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Abstract 

This study examined the effects of an evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) program, The 

RULER Approach to Social and Emotional Learning (RULER), on teacher self reports of engagement, 

teacher-student interactions, and burnout. Participants were 47 teachers from 19 public schools in Spain who 

either volunteered for training on RULER (n = 24) or eLearning (n = 23). Multivariate Analysis of Covariance 

(MANCOVA) was conducted separately for each outcome. Teachers in the RULER as compared to eLearning 

group had significantly higher scores on many outcomes even after controlling for gender, age, trait affect, and 

personality, as well as pre-test scores on all outcomes. These findings extend the literature on the effectiveness of 

SEL programs for the improvement of teacher practices; they also advance our understanding of possible 

mechanisms for promoting high-quality professional development. 
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1. Introduction 

Teachers have a dramatic impact on students’ positive development and the overall success of their classrooms. 

Effective teachers promote positive interactions and influence a wide range of student-level outcomes, including 

cognitive, emotional and social functioning (Cornelius-White, 2007; Van Uden, Ritzen, & Pieters, 2013; Wubbels 

& Brekelmans, 2006). What is more, teachers who are able to create optimal learning environments, including 

active learning practices and adequate communication between and among students and the teacher, have students 

who perform better academically (Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2006). Given these findings, there is increasing 

interest in programming that can help teachers to promote these student outcomes (Baker, 2006; Patrick, Ryan, & 

Kaplan, 2007; Pianta, Belsky, Vandergrift, Houts, & Morrison, 2008; Sutton & Wheatley, 2003). 

School-based programming that promotes social and emotional learning (SEL) shows great promise to enhance 

both teacher practices and student performance (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). 

SEL programs positively influence classroom climate, teacher effectiveness, academic performance, and 

students’ social and emotional skills development (Brackett, Rivers, Reyes, & Salovey, 2012; Hagelskamp, 

Brackett, Rivers, & Salovey, 2013; Rivers, Brackett, Reyes, Elbertson, & Salovey, 2013; Greenberg et al., 2003). 

Less is known about how SEL programs affect teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and behavior, however.  

1.1 Teacher Engagement and Social Functioning in Classrooms  

A positive emotional climate is one critical factor to both teachers’ and students’ well being and performance 

(Hamre & Pianta, 2001). It is well known that the display of positive emotions, one critical component of a 

classroom emotional climate, is associated with greater psychological health. Among teachers, the experience of 

positive emotions likely can help them optimize personal resources to deal with everyday challenging situations 

(Canrinus, Helms-Lorenz, Beijaard, Buitink, & Hofman, 2012; Fredrickson, 2000). Indeed, educators who 

express positive emotions – display positive facial expressions, vocal intonations, and body language – tend to 

have students who both report greater interest and enjoyment in their classrooms and perform better 

academically (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, White, & Salovey, 2012; Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2006). A positive 
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emotional climate also influences students’ affiliation with teachers and classroom behavior (Brackett, Rivers, 

Reyes, & Salovey, 2012). In contrast, less positive classrooms tend to have lower levels of achievement and 

greater conflict (Hamre & Pianta, 2005). Thus, a teacher’s ability to create a caring and supportive environment 

is critical to all aspects of teacher and student success (den Brok, Brekelmans and Wubbels, 2004; Canrinus et al., 

2012; Patrick, Hisley, & Kempler, 2000).  

1.2 Teacher Burnout and Stress in School Settings 

Unfortunately, many teachers report high levels of stress - or the absence of positive emotions in school 

(Johnson, Cooper, Cartwright, Donald, Taylor, & Millet, 2005). Stressors include non-useful policies, 

time-consuming bureaucratic tasks, and challenging students, all of which make the teaching profession one of 

the most demanding occupations (Elvira & Cabrera, 2004; Hargreaves, 2000). Indeed, many educators report 

poor physical and psychological health due to high levels of stress and job dissatisfaction (Johnson et al., 2005; 

Travers & Cooper, 1993). Further, stressed and dissatisfied educators tend to have negative self-views about 

their teaching, less professional commitment, are absent more often (Borg, Riding, & Falzon, 1991), and have 

students’ with lower academic performance (Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2006).  

