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Abstract
Purpose : There is a lack of empirical evidence concerning emotional intelligence (EI) in physical education (PE) teachers. From a basic needs theory
perspective (Ryan & Deci, 2000), this study aimed to examine the role of PE
teachers’ EI in perceiving and supporting pupils’ need satisfaction. Method:
Within this cross-sectional study, 319 pupils from 14 PE classes were each
administered a Contextual Basic Need Satisfaction questionnaire for PE (CBANS)
and Sport Climate Questionnaire. Correspondingly, PE teachers were administered a Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire—Short Form and CBANS
from their pupils’ perspective. Results: Analyses revealed that PE teachers’ EI
self-control significantly positively predicted the accuracy of their perceptions
of pupils’ relatedness satisfaction. No other significant relationships emerged.
Discussion/Conclusion: These findings repudiate a direct role of PE teachers’
EI in supporting pupils’ motivation. However, the control of one’s own emotion appears to be important for teachers to perceive need satisfaction in pupils.

Keywords
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1. Introduction
Physical education (PE) classes are emotionally charged environments that require teachers to utilise an array of intrapersonal and interpersonal emotional
skills (Mouratidis, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Vanden Auweele, 2009; Sutton & Wheatley, 2003). However, there is a lack of research examining the relevant construct
of emotional intelligence (EI) in PE teachers. Teachers’ emotional competencies
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are integral to their ability to establish respectful, responsive and engaged classroom conditions (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) and to preserve their own emotional state (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Tsouloupas, Carson, Matthews, Grawitch, & Barber, 2010). Moreover, pupils’ motivation towards PE, a critical consideration as it impacts sport participation both in and outside of school (Ntoumanis, 2005; Goudas, Dermitzaki, & Bagiatis, 2001), appears to be impacted
more by their perceptions of PE teachers’ emotional behaviours than by their
peer relationships (Cox, Duncheon, & McDavid, 2009). The construct of EI
comprises a multitude of essential skills for PE teachers, but as of yet it has not
been empirically examined in conjunction with outcomes of relevance to pupils’
motivation. The purpose of the current study, therefore, is to examine the role of
PE teachers’ EI in the perception and support of pupils’ motivation.
In order to clearly examine the role of PE teachers’ EI, it is necessary to define
EI and its dimensions. Whilst EI is commonly described as one’s identification,
expression, understanding, regulation, and use of intrapersonal and interpersonal information (Brasseur, Grégoire, Bourdu, & Mikolajczak, 2013; Mayer & Salovey, 1997; Petrides & Furnham, 2003), two distinct perspectives are found in
the large majority of EI research: the ability perspective comprises trainable,
cognitive abilities assessed via performance tests, whilst the trait perspective
comprises relatively stable dispositions that exist at the lower level of personality
hierarchies and is assessed via self-report questionnaires (Petrides, Pita, & Kokkinaki, 2007). The current study employs the trait perspective of Petrides (2009b),
as pupils’ need satisfaction in PE is seen as contingent upon the personality traits
demonstrated by teachers in lessons, rather than teachers’ maximum performance regarding emotion. Specifically, Petrides outlines a global trait EI with
four EI factors: emotionality (comprising items relating to emotion perception,
empathy, and emotion expression), self-control (comprising emotion regulation,
stress management, and low impulsiveness), sociability (comprising assertiveness, emotion management, and social awareness), and well-being (comprising
happiness and optimism).
Numerous reports comment on the importance of teachers’ emotional competencies (e.g. Jennings & Greenberg, 2009), with quantitative findings showing
positive associations with job satisfaction, personal accomplishment, and positive affect (Brackett, Palomera, Mojsa, Reyes, & Salovey, 2010). Very few studies
exist that examine trait EI in teachers, whilst only one study could be identified
that examined trait EI in PE teachers specifically. Mouton, Hansenne, Delcour,
and Cloes (2013) reported that PE teachers’ trait EI, specifically sociability, predicted their teaching efficacy (i.e. their belief in their teaching abilities), a construct that has shown associations with pupil motivation, achievement, and efficacy (Tschannen-Moran, Woolfolk-Hoy, & Hoy, 1998). Rarely, however, have
teachers’ emotional competencies been directly and empirically examined with
regard to pupil outcomes. An exception to this is the study of Chang (2003), in
which teachers’ empathy was positively related to pupils’ feelings of social competence, although this was limited to pupils’ that were reported by their peers as
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socially withdrawn and is therefore less generalisable. In summary, the importance of teachers’ emotional competencies, specifically in terms of trait EI and
outcomes for pupils, has received insufficient empirical research attention to
