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Abstract
Educators continue to experience stress and burnout, both of which have been negatively impacted by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, and there continues to be a need to develop interventions that support not only educators’ well-being, but a climate 
within school buildings that fosters psychological well-being for students and school staff alike. Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT) is one promising approach to interventions for both educator and student psychological well-being. The 
present study sought to evaluate the effect of a low-dosage, online, and remotely delivered ACT intervention for educators 
on self-reported burnout, psychological flexibility, ACT knowledge, and frequency of use of ACT-consistent language while 
teaching in an alternative educational setting. The ACT-based intervention targeted the development of educator psycho-
logical flexibility, but the analysis provided an evaluation of non-targeted participants’ use of ACT-consistent language in 
the classroom, as well. Results suggest an overall improvement in participants’ self-reported burnout and psychological 
flexibility, an increase in participants’ ACT knowledge following each phase of the study, and an increase in the frequency 
of ACT-consistent language for all participants following the onset of a feedback component. We discuss potential implica-
tions of practical ACT-based interventions for educators in an applied setting and related increases in ACT-consistent verbal 
stimuli within the classroom setting.
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The COVID-19 pandemic produced novel and abundant 
stressors for educators working in school settings during the 
2020–2021 school year, leading to increased reported burn-
out and stress among this group (Pressley, 2021). Factors 
contributing to educators’ burnout and stress include anxiety 
related to the pandemic, teaching demands, communicat-
ing with parents, and administrative support. This experi-
ence reflects that of the general US population, as noted in a 
report from the American Psychological Association (APA;, 
2021) that documented adults’ difficulty managing stressors 
related to COVID-19. The APA reported that nearly half of 

adults in the USA had reported increased stress due to the 
pandemic, and approximately two-thirds of adults describe 
this time as “a rollercoaster of emotions” (APA, 2021, p. 8). 
For educators, this prolonged and heightened stress may lead 
to burnout, which has been defined as “a syndrome of emo-
tional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal 
accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do 
‘people work’ of some kind” (Maslach & Jackson, 1986, 
p.1). Burnout can occur when situational stressors interfere 
with an educator's ability to experience fulfillment in their 
work and achieve professional goals (Emery & Vandenburg, 
2010). However, decreased work quality and meaning are 
not the only adverse effects of burnout. Studies have found 
that poorer mental quality of life and high levels of stress 
(among other factors) are related to educators' intent to quit 
their job, contributing to challenges with teacher attrition 
(e.g., Chambers et al., 2019).

The negative effects of burnout on educators are well 
documented and warrant concern in and of themselves 
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(e.g., Emery & Vandenburg, 2010; Iancu et al., 2018; Von 
Der Embse et al., 2019). However, the impact of teacher 
stress and burnout on students must also be considered. The 
social-emotional competence and well-being of educators 
affect the social-emotional support that they can provide 
their students. Oberle et al. (Oberle et al., 2020; p. 1750), 
in a study involving 676 fourth to seventh grade students 
and their teachers, concluded that educators’ experience 
of burnout “shapes” student-teacher relationships, impacts 
classroom climate, and affects student learning. The results 
of this investigation suggested that educators who reported 
higher burnout were rated as significantly less socially and 
emotionally competent by their students. Put simply, stu-
dents notice their teachers’ stress. In addition, a systematic 
review of the literature regarding the consequences of edu-
cator burnout on students found that educator burnout is 
related to poorer academic achievement and lower quality of 
motivation for students (Madigan & Kim, 2021). Inversely, 
school- and teacher-focused characteristics (e.g., organiza-
tional commitment) have been found to be protective factors 
for at-risk students by creating a more optimal educational 
climate, which is particularly important in the context of 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Freund et al., 2021). In recent 
years, there has been an increase among schools and educa-
tors to consider the impact of school climate on student per-
formance and improve mental health and social-emotional 
learning supports in the school setting (Greenberg et al., 
2017).

Increasingly, those in the field of education have sought 
to integrate mental health supports into school systems, 
providing educators with more training to promote student 
well-being and social-emotional development and creating 
systems to identify and intervene to address student needs. 
Schools continue to become a critical piece of the men-
tal health system for children and adolescents (Hoover & 
Bostic, 2020). As noted by Weisbrot and Ryst (2020), the 
COVID-19 pandemic only intensified the need for mental 
health supports in schools for students as well as faculty and 
staff within school settings. To meet these needs, compre-
hensive systems are needed within schools, which include 
both school personnel (e.g., educators, school psychologists, 
social workers, etc.) and community providers (e.g., clin-
ics, hospitals, and universities; Hoover & Bostic, 2020). 
Because school-wide intervention systems can be challeng-
ing to implement with fidelity (e.g., Burke et al., 2011), well-
rounded supports for those responsible for daily implementa-
tion of any behavioral, academic, or mental health-focused 
approaches are critical. There continues to be a need to sup-
port the well-being of educators and students within school 
settings, creating a climate that recognizes and addresses 
these needs throughout schools.

There are several recent interventions and approaches for 
addressing educator stress and burnout that have garnered 

empirical attention. For example, Iancu and her colleagues 
(2017) conducted a meta-analysis examining the effective-
ness of interventions designed to reduce teacher burnout that 
included several techniques, including Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT), mindfulness/meditation, social-emotional 
skills training, psychoeducation, professional development, 
and social support. Overall, the results suggested signifi-
cant improvement for participants, yet generally small effect 
sizes. More recently, von der Embse et al.’ (2019) systematic 
review of interventions for teacher stress included numerous 
modalities including psychoeducation, behavioral interven-
tions for students, CBT, and mindfulness-based approaches. 
Findings support that behavioral interventions for students, 
mindfulness-based interventions, and CBT-based interven-
tions such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) 
were most promising. Intervention approaches that seek to 
address student needs as well as utilize mindfulness and 
approaches such as ACT may be useful in meeting the needs 
of educators and students previously outlined.

