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Abstract

The objective of this study was to identify the dimensions, components, and indicators of professional competencies of Iraqi
secondary school principals. This applied qualitative study employed thematic content analysis. Data were collected through
systematic review of relevant literature and semi-structured interviews conducted with 20 theoretical and practical experts,
selected through purposive sampling until saturation was reached. All interviews were transcribed and coded through
iterative stages of qualitative content analysis, supported by the Maxqda software. Instrument validity was ensured through
content validation, and reliability was confirmed through coder agreement. The analysis identified five overarching
dimensions of professional competencies: personal, managerial, scientific and specialized, supervision and control, and
social. The personal dimension included communication, emotional, and transformational components. The managerial
dimension comprised analysis and planning components. The scientific and specialized dimension included educational,
technological, and supportive components. The supervision and control dimension encompassed organizational and
feedback-related components, while the social dimension consisted of interactive and emotional components. Each
dimension was associated with specific measurable indicators, forming a comprehensive framework for assessing principals’
competencies. The findings reveal that the professional competencies of secondary school principals constitute a
multidimensional construct integrating personal, managerial, scientific, supervisory, and social skill sets. The resulting
framework provides a structured foundation for designing professional development programs, enhancing evaluation
systems for school leaders, and improving educational management and student learning outcomes in secondary schools.
Keywords: Professional competencies; School principals; Secondary education; Qualitative analysis;, Leadership
development
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The professional competencies of school principals are recognized as fundamental drivers of educational
quality, teacher performance, and student learning outcomes. In contemporary educational systems—
especially in developing and post-conflict contexts—the role of the school principal has expanded beyond
administrative oversight to encompass instructional leadership, ethical stewardship, strategic visioning, and
emotional management. Global studies emphasize that successful school leadership relies on a
multidimensional competency structure that integrates personal, managerial, instructional, social, and
supervisory abilities (Leithwood et al., 2020). In the context of Iraq, where the education system continues to
grapple with the consequences of prolonged instability, resource shortages, and structural inconsistencies, the
need for clearly defined and evidence-based leadership competencies becomes even more crucial (Unesco,
2022). Reports indicate significant gaps in leadership preparation, fragmented professional development
systems, and variability in leadership quality across secondary schools, all of which have contributed to
inconsistency in learning outcomes nationwide (Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, 2021).
Recent regional and international research demonstrates that principals’ competencies directly influence
instructional improvement efforts, teacher motivation, classroom management practices, and the establishment
of healthy school cultures (Alzidi, 2023). Studies also highlight the significance of personal and interpersonal
competencies, such as communication skills, emotional intelligence, and transformational leadership qualities,
in building trust, enhancing staff morale, and ensuring resilience in school environments (Gul, 2024).
Complementing these views, research has shown that leadership grounded in values, ethics, and integrity
strengthens organizational cohesion and fosters creativity and innovation among teachers and students
(Shaqura, 2024).

Beyond interpersonal and ethical competencies, effective school leadership demands strong analytical,
managerial, and planning skills. In their conceptual work on 21st-century school leaders, Base and Abad
describe modern leadership as a data-driven and strategically informed practice that requires principals to
interpret information, prioritize actions, allocate resources optimally, and implement instructional reforms
systematically (Base & Abad, 2025). Similarly, research on professional accountability frameworks affirms
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that competency-based evaluation and development systems foster higher levels of responsibility, efficiency,
and instructional quality among school leaders (Haj Hosseini et al., 2020).
The scholarly literature from Iran and the broader region indicates that lack of competency frameworks often
leads to ineffective leadership practices, inconsistent administrative decision-making, and reduced teacher
engagement (Mousavi, 2018; Qarlagi et al., 2017). In contrast, models that incorporate professional ethics,
supervisory excellence, and social capital demonstrate a profound influence on administrators’ ability to guide
instructional practices and foster collaborative learning environments (Behdarafshan et al., 2024; Ghafari et
al., 2024). These findings strongly align with international claims that school culture—shaped primarily by
principals—serves as the backbone of organizational effectiveness and long-term sustainability (Deal &
Peterson, 2024).
Given these insights, there is a clear need for competency models that are culturally grounded, contextually
relevant, and empirically validated. Existing research conducted within Iraq reveals that school leadership
struggles arise from insufficient training, limited instructional expertise, and underdeveloped supervisory
systems (Hakim et al., 2024). Moreover, studies on teacher performance improvements emphasize that
principals who actively support instructional methods, technological implementation, and social-emotional
well-being of staff contribute to higher professional competence among teachers (Rofig, 2024). Additional
evidence suggests that school principals in developing contexts require systematic professional development
programs to build capacities in pedagogical leadership, strategic planning, and professional collaboration
(Nhlumayo & Mabeleng, 2025).
