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ABSTRACT

Background and Objectives: Nowadays, one of the key success factors for managers in educational
organizations is the use of innovative problem-solving skills—grounded in educational innovative
thinking—to overcome organizational challenges. This study aimed to identify and prioritize the
dimensions of educational innovative thinking competencies for elementary school principals.
Methodology: This study began with a review of the theoretical literature based on the theory of
educational innovative thinking. The initially identified competencies and their components
formed the basis for designing a questionnaire, which was distributed using the Delphi method
among 25 experts in the field of school management (including elementary education experts,
university professors of educational management, and experienced elementary school principals).
Data analysis was performed using frequency indices, mean, standard deviation, and Kendall's
test to measure the level of agreement and consensus.

Findings: From the theoretical literature, 23 organizing themes were extracted in the form of 13
competency components. After two Delphi rounds, two components were eliminated, and finally
11 components were confirmed as the most important educational innovative thinking
competencies for principals. These include: individual and personality characteristics, innovative
goals, innovative attitude and insight, managerial thinking style, professional skills, developing
an innovative culture, collaborative planning, innovative empowerment of staff, strengthening
innovative drivers, creating a supportive and motivating environment, and modern interaction
with stakeholders.

Conclusion: The extracted model has been validated with relative expert consensus. These competencies
can serve as a basis for developing annual evaluation guidelines, as well as for recruiting and retaining
innovative principals in elementary schools.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: A critical determinant of managerial success within educational organizations is the
capacity to leverage innovative thinking competencies when navigating complex institutional
challenges. Recent global discourse emphasizes a vital conceptual shift from isolated skills to
integrated competencies, underscoring that knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes are
interdependent in effective professional performance (Morad et al, 2021). Innovation has emerged
as a core institutional competency necessary for driving organizational growth, adapting to
environmental demands, and sustaining a competitive advantage (Lindfors & Hilmola, 2016; Short
& Keller-Bell, 2019; Xu & Chen, 2010). Leaders with high innovative competency generate novel
solutions to systemic problems and cultivate an institutional culture that stimulates creative behavior,
original perspectives, and collaborative learning among staff and students (Bullo & Lamela, 2024;
Moeinikia et al, 2017). This cultural transformation is crucial in primary schools, which serve as
foundational spaces for early cognitive development and pedagogical socialization. While innovative
thinking has been extensively explored within industrial workforces (Dyer et al, 2008) and higher
education cohorts in engineering and applied sciences (Barak & Usher, 2019; Barak et al, 2020; Hero,
2017, 2021; Keinanen & Kairisto-Mertanen, 2019), it remains under-researched in primary school
leadership. Although literature frequently addresses general administrative competencies of school
principals, such as bureaucratic compliance, financial stewardship, and traditional instructional
supervision (e.g., Abbaspour et al, 2020; Bonyadi et al, 2019; Khanifar et al, 2020), a validated
measurement framework for innovative thinking as a distinct cognitive construct remains absent.
This gap restricts theoretical progression and practical assessment mechanisms within educational
settings. Without a structured framework, educational authorities cannot systematically identify or
cultivate these mindsets. To address this lacuna, this study employs a rigorous multi-phase approach
to identify, model, and prioritize the core dimensions of innovative thinking competencies among
primary school administrators in Iran. The central research question guiding this inquiry is: What
fundamental dimensions and components constitute educational innovative thinking among primary
school administrators?