ACT is an approach to intervention that is designed to 
support individuals' well-being through the development of 
psychological flexibility (e.g., Hayes et al., 2006). Psycho-
logical flexibility refers to a person’s ability to persist with 
or change their behavior in accordance with values-based 
contingencies while contacting all public and private stimuli 
in the current environment (e.g., Bond & Flaxman, 2006). 
Interventions that utilize the ACT approach are intended 
to increase such flexibility through verbal and experiential 
exercises inclusive of mindfulness processes (e.g., present 
moment awareness, acceptance) and behavior changes 
processes (e.g., values and committed action; for a more 
complete account of ACT, see Hayes et al., 2011). Research 
has demonstrated that psychological flexibility is related to 
numerous aspects of well-being, life satisfaction (e.g., Lucas 
& Moore, 2020), self-compassion and emotional well-being 
(e.g., Marshall & Brockman, 2016), and mental health (e.g., 
Kashdan & Rottenberg, 2010), among others. Specifically, 
in the workplace, research has suggested that psychological 
flexibility, in addition to other relevant variables, is predic-
tive of learning, job performance, and mental health (e.g., 
Bond & Flaxman, 2006). Accordingly, researchers have 
explored the effects of ACT-based interventions for educa-
tors and those in human service positions in more than a few 
different settings.

Existing literature regarding ACT-based interventions 
for educators and care providers suggests that this approach 
has utility for individuals within these professions. In a 
randomized wait-list control design, Biglan et al. (2013) 
evaluated the effect of ACT workshops delivered to early 
education exceptional education staff and concluded that 
the interventions produced decreased experiential avoidance 
and increased mindful awareness, valued living, and sense 
of efficacy. An ACT-based stress management intervention 
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for social workers was evaluated by Brinkborg et al. (2011) 
using a randomized controlled trial. Their results suggested 
decreases in reported stress and burnout and increased gen-
eral mental health for those who completed the intervention. 
In two separate investigations, Pingo and colleagues (2020a, 
2020b) evaluated the effect of an ACT-based training pro-
gram combined with performance feedback on the active 
treatment provided by direct service professionals serving 
individuals with developmental disabilities in both single-
case and group research designs. These authors concluded 
that the ACT-based intervention produced improvements to 
the frequency and quality of active treatment. These studies 
highlight the benefits of ACT-based interventions for those 
of various professions within educational settings. Other 
investigations highlight the utility of online or remote inter-
ventions for professionals within education and human ser-
vices. Ebert and colleagues (2014) sought to evaluate the 
efficacy of an internet-based problem-solving training for 
teachers in a randomized controlled trial. They reported that 
the intervention was effective in decreasing symptoms of 
depression among teachers. These authors noted the need 
for more research related to online interventions to support 
educator mental health. Fish et al. (2016) reported that, 
while the evidence is limited, existing research regarding 
online-delivered mindfulness interventions suggests positive 
outcomes in a number of arrangements, and more research 
regarding the efficacy of this approach as well as the effect 
of including an expert facilitator is needed.

The effects of ACT-based interventions in school set-
tings with children have also been explored. For example, 
numerous studies have explored the impact of ACT-based 
interventions for adolescents in school settings in group 
intervention arrangements (e.g., Fang & Ding, 2020; Taka-
hashi et al., 2020) and naturalistic evaluations (e.g., Dixon 
et al., 2022). Results of these investigations suggest out-
comes such as improved school engagement, psychological 
flexibility, and mindfulness, and decreased avoidance and 
hyperactivity/inattention. Although additional research is 
necessary in this area, existing research involving mod-
els (e.g., DNA-V, Hayes & Ciarrochi, 2015) and curricula 
(e.g., AIM, Dixon & Paliliunas, 2018) designed to sup-
port psychological and behavioral well-being among chil-
dren using an ACT-based approach warrant further inves-
tigation. In addition, literature regarding the effect of a 
mindfulness-based intervention (rather than the full ACT 
model) for children and adolescents in school settings is 
more established (e.g., Felver et al., 2016) and, similarly, 
supports improved educational and psychosocial improve-
ments for participants. Collectively, research regarding 
the application of ACT- and mindfulness-based interven-
tions for both educators and students support the notions 
that ACT may be a consistent approach that can support 
the well-being of both employees and students in a school 

setting and foster the development of psychological flex-
ibility for both groups.

An area of great interest, but with minimal empirical 
attention, is the development of psychological flexibility in 
the natural setting. Contemporary approaches to interven-
tion, including ACT (see McEnteggart, 2018), are designed 
to influence verbal behavior via accessible environmental 
variables, as Guinther and Dougher (2015) discussed (spe-
cifically in the context of verbally competent adults). Educa-
tors can and do provide direct intervention and training to 
support mental health/social-emotional development among 
students, and these therapeutic interventions are important; 
however, it may also be important to support these behav-
iors consistently throughout the school day. Certain envi-
ronmental manipulations outside of a formal intervention 
context may support and, possibly, enhance the effects of 
therapeutic intervention. Educators using ACT-consistent 
language throughout the school day during academic and 
social interactions with students could potentially prompt 
psychologically flexible behavior among students, provide 
opportunities to practice psychologically flexible behavior, 
create increased opportunities for reinforcement of psy-
chologically flexible behavior in the classroom, or serve 
as augments for both educators and students to engage in 
various flexible behaviors throughout the school day, though 
empirical demonstrations of these effects are needed. Fur-
ther, educator and student engagement in psychologically 
flexible behavior may each influence the other. The relation-
ship between parent behaviors and child psychological flex-
ibility has been demonstrated (e.g., Williams et al., 2012). 
Research is needed to determine if educator behaviors have a 
similar relationship to student psychological flexibility. This 
interaction between educator and student behavior and the 
potential impact of ACT-consistent stimuli within the school 
environment (e.g., regular use of ACT-consistent language 
throughout the school day) occasions a number of empirical 
questions related to what might be termed the “climate” or 
“culture” of the school setting, specifically the development 
and effects of an “ACT-consistent” climate. The effect of 
increased psychological flexibility on the cultural evolution 
of a school is an area of, perhaps, significant importance if 
it can aid in ensuring the well-being of every member of 
that school but has yet to be explored. One “step” in begin-
ning to answer the many empirical questions posed here is 
to explore how to increase the frequency of ACT-consistent 
language used by educators in classroom settings.

