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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to understand the conceptualisations and pedagogical practices of social-emotional
learning (SEL) among teachers in the context of the cultural specificities of classroom, institutional, and
societal settings. The data were gathered through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews
conducted in four elite private schools. The results indicate that teachers make Western-oriented SEL
models more Pakistani-culturally specific and school-related, and in many cases, teachers do not follow
their own pedagogical choices but tend to address institutional pressure. According to teachers, there are
notable difficulties in implementing SEL, such as an inability to meet the needs of diverse learners,
challenges in managing the root cause of exclusion, challenges in dealing with the complexities of
classroom management, and an inability to differentiate SEL principles with differentiated instruction to
diverse student populations. Most professional advances in this field are based on informal learning
processes in the workplace and mutually shared knowledge, rather than organised professional training
programs. This study sheds light on the most significant gaps in translating the ideals of inclusive
education into actual situations in the classroom and highlights the need to introduce culturally responsive
SEL models, provide teachers with increased levels of teacher well-being support, and ensure the
increased presence of a collaborative learning process. These findings have implications for educational
policy and practice in Pakistan and similar situations.

Keywords: Social-Emotional Learning, Inclusive Education, Teacher Experiences, Classroom
Management, Interpretive Research, Elite Schools, Pakistan

INTRODUCTION

The integration of social-emotional learning in inclusive education represents one of the most significant
contemporary trends in educational research and practice globally (Durlak et al., 2024; Miller et al., 2011;
Rosario & Cefai, 2024). Adolescents are suitably positioned at the intersection of various expectations
and the need to acquire different skills. With educational systems becoming more convinced about the
necessity to offer not only academic progress but also social and emotional qualities to learners, teachers
are being placed at the centre of numerous expectations and pedagogical requirements. The complexity of
such convergence is even more pronounced in inclusive classes when students with different learning
requirements, capabilities, and backgrounds are united, which requires a teacher to differentiate
instruction without breaking up the classroom (Demink-Carthew et al., 2017).
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The movement towards inclusive education has been gaining momentum in Pakistan, but the practice
encounters many barriers because of inadequate infrastructure, old-fashioned policies, and insufficient
teacher willingness to undertake it (Anis et al., 2025; Muhammad et al., 2025; Wagqar et al., 2025). Elite
schools in Lahore are a distinct setting in which resources are comparatively rich, but cultural and
pedagogical issues continue to hinder the implementation of Western-based systems of education, such as
SEL (Rauf & Muhammad, 2025; Rauf, Muhammad, & Yousaf, 2024; Rauf et al., 2025). These schools
are key locations for understanding the adjustment, opposition, and modification of global educational
trends in local settings (Rauf & Muhammad, 2024; Rauf, Muhammad, & Batool, 2024; Rauf et al., 2023).

This study applied an interpretative approach to describe the experiences and meanings of teachers in elite
schools in Lahore regarding the implementation of inclusive SEL in their classrooms. Instead of
attempting to quantify the results or determine the effectiveness of a program, this study highlights the
lived experiences, meaning-making processes, and situated practices of teachers in complex integration.
This study addresses the following central question: How do teachers in elite schools in Lahore
experience and construct meaning regarding the integration of social-emotional learning in inclusive
classrooms?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Social-Emotional Learning in Contemporary Education

Social-emotional learning has emerged as a critical framework for supporting students' holistic
development, encompassing self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making (Durlak et al., 2024; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Rosario & Cefai, 2024).
Research has shown that SEL integration has positive outcomes, such as better academic performance,
increased rates of graduation, minimised behavioural issues, and improved readiness to meet workplace
demands (Braun et al., 2020; Breeman et al., 2015; Calandri et al., 2025). The advantages not only belong
to individual students but also improve classroom environments, teacher stress and student-teacher
relationships.

Current research on SEL stresses cultural responsiveness and adaptation to context (Goforth et al., 2022;
Heidelburg et al., 2024; Li et al., 2024). Research indicates that SEL programs created within Western
frameworks cannot be directly transported to other cultural backgrounds with minimal or no changes
(considering local values, norms, and social organisations) (Goforth et al., 2022; Heidelburg et al., 2024;
Li et al., 2024). Cultural adaptation becomes particularly vital in situations where collectivist, religious,
and hierarchical social species differ significantly from Western and individualistic species (Mahoney et
al., 2021).

