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Abstract

This study aimed to design a localized model for implementing evidence-based policymaking in the Iranian education system through the
analysis of upstream policy documents. This research employed a qualitative approach using thematic analysis. The data consisted of official
upstream education documents, including the Fundamental Transformation Document, general national policies, legislative acts, and
resolutions of policymaking bodies. Documents were selected through purposive sampling based on their policy relevance and authority.
The analysis process involved initial coding, conceptual categorization, and the extraction of overarching themes. To ensure
trustworthiness, independent coding, consensus procedures, and expert validation in educational policymaking were applied. The findings
revealed that evidence-based policymaking in Iranian education is constrained by significant structural and institutional challenges. Five
core themes were identified: lack of intermediary institutions, disconnection between policy formulation and implementation, dominance
of political considerations, absence of systematic evaluation and feedback mechanisms, and weak policy analysis capacity. These findings
indicate that the full cycle of evidence-based policymaking is not coherently established, and the use of evidence in decision-making remains
limited. In response, a six-dimensional model was proposed, encompassing structural, conceptual, governance, evaluation and feedback,
human resources, and cultural-normative dimensions. The model is designed to bridge the gap between research and policymaking,
enhance institutional capacity, and strengthen the application of evidence in decision-making, thereby offering a practical framework for
improving educational policymaking in Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational policymaking has increasingly shifted toward evidence-based approaches as a response to the
growing complexity of educational systems and the need for accountable, effective, and adaptive governance.
Contemporary scholarship emphasizes that policymaking in education must be grounded in empirical
evidence, systematic data analysis, and informed judgment rather than intuition or purely political
considerations (Ahmad et al., 2024). This paradigm shift is closely associated with broader transformations
in public governance, where transparency, participation, and effectiveness are considered core principles
(Alava et al., 2024). Within this context, evidence-based policymaking seeks to bridge the persistent gap
between research production and policy implementation, ensuring that scientific knowledge informs decision-

making processes in meaningful ways (Alazmi & Alazmi, 2023).



Despite its conceptual appeal, the practical realization of evidence-based policymaking faces significant
challenges, particularly in developing educational systems. One of the most critical barriers is the lack of
institutional mechanisms for translating research findings into actionable policy insights (Safamanesh et al.,
2023). This issue is compounded by structural fragmentation within educational systems, where policymaking,
implementation, and evaluation processes are often disconnected (Najibi & Khorasani, 2022). Moreover,
political influences and ideological considerations frequently shape policy agendas, limiting the role of
empirical evidence in decision-making (Demirkasimoglu & Demir, 2023).

In the Iranian context, educational policymaking has been heavily influenced by centralized governance
structures and macro-level policy directives, particularly those articulated in upstream documents such as the
Fundamental Transformation Document (Parvaneh, 2025). While these documents emphasize transformation,
quality improvement, and strategic planning, they often lack operational mechanisms for integrating evidence
into policymaking processes. This disconnect has led to challenges in policy implementation, reduced
effectiveness of reforms, and limited feedback loops for continuous improvement (Asghari et al., 2023).
Furthermore, emerging technological advancements, particularly in artificial intelligence and data analytics,
have created new opportunities for enhancing evidence-based policymaking. These technologies enable the
collection and analysis of large-scale educational data, facilitating more precise and predictive decision-
making processes (Ifenthaler et al., 2024). However, leveraging these opportunities requires robust
institutional capacities, skilled human resources, and a supportive organizational culture (Hamidi et al., 2024).
In addition, participatory approaches involving teachers, families, and other stakeholders have been recognized
as essential for improving policy relevance and legitimacy (Fadaei et al., 2023; Watkins, 2022).

Given these challenges and opportunities, there is a growing need to develop context-specific models that can
guide the implementation of evidence-based policymaking in education systems. Such models must integrate
structural, cultural, and technological dimensions while addressing the unique characteristics of each national
context (Fattah et al., 2023). In Iran, although several studies have attempted to conceptualize educational
policymaking frameworks, there remains a lack of comprehensive, operational models that systematically
incorporate evidence into all stages of the policy cycle (Javdani et al., 2024). Therefore, the present study
aims to design a localized conceptual model for evidence-based policymaking in the Iranian education system
through the thematic analysis of upstream policy documents.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design based on thematic analysis to explore the representation and
application of evidence-based policymaking in Iranian educational policy documents. The unit of analysis
consisted of official upstream documents in the education sector, including strategic national policies,
legislative frameworks, and formal resolutions issued by key policymaking bodies. These documents were
selected through purposive sampling, based on their legal authority, relevance to educational policymaking,

and potential to provide meaningful insights into policy discourse.




