
City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR) 

e-ISSN : 2682-910X   

CUeJAR Homepage: https://www.city.edu.my/CUJAR  

 

OPEN 

 ACCESS 

 

Copyright © City University Press.      

 

  
CUeJAR 
Received: 6th April 2026  
Revised:  18th May 2026  
Accepted: 3th June 2026 
 

 

 A Study on the Pathways to Enhance Student Engagement in Basketball Courses At 

Vocational Colleges from the Perspective of Self-Determination Theory 

 

Chen Meng1, Dr Ahmad Tajuddin bin Othman2 

City Graduate School, City University Malaysia 

 

Abstract 

 

Background: As vocational education in China undergoes significant reform towards 

connotative development, physical education (PE) plays a critical role in fostering 

comprehensive student qualities, including physical fitness, resilience, and teamwork. 

However, basketball courses in Chinese vocational colleges currently face the challenge of 

low student engagement. Traditional teaching models, characterized by rigid instruction and 

repetitive drills, often fail to stimulate students' intrinsic learning motivation, leading to 

suboptimal educational outcomes. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) provides a profound 

theoretical lens to interpret this issue by examining the environmental factors that influence 

motivation. 

Objectives: This study aims to utilize Self-Determination Theory to analyze the underlying 

causes of low student engagement in basketball courses at vocational colleges. Furthermore, 

it seeks to construct a systematic enhancement pathway centered on supporting students' three 

basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness, to transform the current 

teaching paradigm. 

Methods: The research employs a mixed-methods approach, integrating literature review and 

theoretical deduction with secondary analysis of empirical data. The data is derived from a 

survey of 15 vocational colleges in Heilongjiang Province, China, involving 60 teachers and 

600 students. Analysis methods include descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation analysis 

to examine relationships between teaching environment variables and student engagement 

metrics. 

Findings: The study reveals that the uniform curriculum and traditional "one-size-fits-all" 

teaching methods significantly suppress students' needs for autonomy and competence. 

Specifically, 83.6% of colleges lack stratified teaching despite significant skill variances (SD 

= 18.7). Lagging teacher professional development (64.7% with no recent high-level training) 

and inadequate teaching resources (1.2m² per student) hinder the formation of relatedness. 

Empirical data show a significant positive correlation between the modernization index of 

teaching methods and student engagement (r = .65, p < .01), and a strong positive correlation 

between resource adequacy and student satisfaction (r = .72, p < .01). 
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Novelty: The innovation of this study lies in the systematic application of SDT to the specific 

context of Chinese vocational physical education. Based on empirical evidence, it constructs 

a multidimensional and interactive enhancement pathway model integrating curriculum 

design, teaching methods, faculty development, and resource support. This provides a solid 

theoretical foundation and actionable guidelines for the reform of physical education in 

vocational colleges. 

Keywords: Self-Determination Theory; Vocational Colleges; Basketball Courses; Student 

Engagement; Intrinsic Motivation; Teaching Reform; Physical Education; Psychological 

Needs; Motivation Internalization. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In the contemporary landscape of Chinese higher education, vocational education 

occupies a pivotal position, tasked with the strategic mandate of cultivating high-quality 

technical and skilled personnel. As China transitions from a manufacturing-based economy to 

an innovation-driven one, the requirements for vocational graduates have evolved beyond 

mere technical proficiency. The "Implementation Plan for National Vocational Education 

Reform" and the "Health China 2030" strategy explicitly underscore the necessity of fostering 

comprehensive qualities in students, including physical health, psychological resilience, 

teamwork, and professional ethics. Within this holistic educational framework, physical 

education (PE) is not merely a means of bodily exercise but a critical vehicle for character 

development and social adaptability. 

Basketball, distinguished by its dynamic nature, high intensity, and profound emphasis 

on cooperative synergy, stands as one of the most popular elective courses across vocational 

colleges in China. Ideally, this sport should serve as a vibrant platform where students 

enhance their physical constitution, develop strategic thinking, and experience the intrinsic 

rewards of team collaboration. However, a significant gap exists between this educational 

ideal and the prevailing reality. Observational evidence and pedagogical research indicate that 

basketball instruction in many vocational colleges is currently plagued by a crisis of 

engagement. Students frequently exhibit behaviors indicative of passivity, such as low effort 

during drills, reluctance to participate in tactical discussions, and a general lack of 

enthusiasm, often termed "sheep-herding" in local educational discourse—where students are 

physically present but psychologically detached. 