Inclusive Education and Teacher Experiences

Inclusive education is the opposite of special education and is segmented into integrated learning
environments that involve students with different learning abilities (Graham, 2020). In Pakistan, inclusive
education faces a variety of problems, such as physical infrastructure constraints, insufficient teacher
education, the absence of specialised equipment, and policy insecurity (Haq et al., 2025; Haq & Rafiq,
2025; Kamran & Bano, 2023). Nevertheless, studies have shown that teachers have positive attitudes
towards inclusion and are willing to use inclusive practices with sufficient support and training(Anis et al.,
2025; Safdar et al., 2024; Wagqar et al., 2025).

The lived experiences of teachers working in inclusive classrooms show that the emotional terrain is
rather complicated, as it is both enriching and burdensome for teachers. Studies have shed new light on
the ways in which teachers experience traumatic experiences, behavioural difficulties, and varying
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learning demands to manage their own emotional health (Muhammad & Bokhari, 2024; Saif et al., 2024;
Wagar et al., 2024). These practices are firmly embedded in institutional settings, policy frames, and
professional cultures that determine what can be imagined and done in classroom practice (Giddens, 1987;
Muhammad et al., 2024).

SEL Integration in Inclusive Contexts

The interconnection between SEL and inclusive education is a developing field of study, and researchers
are becoming increasingly aware that SEL offers key instruments for genuinely inclusive learning
experiences (Llorent et al., 2024; Reicher, 2010). SEL provides students with competencies that they can
use to manage social differences, learn to be empathetic towards various groups, and manage harsh social
conditions. For teachers, SEL provides effective classroom management techniques, conflict follow-up,
and the establishment of positive relationships with diverse learners.

Nevertheless, other studies have also indicated that there are severe difficulties in distinguishing SEL
instruction and addressing the needs of various learners (Demink-Carthew et al., 2017). Teachers
complain that it is challenging to differentiate SEL learning activities among students at different levels of
development, culture, and ability (Mahoney et al., 2021). Specifically, literature on this subject in the
Pakistani context is still scarce; a gap in the study of this area is the way teachers learn to work with SEL
when teaching in inclusive classrooms.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is based on the traditions of interpretive research that focuses on human meaning-making
choices and actions in a social environment (Erickson, 1986). Interpretive research, or the research can
also be called a qualitative, ethnographic, or phenomenological research, aims at seeing the informal and
formal meanings that actors create in their daily activity (Eisner, 2017). Instead of measuring a set
number of hypotheses, interpretive research enables hypothetical understanding to emerge through the
heavy involvement of participants' lived experiences and views (Erickson, 1986).

Erickson’s approach to interpretive research emphasises extended fieldwork, detailed descriptions of local
contexts, and the formulation of assertions based on empirical evidence (Erickson, 1986). Assertions are
empirically based claims of patterns of meaning and action that are perceived to exist in the context of
certain situations (Erickson, 1986). Contrary to positivist generalisations, assertions consider the situated
state of knowledge and provide insights which may lead to knowledge in similar settings (Eisner, 2017).

The interpretive position that may be used in this study is that the faculty of actors is prioritised because
the realities of education can be placed in social production, since the continuous interaction of teachers,
students, administration, and the forces of the institution may create an educational reality (Giddens,
1987). This perspective corresponds to constructivist epistemologies, according to which knowledge is
actively constructed and not passively accepted (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This study attempts to
create knowledge by foregrounding teachers' lived experiences and sensemaking processes and
understanding the complexity, ambiguity, and situational specificity of educational practice (Eisner, 2017).

METHODOLOGY

Interpretive Research Approach

The research design used in this study was interpretive, involving intensive fieldwork and in-depth
interviews conducted in four elite schools in Lahore over four months (Erickson, 1986). The interpretive
paradigm was chosen because the questions of the research dwell on the matters of meaning, choice, and
situated practice instead of quantifiable results or cause-and-effect relations (Eisner, 2017). This study
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aimed to understand how teachers view the process of integrating SEL in terms of their personal attitudes
toward tacit knowledge, practical reasoning, and situational transitions that constitute the gist of their
daily work (Erickson, 1986).

