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Abstract

In excellence and honors education in the Netherlands within secondary vocational
education (MBO), higher vocational education (HBO) and higher education (WO), stimulating
students' autonomy development is an important goal. An autonomy-supportive teaching
style forms an essential part of a teacher’s pedagogical-didactic actions. Literature research
reveals that an autonomy-supportive teaching style is still mostly described in terms of
broad constructs, based on the student perspective, being open to the student, actively
supporting motivation development and supporting self-regulation. However, little has yet
been described about the concrete pedagogical-didactic actions of teachers in their
classroom and what kinds of learning environments are facilitative in terms of autonomy
support on these four constructs. The aim of this research is to identify through the
interviews the pedagogical-didactic interventions teachers report to use to stimulate the
development of autonomy in their students. For that, we use the above mentioned
constructs of Reeve (2009) and connect them to the actual actions of teachers and
significant learning of Fink (2007). Using 21 semi-structured interviews with teachers in
MBO, HBO and WO, this paper offers concrete insights on how teachers give substance to
these above constructs across three broad themes: the design of the learning environment
and teacher facilitation (LE), teacher interventions and learning activities at the group and
individual level (LA) and the interpersonal student-teacher relationship, teacher behaviour
(TB). The interviews generated a series of concrete autonomy-supportive interventions, such
as providing space for student curiosity and teaching students to formulate their own
learning goals. This provides teachers with a starting point to design their own teaching and
concrete pedagogical-didactic actions to shape autonomy development in their teaching
practice.
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1. Introduction

Excellence and honors education® in secondary vocational education (MBO), higher
vocational education (HBO) and higher education (WO) aims to give students more
autonomy over their own learning (Kingma et al., 2016). Autonomy is described as a state
‘... in which an individual can choose and act according to the choice of a particular way of
life.” (Winch, 2002, p. 29). Autonomy is viewed as a foundation for experiencing self-
direction for and ownership of activities, with students indicating that it gives them a
degree of involvement in their own studies, which they associate with academic success
and a personal sense of well-being (Chirkov, 2009). Motivation for their education increases
when they are able to develop autonomy with regards to their own learning (Ryan & Deci,
2020; Reeve et al., 2004). Students who are given choices and are encouraged to take
initiatives that support such autonomy development find themselves in an interesting
educational environment (Nufez et al., 2015).

In higher vocational education (HBO), autonomy-supportive actions by teachers have been
shown to harbour a positive effect on student motivation (Kazemier et al., 2014). Students
from different backgrounds also indicate through self-reporting that their engagement in
education, their satisfaction as well as their motivation grows as they experience more
autonomy (Hunziker et al., 2018; Deci et al., 1982). An autonomy-supportive learning
environment is shaped in the classroom by the teacher and by the educational design.
Reeve (2009) described preconditions and teacher behaviour in general terms. He indicates
what conditions apply to controlling or autonomy-stimulating teaching behaviour, such as
juxtaposing the teacher’s position to that of the student, ignoring students’ ideas versus
embracing them, directive teaching behaviour on thoughts versus feeling free to share
one’s own thoughts. When it comes to instructing the teacher, he contrasts ignoring input
with encouraging it, the use of closed versus open language and whether or not to respond
to negative student reactions (Reeve, 2009, table 1, p. 160). Fink (2007) argues in his
taxonomy of significant learning that education with meaning consists of three situational
factors: teaching and learning activities, learning goals, feedback and assessment. These
factors are basics for the design of teaching (Fink, 2007, figure 2, p. 14).

We hypothesise that more insight into the interventions of autonomy-stimulating teachers
and their interaction with students will clarify what teacher behaviour can stimulate
student autonomy. The present exploration therefore focuses on pedagogical-didactic
interventions that teachers use to foster autonomy in students' learning and motivation.
We expect the results from these teachers to give concrete substance to the components of
the autonomy-supportive teaching style as described by Reeve (2009). As a basis for the
interview we use Fink's three situational factors, which according to Fink (2007), stimulate
significant learning.

