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Abstract

This qualitative grounded-theory study explains how educational leadership
identity forms among primary-school principals in Hamadan. Using Strauss
& Corbin’s (1990) analytic framework, semi-structured interviews with 21
high-performing principals were coded (open, axial, selective) to generate a
paradigm model. Findings show identity emerges as a dynamic, multi-layered
process shaped by professional experience, self-perception, organizational
context, social relations (teachers, parents) and personal values. A central shift
from task/control-oriented management toward learning-centred, meaning-
making leadership was identified, mediated by contextual policies, resource
constraints, team capacity and stakeholder pressures. Principals deploy
gradual, evidence-based, participatory strategies (pilot trials, feedback,
dialogue, teacher development) that produce improved school culture, teacher
professional growth and student learning — alongside risks of workload,
bureaucratic pressure and emotional fatigue. The model offers implications
for leader development programs and policy design.


mailto:k.khabareh@basu.ac.ir
mailto:s.ghanbari@basu.ac.ir
mailto:m.noruzi@ltr.basu.ac.ir
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6639-9339
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7105-1644
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0191-2717
http://orcid.org/0009-0003-1199-8945
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2541-693X
http://orcid.org/0009-0009-1573-7236
http://orcid.org/0009-0003-1199-8945
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2541-693X
http://orcid.org/0009-0009-1573-7236

Keywords: Educational leadership <«Grounded theory <School
principals <Identity

Cite this Article: Khabareh, K., Ghanbari, S., & Noruzi, M. (2026). The process of forming
educational leadership identity among school principals. Educational Leadership
Research, ?(?), ?-?. doi: 10

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational leadership has increasingly become a central concern in
contemporary educational systems due to its significant influence on
school culture, teacher professional growth, and student learning
outcomes. In modern schools, principals are expected not only to
manage administrative affairs but also to lead learning processes,
support instructional improvement, and create meaningful educational
environments. Within this context, educational leadership identity has
emerged as an important construct for understanding how school
principals perceive themselves as leaders and how they enact leadership
practices in real educational settings.

Leadership identity is not merely a set of managerial skills or
organizational duties; rather, it is a dynamic, evolving, and socially
constructed process shaped through professional experiences,
organizational interactions, personal values, and contextual conditions.
Previous studies have emphasized that effective educational leaders
internalize leadership as part of their professional self-concept rather
than viewing it solely as an official organizational responsibility.
Nevertheless, much of the existing literature has focused either on
leadership styles and competencies or on conceptual descriptions of
leadership identity, while the actual process through which educational
leadership identity develops in school contexts has remained
underexplored. This issue becomes especially important in centralized
educational systems where school principals simultaneously encounter
bureaucratic constraints, policy pressures, conflicting stakeholder
expectations, and limited organizational autonomy. In such contexts,
understanding how principals construct and reconstruct their
educational leadership identity can provide valuable theoretical and



practical insights for educational leadership development. Therefore,
the present study aimed to explain the process of forming educational
leadership identity among elementary school principals in Hamadan,
Iran.

Research Question(s)

The present study sought to answer the following main research
question:

How is educational leadership identity formed among school principals,
and what conditions, interactions, and mechanisms contribute to its
development and stabilization?

Literature Review

Theoretical and empirical literature suggests that leadership identity is
shaped through continuous interaction between the individual and the
organizational environment. Leadership scholars have argued that
leadership identity develops gradually through lived experiences, self-
reflection, social recognition, and organizational participation. DeRue
and Ashford conceptualized leadership identity construction as a social
process involving identity claims and grants, emphasizing that
leadership identity emerges through interaction and recognition rather
than formal authority alone. Studies in educational settings have also
highlighted the importance of contextual and relational dimensions in
identity formation. Previous qualitative studies have shown that
principals’ professional identity is influenced by individual
characteristics, organizational culture, structural conditions, and
professional experiences. Research has further demonstrated that
leadership identity is not fixed but continuously reconstructed through
challenges, crises, and changing educational demands.

Recent studies have identified factors such as emotional exhaustion,
bureaucratic pressures, professional reflection, teamwork, mentoring,
and organizational support as influential in shaping leadership identity.
However, despite the growing body of research, there remains a lack of
grounded and process-oriented studies examining how educational
leadership identity develops within the cultural and structural realities
of Iranian schools. Most existing Iranian studies have concentrated on