 

The persistence of low student engagement is alarming because engagement is widely 

recognized as a primary predictor of learning outcomes, retention, and overall academic 

success. When students disengage, they fail to acquire not only the specific sports skills but 

also the transferable soft skills that are the secondary objectives of the curriculum. The 

etiology of this disengagement is often attributed superficially to students' laziness or lack of 

aptitude. However, a more critical examination points to systemic flaws in the pedagogical 
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environment. For decades, the dominant teaching paradigm in Chinese vocational PE has 

been the "explanation-demonstration-practice" model. This teacher-centered approach 

prioritizes the mechanical replication of standard movements over the learner's internal 

experience. It operates on the assumption that all students learn at the same pace and are 

motivated by the same external directives, ignoring the diverse psychological needs and skill 

baselines of a student body that is increasingly heterogeneous. 

To address this pedagogical impasse, it is necessary to look beyond behavioral 

interventions and understand the motivational roots of engagement. Self-Determination 

Theory (SDT), developed by Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000), offers a robust theoretical 

framework for this purpose. SDT posits that optimal functioning, well-being, and high-quality 

engagement are contingent upon the satisfaction of three innate psychological needs: 

autonomy (the need for volition), competence (the need for mastery), and relatedness (the 

need for connection). The theory suggests that the "malaise" observed in vocational 

basketball courts is not a defect of the students but a natural consequence of an environment 

that consistently frustrates these basic needs. 

SDT further distinguishes between different types of motivation based on the degree 

of self-determination. Intrinsic motivation represents the highest quality of engagement, 

where individuals participate in an activity for its inherent satisfaction. Extrinsic motivation, 

conversely, involves performing an activity as a means to an end. However, SDT recognizes 

that extrinsic motivation exists on a continuum of internalization. External regulation 

involves compliance to obtain rewards or avoid punishment. Introjected regulation involves 

ego-involvement and internal pressure to avoid guilt or anxiety. Identified regulation reflects 

personal endorsement of a goal's value. Finally, integrated regulation represents full 

assimilation of a behavior into one's sense of self. The educational challenge in vocational 

basketball is to facilitate the progression from external forms of motivation toward more 

autonomous forms, which is only possible when the three basic needs are satisfied. 

The vocational education context adds layers of complexity to this motivational 

landscape. Many vocational students have experienced academic failure in traditional 

schooling systems, which may have created learned helplessness and diminished self-efficacy 

in formal learning environments. However, physical education offers a unique opportunity to 

break this pattern. Unlike mathematics or literature, basketball is fundamentally embodied 

and kinesthetic, playing to the strengths of many vocational learners who possess high bodily-

kinesthetic intelligence. When taught in a need-supportive manner, basketball can become a 

context where these students finally experience success, mastery, and belonging—

psychological experiences that can generalize to other domains of their vocational training 

and future careers. 

This study argues that the traditional, rigid, and resource-constrained environment of 

vocational basketball courses constitutes a "controlling" environment that undermines 

intrinsic motivation. By diagnosing the specific environmental factors—such as "one-size-

fits-all" curricula, authoritarian feedback styles, and competitive evaluation systems—that 

suppress students' needs, we can identify precise targets for reform. Consequently, the 

primary objective of this research is to construct a systematic enhancement pathway based on 

SDT. This pathway aims to transform the teaching ecosystem from one that demands 
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compliance to one that supports autonomy, competence, and relatedness, thereby revitalizing 

student engagement and fulfilling the broader educational mission of vocational colleges. 

The significance of this study extends beyond the basketball court. In vocational 

education reform, technical competence alone is insufficient. Employers demand "soft skills" 

such as teamwork, problem-solving, and adaptability—qualities naturally emerging in well-

designed physical education environments. This study addresses a critical gap by 

systematically applying SDT to vocational physical education, offering a model that is both 

theoretically rigorous and practically implementable for this unique student population. 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Self-Determination Theory: A Macro-Theory of Motivation 

 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) represents a broad framework for the study of 

human motivation and personality. Developed over four decades by Edward L. Deci and 

Richard M. Ryan, SDT distinguishes itself from other motivational theories by focusing not 

just on the amount of motivation, but on the quality or type of motivation. Central to SDT is 

the distinction between autonomous motivation and controlled motivation. Autonomous 

motivation involves acting with a full sense of volition and choice, whereas controlled 

motivation involves acting with a sense of pressure, a sense of having to engage in the 

actions. 

The theory posits that human beings are active organisms with innate tendencies 

toward psychological growth and development, who strive to master ongoing challenges and 

to integrate their experiences into a coherent sense of self. However, this natural tendency 

requires ongoing nutrients from the social environment. SDT identifies three universal basic 

psychological needs: 

1. Autonomy: The need to self-organize one's experience and behavior and to have one's 

activity be concordant with one's integrated sense of self. It is not independence or 

detachment, but rather the feeling of being the "origin" of one's actions. 

2. Competence: The need to feel effective in one's interactions with the social environment 

and to experience opportunities to exercise and express one's capacities. 

3. Relatedness: The need to feel connected to others, to care for and be cared for by those 

others, and to belong to a community. 

