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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify the perceived challenges, consequences, and coping strategies of elementary school teachers regarding the teacher
ranking system and its impact on teaching quality. This study was conducted using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis method. Participants
included elementary school teachers and school principals selected through purposive and informed sampling. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in interviews with 28 participants. Data analysis was
conducted through open, organizing, and global coding processes. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, qualitative credibility criteria were
applied throughout the research process. The findings revealed that the teacher ranking system was associated with three major categories of challenges:
structural and executive challenges, psychological-emotional tensions, and social-communication challenges. Results indicated that the system increased
administrative workload, ambiguity in evaluation criteria, and distrust in professional assessment, leading to teacher burnout, anxiety, and erosion of
professional identity. Furthermore, the ranking system negatively affected teaching quality by promoting excessive standardization of instruction,
reducing educational creativity, weakening teacher—student interactions, and distorting assessment and feedback processes. In response to these
conditions, teachers adopted various coping strategies, including performative behaviors, protective reactions, and individual and collective forms of
resistance to preserve teaching quality and reduce systemic pressures. The findings suggest that the teacher ranking system, rather than enhancing
educational quality, has redirected teachers’ professional practices from authentic teaching toward documentation, performance display, and compliance
with administrative indicators. In addition to negatively influencing teaching quality, the system has challenged teachers’ professional relationships,
psychological well-being, and occupational identity. Therefore, revising evaluation mechanisms, reducing administrative pressures, and adopting
supportive and development-oriented approaches appear essential for improving the effectiveness of the teacher ranking system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, educational systems worldwide have increasingly adopted accountability-oriented policies
emphasizing teacher evaluation, performance measurement, and ranking systems. These reforms have been
promoted as mechanisms for improving teaching quality, enhancing professional competence, and increasing
teachers’ motivation and accountability (Oecd, 2025). Within this policy framework, teachers are no longer
viewed solely as instructional agents, but also as measurable professionals whose effectiveness must be
continuously monitored and evaluated. Consequently, teacher ranking systems have emerged as one of the
most influential educational reforms in both developed and developing countries.

Teacher quality is widely recognized as one of the most important determinants of students’ academic
achievement, social growth, and emotional development. Effective teaching influences students’ engagement,
motivation, persistence, and educational outcomes (Jennings, Brown, et al., 2024; Jennings, Doyle, et al.,
2024). Marzano conceptualized effective teaching as a multidimensional process involving instructional
planning, classroom interaction, assessment, and adaptive pedagogical strategies (Marzano, 2007). Therefore,
educational reforms that influence teachers’ professional practices inevitably affect the quality of learning
experiences within classrooms.

Teacher ranking systems are generally designed to create incentives for professional growth, improve
instructional performance, and establish merit-based compensation structures. In Iran, the implementation of
the teacher ranking system has been considered a major educational reform intended to improve teachers’
professional competence and educational quality (Ahmadi et al., 2023; Azizi Torab et al.,, 2022).
Policymakers have argued that ranking systems can enhance teachers’ motivation, strengthen professional
identity, and increase educational effectiveness (Rafiei, 2024). However, despite these intended goals,
growing evidence suggests that such systems may also generate unintended consequences.

Research has shown that accountability-driven evaluation systems may create excessive professional pressure,
increase administrative workload, and reshape teachers’ instructional priorities (Wilkins, 2024; Zhang et al.,
2022). In highly centralized educational systems, teacher evaluation reforms often encourage compliance with

measurable indicators rather than authentic teaching practices (Wilkins, 2024). Ball and Olmedo argued that

neoliberal accountability policies transform teaching into a performative activity in which teachers become



increasingly concerned with demonstrating effectiveness through documentation and measurable outputs
rather than meaningful educational processes (Ball & Olmedo, 2013). Similarly, Flores and Oliveira
emphasized that performativity cultures may weaken teachers’ sense of professional meaning and authenticity
(Flores & Oliveira, 2024).

