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INSTRUCTORS, PARENTS, AND PEERS 

 

Rita Yelverton 

New College of Florida, 2010 

 

ABSTRACT 

 Self Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) states that when three basic 

needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, are met, people tend to be more satisfied.  

However, these three needs' effects on academic satisfaction at the college level has not 

been extensively documented, and some research has found relatedness to not be as 

predictive of satisfaction as competence and autonomy in this school setting (Filak & 

Sheldon, 2003).  This research has not taken into account multiple levels of relatedness, 

including relatedness with instructors, parents, and peers.  The current study looked at 

relatedness with these three social partners at the college level and its association with 

academic satisfaction in both students' individual courses and  global college 

experiences.  Furthermore, it examined the association between class and school size and 

relatedness at the college level.  Instructor relatedness and self esteem were the most 

consistent unique predictors of satisfaction during students' most satisfying courses, least 

satisfying courses, and global college experience.  Competence was a unique predictor of 

satisfaction during students' least satisfying classes, and autonomy was a unique predictor 

of satisfaction during students' global college experience.  Class size and school size did 

not have any association with relatedness to instructors, parents, or peers. 

       ______________________________ 

        Dr Michelle Barton 

Division of Social Sciences 
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 Many factors go into students' perceptions of academic life.  For institutions like 

colleges, understanding how these factors combine to create a positive experience can be 

key to providing an optimum environment for students.  One such factor that contributes 

to students' perceptions of school is academic satisfaction, a measure of a student's 

overall quality of school life.   

 However, there may be a variety of factors that influence academic satisfaction.  

Many different theories attempt to explain satisfaction.  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Theory (1954, as cited in Sheldon, Elliot, Kasser, & Kim, 2001) says that in order for 

people to be completely satisfied, they must have their basic physical needs satisfied, a 

sense of security in their daily life and their future, a feeling of self-esteem, a sense of 

belongingness with people important to them, and that they are working towards 

actualizing their full potential.  Ryan and Deci’s Self Determination Theory (2000) has a 

similar idea that people need a sense of belongingness, or relatedness, with people 

important to them, but they also think that people need to feel that they are in charge of 

their own decisions and that they need to feel competent in their actions.  Furthermore, 

Epstein’s Cognitive-experiential Theory (1990, as cited in Sheldon et al., 2001) 

postulates more needs that people need to fulfill in order to feel satisfied.  As in 

Maslow’s and Ryan and Deci’s theories, Epstein's theory states that people need a sense 

of relatedness, as well as a sense of self-esteem and stability.  Furthermore, Epstein also 

suggests that people need to feel a sense of pleasure in the things they do (as cited in 

Sheldon et al., 2001).  Finally, an “American dream” way of thinking suggests that 

popularity and money pave the route to satisfaction (Sheldon et al., 2001).  Of these many 

ways of looking at satisfaction, the needs proposed by Ryan and Deci’s Self 



 2 

 

Determination Theory, competence, autonomy, and relatedness, have been shown to be 

the most salient during satisfying events (Sheldon et al., 2001). 

 However, the three needs proposed by Ryan and Deci-- competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness-- may not all be of equal importance in the realm of academic 

satisfaction, especially at the college level.  While competence and autonomy have been 

linked to academic satisfaction at the college level, relatedness has not (Filak & Sheldon, 

2003).  In contrast, in primary and secondary schools, relatedness and other perceptions 

of relationships have been linked to positive outcomes including academic satisfaction, 

motivation, and engagement (motivation: Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1998; 

engagement: Furrer & Skinner, 2003; satisfaction: Baker, 1998; Huebner, Ash, & 

Laughlin, 2001; Plunkett, Henry, Houtlberg, Sands, & Abarca-Mortensen, 2008; Jang, 

Reeve, Ryan, & Kim, 2009).  In this body of research, relationships with three social 

partners, parents, teachers, and peers, have been shown to influence these outcomes.  

However, in studies at the college level, research on relatedness and satisfaction has been 

limited to relatedness with instructors (Filak & Sheldon, 2003; Goodboy & Myers, 2008).  

It may be that further research involving relatedness with each of these social partners 

will be more illuminating as to the link between relatedness and academic satisfaction in 

college students. 

 The following review of literature will include (a) a review of theoretical 

framework that can be used to examine satisfaction, (b) a discussion of the term 

“relatedness,” (c) how relatedness to parents, teachers, and peers and academic 

satisfaction, motivation, and engagement have been linked in primary and secondary 

schools, (d) a discussion of the implications of class and school size on students' sense of 
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relatedness in primary and secondary schools, and (e) a review of various factors in the 

college setting that may make relatedness in the college setting unique. 

Self Determination Theory 

 One way that satisfaction has been analyzed is through the idea of need 

satisfaction, where researchers identify needs that are critical to overall satisfaction.  One 

theory of satisfaction is Self Determination Theory.  Ryan and Deci (2000) describe this 

theory initially in terms of motivation.  In their explanation of the theory, they describe 

motivation as being either extrinsic, meaning that a person's motivation comes from an 

external source like punishment or desire to please another person, or intrinsic, meaning 

that a person's motivation comes from their own personal values.  Intrinsic motivation is 

highly correlated to enjoyment of activities and interest in activities.  The authors propose 

that three needs are important in achieving intrinsic motivation: competence, autonomy, 

and relatedness.  According to Self Determination Theory, the more competent a person 

feels in performing a task, the more motivation he or she will have to do that task.  

However, competence will not affect motivation unless people feel a sense of autonomy, 

meaning that they feel that they personally are in control of their actions and are not 

simply performing actions to satisfy an external requirement.  The final factor in Self 

Determination Theory is relatedness, the amount that a person feels related to, cared by, 

and comfortable with people who demonstrate a certain value.  People who feel a high 

sense of relatedness to someone espousing a value are more likely to internalize that 

value.  Self Determination Theory states that when these three needs are met, people feel 

high levels of well-being, function optimally, and have a high sense of intrinsic 

motivation. 
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 These three needs have also been shown to be important to overall satisfaction.  

Sheldon, Elliot, and Kasser (2001) weighed different psychological needs proposed by 

multiple theories to determine which were the most important to experiencing 

satisfaction.   They looked at ten different psychological needs: those proposed by Ryan 

and Deci's Self Determination Theory, Maslow's Theory of Personality, Epstein's 

Cognitive—experiential Self-theory, and an “American dream” way of thinking.  

Together, these theories produced ten different candidate needs: competence, autonomy, 

relatedness, self-esteem, physical thriving, security, self-actualization, pleasure—

stimulation, money—luxury, and popularity—influence.  They wanted to examine which 

of these needs were most often experienced during people's most satisfying events.  In 

order to do this, they asked participants to identify the most satisfying event they had 

experienced in the recent past.  Then participants completed a questionnaire which asked 

them to rate a series of statements to assess which needs were best met during these 

experiences.  Next, participants completed a segment in which they reported moods that 

they felt during this event.  They found that self-esteem, relatedness, and autonomy were 

the most salient needs in participants' most satisfying experiences, with competence as 

second most important.  Next, they repeated the same study with both a US and Korean 

sample.  They found that this time, the US sample had self-esteem as their primary need, 

with relatedness, autonomy, and competence as second most salient.  The Korean sample, 

in contrast, had relatedness as their primary need, with self esteem second, and 

autonomy, competence, and pleasure—stimulation third.  Finally, the study was repeated 

with a US sample with the added section asking about a most unsatisfying event.  Results 

were analyzed to determine which needs were most lacking in an unsatisfying event.  
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Again, in the satisfying event condition, self-esteem emerged as the most salient need, 

with autonomy, competence, and relatedness as second.  In the unsatisfying event 

condition, autonomy and competence were the most salient needs that were lacking, with 

self-esteem and relatedness second.   

 These data, for the most part, support Self Determination Theory by showing that 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness rank highly among a list of other possible 

psychological needs as influences on satisfaction.  However, they introduce the element 

of self-esteem as at least as important if not more so in most satisfying events.  One 

possible reason for this, following Self Determination Theory, is that self-esteem is also 

linked to autonomy, competence, and relatedness, in the same way that motivation or 

satisfaction can be.  Still, while this study discussed these psychological needs in the 

framework of general satisfying events, which could be anything that a participant listed 

as his or her most satisfying event, including everything from religious epiphanies to 

sexual experiences, it is possible that academically satisfying events, which include a 

more constricted range of possible experiences, have different characteristics.   

