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ABSTRACT

	Aims: This phenomenological study aimed to explore the lived experiences of foreign teachers in managing behavioral challenges, including disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors, within inclusive classrooms in Thai government schools. It sought to identify the challenges encountered, strategies employed, coping mechanisms developed, and to propose a synergistic plan for improved inclusive classroom management.
Study Design: Qualitative phenomenological study.
Place and Duration of Study: Pathum Thani Province, Thailand, during the 2024‑2025 school year.
Methodology: Fifteen foreign teachers with at least three years of teaching experience in Thai inclusive government schools were purposively selected. In‑depth, semi‑structured one‑on‑one interviews were conducted, audio‑recorded, and transcribed verbatim. Data were analyzed using a modified Colaizzi seven‑step thematic analysis with MAXQDA software. The study was guided by Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory and Vygotsky's Social Constructivism. Triangulation (data and theoretical) and bracketing were employed to ensure rigor.
Results: Seven core themes emerged: (1) Contradictory System (structural barriers, diagnostic ambiguity, authority disparity), (2) Relational Practice (trust and rapport as foundational), (3) Pedagogical Repertoire (flexible management strategies), (4) Adaptive Teacher (emotional labor, reflexivity, identity as reflective pragmatist), (5) Language as Primary Hurdle (translation fatigue, role distortion), (6) Inclusion in Practice (compassion‑driven, unsupported), and (7) Behavioral Ecology (cyclical, socially contagious misbehavior). Language barriers and authority disparity were identified as the most pervasive challenges. Teachers reported significant emotional toll and professional isolation due to systemic contradictions between inclusive policy and unsupported practice.
Conclusion: Inclusive classroom management cannot rely on individual teacher resilience alone. Systemic contradictions transfer institutional burdens onto foreign educators. The proposed CIRCLE Synergistic Model (Collaborative, Intercultural, Reflective, Community‑Led Ecosystem) offers a multi‑tiered framework to redistribute adaptation demands across coordinated ecological support systems, thereby improving inclusive education quality in cross‑cultural Thai contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Thai Ministry of Education is dedicated to hiring 10,000 native English speakers to improve Thai students' English skills and confidence in an increasingly globalized economy. This action is to reform the Thai education system and enhance its quality (Mala, 2020). This growing globalization of the teaching workforce brings a variety of viewpoints and teaching approaches to cross-cultural classrooms (Ceballos, 2020). To improve education and language proficiency, exemplifying Thai initiatives included sending Canadian teachers to 300 sub-district schools in 2020 and international collaboration fostered by programs such as the Thai-UK Higher Education Partnerships Project and the U.S. Department of State’s English Language Fellow Program ("The New Frontier of Teaching in Thailand," 2021). On September 17, 2024, Thailand and the Philippines celebrated the significant contribution of approximately 40,000 Filipino overseas workers, mainly in education, academia, and entertainment (“Embassy of the Philippines”, 2024; “Right to Work in Thailand,” 2024). The recruitment of foreign teachers has been encouraged to enrich Thai students' educational experiences and expose them to diverse teaching methodologies and cultural backgrounds (Ueaichimplee & Pilanthananond, 2021).

While welcoming foreign educators, Thailand also advances another global advocacy – inclusive education – promoting diversity and equity so that students with disabilities can access quality education and reach their full potential (Office of the Education Council, 2024). The 1994 Salamanca Statement, signed by 92 countries, including Thailand, advocates inclusive learning environments, the end of discrimination, and effective education through inclusive policies, system reforms, and opportunities for people with disabilities. Consequently, Thailand has taken legislative steps to promote inclusive education. The National Education Act (1999) promotes holistic development and inclusive education through personalized learning and adaptable teaching methods. The 2008 Education Act and 2007 Persons with Disabilities Empowerment Act affirm rights to inclusive learning and tailored support. This Act is also reinforced by the 2017 Constitution's guarantee of free, non-discriminatory education. Likewise, the 2017–36 National Education Plan advances inclusivity. Despite efforts, resource and staffing shortages are observed. Infrastructure remains a barrier, and teacher training in special education is insufficient, though initiatives are in place to improve preparation in key areas (Bai, 2020).

Despite the aforementioned initiatives to promote quality and inclusive education, foreign educators often face a range of behavioral challenges as they navigate the intricacies of inclusive classrooms in Thai government schools. These challenges stem from diverse learning needs, cultural differences, language barriers, varying disciplinary approaches, and contrasting expectations regarding classroom conduct (Assalihee & Boonsuk, 2022). Differences in educational systems and teaching methodologies further compound these challenges. Such factors often lead to misunderstandings and miscommunications between students and foreign teachers, negatively impacting the classroom environment and learning outcomes. Foreign teachers encounter these behaviors, which often manifest as noise and movement disruptions, inattentiveness, off-task activities, reluctance to participate, and aggression, making teaching a complex task. The researcher personally confronted behavioral challenges during his six years of teaching in an inclusive Thai government primary school. Poor management of these issues led to teacher burnout, unmet lesson objectives, and limited student learning. It also contributed to poor attendance, attrition among untrained teachers, negative student perceptions, and low job satisfaction (Gilmour et al., 2022; Wright, 2024). Thus, the researcher’s firsthand observations underscore the urgent need to explore systemic and cultural barriers faced by foreign educators.

