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Abstract 
 

The current study attempts to examine integrated effects of procrastination, self-

esteem, and academic performance on well-being in a sample of Turkish 

undergraduate students (N = 348).  Results confirm prior evidence suggesting that 

procrastination and self-esteem were important predictors of well-being. Results 

also indicated that both procrastination and academic performance have direct and 

interactive effects on self-esteem. Self-esteem mediated the relationships between 

procrastination and well-being. Furthermore, the indirect effect of procrastination on 

well-being via mediation of self-esteem may vary depending on academic 

performance. Findings were discussed in terms of related literature and further 

suggestions have been made for future studies. 

Keywords: procrastination, self-esteem, academic performance, well-being, 

moderated mediation model 
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Dilación, Autoestima, 

Rendimiento Académico y 

Bienestar: Un Modelo 

Mediador Moderado 
 

Erdinç Duru, Murat Balkis   

Pamukkale University   

 

Resumen 

El  presente estudio intenta examinar los efectos integrados de la dilación, la 

autoestima  y el rendimiento académico  en el bienestar  en una muestra de 

estudiantes turcos de pregrado (N=348). Los resultados confirman la evidencia 

previa que sugiere que la dilación y la autoestima son predictores importantes del 

bienestar. Los resultados también indicaron que tanto la dilación como el 

rendimiento académico tienen efectos directos e interactivos sobre la autoestima. La 

autoestima media las relaciones entre la dilación y el bienestar. Además, el efecto 

indirecto de la dilación en el bienestar a través de la mediación de la autoestima 

puede variar dependiendo del rendimiento académico. Los hallazgos se discuten en 

relación a la literatura relacionada y se hacen sugerencias para estudios futuros.  

Palabras clave: procratisnación, autoestima, logro académico, bienestar, modelo de 

mediación moderada.
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rocrastination is an important subject matter and has received a 

considerable amount of interest from researchers over the past 

decades. It has been defined as self-regulatory failure (Steel, 2007), 

often results in undesirable outcomes including poor performance 

and well-being. There is growing evidence suggesting that procrastination is 

a common problem among students and non-student population. Harriott and 

Ferrari (1996) reported 20 % of adults engage in procrastination. In 

academic settings, previous studies reported 23-52% of undergraduate 

students suffer from procrastination (Balkis & Duru 2009; Özer, Demir, & 

Ferrari, 2009). 

Apart from the prevalence of procrastination, the frequency of 

procrastination experienced can influence students internally and externally. 

Low academic achievement can be considered as an external consequence of 

procrastination for students. Jackson, Weiss, Lundquist and Hooper (2003) 

stated that procrastination may disrupt academic performance in several 

ways (see Jackson et al., 2003 for reviews).  In existing literature, three 

meta-analyses were conducted to test the relationship between 

procrastination and academic performance (Kim & Seo, 2015; Richardson, 

Abraham, & Bond, 2012; Steel, 2007). These studies reported that 

procrastinating students are more likely to perform poorly. 

As for the internal effects of procrastination on students, previous 

findings indicated that procrastinating students feel anxiety (Fernie, 

McKenzie, Nikčević, Caselli, G., & Spada, 2016; Gagnon, Dionne, & 

Pychyl, 2016; Milgram & Toubiana, 1999), depression (Fernie et al., 2016; 

Gagnon et al., 2016; Özer, O'Callaghan, Bokszczanin, Ederer, , & Essau, 

2014; Steel, 2007; van Eerde, 2003), stress (Sriois & Tosti, 2012; Stead, 

Shanahan, & Neufeld, 2010; Tice & Baumeister, 1997), and dissatisfaction 

with life (Grunschel, Schwinger, Steinmayr, & Fries, 2016; Hinsch & 

Sheldon, 2013; Steel, 2010). It seems reasonable to assume that 

procrastination leads to a lifestyle rife with complications that decrease the 

overall quality of life and the college experience, and adversely impact the 

student’s well-being. However, many questions regarding when and how 

procrastination affects well-being still remain unanswered. It is because all 

studies above have focused on the direct effect of procrastination on 

students’ well-being. Thus, in order to answer when and how the 

P 
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procrastination affects well-being, it is better to examine the integrated 

effects of intervening mechanisms and possible variables related to 

procrastination and well-being. In this study, the integrated effects of self-

esteem and academic achievement which are considered to be related with 

procrastination and well-being will be tested. Previous studies reported that 

procrastination predicts self-esteem and self-esteem predicts psychological 

adjustment and well-being (Bajaj, Grupta, & Pande,  2016; Duru & Balkis, 

2014; Ferrari, 2000; Lin, 2015). That is to say, as the level of procrastination 

increases, self-esteem decreases and this negatively affects the well-being. 

Moreover, there are studies which highlighted the mediating and protective 

role of self-esteem apart from its direct effect on mental health (Pyszczynski, 

Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt, & Schimel, 2004; Smokowski, Guo, Rose, 

Evans, Cotter, & Bacallao, 2014; Sowislo & Orth, 2013). The common 

finding of these studies is that the direct, mediation, and the integrated effect 

of self-esteem on mental health is important. In a similar way, research 

indicated that procrastination predicts academic performance and academic 

performance predicts academic life satisfaction (Balkis, 2013; Kim & Seo, 

2015). In other words, as the procrastination increases, academic 

performance worsens and this negatively affects the academic life 

satisfaction. In this sense, the effect of procrastination on students’ well-

being is supposed to vary according to the self-esteem and academic 

achievement of students. Put differently, self-esteem may have a mediator 

role on the relation of procrastination and well-being and this role may vary 

depending on the academic achievement. Similarly, academic achievement 

might have a mediator role on the relation of procrastination and well-being 

and this may vary according to the level of self-esteem.     

 

 

Procrastination and Self-Esteem 

 

In literature, it is highlighted that procrastination plays a protective role for 

self-esteem in case of a probable failure (Burka & Yuen, 2008, Covington, 

2007; Duru & Balkis, 2014; Ferrari, Johnson, & McCown, 1995). According 

to Burka and Yuen (2008), procrastinators believe that their performance is a 

reflection of their self-worth. Thus, in case of a potential failure, they think 

that they are unsuccessful not only for doing the current task but also as an 
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individual. In this case they refrain from doing that task in order to protect 

their self-worth. Similarly Thompson (1999) also indicated that individuals 

who are doubtful about their abilities to complete a task successfully try to 

protect their self-esteem by procrastinating. Much research has pointed out 

the relation of procrastination with self-esteem (Balkis & Duru, 2012; 

Ferrari & Diaz-Morales, 2007; Park & Sperling, 2012; Pychyl, Coplan, & 

Reid, 2002). Briefly, high level of procrastination is supposed to be related 

with low level of self-esteem.  

 

Self-Esteem and Academic Achievement 

 

Success and failure in academic life have both major impacts on the way a 

student perceives himself or herself (Suk Wai Wong & Watkins, 2001). It is 

expected that students who experience repeated academic failure are likely 

to develop negative feelings about themselves, on the contrary, those who 

encounter success tend to develop positive views of themselves. It has often 

been suggested that academic achievement is closely related to self-esteem 

(Osborne, 1997; Pullmann & Allik, 2008; Suk Wai Wong & Watkins, 2001; 

Stupniskyet, Renaud, Perry, Ruthig, Haynes, & Clifton, 2007; Whitesell, 

Mitchell, & Spicer, 2009), nevertheless, considering the literature, this 

relationship is more complicated than it is thought to be. Some researchers 

asserted that self-esteem affects academic achievement (Chapman, 1988; 

Hansford & Hattie, 1982; Marsh, Byrne, & Shavelson, 1988), however some 

others claim it is affected by academic achievement (Alves-Martinset, 

Peixoto, Gouveia-Pereira, Amaral, & Pedro, 2002; Baumeister, Campbell, 

Krueger, & Vohs, 2003; Bowles, 1999; Filozof, Albertin, Jones, Steme, 

Myers, & McDermott, 1998; Hoge, Smit, & Crist, 1995). It can be 

concluded that while self-esteem affects academic achievement, it is affected 

by academic achievement as well.   

 

Self-Esteem and Well-Being 

 

Rosenberg (1965) conceptualized self-esteem as a positive or negative 

attitude towards self which is developed from the total evaluation of self 

among various affect areas. Pyszczynski et al. (2004) noted that individuals 

with low level of self-esteem have also low level of optimism and 
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motivation, nonetheless have high level of depression, anxiety and negative 

feelings. Similarly, Leary (2005) reported that in comparison with low self-

esteemed individuals, people with high level of self-esteem are less likely to 

be vulnerable to depression, anxiety, embarrassment, shame, guiltiness, hurt, 

shyness, and upset. In addition, it is found that self-esteem is associated with 

indexes of well-being, including low depression (Sowislo & Urth, 2013), 

satisfaction with life (Diener & Diener, 2009), positive affect (Wood, 

Heimpel, & Michela,l. 2003), hope (Symister & Friend, 2003), and 

optimism (Makikangas, Kinnunen, & Feldt, 2004). Briefly, research and 

theoretical framework mentioned above pointed out that the level of self-

esteem has an important role on the psychological adjustment and mental 

health of an individual. In other words, as self-esteem increases, 

psychological adjustment and well-being increase as well. 

 

 

The Current Study 

 

A great deal of research has emphasized the negative effect of 

procrastination on well-being of students (e.g. Fernie et al., 2016; Gagnon et 

al., 2016; Sriois & Tosti, 2012; Steel, 2010). However, these studies are lack 

of a clear explanation about the nature of the process in which 

procrastination affects the well-being. In other words, the question of under 

which case and conditions does the procrastination affects students’ well-

being more, has not been answered adequately. One way of answering this 

question might be to examine the integrated effects of variables which are 

related to procrastination and well-being. As mentioned before, one of the 

variables associated with both procrastination and well-being is self-esteem. 

Explanations about the relationship between procrastination and self-esteem 

are such that procrastination has a protective role for self-esteem in case of a 

failure (e.g. Ferrari et al., 1995). Apart from its protective role, 

procrastination is also supposed to have a negative impact on self-esteem, 

and academic achievement might play an important role in this process. This 

is because, as mentioned before, many researchers stated that procrastination 

interrupts students’ academic performance (e.g. Kim & Seo, 2015). 

Moreover, plenty of research highlighted that academic achievement of 

students is an important resource that feeds their self-esteem (e.g. Alves-



 IJEP – International Journal of Educational Psychology, 6(2)  

 

 

103 

Martins et al., 2002; Baumeister et al., 2003). Therefore, it is supposed that 

high level of procrastination decreases the level of academic achievement 

and this affects student’s self-esteem negatively. Furthermore, in many 

studies, it is indicated that low level of procrastination is associated with 

high level of self-esteem and academic achievement and performance (Steel, 

2007). Thus, the relationship between procrastination and self-esteem might 

vary depending on low or high academic performance.  

 In addition to the relations of procrastination, self-esteem and academic 

performance, these relations might be associated with students’ well-being. 

For example, besides the adverse impact of procrastination on well-being, 

many studies suggested self-esteem as an important variable which effects 

well-being positively (Diener & Diener, 2009; Pyszczynski et al., 2004; 

Wood et al., 2003). Hence, high level of procrastination might decrease self-

esteem and in turn affects student’s well-being negatively. Self-esteem might 

have a mediator role in this relationship. Moreover, considering the relation 

of self-esteem with academic achievement and performance (e.g., Stupnisky 

et al., 2007; Whitesell et al., 2009), the mediator effect of self-esteem is 

supposed to vary according to academic performance. In this sense, the 

current study has aimed to examine the integrated effects of procrastination, 

self-esteem and academic achievement on students’ well-being. The 

hypotheses of the study have been determined as below: 

1) Procrastination and academic performance will interact to predict self-

esteem. The negative relationship between procrastination and self- 

esteem will be stronger when the level of academic performance is low 

(versus high) 

2) Self-esteem will mediate the relationship between procrastination and 

well-being. However, this indirect effect will be conditional on the 

academic performance and will be stronger when the level of academic 

performance is low (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1.  Conceptual model of effect of procrastination on well-being 

 
 

Method 

 

Participants  

Sample consisted of 348 undergraduate students (73% of females) enrolling 

in faculty of education within a public university located in an urban city in 

Turkey.  Students’ age ranged between 19 and 26 (M = 21.30, SD = 1.15). 

All participants have same ethnic background.  All students were invited to 

participate in the study during their class time. A paper-pencil survey, which 

included questions about demographic variables and data collection 

instruments described below, was distributed to the students who accepted to 

participate in the study. 

 

Measures 

Tuckman Procrastination Scale-Turkish Version (TPS-TV). The TPS-TV is a 

14- items self-report measure of procrastination (Özer, Saçkes, & Tuckman, 



 IJEP – International Journal of Educational Psychology, 6(2)  

 

 

105 

2013). Participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with statements 

such as ‘I needlessly delay finishing jobs, even when they’re important’.  

The statements are rated on a 5- point Likert scale (1 =strongly agree, 5 = 

strongly disagree). Özer et al. (2013) reported that the internal consistency 

coefficient for the TPS-TV was α = .90 and four weeks test-retest reliability 

was found as r = .80. For the current sample, the internal consistency 

coefficient for the TPS-TV was α = .84. 

 

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES. The RSES is a 10- items self-report 

measure of self-esteem  (e.g., “I wish I could have more respect for myself), 

with rating on a 4 point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree (1) to 

strongly disagree (4) (Rosenberg, 1965). Çuhadaroğlu (1986) examined the 

psychometric characteristics of Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale for Turkish 

sample. The internal coefficient was found to be .71. Test-retest reliability 

was found as r = .75 (Çuhadaroğlu, 1986). For the current sample, the 

internal coefficient was α = .83. 

 

Well –Being. Well-Being was determined by two scales those were 

Academic Life Satisfaction Scale and PANAS. 

Academic Life Satisfaction (ALS). Academic life satisfaction of the 

participants was assessed by Academic Satisfaction Scale (Schmitt, Oswald, 

Friede, Imus, & Merrit, 2008). The Academic Satisfaction Scale consists of 

five items. A sample item is:  “I’m happy with the amount I learn in my 

classes”. Students indicated the level of agreement with each item, which 

were scored on a 5-point Likert response scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree to 

5 (Strongly Agree). Balkis (2013) examined the psychometric characteristics 

of ALS and reported that internal consistency coefficient for the ALS was α 

= .86. For the current sample, the internal coefficient was α = .89. 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS).The emotional state of 

participants was assessed by PANAS (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). 

The PANAS includes 20 items assessing positive affectivity (10 items) and 

negative affectivity (10 items), rated on a 5-point scale. Gençöz (2000) 

examined the psychometric characteristics of PANAS for Turkish 

population, and reported that the internal consistency coefficient for the PA 

was α = .80, for the NA was α = .85. For the current sample, internal 

consistency coefficient for the PA was α = .82, for the NA was α = .83. 
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 Academic Performance. Academic performance was measured by using 

students’ cumulative grade point averages (GPA) that the students had 

achieved up to previous semester before the questionnaire was filled out. 

 

Data analysis 

Data was analyzed by SPSS 22. The relationships between variables were 

examined by utilizing Pearson product moment correlation analysis. The 

proposed theoretical model (Figure 1) was tested via moderated mediation 

analysis, also known as conditional indirect process modeling, by using the 

PROCESS macro (Model 7) developed by Hayes (2013) for SPSS. Four 

models were constructed to examine whether (1) the effect of procrastination 

on self-esteem depends on levels of academic performance, (2) the effect of 

procrastination on well-being via self-esteem depends on levels of academic 

performance, (3) the effect of procrastination on academic performance 

depends on levels of self-esteem, (4) the effect of procrastination on well-

being via academic performance depends on levels of self-esteem. This 

approach enables the examination of direct and indirect effects of an 

independent variable on a dependent variable via a mediator, as well as 

conditional effects moderating these relationships; therefore, all two 

hypotheses were tested simultaneously. Bias corrected bootstrap confidence 

intervals were generated for conditional indirect effects at the low, average 

and high level based on 10.000 bootstrap samples, as this approach has been 

recommended for examining moderated mediation models (Hayes, 2013). 

Point estimates were considered significant if the 95% confidence interval 

did not contain zero. 

 

Results 

 

Descriptive statistics and correlation analyses 

Table 1 presents results of these correlational analyses and descriptive 

statistics. In order to examine whether procrastination was related to self-

esteem, academic performance and well-being, first of all, the relations 

between procrastination, self-esteem, academic performance and well-being 

were examined by utilizing a Pearson product moment correlational analysis. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032714002080#bib24
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Results showed all variables were statistically and significantly related to 

each other.  

 

Table 1 

Bivariate correlations and descriptive statistics 

*p <.05, **p <.01 

Moderated mediation analysis 

Both hypotheses were tested by as a single instance of moderated mediation 

analysis by using Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS macro (Model 7) (Figure 1).  

Moderated mediation analysis was established whether an indirect effect 

occur from procrastination to well-being via the mediation of self-esteem, 

and if that effect is conditional on the moderation of academic performance. 

Table 2 provides the detailed results of moderated mediation analyses.  

Results showed that both procrastination and academic performance had 

significant direct effect on self-esteem, and their interaction effect on self-

esteem was statistically significiant  as well (∆R2 = .024, p<.01). Results 

also indicated that the relationship between procrastination and self-esteem 

is stronger when the level of academic performance is low (t = - 5. 38, p 

<.001) rather than it is high (t = 1.47, p >.05). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was 

supported; procrastination and academic performance interacts to predict 

self-esteem. Negative relationship between procrastination and self-esteem is 

stronger when the level of academic performance is also low. Figure 2 

illustrates the interaction at high (+1SD) and low (-1SD) levels of 

procrastination and self- esteem.  
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Figure 2. Interaction effect of procrastination and academic performance on self-

esteem 

 

Finally, results noticed that self-esteem had a direct effect on well-being. 