Data collection was carried out in several stages, starting with general classroom practices and school
culture observation and narrowing down to particular instances of SEL implementation and inclusive
practice. Classroom interactions, instructional strategies, student behaviours, and teacher responses were
observed and recorded in field notes, focusing especially on instances when teachers had strategies to
attend to social-emotional competencies, either explicitly or implicitly (Eisner, 2017). Semi-structured
interviews with the 12 teachers were conducted to obtain information on how the teachers understood
SEL, their experience of implementing SEL in an inclusive setting, their frustrations, and how they
overcame those frustrations.

Assertion Development Following Erickson

Data analysis was carried out using the method of Assertion Development developed by Erickson (1986).
The assertions were developed progressively after continual interaction with data, which represent
empirical claims concerning patterns that were noticed during the experience and practice of teachers
(Erickson, 2012). Every assertion was constructed in several phases: first, by identifying some pattern;
then, by systematically searching for supporting evidence, being aware of alternative interpretations, and
refining through dialogue reasoning of the emergent theory and the empirical data (Erickson, 2012). The
assertions were validated based on meticulous empirical data, their consistency with the entirety of the
data, and their appeal to the participants themselves (Erickson, 1986).

Research Context and Participants

The research was conducted in four privately owned elite schools in Lahore that were identified as
inclusive and admitted students with a wide range of learning needs. These schools cater mostly to
families with upper-middle and upper-class incomes, are expensive, and have internationally trained
educators as well as Pakistani teachers. The four schools had recently implemented SEL frameworks, but
the level of implementation across and within the schools was quite different.

The participants consisted of 12 teachers who were spread across in terms of their background, teaching
experience (2 to 18 years), and subject area. Students with known special educational needs, such as
learning disabilities, hyperactivity disorders, autism spectrum disorders, and emotional and behavioural
difficulties, are educated in classrooms that are referred to as inclusive. The teachers volunteered to join
the research when they were made aware that the focus of the research was their experiences and not an
assessment of their performances (Eisner, 2017).

Findings: Assertions from Teachers' Lived Experiences

Assertion One: SEL as Culturally Mediated Practice

Teachers viewed this as the integration of Western culture into Eastern culture, where Western models
were introduced and adjusted to fit Pakistani values, the Islamic perspective, and cultural principles and
customs. The following is the tension explained by the teacher Nadia, who went on to state, “As soon as
the international consultant introduced the SEL curriculum, I thought that it was too Western for my mind.
They insisted on children giving their views freely, even when they disagreed with adults. However, the
first thing that we teach here is adab [respect]. I retained the emotion vocabulary lessons but changed all
the situations to respect parents and teachers.” This assimilation was witnessed in the classroom
observations. When Teacher Ayesha was teaching a lesson on SEL self-expression, she opened her
prescribed poster with a picture of a child saying: “I disagree with you” to an adult, but she quickly
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passed and spent only two minutes on this topic. Nevertheless, she took 20 minutes on a self-made task
regarding how to express feelings with any kind of respect to the elders, with references to Urdu poems
and Islamic narratives (Field note).

As an alternative to the introduction of SEL programmes based on the established requirements, teachers
emphasised respect for elders, community, and emotional control as the values that Pakistani culture
cherishes and reduced the emphasis on individualistic notions of independence inherent in Western SEL
paradigms. Teacher Imran reported, “students are believed to become independent and autonomous. I am
unable to educate a ten-year-old boy to not be dependent on his family. This is not the culture of our
country. 1 instil emotional consciousness in them, but never unless it comes as part of family obedience
and community service.”

This process of cultural adaptation created a clash in which school administrators who were persuaded by
foreign education consultants insisted on standardisation. In a meeting held with all staff, the coordinator
handed out an international curriculum on lesson plan standardisation. There were looks of disapproval
and head shaking (Field note). During the break, three teachers gathered in the corner, Teacher Farida
went around talking to her colleagues in a whisper, telling them they would carry out their own thing once
the observation had ended (Field note). These were concerns that the rest approved of, but none of them
were brought up during the official meeting. As a reaction to these tensions, teachers worked within a
regime of formal compliance and enjoyed pedagogical autonomy in their classrooms. This is the practice
described by teacher Saima: “The principal wants us to adhere to the SEL manual precisely because the
school is spending money. But, in my classroom, I do what works. I am stating on paper that we are
following the program. In a real sense, I have learned to adjust to all things.”