Effective behavior management is crucial in a Thai setting because improving behavioral support in schools is a key focus of the country’s educational policy development (Office of the Education Council, 2023; Wongsirasawat & Sanon, 2025). The National Education Act 1999 points out the overall development of students, creating a morally upright, ethical society based on quality learning. It instills moral consciousness and pride in Thai identity. Students must develop positive behavior, appreciate their environments and positively impact on society (Child Protection Act, 2023; Office of the Education Council, 2023). Numerous studies have been conducted on classroom and behavioral management. However, there is limited exploration of the specific experiences of foreign educators in inclusive classrooms in Thailand. Further, while policies promote quality education and inclusivity, foreign educators often struggle to reconcile their pedagogical training with local norms, a gap that is understudied in the existing literature. There is also a disparity between these policies and schools' practices. Hence, comprehensive research on behavioral management, considering cultural and language factors through the experiences of foreign teachers, is key to explaining these gaps.

1.1 Theoretical Lens

To systematically investigate these gaps, this study is anchored on two complementary theoretical frameworks. First, Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory posits that human development is determined by the various interactions we have with the environment, with those closest to us having the biggest impact on our lives (family, school, and peers). It assumes that people are agents of their own motion, constantly interacting with their environment and, in turn, adapting to it as they grow (Guy-Evans, 2024). This theory offers a broad overview of human development that includes social, cultural, economic, and political contexts. Hence, humans are studied in their natural environment, unlike traditional psychological theories which study individuals in isolation, where context tends to play a smaller role. This framework offers an appropriate lens for studying foreign teachers’ lived experiences in their natural work environments, taking into account the mentioned contexts. Li et al. (2023) explained that this holistic framework considers multiple layers of influence on individuals within a particular environment, categorizing influences into microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, and macrosystems. The microsystem, which is the direct interactions around the individual, has the most immediate effect. 	Comment by Office: what year?

The theory matured further, expanding on proximal processes to include the PPCT model (Process, Person, Context, and Time), emphasizing how interactions among these aspects shape individual development (El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022). This lens explains how foreign teachers' experiences are affected not only by the people and natural environment where they teach, but also by their relationships with others and with the system. Internally, as a person, how they see their lived experiences is influenced by their previous encounters, their language proficiency, and their personal preferences in management strategies. Crawford (2020) concurred that this theory applies to social work as in education, as it encourages the practitioner to consider the person in the context of their environment, emphasizing cultural competence, whole-person approaches, and policy action. This framework asserts that neighborhoods and community connections are central to someone’s growth and development. 

In this study, Ecological Systems Theory serves as a lens to understand the myriad complex factors underpinning inclusive classrooms, including foreign teachers and students interacting, relationships with other teachers and administrators, social support systems in and outside the school, and wider socio-cultural factors that may impact their work and personal lives.	Comment by Office: who proposed this? put who proposed this and the year.

Second, this study employs Social Constructivism Theory, proposed by Lev Vygotsky in 1968, emphasizing that language and culture are essential tools through which individuals engage with and construct meaning from their experiences of the world (Saleem et al., 2021). The proponent believes that intellectual development and perceptions of the environment determine how people think and understand, and that this is complemented by language and culture. Language as a medium can shape how learned concepts are interpreted and absorbed through experience and cultural context. Hence, knowledge is socially produced and co-constructed since it requires a community of people who share a language and culture. This social constructivist perspective is relevant for understanding the approaches used by foreign teachers to address behavioral issues in Thai government schools, especially in inclusive classrooms. The study examines how foreign teachers engage in socio-cultural interactions with students, peers, and other stakeholders to co-construct a positive learning environment. It also considers language as a tool for mediation and how different cultural views shape behavior, conceptualization, and management in inclusive teaching. Idoresit Akpan et al. (2020) claimed that social constructivism holds that our understanding is informed not only by adaptive encounters with the physical world but also by encounters with other people—interactions that refer to a world that is not just physical but also cultural and meaningful, epitomized by language. Students of foreign teachers speak Thai organically; English is only learned in formal and informal education. The administration, colleagues, and parents naturally speak in Thai. Hence, this lens is useful for decoding their lived experiences, considering cultural factors and the significant role language plays. As noted by Saleem et al. (2021), social construction of knowledge occurs in multiple ways and across different places—through discussions, teamwork, teaching interactions, social media, religious spaces, and marketplaces. Through interactions with people and environments, students gain understanding essential for successful lives. Significantly, learning and cognitive development are deeply embedded in cultural and social environments. 	Comment by Office: (1968).