The purpose of the present study is to evaluate a low-
dosage, online, and remotely delivered ACT intervention 
with feedback for educators in an alternative educational 
setting on self-reported burnout and psychological flexibil-
ity, educator ACT knowledge, and frequency of educator 
use of ACT-consistent language while teaching. While the 
current investigation does not seek to explore the interactive 
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effect of educator and student psychological flexibility, it 
does provide an evaluation of the impact of a practical ACT-
based intervention for educators in an applied setting and 
related increases in ACT-consistent verbal stimuli within 
the classroom setting.

Method

Participants

Eighteen eligible teachers and teacher associates at an 
alternative education program serving students from Pre-K 
through Grade 12 were given the opportunity to participate 
in the study. Thirteen teachers (n = 4) and associates (n = 9) 
signed consent forms to participate. Given training schedules 
and goals of supporting those with the potential to encoun-
ter the greatest amount of workplace stressors, we opted to 
start the ACT intervention with teachers. Lola (all names 
are pseudonyms) was a Caucasian female, certified Special 
Education teacher with a K-12 Instructional Strategist II: 
BD/LD state license, with 14 years of teaching experience, 
the last seven of which were with middle and high school 
students at the alternative school program. Nancy was a Cau-
casian female, certified Special Education teacher with a 
K-12 Instructional Strategist II: BD/LD state license, with 
7 years of teaching experience, the last three of which were 
with elementary school students at the alternative school 
program. Karen was a Caucasian female certified Special 
Education teacher who was enrolled in classes to complete 
requirements for her Instructional Strategist license and had 
12 years working with children with behavior disorders, 
three of the last four of which were with middle and high 
school students at the alternative school program. Tom, a 
Caucasian male, was a certified long-term substitute teacher 
with 6 years of experience working in alternative programs 
as a substitute teacher, the last two of which were with stu-
dents in the middle and high school alternative program.

Setting

The alternative school program serves more than 40 students 
grades Pre-K through 12 who have an instructional individu-
alized education plan (IEP) and significant cognitive and 
behavioral needs. All students referred to the program have 
exhausted special education services in their resident dis-
trict. Students attending the alternative program have been 
referred by their resident district administrators, the state 
department of education special education support service 
representative for their resident district, and their resident 
district IEP team. Students are from approximately 20 com-
munities located in ten counties in a midwestern state, with 
daily commutes between 10 min and 105 min each way to 

and from the program. Students tend to be evenly divided 
among elementary (30%), middle (33%), and high (38%) 
school grade levels. The largest percentage of students are 
male (88%), reside with one biological parent (55%), and 
qualify for free/reduced meals (74%). The overwhelming 
majority (95%) of students served by the alternative pro-
gram have a DSM-5 diagnosis, 72% of whom have multiple 
diagnoses. The most common diagnoses among students are 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), combined 
presentation, oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), disrup-
tive mood dysregulation disorder (DMDD), and autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD). A high percentage (81%) of students 
at the alternative program have experienced five or more 
adverse childhood experiences placing them at significant 
risk for a variety of mental and physical health problems 
such as depression, ADHD, anxiety, and behavior disorders; 
illegal substances, tobacco, and frequent alcohol use; repeat-
ing a year at school, high school absenteeism, reduced likeli-
hood of high school graduation and fewer years of educa-
tion, overall; early sexual debut and adolescent pregnancy; 
reduced likelihood of employment in a moderate-skilled job; 
and greater likelihood of juvenile arrest and felony charges 
by age 25 (Giovanelli et al., 2016, b; Nelson, Bhutta, Burke 
Harris, Danese, & Samara, 2020). In addition to a full and 
regularly scheduled academic curriculum, students receive 
mental health services such as group, individual, and family 
therapy, all of which are grounded in acceptance and com-
mitment therapy.

Dependent Variables

Self‑Report Measures Three self-report measures were 
administered at four points throughout the study: at the onset 
of the study, at the conclusion of the baseline period, follow-
ing the online modules, and at the conclusion of the study. 
These measures were collected as supplementary sources of 
data to observe changes in participants’ reports of burnout, 
psychological flexibility, and their content knowledge related 
to ACT. The Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educator Survey 
(MBI-ES; Maslach et al., 1986) is a 22-item Likert-scale 
questionnaire that is designed to measure burnout among 
educators, including teachers, administrators, and other staff 
members in educational settings. The MBI-ES provides 
three subscales: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 
and personal accomplishment. Scales are scored separately, 
and for the emotional exhaustion and depersonalization 
scales, lower scores indicate less reported burnout, and for 
the personal accomplishment scale, higher scores indicate 
less reported burnout. Scores can be categorized as “low,” 
“moderate,” or “high” for each subscale. The CompACT 
(Francis et al., 2016) is a 23-item Likert-scale measure of 
psychological flexibility, including three subscales (open-
ness to experience, behavioral awareness, and valued action) 
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in addition to a total score. Higher scores indicate greater 
reported psychological flexibility. The ACT Knowledge 
Questionnaire (Luoma & Plumb, 2013) is a 16-item mul-
tiple-choice assessment of conceptual knowledge related to 
ACT designed for training of therapists. Items on this assess-
ment were modified for use with educators. For example, an 
item that originally read as: “A client tells a story about her 
life that includes drinking alcohol every day, three failed 
marriages, moving every 12 months, overeating, and repeti-
tious self-injury. What process is most likely to functionally 
connect these issues?” was revised to read: “A client tells 
a story about her life that includes binge eating every day, 
failing most tests, moving every 12 months, and repetitious 
self-injury. What process is most likely to functionally con-
nect these issues?” Scores are reported as percent correct.

