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Education advocates argue that effective schools should foster multidimensional
educational goals that not only include cognitive but also non-cognitive outcomes.
One important non-cognitive outcome are social and emotional skills. Previous
research showed that for enhancing students’ social and emotional learning (SEL)
one of the most important factor is the teacher. Hence, the present study
investigated teachers’ familiarity, beliefs, training, and perceived school culture
with regard to social and emotional learning and its facets self-awareness, self-
management, and social-awareness by applying a convergent parallel mixed-method
design. We conducted in-depth interviews and an online survey with secondary
teachers from different countries. The reason for collecting both qualitative and
quantitative data was to obtain different but complementary data on the same
topic in order to bring greater insight into this research question than would
have been obtained by either type of data separately. Teachers reported an
uncertainty and a lack of professional skills and knowledge in delivering SEL
instructions that was particularly low for self-awareness and self-management.
Therefore, in both study parts, teachers expressed strong interest in receiving
professional SEL training. However, schools rarely provide resources (instruction
materials, specific courses or activities) or create conditions (training teachers,
devoting teaching hours, increasing number of counselors at schools, receiving
school administration support), that would promote teachers’ instruction of SEL.
The results do not only add to researchers’ knowledge about teachers’ SEL
familiarity, beliefs, training, and school culture, but are also relevant for policymakers,
administrators, and school staff by identifying critical aspects that prevent successful
SEL in schools.

Keywords: social and emotional learning (SEL), self-awareness, self-management, social-awareness, teachers’
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INTRODUCTION

Since educational institutions have been established, ongoing
discussions about the objectives of schooling have emerged.
Schools ensure that students gain skills in reading, writing,
math, and science. They also promote a good comprehension of
history, literature, arts, foreign languages, and diverse cultures
(Greenberg et al., 2003). These knowledge and skills are
undeniably important cognitive student outcomes. However,
over the past decade, the attention of which outcomes students
shall achieve broadened from these cognitive to so-called “non-
cognitive” factors as additional important school outcomes
(e.g., Rieger et al., 2017) and concepts of educating the
“whole child” became more prominent (Liew and McTigue,
2010). According to multiple reviews and studies, non-cognitive
factors are essential for success in education as well as in
occupation (e.g., Kautz et al., 2014; Rieger et al., 2017). They
are characterized as constructs that are not identified with
traditional indicators of cognitive capability or intellectual
functioning (Rieger et al., 2017) and are often described under
such terms as socio-emotional skills, character, personality, or
21st-century skills.

One important non-cognitive facet is social and emotional
learning (SEL), including, among other things, students’ self-
awareness, self-management, and social awareness (Durlak et al.,
2011; OECD, 2015). These skills foster learners’ performance
(e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018) and facilitate positive social behaviors,
goal orientations, emotion management, and social relationship-
building skills (Elias and Arnold, 2006; OECD, 2015). Moreover,
they reduce behavior problems and psychological distress
(Harrell et al., 2009; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012;
Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017). Hence, they are
important skills that help students succeed in school, work,
personal life, relationships with families and friends, and society
in general (cf. Mahoney et al., 2018).

Previous studies on SEL in the school context mostly
confirmed their positive effects across all grade levels (e.g.,
Harrell et al., 2009; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012;
Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017; Corcoran et al., 2018).
However, among the critical factors that influenced an effective
SEL program implementation, teachers themselves were among
the most crucial features (Graczyk et al., 2006; Durlak et al.,
2011). Their attitudes and beliefs about SEL affected the adoption,
outcome, and sustainability of SEL programs (Gingiss et al., 1994;
Parcel et al., 1995; Bowden et al., 2003; Zinsser et al., 2014).

Although teachers’ importance had been acknowledged
early, thus far, only few qualitative and quantitative studies
have examined teachers’ perceptions of SEL. If so, they
focused mostly on preschool and elementary school teachers
(Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Taylor et al.,
2017). Moreover, all of the mentioned studies examined teachers’
understanding of SEL in general but did not systematically
target specific SEL facets. Besides the integration of structured
evidence-based SEL programs, only a few studies explored
schools’ and teachers’ own attempts, initiatives, and instructional
practices to enhance students’ social and emotional competencies
(Zinsser et al., 2014).

The present study adds to this research gap and aims at
investigating secondary school teachers’ SEL familiarity, beliefs,
training, and perceived school culture. In addition, the study
applies a mixed-methods design, extending prior research by
combining the collection of qualitative and quantitative data in
order to get a more complete and nuanced picture than would
have been obtained by either approach separately. This is not
only valuable for researchers by enhancing their knowledge about
teachers’ SEL familiarity, beliefs, training, and perceived school
culture. It is also important for policymakers, administrators,
and school staff by identifying critical aspects that prevent
successful SEL in schools.

The Concept of Social and Emotional
Learning
Social and emotional learning involves processes of thinking,
feeling, and behaving in order to become aware of the self and
others, to regulate self-behavior and the behavior of others, and to
make responsible decisions (Elias et al., 1997; Brackett and Rivers,
2014). Five interrelated core social and emotional competencies
are defined: (1) self-awareness, (2) social awareness, (3) self-
management, (4) relationship skills, and (5) responsible decision-
making (Yopp et al., 2017). The present paper focuses on the
first three competencies—self-awareness, social awareness, and
self-management. These facets are less often and less explicitly
addressed in teaching than relationship skills and responsible
decision-making (Beland, 2007). Moreover, they can be more
clearly distinguished while relationship skills and responsible
decision-making are already at the intersection of a number of
other SEL components (Denham and Brown, 2010).

Self-awareness is characterized as the ability to carefully
identify one’s emotions, thoughts, interests, and values, as well
as to understand how these impact one’s behavior (Eklund
et al., 2018). In addition, it involves the ability to evaluate
one’s strengths and limitations accurately and maintain a well-
grounded sense of self-efficacy and sense of self-confidence
(Denham and Brown, 2010; Brackett and Rivers, 2014).

Self-management involves self-discipline, motivation, goal
setting, and stress management (Dusenbury et al., 2011). It is
the ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in
various situations, and be able to set and monitor progress toward
personal and academic aims (Brackett and Rivers, 2014; Eklund
et al., 2018). Thus, it shares some similarities with the concept of
self-regulated learning (Schunk and Zimmerman, 2012).

Social awareness is defined as having respect and empathy
for others and understanding others’ perspectives and feelings
(Zins and Elias, 2007; Denham and Brown, 2010). It is also
the ability to perceive similarities and differences among people
(Denham and Brown, 2010).