Not surprisingly, burnout and teacher engagement are negatively correlated (Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 

2006; Klassen et al., 2012). Teacher burnout may negatively affect several aspects of classroom functioning, 

such as positive interactions with their students or the provision of evaluative feedback (Travers, 2001). One 

possible solution to decreasing teacher stress and burnout, building healthy relationships, and enhancing student 

performance is to develop teachers’ social and emotional skills. These skills have been shown to help teachers 

deal with conflict, manage unpleasant emotions, and improve classroom climate (Brackett, Palomera, 

Mojsa-Kaja, Reyes, & Salovey, 2010; Carson, Plemmons, Templin, & Weiss, 2011; Sutton, 2004).  

Overall, it seems that the enhancement of variables directly related to optimal teaching practices, such as 

teachers’ overall satisfaction and commitment to their work, as well as teachers’ sensitivity to their students’ 

needs beyond the academic matters, would contribute to better classroom functioning and school success.  

1.3 Social and Emotional Learning Interventions 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) programs are designed to promote self and social awareness, emotion 

regulation, responsible decision making, problem solving and relationship management (Greenberg et al., 2003; 

Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). Past research has shown positive effects of interventions that promote 

SEL. Among students, SEL increases several outcomes related to positive youth development, including 

emotional skills, prosocial behavior, relationship quality, and academic performance (Brackett, Rivers, Reyes, & 

Salovey, 2012; see also Durlak, et al., 2011, for a recent meta-analysis of SEL programs). Together, these findings 

provide evidence that SEL programs help to create more productive and successful learning environments.  

Evidence of the effectiveness of SEL programs outside the U.S. is limited, however (Castillo, Salguero, 

Fernández-Berrocal, & Balluerka, 2013; El Hassan & Mouganie, 2013; Humphrey, Kalambouka, Wigelsworth & 

Lendrum, 2010; Hutchings, Bywater, Gridley, Whitaker, Martin-Forbes & Gruffydd, 2011; Ruiz-Aranda, 

Castillo, Salguero, Cabello, Fernández-Berrrocal & Balluerka, 2012). Eighty-three percent of the studies in the 

recent meta-analysis included samples from the U.S. (Durlak et al., 2011), making it difficult to test the 

generalizability of SEL programming outside U.S. In addition, very few studies have focused on enhancing 

teacher-specific outcomes such as classroom supportiveness and other teaching practices. For example, just one 

large randomized controlled trial in 62 American schools has shown that teachers who integrated SEL instruction 

in their classrooms demonstrated more positive emotions, greater personal connections with their students, 

enhancing students’ engagement by incorporating their ideas, and increasing cooperative learning, as rated by 

outside observers (Rivers et al., 2013). Because teachers are the primary implementers of SEL programs, it is 

important to know how SEL practices influence teaching practices. The RULER Approach to Social and 

Emotional Learning (RULER) is one evidence-based program that puts great emphasis on teacher development. 

1.3.1 The RULER Approach to SEL 

RULER is a universal SEL intervention that provides training for teachers and school leaders in addition to a 

classroom-level curriculum for students. RULER is grounded in the ability model of emotional intelligence 

(Mayer & Salovey, 1997) and is designed to enhance five key emotional skills represented by the acronym 

RULER (Brackett, Rivers, Maurer, Elbertson, & Kremenitzer, 2011). Recognition of emotion refers to the 

identification of changes in physical, emotional, and behavioral experiences of emotion in oneself and others. 

Understanding of emotion refers to knowledge about the causes and consequences of emotions. Labeling 

emotion refers to communicating the language of emotion using a sophisticated vocabulary. Expression of 
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emotion refers to expressing emotions in socially appropriate ways. Regulating emotion refers to the effective 

management of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors to achieve goals (for additional information, see 

www.ruler.yale.edu). 