ACT‑Consistent Language Classroom observations were 
used to assess teacher use of ACT concepts during aca-
demic lessons, among other components that the program 
collects during routine fidelity checks, for example, rates of 
praise, proactive teaching, and correction per min. Seven 
ACT concepts were selected prior to the start of the study 
based on content included within the online ACT interven-
tion and group meetings, including: ‘being present,’ ‘accept-
ance/willingness,’ ‘defusion,’ ‘self-as-context,’ ‘committed 
actions/goals,’ ‘values/valued life activities,’ and ‘psycho-
logical flexibility.’ Operational definitions (Table 1) were 
discussed and agreed upon by four authors who designed 
the study (DP, RB, ST, CF). For example, during a Social 
Skills class for middle school students, the teacher facili-
tated a discussion about perceptions and assumptions, high-
lighting a situation with one of the students from earlier in 
the week when the student assumed that the teacher was 
talking with another teacher about him. The student shared 
that he always assumes that people are talking about him, 
increasing his awareness of those experiences from a dis-
tance. Interaction facilitated by the teacher was coded as 
‘self-as-context.’ Each classroom observation was 10 min 
in duration and included frequency counts of ACT and pro-
gram components per each observation minute. Additionally, 
observations occurred during class lessons when the teacher 
led class instruction and discussions. Course type varied 
depending on teacher schedules, and at the middle and high 
school included English, Global Studies, Health, Math, and 
Social Skills. Classes during which observations occurred 
at the elementary program included Language Arts, Math, 
Reading, and Writing. While certain classes may appear to 
present more opportunities to use ACT-consistent language 
(e.g., Math vs. Social Skills), given students’ presentation 
of challenges across academic content, there is opportunity 
to use ACT concepts to help students prevent and cope with 
stress, frustration, and subsequent cognitive and behavioral 
problems across academic lessons. A single-factor ANOVA 

was computed to compare class sizes among the three mid-
dle and high school teachers (MHS) during observations. 
Results indicated no significant differences among MHS 
teachers, F(2,76) = .55, p = 0.57). A two-sample t-test for 
unequal variances was conducted to compare MHS and ele-
mentary school class sizes. Results indicated a significant 
difference between mean MHS (M = 5.82; SD = 1.25) and 
elementary school (M = 3.77; SD = 0.82) class size during 
observations (t(43) = 7.01; p < .001).

Social Validity Participants were asked to complete an 
adaptation of the Treatment Evaluation Inventory-Short 
Form (TEI-SF; Kelley, Heffer, Gresham, & Elliott, 1989), a 
seven-item assessment of participants’ acceptability of the 
ACT intervention. The TEI-SF is an abbreviated version of 
Kazdin’s 15-item Treatment Evaluation Inventory (1980). 
The TEI-SF asks respondents to rate their level of agreement 
using a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 
agree). The TEI-SF has a reading level of 4.2, sound psy-
chometrics, and can be completed, on average, in slightly 
more than 2 min (Kelley, Heffer, Gresham, & Elliott, 1989).

Experimental Design and Procedure

This ACT-Based Brief Intervention for Educators treat-
ment package was examined using a multiple-baseline 
design across participants; specifically, the multiple baseline 
consisted of an A-B-C-D-E design. The participants were 
exposed to the following phases: a baseline phase (A), a 
series of online ACT modules (B), a series of live, remote 
ACT-based group meetings (C), a feedback phase (D), and 
a maintenance phase (E). One participant, Lola, experienced 
a natural return to baseline conditions following the group 
meetings phase; this participant taught remotely for a period 
of time, and observations were continued, but the onset of 
the feedback phase was delayed (resulting in an A-B-C-A-
D-E design for this participant). Each participant completed 
self-report assessments twice during the baseline period (at 
the onset and conclusion of the baseline period) and twice 
during the intervention period (at the conclusion of the 
online modules and conclusion of the study).

Baseline During the baseline phase, observations were con-
ducted to collect data on the dependent measure, and no 
other manipulations were made to the work environment. 
Participants taught several different subjects to students 
during baseline and intervention observations, including 
social studies, history, language arts, mathematics, science, 
and social skills. Standard agency protocol includes regular 
observation of performance and student-teacher interaction; 
therefore, the participants were familiar with the observation 
protocol. No feedback regarding the use of ACT-consistent 
language was provided during baseline.
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Online ACT Modules During the second phase, participants 
completed a series of three online training modules that 
introduced ACT concepts in the context of educator stress 
and burnout and provided participants the opportunity to 
complete exercises that related ACT processes to their own 
experience as well as their students’ experiences. Partici-
pants received a link via email to one online module on each 
Wednesday over the course of 3 weeks and were provided 
with scheduled time during the workday to complete the 
module; if they did not complete the module within the 
allotted time, they were instructed to finish the module on 
their own by the end of the week. Each module required 
approximately 45–60 min for the participants to complete, 
and included items to read, exercises to complete, and brief 
videos to view. Each module included two general topics 
and several activities related to each topic. Module 1 had 
a focus on (1) normalization of work stressors and crea-
tive hopelessness and (2) an introduction to the ACT Matrix 
and work-related values and barriers. Module 2 included a 
focus on (1) acceptance and willingness as an alternative 
to avoidance and (2) practicing mindfulness-focused ACT 
core processes (present moment awareness, defusion, and 
self-as-context). Module 3 emphasized (1) developing a 

values-driven willingness and action plan and (2) review 
and synthesis of module content. Some activities included 
a perspective-taking component in which participants were 
asked to consider their students’ perspectives or their inter-
actions with students within the ACT framework; however, 
they were not instructed to apply this in their interactions 
with students directly. For more information regarding indi-
vidual modules, see Table 2. After completing each module, 
participants were sent a two-page "key information" docu-
ment, which summarized content from the module and pro-
vided details about ACT-based strategies covered within the 
module. During this phase, observations were conducted, 
and participants were provided no feedback on their use of 
ACT-consistent language. In Fig. 2, the phase change lines 
represent the time from when the first link was distributed 
to when the first remote ACT meeting occurred (a 3-week 
period).

