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Introduction: The present research aimed to investigate the effectiveness of a 
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) intervention on in-service teachers.

Methods: A quasi-experimental 2-group (intervention vs. control)  ×  3-time (pre, 
post-test, follow-up) design was applied to explore to what extent the REBT 
interventions help teachers increase their level of unconditional self-acceptance 
as the primary outcome and decrease their perfectionism tendencies and pupil 
control ideology as secondary outcomes. The sample consisted of 100 in-
service teachers assigned to either the intervention group (n  =  50) or the control 
group (n  =  50). The experimental group received a 6-week intervention program. 
Every session was held weekly and lasted 90–120  min. The Unconditional Self-
Acceptance Questionnaire (USAQ), Pupil Control Ideology Scale (PCI), and 
Perfectionism Inventory Scale (PI) were used to collect data. This study used a 
mixed model ANOVA 2  ×  3 for data analysis.

Results: The results indicated that in the experimental group, there was a 
statistically significant increase in unconditional self-acceptance level from pre-
test to post-test, which remains significant at the 6-month follow-up. Likewise, 
there were no statistically significant differences in unconditional self-acceptance 
levels between the post-test and 6-month follow-up in the intervention group.

Discussion: These findings prove that REBT interventions are effective in 
increasing teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance.
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1 Introduction

In the context of globally fast changes, including the educational context, the teaching 
profession is considered to be a very stressful profession (Brady and Wilson, 2022), among the 
high-risk jobs for mental disorders (Jerrim et al., 2020), stress being considered as a key factor 
in leaving the profession (Brady and Wilson, 2022). Teachers’ stress has a lot of negative 
consequences: job turnover (Kim et al., 2020), job performance and school effectiveness (Asaloei 
et al., 2020), anxiety (Potter, 2021), and burnout (Candeias et al., 2021). Teachers have to face 
the demands coming from (1) the school principal, who wants very good school results from the 
students, for a higher place in the school hierarchy; (2) parents, who want their children to have 
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the most effective teaching methods, to gain a high level of information 
required for excellent school results; (3) students, who want well-
trained teachers, applying technology in teaching, knowing how to 
manage classroom conflicts and other problematic situations; and (4) 
society, who wants from a teacher to be  a good educator, a good 
parent, a good husband/wife, a model citizen because she/he is 
qualified to educate. Besides the fact that it involves so many 
responsibilities and a high level of stress, being a teacher is a profession 
with a fairly low level of rewards, compared to other professions that 
involve an equal number of years of study (Toropova et al., 2021).

Every teacher perceives these stress sources differently depending 
on the teacher’s personality, beliefs, and ability to cope with stressful 
situations. Also, teachers’ stress was identified as a strong predictor 
of teachers’ PCI (Aftab and Khatoon, 2013), and teachers’ 
authoritarian attitude (punishment as a strategy to disciple students) 
was identified as being positively related to high levels of stress and 
frustration (Bernard, 2016). Furthermore, in their study, Samfira and 
Sava (2021), concluded that teachers’ authoritarian/custodial 
ideology is also positively correlated with irrational beliefs, 
insufficient self-control, hypercriticism, and perfectionism (high 
standards for others, approval seeking, concern over mistakes, and 
perfectionistic automatic thoughts) and negatively correlated with 
unconditional self-acceptance.

Because of the high relevance of stress in the teaching profession, 
many studies have focused on interventions meant to reduce stress 
(see Obiweluozo et al., 2021 for REBT-based interventions; Bonde 
et al., 2022 for mindfulness-based interventions; Dike et al., 2021 for 
cognitive behavioral therapy and yoga interventions) or increase the 
well-being of teachers (Kidger et al., 2021). Whereas mindfulness 
meditation promotes self-compassion, it is not the only way to 
promote self-compassion. Albert Ellis, the founder of rational 
emotional behavioral therapy (REBT) (Ellis, 1977), highlighted the 
role of unconditional self-acceptance, a closely related term to self-
compassion, as being a healthy concept, a rational response to 
irrational thoughts related to self-evaluation and self-esteem.

The current study is the first attempt to investigate the effectiveness 
of an REBT program aiming at increasing the level of unconditional 
self-acceptance in teachers, as this construct is essential for good 
mental health both based on theoretical accounts (Ellis, 1994) and 
empirical pieces of evidence as provided subsequently. Likewise, an 
intervention that primarily addresses the aim of increasing 
unconditional self-acceptance could also provide indirect positive 
effects on other constructs, such as teachers’ level of perfectionism and 
the teachers’ pupil control ideology (PCI), such constructs being 
relevant to teachers’ well-being and positive teacher-
student interaction.

1.1 Teachers’ irrational beliefs

Irrational beliefs represent a very important concept in psychology 
literature. Irrational beliefs are considered rigid, extreme, and illogical 
(Evans et  al., 2018) and represent non-preferential dogmatic 
evaluations of adverse situations, being at the same time considered 
unrealistic and powerful cognitions that lead to self-destructive 
behaviors and emotions (Trip et al., 2021). It is recognized that in 
many situations cultural stereotypes contribute to the development of 
irrational thinking (Beeghly, 2021). Ellis (2019a), analyzing irrational 

and rational beliefs, sustained that an individual’s irrational beliefs 
have a high biological basis than his rational ones and that irrational 
beliefs are more involved in individuals’ mental health problems.

The teaching profession, by its nature, generates specific irrational 
beliefs. Studies that addressed teachers’ irrational beliefs are very 
numerous (Nwabuko et al., 2020; Samfira and Sava, 2021). Authors in 
this research area concluded that teachers’ irrational beliefs are 
strongly related to well-being (Ifelunni et al., 2022) and burnout or 
negative emotions, which impede the teacher’s performance and affect 
the relationships with students (Huk et al., 2019). Also, Samfira and 
Sava (2021) found that teachers who manifest a high level of irrational 
beliefs have a custodial view of pupil control ideology that can be seen 
as profession-specific control beliefs.