This theory helps understand how foreign teachers approach behavior management as they are influenced by Thai cultural practices, norms, and expectations for their roles in inclusive school environments. Foreign teachers interact with general and special needs students, fellow teachers, administrators, and sometimes parents, helping them understand implicit rules and norms governing student behavior in a Thai cultural context, as well as exposing them to culturally appropriate ways to manage classroom behavior that may differ from their prior experiences. This theoretical lens helps explore how language barriers or cultural misunderstandings influence teachers’ strategies and perceptions of student behavior in inclusive classrooms.

1.2 Research Questions

Through the integrated lenses of Ecological Systems Theory and Social Constructivism, this phenomenological study is grounded on the central question: “What is the essence of lived experiences of foreign teachers in managing learners’ behavioral challenges in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?” Specifically, this study seeks to answer the following corollary questions:

1. How do foreign teachers describe their most significant experiences in managing behavioral challenges, including disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors, in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?

2. What meanings may be formulated based on the most significant experiences of the foreign teachers?

3. What themes emerged from the formulated meanings?

4. Based on the study's results, what synergistic plan may be developed to improve inclusive classroom management and instruction?

Ultimately, this phenomenological inquiry aims to describe and interpret how foreign teachers understand and navigate the complexities of inclusive education in Thailand, thereby contributing to a more nuanced foundation for educational practice and policy development in similar cross-cultural contexts.

2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research Design

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological approach to capture the complexity of foreign teachers’ lived experiences managing behavioral challenges in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools (Creswell & Miller, 2022). Phenomenology was selected to focus on participants’ subjective perceptions, interpretations, and reflections, thereby elucidating the essence of these experiences across three selected primary schools in Pathum Thani Province, Thailand.

2.2 Data Generation

Data were generated using a semi-structured questionnaire with open-ended questions (see Appendix). This instrument enabled respondents to answer openly according to their own perspectives without limitations, encouraging unexpected or insightful responses (Ranganathan & Caduff, 2023). The process took place over two weeks during the 2024–2025 school year. In-depth, one-on-one interviews were conducted with foreign teachers, allowing personalized exploration of each teacher’s background, philosophy, and behavioral management approaches. Face-to-face settings foster participant ease and willingness to share, particularly on sensitive topics (Hecker & Kalpokas, 2024). All interviews were audio- or video-recorded after signed consent was obtained.

2.3 Selection of Participants

Purposive sampling was used to select 15 primary teachers from selected schools in Pathum Thani Province, Thailand. This sample size aligns with Creswell and Miller’s (2022) recommendation of 5 to 25 participants for achieving rich, saturated narratives. Purposive sampling aims to capture diverse perspectives within the context of interest (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). Co-participants were foreign teachers with at least three years of teaching experience in inclusive classrooms, recruited via Facebook group announcements and colleague referrals.

2.4 Thematic Analysis

Interviews were transcribed verbatim following an eight-step procedure: preparing materials, careful listening, creating a uniform template, verbatim transcription with speaker labels, inserting timestamps, noting non-verbal cues, reviewing and editing, and formatting for readability (Raj, 2024; Williams, 2024). MAXQDA software (VERBI Software, 2022) was used to manage and analyze qualitative data, supporting coding, memo creation, and media analysis.

A modified version of Colaizzi’s seven-step thematic analysis method was employed, involving familiarization, coding, topic generation, theme review, theme definition, and writing up (Finlayson et al., 2018; Caulfield, 2023). Conventional content analysis—an inductive approach—was applied. Words, phrases, and sentences were compared to identify meaningful units, followed by open coding to establish concepts and generate subthemes. Themes were derived through line-by-line coding, integrating subthemes via constant comparison and conceptual analysis. Findings were reviewed with experts to ensure thorough interpretation (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008, as cited by Mutya et al., 2021). Thematic analysis is widely favored for scrutinizing thick descriptive data in qualitative research (Naeem et al., 2023).

2.5 Triangulation and Bracketing

Data triangulation was achieved by recruiting foreign teachers with varied experience levels (three or more years) and across different age ranges, ensuring findings reflected a spectrum of lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Theoretical triangulation was operationalized through concurrent application of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Socio-constructivist theory. Bronfenbrenner’s framework guided analysis of systemic influences (Crawford, 2020; El Zaatari & Maalouf, 2022), while socio-constructivist theory focused on how participants constructed meaning through social interactions and collaborative problem-solving (Cong-Lem, 2023; Saleem et al., 2021). Interview questions probed both environmental barriers and socio-constructivist processes, and data were coded thematically through both lenses.

To mitigate researcher bias, bracketing was employed before data collection. This involved suspending the researcher’s assumptions about foreign teachers’ experiences through reflexivity, acknowledging the researcher’s positionality (e.g., prior teaching experience) to ground interpretations in participant narratives (Emiliussen et al., 2021; Tufford & Newman, 2012; Yip, 2023).

