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Abstract

This study aims to explain possible futures of Iran’s education system by 2036 and analyze the role of deep structures, transformation
drivers, and key actors within sustainable development. This research adopts a strategic futures studies approach using a qualitative—
analytical mixed method. First, Causal Layered Analysis was applied to explore dominant discourses, metaphors, and underlying
structures. Next, structural analysis using MICMAC identified and categorized key drivers and strategic uncertainties. Actor analysis
through the MACTOR model examined stakeholders’ power, interests, and interaction patterns. Finally, findings were integrated to
develop four future-oriented scenarios. Data were collected from policy documents, literature, and expert input from 20 specialists.
Findings indicate that major challenges originate from traditionalist discourses and centralized governance structures. Structural analysis
reveals digital transformation and governance models as the most influential drivers. Actor analysis shows government dominance, with
increasing influence of private and technological actors. These dynamics produce four scenarios: smart and innovative education,
centralized digital education, status quo continuation, and widening educational inequality. A desirable future depends on aligning digital
transformation, governance reform, and stakeholder participation, enabling forward-looking policies toward sustainable development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Education has increasingly been recognized as both a fundamental goal and a driving force of sustainable
development, positioning it at the core of global policy agendas and national reform strategies. The integration
of education within the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 4,
highlights the necessity of ensuring inclusive, equitable, and high-quality learning opportunities that foster
lifelong learning capacities (Oleksandr et al., 2024; Popescu & Verma, 2025). Contemporary educational
systems are expected not only to transfer knowledge but also to cultivate critical thinking, digital literacy, and
adaptive competencies that align with the demands of rapidly evolving socio-economic environments. As such,
education plays a transformative role in shaping human capital and enabling societies to respond effectively to
environmental, technological, and economic challenges (Seminikhyna & Lutsenko, 2024).

Over the past decades, the emergence of digital technologies, artificial intelligence, and data-driven
governance has significantly altered the structure and function of educational systems. These transformations
have introduced new paradigms of learning, including personalized education, blended learning environments,
and the integration of knowledge management systems, all of which contribute to advancing sustainable
development objectives (Lomachinska et al., 2025; Pathak & Jain, 2025). Furthermore, higher education
institutions have expanded their role beyond traditional teaching and research to actively contribute to
sustainability transitions through community engagement, interdisciplinary research, and policy development
(Filho et al., 2025). The growing body of literature also indicates a substantial increase in sustainability-related
educational research, reflecting a shift toward multidisciplinary and systemic approaches to educational
transformation (Chusniyah et al., 2025).

Despite these advancements, numerous challenges persist in aligning educational systems with sustainable
development goals. Structural barriers such as centralized governance, limited institutional flexibility, and
inadequate resource allocation hinder the implementation of innovative educational practices. Additionally,
disparities in access to digital infrastructure exacerbate inequalities in learning opportunities, particularly in
developing and transitional contexts (Enemuo & Muogbo, 2025). The literature emphasizes that without

addressing these systemic issues, the potential of education to act as a catalyst for sustainable development

remains constrained. In this regard, the role of teachers, policymakers, and institutional leaders becomes



critical, as they are central to the successful implementation of educational reforms and the promotion of
sustainable practices (Chigbu & Makapela, 2025; Dehvari & Saeidi, 2025).

In the Iranian context, the education system faces a complex interplay of structural, cultural, and technological
challenges that affect its capacity to contribute effectively to sustainable development. Although national
policy frameworks, such as the Fundamental Transformation Document, provide strategic directions for
educational reform, a significant gap remains between policy intentions and practical implementation
(Motavalli & Shiri, 2026). These challenges necessitate a comprehensive analytical approach that considers
the underlying structures, key drivers, and influential actors shaping the future of education. Futures studies,
with its emphasis on exploring alternative scenarios and identifying strategic uncertainties, offers a valuable
framework for understanding these dynamics and guiding policy decisions (Mahere, 2024).