Bernard (2016) identified a plethora of teachers’ irrational beliefs 
such as: I must have constant approval from students, other teachers, 
administrators, and parents; events in my classroom should always go 
exactly the way I want them to; People who misbehave deserve severe 
punishment; those who do not do well at school are worthless; I must 
be in total control of my class at all times; I must find the perfect 
solution to all problems; I must be a perfect teacher and never make 
mistakes (see p. 211). Unfortunately, we  still find them nowadays 
(Schellings et al., 2023).

Teachers’ expectations that students “must” behave well, generally 
lead to frustration and failure. The presence of “must” represents a 
classic example of the use of irrational beliefs (Ellis, 2019b). Wilde 
(1996, p.  138–139) identified that teachers’ irrationality is 
characterized by self-downing, demandingness, and catastrophizing, 
sustaining that numerous teachers believe that to be a good teacher 
means to be able to control the classroom and that their value as an 
individual is related to their success as a teacher: I have to be perfect 
all the time; If I fail as a teacher, I fail in life; Pupils who are behaving 
improperly are bad, or Pupils who are behaving improperly are bad. 
Afterward, Bernard (2016) identified four categories of irrational 
beliefs in teachers: (1) Self-downing; (2) authoritarianism; (3) 
demands for justice; (4) low frustration tolerance. The self-downing 
sub-scale refers to the very high stands that different teachers have set 
for themselves, which leads to the need for social approval. The 
authoritarianism subscale is related to teachers’ intransigence towards 
their pupils’ misbehaviors. Authoritarian teachers sustain severe 
punishment because they are not able to cope with students’ 
misbehaviors. The demand for justice subscale refers to the teachers’ 
needs to be  listened to, to have an ideal collaboration with 
administrators, and to be involved in decision-making procedures. 
The last subscale low frustration tolerance is related to teachers’ 
assumptions about teaching struggles. Many teachers tend to view 
teaching as a complicated and complex procedure, which requires a 
lot of effort on their part (Gkontelos et al., 2021). All these irrational 
beliefs are generally manifested as a reaction to four domains of 
teaching: classroom discipline, student learning, time and work 
pressure, and school administration-related issues (Bernard, 2016).

1.2 Teachers’ unconditional 
self-acceptance

Different cognitive-behavioral interventions have been applied to 
identify and change irrational beliefs that hinder teachers’ performance 
in the classroom (Ifelunni et al., 2022). Chadha et al. (2019) sustain 
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that Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), developed by Ellis 
(1957), shows that an individual’s appraisals of specific situations 
generate different emotional reactions and that individuals’ 
psychological disturbance is determined by using different irrational 
thoughts processes in developing those appraisals. REBT is effective 
in the educational context because it helps teachers learn to control 
their emotions, reduce dysfunctional distress and job burnout, and 
behave in an acceptable manner in response to students’ challenging 
behaviors (Onuigbo et al., 2020). The role of REBT in education is 
highlighted even by Ellis who stated that “I have always believed in the 
potential of REBT to be used in schools as a form of mental health 
promotion” (Ellis and Bernard, 2006, p. ix).

Ellis (1994) proposed a healthy concept, a rational response to 
irrational thoughts, related to self-evaluation and self-esteem defined 
as unconditional self-acceptance, meaning that “the individual fully 
and unconditionally accepts himself whether or not he  behaves 
intelligently, correctly, or competently and whether or not other 
people approve, respect, or love him” (p. 101). Translated into beliefs, 
self-acceptance represents the rational belief that an individual is a 
valuable person just for existing, despite all the flaws and mistakes she/
he does, this construct being considered essential for mental health 
(Ellis, 2019a) because individuals are satisfied with themselves.

What is necessary to highlight about the concept of unconditional 
self-acceptance is that being subject to mistakes, no individual works 
and behaves perfectly (Ellis, 2019a), and this aspect could prevent or 
reduce perfectionism. If an individual fails to perform very well in 
her/his work, does not make him automatically an unsuccessful 
person (Ellis, 2019a). In this case, the individual should consider that 
her/his performance was low, not that she/he is an unsuccessful 
individual (Artiran, 2019). But, at the same time, it is important to 
clarify that this type of mentality does not automatically lead to 
resignation, which assumes that an individual’s weaknesses are 
appreciated or ignored (Dryden and Neenan, 2020) but rather involves 
active involvement in the struggle to diminish and/or eliminate 
weaknesses (Ellis, 2019a).

Research on unconditional self-acceptance found that a low level 
of unconditional self-acceptance correlates with depression, anxiety, 
anger, and neuroticism (Popov, 2019; Prihadi et al., 2019; Andronikos, 
2021). High levels of unconditional self-acceptance were in general 
strongly related to mental health, happiness, self-esteem, life 
satisfaction, well-being, respect for the differences between 
individuals, and low levels of anxiety and depression (Vural-Batik, 
2019; Bernard M. E., 2020). Unconditional self-acceptance also 
correlates positively with dispositional forgiveness (Porada et  al., 
2018), self-compassion and flourishing (Venet, 2019; Andronikos, 
2021). These results could be used in counseling teachers when they 
show certain uncontrolled reactions towards some students, which 
they cannot explain later in discussions with the principals or parents.

In the educational context, different researchers showed that 
teachers’ self-acceptance was positively correlated with well-being and 
mindfulness and negatively correlated with perceived stress and 
burnout (Bingöl and Batik, 2019; Sun et  al., 2019; Corcoran and 
O'Flaherty, 2022). It is auspicious to mention that the decision to 
unconditionally accept ourselves can be viewed like any other decision 
we make in our life. At any moment, non-self-accepting individuals 
can decide to accept themselves as they are, all they need is to 
be willing to see their own life from multiple perspectives, and then, 
change those perspectives (Gran, 2021). Unconditional 

self-acceptance incorporates the acceptance of oneself as a whole, 
without concern about approvals from other individuals (Bingöl and 
Batik, 2019). An unconditional teacher is not afraid to be authentic in 
relations with their students, to be a humanistic person (not only a 
humanistic teacher) rather than a controlling/authoritarian figure 
(Samfira and Sava, 2021). Likewise, as self-acceptance is related to the 
acceptance of others (Porada et  al., 2018). Akaki et  al. (2020) 
concluded that acceptance of others follows self-acceptance, a 
principle that should be taken into consideration when we have the 
intention to help individuals to accept others (e.g., at home or at work) 
for who they are. An individual who accepts others does not judge 
them, because nobody is perfect, does not try to change others, 
because every person has his own ideas, and avoids resentment, 
especially when they are in a superior position. The benefits of 
accepting others “as they are” could build strong relationships with 
students, could facilitate the understanding of another point of view, 
and could reduce the need of controling others (Lapshin, 2020).