The autonomy-supportive teaching style: Concrete teacher interventions

Navigating contemporary social, economic and environmental challenges will require our
students to be entrepreneurial and self-directed (Howells, 2018). It is well known from the
literature that providing support for the (individual) learning process is more successful for

1 We would like to mention that 'honors education' is a common term in higher education; the designation
'excellence education' is used in the MBO level. For the sake of readability, we only use the term 'honors
education' in this paper.
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the motivation and performance of students than adopting a more controlling teaching
style and that the use of punishment is less successful for motivation and achievement
(Ryan & Deci, 2020). An autonomy-supportive teaching strategy encourages the
development of self-directedness, engagement and intrinsic motivation among students
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2012; Kingma et al., 2018). This increases the likelihood of the student
demonstrating commitment and responsibility with regard to the problem at hand and the
ability and skill to delve further into knowledge about the topic, rather than assuming the
status quo (Henri et al, 2018). Reeve (2009) concludes that ‘(...) the teacher’s motivating
style is an important educational construct because students function more positively when
teachers support their autonomy rather than control and pressure them toward a specific
way of thinking, feeling or behaving’ (Reeve, 2009, p. 163). He supports this claim partly
with evidence found in education at many levels and aimed at a diverse range of audiences
(Reeve et al., 2004). In addition, Reeve (2009) gives examples of controlling behaviour and
autonomy-supportive behaviour among teachers. In the case of controlling behaviour,
instructions focus on performing the task as the teacher sees fit, and the prospect of
possible punishment, guilt, shame or loss of self-esteem is seen as too high a cost by the
student to display deviating behaviour. In the case of an autonomy-supportive teaching
style, on the other hand, the teacher aligns with the student's motivation, offers more
explanation on why a task is necessary, acknowledges the feelings and emotions expressed
by the student, acknowledges differences between students in how much time they need
for the task and deploys non-controlling language. The teacher's autonomy-supportive
behaviour builds an interpersonal student-teacher relationship.

The question of whether 'autonomy support' also predicts the emergence of 'autonomy'
can be answered positively (Nufiez et al., 2015, p.198): ‘Thus, if students perceive that their
teachers understand and accept their decisions and negative feelings, provide meaningful
rationales, suggest alternative solutions, and offer choices between different tasks in the
classroom, this will produce changes in students’ autonomy over time.” Reeve’s explanation
is based on the idea that it * .... supports in students an internal perceived locus of causality,
an experience of volition, and a sense of choice.’ (p. 163), and that this generates a high-
quality type of motivation. A meta-analysis (Howard et al., 2021) shows different types of
'motivation’ within SDT (Self-Determination Theory), ranging from non-motivated to
intrinsically motivated. Between these extremes on the scale are different types of extrinsic
motivation. Starting from non-motivated, the next type is external regulation where
external reward plays an important role. Then introjected regulation in which avoidance of
blame, among other things, plays a role (both named 'controlled’ types of motivation),
followed by identified regulation where personal values play a role, regardless of whether
the behaviour is enjoyable in and of itself. The penultimate type is integrated regulation,
which is highly self-determined and where the student's behaviour coincides with their
identity to a large extent. The final two are called 'autonomous' types of motivation.
Intrinsic motivation is the final autonomous type. (Howard et al., Fig. 1, p. 1301).

In parallel, teachers who adopt an autonomy-supportive teaching style also self-report a
high sense of fulfilment, less emotional exhaustion, a high sense of satisfaction and a more
valued teacher-student relationship (Reeve & Jang, 2006). Based on previous insights,
Kingma et al. (2016) described the predictors for an autonomy-supportive teaching style in
their research focused on honors education. In short, these are the intrinsic motivation of
the teacher active in honors education, having a growth mindset (Dweck, 2015) about the
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developmental potential of intelligence and the degree of perceived policy and
organisational pressure from one's own educational institution. Fink (2007) also shows that
a coherent teaching design in particular determines student learning.

