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This study evaluated the relationship between social-emotional learning (SEL) and peer perceptions of youth
leadership in a group of 203 students (38.9% Hispanic; 28.6% Black; 21.2% White; 10.3% Asian; 1.0% Oth-
ers) in Grades 6th–8th from two diverse urban middle schools in New Jersey. Results indicated that SEL had
a significant and positive impact on peer-nominated student leadership. Additionally, 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 nonnative English-speaking students than it did for native English
speakers for both timepoints. These findings, their implications for theory and practice, study limitations, and
future directions were explored. 

Keywords: social-emotional learning, peer-nominated student leadership, urban middle school, gender,

language 

Adolescent Leadership and Development

Dating back to at least the times of Plato,
human societies have witnessed numerous
scholarly attempts to define the concept of
leadership (Takala, 1998). In recent decades,

our understanding has evolved to move away
from an individual perspective and toward an
interpersonal lens that argues leadership exists
in the context of a network of relationships and
is dependent on the perceptions of the persons
involved in those relationships in a larger
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social context (Bolman & Deal, 2017; Gard-
ner, 2011). In other words, both leaders and
followers contribute to leadership functions
and shape the leader-follower relationship and
larger cultural context shapes leadership devel-
opment and the impact of given leaders. There
has been an increasing contemporary interest
in investigating the essential attributes, func-
tions, and contexts that distinguish effective
leaders from others (Joullié & Spillane, 2015).
Yet, the development of leadership behaviors,
particularly in diverse ecological contexts, has
rarely been empirically examined and remains
an elusive concept. 

In addition to the obscurity of leadership
development as a field, even less is known
about leadership development in adolescents.
Despite the wide recognition of the need for
adolescent leadership development research
that merits global attention, literature in this
field continues to focus on adult leadership
almost exclusively (Karagianni & Montgom-
ery, 2016; Rehm, 2014). For instance, Bass
and Bass (2008) conducted an exhaustive com-
pilation and cataloging of more than five thou-
sand leadership studies, and none of the studies
looked at adolescent leadership. One attempt
to decipher developmental aspects of youth
leadership development has been the Fullerton
Longitudinal Study, which has found adoles-
cents with greater academic intrinsic motiva-
tion were more likely to be leaders (Gottfried
et al., 2006; Gottfried et al., 2011). However,
no empirical studies that have focused on the
nature and importance of peer perceptions of
student leadership. Taken together, with the
scarcity of empirically supported youth leader-
ship development theories, for the purpose of
this study, we have adapted a comprehensive
working definition of leadership that MacNeil
(2006) proposed in her article on youth leader-
ship development:

Leadership is a relational process combining abil-
ity (knowledge, skills, and talents) with authority
(voice, influence, and decision-making power) to
positively influence and impact diverse individu-
als, organizations, and communities. (p. 29)

This encompassing definition considers the
contextual nature of leadership, shaped by the
relationships within various leadership con-
texts, 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, mul-
ticomponent 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
the interactional and relationship-based nature
of truly effective leadership (Kress, 2006). 

Although there has been literature that have
focused on the foundational importance of stu-
dent leadership (e.g., Czerniawski & Kidd,
2011; Komives et al., 2011; Mitra, 2007;
Shankman et al., 2015; Whitehead, 2009),
there are relatively few empirical studies that
have focused on the nature and importance of
student leadership. Thus, the current empirical
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

Adolescence is one of the most emotionally
stressful developmental stage (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, atti-
tudes, and behaviors (Conderman & Pedersen,
2005). Furthermore, adolescents are more at
risk for academic failure, internalizing disor-
ders, suicide, juvenile delinquency, and other
behavioral problems compared to youths of
any other age cohort (Blackorby & Wagner,
1996; Conderman & Pedersen, 2005). On the
other hand, the adolescence stage offers a
dynamic developmental window to stimulate
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adolescents’ strengths, thereby boosting posi-
tive life outcomes. Hence, interventions that
cultivate protective factors in adolescents’ atti-
tudes, skills, and relationships may yield
extensive impacts on adolescents’ aptitude to
transcend their circumstances, overcome
adversity, and successfully transition into
adulthood (Morton & Montgomery, 2013). 

In recent years, social-emotional learning
(SEL) has been advanced to conceptualize
youth interpersonal skill development, includ-
ing leadership skills. The Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) is an international, scientific organi-
zation comprised of researchers, policymak-
ers, educators, and practitioners dedicated to
making evidence-based SEL an integral part of
education from preschool through high school.
CASEL defines SEL as the delivery and acqui-
sition of essential skills and competencies to
students, including self- and social-awareness,
self-management, responsible decision-mak-
ing, and relationship skills (Durlak et al., 2011;
Ogden et al., 2016). SEL skills are best built
and internalized when delivered in the contexts
in which they are going to be applied (Elias, et
al, 2014). Elias et al. (2014) has advocated for
a learning pedagogy that bridges SEL and
character development that motivates students
“not only know the right ways to behave, but
also to possess and use the skills to enact
desired behaviors effectively” (p. 37). This
definition explicitly recognizes teaching SEL
behavioral skills (i.e., enact desired behaviors
effectively) and cultivating positive virtues
and character (i.e., having a prosocial mindset)
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, et al.,
2017). 