One of the most important aspects of educational context is that 
increasing the level of unconditional self-acceptance has a positive 
effect not only on teachers but even on their students. In the same 
vein, Mitchell et al. (2018) sustained that pupils who felt that there are 
unconditionally accepted by their teachers were more inclined to 
be interested in the learning process and to develop an emotional 
attachment to school. One explanation is given by Venet (2019) who 
highlights that unconditional acceptance represents what children 
require to flourish. Additionally, the voice of teachers from different 
research (Kohn, 2005) concluded that unconditional acceptance 
represents an effective approach to helping pupils to become better 
individuals. Pre-service teachers and in-service teachers must 
be learned to make the difference between accepting pupils for who 
they are, not for what they do. In doing so, teachers will respond not 
only to students’ different needs (emotional, social, or physical) but to 
a whole child, to an integrated self (Kohn, 2005). An optimistic aspect 
for teachers is to know that every stage of life could represent an 
opportunity to develop a higher level of unconditional self-acceptance 
(Guterman, 2020).

All these principles can be transferred into an educational context, 
where the level of teachers’ unconditional acceptance could be seen as 
a valuable preventive resource in the successful teacher-student 
relationship, which has not been of much interest to researchers. An 
unconditional teacher is not afraid to behave with their students as 
she/he really is, being a more humanistic person than a controlling/
authoritarian person (Samfira and Sava, 2021). Understanding the 
importance of unconditional self-acceptance in education, Kohn 
(2005) developed the concept of “unconditional teaching.” In this 
regard, the author sustained that many teachers, because they are 
human beings, may not like all their students, but the difference for an 
unconditional teacher is that she/he tries hard not to play favorites 
(Kohn, 2005). Developing positive relationships with students requires 
not only that teachers unconditionally accept themselves, but also 
unconditionally accept their students. Even for students is also 
important to feel unconditionally accepted, by their teachers, because 
they are more likely to be involved in their learning activities and to 
develop an emotional attachment to school (Mitchell et al., 2018). Not 
only students but also pre-service teachers have the same expectations 
that their university teachers to unconditionally accept them and try 
to help them in their preparation for the teaching profession (Sevim 
et al., 2020).
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Sezer et  al. (2020) in their research conducted with school 
principals, found that unconditional acceptance, as a professional 
value, should be gained and developed through in-service training, to 
help teachers to understand the positive and negative consequences of 
this concept, both on themselves and on their students. Despite the 
high relevance for unconditional acceptance in educational settings 
there is a lack of studies on interventions aimed to increase the 
unconditional acceptance applied to teachers. Only articles applied to 
children, adolescents (Bernard et al., 2013), and students (Godin, 
2010) has been identified so far.

The negative correlation between teachers’ unconditional self-
acceptance and irrational beliefs, anxiety, stress, depression, burnout, 
and perfectionism (Samfira and Sava, 2021; Yeo, 2022) and positive 
relationship with teachers’ well-being (Bingöl and Batik, 2019), helped 
us considering that an intervention for increasing the unconditional 
self-acceptance is needed and appropriated for several important issue 
in the teaching profession.

1.3 Teachers’ perfectionism

Perfectionism, as a complex and multidimensional personality 
trait, has received increased attention in the last decades, being widely 
investigated within different contexts (Hill et al., 2016; Stoeber, 2017; 
Samfira and Paloş, 2021). Experts define perfectionism as representing 
an unrealistically and exceedingly high standard of performance, if 
not impossible to meet, overly critical self-evaluation, over-sensitivity 
about others’ evaluations, and a focus and striving for flawlessness 
(Stoeber et al., 2021). In a cross-temporal meta-analysis (1989–2016), 
conducted by Curran and Hill (2019), the results revealed that the 
levels of perfectionism have linearly increased, with recent generations 
perceiving that cultural changes for competitive individualism are 
more demanding to be perfect.

In educational settings, perfectionism represents an important 
issue because it has strong relations with achievements (Osenk et al., 
2020). More than that, educational context sustains perfectionistic 
behaviors with both positive outcomes, when we refer to positive 
perfectionism, such as endorsement of mastery goals for teaching, 
high level of job satisfaction, flow experience during teaching, and 
proactive coping (Shim et al., 2020; Samfira and Paloş, 2021) but also 
negative ones, when we refer to negative or neurotic perfectionism, 
such as burnout, anxiety, academic procrastination, exhaustion, 
depressed mood, performance, and work-avoidance goal orientation 
(Cupido, 2018; Shirazizadeh and Karimpour, 2019; Horan et al., 2021; 
Serdar et al., 2021; Kilmen, 2022).

Ellis (2019a) mentioned that acceptance occurs when individuals 
think about themselves and others as imperfect, fallible individuals, 
who make mistakes. Continuing in the direction of acceptance, Ellis 
(2019a) sustains that unconditional self-acceptance allows individuals 
to seek excellence or others’ approval not because of over-generalized 
needs, but to gratify personal desires. The strong relationship between 
perfectionism and acceptance is highlighted by Jibeen (2017) who 
claims that the distinction between conditional and unconditional 
self-acceptance reflects the distinction sustained by Hamachek (1978) 
between normal perfectionism, who strive for excellence without any 
negative effects and neurotic perfectionism, who need acceptance 
from others.