We therefore aim our focus on the teacher's reported actual behaviour in the classroom:
what does a teacher report or say in the teaching environment they facilitated in their daily
interaction with students? Participants in this study are teachers and students involved in
honors education. Students in honors education voluntarily participate in programmes that
focus specifically on their talent development (Wolfensberger & Offringa, 2012; Winch,
2002) where the motivation for participating in this education plays an important role
(Renzulli, 2012; Scager et al., 2012). We therefore expected teachers' interventions to be
more explicitly visible with this target group of students (Achterberg, 2005) and chose this
group of honors students and their honors teachers for that reason.

Research question

Our assumption is that teachers who are active in honors education have or are given the
space within the design of the education to develop the autonomy-supportive teaching
style as optimally as possible. Parallel to Fink's taxonomy (Fink, 2007, figure 2, p.14), these
teachers thus have direct influence on three factors within which they develop and deploy
concrete pedagogical-didactic interventions to promote the autonomy-supportive learning
approach in their contact with students: teaching and learning activities, learning goals,
feedback and assessment. With these pedagogical-didactic interventions, we expect
teachers to give concrete substance to the four components as described by Reeve (2009):
student perspective, being open to thoughts and feelings, stimulating intrinsic motivation,
stimulating autonomous self-regulation. The three factors for being able to develop
interventions within their own teaching are:

- The design of the learning environment and teacher facilitation (LE);
- Teacher interventions and learning activities at the group and individual level (LA);
- The interpersonal student-teacher relationship, teacher behaviour (TB).

The questions in the interview guide (can be requested from first author) are therefore
tailored to these factors.
Based on these considerations, the research question was formulated as follows.

What behaviour do teachers report in order to give space for autonomy to their students
(interventions, behaviour), what works pedagogically-didactically (learning activity,
interventions) and in what context does this flourish (learning environment, facilitation)?

Based on the interviews with teachers, are there any similarities and differences between
MBO, HBO and WO?

2. Methods
Participants
The selected teachers are all closely involved in designing and implementing honors

education within their institution. Through that involvement, they directly influence the
design of their own education.
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Measuring instruments

The design of the study was exploratory in nature: we wanted to learn from teachers how
they work with their honors students in their teaching to develop autonomy. We opted for
semi-structured interviews among 21 teachers, seven MBO, seven from HBO and seven
from WO who are involved in honors education. The aim was to identify through the
interviews the pedagogical-didactic interventions teachers report to use to stimulate the
development of autonomy in their students. The researchers conducted the 45-60-minute
long interviews online between June and October 2020. After the interviews, the
researchers presented the data to a 12-member panel consisting of previously interviewed
teachers and their honors students. The panel consisted of three teachers and two students
from MBO, two teachers and two students from HBO and two teachers and one student
from WO. The panel discussion took place in May 2021 and lasted 2.5 hours. The aim of the
panel discussion was to determine to what extent the panel members recognised
themselves in the reporting of the initial results and characteristic statements from the
interviews, organised according to the three factors.

Data collection

Interviews: teachers from different institutions were approached for each education level.
Thus, seven teachers from MBO, seven from HBO and seven from WO were found willing to
participate in the interviews. The teachers were sourced from five different MBOs, seven
colleges and three universities. To retrieve the experiences of teachers as equally as
possible, a four-part interview guideline was set up:

(1) The context within the institution and the way in which honors education is organised
there; we wanted to get an idea of the position of the teacher within the institution and
how much room the teacher has to actually shape their own education. In addition, this
section focuses the teacher on their own teaching. We expected this topic to result in
recommendations for educational design.