RULER provides teachers with tools and strategies to (1) demonstrate and communicate their emotions during in 

everyday instruction, (2) validate and foster their students’ feelings and thoughts, and (3) use emotions in the 

classroom to guide student thinking. The four primary tools in RULER, the “Anchors,” are designed for both 

personal and professional development. Educators (teachers and school leaders) are provided with tools and 

activities designed to foster both their own and their students’ emotional intelligence.   

1.4 The Present Study 

The effectiveness of SEL programs like RULER on specific work-related outcomes and social functioning has 

not been studied among teachers outside the U.S. This research intends to fill this important gap on a sample of 

Spanish teachers. This pilot study used a pretest-posttest design to test the effectiveness of RULER on several 

teacher-reported outcomes – engagement, teacher-student interactions, and burnout – related to optimal teaching 

practices in Spanish schools. According to prior research on the positive impact that SEL instruction has on the 

enhancement of teaching performance and classroom climate (Rivers et al., 2013), we hypothesized that teachers 

who implemented RULER (as compared to a comparison group of teachers who received non SEL-related 

training) would report greater levels of engagement, higher-quality teacher-student interactions, and decreased 

burnout after controlling for teacher personality and trait affect, two variables that have been traditionally linked 

to work-related outcomes (Carson et al., 2011; Langelaan, Bakker, van Doornen, & Schaufeli, 2006).  

2. Methods 

2.1 Participants 

Participants were 47 teachers from 19 public schools located in southern Spain (70% females). Every year the 

Department of Education offers teachers who work in public schools the possibility of increasing their skills 

through a wide-range of trainings. Teachers apply to participate in the training that interests them; they are not 

required to take any particular courses. The research team made an official proposal to the Department of 

Education in Spain to offer training in SEL. The sample was comprised of 24 teachers who voluntarily decided 

to participate in in SEL training (i.e., RULER training) and 23 teachers who voluntarily chose to participate in 

eLearning training; the latter group served as the comparison group. Both trainings were implemented following 

the procedures for official trainings supported by the Department of Education. For example, both trainings met 

for the same amount of time, during the same academic period, and once accepted, attendance was required. 

Teachers were between 25 and 59 years old (M = 44.27), 11 were kindergarten teachers (23%), 14 were primary 

school teachers (30%), and 22 were secondary school teachers (47%). The average years of teaching experience 

for these teachers was approximately 15 years (SD = 9.7). The research study protocol was approved by the 

Technical Council of the Ethical Committee of the University of Malaga. Below, each of the training programs is 

described in more detail. 

2.2 Materials and Procedures 

This study used a pre-test-post-test design, extended across six months (from January to June), during the 2011 

academic year. Pre-test data were collected in January 2011 in a 1-hour session before the beginning of the trainings. 

Post-test data were collected in June 2011 in a 1-hour session approximately one month after the trainings. At both 

time points, all participants (RULER and eLearning groups) completed the surveys, including: socio-demographic 

characteristics, trait affect, personality, work engagement, teacher-student interactions, and burnout. 

2.2.1 Training 

RULER. The first author received extensive training by the developers of RULER and received the materials 

and guidelines to ensure the accurate implementation of the program. All RULER materials and presentations 

were translated into Spanish. The intervention focused on teaching teachers how to implement the four Anchor 

Tools, described briefly below. During the training, teachers observed sample lessons from the instructor and 

worked in small groups to practice the lessons. The researcher observed the lessons and offered feedback and 

suggestions for best practices. Regular check-ins regarding the quality of implementation between the researcher 

and program developer took place throughout the period. Surveys to determine whether RULER tools were 

being implemented in the classroom were collected randomly throughout the training period.   

Teachers participated in a total of 30-hours of training across the six-month period. The training accomplished 

several goals, including (a) honing teachers’ RULER skills to help them become more effective decision makers, 

improve personal and professional relationships, and cope with stress, and (b) learn how to build the necessary 

www.ruler.yale.edu
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foundation to integrate RULER into their existing curriculum, including the RULER Anchor Tools.  