 Jang, Reeve, Ryan, and Kim (2009) examined exactly this question by putting the 

emphasis on academic experiences and student life.  They closely followed Sheldon et 

al.'s (2001) methods with a group of Korean ninth-grade students, asking them to identify 

their most satisfying learning experience in the past week.  They looked at the same ten 

needs that Sheldon et al. (2001) examined.  During the students' most highly satisfying 

learning experiences, competence, autonomy, and relatedness were again the most salient 

needs.  The researchers also asked for the students' least satisfying experiences and 

examined which needs were least met.  In this context, while the needs for autonomy and 
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competence topped the list of unfulfilled needs, relatedness was actually found to be the 

least salient need.  This may indicate that relatedness was not as important in 

academically unsatisfying experiences as in satisfying experiences in this group of 

students.  Autonomy and competence, however, were highly salient in both contexts. 

 Another study highlighted relatedness as the odd man out of the three needs 

proposed by Self Determination Theory in the context of academic satisfaction.  Filak 

and Sheldon (2003) examined autonomy, competence, and relatedness in a post-

secondary setting to see what effect these needs had on course and instructional 

satisfaction.  They asked students to think back to any class that was meaningful to their 

educational goals.  The students then completed a survey containing questions about 

competence (measured by perceived success and challenge on classroom tasks), 

autonomy (measured by the student's influence on their own education), and relatedness 

(measured by relationship with the professor), as well as questions asking them about 

their opinion of the course and the professor.  In the second study, students in different 

sections of the same class taught by different professors were asked to rate their current 

class on the same variables.  The results from both studies were similar.  As far as 

professor approval was concerned, competence, autonomy, and relatedness were all 

positive predictors of student satisfaction, with competence as the strongest predictor.  

For overall class approval, however, only competence and autonomy were positively 

related to course satisfaction, with competence again as the major predictor.  Relatedness 

was not significantly associated with course approval rating in either study.  This 

indicates that relatedness may have a more tenuous connection to academic satisfaction, 

at least as measured by satisfaction with an individual course, than competence or 
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autonomy.  However, the results of this particular study may not necessarily reflect the 

absolute importance of relatedness on academic satisfaction.  One clear issue is that each 

of the items asking about relatedness referred to specifically relatedness with the 

instructor, while class settings include more possible social partners with whom to feel 

close. 

 Overall, competence, autonomy, and relatedness seem to be needs that are 

essential to satisfaction.  However, in the sphere of academic satisfaction, relatedness 

seems to be less important than the other two needs in some ways.  Since Self 

Determination Theory proposes that relatedness is important for satisfaction, its apparent 

lack of salience in certain elements of academic satisfaction may require a closer 

inspection. 

Relatedness 

 Self Determination Theory is not the first to propose that social relationships have 

an impact on academic outcomes like motivation or satisfaction.  Along with relatedness, 

another way of looking at people's perceptions of their social relationships is the measure 

of social support.  Social support, in schools, can be looked at as “ a perception of a 

school as a caring environment as well as the expectation that individual help and 

assistance will be forthcoming if needed” (Baker, 1998, p. 28).  In comparison, 

relatedness can be looked at as “the need to feel belongingess and connectedness with 

others” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 73).  Belongingness itself can be considered “a student's 

sense of being accepted, valued, included, and encouraged by others” (Goodenow, 1993, 

p. 25).  Looking at these definitions, it is clear that relatedness and social support have a 

certain amount of overlap as well as some differences.  Both seem to get at the idea of 
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caring and acceptance in a community.  Social support, however, seems to include 

specifically an expectation of receiving help whereas relatedness does not.  While it is 

unclear what exactly goes into a “caring environment,” the feelings of being accepted, 

valued, included, and encouraged get at a similar idea.  Since social support and 

relatedness have so much in common, looking at the impact of social support on students' 

perceptions may help illuminate the ways in which relatedness also affects those 

perceptions. 

Social Relationships in Primary and Secondary School 

 Across the literature on social relationships' effect on academic outcomes in 

primary and secondary schools, three specific social others emerge as important players 

in children's relationships: parents, teachers, and peers.  The impact of each of these 

groups of people can be seen on a variety of outcomes, including academic motivation, 

engagement, and satisfaction. 

 First, they have been shown to play a role in middle school students' interest in 

school and motivational goals.  Wentzel (1998) examined the effects of teacher, family, 

and peer support in middle school and their associations with motivational outcomes.  

She studied sixth grade children who had just entered middle school.  Teacher and 

classmate support were measured as the students' perceptions of how much their teachers 

and peers cared about their feelings and whether they cared about whether the students 

learned.  Family support was a general measure of how much family members helped 

each other.  As dependent variables, she looked specifically at interest in school and 

class, learning goal orientation, or whether students exhibited desire to learn for 

learning's sake (mastery orientation) or desire to learn to impress others (performance 
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orientation), and prosocial goal pursuit, or student interest in engaging with their peers 

during classes.  Peer, teacher, and family support were all positively related to each other.  

Perceived teacher support positively predicted class interest and school interest.  Family 

support was  positively related to school interest, was positively related to mastery goal 

orientations, and was negatively related to performance goal orientation.  Peer support 

was linked to prosocial goal pursuit in students  Interestingly, some of the questions on 

the school interest survey were similar to those used frequently in testing school 

satisfaction, for instance, “I usually enjoy being in school.”  The fact that the measure for 

class and school interest is similar to measures used for academic satisfaction indicates 

that there may be a link between teacher and parent support and academic satisfaction.  

This study shows that support from each potential social partner can predict different 

ways of thinking about school.  

 Another study also examined middle school students' relatedness with these three 

social partners in relation to various academic and personal perceptions.  Ryan, Stiller, 

and Lynch (1994) looked at students’ perceived relatedness with their teachers, parents, 

and peers and their association with school adjustment, motivation, and self esteem.  

Seventh and eighth grade students were given questionnaires regarding their feelings 

towards these three social partners.  This measure of relatedness included how secure a 

student felt in their relationship with each partner, how much students felt they could rely 

on each partner for emotional and academic help, and how much students wanted to 

emulate each partner.  The survey also measured a variety of outputs such as academic 

coping, engagement, perceived control, capacity beliefs, and global self esteem.  All 

items other than self esteem were considered school functioning outcomes.  Positive 
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representations of parents and teachers both predicted positive school functioning 

outcomes, whereas representations of friends did not.  Emulation of friends negatively 

predicted school functioning.  Also, students who reported that they felt security with 

friends tended to have higher self esteem.  This again demonstrates the importance of 

social relationships on academic outcomes in secondary school.  Although it suggests that 

parental and teacher relatedness may be more important than peer relatedness to positive 

school functioning, it does show that each social partner can play a role in school 

functioning. 

 One more study showed the importance of these three social partners on academic 

factors other than satisfaction.  Furrer and Skinner (2003) looked at children's relatedness 

in relation to their engagement in the classroom.  The participants were third to sixth 

grade students, interviewed in the fall of their school year.  They were administered a 

questionnaire, which looked at relatedness with parents, peers and teachers, perceived 

control, engagement, and academic evaluation, or grades.  Both perceived control and 

relatedness to all three social partners positively predicted engagement.  High relatedness 

with teachers and classroom peers predicted higher engagement and seemed to make up 

for low relatedness with parents, whereas high relatedness with parents alone looked 

similar to no relatedness with anyone at all.  In contrast to the Ryan, Stiller, and Lynch 

(2004) study, this puts an emphasis on the importance of peer support but downplays the 

importance of parental support, at least in terms of classroom engagement.   

 Social relationships have also been shown to have an impact on academic 

satisfaction itself. Baker (1998) examined the impact of various non-academic variables 

on school satisfaction in urban, low-income, African-American students in grades three 
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and five.  She looked at perceptions of the school environment, family environment, 

social support, and stress, as well as psychological distress and academic self-concept.  

The classroom social climate survey included items about social support from teachers 

and classmates.  Classroom social climate had the most direct positive effect on school 

satisfaction.  Academic self-concept and family environment also both had direct positive 

effects.  This shows that both teacher and classmate support, as well as social perception 

of family members, can directly and positively affect school satisfaction in primary 

school students.   

 In a follow-up to Baker's (1998) study, Huebner, Ash, and Laughlin (2001) also 

examined the importance of social support, life experiences, and locus of control on 

school satisfaction in adolescents.  The students were given a survey of life stressors and 

possible environmental supports, as well as a locus of control survey and the school 

subscale of the Multidimensional Students' Life Satisfaction Scale (MSLSS) to test 

satisfaction.  They found that positive stressors predicted positive academic satisfaction 

and that support from teachers, friends, and family combined predicted school 

satisfaction as well.  They did not split up the findings from the social support factor into 

individual social others, so it is unclear whether certain partners were more important 

than others, but it does demonstrate again that overall social support is critical for school 

satisfaction at this age. 

