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Current thinking about 21st-century schools and civic involvement recognizes social-
emotional competencies and character education as the groundwork of engaged citizenship and
conscious leadership (Elias, 2009; Wilczenski & Coomey, 2007). Social emotional leaning
(SEL), in the context of positive character, is essential to nurturing emerging young leaders to
participate effectively in a global and highly politicized world where their performances are
challenged in the numerous and multifaceted roles that contemporary leadership demands (Elias,
2009). Although there is substantial interest in youth leadership development as a vehicle to
promote psychosocial development in adolescents, no studies have examined the relationship
between SEL and peer perceptions of youth leadership.

This study evaluated this relationship in a group of 203 students in grades 6-8th from two
diverse urban middle schools in NJ. Participants self-identified their race and ethnicity (38.9%
Hispanic; 28.6% Black; 21.2% White; 10.3% Asian; 1.0% Others). The primary goal of the
current study was to address several gaps in the youth leadership development literature by

quantitatively assessing the role of social emotional learning (SEL) in peer perceived ethical
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leadership nominations in the context of urban middle schools. Focusing on peer perceptions of
ethical leadership, I explored (a) the effect of teacher-rated SEL on predicting peer-nominated
student leadership facets; (b) the mediating functionality of self-reported self-efficacy on SEL
and peer-nominated student leadership facets; (c) the difference in effects of SEL on leadership
between male- versus female- identifying students; and (d) the difference in effects of SEL on
leadership between native English-speaking (L1) students versus non-native English-speaking
(L2) students.

Results indicated that SEL had a significant and positive impact on peer-nominated
student leadership, yet this relationship is not mediated through self-efficacy. In addition, results
showed that gender moderated the relationship between SEL and leadership, such that SEL had a
stronger positive effect for female students than it did for male students on leadership
nominations in Spring 2016, but not Fall 2015. Moreover, SEL had a stronger positive effect on
leadership for non-native English-speaking students than it did for native English speakers for
both Fall 2015 and Spring 2016. These findings, their implications for theory and practice, study

limitations, and future directions were explored.
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Introduction

Adolescent Leadership and Development

Dating back to at least the times of Plato, human societies have witnessed numerous
scholarly attempts to define the concepts of leadership (Takala, 1998). In the past century, there
has been an increasing popularity of investigating the essential attributes, functions, and contexts
that distinguish effective leaders from others (Joullié & Spillane, 2015). Yet, leadership remains
an elusive concept. The field has made progress that has evolved from “great-man theories” that
accentuated inherent qualities or the social position of an individual who are born to become
leaders in the early 1900s, to how the contexts and particular circumstances of individuals may
affect the leader’s effectiveness in the early- to mid-twentieth century (MacNeil, 2006). Later in
the twentieth century, “psychoanalytic” and “behavioral” theories emerged. Psychoanalytic
researchers studied motivation theories on leadership, while behaviorists focused on how leaders
could practice positive or negative reinforcement strategies to influence following behavior

Theory has evolved to move away from an individual perspective and toward an
interpersonal lens that argues leadership only exists in the context of a relationship and is
dependent on the perceptions of the persons involved in that relationship (Brower et al., 2000). In
other words, both leaders and followers contribute to the leadership functions and shape the
leader-follower relationship. Therefore, leadership cannot be defined outside of the context of
this interaction. Despite the ever-increasing attention on leadership in the context of relationships
and its wide theoretical and practical acceptance, the development of leadership behaviors,

particularly in diverse ecological contexts were rarely empirically examined.



In addition to the obscurity of leadership development as a field, even less is known about
leadership development in adolescents. The literature has consistently recognized the importance
of adolescent years serving as a critical period during which effective leadership qualities could
be seeded and cultivated through socialization and interactions with their peers and the
community (Ricketts & Rudd, 2002). The consensus is that all adolescents can develop their
leadership potential given the right support; specifically, cultivating leadership during the
developmental stages of adolescence is essential (Eva & Sendjaya, 2013).