The RULER Anchor Tools integrate into the school day and are adapted to every level of teaching (preschool, 

primary or secondary). The first tool, The Charter, is a statement about the school and classroom environment 

that a group (of teachers in the training; students in the classroom) is expected to maintain. Participants consider 

how they want to feel at school, what they need to do in order to experience those feelings consistently, and 

develop guidelines to both prevent and manage challenging situations including conflict. The second tool, The 

Mood Meter, teaches participants to consider two dimensions of emotions: valence or pleasantness and arousal 

or energy level. Teachers and students regularly plot their moods and use the Mood Meter to develop their 

RULER skills such as a sophisticated emotion vocabulary. The third tool, The Meta-Moment builds 

self-regulation by teaching educators to “expand the space” between a trigger and one’s emotional response in 

order to improve reflective practices and respond effectively with research-based strategies to 

emotionally-charged situations. Finally, The Blueprint is comprised of a series of questions designed to develop 

empathy and perspective-taking skills, and also to help adults and children resolve conflict healthily. Participants 

work with each other to identify healthy solutions for past conflicts or real-time situations. (For a full description 

of the RULER Anchors, see Brackett et al., 2011).   

e-Learning. Teachers in the eLearning group also attended 30 hours of training across the same six-month 

period. These teachers learned basic tools and techniques for implementing technology in their classrooms. 

Specifically, the eLearning training accomplished several objectives, including (a) instructing teachers how to 

use digital blackboards in their classrooms; (b) providing teachers with an understanding of different software 

for digital blackboards; (c) facilitating teachers’ use of e-materials and multimedia; and (d) helping teachers to 

create e-materials and participative work groups. 

2.2.2 Measures 

Participants in RULER and eLearning training completed the following measures: 

Work engagement. The Spanish version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale was administered (UWES; 

Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, & Bakker, 2002). Engagement, as measured by this scale, is defined as a 

positive mental state of workplace performance. The questionnaire has 15 items scored on a seven-point Likert 

scale ranging from (0 = never to 6 = always), which are grouped into three dimensions; vigor, which is defined 

as high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, and 

persistence in the face of difficulties; dedication, which involves a sense of significance, inspiration, pride, and 

challenge about work; and absorption, which is related to full concentration and engagement in one’s work, 

whereby times passes quickly and one has difficulties detaching oneself from work. Scale reliabilities (alphas) at 

pre-test and post-test for the full sample were: vigor = .91 and .84; dedication = .91 and .87; absorption = .75 

and .86. 

Teacher- Student interactions. A Spanish translation of the Emotion-Focused Interaction Scale (EFIS; Rivers 

et al., 2013), which assesses a range of behaviors reflecting positive interpersonal relationships between teachers 

and students, was employed. The 12-item scale uses a five-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5 = very often) to 

assess three dimensions of teacher-student relationships: personalized student interactions, the frequency with 

teachers believe they engage in personalized, positive interactions with students; responses to emotions, the 

frequency with which teachers believe they inquire about and respond to their students’ emotional well-being; 

and caring beyond classroom, the frequency with which teachers believe they show concern for their students 

beyond academic matters. Scale reliabilities (alphas) at pre-test and post-test for the full sample were similar to 

the English version: personalized student interactions = .71 and .76; responses to emotions = .89 and .89; caring 

beyond classroom = .90 and .86, respectively.  

Burnout. The Spanish version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory-Educators Survey (MBI-ES; Maslach, Jackson, 

& Leiter, 1996) was used to assess burnout. The scale consists of 22 items rated on a 6-point scale (1 = never; 6 

= every day). The questionnaire is designed to assess three aspects of burnout: emotional exhaustion, which 

reflects educators’ degree of stress; depersonalization, which involves cognitive distancing, indifference or 

cynical attitude while at work; and personal accomplishment, which is related to feelings of efficacy and success. 

In contrast to the other two subscales, higher mean scores on personal accomplishment correspond to less 

burnout. Scales reliabilities for this sample (alphas) for pre-test and post-test for the full sample were: emotional 

exhaustion = .87 and .89; depersonalization = .56 and .75; personal accomplishment = .82 and .79 respectively. 

