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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the dimensions and components of service-learning and determine their structural relationships and
hierarchical levels within the Golestan Department of Education. This sequential qualitative study was conducted in two stages. In the first
stage, a service-learning model was developed using grounded theory based on the systematic approach of Strauss and Corbin, including
open, axial, and selective coding. Participants comprised faculty members in educational sciences, educational administration, and public
administration, human resource development managers in the education system, and experts familiar with the research topic. Fourteen
experts were selected through snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using MAXQDA software. In the second stage, the relationships among the identified dimensions and their
hierarchical levels were examined through interpretive structural modeling and MICMAC analysis. Data were obtained using a matrix
questionnaire completed by 10 senior managers and experts in the national education system. The credibility and confirmability of the
qualitative findings were established through expert review and participant checking, and the intra-subject agreement coefficient was 0.81.
The test-retest reliability coefficient of the matrix questionnaire was 0.84. The analysis identified five main categories and 21
subcategories. The main dimensions were economic sustainability, learning responsibility, educational sustainability, learning
participation, and innovative trust. Interpretive structural modeling demonstrated that economic sustainability occupied the most
fundamental level of the model and exerted the strongest driving influence on the other dimensions. Learning responsibility and
educational sustainability were positioned at the intermediate level, learning participation at the subsequent level, and innovative trust at
the final and most dependent level. MICMAC analysis further classified economic sustainability as a key independent driving variable,
whereas innovative trust exhibited high dependence on the other dimensions. The institutionalization of service-learning in the Golestan
education system requires the coordinated development of economic infrastructure, multidimensional responsibility, sustainable
educational practices, stakeholder participation, and trust in innovation. Nevertheless, economic sustainability should receive priority in
policymaking and resource allocation because of its foundational position and substantial driving power within the proposed model.

Keywords: Learning; Service Provision; Service-Learning; Interpretive Structural Modeling; Education System; Golestan Province.
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1 Autonomous variables
2 Dependent variables
% Independent variables
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! Linkage variables
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Contemporary educational systems are increasingly expected to move beyond the transmission of theoretical
knowledge and assume a more active role in addressing social, cultural, economic, and environmental needs.
Educational organizations are therefore required to develop learners and employees who can connect

knowledge with practice, participate in collective problem-solving, and respond responsibly to the needs of



their communities. Within this context, service-learning has emerged as an educational and organizational
approach through which structured service activities are integrated with learning objectives, practical
experience, reflection, and social responsibility. Rather than treating service as an extracurricular or voluntary
activity detached from formal education, service-learning positions engagement with real community needs as
an essential component of the learning process (Gogani et al., 2022; Morandi Heydarlou et al., 2018).
Service-learning is grounded in the assumption that meaningful learning occurs through active participation in
authentic situations. Learners apply theoretical concepts to real problems, interact with community members
and institutions, evaluate the consequences of their actions, and reconstruct their understanding through
experience and reflection. Accordingly, service-learning can reduce the distance between theory and practice
while developing professional competence, civic engagement, ethical sensitivity, communication skills, and
social awareness. It differs from conventional fieldwork or voluntary service because the service activity is
deliberately aligned with educational goals and is designed to benefit both the learner and the community
(Ghasempour Khoshroudi et al., 2019; Heravi Karimovi et al., 2011).

The reciprocal nature of service-learning is one of its defining characteristics. Learners gain practical
competencies and a deeper understanding of social issues, while communities and organizations benefit from
organized activities intended to address actual needs. Previous studies have demonstrated that service-learning
can improve attitudes toward professional service recipients, create stronger links between educational
institutions and practice settings, and transform temporary educational experiences into sustained institutional
partnerships (Franzese et al., 2020; Garbarino & Lewis, 2019). These outcomes indicate that service-learning
is not limited to classroom instruction but can also function as a framework for organizational learning,
professional development, and collaboration between educational institutions and their social environments.
In school systems, service-learning is particularly important because education is responsible not only for
academic instruction but also for the cultivation of citizenship, responsibility, participation, and ethical
commitment. A service-oriented curriculum can provide opportunities for students, teachers, administrators,
and other personnel to identify community problems, develop collaborative responses, and learn through
engagement with real social contexts. Iranian studies have emphasized the importance of designing service-
oriented curricula that include social reconstruction, social literacy, civic action, environmental awareness, and
practical participation (Eskandari Rad et al., 2022; Gogani et al., 2022). These studies suggest that service-
learning can support the broader purposes of education by integrating learning with sustainable development,
social participation, and community responsiveness.