date.
A pertinent factor to examine in connection with PE teachers’ EI is pupil motivation, particularly as described by basic needs theory (BNT; Ryan & Deci,
2000). Itself a micro-theory of the widely used self-determination theory of motivation, BNT posits that humans possess three innate psychological needs that,
depending on their level of satisfaction, essentially regulate the emotional state
of an individual (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987). These three needs, which have to be
satisfied for well-being, growth, and positive development within particular situational contexts, are: the need for autonomy (i.e. feeling a sense of control regarding choices and decision-making and perceiving one’s actions to complement one’s integrated sense of self); the need for competence (i.e. feelings of
mastery through effective interaction within one’s environment); and the need
for relatedness (i.e. feelings of belongingness to and respect by significant others;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). Pupils’ need satisfaction in PE is an important aspect for
teachers to consider as greater need satisfaction has favourable effects on pupils’
concentration, preference for challenging tasks, and positive and negative affect
(Standage, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2005).
A prominent determinant of pupils’ need satisfaction in PE is the need-supportive behaviour, termed autonomy support, pupils perceive from their teacher
(Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007). Mageau and Vallerand (2003)’s seminal definition
of autonomy support, based on various works by Deci and Ryan (see Deci &
Ryan, 2000), describes a number of autonomy-supportive behaviours that require EI to identify and understand followers’ emotional states, such as acknowledging subordinates’ feelings, providing choice, and avoiding overtly controlling
or guilt-inducing statements. Within the PE context, pupils’ perceived autonomy
support from their teacher positively predicts need satisfaction (Taylor & Lonsdale, 2010). Additionally, pupils’ perceived autonomy support in PE is an important outcome for teachers to consider as it links to pupils’ physical activity
behaviours outside of PE (i.e. in leisure time; Barkoukis & Hagger, 2009).
Existing literature offers support for a role of PE teachers’ trait EI in perceiving and satisfying pupils’ basic needs. Pupils’ need satisfaction in PE predicts
self-reported positive and negative affect, typically measured using lists of emotional adjectives (e.g. disappointed, embarrassed; Ntoumanis, 2005), whilst pupils who report more self-determined motivation (characterised by greater need
satisfaction) in PE also exhibit higher concentration and greater effort during
class (Ntoumanis, 2005; Standage, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2005). These observable
displays of emotion would be expected to be more perceivable to a PE teacher
with higher levels of trait EI.
The identification of pupils’ emotional states, as an important dimension of
PE teachers’ trait EI, appears to be helpful in supporting need satisfaction: Cox,
Duncheon, and McDavid (2009) examined pupils’ perceptions of how their
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teachers cared about and understood them, although using questionnaire items
such as “does your PE teacher try to help you when you are sad or upset?” and
“does your PE teacher really understand how you feel about things?” that appear
synonymous with the emotion perception and empathy aspects of trait EI. Cox
et al. reported that pupils’ perceived support from their PE teachers linked to increased self-determined motivation. Furthermore, as previously alluded to, PE
teachers’ trait EI appears to be a relevant interpersonal antecedent of the provision of autonomy support. The autonomy-supportive behaviours outlined by
Mageau and Vallerand (2003) require empathy, social awareness, and low impulsiveness. Other dimensions of trait EI, such as self-control, may also be relevant as research shows that PE teachers reduce their use of autonomy support
when experiencing pressure (Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007).
In conclusion, there is a lack of empirical research examining the role of trait
EI in PE teachers, despite the value of trait EI in other sport-related contexts (e.g.
coaches; Chan & Mallett, 2011; Laborde, Dosseville, & Allen, 2016). The favourable outcomes of pupils’ need satisfaction in PE, such as concentration and positive affect, along with the aforementioned connections between teachers’ trait EI
and the perception and support of pupils’ needs, warrants the examination of
teachers’ trait EI with regard to pupils’ need satisfaction. The current study will,
therefore, examine the links between PE teachers’ EI and teachers’ perception of
need satisfaction in pupils, pupils’ reported need satisfaction and, finally, pupils’
perceived autonomy support from their PE teacher. We hypothesise that: 1) PE
teachers’ EI will link to the accurate perception of pupils’ need satisfaction; 2)
that PE teachers’ EI will show positive associations with need satisfaction in pupils; and finally, 3) that PE teachers’ EI will show positive associations with pupils’ perceived autonomy support, as the dimensions of emotional regulation
and using underpin a number of autonomy-supportive behaviours.

