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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This study was conducted to model how teacher misbehaviors
associate with reductions in students’ sustained attention.
Participants (N = 423 college students) responded to measures of
their perceptions of teacher antagonism, aﬀect for their
instructor, intrinsic motivation to learn, and sustained attention
throughout the semester. Results of a path analysis indicated that
teacher antagonism did not impact students’ sustained attention
directly or indirectly through their aﬀect for the instructor or
intrinsic motivation (individually, as simple indirect eﬀects).
Rather, results from a serial multiple mediator model
demonstrated that the eﬀect of teacher antagonism on students’
sustained attention occurred through a reduction in aﬀect for
their instructor and, in turn, a reduction in intrinsic motivation to
learn. Results are discussed with regard to the potential impact
on student learning and best practices in the classroom.
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University instructors presumably do their best to help students learn their course
material. As such, conscientious instructors likely work hard to facilitate this outcome
by doing things such as making certain their lessons are clear (Bolkan, 2017; Titsworth
et al., 2015) and fostering student motivation (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). Regarding
the latter, university instructors have a variety of options to pursue to foster motivation in
their classrooms. These behaviors include developing student interest (Bolkan & Griﬃn,
2018; Mazer, 2013), intellectually stimulating students (Bolkan, 2015a; Bolkan et al.,
2011; Shin & Bolkan, 2021), and fulﬁlling students’ basic psychological needs
(Goldman et al., 2017), for example. Of course, in addition to enacting positive teaching
behaviors to help promote student learning, it is also important that university instructors avoid behaviors that might detract from this outcome (Christophel & Gorham, 1995;
Gorham & Millette, 1997). To this point, instructors should be wary of cognitively overloading their students (Bolkan, 2016; Bolkan & Goodboy, 2020), presenting information
poorly or unenthusiastically (Bolkan & Griﬃn, 2017; Gorham & Millette, 1997), or
behaving in ways that might be considered antagonistic or oﬀensive (Goodboy et al.,
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2018). Each of these reﬂects teacher misbehaviors that are deﬁned as conduct that hinders
students’ ability to learn course material (Kearney et al., 1991). Considering this, instructors would be wise to avoid misbehaviors because empirical evidence has conﬁrmed that
misbehaviors do, in fact, lead to decrements in student learning outcomes (Goodboy
et al., 2018; Goodboy & Bolkan, 2009).
The notion that teachers misbehave, and that misbehaviors can be detrimental to
student learning, is well established in the instructional communication literature
(Goodboy et al., 2018). However, the explanation for why misbehaviors interfere with
learning outcomes is not. In support of this conclusion, Vallade and Kaufmann (2021)
noted that “the processes of how perceptions of misbehaviors ultimately impact
student learning remain to be elucidated” (p. 207). Having said that, studies of teacher
misbehaviors have trended in the direction of arguing that misbehaviors reduce
student aﬀect, which is subsequently linked to student learning. For example,
Goodboy et al. (2018) found that antagonism reduced student aﬀect for the course,
which subsequently caused reduced quiz scores. Similarly, Vallade and Kaufmann
(2021) found that when misbehaviors were experienced, students reported lower aﬀect
and, as a result, reported reduced (perceived) learning. From their summary of available
scholarship, Vallade and Kaufmann argued that when it comes to teacher misbehaviors,
aﬀect may be appropriately considered to be “the most proximal predictor of students’
perceived learning” (p. 208).
Despite evidence for the association between students’ experiences of aﬀect and learning, the relationship between these variables in the context of teacher misbehaviors has
not been thoroughly investigated. That is, researchers have largely failed to specify mechanisms that might explain why students would learn less when they dislike their teachers
or the course content. To be fair, some research has broached the subject. For example,
Vallade and Myers (2014) found that when misbehaviors were considered severe and
blameworthy, students were motivated to avoid their instructors. That said, perhaps
by avoiding misbehaving instructors, students withdrew from their classroom experiences and thus learned less. Similarly, Goodboy et al. (2018) argued that by reducing
student aﬀect, the experience of antagonism may have made students less willing to
engage with the instructional material. Though this relationship seems plausible, the
authors did not explicitly test for it.
Similar to the ideas just noted, the current project was conducted to empirically
investigate a potential serial chain of associations linking teacher misbehaviors to
reductions in students’ sustained attention. Speciﬁcally, we contend that teachers
who misbehave reduce student aﬀect, and based on suppositions from self-determination theory (SDT; Deci et al., 1991; Deci & Ryan, 2008), we argue that a consequence of this reduction in aﬀect includes a reduction in students’ intrinsic
motivation to learn. Subsequently, we argue that reductions in students’ intrinsic
motivation to learn leads them to pay less attention to their course lessons. Considering that selecting, or attending to, relevant information from students’ educational
environments is a crucial step in the learning process, we surmise that students
who fail to pay attention to their classroom lessons are less likely to learn their
course material because they lack the opportunity to process it in a meaningful
manner (see Mayer, 2021 for an explanation of the various cognitive processes
involved in learning).
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Misbehaviors and students’ aﬀective experiences
Although teachers typically do not consider themselves to be a potential source of problems in academic environments (Kearney et al., 1991), students often report otherwise.
Indeed, foundational research on the topic has indicated that when students were asked
to “recall speciﬁc instances where teachers had said or done something that had irritated,
demotivated, or substantially distracted them in an aversive way during a course”
(Kearney et al., 1991, p. 313), instead of saying “nothing,” they reported a variety of
issues ranging from instructors being verbally abusive to canceling class without notiﬁcation. Factor analysis has demonstrated that these categories could be reduced (generally, but not precisely) to three major types of teacher misbehaviors including instructor
incompetence or “instructional ineptitude” (Kearney et al., 1991, p. 322), oﬀensiveness or
poor interpersonal treatment (Goodboy et al., 2018), and indolence or absent-mindedness (Kearney et al., 1991). Subsequent investigations have found similar categories of
teacher misbehaviors and have extended these as well (Goodboy & Myers, 2015;
Vallade & Kaufmann, 2018).
Our focus in this project is on instructor oﬀensiveness (otherwise called “antagonism,”
per Goodboy & Myers, 2015). Antagonism (which is synonymous with oﬀensiveness;
Goodboy et al., 2018) can be particularly problematic in classrooms “because it communicates to students that they are not valued or respected” (Borzea & Goodboy, 2016, p.
552). Examples of antagonistic or oﬀensive instructor behaviors include rude or impolite
communication, using sarcasm and putting students down, and yelling or swearing at
students (Vallade & Kaufmann, 2018). Crucially, researchers have demonstrated that
these misbehaviors can negatively impact students even when they are not the targets
of antagonism themselves but are only party to the event (Goodboy et al., 2018). Thus,
when teachers behave in antagonistic ways, they threaten the learning environment for
students who witness it, not just the individuals they are mistreating.
Generally, scholars have argued that when instructors are oﬀensive or antagonistic,
they reduce student learning because of the way these misbehaviors make their students
feel. To this point, scholars who study teacher misbehaviors have demonstrated that students’ aﬀective experiences (see Bolkan, 2015b) are negatively impacted when teachers
engage in these detrimental practices. For example, Goodboy and Myers (2015) found
that antagonism was negatively related to students’ aﬀect toward the course, their
instructors, and behaviors recommended in the course. Similarly, Goodboy et al.
(2018) reported negative associations between antagonism and aﬀect for the course
content, instructors themselves, behaviors recommended in the course, and the likelihood of taking another class from the instructor. These results are in line with more
general studies of teacher misbehaviors where scholars report similar results. For
example, Goodboy and Bolkan (2009) found that teacher misbehaviors were associated
negatively with student aﬀect in the classroom (measured as aﬀect toward the course
content, instructor, and behaviors recommended in the course). Likewise, Vallade and
Kaufmann (2021) found that when misbehaviors were experienced in class, students
reported lower aﬀect for the course and the instructor. Banﬁeld et al. (2006) reported
similar outcomes insofar as they found that perceptions of misbehaving teachers were
associated with reduced aﬀect for the instructor. These relationships are similar to
what we might expect from studies of teacher conﬁrmation where, in contrast to
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antagonism, instructors who employ behaviors that communicate recognition, acceptance, and respect for students (Ellis, 2000) have been found to increase students’ positive
aﬀective experiences in class (Goodboy & Myers, 2008).