2.6 Ethical Considerations

Informed consent was obtained from all foreign teachers (see Appendix), providing comprehensive information about the research purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits, with assurance of the right to withdraw without consequence. Confidentiality was protected by anonymizing all data, assigning pseudonyms to participants, and excluding identifiable school or location information. A respectful, culturally sensitive approach was maintained throughout. Debriefing sessions were offered to address any lingering concerns or emotions. The study adhered to the ethical guidelines of the Institutional Review Board of the University of Perpetual Help System Dalta.


3. results and discussion

Analysis of interview transcripts generated seven core themes. The following thematic and discussion sections answer research questions 1–3 (descriptions, meanings, and emergent themes). Research question 4 (synergistic plan) is addressed in the final section.

3.1 Themes

Theme 1: Structural Barriers and Institutional Contradictions

Foreign teachers operate within a profoundly contradictory ecosystem. While Thai schools rhetorically embrace inclusive education, they systematically withhold necessary structural supports, producing what participants described as hidden diagnostic gatekeeping and an authority paradox. 

As one teacher stated: 
	Comment by Office: follor this throughout the responses in result and discussion part . 
“In Thailand, they don't discriminate those students with special needs. That's why they mix them up with other normal students” (Teacher 8). 

However, inclusion functions as ideology rather than practice: 

“The shadow teacher is not actually focusing on the student because he or she cannot understand what the student is doing. They don't know the condition” (Teacher 10).

The authority paradox stems from expectations that foreign teachers maintain discipline while lacking the cultural capital—nationality, language, and hierarchical respect—that affords Thai teachers immediate behavioral control. Participants reported that students who comply with Thai teachers become disruptive when foreign instructors assume responsibility: 

“If there's a Thai teacher inside, he's kind” (Teacher 6). 

This dissonance resonates with research on cultural capital and foreign teacher positioning (Derrah et al., 2024), and with findings that communication issues and cultural disparities significantly hinder collaboration and classroom management (Sukkhapatvara, 2024).

Policies prohibiting physical contact conflict with local disciplinary practices, leaving foreign teachers in “disciplinary limbo.” Furthermore, pairing foreign teachers with Thai co-teachers often fails due to language gaps: 

“I tried to talk to my co-homeroom partner, but she's distant because she can't really communicate” (Teacher 13). 

Laizans and Dzerviniks (2025) similarly argue that Thailand’s legal framework for inclusion lacks professional development and structural supports, resulting in inclusion as ideology rather than reality. Bualar (2024) identifies misunderstandings of inclusion, negative teacher attitudes, and limited parental engagement as implementation barriers.

Analysis through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (Guy-Evans, 2025) reveals that contradictions between inclusive ideology and unsupported practice occur at macrosystem (national policies) and exosystem (resource allocation) levels. Language barriers cripple the microsystem (teacher-student interaction), while ineffective collaboration with Thai co-teachers represents mesosystem breakdown (Hayes, O’Toole, & Halpenny, 2022; Suwannawong et al., 2023). These systemic failures force foreign teachers to bear the full “burden of adaptation” through trial-and-error strategies, a pattern associated with lower teacher efficacy and increased workplace stress (Anchunda et al., 2025; Singh, 2022).

Theme 2: Relational Practice as Foundational Strategy

Success in this context is fundamentally relational rather than purely instructional. Teachers positioned rapport as prerequisite for learning: “The most rewarding thing for me as a teacher is the way the students behave naturally” (Teacher 11). To cultivate trust, teachers consciously shift roles: “I make sure that in my class I'm strict but if there's no class, I try to befriend them” (Teacher 14). This finding aligns with research showing that Thai EFL students find personal conversations and positive classroom atmosphere enhance motivation and confidence (Pahanit & Ambele, 2025), and that 85% of teachers identify strong student relationships as central to professional success (Vivi, 2025).

However, relational strategies carry risk. Excessive familiarity can weaken authority: “They treat me as a friend, not a teacher” (Teacher 10). Teachers therefore rely on individualized, compassionate approaches grounded in Thai cultural norms emphasizing calmness: “Try to speak softly or calmly... if you keep shouting, they won't follow you” (Teacher 8).

Relationships with Thai colleagues strongly shape classroom management, yet collaboration is often hindered by language barriers (Sukkhapatvara, 2024). Parents emerge as powerful external actors. Positive engagement yields essential diagnostic information during parent-teacher conferences, but entitlement linked to tuition can undermine discipline. One participant reported: “She goes directly to the principal's office and told them to replace me” (Teacher 1). Proactive teacher strategies can empower non-English-speaking parents as educational allies (Lei & Vibulphol, 2024).

Vygotsky’s principle that all learning is first social (McLeod, 2025) illuminates these findings. Rapport-building functions as cultural mediation, with the “motherly approach” scaffolding socio-emotional development. However, challenges with co-teachers and parents reveal the limits of individual effort when mesosystem connections are weak or conflictual (Guy-Evans, 2025; Merritt & Psychreg, 2025).