 Finally, Plunkett, Henry, Houtlberg, Sands, and Abarca-Mortensen (2008) 

examined the effect of social support from a variety of significant others on the 

educational resilience of Mexican-origin adolescents in America.  Along with looking at 

a variety of different social partners, the researchers looked at multiple measures of 
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academic success: motivation, satisfaction, and GPA.  The authors assessed which 

predictors were more dominant than other predictors.  In this study, for girls, paternal 

support was more important for academic motivation than support from mothers, 

teachers, and friends.  For boys, maternal support was the most dominant predictor.  For 

both boys and girls' academic satisfaction, teacher support was the best predictor.  The 

same was true for both gender's GPA.  This again casts into some question the 

importance of peers and parents on satisfaction, but it does show that teacher support is 

important to satisfaction at this age.  Furthermore, parental support and teacher support 

were important to academic motivation.   

 To further demonstrate a possible link between relatedness and academic 

satisfaction in primary and secondary schools, the Jang et al. (2009) study mentioned 

earlier which looked at the importance of the three psychological needs supposed by Self 

Determination Theory on academic satisfaction in a Korean high school population 

showed that during students' most satisfying learning experiences, they felt a high sense 

of relatedness.  In this study, however, relatedness was defined in relation to “people who 

are important to me,” which leaves the interpretation vague as to which social partners 

they are referring.  Because of this, this study does not help tease apart the specific 

contributions of each social partner to overall academic satisfaction; however, it does 

imply that relatedness in general is important to a sense of academic satisfaction, at least 

in students' most satisfying learning experiences. 

 Overwhelmingly, these studies from primary and secondary schools show that 

social support from parents, teachers, and peers plays a strong part in various academic 

factors, including academic satisfaction.  Overall, relatedness to teachers seems to be the 
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most consistent positive predictor of these factors; however, both parent and peer social 

support has been demonstrated at times to affect them.  Still, these studies have only 

looked at relatedness as a predictive factor and have not attempted to discern factors that 

may help or hinder this sense of relatedness. 

School and Class Size and Relatedness 

 One of the elements that can have an effect on students' relatedness is the size of 

the social group they are in.  Class size has been demonstrated to affect students' 

perceptions of their social worlds at the primary and secondary school level.  School size 

may also have an impact on these relationships.  Two studies looking at class size in 

primary and secondary schools indicated that smaller class sizes led to greater 

interactions with teachers and perceptions of teacher support. 

 Blatchford, Edmonds, and Martin (2003) examined the relationship between class 

size, pupil attentiveness, and peer relations.  The children they studied were in early 

elementary school and were enrolled in many different schools and classes.  They 

examined different social behaviors in these children as well as attention tendencies.  

They observed the children, measuring how much time they spent in social interactions 

with teachers and other children and how long they spent not interacting with anyone.  

Children in small classes were more likely to have longer and more interactions with their 

teachers.  Children in large classes, however, were more likely to interact with other 

children and to be not interacting with anyone.  This demonstrates that while students at 

the early elementary school level engage more with their teachers in smaller classes, 

children in larger classes actually interact more with their peers.  

 Boyesen and Bru (1999) looked at the relationship between class size and student 
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perception of social support.  They studied 8
th

 grade students from various different 

regions of Norway.  They asked children to rate their sense of social support from both 

teachers and peers.  Again, children in smaller classes reported feeling more teacher 

support.  However, they did not report more peer support.  This takes Blatchford et al.'s 

(2003) findings one step further, showing that not only do students engage more with 

teachers in smaller classes, they also feel more social support from them in smaller 

classes. 

 The results of these two studies indicate that class size is associated with 

relatedness at the primary and secondary school levels.  Specifically, it seems that 

students in smaller classes may feel more related with their teachers.  The effect of small 

class size on classmate social support was null in both of these studies, however. 

 School size may also play a role in students' perceptions of their social 

environment. Johnson (2009) looked at the differences in patterns of belongingness 

between a large, traditional high school and a small, nontraditional high school, both of 

which included students from 9
th

 to 12
th

 grade.  Teacher support data were gathered from 

both schools, while belongingness data were gathered only from the small, nontraditional 

school and were compared to the sample of students in Goodenow's (1993) study from 

which the test was taken.  Students reported feeling more teacher support at the small, 

nontraditional school, most commonly reporting having three or four teachers that they 

could go to for help, as opposed to none or one at the large, traditional school.  Students 

also reported feeling more belongingness than either of Goodenow's (1993) samples, both 

of which came from larger, traditional schools.  However, these schools differed not only 

in size but in academic ideals, in that the small, nontraditional school had both parents 
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and teachers actively involved in the classroom and used a pass/fail system instead of 

grades.  The student body of the schools also differed racially, in that the nontraditional 

school was predominantly white in contrast to a more diverse mix at the traditional 

school, and on parents' education level, in that parents at the nontraditional school were 

more likely than those at the traditional school to have college degrees or higher. This 

shows that in addition to school size, there may be other factors that have influenced the 

difference in relatedness between the two different schools.  However, these factors are 

often difficult to separate, since many of the smallest schools may also have alternative 

core values and teaching styles.   

 Another study looked directly at the effect of school size on course satisfaction.  

Fresko, Carmeli, and Ben-Chaim (1989) examined various different teacher attributes and 

climate attributes to study various aspects of students' class experience in a mathematics 

class.  Students in junior high school and their teachers participated in the study.  The 

researchers looked at teacher's pedagogic training, teaching experience and math 

education, as well as the students' grade level and the general school size.  The outcome 

measures included students' satisfaction with their math course.  Here, school size did not 

have any significant relation to students' satisfaction.  However, this satisfaction was only 

at the course level-- since the measure of school size is at the school level, it may be that 

the impact on overall satisfaction is also at a more global level. 

 These studies overall indicate that class size may have an impact on students' 

relatedness to their teachers at the primary and secondary school level, while school size 

may have less impact or may be difficult to separate from other institutional factors.  This 

may mean that class size may also be associated with academic satisfaction through its 
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link to relatedness.  Overall, it seems that during primary and secondary school years, 

class size is linked to relatedness with teachers, which has been demonstrated to affect 

overall satisfaction.   

The College Setting 

 Thus far, this review has only discussed the issues of academic satisfaction, 

relatedness and class size at the primary and secondary school setting.  It has 

demonstrated that at this level, high relatedness with instructors, peers, and parents tends 

to positively impact students' engagement, motivation, and satisfaction.  Furthermore, it 

has shown that small class size in particular, but also possibly school size, at this level is 

positively linked to relatedness with teachers.  However, primary and secondary schools 

are not the only schools in which academic satisfaction is important.  The college setting 

is unique from primary and secondary schools in many ways, and there has been less 

research on the links between academic satisfaction, relatedness, and class and school 

size in this context. 

 The fact that little research has been done on the link between relatedness and 

satisfaction in college is strange considering that in college, many social dynamics can 

change as students often move out of their parents' homes and may also have less direct 

contact with their teachers than in high schools.  Furthermore, many colleges are far 

larger than primary and secondary schools, and the class sizes that a student may 

encounter in college can be much larger than those in earlier schools, which may also 

affect a student's social dynamics in the classroom. To get an idea of the different social 

challenges facing students during their college transitions, many researchers have studied 

the patterns of social relationships in which new college students may find themselves. 
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 Raymore, Barber, and Eccles (2000) looked at four common major events that 

happen during the transition from adolescence to being a young adult: leaving home, 

attending college, marriage, and parenthood.  They discussed college as a moratorium on 

reaching other life experiences, since people who attend college tend to experience other 

major transitions later than non college goers.  Students entering into college may have a 

new set of peer relationships and teacher relationships.  Also, the transition to college 

often occurs the same time as leaving home, which brings another set of issues, as young 

adults must create ties to a new community.  Students who live at home tend to have a 

less positive relationship with their parents than those who live away from home.  If 

parental support continues to affect satisfaction in college, this change in family dynamic 

may affect college students' academic satisfaction. 

 Flanagan, Schulenberg, and Fuligni (1993) examined students' relationships with 

parents during their college years across two main groups: students who lived at home 

and students who had moved away from their home.  They examined students' 

interpretations of their parents' mutuality, support, and independence.  They also looked 

at rejection of parents as role models, parents' underestimation of maturity demands, and 

avoidance in making compromises.  The first three variables were positively 

intercorrelated with each other.  The second three variables were positively 

intercorrelated with each other and were negatively correlated with the first set of 

variables.  Students who lived away from home had significantly more mutuality, 

support, and independence and significantly less rejection, underestimation, and 

avoidance than students who lived at home.  Furthermore, they had significantly fewer 

conflicts with their parents during the school year, although the same amount during 
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periods of time they lived at home, such as summer vacations.  This again shows that 

students who live away from home during the school year may actually feel a higher 

sense of relatedness with their parents than those who actually live at home and see them 

every day. 

 While relatedness to parents seems to be improved by a transition to college, 

some researchers also argue that students' peers become very salient during college.  

