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Abstract

The present study aimed to design a Social-Emotional Learning-based curriculum model and investigate
its effectiveness on the psychological well-being of secondary schoolstudents in Tehran. The present study
employed a mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase,
thematic analysis was used to design the components of the Social-Emotional Learning-based curriculum,
and 15 experts in curriculum planning and educational psychology were selected through purposive
sampling. Qualitative data were collected using semi-structured interviews and analyzed through open,
axial, and selective coding. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a
control group was used. The statistical population consisted of secondary schoolstudents in Tehran, from
whom 40 students were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned into experimental
and control groups. The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute sessions of the SEL-based
curriculum, while the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using Ryff’s
Psychological Well-Being Scale and analyzed through multivariate analysis of covariance using SPSS-27

software. The results of multivariate analysis of covariance indicated that the SEL-based curriculum had a

significant effect on students’ psychological well-being and all of its dimensions, including self-

acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal

growth (P<0.001). The obtained effect sizes demonstrated that the intervention explained a substantial ~How to cite: Akbarzadeh Sagay, M., Montazeri
. . . . . Nia, M., Hassanzadeh, A., Ashrafi, M. (2026).

proportion of variance in the dependent variables. Furthermore, Bonferroni post-hoc results revealed  pegigning a Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)-

significant differences between the experimental and control groups in the posttest stage. The findings  Based Curriculum Model and Investigating Its

. . . . . . Effect on Students’ Psychological Well-Being.

suggest that the Social-Emotional Learning-based curriculum can serve as an effective educationalmodel Cogpition, Behavior, Learning, 3(4), 1-15.

for improving students’ mental health and psychological well-being. By enhancing emotional, social, and

cognitive competencies, the program provides opportunities for balanced development, positive social

interaction, and psychologicaladaptation among students and may contribute significantly to educational

transformation.

Keywords: Social-Emotional Learning, Curriculum, Psychological Well-Being, Students, Mental Health,
Secondary Education
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Rapid technological transformations and the emergence of artificial intelligence, machine learning, and deep
learning have substantially changed educational systems and the conceptualization of learning processes in the
twenty-first century. Contemporary educational paradigms increasingly emphasize the integration of cognitive,
emotional, and social dimensions of learning rather than focusing exclusively on academic achievement and
memorization-based instruction (Wanli et al., 2025; Zhang, 2023). Within this framework, Social-Emotional
Learning (SEL) has emerged as one of the most influential educational approaches for improving students’
psychological, interpersonal, and adaptive capacities. SEL focuses on the development of self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making, all of which are essential
for students’ academic success and psychological well-being.
Recent interdisciplinary studies in neuroscience, cognitive science, and artificial intelligence have highlighted
the interconnectedness of cognition, emotion, and behavior in human learning (Golilarz, 2025; Pavone &
Plebe, 2021). Research in deep neural networks and cognitive modeling has demonstrated that meaningful
learning occurs when emotional and social processes are actively engaged alongside cognitive mechanisms
(Friedman, 2023; Jung et al., 2025). Consequently, educational systems are increasingly required to design
curricula capable of fostering emotional regulation, social competence, resilience, and psychological
adaptation among students.
The integration of machine learning and deep learning into behavioral and cognitive sciences has also provided
new insights into the mechanisms underlying learning and emotional functioning. Advanced computational
models can analyze patterns of behavior, cognitive processing, and emotional responses with considerable
accuracy (Bi et al.,, 2024; Hamed & Madancian, 2023). Moreover, neuroscience-based studies have
demonstrated that emotional experiences significantly influence attention, motivation, memory, and learning
quality (Halkiopoulos et al., 2025; Pratyasha et al., 2022). Students who possess stronger social-emotional
skills tend to show better academic engagement, psychological adjustment, and interpersonal functioning.
Psychological well-being is considered one of the central indicators of mental health during adolescence. It
encompasses dimensions such as self-acceptance, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, personal
growth, and positive relations with others. Previous studies have indicated that psychological well-being is
associated with cognitive flexibility, emotional regulation, motivation, and academic achievement (Fernando
& Lazaroiu, 2023; Liu et al., 2022). Therefore, educational interventions aiming to enhance students’ well-
being have become a major priority in educational psychology and curriculum development.
SEL-based educational programs have been identified as effective approaches for promoting psychological
well-being and adaptive functioning among students. These programs aim to improve emotional literacy,
empathy, communication skills, social interaction, and self-regulation. Research has demonstrated that SEL
interventions can improve students’ self-efficacy, reduce behavioral and emotional difficulties, and increase
social competence (Bal & Oztiirk, 2025; Oziidogru, 2021). Furthermore, advances in educational technologies
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and intelligent learning systems have created opportunities for designing personalized and interactive
educational environments that support social-emotional development (Jia et al., 2024; Liu, 2024).

Recent studies in robotics, artificial intelligence, and cognitive systems have also emphasized the importance
of emotional and social processes in adaptive learning and decision-making (Jung etal., 2025; Mouha, 2021).
Human-centered learning models increasingly recognize that effective education requires attention to
emotional engagement and social interaction. Likewise, neuroscience-informed educational approaches
suggest that positive emotional experiences can facilitate cognitive growth and behavioral adaptation (Li et
al., 2021; Makhmet et al., 2021).