Translated the relationship between self-acceptance and 
perfectionism into the educational context, teachers’ self-acceptance 
implies not only their acceptance as fallible or imperfect persons but 
also the acceptance of their students, as they also have the right to 
make mistakes. The acceptance of their negative/imperfect school 
experiences, according to the principles proposed by Ellis (2019a) 
supports a strong connection between unconditional self-acceptance, 
unconditional other-acceptance, and unconditional life-acceptance. 
The association between teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance and 
perfectionism was addressed in previous research (Bingöl and Batik, 
2019; Samfira and Sava, 2021), showing a negative correlation between 
unconditional self-acceptance and perfectionism. The more teachers 
accept themselves as they are, the less perfectionistic behaviors they 
will manifest. According to the model developed by Ryff and Keyes 
(1995), this approach has a positive contribution to teachers’ 
well-being.

1.4 Teachers’ pupil control ideology

Educational research has presented that teacher-student 
relationships are strongly connected with students’ academic 
achievements, school engagement, prosocial behaviors, and attitudes 
toward school (Lippard et al., 2018; Longobardi et al., 2021). Students 
who have positive experiences with their teachers are able to trust and 
cooperate with them, can be engaged and persistent in challenging 
tasks, and feel safe in educational activities (Wanders et al., 2020). 
Perceiving their teachers as warm and caring people facilitates 
students’ well-being and appreciation of their teachers (Wentzel, 
2022). Although representing a classic concept, pupil control ideology 
is still valid in education (Conriquez, 2020; Samfira and Sava, 2021) 
and arouses interest.

Pupil control ideology strongly influences teacher-student 
relationships (Conriquez, 2020), so teachers will manage their 
classroom order and students’ behavior according to their control 
ideologies (Ding and Wang, 2018). Pupil control ideology was defined 
by Willower et al. (1967), who developed the concept as being the 
teachers’ beliefs about students’ control in classrooms and schools. 
This ideology ranges along a continuum, from a humanistic 
orientation (low scores) to a custodial one (high scores). Teachers with 
a custodial view consider pupils’ misbehavior disrespectful, and 
therefore, their relationships with students must be autocratic and 
hierarchical, strict discipline is considered a key to success. Their 
status is used as a tool to control and manage the classroom (Rideout 
and Morton, 2010). Custodial teachers show less democratic attitudes 
and behaviors in the classroom (Demir and Pismek, 2018). Certain 
researchers (Ding and Wang, 2018) consider custodial pupil control 
very harmful to children. On the other hand, teachers with a 
humanistic view are more inclined to consider that pupils have 
different needs and their relationship with students is warm with open 
communication. Humanistic teachers develop a democratic 
environment in the classroom, where students are asked to take an 
active role in the learning process and to take responsibility for their 
decisions (Rideout and Morton, 2010). Also, teachers prone to 
humanistic ideology are more focused on developing soft skills and 
those competencies considered to be necessary to succeed in their 
personal and professional life (Ding and Wang, 2018). But this 
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humanistic ideology could lead, in different schools, to their 
marginalization by the other teachers with a more custodial vision 
(Giannakaki and Batziakas, 2016). Even though it is a relatively old 
concept, we find current recommendations for organizing training 
programs in schools for teachers towards a more humanistic view 
(Gnanarajan et al., 2020).

To our knowledge, no research has focused on the relationship 
between the teacher’s pupil control ideology and unconditional self-
acceptance, except the study conducted by Samfira and Sava (2021), 
who showed a negative correlation between these two concepts. 
According to their results, accepting themselves and their pupils as 
they are, teachers accept that the world is a complex one and some 
things or events are sometimes out of their control, especially in 
the classroom.

To our knowledge, the present study represents the first research 
on the effectiveness of an REBT intervention in increasing 
unconditional self-acceptance for in-service teachers. Instead, 
we identify other interventions (e.g., acceptance and commitment 
therapy) to increase educators’ self-acceptance (Barida and 
Widyastuti, 2019).

2 The present study

The present research aimed to examine the effectiveness of a 
cognitive-behavioral intervention with specific REBT techniques on 
the level of unconditional self-acceptance of primary, secondary, and 
high school teachers, as well as the robustness of these achievements 
during follow-up. We assume that applying specific REBT techniques 
will significantly improve the teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance 
scores (USAQ score) in the experimental group compared to the control 
group, which receives no intervention (Hypothesis 1a). Also, we assume 
that the improvements gained through intervention are maintained over 
time, six months follow-up (Hypothesis 1b).

Second, due to the close relationships between unconditional self-
acceptance, perfectionism, and pupil control ideology sustained in the 
previous study conducted by Samfira and Sava (2021), we aim to 
investigate if teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance will influence the 
teachers’ level of pupil control ideology and perfectionism. Increasing 
the level of unconditional self-acceptance will most likely impact the 
perfectionism level, as people who develop higher levels of 
unconditional self-acceptance tend to be  more tolerant towards 
mistakes, therefore decrease their level of perfectionism. Likewise, 
people who decrease their levels of perfectionism, including 
decreasing the high expectations they put on others (pupils) are more 
likely to accept or tolerate pupils misbehaviors, and therefore, less 
likely to adopt a custodial view when interacting with pupils.

Therefore, we hypothesized that increasing the teachers’ level of 
unconditional self-acceptance through REBT intervention will lead to 
lower levels of perfectionism and a less authoritarian ideology 
(Hypothesis 2).

Addressing these hypotheses is relevant for both theoretical and 
practical reasons. Increasing teachers’ level of self-acceptance by 
applying a cognitive-behavioral intervention will directly contribute 
to the existing literature in this important domain and indirectly to a 
more positive learning environment in the classroom and teachers’ 
well-being. The logic of obtaining this indirect effect is represented 
conceptually in Figure 1.

The practical reasons are to present an applicable model to help 
teachers understand these principles of unconditional self-acceptance 
and apply them to their well-being. As a possible consequence of this 
new, more rational view, teachers could develop the unconditional 
acceptance of others (e.g., their students, parents, colleagues) due to 
its positive outcomes, especially for their students, who need an 
unconditional teacher to develop and maintain a flourishing 
relationship (Venet, 2019). In his research, Bernard M (2020) sustains 
the need to teach and promote self-acceptance, and we consider that 
unconditional self-acceptance teachers are the most indicated adults 
to do this because, as Sezer et al. (2020, p. 176) sustain, teachers are 
seen as “social engineers who laid the foundations of society.”