2. Method
2.1. Participants
The sample, comprising teachers (7 female, 7 male; mean age = 36 ± 9 yrs; range
= 28 to 60 yrs) and pupils (154 female, 165 male; mean age = 13 ± 1 yrs; range =
11 to 16 yrs), was recruited from secondary schools in Germany. Each class consisted of a mean of 22.79 (SD = 3.40) pupils. Classes had a mean of 2.42 (SD =
0.91) hours of PE per week. Teachers had a mean of 7.35 (SD = 7.23) years of PE
teaching experience, whilst pupils had been taught by their PE teachers for a
mean of 1.20 (SD = 1.14) years.

2.2. Procedure
Ethical approval for this study was provided by the local University. Briefly, PE
teachers from secondary schools local to the University were sent an email inviting them to participate and introducing them to the study themes and requirements. Informed consent forms were then distributed by interested teachers to the parents or legal guardians of pupils, which were collected prior to
237

M. Watson, J. Kleinert

completing questionnaires. A researcher met with participating teachers and school
classes on one occasion, typically in a classroom setting as this was recommended by teachers as the most practical setting to complete questionnaires, wherein
the teacher and pupils were instructed to answer each item truthfully and to
avoid conferring. All participants were reminded that their responses would be
treated confidentially and anonymously, whilst they may dropout without explanation at any point. Questionnaires were coded to distinguish between classes,
then teachers and pupils within each class, but individual names were not linked
with questionnaire packets. Researchers oversaw the completion of the questionnaires and were available to clarify questions if necessary.

2.3. Measurements
Pupils’ basic need satisfaction. The German language Contextual Basic Need
Satisfaction questionnaire for physical education (CBANS; Raven & Kleinert,
2016) was used to assess pupils’ basic need satisfaction in terms of a typical PE
lesson with their teacher. The CBANS questionnaire currently comprises 11
items and 3 subscales: competence (3 items, e.g. “the teacher enabled me to experience progress and success”); relatedness (3 items, e.g. “the teacher gave me
opportunities to feel belonging to something or somebody”); and autonomy (5
items, e.g. “the teacher gave me opportunities for free choice”), requiring responses on a four-point scale from 0 (not at all) to 3 (very true). The questionnaire’s internal consistency has been shown to be acceptable in sport settings
(Kleinert, 2012; Raven & Kleinert, 2016). The reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha) of
each subscale in the present study was 0.74 (competence), 0.70 (relatedness) and
0.79 (autonomy).
Teachers’ need empathy. The accuracy of teachers’ perception of pupils’ need
satisfaction (hereafter termed “need empathy” for brevity), was operationalised
by comparing each class’s pupil-completed CBANS data with the CBANS questionnaire completed by its respective PE teacher (the calculation used to determine specific need empathy outcome variables is detailed in the data analysis
section). Except for a modified instruction statement asking teachers to answer
from their pupils’ perspective (“Thinking about a typical physical education les-

son you’ve led, how do you think your pupils would answer these statements?”),
teacher-completed CBANS questionnaires and pupil-completed CBANS questionnaires were identical. Previous study protocols have similarly modified questionnaires to capture the perspectives of sports-leaders (e.g. Smith et al., 2016;
Stebbings, Taylor, & Spray, 2011).
Trait emotional intelligence. A German version of the Trait Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire—Short Form (TEIQue-SF) was used to measure teachers’ EI (Freudenthaler, Neubauer, Gabler, Scherl, & Rindermann, 2008). The
TEIQue-SF is based on the long form of the TEIQue (Petrides, 2009a) and
measures global trait EI and four subscales: emotionality (8 items, e.g. “Express-