Methodology: This study utilized a sequential multi-phase design, combining a qualitative exploratory
phase with a formal Delphi consensus methodology. First, a comprehensive review of the educational
innovation literature was conducted to draft an initial framework, yielding 23 thematic categories
clustered across 13 localized competency domains. This qualitative literature synthesis drew from
global databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, and ERIC, to extract validated behavioral
indicators of administrative creativity and educational leadership. These findings informed
construction of a researcher-developed questionnaire, evaluated on a five-point Likert scale ranging
from very low to very high. A panel of four distinguished educational management experts verified the
instrument’s face and content validity by assessing item clarity, relevance, and comprehensiveness,
making iterative modifications to ensure the items resonated with the specific socio-cultural dynamics
of Iranian primary education. Internal consistency was subsequently evaluated in a pilot study using
Cronbach's alpha, which yielded an excellent reliability coefficient of 0.88, demonstrating that the
scales possessed high homogeneity. In the second phase, the validated questionnaire was deployed
across two successive Delphi rounds to a purposively selected panel of 25 experts, comprising primary
education specialists, professors of educational administration, and highly experienced school
principals. All 25 experts successfully completed both rounds, yielding a 100% response rate. These
experts were selected based on strict criteria, including ten years of administrative experience and
active engagement in school-based innovation research. To safeguard data quality and mitigate inherent
Delphi limitations, such as groupthink, peer pressure, or the influence of dominant personalities, panel
responses were collected anonymously through controlled feedback loops. Statistical consensus and
panel agreement were evaluated using frequency indices, means, standard deviations, and Kendall’s
coefficient of concordance (W). To ensure the reliability of the qualitative indexing during the initial
thematic categorization, two independent evaluators coded the literature data, and inter-rater agreement
was assessed using Scott's \pi coefficient, yielding a robust value of 0.83, thereby confirming strong
methodological alignment and analytical objectivity.
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Results: Statistical analysis across the two Delphi rounds refined the initial thirteen-domain
framework. Two domains, specifically ‘technological infrastructure procurement’ and 'isolated financial
risk-taking', were eliminated because they failed to meet the rigorous expert consensus thresholds.
These thresholds required a mean score greater than 4.0 and a low standard deviation. The experts
noted that these two domains fell outside the realistic sphere of influence and operational agency
granted to primary school principals within a centralized public school system. This refinement resulted
in a finalized model composed of 11 distinct educational innovative thinking competency domains.
These validated domains include individual and personality characteristics, innovative goals,
innovative attitudes and insights, and managerial thinking styles. Additionally, they encompass
professional skills, the development of an innovative culture, participatory planning, the innovative
empowerment of staff, the reinforcement of innovative drivers, the creation of a supportive and
motivational environment, and modern interaction with stakeholders. To determine the perceived
operational value of these domains, the competencies were prioritized based on their mean consensus
scores. Individual and personality characteristics emerged as the most critical domain (ranking first),
followed closely by professional skills (ranking second), and innovative attitudes and insights (ranking
third) among the identified competencies. The remaining eight domains followed in descending order
of significance. These top-tier rankings indicate that experts view internal personal dispositions, such
as cognitive flexibility, openness to experience, and specialized professional capacities, as the essential
foundations upon which macro-level school innovations are constructed. Consequently, systemic
institutional transformation within primary education relies heavily on the intrinsic cognitive qualities
and professional self-efficacy of the principal.

Discussion and Recommendations: The 11-domain competency model developed in this study
provides an empirically validated framework tailored specifically to the structural and cultural
dynamics of primary school administration. By emphasizing internal psychological traits and
administrative capabilities, the model offers educational policymakers a standardized framework for
optimizing the recruitment, selection, and annual performance evaluation of primary school leaders.
These findings resonate with the broader leadership literature, indicating that while systemic structures
shape organizational behavior, it is the leader's cognitive orientation and innovative drive that catalyze
actual grassroots change. However, certain boundary conditions must be acknowledged. First, because
this research was conducted within the specific socio-cultural and highly centralized educational
context of Iran, the generalizability of these competencies to alternative global or highly decentralized
administrative systems requires further empirical validation across diverse settings. Second, the
reliance on the Delphi method introduces potential methodological limitations, such as panel selection
bias and expert overconfidence, which can inherently skew consensus toward established paradigms.
Third, given the cross-sectional nature of the Delphi design, a direct causal relationship between these
administrative competencies and institutional or student performance metrics cannot be definitively
established. Based on these findings, educational ministries and training institutions should transition
away from purely bureaucratic, compliance-driven professional development models. Instead, they
should implement targeted, collaborative workshops and problem-based learning frameworks designed
to explicitly cultivate these 11 competency domains. For instance, school administrators should engage
in scenario-based simulations that target staff empowerment, participatory planning, and modern
stakeholder interaction. Furthermore, school administrators must actively delegate operational
decision-making authority, champion grassroots teacher initiatives, and cultivate dynamic learning
environments to institutionalize innovation within daily school routines. Future research should employ
longitudinal or experimental intervention designs to practically implement this model within
professional development programs and track its long-term impact on outcome variables, such as
teachers' professional performance and overall institutional innovation capacity, thereby building a
more robust and comprehensive empirical base for creative school leadership.
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