 

SDT further elaborates on the internalization of extrinsic motivation through the 

Organismic Integration Theory (OIT). Extrinsic motivation can vary in its degree of 

autonomy: from external regulation (acting for rewards/punishments), to introjected 

regulation (acting to avoid guilt or boost ego), to identified regulation (valuing the activity), 

and finally to integrated regulation (fully assimilating the activity into one's values). In 

educational settings, facilitating the transition from external to identified and integrated 

regulation is crucial for sustaining engagement when the activity itself may not be inherently 

fun but is instrumentally important. 
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Empirical research has consistently demonstrated the predictive power of need 

satisfaction on important outcomes. Studies across cultures and contexts have shown that 

when autonomy, competence, and relatedness are supported, individuals display greater 

persistence, creativity, deeper learning, better psychological adjustment, and enhanced 

performance quality. Conversely, when these needs are thwarted—through controlling 

teaching, lack of optimal challenge, or social isolation—individuals experience diminished 

motivation, superficial learning, and psychological distress. This robust empirical foundation 

makes SDT particularly suitable as a diagnostic and prescriptive framework for educational 

reform. 

In the physical education domain specifically, the need for autonomy manifests as 

students' desire to have input into what activities they practice, how they practice, and the 

goals they pursue. Competence involves not just the objective skill level but the subjective 

feeling of effectiveness and progress. Relatedness in PE settings involves feeling connected to 

classmates, being accepted by peers regardless of skill level, and experiencing warm, caring 

relationships with instructors. The interplay among these three needs creates a synergistic 

effect: when students feel related to others, they are more willing to take risks necessary for 

competence development. When they feel competent, they are more likely to exercise 

autonomy in challenging themselves further. This dynamic interdependence underscores why 

piecemeal interventions targeting only one need are insufficient; comprehensive reform must 

address all three simultaneously. 

 

2.2 The Multidimensional Construct of Student Engagement 

 

Student engagement is widely regarded as the "holy grail" of learning, serving as a 

robust predictor of academic achievement and retention. Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 

(2004) provided a seminal conceptualization of engagement as a meta-construct consisting of 

three distinct yet interrelated dimensions: 

Behavioral Engagement refers to the observable participation in academic and 

extracurricular activities. In a physical education context, this includes attendance, effort 

intensity, persistence in practice drills, and adherence to safety rules. It is often the first sign 

of student involvement but can be deceptive if it is merely compliant. 

Emotional Engagement encompasses positive and negative reactions to teachers, 

classmates, academics, and school. It includes interest, boredom, happiness, sadness, and 

anxiety. In sports, emotional engagement is often linked to the concept of "fun" or 

"enjoyment," which is a primary driver for continued participation in physical activity. 

Cognitive Engagement involves the investment in learning, incorporating 

thoughtfulness and the willingness to exert the effort necessary to comprehend complex ideas 

and master difficult skills. In basketball, this manifests as strategic thinking, analyzing 

opponents, understanding the mechanics of a jump shot, and self-regulated learning 

behaviors. 
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Recent scholarship has also suggested a fourth dimension, Agentic Engagement 

(Reeve, 2012), which refers to students' constructive contribution to instruction, such as 

asking questions and expressing preferences. This dimension directly reflects the exercise of 

autonomy and is particularly relevant to SDT. 

 

In physical education contexts, engagement takes on unique characteristics that 

distinguish it from academic classroom engagement. Behavioral engagement in PE is highly 

visible and measurable—it includes not only attendance but also "motor engagement," 

referring to the quantity and quality of movement. A student may be physically present but 

standing still during drills, representing low motor engagement. Emotional engagement in PE 

is often manifested through observable affect: smiling, laughing, showing frustration, or 

displaying pride. The social nature of many PE activities means that emotional engagement is 

often contagious within groups. Cognitive engagement in sports involves understanding 

tactical concepts, analyzing one's own performance critically, and engaging in deliberate 

practice with specific goals for improvement. 

Research has identified several antecedents of engagement in PE settings. Task design 

plays a crucial role: tasks that are novel, varied, and optimally challenging promote 

engagement, while repetitive drills that are too easy or too difficult diminish it. The social 

climate matters: when students perceive the class as a safe space where mistakes are learning 

opportunities rather than sources of shame, engagement increases. Teacher enthusiasm and 

genuine care for students' well-being also predict emotional engagement. Importantly, 

engagement is malleable and responsive to environmental changes, which provides the 

empirical justification for intervention-based reform efforts. 

The consequences of engagement extend beyond immediate learning outcomes. 