ing my emotions with words is not a problem for me”), self-control (6 items, e.g.
“I’m usually able to find ways to control my emotions when I want to”), well238
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being (6 items, e.g. “On the whole, I’m pleased with my life”) and sociability (6
items, e.g. “I can deal effectively with people”). Participants respond to items on
a 7-point Likert-scale from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). Following the reverse scoring of negative items, global/subscale values are determined by averaging the respective items, with higher scores reflecting higher
trait EI. The internal reliability of the German TEIQue for global trait EI (0.96),
emotionality (0.90), self-control (0.86), well-being (0.94) and sociability (0.88)
has been reported elsewhere (Freudenthaler et al., 2008). Reliability values for
the current study were not calculated due to the low number of teachers.
Autonomy support. The short form Sport Climate Questionnaire (SCQ),
adapted from the Health Care Climate Questionnaire originally developed by
Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan, and Deci (1996), was translated into German
and used to measure the degree to which pupils perceived their teacher to be
autonomy-supportive. The SCQ comprises six items (e.g. “I feel understood by
my physical education teacher”) that are answered on a 7-point Likert-scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The average of the six responses
provides the perceived autonomy support score. The reliability of the questionnaire for this sample was found to be good (α = 0.88).

2.4. Data Analysis
IBM SPSS Statistics 23 was used to assess the distribution of data and subsequent
correlations. Missing pupil data were not included in either the correlation or
multilevel analyses.
Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality for pupil-level variables (i.e. n = 319) indicated that data were not normally distributed and, therefore, correlations involving these were computed with Spearman’s Rank correlations, multiplying out
teacher-level (i.e. n = 14) variables accordingly.
The hypotheses of this study were tested according to their multilevel structure using Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM). As indicated by Raudenbush
and Bryk (2002), pupils in classes should be considered as similar to each other,
or “nested” within their respective classes, as each class is influenced by their respective teacher. Proceeding to analyse hierarchically structured data under the
assumption that observations are independent of each other, using ANOVA or
t-tests for example, greatly increases the risk of making a type I error. Moreover,
as multilevel models prevent the aggregation of data to the class level they preserve the power and variance of the sample. Finally, sample sizes of 10 or more
level 2 units are recommended when running multilevel analyses (Nezlek, 2008).
To test hypothesis 1, the differences between pupils’ CBANS responses and
their respective teacher’s CBANS responses were determined and used to represent
the teachers’ “need empathy”. More precisely, for each CBANS subscale (i.e.
competence, relatedness, autonomy), the absolute difference (i.e. the distance)
between pupils’ responses and teachers’ responses were computed and then reversed to give a range from 0 (i.e. minimum accuracy of need empathy) to 3
(i.e. maximum accuracy of need empathy). Thus, three level-1 outcome variables were created: “competence-empathy”, “relatedness-empathy” and “autono239
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my-empathy”.
To test hypothesis 2, the three subscales of the pupils’ CBANS responses (i.e.
their need satisfaction without integration with the teachers’ CBANS responses)
were tested separately as level-1 outcome variables.
To test hypothesis 3, perceived autonomy support (SCQ) was tested as the
level-1 outcome variable.
Predictor variables for all hypotheses were level-2, or “teacher level”, variables,
specifically global EI and EI subscales (i.e. emotionality, self-control, well-being
and sociability). EI variables were individually entered into separate models to
avoid entering the same data twice. It should be noted that, for HLM analyses,
level-2 variables are multiplied out to match the level-1 n within each class.

3. Results
Table 1 shows the step-by-step approach to creating the need empathy outcome
variables and provides an impression of how teachers estimate pupil need satisfaction as a class. Positive values in the difference column represent overestimation of teachers with regard to pupil needs, although these values were relatively
small.
Correlations between variables and descriptive statistics are shown in Table 2.
Pupils’ perceived autonomy support from the teacher (SCQ) showed significant
correlations with pupils’ mean CBANS values for competence (0.656; p < 0.01),
relatedness (0.505; p < 0.01) and autonomy (0.564; p < 0.01).
Using HLM, the between-class variation in each of the seven outcome variables (i.e. need empathy variables, pupil need satisfaction variables, pupils’
perceived autonomy support), was first established by testing unconditional models (i.e. models without predictor variables). The resulting intraclass correlation
(ICC) values for competence-empathy (ρ = 0.11, p < 0.001), relatedness-empathy
(ρ = 0.25, p < 0.001), autonomy-empathy (ρ = 0.07, p < 0.001), pupil competence
(ρ = 0.09, p < 0.001), pupil relatedness (ρ = 0.013, p < 0.001), pupil autonomy (ρ
= 0.10, p < 0.001) and perceived autonomy support (ρ = 0.42, p < 0.001) were
calculated.
To test hypothesis 1 (i.e. that teachers with higher EI would more accurately
perceive the need satisfaction of their pupils), level-2 predictor variables were
added grand-mean centered into the unconditional model of each need empathy
Table 1. Mean responses for need satisfaction (CBANS).
1. Pupil
CBANSa

