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Abstract

Introduction and Purpose: Developing capable leaders within educational
systems—particularly during adolescence, a critical period for cognitive, social, and
emotional growth—nholds significant importance. Leadership competencies not only
support students’ individual success but also strengthen their capacity for
collaboration, effective communication, and positive peer influence. Despite this
importance, many current educational programs lack coherent frameworks for
fostering such competencies in secondary school students. This study seeks to identify
the essential competencies required for leadership development in this age group and
to provide scholarly insights to inform the design of educational and training
initiatives.

Method: This research adopted a qualitative design employing a meta-synthesis
approach. The study corpus consisted of reputable national and international
publications released between 2010 and 2025. Through systematic screening and the
application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, 36 studies were selected and evaluated
for quality using the CASP checklist. Data were analyzed in MAXQDA through three
stages of open, axial, and selective coding, and the findings were refined and
validated in collaboration with educational experts.

Findings: Leadership competencies emerged under two overarching themes:
leadership character and aspiration for knowledge and skill development. Six core
competencies were identified: values and ethics, personality traits, effective behavior,
effective management, personal development, and acquisition of organizational skills.
These competencies highlight the dynamic interaction between individual attributes,
the school environment, and the broader community in shaping leadership
development.

Discussion and Conclusion: Leadership development is a multidimensional, gradual,
and context-sensitive process that requires integrated educational and pedagogical
strategies. The findings emphasize the importance of designing structured educational
frameworks, equipping teachers with the necessary expertise, and cultivating a
supportive school culture. The results of this study offer a foundation for educational
planning, teacher professional development, and the empowerment of future
generations in the realm of leadership.
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Identifying Competencies for Leadership Development of Secondary Students: A Qualitative Study

Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Leadership development in primary school students has emerged as a critical concern in contemporary
educational discourse. While cooperative learning is widely recognized as an effective pedagogical strategy
(Karagianni & Montgomery, 2018), its specific role in cultivating leadership skills remains underexplored
(Hishamuddin & Shukor, 2021; Villera Herrera & Pinto Lucas, 2020). Teachers, as central agents in shaping
students’ developmental trajectories (Barnard, 2015; Croshy, 2017), are uniquely positioned to foster leadership
capacities by moving beyond traditional instructional methods (Beckers et al., 2016; Bean, 2021).

Creating inclusive, collaborative learning environments not only enhances academic engagement but also
provides students with authentic opportunities to practice leadership behaviors (Siewiorek et al., 2012).
Educational institutions aiming to promote leadership development must adopt a coherent philosophy aligned
with institutional values, define measurable goals, and implement curricula that integrate leadership training into
everyday classroom practice (Zafar et al., 2020).

Although prior studies have emphasized the benefits of cooperative learning for academic achievement and
classroom climate (Johnson & Johnson, 2018; Keramati & Gillies, 2021; Ferguson-Patrick, 2020), its potential
in nurturing leadership skills—especially among primary school students—has received limited attention. Given
that these students represent the future workforce and societal leaders, it is imperative to explore how
cooperative learning elements can serve as foundational tools for leadership development.

This study addresses the existing research gap by conducting a qualitative meta-synthesis of relevant literature,
followed by expert validation through focus group discussions. The aim is to identify key components of
leadership development within the framework of cooperative learning and to propose a culturally responsive
conceptual model tailored to the needs of primary education.

Methodology:

This study adopted a qualitative research design using a meta-synthesis approach to integrate findings from
previous empirical studies on student leadership development. A comprehensive literature search was conducted
across national and international databases, covering the period between 2000 and 2024. From an initial pool of
approximately 5200 documents, 36 studies met the inclusion criteria based on language, publication type,
research relevance, methodological rigor, and accessibility of full texts.

To ensure the credibility of the selected studies, the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist was
applied. The coding and thematic synthesis were carried out using Atlas.ti 9 software, following a three-stage
process: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. This iterative process allowed the researchers to extract
key concepts, cluster them into categories, and develop higher-order themes representing the core dimensions of
leadership development.