Youth advocates further highlight the significance of adolescent leadership development
through espousing that “in the United States, awareness of the value of engaging youth in social
change efforts has spawned national, congressional, statewide, and municipal youth leadership
councils and initiatives” (Conner and Strobel, 2007, p. 276). Despite the wide recognition of the
need for adolescent leadership development research that merits global attention, literature in this
field continues to almost exclusively focus on adult leadership (Karagianni & Montgomery,
2016; Rehm, 2014). For instance, Bass conducted an exhaustive compilation and cataloguing of
more than five thousand leadership studies, and none of the studies looked at adolescent
leadership (Bass & Bass, 2008). With the relative absence in adolescent leadership development
literature, researchers have begun to recognize the importance of bridging this gap.

In more recent years, there has been an emergence of youth leadership theories that tends
to be greatly skewed by adult leadership literature context (Karagianni & Montgomery, 2018).
These theories are problematic as their compatibilities have rarely been scrutinized in the context
of the adolescence developmental trajectory and thus remains questionable and thus the
evolution of youth leadership theories remains a fluid process. With the scarcity of established

youth leadership development theories, for the purpose of this study, I have adapted a



comprehensive working definition of leadership that MacNeil (2016) proposed in her article on
‘applying “adult” leadership theories to youth leadership development’:

Leadership is a relational process combining ability (knowledge, skills, and talents) with

authority (voice, influence, and decision-making power) to positively influence and

impact diverse individuals, organizations, and communities. (p. 29)
This encompassing definition takes into account of the contextual nature of leadership, shaped by
the relationships within various leadership contexts, and allows room to bring diversity into the
conversation as a crucial moderator for leaders. Furthermore, in the context of this leadership
definition, leadership abilities could be considered as an array of multifaceted, multicomponent
and innovative competencies, versus as a fixed personality trait (Karagianni & Montgomery,
2018). Compatible with Lev Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development”, this definition of
youth leadership underscores not only the interactional and relationship-based nature of
leadership for the leadership influence to be most effective (Kress, 2006). Thus, the current study
adapts this conceptualization of youth leadership as a malleable process susceptible to positive
change when developed by means of appropriate interventions (Steele & Day, 2018).
Adolescent Social-Emotional and Character Development (SECD) Competencies

The adolescence stage is one of the most challenging developmental stages in one’s life
(Dahl et al., 2018). This period involves rapid physical, psychological, cognitive, social, and
emotional transformations that prepare youths to take on novel responsibilities, challenges, fears,
attitudes and behaviors (Conderman & Pedersen, 2005). Furthermore, adolescents are more at
risk for academic failure, internalizing disorders, suicide, juvenile delinquency, and other
behavioral problems compared to youths of any other age cohorts (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996;

Conderman & Pedersen 2005). On the other hand, the adolescence stage offers a dynamic



developmental window to stimulate adolescents’ strengths, thereby boosting positive life
outcomes. Hence, interventions that cultivate protective factors in adolescents’ attitudes, skills,
and relationships may yield extensive impacts on adolescents’ aptitude to transcend their
circumstances and overcome adversity, to successfully transition into adulthood (Morton &
Montgomery, 2013).

In recent years, social-emotional learning (SEL) has been advanced as a way to
conceptualized youth interpersonal skill development including leadership skills. The
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is an international,
university-based, scientific organization comprised of researchers, policymakers, educators, and
practitioners who are dedicated to help make evidence-based social and emotional learning
(SEL) an integral part of education from preschool through high school. CASEL defines SEL as
the delivery and acquisition of essential skills and competencies to students including self- and
social- awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making and relationship skills and are
summarized below:

(1)  Self-Awareness: the ability to effectively label one’s emotions and values, and
assess strengths and weaknesses;

2) Self-Management: the ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts and behaviors
across a range of situations and to employ this capacity toward coping with stress, working
toward goals, and managing impulses;

3) Social Awareness: the ability to take the perspective of others with different
backgrounds, understand social and ethical behavior norms, and identify resources and supports;

4) Relationship Skills: the ability to effectively communicate, develop healthy and

positive relationships, and resolve conflict with others; and



(®)) Responsible Decision-Making: the ability to apply problem solving techniques to
make constructive choices that take ethical standards, social norms, and safety into consideration
(Durlak et al., 2011; Ogden et al., 2016).

