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collected through content analysis of national educational policy documents (laws,
regulations, and directives) and a systematic review of prior studies. In the first
phase, open and axial coding produced initial concepts, which were then
categorized into four types of barriers—structural, cultural, content-related, and
procedural. Logical inference from theoretical and empirical sources was used to
analyze teachers’ instructional paradigms and to formulate the study’s foundational
premises. In the second phase, strategies for converting each barrier into an
opportunity were designed around two key mechanisms: “positional shift,” aimed at
reengineering static educational structures, and “groundwork,” focused on creating
a supportive ecosystem to strengthen critical thinking. Proposed interventions
include redefining assessment frameworks, developing inquiry-based workshops,
establishing Socratic dialogue spaces, and integrating real-world problems into the
curriculum. The findings reveal that the identified barriers are not intrinsic but
rather products of modifiable structures. By simultaneously applying repositioning
(process redesign) and enabling (environment creation), these challenges become
levers for educational transformation, ultimately nurturing students who, with a
researcher’s mindset, critically examine their own thinking and that of others.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Society today struggles with a lack of training
in constructive dialogue, pervasive prejudices,
and hasty judgments. Critical thinking—an
essential skill for educational reform and the
advancement of human communication—is
defined as a “cognitive-normative system”
with three core dimensions: A skill dimension
involving the ability and disposition to
analyze argument structures against objective
criteria and to evaluate outcomes based on
evidence. A process dimension centered on
dynamic  evaluation through  Socratic
questioning—assessing  situations, posing
questions, and drawing reasoned conclusions.
An ethical dimension referring to one’s
commitment to intellectual fairness and
avoidance of dogmatism. This triadic
framework renders critical thinking the engine
of “cognitive democracy” in schools,
demanding simultaneous problem-solving,
logical inference, and ethical decision-
making, and shaping collaborative learning
and technological engagement. Yet, despite
schools” mandate to cultivate systematic
inquiry, hidden-assumption analysis, and
multifaceted information evaluation, their
reliance on standardized tests, authoritarian
classroom layouts, teacher-centered
instruction, and rigid top-down policies often
stifles these competencies. As a result,
students’ critical thinking abilities have
declined over time, marking a significant
unresolved challenge in education.

Methodology

Given the nature, objectives, and research
questions, the present study adopts a
qualitative approach. Qualitative research
seeks an in-depth and comprehensive
examination of phenomena (Delavar, 2010).
The study population encompasses all schools
in Iran, and all data were collected through
content analysis of high-level documents
(laws, regulations, and policies). Initially,
open coding generated 320 primary concepts.
Through subsequent axial coding, these
concepts were distilled—based on their
frequency and impact severity—into four

categories:  structural  barriers, cultural
barriers, content barriers, and process barriers.

Finally, an analytical-deductive method was
employed to logically infer teachers’
instructional constructs from both theoretical
and empirical texts and to align these
constructs ~ with  existing  theoretical
frameworks. This process shapes the study’s
theoretical framework and provides a
foundation for identifying how the
educational system responds to teaching—
learning needs and fosters critical thinking.
The research was conducted in two phases. In
the first phase, the requirements of the
existing educational system were analyzed to
gain a precise understanding of prevailing
structures and beliefs, thereby establishing a
robust basis for designing targeted
interventions. In the second phase, following
a design-based research approach, two key
mechanisms were developed: the
repositioning method, which re-engineer's
rigid educational structures, and the enabling
method, which creates a supportive system to
cultivate critical thinking. To validate the
results, an iterative review of the literature
was carried out to assess structural validity,
and expert consultations were employed to
ensure content validity.

Results

The present study, through a systematic
analysis of numerous investigations into
Iranian  schools, has identified eight
structural-functional ~ barriers  to  the
development of critical thinking. These
barriers fall into three domains: inflexible
structures (such as content-driven curriculum
planning and traditional linear classroom
layouts), inefficient methodologies (teacher-
centered instruction and memory-based
assessment), and  cultural  challenges
(educational authoritarianism and suppression
of inquiry). Strikingly, even educational
technology is often reduced to merely
converting blackboards into PDF files, which,
rather than facilitating critical learning, has
become an inhibitory factor.
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Discussion and Conclusion

These challenges stand in direct conflict with
the dynamic nature of critical thinking, which
thrives on open dialogue, structural flexibility,
and an emphasis on analytical processes. The
findings corroborate the role of reasoning
infrastructures, in line with Bajen-Brink
(2011), and echo Alipour’s (2009)
identification of curriculum barriers. Yet the
central innovation of this research is the
introduction of a “threat-to-opportunity
transformation model,” which, through a
three-layer analysis of structure,
methodology, and culture and by linking
macro to micro levels, transcends prior one-
dimensional studies. At its core, this model
exposes the inherent tension between static
educational structures and the fluid essence of
critical thinking. For example, linear
classroom configurations not only stifle multi-
directional interactions but also instill
hierarchical mindsets in students. Conversely,
quantitative, information-dense assessments
eliminate spaces for reflection, thereby
eroding learners’ capacity for critique and
analysis. Building on this framework, two key
strategies are proposed. First, redefine static
structures by  reforming  educational
regulations and redesigning classrooms
toward interactive architectures. Second,
empower the educational ecosystem by
establishing professional teacher networks
and supporting blended-learning platforms.
Realizing  this  transformation  requires
coordinating three layers: macro-level
policymaking, mid-level curriculum revision,
and micro-level training in active methods
such as structured Socratic seminars.
Concrete applications include converting
standardized tests into dynamic assessment
tools using a multidimensional evaluation
framework integrating logical reasoning,
creativity, and  critical analysis and
introducing an “inverted-hierarchy
challenge,” where students critically evaluate
teaching methods themselves. Additionally,
digital reflective journals combined with
iterative feedback loops between teachers and
students enable continuous monitoring of
critical-thinking  skill development. For
implementation, the study recommends

establishing “live educational laboratories” in
each province, where teachers, students, and
researchers collaboratively test and refine
locally adapted solutions. These open-
innovation platforms bridge theory and
practice and facilitate the scalability of
successful local initiatives. In conclusion, this
research provides a practical roadmap for
educational policymakers and practitioners,
paving the way to transform existing barriers
into sustainable opportunities for nurturing
critical thinking. The findings demonstrate
that systemic change in Iran’s education
system hinges on the harmonious alignment
of structure, methodology, and culture, and
they chart a course for future research focused
on field evaluations and the long-term effects
of this transformation model.
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