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Abstract

The aim of this study was to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Self-Determination Skills Training in
improving academic motivation among depressed students. This quasi-
experimental study used a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population included all female high school students in Tehran
during the 2022—-2023 academic year. Forty students with mild to moderate
depression, identified via the Beck Depression Inventory, were randomly
assigned to three groups: ACT (eight 90-minute sessions), self-determination
training (twelve 90-minute sessions), and control. Academic motivation was
measured using Harter’s standardized scale. Data were analyzed using
ANCOVA, MANCOVA, and Bonferroni post-hoc tests at a 0.05 significance
level. ANCOVA results indicated that both interventions significantly
increased academic motivation compared to the control group (p < 0.001).
ACT demonstrated a stronger effect (F = 35.67, n> = 0.48) than self-
determination training (F = 29.12, n? = 0.44). Bonferroni analysis also
revealed a significant difference between the two experimental groups (p =
0.018). Both ACT and self-determination skills training effectively enhanced
academic motivation among depressed students, with ACT showing greater
efficacy. These findings highlight the potential benefits of integrating
acceptance-based and autonomy-supportive approaches to promote academic
motivation and mental well-being in educational settings.

Keywords: Academic motivation, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), Self-determination, Psychological flexibility, Depressed students
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Academic motivation is a fundamental determinant of students’ learning behavior, persistence, and academic
success. When learners possess high intrinsic motivation, they demonstrate greater engagement, emotional
investment, and resilience in the face of challenges. Conversely, low motivation often results in academic
disengagement, avoidance, and emotional distress, particularly among students experiencing depressive
symptoms (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Self-Determination Theory (SDT) developed by Deci and Ryan posits
that motivation quality depends on the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs—autonomy,
competence, and relatedness—which, when fulfilled, foster internalized and self-driven learning behaviors (Yu
& Levesque-Bristol, 2020). Thus, students who perceive a sense of volition and competence in their learning
contexts exhibit stronger academic commitment and self-regulation (Claver et al., 2020).

In contrast, students with depressive tendencies often struggle with diminished intrinsic motivation,
helplessness, and academic withdrawal. These challenges not only impede performance but also weaken
emotional stability and social adjustment (Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023). Within this context, interventions
that strengthen self-regulation, psychological flexibility, and emotional awareness can play a crucial role in
improving academic functioning. Two major psychological approaches that have shown promise in enhancing
motivation and emotional adjustment are Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Self-
Determination Skills Training. Both methods, though conceptually distinct, share a common goal of promoting
self-awareness, acceptance, and autonomous functioning.

ACT is a third-wave behavioral approach emphasizing mindfulness, acceptance, and commitment to personal
values. By teaching individuals to accept internal experiences rather than suppress or avoid them, ACT
enhances psychological flexibility and facilitates value-based action (Hadad Ranjbar et al., 2020). In
educational contexts, ACT helps students tolerate academic stress, focus attention on learning tasks, and align
their goals with personal values (Molaei & Akbari Dehghi, 2024). Research has shown that ACT interventions
effectively improve emotional regulation, academic motivation, and adaptive functioning in adolescents
(Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023; Jalali Fard, 2023).

Similarly, self-determination-based interventions aim to nurture intrinsic motivation by fostering autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). These interventions teach cognitive and behavioral
skills such as decision-making, problem-solving, goal-setting, and self-regulation, enabling learners to take
ownership of their academic choices (Jalili et al., 2019; Yaghoob et al., 2021). Studies indicate that students
who receive self-determination training exhibit higher levels of self-efficacy, academic optimism, and
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sustained motivation compared to those who rely on external reinforcement (Fathi Azar et al., 2024; Samsami
et al., 2021).