Another practical aspect is group intervention, which offers more 
opportunities for teachers to interact with colleagues and share their 
common experiences than individual intervention (Chenoweth et al., 
2016). The intervention could be integrated into the Personal and 
Professional courses to help in-service teachers to understand and 
increase their unconditional self-acceptance and to decrease their 
perfectionistic beliefs and authoritarian ideology. These new gains will 
help them to have a positive mental state (well-being) and a better 
relationship with their students, colleagues, and principals.

3 Materials and methods

We followed TREND reporting guidelines, the standard for 
nonrandomized/quasi-experimental study designs (Haynes 
et al., 2021).

3.1 Participants

The participants of the study were 100 in-service teachers, with 50 
teachers in the experimental group and 50 teachers in the control 
group. Participants were primary, secondary, and high-school 
teachers. First, the researchers determined the adequate sample size, 
for an effect size of 0.80 and a statistical power of 0.80, and the results 
claimed that 51 participants were needed for every experimental 
condition. A comparison of the experimental and control group 
variables revealed no significant differences for some variables such as 
the number of participants (experimental: 50, control: 50), gender 
(experimental: 82% females, control: 84% females), and age 
(experimental: M = 40.10; SD = 7.58, control: M = 44.40; SD = 8.37). 
Significant differences were observed for variables such as school level 
(experimental: 14% primary school teachers, control: 42% primary 
school teachers), teaching experience (experimental: M = 15.36; 
SD = 8.95, control: M = 21.67; SD = 9.16), and environment 
(experimental: 30% urban, control: 54% urban).

3.2 Procedure

The eligibility criteria for the teachers’ selection were the school 
level  - secondary school teachers – regardless of their teaching 
experience and the school location - from Timisoara city (Romania) 
or peri-urban  - for a better adaptation to the teachers’ schedule. 
Finally, there were accepted even primary school teachers, due to the 
interest from their part and the principals. As a method of recruitment, 
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we opted for self-selection. In the first stage there was a discussion 
with the school principal about the main scope of the intervention 
program and to ask permission. In the second stage, the principal 
transmitted the information about the intervention/research to all 
teachers for self-selection. After selecting the teachers who agreed to 
be  part of the experimental group, we  proceeded to recruit the 
teachers for the control group who were selected from different 
schools than the experimental group, to avoid group contamination. 
All teachers, from the experimental and control group participated in 
the study voluntarily, without any financial remuneration.

Concerning ethical considerations, the research was approved by 
Research and Ethics Committee from West University from 
Timisoara, being under the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later 
amendments or comparable ethical standards. All the teachers who 
accepted to participate in this research signed at the recruitment stage 
of the research, an Informed Consent Form, according to the Ethical 
standards in research with human subjects. Also, they were assured 
that could give up their study whenever they want, without any 
negative consequences. The three questionnaires were administered 
individually, in a paper-and-pencil format.

3.3 Measures

3.3.1 Unconditional self-acceptance 
questionnaire

We measured teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance with The 
Unconditional Self-Acceptance Questionnaire (USAQ), a 20-item 
measure, using a seven-point Likert scale, from almost always false to 
almost always true. The scale was developed by Chamberlain and 
Haaga (2001) in line with the REBT perspective. A high score reflects 
a high level of unconditional self-acceptance. Sample item includes “I 
believe that I am worthwhile simply because I am a human being” and 
“My sense of self-worth depends a lot on how I compare with other 
people.” The higher score indicates a higher level of unconditional self-
acceptance. The USAQ scale reliability is 0.72 (Chamberlain and 
Haaga, 2001). The scale was translated from English into Romanian 
by the authors and then independently back-translated by a third 
translator. The scale was previously used to assess Romanian teachers’ 
unconditional self-acceptance by Samfira and Sava (2021).

3.3.2 Pupil control ideology scale
We measured teachers’ pupil control ideology with the Pupil 

Control Ideology Scale (PCI), a 20-item measure on a five-point Likert 
scale, from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The scale was developed 
by Willower et  al. (1967). A high score reflects a more custodial 
orientation and a low one reflects a more humanistic orientation. 
Sample items include “It is more important for pupils to learn to obey 

rules than that they make their own decisions” and “Teachers should 
consider revision of their teaching methods if these are criticized by their 
pupil” (reversed). The PCI scale reliability is 0.91 (Willower et al., 
1967). The scale was translated from English into Romanian by the 
authors and then independently back-translated by a third translator.

3.3.3 Perfectionism inventory scale
We measured teachers’ perfectionism with Perfectionism Inventory 

Scale (PI), a 59-item measure, using a five-point Likert scale, from 
totally disagree to totally agree. The scale was developed by Hill et al. 
(2004). The sub-scales of the PI are: Concern over Mistakes, High 
Standards for Others, Need for Approval, Organization, Planfulness, 
Perceived Parental Pressure, Rumination, and Striving for Excellence. 
Sample item includes “To me, a mistake equals failure” (Concern over 
Mistakes) and “I have little tolerance for other people’s careless mistakes” 
(high standards for others). The reliability coefficient for the overall 
level of perfectionism was 0.91 (Hill et  al., 2004). The scale was 
adapted for Romanian teachers by Samfira and Maricuţoiu (2021).