leadership styles, performance indicators, or descriptive dimensions of
leadership rather than the lived and developmental process of identity
formation. This gap provided the rationale for conducting the present
grounded theory study.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design using grounded
theory methodology based on Strauss and Corbin’s systematic
approach. Grounded theory was selected because educational
leadership identity is a dynamic, contextual, and experience-based
phenomenon that requires in-depth exploration within real-life settings.
Participants consisted of 21 elementary school principals in Hamadan
during the 1404-1405 academic year. Among them, 16 participants
were female and 5 were male. Eighteen participants held a master’s
degree and three held doctoral degrees. Seventeen principals worked in
public schools and four worked in non-governmental schools.
Participants were selected initially through purposive sampling and
subsequently through theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation
was achieved. Inclusion criteria included having school management
experience, holding at least a master’s degree, demonstrating
recognized managerial or educational achievements, and willingness to
participate in in-depth interviews. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews lasting between 40 and 70 minutes. Interviews
were audio-recorded with participants’ informed consent, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed line by line. Field notes and reflective memos
were also used as supplementary data sources. Data analysis was
conducted simultaneously with data collection in three stages: open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During open coding, initial
concepts were extracted from interview data. Similar concepts were
then grouped into subcategories through constant comparative analysis.
In axial coding, relationships among categories were identified using
Strauss and Corbin’s paradigmatic model, including causal conditions,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences. Finally, selective coding was used to integrate categories
around a core phenomenon and develop the final theoretical model. To
enhance credibility and trustworthiness, member checking, continuous
comparison of data, reflective memo writing, and external review of



coding were employed. Additionally, 50 percent of the interviews were
independently coded by a second coder familiar with grounded theory
methodology. Cohen’s Kappa coefficient was calculated at 0.82,
indicating a high level of coding agreement.

Results

Findings revealed that the formation of educational leadership identity
is a gradual and transformative process shaped through the interaction
of personal experiences, organizational conditions, and social
pressures. The core phenomenon identified in the study was the gradual
transition from task-oriented and control-centered management toward
learning-oriented and meaning-centered leadership.

Causal conditions contributing to this transformation included changes
in principals’ professional self-perception, recognition of the
inefficiency of control-oriented approaches, reflective professional
experiences, and tensions arising from the gap between educational
policies and actual school realities. Participants reported that early in
their careers they often viewed leadership primarily as maintaining
order, enforcing regulations, and controlling school processes. Over
time, however, they began redefining leadership as facilitating learning,
supporting teachers, and creating meaningful educational experiences.
Contextual conditions influencing this process included restrictive
educational policies, the policy-practice gap, school culture, human
resources, material limitations, and the need to balance organizational
structure with school needs. Findings indicated that school culture
could either facilitate or hinder leadership identity development
depending on the level of collaboration, openness to dialogue, and
resistance to change within the school environment.

Intervening conditions included fluctuating managerial autonomy,
professional capacity of teachers, and parental expectations. Parents
played a particularly influential role by shaping leadership priorities,
creating pressure for academic outcomes, and sometimes encouraging
principals to reconsider their leadership approaches. Principals
employed several strategies to navigate these conditions and construct
their educational leadership identity. These included gradual and



evidence-based leadership practices, dialogue and professional conflict
resolution, teacher professional development, participatory motivation
strategies, trust building, mentoring, classroom observation, and
balancing  administrative,  educational, and human-centered
responsibilities. The consequences of these strategies appeared at
multiple levels. At the student level, participants reported
improvements in learning quality, student motivation, responsibility,
social skills, and academic achievement. At the organizational level,
findings indicated enhanced school culture, stronger teacher
participation, improved professional growth, increased organizational
trust, and strengthened school relationships with parents and the
community. Importantly, these processes also resulted in the
stabilization and internalization of educational leadership identity
among principals.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that educational leadership identity is not a
static personal trait but a socially and contextually constructed process
emerging through lived professional experiences. The transition from
control-oriented management to learning-oriented leadership occurred
when principals encountered the limitations of bureaucratic and
control-based approaches in addressing authentic educational
challenges. Consistent with leadership identity theories, the study
showed that principals developed leadership identity through reflection,
interaction, and practical engagement rather than through formal
authority alone. The findings also align with previous studies
emphasizing the role of organizational culture, teamwork, reflection,
and professional experiences in leadership identity construction. One
important contextual finding was the influential role of parents in
shaping leadership identity. Unlike much of the international literature
where parents are often considered external stakeholders, participants
in this study described parents as active forces influencing leadership
style, decision-making, and educational priorities. Another distinctive
finding concerned managerial autonomy. While many international
studies describe autonomy as a stable prerequisite for leadership



development, principals in this study experienced autonomy as
conditional, fluctuating, and heavily dependent on organizational trust
and structural limitations. Overall, the study highlights the contextual
nature of educational leadership identity within Iranian schools and
shows that leadership identity develops through continuous negotiation
among personal values, professional experiences, institutional
structures, and stakeholder expectations.

Conclusion

The study concludes that educational leadership identity among school
principals develops through a gradual, experience-based, and context-
dependent process. This process begins when principals critically
reflect on the inadequacy of purely control-oriented management and
gradually redefine themselves as facilitators of learning and
professional growth. Educational leadership identity becomes
stabilized through continuous interaction with teachers, parents,
students, and school structures, as well as through trust-building,
participatory leadership, and reflective practice. The grounded model
developed in this study can provide a useful framework for designing
professional development programs for school principals, revising
leadership preparation policies, and strengthening learning-centered
school cultures. However, the study was limited to elementary school
principals in Hamadan and relied primarily on semi-structured
interviews within a cross-sectional qualitative design. Therefore, future



studies may benefit from longitudinal, comparative, and mixed-method
approaches.
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