Student aﬀect and intrinsic motivation to learn
Though teacher misbehaviors have been shown to reduce the aﬀective experiences students have in class, we focus this study on the aﬀect that students feel for their instructors
insofar as oﬀensive and antagonistic teachers seem especially likely to impact this aspect
of students’ classroom experiences (Vallade & Myers, 2014). This conclusion may be warranted considering antagonistic and oﬀensive conduct appears to damage perceptions of
instructors’ interpersonal goodwill through behaviors such as being verbally abusive to
students (Kearney et al., 1991), and belittling, yelling at, or being aggressive toward students (Goodboy & Myers, 2015). Ultimately, the behaviors associated with instructor
oﬀensiveness and antagonism may be interpreted by students as relational transgressions
that damage the aﬃliation that teachers might otherwise enjoy with their students
(Vallade & Myers, 2014). In support of this conclusion, Baker and Goodboy (2018) discovered that teacher antagonism is negatively associated with students’ perceptions of
relatedness to their instructors.
Though it could be argued that the interpersonal nature of students’ learning experiences should be tangential to their educational outcomes, research has shown that students tend to be more motivated and perform better in academic contexts where they
like their instructors compared to when they do not (Montalvo et al., 2007). Similarly,
the sense of relatedness that students experience with their instructors has been
argued to be a psychological need that satisﬁes their intrinsic motivation to learn,
which is an important element of student success. More speciﬁcally, along with building
a sense of competence and autonomy, teachers who promote a sense of relatedness with
their students promote “greater intrinsic motivation, curiosity, and desire for challenge”
(Ryan & Deci, 2000b, p. 70). Although relatedness and students’ aﬀect for their instructors are not isomorphic, the deﬁnition of relatedness in SDT refers to experiences of
warmth and a connection with others (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020), which both overlap
with and include general perceptions of positive aﬀect. Indeed, studies measuring students’ perceptions of relatedness with an instructor and their positive aﬀective experiences have found strong correlations between the two constructs (e.g., r = .69;
Goldman et al., 2017). Considering the conceptual and empirical overlap between positive aﬀect and experiences of relatedness, we argue that aﬀect for an instructor may serve
as an appropriate proxy for relatedness in the classroom. This conclusion may be further
warranted in light of arguments that students like teachers who are warm, caring, and
supportive (Montalvo et al., 2007).
In the end, the argument being made here is that the sense of relatedness that people
experience with others can inﬂuence the process of internalization regarding the practices promoted by these individuals (Ryan et al., 1994). If this is the case, then it seems
plausible that when students feel a sense of relatedness with their teachers and feel positively toward them, they may experience a greater sense of motivation (Montalvo et al.,
2007; Ryan et al., 1994). Because the fulﬁllment of a person’s basic psychological needs
drives intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and because a sense of relatedness is
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a part of an individual’s fundamental needs, students’ sense of relatedness with their
instructors (operationalized as positive aﬀect pertaining to instructors themselves) may
be an important predictor of students’ intrinsic motivation to learn their course material.