Then, whether a significance indirect effect of procrastination on well-being 

by self-esteem depends on academic performance was tested by using 

bootstrapping (N = 10.000).  Results indicated that the indirect effect of 

procrastination on well-being via the mediation of self-esteem is stronger 

when the level of academic performance are low (ab = -.21, SE= .050, 95% 

confidence interval [CI] = -.32, -.12) rather than it is high (ab = .04, SE= 

.035, 95% confidence interval [CI] = -.12, .013). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was 

supported; Self-esteem mediates the relationship between procrastination 

and well-being. However, this indirect effect is conditional on the academic 

performance and is stronger when the level of academic performance is low.  
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Table 2 

Moderated mediation statistics 

Model 1   Dependent variable: Self-esteem 

Predictor variables B SE t Model R2 

Procrastination -.140 .029 -4.78*** .185*** 

Academic performance 3.512 .076 4.62***  

Procrastination X Academic 

performance  

.259 .079 3.28**  

   Dependent variable: Well-being 

Predictor variables B SE t Model R2 

Self-esteem .92 .14 6.31*** .270*** 

Procrastination -.30 .08 -3.78**  

 

Reverse Model 

   

Dependent variable: Academic 

performance 

Predictor variables B SE t Model R2 

Procrastination -.012 .002 -5.57*** .184*** 

Self-esteem .015 .004 3.78**  

Procrastination X Self-esteem .0005 .0004 1.14ns  

   Dependent variable: Well-being 

Predictor variables B SE t Model R2 

Academic performance 4.07 2.17 1.88ns .150*** 

Procrastination -.41 .09 -4.84***  
ns p > .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

Furthermore we tested the reverse model whether an indirect effect of 

procrastination on well-being by the mediation of academic performance 

varies in accordance with the level of self-esteem. Results of moderated 

mediation analysis indicated that (a) academic performance does not mediate 

the relationship between procrastination and well-being, (b) both 

procrastination and self-esteem have direct effect on academic performance 

but the interaction effect of them on academic performance is not significant 

(∆R2 = .003, p >.05). (See Table 2).  
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Discussion 

 

The current study attempts to provide a more detailed investigation 

regarding the effects of procrastination on well-being. Findings are in line 

with those of previous studies which focused on the links between 

procrastination and academic performance (e.g., Kim & Seo, 2015; Steel, 

2007), self-esteem (Burka & Yuen, 2008; Ferrari et al., 1995; Covington, 

2007; Pychyl et al., 2002) and well-being (e.g., Balkis & Duru, 2016; Fernie 

et al., 2016; Gagnon et al., 2016; Sriois & Tosti, 2012; Steel, 2010). Present 

findings suggested that procrastinating students are more likely to have poor 

academic performance, self-esteem and well-being.  

Findings also confirmed the first hypothesis which was that 

procrastination and academic performance interacts to predict self-esteem. 

Negative relationship between procrastination and self- esteem is stronger 

when the level of academic performance is low. Findings demonstrated that 

self-esteem of students with low academic achievement is affected more 

when they postpone their existing tasks and responsibilities; however self-

esteem of students with high academic achievement is not so much affected 

by the procrastination behavior. Considering that students with high level of 

self-esteem have high academic achievement as well, these students might 

perform less procrastination. Similarly, high academic achievement serves as 

a resource which feeds self-esteem, in turn high level of self-esteem may 

lead these students to delay their tasks less. Even these students may 

procrastinate; they may attribute this to conditional and environmental 

reasons; in other words to the external factors rather than to their self. 

Nevertheless, in order to test these judgments, further studies are required. 

Briefly, these findings are in line with those of studies which indicated the 

important role of academic performance on the development of self-esteem 

(Alves-Martins et al., 2002; Baumeister et al., 2003; Filozof et al., 1998). 

There are two different views for the studies examining the relationship of 

self-esteem and academic performance. One side of the research emphasized 

that academic performance is an important predictor of self-esteem (Alves-

Martins et al., 2002; Bowles, 1999; Filozof et al., 1998; Hoge et al., 1995), 

while the others indicated that self-esteem is a determinant of academic 

performance (Chapman, 1988; Hansford & Hattie, 1982; Marsh et al., 1988). 

Both views were tested in this study. Findings indicated that academic 
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performance had a moderator role on the relationship between 

procrastination and self-esteem however self-esteem didn’t have a similar 

role on the relation of procrastination and academic performance. Put 

differently, self-esteem of students with low academic achievement is more 

affected when they don’t perform their tasks on time. In the meantime, the 

negative effect of procrastination on academic achievement does not vary 

according to the student’s self-esteem. Therefore, this finding supports the 

studies which emphasized the determinant role of academic performance for 

self-esteem, while it does not the ones which noted that self-esteem is 

determinant for academic achievement. Still, in order to have more clear 

information about the relationship between academic performance and self-

esteem, longitudinal studies are required to be conducted.   

The present findings also confirmed the second hypothesis which was 

that self-esteem mediates the relationship between procrastination and well-

being. However, this indirect effect is conditional on the academic 

performance and is stronger when the level of academic performance is low. 

Findings revealed that the effect of procrastination on well-being varies 

according to the level of self-esteem. In other words, when self-esteem is 

affected from procrastination negatively, the negative effect of 

procrastination on well-being also increases. Many research stated that there 

is a negative relationship between procrastination and self-esteem (Ferrari, 

1991; Duru & Balkis, 2014; Klassen & Kuzucu, 2009), and individuals with 

low level of self-esteem have more problems on psychological adjustment 

(Leary, 2005; Pyszczynski et al., 2004). Findings also suggested that the 

indirect effect of procrastination on well-being via self-esteem varies 

according to the level of academic performance. When academic 

performance is poor, the indirect effect of procrastination via self-esteem on 

well-being is strong, however when academic performance is high, this 

effect is not meaningful. Put differently, the self-esteem of students, who 

have low level of academic performance, are affected more negatively when 

they delay their tasks and requirements, and the indirect effect of 

procrastination via self-esteem on well-being increases more. In sum, 

findings supported the previous studies which had stated that academic 

performance have an important role for self-esteem (e.g., Alves-Martins et 

al., 2002; Baumeister et al. 2003) and self-esteem has an important role for 



  Duru & Balkis – Procastination and well-being  

 

 

112 

the psychological adjustment of an individual (Smokowski et al., 2014; 

Sowislo & Orth, 2012).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In the current study, integrated effects of procrastination, academic 

performance and self-esteem on well-being have been investigated. The 

following conclusions can be drawn from the present study: (a) 

procrastination has a negative impact on self-esteem by interrupting 

academic performance; (b) self-esteem mediated the association between 

procrastination and well-being; and (c) the indirect effect of procrastination 

on well-being by the mediation of self-esteem is stronger in the case of poor 

academic performance. This research contributed to the literature by 

suggesting that procrastination does not always has a protective role for self-

esteem, furthermore it adversely affects students’ self-esteem by interrupting 

their academic performance. The present study also demonstrated how and 

when the procrastination affects well-being of the students. As suggested by 

the findings, procrastination has a negative impact on students’ well-being 

by low level of self-esteem in the case of poor academic performance. 

Academic performance is important because it lessens the adverse impact of 

procrastination on students’ well-being. Therefore, intervention programs 

that focus on improving academic performance of procrastinating students 

may contribute the level of their self-esteem. Findings also proved the 

mediator role of self-esteem in the relationship of procrastination and well-

being. This indirect effect is stronger for the students who have low level of 

academic performance. Thus, intervention studies for decreasing 

procrastination might help to increase students’ self-esteem through 

improving academic performance; and in turn it increases well-being.  

This study should be evaluated with its limitations. First of all, the 

research is limited to a cross-sectional design. Further studies could test the 

long-term impacts of procrastination, academic performance and self-esteem 

on well-being by adopting longitudinal designs. Secondly, the relations 

between the variables are required to be examined for students attending 

different universities and with different age groups. Lastly, this study was 

conducted with the members of a culture which demonstrate similar 

characteristics. Considering that self is affected by the culture, further 
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research with different cultures and societies might contribute to understand 

better the relations of the variables.  
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Abstract 

Teacher burnout is conceived as a general concern in special education because of 

the emotionally demanding work context. This study explored the potential role of 

perceived support for reduction of burnout in a sample of 276 special education 

teachers working in lower (n=130) and higher (n=146) secondary schools. 

Participants completed the Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey (MBI-

ES) and a scale on the perceived collaboration and support from general education 

teachers. To explore the association between perceived support and each burnout 

measure considered (emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and personal 

accomplishment), correlation analyses were performed. Then, in order to check the 

robustness of our empirical findings, multilevel regression models (at teacher-

school-administrative area level) were used controlling for several variables (teacher 

socio-demographic characteristics, teacher training and professional background, 

inclusive teaching practice and school context). Results suggest the potential role of 

perceived support in reducing emotional exhaustion and improving personal 

accomplishment in all the models considered. Instead, the relationship between 

perceived support and depersonalisation seems to be quite controversial, moreover 

when adding controls related to teacher’s training and professional background.  

 

Keywords: teacher burnout, special education, perceived support, inclusive 

teaching, multilevel regression models. 
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Resumen 

El ‘burnout’ del profesorado se concibe como una preocupación general en la 

educación especial debido a un contexto de trabajo emocionalmente demandante. 

Este estudio exploró el papel potencial del apoyo percibido en la reducción del 

‘burnout’ en una muestra de 276 maestros de educación especial que trabajaban en 

escuelas secundarias e nivel más bajo (n=130) y de nivel más alto (n=146). Los 

participantes completaron el Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey (MBI-

ES) y una escala sobre el apoyo y la colaboración percibidas por parte de 

profesorado generalista. Para examinar la asociación entre apoyo percibido y cada 

medida de ‘burnout’ considerada (cansancio emocional, despersonalización y logro 

personal) se llevaron a cabo análisis de correlación. Posteriormente, para comprobar 

la solidez de los resultados empíricos se usaron modelos de regresión multinivel (al 

nivel de profesor-escuela-área administrativa) controlando varias variables (las 

características socio-demográficas del profesorado, la formación del profesorado y 

el bagaje profesional, enseñanza inclusiva y contexto escolar). Los resultados 

sugieren el papel potencial del apoyo percibido en la reducción del cansancio 

emocional y en la mejora del logro personal en todos los modelos considerados. Sin 

embargo, la relación entre el apoyo percibido y la despersonalización parece ser 

controvertida, además cuando se añaden controles relacionados con la formación del 

profesorado y al bagaje profesional.  

Palabras clave: ‘Burnout’ del profesorado, educación especial, apoyo percibido, 

enseñanza inclusiva, modelos de regresión multinivel.  
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iterature highlights a high rate of professional turnover in special 

education mostly due to the role of job-related stress (Cancio, 

Albrecht, & Johns, 2013;  Hinds, Jones, Gau, Forrester, & 

Biglan, 2015; Zabel & Zabel, 2002). Honawar (2006) states the national 

attrition rate of special education teachers at a high of 13.5%; besides, 

almost 1/3 of new special education teachers leave the profession after three 

years in the field (Dillon, 2007). Indeed, special education teachers are more 

likely to face challenging situations than the general teachers, such as 

custodial and managerial tasks, a perceived lack of job success, programme 

structure, and work overload (Friedman, 2000; Sari, 2004). Indeed, many 

diverse challenges and expectations, complex demands, and stress-inducing 

factors are endemic to this occupation, because students with special 

education needs often require constant support (Stoesz et al., 2016). Special 

education teachers tend to experience different challenging students' 

behaviors, such as being more active and easily distractible than other 

students, requesting greater attention to achieve educational goals, and 

expressing an aggressive/hostile conduct (Pepe & Addimando, 2013). In 

addition, special education teachers have to cope with paradoxes and 

contradictions, because experiencing failure and acting as an attempt without 

a guarantee of success are distinctive characteristics of their occupational 

reality (Lindmeier, 2013). Therefore, their feeling of uncertainty in 

educational action and interaction is particularly pronounced, thus resulting 

in high stress and significant adverse consequences (Norwich, 2013). About 

two out of three teachers who leave the profession state as main reasons too 

much paperwork to be completed, lack of administrative support, not enough 

supplies, too many students and scarce collaboration with colleagues 

(Futernick, 2007; Kaff, 2004; Prather-Jones, 2011). Moreover, pressure from 

parents can be meaningfully intense, due to the complex and confusing 

emotional states parents may go through when dealing with physical and 

psychological health of their children  (Kourkoutas, Langher, Vitalaki, & 

Ricci, 2015). They can have unrealistic expectations or, on the contrary, they 

can underestimate the good results of their children at school (Langher, 

Caputo, Ajdinski, Ricci, & Karovska, 2015). In the Italian context this 

problem is particularly relevant because of the institutional regulatory 

framework which requires mandatory inclusive practice for students with 

L 
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special education needs in all school grades. However, as revealed by recent 

data provided by the National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT, 2014) about the 

inclusion of students with disabilities, the lack of organisational and 

structural conditions of Italian schools does not allow the effective 

promotion of inclusive education, particularly in the current spending review 

period characterised by massive financial cuts in education. Indeed, the 

number of special education teachers is insufficient compared to the 

increasing population of students with disabilities (ISTAT, 2014). In 

addition, there is a lack of continuity of plans and actions due to 

administrative changes1: most of students with a disability (44.1% in 

primary school and 39.8% in lower secondary school) have their special 

education teachers changed from the previous school year (ISTAT, 2014). In 

the Italian education system, therefore, special education teachers seem to be 

caught in the grips of this critical situation: on the one hand, they are 

overloaded with high-performance expectations; on the other hand, they are 

considered as responsible, whether right or wrong, for the failure of 

dysfunctional inclusive processes. As suggested by Acanfora (2002), this 

may lead to teacher burnout, characterised by feelings of low personal 

accomplishment, reduced professional self-efficacy, job disengagement, 

poor interactions and attitudes towards students and colleagues, especially in 

those schools where there is a significant gap between high-performance 

expectations and scarce organisational, structural and relational conditions of 

work context.  

 In this regard, support from the general education teachers in a school is 

conceived as a key-factor which allows special education teachers to feel as 

though they are part of the school environment and to experience greater 

personal accomplishment (Billingsley, Carlson, & Klein, 2002; Gersten, 

Keating, Yovanoff, & Harniss, 2001), acceptance, and participation 

(Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008). On the contrary, without support, many 

special education teachers tend to feel isolated and lonely (Schlichte, Yssel, 

& Merbler, 2005) and to be affected by higher levels of burnout (Hakanen, 

Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006; Leung & Lee, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 

Talmor, Reiter, & Feigin, 2005). Indeed, special education teachers are more 

positive about inclusion when they are provided with high quality support 

(Al-Shammari, 2006; Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). They can benefit of 
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sharing with mainstream teachers the decisions about the didactic for 

children with special education needs, ameliorating the quality of their own 

instruction. This can positively affect the general quality of the didactic in 

the class, as well as the quality of the relationship between teachers and 

students, and among students, thus reducing the risk of isolation in class for 

children with special education needs. In this sense, inclusion could become 

a successful possibility for more students when there are support staff and 

other resources involved (Langher, Caputo, Ajdinski, Ricci & Karovska, 

2015; Langher et al., 2015; Langher, Ricci, Propersi, Glumbic & Caputo, 

2016). 

 This suggests the importance of the subjective dimension because, 

despite the limitations and inadequateness of organisational and structural 

conditions, the perception of being supported can have a significant role in 

reducing the negative effects of lacking school resources, otherwise the 

quality of inclusive processes at school can decline (Reversi, Langher, 

Crisafulli, & Ferri, 2007; Langher,  Ricci,  Reversi, & Citarelli,  2010). In 

other words, subjective perception can be related to collusive processes 

(Carli & Paniccia, 2003), in terms of emotional and symbolic dimensions 

through which teachers represent themselves and relationships with 

colleagues within their work context (Langher, Caputo, Ajdinski, Ricci, & 

Karovska, 2015; Langher, Caputo, Ricci, & Ajdinski, 2104). Regardless the 

amount of real received support, subjectively perceived support can thus act 

as a potential factor for reducing and regulating situations of potential 

teacher burnout. 

 

Aim of the Study 

 

The aim of this study is to explore the potential role of perceived support for 

reducing potential burnout in special education teachers coming from 

secondary school. In more detail, it aims at assessing the association 

between perceived support and collaboration with regular teachers and 

burnout dimensions (i.e. emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and 

personal accomplishment), taking into account special education teachers’ 

environments. Indeed, special education teachers are nested within schools, 

which are in turn grouped within neighbourhoods or territorial areas, and so 



IJEP – International Journal of Educational Psychology, 6(2)          

 

 

125 

some context-related effects might exist. The relationship between perceived 

support (as independent variable) and burnout (as dependent variable) is also 

controlled for several variables, related to four main domains (teacher socio-

demographic characteristics, teacher training and professional background, 

inclusive teaching practice and school context) in order to test whether 

perceived support can maintain a significant predictive validity in reducing 

the different burnout measures. 

 

 

Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

The sample of this study comprised 276 special education teachers working 

in lower (n=130) and higher (n=146) secondary schools in the city of Rome. 

The sample was composed of 224 female (81.2%) and 52 male (18.8%) 

teachers, consistently with general trends on teachers’ gender distribution in 

the Italian context (OECD, 2008). They were grouped in two main age 

classes -  respectively 30-44 (51.4%) and 45-62 (48.6%) years old - and their 

years of tenure ranged from 1 to 35 (Mean=17.64; SD=7.99). 