These competencies develop at different age levels, and
most structured SEL intervention programs focus on preschool
or elementary school children (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011;
Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017). However, early
adolescence is also an important stage to enhance SEL as the
social brain changes and reorganizes structurally and functionally
(Blakemore and Mills, 2014). It is a period of intensive learning,
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exploring, and taking new opportunities, along with facing
possible health and behavioral challenges, which can continue
into adulthood (Yeager, 2017). Hence, school and teaching can
still influence students’ social and emotional skills even at these
later stages of age.

Teachers’ Social and Emotional Learning
Familiarity, Beliefs, Training, and
Perceived School Culture
To facilitate students’ SEL, teachers need to be familiar as well as
feel comfortable, committed, and trained in teaching social and
emotional competencies. Moreover, the match with the culture
of the school they are employed at can affect their SEL teaching
practices (cf. Brackett et al., 2012).

Previous qualitative studies gave first hints that teachers seem
to be not very familiar with the concept of SEL and that their
knowledge is limited. For example, Esen-Aygun and Sahin-
Taskin (2017) interviewed Turkish elementary school teachers
and reported that most teachers had not heard about the concept
of SEL. However, although they were not familiar with the
concept, they did provide some activities to develop social
and emotional skills when problems in the classroom came
up and emphasized the importance of developing social and
emotional competencies. Likewise, Triliva and Poulou (2006)
interviewed Greek elementary school teachers and reported low
levels of familiarity.

Beliefs indicate teachers’ perceptions and judgments. They
strongly influence teachers’ filter of information, the framing
of a situation, and guide their intentions. Hence, beliefs affect
teachers’ teaching practices and experiences (Pajares, 1992; Fives
and Buehl, 2012; Trivette et al., 2012). Two important SEL beliefs
are teachers’ comfort with and confidence in teaching SEL as well
as their commitment to improve their own skills in teaching SEL
(Brackett et al., 2012).

While quantitative research often reports medium levels of
teachers’ SEL comfort (e.g., Collie et al., 2011, 2012, 2015;
Brackett et al., 2012; Poulou, 2017a), more in-depth qualitative
studies revealed that teachers report uncertainty in teaching SEL.
For example, Buchanan et al. (2009) found that in their sample of
United States kindergarten through eighth-grade teachers, only a
few felt confident in teaching SEL (22%), although half of them
already participated in an SEL program. Hence, quantitative and
qualitative studies revealed inconsistent findings about teachers’
comfort in teaching SEL.

When participating in structured SEL programs, teachers’
comfort and confidence in their abilities are related to their
SEL practices’ effectiveness, as they are more likely to continue
using a program (Buchanan et al., 2009). Teachers’ comfort in
teaching SEL predicts higher teaching commitment in general
(Collie et al., 2011) and is related to higher levels of self-
efficacy and job satisfaction (Collie et al., 2012). In addition, high
levels of comfort with implementing SEL practices are related to
close and supportive teacher–student relationships in elementary
school (Poulou, 2017a). Zinsser et al. (2014) showed that high
supportive preschool teachers were more confident in using SEL
strategies than medium supportive teachers. They used more
often interactional SEL practices through modeling, coaching,

or scaffolding childrens’ emotional experiences. A prescribed
SEL curriculum was only used secondary to their interactions.
In contrast, medium supportive teachers relied heavily on
prescribed curricula during predefined times of the day.

An important aspect that is related to teachers’ confidence and
self-efficacy with providing SEL instructions is teacher training
and qualification (Zins et al., 2004; Buchanan et al., 2009;
Durlak, 2016). Although particularly elementary school teachers
are interested in and committed to learn about how to develop
SEL (Collie et al., 2011; 2015; Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin,
2017; Poulou, 2017a), most studies have shown that neither
pre-service nor in-service teachers receive training in teaching
SEL (Jones and Bouffard, 2012; Schonert-Reichl and Zakrzewski,
2014) or in developing their own SEL competencies (Jennings
and Greenberg, 2009; Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2017) outside
of the participation in structured SEL programs. As teachers at
the secondary school level are asked even less explicitly to teach
SEL, training and qualification are also rather scarce (see also
Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2017). A content analysis of required
courses in teacher preparation programs in the United States
revealed that only a few programs offered SEL course content
(between 1% and 13% of almost 4,000 courses in 300 colleges of
education; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2016).

In addition to person-centered explanations for why SEL
programming promotes positive outcomes, findings indicate that
it is also important to consider systemic and environmental
factors (Greenberg et al., 2003). Programs that occur in
classrooms or throughout the school are likely to be impacted
by these environments’ organizational and ecological features.
A few prevention and promotion studies have begun to explore
the importance of classroom, school, and neighborhood contexts
on program outcomes to illustrate how a broader ecological
perspective can enhance the understanding of program effects
(Tolan et al., 1995; Aber et al., 1998; Metropolitan Area Child
Study and Research Group, 2002; Boxer et al., 2005). When
the perceived school culture matches the individual teacher’s
beliefs, he or she reports lower stress and greater job satisfaction
(Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2011). In elementary schools that value
SEL by supporting and promoting SEL teaching, teachers
were more committed to their school and teaching in general
(Collie et al., 2011). In addition, high levels of elementary
school principals’ support are positively related—and needed—
to implement SEL teaching practices effectively (Wanless et al.,
2013; Schonert-Reichl et al., 2015). Asking teachers about
perceived barriers for teaching SEL, one particular barrier they
report is the lack of classroom time.

Differences Between Facets of
Self-Awareness, Self-Management, and
Social Awareness in Teachers’ Social
and Emotional Learning Familiarity,
Beliefs, Training, and Perceived School
Culture
Thus far, single facets of SEL or comparisons of different facets
have been investigated rarely. For teachers’ familiarity with SEL,
Triliva and Poulou (2006) found that elementary school teachers
were more familiar with the facet of social development as

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 3 June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 518634

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-518634 May 26, 2021 Time: 18:31 # 4

Schiepe-Tiska et al. Teachers’ SEL Attitudes

compared to emotional learning. Schonert-Reichl et al. (2016)
conducted a content analysis of required courses in teacher
preparation programs, and their results revealed that only 13%
of the United States teacher preparation programs offered at least
one course including information on relationship skills, 7% for
responsible decision-making, 6% for self-management, 2% for
social awareness, and approximately 1% for self-awareness. These
results emphasize that training opportunities are overall scarce
but that almost no offers exist for social and self-awareness. For
the perceived school culture, thus far, no studies investigating
differences between facets of SEL exist.

PRESENT STUDY

The current mixed-methods study examines teachers’ SEL
familiarity, beliefs, training, and perceived school culture. Thus
far, studies on this topic are limited and have only provided
a partial view by using either a qualitative or a quantitative
approach (see Zinsser et al., 2014, for an exception).