Remote ACT Meetings Following the completion of the 
online ACT modules, participants attended three weekly 
live, remote sessions using a video conference platform. 
These meetings occurred during the scheduled time at the 
end of the workday and were 45 min in length. The four 

Table 2  Online ACT modules

All exercises cited were adapted from the original source for use in this intervention

Module Topics Components

Module 1 Normalization of work stressors and creative hopelessness 1) Stress Inventory
2) Psychoeducation: Work Stress and Burnout
3) Perspective Taking: What stressors do students face?
4) Creative Hopelessness: Control Techniques (Costs of Avoid-

ance, Harris, 2008).
Introduction to the ACT Matrix and work-related values and 

barriers
5) Creative Hopelessness Video (‘The Struggle Switch,’ Dr. Russ 

Harris, 2015a, b).
6) Introduction to ACT Matrix Video
7) ACT Matrix Exercise (Polk & Schoendorff, 2014)
8) Wrap Up/Reflection

Module 2 Acceptance and willingness as an alternative to avoidance 1) Review from Module 1
2) Introduction to Acceptance & Video (Veterans Health Admin-

istration, 2015)
3) Why Choose Willingness? Exercise (Hayes, 2005)
4) All or Nothing Nature of Willingness/Accepting vs. Giving Up

Practicing mindfulness-focused ACT core processes 5) Perspective Taking: When are students willing or avoidant?
6) 3 Wishes Exercise (Gould et al., 2018)
7) Introduction to Mindfulness & Basic Techniques
8) Introduction to Defusion & Basic Techniques
9) Introduction to Self-as-Context & Basic Techniques
10) Wrap Up/Reflection

Module 3 Developing a values-driven willingness and action plan 1) Review from Module 2
2) Introduction to Values & Committed Action
3) Values vs. Goals Video (Dr. Russ Harris, 2015b)
4) Values Retirement Exercise

Review and synthesis of module content 5) Perspective Taking: What do students value?
6) Willingness and Action Plan (Harris, 2008)
7) Wrap Up/Reflection
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participants and one author attended all of the ACT meet-
ings. The purpose of the meetings was to review the content 
from the online modules, facilitate discussion among the 
participants, and provide an opportunity for participants to 
ask questions. Each meeting focused on the content from one 
of the online modules and was structured in the following 
format: (1) review of key information from the module using 
a PowerPoint presentation, (2) two-part discussion (applica-
tion for self and application for interactions with others), and 
(3) completion of a brief committed action exercise. Dur-
ing the discussion portion of each meeting, pre-determined 
prompts were presented to the participants to facilitate 
conversation. Some prompts were focused on participants’ 
application of the ACT processes in their own lives (e.g., 
"What thoughts, feelings, or events do you feel you may 
struggle with accepting or defusing from?"), and some were 
related to participants' interaction with others (e.g., "Tell me 
about how you see stressors, control, and avoidance in the 
context of the students or colleagues you work with. How 
does this effect your interactions with them?"). During these 
conversations, possible applications of these concepts with 
students were discussed and encouraged; however, partici-
pants were not instructed to use ACT-consistent language 
in the classroom. Observations continued during this phase, 
and no feedback was provided regarding the use of ACT-
specific language. In Fig. 2, the phase change lines represent 
the time from the first to the third ACT meetings (a 2-week 
period), as the feedback phase began immediately following 
the third session.

Feedback Following the completion of the third ACT Meet-
ing, the trained observers began providing oral and visual 
feedback regarding the use of ACT-consistent language dur-
ing observations. Following each observation, the observers 
provided participants with feedback regarding their use of 
ACT-consistent language including the frequency of state-
ments observed and examples of statements observed. In 
addition, if the observer had noted a missed opportunity to 
apply an ACT-consistent statement during the observation, 
they would share this example with the participant and dis-
cuss how an ACT-focused concept could have been applied 
in that situation. Finally, participants were given the oppor-
tunity to ask questions related to the ACT concepts or the 
feedback provided. Feedback sessions were approximately 
5–10 min in length; no other experimental manipulations 
were made during this phase. On Fig. 2, the phase change 
lines represent the time from the conclusion of the third 
ACT meeting to the end of the feedback phase (a 3-week 
period).

Maintenance Upon conclusion of the feedback phase, 
observations continued for an additional 3 weeks. At the 
completion of the feedback phase, a “stable average” was 

calculated for each of the four participants by computing 
the average rate of ACT concept presentation during the 
feedback phase for each participant. For example, the mean 
rate of ACT concept presentation for Karen during the feed-
back phase was 5.7, so Karen received feedback after the 
first observation (ACT concept rate was 4) but not after the 
two subsequent observations (ACT concept rates of 7 and 
8). (Lola was not included given the natural reversal follow-
ing the third phase.) Following each observation during this 
phase, if the participant’s performance fell below this “sta-
ble average,” a “booster session” of feedback was provided, 
following the same procedure as the feedback phase. If the 
participant’s performance was equal to or greater than the 
stable average, no additional feedback was provided to the 
individual. No other experimental manipulations were made 
during this phase.

Debrief Interview Upon conclusion of the final phase of 
the study, a brief 10- to 15-min follow-up meeting was 
completed for each participant individually via the video 
conferencing platform. The purpose of this meeting was 
to provide participants feedback on their self-report meas-
ures from baseline to intervention and to obtain feedback 
from participants regarding their experience during the 
intervention, including types of stressors they experienced 
during the study and the ACT concepts or techniques they 
found beneficial in their personal life and within the class-
room, including examples of each, which can be found in 
Table 3.