Intrinsic motivation to learn and sustained attention
According to scholars who study the subject, student learning unfolds in a series of steps
that lead to a change in students’ long-term memory stores (Mayer, 2021; Moreno, 2005,
2006). These steps form the foundation of learning where students are considered active
participants in the creation of their knowledge. From a general perspective, scholars
argue that lessons from a course must ﬁrst pass through students’ sensory faculties
and on to their short-term memories for further processing and sense-making (Mayer,
2021). Next, information must be integrated into students’ base of knowledge to
support long-term memories of the instructional material. As scholars argue, the ﬁrst
step in the process of learning necessitates concentrated attention to educational material
because students might reasonably focus on anything in their learning environments.
That said, without sustained attention to their course lessons (as opposed to other
stimuli), students are unable to process relevant instructional information, and, as
such, they are unable to move on to subsequent steps in the learning process—such as
making sense of the material or transferring information to their long-term memory
stores. Essentially, without selecting the appropriate instructional material to pay attention to, students cannot begin to learn the material presented in their classes. Crucially,
Moreno (2005) argued that the ability to pay attention to instructional material relies on
students’ deliberate eﬀorts. Thus, it stands to reason that student learning outcomes may
beneﬁt from motivational factors that increase individuals’ willingness to pay attention to
their course lessons.
Ryan and Deci (2000a) noted that “to be motivated means to be moved to do something” (p. 54), and speciﬁcally that people who are intrinsically motivated are moved to
do something out of curiosity or interest as opposed to external rewards such as grades or
the approval of others. As the authors argued, when people are intrinsically motivated,
they engage in activities because these are “inherently interesting or enjoyable” (p. 55).
In academic contexts, this may prove to be critical, considering intrinsic motivation
has been found to result “in high-quality learning and creativity” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a,
p. 55). Compared with controlled motivation where individuals perform behaviors due
to the pressure emanating from external rewards or punishments, autonomous motivation (of which intrinsic motivation is a part) leads to enhanced performance, psychological well-being, creativity, and deep learning (Deci & Ryan, 2008). In fact,
intrinsically motivated students experience a variety of behavioral and cognitive
beneﬁts including academic persistence, enjoyment, and achievement (for a review, see
Guay et al., 2008). In his review of the literature, Reeve (2002) noted that “autonomously-motivated students thrive in educational settings” (p. 183) and enjoy several
beneﬁts that controlled students do not, including higher academic achievement,
increased perceptions of self-worth, better conceptual understanding of course concepts,
greater cognitive ﬂexibility, more creativity, and better information retention. As we
argue, perhaps part of the link between intrinsic motivation and academic success can
be traced back to the association between intrinsic motivation and people’s ability to
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sustain their attention to a task (Unsworth & Robison, 2020). Essentially, we argue that
students who are intrinsically motivated to learn in their classes should be more willing to
sustain their attention to course-related material than students who are not (Bolkan &
Griﬃn, 2018).
In summary, we predict that when teachers antagonize their students, they reduce the
positive aﬀect students feel toward their instructors. Next, based on the theoretical perspective borrowed from SDT, we predict that decrements in positive aﬀect (a proxy for
relatedness) toward instructors will lead to a reduction of students’ intrinsic motivation
to learn. Finally, when students become less intrinsically motivated to learn, we argue
that they lose their willingness to sustain their attention in class (see Figure 1). To test
this theoretical process, we oﬀered the following hypothesis representing a serial multiple
mediator model:
H: Students who experience higher levels of antagonism from their instructors will report
reductions in their sustained attention because of reduced aﬀect for their instructors and,
consequently, reductions in their intrinsic motivation to learn.