The data analysis process was conducted in three systematic stages. In the first stage, the selected documents
were carefully reviewed and segmented into meaningful units of analysis. In the second stage, initial codes
were generated to capture key concepts and patterns within the data. These codes were then grouped into
subcategories based on conceptual similarities. In the final stage, the subcategories were synthesized into
overarching themes that represented the core dimensions of evidence-based policymaking within the analyzed
documents.

To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, multiple validation strategies were employed.
Independent coding was conducted by multiple researchers, and discrepancies were resolved through
consensus discussions. Additionally, the coding framework and thematic structure were reviewed by experts
in educational policymaking to confirm their validity and relevance.

Findings

The thematic analysis of upstream educational policy documents revealed five major themes that characterize
the current state of evidence-based policymaking in the Iranian education system. These themes highlight
significant structural and functional gaps in the integration of evidence into policymaking processes.

The first theme identified was the absence of institutional mechanisms for the systematic use of evidence in
policymaking. While policy documents frequently reference concepts such as monitoring, evaluation, and data-
driven decision-making, they lack clear structures for collecting, analyzing, and utilizing evidence. As a result,
evidence-based policymaking remains largely rhetorical rather than operational.

The second theme concerned the disconnection between policy formulation and implementation. The analysis
indicated that policies are often developed at central levels without adequate consideration of implementation
realities at regional and school levels. This disconnect leads to inconsistencies in policy execution and limits
the generation of meaningful feedback for policy refinement.

The third theme highlighted the dominance of political and ideological influences in the policymaking process.
Decisions are frequently shaped by external pressures and shifting political priorities, rather than empirical
evidence. Consequently, evidence is often used selectively to justify pre-existing decisions rather than to
inform them.

The fourth theme was the lack of a comprehensive evaluation and feedback system. Although evaluation is
mentioned in policy documents, there is no systematic framework for assessing policy outcomes or
incorporating feedback into future policymaking. This absence undermines the learning capacity of the
education system and limits opportunities for continuous improvement.

The fifth theme identified was the weakness of institutional capacity and policy analysis skills within the
education system. The analysis revealed a lack of specialized institutions, insufficient data infrastructure, and
limited analytical skills among policymakers and practitioners. These deficiencies hinder the effective use of

evidence in decision-making processes.



Based on these findings, a six-dimensional conceptual model was developed to address the identified
challenges. The model includes structural, conceptual, governance, evaluation and feedback, human resources,
and cultural-normative dimensions, each designed to enhance the integration of evidence into policymaking
processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that evidence-based policymaking in the Iranian education system is
constrained by a combination of structural, institutional, and cultural factors. The absence of intermediary
institutions, the fragmentation of policymaking processes, and the dominance of political influences
collectively limit the effective use of evidence in decision-making. These challenges are further compounded
by the lack of systematic evaluation mechanisms and insufficient analytical capacity within the education
system.

The proposed six-dimensional model provides a comprehensive framework for addressing these challenges by
emphasizing the need for institutional reform, capacity building, and cultural transformation. By integrating
knowledge translation mechanisms, strengthening governance structures, and promoting data-driven decision-
making, the model aims to bridge the gap between research and policy.

Furthermore, the study highlights the importance of adopting a holistic approach to policymaking that
considers not only technical and structural aspects but also cultural and normative dimensions. The successful
implementation of evidence-based policymaking requires a shift toward a learning-oriented system that values
data, encourages critical reflection, and supports continuous improvement.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the literature on educational policymaking by providing a context-
specific model for integrating evidence into policy processes in Iran. The findings underscore the need for
coordinated efforts among policymakers, researchers, and practitioners to institutionalize evidence-based

approaches and enhance the effectiveness of educational policies.
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