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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the contexts, strategies, and outcomes of academic
achievement among high-achieving adolescents in the socio-cultural context of
Iran. The research employed a qualitative method based on thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The study population included 21 male and female
adolescents with an average grade above 19 in the 2024 national final
examinations in Qazvin, who were purposefully selected and interviewed through
semi-structured interviews. Data analysis led to the extraction of three main
themes: psychological competencies, family virtues, and school-based
facilitators. The findings revealed that academic achievement is not merely the
result of cognitive abilities, but is shaped through the interaction of individual,
familial, and educational factors. High-achieving adolescents employed strategies
such as academic self-awareness, active and effective learning, academic self-
management, and emotional regulation, which resulted in multidimensional
outcomes at the individual level (self-confidence, resilience, sustained
motivation), family level (increased parental trust, family cohesion), socio-
cultural level (enhanced civic participation, prevention of social harms), and
economic level (greater job opportunities, entrepreneurial growth). The results
indicate that academic achievement is a dynamic and multilayered process that
cannot be reduced to quantitative outcomes; rather, it is realized in the complex
interplay of personal meanings, social expectations, and environmental supports.
Accordingly, simultaneous attention to psychological, familial, and school-
related dimensions provides a more comprehensive perspective for educational
policymakers.
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Introduction

In contemporary educational systems, academic achievement among
high-achieving adolescents has become a central concern for educators,
families, and policymakers. Education is no longer limited to the
transmission of knowledge but functions as a determinant of
occupational future, social status, and identity formation (Liu et al.,
2025; Horanicova et al., 2024). In contexts such as Iran, success in
schooling is often equated with social acceptance, parental satisfaction,
and future security (Fathi et al., 2024; Keshavarz et al., 2025). Yet,
achievement is shaped not only by cognitive abilities but also by social
pressures, cultural expectations, and relational dynamics (Becker &
Bornert-Ringleb, 2025; Ye et al., 2025).

High-achieving adolescents occupy a paradoxical position: while
celebrated as symbols of success, they simultaneously face anxiety, fear
of failure, and performance-related stress (Helsper et al., 2025; Jiang,
2023). Their lived experience is best understood within networks of
psychological competencies, family virtues, and school-based
facilitators, where cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) and personal
agency (Bandura, 1997) mediate outcomes (Tan et al., 2023; Miao,
2025). Effective strategies such as academic self-awareness, active and
effective learning, and emotional regulation enable resilience, though
they may also impose emotional costs (Marek, Heep, & Hildebrandt,
2025; Zhu et al., 2023; Chec et al., 2025).

According to self-determination theory, success rooted in intrinsic
motivation fosters growth, whereas externally imposed achievement
risks burnout and identity diffusion (Gao, 2023; Liu et al., 2024; Yu et
al.,, 2025). Thus, academic achievement emerges as a dynamic,
multilayered, and sometimes contradictory process. To move beyond
reductionist measures of grades, this study emphasizes the need to
explore the lived experiences of high-achieving adolescents,
highlighting the interplay between individual aspirations and societal
expectations.

Literature Review

In recent decades, academic achievement among adolescents,
particularly those identified as high-achieving adolescents, has attracted
increasing scholarly attention. This growing interest stems not only
from the educational outcomes of achievement but also from its
psychological, familial, and social complexities. Despite their
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outstanding performance, high-achieving adolescents often face
unique, challenging, and sometimes contradictory experiences that can
only be uncovered through field-based and experience-oriented studies.
Prior research indicates that the foundations of academic achievement
lie less in cognitive ability alone and more in the quality of relational
and supportive contexts surrounding adolescents. Families
characterized by open dialogue, rather than control-based interaction,
foster greater intrinsic motivation (Celik, 2024). Adolescents in such
environments strive for growth out of recognition and understanding,
rather than fear of punishment (Ortiz et al., 2025). Emotional support
and respect for psychological boundaries enhance goal-setting,
persistence, and self-worth (Qian et al., 2024). In contrast, family
structures driven by excessive pressure, comparison, and unrealistic
expectations often yield anxiety, perfectionism, and fear of decline
(Pienyu et al., 2024; Sanchez-Moncayo et al., 2025).

At the school level, empowering environments that emphasize
dialogue, creativity, and autonomy, rather than narrow test-oriented
practices, enable adolescents to experience learning as meaningful and
sustainable (Wang et al., 2024; Xu et al., 2023). Peer interactions that
privilege collaboration over competition further situate academic
success within a broader context of relationship and meaning (Villar et
al., 2025). To maintain high performance, adolescents often rely on
strategies such as self-regulation, structured goal-setting, cognitive
reframing, and motivational self-talk (Khawar et al., 2023; Villar et al.,
2024). However, these strategies also impose a heavy emotional
burden, as adolescents may conceal fatigue or anxiety to preserve a
flawless image (Opdenakker & Van Damme, 2022). Consequently,
academic achievement emerges as both a source of pride and
psychological strain, producing outcomes ranging from resilience and
satisfaction to chronic anxiety, fear of failure, and performance-based
identity (Gazquez Linares et al., 2023; Xiong, 2024; Simon et al., 2025).