Theme 3: Pedagogical Repertoire and Classroom Management

Classroom management requires a flexible, strategic repertoire balancing performative strictness and compassionate micro-teaching. Teachers employ calculated strictness to establish authority: “You need to show how you dislike their misbehavior by raising your voice... for the sake of the children” (Teacher 14). Voice, facial expression, and physical presence signal boundaries, with some teachers formalizing non-verbal systems: “If you can see my finger, it means the teacher is angry” (Teacher 9). However, performative strictness can cross into public shaming, producing moral discomfort: “I embarrassed her... I regretted it so much” (Teacher 4). Teacher verbal and nonverbal actions shape student discipline and self-regulation, with modeling respectful behavior supporting long-term order (Ibrahimova, 2025).

Structured systems of rewards, punishments, and routines prove effective primarily through consistency: “You really have to be consistent” (Teacher 4). Sincere praise carries more power than punishment: “When you say ‘very good’, you have to feel it” (Teacher 13). Clear routines and consistent rules are essential for engagement and academic success (Piyal & Hasan, 2025; Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2020).

Engagement functions as preventive discipline. Interactive lessons, games, and platforms (Kahoot, Blooket, Bamboozle) capture attention before disruption occurs: “When a student comes up to me... ‘Teacher, I enjoyed your class’” (Teacher 6). Relational strategies and culturally responsive practices positively influence learner motivation (Nilubol & Sitthitikul, 2023), and interactive pedagogical techniques improve engagement in EFL contexts (Matyakan, Chaowanakritsanakul, & Santos, 2024). Student-centered creative approaches preempt behavioral challenges by increasing motivation (Pandayan, 2025).

As one teacher noted: “Every day is a new way for me... it may or may not work the next day” (Teacher 8). This dynamic repertoire exemplifies Vygotskian scaffolding (Nance, 2025; Palm, 2023), where teachers read the group’s social-emotional state to apply appropriate tools across the Zone of Proximal Development.

Theme 4: Adaptive Teacher Identity and Emotional Labor

Effective teaching constitutes an intensely personal journey wherein systemic challenges exact significant emotional toll, forcing continuous cycles of reflexivity and adaptation. Teachers reported frustration and diminished self-esteem triggered by comparisons with Thai teachers’ authority: “That's where I feel that I'm not an effective teacher” (Teacher 6). For some, the toll escalates into identity crisis: “My tears are really flowing... questioning my worth as a teacher” (Teacher 13).

A defining characteristic is capacity for emotional regulation: “I feel really bad. Then I relaxed myself... we need not to react right away with anger” (Teacher 14). This finding parallels research on Indonesian English teachers in Thailand, where language barriers and student behavior triggered frustration and stress (Haryadi & Wilang, 2025). A systematic review confirms that teaching requires both surface acting and deep acting to meet professional expectations (Jaikla & Piyakun, 2024).

Through experience, teachers abandon ineffective authoritarian responses. Reflexivity gives rise to a “Reflective Pragmatist” identity characterized by continuous cultural learning, pedagogical flexibility, and strategic experimentation: “You really have to come up with a lot of strategies” (Teacher 8). Cultural learning is fundamental, not optional. Cultural misunderstandings can have severe consequences: “I didn’t know that he became a monk... He got mad” (Teacher 10). Teachers emphasize cultural humility: “We are foreign here... You shouldn't fight” (Teacher 5).

The cycle of emotional challenge, reflection, and adaptation constitutes the central proximal process through which foreign teachers professionally develop (Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model; Rahman, 2025). This aligns with research on second-career EFL teachers who engage in continual cycles of reflection and adaptation to sustain commitment (Lap et al., 2025), and with findings that teachers learn primarily from personal experience within unsupportive systems (Tong & An, 2024).

Theme 5: Language Barrier as Primary Hurdle

Language constitutes the fundamental impediment to instruction, assessment, relationship-building, and authority. Teachers consistently identified language as “the number one problem among foreign teachers” (Teacher 1). The barrier directly triggers behavioral challenges rooted in misunderstanding. Students themselves acknowledge: “We just make fun of it because we don't understand” (Teacher 13). Even disciplinary responses lose impact: “If they don't understand what I'm saying, it has no effect” (Teacher 13). Linguistic obstacles disrupt social dynamics and perceived authority in EFL settings (Ross & Stuckler, 2025), and low student English proficiency directly affects classroom management and teacher confidence (Thai EFL research).

Adaptive strategies include acquiring basic Thai and simplifying English: “Save yourself, learn basic Thai” (Teacher 8). Deliberate reduction of English ensures comprehension: “If you use deeper English, the kids won't understand it” (Teacher 7). Strategic L1 use can support comprehension without replacing target language, reducing cognitive load for beginners (Anggoro et al., 2025).

