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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain the criteria, subcategories, and behavioral indicators
for assessing the social-emotional competencies of junior high school students from the
perspective of education specialists in Zahedan. This applied qualitative study was conducted
using a constructivist grounded theory approach. The participants were 17 education specialists
working in boys’ and girls’ junior high schools in Zahedan. Participants were initially selected
through purposive sampling, followed by theoretical sampling, and recruitment continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth, individual,
unstructured interviews and analyzed concurrently with data collection using the constant
comparative method. The analytical process involved initial, focused, and theoretical coding.
MAXQDA software was used to organize and manage the qualitative data. The rigor and
trustworthiness of the findings were established through credibility, confirmability,
dependability, and transferability procedures. The analysis yielded 148 new codes and
ultimately resulted in six main categories, 15 subcategories, and 31 objective and observable
behavioral indicators. The six main categories were self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision-making, and value-cultural orientation.
Theoretical analysis further demonstrated that value-cultural orientation did not function How to cite: Khoshkhooy, N., Salehi, K,
merely as a parallel dimension alongside the other competencies. Instead, it emerged as an x]gﬁjdigggfgig’rAA‘S’S'ZSZ?SS';(&E'S&%?E)'m%:'itoer::
overarching and meaning-giving framework that guided the other five functional dimensions — Competencies of Junior High School Students: A
and situated social-emotional behaviors within the ethical values, cultural identity, and g:ha;'\f?;'r"’f_e(;:gfn”g‘ﬁd(&hle_%? Study. Cognition,
normative expectations of Iranian society. The extracted six-dimensional framework indicates

that the assessment of social-emotional competencies among junior high school students

should incorporate both broadly recognized functional competencies and culturally grounded

value-related dimensions. This framework can provide a context-sensitive foundation for

developing indigenous observation-based assessment scales, formative assessment checklists,

and educational and counseling interventions appropriate to the developmental and cultural

characteristics of Iranian adolescents.

Keywords: Social-Emotional Competencies, Behavioral Criteria, Behavioral Indicators,

Junior High School Students, Constructivist Grounded Theory, Value-Cultural Orientation
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Social-emotional competencies constitute a fundamental set of psychological, interpersonal, and behavioral
capacities that enable individuals to understand and regulate their emotions, establish constructive
relationships, recognize the perspectives and feelings of others, make responsible decisions, and adapt
effectively to social demands. These competencies are particularly important during early adolescence, when
students experience rapid cognitive, emotional, social, and identity-related changes. The junior high school
years represent a developmental period in which increasing autonomy, sensitivity to peer evaluation, academic
expectations, emotional fluctuations, and the reorganization of social relationships simultaneously create
opportunities for growth and vulnerability. From the perspective of positive youth development, educational
systems should therefore move beyond a deficit-oriented emphasis on behavioral problems and psychological
difficulties and focus on strengthening adolescents’ developmental assets and psychosocial competencies
(Lerner et al., 2011).
Social-emotional competence has been recognized as a critical factor in promoting positive adjustment,
psychological well-being, academic functioning, and adaptive behavior while reducing the likelihood of
emotional and behavioral problems among school-aged children and adolescents (Domitrovich et al., 2017).
Contemporary evidence further demonstrates that social-emotional competencies are associated with students’
ability to cope with developmental challenges and psychological symptoms during adolescence (Rodrigo,
2024). Their significance also extends to motivational and academic outcomes. Higher levels of socio-
emotional competence have been associated with academic grit and persistence in demanding educational
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situations (Barrientos, 2025). Moreover, the developmental relevance of these competencies extends beyond
secondary education, as emotional and social capacities have been linked with career readiness among
university students (McDonnell et al., 2024) and with adaptive and sustainable performance in other complex
achievement settings (Marin-Gonzalez et al., 2024).

A growing body of international research has demonstrated the effectiveness of school-based social and
emotional learning programs. Longitudinal meta-analytic evidence indicates that the beneficial effects of such
interventions can persist beyond the immediate intervention period and contribute to subsequent improvements
in social-emotional skills, attitudes, behavioral adjustment, and academic functioning (Taylor et al., 2017).
More recent comprehensive evidence similarly indicates that universal school-based social and emotional
learning interventions can positively influence students’ skills, attitudes, behaviors, peer relationships, school
climate, and academic performance (Cipriano et al., 2023). Mentalization-based school interventions have
also received attention as potentially effective approaches for promoting socio-emotional competence and
positive behavior by strengthening students’ capacity to understand their own and others’ mental states
(Chelouche-Dwek & Fonagy, 2025). Furthermore, social-emotional competencies have increasingly been
connected with broader educational goals involving democracy, peace, constructive social participation, and
nonviolent management of interpersonal differences (Nevado-Luna et al., 2025).

