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Abstract

Background and Objectives: This study aimed to design and validate a teacher agency development model for
primary school teachers in Ardabil City.

Methodology: This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design (qualitative—
quantitative). The qualitative phase was conducted using the grounded theory approach, whereas the quantitative
phase adopted a descriptive-correlational design. The qualitative participants comprised faculty members in the field
of Educational Sciences and effective primary school principals in Ardabil City in 2025, of whom 14 were selected
through theoretical sampling until theoretical data saturation was achieved. The statistical population in the
quantitative phase consisted of all 2,600 primary school teachers in Ardabil City during the 2025-2026 academic
year. A total of 335 teachers were selected through cluster random sampling. Data in the qualitative phase were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using the three-stage coding procedure (open, axial, and
selective coding). Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed for the
quantitative phase. Given the non-normal distribution of the data, the quantitative data were analyzed using Partial
Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS.

Findings: The qualitative findings indicated that the teacher agency development model for primary school
teachers in Ardabil City comprises eight core categories: individual teacher agency, social capital, instructional
leadership, knowledge- and skill-based empowerment, organizational enhancement of professional agency,
school organizational culture, educational infrastructure, and educational-organizational excellence. The
quantitative findings further confirmed the model, demonstrating a satisfactory level of model fit.
Conclusion: The findings of this study provide a practical framework for developing policies, strategies, and
interventions aimed at fostering teacher agency among primary school teachers.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Teacher agency development has become a major concern in contemporary educational research
because it explains teachers’ capacity to make informed professional decisions, respond creatively to classroom
challenges, and contribute actively to school improvement. Rather than representing a fixed individual
characteristic, teacher agency is increasingly conceptualized as a dynamic and context-dependent phenomenon
emerging from the interaction between teachers’ personal capacities and the structural, cultural, and organizational
conditions in which they work (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). To avoid conceptual
ambiguity, the present study consistently employs the term teacher agency development, while professional
autonomy and professional agency are treated as integral dimensions of this broader developmental process rather
than interchangeable concepts. This perspective is particularly relevant in centralized educational systems. In Iran,
educational policymaking, curriculum planning, and administrative decision-making remain highly centralized,
limiting teachers’ opportunities to participate in school governance and exercise professional discretion (Karimi et
al., 2023; Soleimani & Shirbagi, 2024). These structural characteristics are especially significant for primary
education, where teachers simultaneously address students’ cognitive, emotional, and social development while
adapting instruction to diverse learning needs (Tohidian et al., 2023). Consequently, effective teacher agency
development requires not only individual competence but also supportive organizational environments,
collaborative cultures, and leadership practices (Deschénes & Parent, 2022; Fan & Zhu, 2025). Although previous
studies have demonstrated positive associations between teacher agency, instructional quality, student achievement,
and professional growth (Jia et al., 2025; Rong & Yao, 2025), relatively few have proposed empirically validated
developmental models grounded in both qualitative evidence and quantitative validation. Moreover, limited
attention has been devoted to culturally embedded educational systems such as Iran, where centralized governance
and local organizational cultures jointly influence teachers' professional practices. Addressing this gap, the present
study aimed to design and validate a context-sensitive model of teacher agency development among Iranian primary
school teachers by identifying its principal components, clarifying their structural relationships, and empirically
validating the resulting framework.

Methodology: An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was adopted. The qualitative phase employed
Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory methodology to construct the conceptual model. Fourteen participants,
comprising eight university scholars in educational sciences and six highly experienced primary school principals in
Ardabil, were selected through purposive theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Semi-
structured interviews were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Trustworthiness was established through
member checking, peer debriefing, methodological triangulation, prolonged engagement, and recoding procedures,
with an intercoder agreement of 84%. The qualitative analysis generated 54 open codes, nine axial categories, and six
grounded-theory components. Individual teacher agency and social capital constituted the causal conditions; teacher
agency development represented the central phenomenon; instructional leadership and professional knowledge—skill
empowerment formed the strategies; organizational culture and educational infrastructure comprised the contextual
conditions; organizational reinforcement of professional activism represented the intervening condition; and
educational-organizational excellence emerged as the principal consequence. This explicit mapping clarifies how the
nine substantive categories were theoretically integrated into the six components of the grounded theory paradigm.
The quantitative phase employed a descriptive correlational design. The study population consisted of 2,600 primary
school teachers in Ardabil during the 20252026 academic year. Using Cochran’s formula, a minimum sample
exceeding 330 participants was recommended. Accordingly, 335 teachers were selected through two-stage cluster
random sampling. This sample size satisfies commonly recommended statistical power requirements for PLS-SEM,
exceeding the minimum observations required for estimating the proposed structural model. A researcher-developed
questionnaire containing 54 items across nine dimensions was constructed directly from the qualitative findings. ltem
generation followed the extracted open codes, after which an expert panel reviewed the instrument for content validity,
wording clarity, and conceptual relevance. Necessary revisions were incorporated before field administration.
Construct validity was assessed through convergent and discriminant validity, while reliability was confirmed using
Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability coefficients, all exceeding accepted thresholds. Data normality was
examined using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, revealing significant departures from normality across all principal
constructs (KS statistics ranging from 0.060 to 0.094, all p<.01). Consequently, Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was performed using SmartPLS 3.

