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Methodology: The research employed a qualitative method with a fundamental objective, based on the
Strauss and Corbinis systematic approach. The study participants included subject-matter experts,
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domain. The sample size in this stage was determined to be Y+ participants, selected using purposive
managerial actions, Samplingbased on the principle oftheoretical saturation.
Findings: The findings of the study led to the identification of six categories: (1) Strategic Empowerment
Category (including self-regulation, quality in education, personal development, in-service training):
(Y) Contextual Categories, comprising organizational climate and culture (organizational climate,
organizational indifference) and organizational structure (type of organizational structure, power
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organizing, supervision and evaluation, control and guidance, managerial capacity, managerial

actions, authority and responsibility, laws and regulations).

Conclusion: The results indicate that the theoryspractice gap can only be addressed intelligently and
strategic success achieved in managerial actions based on existing theories when principals are
equipped with personal development, in-service training, high-quality education, and enhanced self-

regulation

secondary school principals, and administrative managers with lived experiences within the research

relations and politics, administrative factors): (¥) Causal Category of Managerial Factors (planning,

competence, managerial ability): (¥) Intervening Category of Environmental Factors (socio - political
factors, multicultural environment, interactive environment): (8) Outcome Category of Meritocracy
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Educational advancement has long been acknowledged as one of the fundamental building blocks of national development, encompassing

scientific, cultural, political, social, and economic dimensions (Renn, 2021). Across diverse geopolitical contexts, the architecture of
educational systems has diverged based on state policy, cultural imperatives, and administrative frameworks. However, a growing body of
literature has emphasized a critical rift between theoretical foundations and practical execution in the field of school leadership, often

labeled the «theoryspractice gape (Royksund et al., 2023). This disconnect manifests most visibly in educational institutions, where

researchers and practitioners appear toinhabit parallel epistemic worlds with limited cross-pollination (Roth et al., 2024).

School principals, who are pivotal to institutional success, often struggle to apply theoretical knowledge amid operational constraints and

dynamic educational landscapes (Ebrahimian et al., 2019). The influence of leadership on student achievement, teacher development,
and systemic accountability is well-documented, underscoring the urgency of equipping principals with not only administrative

competencies but also adaptive, evidence-informed strategies (Dietz et al., 2020¢ Hogan & Kaiser, 2023). Inadequate managerial
skills, compounded by insufficient structural support, can derail educational outcomes despite access to qualified personnel and

technologicalinfrastructure (Aven, 2024:Hashemi & Karami Shirazi, 2019).

In complex and highly contextualized environments such as Iranian secondary schools, school management often suffers from internal
cultural dynamics, political interference, and misaligned bureaucratic systems. These influences frequently inhibit the translation of

theoretical insights into actionable practices (Tourish, 2023:Van Rooij et al., 2020). Further, the mismatch between university-based
educational management training and field realities deepens the gap, weakening school effectiveness and demoralizing practitioners

(O'Connor, 2022:Shoghi et al., 2019).

Given this pressing context, the present study aims to design a paradigmatic model that captures the contours and components of the theory =
practice gap in the actions of school principals in Ahvaz. By identifying structural, contextual, and procedural elements contributing to the
gap, the study aspires to chart a roadmap for narrowing this divide and reinforcing the alignment between management theory and
educational leadership practice.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed the systematic grounded theory approach formulated by Strauss and Corbin (Y44A). The objective was to
generate an emergent model rather than test existing hypotheses. Participants were selected based on purposive sampling criteria,
emphasizing individuals with at least a decade of relevant administrative experience and formal postgraduate education. These included
principals of secondary schools and educational administrators operating in Ahvaz.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with ten key informants, nine conducted via telephone and one via an online
platform. Interviews ranged from ¥+ to 4+ minutes. Transcripts were member - checked for accuracy and completeness. The research team
performed data analysis in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. To ensure validity and reliability, coding
consistency was assessed using the Holsti formula, yielding an agreement rate of ¥1.¥ 7. The grounded theory model was then synthesized
based on thematic saturation.

