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Abstract   
Various theories from the field of educational psychology, including high expecta-
tion theory (HET) and self-determination theory (SDT), focus on the classroom con-
ditions which facilitate students’ motivation, learning, and well-being. In the current 
paper, we aimed to breech the theoretical division between HET and SDT through a 
synthesis of both theories. We identified multiple areas of convergence and comple-
mentarity. The teaching practices that are theorized to support students’ motivation, 
learning, and well-being put forward by both HET and SDT show a high degree 
of conceptual overlap. Moreover, findings from both research fields suggest a gap 
between theory and practice: although the teaching principles put forward by both 
theories are believed to be effective for all students, not all teachers optimally apply 
these principles in their teaching or apply them equally for all classes or all students. 
Both theories acknowledge that teacher beliefs and contextual factors may account 
for this gap between theory and practice. In the paper, we put forward an integra-
tive model to show how the two theories converge and complement each other. The 
integration of the two theories offers a way forward in terms of understanding and 
applying these two theoretical stances to the classroom.

Keywords  High expectation theory · Teacher expectations · Self-determination 
theory · Need-supportive teaching · Motivation

Classrooms are complex social contexts and teachers are the focal point of many 
daily interactions. For example, teachers ask approximately 300–400 questions of 
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students every day (Vogler, 2008). In classrooms, teachers are responsible for their 
students’ motivation, learning, and well-being. Various theories from the field of 
educational psychology focus on the classroom conditions which facilitate these stu-
dent outcomes. Two theories that particularly fit that frame, both of which describe 
teaching behaviors supportive of those outcomes in students, are high expectation 
theory (HET; Rubie-Davies, 2015) and self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & 
Ryan, 1985). In the present paper, we focus on both theoretical perspectives and 
associated research to gain an understanding of how HET complements SDT as well 
as how it may be reinforced by SDT.

HET focuses on the specific pedagogical behaviors that teachers can imple-
ment in classrooms to communicate high expectations to students and thereby 
create a supportive learning environment conducive to students’ motivation and 
engagement, learning, and well-being (Rubie-Davies, 2015). Although developed 
separately, the three key principles emphasized in HET have a close alignment 
with the two-factor theory proposed by Harris and Rosenthal (1985). HET pro-
posed that three key principles (using mixed or flexible forms of grouping cou-
pled with high-level learning opportunities, creating a warm socioemotional 
climate, and promoting goal setting for students accompanied by clear teacher 
feedback) are elemental in the practices of high expectation teachers. These prin-
ciples, when implemented, create high-level learning opportunities for students 
within a supportive and warm classroom climate. Harris and Rosenthal proposed 
that the two teacher expectation behaviors that made the most difference to stu-
dent learning could be categorized as effort (the learning opportunities given to 
students) and affect (the teacher warmth portrayed to students).

SDT can be considered a macro-theory of human motivation, development, 
and well-being and posits that a need for growth and fulfillment drives people, 
and this motivational drive is underpinned by three inherent and universal psy-
chological needs: competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 
2020). An important feature of SDT is the role of social contexts and interper-
sonal interactions in facilitating intrinsic motivation. Regarding education, SDT 
describes how teaching practices that support students’ psychological needs foster 
students’ intrinsic motivation for learning, engagement (Stroet et al., 2013), and 
their overall well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Despite their shared focus on the 
teacher practices that facilitate optimal student outcomes, thus far, no attempts 
have been made to integrate HET and SDT theories, resulting in two very distinct 
and unconnected strands of research.

In this paper, we have chosen to focus on five of the seven questions that 
underpin the manuscripts in this special issue:

1)	 What happens when you cross-fertilize your chosen models/theories? What are 
the points of convergence and divergence that exist, and the creative synthesis 
that results?

2)	 What are some complementary gaps that might be addressed through the integra-
tive synthesis of established theories?
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3)	 How does the learning environment interface with individual differences in your 
integrative model?

4)	 What does your integrative model have to say about construct validity and pre-
dictive validity (i.e. overlap in constructs, how constructs meaningfully predict 
learning outcomes)?

5)	 What are the boundaries between theoretical models? When is it helpful to inte-
grate or when is it better to stay within one model?

In this paper, we hope to breech the theoretical division between HET and SDT 
through the synthesis of both theories. In doing so, we will mainly focus on the 
teaching practices that are put forward by both theories as it is at this level that the 
two theories mostly connect and overlap. In addition, particularly when answering 
Question 5 about boundaries between the two models, we will reflect on possible 
integration at the level of theoretical underpinnings. We will first describe both theo-
ries separately after which we investigate the convergence and divergence between 
both theories, as well as identifying the gaps that can be filled by integrating the the-
ories. We will discuss how the constructs from both theoretical stances overlap and 
are predictive of student outcomes. Finally, we discuss the boundaries between the 
two theoretical models and when integration would be more useful than separation. 
Integration of these theories is useful when considering the contribution of teachers 
in creating the most optimal instructional and socioemotional conditions for students 
in classrooms. This can help to gain a better understanding of the complex role of 
teachers in supporting students’ motivation, learning, and well-being.

High Expectation Theory 

HET is rooted in a long tradition of research on teacher expectations (Rubie-Davies, 
et  al., 2015). This tradition started with the well-known study by Rosenthal and 
Jacobson (1968) “Pygmalion in the Classroom.” In this study, participating teachers 
were told that some of their students, who were actually randomly selected, would 
thrive academically. Over time, these students indeed made more intellectual gains 
than other students, suggesting that teacher expectations affected the students’ intel-
lectual outcomes. Although the study received many criticisms and critiques, mostly 
related to the methodology (e.g., Thorndike, 1968), this study was ground-breaking 
and has been an important starting point for further research on teacher expecta-
tions (Timmermans et  al., 2018). Teacher expectations are assumed to affect stu-
dent outcomes through two possible mechanisms: self-fulfilling prophecy effects 
(Merton, 1957) or self-maintaining expectations, also referred to as “sustaining 
effects” (Babad et al., 1982; Brophy, 1983; Cooper & Good, 1983; Good & Brophy, 
2003). Self-fulfilling prophecies occur when a false conception of a situation (e.g., a 
teacher expectation that is lower or higher than current achievement) evokes a new 
behavior that makes the original false conception come true (Merton, 1957). Hence, 
an inaccurate teacher expectation may elicit teaching behaviors that can cause a stu-
dent to act in accordance with that expectation. A meta-analysis by Hattie (2009) 
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indicated that such self-fulfilling prophecy effects do occur in education, and that 
these effects are medium-sized (d = 0.43). In the case of sustaining effects, expecta-
tions are based upon “real” differences. When teachers act in accordance with these 
expectations, they prevent changes in students’ behaviors. In this way, the expecta-
tions evoke consistency in students’ learning and performance (Babad, 1993; Babad 
et al., 1982; Cooper & Good, 1983; Salomon, 1981). Both mechanisms assume that 
teacher expectations affect student outcomes through the behaviors that teachers dis-
play (e.g., Brophy, 1983; Harris & Rosenthal, 1985; Wang et al., 2018). However, 
all the earlier research related to teacher expectations, some of which is cited above, 
focused on teacher interactions with individual students. That is, the conception was 
that within any classroom, teachers would have high expectations for some students 
and low for others.