Several studies have examined the independent effectiveness of ACT and SDT-based interventions. For
instance, (Hadad Ranjbar et al., 2020) found that ACT significantly enhanced motivational beliefs and future
time perspectives among students with self-defeating behaviors. Similarly, (Fathi Azar et al., 2024)
demonstrated that self-determination skills training significantly improved intrinsic motivation and optimism
in students with high burnout levels. Moreover, (Kritikou & Giovazolias, 2022) emphasized the mediating
role of emotional regulation and academic buoyancy within the self-determination framework, highlighting
how emotional competence fosters resilience and academic adjustment.

While the two approaches address motivation through different mechanisms—ACT by enhancing mindfulness
and value-driven action, and SDT-based training by increasing self-regulated autonomy—they share
complementary foundations. Both promote internalized motivation through awareness, acceptance, and
volition, making their comparative evaluation theoretically and practically significant. However, limited
empirical evidence exists comparing their relative effects on academic motivation, especially among depressed
adolescents. Given that depressive symptoms often erode motivation and self-regulation, identifying which
approach more effectively restores academic drive holds both clinical and educational relevance.
Accordingly, the present study sought to compare the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
and Self-Determination Skills Training on the academic motivation of depressed students. The findings aim to
provide insights into the role of psychological flexibility and autonomous functioning in fostering sustainable
academic engagement.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest control group structure. The statistical
population included all female high school students in Tehran during the 20222023 academic year.
Participants were selected through random sampling following initial screening with the Beck Depression
Inventory to identify students with mild to moderate depressive symptoms. Forty students meeting the
inclusion criteria were randomly assigned to three groups: ACT intervention, self-determination training, and
control. Each experimental group consisted of 20 participants, and all sessions were held in school counseling
centers.

The intervention programs spanned eight sessions of 90 minutes for the ACT group and twelve sessions of 90
minutes for the self-determination group, conducted twice weekly. The ACT sessions focused on mindfulness,
acceptance of inner experiences, cognitive defusion, value clarification, and committed action. The self-
determination training included modules on decision-making, problem-solving, goal-setting, self-regulation,
empathy, and autonomy enhancement. The control group received no intervention during the study period.
Data were collected using Harter’s Academic Motivation Scale, consisting of 33 items rated on a five-point
Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = almost always). Higher scores indicated stronger academic motivation. Reliability
and validity of the instrument were verified in prior studies, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92. Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) and inferential statistics, including multivariate
and univariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA, ANCOVA), followed by Bonferroni post-hoc tests. The
SPSS version 20 software was used, and a significance level of 0.05 was applied for all tests.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean score of academic motivation increased from 67.45 to 95.82 in
the ACT group, from 66.88 to 92.34 in the self-determination group, and from 68.15 to 70.42 in the control
group. These results reflected considerable improvement in both intervention groups compared to the control
group, suggesting that the interventions effectively enhanced academic motivation among depressed students.
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Results from the ANCOVA showed that after controlling for pretest scores, the effect of ACT on academic
motivation was statistically significant (F = 35.67, p < 0.001, n? = 0.48). Similarly, the effect of self-
determination training was significant (F =29.12, p <0.001, n?> = 0.44), while the control group demonstrated
no significant change (p > 0.05). Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons further revealed that both experimental
groups differed significantly from the control group, and that ACT produced slightly higher gains in academic
motivation than the self-determination training (mean difference = 3.48, p = 0.018).

Overall, the quantitative findings confirmed that both interventions were effective in enhancing students’
intrinsic and overall academic motivation, with ACT yielding a marginally stronger effect size.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrated that both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Self-Determination
Skills Training significantly improved academic motivation in depressed students, though ACT was somewhat
more effective. This suggests that while both methods foster internalized motivation and adaptive learning
behaviors, ACT may exert stronger effects due to its emphasis on psychological flexibility and value-oriented
living.

The enhanced motivation observed in the ACT group aligns with earlier studies indicating that acceptance and
mindfulness-based interventions reduce cognitive fusion, emotional avoidance, and academic anxiety, thereby
increasing engagement and persistence (Hadad Ranjbar et al., 2020; Molaei & Akbari Dehghi, 2024). ACT
enables students to accept negative emotions related to performance anxiety or self-doubt, helping them act in
accordance with long-term academic values rather than short-term emotional states. As a result, individuals
experience greater self-direction, emotional balance, and learning satisfaction (Enayati Shabkolai et al., 2023;
Jalali Fard, 2023).

