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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to elucidate the characteristics and components of a spiritual literacy-based
curriculum with a religious education approach in elementary school and to develop a conceptual and practical
framework for its design and implementation.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed grounded theory based on Strauss and Corbin’s systematic
approach. Participants were 11 professors and experts in curriculum studies, educational sciences, Islamic
philosophy of education, and Islamic theology who were selected through purposive and snowball sampling
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA 2020. The Fundamental Transformation
Document of Education, its theoretical foundations, and the National Curriculum of the Islamic Republic of
Iran were also subjected to qualitative content analysis as complementary sources. The trustworthiness of the
findings was established using credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria, and inter-
coder agreement reached 84%.

Findings: Data analysis generated 247 open codes, which were organized into 34 axial categories, while
“gradual and context-aware spiritual education” emerged as the core category. The final framework comprised
six major curriculum components: cognitively, emotionally, and skill-behaviorally oriented objectives aligned
with children’s developmental characteristics; comprehensive, flexible, and developmentally appropriate
content; indirect, active, participatory, and experiential teaching-learning methods; the teacher’s role as a
practical role model, facilitator, and empathetic companion; a learning environment characterized by
coordination among family, school, and community; and qualitative, descriptive, process-oriented, and
participatory assessment. Analysis of the upstream educational documents further demonstrated substantial
alignment between these components and the religious and spiritual education requirements of the national
educational framework.

Conclusion: A spiritual literacy-based curriculum can contribute to the development of a sustainable
spiritual and moral identity among elementary school students when spiritual development is regarded as a
gradual, developmentally appropriate, and context-sensitive process. Accordingly, effective implementation
requires moving beyond direct transmission of religious content toward lived experience, active participation,
teacher modeling, family-school collaboration, and process-oriented assessment.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Contemporary educational systems are increasingly expected to move beyond the transmission of academic knowledge and technical
competencies and to address the cognitive, emotional, ethical, social, and spiritual dimensions of human development. This expectation
is particularly important in childhood, when fundamental patterns of identity, meaning-making, interpersonal relationships, moral
judgment, and value orientation are formed. The growing dominance of performance-oriented and standardized educational approaches
has raised concerns that children’s inner experiences, existential questions, sense of meaning, and spiritual voice may be marginalized
within formal schooling (Hyde, 2021). Spiritual education has therefore been reconsidered as an important dimension of holistic
education that can help learners develop a more meaningful relationship with themselves, others, society, and the world (Webster,
2022). Within this discourse, spiritual literacy has emerged as a construct referring to the capacity to recognize, understand, interpret,
and respond to the spiritual dimensions of life. Although some conceptualizations of spiritual literacy emphasize a non-religious
understanding of meaning, connectedness, transcendence, and existential awareness (Jirdsek, 2023), its interpretation within an Islamic
educational framework is closely linked to self-knowledge, knowledge of God, moral commitment, religious identity, and meaningful

action (Kiani, 2021).

The importance of spiritual literacy is especially pronounced in elementary education. Evidence suggests that spirituality is not restricted
to adulthood; rather, children are capable of experiencing wonder, connectedness, belonging, transcendence, moral sensitivity, and
existential curiosity from the early years of life (Robinson et al., 2025). Early childhood educators have likewise described children’s
spirituality in terms of its essence, origins, and manifestations in action, demonstrating that spiritual development is dynamic, relational,
and responsive to educational environments (Mata-McMahon et al., 2025). These findings imply that spiritual development should
not be approached through abstract, coercive, or exclusively didactic methods. Instead, educational experiences should be
developmentally appropriate and should provide opportunities for reflection, emotional engagement, meaningful relationships, and lived

experience.

From a religious education perspective, spiritual literacy also extends beyond the acquisition of doctrinal information. An effective
religious curriculum must connect knowledge with emotion, moral orientation, behavior, participation, and reflection. Research on
religious education curricula has emphasized the need for systematic alignment among educational aims, content, teaching methods, and
developmental responsibilities (Vaghari Zomhorir et al., 2016). Contemporary approaches to religious and worldview literacy similarly
argue that students should develop the capacity to understand and interpret religious concepts and worldviews rather than merely
reproduce factual information (Shaw, 2020). Religious literacy has also been connected to twenty-first-century competencies such as
critical thinking, problem-solving, and social responsibility, suggesting that religious education can contribute to broader forms of

intellectual and civic development (Singsuriya & Rimpeng, 2025).

Curriculum is the principal mechanism through which these educational intentions can be translated into structured learning experiences.
Previous studies have shown that spiritual education depends on coherent relationships among curricular goals, content, pedagogy,
teacher roles, educational environments, and assessment practices (Raeisolamzadeh et al., 2020; Soleimani et al., 2021). Different
curriculum paradigms can also lead to substantially different interpretations of life and spiritual education, reflecting underlying
assumptions about human nature, knowledge, values, and educational purposes (Lee, 2020). Within the Iranian context, studies have
addressed different aspects of religious and spiritual curricula. Research has emphasized the importance of integrating cognitive,
attitudinal, and behavioral dimensions in elementary religious education (Rezaei et al., 2021), while analyses of elementary school
textbooks have highlighted both the existing potential and the limitations of formal religious content (Ashrafi et al., 2022). Studies
focusing on the concept of God in the Heavenly Gifts curriculum have further emphasized the necessity of aligning religious concepts with
children’s developmental capacities (Khosravi & Mehri, 2024). Research on students’ spiritual lived experiences has likewise
demonstrated that spirituality is shaped by the interaction of beliefs, ethics, personal characteristics, and lived educational experiences

rather than by textbook content alone (Masouminejad et al., 2025).