Despite the growing importance of SEL, many school curricula still focus primarily on academic content and
standardized achievement while paying insufficient attention to students’ emotional and psychological needs.
This limitation becomes particularly problematic in modern societies characterized by technological
complexity, psychological stress, and rapid social change. In addition, although previous studies have
investigated separate aspects of emotional education and social competence, limited research has focused on
designing a comprehensive SEL-based curriculum model and empirically examining its effectiveness on
students’ psychological well-being. Therefore, the present study aimed to design a Social-Emotional Learning-
based curriculum model and investigate its effectiveness on students’ psychological well-being.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
qualitative phase, thematic analysis was used to identify the essential components of a Social-Emotional
Learning-based curriculum. The statistical population included experts in curriculum planning, educational
psychology, and secondary education in Tehran during the 2025-2026 academic year. Fifteen university
professors and educational specialists were selected through purposive sampling based on theoretical
saturation criteria.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to identify the dimensions, objectives, content, instructional
strategies, and evaluation methods relevant to SEL-based curriculum development. Interview questions were
developed according to the theoretical foundations of social-emotional learning and previous educational
studies. The collected qualitative data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding procedures,
resulting in the extraction of the final SEL curriculum model.

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group was used. The
statistical population consisted of secondary school students in Tehran. Two schools were selected through
convenience sampling, and after an initial screening process, 40 students with lower-than-average scores on
psychological well-being were selected and randomly assigned into experimental and control groups, with 20
participants in each group.

The experimental group participated in ten 90-minute sessions based on the designed SEL curriculum, while
the control group received no intervention. The educational program included components such as self-
awareness, self-management, emotional regulation, empathy, communication skills, responsible decision-
making, problem-solving, and social interaction skills. Sessions were conducted using active teaching
methods, including group discussions, collaborative activities, role-playing, and reflective exercises.
Psychological well-being was measured using Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being Scale, which assesses six
dimensions: self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life,
and personal growth. The questionnaire consisted of 84 items scored on a six-point Likert scale. Reliability
and validity of the instrument had been confirmed in previous studies, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in
the present study indicated satisfactory internal consistency.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-27 software. Descriptive statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated for all variables. Before inferential analysis, assumptions of normality,
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homogeneity of variance, and regression slope homogeneity were examined and confirmed. Multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used to evaluate the effectiveness of the SEL-based curriculum on
students’ psychological well-being.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the participants had a mean age of 16.42 years with a standard
deviation of 1.11. Approximately 52.5% of the participants were female and 47.5% were male. Students from
grades 10, 11, and 12 participated in the study, and most participants belonged to families with moderate
socioeconomic status.

Descriptive findings demonstrated that the experimental and control groups showed relatively similar mean
scores in psychological well-being and its dimensions during the pretest stage. However, substantial
differences emerged after the intervention. The experimental group showed significant increases in overall
psychological well-being and all six dimensions during the posttest phase, whereas the control group
demonstrated minimal changes.

The mean score of overall psychological well-being in the experimental group increased from 281.45 in the
pretest to 338.71 in the posttest. In contrast, the control group showed only a slight increase from 279.83 to
283.26. Similar improvements were observed across all dimensions of psychological well-being, including
self-acceptance, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, personal growth, and positive relations
with others.

Results of the Shapiro-Wilk and Levene’s tests indicated that assumptions of normality and homogeneity of
variances were satisfied for all variables. Therefore, the data met the assumptions required for multivariate
covariance analysis.

The results of MANCOVA revealed that the SEL-based curriculum had a statistically significant effect on
overall psychological well-being and all of its dimensions at the posttest stage (P<0.001). The intervention
explained a substantial proportion of variance in psychological well-being scores. The largest effect sizes were
related to overall psychological well-being, personal growth, and purpose in life.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons showed significant differences between the experimental group’s pretest and
posttest scores, while no significant differences were observed within the control group. Additionally,
significant differences were found between the experimental and control groups during the posttest phase,
indicating the effectiveness of the SEL-based curriculum intervention.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that the SEL-based curriculum significantly improved students’
psychological well-being and all related dimensions. Students who participated in the intervention exhibited
higher levels of self-acceptance, autonomy, personal growth, purpose in life, environmental mastery, and
positive social relationships compared to students in the control group. These findings indicate that integrating
social-emotional competencies into school curricula can substantially contribute to students’ mental health and
adaptive functioning.

The observed improvements may be explained by the interactive and emotionally supportive nature of the SEL
curriculum. The intervention created opportunities for students to engage in collaborative learning, emotional
reflection, and interpersonal communication. Such experiences likely enhanced students’ emotional
awareness, social competence, and self-regulatory capacities. The active instructional methods used during the
intervention also encouraged participation, responsibility, empathy, and self-expression, which contributed to
positive psychological outcomes.

The increase in self-acceptance and autonomy suggests that SEL-based education can strengthen students’
self-awareness and independent decision-making abilities. Through emotional regulation and reflective
activities, students learned to identify their strengths and manage emotional challenges more effectively.
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Likewise, improvements in purpose in life and personal growth indicate that the intervention enhanced
students’ motivation, self-efficacy, and future orientation.

The significant improvement in positive relations with others highlights the role of social-emotional learning
in promoting interpersonal competence and healthy communication. Students became more capable of
empathy, cooperation, and constructive interaction, which likely increased their sense of belonging and
emotional security within the educational environment.

The findings also suggest that SEL-based curricula may provide an effective framework for addressing
contemporary educational challenges associated with stress, emotional difficulties, and social adaptation
among adolescents. In modern educational systems, psychological well-being should not be considered
separate from academic learning. Rather, emotional and social competencies constitute essential components
of holistic student development.

Overall, the present study supports the effectiveness of SEL-based educational interventions in promoting
psychological well-being among secondary school students. The results indicate that curriculum models
emphasizing emotional awareness, social interaction, self-regulation, and responsible decision-making can
significantly improve students’ psychological adjustment and mental health. Therefore, integrating SEL
principles into formal educational curricula may contribute to healthier, more adaptive, and psychologically
resilient students in contemporary educational settings.
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