International frameworks similarly emphasize that social and emotional skills should be regarded as
measurable and developable educational outcomes rather than secondary attributes of academic learning.
Evidence from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development highlights their relationships
with educational performance, psychological well-being, social functioning, and students’ broader adjustment
(Organization for Economic & Development, 2021). Nevertheless, the assessment of these competencies
remains challenging. Abstract constructs such as self-awareness, empathy, emotional regulation, and
responsible decision-making must be translated into clear, observable, and contextually meaningful behaviors
if they are to be useful for educational assessment and intervention. Operational definitions and behavioral
indicators are therefore essential for reliable educational evaluation and targeted support (Kauffman et al.,
2021). Direct assessment approaches have similarly been proposed as a means of obtaining more meaningful
information about children’s social-emotional understanding and functioning (McKown, 2014), while
assessment systems should ultimately provide actionable information for educational practice and policy rather
than merely numerical scores (McKown, 2017).

An additional challenge concerns cultural validity. Social-emotional competencies are manifested within
specific normative, cultural, and relational environments. Transformative approaches to social and emotional
learning emphasize identity, belonging, agency, equity, and cultural context rather than conceptualizing social-
emotional functioning as a culturally neutral collection of individual skills (Jagers et al., 2019). Iranian
research has likewise emphasized the importance of understanding adolescents’ social-emotional
competencies within their specific cultural and educational context (Tirgari et al., 2023). Consequently,
applying assessment frameworks developed in other cultural environments without examining their behavioral
meaning within Iranian schools may overlook locally salient ethical, cultural, and relational dimensions.

A qualitative approach is particularly suitable for identifying such context-sensitive dimensions because it
allows researchers to explore how educational actors interpret and experience complex phenomena within real -
life settings (Petty et al., 2012). Grounded theory provides a systematic framework for generating categories
from empirical data rather than imposing predetermined structures on participants’ experiences (Zarafshani &
Khaledi, 2021), and its usefulness has been demonstrated in educational investigations concerned with
complex experiential processes (Rashidi & Ferasatkhah, 2018). Theoretical saturation further provides an
important criterion for determining when additional qualitative data no longer contribute substantively new
conceptual information (Saunders et al., 2018). Accordingly, the present study aimed to identify and explain
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the criteria, subcategories, and observable behavioral indicators for assessing the social-emotional
competencies of junior high school students from the perspective of education specialists in Zahedan.
Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a qualitative research design based on constructivist grounded theory. The study
was conducted in boys’ and girls’ junior high schools in Zahedan during the 2025-2026 academic year.
Participants consisted of education specialists with substantial direct experience of junior high school students,
including school principals, educational and executive vice-principals, school counselors, educational
counselors, teachers of Thinking and Lifestyle, and social studies teachers.

Participants were initially recruited through criterion-based purposive sampling to ensure access to individuals
possessing relevant professional knowledge and extensive experience of adolescents’ emotional, behavioral,
and interpersonal functioning. As coding and category development progressed, theoretical sampling was used
to select subsequent participants according to emerging conceptual needs. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Seventeen specialists ultimately participated in the study.

Data were collected through in-depth, unstructured individual interviews conducted primarily by telephone,
with some contributions obtained through recorded voice messages. Interviews explored participants’
perceptions and professional experiences concerning observable manifestations of emotional awareness,
emotional regulation, coping with stress, peer relationships, social interaction, conflict management,
responsibility, and culturally appropriate behavior among junior high school students. Interviews were
transcribed verbatim, and analysis proceeded concurrently with data collection.

The constant comparative method guided data analysis. Initial coding involved detailed line-by-line
examination of interview transcripts and the generation of codes closely grounded in participants’ expressions.
During focused coding, conceptually similar codes were compared, integrated, and organized into more
abstract categories. Theoretical coding was then used to examine relationships among the major categories and
develop the final conceptual structure. MAXQDA was used for data organization, coding, retrieval, and
documentation. Trustworthiness was addressed through prolonged engagement with the data, constant
comparison, member checking, an audit trail, reflexive memo-writing, expert review, and detailed contextual
description. Ethical principles included informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, and
anonymization of participants and schools.