(2) How the interviewees themselves view (the importance of) autonomy; here, the
teacher would paint a picture of how they view autonomy in the classroom in relation to
their own teaching and what importance they assign to it. The literature shows that it is
important for teachers to have a clear picture of how autonomy can affect student
motivation (Wolfensberger & Offringa, 2012). Based on this question, we expected to gain
understanding of the interventions the teacher makes within their own context.

(3) How autonomy is shaped in their own teaching: in terms of the educational design, in
their own teaching behaviour and in dealing with differences between students. Literature
shows that teachers who want to leave room for autonomy must themselves experience
enough room (policy-wise) to do so (Kingma et al., 2016); another aspect of this topic that
was discussed in the interview. The expectation was for this to lead to recommendations
for design and concrete interventions and teacher behaviour.

(4) Autonomy in one's own context: specific practices or experiences. The purpose of this
final question was for the teachers to give examples drawn from their own educational
work, of pedagogical actions that stimulated the students' intended autonomy according to
the teacher themselves. This question was intended for the teacher to express their
enthusiasm about their teaching.

The interviews were transcribed by student assistants. The transcriptions were checked by
the researchers and any ambiguities were resolved. Coding was carried out on the basis of

the three factors mentioned below and is therefore basically deductive and thematic. For
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each educational level, the coding in the transcripts was carried out by the same researcher
and then checked by a second researcher. Discussions were held where necessary in order
to sharpen or align the coding. Regarding the results of the panel discussion: the researchers
analysed the results of the panel discussion in terms of whether the data reflected,
complemented or contradicted the results of the interviews.

The final results were then described based on this analysis.

Analysis

In the text of the interviews, statements about the three themes that had to be identified
from the research question were marked:

a)  The learning environment (LE);

b)  The learning activities (LA);

c) Teacher behaviour (TB).

Subthemes used during coding:

For the Learning Environment factor, these are the structure of the programme, the factors
or circumstances the teacher creates in the design of the programme, whether conscious
thought is given to when you meet and also where you meet (location: school, principal,
elsewhere, and so on).

For the Learning Activities factor, these are the supply (as a design question for the
developed education), the assignments you give, how testing is organised, who assesses
and also what is assessed (product, learning process, and so on).

For the factor Teacher Behaviour (interpersonal teacher-student relationship), it is the
behaviour the teacher actually reports to exhibit when meeting, counselling and coaching
as well as the reported teacher behaviour in response to student behaviour.

The subthemes to the three factors emerged on the basis of mutual agreement among the
three authors and were formulated on the basis of the expectation that teachers would be
able to respond with concrete pedagogical behaviour from teaching practice. Based on the
factors and subthemes, a collection of recommendations and outcomes was made for each
factor and characteristic statements were collected. The focus for the teachers' statements
was on quality (the substance: what did they say) rather than quantity (how often they said
it).

The different outcomes for each factor and a large number of characteristic statements
were used for the panel discussion described in document A with the collected statements.
After a brief introduction and getting acquainted, the participants were split up into three
groups: one group of students and two groups of teachers, heterogeneously composed
from the educational levels. Two questions were discussed in the subgroups: 1) Do the
panel members recognise the items in document A with the collected statements? 2) What
similarities and differences between MBO, HBO and WO do you see or recognise in
document A with the collected statements? The results of these questions were discussed
in a plenary session, which resulted in a more substantive interpretation of statements
made by teachers, sometimes related to their educational level. We note that students
generated a lot of feedback on the Learning Activity and Teacher Behaviour themes.
Teachers responded to all themes.
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Based on document A with the collected statements combined with the input from the
panel, the final actions and interventions were ordered by the three factors. Based on the
results found, an adjustment was made to the titles of the factors to do more justice to the
statements made by teachers and students. The factor Learning Environment was
broadened to 'Learning environment and facilitation of the teacher' the factor Learning
Activity was broadened to 'Learning activity and interventions'. The factor Teacher
Behaviour was broadened to 'Teacher behaviour in interaction with the student-teacher
relationship'. Based on the data, characterisations were described of teachers and students
within this autonomy-stimulating education: how did this education develop me? This is
described in the results in ‘Teacher and student attitude’.