3.4 Intervention

The aim of the intervention was to teach the participants of the 
experimental group the REBT principles of self-acceptance. The 
objectives were (1) to increase the teachers’ level of unconditional self-
acceptance and (2) by accepting oneself, teachers will more easily 
accept others (pupils). Theoretical perspectives underlying the 
intervention program were based on two reference books: Ellis and 
Dryden (1997) - the chapter “Teaching the Principles of Unconditional 
Self-Acceptance in a Structured Group Settings” and Ellis (1998) - the 
chapters “Using Unconditional Self-Acceptance” and “Using 
Unconditional Acceptance of Others to Control Your Anxiety.” The 
intervention focused on teaching the following topics: the principles 
of unconditional self-acceptance, self-esteem, the ABC framework of 
REBT, irrational ego beliefs in the educational context, the zig-zag 
technique, tape-recorded disputing, the rational-emotive imagery, and 
the shame-attacking exercises. The researchers organized the exercises 
related to these topics, as well as the homework following the specifics 
of the participants’ profession (for educational context). The 
organization of the program and the content of the homework for 
each session were supervised by an expert in REBT techniques, from 
the West University of Timisoara.

In experimental groups, the intervention was delivered face-to-
face. The participants in the experimental groups were organized 
according to their schedules. This aspect has influenced the group size 
(16–18 teachers). The intervention was delivered in all groups by the 
first author with Ph.D. in psychology (educational psychologist), with 
experience in career counseling. Before de intervention begins, the 

Unconditional self-
acceptance 

Low level of 
perfectionism

Pupil control ideology 
less authoritarian

FIGURE 1

A conceptual and operational analysis of the relationship between unconditional self-acceptance, perfectionism, and pupil control ideology.
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researcher had six meetings with the REBT expert, to discuss the main 
difficulties in applying REBT technics in the educational area. Also, 
the same REBT expert mentored the researcher during the period of 
interventions, to help her in managing challenging situations.

The researcher delivered the intervention in the schools, in the 
classrooms, to be as easy as possible for the teachers, who ended their 
classes or were going to have classes. For each group, the established 
schedule was maintained (day and hour) and the same classroom was 
used for all meetings. The researcher arrived at the school 30 min 
before every meeting, to have enough time to prepare the presentation 
and the incentives (sweets, juices, and mineral water). The punctuality 
was respected by every participant. The intervention to increase 
unconditional self-acceptance was administered for 6 weeks. Every 
session was held weekly and lasted between 90 min, in groups with 5 
teachers and 120 min in groups with 12 and 15 teachers. The time was 
adapted to the group size, to have enough time to help every teacher.

The subjects from the control groups were not subjected to any 
kind of intervention program. The teachers filled in the same set of 
questionnaires in the same period and in the classroom, as the 
teachers in the experimental group, to respect the same conditions as 
the experimental group. Out of the total of 52 teachers who accepted 
to participate in the intervention to increase the level of unconditional 
self-acceptance, 2 of them did not attend at least four sessions and 
were excluded. The total number of the experimental group remains 
at 50. To increase compliance and adherence of the group, teachers 
who attended the minimum number of sessions (4/6) received a 
Certificate of attendance, for their annual self-assessment. The 
deliverer has mentioned this aspect from the first meeting, for 
increasing their motivation to participate. Also, the teachers were 
offered in each module, sweets, juices, and mineral water.

4 Results

The research used a mixed model ANOVA 2 (Group: intervention 
vs. control) × 3 (Time: baseline vs. post-test vs. 6-month follow-up), 
with Group as a between-subjects factor and Time as a within-subjects 
factor. The main outcome is unconditional self-acceptance (the USAQ 
score). The interaction effect indicated mixed findings. There was a 
significant interaction between the group and time for the multivariate 
test, Wilks Lambda = 0.93, F (2, 94) = 3.60, p = 0.03, partial η2 = 0.07, 
and a marginally non-significant interaction effect for the univariate 
test - F (2, 190) = 2.83, p = 0.06, partial η2 = 0.03. These inconsistent 
findings are most likely due to low statistical power in testing the 
interaction effect, as post-hoc pairwise comparisons using the 
Bonferroni correction support the interaction effect. In the 
intervention group, there is a statistically significant increase in the 
USAQ score from the pre-test to the post-test (p < 0.001), which 
remains significant at the 6-month follow-up (p < 0.01). Meanwhile, 
there were no statistically significant differences in the USAQ scores 
in the control group, either from pre-test to post-test (p = 1.00) or from 
pre-test to follow-up (p = 0.36). Likewise, there were no statistically 
significant differences in the USAQ scores between post-test and 
follow-up, neither in the intervention group (p = 1.00) nor in the 
control group (p = 0.83; Table 1).

In the case of secondary outcomes, there was no statistically 
significant interaction effect either for the perfectionism level – F (2, 
190) = 1.21, p = 0.30, partial η2 = 0.01, or for the level of pupil control 

ideology – F (2, 190) = 1.12, p = 0.33, partial η2 = 0.01. For investigating 
the association between unconditional self-acceptance, perfectionism, 
and pupil control ideology, we computed change scores (i.e., from 
pre-test to post-test). We  found a statistically significant negative 
association between the magnitude of change in the USAQ score and 
the magnitude of change in the overall perfectionism – r (98) = −0.33, 
p < 0.001, two-tailed test. Participants who learned to a higher extent 
how to accept themselves unconditionally decreased to a higher 
degree their perfectionism level. Likewise, there was a statistically 
significant positive association between the magnitude of change in 
the perfectionism level and the degree of change in the pupil control 
ideology – r (98) = 0.27, p < 0.01, two-tailed test. Participants who 
reduced their perfectionism level to a higher extent were also less 
willing to endorse custodial beliefs and more willing to endorse 
humanistic beliefs on pupil control. Similar results were obtained 
when conducting the analyses on change scores from pre-test to 
6-month follow-up measurements instead of pre-test to post-test 
change scores, which highlights the findings’ robustness. To test 
whether the magnitude change in the USAQ scores indirectly affected 
pupil control ideology via the perfectionism level, we used Process 
Analysis v. 4.1 (Hayes, 2022). The indirect effect of change in USAQ 
scores on change in PCI scores was marginally not statistically 
significant both when looking at change scores from baseline to post-
intervention – standardized indirect effect of −0.10 [−0.23 to 0.00] 
and when looking at change scores from baseline to follow-up – 
standardized indirect effect of −0.10 [−0.22 to 0.00].