Interobserver Agreement (IOA) Two licensed mental health 
providers on the staff in the alternative program indepen-
dently completed teacher observations during 27% of the 
total number of observations with the primary observer, 
i.e., the second author (RB), who is also a licensed mental 
health provider. Mental health providers were previously 
trained to provide program-related staff classroom obser-
vations and had more than 3 years of experience provid-
ing group and individual therapy grounded in ACT. At the 
conclusion of each observation, the rate of ACT concepts 
used per min was computed by both primary and secondary 
observers and each observed concept was discussed to assess 
agreement between observers on concept type and content. 
In cases where observers disagreed on identified concept 
type or content, the observers presented their reasoning and 
arrived at an agreed upon concept type and content. IOA 
was determined by calculating the number of agreements 
between observers after discussion of concept type and 
content, dividing the number of agreements by the number 
of agreements plus disagreements, and multiplying by 100. 
Overall, IOA was 97% for occurrences of teacher use of 
ACT concepts and 89% for agreement with identified ACT 
concept type.
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Results

Self‑Report Measures Four participants completed the 
three self-report measures twice during the baseline condi-
tion and twice during the intervention conditions; results 
for each participant are reported in Table 4. Raw scores are 
reported and described for supplemental analysis regarding 
the effects of the intervention on participant well-being and 
ACT knowledge. Although four administrations of the self-
report measures are reported, they will be described here in 
terms of change from the first to the last administration (i.e., 
the beginning and end of the study).

The MBI-ES questionnaire was used to measure educator 
burnout and included three subscales for each participant. 
On the Emotional Exhaustion subscale, Lola reported a 

moderate score (17) at the initial baseline and a low score (9) 
at the end of the intervention, Karen reported a high baseline 
score (41) and a low intervention score (13), Nancy reported 
a low baseline score (9) and a low intervention score (15), 
and Tom reported a moderate baseline score (22) and a high 
intervention score (38); results indicate one participant did 
not need to improve in this area, two participants reported 
less exhaustion, and one participant reported more exhaus-
tion. On the Depersonalization subscale, Lola reported a low 
score at baseline (7) and a low score at the end of interven-
tion (4), Karen reported a high baseline score (14) and a low 
intervention score (6), Nancy reported a low baseline score 
(3) and a low intervention score (6), and Tom reported a 
moderate baseline score (9) and a low intervention score (4); 
results suggest that two participants did not need to improve 

Table 3  Debrief interview

Lola Karen Nancy Tom

Stressor Domains Identified; * indicates Ongoing Stressor, no symbol indicates Short Term Stressor
Housing
Health*
Education*
Work *
Relationships*

Work*
Health*
Marital/Partner*

Housing
Finances

Death
Work*
Relation-

ships*

“What ACT concepts or techniques have been beneficial for you in your personal life?”
Concepts:
Acceptance
Willingness

Concepts:
Present Moment

Concepts:
Present Moment

Concepts:
Acceptance 

Willingness
Values
Committed 

Action
Practice accept-

ance of chal-
lenges related 
to children 
rather than 
attempt to sup-
press related 
thoughts

During stressful/crisis moment during 
school day, pause to notice thoughts 
and feelings before reacting

Example: Recogniz-
ing thoughts and 
feelings before 
approaching a 
situation

Identified 
shared value 
with spouse 
and created 
a values-
driven goal 
for summer 
together

“In your professional work, what ACT concepts or techniques have you utilized within the classroom?”
Concepts:
Acceptance
Values

Concepts:
Present Moment
Values

Concepts:
Present Moment 

Values

Concepts:
Present 

moment
Acceptance
Values

When a poten-
tially challeng-
ing situation 
is upcoming, 
help students 
identify the 
thoughts/ feel-
ings they might 
have, and 
discuss how to 
be accepting of 
them

Engage students in classroom activi-
ties by relating content/skills to their 
values

Using present 
moment awareness 
and values to help 
students make a 
personal connec-
tion to teacher and 
content

During a 
crisis situ-
ation, ask 
“What is 
important to 
the student 
right now 
and how 
do we get 
there?”
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in this area and two participants reported reduced deper-
sonalization. On the Personal Accomplishment subscale, all 
four participants reported high scores at each administration, 
suggesting intervention was not needed in this area.

The total score on the CompACT measure was utilized 
to measure psychological flexibility. Lola reported a score 
of 87 at baseline and 108 at the end of intervention (15.22% 
increase), Karen reported baseline and intervention scores of 
96 and 107 (7.97% increase), respectively, Nancy reported 
baseline and intervention scores of 79 and 93, respectively 
(10.14% increase), and Tom reported baseline and inter-
vention scores of 104 and 88 (11.59% decrease), respec-
tively; scores on this measure indicated that one participant 
reported less psychological flexibility at the end of the study 
and three reported greater psychological flexibility.

Participants also completed the ACT Knowledge Ques-
tionnaire to assess conceptual ACT knowledge on four occa-
sions throughout the study. For all four participants, scores 
during baseline administrations remained stable or decreased 
and increased during each of the intervention administra-
tions. Lola’s score increased 31%, Karen’s score increased 
by 44%, Nancy’s score increased by 56%, and Tom’s score 
increased by 50% throughout the course of the study. Scores 
for each participant are reported in Fig. 1.

ACT‑Consistent Language Teachers used ACT-consistent 
language, i.e., referencing at least one of the seven targeted 
ACT concepts, at increasing rates after each of the inter-
vention conditions (Fig. 2). For example, during baseline, 
teacher use of ACT concepts during academic lessons was 
relatively low (i.e., one participant) or non-existent (i.e., 
three participants). After introduction of the online ACT 
module, two participants used ACT concepts during one-
third of observed classes. During the online group meet-
ings condition, three participants used ACT concepts during 

57% of observed classes. During the feedback condition all 
participants used ACT concepts at higher mean rates than 
they did after prior modules in 83% of observed classes. 
Finally, during the maintenance phase, all four participants 
used ACT concepts during all observed classes. The most 
frequently referenced ACT concepts during class observa-
tions were Being Present (49%), Self as Context (19%), 
Committed Actions/Goals (11%), and Acceptance/Willing-
ness (10%).

Regardless of baseline rates of ACT concept use, each 
participant increased, on average, between 2.7 and 7.4 times 
higher when comparing maintenance with baseline condi-
tion. Karen provided reference to ACT concepts, on average, 
0.9 times per 10-min observation period during baseline and 
increased to 5.7 and 6.3 times per 10-min observation period 
during the feedback and maintenance phases, respectively. 
The three remaining participants presented baseline rates of 
zero ACT concepts during 10-min observations and average 
maintenance phase rates of 2.7, 3.0, and 4.7 references to 
ACT concepts per 10-min observation periods (Fig. 2).