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. As literature has suggested,
the fundamental skills of successful leadership
include the ability of self-reflection, decipher-
ing environmental cues, communication, deci-
sion-making, and building trust and empathy
with followers, all of which are constructs of
SEL competencies (Issah, 2018; Watkins et
al., 2017). In addition, research defining SEL
as emotional intelligence has suggested that
the highest performing adult leaders have sig-
nificantly higher emotional competence than
their counterparts (Kerr et al., 2006). 

Relatedly, current thinking about
21st-century schools and civic involvement
recognizes social-emotional competencies and
character education as a groundwork of con-
structive democratic participation and engaged
citizenship (Wilczenski & Coomey, 2007).
Emotion recognition, situation analysis, prob-
lem solving, and decision making are funda-
mental to augmenting discerning judgment and
other leadership qualities (Elias, 2009).
Social-emotional skills, in the context of posi-
tive character, are essential to nurturing
emerging young leaders to participate effec-
tively in a global and highly politicized world
where their performances are challenged in the
numerous and multifaceted roles that contem-
porary leadership demands. 

Peer Perception of Ethical Leadership 

Leadership does not always enable positive
outcomes despite 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 good. For instance, while peer pres-
sure among adolescents has gained significant
attention, the impact of positive peer leader-
ship 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. 
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Only recently have studies offered promis-
ing 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 out-
comes among schoolmates in settings popu-
lated primarily by low-income people of color
in the United States. Further, influential lead-
ers 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 et al., 2003;
Hatchimonji et al., 2017). There is an increase
in the recognition of the role and importance of
leadership for moving organizations and soci-
eties forward in a positive direction (Avolio &
Gardner, 2005; Rhee & Sigler, 2015). 

Considering the distinction between ethical
and unethical leadership, this study operation-
alizes 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 oth-
ers) leader. In addition, the following facets
encompass three meta-categories of leader-
ship: relations-oriented behaviors (i.e., being
compassionate; being able to forgive),
task-oriented behaviors (i.e., communication
skills; problem solving skills) and change-ori-
ented 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 lead-
ership in school settings, this study addresses

this gap, with the expectation that peer nomi-
nations for leadership would be positively
associated with students’ SEL. 

Gender, SEL, and Leadership 

Given the long history of gender socializa-
tion in Western societies, it is not surprising to
find that studies have consistently found
females outperformed males in various assess-
ments related to SEL skills. For instance, a
study assessed gender differences of children
and adolescents on positive SEL competencies
with a cross-informant system involving care-
givers, teachers, and students. Results demon-
strated 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 et al.,
2009). Hence, literature has consistently
pointed to gender differences in SEL compe-
tency, where females outperformed males. 

Despite extensive research on adult leader-
ship, very little is known about leadership from
the perspective of adolescent gender. 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 iden-
tify themselves and others as informal leaders
versus formal leaders. The former were 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 teach-
ers were not available. Thus, it is important to
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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 tradi-
tional 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. 

Language, SEL, and Leadership

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 nonnative language (L2) speakers and are
predicted to be the fastest growing population
of the United States K–12 population (Hernan-
dez et al., 2008; NCELA, 2019). 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 (Tei-
mouri et al., 2019). 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, being
bullied, and discrimination leading to varying
degree of internalizing and externalizing prob-
lems (Adams & Richie, 2017; Niehaus &
Adelson, 2014). However, a targeted search of
the literature identified 14 peer-reviewed stud-
ies published from 2000 to 2011 suggest that
L2 speakers have at least equal (if not better)
SEL outcomes compared to native English
speakers (Halle et al., 2014). 

The moderating effect of language in the
context of leadership skills is likewise equivo-
cal. Literature indicates that being an L2
speaker may be taxing to students who are fac-
ing situations to self-advocate in a leadership

role, often requiring individuals to establish
connections in communication through obser-
vation, 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. L2 speakers tends to be
affected by various external and internal fac-
tors such as lack of exposure to communica-
tive contexts, and learners’ anxiety about L2
use (Jeong et al., 2016). This is especially
salient in contexts where language is impera-
tive in generating an immediate response, such
as situations of leadership in school settings. In
contrast, other studies posit that language does
not play a significant role in leadership. A
17-country empirical study showed that lan-
guage choice (native or English) did not affect
managerial reactions to specific leadership
scenario-based situations (Zander et al., 2011).
Although no consensus has been reached
regarding the impact of language on leader-
ship, more literature seems to suggest that
there are more challenges than opportunities
that may jeopardize the chances of L2 youths
being recognized and perceived as leaders in
various contexts, including school settings. 

THE CURRENT STUDY

The current study was part of a larger 3-year
project that 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 stu-
dents (6th–8th grade) develop positive pur-
pose, SEL skills, and inspiration to become
their “best selves” to make contributions to
their school, the community, and the wider
world. MOSAIC includes a 3-year curriculum
that guides middle school students to find their
positive purpose by supporting character inspi-
ration and SEL skill mastery in daily 15-min-
ute lessons sequenced around monthly themes.
Because data for this study were cross-sec-
tional and collected without any experimental
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manipulations, it is important to note that there
can be no inference made on causality or the
direction of the effects.