These results demonstrate that the effectiveness of the intervention 
is successful in increasing the level of unconditional self-acceptance, 
our primary dependent variable, and the result is stable across the 
6-month follow-up.

5 Discussion

The purpose of the present research was first to examine the 
effectiveness of a cognitive-behavioral intervention on the level of 

TABLE 1 Mean scores and standard deviations of outcome measures at 
pre-test, post-intervention, and 6-month follow-up assessment for USAQ 
(primary outcome) as well as for PCI and PI (secondary outcomes).

Measures/
Time

Experimental group Control group

N Mean SD N Mean SD

PCI

Pre-test (T1) 50 62.74 8.72 50 62.66 8.59

Post-test (T2) 50 60.18 9.70 50 62.24 9.15

Follow-up (T3) 50 61.22 9.23 47 61.77 9.41

PI

Pre-test (T1) 50 183.30 32.46 50 168.80 28.81

Post-test (T2) 50 178.48 30.78 50 168.82 29.43

Follow-up (T3) 50 176.82 34.64 47 169.77 24.80

USAQ

Pre-test (T1) 50 84.18 10.53 50 92.47 9.13

Post-test (T2) 50 90.16 11.19 50 93.51 9.20

Follow-up (T3) 50 89.32 11.99 47 95.09 14.15
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unconditional self-acceptance for school teachers, as well as the 
robustness of these achievements during follow-up (6 months later). 
Based on the research results, we concluded that the intervention 
designed to support and increase the teachers’ level of unconditional 
self-acceptance was efficient in helping teachers to internalize the 
philosophy of self-acceptance, accepting themselves as fallible and 
imperfect human beings, through a process of understanding how 
their beliefs and thoughts process influences their emotional and 
behavioral well-being. These findings are in line with other studies, 
which have shown that REBT interventions are efficient in increasing 
the level of unconditional self-acceptance in different contexts: 
educational (Pasaribu and Zarfiel, 2019), sport (Knapp et al., 2023), 
clinical (Artiran and DiGiuseppe, 2022), and the general population 
(Crișan et al., 2022). There are no studies analyzing the effectiveness 
of interventions to increase teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance.

Relating to the follow-up, the results showed that there were no 
significant changes from post-test to follow-up. This outcome 
highlights that the teachers’ unconditional self-acceptance achieved at 
the post-test remained stable over time, in this case, 6 months. This 
result is a hopeful one because demonstrates that teachers could 
maintain in time their rational beliefs about themselves, their children, 
and the teaching profession.

For the control group, the results showed that there were no 
significant changes from pre-test to post-test. This result reflects what 
DiGiuseppe et al. (2002) sustain that “achievement of unconditional 
self-acceptance (USA) is a difficult, though possible task, that requires 
time and commitment” (p.  229). Also, Bernard M (2020) 
recommended, that teachers and principals must be trained on how 
to improve their self-acceptance and combat their self-depreciation. 
The same thing could be said about the absence of any statistically 
significant differences in the USAQ scores between post-test and 
follow-up, highlighting the idea that unconditional self-acceptance is 
developed only through coaching (Palmer and Williams, 2021). Even 
for the individuals who attend intervention programs to change their 
irrational beliefs, it is quite difficult, due to the “biological tendency of 
humans to behave irrationally” (Ellis, 1976, p.  5). These findings 
support the first hypothesis (1a and 1b) of the present research, about 
existing a significant improvement in teachers’ unconditional self-
acceptance scores (USAQ score) from the experimental group 
compared to the control group, which did not receive any intervention 
and about maintaining these changes over time (6 months later in 
this case).

In the case of secondary outcomes, the results showed that 
applying an REBT intervention to increase teachers’ unconditional 
self-acceptance does not have statistically significant consequences in 
decreasing teachers’ perfectionism and teachers’ custodial/
authoritarian ideology. Even though many studies recommended 
REBT techniques to reduce perfectionistic beliefs and the theory 
sustained that by adopting an unconditional self-acceptance 
philosophy the individuals will accept themselves as fallible and 
imperfect persons (Cohen, 2019), an REBT intervention with specific 
tasks for increasing unconditional self-acceptance has not enough 
impact for teachers to reduce their level of perfectionism. The main 
reason could be  related to the specific of the teaching profession 
which, due to the high standards promoted, encourages perfectionistic 
tendencies in teachers (Cupido, 2018; Shim et  al., 2020). Student 
grades rank schools and for this reason, many principals put great 

pressure on the teachers to get very good results from their students. 
In this stressful context, teachers are somewhat forced to become 
perfectionists. But, at the same time, recent studies (Hill, 2022) sustain 
that school has also the role to help students to cope with high 
expectations, pressure, and unhealthy perfectionistic standards.

Analyzing the result, which sustains that there is no statistically 
significant effect of an REBT intervention to increase teachers’ 
unconditional self-acceptance on decreasing teachers’ pupil control 
ideology (the custodial/authoritarian view), we could sustain what 
other researchers concluded after applying a specific intervention to 
decrease teachers’ pupil control ideology – that changes in the 
direction of reduction the authoritarian view is easier to describe than 
to do, and are often unsuccessful (Hoy and Miskel, 1978). Even though 
the statement is very old, it remains current because no recent studies 
have been identified in the direction of pupil control ideology 
reduction. Similar to the previous outcomes (Samfira and Sava, 2021), 
admitting that there is a negative correlation between teachers’ 
unconditional self-acceptance and pupil control ideology (the 
custodial/authoritarian view), the intention to increase the level of 
unconditional self-acceptance does not imply automatically significant 
changes in teachers’ pupil control ideology (decreasing the 
authoritarian view). Both results align with other papers that applied 
REBT intervention to increase unconditional self-acceptance but 
without significantly affecting all variables included in their research 
(Crișan et al., 2022).