Fraley and Davis (1997) looked at the ways college students transfer their attachments 

from their parents to their close friends and romantic partners.  They wanted to find out 

which people college students seek proximity to, use as a safe haven, and use as a secure 

base.  To ascertain this, they asked college students in an introductory psychology course 

to name the people who best fit these roles.  Students' responses were coded into the 

categories “parent” and “peer.”   

 The majority of respondents used peers to fill their proximity-seeking and safe-

haven functions.  However, for the secure base function, most participants reported using 

their parents to fill these roles.  This demonstrates that during the college years, students 

may have divided attachments between their parents and their peers.  While the authors 

of this study do not give data to compare to younger samples, they argue that these data 

are representative of a shift from using parents as predominant attachment partners, as 

young children do, to using peers as predominant attachment partners.  Because this is a 

process that is ongoing during college, this could have an impact on the importance of 

parent and peer relatedness during this time.  If college students are indeed in the middle 

of transferring primary attachment to their peers, it may be that relatedness to these peers 

takes on new importance. 
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 Overall, the transition to college is a dynamic time in a student's social life.  Also, 

clearly, the transition to college is a time in which academic satisfaction is important for 

students.  Since the link between social relationships with parents, teachers, and peers and 

academic satisfaction has been shown in younger students, and college students' social 

worlds are very different than their younger counterparts, seeing whether these factors 

continue to be associated in this age group would be helpful in understanding academic 

satisfaction at the college level. 

Relatedness and Satisfaction in College 

 However, little research has actually been done on the link between relatedness 

and satisfaction in this academic setting.  What research has been done has looked 

primarily at instructors as potential sources of social support and relatedness and has used 

students' satisfaction with their individual courses and instructors as outcomes. 

 Goodboy and Myers (2008) looked at the effect of teacher confirmation on a 

students' class experiences.  They defined confirmation as having four parts: recognition 

of a person's existence, showing a relationship with a person, showing an awareness of a 

person's value, and endorsing a person's experience.  This is similar to relatedness in that 

relatedness, as defined earlier, also includes being valued and accepted.  The researchers 

examined this behavior as it relates to instructional satisfaction and state motivation, 

which is the degree to which students find class activities meaningful.  The study was 

performed with three sections of the same introductory class.  A “guest lecturer” was 

invited to the class and gave a fifteen minute powerpoint lecture using one of three 

scripts.  In the first script, the lecturer did not use any confirming behaviors, such as 

responding to questions and demonstrating interest in student input.  In the second, she 
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used some confirming behaviors.  In the third script, she used strong confirming 

behaviors.  Students were presented with a post-lecture survey which they were told 

would assess the lecturer.  The study showed that students in the strongly confirming 

condition reported more instructional satisfaction.  Since teacher confirmation seems to 

support relatedness needs, this suggests that relatedness has a direct impact on 

instructional satisfaction.  However, instructional satisfaction is different than academic 

satisfaction, and students in this study were not asked to rate the course itself, so it 

remains unclear whether relatedness to teachers would increase course satisfaction or 

universal academic satisfaction in college students. 

 The Filak and Sheldon (2003) study discussed earlier rectified this somewhat by 

asking about both instructional and course satisfaction.  In this study, relatedness, 

measured by relatedness to the instructor of the class, was associated with instructional 

satisfaction but not with overall course satisfaction.  However, keeping in mind the idea 

that parents, teachers, and peers have been important in studies of academic satisfaction, 

this may not fully explain the dynamic between relatedness in college and students' 

academic satisfaction.  There are more partners than simply the professor to whom to feel 

related in a class: classmates too can play an important role in a student's sense of 

relatedness.  Furthermore, this study measured only the instructional and class motivation 

for this particular class.  Many of the earlier studies, including Baker's (1998) and 

Huebner et al.'s (2001) study on school satisfaction look at overall school experience 

instead of focusing on a specific class.  Since there are many possible ways to look at 

academic satisfaction and there are multiple possible social others to whom to feel 

related, studies of academic satisfaction and relatedness as a whole should keep all of 
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these levels in mind when designing questions. 

 Overall, the research on the link between relatedness and satisfaction at the 

college level has not been as thorough as the corresponding research at the primary and 

secondary level.  It has only looked at relatedness with instructors as a predictive 

variable, while research at lower grade levels has shown relatedness with peers and 

parents to also play a part in satisfaction.  It has also only looked at satisfaction with 

specific instructors and courses and has not examined the impact of relatedness on global 

academic satisfaction. 

The Current Study 

 The current study examined relatedness and academic satisfaction in college, 

taking into account all three partners that have been demonstrated to affect relatedness 

during earlier schools years.  Because class and school sizes were also identified as 

possible predictors of relatedness and satisfaction, this study examined those as well.  

 To assess how relatedness with these three partners is associated with academic 

satisfaction at the individual course level, Sheldon et al.'s (2001) method was adapted for 

this study.  Students were asked to identify their most and least satisfying classes and 

were asked questions about their experiences during these classes.  In addition to 

assessing students' level of satisfaction this way, the study also included a single Likert 

scale in which students were asked to rate their satisfaction with their class.  Because the 

questions about these classes asked for students' experiences during them, and only 

instructors and classmates were physically present during these classes, the impact of 

relatedness on satisfaction at the course level was measured only through relatedness with 

instructors and classmates.  Because Sheldon et al. (2001) identified self-esteem, 
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autonomy, and competence as also being factors critical to satisfaction, these were also 

measured in this study.  Students' feelings of satisfaction, relatedness to instructors and 

classmates, and feelings of self-esteem, autonomy, and competence were compared 

between most and least satisfying classes.  Furthermore, within each category of class, 

the present study tested to see whether these needs were associated with overall 

satisfaction, as measured by the Likert scale. 

 Because the literature, as reviewed above, has shown that relatedness with 

instructors and classmates is linked to satisfaction in the primary and secondary school 

setting (Wentzel, 1998; Ryan et al., 1994; Furrer and Skinner, 2003; Baker, 1998; 

Huebner et al., 2001; Plunkett et al., 2008), it was predicted that relatedness to instructors 

and classmates would be higher during students' most satisfying classes than their least 

satisfying classes.  Furthermore, it was predicted that relatedness with both instructors 

and classmates would be positively associated with satisfaction, and that relatedness to 

each would predict overall satisfaction at the course level uniquely from all other factors 

measured. 

 To assess how relatedness with all three partners, instructors, parents, and peers, 

is associated with academic satisfaction at the global college level, students were asked 

questions based on their experiences in college as a whole.  Satisfaction at this level was 

measured through a school satisfaction scale initially used at the primary and secondary 

level (Huebner, 1994).  Because these questions referred to students' whole life 

experiences while at college, and students were in contact with all social partners during 

this time, relatedness at this level was measured through relatedness to instructors, 

classmates, friends, and caregivers.  Again, because Sheldon et al. (2001) identified self-
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esteem, autonomy, and competence as being factors important to satisfaction, these were 

measured at this level as well.  Students' relatedness to instructors, peers, and caregivers 

were tested to see if they correlated to their satisfaction. 

 Because relatedness to all three social partners was shown in previous studies to 

be associated with school satisfaction (Wentzel, 1998; Ryan et al., 1994; Furrer and 

Skinner, 2003; Baker, 1998; Huebner et al., 2001; Plunkett et al., 2008), it was predicted 

that relatedness to each of these partners would be positively correlated with academic 

satisfaction at the global college level.  It was also predicted that relatedness to each of 

these partners would predict satisfaction uniquely from all other factors.  In addition, 

because studies suggested that students who did not live with their parents tended to have 

higher relatedness with their parents than those who did live with their parents, the study 

asked students to report whether they lived at home, and caregiver relatedness scores 

were compared.  It was predicted that students who lived at home would report lower 

relatedness scores than those who did not. 

 Next, to ascertain whether class size and school size were associated with 

relatedness and satisfaction at the college level, students reported the sizes of their most 

and least satisfying classes.  Because the literature on class size and relatedness has 

shown that, at the primary and secondary school level, students in smaller classes tend to 

report more social support from their teachers (Boyeson and Bru, 2003; Blatchford et al., 

1993), it was predicted that class size would be negatively associated with instructor 

relatedness in both most and least satisfying classes in this study.  To assess the impact of 

school size, students reported the size of the school they attended.  Because a previous 

study reported that students in smaller schools felt higher social support from teachers 
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(Johnson, 2009), it was predicted that students in smaller schools would report higher 

instructor relatedness. 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were 127 full time undergraduate students (35 male, 92 female) in the 

United States.  Participants must have been enrolled in the same learning institution 

during Fall 2009 as they were in Spring 2010.  Participants were between the ages of 18 

and 23 (M= 20.41, SD=1.13).  Participants were recruited on the social networking 

website facebook.com.  Initial participants were contacts of the researcher and were 

asked to forward the study to their contacts who might be interested in participating.  