Teacher evaluation systems also affect teachers psychologically and emotionally. Studies have indicated that
excessive emphasis on performance measurement contributes to stress, burnout, anxiety, and reduced
professional autonomy (Day & Gu, 2022). Teachers working under accountability-oriented systems often
experience tension between institutional expectations and their personal educational values. Such tensions may
gradually erode professional identity and intrinsic motivation (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2019; Beijaard et al.,
2022). Moreover, the quality of professional relationships within schools may be negatively influenced by
competitive ranking mechanisms. Instead of fostering collaborative professional communities, evaluation
systems may increase individualism, distrust, and performative competition among teachers (Liu & Hallinger,
2022).

Within the Iranian context, previous studies have mainly focused on the structural, motivational, and policy-
related dimensions of teacher ranking. Studies have reported both positive and negative aspects of the ranking
system. Some researchers have emphasized its potential role in improving teachers’ motivation and job
engagement (Akbarpour Zanglani & Beitollahi, 2020; Molaei & Yari Haj Ataloo, 2022), while others have
highlighted challenges such as ambiguity in evaluation criteria, administrative burdens, and implementation
difficulties (Azizi Torab et al., 2023; Shahbazi Ahmadi, 2023). Furthermore, studies on professional
development have shown that lack of institutional support, excessive bureaucracy, and weak developmental
structures remain major barriers to teachers’ professional growth (Abdollahi & Safari, 2016; Omar et al.,
2017).

Despite the growing literature on teacher evaluation and ranking systems, relatively limited attention has been
devoted to teachers’ lived experiences and the perceived impact of ranking systems on teaching quality,
particularly in elementary schools. Most existing studies have relied on quantitative approaches and policy
analyses, leaving the subjective and experiential dimensions of the phenomenon underexplored (Wilkins,
2024; Zhang et al., 2022). Given the critical importance of elementary education in shaping students’
cognitive, emotional, and social development, understanding teachers’ perceptions of ranking systems
becomes particularly important. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore the perceived challenges and
coping strategies associated with the teacher ranking system among elementary school teachers and to examine
its impact on teaching quality.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a qualitative research design based on the interpretive paradigm and thematic

analysis approach. This methodology was selected because the phenomenon under investigation—the lived



experience of elementary school teachers regarding the teacher ranking system—required an in-depth
exploration of subjective meanings, professional interpretations, and contextual experiences.

Participants included elementary school teachers and school principals who had direct experience with the
implementation of the teacher ranking system. Purposeful sampling was used to select information-rich
participants with sufficient professional experience and familiarity with the ranking process. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 28 participants took part in the study.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview protocol included open-ended questions
designed to explore teachers’ perceptions of the ranking system, its effects on teaching quality, professional
identity, emotional experiences, and coping strategies. Interviews allowed participants to freely express their
experiences while maintaining consistency across the data collection process.

Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection through an iterative coding process. Initially,
open coding was performed to identify meaningful concepts and recurring experiences. Similar codes were
then grouped into organizing themes, followed by the extraction of broader global themes. The analysis
resulted in a thematic network representing the multidimensional experiences of participants.

To ensure trustworthiness and credibility, several strategies were employed, including prolonged engagement
with the data, participant validation, detailed documentation of analytical procedures, triangulation of
perspectives between teachers and principals, and peer review of coding procedures. Rich contextual
descriptions were also provided to enhance transferability and interpretive validity.

Findings

The findings revealed that the teacher ranking system generated a complex set of structural, psychological,
instructional, and social consequences affecting teaching quality in elementary schools. Three major categories
of challenges emerged from the analysis.

The first category involved structural and executive challenges. Participants reported ambiguity in evaluation
criteria, frequent changes in regulations, excessive administrative documentation, and lack of trust in
evaluators’ expertise. Teachers perceived the evaluation process as bureaucratic rather than developmental.
Documentation and evidence production became central professional activities, often replacing meaningful
instructional planning. Participants emphasized that administrative requirements consumed substantial
amounts of time and energy, reducing opportunities for instructional preparation and professional learning.
The second category involved psychological and emotional tensions. Teachers described continuous stress
related to scoring systems, fear of losing professional status, emotional exhaustion, and frustration with
inconsistent evaluation practices. Many participants expressed feelings of professional insecurity and

emotional fatigue. The ranking system created a constant sense of surveillance and comparison, which

negatively affected teachers’ intrinsic motivation and professional satisfaction. Participants frequently
described conflicts between their authentic educational values and the performative expectations imposed by

the system.



