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1
On Self-Determination and the Heart

Take a brief mental scan of the moral failings that made the headlines 
over the past decade: financial misdealings, corruption, bribery, assault, 
and worse. How many of these took place because the guilty parties did 
not know what they were doing was wrong? Or, how many took place 
because those involved just did not know how to do the right thing?

More often than not, the individuals in the headlines know the 
ethical thing to do, and they know how to do it ethically. More often 
than not, they prefer to act for self-gratifying reasons, for profit, status, 
or pleasure. They do not feel like acting for the more common good. 

Character educators speak of the head, the heart, and the hand in 
reference to knowledge about character, wanting to act with character, 
and the skills to act with character. As Tom Lickona would say—in line 
with Aristotle—the head, the heart, and the hand stand for “knowing 
the good, desiring the good, and doing the good.”

In too many of the schools I visit, character education efforts end 
up being more head than anything else. There’s lots of talk. It’s good 
talk, and important talk, but it’s usually more head talk than hand 
action—more discussion about being good than teaching the skills of 
community interaction. And the heart of character—where deep inside 
we say “I’ll do this because this is who I am”—lies far back, as a distant 
third. The behavioral transgressions I hear about in these same schools, 
from cyberbullying to plagiarism to theft or sometimes worse, are rarely 
the acts of students who think cyberbullying or vandalism are good 
things to do; and they rarely occur because the students in question are 
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incapable of restraining themselves. In schools there are more often two 
reasons. Like the adults in the headlines, the first is a failure at the heart 
level; the knowledge and skills are there, but the desire is lacking. In the 
second, the heart might be there, but the peer group is strong; the guts 
are lacking. These are the issues this book addresses. The heart comes in 
dead last in school programs not because schools want it that way, but 
more because they don’t know how to address it. 

A tremendous amount of evidence tells us that the elements of 
self-determination theory—autonomy, certain characteristics in human 
relationships, and a sense of competence—hold an important key to 
successful moral development. Inspiration, modeling, mentoring, and 
purpose can certainly also play roles. Purpose is to be addressed at a 
later time, but this book is about three easily implementable concepts 
that are central, even critical to the work committed educators want 
and need to do. The pages that follow address the forty-plus years 
of research—hundreds of studies by dozens of researchers from four 
continents—pointing to conditions and practices that increase the 
chances that human beings feel like acting on what they know is the 
right thing to do, that their ethical motivation comes from the inside 
rather than from a dangled reward or the pressure of peers. 

... first of all because it feels good, and second, because it is the 
only thing that makes sense

When educators work to foster autonomy, competence, and 
connection in students, those students are more disposed to act with 
the welfare of others in mind. They want to interact positively and 
supportively with others, first of all because it feels good, and second, 
because doing so is the only thing that makes sense.

There are thus two general purposes for this book. The first is 
to outline information essential to the profession of education. This 
information pertains to human well-being in general, but even more 
so to the educator’s concern for intrinsic motivation in students. More 
specifically, it pertains to the process of catalyzing the development 
of motivation so that it comes from inside, as close to the “heart,” as 
close to the core of the person, as possible. Internalized motivation is 
high up in the “top ten” factors of what influences learning. The more 
motivation is internal, the greater the results. 
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The second purpose is to explain some hows of the process. We 
will look at the importance of autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
with the specific hope of blurring the lines between academic teaching 
and character development. One consequence of blurring these lines 
is that of furthering the cause of character development by helping 
educators understand and utilize practices that take no real time and 
only a little effort, and at the same time produce both academic and 
moral education benefits.

What self-determination theory says is that 1) we humans have 
a deep need to set our own paths in life, and we can never be fully 
functioning beings if others are deciding our destiny; 2) we are at 
our healthiest—psychologically, socially, morally, and perhaps even 
physically—when we have an appropriate amount of control over the 
activities we engage in, when we are both challenged and learning, and 
when we do all this supported by others who care; and 3) not getting 
this set of needs met has deleterious effects that show up in a variety of 
ways. We will look at all three of these findings.