 A two-step sampling procedure was used. In the first step, a group of 107 

secondary schools - both at lower (n=56) and higher (n=51) levels - were 

selected by a stratified random sampling based on the different 

administrative areas where schools were located. These areas are well 

distributed along three levels of socio-economic disadvantage (low, medium, 

high), according to data provided by the Italian Center for Social Studies and 

Policies (CENSIS). In the second step, a sample of special education 

teachers was recruited from these schools by using convenience sampling, 

which included those available to participate in the study (on average, about 

three teachers by school). The special education teachers were contacted 

after obtaining permission from the principles of the selected schools. The 

teachers were explained the general aim of the study, i.e. analysing the 

subjective perception of support at work and its role in contrasting burnout, 

and were asked to fill in a form for the informed consent.  
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Instruments 

The perceived Collaboration and Support for Inclusive Teaching 

(CSIT) Scale. The CSIT scale (Caputo & Langher, 2015) is composed of 12 

items. Items scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 

4 (always) and evaluates the special education teachers’ perception of 

several sources supporting their inclusive role, such as informal exchange 

and help provided by their general education colleagues (e.g., “When asked 

by me, my general education colleagues provide me with suggestions on 

how to behave with students with a disability they already know”), 

collaboration with them for co-planning instruction within the class (e.g., 

“During my class work, I collaborate with general education teachers in 

training activities regarding the whole class”), school and staff efforts for 

inclusion (e.g., “In staff meetings, the inclusion of students with a disability 

is favored by promotion, coordination and evaluation of 

pedagogical/didactic options addressed to them”), shared attitude toward 

disability and relevance attributed to inclusion (e.g., “General education 

teachers propose extra education whose planning meets the needs of students 

with a disability”). Good reliability (α=.88) and face, construct, convergent 

and discriminant evidences of validity, including  the association with 

teacher burnout, were established in previous research (Caputo & Langher, 

2015). Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample is 0.876.  

 Maslach Burnout Inventory, Educators Survey (MBI-ES). The 

questionnaire is used to assess teacher burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1986). 

It is composed of 22 items scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging 

from 0 (never) to 6 (everyday). It specifically measures three different 

burnout dimensions: Emotional Exhaustion (e.g., “I feel exhausted by my 

work”), Depersonalisation (e.g., “I’m afraid that this job is making me 

uncaring”), and Personal Accomplishment (e.g., “I look after my students’ 

problems very effectively”). Emotional Exhaustion is characterised by 

psychological depletion caused by the constant demands of caring for others. 

This factor can include physiological illness, chronic fatigue, and decreased 

stress resistance. Teachers exhibit emotional exhaustion when they feel they 

can no longer extend themselves to students as they as they once did (Evers, 

Brouwers, & Tomic, 2002; Maslach & Jackson, 1986). Depersonalisation 

refers to negative disassociation, indifference to students as individuals, and 
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a detached attitude toward individual student needs (Maslach & Jackson, 

1986). Satisfaction with Personal Accomplishment, a third indicator of 

teacher burnout, is evidenced by self-evaluation relative to job performance 

and expectations of future goal attainment. The Italian adaptation of MBI for 

educators (Sirigatti & Stefanile, 1993) showed satisfactory internal 

consistency (.86 for Emotional Exhaustion, .63 for Depersonalisation and 

.71 for Personal Accomplishment) and was correlated with other measures 

such as anxiety, depression, somatic symptoms, hostility and job 

perceptions. Cronbach’s alpha for the present sample is .77 for Emotional 

Exhaustion, .61 for Depersonalisation and .65 for Personal Accomplishment. 

 

Statistical Procedures 

 To explore the association between perceived support and each burnout 

measure considered (i.e. emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and 

personal accomplishment), correlation analyses were performed.  

 Then, given the nested structure of data, multilevel regression analysis 

(three level random intercept: teacher–school–administrative area) was 

performed to predict each burnout measure as dependent variables, based on 

perceived support as explicative/independent variable. Because teachers who 

work in the same school or administrative area share the same environment 

and tend to be more alike than are teachers in different 

schools/administrative areas, their observations cannot be considered as 

independent. Therefore, multilevel modelling allows us to correctly estimate 

the relative variation in burnout based on perceived support, also considering 

the potential effect of clustering. Multilevel models recognize the existence 

of such data hierarchies by allowing for residual components at each level in 

the hierarchy (Hox, 2002). For example, a three-level model that allows for 

grouping of teacher measures within schools, nested within administrative 

areas, would include residuals at the teacher, school and administrative area 

level. Thus the residual variance is partitioned into a between 

school/administrative area component (the variance of the 

school/administrative area-level residuals) and a within- 

school/administrative area component (the variance of the teacher-level 

residuals). The school/administrative area residuals represent unobserved 

school/administrative area characteristics that affect teacher measures. These 
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unobserved variables lead to correlation between outcomes for teachers from 

the same school/administrative area.  

 To check the robustness of our empirical findings and to test whether 

perceived support could maintain a significant predictive validity in reducing 

the different burnout measures after controlling for several variables, we 

defined five multilevel regression models progressively including some 

independent variables (covariates) to cleanse the association between special 

education teachers’ perceived support and burnout measures of its spurious 

elements.   

 In order to define different multilevel regression models, 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Ecological Model was used as an organizational 

framework to order the variables associated with teacher burnout from 

proximal (e.g., teacher characteristics) to distal (e.g., external context). This 

model was used by both Brownell and Smith (1993) and by Brunsting, 

Sreckovic and Lane (2014) providing a synthesis of research on special 

education teacher burnout from 1979 to 2013. Studies are synthesized by the 

variables associated with burnout, beginning with the most proximal to the 

most distal (individual, classroom and school factors). 

 Model 1. It does not include any additional control. 

 Model 2. It includes some variables to control for teachers’ socio-

demographic characteristics: a dummy for gender and a dummy for age 

class, respectively 30-44 and 45-62 years old. 

 Model 3. In addition to model 2, it includes a set of control variables 

referred to teachers’ training and professional background: a dummy for 

having (or not) an academic training for secondary school teaching (SISS)2, 

number of professional development courses attended in the current school 

year, years of overall professional experience and years of tenure-track 

status.  

 Model 4. In addition to model 3, some characteristics linked to inclusive 

teaching practice are considered: number of students with special needs who 

have an individualised education programme (IEP)3, number of students 

with special needs who don’t have an individualised education programme, 

number of hours of individualised education for students with special needs 

per week, number of hours of non individualised education for students with 

special needs per week. 
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 Model 5. In addition to model 4, it includes some school-related 

variables: number of special education teachers per school, a dummy for 

lower or higher secondary school grade level and three dummies for levels 

of socio-economic disadvantage (low, medium, high). 

 

Results  

 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the main variables used in the 

analysis. 

 
Table 1  

Descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analyses (N=276) 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analyses (N=276) 

Continuous variables  Min Max Mean SD 

Perceived support 8 47 29.46 7.62 

Emotional Exhaustion 0 44 14.49 9.45 

Depersonalisation 0 17 1.87 2.77 

Personal Accomplishment 16 48 37.95 6.99 

Professional development courses 0 1 0.29 0.45 

Years of overall professional experience 1 35 17.64 7.99 

Years of tenure-track status 1 24 6.42 4.77 

SEN students with Individualised Education 0 6 2.13 1.36 

SEN students without Individualised Education 0 12 1.47 1.61 

Hours with Individualised Education per week 0 18 11.11 6.02 

Hours without Individualised Education per week 0 18 6.66 5.99 

Number of special education teachers per school 1 18 6.23 3.44 

Categorical variables  n %   

Gender                                                              

Male 52 18.8   

Female 224 81.2   

Age class     

30-44 142 51.4   

45-62 134 48.6   

Academic training     

Yes 30 10.9   

Not 246 89.1   

Secondary School grade level     
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Table 1  

Continued  

 

 

The results of the one-tailed Pearson’s correlations between perceived 

support and burnout dimensions in special education teachers (Table 2) show 

that perceived support is negatively correlated with emotional exhaustion 

and depersonalisation, while it is positively associated with personal 

accomplishment. However, the correlation coefficients were significant but 

low, thus indicating only modest associations.  
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Table 2  

Correlations Between Perceived Support and Burnout Dimensions 

  Pearson's correlation p value 

Emotional Exhaustion -.227 <.001 

Depersonalization -.124 .019 

Personal Accomplishment .219 <.001 

 

The results of multilevel regression analyses suggest the potential role of 

perceived support in reducing emotional exhaustion (Table 3) and improving 

personal accomplishment (Table 5) in all the regression models considered, 

thus confirming the robustness of previous correlations. On the contrary, the 

influence of perceived support on depersonalisation is no more significant 

when adding control variables related to teachers’ training and professional 

background (Table 4). 

 

 

 

Table 3  

Summary of Multilevel Regression Analyses for Predicting Emotional Exhaustion by 

Perceived Support in Special Education Teachers (Standardized Coefficients) 
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Table 3 

Continued 

 

 

Note: “Model 1” does not include any additional control. The other regression 

models progressively include some controls for teachers’ socio-demographic 

characteristics (Model 2), teachers’ training and professional background (Model 3), 

inclusive teaching practice (Model 4) and school-related variables (Model 5). 

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
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Table 4 

Summary of Multilevel Regression Analyses for Predicting Depersonalization by 

Perceived Support in Special Education Teachers (Standardized Coefficients)  

 

 

Note:  

 

Note: “Model 1” does not include any additional control. The other regression 

models progressively include some controls for teachers’ socio-demographic 
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characteristics (Model 2), teachers’ training and professional background (Model 3), 

inclusive teaching practice (Model 4) and school-related variables (Model 5). 

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

 
Table 5 

Summary of Multilevel Regression Analyses for Predicting Personal 

Accomplishment by Perceived Support in Special Education Teachers (standardised 

coefficients) 
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Table 5 

Continued  

Note: “Model 1” does not include any additional control. The other regression 

models progressively include some controls for teachers’ socio-demographic 

characteristics (Model 2), teachers’ training and professional background (Model 3), 

inclusive teaching practice (Model 4) and school-related variables (Model 5). 

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

 
Overall, variability among teachers seems to substantially explain their 

emotional exhaustion (from 93% to 97%), depersonalisation (from 90% to 

99%) and personal accomplishment (100%). Instead, the effect due to 

unobserved school and administrative area-related characteristics is close to 

zero in most cases.  

 The significant effects of the other covariates (control variables) on 

burnout measures can be summarised as follows. Personal accomplishment 

is not affected by any significant covariate. Instead, emotional exhaustion is 

predicted by gender and socio-economic disadvantage of territorial area: 

being a female teacher and working in a school located in a poor socio-

economic context contribute to the feeling of being emotionally 

overextended and exhausted by one's job. Then, with regard to 

depersonalisation, greater professional development tends to reduce the 

impersonal and cynical response toward students, while working in a lower 

secondary school is likely to increase the risk for detached attitude.  

 

Discussion 

 

The aim of this study was to explore the potential role of perceived support 

for reducing burnout in special education teachers coming from secondary 

school. As confirmed by previous studies on special education teachers, our 

findings show that perceived support is negatively correlated with emotional 
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exhaustion (Sari, 2004) and depersonalisation (Duli, 2015), since the lack of 

collegial support is conceived as one the main cause for teacher burnout in 

special education (Hakanen et al., 2006; Jennett, Harris, & Mesibov, 2003; 

Leung & Lee, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Talmor et al., 2005). On the 

contrary, perceived support is positively associated with personal 

accomplishment (Bataineh & Alsagheer, 2012; Billingsley et al., 2002; 

Gersten et al., 2001; Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008), because collegial 

collaboration and support lead to higher feeling of acceptance, job success 

and participation (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008). However, the results of 

multilevel regression analyses suggest the potential role of perceived support 

for reducing only two burnout measures, by lowering emotional exhaustion 

and improving personal accomplishment, even when other controls are 

considered. Instead, the relationship between perceived support and 

depersonalisation seems to be quite controversial. Despite a modest 

significant correlation is detected, perceived support does not have a 

predictive validity for a lowered depersonalisation when adding controls 

related to teacher’s training and professional background. In this regard, 

different interpretations can be made. A first aspect to be considered refers 

to the limitation of the self-report measure used in the present study, as 

revealed by low depersonalisation scored in our general sample. It is 

possible that, differently from emotional exhaustion and personal 

accomplishment, a social desirability bias may exist in reporting 

depersonalisation that leads teachers to respond in a socially desirable 

manner, thus denying their cynic attitude toward students. Another 

consideration concerns the psychological nature of depersonalisation, 

compared to the other two burnout dimensions. While emotional exhaustion 

and personal accomplishment are mostly associated to inner experience, 

respectively in terms of perceived emotional distress or self-efficacy and 

work satisfaction, depersonalisation refers to teachers’ dysfunctional 

response directly enacted in the relationship with students and school 

environment. In this sense, we can hypothesise that when negative attitudes 

and behaviours toward work arise, perceived support from colleagues or 

school staff may be less effective for burnout reduction. Indeed, if teachers 

accept to live stress-related negativity, depersonalisation can become a stable 

adaptive strategy for coping with stress over time, that is difficult to change.  
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Relevant contributions of our study can be also derived from the 

effects of specific covariates. Specifically, being a female teacher and 

working in a school located in a poor socio-economic context seem to 

negatively affect emotional exhaustion. These results seem to be consistent 

with other research findings, according to which female teachers would 

report higher burnout in emotional exhaustion than their male counterparts 

(Lau, Yuen, & Chan, 2005; Timms, Graham, & Caltabiano, 2006). Indeed, 

teaching has been traditionally considered a female dominated-job 

(González-Morales, Rodríguez, & Peiró, 2010), where females feel their 

work as important and feel more satisfied caring and teaching children and 

young. In this sense, female teachers are more likely to become emotionally 

involved with students’ needs and thus overloaded in their daily work 

(Tunde & Oladipo, 2013). For what concerns the higher emotional 

exhaustion of teachers working within more disadvantaged areas, 

consistently with previous research (Ross, Romer, & Horner, 2012), we can 

hypothesise that these teachers have to cope with highly demanding aspects 

of the school environment. Indeed, the perception of lacking psychological 

resources could depend on teachers’ ongoing efforts to make a high-poverty 

school successful, because schools with difficult socio-economic conditions 

are also the low-performing ones, with less organisational resources and 

greater amount of critical problems (for example, high rate of “at risk” 

students or dropouts). 

Besides, teacher professional development (in terms of in-service 

training), seems to represent an important key factor for preventing teacher 

depersonalisation, as revealed by our study results. Indeed, previous studies 

demonstrated that teachers’ attitudes towards professional development were 

negatively related with depersonalisation (Özer & Beycioglu, 2010), because 

professional development represents a key factor preventing teacher 

occupational stress and promoting job control (Kwakman, 2001). However, 

because the nature of our study is correlational, we can also consider that 

burned out teachers are likely to attend professional development with less 

frequency than the enthusiastic and motivated teacher, who seeks ideas for 

innovative instruction. In relation to higher depersonalisation in teachers 

coming from lower secondary schools (6-9 grade), a study by Anderson and 

Iwanicki (1984) noted a curvilinear relationship between grade level and 
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burnout, with lower (middle) secondary school teachers displaying more 

burnout than did elementary and higher secondary school teachers. This 

result is confirmed by other studies (Shoho, 2002), according to which 

middle school teachers were found to report the strongest feelings of 

depersonalisation, as well as less professional commitment, motivation and 

satisfaction with teaching, than either elementary or higher secondary school 

teachers. We can hypothesise that, at this school level, teachers have to face 

stressful work conditions linked to the transition from primary to secondary 

education. Indeed, compared to elementary school, middle school is 

characterised by greater heterogeneity of classes, imposition of measurable 

goal-achievement standards, higher discipline problems. In addition, these 

teachers have to care and teach young children, not yet adolescents, thus 

they could still feel responsible for satisfying both the emotional and 

physical needs of students. In this perspective, depersonalisation may be 

considered as a defence strategy aimed at not being emotionally involved 

with students’ problems, because lower secondary school teachers are more 

required to respond in a caring and sensitive way, compared to higher 

secondary school teachers.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The present study overall suggests the relevance of perceived support in 

reducing special education teachers’ burnout also in the Italian context, 

where students with special education needs are fully included in 

mainstream education and collaboration with regular teachers is a critical 

issue. The added-value of the study relies on providing robust evidence 

taking into account special education teachers’ environments and potential 

context-related effects by multilevel modelling. The findings highlight the 

need for improving supportive environments for burnout prevention, 

especially in at risk situations such as for schools from socio-economically 

disadvantaged areas and female teachers (for emotional exhaustion) and for 

lower secondary schools (for depersonalisation). Besides, promoting 

professional development may represent a key-factor for lowering feelings 

of depersonalisation by supporting teachers’ perceived competence in the 

classroom and leading them to appreciate and value their work more (Fernet, 



IJEP – International Journal of Educational Psychology, 6(2)          

 

 

139 

Guay, Senécal, & Austin, 2012). However, it is important that continuing 

professional development is not compulsory, because research in the 

workplace has evidenced that only teachers who show more autonomous 

(intrinsic motivation and identified regulation) than controlled (introjected 

and external regulation) motivation display greater well-being (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000) and lower burnout (Fernet, Senécal, Guay, Marsh, & Dowson, 

2008).  

 Some limitations regarding this study need to be taken into account in 

order to put the findings into perspective. A limitation, that is common to 

many other studies, concerns the specific instrument used to assess burnout. 