In light of these regional and international perspectives, examining and conceptualizing the professional
competencies of Iraqi school principals is essential to strengthening the nation’s educational infrastructure and
improving students’ learning trajectories. Although scattered studies exist, a comprehensive and empirically
grounded framework tailored to the unique social, structural, and cultural realities of Iraq remains absent.
Addressing this gap is critical for establishing standardized competency expectations, guiding leadership
preparation programs, and informing national policy reforms aimed at improving school leadership.
Therefore, the present study aims to identify the dimensions, components, and indicators of professional
competencies of Iraqi secondary school principals using a qualitative thematic analysis approach.
Methods and Materials
This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in thematic content analysis. Data were collected
through two primary sources: an extensive review of theoretical and empirical literature and semi-structured
interviews with 20 experts comprising educational administrators, university scholars, and senior practitioners.
Purposive sampling was used to select participants, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved.
Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were transcribed verbatim. Data analysis proceeded through
iterative coding stages, including open, axial, and selective coding. The analysis was supported by MAXQDA
software. Reliability was enhanced through peer debriefing and inter-coder agreement checks, while validity
was addressed through triangulation and member-checking procedures.
Findings
The thematic analysis resulted in identifying a multidimensional model consisting of five major competency
dimensions, each divided into several components and further operationalized through specific behavioral
indicators.
1. Personal Competencies emerged as fundamental to effective leadership and included:
o Communication competence, reflected in clarity, empathy, and constructive dialogue with
stakeholders.
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o Emotional competence, which encompassed recognizing emotions in others, managing crises,
and supporting staff and students.
o Transformational competence, which involved motivating teams, inspiring shared goals, and
influencing positive change.
2. Managerial Competencies included:
o Analytical competence, covering evidence-based decision-making, prioritization, and logical
problem-solving.
o Planning competence, such as scheduling, time management, and proactive identification of
instructional challenges.
3. Scientific and Specialized Competencies comprised:
o Instructional competence, including guiding teachers, understanding pedagogical methods,
and analyzing student performance.
o Technological competence, referring to the integration of educational technologies into
teaching—learning processes.
o Supportive competence, which involved assisting teachers and students in academic,
emotional, and social matters.
4. Supervision and Control Competencies were organized around:
o Organizational competence, related to evaluation planning, monitoring instructional
performance, and identifying staff training needs.
o Feedback competence, demonstrated through constructive assessment, improvement-oriented
communication, and timely corrective guidance.
5. Social Competencies included:
o Interactive competence, emphasizing collaboration, rapport-building, and consistent
communication with parents and stakeholders.
o Emotional-social competence, reflected in empathy, school climate management, and
fostering collective responsibility.
The model provides a comprehensive, interdependent representation of the competencies required for
successful leadership in Iraqi secondary schools.
Discussion and Conclusion
The findings reveal that professional competencies of Iraqi secondary school principals encompass a complex
interplay of personal attributes, managerial skills, instructional expertise, supervisory capacities, and social—
emotional abilities. These results indicate that effective leadership relies not on isolated skills but on an
integrated competency structure that enables principals to respond to dynamic educational challenges, guide
instructional improvement, and cultivate a supportive learning environment.
The identification of communication, emotional, and transformational competencies as core personal attributes
highlights the centrality of humanistic and relational leadership. The emphasis on analytical and planning
competencies underscores the importance of data-driven decision-making and strategic foresight in modern
school management. Moreover, the presence of instructional, technological, and supportive components within
the scientific—specialized domain reflects the evolving expectations of principals as instructional leaders who
guide pedagogical practices and foster professional growth. The supervisory dimension reinforces the essential
role of monitoring and constructive feedback in elevating instructional quality, while the social dimension
demonstrates the need for emotional intelligence and collaborative engagement within school communities.
Overall, this study presents a comprehensive competency framework that can serve as the foundation for
leadership development programs, performance evaluation systems, and policy reforms aimed at improving
school leadership in Iraq. By articulating a structured and empirically grounded set of professional
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competencies, the study contributes to enhancing the quality, coherence, and effectiveness of educational
leadership in secondary schools.
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