3. Results

Our research question was:

What behaviour do teachers report in order to give space for autonomy to their students
(interventions, behaviour), what works pedagogically-didactically (learning activity,
interventions) and in what context does this flourish (learning environment, facilitation)?
Based on the interviews with teachers, are there any similarities and differences between
MBO, HBO and WO?

We interviewed teachers who intent to stimulate autonomy development with their
students in search of ‘hands on’ teacher activities in class. Analysing their interviews we
found different autonomy-supportive actions these teachers take to reach this result. In the
analysis we used a combination of Reeve's four indicators (2009) and Fink's three key steps
of Integrated Course Design (ICD) (2007).

Fink’s Integrated Course Design (ICD) (2007) in education takes factors about context,
expectations and students into account, resulting in his three components (1) learning
goals, (2) teaching and learning activities and (3) feedback and assessment.

Reeve (2009) describes that the autonomy-supportive teaching style consists of four
components: (1) using the student perspective; (2) being open to students' thoughts and
feelings; (3) supporting the student's own motivation and (4) stimulating the student's
capacity for autonomous self-regulation. The results from the interviews allow for these
four components to be fleshed out. Because we also want to clarify how teachers can
influence this through the design of their education, the design factors that can be linked to
the aspects found shown: learning environment (LE), learning activity (LA) or teacher
behaviour (TB). This creates an intersection between Reeve's constructs and Fink’s teaching
design factors.

Using the student perspective

When it comes to deploying the student perspective, teachers indicate different aspects,
such as that students themselves (help) determine which activities shape their learning
process (LA). Making room for the individual student's curiosity is an important aspect here
(LE). They also indicate that it is important for a teacher to show what they stand for, i.e.
offering personal openness and displaying a willingness to be vulnerable (TB), as well as
professional openness by sharing one’s network and using one’s own expertise (TB). The
student perspective is also stimulated if the teacher focuses on the student's self-
formulated learning goals and looks for development opportunities in dialogue (LE). These
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results also give substance to Fink’'s components learning goals and teaching and learning
activities.

Characteristic statements
- ‘Learning activities characterised by deep questioning rather than just sending
information; leaving room for students to make their own choices.’

‘It's also a matter of design. Which is, once again, largely generated by students
themselves.’

Being open to students' thoughts and feelings

For this component, teachers and students both indicate the importance of equality
between the student and the teacher in the learning process (TB), attention being given
through open and genuinely interested conversation, the facilitation of both giving and
receiving feedback (also as a teacher) and genuine curiosity about one’s students (TB) as
well as the importance of students having the freedom to formulate their own learning
goals (LE). These results also give substance to Fink’s components feedback and learning
goals.

Characteristic statements

- ‘Being open to learning and having gone through whatever it is you ask of your students.
| still learn from my students as a teacher.’

- ‘Paying genuine attention and listening to the other person’s answers. Asking a lot of
questions.’

Stimulating one's own motivation

When it comes to stimulating motivation, teachers indicate that having high expectations of
students is stimulating (TB). They emphasise the importance of making interventions in the
learning process at the right time (LA) and they state that taking students out of their
comfort zone can be stimulating as well (LA). The working environment, i.e. working in a
professional environment appropriate to the problem at hand, is yet another stimulating
factor (LE). For teachers, there is the added factor of motivation being stimulated by the
experience of appreciation and trust from their organisation (LA). These results also give
substance to Fink’s learning goals and learning activities.

Characteristic statements
- ‘Rather than working for a client, you have to find a meaningful assignment yourself.’
- ‘Autonomy resides in the fact that students choose based on their own interests.’