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The limited literature on the topic of youth
leadership points to the need to better under-
stand the relationship of student engagement in
leadership, the parameters of youth leadership,
and the possible indicators of leadership quali-
ties among children. The project aimed to
answer six research questions. 

Research Question 1. How do the proposed
leadership facets (peer perceptions of being
a good leader, making the community bet-
ter, 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 fac-
ets (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-emo-
tional learning (SEL) skills, 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.

Hypothesis 2b. Male students would be
more likely to be nominated as a good
leader than female students.

Hypothesis 2c. Native English-speaking
(L1) students would be more likely to be
nominated as a good leader compared to
nonnative English-speaking (L2) stu-
dents.

Research Question 3. Are improvements in
peer nominated leadership related to
improvements in SEL, 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 nomi-
nated leadership from fall 2015 to spring
2016.

Research Question 4. Does gender moderate
the relationship between SEL and leader-
ship?

Hypothesis 4a. The relationship between
SEL and leadership is moderated by gen-
der 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 gen-
der such that the relationship is stronger
for male students compared to female
students in spring 2016.

Hypothesis 4c. The relationship between
changes in SEL and changes in leader-
ship is moderated by gender such that
the relationship is stronger for male stu-
dents compared to female students.

Research Question 5. Does language moder-
ate the relationship between SEL and lead-
ership?

Hypothesis 5a. The relationship between
SEL and leadership is moderated by lan-
guage such that the relationship is stron-
ger for nonnative English language (L2)
speakers compared native language (L1)
speakers in fall 2015.

Hypothesis 5b. The relationship between
SEL and leadership is moderated by lan-
guage such that the relationship is stron-
ger for nonnative English language (L2)
speakers compared native language
speakers (L1) in spring 2016.
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Hypothesis 5c. The relationship between
changes in SEL and changes in leader-
ship is moderated by language such that
the relationship is stronger for nonnative
English language (L2) speakers com-
pared native language (L1) speakers.

METHODS

Sample Definition

This study focused on three (of six) schools
participating in MOSAIC that had the highest
level of systematic and consistent implementa-
tion of the student assessment over time, based
on consultant ratings in a prior study (Linsky,
2020). There were 817 sixth- to eighth-grade
students in the original sample, including stu-
dents registered for both fall 2015 and spring
2016, in the three schools in this study accord-
ing to demographic data given by the district.
Ultimately, students were included in this
study only if their data included more than
75% of the teacher rating of social-emotional
learning (DESSA) at both fall 2015 and spring
2016. Students were removed from the study if
they did not have both time points of the
teacher ratings of SEL completed (n = 603).
There were no missing data for the leadership
nomination survey at either time points as stu-
dents who did not receive any nomination
would be given “0” nominations. After remov-
ing participants meeting the above exclusion
criteria, only 11 participants from School C
remained. Because of this small n, these stu-
dents were also removed from the final study
sample. 

Students in the selected analysis sample (n
= 203) were not significantly different than
unselected students in the study schools during
fall 2015 and spring 2016 in regard to gender,
age, or eligibility for free/reduced lunch. The
students selected for the study analysis were
less likely to identify as Black and more likely
to identify as Hispanic and White compared to
students not selected for the sample (χ2 (6) =
24.08, p < .01). Additionally, students in the
analysis sample were more likely to identify as

nonnative English speakers compared to the
unselected students (χ2 (1) = 42.46, p < .01). 

The final sample consisted of 203 Grade
6th–8th students from two diverse urban mid-
dle schools in New Jersey. Participants
self-identified their race and ethnicity (38.9%
Hispanic; 28.6% Black; 21.2% White; 10.3%
Asian; 1.0% Others). Demographics of the
selected analysis sample (n = 203) can be
found in Table 1. 

Procedures 

In fall 2015 and spring 2016, students were
consented to participate in the study through a
passive consent process approved by the
school board and the research institution’s
institutional review board. Students were also
provided an opportunity to decline participa-
tion through an “opt out” assent process. 

Student self-report batteries were given
twice (fall and spring) during each intervention
year. In fall 2015, surveys were administered
electronically through the web-based system,
Qualtrics. In response to school feedback, in
spring 2016, student assessments changed
from web-based survey to paper-pencil
scantron survey. MOSAIC teachers completed
the Devereux Student Strengths Assess-
ment-mini (DESSA-mini) at both time points
using a Qualtrics survey during scheduled prep
time as determined by individual school
administrators (estimated survey completion
time of one minute/student). 

Measures 

Demographics. Student demographics,
including race/ethnicity, grade level, free/
reduced lunch status, age, and gender were
collected from the district’s student database.

Youth Leadership. All students were
administered the Youth Leadership Survey
(YLS; SECD lab) to assess students’ percep-
tions of youth leadership. The YLS is a
self-report nomination survey that asked stu-
dents to nominate as many students they would
like on six qualities that are proposed to be
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related to leadership. In addition to overall per-
ception of who students consider to be a good
leader among their peers, five facets of leader-
ship were examined: making the community
better, being compassionate, communication
skills, problem solving skills, being able to for-
give. For example, students are asked to
answer, “Who, in your whole school, commu-
nicates well with others.” The YLS nomina-
tion strategy stemmed from social network
analysis and is designed to capture the “inde-
gree centrality” which represents the literal
count of the number of nominations an indi-
vidual received. This methodology has been
shown to reliably measure direct relationship
influence (Borgatti, 2005).