Participants were from 29 schools around the United States (the complete list of colleges 

can be found in Table 1).    They were between their first and fifth year in college (for a 

list of the percentage of participants from each year, see Table 2).  The vast majority of 

the participants were white (for a complete breakdown of participants' race, see Table 3).   

Materials and Procedures 

 Participants were sent a link to a group on facebook.com.  This group, in turn, 

linked the participants to an online survey from the website surveymonkey.com.  

Participants were told that they could fill out the survey at any time, and there was no 

time limit to how long the participants could take.  The survey stayed open for 2.5 weeks.  

Participants could only take the survey one time.  The survey contained four sections.  

Each section is described below.     

 Most satisfying class.  The first section of the survey, adapted from Sheldon et al. 

(2001), asked participants to think of their most satisfying college class during their 
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previous term, Fall 2009.  For the rest of this section, participants answered questions and 

rated statements based on this class.  Participants rated their satisfaction with the class on 

a 1-7 scale (1 = completely unsatisfying, 7 = completely satisfying.)  Then participants 

were asked the approximate size of the class, which was used as the class size 

measurement.  They were asked whether the class was taught by a professor or a TA to 

understand to which partner instructor relatedness would refer.  They were also asked 

whether each class was required for their major.   

 Next, they were asked to rate their relatedness with the primary instructor of their 

class and their classmates.  They were asked to rate four statements about each partner, 

based on Furrer and Skinner's (2003) study on relatedness.  They were asked “When I 

was with the primary instructor of my class/my classmates....”: “I felt accepted,” “I felt 

like someone special,” “I felt ignored (reverse coded),” and “I felt unimportant (reverse 

coded).”  Each statement was rated on a four point Likert scale (1 = “Not at all true for 

me,” 4 = “Very true for me.”)  Each question was averaged together for each social 

partner to create a final relatedness score to each partner, with 1 as the minimum score 

and 4 as the maximum score.  Internal reliability tests showed that for instructor 

relatedness,  Cronbach's != .814, and for classmate relatedness, Cronbach's != .824. 

 Finally, competence, autonomy, and self esteem fulfillment were measured using 

the same scale as Sheldon et al.'s (2001) study.  Participants rated three statements 

assessing each need.  The stem of each statement was “When I was in that class, I felt....”  

Each of the three statements for each need was averaged together such that the minimum 

score for each need was 1 and the maximum was 5.  The statements used to measure each 

need can be found in Table 4.  Internal reliability tests showed that for competence, 
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Cronbach's != .767, for autonomy, Cronbach's != .851, and for self esteem, Cronbach's 

!= .886. 

 Least satisfying class.  The second section of the survey repeated the previous 

section except participants were asked to identify their least satisfying class during the 

previous term, Fall 2009.  They answered the same questions and rated the same 

statements as in the section above.  Internal reliability tests showed that in this section, 

for instructor relatedness, Cronbach's != .854, for classmate relatedness, Cronbach's != 

.827, for competence, Cronbach's != .726, for autonomy, Cronbach's != .753, and for 

self esteem, Cronbach's != .915. 

 Global academic experience.  In the third section of the survey, participants were 

asked to think of their overall academic experience and use this experience to answer 

more questions.  To assess their academic satisfaction, an adaptation of the school 

satisfaction subscale of Huebner's Multi Scale Life Satisfaction Survey (1994) was used.  

Students rated eight statements on a 1-4 scale (1 = “Never,” 4 = “Always.”)  The 

statements included were “I wish I didn't have to go to my classes (reverse coded),” “I 

like being in my classes,” “I look forward to going to my classes,” “There are many 

things about my classes I don't like (reverse coded),”  “I feel bad in my classes (reverse 

coded),” “I enjoy class activities,” “My classes are interesting,” and “I learn a lot in my 

classes.”  Participants’ rating of each of the statements were averaged together, so the 

minimum satisfaction score was 1 and the maximum was 4.  Internal reliability tests 

showed that for this scale, Cronbach's != .891. 

 They then repeated the autonomy, competence, and self esteem questions from 

Sheldon et al.'s (2001) study, except that in this case, the statement stem used was, “In 
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my overall college academic life, I feel....”  In this section, internal reliability tests 

showed that for competence, Cronbach's != .812, for autonomy, Cronbach's != .862, and 

for self esteem, Cronbach's != .916. 

 Next, they repeated the relatedness measure from Furrer and Skinner's (2003) 

study, except in this case, they were asked about their instructors, their classmates, and 

their friends across their entire college experience.  Each of these scales produced a score 

from 1-4.  The classmates and friends scales were scored separately and then were 

averaged also to create an overall “peer” score.  Internal reliability tests showed that for 

instructor relatedness, Cronbach's != .794, for classmate relatedness, Cronbach's != .800, 

and for friend relatedness, Cronbach's != .891. 

 To assess the effect of relatedness to parents, participants were asked to report 

how many primary caregivers, such as parents or guardians, they had in their lives.  This 

was to allow participants from families of all different varieties the opportunity to 

respond accurately to this question.  Depending on the number of caregivers the 

participants reported, they were directed to a new survey page asking questions about 

their caregivers.  Participants who reported having one primary caregiver were directed to 

a page with questions about only one parent, participants who reported having two 

primary caregivers were directed to a page with questions about two parents, and so on. 

 For each caregiver reported, participants were asked what their relationship to this 

caregiver was (mother, father, stepmother, etc).  They were then given the same 

relatedness scale used to assess relatedness to instructors, classmates, and friends.  They 

were then asked to report whether they lived with this caregiver.  In the final analysis, 

relatedness to the first parent each participant reported was used as his or her “caregiver 
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relatedness” score.  On average, reliability tests demonstrated that for caregiver 

relatedness, Cronbach's != .870. 

 Demographic questions.  In the fourth and final section of the survey, participants 

were asked demographic questions, including gender, race, year in college, educational 

institution, and approximate size of the undergraduate student body at their institution. 

Results 

Course Satisfaction and Relatedness 

 The first set of analyses was concerned with assessing how relatedness with 

instructors and classmates was associated with satisfaction at the course level, taking into 

account the effects of competence, autonomy, and self esteem. 

 Data filtering.  Initial tests were run with the full set of data to ensure that 

participants' most satisfying classes were actually satisfying and that their least satisfying 

classes were actually unsatisfying, as judged by their satisfaction ratings of these classes 

on a 1-7 scale.  Participants tended to be fairly satisfied in their most satisfying course 

(M=5.88, SD=1.245).  In comparison, participants tended to be fairly unsatisfied with 

their least satisfying class (M=2.74, SD=1.482).  However, a few participants reported 

satisfaction of four (neutral) or lower during their most satisfying classes and many 

participants rated their least satisfying class as being four (neutral) or higher.  Because 

these participants were either not satisfied in their most satisfying classes or were 

satisfied in their least satisfying classes, these participants were excluded from the 

analyses on course satisfaction.  Forty-three participants were eliminated, leaving a 

sample of 84 participants. 

 Descriptive information about the course satisfaction, instructor relatedness, 
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classmate relatedness, self esteem, competence, and autonomy reported by participants in 

their most and least satisfying classes can be found in Table 5.  In general, participants 

felt a fairly high sense of instructor and classmate relatedness, self esteem, competence, 

and autonomy in their most satisfying classes.  They reported a medium sense of 

instructor and classmate relatedness and self esteem and fairly low senses of autonomy 

and competence in their least satisfying classes. 

Differences between most and least satisfying classes.  One-tailed paired sample t-

tests were performed to test for differences in satisfaction, instructor and classmate 

relatedness, self esteem, competence, and autonomy between participants' most and least 

satisfying classes.  Participants reported significantly more instructor relatedness 

(t(83)=12.468, p<.001) and classmate relatedness (t(83)=6.619, p<.001) in their most 

satisfying class than in their least satisfying class.  Participants also reported more 

feelings of self esteem (t(83)=9.089, p<.001), competence (t(83)=13.508, p<.001), and 

autonomy (t(83)=10.756, p<.001) in their most satisfying class than in their least 

satisfying class. 

 Satisfaction and predictive factors.  One-tailed correlations were run to determine 

whether participants’ feelings of instructor and classmate relatedness, self-esteem, 

autonomy, and competence were associated with their overall numeric rating of 

satisfaction during their most and least satisfying classes.  These correlations were 

performed using the same filtered data set. 

For students’ most satisfying class, satisfaction was positively correlated to 

instructor relatedness (r(83)=.461, p<.001) and classmate relatedness, (r(83)=.207, 

p=.029).  It was also positively correlated to self-esteem (r(83)=.456, p<.001), autonomy 
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(r(83)=.473, p<.001), and competence (r(83)=.427, p<.001).  However, all of the 

predictive factors were also intercorrelated.  The correlations between all factors in the 

most satisfying class condition are presented in Table 6. 