2. Teacher
CBANS

3. Difference

4. Distance

5. Need empathy

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

M

SD

Competence

2.02

0.61

2.19

0.46

0.17

0.72

0.54

0.51

2.46

0.51

Relatedness

2.13

0.65

2.33

0.38

0.20

0.76

0.62

0.49

2.38

0.49

Autonomy

1.73

0.64

1.77

0.61

0.04

0.94

0.73

0.60

2.27

0.60

Note: Mean of team means; SD = standard deviation; 3. = Teacher CBANS—Pupil CBANS; 4. = Absolute
values of 3; 5. = Reversed values of 4.
a
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Table 2. Correlations between variables and descriptive statistics.
n

Mean SD

Range

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

1. Pupil Competence

315

2.02

0.61 0.00 - 3.00

2. Pupil Relatedness

314

2.13

0.65 0.33 - 3.00 0.497**

3. Pupil Autonomy

315

1.73

0.64 0.00 - 3.00 0.524** 0.458**

4. Autonomy Support 316

5.03

1.24 1.33 - 7.00 0.656** 0.505** 0.564**

315

2.46

0.51 0.00 - 3.00 0.261** 0.092 0.201** 0.186**

314

2.38

0.49 0.67 - 3.00 0.155** 0.389** 0.149** 0.117* 0.243**

315

2.27

0.60 0.00 - 3.00 0.095 0.062 0.142* 0.060 0.316** 0.208**

14

5.6

0.30 5.20 - 6.03 0.005 0.045 0.001 0.074 −0.068 0.123* 0.196**

14

5.88

0.50 5.13 - 6.88 0.026 0.139* 0.061 0.146** −0.042 −0.037 0.048 0.588**

14

5.49

0.64 4.43 - 6.33 0.028 −0.011 0.051 0.121* 0.097 0.164** 0.273** 0.669** 0.103

14

6.37

0.44 5.33 - 6.83 −0.045 0.043 −0.009 0.025 −0.135* 0.054 0.062 0.690** 0.511** 0.240**

14

5.48

0.53 4.17 - 6.17 −0.064 −0.105 −0.168** −0.131* −0.007 0.121* 0.086 0.373** −0.343** 0.439** 0.006

5. CompetenceEmpathy
6. RelatednessEmpathy
7. AutonomyEmpathy
8. Teacher Global EI
9. Teacher EI
Emotionality
10. Teacher EI
Self-Control
11. Teacher EI
Well-Being
12. Teacher EI
Sociability

12

-

Note: SD = standard deviation; higher values for empathy variables indicate closer responses between teacher and pupil CBANS. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

outcome variable. Within these regression with means as outcomes models, a
significant relationship emerged between EI self-control and relatedness-empathy (b = 0.14, p < 0.05, r2 = 0.41).
To test hypothesis 2 (i.e. that pupil need satisfaction would be higher in classes
with higher EI teachers), level-2 predictor variables were added grand-mean
centered into the unconditional model of each pupil need satisfaction outcome
variable. No main effects were found between pupil need satisfaction subscales
and level-2 predictor variables.
Finally, to test hypothesis 3 (i.e. that pupils’ perceived autonomy support
would be higher in classes with higher EI teachers), level-2 predictor variables
were added grand-mean centered into the unconditional model of the pupils’
perceived autonomy support outcome variable. Again, no main effects were
found between pupil autonomy support and level-2 predictor variables. Model
statistics for all model variations are presented in Table 3.