Social-Emotional Competencies. The
Devereux Student Strengths Assess-
ment-mini-Survey (DESSA-mini; LeBuffe et
al., 2009), form A, is an 8-item teacher-report
measure that assesses students’ social-emo-
tional strengths and resilience (i.e., positive
behaviors). All homeroom teachers were
administered the DESSA-mini to rate each stu-
dent on their frequency of demonstrating spe-
cific positive behaviors during the past 4
weeks on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5
= very frequently). These items are aligned
with CASEL’s five SEL competencies frame-

work: (a) self-awareness, (b) social awareness,
(c) self-management, (d) relationship skills,
(e) goal-directed behavior, (f) personal respon-
sibility, (g) decision making, and (h) optimistic
thinking. Examples of items include: “Accept
responsibility for what she/he did?” and “Con-
tribute to group efforts?” The DESSA-mini is
a validated universal screening and prog-
ress-monitoring tool for kindergarten–8th
grade students’ social-emotional competence
and has very good internal consistency reli-
ability (fall 2015 = α = .974; spring 2016, α =
.983). 

Data Analyses

For each research question and associated
hypotheses, we will describe the data analysis
approach in presenting the results in the next
section. We will conduct a series of Pearson
and Spearman correlations to test the associa-
tions of variables of interest across time. Addi-
tionally, we will apply a series of independent
sample t tests to examine if there are any dif-
ferences in SEL and peer perceptions of lead-
ership across genders and languages. Lastly,
the moderating effect of gender and language
respectively on the relationship between SEL

TABLE 1
Demographic Characteristics of Selected Analysis Sample by School, Fall 2015

A B Total

Female identified n (%) 84 (51.2) 19 (48.7) 103

Male identified n (%) 80 (48.8) 20 (51.3) 100

American Indian n (%) 1 (0.6) 0 (0) 1

Asian n (%) 19 (11.6) 2 (5.1) 21

Black n (%) 40 (24.4) 18 (46.2) 58

Hispanic n (%) 71 (43.3) 8 (20.5) 79

Multiracial n (%) 0 (0) 1 (2.6) 1

White n (%) 33 (20.1) 10 (25.6) 43

Native n (%) 60 (36.6) 27 (69.2) 87

Nonnative n (%) 104 (63.4) 12 (30.8) 116

Total selected analysis sample n (%) 164 (81.2) 39 (19.3) 202
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and leadership will be tested using hierarchical
regressions.

PRELIMINARY RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics. Means, standard devia-
tion, minimum and maximum scores of all
major continuous variables are presented in
Table 2. 

Data Transformation. To eliminate differ-
ences between schools for overall number of
leadership nominations, two transformations
were made. First, the proportion of nomina-
tions each student received was used, rather
than their raw number of nominations. This
eliminated the effect of differences between
schools where more nominations were given
out than in other schools. Second, each stu-
dent’s proportion of nominations was multi-
plied by the proportion of students in the
sample that came from their school. This elim-
inated the effect of school size.

Normality. Upon examining the centered
leadership subscales for normality, skewness
was very high for most variables. This was not
surprising, since most students received zero
or one nomination and very few received more
than ten nominations. Similarly, the kurtosis
values were high for most variables, indicating
that at both time points the distribution were
heavy tailed for most facets. Skewness and
kurtosis values were generally not problems
for the predictor variables except for spring
2016 DESSA, which was negatively skewed.

Research has shown overpowered sample sizes
tend to inflate the significant tests of normality
(McCrum-Gardner, 2010); for this reason, nor-
mality transformations were not conducted.
However, because of these potential violations
of the assumption of normality, analyses were
conducted using both parametric and nonpara-
metric statistics. 

RESULTS

Research Question 1

Research Question 1 was regarding how the
proposed leadership facets relate to each other.
We hypothesized that the proposed leadership
facets (peer perceptions of being a good
Leader, making the community better, being
compassionate, communication skills, prob-
lem solving skills, being able to forgive) all
correlate with one another and can be treated
as a single construct. Both Pearson and Spear-
man correlations were conducted for this anal-
ysis. Pearson correlation analyses were run
between each of the separate leadership facets.
Results indicated that there was a significant
positive association between all 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),
ranging from .565–.794 for fall 2015 (see
Table 3) and .541–.819 for spring 2016 (see
Table 4). In addition, Spearman correlations

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics of Leadership Nominations and DESSA Scores by Time Point

Item Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Fall 2015

Leadership Nominations 3.12 2.74 0 15.33

DESSA 2.88 0.89 0.22 4.0

Spring 2016

Leadership nominations 2.83 2.52 0 13.17

DESSA 2.99 0.89 0 4.0
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generated similar results, ranging from .582–
.752 for fall 2015 (see Table 5) and .506–.736
for spring 2016 (see Table 6). Given the high
correlations, for both fall 2015 and spring
2016, Cronbach’s alpha was run to test
whether the subscales of leadership could be
combined into single overall leadership scores
for each time point (fall 2015, alpha = .938 and
for spring 2016, alpha = .92). However, it is
important to note that because factor analyses
were not conducted, and invariance was not
established, this overall perception of leader-
ship score is to be interpreted with caution.
Limitations of this will be further discussed in
the discussion section. 

