- S

AN
o
k'~ f

b P Ja’

Sociology of Education

elSSN: 2322-1445
Volume 13, Issue 3, Autumn 2027

Design and Validation of the Conceptual Model of “Schools of Life” in t

Mixed-Methods Study

Mansuor Pashaie Vahid't, Maryam Eslampanah”:, Zohreh Sabzianpour®, Anahita Faraji®

w N =

*e

PhD Student, Department of Educational Management, Ker.C., Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah, Iran.
Department of Educational Management, Ker.C., Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah, Iran (Corresponding Author).
Department of Educational Management, Ker.C., Islamic Azad University, Kermanshah, Iran.

“ Corresponding Author Email: maryameslampanah@jau.ac.ir

Research Paper

Receive: 2026/05/31
Accept: 2026/09/07
Initial Publish: 2026/09/28
Final Publish: 2027/08/23
Keywords:

Schools of Life; Conceptual Model;
Education; Life-Oriented Learning;
Holistic Development; Student
Agency; Mixed-Methods Research.

Article Cite:

Pashaie Vahid, M., Eslampanah, M.,
Sabzianpour, Z., & Faraji, A. (2027).
Design  and  Validation of the
Conceptual Model of “Schools of Life”
in the Education System: A Mixed-
Methods Study. Sociology of Education.
13(3): 1-19.

Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to design and validate a conceptual model of “Schools of Life” within the Iranian
education system and to identify its underlying dimensions and components.

Methodology: This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods qualitative—
quantitative design. In the qualitative phase, 20 experts in educational sciences, curriculum planning,
educational management, and educational psychology, together with experienced principals, vice principals,
and teachers from schools in Kermanshah, were selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis in MAXQDA.
Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was constructed, and its content
validity was assessed using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity Index. In the quantitative phase,
384 participants were selected through multistage cluster sampling, of whom 371 provided analyzable data.
Construct validity was examined using confirmatory factor analysis, while Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability were used to assess reliability.

Findings: Thematic analysis generated eight major dimensions and 24 components. Confirmatory factor
analysis supported the proposed eight-factor, 52-item structure, with factor loadings ranging from 0.57 to
0.86. Model-fit indices demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data (x2/df=2.41, CFI=0.93, TLI=0.92,
RMSEA=0.062, and SRMR=0.057). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from 0.82 to 0.91, composite
reliability values ranged from 0.87 to 0.93, and average variance extracted ranged from 0.53 to 0.65,
confirming adequate reliability and convergent validity for all constructs. The final dimensions were life-
oriented learning, life-oriented curriculum, holistic development, student agency, school culture and
environment, leadership and management, family and community, and technology and innovation.
Conclusion: The validated Schools of Life model provides a comprehensive and multidimensional
framework for transforming schools from predominantly instruction-oriented institutions into environments
supporting meaningful learning, holistic development, student agency, and effective school—family—
community interaction. The model can provide an empirical basis for educational policymaking, school

evaluation, and school-improvement planning.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Contemporary education systems are increasingly expected to move beyond the traditional function of transmitting subject-specific
knowledge and preparing students for examinations. Schools are now understood as social, developmental, and educational environments
in which students acquire not only academic knowledge but also the competencies required to navigate personal, interpersonal, social,
and technological challenges. From this perspective, an effective school should provide opportunities for meaningful learning, identity
development, participation, decision-making, social interaction, emotional growth, and preparation for real-life situations. Recent
scholarship has consequently emphasized school belonging, student engagement, well-being, positive school climate, and opportunities
for active participation as essential characteristics of effective educational environments (Allen, 2025; Yelland et al., 2024). School
belonging is particularly important because students’ perceptions of being accepted, valued, and connected to their school community
are closely intertwined with their broader educational and psychosocial experiences. Evidence further suggests that belonging can function
as an important psychological resource during educational transitions and in the context of difficult peer experiences (Liu et al., 2025;

Miller-Slough et al., 2025).