Engaged students in PE are more likely to adopt physically active lifestyles that persist into 

adulthood. They develop better self-regulation skills, including goal-setting, self-monitoring, 

and persistence in the face of obstacles. They also develop social competencies through 

teamwork and sportsmanship. Conversely, disengagement in PE can lead to lasting negative 

attitudes toward physical activity, contributing to sedentary lifestyles and associated health 

risks. For vocational students preparing for careers that may involve physical labor or long 

sedentary hours, establishing a foundation of physical activity engagement during college is 

particularly consequential. 

 

2.3 Application of SDT in Physical Education Settings 

 

The application of SDT in Physical Education (PE) has been extensive and fruitful. 

The trans-contextual model of motivation suggests that autonomy-supportive environments in 

PE can foster autonomous motivation, which in turn predicts intentions to be physically 

active outside of school. Standage et al. (2005) demonstrated that perceived autonomy 

support from PE teachers positively predicted the satisfaction of the three basic needs, which 

subsequently predicted self-determined motivation and positive engagement outcomes.
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Research indicates that the teacher's interpersonal style is the critical environmental 

factor. Autonomy-supportive behaviors—such as listening to students, providing rationale for 

tasks, offering choices, and acknowledging negative feelings—have been consistently linked 

to higher engagement. Conversely, controlling behaviors—such as the use of coercive 

language ("you must," "you should"), conditional regard, and excessive use of external 

rewards—have been shown to thwart need satisfaction and lead to amotivation or defiance. 

Furthermore, the motivational climate plays a crucial role. A "mastery climate" 

(focusing on personal improvement and effort) supports competence and autonomy, whereas 

a "performance climate" (focusing on winning and normative comparison) often undermines 

competence for less skilled students and fosters anxiety (Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007). Studies 

by Jang, Reeve, and Deci (2010) demonstrated that teacher training in autonomy support and 

optimal structure significantly increases student engagement and skill development. The 

trans-contextual model suggests that need satisfaction in PE leads to increased leisure-time 

exercise and healthier lifestyles. 

The concept of "autonomy support" in PE has been operationalized through specific 

teacher behaviors. These include: providing meaningful rationales for tasks and rules; 

acknowledging students' feelings and perspectives; offering choices within structure; using 

invitational rather than controlling language; minimizing pressure and control; and being 

responsive to students' questions and concerns. Research by Ntoumanis (2001) found that 

students who perceived their PE teachers as autonomy-supportive reported higher intrinsic 

motivation and greater intention to exercise in their free time. Importantly, autonomy support 

does not mean permissiveness or lack of structure. In fact, optimal learning environments 

provide both autonomy support and clear structure—they give students voice while also 

providing the scaffolding necessary for competence development. 

Competence support in PE involves creating an environment where students at all 

skill levels can experience success and perceive improvement. This requires differentiated 

instruction, where tasks are tailored to individual abilities. It also requires feedback that is 

informational rather than merely evaluative. Informational feedback provides specific, 

actionable guidance ("Extend your follow-through and snap your wrist") that helps students 

understand how to improve, thereby enhancing perceived competence. Evaluative feedback 

("Good job" or "That's wrong") provides little information about how to adjust performance 

and can even undermine intrinsic motivation when it creates dependency on external 

approval. 

Relatedness support involves creating a sense of community and belonging. In team 

sports like basketball, this can be facilitated through cooperative goal structures where 

students work together toward common objectives rather than competing against each other. 

The Sport Education model, which organizes classes into persistent teams that take on 

multiple roles (player, coach, referee, statistician), has been shown to enhance relatedness and 

engagement, particularly for students who are less skilled and might otherwise be 

marginalized. Teacher behaviors that support relatedness include learning and using students' 

names, showing genuine interest in students as individuals, creating opportunities for positive  
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peer interaction, and modeling respectful communication. 

 

2.4 The Context of Basketball Courses in Vocational Colleges 

 

Vocational education in China serves a distinct demographic. Students in vocational 

colleges often enter with lower academic scores compared to their peers in general 

universities. Research suggests that while these students may struggle with abstract 

theoretical learning, they often possess strong practical intelligence and kinesthetic abilities. 

However, they may also carry a history of academic stigmatization that affects their general 

self-efficacy (Han, 2023). 

Current research reveals structural challenges in vocational PE. Su and Ji (2023) 

highlighted curriculum irrelevance to careers, while Wang (2023) noted resource deficits due 

to lower funding. The one-size-fits-all approach creates anxiety for low-skilled students and 

boredom for high-skilled students (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The cultural context adds unique 

dimensions: vocational students often carry educational stigma but possess high kinesthetic 

intelligence. The "National Vocational Education Reform Implementation Plan" (2019) and 

"Health China 2030" emphasize comprehensive development, but pedagogical innovation is 

needed to bridge policy and practice. 