Encouraging students' autonomous self-regulation

To encourage autonomous self-regulation, it is important for the teacher to take on a
coaching role (TB) and teach students how to cope with this degree of freedom (LE).
Conversely, one has to be able to have a hands-off approach in order to allow students to
develop the sense of responsibility needed to steer themselves (LA). One stimulating
method is to ask for their approach and argumentation (LA). It is important for students to
work on an authentic practical problem, an issue 'that matters' (LA). The learning
environment should offer a limited basic structure that provides sufficient room for student
input (LE). It helps if there are no pre-formulated examination requirements (LE). When it
comes to the self-regulation of teachers, it is important that their institution offers room for
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teacher experimentation and learning. These results also give substance to Fink’s
components feedback and assessments and teaching and learning activities.

Characteristic statements

- ‘The undergraduate course offers very clear steps and criteria, while we shape them
ourselves as we go. It’s up to you [student]. We help you and are there for you. We do it
together.’

- ‘The core of the design is that it is shaped by the students as a collective.’

Similarities and differences between MBO, HBO and WO

On the part of the research question if similarities or differences were found between MBO,
HBO and WO, no differences between MBO, HBO and WO emerged from the panel
discussion on the factors Learning Environment and Teacher Behaviour. For the factor
Learning Activities and interventions, the panel discussion revealed two differences
between MBO, HBO and WO:

1. MBO, HBO and WO students may react differently to being 'taken out of their comfort
zone' and may therefore require a different approach in terms of coaching. This difference
seems to disappear with coaching focused on what role students and teachers have in the
(shared) learning process.

2. Reactions to teachers who say they 'don't know something (either)' differ between
MBO, HBO and WO. In MBO, the response is more appreciative of the teacher, while it may
raise doubts about the teacher’s 'expertise' in HBO and WO.

Teacher and student attitude

Based on the statements made in the interviews and the panel discussion with the
students, two student and teacher characterisations can be made to indicate with which
attitudes and behaviours autonomy-stimulating teaching might yield positive results.

- Teachers with the will to give students autonomy and shape an appropriate and
challenging learning process with them.

- Students who seize the opportunity to develop and stand out.

Characteristic statements by teachers

- ‘I [teacher] learn a lot from it myself.’

- ‘I take a more pragmatic approach now: how can it [giving autonomy] help us make our
teaching even better?’

Characteristic statements by students

‘It's okay if it’s scary. Fear used to stop me from doing things, but not anymore.’
- ‘At the same time: trust yourself and trust what interests you. Less focus on whether it’s
good enough.’
- ‘Being able to participate in the honors programme helped me gain confidence in my
ability to handle it. Later, once he [teacher] had gotten to know me better, he challenged
me to develop my weaknesses. | appreciate that very much.’

The results based on the three factors are summarised in the infographic in Appendix 1.
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4. Conclusions

In this exploration, we gave teachers from MBO (secondary vocational education), HBO
(higher vocational education) and WO (higher education) the opportunity to talk about how
they encourage autonomy in their honors education. We draw the following conclusions.

Both Fink (2007) and Reeve (2009) describe aspects of education in partly different and
overlapping timeframes of development and execution: Fink’s three components can be
specified by some findings in the interviews and Reeve's four constructs can be specified
more precisely:

a)  The 'student perspective' is manifested in giving students space in various areas:
activities and learning objectives, as well as by displaying specific behaviour as a teacher:
openness, both professionally and personally, and engaging in a lot of dialogue in relation
to the student. Being 'open’ to students is displayed in equality between both parties,
giving and receiving feedback and having open and genuinely curious conversations. For
'motivation’, key factors are setting high expectations, making the right interventions and
being able to deal with the students' comfort zone. The work environment stimulates
motivation as well. Finally, 'self-regulation' is developed by assuming a coaching role,
teaching students how to handle their freedom and deal with constraints. Self-regulation is
stimulated by asking about their approach and offering authentic problems to work on.
Other helpful factors include having a certain basic structure and the absence of pre-
formulated examination obligations.