Rubie-Davies (2006, 2007, 2008; Rubie-Davies et  al., 2007) proposed, instead, 
that there would be some teachers who would have high expectations for all students 
(relative to achievement) and others who would have low. She further proffered that 
it was probable that the pedagogical beliefs of these types of teachers would differ 
resulting in differential interactions with students in the respective classrooms and 
differences in the opportunities to learn provided for students. In other words, the 
teacher beliefs would moderate the expectation effects. For example, high expecta-
tion teachers are not influenced by societal stereotypes. They believe that all stu-
dents can achieve at high levels given a supportive classroom environment and that 
all students will make large gains when in their classrooms. Hence, their expecta-
tions are not influenced by student background characteristics to the same degree 
as they might be in other classrooms. This belief, therefore, moderates the likely 
expectation effects.

Rubie-Davies’ research, and particularly her large experimental study (McDonald 
et  al., 2014; Rubie-Davies, 2015; Rubie-Davies & Rosenthal, 2016; Rubie-Davies 
et al., 2015) created a new direction for work in the field. The focus had been (and 
often still is, see Wang et  al., 2018 for a recent review) on student characteristics 
and how they resulted in teachers having high or low expectations for students, and, 
in turn, how that was reflected in their interactions with students. Instead, Rubie-
Davies asked what it was about teachers that meant that some had high expectations 
for all students whereas others had low. She argued  that by conducting analyses 
across all teachers, as in the traditional analyses, the likely effects of high and low 
expectation teachers would counterbalance each other and not become evident. By 
separating out analyses by teacher type, Rubie-Davies (2007) was able to show that 
approximately one-quarter of teachers could be identified as high expectation teach-
ers and one-sixth low expectation teachers, and the differences in student academic 
outcomes were startling. In high expectation classrooms, students showed, on aver-
age, large effects size gains (d = 1.05) in academic achievement over one academic 
year, whereas in low expectation classes, the gains were very small (d = 0.05). In 
addition, the self-beliefs of students about their capability in reading and math-
ematics increased a little over one academic year if they were in classes of high 
expectation teachers but declined significantly if they were with a low expectation 
teacher (Rubie-Davies, 2006). Observations in classrooms (Rubie-Davies, 2007) and 
interviews with teachers (Rubie-Davies, 2008; Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 2011) led 
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Rubie-Davies to identify the pedagogical beliefs and practices that differed between 
high and low expectation teachers and most likely led to the stark differences in 
achievement of students in their classes as well as the differences in self-beliefs.

HET describes three fundamental principles that teachers engage in to communi-
cate high expectations to all students and thereby support and promote student learn-
ing and well-being: (1) mixed ability or flexible grouping (coupled with high-level 
learning opportunities), (2) class climate, and (3) goal setting (Rubie-Davies, 2015). 
These three key principles are interconnected as will be outlined below.

Mixed ability or flexible grouping has various components that relate to the pro-
vision of high-level learning opportunities for all students. These learning opportu-
nities result in accelerated academic progress for students and, also, in increases in 
student self-beliefs and motivation. High expectation teachers provide careful expla-
nations of new concepts, make links to prior knowledge, and question students to 
ensure that they understand the new idea(s), before moving on to additional new 
information (Rubie-Davies, 2007). Further, high expectation teachers differ from 
other teachers in that they ask high-level questions of all students. This ensures that 
all students are given the opportunity to think at high levels and open, cognitively 
engaging questions are not just reserved for high achievers (Arabsolghar & Elkins, 
2001; Zohar et  al., 2001). Moreover, students work together in mixed ability or 
flexible forms of grouping. Although students may spend some time on individual 
activities, there is a lot of collaboration in high expectation classrooms. This means 
that all students have the opportunity to work together, resulting in high levels of 
cooperation and peer modeling, both of which have been associated with acceler-
ated achievement (Fung, et al., 2003; Gillies, 2016). Further, students are frequently 
allowed to choose the learning activities that they wish to undertake. This means 
that there are not specific activities designated for some students and different activi-
ties assigned to others. Although high expectation teachers might provide skill-
based workshops for students, those opting for the workshops and those assigned by 
the teacher change daily. Hence, ability is not made salient in these classrooms. The 
focus is on mastery of skills rather than performance in relation to others.

There is also a strong emphasis on students collaborating and supporting each 
other. High expectation teachers achieve this through creating a warm class climate 
in their classrooms. They form strong, positive relationships with all their students 
(Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 2011) and, therefore, avoid the perception that some 
students are favored over others. Babad (1998) has described preferential affect 
(emotional favoritism) as the major conduit for teacher expectations and a divided 
classroom. Behavior management in high expectation classrooms is largely posi-
tive and preventive, but misbehavior is minimal because all students are motivated 
and positive about their learning (Rubie-Davies, 2007). Further, in high expectation 
classrooms, the students are expected to support each other, not just when they col-
laborate, but on all learning activities. Students are rewarded for helping each other 
and working together rather than for out-performing others. Because students are 
not consigned to working only in particular ability groups with specific peers, they 
form friendships across the classroom. They are also given a wide range of oppor-
tunities to work with all members of the class at various times throughout the aca-
demic year, with seating arrangements often changing. This provides a wide range 
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of opportunities for all students to work with all their classroom peers. Hence, high 
expectation classrooms become strong, supportive, engaging, and engaged commu-
nities of learning (Rubie-Davies, 2015).