4. Discussion
This paper aimed to examine the relationship between PE teachers’ trait EI and
the perception and support of pupils’ need satisfaction within the PE context.
Overall, our results do not offer comprehensive support for a role of PE teachers’
trait EI in the satisfaction of pupils’ basic needs. Specifically, HLM analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between PE teachers’ trait EI self-control and their relatedness-empathy, thus only partially supporting our first hypothesis. Neither our second or third hypotheses were supported, however, as no
significant relationships were found between EI variables and pupils’ need satis241
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Table 3. Model statistics for unconditional and means-as-outcomes models.
Unconditional Model

Coefficient

SE

T

Deviance

0.016416

0.218795

0.075

568.333049

0.058319

0.263621

0.221

606.536163

−0.077580

0.237386

−0.327

605.352428

−0.168562

0.267312

−0.631

417.575141

L2 IV: EI

0.085704

0.158427

0.541

434.995265

L2 IV: EI Self-Control

0.136388

0.060643

2.249*

432.742204

0.573087

0.363254

1.578

442.785987

0.268674

0.468694

0.573

1017.766846

Variables

Coefficient

1) DV: Pupil Competence

2.025475

SE

T

Regression with Means-as-Outcomes Model

0.059214 34.206***

Deviance
568.937694

L2 IV: EI
2) DV: Pupil Relatedness

2.140620

0.071398 29.982***

603.882252

L2 IV: EI
3) DV: Pupil Autonomy

1.724445

0.064398 26.778***

606.226350

L2 IV: EI
4) DV: Competence Empathy

2.458586

0.073822 33.304***

418.995485

L2 IV: EI
5) DV: Relatedness Empathy

6) DV: Autonomy Empathy

2.377447

2.273385

0.043377 54.809***

0.108527 20.948***

431.589738

446.849134

L2 IV: EI
7) DV: Perceived Autonomy Support
L2 IV: EI

5.030380

0.128674 39.094*** 1016.564203

Note: DV = dependent variable, L2 = level 2, IV = independent variable, SE = standard error, T = t-ratio. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p< 0.001.