Method
Participants and procedure
After obtaining approval from the institutional review board, participants (N = 423) were
recruited to take part in this study from upper and lower communication studies classes
at a large university on the East Coast—students were oﬀered minimal extra credit for
their participation. Individuals who agreed to participate in this investigation were
directed to an online survey where, as a part of a larger project on teacher misbehaviors,
they reported their experiences in the class taught by who they perceived to be their worst
instructor in the current semester. Data collection occurred toward the end of the semester to ensure students were familiar with their instructors. Participants in this study
included 153 men and 269 women (one individual did not respond) with ages ranging
from 18 to 55 years (M = 20.7, SD = 4.1). Regarding their class standing, 135 individuals
reported being in their ﬁrst year, 135 students reported being in their second year, 77

Figure 1. Serial multiple mediator model with aﬀect for the instructor and intrinsic motivation as proposed mediators of students’ sustained attention.
Note: Serial multiple mediator model using PROCESS Model 6.
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students reported being in their third year, and 75 students reported being in their fourth
year of school (one response was missing).
Instrumentation
Participants responded to a series of items to assess their perceptions regarding instructor
misbehaviors in the form of antagonism. This measure was taken from Goodboy and
Myers (2015) and includes eight items with response options ranging from (0) never
to (4) very often. Examples of items include “My instructor argues with students
during class” and “my instructor belittles students.” Reliability for this measure (and
for subsequent measures) was estimated by calculating McDonald’s omega (ω; Hayes
& Coutts, 2020) with 95% conﬁdence intervals generated from 5,000 bootstrap
samples (Goodboy & Martin, 2020; ω = .917 [.876, .943]; M = .202, SD = .504). Because
our results showed that antagonism rarely occurred (93.6% of participants reported
antagonism with a composite score of 1.0 or below), and because a majority of students
(72.1%) reported that antagonism did not occur at all (a composite score of 0 on all scale
items) in the course they had in mind (n = 305), the data may not be appropriately
modeled on a continuous 5-point scale.1 Considering this restriction in variability, we
modeled antagonism dichotomously (i.e., did or did not experience antagonism); students who reported no antagonism were scored 0, while students who reported any
antagonism were scored 1. Dummy coding in this manner allowed us to study the
mean diﬀerence between the two groups.
Aﬀect for the instructor was measured using four items taken from McCroskey (1994).
This measure assesses student aﬀect with regard to their instructors using 7-point semantic diﬀerentials including “good/bad,” and “positive/negative” (ω = .927 [.909, .943]; M =
4.733, SD = 1.814).
Intrinsic motivation to learn was measured using 10 items taken from Goldman et al.
(2017). Items in this measure include “Learning new concepts in this class is fulﬁlling to
me” and “Developing my understanding of the content is rewarding to me,” for example.
Response options for this measure ranged from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.
Results indicated that the two reverse-coded items reduced the overall reliability of the
scale. Consequently, those items were dropped from our analysis (ω = .961 [.952, .968];
M = 4.375, SD = 1.532).
Finally, sustained attention was measured using six items taken from Wei et al. (2012).
Examples of these items include “I can sustain my attention to learning throughout the
class” and “I pay full attention to the lecture during class,” with response options ranging
from (1) not at all true of me to (7) very true of me. The reverse-coded item demonstrated
poor reliability and was dropped from our analysis (ω = .916 [.899, .930]; M = 3.734, SD
= 1.537).