Parallel to the growing emphasis on belonging, the notion of the “happy school” has become increasingly prominent. A happy school is
not simply an environment characterized by entertainment or temporary positive emotions; rather, it represents a multidimensional
organizational environment characterized by supportive relationships, safety, vitality, participation, meaningful learning, and
opportunities for personal growth. Research has demonstrated associations between happy school environments and general self-efficacy,
academic self-efficacy, and life satisfaction (D&g, 2023). Parents likewise perceive positive interpersonal relations, supportive
environments, opportunities for participation, and students’ overall educational experiences as central characteristics of a happy school
(Gramaxo et al., 2023). Evidence from Iran has similarly highlighted the multidimensional nature of happy schools and the importance
of managerial, organizational, relational, and contextual conditions for their effective implementation (Gharibzadeh et al., 2023).
Iranian students’ perceptions further indicate that a happy school environment emerges from the interaction of educational,
environmental, relational, and supportive factors rather than from any isolated intervention (Arbabi et al., 2025). Such environments
may also contribute to students’ academic progress and responsibility and to the vitality and organizational commitment of teachers

(Gharibzadeh et al., 2024, Sheikh, 2023).

Student agency and engagement constitute another important dimension of contemporary schooling. Students are more likely to engage
meaningfully with learning when they experience autonomy, perceive educational activities as relevant, and are provided with
opportunities to participate actively in their learning processes. Autonomous motivation has been associated with academic engagement
among secondary school students, highlighting the importance of learning environments that support choice, self-direction, and active
participation (Gebre et al., 2026). Social, emotional, and behavioral competencies may similarly function as resources that sustain
student engagement over time (Pellegrino et al., 2026). Moreover, the fulfillment of basic psychological needs and school happiness
has been associated with important dimensions of adolescent functioning, further supporting the need for schools to address students’
psychological, social, and physical development in an integrated manner (Yun et al., 2023). Conversely, students experiencing difficult
family circumstances may encounter interconnected personal, familial, and school-related challenges, demonstrating why schools need
to respond to students as whole persons whose educational experiences cannot be separated from the realities of their lives (Gadingan,

2025).

The quality of school organization and leadership is also crucial. School structures can influence students’ participation and sense of
community, suggesting that organizational characteristics should be considered when designing learning environments intended to
promote connection and engagement (Yang & Seyed Alitabar, 2024). Transformational leadership may contribute to the development
of a positive and happy organizational culture by encouraging participation, shared responsibility, professional support, and innovation
(Permana & Yuslimah, 2025). Teachers also require sustained professional development and organizational support. Pedagogical
mentoring and coaching have been associated with improvements in teachers’ professional practices and students’ classroom engagement,
indicating that school transformation requires simultaneous attention to teacher capacity and student experience (Geletu, 2026). At the
same time, educational technology and emerging artificial intelligence applications are becoming increasingly important. Evidence
suggests that purposeful Al integration can enhance student engagement when technology is embedded meaningfully within educational

practice rather than treated as an end in itself (Shin et al., 2026).
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transformation as an integrated process. The concept of “Schools of Life” addresses
environment in which formal education is connected with meaningful life experiences and in w

practical, and technological dimensions of development are addressed simultancously. Accordingly,

and validate a conceptual model of “Schools of Life” in the Iranian education system and to identify its t dimensions and

components.
Materials and Methods

This applied study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
qualitative phase, participants comprised 20 experts and experienced educational practitioners from Kermanshah, including specialists in
educational sciences, curriculum planning, educational management, and educational psychology, as well as school principals, vice
principals, and experienced teachers. Participants were selected purposively using a maximum-variation sampling strategy, and
recruitment continued until conceptual saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
focusing on the characteristics of Schools of Life, life-oriented competencies, curriculum, student participation and agency, school culture,
leadership, family and community involvement, well-being, technology, implementation barriers, and expected outcomes. Interviews
were transcribed verbatim and analyzed through thematic analysis using MAXQDA. Credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability were addressed through prolonged engagement with the data, participant review, expert evaluation, documentation of

analytical decisions, and maintenance of an audit trail.

