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ABSTRACT

Background and Objectives: The purpose of the present study was to investigate elementary school
teachers' narratives of vicarious in-service training courses. Therefore, an interpretive-critical approach
and narrative research strategy were used.

Methods: The research field consisted of elementary school teachers in Kurdistan province who had
a history of attending various in-person and virtual in-service training courses and had experienced
vicarious participation in the courses. Sampling was done purposefully and based on criteria. The
researcher reached theoretical saturation by interviewing 17 teachers. The analysis of the text of the
narratives was done using thematic analysis

Findings: In response to the research questions, four overarching themes were identified under the
titles: teachers as reluctant learners, mismatch between training and teachers' needs and conditions,
professional development as a mandatory process, and the ineffectiveness of in-service training,
which led teachers to experience vicarious in-service training.

Conclusion: Teachers' narratives showed that vicarious in-service training is not only an
individual choice but also a collective response to the experience of meaninglessness, formality,
and sometimes humiliation of these courses. However, the structural link between in-service
training and administrative systems, scoring, and job promotion has created actions that are more
focused on obtaining a degree, fulfilling administrative obligations, and minimizing the time and
psychological costs of teachers, rather than professional learning. In such a context, vicarious in-
service training has emerged as an adaptive strategy in the face of structural pressures and
institutional inefficiencies.

* Corresponding author: Naser Shirbagi, Department of Education, University of Kurdistan, Snandaj,
Iran. Nshirbagi@uok.ac.ir
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Extended Abstract
Introduction: Teacher professional development, as a fundamental pillar of improving the quality of
educational systems, plays a crucial role in enhancing teaching and learning, keeping teachers' specialized
knowledge up-to-date, and responding to the changing needs of students. In contemporary educational
systems, in-service training is recognized as the most important formal mechanism for teacher
professional development. This training is especially important in elementary school, which is the
foundation for the formation of learning skills and attitudes (Bradley, Conner, and Southworth, 2026).

However, in many centralized educational systems, including Iran, in-service training has consistently
faced challenges in design, implementation, and evaluation. In recent decades, the Iranian education
system has used in-service training as a tool to improve the professional competencies of teachers, as well
as a mechanism for evaluating, promoting, and ranking them (Haji Hosseinlou, 2007; Haghighi
Mehmandar, 2025). Meanwhile, the phenomenon of "vicarious in-service training," as one of the specific
manifestations of problems in teacher professional development, has gradually become a common
practice in some educational contexts. This phenomenon can be defined as a process in which teachers,
without actually attending training courses, receive the necessary certificates through intermediaries,
informal payments, or exchange of services. This situation has created a significant gap between the
official goals of professional development policies and the lived experience of teachers.

The main prolem of the present research is how teacher learning, especially in the form of vicarious
in-service training, is narrated in the lived experience of elementary school teachers, and what
institutional, cultural, and professional issues have led to its normalization?

Methodology: an interpretive-critical paradigm was adopted. Therefore, narrative inquiry was the preferred
strategy for such a goal. The research field was the education system of Kurdistan province, and the potential
participants were teachers employed in districts one and two of Sanandaj. Sampling was conducted
purposefully and based on criteria. This method means that it can define information from target groups
according to the subject and the research situation (Farastkhah, 2016). Accordingly, teachers who had
experience and narratives to recount regarding the phenomenon of vicarious in-service training were
included in the research. They had many years of service in the teaching profession and experience
participating in in-service courses both in person and virtually through the in-service training system. It
should be noted that female teachers were less inclined to participate in the research and interviews;
therefore, they have a smaller share in the research sample. This research employed an episodic narrative
interview protocol with ten questions. The episodic interview was developed with the psychological claim
that memories about experience are tied to specific conditions in a person's life (which include a
combination of time, place, situation, and events that constitute the episodes). The participant in the
interview recounts their knowledge of a concept across a range of situations. The episodic interview protocol
is semi-structured in nature and focuses on dialogue, in which the researcher is responsible for responding
"by deepening the inquiries for the interviewee's answers." After the episodic narrative interviews are
completed with a sample of participants, the episodes are compared, and the researcher combines the
narratives in a ""chain of related situations” (Flick, 2009). After the episodic narrative interviews with the
teachers were completed, the narratives were compared and combined in a chain of related situations. The
analysis of the narratives was performed in the form of a three-stage thematic analysis.

Findings: By examining seventeen narratives from teachers participating in the research, 89 basic themes
were identified. In the next stage, through organization and categorization, these were refined into 11
organizing themes and ultimately 4 overarching themes. Although teachers believed that in-service training is
one of the methods that can lead to knowledge acquisition and information updates, unfortunately, virtual and
general courses have failed to create the necessary skills for the teaching profession in them, enhance their
general knowledge and information, and create motivation and enthusiasm for participating in such courses.
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Most of them believed that due to the fading and non-implementation of specialized courses related to teachers'
professional fields and their teaching and educational activities in in-service courses, teachers' knowledge and
information are not updated. The experiences of elementary school teachers regarding in-service training
courses and programs revealed a complex relationship between professional development and the widespread
issue of degradation in the education sector. Teachers expressed various perceptions regarding the
effectiveness of in-service training, which often reflected broader systemic issues in the workplace and the
overall education system. Teachers reported feeling frustrated with the quality and accessibility of in-service
training programs and considered the prescriptive process a major obstacle. For example, many teachers
struggle with the fact that limited resources and support are further compromised by incorrect methods, which
reduces the effectiveness of educational initiatives and the overall quality of education they can provide. These
challenges are compounded by low morale due to inadequate salaries and increased workloads, leading many
teachers to seek additional employment opportunities outside of teaching to make a living. Interviewees had
diverse opinions regarding the vicarious impact of in-service training courses on their own views. Some
interviewees considered this method to be the cause of disinterest and reluctance to participate in in-service
courses and even the teaching profession, and some interviewees spoke of a lack of knowledge and awareness
of in-service courses and displeasure with them.

Conclusion: Teachers' accounts reveal that the vicarious approach to in-service training is not merely an
individual choice but a collective response to the experience of meaninglessness, formality, and
sometimes the demeaning nature of these courses. However, the structural link between in-service
training and administrative systems, grading, and career advancement has created conditions that lead to
actions focused more on obtaining certificates, fulfilling administrative duties, and minimizing the time
and psychological costs for teachers, rather than on professional learning. In such a context, vicarious in-
service training has emerged as an adaptive strategy in the face of structural pressures and institutional
inefficiencies. Elementary school teachers, who often face high workloads, resource shortages, evaluation
pressures, and extensive emotional responsibilities, are more prone to adopting these methods than those
at other levels. The impact of corruption on professional development can be clearly observed in teachers'
case narratives, who often feel frustrated with the quality and accessibility of genuine in-service training.
Many feel that these unprofessional efforts hinder their real professional growth opportunities and create
an environment where success is tied to personal relationships rather than competence.

Practical Recommendations Include: Given the changing approaches to professional development, it is
suggested that more attention be paid to the approach of professional reconstruction and professional
growth. In reconstruction, the emphasis is on the individual teacher and their individual and professional
growth. Neither professional growth nor reconstruction is imposed on the teacher by the school; the teacher
participates in these processes voluntarily. On the other hand, in-service training assumes a deficiency or
shortcoming in the teacher and then considers a set of ideas, skills, and methods as needing development.
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the Master's thesis of Mr. Farhad Gholami, a graduate of Educational Management from the University of
Kurdistan, under the guidance of Dr. Naser Shirbagi and consultation of Dr. Mehdi Salehi. The order of
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