Findings: The validated model demonstrates that teacher agency development is generated through systematic
interactions among individual, organizational, and contextual dimensions. Within the causal conditions, individual
teacher agency comprised professional self-awareness, instructional autonomy, professional responsibility, cognitive
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flexibility, self-regulation, and commitment to student learning. Social capital included professional collaboration,
reciprocal trust, professional learning communities, experience sharing, networking, and constructive parent-teacher
relationships. The central phenomenon teacher agency development was characterized by teachers' participation in
school decision-making, expanded professional autonomy, mentoring systems, motivational mechanisms, experiential
learning opportunities, and participatory organizational structures. These elements collectively position teachers as
active contributors to school improvement rather than passive policy implementers. Two strategic dimensions
supported this developmental process. Instructional leadership emphasized transformational leadership, delegation of
authority, constructive professional feedback, facilitation of teacher learning, and shared educational vision.
Professional knowledge and skill empowerment incorporated pedagogical content knowledge, instructional design,
active teaching methods, assessment literacy, technological competence, and educational problem-solving skills. The
contextual conditions consisted of organizational culture and educational infrastructure. Organizational culture
emphasized psychological safety, organizational justice, collaborative learning, and respect for innovative ideas.
Educational infrastructure included adequate instructional resources, technological facilities, curriculum stability,
manageable class size, and supportive educational policies. The intervening condition highlighted the organizational
reinforcement of professional activism, demonstrating that excessive bureaucracy, centralized administration, role
ambiguity, and professional burnout constrain teacher agency development, whereas organizational flexibility
strengthens it. The ultimate consequence was educational and organizational excellence, reflected in improved
instructional quality, enhanced student achievement, greater teacher satisfaction, stronger organizational commitment,
and increased school innovation. The structural model demonstrated satisfactory explanatory power. Model fit was
supported by SRMR=0.059 and GOF=0.541, indicating strong overall fit according to established PLS-SEM criteria.
Although covariance-based indices such as CFI and RMSEA are commonly reported in CB-SEM, they are not
considered primary global fit indices within variance-based PLS-SEM. Therefore, SRMR and GOF, together with
significant structural path coefficients, provide the most appropriate evaluation of model adequacy. All hypothesized
structural paths were statistically significant, confirming the empirical validity of the proposed framework.

Conclusion and Recommendations: The findings indicate that teacher agency development is a multidimensional
and contextually embedded process resulting from continuous interaction among teachers’ personal capacities,
collaborative relationships, organizational structures, and educational environments. Consistent with ecological
perspectives on agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), the study demonstrates that meaningful
teacher agency cannot be understood independently of its institutional context. The Iranian educational context
provides an important contribution to the international literature. Because schools operate within a highly centralized
governance structure, opportunities for teacher participation, distributed leadership, and organizational flexibility
become particularly influential determinants of teacher agency development. Consequently, while the proposed model
reflects internationally recognized theoretical principles, several relationships identified in this study may be especially
relevant to educational systems characterized by centralized administration and similar cultural expectations regarding
professional authority. From a practical perspective, strengthening teacher agency development requires coordinated
systemic reforms rather than isolated professional development initiatives. Policymakers should reduce unnecessary
centralization, expand teachers’ participation in educational decision-making, and encourage distributed instructional
leadership. School leaders should cultivate psychologically safe, collaborative, and trust-based organizational cultures
while institutionalizing mentoring programs and professional learning communities. Continuous investment in
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, technological competence, and reflective practice should accompany improvements
in educational infrastructure, curriculum stability, and instructional resources. Future research should validate the
proposed model across different educational levels, cultural contexts, and governance systems while examining
additional predictors, including professional identity, psychological capital, and digital competence. Collectively, these
efforts can strengthen teacher agency development, improve instructional effectiveness, enhance school innovation,
and ultimately contribute to the sustainable improvement of primary education.
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