Iranian Journal of curriculum studies

ISSN: 1735-4986
https://www.jcsicsa.ir

VOL (20), No. 79, 2026, pp:29 - 56

Soft Skills in the Teaching Profession: Applying a Mixed-Methods Approach to

Rank Non-Cognitive Components

Mahdi Ghorbankhani®, Keyvan Salehi*", Ebrahim Khodaie®, Ali Moghadamzadeh*, Marzieh Dehghani®

1. Ph.D. student, Department of Methods, Educational Planning and Curriculum. Faculty of Psychology and
Education, University of Tehran, Tehran. Iran. ghorbankhani@ut.ac.ir
2. Corresponding Author: Associate Professor, Department of Methods, Educational Planning and Curriculum.
Faculty of Psychology and Education, University of Tehran, Tehran. Iran. keyvansalehi@ut.ac.ir
3. Full Professor, Department of Methods, Educational Planning and Curriculum. Faculty of Psychology and
Education, University of Tehran, Tehran. Iran. khodaie@ut.ac.ir
4. Associate Professor, Department of Methods, Educational Planning and Curriculum. Faculty of Psychology and
Education, University of Tehran, Tehran. Iran. amoghadamzadeh@ut.ac.ir
5. Associate Professor, Department of Methods, Educational Planning and Curriculum. Faculty of Psychology and
Education, University of Tehran, Tehran. Iran. dehghani_m33@ut.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Keywords:
Soft Skills, Effective
Teacher, Teacher
Competencies, Non-
Cognitive Attributes,
DEMATEL

Article history:

Received: 16 June 2025
Reviewed: 12 October 2025
Accepted: 12 November 2025
Published: 21 Janury 2026

While the critical role of soft skills in teaching effectiveness is widely
acknowledged, a significant gap remains in developing an evidence-based,
systematic framework to identify, prioritize, and scientifically assess these
competencies within teacher selection processes. The current study was conducted
to identify and prioritize essential soft skills in the teaching profession. The
qualitative part of this study is phenomenology. Data were collected using
purposive sampling and semi-structured interviews with 14 teachers. Data were
analyzed by Colaizzi method. The quantitative part was conducted using
DEMATEL technique. After identifying the criteria, the importance of each of
them was calculated by referring to the experts. Qualitative data analysis led to the
identification of 7 main categories, including “Responsibility”, “Correction”,
“Adaptability”, “Agency”, “Mentoring”,
agency”. Findings indicated that the first 5 criteria with most impact, respectively,
include Ethical sensitivity, Accountability, Mentoring, Commitment, and
Conscientiousness. The results show that sub-themes related to educational
agency and responsibility have the most effect. The results show the wide range of
soft skills necessary for the teaching profession, and it is necessary to develop a
scientific, evidence-based and integrated mechanism to accurately measure such
characteristics before entering the teaching profession. Considering the
importance of the criteria, as much as possible in the teacher selection process, it
is necessary to consider more priority criteria such as educational agency and
responsibility.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The teaching profession serves as the cornerstone of sustainable societal development, playing an
indispensable role in shaping competent human capital and fostering future intellectual and social assets
(Fonseca-Chacana, 2019; Bardach et al., 2020). Extensive research confirms that the quality of an
educational system largely depends on teachers' competencies (Kim et al., 2019; Hattie, 2009; Darling-
Hammond, 2017). While subject-matter expertise (cognitive skills) remains essential for effective teaching,
contemporary studies indicate that teachers' success in the teaching-learning process relies more on non-
cognitive competencies—soft skills such as communication, empathy, classroom management, and
adaptability—than on content knowledge alone (Ghorbankhani et al., 2022; Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012).
Teaching is central to sustainable development, yet success hinges not only on subject expertise but also
on non-cognitive skills like communication, empathy, and adaptability (Darling-Hammond, 2017;
Ghorbankhani et al., 2022). These competencies enhance classroom dynamics, student motivation, and
learning outcomes (Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012). However, many teacher training systems, including Iran’s,
neglect their systematic development (OECD, 2019). This gap undermines educational quality, as teachers
lacking soft skills struggle with engagement and classroom management (Simor et al., 2019).

Purpose
This study identifies and prioritizes essential soft skills for elementary teachers to inform evidence-based
teacher selection and training programs.