In fact, the lack of a multi-method approach might underestimate the actual 

incidence of burnout, that could be measured by using also objective 

indicators (for example, absenteeism rate, incidents occurred at school, etc.) 

in order to confirm and integrate teachers’ reports. However, the specific 

aim of this study was to explore the teachers’ subjective experience 

concerning job-related stress. In this regard, a recommendation for further 

research could be to use a social desirability measure in order to control 

social desirability bias in self-report burnout measures, moreover in 

depersonalisation dimension. An interesting future development of our 

finding could be also to consider the variety of perceived support sources 

(i.e. administrative, parental, etc.) and differentiate the specific contributions 

of these different sources to teacher burnout.  Another limitation concerns 

the causal relationship between perceived support and the burnout 

dimensions analysed. At this regard, emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalisation and personal accomplishment might also be considered as 

independent factors that can affect teachers’ proneness to receive and enjoy 

support from colleagues or school staff. In this sense, they might in turn 

contribute over time to a lowered perceived support, within a downward 

spiral which may perpetuate burnout. However, longitudinal data would be 

required to disentangle the pattern of these causal effects in further research. 
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Notes 
1 Each year, the regional offices of the Ministry of Education, Universities and Research 
(MIUR) allocate special education teachers to each school, according to the number of pupils 
and the typology of disabilities. 
2 In the Italian school system, only in 1998-1999, with the institution of the School of Primary 
Education (Corso di Laurea in Scienze della Formazione Primaria) and the Graduate School 
of Secondary School Teacher Training (Scuola di Specializzazione Interateneo per la 
Formazione degli Insegnanti di Scuola Secondaria, whose most popular acronymous is SSIS), 
all future teachers are supposed to have an academic degree. 
3 In Italy, depending on the type and seriousness of disability, students with special education 
needs can be provided with an individualized education program (an adapted curriculum 
which meets their specific needs) or with a program that is not differentiated from the rest of 
the class (a common curriculum which meets all students’ needs). 
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Abstract 

Although temperament and motivation both reflect individual differences in what is 

perceived as rewarding or threatening, and what is to be approached and what 

avoided, respectively, we know rather little about how they are connected in 

educational settings. In this study, we examined how different aspects of 

temperament (reward and punishment sensitivities) predict the goals students seek to 

achieve in relation to learning and performance. In Study 1, four dimensions 

describing students’ temperament (sensitivity to punishment, intraindividual reward 

sensitivity, interindividual reward sensitivity, and positive expressiveness) were 

uncovered, and in Study 2, these were used to predict students’ achievement goal 

orientations (mastery-intrinsic, mastery-extrinsic, performance-approach, 

performance-avoidance, and avoidance). The results of exploratory structural 

equation modeling revealed significant predictions on all achievement goal 

orientations. In line with theoretical assumptions, sensitivity to punishment was 

predictive of performance orientations, intraindividual reward sensitivity of mastery 

orientations, and interindividual reward sensitivity of performance- and avoidance 

orientations. Positive expressiveness only had weak negative effects on performance 

orientations. The findings suggest that the goals and outcomes students seek to attain 

in an educational context are partly dictated by their sensitivity to different 

environmental cues and the kinds of affective and behavioural responses these 

typically incite. 

Keywords: temperament, motivation, sensitivity to punishment, sensitivity to 

reward, achievement goal orientations 
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Resumen 

Aunque el temperamento y la motivación reflejan las diferencias individuales en lo 

que se percibe como recompensa o amenaza, y lo que se acercará o evitará, 

respectivamente, sabemos muy poco acerca de su conexión en un entorno educativo. 

En este estudio, hemos analizado, desde los diferentes aspectos del temperamento 

(sensibilidad a recompensa y castigo), la predicción de metas relacionadas con el 

logro. En el estudio 1, se descubrieron 4 dimensiones que describen el 

temperamento de los estudiantes (sensibilidad al castigo, sensibilidad intraindividual 

a la recompensa, sensibilidad interindividual a la recompensa y expresividad 

positiva), y en el estudio 2 estas dimensiones fueron utilizadas para predecir las 

metas de los estudiantes. Los resultados revelaron predicciones significativas en 

todas las orientaciones. Coincidiendo con los supuestos teóricos, la sensibilidad al 

castigo predijo las orientaciones de desempeño, la sensibilidad a la recompensa 

intraindividual de las orientaciones de dominio y la sensibilidad a las orientaciones 

de recompensa y evitación del desempeño. Los hallazgos sugieren que las metas y 

resultados que los estudiantes buscan lograr en un contexto educativo son 

parcialmente dictados por su sensibilidad a diferentes señales ambientales y los tipos 

de respuestas afectivas y de comportamiento que típicamente provocan. 

Palabras clave: temperamento, motivación, sensibilidad al castigo, sensibilidad a la 

recompensa, orientaciones para conseguir metas 
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pproach and avoidance tendencies are fundamental aspects of 

motivation that instigate goal-directed behaviour towards certain 

kinds of outcomes (Elliot & Covington, 2001).  In educational 

settings, students’ tendency to prefer and choose certain kinds of goals (i.e., 

achievement goal orientations) has been found to be linked to various 

achievement-related (e.g., general school performance, Steinmayr & 

Spinath, 2009) and socio-emotional (e.g., well-being, Tuominen-Soini, 

Salmela-Aro, & Niemivirta, 2008) outcomes.  While marked interindividual 

differences have been observed in students’ goal strivings (for review, see, 

Kaplan & Maehr, 2007), less is known about the antecedents to these 

differences.  However, as one possible explanation it has been suggested that 

individual differences in students’ goal tendencies stem partly from 

temperamental differences in their sensitivity to reward and punishment 

(Elliot & Thrash, 2002).  While all individuals are considered to be 

hardwired to approach appetitive and withdraw from or avoid aversive 

events (Elliot & Covington, 2001), variation exists in the degree to which 

behaviour is either motivated or inhibited by these (Corr, 2002; Fuentes-

Claramonte et al., 2016).  In addition, it may be possible that individuals 

vary in what is considered as reward or punishment in the first place.  In 

other words, the sources of reward or punishment may vary (Colder et al., 

2011). For now, little is known about how different sources of reward or 

punishment are perceived, or how they function in an educational context.  

Consequently, studies elaborating both the structure of temperament from 

the perspective of students’ reward and punishment sensitivities as well as 

knowledge about their relations to students’ goal tendencies are needed.  In 

order to address these questions, in this study we examined, first, the 

dimensionality and structure of temperamental reward and punishment 

sensitivities (Study 1), and second, in what ways, and to which extent 

differences in goal adoption may be traced back to these sensitivities with 

which students enter the learning situation (Study 2). 

 

Temperament as sensitivity to punishment and sensitivity to reward 

 

Temperament is the neurobiological basis of personality that accounts for 

inborn differences in individuals’ typical ways of reacting to environmental 

A 
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stimuli.  This includes, among others, to which kinds of stimuli an individual 

is particularly sensitive, the propensity for positive or negative affect and the 

threshold for affective responses being triggered, and how these are 

manifested in behaviour (Rothbart, 2007).  Together with experiences of and 

encounters with the environment, temperament influences the development 

of relatively stable emotional, motivational, and behavioural patterns 

(Rothbart, 2007).  

      In temperament research, the behavioural reaction to avoid aversive or 

approach appetitive stimuli is seen as stemming from the innate behavioural 

inhibition and behavioural approach system (BIS/BAS, Gray & 

McNaughton, 2003; for overview, see Corr, 2008).  Individual differences in 

the levels of sensitivity to behavioural inhibition and behavioural approach 

have an influence on whether environmental stimuli are perceived as 

representing potentially threatening experiences to be avoided, or rewarding 

experiences to be sought.  For example, new situations can be perceived as 

threatening by some (Torrubia, Ávila, Moltó, & Caseras, 2001), or as a 

source of reward by others (Carver & White, 1994).  Sensitivity to reward 

activates approach and active pursuit of rewards, such as excitement, 

novelty, and social acceptance, and is often expressed as positive 

emotionality and positive anticipation (Colder et al., 2011; Rothbart, 2007; 

Torrubia et al., 2001). Sensitivity to the threat of punishment activates 

behavioural inhibition (e.g., withdrawal from situations where one might 

fail), and is linked to fear and anxiety, negative emotionality, and the 

anticipation of potential risks and future problems (Carver & White, 1994; 

Colder et al., 2011; Cloninger, Svarkic, & Przybeck, 1993; Rothbart, 2007; 

Torrubia et al., 2001).  Grounding on this conceptualisation, and in keeping 

with previous research (e.g., Torrubia et al., 2001), we consider 

temperament in terms of sensitivity to reward and sensitivity to punishment.  

      The operationalisation of sensitivity to punishment is fairly uniform, but 

more interpretations exist over the nature and, hence, measuring of 

sensitivity to reward (see, e.g., Carver & White, 1994; Cloninger et al., 

1993; Torrubia et al., 2001).  Although sometimes conceptualised as a single 

construct (Torrubia et al., 2001), these have more often been viewed as 

consisting of different dimensions, defined by qualitatively different 

affective or behavioural responses, or different kinds of appetitive stimuli 
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and experiences that trigger them (Carver & White, 1994; Cloninger et al., 

1993; Colder et al., 2011). Current research has not systematically addressed 

the connections of dimensions of reward sensitivity to students’ motivational 

goal tendencies, although it seems likely that in terms of qualitatively 

different goal preferences, different kinds of rewards also play a different 

role. 

 

Approach and avoidance tendencies in motivation 

 

Research into achievement goals has been conducted following two 

approaches, one of which focuses on goals as task-specific and situational, 

the other on more generalised goal orientations, which have been found to 

be relatively stable over time (for review, see, Kaplan & Maehr, 2007).  A 

large body of achievement goal research utilises a division into mastery and 

performance goals, with further divisions into approach and avoidance 

dimensions (Elliot & McGregor, 2001). Mastery goals involve a focus on 

learning, understanding, and seeking to gain knowledge and skill 

improvement (mastery approach), and striving to avoid making mistakes, 

forgetting what has been learned, or losing capabilities (mastery avoidance), 

whereas performance goals centre on demonstrating abilities (performance 

approach) and not exposing inabilities (performance avoidance) (for review, 

see, Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, & Harackiewicz, 2010). Mastery and 

performance goals differ in the criteria set for experiencing ability and 

demonstrating competence, so that mastery goals involve relating one’s 

abilities to the judged difficulty of the task, and performance goals applying 

normative standards to ability and demonstrating competence in relation to 

others.  Individual differences in proneness to these two classes of goals 

have been conceptualised, respectively, as task (or mastery) orientation, 

where the criteria of success refer to an increase in competence, and ego (or 

performance) orientation, where the criteria of success refer to 

demonstrations of competence (Nicholls, 1989).  A third class of goal 

orientations, work avoidance, has also been suggested.  This refers to an 

indifferent, passive stance towards schoolwork, and the goal of refraining 

from exerting effort on it (Nicholls, Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985). 

      Overall, mastery goals and orientations have both been connected with 
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positive (e.g., persistence, Sideridis & Kaplan, 2011) and avoidance goals 

and orientations with negative academic outcomes (e.g., lower interest and 

grades, Barron & Harackiewicz, 2003). Performance-approach goals and 

orientations have been found to be connected with both positive (e.g., higher 

grades and achievement, Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & Elliot, 2002), and 

negative (e.g., emotional exhaustion and stress, Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008) 

outcomes, and performance-avoidance goals and orientations with negative 

outcomes (e.g., lower exam performance, Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 

cynicism and experiences of inadequacy, Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro, & 

Niemivirta, 2012). Consequently, if innate temperamental sensitivities 

influence the adoption of different goal orientations in learning contexts, 

students may be placed in a dissimilar position, possibly from the early 

school years onwards. This may have long-standing effects on their 

educational trajectories and academic achievement.  

 

The Present Study 

 

Although approach and avoidance tendencies are central in both 

temperament and motivation research, we are not aware of studies 

conducted into the connections between relatively stable goal orientations 

and reward and punishment sensitivity.  In particular, the role of different 

dimensions of reward remain largely unexplored, as previous research into 

the relationships between temperament and achievement goals has focused 

on a two-fold approach-avoidance temperament distinction (Bjørnebekk & 

Diseth, 2010; Elliot & Thrash, 2002, 2010), or has utilised only the 

fundamental division into behavioural inhibition and behavioural approach 

(Bjørnebekk, 2007).  However, dimensions of behavioural approach have 

also been discovered to exert qualitatively different effects on motivationally 

relevant phenomena (e.g., socio-emotional functioning in childhood, 

Kingsbury, Coplan, Weeks, & Rose-Krasnor, 2013).  Defining temperament 

in relatively broad terms as approach and avoidance only may therefore 

result in some lack of specificity. This highlights the need for further 

research, including considerations on operationalisation. The present 

research addresses this issue, by means of two sub-studies.  

In Study 1, we examined the dimensionality of temperament, with a 
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particular focus on identifying different dimensions of reward sensitivity. In 

order to achieve this, we utilised a measure consisting of items adapted from 

existing instruments (Carver & White, 1994; Cloninger et al., 1993; Colder 

& O’Connor, 2004; Rothbart, 2007; Torrubia et al., 2001) to cover 

punishment sensitivity and also capture different aspects of reward 

presumably pertinent in achievement-related educational settings.  In Study 

2, we investigated the predictive relationships between sensitivity to 

punishment and sensitivity to reward and achievement goal orientations, 

using this measure.  

 

Study 1 

 

The aim of this study was to examine the dimensionality of temperament, 

with a particular focus on identifying different dimensions of reward 

sensitivity. Research sees punishment sensitivity fairly uniformly as 

consisting of sensitivity to failure, shyness, withdrawal, and avoidance of 

threatening or novel situations (Carver & White, 1994; Colder & al., 2011; 

Torrubia et al., 2001).  Conceptualisations and operationalisations of reward 

dimensions have been more varied, and have also covered a range of 

appetitive stimuli (e.g., sexuality or monetary rewards, Torrubia et al., 2001) 

that do not seem to bear particular relevance with regard to students’ goal 

strivings in learning situations. Sources of and behavioural responses to 

reward that appear meaningful in terms of motivation and goal striving in an 

educational setting include enjoyment of novelty, attention and praise, and 

positive emotional reactivity (Carver & White, 1994; Cloninger et al., 1993; 

Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Colder et al., 2011; Rothbart, 2007; Torrubia et 

al., 2001).  Based on previous literature and empirical research, these reward 

dimensions may be considered as separable by the source of actual or 

anticipated reward being either internal or external. Thus, the measure 

compiled for the purposes of the present research utilises this division (see 

Table 1). Internal, intraindividual reward sensitivity describes an 

individual’s sensitivity to rewards derived from one’s thoughts, inner states, 

and actions, manifesting as enjoyment of and seeking novelty, and 

enthusiasm and excitement over one’s successes (Carver & White, 1994; 

Cloninger et al., 1993; Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Rothbart, 2007). As 
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regards sensitivity to external reward, we focus on interindividual reward 

sensitivity, which entails seeking reward from social attention, praise, and 

success (Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Torrubia et al., 2001; see also, 

Cloninger et al., 1993; Colder et al., 2011). For both sensitivity to 

punishment and sensitivity to reward, it was deemed important that the items 

would describe situations and experiences relevant in learning contexts. 

 
Table 1.  

Item Sources for Measuring Dimensions of Reward and Punishment Sensitivity. 

Sensitivity to 

Punishment 

Sensitivity to 

Intraindividual Reward 

Sensitivity to 

Interindividual Reward 

Withdrawal; avoidance 

of difficult situations; 

aversion to novelty 

(Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Torrubia et al., 

2001) 

 

Enjoyment of and seeking 

novelty 

(Carver & White, 1994; 

Cloninger et al., 1993; 

Rothbart, 2007) 

Seeking attention 

(Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Torrubia et al., 

2001) 

 

Shyness and discomfort 

(Carver & White, 1994; 

Cloninger et al., 1993; 

Colder & O’onnor, 

2004; Rothbart; 2007; 

Torrubia et al., 2001) 

Enthusiasm, excitement 

(Carver & White, 1994; 

Cloninger et al., 1993; 

Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Rothbart, 2007) 

Seeking praise 

(Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Torrubia et al., 

2001) 

Sensitivity to failure 

(Carver & White, 1994; 

Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Torrubia et al., 

2001) 

 

 

Impressing others 

(Colder & O’Connor, 

2004; Torrubia et al., 

2001) 

 

 

Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

In Finland, comprehensive education lasts nine years (ages 7-16), after 

which close to 95% of students continue to upper secondary education 
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(Statistics Finland, 2014), for which there are two overall options: general 

upper secondary school with a more academic focus, and vocational upper 

secondary school providing a qualification in a particular profession. More 

than 50% of students continue to general upper secondary school (Statistics 

Finland, 2014). Both are completed in three to four years. The participants in 

this study were the whole age cohort of first-year students (N = 157, age 16-

17, girls 57%) from the general upper secondary school of a middle-sized, 

middle-class town in Central Finland. The participants, hence, represent a 

fairly typical sample of youths from similar, non-metropolitan towns with a 

population relatively homogenous as regards socio-economic status, and 

ethnically almost entirely native Finnish. The students completed the 

questionnaire rating their temperamental sensitivities at the end of the school 

year.  Participation was voluntary, and the participants were assured of the 

confidentiality of their responses. 

 

Measures 
 
To measure temperament, we compiled a scale to cover sensitivity to 
punishment (5 items, e.g., “I withdraw easily in difficult or awkward 
situations”, depicting behavioural inhibition, shyness, discomfort, 
sensitivity to failure; Carver & White, 1994; Colder & O’Connor, 2004; 
Rothbart; 2007; Torrubia et al., 2001); and two reward sensitivity scales 
reflecting differences in sources of reward: internal, intraindividual reward 
sensitivity (5 items, e.g., “I express my excitement and enjoyment openly, 
when I succeed at something”, “I will readily seek out novel situations”, 
depicting enthusiasm, excitement, enjoyment of novelty; Carver & White, 
1994; Cloninger et al., 1993; Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Rothbart, 2007); 
and external, interindividual reward sensitivity (4 items, e.g., “I often do 
things just to be praised”, depicting seeking attention and praise, impressing 
others; Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Torrubia et al., 2001).  The students rated 
the items on a scale of 1 (“Not at all true”) to 7 (“Completely true”). The full 
list of items is given in Table 2. 
 
Analyses 
 

The data were analysed with Exploratory Structural Equation Modeling 

(ESEM) with Geomin rotation using Mplus statistics software (Muthén & 
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Muthén, 1998-2015).  ESEM was chosen as the method for analysis, as the 

assumption of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) that each item load only 

onto the expected factor, with a zero loading on others, was seen both as 

overly restrictive for use within an exploratory setting, and as artificially 

suppressing possible cross-loadings between factors (Marsh, Morin, Parker, 

& Kaur, 2014), which may, in fact, depict the interacting nature of the 

phenomena studied (see, Corr & McNaughton, 2008). Unlike exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA), ESEM calculates fit indices comparable to those 

obtained in CFA, thus providing statistical criteria for evaluating different 

factor solutions. In addition to the χ2 value, the standardised root mean 

squared residual (SRMR, recommended cut-off point < .08), comparative fit 

index (CFI, recommended cut-off point >. 95), and the root mean square of 

error approximation (RMSEA, recommended cut-off point < .06) were used 

to assess model fit (see, Hu & Bentler, 1999). Descriptive statistics and 

Cronbach’s alphas for composite scores were calculated using SPSS 23. 
 