Trait affect. A Spanish version of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark & 

Tellegen, 1988) was used to assess trait affect. This self-report measure contains two 10-item scales related to 

the experience of positive and negative affect within a specified time frame. In this study, teachers rated how 
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well each feeling described how they typically felt at work, using a five-point scale (1 = very slightly; 5 = 

extremely). Scales reliabilities at pre-test and post-test for the full sample were: positive affect = .89 and .89; 

negative affect = .89 and .90 respectively. 

Personality. Personality was measured with the Big Five Inventory (BFI-44; John, Donahue & Kentle, 1991), 

Spanish version (Benet-Martinez & John, 1998). This questionnaire provides a measure of five broad dimensions 

of personality, openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. The 

scale has 44 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale. Scales reliabilities at pre-test and post-test for the full sample 

were: .83 and .82; .75 and .80; .75 and .77; .61 and .75; and .80 and .79 respectively.   

2.2.3 Statistical Analyses 

To compare the effects of each training on teacher outcomes, data were analyzed using SPSS software. First, we 

examined whether RULER and eLearning groups differed systematically at baseline. Multivariate Analysis of 

Covariance (MANCOVA) was performed separately for each of the primary variables of interest (engagement, 

teacher-student interactions, and burnout), including the covariates with their respective subscales (age, gender, 

trait affect, and personality). Then, to analyze the change from pre-test to post-test, three separate MANCOVA 

were performed, again, on the primary variables of interest with the covariates include in the models. Effect sizes 

were computed using partial η2. 

3. Results 

Table 1 reports the means and standard deviations for each outcome at baseline for both the RULER and 

eLearning groups. At baseline, results yielded no statistically significant differences between measures of 

engagement, Wilk’s lambda F (3, 43) = .69, p = .56; teacher-student interactions, Wilk’s lambda F (3, 43) = .25, 

p = .86, burnout, Wilk’s lambda F (3, 43) = .33, p = .80; trait affect, Wilk’s lambda F (2, 44) = .73, p = .49; or 

personality, Wilk’s lambda F (5, 41) = 1.01, p = .42. 

 

Table 1. Pre-test means and standard deviations for RULER and eLearning groups at baseline 

 Pre-test 

 
RULER  

(n = 24) 
eLearning  

(n = 23) 
  M SD M SD 

Engagement     
 Vigor 4.86  .84 4.96  .91 
 Dedication 4.69 1.18 5.02 1.18 
 Absorption 4.23 1.15 4.66 1.20 

Teacher-Student Interactions     
 Personalized Interaction 3.40 1.05 3.43  .83 
 Responses to Emotions 3.77  .94 3.83  .81 
 Caring Beyond Classroom 3.47 1.03 3.38  .93 

Burnout     
 Emotional Exhaustion 1.55 1.12 1.65 1.07 
 Depersonalization  .48  .52  .56  .57 
 Personal Accomplishment 4.98  .81 5.11  .67 

 

Table 2 reports the means and standard deviations at Time 2. Results of the three separate MANCOVAs resulted 

in two main effects for condition: Teachers in the RULER group as compared to the eLearning group had higher 

scores on engagement, Wilk's lambda (3, 31) = 5.68, p = .003; η2 = .35 and teacher-student interactions, Wilk's 

lambda (3, 31) = 6.18, p = .002; η2 = .37; but not on measures of burnout, Wilk's lambda (3, 31) = 1.90, p = .15; 

η2 = .15.  

Univariate tests showed that the RULER group as compared to the eLearning group had statistically significant 

higher scores on: two dimensions of engagement: vigor F (1, 33) = 8.11, p = .008; and absorption, F (1, 33) = 

7.10, p = .01; all three dimensions of teacher-student interactions: personalized interactions F (1, 33) = 12.60, p 

= .001; responses to emotions F (1, 33) = 7.29, p = .01, and caring beyond the classroom F (1, 33) = 14.36, p 

= .001; and on just the dimension of lower burnout: personal accomplishment F (1, 33) = 5.19, p = .03. 
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Table 2. Post intervention group differences on all outcomes 

 RULER  

(n = 24) 
eLearning  

(n = 23) 
  