For our first research questions, we conducted semi-structured
interviews in order to develop an in-depth understanding of how
teachers describe SEL in general and its facets’ self-awareness,
self-management, and social awareness in particular (RQ 1a).
In addition, we were interested in exploring how comfortable
and trained teachers feel for teaching SEL (RQ 1b). Based on
previous research with preschool and elementary school teachers
and the assumption that secondary school teachers are less
explicitly asked to address SEL, we expected that secondary
school teachers would not be very familiar with and trained in
teaching SEL. Moreover, we wanted to describe how supportive
teachers perceive their school culture for teaching SEL (RQ 1c).

A quantitative survey focused on differences between the three
facets of SEL. We examined whether there were any differences
in teachers’ reported self-awareness, self-management, and social
awareness regarding teachers’ comfort, commitment, and school
culture (RQ2). Based on the qualitative results of Triliva and
Poulou (2006), who found that teachers were more familiar with
the facet of social development compared to emotional learning,
we assumed that teachers might report to be more comfortable
in teaching social awareness compared to self-awareness and self-
management. For teachers’ commitment toward learning about
SEL, we expected high levels of commitment in general, as
previous studies with elementary school teachers showed that
they were highly committed to learn about how to teach SEL
(Collie et al., 2011, 2015; Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin, 2017;
Poulou, 2017a). However, based on the finding that in teacher
preparation programs, only a few offered SEL course content
and, if so, they focused in particular on self-awareness and
social awareness (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2016), we expected that
teachers’ reported commitment in learning about self- and social
awareness would be higher as compared to their commitment in
learning about self-management. As, thus far, no other studies
have compared different facets of SEL, we did not specify any
further hypotheses.

In addition, we investigated to what extent the interview
results on familiarity, comfort, training, and perceived school

culture agreed with the quantitative results on secondary school
teachers’ beliefs about the specific facets self-awareness, self-
management, and social awareness (RQ3). Previous research
using either qualitative or quantitative methods already points
out that differences in the general level of teachers’ comfort in
teaching SEL exist (e.g., Triliva and Poulou, 2006; Buchanan
et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2011, 2012, 2015; Brackett et al.,
2012; Poulou, 2017a). However, overall, there is a need
for a more complete understanding through comparing and
synthesizing both personal experiences of teachers investigated
with interviews that allow a thorough examination about SEL
in general (i.e., qualitative data) and gaining more standardized
results (i.e., quantitative data) about different facets of SEL.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design
The present study used a mixed-methods design. Mixed-methods
research collects, analyzes, and mixes both quantitative and
qualitative data in a single study (Creswell and Plano Clark,
2018). A convergent parallel design was applied; that means
qualitative and quantitative data were collected in parallel,
analyzed separately, and then merged. For the qualitative
part, semi-structured in-depth interviews with secondary school
teachers were conducted. Interviews have the advantage that
teachers had more space to answer questions more openly and
elaborately. Moreover, their individual needs and ideas could
be better addressed and their context and everyday setting
could be better taken into account. For the quantitative part,
an online-based survey was set up. This has the advantage
that an established, standardized, valid questionnaire could be
adapted and used (Brackett et al., 2012) in order to compare
teachers’ reported comfort, commitment, and schools’ culture
between the three facets self-awareness, self-management, and
social awareness. The integration involved merging the results
from the qualitative and quantitative data so that a comparison
could be made and a more complete understanding emerges
than that provided by the quantitative or qualitative results alone
(Heyvaert et al., 2013; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018). Figure 1
shows an overview of our study design.

Participants and Procedures
Qualitative Part
For the recruitment of interview participants, a purposive
sampling strategy was used that enables researchers to select
respondents based on specific criteria (Etikan et al., 2016). Most
of the teachers were targeted based on the criterion of having
experience in teaching in secondary schools with a particular
emphasis on ninth-grade students. Overall, 14 respondents
agreed to participate in the study. Ten of them were enrolled
in a master’s program on “Research on Teaching and Learning”
and were classmates of the second author, who conducted the
interviews in this study. Four respondents were working as full-
time teachers in Kyrgyzstan and were former classmates and
colleagues of the interviewer. None of them had participated in
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FIGURE 1 | Convergent parallel mixed-methods study design.

TABLE 1 | Description of the qualitative and quantitative sample.

Interview Questionnaire

Frequencies M (SD) Frequencies M (SD)

Gender Female 10 73

Male 3 6

Subjects taught Science and Math 3 26

Social Science 3 10

Sports 0 4

Languages 6 34

Arts 1 5

Type of school Private 2 11

Public 9 56

Public and private 2 12

Country of teaching Asia 2 12

Europe 4 20

Kyrgyzstan 4 24

United States 3 19

Others 0 4

Grades taught Elementary 1 1

Secondary 12 78

Age 27.5 (6.8) 34.7 (11.1)

Years of experience 4.9 (4.2) 9.7 (9.4)

Total of interview respondents N = 13. Total of questionnaire respondents N = 79.

a structured SEL program yet. Research participants were invited
to take part in the interview through face-to-face recruitment.

Table 1 shows the characteristics of our study participants
(see also Supplementary Appendix A for a detailed description
of the interview participants). One teacher (#8) had experience

in teaching preschool students only. Hence, in order to better
compare and interpret our results, we excluded this teacher from
the following analyses. In sum, 13 interviews were analyzed.

Interviews lasted between 20 and 60 min, with an average
interview time of 30 min. Most interviews were conducted
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face-to-face with single teachers. One interview was conducted
online via Skype and one through a telephone call. A trained
qualitative researcher with a bachelor’s degree in sociology from
the American University of Central Asia held all interviews
(i.e., second author). Prior to the data collection of the current
study, the researcher had three years of experience in conducting
qualitative data collection and analysis. Participants who were
enrolled in the master’s program were interviewed in English,
as this was the official language of the master’s program. Three
teachers were interviewed in Russian and one in Kyrgyz, which
were the mother tongues of the interviewer and the participants.

Research participation was confidential and on a voluntary
basis. All interviews were recorded with respondents’ permission
asked at the beginning of each interview (see Appendix B).
The study was conducted according to the Ethical Principles of
Psychologists and Code of Conduct of the American Psychological
Association, 2019. An ethics approval was not required by
institutional guidelines or national regulations in line with the
“German Research Foundation” guidelines, as the used data were
anonymized, and no disclosure outside the research is possible.

Quantitative Part
Initially, 88 respondents were recruited through the researcher’s
network and social media platforms, such as Facebook
and Instagram. Again, they were recruited based on the
criteria of having teaching experience at secondary schools.
Interview participants were also asked to participate in
the questionnaire. Nine participants did not complete the
survey and thus were excluded from the data collection
process. Overall, 79 respondents participated. Table 1 shows a
description of the sample.