The findings regarding self-determination skills training also support the tenets of SDT, emphasizing that when
students experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness, they display enhanced self-regulation and
perseverance in learning (Claver et al., 2020; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). The structured sessions that
involved decision-making and goal-setting likely empowered students to experience a greater sense of control
and mastery, contributing to sustained motivation. This is consistent with (Fathi Azar et al., 2024) and
(Yaghoob et al., 2021), who found that fostering self-determination increases optimism, resilience, and
academic engagement.

The slight superiority of ACT over SDT-based training may stem from the dual cognitive and emotional
mechanisms embedded in ACT. While self-determination training predominantly targets behavioral regulation
and autonomy, ACT integrates emotion-focused and mindfulness-based elements, addressing the affective
barriers often encountered in depressive states. Depressed students frequently struggle with rumination and
avoidance, and ACT’s emphasis on acceptance helps break this cycle, facilitating action despite discomfort
(Molaei & Akbari Dehghi, 2024). Thus, ACT appears particularly effective in contexts where emotional
dysregulation undermines motivational functioning.

The study’s outcomes also support integrative perspectives suggesting that combining ACT principles with
self-determination frameworks could yield synergistic effects on motivation and well-being. As both
approaches emphasize self-awareness, volition, and alignment with personal values, their intersection may
provide a holistic foundation for enhancing academic functioning. This synthesis resonates with (Kritikou &
Giovazolias, 2022) and (Tisocco & Liporace, 2023), who advocate blending emotional regulation training
with autonomy-supportive educational practices to sustain long-term motivation.

In conclusion, both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Self-Determination Skills Training effectively
enhance academic motivation in depressed students, with ACT demonstrating slightly greater efficacy. This
suggests that interventions integrating mindfulness, emotional acceptance, and autonomy-based strategies may
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represent optimal methods for promoting psychological resilience and intrinsic motivation in educational
settings.

&be S 58
References

Claver, F., Martinez-Aranda, L. M., Conejero, M., & Gil-Arias, A. (2020). Motivation, Discipline, and Academic
Performance in Physical Education: A Holistic Approach From Achievement Goal and Self-Determination
Theories [Original Research]. Frontiers in psychology, 11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01808

Enayati Shabkolai, M., Enayati Shabkalai, M., & Bagheri Dadokolai, M. (2023). The Effectiveness of Treatment
based on Acceptance and Commitment on Social Adaptation, Academic Self-Regulation and Cognitive
Flexibility of Students with Specific Learning Disorders. International Journal of Education and Cognitive
Sciences, 4(1), 33-41. https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.ijecs.4.1.5

Fathi Azar, S., Ghafari Nouran, A., Kiamarthi, A., & Rezaei Sharif, A. (2024). Comparison of the effectiveness of
self-determination and successful intelligence training on increasing intrinsic motivation and academic optimism
in high-burnout female students. Journal of Modern Psychological Researches, 19(74), 50-61.
https://psychologyj.tabrizu.ac.ir/article_18165.html

Hadad Ranjbar, S., Sadipour, E., Dortaj, F., Delavar, A., & Ebrahimi Qavam, S. (2020). The Effectiveness of
Acceptance and Commitment Training prgram on motivational beliefs and future time perspective for students
with academic self-defeating behaviors. Clinical Psychology and Personality, 17(2), 31-45.
https://cpap.shahed.ac.ir/article_2906_en.html?lang=fa

Jalali Fard, K. (2023). The Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on Academic Self-Efficacy
and Motivation in Female Students https://ensani.ir/fa/article/463838/