Results
To test our hypothesis, we examined a serial multiple mediator model with antagonism
indirectly and negatively predicting sustained attention through students’ aﬀect for the
instructor and, subsequently, intrinsic motivation. Indirect eﬀects were estimated
using PROCESS 4.0 (Hayes, 2022) using 5,000 percentile bootstrap samples with 95%
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Table 1. Intercorrelations.
Variable

1

2

3

1. Antagonism
2. Aﬀect for the instructor
−.380*
3. Intrinsic motivation
−.079
.194*
4. Sustained attention
−.026
.070
.418*
Note: *p < .001 (two-tailed). Antagonism is scored as 0 for students who reported no antagonism from their instructors,
and 1 for students who reported any amount of antagonism. Correlations with antagonism are point-biserial
correlations.

conﬁdence intervals. Results revealed evidence for a serial indirect eﬀect of teacher antagonism on students’ sustained attention through aﬀect for the instructor, and in turn,
intrinsic motivation to learn with an unstandardized serial indirect eﬀect of −.104 (SE
= .036, [−.180, −.037]) and a partially standardized indirect eﬀect of −.069 (SE = .024,
[−.119, −.024]). The simple indirect eﬀects of antagonism on sustained attention
through aﬀect for the instructor (.024, SE = .068, [−.115, .158]) and through intrinsic
motivation to learn (−.003, SE = .072, [−.146, .138]) included zero in the conﬁdence
intervals indicating that there was no evidence of mediation through these pathways.
Additionally, results showed that the direct eﬀect of antagonism on sustained attention
was not signiﬁcant (−.074, SE = .168, [−.405, .256]). See Table 1 for correlations between
variables and Table 2 for model summary information.

Discussion
In the past, the connection between instructor misbehaviors and student learning has
been assumed by way of its deﬁnition (Kearney et al., 1991), and recently this connection
has been demonstrated empirically (Goodboy et al., 2018). Thus, instructional communication scholars might be reasonably conﬁdent reporting that reductions in student learning can and often do occur when teachers misbehave. In the hopes of explaining the
connection, several scholars have linked these variables through students’ aﬀective
Table 2. OLS regression analyses for serial mediation.
Outcome
Aﬀect for the instructor

Model summary

t

p

LLCI

ULCI

5.159
−1.555

.099
.190

52.205
−8.195

< .001
< .001

4.964
−1.927

5.353
−1.182

3.609
−.007
.162

.248
.184
.045

14.546
−.040
3.598

< .001
.968
< .001

3.121
−.368
.073

4.096
.353
.250

F(2, 395) = 7.636,
p < .001, R 2 = .037

Constant
Antagonism (a2)
Aﬀect for the instructor (d21)
Sustained attention

SE

F(1, 396) = 67.151,
p < .001, R 2 = .145

Constant
Antagonism (a1)
Intrinsic motivation

Coeﬀ.