It has been nearly two decades since the term, "social and emotional learning,” was
coined and much has been learned about the role of ecological contexts, such as school
infrastructure, culture and climate, in mediating program development, implementation and
sustainability (Elias et al., 1997). In essence, SEL skills delivery in absence of considering its
operating context is at best a necessary but not sufficient condition for skills acquisition (Elias,
Kranzler, Parker, Kash, & Weissberg, in press). Social-emotional and character development
(SECD) advocates for a learning pedagogy that motivates students “not only know the right ways
to behave, but also to possess and use the skills to enact desired behaviors effectively” (Elias,
2014. p. 37). This definition explicitly recognizes teaching SEL behavioral skills (i.e., right ways
to behave) and cultivating positive virtues and character (i.e., enact desired behaviors effectively)
must be integrated and synergized to enact long lasting positive change especially in the context
of adversity, systematic oppression, trauma, and inequity that portrays many urban, minority
environments (Hatchimonji, Linsky, & Elias, 2017). In addition, school characteristics such as
structures, processes, systems, rituals and routines must be considered and synergized to mitigate
skill acquisition fatigues that adolescents may experience especially within chaotic and/or
demanding environments.

Adolescent SEL and Leadership

In the era of globalization, leadership for change is among one of the many important

areas of literacy that is not taught in traditional classroom settings. Whether it is leading

organizational change in industries to sustain their relevance in the global market, or inspiring



social change to respond to instances of societal injustice, or initiating conversations to reframe
the messiness of everyday life to strengthen personal relationships— many transformations
begin with personal change and self- empowerment (Cohen, 2011; Issah, 2018). As literature has
suggested, the fundamental skills of successful leadership include the ability of self- reflection,
deciphering environmental cues, communication, decision-making, and building trust and
empathy with followers, all of which are constructs of SEL competencies (Issah, 2018; Trehan
& Shrivastav, 2012; Watkins, Earnhardt, Pittenger, Roberts, Rietsema, & Cosman-Ross, 2017).
In addition, research defining SEL as emotional intelligence has suggested that the highest
performing adult leaders have significantly higher emotional competence than their counterparts
(Kerr et al., 2006; Rosete & Ciarrochi, 2005).

Relatedly, current thinking about 21st-century schools and civic involvement recognizes
social-emotional competencies and character education as a groundwork of constructive
democratic participation and engaged citizenship (Elias, 2009; Wilczenski & Coomey, 2007).
Discerning judgment is one of the most essential competencies that distinguish in becoming
responsible leaders on their path to adulthood (Elias, 2009). Emotion recognition, situation
analysis, problem solving, and decision making are fundamental to augmenting this competency.
Social-emotional skills, in the context of positive character, are essential to nurturing emerging
young leaders to participate effectively in a global and highly politicized world where their
performances are challenged in the numerous and multifaceted roles that contemporary
leadership demands (Elias, 2009).

Fortunately, like any other literacies, SEL competencies and leadership skills can be
taught and learned and this is further evidenced by the emerging field of social neuroscience.

Neuroscientists have identified common structural and chemical changes in the brain that may be



associated with both social emotional and leadership development in adolescence. One such
biological underpinning is the mirror neurons that are widely dispersed in the areas of the brain
and operates as neural “Wi-Fi.” These neurons that allow individuals to navigate through their
social world have great implications to both youth social emotional and leadership competencies.
Specifically, individuals consciously or unconsciously detect others’ emotions through their
actions and their mirror neurons reproduce those emotions (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004). For
instance, mirror neurons and spindle-cell circuitry arise unconsciously when followers of an
effective leader experience rapport, creating resonance between the two; collectively, these
neurons generate an immediate sense of communal experience (Liu et al., 2015; Rizzolatti &
Craighero, 2004). The effects of activating neural circuitry in followers’ brains can be very
influential, such that leaders’ emotions and actions prompt followers to mirror their feelings and
deeds.

In addition to the cognitive bio-neurological models of following behaviors, social
exchange theory and role theory further establish the foundation of how the reciprocal
relationship between leaders and their followers develops gradually over time (Emerson, 1976;
Mahsud et al., 2010). In addition, the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory suggests that
over time a leader will develop and exchange relationships with their followers to varying
degrees (Dienesch & Liden, 1986). In adult LMX studies, high exchange relationship is
manifested in a higher level of trust, liking, and respect and in exchange engender greater
follower satisfaction, lower turnover, better job performance and less job stress (Kacmar et al.,
2011). However, no studies investigated the determinants, mediating variables, or outcomes of

the Leader-member exchange on adolescents.