An online survey was created using Google forms1. Google
forms is compliant with the European General Data Protection
Regulation (Google, 2020), and participants were treated in
accordance with the American Psychological Association’s Ethics
Code. First, they were informed about the study aims: (1) to
examine how teachers and schools support students’ social and
emotional learning in terms of students’ self-awareness, self-
management, and social awareness skills and (2) to compare
perceptions of teachers and students regarding opportunities
that schools and teachers provide to students for learning self-
awareness, self-management, and social awareness skills. In
addition, they were informed that participation in this study is
conducted voluntarily. All data are confidential and will be used
only in the frames of this research.

Research Instruments
Qualitative Part
An interview guide with 20 questions was developed (see
Appendix B). The guide had four sections. The first section
consisted of introductory and background questions as well
as general questions about the definition of SEL and its
facets self-awareness, self-management, and social awareness. In
this section, after introducing themselves, teachers were asked

1https://www.google.com/forms/

to explain their own understanding of the terms SEL, self-
awareness, social awareness, and self-management. After that,
a definition of these concepts was provided to the interviewees
in order to have a common understanding when discussing the
following questions. The second section aimed at exploring how
schools support students’ SEL. The third and fourth sections
focused on how comfortable and trained teachers felt in teaching
SEL and how they individually supported SEL in their classrooms.
Some of the questions were adapted from the interview study by
Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin (2017). In addition, demographic
questions were asked (see Appendix B for the full list of questions
asked in the qualitative part).

During the interviews, all questions had been asked. However,
the order of question emerged from the course of conversation.
The interview guide was translated into Kyrgyz and Russian
languages. The translation quality was tested with three
researchers, who translated the interview guide from English to
Russian and Kyrgyz and vice versa. After piloting the interview
guide with four teachers, it was adjusted by reformulating
some items that were initially conceptualized as “personality
development” to “SEL” and its specific items.

Quantitative Part
Teachers’ comfort with teaching SEL, their commitment to learn
about SEL, and their perception about whether their school
culture supports SEL were assessed using an adaptation of the
established teachers’ SEL beliefs scale (Brackett et al., 2012).
As the original questionnaire does not distinguish between
different SEL facets, we adapted the questionnaire by presenting
a definition of the corresponding facet followed by the items of
the original scale (see Appendix C for the full list of constructs
that have been assessed in the quantitative part). We substituted
the term “social and emotional learning” from the original
items with the corresponding facet. Comfort, commitment,
and perceived school culture were assessed with four items
concerning teachers’ self-awareness, self-management, and social
awareness. Therefore, the final scale consisted of 36 items (12
per facet). Cronbach’s alpha revealed good to high internal
consistencies (Table 2). Teachers rated their agreement with each
item on a 5-point Likert-type scale (from strongly disagree to
strongly agree).

Analyses
Qualitative Part
The same researcher who had conducted the interviews also
transcribed and analyzed the recorded interviews. The interviews
were anonymized and transcribed verbatim. We used an iterative
process of deductive and inductive qualitative content analysis
(Cole, 1988). Qualitative content analysis aims to acquire a
condensed and comprehensive explanation of the phenomenon.
It results in concepts or groups representing the phenomenon
(Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). Following the process described by
Elo and Kyngäs (2008), there were three phases: preparation,
organizing, and reporting. In the preparation phase, we selected
the 13 transcribed interviews as units of analysis. We decided
to focus on the manifest content only. Latent contents, for
example, sighs and laughter, were not analyzed, as they were not
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considered relevant for our research questions. In order to get
familiar with the data, the transcribed protocols had been read
through several times.

For organizing our material, we developed a structured
categorization matrix according to our main research questions.
We defined four categories for coding teachers’ responses.
The first category, “Definition of and familiarity with SEL,”
was developed based on prior interview studies showing that
teachers were not very familiar with the general concept of SEL
(Triliva and Poulou, 2006; Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin, 2017).
The other three coding categories, “SEL instruction comfort,”
“SEL experience and training,” and “SEL school culture,” reflect
similar categories defined by Brackett et al. (2012), which was
also the theoretical foundation for the questionnaire used in
the quantitative part. One main difference is that instead of
asking how committed teachers felt for attending a training,
as it has been done in the questionnaire by Brackett et al.
(2012), we explicitly included questions regarding actual training,
which teachers may have received in SEL or teaching SEL. For
coding, first, we chose aspects from the data that fitted our
predefined categorization frame. Second, we considered (and
coded) themes that occurred from multiple interviews, which had
not been predefined, such as “stating the importance of SEL,”
“commitment for SEL training,” “worries and complaints related
to uncertainties,” and “reasons for discomfort in teaching SEL.”
Our goal was to collect a detailed description of the phenomenon
and not to generate generalizability of the findings, although
patterns and naturalistic generalizations emerged from the data
(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).

Quantitative Part
Quantitative results from the questionnaire were analyzed using
SPSS 26. We conducted a set of ANCOVAs with repeated
measurement design. According to Field (2009), “repeated
measures” is a term used when the same participants participate
in all conditions of a study. In our study, conditions were the
three SEL facets self-awareness, self-management, and social
awareness (see also Gebauer and McElvany, 2017, for a similar
approach). Hence, comfort, commitment, and perceived school
culture were used as dependent variables and SEL facets as
independent variables with three manifestations (self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness). In addition, we controlled
for teachers’ age, years of teaching experience, type of school,
subjects taught, and country of origin. Besides, for the country
of origin, the covariates were not significant. Hence, we further
report only the results including the covariate when it showed a
significant effect.

RESULTS

Qualitative Results
Definition of and Familiarity With Social and
Emotional Learning, Self-Awareness,
Self-Management, and Social Awareness
In the present study, teachers were rather unsure whether they
know the concepts and terms of SEL in general or the three
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facets in particular. Hence, they mostly described their own
understanding of these concepts. When defining SEL, teachers
mostly explained it as a concept that fosters social skills, such as
building friendships and relationships, working in teams, along
with emotional learning that promotes exploring your emotions
and emotional states.

I would assume that it [SEL] would have to do with students’
ability to develop social skills with other students, peers, as well
as adults. And then, emotional: I would assume that would
be behavioral management and dealing with child’s ability to
self-regulate, participate in the classroom, you know without
misbehaving, things like that (Teacher #12, United States).

I think it is something with a pedagogical content, when you
actually really say “OK, when you don’t really only teach
something, but you really try to develop students as a person
and their character and everything that involves within that.” So,
I think it is much more about the person and their character
building (Teacher #7, Germany).

While providing a general definition, teachers seemed to
be intuitively aware of the three facets self-awareness, self-
management, and social awareness without knowing and
explicitly stating them.