F(3, 394) = 27.651,
p < .001, R 2 = .174

Constant
1.981
.282
Antagonism (c’)
−.074
.168
−.016
.042
Aﬀect for the instructor (b1)
.413
.046
Intrinsic motivation (b2)
Note: Coeﬃcients are unstandardized. Antagonism is scored as 0 for students
instructors, and 1 for students who reported any amount of antagonism.

7.038
< .001
1.428
2.535
−.442
.659
−.405
.256
−.371
.711
−.098
.067
8.965
< .001
.323
.504
who reported no antagonism from their
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experiences (Goodboy et al., 2018; Vallade & Kaufmann, 2021) concluding that teacher
misbehaviors reduce students’ liking for the course and for their instructors, the consequence of which is reduced learning. However, to date, the rationale explaining how
reductions in student aﬀect might be theoretically connected to processes central to
learning has not been made explicit.
This project was conducted to provide a potential explanation linking misbehaviors to
students learning by examining one aspect of instructor misbehaviors—antagonism/
oﬀensiveness—to argue that the association between these variables may occur by way
of reduced aﬀect for the instructor (as previously predicted), and subsequently
through students’ reduced intrinsic motivation to learn and their reduced attention
toward course material. The rationale for our position stems from researchers who
argue that students should be active participants in their educations and must engage
in three processes if they are to learn their course material. These include: (1) paying
attention to their course material, (2) organizing and making sense of their course
lessons, and (3) integrating new information into their current base of knowledge
(Mayer, 2021; Moreno, 2005, 2006). We argued that the association between teacher
antagonism and student learning may be best described as hindering the ﬁrst of these
processes operationalized as sustained attention.
Results from our serial multiple mediator model demonstrated that the link between
teachers’ antagonistic behaviors in class and students’ sustained attention was, in part,
determined by students’ aﬀect for their instructors. As such, this study adds weight to
the argument that aﬀective experiences in class may be a strong predictor of student
learning (Ainley & Hidi, 2014; Allen et al., 2006; Vallade & Kaufmann, 2021).
However, in this study, the relationship between aﬀect and sustained attention was not
a direct one. Instead, the association was best modeled as occurring through a second
mediator: intrinsic motivation to learn. To explain this chain of events, we argued that
antagonistic behaviors reduced the positive aﬀect students might have experienced
with their instructors, and consequently, students failed to have their fundamental
need for relatedness satisﬁed which meant that the nutriments required to promote
intrinsic motivation were lacking. Ultimately, our results support the notion that motivation is a crucial component of students’ classroom experiences insofar as it helps direct
their energies toward productive behaviors. That said, although it would be optimal if
students were naturally motivated to learn regardless of the circumstances in class,
ﬁndings from this study and others (e.g., Horan et al., 2012) show that student motivation can be inﬂuenced by how teachers behave and the aﬀective experiences they
create. Thus, far from being tangential, results from our study demonstrate that students’
aﬀective experiences matter because they are linked to motivational factors that associate
with behaviors that have been established as being closely associated with learning.
Therefore, if teachers are concerned with their students’ potential to learn their course
material, they ought to be aware that their focus in the classroom should be on the
content of the lessons and the aﬀective experiences students have during instruction.
Indeed, to consider students’ aﬀective experiences as tangential to the educational
process represents a fundamental misunderstanding of the mechanisms involved in
student motivation and learning. Crucially, however, this study demonstrates that
although teachers are likely to consider themselves as positively inﬂuencing students’
aﬀective experiences and motivation to learn, it is important for them to keep in mind