Treatment Evaluation Inventory Four participants com-
pleted the TEI-SF, and the results can be found in Table 5. 
Total scores on the adapted TEI-SF can range from 7 to 
35, with higher scores indicating a greater level of accept-
ability. Teachers’ mean total score on the TEI-SF was 
33.67, indicating strong support for the use of the ACT 
intervention as a support for participants in their personal 
life and professional role. Three of the four participants 
provided written comments on the TEI-SF, offering addi-
tional evidence that they found the ACT intervention 
“helpful in [my] personal and professional lives.” Another 
participant indicated that she/he “witnessed several stu-
dents being successful when they used [ACT components] 
during class.”

Fig. 1  Scores on ACT knowl-
edge questionnaire during base-
line and intervention conditions
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Discussion

The present study sought to evaluate a low dosage, online, 
and remotely delivered ACT intervention with feedback for 
educators in an alternative educational setting to increase 
ACT knowledge and assess effects on psychological well-
being and flexibility. Additionally, we assessed whether 
increased knowledge would result in non-targeted changes 
in teacher use of ACT-consistent language during academic 
lessons. The study was particularly germane given reported 

increases in stress among school staff as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which created unique challenges for 
educators and students. Of interest was both the targeted 
effect of the ACT intervention on participants’ reported 
experience as well as the non-targeted use of ACT-consistent 
language within the classroom setting. The results of this 
study should be considered preliminary; the data presented 
here are an initial exploration of this effect, and future evalu-
ations can serve to provide refinements to the methodology 
presented here.

Fig. 2  ACT-consistent language 
used per 10-min classroom 
observation. Note: Horizon-
tal lines in each panel depict 
average rate of ACT-consistent 
language use during academic 
class observations across base-
line and intervention conditions
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Participants completed self-report measures regarding 
their experience with burnout and psychological flexibility 
throughout the course of this study. Of the participants who 
reported moderate or high emotional exhaustion initially, 
two of three reported low scores on the same scale at the end 
of the study. Of those who reported moderate or high deper-
sonalization at baseline, two of two reported low scores on 
the same measure at post-test. All participants in this study 
reported high personal accomplishment at baseline, there-
fore there was no need for improvement in this area. Three 
of four participants reported greater psychological flex-
ibility from baseline to intervention. These supplementary 
self-report measures indicate that most participants reported 
improvements in areas in which intervention was needed 
throughout the course of this study. As well, on the meas-
ure of conceptual ACT knowledge, all participants’ scores 
increased; individual scores increased by 30–56% on this 
measure, suggesting that understanding of ACT concepts 
improved consistently throughout the study. It should be 
noted that the ACT Knowledge Questionnaire was designed 
for use in training therapists and the participants in this study 
did not fall within that population; these were educators who 
were not being trained to conduct ACT-based therapy but 
were engaged in an ACT-based intervention themselves 
and, during remote ACT meetings, were informally encour-
aged to use this terminology when interacting with students. 
So, while participants’ scores on this assessment did not 
demonstrate mastery of ACT content, we would not have 
expected them to master this content to the same degree as 
a therapist-in-training. The substantial increases in scores in 
this area reflect the knowledge acquired throughout the inter-
vention; however, they also highlight the difference between 
knowledge gained when participating in an intervention and 
knowledge needed to implement an intervention. \

Additionally, participants were observed while teach-
ing to capture the frequency of their use of ACT-consistent 
language when interacting with students. Consistent with 
gains from teacher training, knowledge development, and 
subsequent implementation of skills in the classroom (e.g., 

Joyce & Showers, 1983), there was an observed cumulative 
effect with the introduction of each intervention module in 
the current study. All participants demonstrated an increase 
in their use of ACT-consistent language during academic 
lessons; as noted, when comparing baseline with mainte-
nance data, participants’ use of ACT-consistent language 
increased by two to seven times. A couple of considerations 
should be made when interpreting these data. First, it is 
important to consider the context of these data: the partici-
pants were teachers who work with students who receive 
ACT-based individual and/or group therapy as part of their 
education plans. The purpose of this investigation was not 
to train teachers to implement ACT interventions with their 
students, rather, of interest was the participants’ frequency 
of communication with students that was consistent with 
(and potentially supportive of) the therapeutic intervention 
provided within the school setting. With previous research 
indicating a relationship between parent and child psycho-
logical flexibility (e.g., Williams et al., 2012) and growing 
interest in facilitating flexibility within the natural environ-
ment, investigations that explore the relationship between 
teacher and student behavior in this area are worthy of 
attention. Second, although data indicated that participants’ 
ACT knowledge increased following their completion of the 
remote online modules, their use of ACT-consistent lan-
guage in the classroom did not increase substantially until 
feedback regarding their interactions was provided. These 
data are not surprising; although there was discussion of 
students’ experiences and student interactions during the 
online modules, the ACT intervention was designed to sup-
port participants’ own well-being, and no specific instruc-
tion or direction to utilize ACT in their teaching was pro-
vided. However, results from observations during academic 
classes suggest that the participants learned about ACT dur-
ing the remote intervention, reported improvements in their 
well-being, and when provided feedback and opportunities 
to discuss their interactions with students demonstrated a 
marked increase in ACT-consistent language during aca-
demic lessons.