Results 
 

Factor analyses using ESEM with Geomin rotation were conducted to 

examine the dimensionality of temperamental reward and punishment 

sensitivities.  A three-factor model based on our operationalisation was first 

tested. The fit was fair, χ2 (52) = 101.131, p < .001; SRMR = .041; RMSEA 

= .078 (90% CI = .055, .100); CFI = .929, but the factor structure was 

somewhat unclear, with two reward sensitivity items (“I will readily seek out 

novel situations”; ” I think it is exciting to get into new and surprising 

situations”) failing to load significantly on any factor.  Adding one factor 

resulted in a good fit, χ2 (41) = 62.946, p = .015; SRMR = .030; RMSEA = 

.058 (90% CI = .026, .086); CFI = .968. The factors corresponded to the 

expected division into sensitivity to punishment and interindividual and 

intraindividual reward dimensions, but with the intraindividual dimension 

further separating into 1) enjoyment and seeking of novelty and 2) a 

tendency for excitement and open expression of positive emotions about 

personal successes.  The item “I will gladly be the centre of attention” 

loaded positively on the intended interindividual reward sensitivity factor 

(.62, p < .001), but also negatively on the sensitivity to punishment factor (-

.39, p < .01).  As interindividual reward sensitivity describes the need or 
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strong desire for social success, such as attention, and sensitivity to 

punishment a tendency for withdrawal, the cross-loading was seen as 

understandable.  The loading of the punishment sensitivity item “I feel very 

uncomfortable in new situations and places” was found somewhat unclear, 

as it loaded on the intended sensitivity to punishment factor (.39, p < .001), 

the interindividual reward sensitivity factor (.32, p < .01), and the novelty-

seeking reward sensitivity factor (-.37, p < .01).  Considering the as yet 

exploratory nature of the measure, the relatively small numerus, the 

theoretical meaningfulness of the factors on the whole, and the good model 

fit, the factor solution was accepted without further alterations, with the 

view of examining it further in Study 2.  The explained variance ranged 

between .31-.77, with all items significant at p < .001.  The factors were 

labelled intraindividual reward sensitivity for novelty-seeking 

(SRi[nternal]NS), interindividual reward sensitivity (SRe[xternal]), 

sensitivity to punishment (SP), and intraindividual reward sensitivity 

depicting a tendency for enthusiasm and expression of delight over one’s 

successes (positive expressiveness, SRiPE).  All factor loadings and 

explained variance of items are given in Table 2. 
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Table 2.  

Factor Loadings (ESEM) of Reward and Punishment Sensitivity, and Explained Variance of Items (Study 1). 

Factors and Items 1 2 3 4 R2 

1 INTRAINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY – NOVELTY-SEEKING      

I will readily seek out novel situations. .89 -.06 .03 -.00 .77 

I think it is exciting to get into new and surprising situations. .60 .10 -.07 .04 .43 

2 INTERINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY      

I often do things just to be praised. -.03 .73 -.02 .05 .54 

I will gladly be the centre of attention. .04 .62 -.39 .03 .43 

I sometimes act hastily just to get an immediate reward or praise. -.07 .59 .07 .09 .41 

I often aim to impress other people.  .21 .49 .12 -.04 .31 

3 SENSITIVITY TO PUNISHMENT      

I withdraw easily in difficult or awkward situations. .01 .17 .63 -.05 .49 

I avoid talking or performing in public (e.g., at lectures). -.32 -.05 .61 .05 .63 

I am easily shy in the company of people I don’t know and in new situations. -.29 .02 .59 .05 .57 

I get upset easily if I am criticised or told off. .12 .28 .52 .02 .39 

I feel very uncomfortable in new situations and places. -.37 .32 .39 -.08 .61 

4 INTRAINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY – POSITIVE 

EXPRESSIVENESS 
     

I express my excitement and enjoyment openly, when I succeed at something. -.02 .20 -.02 .74 .64 

I don’t hold back my joy and enthusiasm when something nice happens to me. .03 -.14 .06 .73 .50 

I get excited about new things easily. .32 .04 -.17 .43 .47 

Notes. Significant (p < .01) factor loadings above |.30| given in bold; p < .001 for all R2. 
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SRiNS correlated negatively with SP and positively with SRiPE.  SRe 

correlated positively with SP.  All factor correlations as well as descriptive 

statistics and Cronbach’s alphas calculated from composite scores are 

presented in Table 3.  

      The separation of the three SR factors implies that our measure is 

sensitive enough to capture different dimensions of reward. The extracted 

dimensions are theoretically meaningful and, for the main part, in line with 

our expectations, supporting our suggestion that they may be related to 

motivation in different ways. This will be examined in Study 2. 

 
Table 3.  

Factor Correlations for Latent Variables, and Descriptive Statistics and 

Cronbach’s Alphas from Composite Scores (Study 1). 

 

 
1 2 3 4 M SD 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

1 SRiNS –    4.06 1.22 .72 

2 SRe .05 –   3.10 1.02 .68 

3 SP -.46*** .28* –  3.60 1.28 .82 

4 SRiPE .29** .22 -.19 – 4.56 1.17 .71 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001    

 
 

Study 2 
 

The tendencies to approach desired outcomes of action, such as learning or 

demonstrating competence, or avoiding undesirable ones, such as failing in 

front of others, are important features defining students’ goal orientations 

(Hulleman et al., 2010).  In this respect, individuals can be seen to differ in 

their propensity to focus more strongly either on a desired outcome and 

approaching it, or on an undesirable outcome and avoiding it.  This could be 

seen as reflecting individual differences in the approach behaviour 

associated with temperamental sensitivity to reward, and the withdrawal 

behaviour associated with sensitivity to punishment, respectively (Elliot & 

Thrash, 2002).  
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In this study, we utilised a five-fold conceptualisation of 

achievement goal orientations (Niemivirta, Pulkka, Tapola, & Tuominen, 

2017). The conceptualisation follows the division into mastery, 

performance, and avoidance orientations (see, Nicholls, 1989; Nicholls et 

al., 1985), with further separations into intrinsically and extrinsically-based 

mastery goals, as well as approach and avoidance types of performance 

goals.  The five orientations defined include the mastery-intrinsic 

orientation that describes the goal of learning for the sake of itself, where 

success is evaluated in an intrinsic, intraindividual way (e.g., improving 

one’s skills, developing competence, deepening understanding). The 

mastery-extrinsic orientation similarly implicates the goal of mastery, but 

here, success is defined in an absolute way (e.g., in the form of high grades).  

As in the bulk of achievement goal research (e.g., Elliot & Thrash, 2002; 

Sideridis & Kaplan, 2011), the two performance goal orientations are 

considered from an approach and avoidance perspective.  The performance-

approach orientation entails the goal of demonstrating competence by 

striving for relative success (outperforming others), whereas the 

performance-avoidance orientation entails the goal of avoiding judgements 

of incompetence or failure.  The avoidance orientation describes the aim of 

avoiding expending effort as much as possible, and only completing the 

compulsory minimum of tasks. 

A considerable body of motivation research has focused on the links 

between achievement goals and goal orientations and various educational 

outcomes, for example, interest (Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnenbrink-

Garcia, & Tauer, 2008; Tapola, Jaakkola, & Niemivirta, 2014), well-being 

(Kaplan & Maehr, 1999; Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008), achievement (Barron 

& Harackiewicz, 2003; Elliot & McGregor, 2001), and students’ perceptions 

and evaluations of the learning environment and of their own course 

performance (Pulkka & Niemivirta, 2013; Tapola & Niemivirta, 2008).  The 

observed relative stability over time and suggested dispositional nature of 

achievement goal orientations (Pulkka & Niemivirta, 2013; Tuominen-Soini 

et al., 2012) support considering them as connected with temperamental 

reward and punishment sensitivity.  

Connections between temperament and achievement goals have 

been observed in some previous research.  Overall, approach temperament 
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has been found to be linked with approach goals and avoidance temperament 

with avoidance goals (Bjørnebekk, 2007; Bjørnebekk & Diseth, 2010; Elliot 

& Thrash, 2002, 2010), although some of the observed effects have not been 

entirely unambiguous. The discovered connections make it plausible to 

assume that temperamental tendencies do influence students’ motivational 

goal tendencies, yet the relatively broad operationalisation of temperament 

may contribute to a loss of specificity in the observed predictions. We 

therefore sought to investigate these predictions from a more differentiated 

perspective. 

The task of the present study was, firstly, to examine whether the 

four-fold factor structure of sensitivity to punishment (SP), interindividual 

reward sensitivity (SRe), intraindividual reward sensitivity for novelty 

(SRiNS), and intraindividual reward sensitivity with tendency for positive 

expressiveness (SRiPE) that was uncovered in Study 1 would be replicated 

here. 

Secondly, we examined what kinds of predictive effects (statistical, 

not causal) temperamental reward and punishment sensitivity exert on 

students’ achievement goal orientations.  We expected mastery orientations 

to be predicted by novelty-seeking, as they describe an interest in learning, 

and interest is seen as linked with curiosity and seeking novelty (Renninger 

& Hidi, 2011; Silvia & Sanders, 2010). In contrast, as sensitivity to 

punishment sensitises an individual to experience novelty as potentially 

threatening (Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Torrubia et al., 2001), and 

encountering new content and challenges is inevitable in a learning situation, 

sensitivity to punishment may be a negative predictor for the mastery 

orientations.  We expected performance-approach orientation to be predicted 

by interindividual reward sensitivity, as the need for, or a focus on, social 

rewards such as attention or praise might make students more prone to 

striving for relative success (i.e., being better than others, see, Colder & 

O’Connor, 2004; Torrubia et al., 2001). As sensitivity to punishment has 

been considered as including avoidance of demonstrating skills for fear of 

public embarrassment (Colder & O’Connor, 2004; Colder et al., 2011; 

Torrubia et al., 2001), we expected it to predict performance-avoidance 

orientation, which, in turn, is considered as a tendency to avoid learning or 

performance situations where public failure is seen as possible (Tuominen-
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Soini et al., 2008). As regards the avoidance orientation, we assume a 

negative prediction by the intraindividual reward sensitivities. Given that the 

latter are expected to support the enjoyment of novelty and delight in one’s 

successes, an inverse relation to the tendency to want to avoid effort and to 

experience low incentive value in terms of schoolwork, seems likely. 
 

Method 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

The participants were university students in the fields of humanities, social 

sciences, and education (N = 506; 86% women; Mage = 25.07, SD = 5.47) 

invited to take part in the study with an email containing a link to an 

electronic questionnaire.  The distribution of gender is fairly representative 

of the population of university students in these fields (Statistics Finland, 

2015). Students’ contact information was obtained from university email 

lists. Participation was voluntary, and the participants were assured of the 

confidentiality of their responses. 

 

Measures 

 

The set of items described and examined in Study 1 was used for measuring 

temperamental reward and punishment sensitivities.  Achievement goal 

orientations were measured using the instrument validated in a large body of 

previous research (e.g., Niemivirta, 2002; Pulkka & Niemivirta, 2013; 

Tuominen-Soini et al., 2008, 2012). The measure taps five orientations, each 

with 3 items on a scale of 1 (“Not at all true”) to 7 (“Completely true”): 

mastery-intrinsic (e.g., “I study in order to learn new things”), mastery-

extrinsic (e.g., “An important goal for me is to do well in my studies”), 

performance-approach (e.g., “An important goal for me in my studies is to 

do better than the other students”), performance-avoidance (e.g., “I try to 

avoid situations in which I may fail or make mistakes”), and avoidance 

orientation (e.g., “I try to get away with as little effort as possible in my 

studies”). 
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Analyses 

 

The data were analysed with ESEM-SEM with Geomin rotation, with a 

combination of EFA and CFA factors, using Mplus statistics software 

(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015). In line with the methodological choice 

made in Study 1, ESEM was seen as more appropriate for use with an 

instrument tapping complex interconnected phenomena (see, Marsh et al., 

2014), such as temperament dimensions.  Due to the interconnected nature 

of temperamental sensitivities (see, Corr & McNaughton, 2008), we 

considered it reasonable to allow for theoretically meaningful cross-

loadings, rather than suppress them. CFA was specified for achievement 

goal orientation items as the distinct factorial structure has been validated in 

previous studies.  All achievement goal orientation variables were regressed 

on all temperament variables, without any fixed specifications of 

relationships. Through this, we sought to establish the independent effect of 

each temperament dimension on each achievement goal orientation while 

controlling for the effects of the other dimensions. 

      As in Study 1, the χ2 value, the standardised root mean squared residual 

(SRMR, recommended cut-off point < .08), the root mean square of error 

approximation (RMSEA, recommended cut-off point < .06), and the 

comparative fit index (CFI, recommended cut-off point > .95) were used to 

assess model fit (see, Hu & Bentler, 1999). Descriptive statistics and 

Cronbach’s alphas for composite scores were calculated using SPSS 23. 

 

Results 

 

ESEM-SEM analysis with Geomin rotation was used to examine the factor 

structure and the predictive effects.  The fit for a model with four 

temperament factors as derived from Study 1 predicting the five 

achievement goal orientations was partially satisfactory, χ2 (311) = 964.633, 

p < .001; SRMR = .056; RMSEA = .064 (90% CI = .060, .069); CFI = .914.  

An inspection of the model modification indices showed an item measuring 

the performance-avoidance orientation (“It is important to me that I don’t 

fail in front of other students”) to cross-load on the performance-approach 

factor.  As this was seen as theoretically sound, the item was freed to cross-
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load, which improved the fit, χ2 (310) = 859.965, p < .001; SRMR = .050; 

RMSEA = .059 (90% CI = .055, .064); CFI = .928.  Whilst the CFI was 

somewhat lower than the proposed cut-off point of > .95, as the other fit 

indices were adequate, and as the factor loadings were theoretically 

meaningful, this model was chosen with no further alterations made.  

 The factor structure of the temperament dimensions was examined. The 

final model corresponded to the four dimensions observed in Study 1: SP, 

SRe, SRiPE, and SRiNS, although the item “I get excited about new things 

easily”, which in Study 1 loaded on SRiPE, here loaded on SRiNS.  The 

item “I feel very uncomfortable in new situations and places” that had 

unclear factor loadings in Study 1 here loaded well on the intended SP factor 

(.74, p < .001), but the SP item “I get upset easily if I am criticized or told 

off” loaded also onto SRe (.45, p < .001, and .31, p < .001, respectively).  

The explained variance for all items was significant at p < .001, and ranged 

between .27-.97. Factor loadings and explained variance for the 

temperament dimension items are given in Table 4.  Regarding achievement 

goal orientations, apart from the performance-avoidance item “It is 

important to me that I don’t fail in front of other students” that was freed to 

cross-load onto performance-approach, the items loaded well onto the 

theoretically expected factors.  The factor loadings and explained variance 

for achievement goal orientations are given in Table 5.



166  Rawlings, Tapola, Niemivirta–Temperament and Motivation 

 

 

Table 4.  

Factor Loadings (ESEM) of Reward and Punishment Sensitivity, and Explained Variance of Items (Study 2). 

Factors and Items 1 2 3 4 R2 

1 SENSITIVITY TO PUNISHMENT      

I am easily shy in the company of people I don’t know and in new situations. .80 -.05 -.01 .03 .62 

I feel very uncomfortable in new situations and places. .74 .16 -.01 -.16 .72 

I avoid talking or performing in public (e.g., at lectures). .69 -.05 -.00 .02 .46 

I withdraw easily in difficult or awkward situations. .56 .19 -.03 -.05 .39 

I get upset easily if I am criticised or told off. .45 .31 .05 .10 .27 

2 INTERINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY      

I often do things just to be praised. .15 .71 -.04 -.04 .53 

I often aim to impress other people.  -.07 .69 -.01 .12 .51 

I sometimes act hastily just to get an immediate reward or praise. .02 .62 .01 -.04 .39 

I will gladly be the centre of attention. -.40 .50 .14 .01 .48 

3 INTRAINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY – POSITIVE EXPRESSIVENESS      

I express my excitement and enjoyment openly, when I succeed at something. .01 .03 .98 -.01 .97 

I don’t hold back my joy and enthusiasm when something nice happens to me. -.04 -.02 .79 .01 .65 

4 INTRAINDIVIDUAL REWARD SENSITIVITY – NOVELTY-SEEKING      

I get excited about new things easily. .02 -.04 .27 .57 .47 

I will readily seek out novel situations. -.36 -.01 .01 .57 .67 

I think it is exciting to get into new and surprising situations. -.42 .09 -.03 .52 .65 

Note. Significant (p < .01) factor loadings above |.30| given in bold; p < .001 for all R2.      
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Table 5. 
Factor Loadings (SEM) of Achievement Goal Orientations, and Explained Variance of Items (Study 2). 

Factors and Items 1 2 3 4 5 R2 

1 MASTERY-INTRINSIC ORIENTATION       

I study in order to learn new things. .94     .88 

An important goal for me in my studies is to learn as much as possible. .84     .71 

To acquire new knowledge is an important goal for me in my studies.  .84     .71 

2 MASTERY-EXTRINSIC ORIENTATION       

An important goal for me is to do well in my studies.  .90    .82 

My goal is to succeed in my studies.   .84    .71 

It is important to me that I get good grades.  .75    .56 

3 PERFORMANCE-APPROACH ORIENTATION        

An important goal for me in my studies is to do better than the other students.   .65   .43 

I feel good, if I manage to demonstrate to other students that I’m competent.   .64   .42 

It is important to me that others think I’m able and competent.   .59   .35 

4 PERFORMANCE-AVOIDANCE ORIENTATION       

I try to avoid situations in which I may fail or make mistakes.     .90  .81 

I try to avoid situations in which I may appear dumb or incompetent.     .67  .44 

It is important to me that I don’t fail in front of other students.   .48 .41  .54 

5 AVOIDANCE ORIENTATION       

I try to get away with as little effort as possible in my studies.     .87 .75 

I always try to get away with as little effort as possible in my studies.     .80 .63 

I am particularly satisfied if I don’t have to work much for my studies.     .71 .50 

Note. All factor loadings p < .001; R2 p < .001 for all items. 
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A negative correlation was observed between SP and both SRiPE and SRiNS.  SRe and SRiPE correlated positively, 

as did the two intraindividual reward sensitivity factors SRiPE and SRiNS. The factor correlations of all latent 

variables, and descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alphas calculated from composite scores, are given in Table 6. 