10

S. BOLKAN ET AL.

that the possibility of deleterious eﬀects stemming from instructional misbehaviors exists
as well.
Instructional implications from this study are straightforward and include avoiding
antagonistic or oﬀensive behaviors when interacting with students to protect the experience of positive aﬀect that instructors might otherwise enjoy with their pupils and to
minimize the potential for demotivating students. The good news is that, for the most
part, studies examining behaviors linked to instructor antagonism and oﬀensiveness
(including this one) typically ﬁnd that instances of these actions are rare (e.g.,
Goodboy & Myers, 2015; Vallade & Kaufmann, 2018). Thus, instructors already
appear to be avoiding these types of misbehaviors in class. However, as Goodboy et al.
(2018) argued, experiences of oﬀensiveness, though infrequent, tend to be particularly
salient for students. To this point, researchers argued that although they are typically
unlikely to occur, “even a few unplanned instances of instructor antagonism may jeopardize student aﬀect” (Goodboy et al., 2018, p. 320). That is, even “a single antagonistic
episode, or one bad day of teaching, can potentially ruin a students’ perception of the
instructor by diminishing” student aﬀect (p. 320). Therefore, considering that “even
instructors who normally are conﬁrming to their students could suﬀer from a bad
mood any given day of the semester” (Goodboy et al., 2018, p. 320), teachers should
be vigilant about how they communicate in class, and they should remain cognizant
of how their moods may leak into their instruction.
Admittedly, this might be easier to accomplish when students enter their classrooms
with positive attitudes and when they meet their instructors’ expectations for appropriate
conduct. However, avoiding antagonistic behaviors is also important in instances where
students do not behave in line with these expectations. Though student misbehaviors may
be rare as well, as some researchers claim, they too are inevitable and are also prone to
disrupting the learning environment (Johnson et al., 2017). Thus, while it might be easier
to avoid antagonistic behaviors when students are civil and respectful of their learning
space, it may be much harder to do so when students ﬂagrantly violate normative classroom expectations by doing things such as sleeping or eating meals disruptively in class,
using their phones without authorization, disrespecting their classmates, interrupting
others, or holding side conversations while course lessons are ongoing (for a more complete list of student misbehaviors, see Johnson et al., 2017). Regardless, instructors would
be wise to be strategic with how they react in these instances because it appears from our
data that students diﬀerentiate between instructors who do not misbehave and those who
do—even if it is occasionally. Moreover, considering students are impacted by witnessing
antagonism, even when they are not the targets of misbehaving teachers (Goodboy et al.,
2018), instructors should be wary of how they interact with students in their classrooms
because their actions may have consequences beyond their intentions.
Finally, it is important to recognize that there may be some instances where behaviors
that could be considered antagonistic or oﬀensive do not lead to detrimental consequences in the classroom. To be fair, a close inspection of the items in the antagonism
scale (Goodboy & Myers, 2015) and the oﬀensiveness typology (Kearney et al., 1991)
demonstrates that most of the behaviors listed in these measures might be considered
by students to be unprovoked or unreasonable. For example, items in the antagonism
scale include behaviors such as screaming or yelling at students when they ask for assistance and discriminating against particular students. Similarly, descriptions in the
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oﬀensiveness typology include behaviors such as sexual harassment and verbal abuse.
Considering these items, it would be hard to imagine scenarios that would justify behaviors like this from one’s instructor (and it might be diﬃcult to imagine these misbehaving instructors keeping their jobs as educators). Having said that, though students might
conclude that many of the behaviors included in the antagonism and oﬀensiveness scales
are out of line regardless of the context, they may be more sympathetic to teachers who
“tell students their opinions are wrong” (Goodboy & Myers, 2015, p. 142) when students
clearly disrupt the learning environment by doing things such as eating in class or disrespecting their classmates, for example. This argument has support from researchers
who have found that the impact of teacher misbehaviors on student outcomes can
vary based on the perceived severity and blameworthiness of the speciﬁc behavior
(e.g., Vallade & Kaufmann, 2021; Vallade & Myers, 2014).

Limitations and future directions
This project is not without its limitations. One such limitation includes our lack of a
learning assessment. That is, this study did not measure cognitive learning, and thus
the link between antagonism and learning by way of reduced instructor aﬀect, intrinsic
motivation to learn, and sustained attention cannot be made explicitly. Still, the link
between sustained attention and student learning has been established both theoretically
and empirically. More speciﬁcally, although we did not measure student learning in our
study, researchers have found that teaching behaviors that impact students’ ability to
select and pay attention to learning material are indeed linked to students’ ability to
learn designated information (Bolkan, 2019; Bolkan et al., 2017). As such, we are
conﬁdent that our results are applicable to scenarios where learning assessments are
present.
In addition, we did not measure relatedness with an instructor, and instead we
measured students’ aﬀect toward their instructors as a proxy for the relatedness need.
Although we are conﬁdent that positive aﬀect for instructors is a critical component of
students’ sense of relatedness with their instructors, future research may wish to substantiate our results with an assessment of relatedness in a manner that is better
aligned with operationalizations for SDT. Moreover, this study did not manipulate antagonistic behaviors in an experimental fashion. That said, it is diﬃcult to claim that our
results are causally linked the way we argue that they are. Moving forward, researchers
may want to test the causal linkages purported in this manuscript by creating experimental manipulations with objective learning assessments. However, this may be diﬃcult
considering that research ethics involved with teacher misbehaviors typically allow for
simulated encounters (e.g., Goodboy et al., 2018) and not real learning experiences
(i.e., instructors cannot belittle real students in real classrooms, nor should they for
the sake of research).
Another limitation of this manuscript includes the low mean score for teacher antagonism revealing that students did not report much antagonism in our sample—despite
reporting on their worst teacher of the semester. Consequently, our data were
managed by dichotomizing antagonism into a category for students who did not experience antagonism and a category for those who did. As such, our study did not diﬀerentiate between outcomes for students based on diﬀering levels of antagonism (i.e., high,