The demographics of vocational college students reveal important patterns. Many 

come from rural areas or working-class urban families, where physical labor is valued but 

formal education may have been less emphasized. Their pathway to vocational colleges often 

involves not meeting the entrance scores for general universities, which can create a sense of 

academic inadequacy. However, this narrative of deficiency overlooks vocational students' 

strengths: practical problem-solving abilities, hands-on learning preferences, and often greater 

maturity and clearer career goals compared to their general university counterparts. In 

physical education, these students may actually have advantages—many have engaged in 

physically demanding work or informal sports participation that has developed their motor 

abilities even without formal training. 

The structure of vocational education itself creates unique challenges for PE. 

Vocational programs are typically densely packed with technical courses, leaving PE courses 

as mandatory but often perceived as peripheral to students' core identity as future technicians 

or professionals. Students may view PE as a required credit to be endured rather than as 

valuable to their development. This extrinsic orientation creates a motivational challenge: 

how to help students internalize the value of physical education when their primary focus is 

on vocational certification. SDT provides an answer: by supporting their basic needs in PE, 

we facilitate the internalization process, helping students move from external compliance to 

identified regulation where they genuinely value fitness for its role in their overall well-being 

and career effectiveness. 
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Gender dynamics in vocational basketball present particular challenges. Vocational 

colleges in technical fields often have highly skewed gender ratios, with some programs 

being predominantly male. When these students come together for PE, the skill disparity 

between male and female students (as documented in our data: 71.3 vs. 53.6) becomes a 

social fault line. Traditional competitive teaching approaches exacerbate this disparity, 

leading to exclusion and disengagement of female students. Creating a truly inclusive 

basketball course requires intentional design to bridge this gap through cooperative structures 

and diverse role opportunities that value contributions beyond just scoring ability. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework and Research Design 

 

3.1 Theoretical Framework 

Based on the literature review, this study establishes a theoretical analysis model 

rooted in Self-Determination Theory. The model postulates a linear causal progression: 

Teaching Environment (Antecedents) → Basic Psychological Needs (Mediators) → 

Student Engagement (Outcomes). 

1. Antecedent Variables (Teaching Environment): These are the external factors 

under the control of the educational institution and the instructor. They include: 

- Curriculum Structure: Flexibility, difficulty grading, and relevance. 

- Instructional Style: Autonomy-supportive vs. Controlling. 

- Feedback Mechanisms: Informational vs. Evaluative. 

- Resource Availability: Facilities, equipment, and class size. 

 

2. Mediating Variables (Psychological Needs): These represent the internal 

psychological state of the students: 

- Autonomy Satisfaction: The perception of volition. 

- Competence Satisfaction: The perception of efficacy. 

- Relatedness Satisfaction: The perception of belonging. 

 

3. Outcome Variables (Student Engagement): The observable and subjective results 

of the learning process: 

- Behavioral: Attendance, effort. 

- Emotional: Enjoyment, satisfaction. 

- Cognitive: Strategic thinking, self-regulation. 

 

The hypothesis guiding this study is that the low engagement observed is a direct result of the 

teaching environment suppressing the mediating variables (needs), and that enhancement 

pathways must target the antecedents to restore need satisfaction. 
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3.2 Research Design and Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining theoretical deduction with 

a secondary analysis of empirical survey data to ensure both theoretical depth and contextual 

validity. 

3.2.1 Data Sources and Participants 

 

The empirical data utilized in this study were derived from a comprehensive survey on 

"Teaching Quality of Elective Basketball Courses" conducted across 15 vocational colleges in 

Heilongjiang Province, China. The sampling method employed was stratified random 

sampling to ensure representation from different types of vocational institutions (e.g., 

engineering, medical, comprehensive). 

Participants included: 

- Teachers (N=60): Full-time physical education instructors specializing in basketball. 

Demographics included age, teaching experience, and professional development history. 

- Students (N=600): Students currently enrolled in elective basketball courses. The sample 

was balanced for gender and year of study. 

3.2.2 Instruments 

 

The original survey utilized adapted versions of validated scales: 

- Learning Climate Questionnaire (LCQ): To measure students' perception of autonomy 

support from teachers. 

- Basic Psychological Needs in Physical Education Scale (BPN-PE): To assess the 

satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

- Student Engagement Questionnaire: A multi-dimensional scale measuring behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive engagement. 

- Teaching Resource Inventory: A checklist completed by teachers regarding facility adequacy 

and equipment availability. 

The Learning Climate Questionnaire consists of 15 items rated on a 7-point Likert 

scale, assessing students' perceptions of the degree to which their instructor supports their 

autonomy. Sample items include "I feel that my teacher provides me with choices and 

options" and "My teacher listens to how I would like to do things." The scale has 

demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach's α = .89) in previous research with 

Chinese students. 
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The Basic Psychological Needs in Physical Education Scale contains 12 items (4 per 

need) rated on a 5-point scale. For autonomy, items include "In this PE class, I have a say in 

how things are done." For competence, "I feel I am good at basketball." For relatedness, "I 

feel close to other students in this class." Previous validation studies in Chinese contexts have 

confirmed the three-factor structure with adequate reliability (α ranging from .76 to .84). 