The final key principle of high expectation teaching is goal setting. All students 
in high expectation classrooms have clear learning goals. Students understand what 
they are learning, the next skills that they need to master, and how to achieve their 
goals. How the students know that they have been successful (the success criteria) 
is clear (Clarke et  al., 2003). This leads all students to achieve success and make 
progress, no matter their achievement level. In turn, students in high expectation 
classrooms develop high levels of self-belief because they are aware that they are 
succeeding in their mastery of skills. In addition, all students are engaged in excit-
ing, challenging learning opportunities, which they often self-select, meaning that 
they are motivated and engaged. There are not some students completing low-level, 
mundane activities and others completing stimulating, engaging activities. Finally, 
high expectation teachers monitor student progress closely and give specific, fre-
quent, and targeted feedback to students in relation to their goals and the progress 
that they are making toward meeting their goals (Rubie-Davies, 2015). Students are 
very clear about what they need to do and learn next.

Self‑determination Theory

Contrary to HET, which focuses on the specific pedagogical behaviors that teachers can 
implement in classrooms, SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020a, b) is consid-
ered a macro-theory of motivation and well-being. Within SDT, it is assumed that curi-
osity about the environment and interest in learning and skill development are inherent 
in human nature. When people can act in accordance with their natural tendencies, they 
will be motivated to learn and elaborate their personal interests by pursuing those goals 
that they (have come to) personally value. Because people are so deeply connected with 
their social environments, teachers play an important role in fostering students’ curios-
ity and interest but may also undermine these motivational processes.

Although SDT is a general human motivation theory, many studies have been 
conducted in the field of education. SDT comprises six mini theories. One of these 
mini-theories is Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT) which describes the 
three basic psychological needs, their relations to motivation and well-being, and 
the conditions that affect need‑based experiences (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). In this 
paper, our focus is on this particular mini-theory as it describes how social contexts 
affect individual outcomes.

The three basic needs described within BPNT are the needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. First, the need for autonomy stems from the inher-
ent desire people have to be causal agents and to experience volition. Second, the 
need for competence is closely related to people’s active tendency toward psy-
chological growth, as it refers to the need to feel effective, while at the same time 
exercising and expressing one’s capacities. Third, the need for relatedness con-
cerns the desire to form and maintain strong and stable interpersonal relationships, 
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to connect with and be accepted by others, and to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Bowlby, 1979; Harlow, 1958; Ryan, 1995).

Educational literature generally agrees upon three dimensions of need-support-
ive teaching that complement each other in their effects on students’ need satis-
faction (Connell & Wellborn, 1991). The first positive dimension is autonomy 
support. Teaching is autonomy-supportive when it provides students with oppor-
tunities to express their own feelings, thoughts, and perspectives on the tasks at 
hand, whether positive or negative. Teachers can provide autonomy support by 
allowing student input, teaching in students’ preferred ways, by offering choices, 
or when choice is constrained, by fostering relevance through meaningfully con-
necting the learning activity to a goal that is of personal value to the students 
(Ahmadi et al., 2022; Assor & Kaplan, 2002; Belmont et al., 1992; Stroet et al., 
2013; Vansteenkiste et al., 2018). Another element of autonomy support is cogni-
tive autonomy support, which refers to giving students open questions that leave 
them with freedom in their thinking (Stefanou et al., 2004).

The second dimension of need-supportive teaching is structure. Structure is the-
orized to support students’ need to feel competent. It refers to information, support, 
and guidance that teachers provide students with concerning how to effectively 
achieve desired outcomes (Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Skinner et al., 2008). Struc-
ture is opposed to chaos that can cause students to feel unsure and incompetent. 
Skinner et al. (1998) described that contingency is an important feature of structure. 
This means that teachers provide materials or feedback that are contingent on the 
actions and abilities of the student. More specifically, teachers can provide structure 
by providing optimal challenge tailored to students’ potential, responding consist-
ently and contingently, by communicating clear and consistent guidelines, by being 
available when students have questions, and by offering encouragement. Further, 
provision of structure entails the fostering of students’ views that success in the 
tasks learned in class depends mostly on internal controllable factors (i.e., empha-
sizing effort) rather than inborn talent, and the provision of constructive, non-
comparative feedback. Finally, an important component of structure is provision 
of guidance through specific feedback and giving step-by-step directions, thereby 
adjusting to students’ needs (Ahmadi et al., 2022; Jang et al., 2010; Skinner, 1998; 
Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Stroet et al., 2013). Structure also entails communica-
tion of positive expectations (Stroet et  al., 2013). This differs however from how 
expectations are defined in HET. In HET, having high expectations of a student 
is expected to translate into a range of teaching practices (Rubie-Davies, 2015). 
Communicating positive expectations to a student (SDT) is much more specific and 
always relates to a specific task or set of tasks. Accordingly, a teacher who com-
municates positive expectations will expect a student to be capable of completing 
(either with or without help) a specific task (or set of tasks).

The third dimension of need-supportive teaching is involvement. Involvement 
contributes to satisfaction of the students’ need for relatedness. Teachers can express 
their involvement by showing unconditional positive regard, demonstrating interest 
in students’ progress, welfare, and feelings, by encouraging empathy and pro-social 
behavior in the class, and by being available to all students in class. Further, teacher 
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involvement includes showing commitment to students’ learning (Ahmadi et  al., 
2022; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Stroet et al., 2013).