Evidence suggests that when achievement is driven more by external
expectations than by autonomous choice, adolescents are at risk of
academic burnout and psychological breakdown (Celik, 2024; Fan &
Hui, 2025; Gao et al., 2023). The tension between growth and distress,
motivation and compulsion, creates a fragile space in which success
may paradoxically become a source of vulnerability (Anderson et al.,
2025; Zhao et al., 2023). While prior studies have addressed individual
or relational variables, few have examined the integrated, lived
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experience of high-achieving adolescents (Abildaeva et al., 2022; Liu
etal., 2025; Horanicova et al., 2024). The present study seeks to address
this gap by employing a phenomenological lens to explore the
contextual, strategic, and outcome dimensions of academic
achievement as experienced by adolescents themselves, thereby
providing an authentic voice within educational research.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach using thematic analysis to
examine the factors contributing to academic success among
adolescents in the city of Qazvin. The study population consisted of 21
male and female students selected through purposive sampling, based
on specific criteria: a grade point average above 19 (out of 20),
successful completion of the academic year in June 2024, and a
willingness to pursue further education. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Each interview lasted an average of 53 minutes and was
conducted between July and September 2024.

Data were analyzed following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase
framework, which includes familiarization with the data, generating
initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the final report. To enhance the
trustworthiness of the research, strategies such as member checking,
expert consultation, and sample diversity were employed. Ethical
considerations—including informed consent, confidentiality, and the
use of pseudonyms—were carefully observed.

Results

The first research question focused on the key components of
adolescents’ academic success. Analysis of the participants’ lived
experiences revealed that such success is grounded in the complex
interaction of three fundamental domains: individual psychological
competencies, family virtues, and school-based facilitators. A summary
of the identified components is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Extracted Themes from Participants' Experiences

Core Theme Main Themes Sub-Themes
The dynamic Sense of meaning and intrinsic
interaction of motivation

psychological Experience of joyfulness
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Core Theme Main Themes Sub-Themes
competencies, family ~ Psychological Favorable resilience
virtues, and school- Competencies Presence of hopefulness
based facilitators serves Acceptance of children's diverse
as a key foundation for i talents and individual differences
adolescents’ academic Family Constructive interaction with the
success, which, through Virtues school
targeted strategies, Diminished destructive behaviors
leads to positive Access to counseling services
academic outcomes and ~ School-Based Effective teaching by teachers
holistic development. Facilitators Favorable teacher evaluation system

The second research question examined how adolescents achieve
academic success and what strategies they adopt in doing so. The
findings showed that participants employed three major categories of
strategies—academic self-awareness, active and effective learning, and
emotional self-management—to navigate their academic paths in a
purposeful and efficient manner. These strategies not only led to
personal outcomes such as increased self-esteem and a stronger sense
of control over life, but also resulted in positive familial, social, and
economic impacts, as presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Strategies and Outcomes of Adolescents’ Academic Success
Multidimensional

Effective Academic Strategies

Outcomes
Academic self-awareness Individual outcomes
Academic self-knowledge Family-related outcomes
Academic self-management and Emotional .
regulation Socio-cultural outcomes
Economic outcomes
Discussion

The present study was conducted with the aim of examining the
contexts, strategies, and outcomes of academic achievement among
high-achieving adolescents within the socio-cultural framework of Iran.
The findings indicated that psychological competencies, family virtues,
and school-based facilitators play a fundamental role in their academic
achievement. Moreover, through the use of strategies such as academic
self-awareness, active and effective learning, academic self-
management, and emotional regulation, high-achieving adolescents not
only attained academic achievement but also benefited from its
multidimensional outcomes at the individual, familial, socio-cultural,
and economic levels.
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High-achieving adolescents with a strong sense of identity
experienced reduced confusion, pursued their educational goals with
greater purpose, and exhibited greater resistance to external pressures.
Their intrinsic motivation—rooted in a personal understanding of the
meaning and value of education—served as a stable and enduring driver
of persistence and consistent effort. A genuine interest in learning and
creativity also played a pivotal role in their academic achievement.
Positive emotions, optimism, and emotional intelligence contributed to
emotional regulation and increased resilience. These factors enabled
high-achieving adolescents to remain adaptive and motivated in the
face of failure. In particular, perceived competence and hope, by
reinforcing a sense of control over the learning process, had a sustained
impact on maintaining academic motivation.

At the family level, family virtues such as acceptance of individual
differences, emotional and cognitive support, appreciation, avoidance
of comparison, and a balanced approach to autonomy and guidance
positively influenced academic achievement. Families that adopted a
supportive and companionate role facilitated their children’s academic
progress, while parental reinforcement of self-efficacy was
strengthened by allowing high-achieving adolescents to face challenges
and make independent decisions.

At the school level, school-based facilitators such as high-quality
teaching, fair evaluation, constructive feedback, and the supportive role
of school counselors proved crucial in directing student learning,
supporting emotional regulation, and enhancing academic motivation
in stressful situations.

The strategies employed by high-achieving adolescents fell into
three major categories: academic self-awareness, active and effective
learning, and academic self-management (including emotional
regulation). Awareness of personal strengths, interests, and
educational/career pathways led to more informed decision-making.
Active engagement in learning and access to diverse educational
resources contributed to improved performance, while stress coping
skills, cognitive flexibility, planning, and balanced leisure time
enhanced resilience and reduced burnout.
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Conclusion

Ultimately, high-achieving adolescents’ academic success was
associated with a range of positive outcomes at the individual (positive
self-concept, self-esteem), familial (parental trust, cohesion), social
(civic engagement, reduced risk behaviors), and economic
(productivity, employability, reduced inequality) levels. These findings
highlight the multidimensional nature of academic success, which is
deeply rooted in ongoing interactions among individuals, families, and
the educational system. The results offer a valuable foundation for
holistic policymaking and preventive interventions at the national level.
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