Given the complexity and uncertainty surrounding the future of education systems, it is essential to adopt
multidimensional analytical tools that capture both visible trends and underlying forces. This study addresses
this need by examining the possible futures of Iran’s education system through the lens of sustainable
development, focusing on the interactions among deep structures, transformation drivers, and key actors. By
doing so, it aims to provide a comprehensive and forward-looking perspective that supports strategic
policymaking and contributes to the advancement of sustainable education.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a strategic futures studies approach using a qualitative—analytical mixed methodology to
explore the possible futures of Iran’s education system within the framework of sustainable development. The
research design was structured in a multi-stage process to ensure a comprehensive analysis of the system’s
dynamics. In the first stage, Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) was applied to examine the education system
across four analytical layers: the litany level, systemic causes, discourse and worldview, and underlying myths
and metaphors. Data for this phase were collected through document analysis, policy reports, and semi-
structured interviews with experts.

In the second stage, structural analysis was conducted to identify and evaluate key drivers and strategic
uncertainties. A cross-impact matrix was developed, and expert judgments were used to assess the influence
and dependence of variables. The matrix was analyzed using MICMAC software, which enabled the
classification of variables into driving, dependent, linkage, and autonomous categories. In the third stage, actor
analysis was carried out using the MACTOR model to examine the roles, interests, and power relationships of
key stakeholders, including government institutions, educators, families, and private sector actors.

Finally, the findings from these three analytical stages were integrated to develop a set of future-oriented
scenarios. Strategic uncertainties were identified, and a scenario matrix was constructed to generate four
distinct scenarios representing alternative futures of the education system. The study involved 20 experts
selected through purposive and snowball sampling, ensuring a diverse range of perspectives. Triangulation of

data sources and expert validation were used to enhance the reliability and credibility of the findings.



Findings

The results of the study reveal that the challenges facing Iran’s education system are deeply rooted in structural,
cultural, and institutional factors. At the surface level, issues such as declining educational quality, inequality
in learning opportunities, and excessive focus on standardized testing were identified as prominent concerns.
However, deeper analysis indicates that these challenges stem from centralized governance structures, rigid
bureaucratic systems, and limited adaptability to changing societal needs.

The structural analysis identified digital transformation and educational governance as the most influential
drivers shaping the future of the system. These drivers exhibited high levels of influence over other variables,
indicating their central role in determining future trajectories. Additional drivers included investment in
education, demographic changes, and labor market transformations, all of which contribute to shaping the
system’s responsiveness to sustainable development demands.

Actor analysis demonstrated that government institutions remain the dominant decision-makers within the
education system, while other stakeholders, such as teachers, families, and private sector entities, have varying
degrees of influence. Notably, the role of private sector actors and educational technology companies is
increasing, reflecting a shift toward more diversified governance structures.

The integration of these findings led to the development of four key scenarios: a smart and innovative education
system characterized by high digital integration and flexible governance; a centralized digital system with
limited innovation; a continuation of the current system with incremental changes; and a fragmented system
marked by increasing inequalities. Each scenario reflects different combinations of the identified drivers and
uncertainties, highlighting the range of possible futures for the education system.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the importance of adopting a systemic and forward-looking approach to
educational reform in the context of sustainable development. The identification of digital transformation and
governance as key drivers highlights the need for coordinated efforts to integrate technological advancements
with institutional reforms. Without such alignment, the potential benefits of digitalization may not be fully
realized, and existing challenges may persist.

The analysis also emphasizes the critical role of stakeholders in shaping the future of education. Effective
collaboration among government agencies, educators, communities, and private sector actors is essential for
creating a responsive and inclusive education system. Furthermore, addressing structural inequalities and
ensuring equitable access to educational resources are fundamental to achieving sustainable development
goals.

The scenario-based approach adopted in this study provides valuable insights into the potential pathways for
educational transformation. It highlights that the future of the education system is not predetermined but is

influenced by current policy decisions and strategic actions. Among the identified scenarios, the smart and




innovative model represents the most desirable outcome, as it combines technological advancement with
participatory governance and a focus on skill-based learning.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that achieving sustainable development in education requires a
comprehensive strategy that addresses structural, technological, and social dimensions simultaneously. By
providing a multidimensional analysis of the education system’s future, this research offers a foundation for
informed decision-making and strategic planning. Policymakers are encouraged to adopt adaptive and
evidence-based approaches to navigate uncertainties and guide the education system toward a sustainable and

equitable future.
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