Why does this matter to educators already overburdened 
with all they need to know and do? It matters because autonomy, 
competence, and supportive relationships are not just good ideas, 
they are human needs shared by everyone who walks through the 
classroom door—student or teacher. The quality of our functioning 
as social and intellectual beings depends upon the extent to which the 
needs are filled. Some teachers engage in practices that work against 
the fulfillment of these needs. The tragedy is that, in the process, they 
diminish the positive benefits that might accrue from their pedagogical 
skills, their inspiration, or their well-constructed lesson plans. It’s like 
wanting to maximize gas mileage but driving a car in the wrong gear or 
with one foot on the brake. 

Self-determination theory and a mountain of educational 
research, some of which is cited in this book, show that students in 
our classrooms will do their best academic work only when educators 
align their practices with what the research on the theory has told us. 
Among other things, it shows that students will not be their best social 
and ethical selves without it. Coincidentally, the theory also says that 
teachers will not do their best work or be their best ethical selves, either, 
unless their administrators and supervisors establish working conditions 
that support autonomy, relationships, and competence. The Work 
Quality Test in the next chapter may point this out.



10 On Self-Determination and the Heart

Why won’t students do their best academic work or be their 
best ethical selves? Because they won’t really want to; they won’t 
feel like it. Thus the chances of students fulfilling our long term 
goals for them—being lifelong learners, engaged citizens, or ethical 
leaders—are crippled. Unless motivation to learn, to engage, or to act 
compassionately comes from the inside, unless it is “self-determined” 
rather than manipulated by someone else, unless it comes from the 
heart, the quality just won’t be there.

These are needs that educators can influence, and do 
influence; they are needs that can be supported, or thwarted, 

at school.

The material here is not presented as a panacea. Students have 
all kinds of needs: needs for sufficient sleep, for appropriate exercise, 
for good nutrition, for natural light, for silliness, for time to reflect... 
There are physiological and safety needs that teachers can influence 
but have less control over. But autonomy, supportive relationships, and 
competence are psychological and social needs. These are needs that 
educators can influence, and do influence; they are needs that can be 
supported, or thwarted, at school. More precisely, they are needs that 
are supported or thwarted regardless of whether the educator cares, 
regardless even if the educator is aware of their connection to life and 
learning. Thus, it becomes all the more essential to consider them.

No, the material is not a panacea. But it is not pie in the sky, 
either. The concepts addressed here represent the consensus of over 
four decades of research carried out by committed professionals 
under conditions open to the critical eyes of exacting peers. Though 
some issues need further understanding, the general findings of 
self-determination theory are not seriously disputed. The beneficial 
effects are multifaceted; the principles just need to be implemented. 
Supporting growth, or thwarting it, can take place in every interaction, 
in every class, by every teacher, every day. Doing so doesn’t take more 
time, it doesn’t take more money. It just takes a little awareness, a little 
practice, and the will to do so: a little head, some hand, and the heart to 
use them.
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Note on Terms

The term character education is used more often here than 
ethical education or moral education, but I use the terms more or less 
synonymously. In so doing, I am following a convention established by 
others, a convention that reflects North America’s inability thus far to 
settle on certain specifics. In their recently edited tome on character and 
moral education, for example, Joseph DeVitis and Tianlong Yu (2012) 
note that 

For many today, the term ‘character education’ has become an umbrella 
one, used to refer to a varied array of approaches to moral education; 
thus, it has become synonymous with ‘moral education’ (p. xii). 

Similarly, in a recent address, Marvin Berkowitz (2012) made the 
statement:

I have worked alternatively under the various rubrics of moral 
education, values education, character education, civic education, 
education for positive youth development, positive psychology, pro-social 
education, and moralogy, and all tend to stir up opposition. In fact they 
almost serve as projective tests with opponents projecting quite distortive 
interpretations onto terms and movements that they personally find 
threatening.

Berkowitz thus opted for “character education” to cover the 
field. Though neither DeVitis and Yu nor Berkowitz refer to ethical 
education, I do use it here on occasion, in part because of the EE in 
the Center for Spiritual and Ethical Education’s acronym, and in part 
because it might help enlighten a few schools still thinking they fulfill 
their responsibility for moral development by a mandatory semester 
of ethics. Moral development can be bolstered by such a course 
(depending on how it is taught), but true moral development comes 
from a broader, more directed, more heart-focused effort.




