() Sl dewsi 5 Cepi ool poylio 1 sy sl iy ol y (VF ) Dlgrsams o)l oS 5 pladl ( SLgls .S cgqmge ol b siuje t B3] Dgand
A=V

ey90 (CC BY-NC 4.0) (2loS b Gollas o] g yiasd g0y dlie oyl Uil Cansl 0diias g 4y lato Alio ! L] Gois colos VE-F a

ol 43S

v alne 99 (5 ) S LI (il sl

i A8 slmdas LS aldl g e O3 g5 5l

Ol olzile S ol 33T olKss colzile S dols ¢ Ll wolo o 5 55501 Gl aSm 055 (553 (g mmils )

Ol colzile S ol 33T ol&Kisls colzile S oty ¢ bl wlo s 5 5550l G805 5 Y

fa.mossavi@iau.ac.ir :J s stiw 3 Jool #

S

oxl b agalae 33 e dtin; 0o ) Gaee AL Lol cinl 00 o o (o3 (glay il g b Sauomo b pd) slodmd )3 wylde 1> bjgal (s,
b eolitilo 8" bl yo oguasiar el (g0l pllss 13 9,8 ol ol iy Aiojls lizpen oS (ol 5 (Sim b (glayiuns )3 ofygar dagille
Ol (o)lae (lpde s 0)lo5 59l Ban b jole (gl b oo lizgd (cheal whrg (Sim b g (Lahleinl (g)lble bl S 4 oy
bl b lodass § Gras slodnlias iadin (¢, Saigal by, il ookl L g 03,8 ST wlid by (&S 3,509y (sisel 0 slo il 5l oliile S
Nidle s 5l sySom0 b g M oSN Al v oo Julod (igy b baodls .l ools plosl (gyas el &y oy B ()5 Y 9950 10) 1 YY L
5 il sla il woas b59e] (opby clS sla il lgieas (Jiol gemite gy (olwlod 4 e assl was oo MAXQDAY-v¥
O e g 5 5358 Sla il st 5 ol sla s (L e cloill s S 5 e clo il S et
9 WS Slgien o8 )3 41,5 (63,8 9 (Sim (s sl Jolge 3l (shorzry o 5 y3b s olislo)S sl )3 (gl (g pey 48 il o (LS (ypeliao
e Codgae g (bigal GMS 6y sl )3 Chmid b 415 Ltelos 5 (o)Ll (claills a5 cusl ] 51 (S baasl .S sgdme | o)l e (i ]

OIS 5380 o g laiisd b e ol o Ailgi o (ol g (Sim b wilse opiman Sigud o olde )3 215U 9 S5l Bl g 03,55 Mg
e bjgel Sye g 5ol sdleg (igel IS sl oloialy Sl oo yilo imgl gl gy ol 5w )3 b cow Ty oljgel il
29 2ol o )lae > (obigel sy S S sl piY s e e sl 2ol g (gl o (giluttail (len sloasly drg b b Ll

e sy (slo il iy oyloot (5 519005

VE-F sy Ve bl g
AR BTSRRI
V¥ 5200 Y2 100 0y )0

VEF e YA il Gl


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

How to cite: Azizi, F., Mosavi, F., Kaviani, E., & Karam Afrooz, M. J. (2025). Phenomenology of Leadership Challenges in Schools. Training,
Education, and Sustainable Development, 3(3), 1-14.

Uljgol

s
50U aswgs AT © 2025 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
e 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Tralning, Education,
and Sustainable
Development

Phenomenology of Leadership Challenges in Schools

Faramarz Azizi!, Faranak Mosavi?*, Elham kaviani2, Mohammad Javad Karam Afrooz?

1. PhD Student, Department of Educational Governance and Human Capital, Ker.C., Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah, Iran
2. Department of Educational Governance and Human Resources, Ker.C., Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email: fa.mossavi@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

