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Abstract:

Obijective: The present study aimed to investigate the impact of the principal’s leadership style on students’
academic motivation with the mediating role of academic self-efficacy among high school students in District 11 of
Tehran.

Methods and Materials: This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling (SEM). The statistical population consisted of high school students (second cycle) in District 11 of Tehran
during the 2025-2026 academic year, from whom 364 participants were selected through multi-stage cluster random
sampling. Data were collected using the Bass and Avolio Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ), the
Vallerand Academic Motivation Scale (AMS), and the Jinks and Morgan Academic Self-Efficacy Scale. Data
analysis was conducted using SPSS and SmartPLS software. Reliability and validity of the constructs were assessed
through Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted (AVE), and the Fornell-Larcker
criterion.

Findings: The structural model results indicated that the principal’s leadership style had a positive and significant
effect on students’ academic motivation (f=0.403, t=11.932, p<0.001). Academic self-efficacy also showed a
positive and significant effect on academic motivation (=0.479, t=14.443, p<0.001). Furthermore, the principal’s
leadership style significantly influenced academic self-efficacy (B=0.513, t=12.677, p<0.001). In addition, the
indirect effect of the principal’s leadership style on academic motivation through academic self-efficacy was
significant (=0.246, t=9.437, p<0.001), confirming the mediating role of academic self-efficacy. Model fit indices
also demonstrated an acceptable fit of the proposed model.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that the principal’s leadership style can enhance students’ academic
motivation both directly and indirectly through strengthening academic self-efficacy. Therefore, greater attention to
instructional and transformational leadership styles among school principals, along with programs aimed at
improving students” academic self-efficacy, may effectively enhance students’ motivation and learning quality.
Keywords: Principal’s Leadership Style, Academic Motivation, Academic Self-Efficacy, High School Students,
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Academic motivation is one of the central constructs in
educational psychology because it explains why students
engage in learning, persist in academic tasks, and respond
differently to success and failure. Motivation is not limited
to students’ physical presence in the classroom or
completion of assignments; rather, it reflects the degree to
which learners perceive education as meaningful, valuable,
and connected to their goals. From the perspective of self-
determination theory, students’ motivation develops more
adaptively when the educational environment supports their
basic psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and
relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2020). A meta-analysis based on
self-determination theory has shown that autonomous forms
of motivation are associated with more favorable
educational outcomes, including achievement, engagement,
persistence, and academic well-being, whereas controlled
motivation and amotivation are linked to weaker academic
outcomes (Howard et al., 2021). Therefore, academic
motivation should be understood as a product of both
individual characteristics and the broader psychological and
organizational climate of the school.

Within the school context, the principal’s leadership style
is one of the most important organizational factors
influencing students’ academic experiences. Principals
shape the instructional climate, support teachers, establish
educational expectations, guide school culture, and create
conditions that may either strengthen or weaken students’
motivation. Transformational leadership can enhance school
culture and teaching performance by creating a shared
vision, encouraging professional commitment, and fostering
supportive relationships within schools (Alzoraiki et al.,
2024). Instructional leadership is also important because it is
directly related to teaching quality, classroom management,
student engagement, and professional learning. Studies have
shown that principal instructional leadership is associated

with teacher self-efficacy and professional learning (Liu &

Hallinger, 2018), and that teachers’ positive instructional
emotions may be explained through self-efficacy in relation
to principals’ instructional leadership (Dilek¢i & Limon,
2022). Similarly, instructional leadership has been
associated with teachers’ self-efficacy in student
engagement and classroom management (Zhang et al,
2025). These findings indicate that the principal’s leadership
is not merely an administrative function but a key
mechanism through which the school environment becomes
more supportive, organized, and learning-oriented.

Academic self-efficacy is another key psychological
construct that may explain how leadership affects students’
academic motivation. Academic self-efficacy refers to
students’ beliefs about their ability to understand lessons,
complete assignments, solve academic problems, manage
learning demands, and succeed in educational tasks.
Students with stronger academic self-efficacy are more
likely to persist in difficult tasks, use effective learning
strategies, interpret failure as temporary, and maintain
motivation despite academic challenges. Previous research
has shown that school climate, academic self-efficacy, and
student achievement are closely related (Zysberg &
Schwabsky, 2021). Motivation, attitude, and self-efficacy
beliefs also play important roles in shaping secondary school
students’ academic achievement (ince, 2023). Moreover,
academic self-efficacy has been identified as a mediating
mechanism in the relationship between teacher support and
academic achievement (Xu, 2024), and it has also been
linked to online teacher support and academic
procrastination (Duan et al., 2024). Research on academic
motivation and affective engagement further confirms that
self-efficacy can mediate motivational processes and
strengthen students’ emotional engagement in learning
(Valenzuela-Pefiufiuri et al., 2024).