Once teachers described their general understandings of SEL,
they proceeded to provide definitions about the facets self-
awareness, self-management, and social awareness.

Self-awareness was a concept that teachers reported to be most
uncertain about how to describe it. In most cases, the term
was conceptualized as “knowing yourself ” and “building personal
identity.”

Self-awareness is something really important. I think it is kind of
being aware of what you are doing or why you are doing and being
aware of yourself basically (Teacher #10, Turkey).

Self-awareness could be broad. You could even get into building
self-identity, how you identify yourself in terms of culture,
background anything like that (Teacher #12, United States).

Teachers related self-management mostly to skills of self-
regulation and discipline. They defined this concept in relation
to managing learning (behavior and school tasks) and managing
lifelong goals (goal setting and regulation).

Self-management is about self-discipline, managing your own
schedule, your own behavior, your learning; it must be about
regulating yourself (Teacher #11, Turkey).

Self-management is all about goal achieving, how to separate
their [students’] goals into small ones and also [connect
goal setting] with their [students’] time management (Teacher
#14, South Korea).

Teachers explained “social awareness” as a term that
emphasizes students’ social skills such as relationship, friendship
building, interacting with peers and other people, relating oneself
to society, and being tolerant of people’s social diversity. Teachers
pointed out that, to them, social awareness is an important skill
that helps students adapt to society while being at school and also
afterward in their adulthood.

Social awareness, in my understanding, is related to socialization
process; it is when students learn how to interact with other people
and adopt in new environments (Teacher #3, Kyrgyzstan).

Social awareness has to do not just with yourself, but also with
others around you, and being aware that your actions may affect
other people (Teacher #12, Finland).

In sum, teachers in the present study described the concepts
from their personal understanding rather than from professional
teacher education or training. They reported that they were not
much aware of the terms, which made them feel uncertain in
their responses. For social awareness in particular, teachers had
a more broad definition in mind that also included aspects of
the SEL facet relationship skills. Nevertheless, teachers explicitly
pointed out the importance of SEL and personality development
for students’ lifelong learning, life satisfaction, and success in
school and also later in their career and relationship building.

Teachers’ Comfort and Training in Teaching Social
and Emotional Learning
Teachers reported that they were not very comfortable and
confident when they had to interact with students concerning
their social and emotional education or needs. Their uncertainties
were mostly related to worries and complaints about not having
enough time for delivering instruction on SEL besides the content
of the subject taught as well as a lack of materials and professional
training regarding SEL.

You know we have limited time, we have certain content to
cover, we have many students, all of that does not allow me to
pay attention to every individual student’s interests, social and
emotional needs. Because I do not work on that side of teaching a
lot, I will be honest I cannot say I am confident or feel comfortable
when it comes to emotions of students (Teacher #11, Turkey).

According to most interviewed teachers, their bachelor’s or
master’s programs did not offer specific courses related to
teaching SEL. Some teachers had classes on educational or
pedagogical psychology on the topic of classroom management or
dealing with behavioral problems. However, these classes focused
more on intervention rather than prevention. Nevertheless,
teachers mentioned that most of their skills and knowledge
come from their daily teaching experience rather than from
professional training.

Yes, we had courses on psychology or pedagogy, but I cannot
say that I learned a lot from those courses. In fact, most of my
experience on pedagogy comes from actual practical experience
of teaching in the classroom. And definitely, there was nothing
about teaching students to know about themselves, their interests,
strengths and weaknesses, emotions or social skills. No, we did not
study that (Teacher #11, Turkey).

I cannot remember such courses at university; I would say no,
we did not study social and emotional education. And later at
work, we did not receive training on that, we had some teacher
conferences on how to work with kids with behavioral problems
maybe that can relate a bit, we were discussing how to manage
class when someone is disturbing lessons, but other than that, I
cannot remember (Teacher #4, Kyrgyzstan).
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Despite the fact that teachers in the present study mentioned a
lack of educational and professional training on delivering SEL
competencies, they have expressed their commitment to teach
SEL competencies by relating to other trainings they got, as well
as by trying to incorporate some information related to SEL
through the means of their teaching methods, in-class activities,
discussions, and personal conversations.

I taught in the urban setting for students coming from low
economic background. She [student] was dealing with a lot
at home and she was always acting up in the classroom and
disrupting the classroom. And, so I think one of the things I
helped her with was just again coping mechanisms—dealing with
stress at home, learning to find her ways to regulate and calm
down. This is something I learned in college. I was taught how
to mediate between people and one of the things was, I think, self-
regulating—learning to cope. I just taught her some things dealing
with stress and I think it helped her a little bit. That is something
you can use for everyday life, when you experience stress, you just
find your own ways [of coping]. She did not want to participate,
disrupt the class and yes we sat down after [class] and we spoke
for 30 min and she was just telling me about everything at home
(Teacher #12, United States).

In addition, interviewees highlighted that they would be
interested in getting professional training about teaching SEL
in general but were also interested in training about developing
their own SEL skills.

Social and emotional skills have to be taught almost like a
hard skill. You know what I mean, it is a sensitive topic,
there can be sensitive issues. We [teachers] are not trained for
that, we might have some pedagogical knowledge, like how to
manage class, but it is not enough. In order to be comfortable
and confident in knowing students’ emotions, something like
emotional intelligence, in order to see if students know themselves
well, we [teachers] need to understand ourselves how to figure that
out first (Teacher #12, United States).

To summarize, teachers’ reported discomfort with teaching
SEL was mostly related to the lack of professional training,
materials, and time during lessons. Nevertheless, they stated high
interest in receiving such trainings not only for teaching SEL but
also for developing these skills for themselves.

Teachers’ Social and Emotional Learning Instruction
and Their Perceived School Culture
Teachers, who worked in public schools, reported that they
were not aware that SEL was part of their subjects’ curricula or
study plans. They mainly argued that they have specific plans
of covering required content information and achieving their
learning objectives, which rarely relate to SEL. However, although
not part of curricula or study plans, some teachers pointed out
that they tried to incorporate aspects of self-awareness or self-
management skills into their teaching through the reflection
and discussion of the content, personal initiatives of discussing
these terms with the class, or in personal conversations with
students individually.

We watched so many videos and did many discussions afterward.
I think my class was very different from other classes because

I always bombed them with questions “Who are you?,” “Why
are you here?,” “What do you do here?,” and they would really
question and leave the class with thoughts, they really criticized
[school] administration. I felt a little guilty, but for me it was
important because in university where I studied we were taught
critical thinking and I could find my true self through this. So,
I wanted my students also to think who they are and what they
believe in (Teacher #1, Kyrgyzstan).

