Quarterly Journal of
Child Mental Health Vol. 12, No. 4, Winter 2026

Research Paper
The effectiveness of self-determination training on academic engagement, psychological well-
being, and school belonging

Seyyede Maryam Mosavit=", Nahid Sameti™? =, Maryam Rostami?
1. M.A. Student of Educational Psychology, Farhangian University, Nasibeh Campus, Tehran, Iran
2. Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology and Counselling, Farhangian University, Tehran, Iran

Citation: Mosavi SM, Sameti N, Rostami M. The effectiveness of self-
determination training on academic engagement, psychological well-
being, and school belonging. J Child Ment Health. 2026; 12 (4):119-138.

Arrocc

CrossMark ot
URL: http://childmentalhealth.ir/article-1-1553-en.html d)10.61882/jcmh.12.4.8
ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Background and Purpose: Educational psychology theorists argue that Self-Determination Theory
Academic engagement, (SDT), by addressing three basic psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—
psychological well- can have beneficial effects on students’ academic and psychological functioning. Accordingly, the
being, present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of self-determination—based training on academic
school belonging, engagement, psychological well-being, and school belonging among sixth-grade female student.
self-determination Method: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group.

The statistical population consisted of all sixth-grade female elementary students in Shahedshahr
(one of the cities of Tehran in Iran) during the 20242025 academic year. A total of 40 students were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups
(20 students in each group). The experimental group received a self-determination—based training
program in ten 75-minute sessions, while the control group remained on a waiting list and received
no intervention during the study period. Data collection tools included the Academic Engagement
Questionnaire (AEQ; Reeve, 2013), Psychological Well-Being Scale (PWS; Ryff, 2014), and School
Belonging Questionnaire (SBQ; Brew and Beatty,2004), Data analysis was conducted using
univariate and multivariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA and MANCOVA) in SPSS - 27.
Results: Self-determination training had a statistically significant effect on all components of
academic engagement, including behavioral engagement (F = 12.362), agentic engagement (F =
104.407), cognitive engagement (F = 7.431), and emotional engagement (F = 10.064). It also showed
a significant effect on psychological well-being, encompassing the components of self-acceptance (F
= 7.974), positive relations with others (F = 8.673), autonomy (F = 10.178), purpose in life (F =
21.449), and personal growth (F = 4.621). In addition, self-determination training had a significant
effect on school belonging, specifically on perceived respect (F = 12.976), school connectedness (F
= 16.604), peer acceptance (F = 25.161), and academic participation (p < .05).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that SDT, by strengthening students’ basic psychological needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, enhances intrinsic motivation and active engagement.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the fundamental missions of the educational system is to
provide the conditions for the comprehensive development of
students and to cultivate healthy, responsible, and competent
individuals at both personal and social levels (1). In this context,
one of the key factors associated with both students’ mental health
and their academic performance is academic engagement.
Academic engagement is a multidimensional construct
encompassing behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and agentic
engagement. Research evidence suggests that the synergistic
interaction among these components of academic engagement can
enhance students’ learning conditions and facilitate their academic
achievement (7, 8). In addition to the importance of components
related to academic engagement, psychological well-being may
also play a complementary role in students’ mental health and
academic functioning (9). Undoubtedly, the school constitutes one
of the most significant contexts that, by providing developmental
opportunities for students, supports their mental health and
psychological well-being while simultaneously enhancing their
academic performance (14). According to empirical evidence, one
of the influential factors in students’ mental health and academic
achievement is their School belonging (15, 16).

A sense of belonging is considered a fundamental human need
and is positioned in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs immediately
after physiological and safety needs (17). Accordingly, Self-
Determination Theory, with its emphasis on basic psychological
needs, provides a robust theoretical framework for explaining the
relationships among these three variables. Self-Determination
Theory often referred to as a meta-theory of motivation, highlights
the critical role of three basic psychological needs—autonomy,
competence, and relatedness—in human development and
functioning (18, 19). Empirical studies have also confirmed the
significant effects of Self-Determination on academic engagement
(20-24), psychological well-being (25-29), and students’ school
belonging (30-32). Therefore, in light of the theoretical and
empirical associations between self-determination-based training
and these three variables, and considering the existing research gap
in this area, the central question of the present study is
whether self-determination training can significantly influence
students’ academic engagement, psychological well-being, and
School belonging?

Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—
posttest format,including one experimental group and one control
group. The sample consisted of 40 sixth-grade female students
from Fajr Elementary School in Shahedshahr (one of the cities of
Tehran in Iran) during the 20242025 academic year. Participants
were selected using convenience sampling and were subsequently
assigned to the experimental and control groups through simple
random allocation (20 students in each group). Inclusion
criteria comprised students with average intellectual functioning,
the absence of any severe psychological disorders or current use
of psychiatric medication, as well as obtaining both verbal and
written informed consent from the students and their legal
guardians. Exclusion criteria included students who were absent
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from more than one intervention session or who failed to
adequately complete the pretest or posttest questionnaires. The
questionnaires were administered collectively and simultaneously
to the participants in the classroom setting. The experimental group
received 10 sessions of self-determination training, each lasting 75
minutes, based on the program developed by Field and
Hoffman (41), delivered by a trained researcher, while the control
group received no intervention. Data were collected using the most
recent validated and norm-referenced versions of the Academic
Engagement Questionnaire (AEQ) developed by Reeve (34, 35),
Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale (PWS), (36, 37), and
the School Belongingness Questionnaire (SBQ), (38, 39). Data
analysis was conducted using univariate and multivariate analyses
of covariance (ANCOVA and MANCOVA) with SPSS -27.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and the indices of skewness and
kurtosis for the pretest and posttest scores of the research variables
in both the experimental and control groups indicate an
improvement in the studied variables in the experimental group
compared to the control group following the implementation of the
intervention. Examination of the skewness and kurtosis indices
shows that, for most variables, these values fall within an
acceptable range (approximately +2). Therefore, it can be
concluded that the score distributions demonstrate acceptable
normality, and the data are suitable for conducting parametric
statistical analyses. The results of the multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) examining the effect of self-
determination—based instruction on the components of academic
engagement indicated a statistically significant difference between
the experimental and control groups in at least one dimension of
academic engagement (Wilks> Lambda = 0.489, F = 8.099, p =
0.001). The findings of the univariate analyses of covariance
(ANCOVA) revealed that self-determination training led to a 25%
increase in behavioral engagement, a 22% increase in agentic
engagement, a 16.7% increase in cognitive engagement, and a
21.4% increase in emotional engagement. Furthermore, the
adjusted posttest means of the academic engagement components
showed that the experimental group obtained higher mean scores
than the control group in behavioral engagement (11.4 vs 9.7),
agentic engagement (9.70 vs 8.5), cognitive engagement (11.80vs
10.8), and emotional engagement (10.8 vs 9.9). Based on these
findings, it can be concluded that instruction grounded in Self-
Determination Theory effectively enhanced academic engagement
among sixth-grade female elementary school students.

The results of the multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) examining the effect of self-determination—based
instruction on the components of psychological well-being
indicated a statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups in at least one dimension of
psychological well-being (Wilks” Lambda = 0.252, F = 13.33,p =
0.001) . Further examination through univariate analyses of
covariance (ANCOVA) demonstrated that self-determination
training exerted statistically significant effects on each of these
psychological well-being. More specifically, the findings indicated
that self-determination—based instruction resulted in a 17.7%
increase in self-acceptance, a 19% increase in positive relations
with others, a 21.6% increase in autonomy, a 36.7% increase in
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purpose in life, and an 11.1% increase in personal growth.
Furthermore, the adjusted posttest means of the psychological
well-being components revealed that the experimental group
obtained higher mean scores than the control group in self-
acceptance (12.71 vs. 11.09), positive relations with others (13.22
vs. 12.75), autonomy (11.87 vs. 10.53), purpose in life (12.09 vs.
10.46), environmental mastery (11.56 vs. 11.09), and personal
growth (11.51 vs. 9.63). Based on these findings, it can be
concluded that instruction grounded in Self-Determination Theory
significantly enhanced psychological well-being among sixth-
grade female elementary school students.