Students’ least satisfying class looked similar.  Satisfaction was correlated to 

instructor relatedness (r(83)=.543, p<.001) and classmate relatedness (r(83)=.244, 

p<.001).  It was also associated with self-esteem (r(83)=.239, p<.001), autonomy 

(r(83)=.360, p<.001), and competence (r(83)=.473, p<.001).  Again, all of the predictive 

factors were also correlated with each other.  The correlations between all factors in the 

least satisfying class condition are presented in Table 7. 

Models of best fit.  Because all of the predictive factors were intercorrelated, a 

stepwise regression was performed to determine which factors uniquely contributed 

significantly to the overall variance in satisfaction predicted by all of the factors.  These 

regressions were run two different ways.  Initially, they were run with the filtered data 

set, to distinguish between actually satisfying and unsatisfying experiences.  However, 

because satisfaction had already been restricted to a range of 5-7 for the satisfying 

condition and 1-3 for the unsatisfying condition, this may not have been the most 

accurate way to look at different factors' predictiveness of satisfaction.  Because of this, 

the regressions were also run with the full, unfiltered set of data. 

Analyses with filtered data.  In the most satisfying class condition, both instructor 

relatedness (!=.44, p=.005) and autonomy (!=.23, p=.003) uniquely positively predicted 

satisfaction.  This model accounted for 29% of the variance in satisfaction 

(F(2,81)=16.85, p<.001).   

In the least satisfying class condition, both instructor relatedness (!=.41, p<.001) 
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and competence (!=.22, p<.01) uniquely positively predicted satisfaction.  This model 

accounted for 38% of the total variance in satisfaction (F(3,80)=24.35, p<.001).   

Analyses with unfiltered data.  In the most satisfying class condition, both 

instructor relatedness (!=.57, p=.022) and self esteem (!=.46, p=.002) uniquely 

positively predicted satisfaction.  This model accounted for 29% of the variance in 

satisfaction (F(2,123)=25.94, p<.001).   

In the least satisfying class condition, competence (!=.32, p<.0001), instructor 

relatedness (!=.09, p<.0001), and self esteem (!=.02, p=.050) uniquely positively 

predicted satisfaction.  This model accounted for 44% of the total variance in satisfaction, 

(F(3,121)=31.09, p<.001).  

Global Academic Satisfaction and Relatedness 

 The second set of analyses was concerned with examining the association 

between relatedness with caregivers, peers, and instructors and academic satisfaction at 

the global college level, taking into account the effect of competence, autonomy, and self 

esteem.  For all of the following sets of analyses, the unfiltered data set was used, with a 

sample size of 127. 

 Descriptive information.  Descriptive information regarding satisfaction 

instructor, caregiver and peer relatedness, self esteem, competence, and autonomy during 

students' global academic life can be found in Table 8.  Overall, participants were more 

satisfied with their college experience than not.  Participants reported a very high sense of 

caregiver relatedness and friend relatedness, with only slightly lower instructor 

relatedness, and slightly lower but still high classmate relatedness.  Peer relatedness, 

which was an average of friend and classmate relatedness, was also high.  Participants 
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also reported a fairly high sense of self esteem, competence, and autonomy in their 

overall college life.  Ninety percent of participants reported their mother as their first 

primary caregiver and 10% reported their father. 

 Caregiver relatedness and living at home.  A one-tailed t-test was performed to 

determine whether participants who lived with their caregivers felt a difference in 

parental relatedness than those who did not live with their parents.  Ninety-nine 

participants reported not living with the first primary caregiver they listed, with 28 

participants living with their first listed caregiver. There was no significant difference 

between relatedness with parents with whom participants lived with (M=3.62, SD=.64), 

and those with whom they did not live (M=3.65, SD=.55), with t(126)=.264, p=.397. 

 Satisfaction and predictive variables.  Correlations were run to determine whether 

participants’ academic satisfaction at the college level was associated with their 

relatedness with instructors, parents, and peers, self esteem, competence, and autonomy.  

Satisfaction was positively correlated with instructor relatedness (r(126)=.520, p<.001), 

peer relatedness (r(126)=.338, p<.001), and caregiver relatedness (r(126)=.255, p<.01).  

It was also positive correlated with self esteem (r(126)=.613, p<.001), competence 

(r(126)=.596, p<.001), and autonomy (r(126)=.647, p<.001)  All of the predictive 

variables were also correlated with each other.  The correlations between all variables in 

the global academic condition are reported in Table 9. 

 Model of best fit.  Because all of the predictive variables were intercorrelated, a 

stepwise regression was performed to determine which variables contributed significantly 

to the variance in overall satisfaction predicted by all the factors.  Autonomy (!=.21, 

p<.001), instructor relatedness (!=.21, p<.003), and self esteem (!=.12, p<.023) each 



 33 

 

contributed uniquely to satisfaction.  This model accounted for 49% of the variance in 

satisfaction (F(3,123)=40.061, p<.001). 

Class and School Size and Relatedness 

 Finally, analyses were performed to examine the association between class and 

school size and students' satisfaction, relatedness to all partners, autonomy, competence, 

and self-esteem. 

 Descriptive information.  Students' school sizes were sorted into the categories 

small (less than 1000 students), medium (1000-15000 students), and large (over 15000 

students) based on their undergraduate enrollment.  Forty-eight percent of the participants 

were enrolled at a small school, 17% were enrolled at medium schools, and 35% were 

enrolled at large schools.  All participants enrolled in a small school were enrolled in the 

same small liberal arts college in southwest Florida. 

 Participants reported class sizes ranging from 1-250 students in their most 

satisfying classes (M= 32.52, SD= 36.1).  For their least satisfying class, participants 

reported class sizes ranging from 1-2000 students (M=72.31, SD=221). 

 Class size and course-level factors.  All class level analyses were performed with 

the filtered data set. 

 Spearman correlations were performed to assess the relationship between class 

size and satisfaction, instructor and classmate relatedness, competence, autonomy, and 

self esteem in participants' most and least satisfying class.  In the most satisfying class 

condition, class size was not associated with satisfaction (r(83)=.164, p=.068), instructor 

relatedness (r(83)=-.133, p=.114), classmate relatedness (r(83)=-.008, p=.471), self 

esteem (r(83)=.091, p=.205), competence (r(83)=.090, p=.209), or autonomy 
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(r(83)=.000, p=.497). 

 In the least satisfying class condition, class size was not associated with 

satisfaction (r(83)=-.080, p=.232), instructor relatedness (r(83)=-.142, p=.098), 

classmate relatedness (r(83)=.021, p=.426), self esteem (r(83)=.106, p=.167), 

competence (r(83)=-.016, p=.442), or autonomy (r(83)=-.141, p=.099).   

 School size and school-level factors.  All school level analyses were performed 

with the unfiltered set of data.  A one-way ANOVA was performed to determine whether 

there was any difference in global, college-level satisfaction, relatedness to instructors, 

peers, and parents, self esteem, competence, or autonomy across the three different levels 

of school size. 

 There was no difference across the levels of school size in global satisfaction 

(F(2,124)=1.045, p=.355), peer relatedness (F(2,124)=2.042, p=.134), caregiver 

relatedness (F(2,124)=.712, p=.492), self esteem (F(2,124)=.648, p=.525), competence 

(F(2,124)=.029, p=.972), or autonomy (F(2,124)=1.565, p=.213) (for means and 

standard deviations, see Table 10).  A difference in instructor relatedness approached 

significance (F(2,124)=2.711, p=.070).  Tukey's HSD post hoc test showed that this was 

due to a difference between small schools and large schools, where participants in small 

schools’ mean instructor relatedness was .20 (SD=.10) higher than those in large schools.   

 

Discussion 

Self Determination Theory and Satisfaction 

 The main research goal of this study was to examine the association between 

academic satisfaction and relatedness with instructors, peers, and parents at the college 
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level, while taking into account the impact of competence, autonomy, and self esteem.  

Initially, it was hypothesized that each social partner would uniquely predict academic 

satisfaction.  Overall, the results of this study indicate that at the college level, relatedness 

with each of these social partners is positively associated with satisfaction at both the 

course and global college level; however, instructor relatedness was the only type of 

relatedness that consistently uniquely predicted satisfaction, when all other variables 

were accounted for.   