Research Question 2

Research Question 2 was regarding how
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) skills, gen-

der and English language proficiency related
to peer perceptions of leadership attributes.
Before examining Research Question 2, we
ran a set of correlations on all continuous vari-
ables for fall 2015 (see Table 7), spring 2016
(see Table 8) and change scores from fall 2015
to spring 2016 (see Table 9). 

First, we hypothesized that students with
higher SEL skills would be more likely to be
nominated as a good leader compared to stu-
dents with lower SEL skills. Results of both
Pearson and the Spearman correlations indi-
cated that there were significant positive asso-
ciations between students’ SEL skills and
leadership nominations for fall 2015, (r (201)
= .347, p < .001; rs (201) = .329, p < .001).
Similarly, results of both Pearson and the
Spearman correlations indicated that there
were significant positive associations between
students’ SEL skills and leadership nomina-

TABLE 3
Pearson’s Correlations for Youth Leadership Survey Items (Fall 2015)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Good leader —

2. Community .79** —

3. Compassionate .78** .75** —

4. Communication .76** .72** .79** —

5. Problem solver .78** .71** .76** .79** —

6. Forgiveness .57** .60** .67** .67** .65** —

Note: **p < .01.

TABLE 4
Spearman’s Correlations for Youth Leadership Survey Items (Fall 2015)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Good leader —

2. Community .73** —

3. Compassionate .75** .69** —

4. Communication .72** .67** .75** —

5. Problem solver .68** .66** .68** .70** —

6. Forgiveness .58** .62** .66** .62** .62** —

Note: **p < .01.
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TABLE 5
Pearson’s Correlations for Youth Leadership Survey Items (Spring 2016)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Good leader —

2. Community .78** —

3. Compassionate .62** .64** —

4. Communication .65** .58** .72** —

5. Problem solver .82** .77** .75** .69** —

6. Forgiveness .54** .54** .68** .57** .62** —

Note: **p < .01.

TABLE 6
Spearman’s Correlations for Youth Leadership Survey Items (Spring 2016)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Good leader —

2. Community .64** —

3. Compassionate .55** .63** —

4. Communication .61** .59** .66** —

5. Problem solver .74** .66** .64** .69** —

6. Forgiveness .53** .52** .58** .54** .51** —

Note: **p < .01.

TABLE 7
Pearson (Lower Left) and Spearman (Upper Right) Correlations

Between Leadership Nominations and DESSA Scores for Fall 2015

 Leadership 
Nominations DESSA

Leadership nominations — .329**

DESSA .347** —

Note: **p < .01.

TABLE 8
Pearson (Lower Left) and Spearman (Upper Right) Correlations

Between Leadership Nominations and DESSA Scores for Spring 2016

Leadership Nominations DESSA

Leadership nominations — .372**

DESSA .375** —

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01.
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tions for spring 2016, (r (201) = .375, p < .001;
rs (201) = .372, p < .001). Results demon-
strated that students with higher SEL skills
would be more likely to be nominated as a
good leader compared to students with lower
SEL skills.

Second, we hypothesized that male students
would be more likely to be nominated as a
good leader than female students. Next, we ran
an independent t-test which showed that there
was a significant difference in leadership nom-
inations for fall 2015 between male students
(M = .0120, SD = 0.01) and female students (M
= 0.0229, SD = .02); t(171.39) = –5.019, p <
.001, where female students scored higher than
male students. Similarly, a Mann-Whitney u
test showed that fall 2015 leadership nomina-
tions were higher for females (Mdn = .0177)
than males (Mdn = .0087) U = 3,170.5, p
<.001. In addition, there was a significant lead-
ership nominations difference in the scores for
male students for spring 2016 (M = .0116, SD
= .01) and female students (M = .0241, SD =
.02); t(158.90) = –5.592, p < .001, where
female students scored higher than male stu-
dents. Similarly, a Mann-Whitney U test
showed that spring 2016 leadership nomina-
tions were higher for females (Mdn = .0190)
than males (Mdn = .0085) U = 2,967.0, p <
.001. This was the opposite of what was
hypothesized. 

Lastly, we hypothesized that L1 students
would be more likely to be nominated as a
good leader compared to L2 students. Similar
analyses were run to address hypothesis 2c.
There was a significant leadership nominations
difference in the scores for L1 students in fall
2015 (M = .014, SD = 0.014) and L2 students

(M = 0.020, SD = 0.017); t(200.17) = 2.91, p <
.01. A Mann-Whitney U test showed that fall
2015 leadership nominations were higher for
L2students (Mdn = .015) than L2 students
(Mdn = .009) U = 3,866.5, p < .01. Similarly,
there was a significant leadership nominations
difference in the scores for L1 students for
spring 2016 (M = .013, SD = .012) and L2 stu-
dents (M = .021, SD = .019); t(195.66) = 3.66,
p < .05. A Mann-Whitney u test showed that
spring 2016 leadership nominations were
higher for L2 students (Mdn = .015) than L1
students (Mdn = .011) U = 3,958.5, p < .001.
This was contrary to the hypothesis. 