Studies in SDT (with a focus on BPNT in this paper; Haerens et al., 2015; Ryan 
& Deci, 2000b, 2020; Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020) state 
that a lack of need support does not necessarily equate with active thwarting of stu-
dents’ basic needs. Instead of being considered the opposite ends of a single dimen-
sion, need support and need thwarting are increasingly recognized as two independ-
ent dimensions in SDT (Vansteenkiste et  al., 2020). Need thwarting involves an 
active threat to the psychological needs rather than just the absence of need support. 
When students’ needs are actively thwarted, this can cause need frustration and sub-
sequently lead to unique negative outcomes in students such as amotivation or drop-
out, which cannot be explained just by a lack of need support. The three dimensions 
of need thwarting are controlling teaching, chaos, and disaffection or rejection. Con-
trolling teaching is the opposite of autonomy-supportive teaching and occurs when 
teachers use pressuring or controlling language, ignore their students’ perspectives, 
and pressure students to adopt the teachers’ perspective, and feel, think, or act in 
specific ways (Ahmadi et  al., 2022; Reeve, 2009). Students’ need for competence 
is thwarted when students experience disorganization or chaos. This occurs when 
teachers are unclear concerning the classroom rules, their goals for their lessons, 
and provide no guidelines as to how to achieve the goals (Van den Berghe et  al., 
2013). Students’ need for competence is also thwarted when teachers set the same 
task for students regardless of their ability level, publicly criticize students, or base 
their criticism on fixed qualities of the student (i.e., students’ abilities), or base criti-
cism on peer comparisons (i.e., telling students they are not doing as well as others; 
Ahmadi et  al., 2022). Involvement contrasts with the dimension of disaffection or 
rejection which can thwart students’ need for relatedness. Disaffection or rejection 
can be expressed by ignoring students, or through emotionally cold or unfriendly 
teaching behaviors (Ahmadi et al., 2022; Van den Berghe et al., 2013).

Thus far, the vast majority of educational research on SDT has focused on 
between-teacher differences in need-support, and not so much on differences 
between individual students (see, e.g., Chatzisarantis et al., 2019 and Domen et al., 
2020, for exceptions). In that sense, research on SDT is more like research on HET 
than like the traditional research on teacher expectations. Different from HET, how-
ever, in the theoretical premises on which SDT is built, the primary focus is on indi-
viduals and their needs. Even when applied to the school context, not much refer-
ence is made to the level of the group or school class. Accordingly, topics such as 
ability grouping have received relatively little attention in SDT.

Convergence and Divergence Between SDT and HET

To investigate the convergence and divergence between the teaching practices that 
have been described in relation to HET and SDT (Questions 1–3), we have put for-
ward an integrated model which combines insights from HET and SDT (see Fig. 1). 
In the sections below, we discuss the constructs and relations that are depicted in 
the model. First, we will focus on a comparison of the teaching practices that are 
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theorized to support students’ motivation, learning, and well-being put forward by 
both HET and SDT, and how these affect student outcomes. In this section, we dis-
tinguish between interactions with individual students and practices at the level of 
the school class. Second, even though there is ample empirical support for the prac-
tices put forward by both theories (e.g., Rubie-Davies, 2015; Stroet et  al., 2013), 
there are indications that many teachers do not optimally apply these principles in 
their teaching practices (e.g., Reeve et al., 2014; Rubie-Davies, 2007). We will focus 
on the contextual conditions and teacher beliefs that are put forward by both theories 
as explanations for this gap between theory and practice.

Teaching Practices: Need‑Supportive Teaching and High Expectation 
Theory

In the middle of Fig.  1, the teaching practices are described which are believed to 
promote adaptive student outcomes according to both theories. Broadly speaking, the 
areas of mixed ability grouping, class climate, and goal setting in HET theory align 
with those of autonomy support, structure, and involvement in SDT theory although 
some specifics are more highly emphasized in one theory than the other, and some 
aspects of one theory cut across the theoretical categorizations of the other.

The first HET principle, mixed ability grouping, is based on the idea that the sali-
ence of ability is decreased when students are working in groups with a variety of 
peers; students are enabled to feel competent. The focus on mastery of skills and stu-
dent progress rather than performance comparisons, as ascribed by HET, also aligns 
well with the competence factor in SDT. This focus on mastery of skills in HET is 
designed to encourage students to realize that academic growth is reliant on internal, 
controllable factors, and that the non-comparative feedback that they receive from 
teachers (categorized under goal setting in HET) provides clarity in relation to the 
progress that the students have made toward achieving their goals and what their 

Fig. 1   Integrated model of self-determination theory and high expectation theory. Note: the dashed 
arrows represent relations that are beyond the scope of the present paper
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next focus needs to be. In SDT, the focus is more on the level of teacher interac-
tions with individual students. Within these interactions, the importance of feedback 
being informational and encouraging rather than being evaluative is emphasized 
(Ahmadi et al., 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Such feedback is argued to foster feelings 
of competence and students’ views that success in class depends mostly on internal 
controllable factors rather than inborn talent. Hence, both theories emphasize the 
need for students to feel competent and in control of their own learning in order to 
foster student academic and psychological growth, and both posit that teaching prac-
tices which de-emphasize evaluation can help to achieve this. This first HET princi-
ple complements SDT as it adds to our understanding of specific teaching practices 
that are conducive to students’ motivation, learning, and well-being at the level of 
the school class. Based on current SDT research, little can be said about whether 
ability grouping is a good idea or not, or under which conditions it would be a good 
idea. Given that ability grouping is widespread in current education, this may be 
considered a gap in SDT research.

The second HET principle, class climate, is congruent with relatedness in SDT. 
The need for supportive and caring teacher-student relationships is emphasized in 
both theories, for students to feel classroom belongingness. Both HET and SDT also 
emphasize the importance of developing a class climate where peer-peer relation-
ships are strong. Students are engaged in collaborative activities and are expected 
to support each other. Because students often complete tasks collaboratively, strong 
peer modeling is a further feature of HET classrooms. This second HET principle 
may be reinforced by SDT research confirming the importance of support for stu-
dents’ need for relatedness (see, e.g., Stroet et al., 2013).