Peer Perception of Ethical Leadership

The evidence pointing to the biological underpinnings of following behavior shed light
upon the powerful influence of peer leadership (Liu et al., 2015). However, leadership does not
always enable positive outcomes in spite of a penchant to examine the subject in aspirational
terms (Reed, 2012). Leadership skills are neutral in nature and could take in the form of both a
positive or a negative force that could catalyze both actions of evil and the good. For instance,
while peer pressure among adolescents has gained significant attention, the impact of positive
peer leadership in school has barely been explored in diverse samples. Steinberg and Monahan
(2007) contested that one’s sensitivity to peer influence could be represented by an inverted U-
shaped curve, with age 14 being the peak level of susceptibility. Only recently have studies
offered promising results on positive the influence of peers. For instance, one study of students
(ages 11-13) in a small rural/suburban town in the United States found students’ adaptive
achievement motivation could be boosted by their perception of being valued and respected by
classmates (Vollet et al., 2017). In addition, studies have shown that positive peer relations
predict student academic performance and school enjoyment (Kiuru et al., 2020; Ryan, 2001).
No studies, however, have examined how students elected as positive peer role models may
improve social and emotional outcomes among schoolmates in settings populated primarily by
low-income people of color in the United States.

Further, influential leaders who carry a noble purpose may aspire to accelerate the
advancement of humanity, whereas those with an ignoble purpose aim to exacerbate its
destruction (Damon, Mariano, & Cotton Bronk, 2003; Hatchimonji, Linsky, & Elias, 2017).

There is an increase in the recognition of the role and importance of leadership for moving



organizations and societies forward in a positive direction (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Rhee &
Sigler, 2015).

It seems equally sensible and necessary to cultivate both the skills and values needed for
positive, contributory leadership when they are still developing. In light of the distinction
between ethical and unethical leadership, this study operationalizes the peer perception of
leadership in six facets capturing the intersections of SEL and qualities in being an ethical (i.e.,
intention; compassion) and effective (i.e., impact on others) leader. In addition, the following
facets encompass three meta-categories of leadership: relations-oriented behaviors (i.e., being
compassionate; being able to forgive), task-oriented behaviors (i.e., communication skills;
problem solving skills) and change-oriented behaviors (i.e., making the community better)
(Kacmar et al., 2011; Yukl et al., 2002). The six ethical leadership facets include: 1) being
generally perceived as a good leader, 2) making the community better, 3) being compassionate,
4) communication skills, 5) problem solving skills, 6) being able to forgive. Since no prior
studies have explored the relationship between SEL and youth leadership in school settings, this
study addresses this gap, with the expectation that peer nominations for leadership would be
positively associated with students’ SEL.

Adolescent SEL and Leadership Development in School Settings

Adolescents spend the majority of their lives in school settings, which translates to 12
years or 15,000 hours of the most shaping years of their lives (Whitlock, 2006). While the
conventional primary purpose of schools is to develop students’ academic capacities through
standardized pedagogies, social and emotional environments created by students and staff on a
daily basis are also profound in influencing students’ safety, civic engagement, physical and

mental health, leadership skills and social development. In other words, schools play an
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imperative role to nurturing healthy adolescents by cultivating not only their cognitive
development but also their social and emotional development (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,
Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). However, schools often face challenges when it comes to
distributing limited resources to address multiple, critical, and often competing demands. This
dilemma calls for adopting evidence-based interventions that are capable of harvesting multiple
proximal and longitudinal positive student outcomes simultaneously. In addition, a better
understanding of the underlying constructs of important skillsets would help program
development yield a greater impact on adolescents.

Although a lot remains unknown about youth leadership processes, researchers seem to
agree that the adolescent years serve as a critical window to youth leadership development.
Research has also shown that through promoting SEL competencies and character and ethical
education, schools may act as powerful and safe arenas to cultivate student participation and
leadership in democratic participation and civic engagement (Elias, 2009).

Gender, SEL, and Leadership

Extensive research on gender differences in emotion processing and societal roles
escalated in the 1980s, in part fueled by social psychologists’ maturing understanding of social
role theory (Chaplin, 2015). Closely related to gender roles, traditional beliefs shaped the
stereotypical division of labor where males are affiliated with instrumental specialization, and
females to expressive specialization. In addition, men tend to be seen as more competitive in
behaviors related to task performance, while females tend to be associated with group
maintenance and other social-emotionally related roles (Chaplin, 2015).