Jalili, F., Arefi, M., Ghomrani, A., & Manshaee, G. (2019). The effectiveness of Self-determination Education on
Academic Motivation and Academic Flow of Farhangian University Students in Birjand. Journal of Educational
Psychology Studies, 16(34), 27-58. https://doi.org/10.22111/jeps.2019.4945

Kritikou, M., & Giovazolias, T. (2022). Emotion regulation, academic buoyancy, and academic adjustment of
university students within a self-determination theory framework: A systematic review [Systematic Review].
Frontiers in psychology, 13. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1057697

Manger, T., Hetland, J., Jones, L. &., Eikeland, O. J., & Asbjgrnsen, A. (2020). Prisoners’ Academic Motivation,
Viewed From the Perspective of Self-Determination Theory: Evidence From a Population of Norwegian
Prisoners. International Review of Education, 66(4), 551-574. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-020-09855-w

Molaei, M., & Akbari Dehghi, A. (2024). The effectiveness of acceptance and commitment therapy in enhancing
emotional regulation and academic motivation in adolescents. Achievements in Clinical Psychology.
https://jacp.scu.ac.ir/article_19897.html

Nerona, R. R. (2020). Parenting, Major Choice Motivation, and Academic Major Satisfaction Among Filipino College
Students: A Self-Determination Theory Perspective. Journal of Career Assessment, 29(2), 205-220.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072720941269

Okada, R. (2007). Motivational Analysis of Academic Help-Seeking: Self-Determination in Adolescents' Freindship.
Psychological Reports, 100(3), 1000-1012. https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.100.3.1000-1012

Samsami, A., Zoghi, L., & Shariat Bagheri, M. M. (2021). Modeling Structural Relationships of Students' Help-
seeking based on Self-Determination and Flourishing: The Mediating Role of Academic Participation and
Motivational Beliefs [Research]. Quarterly Journal of Child Mental Health, 8(2), 78-93.
https://doi.org/10.52547/jcmh.8.2.78

Selimi, R., Llullaku, N., Helm, P. v. d., Geert Jan, J. M. S., & Roest, J. (2023). Academic Mativation of Incarcerated
Juveniles From the Perspective of Self-Determination Theory: A Multiple Case Study in Kosovo Context.
International journal of offender therapy and comparative criminology, 69(8), 1101-1116.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624x231198805

Tisocco, F., & Liporace, M. F. (2023). Structural Relationships Between Procrastination, Academic Motivation, and
Academic Achievement Within University Students: A Self-determination Theory Approach. Innovative Higher
Education, 48(2), 351-369. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-022-09622-9

Vansteenkiste, M., Lens, W., & Deci, E. L. (2006). Intrinsic versus extrinsic goal contents in self-determination
theory: Another look at the quality of academic motivation. Educational Psychologist, 41(1), 19-31.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep4101_4

Yaghoob, Z., Farokhi, A., & Ahmad, R. (2021). The Effectiveness of Self-Determination Skills Training on Academic
Self-Concepts and Academic Self-Efficacy of Fifth Grade Students in Yasuj. Journal of Adolescent and Youth
Psychological Studies, 2(1), 304-317. https://www.magiran.com/paper/2538571

\Y
——


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01808
https://doi.org/10.61838/kman.ijecs.4.1.5
https://psychologyj.tabrizu.ac.ir/article_18165.html
https://cpap.shahed.ac.ir/article_2906_en.html?lang=fa
https://ensani.ir/fa/article/463838/
https://doi.org/10.22111/jeps.2019.4945
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1057697
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-020-09855-w
https://jacp.scu.ac.ir/article_19897.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072720941269
https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.100.3.1000-1012
https://doi.org/10.52547/jcmh.8.2.78
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624x231198805
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-022-09622-9
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep4101_4
https://www.magiran.com/paper/2538571

VFoF Ol (29 ool (p9o 0592

Yu, S., & Levesque-Bristol, C. (2020). A cross-classified path analysis of the self-determination theory model on the
situational, individual and classroom levels in college education. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 61,
101857. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101857

VY


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2020.101857