Technology, particularly Google Translate, is widely used: “I have to go to Google Translate” (Teacher 6). Visual aids bypass language altogether. Proxy pedagogy relies on bilingual students or Thai co-teachers as human translators: “Oh, you tell your classmate how to say this in Thai” (Teacher 11). Digital tools can reduce workload and support self-directed professional development (Sun & Sun, 2025), though multimedia effectiveness requires intentional design to reduce cognitive load (Pandayan, 2025). Peer translation and collaborative mediation are pragmatic responses when institutional support is lacking (Anggoro et al., 2025).

However, adaptive strategies exact high hidden costs. Constant translation disrupts instructional flow and increases exhaustion: “There's my momentum up, but I have to stop” (Teacher 6). Over time, professional identity shifts: “You're not a facilitator... you're really giving all this information” (Teacher 11). This “translation fatigue” represents a Vygotskian crisis of mediation (Palm, 2023): the fundamental cultural tool—shared language—is absent, requiring inefficient substitutes. Technology serves as a More Knowledgeable Other (McLeod, 2025), but human proxies demand high cognitive load. Zhao and Wang (2024) document emotional exhaustion and identity redefinition in EFL contexts, while Hossain and Boonmoh (2025) call for systemic supports rather than individual coping strategies.

Theme 6: Inclusion Practice and Diagnostic Ambiguity

A stark gap exists between inclusion philosophy and classroom reality. Teachers operate without formal diagnostic information, encountering severe behavioral issues without prior warning: “Then I realized, ah, there's something about this kid” (Teacher 11). This ambiguity is intensified by lack of qualified diagnosticians and parental reluctance to declare conditions due to stigma: “They don't know how to diagnose because they don't want to declare” (Teacher 10). Consequently, teachers misinterpret behaviors and respond inappropriately before understanding underlying needs: “I was being bad to them… I shouted sometimes, because I didn't know” (Teacher 9).

Recent work identifies screening inconsistencies, limited trained personnel, and uneven implementation capacity as bottlenecks in Thailand’s inclusive education (Arias, Calago, & Calungsod, 2023). Thai early childhood teachers similarly report insufficient support structures (Klibthong & Agbenyega, 2022). Stigma among parents of children with autism shapes help-seeking and coping (Thi Loan Khanh et al., 2023), and fear of social disapproval restricts early identification (Westby et al., 2024).

In the absence of systemic support, teachers develop intuitive inclusion practices prioritizing relationship-building and individualized instruction: “I talk to them one by one… I really want to know their background” (Teacher 7). Inclusion is enacted through emotional belonging rather than curriculum uniformity: “He is still staying in the same classroom for him to feel belonged” (Teacher 4). Teachers actively protect students from ridicule: “I reprimand all others to consider and respect him… not to laugh at him” (Teacher 5). Singh (2022) frames inclusion in terms of belonging, participation, and dignity beyond mere placement.

Repeated exposure transforms teachers into advocates for systemic reform: “Acknowledgement first” (Teacher 8). They call for collaborative, system-wide redesign: “What I'm doing… should not only be done by me” (Teacher 8). These calls align with research identifying teacher professional development and resourcing as persistent limiting conditions (Dzerviniks & Laizans, 2025; Singh, 2022). Inclusion emerges as an ethical challenge in the microsystem, where exosystem failures place the moral imperative solely on teachers, who become unintended critics and advocates from an outsider perspective.

Theme 7: Behavioral Ecology

Misbehavior constitutes a complex ecosystem of root causes, manifestations, and reinforcing cycles rather than random disruption. Root causes include undiagnosed neurodivergence: “I observe that these three boys have ADHD or ADD or something” (Teacher 9); home environment stressors: “Her parents are abusing her” (Teacher 10); and cultural misunderstanding: “I didn't know that he became a monk... He got mad... he stabbed his friend's eye” (Teacher 10). When diagnostic clarity is absent, teachers interpret behavior from observation and context (Espinal & Paglinawan, 2025). Home stressors link to emotional and behavioral regulation difficulties (de Guzman, 2025).

Manifestations include attention-seeking disruption, verbal resistance, physical aggression, and uncontrolled movement. These patterns are consistent with research identifying talking out of turn, non-attentiveness, and physical misbehavior as frequently reported disruptions (Iqbal & Zahoor, 2024), emphasizing environmental and relational factors beyond internal student traits (Dawes et al., 2024).

A central finding is that misbehavior is cyclical and socially contagious. Unmet needs trigger behavior; ineffective responses fail to address causes; behavior reappears: “They will stop, but... after five minutes, they will be the same” (Teacher 1). Misbehavior spreads through peer imitation: “Other students think that what their friends do is right” (Teacher 1). Behavioral contagion operates via modeling, shared norms, and social reinforcement (Espinal & Paglinawan, 2025). Home–school inconsistency reinforces misbehavior: “When they go home, the parents tend to be more lenient” (Teacher 8). Alignment between home supports and classroom expectations is crucial for reducing persistent disruptive behavior (de Guzman, 2025). These findings fundamentally challenge reactive, punitive discipline, emphasizing diagnostic, empathetic, systemic approaches that address root causes and break cycles.

