitalizes,
and supports students' psychological needs for autonomy, competence,
and relatedness (Reeve, 2016). This tone is communicated to students
through supportive prosody (i.e., higher pitch, slow speech rate, mild
voice quality; Zougkou, Weinstein, & Paulmann, 2017) and acts of in-
struction such as taking the students' perspective, creating opportu-
nities for their input and initiative, offering learning activities in need-
satisfying ways, providing rationales for requests, and acknowledging
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and accepting expressions of negative affect as okay and under-
standable (Reeve, 2009). Teacher-provided autonomy support is asso-
ciated with students' high-quality motivation (need satisfaction, au-
tonomous motivation), effective classroom functioning (engagement,
conceptual learning), and positive educational outcomes (high
achievement, well-being) and is therefore considered to be the adaptive
aspect of a teacher's motivating style (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002;
Cheon & Reeve, 2015; Gunnell et al., 2013; Jang, Kim, & Reeve, 2016).

Teacher control is the delivery of instruction through an inter-
personal tone of pressure that insists students think, feel, and behave in
teacher-prescribed ways (Reeve, 2016). This tone generally frustrates
students' psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness (Cheon et al., 2016). It is communicated through pressure-laden
prosody (i.e., low pitch, loud tone, fast speech rate, harsh voice quality;
Zougkou et al., 2017) and acts of instruction such as suppressing stu-
dents' input and voice, offering contingent rewards, uttering pressuring
and compliance-inducing language (e.g., “you must”, “you have to”),
uttering directives without explanations, asserting power or dominance
(e.g., yelling, intimidating), and countering and trying to change stu-
dents' complaints and expressions of negative affect into something
acceptable to the teacher (Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, & Thogersen-
Ntoumani, 2010; Reeve, 2009). Teacher-provided control is associated
with students' low-quality motivation (need frustration, amotivation,
controlled motivation), ineffective classroom functioning (disengage-
ment, superficial learning), and negative educational outcomes (anti-
social behavior, ill-being) and is therefore considered to be the mala-
daptive aspect of a teacher's motivating style (Assor et al., 2002; Assor,
Kaplan, Kanat-Maymon, & Roth, 2005; Haerens et al., 2015; Hein,
Koka, & Hagger, 2015).

1.1. Personality perspective on the antecedents to teachers' motivating styles

Many social-contextual factors explain why teachers tend to orient
themselves toward either an autonomy-supportive or a controlling
motivating style during instruction, including school-based factors such
as time constraints, emphases on summative grading, and adminis-
trative pressure to adopt prescribed teaching methods (Pelletier &
Sharp, 2009; Taylor, Ntoumanis, & Smith, 2009), teachers' perceptions
of their students' classroom motivation (i.e., autonomous vs. controlled
motivation; Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, & Legault, 2002), and even the
nation in which they live and teach (Downie, Koestner, ElGeledi, &
Cree, 2004; Reeve et al., 2014). But little is known about the possible
personality-based antecedents of teachers' classroom motivating styles.
Recognizing this, we undertook the present investigation with the goal
of identifying which personality-based antecedents might tend teachers
toward an autonomy-supportive style and which other personality-
based antecedents might tend teachers toward a controlling style.

Following several personality theorists (McCrae et al., 2000;
McAdams & Pals, 2006), we make the distinction between dispositional
traits and characteristic adaptations. Dispositional traits represent en-
dogenous (genetically-based) and stable “core traits” that follow in-
trinsic paths of expression and development and are essentially in-
dependent of environmental influences (Asendorpf & van Aken, 2003).
The “Big Five” dispositions of extraversion, neuroticism, openness to
experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness exemplify core traits.
Characteristic adaptations represent malleable and experienced-based
“surface traits” that are shaped by context and personal strivings and
have been internalized as self-regulatory orientations in response to
persisting social-contextual influences (Vansteenkiste, Niemiec, &
Soenens, 2010). The inclusion of surface traits adds a developmental
perspective to explain teachers' motivating styles that are not necessa-
rily captured by core traits (Olesen, 2011).