b)  These revelations potentially show two things: the first is that if we look at the
relationship between autonomy and motivation, the results show that by using the student
perspective, being open and deliberately stimulating motivation and self-regulation, the
potential emerges for students to experience integrated regulation, a high degree of
motivation for their education, where the student's behaviour coincides to a large extent
with their identity. Further research is needed in this regard in order to truly measure the
degree of motivation within this type of education. Secondly, the design of education,
learning activities, learning environment and teacher behaviour is applicable at the
classroom level. After all, many aspects can be reduced to the level of one's own teacher
behaviour, the design of one's own learning environment and the activities to be developed
within it. Experiments and further research are needed here as well.

The results from the interviews also provide an overview of specific teacher behaviour and
other factors in educational design that lead to students being encouraged to develop
autonomy and self-regulation in their education:

c) Guidance (coaching) of individual students focuses on confidence: ‘you can do this’
and through that guidance the teacher will ‘teach them how to think’. Behaviour often
stems from genuine curiosity. The form it takes is mainly holding up a mirror to and
questioning the student's own (learning) goals and providing feedback and feedforward
based on that.

d)  The teacher's interventions during the educational process focus on learning to take
responsibility for the student's own learning. As a teacher this includes having a hands-off
approach and experiencing when the timing of one’s interventions supports or slows down
the learning process. Giving students room to develop their own learning activities and to
explore their own capabilities and, as a teacher, radiating confidence that things are going
well, while also questioning it. Mistakes are lessons to learn from, and that is what they are
actively used for.
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Besides the type of teacher, the type of student is important as well:

e)  These are mostly curious students with a drive to develop themselves, without the
necessity for a fixed (end) goal. Working with like-minded people stimulates them, they
want more and they want to develop beyond the average.

f) The teacher's willingness to give students autonomy and to shape an appropriate and
challenging learning process together with students plays a major role: the willingness as a
teacher to think about how to do this, to learn whatever it takes, without reverting to old
and more traditional habits and patterns.

The educational level seems to have little influence on the factors that the teacher may
deploy in order to pursue autonomy and self-regulation in their teaching:

g)  The differences found between MBO, HBO and WO are limited to two points (issues
leaving one’s comfort zone and doubts about expertise) that seem to disappear with proper
coaching.

h)  We find that the similarities between the three sectors of MBO, HBO and WO are
much greater than the differences. Between educational levels, differences exist in terms of
how their education is organised. When it comes to teacher behaviour and the pedagogical-
didactic skills appropriate to providing autonomy in education, however, we observe great
similarities as well as agreement among teachers and students in this regard.

5. Discussion

Interpretation of the results

The results bear significance in three areas:

1.  They provide teachers with concrete guidance on their educational design.
Although the study consisted of a limited group of teachers, they provide insight into the
design and implementation possibilities offered by their teaching to be autonomy-
supportive.

2. They provide teachers with guidance on their own behaviour and its influence on
students and the potential outcomes. These teachers also offer practical guidance on how
to interact with students.

3. The differences between MBO, HBO and WO are minimal, implying that the results
are of a pedagogical nature and widely applicable in education.

We do not claim to have conducted exhaustive research on any of these three points.
However, the study does provide a good understanding of the possibilities deployed by this
group of teachers in their educational practice.

Restrictions

The present study has two limitations. Firstly, the number of interviewed teachers is small
compared to the population as a whole, and relevant perspectives may have been missed
as a result. Secondly, follow-up impact research should be carried out to validate the
autonomy-stimulating actions indicated by the teachers. After all, the teacher may think
that the actions stimulates autonomy in students, but this remains speculative without
research on the impact on student outcomes. An additional complication with regard to the
aspect of validation is that students themselves, when participating in education, may view
the developed autonomy differently, but nevertheless exhibit the (developing) behaviour
(Henri et al., 2018).
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Contribution to existing knowledge and follow-up research

