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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the structural model of the relationship between
mindfulness and socio-emotional competence, with the mediating role of
executive functions, among secondary school students with low academic
performance. The research followed a descriptive-correlational design, and the
statistical population consisted of second-level high school students in Khoy
during the 2023-2024 academic year. A multi-stage cluster sampling method
was employed, and 330 students were selected. The research instruments
included the Socio-Emotional Competence Scale, the Barkley Deficits in
Executive Functioning Scale (BDEFS), and the Five Facet Mindfulness
Questionnaire (FFMQ). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and
structural equation modeling (SEM) via SPSS version 26 and AMOS version
21. The data analysis revealed that mindfulness had a significant negative effect
on socio-emotional competence (f=-0.251) and on executive functions (B=-
0.494). Furthermore, executive functions showed a significant negative effect
on socio-emotional competence (B=-0.457). The analysis of indirect effects
indicated that mindfulness had a significant positive indirect effect on socio-
emotional competence through executive functions (f=0.226, P=0.003). Based
on these findings, it can be concluded that mindfulness and executive functions
play a significant role in the socio-emotional competence of students with low
academic performance, and enhancing these cognitive and emotional capacities
should be a key focus in psychological interventions.
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Introduction

In recent years, the key role of social-emotional competencies in the
academic and personal development of students—especially those with
low academic performance—has received increasing attention. These
competencies include self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, communication skills, and responsible decision-making,
which help manage emotions, establish positive relationships, and make
constructive choices. Research shows that strengthening these skills
leads to improved academic performance, increased resilience, and
reduced behavioral and emotional problems. Mindfulness, defined as
the capacity for conscious, non-judgmental attention to the present
moment, plays an important role in enhancing social-emotional
competencies. This capacity helps improve self-awareness, emotional
regulation, empathy, and positive social behaviors. Additionally,
executive functions of the brain—such as working memory, response
inhibition, and cognitive flexibility—serve as key cognitive skills in
managing behaviors and emotions and may act as mediators between
mindfulness and social-emotional competencies. Despite the
importance of mindfulness, executive functions, and social-emotional
competencies, few studies have examined the structural relationship
among these variables in secondary school students with low academic
performance. Understanding this connection can aid in designing
effective interventions to promote academic success and mental health
in this vulnerable group.

Research Question(s)

Therefore, the main research question is whether executive functions
play a mediating role in the relationship between mindfulness and
social-emotional competencies in secondary school students with low
academic performance.

Literature Review

Empirical research significantly supports this topic. For example, a
study in Portugal showed that mindfulness has a positive correlation
with  emotional intelligence and psychological  well-being.
Additionally, emotional intelligence plays a mediating role in the
relationship between mindfulness and well-being (Vira & Faria, 2024).
Kim and colleagues (2023) also demonstrated that mindfulness
significantly enhances students’ social-emotional competency capacity.
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Hermana and Suganda (2021) found a positive relationship between
mindfulness,  social-emotional ~ competencies, and academic
performance among pre-service students in Indonesia. Furthermore,
Zhang and Peng (2023) suggested reciprocal relationships between
executive functioning and social-emotional skills. Zelzalo and
colleagues (2016) also noted that children with better executive
functions are better able to regulate their emotions, which in turn
predicts better social performance. Despite the importance of
mindfulness, executive functions, and social-emotional competencies
in the academic growth and progress of students, few comprehensive
and structural studies have examined the relationships among these
variables in secondary students with low academic performance. Most
existing studies have either examined these factors separately or were
conducted on general, non-targeted samples, whereas students with low
academic performance—due to specific cognitive, emotional, and
social challenges—require more precise investigation and tailored
modeling.