Previous studies have also shown that leadership
behaviors in educational settings can influence motivation
through classroom climate and self-efficacy. Teacher

leadership style has been found to affect student academic
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motivation through the mediating role of classroom climate

and student self-efficacy (Wang et al, 2023).
Transformational teacher leadership has also been shown to
influence academic motivation, resilience, burnout, and
academic performance (Trigueros et al., 2020). In addition,
teacher leadership can influence students’ self-
determination, suggesting that leadership behaviors may
support more autonomous motivational orientations (Assefa,
2025). At the school level, principal leadership and teacher
leadership have been integrated into models explaining
teacher self-efficacy and student academic performance (Li
& Liu, 2022), while collective efficacy has been found to
mediate the association between principal instructional
leadership and teacher commitment (Karakose et al., 2024).
Recent meta-analytic structural equation modeling has
further indicated that self-efficacy may explain how
principal leadership for learning is related to student
outcomes (Ozdogru et al., 2025). School climate and teacher
support have also been linked to students’ achievement
motivation through learning adaptability (zhao et al., 2023).
These studies suggest that leadership, self-efficacy, and
motivation are interrelated constructs; however, the direct
examination of academic self-efficacy as a mediator
between principals’ leadership style and students’ academic
motivation remains necessary, especially among high school
students.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in terms of purpose and
quantitative in terms of data collection and analysis. It was
conducted using a descriptive-correlational design based on
structural equation modeling. The statistical population
included all second-cycle high school students in District 11
of Tehran during the 2025-2026 academic year. Based on
the estimated population size and the Krejcie and Morgan
table, 364 students were selected as the final sample. Multi-
stage cluster random sampling was used. First, several high
schools were selected from District 11 of Tehran according

to school type and gender distribution. Then, several classes

from grades 10, 11, and 12 were randomly selected, and the
questionnaires were distributed among students in those
classes. To reduce the effect of incomplete or invalid
questionnaires, 400 questionnaires were initially distributed,
and after screening, 364 valid questionnaires were retained
for final analysis.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments.
The principal’s leadership style was measured using the Bass
and Avolio Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, which
assesses leadership behaviors including transformational,
transactional, and laissez-faire leadership. Students
responded to the items based on their perception of the
principal’s leadership behaviors in their school. Academic
motivation was measured using the Academic Motivation
Scale developed by Vallerand and colleagues. This
instrument assesses different forms of motivation, including
intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation.
Academic self-efficacy was measured using the Jinks and
Morgan Academic Self-Efficacy Scale, which evaluates
students’ beliefs about their academic competence, effort,
and ability to succeed in school-related tasks. Higher scores
indicated higher levels of the measured constructs.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS and SmartPLS
software. First, the dataset was screened for missing data,
invalid responses, outliers, and uniform response patterns.
Descriptive statistics, including mean, standard deviation,
median, skewness, and kurtosis, were calculated. The
normality of the variables was assessed using the Cramér—
von Mises criterion. Reliability and construct validity were
examined using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability,
rho_A, average variance extracted, factor loadings, and
discriminant validity. The Fornell-Larcker criterion was
used to evaluate discriminant validity. After confirming the
measurement model, the structural model was tested using
partial least squares structural equation modeling. Direct
effects, indirect effects, t-statistics, p-values, effect sizes,
and model fit indices were reported. The mediating role of
academic

self-efficacy was examined wusing the

bootstrapping method in SmartPLS.
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Findings

The results of the Cramér—von Mises test showed that the
distributions of the main research variables were not normal.
The significance value was 0.028 for principal’s leadership
style, 0.045 for academic motivation, and 0.001 for
academic self-efficacy. Therefore, the use of partial least
squares structural equation modeling was appropriate for
testing the research model. Descriptive findings showed that
the mean score of principal’s leadership style was 137.632,
the mean score of academic motivation was 113.258, and the
mean score of academic self-efficacy was 72.212. The
median values were 139.000 for principal’s leadership style,
112.000 for academic motivation, and 71.000 for academic
self-efficacy. The standard deviations were 40.926 for
principal’s leadership style, 35.872 for academic motivation,
and 23.486 for academic self-efficacy. The skewness values
were close to zero, indicating no severe skewness in the
distribution of the variables.