Research Question 3

Research question 3 was regarding if
improvements in peer nominated leadership is
related to improvements in SEL, from fall
2015 to spring 2016. To answer Research
Question 3, we created residualized difference
scores for leadership and SEL to represent the
difference between the fall 2015 scores and
spring 2016 scores, to avoid the issues related
to simple difference scores. For each variable,
we ran a regression using the fall 2015 scores
to predict the spring 2016 scores and generated
unstandardized residual scores for each stu-
dent. We applied these residual difference
scores as the outcome variable in the following
analyses. 

We hypothesized that students who
improved more on SEL from fall 2015 to
spring 2016 would improve more on their peer
nominated leadership from fall 2015 to spring
2016. To answer this question, we ran a cor-

TABLE 9
Pearson (Lower Left) and Spearman (Upper Right) Correlations

Between Leadership Nominations and DESSA Scores Across Time Points

Leadership Nominations DESSA

Leadership Nominations 0.718** .197**

DESSA .153* 0.618**

Note: *p < .05. **p < .01.
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relation between the SEL and leadership nom-
inations difference scores. Results of both
Pearson and the Spearman correlations indi-
cated that there were significant improvements
in peer nominated leadership related to
improvements in SEL from fall 2015 to spring
2016 (r (201) = .153, p < .05; rs (201) = .197,
p < .01. 

Research Question 4

Research Question 4 was regarding the
moderating effect of gender on the relationship
between SEL and leadership. First, we ran
three independent sample t-tests to see if there
are any differences in SEL across genders.
Results showed that there was a significant dif-
ference in SEL for fall 2015 between male stu-
dents (M = 2.6512, SD = 0.92) and female
students (M  = 3.1037, SD = .81); t(201)
= –3.726, p < .001, where female students
scored higher than male students. Similarly,
results indicated that there was a significant
difference in SEL for fall 2015 between male
students (M = 2.6824, SD = .94) and female
students (M = 3.2902, SD = .73); t(201) =
–5.161, p < .001, where female students scored
higher than male students. Lastly, results
demonstrated that there was a significant dif-
ference in SEL change scores from fall 2015 to
spring 2016 between male students (M
= –.1670, SD = .72) and female students (M =
.1620, SD = .65); t(201) = –3.43, p < .005,
where female students scored higher than male
students. 

The moderating effect of gender on the rela-
tionship between SEL and leadership were
tested using hierarchical regressions. We
hypothesized that the relationship between
SEL and leadership are moderated by gender
such that the relationship is stronger for male
students compared to female students in fall
2015. This was tested by an interaction term of
gender and SEL for fall 2015, the interaction
was not significant (b = .001, p = .81), though
there were main effects for gender (b = .008, p
< .001) and for SEL (b = .005, p < .001), pre-
sented in Figure 1. 

Next, we hypothesized that the relationship
between SEL and leadership are moderated by
gender such that the relationship is stronger for
male students compared to female students in
spring 2016. This was tested by an interaction
term of gender and SEL for spring 2016, the
interaction was significant (b = .008, p < .01).
Additionally, there were main effects for gen-
der (b = .008, p < .001) and for SEL (b = .006,
p < .001). SEL had a stronger positive effect
for female students than for male students on
leadership nominations in spring 2016, shown
in Figure 2.

Lastly, we hypothesized that the relation-
ship between changes in SEL and changes in
leadership are moderated by gender such that
the relationship is stronger for male students
compared to female students. As shown in Fig-
ure 3, no significant interaction effects were
found. 

Research Question 5

Research Question 5 was regarding if lan-
guage moderates the relationship between
SEL and leadership and by examining the
interaction term of language and SEL. First, I
ran three independent sample t-tests to see if
there are any differences in SEL across L1
and L2 students. Results showed that there
was not a significant difference in SEL for
fall 2015 between L1 students and L2 stu-
dents. However, results indicated that there
was a significant difference in SEL for fall
2015 between L1 students (M = –2.7537, SD
= .92) and L2 students (M = 3.1686, SD =
.83); t(201) = 3.368, p < .005, where L2 stu-
dents scored higher than L1 students. Lastly,
results demonstrated that there was a signifi-
cant difference in SEL change scores from
fall 2015 to spring 2016 between L1 stu-
dents (M = –.1725, SD = .74) and L2 stu-
dents (M = .1294, SD = .65); t(201) = 3.103,
p < .005, where L2 students scored higher
than L1 students. 

The moderating effects of language on the
relationship between SEL and leadership were
tested using hierarchical regressions. First, we
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FIGURE 1
The moderating effect of gender on the relationship between SEL and leadership for fall 2015. Low DESSA 

was defined as one SD below the mean while high DESSA was defined as one SD above the mean.

FIGURE 2
The moderating effect of gender on the relationship between SEL and leadership for Spring 2016. Low 

DESSA was defined as one SD below the mean while high DESSA was defined as one SD above the mean. 
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hypothesized that the relationship between
SEL and leadership are moderated by language
such that the relationship is stronger for L1 stu-
dents compared to L2 students in fall 2015, the
interaction was significant (b = –.005, p < .05).
In addition, there were main effects for lan-
guage (b = –.005, p < .05) and for SEL (b =
.006, p < .001), presented in Figure 4. The fig-
ure plotted the relationship between SEL and
leadership for L2 students compared to L1 stu-
dents (Aiken & West, 1991) and showed that
the line for L2 students is steeper than that for
L1 students. This suggested that SEL had a
stronger positive effect on leadership for L2
students than it did for L1 students in spring
2015. 