12

S. BOLKAN ET AL.

low, or somewhere in between). Having said that, our results for antagonism are in line
with the trend observed in other research reports and lend credence to the argument that,
at least for antagonistic teacher misbehaviors, instructional problems related to this
concept may not exist to the extent that the literature makes it appear. Of course, the
other side of the argument is that antagonistic (or oﬀensive) instructor behaviors represent extreme forms of teacher misconduct (i.e., yelling at students) and are therefore
particularly impactful, even though these might be relatively infrequent. Whatever the
case, as researchers move their work forward, it will be important to think about how
antagonism and oﬀensiveness are measured to ensure that the reported results represent
what they purport to. Moreover, an argument could be made to abandon studying antagonism and revert to studying more common and less severe instances of instructor misbehaviors that students might actually encounter (e.g., not responding to emails,
misusing classroom technology, etc.; Goodboy & Myers, 2015). Relatedly, because we
operationalized antagonism using a composite, this study is limited in what it can say
about speciﬁc teacher misbehaviors. Stated diﬀerently, it is impossible to tell what teachers did in their classrooms to impact students because our analysis was conducted
with average scores across several misbehaviors. In the future, researchers might
beneﬁt from examining teacher misbehaviors measured as low-inference actions to
determine how speciﬁc conduct is associated with student learning.

Conclusion
When instructors teach their courses, many are likely to be focused on helping their
pupils learn by enacting positive teaching behaviors. However, in addition to thinking
about what they can do to help promote learning from a positive standpoint, instructors
would do well to avoid behaviors that may be detrimental to student learning. In this
project, we demonstrated that some of these detrimental behaviors include instructor
antagonism, and we showed that this type of misconduct can, indeed, detract from students’ willingness to sustain their attention to learning material through a mediated
process. Speciﬁcally, we showed that when instructors behave in ways that are deemed
oﬀensive, they reduce the positive feelings students feel toward them, which in turn
reduces their intrinsic motivation to learn and ultimately leads to a decrease in
student attentiveness. Although reduced aﬀect has been previously considered to be
the mediating mechanism linking teacher misbehaviors to reductions in student learning,
we argue that this link may be better speciﬁed to include students’ intrinsic motivation to
learn and, subsequently, their sustained attention.

Note
1. Modeling teacher antagonism as a continuous variable (as was our original intention using
the 5-point scale) would estimate each 1-unit change in misbehavior, yet we only had 27
students who scored above a 1.0 on the scale. We did not have an adequate sample size
to consider 1-unit changes from 1.0 (rarely) to 2.0 (sometimes), and then 2.0 to 3.0
(often); and we had no data at 4.0 (very often) on the antagonism scale. To remedy this,
we modeled teacher antagonism as a dichotomous variable (0 = no misbehavior reported
with a scale composite score of 0; 1 = any score on the antagonism scale above 0 indicating
some misbehavior). We used dummy coding so that our interpretation of the
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unstandardized beta (path a1) was a 1-unit increase (0 to 1) interpreted as the mean diﬀerence between students who reported no misbehavior versus students who experienced at
least some misbehavior. Dichotomizing a continuous variable is not ideal because it can
create Type II error, but this decision can be defensible when a variable is highly nonnormal (Streiner, 2002) as antagonism was in our sample (skewness = 3.526, kurtosis =
14.414). For full transparency, leaving antagonism as continuous (recognizing that 1-unit
changes beyond 0–1 are based on very few participants, if any) yields practically the same
serial indirect eﬀect (−.106, [−.181, −.043]).
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