Findings

Analysis of the 17 interviews generated 514 coding instances, of which 366 were recurring codes and 148
represented newly identified codes. The number of newly emerging codes progressively declined across
interviews. No new codes emerged from Interview 14 onward, and three additional interviews confirmed the
stability of theoretical saturation.

The final analysis identified six main categories, 15 subcategories, and 31 objective and observable behavioral
indicators. The first main category, self-awareness, comprised emotional self-knowledge, self-evaluation, and
self-efficacy. Relevant behavioral indicators included recognizing and naming emotions when they occurred,
identifying personal strengths and limitations in social interactions, maintaining confidence in unfamiliar tasks,
and making renewed efforts after failure.

The second category, self-management, consisted of emotion regulation, stress management, and goal setting
and self-discipline. Behavioral indicators included impulse control, refraining from intense reactive responses,
using calming strategies, maintaining resilience under pressure, planning study activities, managing time, and
controlling immediate temptations.

The third category, social awareness, included empathy, respect for differences, and awareness of the social
context. Observable indicators included understanding classmates’ emotional situations, responding
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empathically to others’ distress, accepting religious, cultural, or physical differences, and recognizing the
implicit norms and situational expectations governing school interactions.

The fourth category, relationship skills, comprised cooperation, conflict resolution, and active listening. Its
behavioral manifestations included fair division of responsibilities, contribution to collective goals, dialogue
instead of physical or verbal confrontation, seeking mutually acceptable solutions, attentive listening, and
providing responses relevant to the other person’s communication.

The fifth category, responsible decision-making, consisted of moral judgment and social responsibility.
Indicators included distinguishing appropriate from inappropriate behavior, considering fairness during
decision-making, accepting the consequences of one’s actions, and demonstrating sensitivity toward broader
social responsibilities.

The sixth category, value-cultural orientation, comprised adherence to values and solidarity and belonging.
Relevant indicators included translating ethical and religious principles into everyday conduct, maintaining
ethical standards in interpersonal relationships, demonstrating solidarity, developing a sense of belonging to
the school community, and participating responsibly in collective activities.

Theoretical coding further demonstrated that value-cultural orientation was not simply parallel to the other five
dimensions. Instead, it functioned as an overarching meaning-giving framework that shaped and directed self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Thus, the
final model represented social-emotional competence as the interaction of five functional dimensions situated
within a broader ethical and cultural orientation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that social-emotional competencies among junior high school students constitute a
multidimensional and culturally embedded structure. Five of the identified dimensions—self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making—represent fundamental
functional capacities required for successful adolescent adjustment. Their emergence from the participants’
accounts demonstrates that adolescents’ social-emotional functioning is manifested not as abstract
psychological knowledge but through concrete behaviors such as identifying emotions, regulating impulses,
tolerating stress, cooperating with others, resolving conflicts constructively, and accepting responsibility for
behavioral consequences.

The emergence of value-cultural orientation as the sixth and overarching dimension constitutes an important
feature of the model. The findings suggest that in the Iranian educational context, social-emotional competence
cannot be interpreted independently of ethical standards, cultural identity, interpersonal respect, collective
belonging, and responsibility toward the school community. A technically effective behavior does not
necessarily constitute competent behavior unless its purpose and enactment are also consistent with the
normative expectations of the relevant social environment. Value-cultural orientation therefore provides a
meaning structure through which the other competencies are expressed.

The study also highlights the importance of moving from broad theoretical constructs toward observable
behavioral indicators. The 31 indicators identified in the analysis provide an empirical bridge between
conceptual definitions and actual school behavior. Rather than assessing students exclusively through
generalized self-report judgments, these indicators potentially allow teachers, counselors, and educational
professionals to observe how competencies are expressed during classroom interactions, stressful situations,
peer conflicts, collaborative activities, and everyday decision-making.

Overall, the study developed a six-dimensional, context-sensitive framework comprising 15 subcategories and
31 behavioral indicators for assessing social-emotional competencies among junior high school students. The
framework integrates broadly applicable developmental competencies with a culturally grounded value
dimension and therefore provides a conceptual foundation for developing indigenous observation-based
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assessment instruments and formative evaluation checklists. It may also inform school counseling, curriculum
development, teacher training, and social-emotional interventions that are developmentally appropriate for
early adolescents and responsive to the cultural and educational characteristics of Iranian schools.
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