Theoretical Integration

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory (Guy-Evans, 2025; Rahman, 2025) explains how macrosystem policies (inclusion ideology without support, cultural authority structures) and exosystem failures (resource allocation, diagnostic gatekeeping) disrupt microsystem classroom functioning. Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (Palm, 2023; McLeod, 2025) clarifies how limited access to shared cultural tools—particularly language and culturally recognized authority symbols—constrains effective mediation, scaffolding, and identification of students’ Zones of Proximal Development. Together, these perspectives demonstrate that foreign teachers’ adaptive practices constitute compensatory responses to systemic and cultural misalignments rather than optional pedagogical choices. Individual resilience and reflexive adaptation are required to offset institutional shortcomings in the absence of coherent structural support (Rahman, 2025).

3.2 Synergistic Plan (Research Question 4)

Based on the results, the CIRCLE Synergistic Model for Inclusive Thai Classrooms (Collaborative, Intercultural, Reflective, Community‑Led Ecosystem) was developed. It consists of five interconnected pillars as shown in Figure 1.

Collaborative Foundations & Co‑Teaching Partnerships – structured co‑teaching with Thai colleagues to address isolation and enable shared responsibility.

Intercultural & Inclusive Pedagogy Training – dual‑track training for foreign teachers (Thai cultural norms, “jai yen yen”) and Thai teachers (Western pedagogy, invisible disabilities).

Resource Hubs & Role Clarity – school‑based hubs with translated resources, visual support banks, and clear referral pathways.


Community & Parent Engagement Bridges – use of LINE messaging and culture fairs to build trust and mutual respect.

Leadership & Empowerment Framework – an Inclusive Classroom Committee of foreign and Thai teachers, administrators, and special education coordinators to advocate for systemic change.
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Figure 1
The CIRCLE (Collaborative, Intercultural, Reflective, Community‑Led Ecosystem) Model for Inclusive Thai Classrooms
Source: Created by the author (2026).

This multi‑tiered framework moves beyond individual teacher improvisation to create a sustainable ecosystem of support, directly addressing the diagnostic ambiguity, professional isolation, and cultural disconnects identified in the lived experiences of foreign teachers.

4. Conclusion

Foreign teachers operate within a complex, often contradictory educational environment where authority, inclusion, communication, and discipline are culturally and structurally mediated. Behavioral challenges are rarely isolated incidents but are embedded in broader systems of language barriers, cultural expectations, institutional inconsistencies, family dynamics, and limited diagnostic clarity.

Authority disparities rooted in cultural hierarchy and linguistic limitations leave foreign teachers without the tools to enact their professional responsibilities. The absence of shared language significantly impairs instruction, rapport, and classroom control. Inclusive education remains aspirational yet inconsistently implemented; teachers frequently encounter unidentified or undisclosed special needs, forcing them to rely on personal observation and adaptive strategies rather than structured support.

The study concludes that systemic contradictions transfer institutional burdens onto individual educators. Authority is culturally constructed—respect in Thai classrooms is influenced by nationality, language proficiency, and hierarchical norms. Misbehavior operates within a broader behavioral ecology, emerging from overlapping factors (neurodivergence, emotional stress, family context, peer dynamics) and functioning cyclically, rendering purely reactive or punitive strategies insufficient. Inclusion is frequently enacted through teacher compassion rather than systemic design. Language produces “translation fatigue,” where teachers expend excessive cognitive and emotional effort to mediate understanding. Professional identity develops through emotional labor and reflexivity, forming adaptive identities grounded in cultural humility and pragmatic flexibility.

Effective practice requires Ecological Consciousness (awareness of how environmental levels interact) and Sociocultural Mediation (bridging gaps through strategic scaffolding). Consequently, sustainable improvement requires systemic alignment across policy, institutional practice, and classroom implementation. The CIRCLE Model redistributes the adaptation burden from individual teachers to coordinated ecological support systems.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation on the CIRCLE Model – The CIRCLE Synergistic Plan should be adopted as a collaborative, intercultural, community‑led framework that shifts inclusion from individual adaptation to collective responsibility.

Educational Policy – Inclusive education policies must move beyond rhetoric to address alignment across ecological levels. Clear, standardized protocols for identifying and supporting neurodiverse students are essential, including culturally sensitive diagnostic pathways. Funding should be allocated for trained support personnel (guidance counselors, special education coordinators, expert shadow teachers). Policies must be contextualized within Thai cultural values to ensure realistic and congruent expectations for behavior, authority, and communication.

Institutional Practice – Schools should embed genuine collaboration time for co‑planning and co‑reflection between foreign and Thai teachers. Consistent discipline frameworks should be jointly understood and applied. Institutions should invest in assistive and communication technologies (translation tools, visual supports, digital resource banks) and establish clear referral systems for behavioral and learning concerns.