 
Table 6.  
Factor Correlations for Latent Variables, and Descriptive Statistics and Cronbach’s Alphas from Composite Scores (Study 2). 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD 
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

1 SP -        3.95 1.27 .79 

2 SRe .03 -       3.45 1.09 .71 

3 SRiPE -.32*** .17*** -      5.12 1.42 .88 

4 SRiNS -.49*** .06 .32*** -     4.85 1.17 .78 

5 Mastery-Intrinsic Orientation  -.23*** -.27*** .18*** .53*** -    5.58 1.14 .91 

6 Mastery-Extrinsic Orientation .06 .00 .02 .17*** .42*** -   5.26 1.10 .71 

7 Performance-Approach 
Orientation 

.16*** .62*** -.01 .14** .06 .57*** -  4.56 1.07 .64 

8 Performance-Avoidance 
Orientation 

.78*** .32*** -.30*** -.44*** -.36*** .05 .36*** - 4.15 1.27 .75 

9 Avoidance Orientation .22*** .32*** -.09* -.29*** -.59*** -.51*** -.03 .29*** 3.82 1.40 .83 

Note. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Regarding the predictions of temperament on achievement goal orientations, 

the mastery-intrinsic orientation was predicted positively by SRiNS and 

negatively by SRe. Mastery-extrinsic orientation was predicted positively by 

SRiNS and SP. Performance-approach was predicted by all temperament 

sensitivities: positively by SRe, SRiNS, and SP, and negatively by SRiPE.  

Performance-avoidance was predicted positively by SP and SRe, and 

negatively by SRiPE. Finally, the avoidance orientation was predicted 

positively by SRe and negatively by SRiNS. The model significantly 

explained the variance of all but the mastery-extrinsic orientation, with the 

explained variance ranging between 6 % (mastery-extrinsic orientation) and 

71 % (performance-avoidance orientation). All significant effects and 

explained variance are illustrated in Figure 1. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Results of ESEM-SEM analysis with Geomin rotation of 

achievement goal orientations (confirmatory factors) predicted from temperamental reward 
and punishment sensitivities (exploratory factors). For clarity, observed variables and 
corresponding factor loadings are omitted, and only significant (p < .05) effects (β) and 
correlations are reported.   
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Discussion 

 

The present research examined, by means of two sub-studies, the 

dimensionality of temperament and the predictive effects of temperament on 

achievement-related motivation. Study 1 focused on the structure of 

temperamental sensitivities and, in particular, on uncovering dimensions of 

reward sensitivity relevant in an educational setting. Study 2 sought to 

replicate the factor structure of temperamental sensitivities uncovered in 

Study 1, using a different data set, and to predict achievement goal 

orientations from sensitivity to punishment and sensitivity to reward. 

 

Structure of temperamental sensitivities  

      Study 1 revealed a four-factor structure of temperamental sensitivities 

(sensitivity to punishment, sensitivity to interindividual reward, and two 

intraindividual reward sensitivities, namely, novelty-seeking and positive 

expressiveness) that was mostly in line with the expectations we derived 

from theoretical considerations and previous research. This structure was for 

the most part replicated in Study 2, the main difference being the loading of 

one intraindividual reward sensitivity item on the positive-expressive reward 

sensitivity factor in Study 1, and on the novelty-seeking factor in Study 2.  

The wording of the item may render it too open to interpretation, which may 

affect the usability of the item. This should be given consideration in future 

research using the measure. A positive correlation between sensitivity to 

punishment and interindividual reward sensitivity was observed in Study 1, 

whereas in Study 2, there was a zero-correlation between the two factors.  

This may, to some extent, reflect the difference in age of the participants in 

the two studies, in that the relationships between temperamental sensitivities 

may differ as a function of maturation. This possibility remains for future 

research to explore. 

In line with our expectation, sensitivity to punishment factored into 

one dimension, consisting of sensitivity to failure, shyness and discomfort, 

and behavioural inhibition. The unidimensionality of sensitivity to 

punishment is consistent with much previous research (Carver & White, 

1994; Torrubia et al., 2001), although in some recent studies, it has been 

considered as multidimensional (Colder et al., 2011; Corr & Cooper, 2016).  
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Considerably more items have been used in these latter studies to 

operationalise sensitivity to punishment.  It remains for future research to 

consider whether including more items in the scale would be fruitful for 

investigating the possibility of different aspects of punishment sensitivity 

exerting differential effects on motivation. 

As we expected, a separate dimension of sensitivity to 

interindividual reward, describing reward derived from social acceptance or 

success, such as attention or praise, was discovered.  Although sometimes 

conceptualised as an aspect of a distinct temperament dimension (e.g., 

reward dependence, Cloninger et al., 1993), or empirically discovered to 

factor into a separate reward sensitivity dimension (Colder et al., 2011), this 

sensitivity has often been included as part of a unidimensional sensitivity to 

reward (Torrubia et al., 2001), or left unexplored (Carver & White, 1994).  

However, the robust nature of the factor as well as its distinct effects on 

achievement goal orientations suggest that considering it separately from 

other reward sensitivities seems fruitful. Somewhat against the expected 

single intraindividual reward dimension (reward derived from one’s own 

actions, goal attainment, and inner states), it was found to separate further 

into two distinct dimensions. These dimensions depict a tendency for 

enthusiasm and delight in personal successes, which we labelled positive 

expressiveness, and a sensitivity to seek and react positively to novelty.  

These factors bear some resemblance to recent findings by Corr and Cooper 

(2016), who labelled their corresponding factors reward reactivity (including 

items describing excitement and delight regarding personal achievements, as 

well as their open expression, resembling our positive-expressiveness factor) 

and reward interest (describing enjoyment of novelty, and resembling our 

novelty-seeking factor). 

       The positive or zero correlations between sensitivity to punishment and 

interindividual reward sensitivity observed in the present research may 

indicate that avoidance of failure may have a central role also for the latter 

temperamental sensitivity. Sensitivity to punishment may influence 

avoidance of public failure by those for whom social acceptance is 

important, and who are otherwise not prone to withdrawal from social 

situations. This finding corresponds to connections observed in previous 

research, where responsiveness to social approval has been found to 
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correlate positively with anxiety, and to have a zero correlation with 

fear/shyness (Colder et al., 2011). Likewise, Cloninger and colleagues’ 

(1993) reward dependency, defined as including dependency on social 

reward, has been found to be a joint predictor of behavioural inhibition, 

together with harm avoidance (Mardaga & Hansenne, 2007).   

Punishment sensitivity was also found to be negatively associated 

with both intraindividual reward sensitivities.  This corresponds to previous 

studies where behavioural inhibition has been found to be negatively 

connected with novelty-seeking (Caseras, Àvila, & Torrubia, 2003; see also, 

Rothbart, 2007), although some modest positive correlations with 

dimensions of behavioural approach have also been found (Corr & Cooper, 

2016). Interindividual reward sensitivity was positively associated with 

positive expressiveness in Study 2. This is consistent with findings in 

previous research, where responsiveness to social approval has correlated 

positively with other reward sensitivity dimensions (Colder et al., 2011).  

The observed positive correlations between the two intraindividual reward 

sensitivities in both studies, in turn, may be taken to reflect the positive 

connections between the reward reactivity and reward interest dimensions of 

behavioural approach discovered in previous research (Corr & Cooper, 

2016).  

      Overall, the similarity of both the factor structures and the 

interrelationships of temperament dimensions observed in the two studies 

supported the validity of the compiled set of items for measuring 

temperamental sensitivities. 

 

Predictive effects of reward and punishment sensitivity on achievement 

goal orientations 

      Study 2 took the examination further into using the measure to predict 

achievement goal orientations, conceptualised as mastery-intrinsic, mastery-

extrinsic, performance-approach, performance-avoidance, and avoidance 

(Niemivirta et al., 2017). Note that by this, we are referring to statistical 

predictions, not causal inferences. We are aware of the limitations of using 

cross-sectional data for such a design, but find it nevertheless useful as we 

seek to extract independent effects of temperamental sensitivities on goal 

orientations.   
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The temperamental sensitivities extracted using our compiled 

measure predicted all orientations in a theoretically meaningful way, and the 

explained variance was statistically significant for all apart from the 

mastery-extrinsic orientation.  

Behavioural inhibition (conceptualised in the present research as 

sensitivity to punishment) and behavioural approach (conceptualised here as 

reward sensitivity) are considered as operating together as joint subsystems 

(Corr, 2002). Our results, in uncovering patterns of temperamental 

sensitivities predicting distinct motivational orientations, appear in line with 

this.  To summarise, novelty-seeking being associated with enjoyment of 

learning, sensitivity to punishment with performance concerns, and seeking 

or needing social acceptance and praise being related to high performance- 

or avoidance orientations are the key predictions observed in this study.  

Both mastery orientations were predicted positively by novelty-

seeking. It therefore appears that novelty-seeking is a temperamental 

sensitivity that supports experiencing learning as inherently motivating.  The 

prediction is in line with our expectations, as well as with the links noted in 

previous research between novelty-seeking, curiosity, and interest 

(Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Silvia & Sanders, 2010). The result also 

corresponds to previous studies linking behavioural approach and mastery 

orientation (Elliot & Thrash, 2002), and behavioural approach and study 

engagement (van Beek, Kranenburg, Taris, & Schaufeli, 2013).  There were, 

however, also differences in the predictions.  Mastery-intrinsic was also 

predicted negatively by the interindividual reward sensitivity, indicating that 

low levels of the need for praise and attention from others seems to support 

the enjoyment of learning for its own sake.  Mastery-extrinsic was predicted 

positively by sensitivity to punishment. This sensitivity may introduce 

performance concerns by directing an individual’s focus on potential threats 

in the environment (e.g., possibility of failure). High novelty-seeking 

together with sensitivity to punishment may thereby induce pressure to 

demonstrate competence by achieving at a high level, which is characteristic 

of the mastery-extrinsic orientation (Grant & Dweck, 2003; Niemivirta, 

2002). It should be noted that due to the non-significance of explained 

variance of the mastery-extrinsic orientation, conclusions about it and 

comparisons between the two mastery orientations are to be drawn carefully.  
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This said, the observed similarities and differences in predictions support 

considering the two as separate, although related, motivational orientations. 

Both performance orientations were predicted positively by 

sensitivity to punishment and interindividual reward sensitivity, with 

interindividual reward sensitivity being the strongest predictor for 

performance-approach and sensitivity to punishment for performance-

avoidance, in line with our expectations.  Both were also predicted 

negatively by positive expressiveness, the effect being greater on 

performance-avoidance.  Little emphasis being placed on enjoyment of 

one’s successes may heighten the importance of social attention and praise 

as sources of reward.  This, together with performance concerns arising from 

punishment sensitivity, may in the case of both orientations play a role in 

learning situations being perceived as performance situations involving 

social comparison.  However, only performance-approach was predicted 

positively by novelty-seeking, which, given its positive prediction on the 

mastery orientations, appears to support learning motivation.  Sensitivity to 

social reward together with novelty-seeking may influence experiencing 

learning, rather than as an end in itself, as a means to an end, which is 

typical of performance orientation (Nicholls, 1989). In addition to 

demonstrating ability, this end may also entail acquiring social attention and 

praise.  Regarding the differences between the two performance orientations, 

novelty-seeking was not a predictor of performance-avoidance, and the 

predictive effect exerted on performance-avoidance by sensitivity to 

punishment was stronger than on performance-approach.  This pattern may 

induce uncertainty about one’s ability to perform successfully in front of 

other people whose approval may be an important source of reward, and 

heighten the experienced importance of not being judged as failing, which, 

in turn, is associated with the performance-avoidance orientation 

(Niemivirta, 2002).   

In line with our expectations, the avoidance orientation was 

predicted negatively by novelty-seeking, while the observed positive effect 

from interindividual reward sensitivity was not assumed. This pattern of 

predictions is the direct opposite to the predictions on mastery-intrinsic 

orientation.  Given that the two orientations describe an entirely different 

approach to goal setting regarding academic pursuits and achievement 
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(Kaplan & Maehr, 2007; Nicholls, 1989), the result seems understandable.  

The prediction further supports considering novelty-seeking as a 

temperamental sensitivity that supports striving towards learning, and 

conversely, that disinterest in or even dislike of novelty appears to direct 

focus away from academic pursuits and effort.  That the need for social 

approval and praise was also associated with work avoidance orientation is 

in line with suggestions that the interests of students endorsing avoidance 

goals lie in other than academic areas (Archer, 1994; Nicholls, 1989). 

Our results indicate that taking into account not only sensitivity to 

punishment and sensitivity to reward, but also different sources of reward 

and their potentially different effects on motivation, is a useful approach for 

uncovering possible antecedents to the adoption of different goal strivings.  

Considering sources of reward separately, and hence being able to examine 

the relative strengths of their effects, may increase understanding of the 

connections between temperament and goal strivings, and expand upon the 

results obtained in previous research.  

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

 

There are some limitations to the present research. As with all research 

utilising self-report questionnaires, response bias may be an issue. The factor 

structure of temperamental sensitivities uncovered in the present research 

included a single sensitivity to punishment dimension. However, recent 

research has considered sensitivity to punishment as separable into two 

dimensions (Colder et al., 2011; see also, Corr & Cooper, 2016), and this 

and their possible differential effects on motivation remains an issue to be 

explored in future research.  Developing a larger pool of items would 

improve the content validity of the measure used in the present research.  As 

both studies were conducted with cross-sectional data, no assertion as to the 

direction of causality can be made. The relatively homogenous socio-

economic background and ethnicity of the participants in both studies, as 

well as the high proportion of women (86%) in Study 2, also presents 

limitations with regard to extrapolation of the findings to men and students 

from different backgrounds.  However, our results indicate a promising 

opening for the examination of the ways temperament may shape the 
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formation and adoption of stable motivational orientations.  Future research 

should be conducted in a longitudinal framework, to examine the 

development and stability of temperament and its relationship with 

motivation further, and with participants from more varied backgrounds, to 

increase the generalisability of the findings. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Our results suggest that sensitivity to punishment and sensitivity to reward 

contribute to students’ relatively stable motivational orientations.  In 

particular, taking into account also the effects of qualitatively different kinds 

of reward dimensions on students’ goal strivings appears salient.  Together 

with sensitivity to punishment, these dimensions formed patterns of 

predictions that were found related to the adoption of different goal 

orientations.  As different goal orientations are known to influence both 

achievement and socio-emotional outcomes in beneficial or disadvantageous 

ways, increased understanding of the antecedents to their development and 

adoption holds importance for both educational research and practice. For 

example, high levels of temperamental sensitivity to punishment or 

interindividual reward may induce experiencing instruction or certain 

pedagogical practices, such as excessive assessment or an ethos of 

competition, as threatening or otherwise unpleasant.  This may contribute to 

underachievement or increased school exhaustion.  Heightened awareness of 

these innate individual differences would therefore be important in both 

classroom practices and teacher training. Recognising the mechanisms 

linking temperament and motivation as well as their developmental nature 

holds importance for educational research. Future studies should focus on 

longitudinal settings to examine the stability and development of both 

temperamental sensitivities and their influence on goal orientations. 
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Abstract 
 

The Conceptions about the teaching profession affect professional performance, and 

metaphors are a tool to identify them. In this qualitative study metaphors are used to 

gain insight into conceptions held by pre-service teachers, and their development 

during Initial Teacher Training in the Bachelor’s Degree in Primary Education. A 

total of 247 students participated in this cross-sectional study; 145 were first-year 

students, and 102 were fourth-year students. Participants were requested to submit a 

metaphor following the open-ended formula: “the teacher is like…. because…” In 

order to categorize their answers, we used an inductive method and calculated 

frequencies and percentages. Metaphors were grouped according to the following 

categories: a) Main Character; b) Support; c) Family; d) Social Agent e) Teaching; 

f) Importance. The most frequent category was Support, followed by Teaching and 

Family. First-year pre-service teachers referred to Family, Teaching and the Main 

Character role of teachers more often than students in their fourth year, whereas the 

latter allude more often than the former to the teachers’ role as providers of Support 

and as Social Agents. There is evidence of moving from a transmissive to a 

constructivist and transformative educational perspective, but there is no indication 

of any evolution towards a socioconstructivist outlook. 

Keywords: professional identity, initial teacher education, metaphor, primary 

education, qualitative research. 
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Resumen 

Las concepciones sobre la profesión son importantes porque afectan al desempeño. 

La metáfora es una herramienta para identificarlas. En esta investigación se utiliza la 

metáfora para conocer las concepciones de los estudiantes de profesorado y su 

evolución a lo largo de la formación inicial en el Grado de Educación Primaria. Es 

un estudio transversal en el que han participado un total de 247 estudiantes, 145 de 

primer curso y 102 de cuarto. Se les preguntó la metáfora de forma abierta: “el 

profesor es como …  porque …”.  Para categorizar las respuestas se siguió el 

método inductivo. Una vez establecidas éstas, se calcularon frecuencias y 

porcentajes. Las metáforas se agrupan en las siguientes categorías: a) protagonista; 

b) apoyo; c) familia, d) agente social; e) enseñanza y f) importancia. La más 

frecuente es el Apoyo, seguida de la Enseñanza y la Familia. Los estudiantes de 

primer curso hacen más referencia a la Familia, a la Enseñanza y al papel 

Protagonista del profesor que los de cuarto, y éstos hacen más referencia al Apoyo y 

al profesor como Agente Social que los de primero. Se percibe evolución de una 

perspectiva transmisiva de la enseñanza a una perspectiva constructivista y 

transformadora, pero no a una perspectiva socioconstructivista.  