The Student Engagement Questionnaire adapted for PE includes 18 items across three 

dimensions. Behavioral engagement items assess effort and participation ("I try hard in this 

class"). Emotional engagement items assess affective responses ("I enjoy basketball lessons"). 

Cognitive engagement items assess strategic thinking and self-regulation ("I think about 

strategies to improve my skills"). This instrument has shown strong psychometric properties 

in vocational education samples. 

 

 

3.2.3 Data Analysis Procedures 

Secondary analysis was performed using SPSS software. Descriptive statistics 

profiled the teaching environment status. Pearson correlation analysis tested relationships 

between environmental factors and engagement outcomes. Qualitative data from open-ended 

questions and 30 classroom observations were analyzed thematically to provide contextual 

depth. 

The analysis proceeded in three phases. First, descriptive analysis characterized the 

current state: percentages for categorical variables (e.g., proportion using stratified teaching) 

and means with standard deviations for continuous variables (e.g., facility adequacy, skill 

levels). Second, bivariate correlations examined relationships between predictor variables 

(autonomy support, competence support, relatedness support) and outcome variables 

(behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement). Statistical significance was set at p < .05, 

with effect sizes interpreted following Cohen's guidelines (small: r = .10; medium: r = .30; 

large: r = .50). Third, qualitative data provided interpretive depth. Student open-ended 

responses were coded for themes related to autonomy frustration, competence frustration, and 

relatedness deficit. Observational field notes documented specific classroom interactions that 

exemplified need-supportive or need-thwarting teacher behaviors. 
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4. Current Status Analysis: A Diagnosis from the SDT Perspective 

 

 

4.1 Systemic Suppression of Autonomy Needs 

 

The need for autonomy is the desire to self-organize experience and behavior. The 

current analysis reveals that the vocational basketball curriculum is characterized by 

excessive rigidity that systematically suppresses this need. 

Lack of Curriculum Stratification: The survey data indicates a startling uniformity 

in curriculum design. Specifically, 83.6% of the surveyed colleges have not implemented any 

form of stratified teaching. Regardless of whether a student is a novice who has never 

touched a basketball or an experienced player with years of training, they are subjected to the 

exact same syllabus. This "one-size-fits-all" approach deprives students of the autonomy to 

choose a learning path that suits their abilities. The curriculum dictates the pace, the content, 

and the method, leaving the student as a passive recipient rather than an active agent. 

This lack of differentiation has profound psychological consequences. For advanced 

students, being forced to repeat basic skills they mastered years ago sends an implicit 

message that their existing capabilities are irrelevant and unrecognized. They experience what 

can be termed "de-skilling"—their expertise is rendered invisible by a system that treats 

everyone as a beginner. This thwarts both autonomy (they cannot pursue challenges aligned 

with their interests) and competence (they cannot experience growth or mastery). For novice 

students, the opposite problem occurs: being thrust into drills designed for an average skill 

level that is far above their current ability creates immediate failure experiences. When a 

student who has never dribbled a basketball is asked to perform a behind-the-back dribble 

drill in the third lesson, the predictable result is embarrassment, frustration, and a desire to 

avoid future exposure to such situations. 

 

Controlling Instructional Styles: Teaching methods show 76.5% reliance on 

traditional "Teacher Explanation - Demonstration - Student Practice" models. Teachers make 

all decisions with minimal student input. Student feedback reflects this: "We just follow 

orders. It feels like military training, not sports." Controlling language like "You must" shifts 

the locus of causality from internal to external, transforming enjoyable activity into 

obligation. No surveyed courses involved students in decisions about activities or schedules, 

reinforcing pedagogical hierarchy and passivity. 
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4.2 Universal Frustration of Competence Needs 

 

Competence satisfaction relies on the balance between skill and challenge (optimal 

challenge) and the receipt of effectance-relevant feedback. 

Skill-Challenge Mismatch: The uniformity of the curriculum clashes violently with 

the heterogeneity of the student body. The skill assessment data from the survey shows a 

standard deviation (SD) of 18.7 in students' baseline basketball scores, indicating a massive 

disparity in ability. For the lower-skilled students, the standard curriculum (often involving 

complex layups or tactical drills) presents an unmanageable threat, leading to repeated failure 

and anxiety. For the higher-skilled students, the same curriculum (involving basic static 

dribbling) represents a boring routine lacking any challenge. Both scenarios thwart the need 

for competence—one through helplessness, the other through boredom. 

Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) flow theory provides a useful framework for understanding 

this dynamic. Flow—the optimal experience of deep engagement—occurs when challenge 

and skill are in balance at a high level. When challenges far exceed skills, anxiety results. 