Pedagogical strategies also appear to be central to spiritual development. Storytelling has been identified as an effective method for

religious education in the early primary years because it facilitates identification, moral reflection, dialogue, and meaningful engagement
with religious concepts (Huth et al., 2021). Active and participatory learning strategies have similarly been associated with the
development of religious character and higher-order thinking (Suryana et al., 2026). Spiritual learning strategies that involve experience



formation (Zulkarnainsyah & Zulkifli, 2025). I

develops within networks of meaningf;

and participation can strengthen students’ religious behavior a

the relational dimensions of schooling are highly relevant. Spirituality

trust, belonging, and interpersonal connectedness (Chapman et al., 20 therefore function not
religious knowledge but also as behavioral and moral models whose conduct can
values (Muhammad et al., 2024). Their personal, ethical, and relational competencies ar
health within schools (Saravani Nasab, 2023). Furthermore, the quality of classroom managem
safe, respectful, and participatory learning environments can provide the conditions necessary for stu

experiences related to spirituality (Bay et al., 2025).

Spiritual development also depends on consistency across the broader educational environment. The internalization of Islamic values is
strengthened when formal instruction, school culture, daily interactions, and community participation reinforce one another (Suyatno
et al., 2023). Iranian studies have proposed spiritual curriculum models in higher education and secondary education (Adibmanesh,
2022; Karami Doroudkhani et al., 2023); however, such models cannot be transferred directly to elementary education because of
substantial developmental differences between age groups. Consequently, despite the growing body of literature, there remains a need
for an integrated framework specifically designed for elementary education that conceptualizes spiritual literacy through a religious
education approach and simultancously addresses curricular goals, content, teaching-learning methods, teacher roles, learning
environments, and assessment. Therefore, this study aimed to elucidate the characteristics of a spiritual literacy-based curriculum with a

religious education approach in elementary education.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory and followed Strauss and Corbin’s systematic approach. The
study population consisted of specialists and experts in religious education, curriculum studies, Islamic philosophy of education,
educational sciences, and Islamic theology. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling according to
predetermined eligibility criteria, including holding a doctoral degree in a relevant field, having at least five years of teaching, research,
or authorship experience related to religious education, curriculum, or spiritual literacy, possessing relevant scholarly publications, and

expressing willingness to participate in the study.

Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The final sample consisted of 11 university professors and experts aged

approximately 35 to 65 years, with teaching experience ranging from 5 to 37 years. Seven participants were men and four were women.

Data were collected primarily through semi-structured interviews. The interview protocol consisted of open-ended questions organized
around six major curriculum elements: curricular objectives, content and learning experiences, teaching-learning methods, the role of
the teacher, the learning environment, and assessment. Interview questions were reviewed for face and content validity by experts in
curriculum studies and research methodology. A pilot interview was also conducted, after which minor modifications were made to
question order and interviewing procedures. Interviews lasted approximately 45 to 80 minutes, were audio-recorded with participants’

consent, and were transcribed verbatim.

Three national educational documents were also analyzed as supplementary sources: the Fundamental Transformation Document of
Education, its theoretical foundations, and the National Curriculum of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Data collection and analysis proceeded
simultancously. Qualitative analysis involved open, axial, and selective coding. MAXQDA 2020 was used to organize and manage the
coding process. Trustworthiness was addressed through prolonged engagement, member checking, peer review, thick description,
independent recoding of approximately 25% of interviews, and maintenance of an audit trail. Inter-coder agreement was calculated at
84%.

Findings

of 247 initial codes from the interview data. Frequently emphasized codes included “teacher as a

»« ” “teacher kindness,”

tial than speech,” “purposeful group games,” “storytelling,” “field trips,

uently mentioned codes concerned qualitative assessment, parental involvement,

e and school, prayer ories, helping others, and cooperative activities.

g, the 247 initial codes were organize egories according to conceptual similarity and relational patterns.

ries included active and indirect teaching methods, in spiritual education, nature-based experiences, the teacher
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as a practical role model, family participation, coordination among educational institutions, the role of religious settings and practices,

cognitive, emotional, and skill-behavioral dimensions of spiritual literacy, qualitative assessment, and barriers to spiritual education.