Next, we hypothesized that the relationship
between SEL and leadership are moderated by
language such that the relationship is stronger
for L2 speakers compared to L1 speakers in
spring 2016. This interaction term was margin-

ally significant (b = –.005, p = .05). In addi-
tion, there were main effects for language (b =
–.006, p < .05) and for SEL (b = .007, p <
.001), presented in Figure 5, suggesting that
improvements in SEL had a stronger positive
effect in gains in leadership for L2 students
than it did for L1 in spring 2016. 

Lastly, we hypothesized that the relation-
ship between changes in SEL and changes in
leadership are moderated by language such
that the relationship is stronger for L2 students
compared to L1 students. The interaction was
not significant for the residualized difference
scores for SEL and leadership (b = .001, p =
.67). No main effects were found for language
(b = –.002, p = .15) or for SEL (b = .002, p =
.31). Visual presentations of the interaction
demonstrating the pattern of effect in L1 stu-
dents versus L2 students are presented in Fig-
ure 6.

FIGURE 3
The moderating effect of gender on the relationship between SEL and leadership change scores. Low DESSA 

was defined as one SD below the mean while high DESSA was defined as one SD above the mean. 
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FIGURE 4
The moderating effect of language on the relationship between SEL and leadership for fall 2015. Low DESSA 

was defined as one SD below the mean while high DESSA was defined as one SD above the mean. 

FIGURE 5
The moderating effect of language on the relationship between SEL and leadership for spring 2016. Low 

DESSA was defined as one SD below the mean while high DESSA was defined as one SD above the mean.
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DISCUSSION

The primary goal of the current study was to
address several gaps in the youth leadership
development literature by quantitatively
assessing the role of SEL in peer perceived
ethical leadership nominations in the context
of urban middle schools. Findings from these
analyses help to illuminate the relationship of
(peer-nominated) student leadership facets and
(teacher-rated) student social-emotional learn-
ing. Results demonstrated that SEL was posi-
tively related to leadership. Additional
analysis investigated how gender and language
status influenced the relationship between the
variables of interest. The results supported
some but not all of the hypotheses proposed.
These findings, their implications, study lim-
itations, and future directions are explored in
this section.

SEL and Leadership 

Results indicated that there was a signifi-
cant positive association at both time points
between all the proposed ethical leadership
facets (peer perceptions of being a good leader,
making the community better, being compas-
sionate, being able to communicate well, being
able to solve problems effectively, being able
to forgive). Findings demonstrated that at both
time points, students with higher SEL skills
were more likely to be nominated as a good
leader compared to students with lower SEL
skills. In addition, there was a significant
improvement in peer nominated leadership
related to improvements in SEL from fall 2015
to spring 2016. This finding aligns with the
adult leadership literature which suggests that
the highest performing adult leaders have sig-
nificantly higher emotional competence than
their counterparts (Rosete & Ciarrochi, 2005).
However, it is important to note that correla-
tion was used as the statistic model in this anal-
ysis; thus, a causal direction could not be
determined. It is possible that higher SEL is
leading to leadership nominations or that the
leadership nominations are increasing stu-

dents’ SEL. Either is a possibility or there
might be a third variable causing changes in
both SEL and leadership nominations. 

Gender, SEL, and Leadership 

One of the objectives of the present work
was to explore gender differences on SEL and
leadership. Consistent with previous literature,
results demonstrated that female students were
rated as having significantly higher teacher
rated SEL at all timepoints. Furthermore, this
resembled past studies showing that gender
differences in positive emotions were espe-
cially evident in middle childhood and adoles-
cence (Chaplin & Aldao, 2013). This sample
of students are within the age range that this
difference is most pronounced. 

As for how male and female leaders are per-
ceived differently as leaders by their peers,
results showed that female students were more
likely to be nominated as effective leaders than
male students for both timepoints. This was
surprising since most of the adult leadership
literature suggest that due to an implicit mas-
culine bias in societal perceptions of leader-
ship, equally qualified female leaders were
rated to be less effective and less preferred
over male leaders (Rhee & Sigler, 2015).
However, a small number of studies men-
tioned in the introduction countered these gen-
eral findings and support the results of the
current study (e.g., Bettis & Adams, 2005). 

Additionally, this study investigated
whether the relationship between SEL and
peer-perceived leadership nominations is dif-
ferent for male and female students. My analy-
ses showed that SEL had a stronger positive
effect for female students than it does for male
students on leadership nominations in spring
2016, but not fall 2015. Female students who
were high in SEL were particularly seen as
good leaders, compared to their female coun-
terparts who were low in SEL. This finding did
not hold for male students. One explanation for
this could be that students all had lessons on
leadership through the MOSAIC curriculum
which might have reduced the gender bias; in
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other words, by spring 2016, students were
more likely to know what to look for in leader-
ships constructs, versus following implicit
masculine biased impressions. 