Findings

The research produced a paradigmatic model encompassing six core categories that collectively represent the theory spractice gap in the
managerial actions of school principalsin Ahvaz:

V. Strategic Empowerment Category: This includes personal development, high-quality education, self-regulation, and in-service
training. These variables highlight the importance of continual skill refinement and internal motivation for aligning theory and
action.

Y. Contextual Categories: These consist of organizational climate and structure, including bureaucratic rigidity, power dynamics,
and culturalindifference. Respondentsidentified these asmajor inhibitors to innovation and evidence-based action.

¥. Causal Category of Managerial Factors: Sub-themes here include planning, organizing, supervision, evaluation, managerial
competence, and ability. Interviewees emphasized that a lack of strategic competence among managers creates systemic
inefficiencies and inhibits theoretical application.



f. Intervening Environmental Factors: These encompass socio-political interferences, multicultural complexities, and stakeholder
dynamics. Political appointments, ethnocentric policies, and parental pressure were frequently cited as extraneous variables
distorting managerial focus.

4. Outcome Category of Meritocracy: Effective application of theoretical insights is associated with merit-based appointments,
creative leadership, managerial motivation, and organizational capability. The absence of these outcomes was linked to a
deepened theoryspractice divide.

#. Core Category of Theory:Practice in Managerial Action: This overarching theme encapsulates the practical tension between
administrative expectations and theoretical ideals. It includes subcategories such as implementation behavior, decision-making
authority, and the coherence of regulatory frameworks.

Discussion and Conclusion

The studyis model organizes its categories into a coherent framework, underscoring the interdependence of strategic, causal, contextual,
intervening, and outcome dimensions. Strategic empowerment emerges as a foundational pillar. Without well-designed in-service
training, personalized skill development, and an educational ethos of self-regulation, principals cannot meaningfully bridge the theory -
practice gap. These findings resonate with earlier studies emphasizing capacity building and continuous professional development

(Ebrahimian et al., 2019:Hashemi & Karami Shirazi, 2019:0'Connor, 2022:Van Rooij et al., 2020).

Contextual constraints, especially those embedded in organizational culture and bureaucratic infrastructure, form significant barriers to
theory-informed action. Respondents described rigid institutional hierarchies and a culture of indifference as suppressing innovative
behavior. Cultural dynamics within educational settings, particularly in diverse provinces like Khuzestan, were described as both
constraining and potentially transformative, depending on how they are managed. These themes are consistent with prior research on

organizational culture and performancein educationalinstitutions (Meydanipour et al., 2019:Saeid et al., 2019).

Causal mechanisms involving managerial competencyplanning, supervision, and administrative controlwere revealed to be critical in
enabling or obstructing effective school leadership. The widespread deficiency in strategic and analytical skills among current school
leaders points to systemic flaws in leadership development pipelines. This aligns with earlier critiques regarding leadership preparedness in

the education sector (O'Connor, 2022:Opolot okrot & Bboe, 2018).

Intervening variablesespecially political appointments and social dynamicscomplicate efforts to implement theory-based reforms.
Principals often find themselves navigating complex webs of informal influence and stakeholder demands. The multicultural nature of
Ahvazaddsanother layer of complexity, necessitating culturally responsive leadership strategies.

The consequences of this theoryspractice divide are profound. Failure to operationalize theories leads to weakened meritocracy,
demotivated leadership, and diminished organizational agility. Creative, strategic, and evidence-based practices remain stunted in the
absence of alignment between regulatory mechanisms and lived realities. As previous literature suggests, restoring meritocratic norms and

institutional trust is central to any reform effort (Meydanipour et al., 2019:Van Rooij et al., 2020).

Ultimately, the study suggests that meaningful educational transformation must begin with a recalibration of leadership development
models, ensuring alignment with real-world complexity and institutional demands. Structural reforms targeting merit-based
appointments, bureaucratic simplification, and culturally competent training modules are necessary for narrowing the theory spractice
gap. In doing so, educational institutions can foster environments that not only support theoretical relevance but also enhance school
leadership effectiveness in tangible, context-sensitive ways.
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