 M SD M SD p η2  
Engagement         
 Vigor 5.10 .57 4.77 1.04 .008 .20 
 Dedication 4.92 .95 4.91 .94 .380 .02 
 Absorption 4.72 .91 4.30 1.35 .012 .18 
Teacher Student Interaction       
 Personalized Interactions  3.90 .90 3.45 .85 .001 .28 
 Responses to Emotions  4.11 .82 3.69 .85 .010 .18 
 Caring Beyond Classroom 3.93 .85 3.43 .92 .001 .30 
Burnout        
 Emotional Exhaustion 1.37 1.13 1.63 1.17 .380 .02 
 Depersonalization    .42   .74   .76   .93 .090 .09 
 Personal Accomplishment  5.12 .63 4.86 .71 .031 .14 

Note. Gender, age, trait affect, personality, and baseline scores were included as covariates in all analyses. 

4. Discussion  

This study provides further support for the positive impact of one evidence-based SEL program, RULER, on 

teacher development (Brackett et al., 2011). Consistent with our hypothesis, participants who attended the RULER 

training as compared to the eLearning training, had more positive scores on several outcomes related to teacher 

engagement, positive interactions with students, and burnout. All of the findings remained statistically significant 

after controlling for trait affect and personality, dimensions traditionally related to engagement and burnout among 

teachers (Carson et al., 2011; Langelaan et al., 2006). The positive findings on teacher-student interaction scales 

and teacher performance in this study are consistent with results of a large randomized controlled trial of RULER, 

which showed significant shifts in classroom emotional climate, as measured by valid observational tools (Rivers et 

al., 2013). These results also provide support of the positive impact that evidence-based SEL programs can have in 

academic environments different from those where they have been developed.  

4.1 Effects on Teacher Engagement 

With respect to engagement, a critical skill associated with student achievement and other important outcomes 

(Canrinus et al., 2012; Cornelius-White, 2007; Patrick et al., 2000; Van Uden, Ritzen, & Pieters, 2013), teachers 

in the RULER as opposed to the eLearning group had higher post-test ratings on two of the three dimensions of 

engagement: vigor and absorption, but not dedication. Vigor is associated with higher levels of energy and 

resilience while working, a general investment in in one’s work, and persistence in the face of difficulties. 

Absorption is associated with full concentration and engagement in one’s work.  It is possible that one of the 

RULER Anchor Tools, the Mood Meter, might have helped teachers to achieve higher levels of engagement in 

these areas. The Mood Meter gives teachers strategies to build emotional self-awareness and techniques to 

integrate emotions into daily instruction in order to achieve desired classroom goals. In addition, the 

Meta-Moment, which focuses on self-regulation, might have helped to improve teacher vigor through the 

development of effective strategies to manage difficult feelings. Future research should examine whether these 

shifts in teacher ratings of engagement lead teachers to creating more challenging lessons that are tailored to 

their students’ needs. This also would permit the testing of whether SEL training leads to increases in students’ 

motivation to learn and greater academic performance.  

It is unclear why there were no significant differences in dedication. It is possible that this component of 

engagement, which includes a sense of significance, inspiration, and pride, might be a distal outcome of SEL 

training or less susceptible to change as a result of SEL training.   

4.2 Effects on Teacher-Student Interactions 

At the end of the training period, teachers in the RULER as compared to eLearning group had higher ratings on 

the all three aspects of teacher-student interactions. These findings have important implications for student 

achievement and overall classroom functioning. For example, implementing an SEL program appears to enhance 

teachers’ ability to make personal connections, respond more effectively to students’ emotions, including 

sensitivity to their students’ needs and real concern for their students beyond academic matters. One of the 

RULER Anchor Tools, the Charter, which was designed to help teachers enhance the classroom climate might 
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have facilitated these differences. The Charter is a collaborative, “live” document that outlines how its members 

aspire to treat each other. Teachers and their students create classroom charters that include the feelings that 

students and educators want to experience in school, the behaviors that foster those feelings, and guidelines for 

both preventing and managing unwanted feelings and conflict. By working together on the Charter, everyone 

understands how their actions affect the learning community and how to work together to create a positive 

classroom climate. 