Third, the HET component of goal setting which also includes students iden-
tifying their own learning process as well as teacher monitoring and feedback 
closely aligns with SDT’s conceptualization of autonomy. Autonomy can be pro-
vided through goal setting. In HET, autonomy relates to the choices that students 
are given in the types of learning activities in which they engage, whereas in SDT, 
it also refers to students having the opportunity to express their views about spe-
cific tasks. In both HET and SDT, the proposition is that when students are given 
some autonomy in their learning, they will then be more engaged in their activities 
and more motivated to reach their goals. In addition, the notion in HET that high-
level questions should be asked of all students relates to the idea in SDT that all 
students should be provided with cognitive autonomy. Teachers can do so via ques-
tions and assignments that are open-ended in the sense that they allow multiple ways 
of finding solutions, thereby stimulating creative thinking (Stefanou et  al., 2004). 
This aligns closely with the notion in HET that all students should be given open, 
cognitively engaging questions so that they can think at high levels. Moreover, goal 
setting as proposed by HET, which includes setting goals that challenge students and 
providing targeted feedback to allow students to meet these goals, also seems con-
gruent with SDT’s notion of structure as contingent support (Skinner et al., 1998). 
HET, however, does not encompass classroom clarity in the sense of clear rules 
and expectations as is proposed in SDT’s notion of structure, although an earlier 
paper (Rubie-Davies, 2007) did refer to the ways in which high expectation teach-
ers structured their introduction of new concepts and used preventive management 
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techniques in order to ensure classrooms ran effectively. This third HET principle 
(goal setting) complements SDT research on cognitive autonomy support, while 
at the same time being reinforced by it. Combining both bodies of research may 
deepen understanding of how students’ cognitive engagement and creativity could 
be fostered.

Overall, SDT can also offer a framework from which the expected positive effects 
of HET on students can be understood theoretically. That is, SDT states that teaching 
practices (“need support”) affect student outcomes through the psychological experi-
ence of need satisfaction by students, which in turn, promotes their effective func-
tioning and well-being. Likewise, need satisfaction may also explain why the teach-
ing practices associated with HET promote positive student outcomes. That is, these 
practices may be effective because they help to satisfy students’ needs and help stu-
dents to feel autonomous, competent, and related to others. Hence, the theoretical 
integration of both perspectives provides fruitful hypotheses for future research. For 
example, as explained above, mixed ability grouping (HET) is expected to satisfy stu-
dents’ need for competence (SDT) and thereby promote students’ motivation, learn-
ing, and well-being. Empirical work could investigate these hypothesized mediational 
pathways. As such, Fig. 1 includes need satisfaction as a mediating factor between 
the teaching practices put forward by both theories and student outcomes.

Contextual Conditions and Teacher Beliefs

HET-teaching and need-supportive teaching do not take place in a vacuum but are 
affected by contextual conditions and teacher beliefs. Even though the teaching prin-
ciples put forward by HET and SDT are believed to be universally effective, not all 
teachers apply these principles in their everyday practices. Contextual conditions, 
referring, for example, to school-level factors, as well as the pedagogical beliefs and 
beliefs about their students that teachers endorse, may account for this gap between 
theory and practice.

Contextual Conditions

In the traditional teacher expectation research related to expectations for individual 
students, various contextual conditions, such as school type and school composi-
tion, have been found to be related to teacher expectations (for a review, see Wang 
et al., 2018). That is, some studies have suggested that teachers’ expectations within 
schools come to be aligned as a result of the school culture. In a small body of SDT 
studies, contextual conditions have been found to be related to need-supportive 
teaching as well. Below we describe the research that is available from both perspec-
tives. Because there is much overlap in terms of teaching practices between both 
theories, we believe that it makes sense to expect overlap in terms of relevant con-
textual conditions as well.
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Research by Brault et  al. (2014), for example, showed that teacher expecta-
tions were lower in ethnically diverse schools. These effects of school composi-
tion can be triggered by the school culture. Teachers can have shared beliefs about 
the “teachability” of the school population (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012) and the 
teachability (which Demanet and Van Houtte used as their teacher expectation indi-
cator) is typically considered to be lower when the school population consists of 
a high percentage of minority students. Hence, schools can have a common cul-
ture of teacher expectations, which may impact individual teachers’ expectations 
and subsequent expressions thereof. This may be a reciprocal process as teacher 
beliefs about the common culture may influence their expectations as well. In a 
recent study (Van den Broeck et al., 2020) about the relations between school-level 
teacher expectations and students’ aspirations, the authors found that in low SES 
schools, when teacher expectations across the school were high, the aspirations of 
the students were greater than if they were in low SES schools with teachers who 
had low expectations for their futures. Similarly, Rubie-Davies (2015) has reported 
that in several of her studies, although the evidence is still anecdotal at this stage, 
she has noticed a pattern whereby high expectation teachers tend to be clustered 
in some schools and low expectation teachers in other schools. Hence, if common 
culture in schools affects teachers’ expectations of their students as these studies 
suggest, this is likely to affect their teaching practices and student outcomes given 
the large body of work which empirically supports these relations (e.g., see Rubie-
Davies, 2015 for an overview).

Similarly, contextual conditions have also been found to be related to need-sup-
portive teaching in SDT research. Reeve (2009) and Pelletier et al. (2002) discussed 
so-called “pressures from above” which are school-level contextual conditions that 
trigger teachers to desist from providing autonomy support. Reeve (2009) argued 
that pressures from above can include feeling pressured to have students perform up 
to a certain standard and inherent power differences in teacher-student relationships. 
One study found that when teachers perceived that their own need for autonomy was 
thwarted, they were less autonomous in their teaching (Pelletier & Sharp, 2009). 
Further, in a multiple case study comparing schools with traditional and socio-con-
structivist educational approaches, Stroet et  al. (2015) found that the educational 
approach of the school affected how teachers supported students’ needs. In schools 
using traditional compared with socio-constructivist approaches, teachers supported 
their students’ needs, but in different ways. For example, in socio-constructivist 
schools, autonomy support was often provided via scaffolding in one-on-one inter-
actions, whereas, in the traditional school, more open, cognitively engaging ques-
tions were discussed during whole class instruction.

Teacher Beliefs

Also, teacher beliefs have been found to play an important role when it comes to 
explaining why teachers adopt certain teaching practices. Teacher beliefs include 
beliefs, for example, about the best pedagogy to use with students, political beliefs, 
personal values, stereotyping, and so on. These beliefs can feed into the forma-
tion of expectations, but they can also affect teaching practices directly. Teachers’ 
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pedagogical beliefs can play an important role when it comes to HET teaching as 
well as need-supportive teaching. That is, because of their teaching beliefs and 
resistance to change, teachers have not always been willing to adopt high expecta-
tion practices (McDonald et  al., 2014). Similarly, when teachers believe that con-
trolling teaching practices, such as being directive, are more effective than auton-
omy-supportive teaching (Hornstra et al., 2015; Reeve, 2009) or when they feel that 
certain teaching practices are not feasible (Reeve et al., 2014), they may refrain from 
adopting need-supportive teaching practices. Also, teacher beliefs about students 
play a crucial role. This can play a role at the classroom level as is clearly illustrated 
by findings of HET that teachers who have high expectations of all their students are 
not influenced by student characteristics (Rubie-Davies, 2015). That is, they believe 
that all their students can make large learning gains, regardless of background fac-
tors, and implement emotional and learning support that ensures that their expecta-
tions are realized.