With this long history of gender socialization, it is not surprising to find that studies have

consistently found females outperformed males in various assessments related to SEL skills. For
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instance, a study assessed gender differences of children and adolescents on positive SEL
competencies with a cross-informant system involving caregivers, teachers, and students. Results
demonstrated that female students were consistently rated as having significantly higher total
scores of SEL competencies by all raters (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Another study showed that
girls outperformed boys in both behavioral self-regulation and teacher-rated classroom self-
regulatory assessments (Matthews, Ponitz, & Morrison, 2009). Hence, literature has consistently
pointed to gender differences in SEL competency, where females outperformed males.

Another pertinent skill set that is greatly bias by the history of gender socialization are
the effects of gender on perceptions and evaluation of leadership. Although leadership teams are
increasingly composed of both male and female leaders, female leaders continue to face
challenges of overcoming both sexual bias and stereotypes, especially in top management
positions (Ho, Li, Tam, & Zhang, 2015; Rhee & Sigler, 2015). Despite various studies showing
that male and female leaders are equally qualified in hard- and soft- leadership skills, and that
organizations with a greater percentage of women in leadership roles perform better financially,
the dominant habitus is embodied by male CEOs in the cooperate field (Fitzsimmons et al.,
2014; Johns, 2013). These perceptual and statistical discrepancies make gender a critical variable
in the dynamics of informal leadership emergence (Neubert & Taggar, 2004). However,
literature on leadership to date suffers from an implicit masculine bias and more needs to be
understood to level the playing field in shaping a leadership environment that is fair and
equitable (Ho, Li, Tam, & Zhang, 2015).

Women leaders face unique challenges with regard to being perceived as effective
leaders, as leadership has been immensely gendered in the Western discourse that is biased

toward adopting masculine lenses of recognizing authority (Bettis & Adams, 2005). Research
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has shown that equally qualified female leaders were rated to be less effective and less preferred
over male leaders (Rhee & Sigler, 2015). Furthermore, the same study revealed that women
leaders who go against their gender stereotype might be penalized even more, as women leaders
who exhibited what was classified as a more masculine style were perceived as less effective and
less preferred than male counterparts with the same style.

Despite extensive research on adult leadership, very little is known about leadership from
the perspective of adolescents. This scarcity is especially glaring in how female youth construct
leadership meanings and the spaces in which they identify themselves and others as leaders
(Bettis & Adams, 2005). A study found that girls are more likely to identify themselves and
others as informal leaders versus formal leaders. The former was those who do not fill a formal
role but were widely recognized as leaders among their peers and the latter are individuals who
are either appointed or elected to a designated position of leadership (Bettis & Adams, 2005). In
this same study, when asked to describe when and where they or others demonstrated leadership
qualities, most students gave examples of informal leadership scenarios that took place in
between their classrooms and lives, such as in the hallway on the playgrounds. An example
included “taking care of people” when teachers were not available. Thus, it is important to
explore how students perceive of leadership differently in their male versus female peers.

To conclude, previous research suggests male and female are evaluated differently and
often influenced by gender stereotypes while females often score lower than men on traditional
behaviors related with leadership but outrun their male counterparts on relational based skills
operationalized by SEL (Rosch et al., 2014). Based on these findings, this study, in part,
investigates how gender moderated the relationship between SEL and peer evaluation of

leadership effectiveness.
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Language, SEL, and Leadership

The population of the United States will shift to a minority majority by 2050 (Brown,
2006). According to the 2015-16 report of the National Clearinghouse for English Language
Acquisition, 41 counties in the United States identify more than 30% of their total students were
non-native language (L2) speakers and are predicted to be the fastest growing population of the
United States K-12 population (Hernandez, Denton, & Macartney, 2008; NCELA, 2019).
Therefore, there is an urgent demand for research to better understand this population who are
navigating the social world using a language that they are actively acquiring.