Educational leadership in schools has faced numerous complexities and challenges in recent decades; however, a deep
understanding of the lived experiences of principals in dealing with these challenges—particularly within specific cultural
and social contexts—still requires further research. This need is especially critical in the educational system of Iran,
particularly in Kermanshah Province, given its distinctive structural, socio-economic, and cultural conditions. The present
study aimed to explore the lived experiences of school principals in Kermanshah Province regarding educational leadership
challenges. Adopting a qualitative phenomenological approach, the study utilized purposive sampling to conduct in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with 22 principals (15 men and 7 women) until theoretical saturation was reached. The data were
analyzed using thematic analysis based on Amedeo Giorgi’s descriptive phenomenological method as adapted by Paul
Colaizzi, with the aid of MAXQDAZ2024. The findings led to the identification of five main themes as key challenges of
educational leadership: structural and policy-related challenges, organizational and cultural challenges, environmental and
communication challenges, educational and pedagogical challenges, and personal and developmental challenges of
principals. These themes indicate that educational leadership in Kermanshah Province is influenced by a complex
combination of structural, cultural, and individual factors that can limit the efficiency and effectiveness of principals. The
results show that structural and policy-related challenges are linked to weaknesses in macro-level educational policymaking
and resource constraints, which hinder innovation and transformational practices in schools. Additionally, cultural and
communication barriers can affect both principals’ interactions with stakeholders and the motivation of staff and students.
Therefore, the findings of this study can serve as guidance for educational policymakers, supervisory bodies, and principal
training centers to create the necessary foundation for enhancing the quality of educational leadership in schools through the
development of supportive programs, professional empowerment, and reform of managerial structures.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational leadership has increasingly been recognized as a pivotal element in shaping school effectiveness,
teacher performance, and student outcomes. Over the past decades, schools worldwide have encountered
complex and rapidly changing environments driven by sociocultural dynamics, technological transformation,
and policy reforms. Scholars argue that educational leadership must be conceptualized not merely as a
managerial or supervisory function but as a contextualized, adaptive, and systemic practice that integrates
human, organizational, cultural, and technological dimensions (Gurr et al., 2021; Hallinger, 2018).
Particularly in socio-culturally diverse and economically constrained contexts, school leaders often face
multifaceted challenges that demand nuanced leadership strategies and resilience.

The emergence of distributed leadership as a dominant paradigm has shifted the traditional perception of school
leadership from hierarchical models to collaborative and participatory frameworks. Evidence indicates that
distributed leadership enhances innovation, motivation, and overall school performance by fostering collective
responsibility and shared decision-making (Harris et al., 2022; Nadeem, 2024). Recent systematic reviews
have also confirmed that distributed leadership strengthens the culture of professional learning communities
within schools and promotes trust among staff members (Mifsud, 2024). However, implementing distributed
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leadership often collides with structural and cultural barriers, especially in under-resourced or centralized
educational systems, which makes understanding contextual challenges essential.

Resistance to organizational and pedagogical change is another persistent obstacle that school leaders
encounter. Frequent shifts in educational policies, curricular mandates, and assessment frameworks tend to
provoke resistance among teachers and staff, impeding transformational efforts (Nwisagho et al., 2025).
Managing such resistance requires strong communication skills, persuasive capacity, and the ability to build
organizational buy-in—elements that are often undermined in the absence of supportive organizational culture
and effective incentive mechanisms (Barkhoda & Amini, 2022; Hosseini et al., 2021). Furthermore, the
socio-economic status of schools exerts a powerful influence on their capacity to adopt reforms; schools in
low-resource settings often lack financial means, technological infrastructure, and qualified personnel, which
exacerbates leadership challenges (Munir et al., 2023).

Technological transformation has also profoundly altered the landscape of educational leadership. The
integration of learning management systems, data analytics tools, and artificial intelligence (Al) in education
requires school leaders to possess advanced digital competences and to redefine their traditional roles
(Metwalli, 2024; Mohammadi et al., 2021). While Al promises to enhance efficiency and personalize
learning, it simultaneously poses ethical dilemmas, skill gaps, and resistance among staff (Karakose &
Tiiliibas, 2024). Hence, school leaders must not only harness technological tools but also establish ethical and
regulatory frameworks to govern their use.

Leadership plays a central role in cultivating creativity and innovation within educational organizations.
Schools that nurture innovative cultures are more capable of adapting to changing conditions and generating
novel solutions to educational challenges (Huang et al., 2022; Shah et al., 2025). However, fostering such a
culture requires supportive leadership styles, encouragement of risk-taking, and the creation of psychologically
safe environments. Bureaucratic structures and rigid administrative procedures often suppress creativity and
hinder innovative leadership, a problem especially evident in centralized educational systems (Rubio et al.,
2024).

The cultural and social context of schools significantly shapes the style and effectiveness of educational
leadership. In multicultural settings, leaders face heightened challenges related to managing human
relationships, resolving cultural conflicts, and ensuring equity and inclusion (Hallinger, 2018; Zhao et al.,
2024). Research emphasizes the necessity of adopting context-sensitive approaches, as universal leadership
styles often fail in culturally diverse environments (Gurr et al., 2021). Gender-related barriers further
complicate leadership trajectories. Women aspiring to leadership positions frequently confront stereotypes,
cultural biases, and structural discrimination, which limit their participation in senior educational roles (Al-
Jaradat, 2014).

Individual-level factors also contribute to the effectiveness of school leadership. Time management skills,
personal resilience, and organizational capabilities directly influence leaders’ capacity to handle complex tasks
(Alyami et al., 2021). Deficiencies in these skills can result in burnout and decision fatigue, which compromise
leadership effectiveness. External stakeholders such as parents additionally play an influential role; parental
involvement strongly correlates with student achievement and a positive school climate, while its absence
burdens leaders with compensatory responsibilities (Bunijevac, 2017).