Interviewees, who had experience in working at private
schools, explained that their schools particularly emphasized
developing students’ SEL by providing a variety of extracurricular
activities such as arts, sports, or debating clubs. Teachers in
Kyrgyzstan, for example, mentioned that presenting a wide range
of extracurricular activities was also a “marketing strategy” of
these schools in order to attract more students.

In a private school in order to attract clients so that their children
are developing not only in terms of knowledge, but also in terms of
personality development [schools had extracurricular activities].
For instance, in our school we have state standards according
to which we should teach content knowledge. But we also try
to develop different skills. For instance, we have drawing clubs
and exhibitions. This year we had an art exhibition at the state
museum of fine arts with students’ drawing and it makes students
confident, it teaches them to express their thoughts (Teacher
#2, Kyrgyzstan).

Teachers of public schools also reported extracurricular
activities; for example, different types of sports, arts, or social
activities, which aimed to foster different aspects of SEL.

At the schools, where I have worked, one of them did have
these kinds of, I would call it, workshops, where you were able
to do different things, which also included these social and
emotional skills and learning and how to acknowledge them.
But it did not come clearly like that, but behind something that
people were doing, so for example, one of the schools had a
cooking class and I would say the teacher took self-awareness,
self-management, and social awareness in consideration while
teaching (Teacher #13, Finland).

However, in the present study, some teachers explained
that the variety of extracurricular activities sometimes means
additional workload for them, particularly when they are
responsible for these activities. Others raised worries that these
activities might distract students from school content.

They have had so many choices of extracurricular activities that
it was actually I think was too much for them. Well, for me it
was a little too much workload on that because every teacher
had to be responsible for at least two extracurricular activities
(Teacher #6, China).

Most teachers reported that they share the perception that
their schools do not emphasize and support SEL teaching at
the school level.

One thing I think we [as a school] do not do a good job at is
promoting students to find out who they are as a person and
I know it takes time, right? I do not think schools do a good
job at finding out what are ways to explore yourself (Teacher
#5, United States).
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I would honestly have to say no, we did not have outlets for
students to learn these types of [SEL] skills or anything like that.
Students come from low-income backgrounds, they deal with
plenty of issues at home, at school or in the community and it
[SEL] should go into the school, into classroom and there not
many outlets for students to be aware of that [SEL] (Teacher
#12, United States).

Moreover, from their perspective, schools’ focus is more
on cognitive outcomes and managing the school and classes
themselves as compared to SEL.

I cannot say that our school administrator was interested in
promoting SEL. You know teachers already have many tasks, we
need to deliver the knowledge, manage the class; we have only
limited time and resources. The same with administration, they
have many responsibilities with managing school, schedules, and
different activities. I know SEL is important, but in practice, we
just have too much work and SEL is, unfortunately, not very much
a priority (Teacher #3, Kyrgyzstan).

You [teacher] have administration or policy that says “OK, by the
end of this year these students need to know this, this, and this and
if they don’t, it doesn’t look good for you.” What does it mean to
yourself? Does it mean that scores are amazing and your teacher
evaluation is great? Or is it more important for you to teach these
students personal and social skills and grow them as a human
being? (Teacher #5, United States).

In line with that, interviewees stated that they do not feel
expected by schools to teach SEL skills unless students themselves
show or address social or emotional needs.

One of my students in my class was having a terrible temper
issue—it was anger issues. He could not control himself and he
wanted to jump off [the roof]. At that time he was alarming
the whole school and then the principal invited an educational
psychologist and everybody had a closed door—indoor meeting.
Nobody knows [about the meeting] and then I was inside there
as well; we had to learn from that time what crisis is and how to
respond to similar needs of students (Teacher #6, China).

However, several teachers in our study mentioned that they
feel obligated and expected to respond to students’ social and
emotional needs by students’ families and society in general.

Teachers are expected to be everything in the classroom.
Especially in the States now there is a huge push [on teachers]
by the society in general, teachers have to take on their role of
being a mentor, helping students with emotional needs and things
like that. I do not know maybe you have seen it in the news,
bullying is a huge problem, we have students who are dealing
with transgender roles, it is just a lot for a teacher. I think there is
definitely an expectation placed on teachers to help students with
those things. And it is not [assigned] by anyone in particular, it
is not a requirement for schools to hire people with those skills,
society is pushing that (Teacher #12, United States).

In sum, teachers have mentioned that in their school
environment, cognitive and non-cognitive skills are interrelated.
However, they felt that, in most cases, cognitive learning
outcomes are more emphasized by schools or curricula.
According to them, SEL is mostly incorporated by extracurricular

activities or by teachers individually through teaching methods
or student-teacher interactions. Hence, interviewees did not
necessarily feel expected to teach SEL by their schools but
reported a rather implicit expectation of families and society in
general. In the present study, all teachers mentioned that their
schools have at least one social worker or school counselor.
However, they argued that this is not enough to respond to
students’ social and emotional needs.

Quantitative Results
The quantitative part examined the research question whether
there were any differences in teachers’ reported self-awareness,
self-management, and social awareness regarding their comfort,
commitment, and school culture. Descriptive statistics and
correlations are presented in Tables 2, 3. The means for the
three facets for commitment are in general higher as compared
to the means of comfort and school culture. In addition,
teachers’ commitment is rarely related to comfort or perceived
school culture across the different SEL facets, whereas teachers’
comfort shows mostly positive medium to high correlations with
perceived school culture.

The results of the ANCOVA with repeated measurement
design for teachers’ comfort revealed a significant main effect
for the three facets of SEL, F(2,148) = 30.71, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.29. In addition, a significant main effect was found for the
covariate country of teaching F(4,74) = 3.03, p = 0.02, η2 = 0.14.
United States teachers showed across all three facets higher
levels of comfort as compared to teachers from other countries.
However, the interaction between the three facets and country
of teaching was not significant (p = 0.86). Pairwise comparisons
revealed that teachers’ comfort with teaching social awareness
was significantly higher than their comfort in teaching self-
awareness [MDiff = 0.84, SE = 0.13, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.53,
1.15)] and self-management [MDiff = 0.67, SE = 0.13, p < 0.001,
95% CI (0.40, 0.93)]. No difference occurred in teachers’ comfort
in teaching self-awareness and self-management [MDiff = 0.17,
SE = 0.11, p = 0.31, 95% CI (−0.83, 0.43)].

For teachers’ commitment to learn about SEL, no covariate
was significant. When conducting an ANOVA with repeated
measurement, Mauchly’s test indicated that the assumption of
sphericity had been violated, χ2 = 14.52, p < 0.001. Therefore,
the degrees of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-
Geisser estimates of sphericity. Teachers’ commitment did
not significantly differ between the three facets of SEL,
F(1.71,133.12) = 0.03, p = 0.95.