In addition to coping with the normative developmental changes and related stresses, the
youth of immigrant families also tend to endure second language anxiety, putting them at higher
risks for developing internalizing disorders (Teimouri, Goetze, & Plonsky, 2019). A meta-
analysis of 97 reports on second language anxiety has indicated firm evidence for both the
negative role of second language anxiety in L2 speakers and the moderating effects of both
linguistic and non-linguistic variables (Teimouri et al., 2019).

Literature have mixed findings regarding L2’s SEL competencies. Some studies suggest
that various environmental stressors unique to L2 speakers can negatively impact L2 speakers
such as acculturation anxiety, trauma and upheaval associated with immigration, experiencing
bullying by peer, and discrimination which could lead to varying degree of internalizing and
externalizing problems (Adams & Richie, 2017; Niehaus & Adelson, 2014). However, a targeted
search of the literature identified 14 peer-reviewed studies published from 2000 to 2011 that
examined social-emotional outcomes for young L2 speakers in family, school, and peer contexts
development (Halle et al., 2014). Results suggest that L.2 speakers have at least equal (if not

better) SEL outcomes compared to native English speakers as the use of the home language in
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early childhood classrooms can be a positive, moderating factor for L2 speakers’ SEL
development. However, contextual and individual characteristics are highly correlated with L2
speakers’ status, making it difficult to develop clear conclusions about the unique influence of
L2 speaker’s status on social-emotional outcomes. Considering the results of the 14 studies
(Halle et al., 2014), it is predicted that L2 speaking students would score higher on SEL
compared to their Native English speaking (1) counterparts.

The moderating effect of language in the context of leadership skills is likewise
equivocal. The adult research results have been mixed in whether language plays a role in
leadership effectiveness and perceptions, not to mention there are fewer youth literature
investigating the relationship between language and leadership. With this being said, being able
to communicate effectively in the dominant language would seem necessary for youth to
represent and stand up for themselves in leadership roles so that their voices are heard and valued
in a highly diversified society. Neurolinguistic studies have shed light on a second language (L2)
speakers’ challenge to monitor social behaviors due to anxiety especially in high stress
situations. There i1s an overlap between brain networks associated with L2 communication
competing with the L2-related anxiety levels and oral proficiency levels during situations where
both skills are demanded, situations like leadership engagement (Jeong et al., 2016).
Furthermore, some would argue that leadership in a diverse setting is highly related to the ability
to selecting the right words to foster understanding and alignment (Zulch, 2014). If student
leaders use their second or third language to communicate with their peers, this requires more
mental effort to cognitively translate their thoughts into words, thus losing some accuracy in

translation.
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Additional literature indicates that being an L2 speaker may be taxing to students who are
facing situations to self-advoke in a leadership role, often requiring individuals to establish
connections in communication through observation, imitation, and execution (Lieven &
Tomasello, 2008). These leadership skills are highly reliant on social learning abilities and may
become particularly strenuous to second language students. From a linguistic perspective, one's
first language is usually developed through social interactions with others since early infancy,
and tends to be an effortless, spontaneous, and automatic process (Jeong et al., 2016). However,
L2 speakers tends to be affected by various external and internal factors such as lack of exposure
to communicative contexts, and learners’ anxiety about L2 use (Jeong et al., 2016). This is
especially salient in contexts where language is imperative in generating an immediate response,
such as situations of leadership or crisis management. This is especially true to middle school
students who face unique challenges in situations of socio-cultural transitions that may hinder
their cognitive availability to demonstrate and deliver leadership competencies. Furthermore,
valued leadership qualities may be perceived differently in various cultural contexts, which may
alter the standard to which students are perceived as leaders in school systems in other countries.

In contrast, other studies posit that language does not play a significant role in leadership.
A 17-country empirical study examined whether varying language used in managerial reactions
to specific leadership scenario-based situations were different. Results showed that language
choice (native or English) did not affect the response to studied leadership scenarios. Instead,
cultural and situational context predicted leadership decisions and reactions (Zander, Mockaitis,
& Harzing, 2011). Although no consensus has been reached regarding the impact of language on

leadership, more literature seems to suggest that there are more challenges than opportunities that
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may jeopardize the chances of L2 youths being recognized and perceived as leaders in various
contexts, including school settings.