Based on the outcomes described, (excellence and honors) teachers can make conscious
choices in their educational design and implementation, professionalise their teacher
behaviour in support of autonomy and, thus, expand their behavioural repertoire. The
presented results provide a guideline for an autonomy-supportive teaching style. In
addition, we identified practical interventions that align with and deepen previously known
teacher behaviour (Reeve et al., 2004; Nufiez et al., 2015; Kingma et al., 2018) and we give
concrete substance to experienced autonomy via the model around motivation within SDT
(Howard et al., 2021), autonomy-supporting behaviour (Reeve, 2009) and Fink’s Integrated
Course Design (2007). As such, our teacher interviews offer a complement to existing
knowledge about potentially useful and effective interventions and design.

Changes can be identified in current education that refer to more independence for
students, developing autonomy, self-directed learning, increasingly flexible education and
other similar changes (Dijkgraaf, 2022). Although our research was conducted among
teachers working with honors students, it is worth noting that this is not a limitation to the
use of autonomy-supportive teaching styles. No evidence was found in the literature that
an autonomy-supportive teaching style would not be effective for non-excellence and non-
honors students (Vansteenkiste et al., 2012) or students from different cultural
backgrounds (Chirkov, 2009). Results were obtained from samples with a wide variety of
education both in terms of level and content (Reeve et al., 2004). This supports the finding
in our study that the educational level in which they teach makes no difference to the
teaching style used by the teachers we interviewed. The further deployment of honors
education as a testing ground may offer scope to further investigate the aspect of
autonomy-supportive teaching styles and to learn in what way and possibly under what
preconditions this teaching style can be effectively deployed in regular education as well.
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Appendix 1: learning activities, learning environment, teacher behaviour infographic

AUTONOMY: YOU NEED TO WANT IT

This is how teachers in excellence or honors education create room for students’ autonomy

. Student and teacher are equal partners in
learning and discovering within the community

Sincere curiosity about the students
and interest in what they are doing

The teacher takes a coaching role in the learning

gy

Being attentive by means of an open and engaged
conversation, giving and receiving feedback

Being open and transparent as a professional,

process of the student O-

The guidance of students is characterized by
high expectations

Student - teacher

relationship

/—0

/Sit on one's hands; the student has to feel
the responsibility, dare and be able to take it

The teacher knows when the timing of
interventions supports or inhibits the
learning process

The teacher doesn't offer directions, but asks
for students approach and argumentation,
“We educate thinking skills”. Vocational education
students appreciate teachers who don't present
themselves as knowledge authorities, while in
higher education it raises questions

Type of student
& teacher

The teacher focuses on the learning process
around self-formulated goals, instead of the
product/outcome and questions the students
direction instead of setting the course

In conversation with the student the teacher
looks for growth opportunities, instead of
mistakes. The teacher offers feedback instead
of grades

The teacher knows how to take students out of
their comfort zone. Students in vocational and
higher education can react differently to that

Students work on challenges based on authentic
(work) practices/situations

Students co-determine the activities that shape

their learning process
\ A ‘ /
*

using your expertise and sharing your network

Being open and transparent as a person, sharing
your your principles, beliefs and vulnerabilities

Learning
environment
& facilitation
of the teacher

o

A learning environment offering some basic
structure and limited frameworks

Room for the student’s curiosity

Students can formulate their own learning goals
No fixed (exam) obligations

Teaching students how to cope with more freedom

Working in other inspiring locations outside
school (hours)

Teachers experience appreciation and trust as
they are facilitated in time and resources

Teachers experience room for experimentation
within the organization

7

Students who take the opportunity to

stand out and pursue further development

Teachers who want to offer students
autonomy and work with them to shape an

appropriate and challenging learning process

About giving, taking, receiving & seizing autonomy in
excellence and honors education in secondary vocational
education (mbo) - and higher education (hbo and wo).