Given this body of evidence, it is evident that educational leadership is shaped by a complex interplay of
structural, cultural, technological, and personal factors. Exploring the lived experiences of school principals
navigating these challenges provides valuable insight into the contextual dynamics of leadership (Alene et al.,
2025). This study, therefore, adopted a phenomenological approach to deeply investigate the leadership
challenges faced by school principals within the socio-cultural context of Kermanshah Province.

Methods and Materials
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This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to capture the lived experiences of school
principals in navigating leadership challenges. A purposive sampling strategy was used to select 22 principals
(15 men and 7 women) from various secondary schools across Kermanshah Province. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved. Each
interview lasted between 60 to 90 minutes and was audio-recorded with participant consent. The collected data
were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis following Colaizzi’s seven-step framework,
assisted by MAXQDAZ2024 software.

Findings

The thematic analysis yielded five overarching themes encapsulating the primary leadership challenges faced
by principals: (1) structural and policy-related challenges, (2) organizational and cultural challenges, (3)
environmental and communication challenges, (4) educational and pedagogical challenges, and (5) personal
and developmental challenges.

Structural and policy-related challenges included limited financial resources, shortage of qualified personnel,
and rigid centralized bureaucratic structures that constrained decision-making autonomy and innovation.
Principals reported feeling pressured by frequent top-down policy changes, which forced them into reactive
short-term planning rather than long-term strategic thinking.

Organizational and cultural challenges manifested as teacher resistance to change, weak team collaboration,
and lack of trust and shared accountability within schools. Principals indicated that deeply rooted cultural
norms and ethnic diversity sometimes fueled interpersonal conflicts and hindered collaborative initiatives.
Environmental and communication challenges emerged in the form of weak engagement with external
stakeholders, low parental involvement, and insufficient community support. Many principals described
feeling isolated in their roles, shouldering excessive responsibilities without adequate external backing.
Educational and pedagogical challenges encompassed inadequate professional development programs, low
teacher motivation, and ineffective performance evaluation systems. Principals criticized professional training
as superficial and irrelevant to schools’ actual needs, which diminished teachers’ motivation for improvement.
Personal and developmental challenges included burnout, chronic stress, and difficulties in balancing
professional and personal roles. Some principals also expressed anxiety about their limited technological skills,
particularly in using digital systems and Al-based tools, which they perceived as increasingly integral to
modern school management.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that educational leadership in the studied context is profoundly shaped by the
interconnection of structural, cultural, environmental, pedagogical, and personal factors. The prominence of
structural and policy-related challenges aligns with previous studies emphasizing that centralized and
bureaucratic educational systems undermine school-level autonomy and adaptability (Johnson, 2025; Rubio
et al., 2024). Policy instability and resource constraints were shown to induce reactive leadership behaviors,
inhibiting long-term planning and transformational initiatives, echoing prior reports on the destabilizing effects
of inconsistent educational reforms (Nwisagbo et al., 2025).

Organizational and cultural challenges such as resistance to change and lack of collaboration support the
literature suggesting that unsupportive school cultures impede distributed leadership practices (Harris et al.,
2022; Mifsud, 2024; Nadeem, 2024). In culturally diverse contexts, ethnic heterogeneity and cultural
conflicts were found to complicate staff relationships, reinforcing the argument that context-sensitive and
culturally responsive leadership approaches are essential (Gurr et al., 2021; Hallinger, 2018; Zhao et al.,
2024).

The lack of parental and community involvement corroborates research showing that weak school-community
linkages undermine educational outcomes and increase principals’ administrative burdens (Bunijevac, 2017;
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Munir et al., 2023). Moreover, deficiencies in professional development and teacher motivation reflect prior
findings that ineffective professional training systems hinder school improvement efforts (Alene et al., 2025;
Barkhoda & Amini, 2022; Hosseini et al., 2021).

Personal challenges such as burnout and poor time management mirror earlier evidence linking these factors
to reduced decision-making quality and leadership effectiveness (Alyami et al., 2021). The anxiety
surrounding technological competencies aligns with growing concerns about the digital skills gap in
educational leadership (Karakose & Tiiliibas, 2024; Metwalli, 2024; Mohammadi et al., 2021). These
patterns collectively support the view that educational leadership should be understood as a systemic and
contextual construct shaped by dynamic interactions among leaders, followers, and their environments (Gurr
et al., 2021; Hallinger, 2018; Huang et al., 2022; Shah et al., 2025).

In conclusion, this study underscores the multifaceted and contextually embedded nature of educational
leadership challenges in schools. Addressing these challenges requires holistic strategies that integrate
structural reforms, cultural transformation, capacity-building initiatives, technological upskilling, and
psychosocial support for principals. By illuminating the lived experiences of school leaders, the study
contributes actionable insights for policymakers, training institutions, and supervisory bodies aiming to
enhance the quality of educational leadership and, ultimately, improve school effectiveness.
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