Table 5  Participant treatment evaluation inventory ratings (n = 4)

a Items are scored on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree)

Item Ma (SD)

1. I found the ACT information and meetings to be an acceptable way to provide personal and professional support training. 4.50 (0.58)
2. I would recommend the ACT information and meetings to other staff who want personal and professional support training. 4.50 (0.58)
3. I liked the ACT information and meetings. 4.50 (1.00)
4. I believe that the ACT information and meetings were helpful. 4.75 (0.50)
5. I believe that the ACT information and meetings were easy to use. 4.50 (0.58)
6. I believe that the ACT information and meetings will help staff with personal and professional support challenges. 4.50 (0.58)
7. Overall, I had a positive reaction to the ACT information and meetings. 4.75 (0.50)
Total M and SD 33.67 (2.31)
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As previously noted, Lola experienced an unplanned 
return to baseline conditions when she taught remotely for a 
period of time. This participant’s data are noteworthy for this 
reason. Her classroom observation data increased slightly 
during group meetings, then returned to baseline levels dur-
ing the “reversal” condition, increasing again when feedback 
was introduced. While she did experience a return to base-
line conditions (meaning she was not exposed to any inter-
vention components during that time) she had completed the 
online modules and meetings, and this information could not 
be “removed.” There are a number of possible explanations 
for the return to zero levels of responding, such as the change 
in context to remote teaching. However, these data could 
lead to other empirical questions. All other participants con-
tinued to have ‘active’ and ‘ongoing’ exposure to ACT-rel-
evant stimuli (modules, meetings, feedback), whereas Lola 
(to our knowledge) was not exposed to ACT-relevant stimuli 
during that time Future research is needed to explore the 
momentary, on-going, and long-term term impact of expo-
sure to ACT-based stimuli (such as intervention materials) 
on individuals’ behavior in the natural environment.

Although the results of this study provide useful informa-
tion to inform future research, the data should be interpreted 
considering a number of limitations. One of the primary 
dependent variables of interest was educator well-being, as 
captured by measures of burnout and psychological flexibil-
ity. In the present student, we relied solely on participants’ 
self-report of these experiences. The benefits and limita-
tions of self-report data have been discussed (e.g., Rehfeldt, 
2019), and although these data are useful, future investi-
gations might be enhanced by including overt measures of 
burnout and psychological flexibility, for example, teacher 
absences or frequency of values-directed behavior in school. 
One of the primary intervention components of this study 
was the set of online ACT modules the participants com-
pleted. While permanent products of participants’ responses 
were obtained after they completed each module, we were 
not able to observe participants completing these tasks to 
collect data regarding their attending to the materials. In 
future studies, the addition of measures of treatment integ-
rity throughout each of phase of the study would support 
comprehensive analysis and interpretation of the results.

Perhaps the most notable limitations in this study relate 
to the ACT-consistent language and observations. First, the 
definitions of ACT-consistent language were created for the 
purpose of this study; although observers were calibrated and 
IOA was good, refinement of this approach will be impor-
tant to future investigations. In terms of IOA, it is important 
to acknowledge that observers’ ratings of the presence or 
absence of ACT-consistent language were consistent; how-
ever there was less agreement regarding the ‘category’ of each 
instance (e.g., ‘present moment,’ ‘acceptance,’ etc.) than there 
was with the occurrence of teacher use of ACT-consistent 

language. It should be noted that IOA data was collected for 
only 27% of sessions due to the applied nature of study, which 
is a limitation, particularly in light of the novel definitions for 
ACT-consistent language used in this study. Additionally, as 
stated previously, observers discussed the concept type and 
content in cases where they disagreed on this category. This 
was done because of the novelty of definitions used and is 
also a limitation of this study, although this discussion did 
not affect the total IOA reported. In the future, researchers 
should either refine the categorical distinctions among ACT 
components or consider if it is necessary to record the “type” 
of ACT-consistent language in this sort of evaluation in the 
natural environment, where more general language might be 
used, and situations may relate to multiple ACT core pro-
cesses simultaneously. As well, researchers might consider 
contexts in which the more specific categorical distinctions 
might be useful, such as a situation in which a specific core 
process is being targeted for a student and increasing teacher 
use of language related to that process would support the 
intervention. Second, the nature of the observations (twice 
weekly, 10 min in duration) provides only a small sample 
of each participants’ behavior throughout the course of a 
school day or week; likely, our observation system did not 
capture every instance of ACT-consistent language. In this 
and future research, it is important to consider how providing 
feedback regarding the use of these concepts during interac-
tions with students (specifically those who are treated using 
an ACT-based approach) can support the acquisition of ACT 
knowledge and the development of educational environments 
in which students are exposed to ACT-consistent language 
during their school day that is consistent with this approach.

Finally, the study we conducted captured multiple dimen-
sions of teachers’ experience (e.g., well-being self-report, 
classroom behavior); however, we did not measure changes in 
student experience or behavior. This limitation points to one 
area for future research, although there are several. Researchers 
who seek to replicate or extend these findings might seek to 
more precisely and more holistically examine ACT-consistent 
language and the effect of environments that are rich in stimuli 
that support ACT-consistent behavior on student and staff well-
being, behavior, and performance. In addition to refinements to 
methodology and expanded data collection approaches, future 
investigations might seek to improve the intervention provided 
in this examination. These data suggest that ACT knowledge 
increased following completion of the ACT modules and meet-
ings, but behavior in the classroom did not change across all 
participants until feedback was provided. Future iterations of 
this research might combine the online modules and group 
meetings into one phase and extend the length of the feedback 
phase or make it more robust. Our study included short-term 
maintenance observations; however, the long-term effects of 
this intervention are paramount for meaningful, impactful 
change to the school environment to occur.
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The primary conclusion we draw from the current study is 
that it is possible to consider interventions for educators that 
provide support for the targeted goal of improved staff well-
being and the additional outcome related to use of ACT-con-
sistent language during interactions with students. Participant 
responses during their treatment evaluations and the debrief 
interview phase suggest that they personally and profession-
ally benefited from the ACT-Based Brief Intervention for Edu-
cators intervention and benefits to students were reported by 
participants as well. The benefits of developing psychological 
flexibility are well documented (e.g., Kashdan & Rottenberg, 
2010). More research is needed regarding specific interven-
tions to increase psychological flexibility among adults and 
children in school settings, but it is also important to analyze 
the development of environments that occasion this psycho-
logically flexible behavior and support it when it occurs. This 
preliminary investigation provides information regarding an 
ACT-Based Brief Intervention for Educators treatment pack-
age and support for the use of remote intervention and perfor-
mance feedback to improve educators’ reported well-being and 
use of ACT-consistent language in the classroom.
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