When skills far exceed challenges, boredom results. Only when challenges are slightly above 

current skill level—in the "zone of proximal development"—does the learner experience the 

productive struggle that leads to growth and the subjective feeling of competence. The current 

one-size-fits-all curriculum virtually guarantees that most students will be either anxious or 

bored, with only those few students who happen to match the curriculum's implicit "average" 

experiencing appropriate challenge. 

The consequences extend beyond immediate affect. Repeated experiences of anxiety 

or boredom lead to learned helplessness or disidentification. Students who consistently fail 

begin to believe "I'm just not athletic" and stop trying, protecting their self-esteem by 

claiming they don't care. Students who are consistently unchallenged develop the belief that 

physical education is trivial and beneath their attention. Both groups disengage, but for 

opposite reasons rooted in the same curricular failure to provide differentiated, appropriate 

challenge. 

Feedback Deficit: Data reveals 64.7% of teachers lack recent high-level professional 

training, correlating with limited pedagogical skills. Feedback is often evaluative ("Good," 

"Wrong") rather than informational ("Bend your knees for more power"). Large class sizes 

limit individual feedback frequency. Students express frustration: "The teacher says 'wrong' 

but doesn't explain what or how to fix it." Evaluation heavily favors summative skill tests 

over effort or improvement, demoralizing diligent low-skilled students and sending a fixed-

mindset message contrary to SDT principles. 
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4.3 Structural Deficit of Relatedness Needs 

 

Relatedness involves feeling connected and significant among peers and instructors. 

The physical and social structures of the current courses often impede this connection. 

 

Resource Constraints and Crowding: The physical environment plays a surprisingly 

significant role in social interaction. The survey highlights a severe shortage of facilities, with 

an average venue area per student of only 1.2 square meters, far below the national standard 

of 2.5 square meters. This overcrowding forces students to spend significant amounts of time 

waiting in lines for drills. While waiting could be a time for social interaction, the chaotic and 

cramped nature of the environment often leads to conflict and frustration rather than bonding. 

The correlation data supports this, showing a strong positive correlation (r = .72, p < .01) 

between resource adequacy and student satisfaction. 

Competitive and Exclusionary Climate: Evaluation emphasizes summative skill 

tests, fostering performance-orientation. Lower-skilled students, especially females (average 

53.6 vs. males 71.3), feel marginalized and fear embarrassment. Gender disparities create 

exclusion: male students avoid passing to female teammates, who self-marginalize during 

games. Teacher-student relationships lack warmth; teachers are seen as evaluators, not 

mentors. Impermanent class groupings prevent stable team identities and friendship 

formation, hindering relatedness development. 

Table 1: Summary of Need Suppression and Empirical Indicators 

 

Psychological 

Need 

Suppressive 

Environmental 

Factor 

Key 

Empirical 

Indicator 

 

Student Impact 

Autonomy Lack of

 curricular 

choice 

83.6%

 withou

t stratified teaching 

Perceived lack of 

volition; external regulation 
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Psychologic

al Need 

Suppressive 

Environmental 

Factor 

Key Empirical 

Indicator Student Impact 

 

Autonomy Controlling 

instructional 

style 

76.5%

 traditiona

l command teaching 

Passivity; compliance 

rather than engagement 

Competence Skill-challenge 

mismatch 

SD = 18.7 in 

baseline skills 

Anxiety for novices; 

boredom for experts 

Competence Inadequate feedback 64.7% teachers 

untrained (5 yrs) 

Inability to improve; 

learned helplessness 

Relatedness Resource constraints 1.2m² per student 

(vs. 2.5m² standard) 

Physical crowding; 

reduced interaction 

Relatedness Competitive 

evaluation climate 

Gender skill gap: 

71.3 vs. 53.6 

Marginalization; fear

 of 

embarrassment 

Relatedness Absence of 

cooperative structures 

14.6% use 

cooperative learning 

Social

 isolation

; individualism 

 

 

5. Enhancement Pathways: A Systemic Proposal Based on SDT 

 

To reverse the trends of disengagement, this study proposes a comprehensive reform 

model. The core philosophy is to shift from a "controlling" teaching paradigm to a "need-

supportive" one. 

 

5.1 Supporting Autonomy: Granting Choice and Voice 

 

Curricular Modularity: The curriculum should be restructured into modular units 

(e.g., Basic Handling, Shooting Mechanics, Defensive Tactics, Refereeing & Officiating). 

While a core set of modules remains compulsory, students should be allowed to select 

elective modules based on their interests. For example, a student interested in management 

might choose the "Refereeing" module, thereby finding personal value in the course. 