Assertion Two: SEL Integration as Emotional Labour

Teachers experienced the process of SEL integration as a highly emotional work that presupposes
constant self-control, expression of empathy, and control over personal emotions to help students develop
them. Teacher Hina explained this exhaustion as follows: “I have to be calm and smiling and patient
every day, showing the children how to control their emotions. But who checks my feelings? I had a
parent yesterday yelling at me for 15 minutes about her child’s work. Then, I had to go and teach a lesson
on anger management. I wanted to cry.” This emotional work was more acute in inclusive classes, when
teachers provided separate educational support to a variety of emotional needs simultaneously. One of the
teachers, Kashif, explained that inclusive classrooms are emotionally draining: “One of my students is
traumatised and has outbursts, two have ADHD and cannot sit at all, and the rest are anxiety-riddled
students who cry every day. I use all my efforts to control their emotions. In the meantime, I am not
supposed to feel frustration or tired.”

The emotional impact can be observed during classroom observations. A group of students with
behavioural issues had an SEL circle time, where one of them threw a chair, almost hitting a fellow
student. face flushed red, her jaw clenched, and her hands trembled. She shut her eyes, inhaled three deep
breaths, and, kneeling down before the student in a level voice, said, “We need to discuss what you are
feeling.” Ten minutes after she sent the class away, she sat at her desk and stared blankly at the wall.
When she was asked, she merely replied, “I cannot do this anymore” (Field note). Teachers indicated that
they were emotionally exhausted, particularly when they interacted with students who exhibited signs of
traumatic life experiences, aggressiveness, or poor management of feelings. This burden was taken by
teacher Zainab, who received no questions on how she was coping: “7They invested two days in training us
about SEL, after which they wanted us to work with the emotional traumas of children and, at the same
time, deal with our stress, family life, work, and emotional setbacks. I am such an emotional sponge, and
I have nobody to squeeze me out.” The support for teachers’ emotional well-being in schools was
minimal. We observed: Teacher Mehreen was sitting alone in the staff room and had not had lunch. After
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one of her colleagues enquired whether she was fine, she responded, “Three of my students cried in my
class today. One concerning the divorce of parents, one concerning bullying, and one concerning exam
stress. 1 held it together for them. Now [ am empty. But next period, I will have to educate them on joy
and optimism.”

Assertion Three: Classroom Management and SEL Interdependence

Based on the details provided by teachers, SEL integration was inherent in classroom management, in
which social-emotional competencies were utilised as a means of creating orderly and beneficial learning
settings. Such a relationship was quite direct, according to the teacher, Amir: "To be honest, SEL allows
me to control the class. I would employ the calm-down corner and emotion check-in when the students
are out of control. It is more effective than screaming alone. But there are occasions when [ feel like I am
aiding in their emotional development, but at times I do wonder whether it is the psychology of making
them obedient that I employ.” Instead of adopting SEL as an independent curriculum content, teachers
integrated SEL practices into everyday classroom activities such as conflict management, and behaviour
management. This was witnessed when a mathematics lesson was in progress, where two students were
arguing noisily. Teacher Fahad did nothing but switch to the SEL mode, where he requested them to
name their feelings and practiced resorting to strategies to calm them down. In five minutes, both students
were seated and quiet. Fahad continued with the math lesson without resolving the conflict (Field note).
He elaborated after the classroom, “There is nothing like SEL that will be my best classroom management
tool. I cannot afford to spend time on intense emotional labour. I must keep them for study.”

This reliance introduced confusion regarding whether teachers were preoccupied with real emotional
development or mainly applied SEL practices to control classroom behaviour. According to teacher Sana,
she said that she could not tell the difference between SEL and discipline: “When [ educate self-
regulation, I am actually teaching them to be quiet and obey rules. This is referred to as emotional
development in schools. I refer to it as classroom management using fancy terms.” This stress was a
concern for teachers who were torn between opposing motives. Teacher Bilal also considered this recent
event: "Last week, one of my students became upset and interfered with the lesson. I adopted a different
language: What are you feeling? What should we do about this? But that was not really my design in
dealing with his feelings, but to prevent the disturbance. I was manipulative because I took advantage of
his vulnerability to influence his behaviour.” This conflict played out more severely in inclusive
classrooms, where children with behavioural challenges required intensive management. The student with
autism kept disrupting the lesson as he made noises. Teacher Natasha has tried some strategies of SEL,
such as visual emotions cards, breathing, and redirecting students into a corner with a sense. Nothing
helped, and her frustration manifested. Finally, she insisted that the aide expel the student from the room.
In retrospect, she thought: “Was I taking care of him emotionally or just eliminating the management
issue? I still don't know" (Field note).

