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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to identify and explain the professional strategies of
school principals to achieve responsible leadership in the educational context
of Iran. This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and a data-
based theorizing strategy, based on the constructivist approach of Charms.
The research participants included 12 principals who were purposefully
selected from public elementary, junior and senior high schools in
Kermanshah. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed using a three-stage coding method (open, axial, and selective). The
research findings showed that principals' professional strategies for
responsible leadership can be categorized into four main categories:
participatory culture (including holding councils, delegation, teacher
participation), good communication based on trust (including active listening,
empathy, constructive feedback), resilience to problems (including accepting
differences and resisting external interference), and leadership based on moral
and professional growth. These strategies emphasize the principal's role as a
responsible nurturer, active listener, and participatory leader and can pave the
way for rebuilding trust, strengthening educational justice, and improving the
human environment of the school.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent years, Iran’s educational system has been confronted with
profound structural challenges which have not only undermined the
quality of teaching and learning processes; but have also significantly
reshaped the role and function of educational leadership. Excessive
centralization, the erosion of local autonomy, weak accountability
mechanisms, and a lack of transparency across various levels of
decision-making have collectively drained schools of dynamism and
effectiveness (Hosseingholizadeh & Hallinger, 2020). Within such a
context, school principals, as pivotal agents of change, are compelled
to reconceptualize their roles as ethical, accountable, and
transformative leaders (Harris et al., 2020).

Against this backdrop, responsible leadership has emerged as a
contemporary and compelling approach. By foregrounding
transparency, professional ethics, educational equity, and social
responsiveness, it offers an alternative paradigm for the practice of
educational leadership (Maak & Pless, 2006; Doh & Quigley, 2014).
Responsible leaders attend not only to educational outcomes but also to
the broader social and human consequences of their decisions.
Empirical evidence suggests that this form of leadership, through
strengthening trust, fostering participatory climates, and enhancing
social capital, can contribute meaningfully to improved educational
performance and increased staff job satisfaction (Ng & Feldman, 2015;
Lemoine et al., 2022).

Literature Review

Responsible leadership, as one of the emerging approaches in the theory
and practice of educational management, has arisen in response to the
ethical, structural, and social crises of the twenty-first century.
Grounded in principles such as ethics of care, educational justice, social
accountability, and participatory engagement, this form of leadership
seeks not only to enhance performance indicators; but to advance
collective well-being and cultivate responsible, committed citizens
(Maak & Pless, 2006, 2011). Responsible leaders strive to balance
organizational interests with ethical values, transforming schools into
humane, inclusive, and learning-oriented institutions (Pless et al.,
2015).
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From a theoretical standpoint, responsible leadership draws upon
several foundational perspectives. First, stakeholder theory
conceptualizes the organization as accountable to a broad constellation
of internal and external stakeholders—including staff, parents, students,
and the local community (Freeman, 2010).

Second, ethical leadership positions the leader as fundamentally
committed to fairness, integrity, respect, and care for others. Empirical
research indicates that ethical leadership fosters greater trust, enhances
teachers’ job satisfaction, and strengthens organizational cohesion
(Brown et al., 2005; Ko et al., 2020).

Methodology

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach grounded in
constructivist grounded theory—a methodology particularly well suited
to investigate complex human processes within real-life and culturally
embedded contexts (Charmaz, 2014). Unlike Strauss and Corbin’s
(YEAR) traditional grounded theory framework, Charmaz’s (YEAR)
constructivist approach foregrounds the co-construction of meaning
between participants and researcher within a given social context. Data
are thus understood not as objective facts to be discovered, but as
interpretive renderings shaped through interaction. This framework
enables the researcher to move beyond surface-level description and,
through principals’ narratives, generate contextually grounded concepts
and practical strategies applicable to the specific conditions of Iran’s
educational system (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Participants. The field of inquiry comprised public schools across all
three educational levels — primary, lower secondary, and upper
secondary — in various districts of the city of Kermanshah.
Characterized by considerable cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic
diversity, Kermanshah provides a fertile research setting for uncovering
varied managerial patterns and context-sensitive leadership challenges.
Twelve principals were purposefully selected using criterion-based
sampling.

Results

The findings illuminate the major themes and conceptual categories
derived from school principals’ lived experiences in enacting
responsible leadership. Data were analyzed through a three-stage
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coding process—open, axial, and selective coding—allowing for the
systematic development of core categories and their interrelationships.

The results indicate that principals’ professional strategies within the
framework of responsible leadership are shaped around several
interrelated concepts: a culture of participatory engagement, trust-based
and constructive communication, resilience in the face of institutional
challenges, and leadership grounded in ethical and professional growth.

These categories encompass practices such as convening
collaborative councils, engaging in active listening, establishing
supportive professional networks, and providing constructive feedback.
Each of these actions reflects a distinct dimension of managerial
responsibility as exercised in dynamic interaction with teachers,
parents, and students.

Conclusion

Ultimately, one of the most foundational strategies for addressing the
challenges of responsible leadership lay in creating conditions
conducive to the creative and professional growth of teachers and staff.
The principals did not regard the school merely as a site for the
mechanical implementation of predetermined programs; rather, they
envisioned it as a dynamic space for nurturing ideas, enhancing human
capacities, and generating opportunities for continuous learning.
Through initiatives such as delegating new responsibilities,
encouraging instructional innovation, supporting emerging ideas,
establishing professional learning communities, and providing space
for experimentation, principals sought to move teachers beyond passive
compliance and position them on a trajectory of professional growth,
agency, and self-efficacy
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