Teacher beliefs about individual students, particularly when these affect their 
expectations of each student, can play an important role in explaining why teach-
ers differentiate their teaching practices toward different students and do not pro-
vide all students with optimal levels of support. The traditional teacher expectation 
research was aimed at examining how student differences, for example in differences 
in socio-economic or ethnic background, influenced teachers’ expectations and how 
these expectations, in turn, were related to differential teaching. That is, Weinstein 
conducted many studies (e.g., Weinstein & McKown, 1998; Weinstein, 1993, 2002) 
related to what she termed high and low differentiating teachers (those who either 
treat high and low expectation students very differently versus those who treat all 
students similarly). Babad (e.g., Babad, 2009; Babad et al., 1982, 1989) explored the 
idea of high- and no-bias teachers (those who were easily influenced by stereotypi-
cal information versus those who were not). These studies have suggested that espe-
cially high-differentiating teachers or high-bias teachers differentiate their teaching 
according to their expectations. HET, however, has moved beyond the idea that stu-
dent characteristics influence teachers’ expectations to the conception that expecta-
tions can be high for all students, regardless of student background.

Studies within SDT, on the other hand, have only recently started to focus on 
within-teacher variation in need support. That is, although the teaching practices 
put forward by SDT are believed to be universally effective for all students (Van-
steenkiste et  al., 2020), recent empirical work has suggested that many teachers 
strongly vary in their teaching behaviors toward different students, providing some 
students with higher levels of need support than other students (Domen et  al., 
2020). This indicates that need-supportive teaching should not only be considered 
a “teaching style” which varies between teachers but can also be considered a fea-
ture of dyadic relations between teachers and individual students with variability 
within teachers. Thus far, SDT has not focused very strongly on within-teacher dif-
ferences in teaching practices (but see, Chatzisarantis et  al., 2019; Domen et  al., 
2020, as exceptions). It is important to note here that SDT does not suggest a “one-
size-fits-all-approach” when it comes to need support. Instead, need support can 
and should be tailored to the individual student (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020) and, as 
such, be contingent to students’ needs, abilities, and actions (Skinner et al., 1998). 
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Nevertheless, differences in the levels to which students’ needs are supported will 
likely result in differences in the extent to which students’ basic needs are fulfilled. 
Hence, to understand the origins of within-teacher differences in need support, 
and, more importantly, to be able to address those, it is important to get a grasp on 
the underlying teacher beliefs that drive practice. Traditional teacher expectation 
research may provide useful insights to SDT concerning this matter, as findings 
from teacher expectation research suggest that based on their expectations (high for 
some students and low for others), teachers differentiate in their teaching practices 
toward different students through differences in teacher–student interaction patterns 
and differences in the learning opportunities provided for students (e.g., Brophy, 
1983; Rosenthal, 1994; Wang et al., 2018). Specifically, this line of research sug-
gested that teacher beliefs about individual  students can affect teachers’ expecta-
tions of students and, in turn, affect teaching practices. For example, teachers who 
have a stronger prejudice against certain stigmatized groups, such as minority or 
low SES students, tend to have lower expectations of students belonging to these 
groups, and subsequently differentiate their teaching practices based on these 
beliefs (Denessen et al., 2020). Indeed, one recent empirical study confirmed the 
relationship between teacher expectations and teachers’ need support as perceived 
by students (Hornstra et al., 2018). The findings of this study indicated that students 
for whom the teachers had reported higher expectations, perceived their teacher to 
be more supportive of their needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Similarly, Rubie-Davies in her model of teacher expectations (2015) has pro-
posed that although the strongest effects are likely to be from the teacher to student 
outcomes (both academic and psychosocial), nevertheless, the model acknowledges 
that student attitudes, behaviors, and academic results can feed back into the forma-
tion of teachers’ expectations. Although the effects of students on teachers’ expecta-
tions have been infrequently studied, some support for this conception is borne out 
by the work of Marchand and Skinner (2007). In their study, they showed recip-
rocal effects from teachers to students as students transitioned from elementary to 
middle school. Student perceptions of relatedness to teachers resulted in increases 
in their help-seeking, whereas when students believed that they lacked compe-
tence, concealment of any difficulties resulted. In turn, teacher support for students 
increased or declined depending on students’ help-seeking behaviors. Students who 
actively sought teacher help were rewarded with greater support from their teach-
ers compared with students who attempted to conceal their difficulties. The authors 
described this as a form of Matthew effect whereby the students who were motiva-
tionally rich became richer because they sought help, whereas those who tried to 
conceal their difficulties (the motivationally poor) became poorer. This study pro-
vides a further strong connection between HET and SDT in terms of how teacher 
beliefs might be formed (albeit hypothetical).

Hence, based on their expectations, teachers may express different levels of need 
support to students, thereby affecting students’ learning, motivation, and well-being. 
These processes may either be self-fulfilling prophecy effects in the case of false 
expectations or sustaining expectation effects when expectations correspond with 
initial achievement. Aligning with the work by Rubie-Davies, differences between 
teachers are likely to moderate these expectation effects, with high expectation 
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teachers providing high levels of support to all students. Hence, to understand how 
teachers may move away from this kind of differentiation between students from dif-
ferent groups, the insights from HET seem particularly useful. These insights about 
what causes teachers to differentiate and what makes some teachers differentiate 
more strongly than others may help researchers and teachers understand the under-
lying causes of differences in need support. Next to stressing the general impor-
tance of taking into consideration teacher beliefs and contextual conditions, this line 
of research may help grasp how in practice, integration of both theories might be 
particularly valuable. An example to make this point clear comes from the Dutch 
context, where fixed ability grouping is used in most primary schools (see Keuning 
et al., 2021). Given this approach, teachers do not always feel free to switch to mixed 
ability or flexible grouping as proposed in HET. Under this contextual condition, a 
useful finding from SDT-research is that need-supportive instruction can dampen 
some of the possible negative effects of having fixed ability groups (see, e.g., Baten 
et al., 2020). Moreover, the focus in HET on mastery rather than performance goals 
and the promotion of high expectations for all students may also help to lessen the 
pernicious effects on student self-belief of being consigned to lower ability groups.