Assertion Four: Differentiation as a Persistent Challenge

Even though the idea of inclusion was accepted by teachers, they had difficulties distinguishing between
SEL instruction for students of different developmental stages with different cognitive abilities and
social-emotional skills. The reason is that, as teacher Rubina explained, “I know that all the kids are
different, but how do I distinguish between emotions? I deal with 40 students: some mature, some
children, two with intellectual disabilities, and three with ADHD. The SEL lesson would for 'typical’
children. I instruct the middle, hoping that others will be helped in some way.” Although the teachers
were effective in differentiating academic content, they encountered conceptual and practical difficulties
when differentiating SEL content. Teacher Samina hosted a lesson on identifying emotions related to
social situations through the demonstration of pictures of complicated social scenarios. Most students
actively participated. However, two students with learning disabilities stared blankly and could not
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interpret the nuances, and one student with autism was focused on the irrelevant details within the photos.
Samina did not change anything in the activity; she proceeded with the whole-class discussion, and these
students were not engaged (Field note).

This challenge was accompanied by insufficient training on SEL differentiation and structural limitations.
The challenges described by teacher Hamza are: “The training mentioned differentiation of SEL
instruction. However, they never showed us how. I am able to differentiate math and assign other groups’
problems. However, what about emotional regulation? Self-awareness? What are the three versions of
that make? I have no time, no support, no resources.” In an observation of the planning period, Teacher
Usman demonstrated his lesson plan, which had the same activities for all students. He confessed: “/
understand that I need to differentiate; nevertheless, I have 45 students, six subjects to prepare, and
conversations with parents after school. The differentiation of SEL is theoretically significant but
practically impossible. Educators observed that the institutional discourse about inclusion celebration
had failed to be followed by the resources needed to implement effective differentiated SEL.” According
to Teacher Amina, this gap was summarised as follows: “The school claims that we are inclusive. There
are children with disabilities in all the classes. However, the SEL curriculum is one size fits all. The child
with Down syndrome was in a situation that did not allow him to repeat the reflection activity of other
students. I do my best, although I typically modify academic work. I can do nothing with SEL
differentiation.”

Assertion Five: Peer Relationships as SEL. Context

Teachers found peer relations to be the most effective SEL learning environment and the most demanding
part of inclusive classroom development. In lessons with students, teacher Madiha explained: “The real
SEL learning would occur among the students, not during my lessons. They are taught sympathy in
assisting a classmate who is doing poorly, teamwork in group work, and conflict resolution. My role will
be to generate opportunities and negotiate in the event of an eventual breakdown.” The quality of peer
relationships became the key to SEL results as students were taught to build social-emotional skills when
they interacted with peers, who offered them authentic practice opportunities that could not be achieved in
formal instruction. Teacher Tariq put this in a certain scenario: “I had a socially isolated, cerebrally
impaired student. Nothing in my teaching could help him; one friendship helped him. His confidence
changed when he was made a buddy by another student with whom he established a mutual friendship. [
also see crude exclusion—students teasing one another, being rude with one another, or picking on
others.”

Teachers were strategic in establishing positive peer relations, social skills, and dealing with exclusion or
bullying. For instance, a student with a speech disability had the chance to participate in a team game
whose rules were misunderstood during free play. The other children turn their backs on him. He stood at
the edge and watched. Teacher Aliya saw this and went to the group and remarked, “Ahmed, you have
got a great idea to play your game. Let's listen to him.” She helped him belong, and she remained there
for five minutes to make sure that he is accepted there and then gradually backed off. In retrospect, she
said, “This occurs every day.” (Field note).