 The interplay between competence and autonomy, the two variables which, along 

with relatedness, comprise the three major needs suggested by Ryan and Deci's (2000) 

Self Determination Theory, and self esteem, a fourth possible need identified as 

important to satisfaction by Sheldon et al.'s (2001) study on satisfying events, was also 

interesting.  Each of these three needs uniquely predicted academic satisfaction in 

different contexts.  In the filtered set of analyses, autonomy predicted satisfaction in 

students' most satisfying courses and global college experiences, competence predicted 

satisfaction in students' least satisfying courses, and self esteem predicted satisfaction in 

students' global college experiences.   

 In the unfiltered analyses, however, self esteem emerged as a consistent predictor 

of satisfaction across all conditions, with autonomy ceasing to predict satisfaction in 

students' most satisfying classes.  Here, both autonomy and competence still predicted 

satisfaction, supporting Ryan and Deci's (2000) theory; however, self esteem was a more 

consistent predictor.  This analysis is the most inclusive, since it included all valid data 

and allowed for a broad range of satisfaction to be predicted. 

School and Class Size and Relatedness 
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 The second research question of this study was to examine the relationship 

between class and school size and relatedness at the college level.  It was hypothesized 

that students in smaller classes and smaller schools would experience a higher sense of 

instructor relatedness than those in larger classes and larger schools.  Class size was not 

associated with satisfaction, relatedness, autonomy, competence, or self esteem in either 

class type.  School size was also not associated with satisfaction, caregiver or peer 

relatedness, autonomy, competence, or self esteem in the global college context.  

Instructor relatedness in the small school size was higher than in the large school size, but 

this difference only approached significance. 

Self Determination Theory and Satisfaction: The Bigger Picture 

 The importance of instructor relatedness to academic satisfaction in this study is a 

finding that is slightly at odds with Filak and Sheldon's (2003) study on course and 

instructor approval at the college level, which did not find that instructor relatedness 

predicted course approval, which in their study was measured as students' general 

positive opinions of the class, similar to satisfaction.  Their study found that competence 

was the strongest predictor of course and instructor satisfaction out of the three needs 

proposed by Self Determination Theory.  In the current study, competence and autonomy 

both fell behind relatedness, as measured by relatedness to the instructor, in predicting 

satisfaction in students' most and least satisfying classes.  In the global setting, autonomy 

and instructor relatedness both predicted global satisfaction equally, but competence fell 

behind the two.  It may be that “course approval” as Filak and Sheldon (2003) measured 

it is different in some quality than course satisfaction.  However, the two measures do 

seem similar at face value. 
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 Another possibility for the difference in findings between the two studies is that in 

Filak and Sheldon's (2003) study, the students were told to think back to a recent class 

“important to their goals and ambitions,” while in the current study, students were told to 

think of their most and least satisfying classes in the past two semesters.  It is possible 

that a class that is inherently important to a person's goals may have different qualities 

than those that are simply satisfying or unsatisfying.  Without further research teasing 

apart the possible differences between course approval and satisfaction as well as 

satisfying classes and classes that are important to a students' ambitions, it is difficult to 

say which, if either, of these factors were responsible for the differences in findings 

between the two studies. 

 These findings also differ from Jang et al.'s (2009) results regarding the 

importance of competence, autonomy, and relatedness in academically satisfying events.  

Their study found that, in a sample of high school Korean students, competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness were all the most salient needs in most satisfying academic 

events, but that relatedness was not lacking in these students' least satisfying events.  This 

implies that relatedness was a less salient need during least satisfying academic events for 

this sample.  In the current study, however, both instructor and classmate relatedness 

were actually more strongly positively correlated with satisfaction during least satisfying 

events than most satisfying events.  Furthermore, instructor satisfaction emerged as one 

of the variables that uniquely predicted satisfaction in both the most and least satisfying 

class conditions.   

 There could be several reasons for the differences between Jang et al.'s (2009) 

study and the current study.  The two studies were measuring very different populations, 
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with Jang et al. (2009) measuring Korean high school students and the current study 

measuring American college students.  Furthermore, the Jang et al. (2009) study used a 

broad definition of relatedness, asking students to report on their relatedness to people 

who were important to them.  The current study split relatedness into many different 

categories, including instructors, caregivers, and peers.  Since the current study found 

differences in the impact of relatedness on satisfaction between these three categories of 

people, it is possible that the difference between the two studies was partially due to the 

generality of Jang et al.'s measures as opposed to the specificity of the current study. 

 The fact that instructor relatedness did play such a big role in predicting academic 

satisfaction in this study is, however, in keeping with the theme seen in literature about 

relatedness in primary and secondary schools.  This body of research has tended to show 

high instructor relatedness as positively impacting academic satisfaction, motivation, and 

engagement (motivation: Ryan, Stiller, & Lynch, 1994; Wentzel, 1998; engagement: 

Furrer & Skinner, 2003; satisfaction: Baker, 1998; Huebner, Ash, & Laughlin, 2001; 

Plunkett, Henry, Houtlberg, Sands, & Abarca-Mortensen, 2008).  In the light of these 

data, it seems that Jang et al.'s (2009) results differ not only from the results of the current 

study but also the results of a great amount of prior research.  These studies are more 

similar to the current study, because all of them studied multiple types of relatedness in 

Western schools, with the primary difference being that the current study took place in 

the college setting as opposed to the primary or secondary school setting. 

 However, relatedness with the two other social partners, peers and parents, did not 

play as large a role as instructor relatedness in most satisfying, least satisfying, or global 

conditions.  While relatedness with both was positively correlated with satisfaction across 
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all of these conditions, only instructor relatedness emerged as a unique predictor of 

satisfaction.  This is also somewhat in keeping with the literature on relatedness in 

primary and secondary schools.  While some studies showed parents and peers to be 

important to fostering positive outcomes like satisfaction, motivation, and engagement 

(parents: Wentzel, 1998; Ryan et al., 1994; Baker, 1998; Plunkett et al., 2008; peers: 

Wentzel, 1998; Baker, 1998), others showed them as being neutral or even, in the case of 

peers, negative (parents: Furrer and Skinner, 2003; peers: Ryan et al., 1994).  Relatedness 

to these two partners did not have a negative impact in this case, since relatedness to both 

was positively associated with high satisfaction, but when taken with all of the other 

factors, they did not contribute significantly to the overall variance in satisfaction. 

 This variability of importance of relatedness with parents and peers on academic 

factors like satisfaction is intriguing.  That some studies have found that relatedness with 

these social partners is very important to these academic factors while others have shown 

it to be neutral or detrimental is perplexing.  More research into the conditions in which 

relatedness to these social partners is positive and the conditions in which it is neutral or 

negative would help illuminate the reasons behind these disparate findings. 

 In general, the findings of the current study support Ryan and Deci's (2000) Self 

Determination Theory.  Competence, autonomy, and relatedness were all more strongly 

fulfilled during students' most satisfying classes than during their least satisfying classes.  

Furthermore, instructor relatedness always uniquely predicted academic satisfaction, and 

competence and autonomy were each uniquely predictive of satisfaction in one context.  

However, this study, when taken with Sheldon et al.'s (2001) article, also indicates the 

importance of the need for self esteem, which, in this case, was more consistently 
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predictive of satisfaction than competence or autonomy. 

 It may be that self esteem is another positive outcome, along with motivation 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000) and satisfaction (Sheldon et al., 2001), predicted by relatedness, 

competence, and autonomy.  Because these three needs have been postulated to predict 

optimal functioning, and self esteem is a positive outcome that is related to optimal 

functioning, this relationship between the three needs specified by Self Determination 

Theory and self esteem would make sense.  However, in this study, self esteem predicted 

variance in satisfaction unique from the variance already predicted by these three needs.  

Sheldon et al.'s (2001) study rated it consistently in the top four candidate needs present 

in satisfying events in general.  These two findings suggest that there may be something 

more to the relationship between satisfaction and self esteem.  In general, its prominence 

in this and Sheldon et al.'s (2001) study merits further research of self esteem's role in the 

theoretical framework of Self Determination Theory. 

School and Class Size: The Bigger Picture   

 The association between class size and relatedness at the college level was not 

similar to the association between class size and relatedness at the primary and secondary 

school level (Boyeson & Bru, 1999; Blatchford et al., 2003).  Because college is such a 

different setting than primary and secondary school, it is impossible to isolate a single 

factor that might cause this to differ between the two.  One possible reason for the 

difference is that students do not have daily contact with their professors at the college 

level, whereas they generally do at the primary and secondary school levels.  This could 

make any effect of class size on instructor relatedness less marked, since students actually 

spend less time in their classrooms.  Further research into why class size does make a 
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difference in teacher relatedness in primary and secondary schools but does not seem to 

be associated with instructor relatedness at the college level would be beneficial to 

understanding relatedness as a whole. 