Integrating HET and SDT

Both HET and SDT focus on the teaching practices which facilitate students’ learn-
ing, motivation, and well-being. Despite this shared focus, this paper is the first to 
attempt to integrate these theories and to investigate what happens when you cross-
fertilize these theories, how they converge and diverge, and how they may comple-
ment each other. Based on the integration of these theories, we will discuss how 
HET complements SDT, and how it may be reinforced by research on SDT, as well 
as construct validity, and predictive validity of the core constructs from both theo-
ries, and lastly, the boundaries between the theoretical models.

What Happens When You Cross‑Fertilize Your Chosen Models/Theories? What Are 
the Points of Convergence and Divergence that Exist, and the Creative Synthesis 
that Results?

Several areas of convergence have been identified. First, both theories postulate 
similar teaching practices which are believed to promote adaptive student out-
comes. That is, the concepts of mixed and/or flexible grouping, classroom cli-
mate, and goal setting from HET bear resemblance to and align with autonomy 
support, structure, and involvement from SDT. Although SDT describes univer-
sal principles for teachers to apply in their interactions with individual students, 
in HET, more attention is paid to the level of the school class. Accordingly, HET 
may complement SDT, among others, in understanding effects of ability group-
ing. Second, findings from both research fields suggest a gap between theory 
and practice; although the teaching principles put forward by both theories are 
believed to be effective for all students, not all teachers optimally apply these 
principles in their teaching. Both theories acknowledge that teacher beliefs and 
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contextual factors may account for this gap between theory and practice. These 
teacher beliefs and contextual factors shape teaching practices and may prevent 
teachers from enacting these principles in their teaching, which may indirectly 
compromise students’ opportunities for learning. Hence, both theories postulate 
that contextual conditions as well as teacher beliefs need to be addressed and 
taken into account when it comes to supporting teachers to teach in ways that 
align with both theories’ principles.

Besides these areas of convergence, one point of divergence concerns the 
focus of SDT on need thwarting. Various studies in SDT (Haerens et al., 2015; 
Vansteenkiste et  al., 2020) have called for a stronger focus on the “dark path-
way,” that is, the processes by which active thwarting of students’ needs may 
cause need frustration and subsequently lead to various maladaptive student out-
comes. To understand how these negative outcomes may be prevented, it may not 
be sufficient to focus only on need-supportive teaching (or lack thereof). Instead, 
SDT scholars have called for more insight into these need-thwarting behaviors 
as they may be predictive of negative outcomes such as amotivation and drop-
out beyond what can be explained by merely a lack of need support. Contrarily, 
the three principles of HET refer specifically to positive teaching dimensions 
through which teachers can convey high expectations. Although prior research 
on teacher expectations has outlined the teaching practices of low expecta-
tion teachers (e.g., working in fixed-ability groups, limited feedback, negative 
social climate; Rubie-Davies, 2007), HET tends to concentrate on the supportive 
behaviors through which teachers can have a positive impact on students.

Nevertheless, the practices and beliefs of low expectation teachers do diverge 
from what in SDT would be regarded as need thwarting. Low expectation teach-
ers do not necessarily actively thwart students’ psychological needs (see Rubie-
Davies, 2015). Instead, their behaviors are characterized by a level of diffidence 
and ineffectiveness. Levels of academic support are minimal but low expecta-
tion teachers would not be regarded as unfriendly toward their students. Simi-
larly, to thwarting, however, low expectation teachers are controlling, but not 
unaccepting of student views. Instead controlling behaviors are revealed through 
their classrooms being very tightly structured with strict monitoring of behavior 
and adherence to classroom rules and routines. Students are encouraged to seek 
help and support from the teacher, not from each other. This is a further way in 
which the teacher maintains control. Finally, these teachers mostly have a clear 
idea about their goals for lessons—a further difference from need thwarting (i.e., 
chaos) in SDT. A key difference from high expectation teachers, however, is that 
these goals are not shared with students and nor are the success criteria for each 
lesson. Hence, students are unclear about their learning direction and what they 
need to do in order to be successful.

We did not identify additional points of divergence where the assumptions of 
both HET and SDT theories conflict with one another. Rather, the theories have 
different foci. SDT, for example, focuses more strongly on structure compared to 
HET. Nevertheless, through their different foci, the theories are able to comple-
ment each other.
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What are Some Complementary Gaps that Might be Addressed Through Integrative 
Synthesis of Established Theories?

We identified several ways in which HET and SDT can complement each other 
(see Fig. 1). First, research from the broader strand of research on teacher expecta-
tions and research from HET provide more insights into why teachers adopt cer-
tain teaching practices. The traditional strand of research on teacher expectations 
suggests that teacher beliefs about individual students cause teachers to differentiate 
their practices. Moreover, HET suggests that there are between-teacher differences 
in the extent to which teachers differentiate their practices, with some teachers hav-
ing and expressing high expectations of all students. These insights can complement 
SDT which, on the other hand, has focused more on explaining how teaching prac-
tices affect student outcomes through the psychological process of need satisfaction. 
Combining these insights leads to the comprehensive model presented in Fig.  1, 
which helps to understand how different teaching practices shape students’ educa-
tional experiences and outcomes, and how differences in these teaching practices 
can be explained by teacher and contextual factors. Moreover, with SDT being a 
meta-theory of human motivation, development, and well-being, it can benefit from 
a more practical model like HET which fits within the meta-theory but is more intui-
tive for teachers.

How Does the Learning Environment Interface with Individual Differences in Your 
Integrative Model?