Like so many aspects of effective teaching, motivating style is an
acquired skill. Intervention research, for instance, shows that teachers'
motivating styles are malleable and can change with guidance, ex-
perience, and deliberate practice (Cheon et al., 2016; Cheon & Reeve,

2015; Cheon, Reeve, & Moon, 2012; Tessier, Sarrazin, & Ntoumanis,
2010). Core traits may predict such skill-based patterns of behavior, as
in the case of openness to experience predicting communication skills
(Sims, 2017) and conscientiousness predicting academic skills (Kappe &
van der Flier, 2012). Nevertheless, we see motivating styles as more
closely aligned with teachers' surface traits, such as those beliefs, or-
ientations, and regulatory styles teachers acquire by adapting to their
experiences. Specifically, as explained in the next section, we focus on
the three surface traits of an autonomy causality orientation, personal
growth strivings, and the transformational leadership style as possible
personality-based antecedents of the autonomy-supportive motivating
style, and we focus on the five surface traits of a control causality or-
ientation, the transactional leadership style, authoritarianism, closed-
mindedness, and discomfort with ambiguity as possible personality-
based antecedents of the controlling motivating style. Additionally, we
further investigated the predictive power of core traits (the Big Five)
and a number of demographic variables (e.g., years of teaching ex-
perience).

1.2. Hypothesized personality-based antecedents of the autonomy-
supportive motivating style

We sought to explain both who is characteristically autonomy
supportive and who is most able to benefit from an intervention ex-
perience to learn how to become more autonomy supportive. As such,
the study assessed teachers' beginning of the semester (i.e., pre-inter-
vention, or Time 1) autonomy-supportive motivating style and also
teachers' end of the semester (i.e., post-intervention, or Time 2) changes
in the autonomy-supportive style.

Teachers who are autonomy supportive and teachers who learn how
to become more autonomy supportive with training are likely to be
those who possess individual differences that orient them favorably to
enacting autonomy-supportive attitudes and behaviors, such as em-
pathy and perspective taking, believing that the primary drivers of
motivation are personal interests and preferences, and strivings to im-
prove oneself. A high level of dispositional agreeableness, for instance,
might predict an autonomy-supportive style because it reflects a ten-
dency toward warm, reciprocal interactions with others that features a
good deal of listening and understanding (McAdams, Jackson, &
Kirshnit, 1984). Openness to experience has also been associated with
an autonomous style (Olesen, 2011; Olesen, Thomsen, Schnieber, &
Tonnesvang, 2010). Mostly, however, we focused on the following
three surface traits as our hypothesized personality-based antecedents
of an autonomy-supportive style: autonomy causality orientation, per-
sonal growth initiative, and transformational leadership.

A causality orientation is one's understanding of what typically
energizes and directs (i.e., motivates) one's own behavior, and people
tend to have, more or less, some level of both an autonomy causality
orientation a control causality orientation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan &
Deci, 2017). An autonomy causality orientation characterizes the degree
to which the person sees the environment as a source of information.
Individuals with a high autonomy causality orientation are “interest-
taking”, as they find or create opportunities in the environment for the
expression and engagement of their personal needs, interests, and va-
lues (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017). The presence of need-
satisfying, interesting, and valued environmental opportunities there-
fore explains why they act. Because autonomy-supportive teaching
builds instruction around mobilizing students' inner motivational re-
sources (e.g., needs, interests, and values), we expected that the au-
tonomy causality orientation would predict the autonomy-supportive
motivating style with the logic being that teachers would likely try to
motivate their students by using the same sources of motivation that
motivate them.

Personal growth initiative characterizes a person's active and inten-
tional involvement in changing as a person; it is one's strivings for self-
improvement and personal growth (Robitschek et al., 2012). Because
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