 Students' feelings of satisfaction, relatedness, autonomy, competence, and self 

esteem did not differ between schools of different sizes.  This is in line with findings 

from Fresko et al.'s (1989) study, in which school size was unrelated to students' school 

satisfaction.  However, the findings of the current study run contrary to Johnson's (2009) 

study that indicated that students at a smaller, nontraditional school felt more social 

support from their teachers than those at a larger, traditional school.  This difference is 

particularly interesting considering that the “small” college that approximately half of 

this study's participants attended was very similar in ideals to the small, nontraditional 

school Johnson (2009) described.  However, the current study and Johnson's (2009) study 

differed in their measure of relatedness and social support: the current study asked 

students for their perceived relatedness to all of their instructors, while the Johnson 

(2009) study asked students to actually name the teachers they felt they could go to for 

support.  It may be that this direct measure of social support and the more perception-

based measure of relatedness do not get at the same thing, and that students' sense of 

relatedness with their instructors is not directly related to the technical amount of 

involvement they have with them.  This would be another good direction for future 

research: what makes students actually feel a high sense of relatedness to their teachers? 

Future Directions 

 In addition to the entirely new directions of future research discussed previously, 

the findings from this study could be strengthened through altering the methodology a bit.  
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First, the population this study examined is far from representative of the general 

population, since all participants were connected in some way to the researcher, either 

directly or through the snowball method of participant selection, and the majority of these 

participants were white, female, and in Florida schools.  A future study could ask these 

same research questions of a wider, more representative sample of college students.  

Another way the findings could be reconfirmed and expanded is by using a longitudinal 

design to attempt to get at causation.  A major drawback of the current study is that it 

only has the power to describe correlation, when in order to be applicable in practical 

settings, the findings need to show causation.  Showing that high instructor relatedness 

causes academic satisfaction would lay the groundwork to begin working on ways to 

increase instructor relatedness in classroom settings as a way to increase student 

satisfaction by increasing factors that predict relatedness, such as appropriate teacher 

feedback (Goodboy & Myers, 2008). 

 While there are still several steps between the findings of this study and a 

practical method to help colleges boost academic satisfaction in their attendees, the 

results are demonstrative of the importance of relatedness, particularly instructor 

relatedness, to academic satisfaction in the college setting, at both the individual course 

level and the global college level. 
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Table 1  

  

Colleges Attended 

 

Schools Attended    Percent Participants 

Barnard College    .8% 

Boston College    .8% 

Daemen College    .8% 

Denison University    .8% 

Elon University    .8% 

Florida Gulf Coast University  .8% 

Florida Southern College   .8% 

Florida State University   9.6% 

Fordham University at Lincoln Center 1.6% 

Georgia Institute of Technology  .8% 

New College of Florida   48.8% 

New York University    .8% 

Rice University    .8% 

Rollins College    .8% 

San Francisco State University  .8% 

Santa Fe College    .8% 

Skidmore College    .8% 

Texas A&M University   .8% 

University of Alabama   .8% 

University of Central Florida   .8% 

University of Florida    12.0% 

University of Illinois at Chicago  .8% 

University of Miami    1.6% 

University of North Florida   2.4% 

University of South Florida   5.6% 

University of Southern Mississippi  .8% 

University of West Florida   4.0% 

Zane State College    .8% 
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Table 2 

Racial Demographics 

 

Race        Percent of participants 

White        85.9% 

White and Hispanic or Latino    3.1% 

Hispanic or Latino      2.3% 

White and American Indian     2.3% 

Asian and Hispanic or Latino     .8% 

African American and White     .8% 

African American, White, and Hispanic or Latino  .8% 

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander   .8% 

White, Hispanic or Latino, and Native Hawaiian 

or other Pacific Islander     .8% 

White and Asian      .8% 

Did not report       1.6% 
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Table 3 

Year in School Demographics 

 

Year in School     Percent Participants 

1      8.6% 

2      27.3% 

3      28.1% 

4      28.9% 

5      7.0% 
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Table 4 

Competence, Autonomy, and Self Esteem Items 

 

Variable  Statement 

Competence  That I was successfully completing difficult tasks and projects. 

   That I was taking on and mastering hard challenges. 

   Very capable in what I did. 

Autonomy  That my choices were based on my true interests and values. 

   Free to do things my own way. 

   That my choices expressed my "true self." 

Self Esteem  That I had many positive qualities. 

   Quite satisfied with who I am. 

   A strong sense of self-respect. 
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Table 5 

Descriptive Information for Most and Least Satisfying Class 

 

        Class               

Variable   Most Satisfying   Least Satisfying 

Satisfaction
a
   6.17 (.67)    2.01 (.77) 

Instructor Relatedness
b
 3.53 (.47)    2.32 (.77) 

Classmate Relatedness
b
 3.24 (.52)    2.68 (.69) 

Self Esteem
c
   4.10 (.76)    3.03 (1.2) 

Competence
c
   4.06 (.73)    2.42 (1.1) 

Autonomy
c
   3.92 (.96)    2.49 (1.1) 

Note.  
a
= scale of 1-7, 

b
= scale of 1-4,  

c
= scale of 1-5 
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Table 6 

 

Correlations Between Most Satisfying Class Variables 

 

Variable      Sat. Inst. Rel. Class. Rel. Self Esteem   Autonomy  

Competence 

Sat.   1.00      -         -         -         -          - 

Inst. Rel. .461**     1.00         -         -         -          - 

Class. Rel. .207**     .213**      1.00        -         -          - 

Self Esteem .456**     .603**      .369**      1.00        -          - 

Autonomy .473**     .486**      .260**      .605**      1.00         - 

Competence .427**     .497**      .294**      .671**      .514**      1.00 

Note. Sat.= Satisfaction, Inst. Rel.= Instructor Relatedness, Class. Rel.= Classmate 

Relatedness 

* p <.05 , ** p < .01 
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Table 7 

Correlations Between Least Satisfying Class Variables 

 

Variable      Sat. Inst. Rel. Class. Rel. Self Esteem   Autonomy  

Competence 

Sat.   1.00        -         -         -         -          - 

Inst. Rel. .543**      1.00        -         -         -          - 

Class. Rel. .244**     .330**      1.00        -         -          - 

Self Esteem .239**     .330**      .473**      1.00        -          - 

Autonomy .360**     .522**      .396**      .658**      1.00         - 

Competence .479**     .402**      .306**      .659**      .663**      1.00 

Note. Sat.= Satisfaction, Inst. Rel.= Instructor Relatedness, Class. Rel.= Classmate 

Relatedness 

* p <.05 , ** p < .01 
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Table 8 

Descriptive Information for Global College Variables 

 

Variable    Mean (SD) 

Satisfaction
a
    2.96 (.43)  

Instructor Relatedness
a
  3.27 (.52)  

Classmate Relatedness
a
  3.10 (.59)   

Friend Relatedness
a
   3.44 (.64) 

Peer Relatedness
a
   3.27 (.51) 

Caregiver Relatedness
a
  3.63 (.54) 

Self Esteem
b
    4.04 (.89)   

Competence
b
    3.99 (.76)    

Autonomy
b
    3.89 (.80)    

Note.  
a
= scale of 1-4,  

b
= scale of 1-5 
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Table 9 

Correlations Between Global College Variables 

 

Variable      Sat. Inst. Rel.   Peer Rel. CG Rel. Self Esteem   Autonomy  

Competence 

Sat.   1.00      -   -     -           -         -          - 

Inst. Rel. .520**     1.00   -     -           -         -          - 

Peer Rel. .338**     .538** 1.00     -           -         -          - 

CG Rel. .255**     .301** .480**   1.00           -         -          - 

Self Esteem .613**     .553** .586**   .467**       1.00        -          - 

Autonomy .647**     .512** .407**   .311**       .707**      1.00         - 

Competence .596**     .538** .397**   .358**       .739**      .738**      1.00 

Note. Sat.= Satisfaction, Inst. Rel.= Instructor Relatedness, Peer Rel.= Peer Relatedness, 

CG Rel. = Caregiver Relatedness 

* p <.05 , ** p < .01 
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Table 10 

Mean Variable Scores Across School Sizes 

 

Variable   Small School  Medium School     Large School 

Satisfaction
a   

3.01 (.41)  2.93 (.29)      2.89 (.48) 

Instructor Relatedness
a 

3.33 (.49)  3.38 (.38)      3.13 (.57) 

Peer Relatedness
a  

3.27 (.53)  3.45 (.45)      3.18 (.51) 

Caregiver Relatedness
a 

3.66 (.48)  3.63 (.52)      3.81 (.44) 

Self Esteem
b   

4.00 (.94)  4.24 (.64)      3.99 (.91) 

Competence
b   

3.97 (.82)  4.02 (.59)      4.00 (.77) 

Autonomy
b   

3.91 (.70)  4.09 (.72)      3.73 (.95) 

Note. 
a
= scale of 1-4,  

b
= scale of 1-5 

 