To conclude, there are mixed results on students’ non-native language speaking status
influence their SEL and leadership developments. While some studies suggested that non-native
language (L2) speakers face unique challenges that may be taxing to their functioning, others
seemed to suggest that .2 speakers have at least equal (if not better) SEL and leadership
outcomes compared to native English speakers. However, contextual and individual
characteristics are highly correlated with L2 speakers’ status, making it difficult to develop clear
conclusions about the unique influence of L2 speaker’s status on social-emotional and leadership
outcomes. Based on these findings, this study, in part, examines how language moderated the
relationship between SEL and peer evaluation of leadership effectiveness.

Self-efficacy and Leadership

Leader self-efficacy in adults and college students has been shown to be a construct
related to leader emergence, individual performance, and group performance (Rehm & Selznick,
2019). However, this concept has yet to be tailored and applied to adolescents.

Albert Bandura first described self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize
and execute the course of action required to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3).
Later models posit leadership self-efficacy as the fundamental cognitive variable regulating
leader functioning in a dynamic environment (McCormick, 2001). Leadership research has
concluded that leader self-efficacy may be one of the most fundamental elements in effective
leadership and team functioning in that it has concurrent, predictive, and discriminant validity in
contributing to leadership as a construct (Chemers, Watson, & May, 2000). In recent years,

youth empowerment programs have flourished and gained mass attention in the promise of
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boosting adolescents’ sense of self-efficacy and self-esteem, thus improving developmental
outcomes and positive transitions to adulthood such as leadership development (Morton &
Montgomery, 2011). However, there is currently inadequate empirical evidence to support the
efficacy of youth empowerment programs in improving youth leadership and the role of youth
efficacy in creating change in leadership and other secondary outcomes (Morton & Montgomery,
2011). Thus, the relationship between youth leadership and self-efficacy is deserving of further
investigation.
Self-Efficacy and SEL

Emotional self-efficacy has been defined as the ability to regulate affective responses in
regard to specific environmental demands, a construct under emotional regulation (Alessandri,
Vecchione, & Caprara, 2015). The relationship between adolescent self-efficacy and social-
emotional competencies along with other mental health outcomes has been well established. For
instance, depression, among other internalizing disorders, has been shown to be correlated with
an aspect of self-efficacy that pertains to the perceived capability of coping with negative
emotions (Muris, 2002). In addition, a lower sense of self-efficacy also is correlated with
aggressive and violent behavior that may lead to detrimental outcomes such as risks for injury,
exposure to intimidation and threats, and perceptions of fear and vulnerability (Valois, Zullig, &
Revels, 2017). Furthermore, research has shown that low levels of emotional self-efficacy are
significantly associated with higher levels of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts in a sample of
high school adolescents (Valois, Zullig, & Hunter, 2015).

In addition to lower self-efficacy predicting negative emotional and health outcomes,
studies have also shown that higher adolescent self-efficacy has strong associations with positive

outcomes such as experiences of a greater sense of belonging in school settings, ability to feel
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pleasure in fun activities, quality of life, self-esteem, and participation in civic engagement
activities (Meinhold & Malkus, 2005; Verloigne, Cardon, Craemer, D’Haese, & Bourdeaudhuij,
2016). With all of the known benefits of having higher self-efficacy, there is a difference
between possessing skills of self-efficacy and being cognitively aware and motivated to take
advantage of them in high stress, difficult situations. The challenge is to be able activate this skill
in demanding circumstances, that may require the support of other social emotional
competencies such as emotion regulation and self-discipline. Thus, exploring adolescents’ self-
efficacy and social emotional competencies in real life school setting is required for a better
understanding of the underlying constructs of these skills.

Since self-efficacy account for a big aspect of the effects of SEL on leader behavior, it is
likely that self-efficacy also mediates the relationship of SEL to peer perception of ethical
leadership.