Accepting that some results were not statistically significant, as in 
the case of perfectionism and control ideology, we could not omit the 
close relationship that exists between the unconditional self-
acceptance, perfectionism, and pupil control ideology sustained by 
previous studies (Samfira and Sava, 2021). Consequently, we explored 
the association between unconditional self-acceptance, perfectionism, 
and pupil control ideology and computed change scores (i.e., from 
pre-test to post-test). We opted for change scores because being quasi-
experimental research, the two groups were not randomized and they 
were not equivalent in their mean scores in the pre-test (T1) and the 
mean scores for USAQ were higher in the control group than in the 
experimental group. Analyzing the data, we identified a statistically 
significant negative association between the magnitude of change in 
the USAQ score and the magnitude of change in the overall 
perfectionism scores. These results highlight what Cohen (2019) 
claims, that being an unconditional self-accepting person means, 
among others, “being comfortable with your imperfections, letting go 
your demand for perfection, understanding that making mistakes … 
does not diminish your value as a person” (p. 31). A significant result 
was also found for pre-test to 6-month follow-up measurements, the 
result highlighting the robustness of our findings.

Consequently, we  found a statistically significant negative 
association between the change in the perfectionism score and the 
change in the pupil control ideology from the pre-test to the post-test. 
These results could be interpreted that teachers who decrease their 
perfectionistic level, attending the intervention with REBT techniques, 
are more willing to approve a humanistic belief in pupil control. This 
result is in line with other studies (Samfira and Sava, 2021), which 
found that teachers who adopt a more humanistic view of pupil 
control ideology, have lower levels of perfectionism. A similar 
statistically significant result was found for pre-test to 6-month 
follow-up measurements, sustaining our findings’ robustness. Maybe 
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teachers have had positive experiences regarding unconditional self-
acceptance, which helped them to accept mistakes and imperfections 
in their lives and also in their students’ behaviors (a lower level of 
perfectionism), which consequently lead to a more humanistic 
ideology in relationships with their students. Adopting this humanistic 
ideology, more flexible, more open, and more closed to the children, 
teachers could help themselves to cooperate with other teachers, to 
meet the different needs of their students, become the educators they 
wish to be, and also could help the students through developing a 
positive teacher-student relationship (Allender and Sclarow-
Allender, 2015).

To sum up the discussion of results, this is the first research that 
applies an REBT intervention to increase in-service teachers’ 
unconditional self-acceptance. There are few studies on children 
(Bernard et al., 2013) and university students (Pasaribu and Zarfiel, 
2019), but none on teachers. Another strength point is related to the 
success of the intervention. The intervention has received accreditation 
from the Ministry of Education to be  part of the professional 
development programs for teaching staff. It could be  used as a 
prevention program as teachers often are confronted with 
environments where they could experience high levels of anxiety (Liu 
et al., 2022). The third strength point is represented by the length of 
the intervention (6 weeks) compared with other interventions on 
unconditional self-acceptance, which took place for only 7 days 
(Crișan et al., 2022). As DiGiuseppe et al. (2007) sustain, achievement 
of unconditional self-acceptance requires time. The fourth strength 
point is represented by the participants, who were in-service teachers, 
with experience between 1 and 40 years in dealing with students, not 
pre-service teachers, who are supposed to be  more idealistic in 
their beliefs.

5.1 Limitations and future directions

Similar to any other research, this paper has limitations. The 
major limitation of the present research was the non-random 
allocation of the teachers into the experimental and control groups. 
Due to their busy schedules, teaching in two or three schools, the 
randomization of the teachers was impossible. Because of this there 
were differences in the composition of the two groups. In the 
experimental group, there were mostly high school and middle school 
teachers than in the control group, the latter including more primary 
school teachers than the experimental group. This could be the main 
reason for the differences in unconditional self-acceptance pre-test 
scores, the unconditional self-acceptance baseline values being higher 
in the control group than in the experimental group.

Future studies with a more robust design, such as randomizing 
teachers into experimental and control conditions, are welcomed to 
replicate the current results obtained from a quasi-experimental 
approach. This will lead to a more balanced distribution of primary, 
secondary, and high school teachers in the experimental and control 
groups to have an overview of their beliefs about teacher-
student relationships.

Another recommendation is to introduce REBT principles in 
teacher education programs, for personal and professional 
development, to help future teachers to become more rational teachers 
and to be able to apply these principles in school settings or to prevent 
work-life conflict (Ogakwu et al., 2022, 2023).

6 Conclusion

The findings of this research indicated that an REBT intervention 
designed to increase the teachers’ level of unconditional self-
acceptance had success, with teachers’ mean scores significantly 
increasing from pre-test to post-test, after 6 weeks. The increased 
scores remained stable across the 6-month follow-up, these findings 
showing that teachers internalized the unconditional self-acceptance 
philosophy and applied it. In the control group, there were no 
statistically significant differences in the USAQ scores, neither from 
pre-test to post-test nor from pre-test to follow-up. These results show 
us that a specific intervention is necessary when there is an intention 
to increase an individual’s unconditional self-acceptance.

Another important result is the association between changes in the 
scores for unconditional self-acceptance, perfectionism, and pupil 
control ideology in the expected directions. As the level of unconditional 
self-acceptance increases, there is a reduction in the perfectionism level. 
Likewise, as perfectionism decreases among teachers, they are less prone 
to endorse custodial views on their students. However, the link between 
these constructs is relatively weak despite these correlational findings. 
Therefore, increasing the levels of unconditional self-acceptance through 
an REBT intervention will not automatically decrease their levels of 
perfectionism and custodial/authoritarian ideology. These findings could 
be interpreted that it is necessary either to improve the intervention with 
specific techniques for perfectionism and pupil control ideology to 
decrease their perfectionistic beliefs and custodial ideology.

Overall, the 6-week REBT face to face group intervention provides 
an efficient way in which people could increase their level of 
unconditional self-acceptance, a gain of great value for their ability to 
cope with stressful events in educational settings. Despite some evidence 
for additional indirect positive outcomes, such as a lower level of 
perfectionism, and a friendlier interaction with students, additional 1 or 
to 2 sessions should be introduced in a future version of the program to 
confront more directly the perfectionism of teacher that often 
accompanies low levels of unconditional self-acceptance.
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