Making inclusion an automatic affair is not happening. With previously intended inclusion strategies,
teachers have seen recurring instances of social exclusion behaviours, with students with disabilities or
other minority cultural backgrounds feeling sidelined. For instance, a group project was assigned, and
Teacher Kamran purposely placed a high-achieving student with a student with a learning disability under
ADHD. Minutes later, the high achiever grumbled: he is not doing anything correctly. Can I work alone?"
Kamran kneeled beside them: it is a valuable skill to work with different people. What do you think your
partner requires from you? In collaboration, he took 20 minutes to coach them. It was a project that was
not completed, yet social skills were heavily exercised (Field note). According to Teacher Farah,
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mediating conflicts is a necessity: “I dedicate more time to peer conflicts than to the teaching of SEL
content. Bullying, non-friendship, and relationships of friendship are the places where feelings count. |
keep on meddling: What do you think she felt? What would you have done otherwise? This is exhausting,
but it must be done.”

Assertion Six: Professional Learning Through Practice

The competencies for SEL integration were developed by teachers using practice-based learning rather
than through training. Despite the early training in SEL offered in schools, the teachers believed that it
was abstract and not related to classroom reality. Sayeda Sidra, a teacher, said, “The two-day SEL
training was fruitless. They demonstrated theories and models;, however, in front of my first actual
classroom crisis, 1 did not know what to do. It was through trial and error, failure, enquiry with others,
and trying again. The actual learning took place in my classroom, not in the workshop.” The professional
development session was held in a school, and the content dealt with some PowerPoint slides on
illustrations that were on theoretical frameworks, conducted by an external trainer. Teachers looked bored,
checking mobile phones, marking papers, and chattering with colleagues. During break, teachers would
sit in groups and discuss actual classroom issues. Teacher Jameel stated, “These trainings are alike; they
are theories that we cannot apply. I am more of a learner by merely discussing with fellow employees
what works.” Several participants nodded in agreement. Official education was underway, yet learning
occurred on the edges.

There was a meaningful professional learning process through experimentation, observation of such
experiences as peers, reflection, failures, and successes, and more, through informal mentoring
relationships. Asad revealed, “I learned mostly by observing experienced teachers. Teacher Rabia takes
care of problematic students. I followed her, imitated her methods, and modified them to my approach. It
is impossible to train me to know what I discovered in peer observations and informal discussions.” This
was further established, “three teachers were sitting in the staff room around a table when they were
discussing a student who had emotional outbursts. A teacher reported: “Yesterday, I attempted a new
calming strategy- this has not been effective. Others grinned at being made fun of and attributed their
own failures.” Teacher Huma recommended a different style that she employed. They used 15 minutes to
be together in an attempt to troubleshoot and share certain techniques. This was informal mentoring that
offered more hands-on information than the other training sessions (Field note). Another teacher stated:
“Professional cultures of collaboration allow teachers to share hardships, practices, and provide
emotional support. The teacher group is normal; teachers communicate on WhatsApp, sharing SEL
challenges and resolutions. Such a group is worth more than formal training. When [ struggle, I ask there.
After an hour, one of my colleagues answered in terms of practical advice for the five others. We learn
from each other’s achievements and failures.” Schools with such cultures had more advanced SEL
integration, while those where emphasis was laid on individual teacher accountability but lacked a
collaborative culture left the teachers to operate alone and overwhelmed.

DISCUSSION

The assertions constructed in this interpretive study shed light on the contextually related aspects of SEL
integration in inclusive classrooms in elite schools in Lahore, Pakistan. This outcome aligns with
international studies that prove that implementation alters educational innovations as teachers refine
worldwide models to local settings (Fullan & Mundial, 1989; Yanow, 2000; Yanow & Peregrine, 2012).
Nevertheless, this study also reveals certain dynamics based on Pakistani cultural settings, elite school
settings, and the structure of inclusive education in Lahore.

The development of cultural translation beliefs as a result of teacher involvement goes against the belief
that evidence-based SEL programmes can be applied across different schools. Rather, a successful
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incorporation of SEL should be built on culturally responsive models created by considering the values,
social systems, and cultural customs of the area and educational practices. The implications of this finding
for international educational development initiatives, which typically promote the ideals of uniform
programmes without sufficient attention to culture, are critical and far-reaching.

The emotional labour introduced as SEL integration expands current studies on teachers' emotional work
by elaborating on the specific requirements of SEL integration in the context of inclusive settings (Lau &
Shea, 2024; Lee, 2024; Xie et al., 2022). This result implies the need for institutional support systems that
help with the social-emotional well-being of teachers, such as access to counselling, teacher peer groups,
and manageable workload expectations. This process of assigning teachers to offer SEL support and
leaving them without it seems to be unsustainable.