Language, SEL, and Leadership 

Another objective of the present study was
to explore the difference between non-native
English language (L2) speakers compared
native language (L1) speakers on SEL and eth-
ical leadership. Results in the current study
demonstrated that L2 students were rated as
having significantly higher teacher-rated SEL
at all timepoints. This is partly supported by
some past research that suggested social–emo-
tional outcomes for young L2 learners have at
least equal (if not better) social–emotional out-
comes compared to native English speakers
(Halle et al., 2014). However, contextual and
individual characteristics are important factors
for illuminating the unique influence of L2 sta-
tus on social-emotional outcomes. Some may
argue that the challenging experiences of L2
students have led to higher cultural intelli-
gence that builds on emotional intelligence
concepts and allows them to connect with peo-
ple with similarities and adapt to different
environments. Other studies have proposed
that other sociodemographic variables are
related to foreign language anxiety that may
then influence SEL skills. This includes age,
education level, number of languages known,
age of acquisition, context of acquisition, and
frequency of use (Dewaele et al., 2008). 

Additionally, this study investigated
whether the relationship between SEL and
peer perceived leadership nominations is dif-
ferent for L1 and L2 students. Unexpectedly,
leadership nominations were higher for
non-native English-speaking students than
native English-speaking students. This was
consistent with only a few studies on language
and adult leadership. A 17-countries empirical
study that assessed the role of language on spe-
cific leadership scenario-based situations
demonstrated that language choice (native or
English) did not affect the response to studied

leadership scenarios. Instead, cultural and situ-
ational context predicted leadership decisions
and reactions (Zander et al., 2011). Neverthe-
less, there has been a lack of youth literature on
language and leadership and even the adult
research results have been mixed in whether
language plays a role in leadership effective-
ness and perceptions. Because of this gap in
research, no consensus could be reached
regarding the impact of language on leader-
ship.

Lastly, additional analyses investigated if
the relationship between SEL and leadership is
moderated by language. As predicted, SEL had
a stronger positive effect on leadership for
non-native students than it did for native stu-
dents in both time points. However, the rela-
tionship between changes in SEL and changes
in leadership was not moderated by language. 

Study Limitations 

The present study has several limitations.
The DESSA mini survey may reflect reporting
biases such as reference bias and unconscious
bias in expectations and/or assessment of per-
formance. Furthermore, it would be key to
include multiple informants outside of the
classroom context such as parents and other
stakeholders in a student’s life to increase the
representativeness of assessing a students’
SEL skills and leadership abilities in various
contexts. In addition, the leadership survey
administered was not created as an assessment
to evaluate leadership qualities but rather to
examine students’ perceptions of youth leader-
ship. Relatedly, it is possible that peer percep-
tions of youth leadership occur in additional
ways that have not been captured in the leader-
ship survey from the current study. Lastly, it is
important to note that this overall perception of
leadership score is to be interpreted with cau-
tion as factor analyses were not conducted, and
invariance was not established. To justify the
use of such a single leadership score, future
research should validate the measurement
model by conducting multivariate statistical
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procedures such as confirmatory factor analy-
sis and exploratory factor analysis. 

Implications and Future Directions

Schools play a formative role in fostering
healthy adolescents by cultivating not only
their cognitive development but also their
social and emotional development. An integral
part of this is the way schools provide leader-
ship opportunities for their populations. The
current study is the first study that explored
SEL, and peer-nominated leadership in the
context of gender and language for middle
school students, the findings from the current
study have important implications for academ-
ics and practitioners. 

From a research perspective, future studies
could explore other mediators that could better
explain the relationship between SEL and peer
perceptions of leadership. For instance, prob-
lem solving, and communication skills were
shown to have the highest correlation with
peer perceptions of good leadership. Thus, it
might be worthwhile to further explore prob-
lem solving and communication skills as
potential mediators of SEL and peer percep-
tions leadership and/or that they might be the
third variable causing changes in both social
emotional learning and leadership nomina-
tions. 

Additionally, the reasoning behind why the
effects of SEL on leadership differ by gender
and language warrants further research. Future
research could look at interpersonal and intra-
personal aspects of SEL and leadership sepa-
rately and how gender and language might
moderate these relationships. In addition,
another study could look at how gender and
language might differentially moderate the
relationship between SEL and the three
meta-categories of leadership: relations-ori-
ented 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). 

From the practitioner’s perspective, the fact
that teacher perceptions of SEL consistently
and positively predict peer perceptions of lead-
ership is a very intriguing finding. At a mini-
mum, it suggests that leadership development
should be an explicit aspect of SEL interven-
tions. It also suggests that a special focus of
SEL programs could be to nurture a cadre of
particularly effective, SEL-skilled student
leaders (e.g., Hatchimonji et al., 2017). Addi-
tionally, future studies could look at longitudi-
nal data to examine the evidence for
persistence and fade-out programmatic effects
in nurturing impactful leadership skills that
can transcend into adulthood (Bailey et al.,
2020).

Both female and non-native speaking stu-
dents are unrepresented populations in top
leadership positions due to varying barriers
and socialization expectations. However, this
study seems to suggest within this limited sam-
ple, when these underrepresented groups are
offered appropriate opportunities and
resources (e.g., SEL and leadership develop-
ment resources), they tend to benefit from
them equally if not more than their more repre-
sented counterparts. This calls for the need of a
better understanding of how the social identi-
ties of our young leaders (i.e., race, ethnicity,
gender, language, minority status) may interact
to influence the exercise of effective leader-
ship that is much needed for the future of our
country. 
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