The qualitative findings were subsequently used to construct a researcher-developed questionnaire. The initial instrument consisted of 64
items. Content validity was assessed by 12 experts using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity Index; five items were removed
and seven were revised, resulting in a 59-item instrument for quantitative administration. The quantitative population consisted of
principals, vice principals, and teachers in schools in Kermanshah. A total of 384 questionnaires were distributed using multistage cluster
sampling. After data screening, 371 questionnaires were retained for statistical analysis. Construct validity was evaluated through
confirmatory factor analysis. Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability were calculated to evaluate reliability, while average variance

extracted was used to assess convergent validity. Model fit was assessed using x?/df, CFl, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR.
Findings

Qualitative thematic analysis initially generated 198 codes. Following the integration of conceptually similar codes and removal of
repetitions, 74 final codes were retained and organized into 24 subthemes and eight major dimensions. The dimensions were life-oriented
learning, life-oriented curriculum, holistic development, student agency, school culture and environment, leadership and management,
family and community, and technology and innovation. Life-oriented learning included applied learning, experiential learning, and
problem solving. Life-oriented curriculum comprised flexibility, meaningful learning, and competency orientation. Holistic development
included social-emotional development, well-being, and ethical development. Student agency consisted of participation, choice and
decision-making, and self-regulation. School culture and environment included safety and support, human relationships, and belonging.
Leadership and management comprised growth-oriented leadership, teacher empowerment, and participatory management. Family and
community included family participation, community relationships, and social learning, whereas technology and innovation comprised

digital literacy, digital learning, and educational innovation.

During confirmatory factor analysis, seven additional items were removed, producing a final 52-item instrument. The ecight-factor

structure was empiricallygsupported, with standardized factor loadings ranging from 0.57 to 0.86. The average factor loadings for the

7 t0 0.76, with holistic development demonstrating the highest average loading. The final model showed
=2.41, CFI=0.93, TLI=0.92, RMSEA=0.062, and SRMR=0.057.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that Schools of Life should be conceptualized as a comprehensive school-transformation model rather than as a
limited program for teaching discrete life skills. The validated eight-dimensional structure indicates that preparing students for life
requires coordinated changes in learning processes, curriculum, personal development, student participation, organizational culture,
leadership, family and community relationships, and educational technology. The strong factorial structure and acceptable fit indices

provide empirical support for treating these dimensions as distinguishable but interrelated components of a broader conceptual system.

Life-oriented learning and life-oriented curriculum emphasize that learning becomes educationally meaningful when students can connect
knowledge with actual situations, apply what they learn, encounter authentic problems, and develop competencies extending beyond
memorization. The identification of holistic development as a distinct dimension further indicates that academic learning alone is
insufficient. Schools need to address social-emotional development, well-being, ethical growth, and other dimensions of personal

development as integral educational outcomes rather than peripheral activities.

Student agency was another central component of the model. This finding suggests that Schools of Life require a shift in the status of
students from passive recipients of instruction to active participants in their education. Providing opportunities for participation, choice,
decision-making, and self-regulation enables students to develop responsibility for their learning and prepares them for autonomous
functioning outside school. However, agency depends substantially on the culture and environment of the school. Students are unlikely
to participate meaningfully when they do not experience psychological safety, supportive relationships, and belonging. The inclusion of
school culture and environment therefore indicates that the relational conditions of schooling constitute a foundational element of the

model.

Leadership and management similarly emerged as an essential dimension because sustained school transformation requires organizational
support. Growth-oriented leadership, teacher empowerment, and participatory management provide the organizational conditions
through which life-oriented curricula and instructional practices can be implemented. The family and community dimension further
extends the boundaries of schooling beyond the classroom. Students’ development occurs across interconnected social environments, and
Schools of Life therefore require meaningful partnerships with families and communities rather than treating these groups as peripheral
stakeholders.

Finally, technology and innovation were identified as an independent dimension, reflecting the realities of contemporary education.
Nevertheless, the model implies that technology should support, rather than determine, educational practice. Digital tools and innovations
are most valuable when they facilitate meaningful learning, problem solving, participation, access to resources, and the development of

digital competence.

In conclusion, the validated Schools of Life model provides a coherent, multidimensional framework for reconceptualizing schools as
environments for both learning and living. Its eight dimensions and 24 components integrate educational, psychological, social,
organizational, familial, and technological aspects of schooling within a single empirically supported structure. The model can therefore
serve as a conceptual and measurement framework for educational policymaking, school evaluation, professional development, and
school-improvement initiatives aimed at transforming conventional instruction-oriented schools into environments that support

meaningful learning, holistic development, student agency, positive relationships, and preparation for real-life challenges.
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