Both theories postulate general principles for effective teaching and state that any 
student would benefit if taught according to those principles. In that sense, both the-
ories posit that differentiation between individual students is undesirable because 
that would imply that some students receive less support than others or that students 
are treated unequally with some students receiving more opportunities than others 
(Chatzisarantis et al., 2019). However, SDT also acknowledges that adapting to indi-
vidual students’ needs and providing contingent support is important to deal with 
individual differences. Vansteenkiste et al. (2018), for example, claim that teachers 
can support students’ need for autonomy by providing meaningful rationales, for 
instance, by explaining the relevance of a specific topic to students’ daily lives (Van-
steenkiste et al., 2020). Depending on students’ lives, this may be done differently 
for different students. Likewise, providing adequate tasks or feedback to students 
(components of structure in SDT) requires teachers to adapt to individual students’ 
current level of understanding. Nevertheless, it is not completely clear in SDT how 
exactly teachers can adjust to individual student differences in an adaptive way.

HET, on the other hand, focuses on teachers having high expectations for all stu-
dents and the practical implications of implementation. Although the emphasis is on 
teachers having high expectations for all students, Rubie-Davies (2015) consistently 
makes the point that high expectations are relative to achievement. In other words, 
expectations of what students can achieve will always be in advance of current lev-
els but will vary for different students. Rubie-Davies (2015) argues, however, that 
the focus should always be on mastery of skills rather than performance relative to 
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peers. Students have clear learning goals that relate to their progress, and teacher 
feedback focuses on progress toward goals and what needs to be learned next. Abil-
ity is not made salient in high expectation classrooms; progress is. High expectation 
teachers also offer workshops related to specific skills that students need to learn but 
students opt into these workshops (at times with gentle prompting from teachers!). 
The students opting for different workshops will vary daily depending on what is 
being offered. This is just one way in which achievement becomes less salient in 
high expectation classrooms but enables targeted teaching of specific skills. These 
practices are congruent with SDT as they support students’ needs for autonomy and 
competence but have not been described as concretely in SDT.

What Does Your Integrative Model Have to Say About Construct Validity 
and Predictive Validity (i.e., overlap in constructs, how constructs meaningfully 
predict learning outcomes)?

Our analysis of the convergence in the teaching practices put forward by HET and 
SDT identified several areas of conceptual overlap. We identified that there is con-
vergence between the concepts of classroom climate and relatedness support. The 
actual teaching practices involved in creating a warm classroom climate and sup-
porting students’ need for relatedness are highly similar. Whereas goal setting in 
HET is assumed to promote students’ autonomy and involves offering choices to 
students, SDT’s notion of autonomy support also entails the opportunity for stu-
dents to express their views. Moreover, although HET’s concept of mixed ability 
grouping is assumed to promote students’ competence, it is conceptually different 
from structure (i.e., SDT’s notion of competence support), which entails the provi-
sion of guidance, feedback, and clear guidelines. To our knowledge, the conceptual 
overlap between HET and SDT has yet to be examined empirically. This would 
require studies which simultaneously addressed the teaching constructs from both 
theories and assessed the conceptual overlap through factor analyses. An interest-
ing question would then be whether such an investigation would result in a three-
dimensional factor structure in which the HET and SDT constructs mostly overlap, 
or in additional and unique factors. Furthermore, in terms of predictive validity, the 
teaching practices put forward by both theories are expected to promote a wide vari-
ety of student outcomes, including motivation, engagement, well-being, and aca-
demic outcomes. Various studies indeed have found support for the hypothesized 
relations between the teaching practices put forward by both theories and these 
outcomes (Rubie-Davies, 2015; Stroet et al., 2013), which supports the predictive 
validity of these constructs. It is unclear, however, to what extent the constructs 
from both theoretical stances have unique predictive validity and predict variance 
in student outcomes beyond what can be explained by the constructs from the other 
theory. Moreover, the majority of SDT studies are based on student reports and are 
cross-sectional (Stroet et al., 2013) whereas those in the field of HET are mostly 
teacher based. These include self-report (Rubie-Davies et al., 2012; Timmermans 
& Rubie-Davies, 2018), observational (Rubie-Davies, 2007; Wang et  al., 2019), 
and interview data (Rubie-Davies, 2008; Rubie-Davies & Peterson, 2011) from 
teachers. Many of the studies also measure student outcomes (achievement as well 



1 3

Educational Psychology Review           (2023) 35:76 	 Page 19 of 23     76 

as motivation and self-beliefs) as a result of being in classes of high- versus low-
expectation teachers (e.g., Rubie-Davies et  al. 2020) and several of these studies 
have been longitudinal (e.g., Rubie-Davies, et al., 2018; Timmermans et al., 2021; 
Wang et al., 2020). Stronger support for predictive validity in SDT research could 
be offered through longitudinal studies focusing on intra-individual change and by 
incorporating alternative measures, including observations.

What Are the Boundaries Between the Theoretical Models? When Is It Helpful 
to Integrate or When Is It Better to Stay Within One Model?

Thus far, we have mostly focused on the teaching practices as put forward in HET 
and SDT because at this level both theories can be linked well. Linking the basic 
premises of HET and SDT—we discussed these in the Introduction—is much 
harder. Whereas HET originates from research on teachers and, in the theory, there 
is attention paid to where specific teaching practices stem from (i.e., teacher expec-
tations), SDT has a different origin and in the theory, particularly, much attention is 
paid to the question of why teaching practices have an impact on students (i.e., via 
support and thwarting of students’ basic psychological needs).

Final Thoughts

The integration of the two theories offers a way forward in terms of understanding 
and applying these two theoretical stances to the classroom. Integrating the insights 
from the two theoretical perspectives in actual classrooms would imply that teachers 
communicate high expectations to all their students through need-supportive interac-
tions. In addition, through goal setting and structure, teachers can offer students clear 
directions for their learning coupled with a framework within which to be successful 
at their tasks and learning. Hence, the integration of HET and SDT appears to offer 
a fruitful and meaningful way for teachers to offer high-level learning opportunities 
to their students. It remains for future research to examine how the core constructs 
put forward by both theories coincide and jointly or uniquely predict students’ moti-
vation, learning, and well-being, and more importantly, how teachers in their class-
rooms may combine and integrate insights from both perspectives to create the most 
optimal learning opportunities for all their students.
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