Teachers’ perceived supportive school culture differed
between the three facets of SEL, F(2,156) = 52.62, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.40. The covariates did not reach significance. Pairwise
comparisons showed that teachers’ perceived school culture with
regard to social awareness was significantly higher as compared
to their perceived school culture in teaching self-awareness
[MDiff = 1.17, SE = 0.13, p < 0.001, 95% CI (0.85, 1.49)] and
self-management [MDiff = 0.90, SE = 0.11, p < 0.001, 95%
CI (0.62, 1.17)]. Their perceived supportive school culture in
self-awareness and self-management did not differ significantly
[MDiff = 0.28, SE = 0.12, p = 0.06, 95% CI (−0.01, 0.56)].
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TABLE 3 | Correlations.

Comfort Commitment Perceived school culture

Se-aw S-man So-aw Se-aw S-man So-aw Se-aw S-man

r CI 95% p r CI 95% p R CI 95% p r CI 95% p r CI 95% p r CI 95% p r CI 95% P r CI 95% p

Comfort Se-aw
S-man

So-aw

–
0.57

0.31

[0.40,
0.70]
[0.10,
0.50]

<0.001

0.005

–

– 0.47 [0.28,
0.63]

<0.001 –

Commit
ment

Se-aw −0.31 [−0.50,
−0.10]

<0.001−0.17 [−0.38,
0.05]

0.129 0.14 [−0.08,
0.35]

0.216 –

S-man −0.22 [−0.42,
−0.00]

0.049 −0.17 [−0.38,
0.05]

0.124 −00.13 [−0.34,
0.09]

0.265 0.40 [0.20,
0.57]

<0.001 –

So-aw 0.15 [−0.07,
0.36]

0.196 0.01 [−0.21,
0.23]

0.918 −0.03 [−0.25,
0.19]

0.825 0.15 [−0.07,
0.36]

0.183 0.50 [0.31,
0.65]

<0.001 –

Culture Se-aw 0.80 [0.70,
0.87]

<0.001 0.55 [0.37,
0.69]

<0.001 0.33 [0.12,
0.51]

0.003 −0.28 [−0.47,
−0.06]

0.013 −0.15 [−0.36,
0.07]
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0.38]
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0.57]

<0.001 0.69 [0.55,
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<0.001 0.37 [0.16,
0.55]

0.001 −0.01 [−0.23,
0.21]

0.940 −0.04 [−0.26,
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0.749 0.12 [−0.10,
0.33]

0.308 0.44 [0.24,
0.60]

<0.001 –

So-aw 0.20 [−0.02,
0.40]

0.085 0.33 [0.12,
0.51]

0.003 0.61 [0.45,
0.73]

<0.001 0.07 [−0.15,
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0.558 −0.04 [−0.26,
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0.736 −0.06 [−0.28,
0.16]

0.600 0.18 [−0.04,
0.39]

0.111 0.45 [0.25,
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<0.001

Se-aw, self-awareness; S-man, self-management; So-aw, social-awareness.
Coefficients significant at the p < 0.05 level are in bold type. N = 79.
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Mixed Methods
After analyzing the quantitative and qualitative data separately,
the results from each were compared at the point of interpretation
in order to identify similarities and differences. Convergent data
analysis revealed that teachers seem to feel most familiar and
comfortable in teaching the facet social awareness compared to
self-awareness and self-management. Furthermore, for teachers’
training in SEL, the data confirmed each other. The interviewed
teachers reported that they did not receive any SEL training but
were highly interested in and committed to receive professional
training in teaching SEL. These high levels of commitment
were also reflected in the high scoring of commitment for
the separate facets. Concerning school culture, the datasets
partially confirmed and complemented each other. The finding
that teachers reported that their schools and principals did not
emphasize teaching SEL matches the low and medium ratings
of school culture for the facets of self-awareness and self-
management. However, for social awareness, quantitative and
qualitative data diverged as teachers in the survey reported a
high emphasis on fostering social awareness at the school level.
Moreover, datasets were dissimilar in the level of comfort teachers
reported with teaching SEL. Interviewed teachers reported low
levels of comfort in teaching SEL, but the mean scores for the
different facets ranged between medium levels of comfort.

DISCUSSION

The paper aimed at examining teachers’ SEL familiarity, beliefs,
training, and perceived school culture by applying a mixed-
methods approach. The results revealed that secondary school
teachers reported to feel uncertain and lack the professional skills
and knowledge to deliver SEL instructions. In fact, it was hard for
teachers in the present study to define or describe the meaning
of SEL and its facets. However, in line with Triliva and Poulou
(2006), they did find themselves easier to define certain aspects of
social awareness as an orientation toward others than defining
the aspects that relate more to the self. Quantitative results
supported our hypothesis that teachers’ comfort for teaching SEL
was lower for self-awareness and self-management compared to
social awareness.

In accordance with our hypotheses, we found a gap between
the quantitative and qualitative part as the quantitative data
showed, in general, higher levels of comfort as one would expect
based on qualitative results. It seems that when secondary school
teachers are asked to elaborate more closely on their familiarity
and confidence and to provide their own ideas, it is more difficult
for them to give clear answers. However, in our study, this
may have been an effect of teachers’ level of job experience, as
our interviewees had less job experience (5 years) compared to
teachers who participated in the survey (10 years). Hence, in the
future, more mixed-methods approaches seem to be necessary
and highly valuable in order to provide a broader view on and
a deeper understanding of teachers’ familiarity and comfort.

In both study parts, teachers expressed strong interest in
receiving professional SEL training. One reason might be that
our teachers had not participated in a structured SEL program

yet. However, previous studies investigating teachers with or
without participating in SEL programs also showed comparable
high interest and commitment in SEL training (Triliva and
Poulou, 2006; Buchanan et al., 2009; Collie et al., 2011, 2012,
2015; Brackett et al., 2012; Jones and Bouffard, 2012; Schonert-
Reichl and Zakrzewski, 2014; Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin,
2017). Hence, in future studies, it seems worthwhile to investigate
more closely the differences between teachers who feel insecure
and unprepared because they have not been in touch with the
topic and the ones who feel uncomfortable regardless of the
support they received in an SEL program. For the different SEL
facets, contrary to our hypothesis, no differences in teachers’
commitment in learning about SEL were found. All means were
rather high, including the one for self-management. Hence,
although self-management or self-regulated skills gain more and
more policy, research, and practical attention, teachers in this
study still expressed a high need for learning how to teach
these competencies.

