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Abstract

This study aimed to comprehensively identify and explain the structural, managerial,
curricular, and discursive challenges of moral and educational affairs in Iran’s formal
public education system from the perspective of experts. This qualitative study
employed thematic analysis as its methodological approach. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 21 academic and executive experts involved
in moral and educational affairs at school, district, provincial, and ministerial levels.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling, and data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interviews were fully transcribed and
analyzed through an iterative coding process. To enhance credibility and refine the
extracted themes, five focus group sessions were conducted with university scholars
and senior educational administrators. The analysis yielded 378 basic themes, 60
organizing themes, and 9 overarching themes, including human resources, budgeting,
facilitiesand capacity, content and programs, regulations and directives, macro-lewel
management, macro-level planning, discourse and approach, and cooperation and
collaboration. The findings indicate that low effectiveness and shortage of qualified
educational staff, lack of dedicated funding, absence of evaluation and incentive
systems, dominance of instructional over educational discourse, and institutional
fragmentation constitute the core systemic challenges facing moral and educational
affairs. Addressing the identified challenges requires policy-level reforms,
strengthening educational governance, and coordinated institutional action to restore
the central role of moral and educational functions in Iran’s education system.
Keywords: Education system; moral education; educational affairs; challenges;
thematic analysis
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary educational systems, schooling is no longer conceptualized merely as a mechanism for
academic knowledge transmission; rather, it is increasingly understood as a comprehensive developmental
environment responsible for shaping students’ moral, social, emotional, and civic identities. Within this
broader paradigm, moral and educational affairs—often operationalized through extracurricular, character-
building, and value-oriented activities—play a pivotal role in complementing formal curricula and fostering
holistic student development. International research consistently demonstrates that schools functioning as rich
developmental contexts contribute positively to adolescents’ motivation, identity formation, and long-term
engagement with learning and society (Eccles & Roeser, 2021; Lee & Smith, 2020). Participation in structured
extracurricular and educational activities has been associated with improved academic achievement, stronger
school attachment, enhanced social skills, and reduced engagement in risky behaviors (Abruzzo et al., 2016;
Shaffer, 2019; Steinmann et al., 2019).

Within the Iranian education system, moral and educational affairs occupy a formally recognized yet
practically contested position. Although foundational policy documents and educational philosophies
emphasize balanced human development and value-based education, empirical evidence suggests a persistent
imbalance favoring instructional and examination-oriented priorities over deep educational and moral
formation (Abazari & Mohammadi, 2013; Pakseresht, 2023). This imbalance has gradually relegated moral
and educational activities to the periphery of school life, often reducing them to symbolic events or
administratively imposed programs rather than meaningful developmental experiences (Bani Abiyaneh,
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2016). Previous studies conducted in different Iranian provinces have pointed to challenges such as inadequate
professional competencies among educational deputies, weak institutional support, lack of stable funding, and
misalignment between educational programs and students’ lived realities (Dibaee & Rahimi Sajasi, 2022;
Morsali & Yari, 2022; Toolabi & Javanmardi, 2022).

Globally, evidence highlights that the effectiveness of moral and educational activities depends not only on
program availability but also on school culture, leadership stability, resource allocation, and stakeholder
collaboration (Hsu et al., 2019; Wu, 2019). Studies from diverse contexts emphasize that when such activities
are voluntary, context-sensitive, and student-centered, they significantly enhance learning outcomes and
psychosocial development (Altan & Altintas, 2017; Kara, 2016; Villarreal, 2017). Conversely, overly
bureaucratic, compulsory, or poorly resourced initiatives tend to generate low engagement and limited impact
(Acar & Giindiiz, 2017). Iranian research further indicates that the growing influence of digital media and
rapid sociocultural change has widened the gap between traditional educational approaches and the lived
experiences of students, thereby intensifying the challenges faced by moral and educational affairs in schools
(Rahimi, 2020; Reihani, 2017).