The third category involved social and relational challenges. Findings indicated that the ranking system altered
professional relationships within schools. Participants reported reduced collaboration among colleagues,
increased competition, and weakened trust within professional communities. Teachers became more cautious
about sharing instructional materials and classroom experiences due to concerns about professional
comparison and evaluation outcomes. In some cases, the role of school principals shifted from supportive
leadership to supervisory control.

The findings also demonstrated significant negative effects on teaching quality. Participants explained that
instructional planning became increasingly standardized and documentation-oriented. Teachers often
prioritized activities that were measurable and easily documented over meaningful learning experiences.
Creativity, flexibility, and student-centered instruction were gradually reduced. Many teachers reported using
scripted teaching methods and avoiding innovative or exploratory classroom activities because such methods
were difficult to document within evaluation frameworks.

Furthermore, the ranking system influenced classroom relationships and assessment practices. Teachers
described reduced emotional engagement with students, less individualized support, and increased emphasis
on visible performance during evaluation periods. Assessment processes shifted from formative and
developmental purposes toward documentation and measurable outcomes. Participants also indicated that
some students were strategically selected for classroom performances during evaluator visits, reinforcing
performative instructional practices.

In response to these pressures, teachers adopted various coping strategies. Some strategies were instrumental
and performative, including strategic documentation, preparation of showcase lessons, and optimization of
activities based on scoring criteria. Other strategies were defensive and protective, such as emotional
distancing, lowering expectations, and selectively complying with system requirements. Some teachers also
demonstrated active resistance through peer support networks, critical reflection, and redefining professional
success based on students’ actual learning and development rather than evaluation scores.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that the teacher ranking system functions not merely as a technical evaluation
mechanism but as a multidimensional institutional structure that reshapes teachers’ professional practices,
emotional experiences, and social relationships. Although the system was designed to improve educational
quality and professional competence, participants perceived it primarily as a performative and bureaucratic
mechanism emphasizing measurable indicators over authentic educational processes.

The study demonstrates that excessive accountability pressures may unintentionally weaken instructional
quality by redirecting teachers’ attention from meaningful teaching toward documentation and performance
management. Standardization and administrative compliance reduced teachers’ professional autonomy and
limited opportunities for creativity, flexibility, and individualized instruction. Consequently, teaching practices

became increasingly performative and evaluation-oriented rather than learner-centered.



The psychological consequences identified in the study further indicate that evaluation systems can
significantly influence teachers’ well-being and professional identity. Continuous monitoring, comparison, and
scoring created emotional strain and professional insecurity among participants. Such experiences may
gradually erode intrinsic motivation, professional commitment, and teachers’ sense of educational meaning.
The findings also reveal that teacher ranking systems may reshape school culture and professional
relationships. Instead of strengthening collaborative professional learning communities, the system often
promoted competition, caution, and reduced trust among teachers. This transformation has important
implications for the social dynamics of schools and the sustainability of professional cooperation.

At the same time, the study highlights teachers’ agency and adaptive responses. Participants were not passive
recipients of policy pressures; rather, they actively negotiated, resisted, and reinterpreted system expectations
through a variety of coping strategies. These responses ranged from performative adaptation to reflective
resistance aimed at preserving authentic teaching practices and professional identity.

Overall, the findings suggest that teacher ranking systems should move beyond narrow accountability
frameworks and adopt more developmental, supportive, and human-centered approaches. Evaluation policies
that prioritize trust, professional growth, instructional support, and meaningful feedback are more likely to
enhance teaching quality and sustain teachers’ professional well-being. Educational reforms intended to
improve instructional quality must therefore consider not only measurable outcomes but also the emotional,

relational, and ethical dimensions of teaching.
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