faction or pupils’ perceived autonomy support.
In order to examine the relationship between PE teachers’ trait EI self-control
and their relatedness-empathy, the relevance of these two sub-components
within the EI-empathy relationship should be discussed. The EI self-control
subscale comprises the factors of emotion regulation, impulsiveness (low) and
stress management. As these factors represent intrapersonal skills, it is surprising that they relate to interpersonal processes (e.g. need empathy). However, that these intrapersonal skills were found to specifically link to need empathy suggests that teachers must first control themselves before they are able
to perceive pupils’ needs (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Anxiety and worry, for
example, are likely to impair a teacher’s capacity to accurately perceive pupils’
emotional states and need satisfaction. To summarise, the EI factor of selfcontrol, particularly the emotion regulation dimension, would ameliorate the
inhibitive effects of negative emotion on perception by curbing negative emotional reactions during task engagement (Kanfer, Ackerman, & Heggestad,
1996).
The role of EI self-control in helping a PE teacher to remain attentive to interpersonal emotional information in the potentially stressful classroom environment is supported by the results of Mikolajczak, Roy, Verstrynge, and Luminet (2009). Mikolajczak et al. showed that high EI self-control individuals, in
comparison to low EI self-control individuals, demonstrated greater attention to
emotional material and concurrently less mood deterioration following a suc242
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cessful stress induction. However, it is surprising that the EI emotionality subscale, which includes trait empathy as a factor, did not relate to need empathy. It
is possible that this subscale contains conflicting factors for PE teachers: the ability to hold fulfilling relationships, for example, is unlikely to be scored highly for
PE teachers working with younger school pupils. Moreover, the emotion perception factor within the EI emotionality subscale pertains to emotion in both oneself and others, although there may be a disparity between these emotional abilities in PE teachers.
That relatedness-empathy, but not competence- or autonomy-empathy, was
found to be linked to EI can be explained by the opportunities PE teachers have
to estimate need satisfaction in their pupils. Relatedness is likely to be perceptible to PE teachers when observing the interpersonal behaviours of pupils. For
example, in the formation of smaller groups or pairings within PE classes (a
common and effective strategy to enhance learning; Shimon, 2011), it is likely
that pupils with high relatedness satisfaction will be enthusiastic to form groups
or pair up with friends, and vice versa. Thus, PE teachers’ perception and recollection of these emotional displays within peer relationships help them to estimate their provision of support for relatedness. Considering the other empathy
variables (i.e. competence and autonomy), the mean score for competence-empathy across teams was actually higher than relatedness-empathy, although it did
not emerge as significantly related to EI variables. This finding is indicative of
the PE setting: PE teachers must instruct and assess individual pupils according
to a set curriculum. Teachers will, therefore, have an impression as to whether
the majority of pupils are progressing or overwhelmed (the latter perhaps repre
senting a clearer indication of a lack of competence satisfaction). The characteristics of the PE context also explain why teachers accurately perceived autonomy satisfaction regardless of their EI, as there are limited opportunities to provide choice within a set teaching curriculum (Haerens et al., 2013) and thus
teachers do not expect pupils to report high levels of autonomy satisfaction. In
summary, it is likely that EI was not required for teachers to recognise the limited opportunities for pupils to make choices or decisions. However, this line
of argumentation regarding autonomy is somewhat undermined by the high
mean score for pupils’ perceived autonomy support (5.03, SD = 1.24), although
only two items from the six item SCQ questionnaire pertain to autonomy and
the remainder to competence and relatedness.
Beyond the perception of pupils’ need satisfaction, PE teachers’ EI could have
been expected to directly relate to pupils’ need satisfaction, although no such relationship was identified in the current study. Our findings are inconsistent with
related research: Haerens et al. (2013) compared expert observation and pupils’
perspectives and reported that relatedness support from PE teachers’ was strongly
characterised by being empathic, enthusiastic and attentive to pupils’ questions,
emotional qualities that reflect factors within the emotionality (i.e. trait empathy, emotion expression) and sociability (i.e. social awareness) subscales of trait
EI. It may, therefore, be worthwhile for further research to use observation techniques to explore whether PE teachers’ self-reported trait EI scores reflect their
243
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actual behaviours.
Furthermore, no significant relationships were found between PE teachers’ EI
and pupils’ perceived autonomy support, despite the underlying emotional prerequisites of supportive behaviours that are well documented in the literature.
Magyar et al. (2007), for example, showed that sports leaders’ regulation of their
own emotions, part of the EI self-control subscale, is positively related to their
personal caring towards followers. Similarly to autonomy support, caring leaders
are open-minded and responsive towards individuals, concerned with their followers’ well-being, and value each individual’s input (Cothran, Kulinna, & Garrahy, 2003). For pupils within the PE context, a greater perception of caring
from the teacher increases their engagement in PE (Cothran & Ennis, 2000),
which would be expected to stem from increased need satisfaction. Magyar et al.
(2007) suggest that leaders’ emotion regulation allows them to remain objective
and responsive to the needs of their followers and subsequently demonstrate effective support behaviours. Given these arguments that support a link between
EI and autonomy support, future research should seek to replicate our findings.
Our study has a few limitations regarding the design, data structure and the
assessed questionnaire. Regarding the design of our study, the cross sectional
approach prevents the determination of causality. It may be the case that PE
teachers derived their EI traits from their perceptions of pupils’ emotion. Regarding the data structure, PE teachers only completed one CBANS questionnaire for their respective class, rather than individual questionnaires for each
class member. Although CBANS questionnaires completed for each pupil would
have provided a more accurate assessment of PE teachers’ need empathy values,
the practical time constraints make this approach unfeasible. Finally, regarding
the assessed questionnaire, the lack of significant findings could indicate a
shortcoming of using the short form TEIQue within the PE context. It might be
the case that specific factors, which are assessed individually in the long form of
the TEIQue, appear important for teachers over others within the same subscale.
Moreover, a larger sample of PE teachers would have been preferable to allow a
meaningful inspection of subscale reliability.

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, our findings offer only minor support for a relationship between
PE teachers’ EI and pupils’ motivation. Although the link between PE teachers’
EI self-control and the accurate perception of pupils’ relatedness represents a
potentially important finding, further research is required to: 1) confirm this
link; 2) identify how self-control aids teachers’ perception of need satisfaction
(e.g. by protecting against ego depletion); and, 3) to examine how, if at all, this
improved perception aids PE teachers in satisfying the needs of pupils and developing their motivation towards PE.
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