Instructional Choice (The "Choice Board"): Within individual lessons, teachers 

should implement "choice boards." Instead of a single drill for everyone, the teacher offers 

three variations of a drill targeting the same skill but with different parameters (e.g., "Shoot 

from the free-throw line," "Shoot from the block," or "Shoot off the dribble"). Allowing 

students to select their practice mode instantly increases their sense of volition. 
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Student Voice in Governance: Teachers should solicit student input on rules and 

activities through brief discussions. When students help create rules, they internalize them 

better. 

Autonomy-Supportive Language and Goal-Setting: Replace controlling language 

("You must") with invitational language ("You might try"). Explain why activities are 

valuable rather than commanding compliance. Encourage students to set personal mastery 

goals and provide self-monitoring tools, transforming the course into a self-directed project. 

 

5.2 Supporting Relatedness: Building Learning Communities 

 

Cooperative Learning Structures: Teachers should utilize formal cooperative 

learning models such as "Jigsaw" or "Student-Teams-Achievement-Divisions (STAD)." In 

these models, students work in heterogeneous small groups where the success of the group 

depends on the success of each member. This structural interdependence compels higher-

skilled students to tutor lower-skilled peers, fostering mentorship and belonging rather than 

exclusion. 

Sport Education Model (SEM): Adopting the SEM approach, where a class is 

divided into permanent teams that persist for a whole season. Students take on roles beyond 

just "player," such as coach, statistician, reporter, or conditioner. This creates a dense web of 

social responsibilities and interactions, ensuring that every student, regardless of athletic 

ability, has a vital role in the team's ecosystem. 

Teacher Empathy and Inclusive Practices: Teachers should learn students' names, 

use inclusive language, and create balanced teams through stratified assignment rather than 

self-selection. Reward group achievements to foster interdependence. Recognize diverse 

student backgrounds through culturally responsive teaching. 

 

 

5.3 Integration and Implementation Strategy 

 

These pathways must be integrated: autonomy support allows competent task 

selection, competence support prevents anxiety, and relatedness support enables safe 

autonomy exercise. Implementation requires administrative commitment for resources and 

teacher reflection on pedagogy. Establish ongoing professional development communities, 

upgrade facilities to national standards, form collaborative curriculum committees, and begin 

with pilot programs for iterative refinement before scaling. 
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6. Discussion 

 

The findings strongly support SDT application in Chinese vocational PE. The 

correlation between teaching method modernization and engagement (r = .65, p < .01) 

confirms that the engagement crisis is a motivation crisis solvable through reform. This study 

challenges deficit narratives: disengagement is a rational response to controlling 

environments, not inherent student traits. The correlation between resource adequacy and 

satisfaction (r = .72, p < .01) shows infrastructure is integral to psychological environment. 

The three needs are dynamically interrelated: autonomy works best with competence, 

relatedness mitigates competence frustration. From a societal perspective, well-designed PE 

can build social capital for lower-socioeconomic vocational students, making SDT-based 

reform a matter of social justice. 

 

7. Implications for Practice 

 

The study offers actionable implications: 

 

For Instructors: Shift from "instructor" to "facilitator." Audit language to reduce 

controlling directives and increase autonomy-supportive phrasing. Design lessons 

incorporating choice and peer interaction. 

For Administrators: Facility investment is pedagogically necessary. Teacher 

evaluation should assess climate creation and engagement fostering, not just test scores. 

For Policy Makers: Quality matters more than mandated hours. Fund professional 

development in motivational psychology and encourage curriculum flexibility. 

For Researchers: Experimental studies should test specific interventions. 

Longitudinal studies could track post-graduation health behaviors. Develop implementation 

toolkits with practical resources for practitioners. 
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8. Limitations and Future Research 

 

Several limitations exist. First, cross-sectional data prevents causal claims; 

longitudinal experimental designs are needed. Second, the sample was restricted to 

Heilongjiang Province; multi-regional studies would enhance generalizability. Third, future 

research should explore need thwarting, examine transcontextual applicability across sports, 

develop culturally adapted measurement instruments, and investigate emerging technologies' 

role in supporting psychological needs. 

 

9. Conclusion 

 

Low student engagement in vocational basketball courses reflects systemic failure to 

support autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. Using SDT, this study diagnosed root 

causes—rigid curricula, controlling styles, mismatched challenges, resource-poor 

environments—and constructed a multidimensional enhancement pathway integrating 

stratified teaching, modular curricula, autonomy-supportive instruction, and cooperative 

learning. 

This transformation fosters psychological environments where students feel capable, 

connected, and volitional, fulfilling PE's higher purpose: nurturing healthy, confident, 

collaborative individuals. As China expands vocational education, quality matters. Basketball 

courses can become microcosms developing resilience, agency, and social competence. With 

commitment, resources, and evidence-based practice, colleges can create environments where 

every student experiences autonomy's joy, competence's satisfaction, and relatedness's 

warmth—unlocking fullest potential on court and in life. 
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