Method

The present study adopts an applied research approach with an exploratory mixed-methods design to address
its objectives. The research employs descriptive phenomenology to answer the first research question
regarding the identification of essential non-cognitive skills, while utilizing the DEMATEL technique to
determine the relative importance and impact of each identified skill in the second phase.

For the qualitative phase, participants were selected through criterion-based purposive sampling, consisting
of 14 elementary school teachers who participated in semi-structured interviews. To validate the emerging
framework, two additional follow-up interviews were conducted with teachers, and three subject matter
experts in education reviewed and refined the findings. In total, 19 interview sessions were conducted - 14
initial interviews with teachers, 2 validation interviews, and 3 expert review sessions - to develop a
comprehensive framework of essential non-cognitive skills for elementary teachers.

The quantitative phase employed the DEMATEL method to analyze the interrelationships among the
identified skills and establish their causal relationships and relative weights. This methodological approach
allows for both the in-depth exploration of teachers' non-cognitive competencies and the systematic
prioritization of these skills based on their impact and importance within the educational context.

The study aims to develop a validated framework of essential non-cognitive skills that can inform teacher
selection criteria, professional development programs, and educational policies, ultimately contributing to
enhanced teaching effectiveness and improved learning outcomes in elementary education. The mixed-
methods design provides both qualitative depth and quantitative rigor, offering comprehensive insights into
this critical aspect of teacher competency.

Results

A thorough examination of teachers' and experts' perspectives led to the identification of essential soft skills
for elementary teaching, categorized into 19 sub-themes and 7 main themes. The primary themes encompass
seven key dimensions: responsibility, self-improvement, extroversion, adaptability, personal agency,
mentoring, foresight, and educational agency.
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Analysis of the DEMATEL results revealed the most influential factors (R), ranked as follows: ethical
sensitivity (C18), accountability (C4), mentoring (C19), commitment (C1), and conscientiousness (C3).
Conversely, the most affected factors (J) were ethical sensitivity (C18), mentoring (C19), self-evaluation
(C12), commitment (C1), and reflective practice (C13). By calculating the net influence (R-J), the ranking
shifted, with accountability (C4), commitment (C1), conscientiousness (C3), purposefulness (C5), and
communication skills (C17) emerging as the top five most impactful criteria. Additionally, the aggregate
measure of influence and susceptibility (R+J) produced another ranking, prioritizing ethical sensitivity
(C18), mentoring (C19), commitment (C1), accountability (C4), and conscientiousness (C3).

These findings provide a structured framework for understanding the relative importance of hon-cognitive
competencies in elementary teaching, offering valuable insights for teacher training and professional
development programs.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to identify and prioritize essential soft skills for the teaching profession. A key
finding revealed that the five most influential criteria were, in order: ethical sensitivity, accountability,
mentoring, commitment, and conscientiousness. This finding aligns with previous research by Traikou
(2024), Espina-Romero et al. (2023), and Gorny-Wegrzyn & Perry (2021). The hierarchical nature of
teachers' soft skills places ethical sensitivity at the apex, suggesting that successful teachers must first
possess a profound understanding of ethical principles and the ability to recognize sensitive situations. This
competency enables them to make student-centered decisions in ambiguous educational contexts. Previous
studies corroborate that teachers with heightened ethical sensitivity respond more effectively to students'
emotional and educational needs.

Another significant finding identified the five most affected criteria as: ethical sensitivity, mentoring,
self-evaluation, commitment, and reflective practice, consistent with the works of Margaliot & Magid
(2020), Akomodi (2025), and Simor et al. (2019). This hierarchy can be interpreted through multiple lenses.
Primarily, the preeminence of ethical sensitivity underscores its pivotal role in teachers' influence. Educators
with strong ethical awareness demonstrate greater capacity to inspire students and model appropriate
behaviors, aligning with extensive research on professional ethics in education. Mentoring skills, ranking
second, highlight the critical importance of teachers' guidance and advisory roles.

The study's findings collectively demonstrate that teachers' soft skills—particularly ethical sensitivity,
mentoring, self-evaluation, commitment, and reflective practice—play a decisive role in educational
effectiveness and teacher-student interactions. These results, largely congruent with prior research, offer a
comprehensive framework for enhancing teachers' professional competencies. They underscore the
imperative for educational systems to prioritize these soft skills in teacher training programs, ensuring
educators are equipped to navigate the complex interpersonal and ethical dimensions of modern pedagogy.
The consistency of these findings across studies reinforces their validity and emphasizes their potential to
transform teacher development paradigms.
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