Palabras clave: identidad profesional, formación inicial de profesorado, metáfora, 

educación primaria, investigación cualitati
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onceptions of teaching are a key part of professional identity. In 

this case, and based on the definition provided by Sexton (2008), 

professional identity can be defined as the subjective meaning of 

being a teacher in a specific context. The conceptions regarding the 

teaching profession can affect professional performance (McGrath, 2006; 

Mahlios, Massengill-Shaw and Barry, 2010); consequently, their impact on 

the quality of education and on teacher training makes them an important 

subject of study (Impedovo, 2016). Furthermore, beliefs regarding the 

teaching profession, which start coalescing during the early stages of 

students’ lives, shape both what is learned and how it is learned during 

initial teacher education; therefore, these beliefs must be identified (Farrell, 

2006), most notably because one of the objectives of initial teacher 

education is the development of a system of reasoned beliefs that can 

substitute the unquestioned, unreasoned conceptions (Seferoglu, Korkmazgil 

and Ölcü, 2009) stemming in part from pre-service teachers’ own experience 

as students (Boyd, 2014).  

Conceptions are not easy to measure or identify, because they are 

mostly implicit (Wegner and Nückes, 2015). However, metaphors are a valid 

resource to gather information on conceptions, as people use metaphors to 

provide structure to abstract concepts such as justice and spirituality, among 

others (Landau, Meier and Keefer, 2010), which makes them an important 

cognitive tool and an essential vehicle for communication (Nikitina and 

Furuoka, 2008). Metaphors act as lenses through which we perceive the 

world around us (Wegner and Nückes, 2015). Complex concepts can 

become simplified through metaphors, which helps understand both world 

and experience (Tait-McCutcheon and Drake, 2016). In essence, metaphors 

are windows that provide insight onto the way in which people 

conceptualize the world and reality (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). 

Wegner and Nückles (2015) remark that not all research interprets in 

the same way the cognitive theory on metaphors proposed by Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980). The “strong version” regards metaphors as constituting the 

conception itself, whereas the “weak version” considers metaphors to help 

express or identify an underlying conception based on shared features. Thus, 

metaphors are the source –usually something more specific and familiar– 

C 
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that facilitates an understanding of the professional image, more abstract and 

harder to communicate. 

It is interesting to interpret metaphors bearing in mind the distinction, 

as devised by Schön (1979) (cited by Vadeboncoeur and Torres, 2003), 

between generative or deep metaphors and superficial metaphors. The 

former are assumptions, of which we are often not fully aware, that 

sometimes limit our perceptions and our search for solutions. The latter, 

more explicit, provide clues that reveal the former; a new superficial 

metaphor can generate new perceptions and explanations. In the subject at 

hand, deep metaphors help understand the underlying discourse as teachers; 

the superficial ones, in turn, provide information regarding the process of 

building and reshaping the roles of teachers and teaching itself. 

Many studies on education have used metaphors as tools to gather 

information. Most of them have focused on the conceptions of teachers or 

pre-service teachers regarding teaching and learning (Wegner and Nückles, 

2015), as well as professional practice and the profession (Kramsch, 2003; 

Leavy, McSorley and Boté, 2007; Kasoutas and Malamitsa, 2009; Saban, 

Kocbeker and Saban, 2006). Others have focused on specific aspects of 

professional practice, such as educational supervision (Akan, Yalçin and 

Yildirim, 2013) or educational institutions (Konakli and Gogus, 2013). 

Additionally, some studies have used metaphors to promote and study the 

evolution of conceptions related to a variety of aspects of professional 

performance throughout training in order to determine the efficacy of a 

specific training approach (Perry and Cooper, 2001; Akar and Yildirin, 

2009; Farrell, 2006). 

Emmerson and Mansvelt (2014) reviewed the classifications of 

metaphors related to teaching and learning. The simplest is Sfard’s (1998), 

who distinguishes only two: the category for acquisition, in which learning 

is described as the individual acquisition of knowledge, and the metaphor of 

participation, in which learning is conceived as participation in a learning 

community. Martínez, Sauleda and Huber (2001), in turn, describe three 

categories for metaphors: the category for metaphors that support a 

behavioral approach (representative of teaching-learning, in which students 

adopt a passive role); the one for metaphors that support a 

cognitive/constructivist approach, in which students adopt an active role in 
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the building of knowledge; and metaphors that support the sociohistorical 

perspective of social learning, which regards learning as happening in a 

community of practice, through dialogue and collaboration, rather than 

individually. 

Pinnegar, Mangelson, Reed and Groves (2011), analyzed the 

metaphors of female applicants wishing to pursue teacher education in 

college, and they identified 12 roles of teachers: celebrity, creator, expert, 

friend, leader, learner, mentor, nurturer, performer, redeemer, scaffolder, and 

self-sacrificer. 

There are no studies in our geographical area that use metaphors to 

study the professional conceptions of pre-service teachers and their 

evolution throughout training. Therefore, the goal of this study is to get to 

know, by use of metaphors, the conception of profession held by pre-service 

teachers in Bizkaia. Additionally, this study will analyze the differences that 

might exist between the ideas pre-service teachers have at the beginning of 

their training (1st year) and their ideas at the end of their initial teacher 

training (4th year), in order to determine how training affects the 

development of the professional image. 

 

Method 

 

Participants  

The population comprises first-year students and final-year students in the 

Bachelor’s Degree in Primary Education at the Faculty of Psychology and 

Education of the University of Deusto (UD), as well as the UD -affiliated 

Begoñako Andra Mari (BAM). 

The total sample of volunteering pre-service teachers is composed of 247 

undergraduate students, of which 144 are women and 103 are men. The 

average age of the students taking part in the study was 20.6 years of age. 

The students in their first year of university had initiated their studies in the 

2013-2014 school year, whereas the students in their fourth year finished 

their studies in the 2012-2013 school year. 

The sub-sample of first-year students in the Bachelor’s Degree in 

Primary Education is composed of 145 students (Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Sub-sample of first-year students, according to university, concentration and 

gender. 

1 BAM: Begoñako Andra Mari 
2 UD: University of Deusto 

 

Of the 145 first-year undergraduate students that volunteered for the study, 

54 belonged to the University of Deusto (37.24%) and 91 belonged to the 

Begoñako Andra Mari, the affiliated institution (62.76%); 75 were women 

(51.72%) and 70 were men (48.28%), which accurately reflects the real 

demographics of first-year students in the Bachelor’s Degree in Primary 

Education. The average age of the participants was 18.5 years of age. 

  Regarding the concentrations pursued by the participants, 50 students had 

chosen Physical Education (34.48%); 25 had elected a concentration on 

Curriculum (17.24%); 38 students had opted for Foreign Languages 

(26.21%); and, finally, 32 students had selected Special Education (22.07%). 

The sub-sample of 4th year students in the Bachelor’s Degree in Primary 

Education, in turn, comprises 102 students (Table 2), of which 49 belonged 

to the University of Deusto (48.03%), whereas 53 belonged to Begoñako 

Andra Mari (51.97%). The participants were 69 women (67.65%) and 33 men 

(33.35%). Their average age was 22.7 years old. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

University Concentration 
Gender 

Female Male 

BAM1 

Physical Education 7 43 

Foreign Languages 10 6 

Curriculum 17 8 

UD 2 
Foreign Languages 14 8 

Special Education 27 5 
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Table 2 

Sub-sample of fourth-year students, according to university, concentration and 

gender. 

University Concentration 
Gender 

Female Male 

BAM 1 

Physical Education 6 14 

Foreign Languages 5 4 

Curriculum 17 7 

UD2 
Foreign Languages 15 3 

Special Education 26 5 
1 BAM: Begoñako Andra Mari 
2 UD: University of Deusto 

 

The 4th year students were pursuing the following concentrations: 20 

students had opted for Physical Education (19.61%); 24 students had chosen 

the concentration on Curriculum (23.53%); 27 students pursued Foreign 
Languages (26.47%); and 31 students had selected to Special Education 

(30.39%). 

 

Instruments 

Metaphors were used in an open-ended on-line interview on the perception 

of the teaching profession. This study assumes the “weak version” (Wegner 

and Nückes, 2015) of the cognitive theory on metaphors (Lakoff and 

Johnson, 1980), which considers metaphors to be the means through which 

conceptions are expressed, by way of a comparative process that identifies 

certain similarities between the two (metaphor and conception). 

Consequently, when providing metaphors, participants are asked to also 

provide explanations. The question was formulated as follows: “Choose one 

metaphor that describes the figure of ‘teacher’ and explain why you have 

chosen it”. 

 

Procedure 

Upon garnering the approval to the research project from the ethics 

committee at the university, the managers from both institutions were 

contacted in order to explain the objectives of the study and request their 

collaboration. Subsequently, pre-service teachers were provided on-site 
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information regarding the study and its volunteer-based, anonymous nature. 

Those who decided to participate then completed the on-line interview. 

First year students completed the questionnaire at the beginning of the 

school year, in September 2013. Fourth year students, in turn, completed the 

questionnaire when they had finished their training, in May 2013. Later, the 

ethical committee of the university granted its approval to the research 

project. 

 

Data analysis 

The principles of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Trinidad, 

Carrero and Soriano, 2006) were applied to the analysis of answers; 

consequently, an inductive methodology was used, which established 

categories after the fact, according to the content of said answers. This 

analytic method allows the theory to emerge from the information gathered. 

ATLAS.ti 7.0 software was used to analyze the contents. After categorizing 

the answers, frequencies and percentages were calculated in each category 

for each cohort.  

 

Results 

 

The metaphors used by students of the Bachelor’s Degree in Primary 

Education to define teachers can be divided into six categories related to the 

teaching profession. These ideas on teachers are present both in first-year 

students (marked here with a lowercase “a”) and in fourth-year students 

(marked with an uppercase “A”), although percentages differ. 

The metaphors contributed by the pre-service teachers can be arranged in 

the following categories: a) teachers as main characters; b) teachers as 

support; c) teachers as family; d) teachers as social agents; e) role of 

teaching; and, finally, e) importance of the profession. 

In the total sample, Support (24,3%) and Family (20,6%) by themselves, 

already represent the conceptions of nearly half the students, who think of 

teachers as figures that accompany and support people in their development; 

and nearly one-fourth of participants (21,9%) emphasize Teaching as the 

main role for teachers. Importance of the profession is alluded to by 15,8%, 
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while 9,3% highlight the importance of teachers in students’ education. 

Finally, 6,1% considers them to be Social agents.  

Table 3 features the frequencies and percentages obtained in each 

category of answers by participants in their first year and their fourth year of 

the Bachelor’s Degree in Primary Education. 

 

Table 3 

Frequencies and percentages of answers in each category in 1st and 4th years 

 

Categories 1st 4th Total 

N % N % N % 

Social Agent  5 3.5 10 9.8 15 6.1 

Support 21 14.5 39 38.2 60 24.3 

Main Character 14 9.7 9 8.8 23 9.3 

Family 44 30.3 7 6.9 51 20.6 

Teaching 35 24.1 19 18.6 54 21.9 

Importance 21 14.5 18 17.7 39 15.8 

Unspecified 5 3.4 0 0 5 2.0 

 

According to the data, the conception of teachers as SUPPORT is much 

more present at the end of teacher education (38.2%) than it is at the 

beginning (14.5%), which shows that throughout the Bachelor’s Degree 

students become more aware of the importance of this role in the teaching 

profession. 

In the Support category, students have submitted metaphors that 

underscore the role of the teacher as Guide that bears in mind students’ 

realities, interests and differences. Hence, teachers are seen as “guides that 

must help students become aware of what they really like and are good at” 

(a94), “the key for students to be able to open different doors” (A40). 

Many students consider the ultimate goal of education to be the 

transformation of students into autonomous people. The following image 

reflects that idea: “the branch that holds a worm, that, when ready to fly on 



  Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego – Using 

Teaching Metaphors  

 

 

192 

its own, transformed into a butterfly, lets go of it and follows its own path” 

(A73). 

Other students have stressed the need for education to unveil the full 

potential of people. To that effect, teachers must perform their duties with 

care and dedication, tending and paying attention to their students. Different 

objects were used to portray this idea, such as “plant fertilizer; a complement 

that makes plants grow stronger and more secure” (A51); “salt flakes on a T-

bone steak, that bring out the best in it” (A64), as well as jobs as “farmer” or 

“gardener” who must tend to the plants so that they grow and shine in all 

their glory.   

These types of jobs make it necessary to determine the different types of 

plants to tend, as they have different needs, which refers to diversity in 

students and their different needs: “the farmer who grows his vegetables: 

lettuce, tomatoes, carrots, leeks, pumpkins… they are not all the same, so he 

is not going to tend to all of them in the same way. He will also be alert, 

watching whether everything is growing correctly, ready at all times to act if 

necessary” (a8).  

Some participants consider teachers to be a resource on which to lean in 

their personal and academic development. The analogies used to convey this 

idea are “a walking stick” or “an outstretched hand”. 

Some metaphors reflect a conception of teaching in which the teacher is 

the MAIN CHARACTER. There are two levels in this category. One level 

places teachers at the center of the training, development and fate of 

students, with metaphors linked to artisanal jobs of having to shape 

amorphous or raw materials, in reference to students, with metaphors such as 

“jeweler polishing a rough diamond” (a35), “hammer shaping red-hot iron” 

(A7), or “baker kneading the dough” (A55). 

On a somewhat lower level of prominence but still being ascribed a 

determining role in the lives of students, there are metaphors in which 

teachers define students’ path as the only available option: “train engineer 

who has to drive all the students (the wagons) to their final destination” 

(A48); “the Pied Piper charming the animals with his music so that they will 

bend to his will…” (A45); or “a boat in the river, taking the students to the 

sea, which is knowledge” (a7). 
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The TEACHING category groups the metaphors referencing the teaching-

learning process as the defining role of the teachers’ professional 

performance. This professional conception is more frequent in first-year 

students (24.1%) than in final-year students (18.6%), which means that there 

are other roles for teachers, such as support and guidance, that become more 

prominent throughout their training. 

This group of metaphors encompasses different conceptions of teachers 

as sources of knowledge, as role models or as teaching professionals. 

In this category, most of the answers (11% for first-year answers and 

11.8% for final-year answers) refer to teachers as source of knowledge, 

people who teach and convey everything they know. Metaphors reflecting 

this conception describe teachers as “great library”, “hard disk drive”, “open 

book”, “computer”, “encyclopedia”, “sage” or “open dictionary”. 

Besides being a source of knowledge, teachers are also seen as role 

models or references from which students learn. Some metaphors reflecting 

this idea of teachers as “models” are taken from natural phenomena that 

provide “a light that guides you in the development process” (A53, a111), 

such as “the North star” (a107), “the leading wake of a comet crossing the 

summer skies, which illuminates your path in the darkest hours of the night” 

(a116) or “the sun” (A8). Other images that reflect this idea of teachers are 

“the lighthouse that guides the sailors to a safe harbor” (A6) or “a movie, 

project it and then people will take what they want” (A71). 

This category also encompasses answers referencing teachers as 

professionals that teach not only contents, but also other types of knowledge, 

such as values and attitudes: “an open book but with the ability to teach how 

to develop other things, such as abilities, that books don’t teach” (A11). 

There were references to FAMILY figures or a close person in the 

metaphors of 30% of first-year students, whereas only 6.9% of the last-year 

students mentioned this aspect. Students undoubtedly highlight the 

importance of the affective dimension in education, but, as they undergo 

their teacher training, they become more aware of the need to acquire 

technical skills in order to become good teachers.  

In the metaphors included in this category we can also find outlines of the 

familial educational model, with allusions to support and education, 

protection, discipline or commitment.  
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Along these lines, some metaphors allude to teachers as family members 

who not only teach, but also educate and support during students’ 

development: “someone you can lean on, like your mother” (a17); “teachers 

are like family, because they’re there in the good times and the bad, and they 

help us in everything, in addition to teaching us the necessary education” 

(a36). 

Students are aware of the affection teachers inspire in students: “teachers 

are like pearls, because you are always very fond of your teacher when 

you’re a child” (a141); “a beloved person, like a mother” (a53). 

Other answers link teachers to family figures who prepare for maturity: 

“a lion that has to teach its cubs how to survive on their own in nature and 

for that it shares its wisdom to face the diverse problems that could arise in 

their lives” (a42); “the animal that teaches its child to walk and defend 

against adversity” (A77). 

Additionally, some metaphors associate teachers with family, 

underscoring discipline and order as educational models; in this respect, 

teachers are shown to be authoritative, although capable of affection: 

“teachers have an authority similar to that of mothers, because students must 

obey and follow the rules established by the teacher” (a102); “it’s like the 

alpha animal in a band of gorillas” (A9); “a mixture between father and big 

brother, because they help you when you need it the most, but there’s also 

that distance and respect of someone who teaches you what to do and know, 

as well as admiration” (a61). 

Lastly, in this category, some metaphors make reference to teachers’ 

selflessness: “it’s like an Non Governmental Organization” (A37); “it’s like 

mothers, they give a lot and receive very little” (A75); “it’s like a sponge… 

that wrings itself so it can give others its best” (a91). 

Several of the metaphors used by students refer to teachers as SOCIAL 

AGENTS. They portray teachers as scaffolding on which social structure 

leans, and as builders of society; they also mention the fact that teaching 

performance is affected by external factors. This type of answer is more 

prevalent among last-year students (9.8%) than among first-year students 

(3.5%); these results may indicate that throughout training students develop 

their social conscience and become more aware of teachers’ social 

repercussion.  
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Similes that reflect the idea of teachers as scaffolding on which society 

leans include “the skeleton of the society of tomorrow” (A18); “teachers are 

to society like foundations to a building” (A89); and “a pillar” (a28). 

The images used to convey the conception of teachers as builders of 

society usually include design-related, technical jobs, geared towards 

providing solutions to diverse situations and needs: “engineers of future 

subjects” (a1); “architects of society; they must balance and calculate a 

building, which is, in this case, society” (a4). 

Some students go even further and, through their metaphors, propound 

the idea that teachers must not confine themselves to providing a scaffolding 

for society, but must also contribute to its improvement. “A tree, that keeps 

its roots in the ground, keeping hold of the reality chanced on it, and striving 

to achieve daily goals. But the treetop looks to the skies, it has to dream up 

how it wants to change things so that they become better” (A49).  