How teachers should be trained in delivering SEL instruction
is not answered sufficiently yet (Kimber et al., 2013). However,
in order to be able to guide SEL instruction effectively, teachers
need to be trained not only in delivering this type of instruction,
but they also need to be skillful in SEL themselves (Jennings
and Greenberg, 2009; Poulou, 2017b). Developing high SEL
skills themselves may be related to a higher awareness of
the importance of SEL. Moreover, they may function as role
models for their students (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009; Zinsser
et al., 2014). In addition, teachers’ social and emotional skills
may be associated with the development of supportive teacher-
student relationships, more effective classroom management,
more effective SEL implementation in the classroom, and, at the
same time, to less stress and teacher burnout (cf. Jennings and
Greenberg, 2009). Hence, the development of teachers’ own social
and emotional skills may have beneficial effects for teachers and
their students next to a training with a focus on teaching SEL.

On the environmental side, qualitative and quantitative results
revealed that teachers reported to feel less supported by the school
administration in their attempts to deliver SEL instructions—
mainly because they experience their schools to prioritize
academic learning and outcomes, which leaves little room for
explicit SEL. This result is in accordance with the argumentation
of Durlak et al. (2011). They stated that—even though schools
are important in preparing healthy learners by promoting not
only academic development but also SEL—they are not capable
of covering all learning aspects due to the scarcity of resources
and intense heaviness of expectations to strengthen academic
performance (Durlak et al., 2011). According to our interview
data, secondary schools do not provide resources (instruction
materials, specific courses, or activities) or create conditions
(training teachers, devoting teaching hours, increasing number of
counselors at schools, receiving school administration support)
that would promote SEL instruction. If so, teachers reported
different extracurricular activities as learning opportunities to
foster SEL. However, simply because extracurricular activities
are not plain academic content, they do not necessarily allow
to develop students’ SEL. In addition, schools seem to focus
more directly on responding to students’ social and emotional

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 12 June 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 518634

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-518634 May 26, 2021 Time: 18:31 # 13

Schiepe-Tiska et al. Teachers’ SEL Attitudes

needs by offering discussions or school counseling services
instead of teaching students how to develop their own social and
emotional skills.

Quantitative data revealed differences in the perceived support
of the school culture between the three facets. Schools seem to
be more supportive of teaching and learning social awareness
skills compared to self-awareness or self-management skills.
This might explain why teachers also felt more comfortable in
teaching social awareness compared to self-awareness and self-
management. Hence, although offering teacher training for all
facets seems to be important, our differential analyses showed
an even higher need for providing an environment and teacher
training on how to focus on the emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral aspects of the self as compared to social aspects. In
sum, our results show that, in future research, it is necessary and
worthwhile to differentiate between SEL facets.

Overall, to support teachers in teaching SEL, a broader
framework appears to be needed. At a macro level, an important
step to promote SEL may be to define specific educational policies
and include SEL in national standards and school laws (cf. Oberle
and Schonert-Reichl, 2017). This applies to pre-, elementary, and
secondary schools. As our results showed, there were hardly any
differences between secondary school teachers’ SEL familiarity,
beliefs, training, and perceived school culture compared to
studies focusing on preschool or elementary school teachers.
Some countries, for instance, the United States or Turkey, have
just started such initiatives (cf. Esen-Aygun and Sahin-Taskin,
2017; Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning
[CASEL], 2020). However, little is known about the application
of these strategies and how the intended, formally established
criteria are implemented in current school policies and academic
curricula. When an explicit framework would exist, curricula in
teacher education training on how to develop and teach SEL
could be developed. Qualified teachers seem to be a key factor for
developing social and emotional competencies successfully. Thus,
they need to possess the capabilities, motivation, and resources to
put SEL into action. Hence, future research is asked to combine
the micro- with a macro-level perspective. These efforts appear to
be worthwhile, as fostering SEL may enhance countries’ economic
growth and contribute to higher social cohesion in the world.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Our study highlights the importance of teachers’ SEL familiarity,
beliefs, training, and perceived school culture for investigating
opportunities and practices for SEL instruction at schools.
The study’s strengths are its focus on exploring teachers’ own
attempts, initiatives, and instructional practices to enhance
students’ SEL, the differential examination of SEL facets, and the
mixed-methods approach.

Nevertheless, the study has certain limitations. One limitation
is the composition of our sample. Our goal was to collect
a detailed description of the phenomenon (cf. Creswell and
Plano Clark, 2018). Therefore, we included secondary school
teachers from different countries, asking about their beliefs and
instructional approaches outside of structured SEL programs.

Respondents were recruited based on the described criteria but
not based on whether the country, where they had taught, already
provided SEL policies. However, the availability of a statewide
or nationwide policy and a country’s cultural background may
indeed influence teachers’ SEL familiarity, beliefs, training, and
perceived school culture (cf. Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2017).
Hence, future studies may compare more systematically teacher
familiarity, beliefs, training, and perceived school culture between
countries with and without established SEL policies.

In addition, we focused on the facets self-awareness, self-
management, and social awareness, as we expected these to be
less often addressed in teaching in secondary schools but did
not include relationship skills and responsible decision-making.
However, our interview results showed that teachers already had a
broader view of social awareness in mind, including many aspects
that, according to the theoretical framework, would be assigned
to relationship skills (Yopp et al., 2017). Hence, future research
examining the effects of different SEL facets would benefit from
(a) including all facets and (b) describing the facets and their
differences more precisely.

One probably important belief we did not target specifically
in our study is the malleability of students’ social and emotional
skills. Teachers need to adopt a growth mindset and believe that
these skills can be taught through formal instruction at school
(cf. Seaton, 2018). Only then, they will put effort into developing
their qualifications and devote time to target SEL explicitly in
their classrooms. Hence, future studies may additionally consider
teachers’ mindsets.

Finally, the perceived school culture and instructional
practices were assessed by teachers only. Additional principal and
student interviews would be a valuable source for getting more
insights into their perspective of SEL instruction practices and
school culture. Prior research on perceived teaching practices
showed that students’ and teachers’ perceptions may differ and
that sometimes rather students’ perception of teaching practices
influences their learning (cf. Fauth et al., 2020).

CONCLUSION

The present study adds to the literature on investigating teachers’
SEL familiarity and beliefs, their current SEL teaching practices,
and the school culture in relation to SEL instruction where it
takes place first—before the conduction of SEL programs and
interventions. Our study results indicate that teachers’ familiarity
with and their comfort in SEL teaching practices need to be
strengthened. This could be achieved through providing support
at two levels. At the micro level, pre-service and in-service
teachers may benefit from professional education and training in
developing their own SEL skills as well as on how to incorporate
these topics in their regular teaching. At the macro level, SEL
may need to be institutionalized on a policy level as it has
already been done, for example, in some of the states in the
United States, United Kingdom, or Turkey. By addressing both
levels, teachers and schools would be better able to foster reaching
multidimensional educational goals that include cognitive and
non-cognitive outcomes.
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