The results of the multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) examining the effect of self-determination—based
instruction on the components of school belonging indicated a
statistically significant difference between the experimental and
control groups in at least one dimension School belonging (Wilks’
Lambda = 0.280, F = 11.545, p = 0.001). Further examination
through univariate analyses of covariance (ANCOVA)
demonstrated that self-determination training exerted statistically
significant effects on each of the school belonging components.
More specifically, the findings indicated that self-determination—
based instruction resulted in a 26% increase in sense of respect, a
31% increase in school connectedness, a 40.8% increase in peer
acceptance, and a 25% increase in academic engagement.
Furthermore, the adjusted posttest means of the school belonging
components revealed that the experimental group obtained higher
mean scores than the control group in teacher support (19.75 vs.
19.34), social participation (6.43 vs. 6.21), sense of respect (17.85
vs. 15.84), school connectedness (32.93 vs. 30.86), peer
acceptance (15.95 vs. 12.84), and academic engagement (10.71 vs.
9.48). Based on these findings, it can be concluded that instruction
grounded in Self-Determination Theory significantly enhanced
School belonging among sixth-grade female elementary school
students.

Conclusion

The present study was designed to examine the effectiveness of
Self-determination Theory-based training on academic
engagement, psychological well-being, and School
belonging among sixth-grade female students. The results
indicated that self-determination—based trainingled to a
statistically significant increase in the overall score of academic
engagement as well as in its four constituent dimensions in the
experimental group. This finding is consistent with previous
studies (20-24) demonstrating that instruction grounded in
Self-determination Theory enhances students’ levels of
academic engagement. To explain these findings, it can be
argued that self-determination—based instruction represents an
effective psychological approach that indirectly improves
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students’ academic performance by strengthening multiple
facets of academic engagement thereby contributing to higher
overall levels of academic engagement among students (22).
The results also indicated that self-determination training had a
significant effect on the total score of psychological well-being
as well as its five dimensions. The findings of the present study
are consistent with previous research (25-29), which has
demonstrated that the core components of Self-determination
Theory contribute to the enhancement of psychological well-
being. In explaining these findings, it can be argued that the
self-determination approach, by emphasizing individuals’ basic
psychological needs—namely autonomy, competence, and
relatedness—aims to promote mental health and optimal
individual functioning within social contexts (18). Finally, the
results showed that self-determination training led to an
increase in the total score of School belonging and four of its
components (sense of respect, school connectedness, peer
acceptance, and academic engagement) in the experimental
group.These findings are in line with prior studies (31, 32),
which suggest that fostering autonomy and competence within
the school environment can strengthen students’ school
belonging.

A school belonging is achieved when students feel connected
to the school and its programs, actively participate in both
academic and extracurricular activities, establish positive
relationships with teachers and peers, develop multiple and
high-quality friendships, and perceive schooling and its
outcomes as meaningful and valuable (17). However, in the
present study, self-determination training did not result in a
significant increase in perceived teacher support and social
participation among students. one possible explanation for the
inconsistency between the findings of the present study and
those of previous research may be students’ lack of motivation
or boredom, inadequate comprehension of the questionnaire
items, or insufficient engagement in completing the assigned
exercises and homework. Among the limitations of this study
were its focus on second-grade elementary school students and
the use of convenience sampling. Therefore, it is recommended
that future studies be conducted on more diverse populations
and employ alternative sampling methods. Another limitation
of the study was the passive nature of the control group, which
did not receive any form of intervention and remained on a
waitlist. Accordingly, it is suggested that future research utilize
active control groups in order to allow for more precise and
robust comparisons. In addition, it is recommended that
training teachers in self-determination be incorporated into
school-based educational programs.
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8. Validity

9. Reliability

9. Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and Content Validity Index (CVI)
10. Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale(PWS)

11. Sense of School Belonging Questionnaire (SSBQ)

12. Brew and Beatty
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1. Academic Engagement Questionnaire (AEQ)
3. Reeve

4. Behavioral engagement

4. Agentic engagement

5. Cognitive engagement

6. Emotional engagement
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4. Academic procrastination
5. Self-handicapping
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1. Self-efficacy
2. Academic Self-concept
3. Help-seeking behavior
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