Selective coding led to the identification of “gradual and context-aware spiritual education” as the core category. Within the paradigmatic
model, causal conditions included family influence, teacher modeling, emotional relationships, children’s developmental needs, and
cultural and social contexts. Contextual and intervening conditions included the educational environment, consistency or inconsistency
between family and school, media influences, limitations of time and educational resources, and teachers’ preparedness and competencies.
Action and interaction strategies included active, indirect, participatory, and experiential learning; storytelling and art; nature-based
activities; family and community participation; teacher modeling and facilitation; and qualitative, process-oriented assessment. Expected
outcomes included growth in spiritual literacy, formation of a stable religious identity, moral development, self-awareness, empathy,

social responsibility, and improved capacity to address identity-related issues.

The final curriculum framework consisted of six main components. First, curricular objectives were organized into cognitive, emotional,
and skill-behavioral domains and were expected to progress from simple to complex and from concrete to abstract. Second, content and
learning experiences were characterized by comprehensiveness, developmental appropriateness, flexibility, and cultural adaptability.
Third, teaching-learning methods emphasized indirect, active, participatory, and experiential strategies such as storytelling, creative
drama, group games, art, nature exploration, philosophical dialogue, and practical group activities. Fourth, teachers were conceptualized
as practical role models, facilitators, empathetic companions, and indirect educators. Fifth, the learning environment extended beyond
the classroom and included the emotional climate of the school, family participation, and coordination with community and religious
institutions. Sixth, assessment was characterized as qualitative, descriptive, process-oriented, and participatory, using approaches such as
portfolios, behavioral observation, descriptive teacher reports, self-assessment, peer assessment, dialogue, and documentation of

students’ spiritual and ethical activities.

Analysis of the national educational documents also indicated substantial compatibility between the identified framework and the major

principles of religious, moral, and spiritual education emphasized in national policy documents.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that spiritual literacy in elementary education should be conceptualized as a developmental, contextual, experiential,
and relational process rather than as the simple acquisition of religious information. The emergence of “gradual and context-aware spiritual
education” as the core category suggests that children’s spiritual growth depends on the extent to which curriculum design is sensitive to
developmental level, cultural context, family background, and lived experience. This interpretation moves religious education away from
uniform and content-dominated instruction toward a model in which learning progresses according to the child’s readiness and capacity

for mcaning—making.

The identification of cognitive, emotional, and skill-behavioral objectives also demonstrates that spiritual literacy cannot be adequately
developed through knowledge acquisition alone. Religious knowledge may provide an important conceptual foundation, but its
educational value is strengthened when knowledge is connected with affection, moral sensitivity, responsibility, interpersonal behavior,
and practical engagement. Accordingly, the curriculum framework developed in this study emphasizes the integration of knowing, feeling,

valuing, and acting.

The emphasis on comprehensive and developmentally appropriate content further indicates that the form in which religious ideas are
presented is as important as the ideas themselves. Stories, symbolic play, artistic activities, and other child-centered experiences provide
opportunities for learners to translate abstract religious concepts into meaningful and understandable experiences. Flexibility is also

essential because spiritual experience is influenced by local culture, family practices, and individual differences among students.

The findings concerning pedagogy suggest a clear movement away from lecturing, direct moralizing, and rote memorization. Active,
participatory, and experiential strategies enable children to discover meaning through interaction and reflection rather than merely
receiving predetermined explanations. Storytelling, play, nature experiences, art, dialogue, and collaborative activities allow spiritual
and ethical concepts to become embedded in everyday experience. Such approaches may also reduce resistance to religious instruction

by avoiding excessive coercion and allowing students to participate actively in the construction of meaning.

The teacher’s role was another central feature of the framework. Participants consistently emphasized that the teacher’s behavior may be
more influential than verbal instruction. This suggests that spiritual education operates partly through an implicit or lived curriculum.

Respect, patience, fairness, kindness, empathy, and consistency between words and actions provide students with observable



representations of spiritual and moral values. Teachers ther not only subject knowledge but also relational, e

pedagogical competencies.

The learning environment was similarly conceptualized as an ecological system
is more likely to be sustained when family, school, and community environments c
experience emotional security and respect. A psychologically safe classroom is particu
frequently involves sensitive questions concerning God, morality, death, justice, identity, and mea

to express such questions without fear of ridicule or judgment.

Finally, the findings challenge conventional quantitative approaches to the assessment of spirituality. Spiritual development is gradual,
complex, and highly contextual, making it inappropriate to reduce it to numerical scores or paper-and-pencil examinations. Qualitative
and process-oriented approaches allow teachers to observe behavioral changes, patterns of participation, reflection, interpersonal
conduct, and gradual growth over time. Assessment should therefore function primarily as a mechanism for feedback and development

rather than comparison or labeling.

Overall, the study proposes an integrated curriculum framework in which spiritual literacy is cultivated through the interaction of
developmentally appropriate objectives, flexible content, experiential pedagogy, teacher modeling, supportive environments, family-
school coordination, and qualitative assessment. The framework suggests that effective religious education at the elementary level requires
a transition from content transmission to the creation of meaningful spiritual experiences. By placing gradual and context-aware spiritual

development at the center of curriculum design, this model provides a conceptual and practical basis for fostering religious identity, moral

development, self-awareness, empathy, and social responsibility among elementary school students.
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