Some fourth-year students (n=7) have become aware of the need to take 

into consideration the context of professional performance; family 

environment, school, and the sociopolitical situation, are, after all, some of 

the elements that have either a positive or a negative influence on 

performance: “an elephant, who is king of the savannah, but without help 

from the herd (families, social environment) will most probably have trouble 

going on or will be ‘eaten’” (A5); “a chameleon that has to change colors 

continually, adapting to circumstances” (A43); “teachers are like design and 

décor, houses have common features such as power sockets, kitchen, 

bathroom, bed, electricity and also rules determined by laws, but ultimately 

we have to decorate and build taking into account the context, and the 

characteristics and needs of the person who is going to live in the house” 

(A88); “a spring that shares its very pure water among the various small 

wells, that will gradually become full with it and also with rainwater, in the 

same way that children are educated by teachers and parents and other 

figures; teachers are a great source of water for the children but not the only 

one” (a145). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the roles students ascribe to teachers in the 

education of the people of the future –as main characters, providers of 

support, teachers, and educators–, many metaphors reflect the 

IMPORTANCE of the profession (15.8%). 
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This importance shows different gradations; some consider it essential in 

the education of children, with similes such as “the wings of a bird; without 

them, the bird cannot fly; without the teacher, the child would have no wings 

to fly towards the future as a free bird” (a12); “like water, a basic necessity 

for life” (a27); “water and sun for a flower” (a26). 

Some answers indicate that teachers provide the foundation for the 

development of people, because it provides the basis for it through 

education: “it’s the Beginning” (a25); “the roots of a tree that grows until it 

becomes a tall tree that reaches far, like many children end up becoming 

great doctors… with the help of teachers (roots)” (a31); “the foundation 

when building a house, because they teach you things you will use your 

whole life, essential to communicate with society” (a33); “if the foundations 

of a house are not well built, you will never be able to build a good house, it 

will be slanted, it will have issues… teachers are the same thing, they 

provide the basis for everything” (A34); “a pillar, because anyone who 

invents something revolutionary or discovers the cure for some illness first 

started with learning” (a28); “the legs of a table, without a good educational 

basis, there can be no lofty goals” (a29). 

Recognition of teachers’ social responsibility, and the tasks and roles to 

perform, leads some participants to use metaphors that reflect the complexity 

of the job, even using fictional depictions: “a superhero” (a126); “a wizard… 

they have powers and strength for everything, or at least they should” (A10); 

“it’s like an all-in-one, they must know how to do everything; be doctors, 

journalists, communicators, nurses, psychologists, artists, gymnasts, 

musicians, engineers, etc.; often we have to heal students, help families, 

create artworks, paint, play instruments, sing…” (A93). 

Finally, their impact on students and society makes continuous 

improvement a necessity, as described in the metaphor of a fourth-year 

student: “the mountaineer always wants to climb higher” (A21).  

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 

This study has used metaphors to get to know the professional conception of 

initial teacher education students and its evolution trough initial teacher 

training. 
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The metaphors advanced by students to describe teachers have been 

analyzed and, subsequently, six categories have been established, sorted 

according to prevalence: Support, Teaching, Family, Importance, Main 

Character and Social Agent. 

Those six categories and their corresponding sub-categories encompass 

nearly all the roles of teachers as identified by Pinnegar, Mangelson, Reed 

and Groves (2011) in the metaphors by teacher training applicants, except 

for the role of teacher as learner, which has not been explicitly mentioned by 

the participants.  

Nikitina and Furuoka (2008), after reviewing studies that employed 

metaphors to approach the conception of teachers and teaching, observed 

that certain images (teachers as father/mother and teachers as artists) feature 

in diverse educational and sociocultural contexts. Likewise, Massenhill-

Shaw and Mahlios (2008) found that upbringing was one of the prevailing 

categories, as did Lin, Shein and Yang (2012). A study carried out with 

students in their fifth and eighth year of elementary school determined that, 

among the students, the most recurrent metaphor for teacher was that of 

father/mother (Karadag and Gültekin, 2012). It does seem that students of 

teacher training reach university with an assumed and unrealized conception 

of the profession, derived from their own experience as students or from 

their own culture (Palencia Villa, 2009), which ties to an interesting aspect 

to consider during training: prestige and the social conception of teaching. 

The link between the teaching profession and familiar figures, either 

fatherly or motherly, is more usual in first-year undergraduate students, 

which could mean that, throughout their training, in addition to the affective 

side of teaching, students become more aware of the importance of acquiring 

technical skills required for their satisfactory professional performance. On 

that account, some students connect teachers to fathers or mothers because 

of the emotional bond, because of their selflessness or because they are a 

source of support, whereas other students create that connection because 

they consider teachers to be co-responsible for children’s education, and 

several others because teachers offer protection, like “a lion would to his 

cubs”. Some students also underscore order, respect and discipline, showing 

an autocratic vision of teachers (Seferoglu, Korkmazgil and Ölcü, 2009).  

The awareness of the professional nature of teachers, which develops 

throughout training, involves the idea that teachers, as part of the educational 
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system, are agents of social construction and transformation, and are 

therefore of paramount importance. Social metaphors connected to this idea 

include technical professions such as “architect” or “engineer”. These results 

concur with the research carried out by Vadeboncoeur and Torres (2003), in 

which students in training, at the end of their studies, emphasize the role of 

teachers as social agents. 

Metaphors provide a glimpse into different conceptions of teaching. 

Focusing on the classification devised by Martínez, Sauleda and Huber 

(2001), the metaphors submitted by the pre-service teachers can be 

regrouped according to the underlying model of education:  

 

Behaviorist/transmissive 

According to “locus of control” category (Buchanan, 2015), this conception 

includes a view of learning as teacher-centered (Thomson, 2015). They 

define teachers as “bakers”, “hammers” or “jewelers” who shape materials, 

which in turn represent students. 

Teachers are again the center of the teaching process for students who 

consider them to be a source of knowledge, comparing them to “an 

encyclopedia” or “the Internet”, placing a greater weight on the transmission 

of subject-related knowledge rather than on other types of learnings. 

Additionally, this perspective also includes students who assume there is 

one single possible path through which all students must be guided: “train 

engine pulling the wagons” or “boat that follows the river to the sea”. 

The view of teachers as family members who protect, bring order and 

discipline and take on a “fatherly” role would also enter this perspective of 

teaching. 

In this study, metaphors related to Family are much more prevalent in the 

first year than in the fourth year, and the number of first-year students 

submitting metaphors with teachers as being the Main Characters is also 

slightly larger than that of fourth-year students. There is no difference, 

however, in the percentage of students who consider teachers to be a source 

of knowledge. 

In light of these results, it is safe to say that, throughout training, there is 

a decline in the transmissive conception of education, with teachers being 

the main characters and students only being passive agents in the process. 
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This result, however, contrasts with the results obtained by Mellado, 

Bermejo and Mellado (2012), who found a prevalence of this behaviorist 

conception of education in future Secondary School teachers at the end of 

their training. The fact that Secondary School teachers training students have 

first completed their undergraduate learning in other disciplines may account 

for that difference. 

 

Cognitive/Constructivist 

In this conception of education, learners take on an active role and teachers 

are companions who support and help in the process. 

The Support category features metaphors that consider teachers to be 

guides and resources, whose objective is to create autonomous people who 

can develop their whole potential, which in turn requires diversity to be 

taken into account. The Teaching category includes metaphors that consider 

teachers to be references (North star, lighthouse), role models who guide 

students in their integral development. 

For example, metaphors such as “key that helps open different doors” or 

“branch on which to lean until we can fly” consider teachers to be a resource 

on which one can lean, or a guide that ushers students in their development 

towards autonomy, which can follow different paths, reflect a constructivist 

leaning, that of student-centered teaching, focusing on individuality 

(Thomson, 2015). The conception of teachers as guides has surfaced in 

diverse studies (Seferogly, Korkmazgil and Ölcü, 2009; Yesilbursa, 2012).   

Furthermore, from this perspective, a key task of teachers is the full 

development of each student’s potential. In this regard, teachers must be 

“gardeners” or “farmers”, “carefully tending to the plants so that they grow 

and shine in all their glory”. In the research carried out by Kalra and Baveja 

(2012), teacher training students also used metaphors such as “plants”, 

“flowers”, and “trees” to refer to learners. 

Metaphors included in the Support category are far more abundant 

among last-year students than among first-year students, which indicates a 

shift throughout training, from a transmissive to a more constructivist 

conception of education. Namely, in this study, participants who have 

finished their training consider Support to be more important, along with 

Teaching, which, albeit commonly linked to the idea of teachers and 
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considered to be an important task, features somewhat more prominently 

among first-year students. 

In a study carried out by López-Luengo, Torrego-Egido and Vallés-Rapp 

(2015) with Early Childhood Education teachers, as found in this study, 

there are more metaphors with emotional content at the beginning of 

training, and, as training advances, there is a prevalence of metaphors linked 

to leading and guidance roles. 

The differences in frequency in the answers for each category among 

students at the beginning of their training and students at the end of their 

training denote the shifts that happen throughout the training process in their 

conception of teaching and teachers. These results concur with the findings 

by Akar and Yildirin (2009) in their research on aspiring teachers: before the 

implementation of training based on constructivist learning environments, 

aspiring teachers chose metaphors related to leadership and control, adopting 

a disciplinarian position; however, after the exposure to such learning 

environments, they included messages of cooperation and sensitization 

towards individual differences. This evolution, from a transmissive 

conception of teaching to a more constructivist conception, has also been 

identified in other studies (Leavy, McSorley and Boté, 2007; Seung, Park 

and Narayan, 2011; Tannehill and MacPhail, 2012; Krull, Koni and Oras, 

2013). 

 

Sociohistorical/Social Learning 

Some of the included metaphors, especially among last-year students, reflect 

the importance of context on professional performance. Strikingly, however, 

no metaphors have been found with clear references to social learning 

through interaction. This result must, without a doubt, spark reflection 

among teacher educators regarding the need to explicitly mention this 

element during teacher training. These results concur with those obtained by 

Krull, Koni and Oras (2013), who didn’t find the conception of teaching to 

evolve towards a socioconstructivist outlook throughout initial teacher 

training. Sumsion (2003) suggests that the training curriculum itself could 

help perpetuate discourses and social conceptions regarding the figure of 

teachers. 
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The model of education underlying superficial metaphors matches 

generative metaphors. Vadeboncoeur and Torres (2003), in their research 

with student teachers, identified two conceptions of teaching that can also be 

inferred from the results of this study: transmissive teaching and 

transformative teaching. The former defends an authoritarian role for 

teachers, who are responsible of improving students through their care and 

the transmission of knowledge. The latter, in turn, maintains that education 

must necessarily lead to the empowerment of people and the promotion of 

change in society. The first step in this transformative teaching is the 

creation of a suitable environment, which is protective and full of 

opportunities for students to actively build knowledge. Transmissive 

education coincides with the behavioral vision, whereas transformative 

education corresponds to the constructivist and social vision. As 

Vadeboncoeur and Torres found in their research, fourth-year undergraduate 

students submit more metaphors linked to the transformative conception –

with teachers as social agents– when compared to first-year students, which 

can be viewed as an effect of initial teacher training. 

Some students, through their metaphors, highlight the importance of the 

figure of “teacher”, either because education provides the foundation and 

fosters the development of people, or because of the aforementioned 

transformative power that can reshape society.  

But in order to achieve an understanding of teaching in all its complexity, 

it is necessary to account for the context itself in which it is practiced. The 

profession also requires the development of many competences; so much so, 

that some students use fictional characters to represent teachers as “wizards” 

or “superheroes”.  

This complexity, along with the importance of the profession, leads 

directly to a clear need of teacher training that seeks to create excellent 

professionals, committed to their students and to society. And there can be 

no doubt that different conceptions of teaching entail different ways of 

practicing the profession, which is why it is important to become aware of 

our own conceptions, debate around them and reflect on them.  

Consequently, it would be suitable to conclude that metaphors are an 

adequate tool to identify the diverse conceptions of teaching, and they are 

also a suitable resource to develop professional identity, if worked on 

deliberately (Kalra and Baveja, 2012; Tannehill and MacPhail, 2012), as a 
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way of overcoming conceptions of teaching derived from previous 

experiences as learners. This must be a central learning objective during 

initial teacher training due to the great influence those conceptions have on 

professional identity (Mahlios, Massengill-Shaw and Barry, 2010).  

From a socioconstructivist standpoint, language is a tool to promote pre-

service teachers’ cognitive development. More specifically, metaphors 

incorporate sociocultural and cognitive actions (Vygotsky, 2002); therefore, 

as metaphors help build representations of oneself and of the profession 

(Kramsch, 2003), they can be used during initial training (Perry and Cooper, 

2001; Woollard, 2005). In this regard, reflection and dialogue on superficial 

metaphors can have a transformative effect on the teaching-related 

conceptions of teacher training students (Vadeboncoeur and Torres, 2003) 

and can provide a medium to connect teaching practice with theory (Leavy, 

McSorley and Boté, 2007). In fact, many studies have shown that working 

on metaphors helps modify conceptions on the teaching profession and 

teaching itself (Buaraphan, 2011; Sykes, 2011; Kim, 2012; Simon, 2013; 

Tait-McCutcheon and Drake, 2016). 

In this study, the comparison between the metaphors at the beginning of 

training and those from the end of training has been cross-sectional, and not 

longitudinal. That is to say, there has not been a follow-up on the evolution 

of the professional image of the same cohort, gathering information at two 

different times; instead, information was gathered from two different 

cohorts, which introduces certain uncontrolled variables. Nevertheless, this 

study has provided insight into the professional conceptions that students 

hold and the differences found in these conceptions at different times in their 

initial teacher training. 

It would be of interest to carry out a longitudinal study on the evolution 

of teaching-related conceptions through metaphors, both during initial 

teacher training and during the years of professional practice. Additionally, 

an analysis of the elements that motivate said shift or influence such an 

evolution, either contextually or deliberately during teacher training 

programs, could provide additional insight that would be of use when 

designing future curricula. 

Lastly, the evidence that students, throughout their initial teacher 

training, have not acquired conscience of the importance of social and 
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situated learning, based on dialogue and interaction, should lead a reflection 

on the training program being implemented, in order to determine the 

reasons behind such results and devise proposals for improvement in this 

area, as evidence already exists on the potential of dialogue and interaction 

for learning and development (Soler, 2015). Furthermore, it could also be 

important to further the idea that teachers also learn through dialogue and 

interaction with their students.  
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Compton-Lilly, C. (2017). Reading students’ lives: Literacy learning across 

time. New York: Routledge. 

 

Too often, educational research is conducted in the short-term. However, the 

trajectories of students’ success or failure in school develop over time. 

Longitudinal studies are not prevalent in educational research, but Catherine 

Compton-Lilly’s concluding volume of a ten-year study of ten children 

highlights the unique insights revealed when children are understood across 

time. For the children who Compton-Lilly taught as first-grade students, the 

process of becoming as readers, students, and people unfolds over time 

through repeated discourses, stories, and development of dispositions. Time, 

according to Compton-Lilly, is a significant factor in how people make sense 

of themselves and their worlds. This is the fourth volume in a series that 

focuses on the children. 

 

Although some events in the children’s lives are heartbreaking, in Reading 

Students’ Lives: Literacy Learning Across Time, Compton-Lilly’s provides 

some hope and direction for schools that exist in communities of high-

poverty and work with children of color.  Among her major conclusions, she 

states, “Schooling should be about creating possibilities, not a longitudinal 

process of cutting off options” (2017, p.44). As she traces these students 

from first-grade to age 19, Compton-Lilly celebrates the resiliency of the 

students and families in difficult circumstances and advocates for student-

centered schooling that recognizes the need for relationship-building across 

time and the acknowledgement of the achievement debt (Ladson-Billings, 

2006) that continues to frame education for children of color and those living 

in high-poverty communities.  
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As a former classroom teacher, researcher, scholar, and ally of these 

children, Compton-Lilly has the unique ability to outline theoretical 

frameworks in a clear and concise manner and then explicitly apply the 

frameworks to understand the data, and more specifically, the experiences of 

the ten children and their families. In this volume, she draws from Lemke’s 

(2000) timescale analysis, Bourdieu’s (1980/1990) construct of habitus, and 

Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of chronotopic motifs.  As a methodology, she uses 

temporal discourse analysis techniques, which she has developed, to 

understand how “people make sense of their experiences across and within 

time” (pg. 28).  This technique focuses on the language markers of time that 

people use and reoccurring stories as they are retold, revised, or ignored.  To 

further clarify her methodology, Compton-Lilly provides a full explanation 

in an Appendix.  

 

In Chapter 2, Compton-Lilly applies each framework to make sense of 

Marvin’s experiences in and out of school and illustrates how each provides 

a new lens to understand the complexities of these experiences across time. 

The importance and impact of understanding children longitudinally is 

highlighted when she states, in reference to a story about using the library 

that Marvin’s grandfather related when Marvin was in first grade, “I 

originally interpreted [it] as simply an account of the challenges he faced in 

learning to read… over the course of the ten-year project, the library 

recurred as a motif of possibilities” (pg. 15).  This is another major 

conclusion of the volume; that both researchers and educators need to 

consider the longitudinal experiences of children in schools that transcend 

traditional linear advancements of grade levels, developmental levels, and 

progress (or lack of progress).  Short-term projects, or a particular grade 

level, are only snap-shots. Longitudinal studies and experiences with 

children provide for an opportunity to “view children as complex, nuanced, 

and multifaceted people with rich histories and experiences” (p. 120).  

 

Besides the exceptional clarity in framing her research, Compton-Lilly is 

also an accomplished storyteller and the reader is quickly drawn into each of 

the lives of the ten children. Like her, the reader meets the children as six-

year-old children, filled with potential and possibilities, and walk with 

Compton-Lilly as she revisits the families across ten years.  Each family is 

confronted with a culture of schooling that erects more barriers to the 
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children’s learning than opportunities. Compton-Lilly’s use of Bourdieu’s 

construct of habitus shows how, even with involved and caring parents or 

guardians, the systemic issues of poverty and race hinder successful school 

trajectories for many of the children. However, Compton-Lilly provides 

hope in the resiliency of the families and specific recommendations to 

support student-centered schooling, especially for those children who have 

been historically underserved.  
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