The ongoing issue of differentiation in teaching SEL is interesting and has real-world applications
(Demink-Carthew et al., 2017). Although academic differentiation has been extensively studied, SEL
differentiation has not been theoretically developed or made practical (Dang, 2023; Mahoney et al., 2020;
Wagar et al., 2025). The creation of SEL-specific frameworks, resources, and training in the specific areas
of learners with differentiation is a significant step in future research and professional growth.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND POLICY

This study has several implications for educational practices and policies in Pakistan. First, schools that
apply SEL must focus more on culturally responsive adaptation rather than standardised programme
adoption. This will entail the need to invest in collaborative efforts in which the partners of the process,
including teachers, cultural experts, and community members, will work on local-appropriate SEL
frameworks.

Second, to meet the requirements imposed by the emotional labour of SEL implementation, schools
should identify and respond to their needs by systematically attending to the well-being of teachers. These
involve a sensible workload standard, availability of mental health services, guaranteed planning time,
and the establishment of cooperative professional societies.

Third, pre-service and in-service teacher education should focus on SEL differentiation specifically and
equip teachers with theoretical frameworks and real-life strategies for modifying SEL teaching to meet
the needs of diverse learners. This involves cooperation between special and general faculty members to
develop integration methods.

Fourth, schools must design the possibilities of positive peer interaction and should expressly address the
problems of social hierarchy and exclusionary fashion, which destroy inclusive ideals. To ensure fully
inclusive classrooms, it is important to consider the dynamics between peers and not simply work with
diverse students in the same space.

Finally, practice-based learning, collaborative enquiry, and continued support should be employed as the
key aspects of professional learning related to SEL integration rather than a one-time training event
(Eisner, 2017). Professional learning communities in schools should also be fostered, in which teachers
engage in professional development by experimenting with one another, reflecting, and supporting each
other.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This interpretive study investigates elite schools in Lahore, which limits the transferability of the results
to other learning situations. Elite schools have the resources, international networks, and students who are
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far different from those in typical Pakistani schools. Further studies may be conducted with SEL
integration in public schools, rural schools, and schools with lower-income students to establish the
influence of resource limitations and various cultural backgrounds on implementation.

In addition, in this research, the teachers’ views received a higher priority, and little was done to examine
the experiences of SEL integration among the students. A study of students’ experiences, perceived
effects, and reactions to SEL practices in inclusive classrooms would be valuable as a complementary
piece of research. A special focus on the views of students with disabilities would help clarify whether
SEL implementation facilitates or limits the inclusion of students with disabilities.

A longitudinal study following the effects of SEL integration among teachers over several years may
provide insights into the development of these practices and the factors contributing to their maintenance
and refinement. Finally, a study on the overlap between SEL integration and other pedagogical reforms in
Pakistani settings would help clarify how various innovations intersect and possibly compete over time
with teachers and other institutional factors.

CONCLUSION

This interpretive research shows that teachers in elite schools of Lahore find the process of SEL
implementation in an inclusive classroom complex, mediated by culture, and emotional work that
demands emotional labour, continual professional learning, and pedagogical adjustments. The assertions
that have been formulated via rigorous interaction with the experience of teachers help to undermine the
naive beliefs regarding the implementation of SEL and shed light on the contradictions between the
global educational system and the local cultural environment and between the principles of inclusivity and
recurrent inequities.

These pedagogic experiences offer valuable insights to help teachers facilitate more effective, culturally
diverse, and sustained integration of SEL. Instead of forcing standardised programmes into schools,
educational leaders should consider teachers as meaning-makers and cultural mediators whose local
knowledge is central to successful innovation. To develop inclusive classrooms where all students have
an opportunity to develop social-emotional skills, it is necessary to offer the frames of the curriculum as
well as the institutional values that will assist teachers with the work that has multifaceted and
emotionally challenging features.

This study contributes to the international literature that explores how global educational trends manifest
in various settings and demonstrates the strengths of the interpretive approach to understanding the reality
of educational implementation. Since the education system in Pakistan is still under development, it is
essential to pay particular attention to the experiences of teachers, support them in their professional
development, and respect their cultural experiences so that the potential of transformational inclusivity
and responsiveness to social and emotional needs can be implemented.
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