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This study aimed to identify the criteria and indicators of an empowering
school from the perspective of primary school principals and teachers in
Piranshahr city. The present study was conducted with a qualitative approach
and phenomenological method in the academic year 2024-2025. The
research population included male and female primary school principals and
teachers who were selected in a purposive and criterion-based manner. The
sampling process continued until data saturation was reached, and a total of
20 semi-structured interviews were conducted in accordance with the
developed protocol. The data were analyzed based on the method proposed
by Croswell (1998). The findings showed that the criteria and indicators of
an empowering school can be classified into three main axes: structural,
contextual, and behavioral, each of which includes numerous
subcomponents. The results showed that empowering schools have a
multidimensional nature and their realization requires a comprehensive
approach that simultaneously covers structural, contextual, and behavioral
dimensions. Accordingly, the research findings can provide practical
guidance for educational policymakers and school administrators in
designing and implementing school empowerment programs.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The rapid evolution of educational practices
and the increasing demands of modern
schooling systems have highlighted the need
to develop empowered schools capable of
responding effectively to dynamic educational
challenges. An empowered school is a multi-
dimensional environment where structural,
contextual, and behavioral factors are aligned
to facilitate high-quality teaching and learning
experiences. Understanding the essential
indicators and criteria that define an
empowered school is critical for educational
leaders, policy-makers, and teachers seeking
to implement meaningful school improvement
strategies. While many studies have examined
aspects of school effectiveness and
management, limited research has addressed
the perspectives of principals and teachers in
identifying the concrete markers that signify
school empowerment, particularly in the
context of elementary education in smaller
urban areas. This study aims to fill this gap by
exploring the perceptions of principals and
teachers in the second cycle of elementary
schools in Piranshahr County, focusing on
their lived experiences and interpretations of
what constitutes an empowered school. By
capturing these firsthand accounts, the
research seeks to provide practical insights for
enhancing school performance and fostering
environments that support both teacher and
student development.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative design
grounded in phenomenology, a methodology
particularly  well-suited for examining
individuals lived experiences and subjective
interpretations of  specific  phenomena.
Phenomenology seeks to wuncover how
participants perceive and make sense of their
realities, thereby offering rich insights into the
meanings and structures embedded in those
experiences. The research was conducted
among male and female principals and
teachers of elementary schools in Piranshahr
County during the 2025-2024 academic year.
Participants were selected through purposive,
criterion-based sampling to ensure diverse

and relevant perspectives on  school
empowerment. Data collection was carried
out through semi-structured interviews guided
by a predefined protocol. Each interview
lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes, during
which  ethical considerations—such as
informed consent, confidentiality, and
voluntary participation—were strictly
observed.

Data analysis followed Creswell’s (1998)
phenomenological procedure, which entails a
systematic, multi-step approach to
interpreting participants’ accounts. Interviews
were  transcribed  verbatim,  carefully
reviewed, and coded to extract significant
statements concerning school empowerment.
These statements were clustered into meaning
units and subsequently organized into
overarching themes that reflected structural¢
contextual« and behavioral dimensions of
empowered schools. To strengthen the rigor
of the study, Lincoln and Guba’s (1995) four
trustworthiness criteria—credibility,
transferability, dependability, and
confirmability—were systematically applied.
Credibility was enhanced through member
checking, where participants reviewed and
confirmed the researchers’ interpretations.
Transferability was ensured by providing
thick descriptions of the research context,
participant demographics, and methodological
procedures. Dependability was supported by
maintaining a detailed audit trail documenting
all stages of the research process. Finally,
confirmability = was  addressed through
reflective journaling, systematic audit trails,
and continuous researcher reflexivity to
minimize potential bias.

Results

The analysis revealed that the indicators and
criteria of an empowered school can be
categorized into three primary dimensions:
structural, contextual, and behavioral. The
structural dimension encompasses elements
such  as organizational frameworks,
administrative procedures, physical
infrastructure, resource availability, and
access  to educational ~ technologies.
Participants emphasized the importance of
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well-defined organizational structures, clear
decision-making protocols, and adequate
facilities to support teaching and learning
activities. The contextual dimension includes
environmental and situational factors, such as
the school culture, community engagement,
policies, and inter-school collaboration.
Principals and teachers highlighted that a
supportive and inclusive school culture,
collaborative networks among schools¢ and
strong connections with the local community
are vital for fostering empowerment. These
contextual factors help create an environment
in which teachers feel valued, students are
motivated, and innovations in teaching and
learning can thrive. The behavioral dimension
refers to the actions, attitudes, and
professional ~ competencies of  school
personnel. This includes teachers’
instructional strategies, leadership practices of
principals, collaborative problem-solving,
continuous professional development, and the
promotion  of  positive  interpersonal
relationships among staff and students.
Participants underscored that empowered
schools  require  active  engagement,
participatory leadership, and consistent efforts
to enhance teacher and student capabilities.
Furthermore, behavioral markers such as
adaptability, creativity, and commitment to
ongoing improvement emerged as key
indicators of school empowerment. Each
dimension was found to comprise multiple
sub-components, reflecting the multi-faceted
nature of empowered schools. Importantly,
the findings illustrate that structural adequacy,
contextual  support, and  professional
behaviors interact synergistically to establish
a school environment capable of sustaining
high levels of performance and innovation.
The study also revealed that without attention
to all three dimensions, efforts to empower
schools may be incomplete or less effective,
highlighting the need for integrated
approaches to school improvement.

Discussion and Conclusion

This research provides valuable insights into
the conceptualization of empowered schools
from the perspective of elementary school
principals and teachers. By identifying
specific structural, contextual, and behavioral

indicators, the study offers a comprehensive
framework that can guide policy-makers,
educational administrators, and practitioners
in planning and implementing strategies to
strengthen school empowerment. The findings
suggest that achieving empowered schools
requires a holistic and multi-dimensional
approach that simultaneously addresses
infrastructure, culture, leadership, and
professional development. Additionally, the
study emphasizes the critical role of teacher
and principal engagement in realizing the
goals of school empowerment. By leveraging
these insights, educational stakeholders can
enhance the quality of instruction, foster
supportive  learning  environments, and
promote sustainable improvements in school
effectiveness.  Ultimately, this research
contributes to the broader understanding of
school empowerment and offers practical
guidance for promoting empowered and high-
performing elementary schools in similar
educational contexts.
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