The Current Study

The current study is part of a larger three-year grant, funded by the John Templeton
Foundation, entitled, Enhancing Student Purpose with the Middle School Ambassador
Collaborative Action-Research Study (ID #56203), for which IRB approval was given. The study
included the implementation of an SECD intervention in six urban middle schools in New
Jersey. The intervention, called MOSAIC (“Mastering Our Skills and Inspiring Character”) aims
to help middle school students (6-8th grade) develop positive purpose, SEL skills, and
inspiration to become their “best selves” in order to make contributions to their school, the
community, and the wider world (Hatchimonji, Linsky, & Elias, 2017). MOSAIC includes a
three-year curriculum that guides middle school students to find their positive purpose by

supporting character inspiration and SEL skill mastery in daily 15-minute lessons sequenced
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around monthly themes (see Appendix A: MOSAIC Virtues & Skills for breakdown of skills,
virtues, and themes by calendar month; see also Hatchimonji, Linsky, & Elias, 2017 for further
discussion on theory of the cultivation of noble purpose through MOSAIC). Data for this study
came from two time periods in the project data set.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The limited literature on the topic of youth leadership points to the need to better
understand the relationship of student engagement in leadership, the parameters of youth
leadership, and the possible indicators of leadership qualities among children. The project aims
to answer six research questions.
Research Question 1. How do the proposed leadership facets (peer perceptions of being
a good leader, making the community better, being compassionate, communication
skills, problem solving skills, being able to forgive) relate to each other and do they form
a single leadership construct?
Hypothesis 1. The proposed leadership facets (peer perceptions of being a good
Leader, making the community better, being compassionate, communication
skills, problem solving skills, being able to forgive) all correlate with one another
and can be treated as a single construct.
Research Question 2. How are Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) skills, self-efficacy,
gender and English language proficiency related to peer perceptions of leadership
attributes?
Hypothesis 2a. Students with higher Social-Emotional Learning skills would be
more likely to be nominated as a good leader compared to students with lower

Social-Emotional Learning skills.
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Hypothesis 2b. Students with higher self-efficacy would be more likely to be
nominated as a good leader compared to students with lower self-efficacy.
Hypothesis 2c. Male students would be more likely to be nominated as a good
leader than female students.
Hypothesis 2d. Native English-speaking (L1) students would be more likely to be
nominated as a good leader compared to non-native English-speaking (L2)
students.
Research Question 3. Are improvements in peer nominated leadership related to
improvements in SEL and self-efficacy, from Fall 2015 to Spring 2016?
Hypothesis 3a. Students who improve more on SEL from Fall 2015 to Spring
2016 would improve more on their peer nominated leadership from Fall 2015 to
Spring 2016.
Hypothesis 3b. Students who improve more on self-efficacy from Fall 2015 to
Spring 2016 would improve more on their peer nominated leadership from Fall
2015 to Spring 2016.
Research Question 4. Does gender moderate the relationship between SEL and
leadership?
Hypothesis 4a. The relationship between SEL and leadership is moderated by
gender such that the relationship is stronger for male students compared to female
students in Fall 2015.
Hypothesis 4b. The relationship between SEL and leadership is moderated by
gender such that the relationship is stronger for male students compared to female

students in Spring 2016.
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Hypothesis 4c. The relationship between changes in SEL and changes in
leadership is moderated by gender such that the relationship is stronger for male
students compared to female students.
Research Question 5. Does language moderate the relationship between SEL and
leadership?
Hypothesis 5a. The relationship between SEL and leadership is moderated by
language such that the relationship is stronger for non-native English language
(L2) speakers compared native language (L1) speakers in Fall 2015.
Hypothesis 5b. The relationship between SEL and leadership is moderated by
language such that the relationship is stronger for non-native English language
(L2) speakers compared native language speakers (L1) in Spring 2016.
Hypothesis 5c. The relationship between changes in SEL and changes in
leadership is moderated by language such that the relationship is stronger for non-
native English language (L2) speakers compared native language (L1) speakers.
Research Question 6. Does change in self-efficacy mediate the relationship between
change in SEL and change in Leadership nominations?
Hypothesis 6a. The relationship between SEL and leadership is mediated by self-
efficacy, such that higher SEL leads to higher self-efficacy, which in turn,
increases leadership nominations in Fall 2015.
Hypothesis 6b. The relationship between SEL and leadership is mediated by self-
efficacy, such that higher SEL influences higher self-efficacy, which in turn,

increases leadership nominations in Spring 2016.
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Hypothesis 6¢. The relationship between changes in SEL and leadership is
mediated by changes in self-efficacy from Fall 2015 to Spring 2016, such that
increase in SEL improves self-efficacy which in turn, increases leadership

nominations.

Methods
Sample Definition

This study was part of a larger study that took place in six urban middle schools in one
New Jersey school district during the academic years 2015-16, 2016-2017, and 201