The present findings also point to the potential value of developing teachers’ SEL skills before they implement 

an SEL program. Direct training in SEL for teachers can help them to learn effective strategies to both 

understand and manage emotions, which might lead to more optimal, caring and supportive interactions with 

their students and colleagues. One study, for example, showed that teachers who implemented an SEL program 

with poor quality had students with less favorable outcomes than teachers who implemented the program with 

high quality (Reyes, Bracket, Rivers, Elberton, & Salovey, 2012). Moreover, teachers’ empathy and feelings of 

unconditional positive regard predict school adjustment and academic achievement among students (Baker, 2006; 

Cornelius- White, 2007; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2006). In general, it appears that SEL 

training has the potential to improve teaching pedagogy, social interactions, and personal development by 

addressing a set of emotion-focused strategies that contribute to better classroom functioning and consequently, 

positive student development (Hagelskamp et al., 2013). 

4.3 Effects on Teacher Burnout 

Finally, in partial support of our hypotheses, teachers in the RULER as compared to the eLearning group had 

higher scores on just one of the three burnout scales: personal accomplishment, but not on depersonalization and 

emotional exhaustion. Personal accomplishment taps teachers’ feelings of self-efficacy and success in their jobs. 

Because SEL and RULER, in particular, was something new for teachers, it is possible that exposure to new 

tools that promote SEL, and success using them, enhanced their feelings of personal accomplishment. It is 

unclear why SEL training did not have an impact on depersonalization and emotional exhaustion. It is possible 

that both range restriction and social desirability response bias on depersonalization influenced the results on this 

outcome. Very few teachers endorsed items such as “I feel I treat some students as if they were impersonal 

objects.” With respect to emotional exhaustion, it is possible that more time and practice with RULER tools are 

necessary before teachers report being less drained by work demands. Finally, the lack of findings on the 

negative dimensions of burnout might have been due to the lower levels of burnout in this sample of teachers 

compared to the general population (Betoret, 2009).  

4.4 Limitations and Future Directions 

The current research is not without limitations. First, the sample size was too small to draw any large 

conclusions. This also made it difficult to examine possible differences among preschool, primary or secondary 

teachers, male versus female teachers, and novice versus experience teachers. Nevertheless, even with these 

limitations effect sizes were still larger (range = .15 to .37) than those found in previous SEL research (Durlak, et 

al., 2011). A second, major limitation is that participants were not assigned randomly to condition; we only were 

able to include a comparison group that received an equivalent amount of training in terms of hours and 

dedication. The inclusion of a third condition in which teachers received no training also would have improved 

the design of this study. A third limitation, is that teachers who chose RULER likely were more motivated to 

receive SEL training than those who chose eLearning, and therefore were more prone to change teacher-related 

dimensions directly related to social and emotional functioning in their classrooms. It is worth mentioning, 

however, that the teachers in each group were equivalent at baseline on all measures. Additionally, we were not 

able to keep regular communication with the comparison group during the eLearning training. A fourth 

limitation is that teachers provided self-ratings on all variables. While past research shows that teachers’ 

self-perceptions of school climate are important and influence their motivation, well-being and social 

interactions (Collie, Sampkha, & Perrie, 2012; Wubbels & Brekelmans, 2006), ideally a larger battery of measures, 

including both objective measures and student ratings of classroom quality would be included in future research. 

The inclusion of student-level outcomes would help to examine the possible mediating influences of enhanced 

teacher outcomes on student achievement and behavior. Finally, it will be important to compare RULER to other 

SEL interventions that focus on adult development in order to advance the understanding of the possible 

mechanisms underlying improvements in teaching practices that result of SEL programming.  

4.5 Conclusion 

This pilot study was the first to investigate whether RULER, an evidence-based SEL program was associated 

with teacher-related workplace outcomes in Spain. While preliminary, this research helps to advance the 
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validation of SEL programs in socio-cultural contexts outside the United States. Moreover, this research supports 

the notion that teacher abilities, performance, and practices can be enhanced through targeted SEL programs. 

More research is needed to test how SEL training improves teaching and learning practices and the classroom 

environments in which they occur. 
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