Classroom Practice – Teachers should be supported in developing cultural knowledge as a pedagogical tool. Classrooms should have predictable routines, sensory‑friendly environments, visual schedules, and clear behavioral cues. Relational practices with compassion, compromise, and boundary‑setting should be maintained within a framework of consistency, ensuring discipline is supportive rather than punitive.

Professional Development – Professional development should be ongoing and context‑specific, including explicit instruction on identifying neurodiversity, managing diagnostic ambiguity, and communicating in limited‑language environments. Training in culturally responsive behavior management should be offered to both foreign and Thai teachers. Programs must recognize and validate the emotional labor inherent in cross‑cultural, under‑resourced, inclusive settings, equipping teachers with reflective tools rather than expecting silent resilience.

Future Research – Longitudinal or comparative studies should examine the effectiveness of systemic models such as the CIRCLE Model. Further investigation is needed into hidden diagnostic gatekeeping, incorporating perspectives of parents, administrators, and specialists. Comparative studies across Thai and Southeast Asian contexts would clarify transferability. Longitudinal research should explore foreign teachers’ emotional labor and professional identity development, as well as the impact of language‑mediated classroom strategies on behavior and learning outcomes for neurodiverse students.
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE

Study Title: BEHAVIORAL CHALLENGES IN THAI INCLUSIVE CLASSROOMS: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF FOREIGN TEACHERS

Read to the Interviewee: The questions will focus on your personal experiences, challenges, and strategies for managing student behavior in inclusive classrooms. Your responses will be kept strictly confidential and used solely for academic purposes. You may choose to remain anonymous. The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes. Please answer each question honestly and in detail. You may also share examples or stories that you believe are relevant. If you are uncomfortable with any question, feel free to let me know, and we can move to the next one.

Part I. Profile of the Co-participants 
1. Can you briefly introduce yourself and share your background as a teacher (e.g., nationality, teaching experience, and years of teaching in Thai government schools)?
1. What grade levels and subjects do you teach?

Part II. 
Central Question:
“What is the essence of lived experiences of foreign teachers in managing learners’ behavior  in Thai government schools?”

1. How would you describe your experiences as foreign teacher in Thailand handling inclusive classrooms?
1.1 What motivated you to teach in Thailand, particularly in government   
       schools?
1.2 What aspects do you find most rewarding in handling inclusive classrooms?
1.3 What aspects have been the most challenging handling inclusive classrooms?
1.4 How has your previous teaching experience influenced your current job?

2. How would you describe your experiences as a foreign teacher as regards managing learners' disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors, in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?
2.1 How do you manage inclusive classroom with Thai learners?
2.2 Are there specific patterns or behaviors that you find unique to Thai learners in the inclusive classroom setting?
2.3 How do you perceive the Thai students' attitudes toward authority and discipline?
2.4 How do you successfully address learner's challenging behavior in your classroom?
2.5  How do students typically respond to your efforts to address these behaviors?
2.6 How do cultural differences between you and the students influence your expectations of student behavior and the strategies you use to manage the inclusive classroom?

3. How would you describe your experiences as a foreign teacher the challenges in managing learners' disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?
3.1 What specific types of behavioral challenges do you frequently encounter in your classroom?
3.2 Have you observed differences in behavioral challenges across grade levels or subjects? 
3.3 How do language barriers between you and your students affect your ability to manage behavioral challenges?
3.4 What strategies do you use to address learner’s behavioral challenges?
3.5 What resources or support do you feel are lacking in addressing behavioral challenges?
3.6 How do the attitudes of learners, parents, or colleagues influence the challenges you face?
3.7 How do you cope with or address these challenges to maintain a positive learning environment?

4. How would you describe your experiences as a foreign teacher in collaboration with school authority in managing learners' disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?
4.1 What types of support do school authorities provide to help you manage learners' behavior?
4.2 How do you communicate and coordinate with school authorities regarding behavioral issues?
4.3 What challenges have you faced when collaborating with school authorities, and how have you addressed them?
4.4 How does the level of support from school authorities impact your ability to manage classroom behavior effectively?
4.5 Are there any specific strategies or programs initiated by school authorities that have been helpful?

5.  How would you describe your experiences as a foreign teacher the successes in managing learners' disruptive, withdrawn, and aggressive behaviors in inclusive classrooms within Thai government schools?
5.1 What methods or strategies have you found most effective in managing learners' behavior?
5.2 Can you share specific examples of behavioral challenges you successfully managed?
5.3 How do you measure success in managing classroom behavior?
5.4 What role does cultural understanding play in your behavioral management strategies?
5.5 Have your experiences of success influenced your teaching practices or perspective on classroom management?
5.6 How do you ensure consistency in managing behavior across different classrooms or grade levels to guarantee success?
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