Despite the growing body of literature, most existing studies have addressed moral and educational affairs
from isolated perspectives—focusing on specific actors, regions, or programmatic elements—without offering
a comprehensive, governance-oriented analysis that integrates structural, managerial, cultural, and discursive
dimensions. Moreover, limited attention has been paid to synthesizing the experiential knowledge of key
academic and executive stakeholders who operate across different levels of the education system
(Mohammadi et al., 2022; Tamaddoni & Hoseinkhlezadeh, 2024). Addressing this gap, the present study
adopts a qualitative, expert-centered approach to systematically identify and conceptualize the multifaceted
challenges confronting moral and educational affairs within Iran’s formal public education system.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis to explore the challenges of
moral and educational affairs in Iran’s formal public education system. Data were collected through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with 21 academic and executive experts possessing substantial experience in
educational and moral affairs at school, district, provincial, and ministerial levels. Participants were selected
using purposive sampling to ensure relevance and depth of insight, and data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, transcribed verbatim, and systematically
analyzed using an iterative coding process. Initial open coding was conducted to identify meaningful units
within the data, followed by the development of basic themes, organizing themes, and overarching themes
through constant comparison and refinement. To enhance credibility and trustworthiness, the preliminary
thematic structure was reviewed and refined through five focus group sessions involving senior educational
administrators and university scholars. These sessions facilitated triangulation, clarification of interpretations,
and validation of the emergent conceptual framework.

Findings

The thematic analysis yielded a total of 378 basic themes, which were consolidated into 60 organizing themes
and ultimately synthesized into nine overarching themes representing the core challenges of moral and
educational affairs. These themes included: human resources, budgeting, facilities and capacity, content and
programs, regulations and directives, macro-level management, macro-level planning, discourse and approach,
and cooperation and collaboration.

The findings revealed that deficiencies in human resources—particularly shortages of qualified educational
staff, insufficient professional training, role ambiguity, and motivational decline—constituted a central
challenge affecting all other dimensions. Budgetary constraints emerged as another critical issue, characterized

V¥



6;0'.: ‘)l}'é) sl

by the absence of dedicated and sustainable funding streams, leading to fragmented or symbolic
implementation of educational programs. Limitations in physical facilities and access to supportive
infrastructures further constrained the scopeand quality of activities.

At the programmatic level, participants highlighted the lack of a coherent educational roadmap, outdated and
unattractive content, excessive reliance on compulsory directives, and weak alignment with students’ needs
and contemporary sociocultural contexts. Regulatory challenges included the proliferation of overlapping
directives, bureaucratic rigidity, and disconnection between policy mandates and school-level realities. In
terms of governance, instability in leadership, discretionary decision-making, and the absence of systematic
evaluation and incentive mechanisms undermined long-term planning and accountability.

Discursively, the dominance of an instruction-centered and exam-oriented mindset marginalized moral and
educational objectives, reducing them to secondary or decorative functions. Finally, insufficient cooperation
among teachers, school leaders, families, and external institutions weakened the collective nature of
educational work, reinforcing an individualistic and fragmented approach to moral education.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore that the challenges facing moral and educational affairs in Iran’s formal
public education system are systemic rather than incidental. The interdependence among human, financial,
structural, and discursive factors suggests that isolated interventions are unlikely to yield sustainable
improvements. Instead, moral and educational affairs appear to be embedded within a broader governance
framework that prioritizes short-term academic outcomes over long-term developmental goals.

The prominence of human resource challenges indicates that moral education is fundamentally relational and
cannot be effectively realized without competent, motivated, and well-supported professionals. Similarly, the
pervasive budgetary and infrastructural limitations reveal an implicit hierarchy of priorities in which moral
and educational activities receive insufficient institutional investment. Programmatic and regulatory findings
further suggest that centralized, prescriptive approaches may undermine local initiative and contextual
responsiveness, thereby diminishing the authenticity and impact of educational practices.

At a deeper level, the dominance of an instruction-centered discourse reflects a cultural and organizational
orientation that constrains the transformative potential of schools as holistic developmental environments.
When moral and educational affairs are perceived as ancillary rather than integral to schooling, they are more
vulnerable to marginalization, symbolic implementation, and stakeholder disengagement. The identified lack
of cooperation among key actors reinforces this pattern, as moral education requires shared responsibility and
coordinated action across institutional and social boundaries.

In conclusion, addressing the challenges of moral and educational affairs necessitates a paradigmatic shift in
educational governance—one that re-centers holistic student development as the core mission of schooling.
Such a shift requires integrated policy reforms, sustained investment in human and material resources,
participatory program design, and the cultivation of a shared educational discourse that values moral and social
development alongside academic achievement. By articulating a comprehensive, expert-informed framework
of challenges, this study provides a foundational basis for evidence-informed decision-making and strategic
reform in Iran’s education system.
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