The reliability and validity results confirmed the
adequacy of the measurement model. Cronbach’s alpha
values were 0.978 for academic motivation, 0.977 for
academic self-efficacy, and 0.984 for principal’s leadership
style, all of which exceeded the acceptable threshold.
Composite reliability values were also desirable. The rho_A
values were 0.979 for academic motivation, 0.978 for
academic self-efficacy, and 0.985 for principal’s leadership
style. The composite reliability values were 0.979 for
academic motivation, 0.978 for academic self-efficacy, and
0.985 for principal’s leadership style. The average variance
extracted values were 0.628 for academic motivation, 0.599
for academic self-efficacy, and 0.590 for principal’s
leadership style, confirming convergent validity. The
Fornell-Larcker criterion also confirmed discriminant
validity, as the square root of AVE for each construct was
greater than its correlations with other constructs. The square
root of AVE was 0.793 for academic motivation, 0.774 for
academic self-efficacy, and 0.768 for principal’s leadership

style.

The model fit indices showed that the proposed model
had acceptable fit. The SRMR value was 0.033 for both the
saturated and estimated models, which was below the
acceptable threshold of 0.08. The NFI value was 0.834,
indicating acceptable model fit. The effect size results
showed that academic self-efficacy had a strong effect on
academic motivation, with = 0.412. Principal’s leadership
style had an effect size of f2=0.292 on academic motivation,
indicating a moderate to strong effect. Principal’s leadership
style also had a strong effect on academic self-efficacy, with
f2 = 0.357. These results indicated that the structural model
had adequate explanatory power.

The path coefficient results showed that principal’s
leadership style had a positive and significant direct effect
on students’ academic motivation (f = 0.403, SD = 0.034, t
= 11.932, p < 0.001). Academic self-efficacy also had a
positive and significant effect on academic motivation (f =
0.479, SD = 0.033, t = 14.443, p < 0.001). In addition,
principal’s leadership style had a positive and significant
effect on academic self-efficacy (B = 0.513, SD =0.040, t =
12.677, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of principal’s
leadership style on academic motivation through academic
self-efficacy was also positive and significant (= 0.246, SD
=0.026, t =9.437, p < 0.001). Therefore, the mediating role
of academic self-efficacy in the relationship between
principal’s leadership style and students’ academic
motivation was confirmed.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
principal’s leadership style has a significant role in
explaining students’ academic motivation. Students who
perceived their principal’s leadership style more positively
reported higher academic motivation. This result indicates
that the school principal can influence students’ motivational
experiences not only through formal administrative
decisions but also through creating a supportive, organized,
and learning-oriented school environment. When students
perceive that the school is managed with clear educational

goals, supportive relationships, and attention to learning
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quality, they are more likely to value academic activities and
participate actively in school tasks. Therefore, leadership
style functions as an important contextual factor that shapes
students’ academic attitudes and motivational orientations.

The results also showed that academic self-efficacy had a
strong positive effect on academic motivation. This finding
indicates that students’ beliefs about their academic abilities
are essential for sustaining motivation. When students
believe that they can understand lessons, complete
assignments, solve problems, and succeed in academic
situations, they are more likely to make effort, persist in
difficult tasks, and remain engaged in learning. In contrast,
weak self-efficacy may reduce persistence and increase
avoidance of academic challenges. Therefore, academic self-
efficacy can be considered a key psychological resource that
strengthens students’ motivation and supports their
academic functioning.

Another important finding was that principal’s leadership
style had a positive and significant effect on academic self-
efficacy. This result suggests that school leadership can
influence students’ beliefs about their academic competence.
A supportive and effective principal can create a school
atmosphere in which students receive clearer expectations,
better instructional support, more constructive feedback, and
more opportunities for successful learning experiences.
These conditions can gradually strengthen students’
confidence in their own academic abilities. Thus, principal

leadership contributes to academic self-efficacy by shaping

the broader educational environment in which students
interpret their abilities and learning experiences.

The mediating role of academic self-efficacy was also
confirmed. This finding means that principal’s leadership
style increases academic motivation partly by strengthening
students’ academic self-efficacy. In other words, leadership
does not influence motivation only in a direct way; rather,
part of its effect passes through students’ perceptions of their
own academic competence. When principals create a
supportive, purposeful, and growth-oriented school climate,
students are more likely to feel capable of academic success.
This enhanced sense of capability then increases their
motivation to participate, persist, and invest effort in
learning. Therefore, academic self-efficacy represents an
important psychological mechanism through which school
leadership affects students’ motivation.

Overall, the findings indicate that academic motivation is
shaped by the interaction between school-level leadership
and student-level psychological beliefs. Improving students’
motivation requires attention not only to curriculum and
teaching methods but also to the leadership practices that
structure the school environment and the psychological
beliefs that students develop about their academic abilities.
Based on the results, strengthening instructional and
transformational leadership among school principals and
designing programs to enhance students’ academic self-
efficacy can contribute to higher academic motivation and

better learning quality among high school students.
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