Methodology

This study is descriptive-correlational and the statistical population
included secondary school students in the city of Khoy during the
academic year 2023-2024. The sample size was determined to be 320
based on 16 latent variables using structural equation modeling, and
ultimately 330 students were selected through multistage cluster
sampling. Initially, 8 schools were randomly chosen, and then students
with low academic performance from grades 10 to 12 were identified.
Twenty-three incomplete questionnaires were removed, resulting in
final data from 307 students analyzed. The research procedures
included obtaining necessary permissions, coordinating with schools,
and securing informed consent from the students. Data were analyzed
using SPSS and AMOS software. The research instruments included:
the Social-Emotional Competency Questionnaire (SECQ) with 25
items across 5 dimensions (self-awareness, social awareness, self-
management, relationship management, and responsible decision-
making); the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ) with 39
items and 5 mindfulness components; and the Barkley Deficits in
Executive Functioning Scale (BDEFS) with 70 items across 5 executive
function components (time management, self-organization, self-
restraint, self-motivation, and emotional self-regulation). All
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instruments have been validated for reliability and validity in Iranian
samples.

Results

In this study, 307 students (167 boys and 140 girls) participated, with
an average age of approximately 16.41 years. Results showed that the
mean scores for mindfulness, executive functions, and social-emotional
competence were 112.03, 157.35, and 83.82, respectively, with data
distribution evaluated as normal. Testing the hypotheses using
structural equation modeling confirmed a good model fit (e.g., chi-
square to degrees of freedom ratio = 1.26 and CFIl = 0.991). Correlation
analysis indicated that mindfulness was positively and significantly
correlated with both executive functions and social-emotional
competence. Direct and indirect effects analysis revealed that
mindfulness could predict 24.4% of the variance in executive functions
and, consequently, 38.5% of the variance in social-emotional
competence. Mindfulness had a significant negative effect on executive
function deficits (reducing them) and a positive effect on social-
emotional competence. Executive functions also negatively affected
social-emotional competence. Indirect effect analysis showed that
mindfulness improves social-emotional competence by reducing
executive function deficits. Finally, the measurement model was
confirmed with factor loadings above 0.40, and fit indices indicated
good conformity between the model and the data. The results highlight
the important role of mindfulness in enhancing executive functioning
and social-emotional competence among students.

Discussion

This study aimed to examine the structural relationships between
mindfulness, executive functions, and social-emotional competencies
in secondary school students with low academic performance. The
findings indicated that mindfulness has a significant positive effect on
both social-emotional competencies and executive functions; increased
mindfulness leads to improved attentional control, emotional self-
regulation, and cognitive flexibility. Furthermore, executive functions
mediate the relationship between mindfulness and social-emotional
competencies, such that mindfulness enhances these functions, which
in turn promote social and emotional skills. These results are consistent
with previous research and can be explained based on cognitive-
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behavioral and emotion regulation theories. Strong executive functions
help students control their emotional reactions and succeed better in
social interactions, while weaknesses in these functions may result in
behavioral and social problems. Mindfulness, by enhancing self-
awareness and reducing impulsive reactions, acts as a key skill enabling
students to perform better in social situations and establish more
positive interpersonal relationships. Despite the importance of these
findings, limitations such as reliance on self-report questionnaires and
a sample restricted to students with low academic performance limit the
generalizability of the results. It is recommended that future research
utilize mixed assessment methods and more diverse samples.
Ultimately, it is emphasized that providing psychological services to
strengthen mindfulness and executive functions can play an effective
role in improving academic achievement and social-emotional skills
among students.

Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrated that mindfulness and executive
functions play a vital and complementary role in enhancing the social-
emotional competencies of students with low academic performance.
Increased levels of mindfulness lead to improved emotional regulation,
attention control, and cognitive flexibility, which indirectly contribute
to the development of social and emotional skills through the
enhancement of executive functions. These findings highlight the
importance of developing programs and interventions that focus on
strengthening mindfulness and executive functions and emphasize that
special attention to these factors can promote the mental health and
academic success of vulnerable students. Ultimately, providing targeted
psychological services and educational programs tailored to the
cognitive and emotional needs of this student group will facilitate their
better progress across various aspects of life.
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