In addition to document analysis, expert validation was conducted through two focus group discussions with 12
educational specialists, including school principals, teachers, and curriculum experts. Their insights were used to
refine the conceptual model and ensure its contextual relevance to the Iranian educational system. Strategies
such as member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation were employed to enhance the trustworthiness of
the findings.

Results:

The qualitative meta-synthesis yielded two overarching themes that represent the foundational dimensions of
student leadership development: Leadership Character and Aspiration for Growth. Each theme encompasses
three core categories, derived from axial coding, and supported by multiple open codes from the reviewed
studies.

1. Leadership Character reflects the internal, ethical, and relational qualities of leadership. This theme consists of
three categories:

e Self-awareness, including confidence, personal insight, and the ability to recognize strengths and
e limitations.
e Value orientation, encompassing fairness, integrity, and commitment to ethical principles.

Social responsibility, manifested in civic engagement, group commitment, and accountability to others.
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2. Aspiration for Growth captures the dynamic and developmental aspects of student leadership. This theme also
comprises three categories:

[0 Communication skills, such as negotiation, persuasion, and the ability to articulate ideas effectively.
0 Lifelong learning, which involves intrinsic motivation, adaptability, and self-regulation.
[ Organizational capabilities, including planning, resource management, and strategic thinking.

Together, these six categories provide a comprehensive framework for understanding how leadership
competencies can be cultivated in secondary school students. The integration of behavioral, cognitive, and
ethical

dimensions underscores the multidimensional nature of leadership development, suggesting that it cannot be
reduced to a single skill set but requires holistic educational support.

As summarized in Table 1 (Core Competencies of Student Leadership Development), the findings highlight that
leadership is both an individual capacity and a collective responsibility, requiring schools to create environments
where students can practice, reflect, and refine their leadership behaviors in authentic contexts.

Table 1. Core Competencies of Student Leadership Development

Leadership Character Self-awareness Self-knowledge, confidence, recognition of strengths and

weaknesses
Value orientation Fairness, honesty, ethical behavior, justice-seeking
Social responsibility Commitment to group, respect for rules, civic engagement
Aspiration for Growth | Communication skills Dialogue, active listening, negotiation, persuasion
Lifelong learning Motivation to learn, self-regulation, openness to feedback
Organizational Planning, time management, resource coordination, strategic
capabilities thinking

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the importance of cultivating leadership competencies in secondary school
students as a strategic investment in future societal development. Leadership is not a trait that emerges
spontaneously; rather, it is a multidimensional construct shaped by ethical values, personal traits, communication
skills, and organizational capabilities. The school environment, as the first formal social structure encountered by
adolescents, plays a pivotal role in nurturing these competencies.

The results revealed two overarching themes—Leadership Character and Aspiration for Growth—each
encompassing three core categories. These categories reflect a holistic understanding of leadership development,
integrating cognitive, behavioral, ethical, and managerial dimensions. The emergence of competencies such as
self-awareness, social responsibility, lifelong learning, and strategic thinking suggests that leadership can be
systematically cultivated through targeted educational interventions.

This study aligns with previous research (e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Keramati et al., 2024) that emphasizes
the role of cooperative learning and active engagement in fostering leadership skills. However, it extends the
literature by offering a culturally responsive framework tailored to the developmental needs of lIranian
adolescents. The integration of expert validation further strengthens the credibility and applicability of the
proposed model.

From a practical standpoint, the findings offer valuable insights for educational policymakers, school
administrators, and curriculum designers. By embedding leadership development into the fabric of school
culture—through cooperative learning, role rotation, and reflective practices—educators can empower students
to take initiative, collaborate effectively, and lead with integrity.

Moreover, the study highlights the need for parental involvement and community support in reinforcing
leadership behaviors beyond the classroom. When students are given opportunities to lead, reflect, and grow
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within a supportive ecosystem, they are more likely to internalize leadership as a lifelong pursuit rather than a
temporary role.

In conclusion, leadership development in adolescence is not merely an educational goal—it is a societal
imperative. The proposed framework provides a foundation for designing inclusive, dynamic, and ethically
grounded leadership programs that prepare students to navigate complexity, inspire others, and contribute

meaningfully to their communities.
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