However, the successful institutionalization of service-learning depends on more than the design of individual
projects. It requires economic resources, organizational support, educational continuity, clearly defined
responsibilities, stakeholder participation, and confidence in innovation. If these conditions are absent, service-
learning may remain fragmented, temporary, and dependent on individual initiatives. In educational

administrations, financial constraints, bureaucratic structures, resistance to change, weak interaction with local




communities, and insufficiently defined operational models may prevent the sustainable implementation of
service-oriented learning. Therefore, service-learning should be examined as a multidimensional
organizational system in which economic, educational, ethical, participatory, and innovative elements interact.
The complexity of this phenomenon requires an exploratory approach capable of identifying locally grounded
dimensions and clarifying the relationships among them. Grounded theory is appropriate for this purpose
because it enables researchers to construct conceptual categories from participants’ experiences and expert
interpretations through iterative data collection and open, axial, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2024;
Creswell, 2023). Nevertheless, identifying categories alone does not reveal which factors are foundational,
which are intermediate, and which are dependent outcomes. Interpretive structural modeling can address this
issue by converting expert judgments into a hierarchical representation of relationships among variables. It
identifies driving and dependent factors, clarifies direct and indirect influences, and supports the prioritization
of managerial interventions (Azar et al., 2017; Habibi & Afridi, 2022).

Interpretive structural modeling has been applied to complex managerial and organizational problems in which
multiple factors interact in nonlinear and hierarchical ways. Its use allows decision-makers to distinguish root
drivers from intermediate mechanisms and outcome variables (Khaef Elahi & Hosseini, 2018). Recent
applications in professional ethics and organizational development have likewise shown that structural
interpretation and influence—dependence analysis can provide a more precise understanding of how constructs
operate within a system (Jafari et al., 2025; Ramezan Ahmadi et al., 2026). Accordingly, combining
grounded theory with interpretive structural modeling provides a comprehensive methodological framework
for both identifying the dimensions of service-learning and determining their structural positions.

The Golestan Department of Education represents a context in which such an investigation is particularly
relevant. Its cultural diversity, geographical dispersion, varied stakeholder groups, and broad administrative
responsibilities require a locally responsive model capable of linking organizational learning with community
service. In the absence of such a model, service-related activities may be implemented inconsistently, without
clear priorities or sustainable coordination. Therefore, this study aimed to identify and hierarchically level the
dimensions and components of service-learning in the Golestan Department of Education.

Materials and Methods

This study employed a sequential qualitative design conducted in two interconnected stages. The first stage
focused on identifying and developing the dimensions and components of service-learning through grounded
theory, whereas the second stage examined the structural relationships and hierarchical levels of the identified
dimensions through interpretive structural modeling.

Participants in the model-development stage consisted of university faculty members in educational sciences,
educational administration, and public administration; human resource development managers in the education
system; and experts with relevant academic or executive experience. Eligibility criteria included relevant

educational qualifications, scholarly publications related to the research topic, or administrative experience in



governmental and educational organizations. Fourteen experts were selected through snowball sampling. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached; although saturation was observed after the
eleventh interview, three additional interviews were conducted to ensure data adequacy.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview transcripts were analyzed using open,
axial, and selective coding with MAXQDA software. Initial concepts were extracted from the interview data,
conceptually similar codes were integrated, and broader subcategories and main categories were subsequently
developed. Credibility was supported through expert review, participant checking, and revision of preliminary
interpretations. The intra-subject agreement coefficient was 0.81.

In the structural-leveling stage, senior managers and human resource development administrators from the
education system participated through purposive sampling. A matrix questionnaire was used to determine the
direction of relationships among the main dimensions. Experts indicated whether one dimension influenced
another, whether the relationship was reciprocal, or whether no relationship existed. The initial structural self-
interaction matrix was converted into a binary reachability matrix, transitivity was examined, and the final
reachability matrix was produced. The dimensions were then leveled through the comparison of reachability
and antecedent sets. MICMAC analysis was also employed to classify the dimensions according to their
driving power and dependence. The content validity of the matrix questionnaire was assessed by academic and
organizational experts, and its test—retest reliability coefficient was 0.84.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of five main categories and 21 subcategories. The five
main dimensions of service-learning were economic sustainability, learning responsibility, educational
sustainability, learning participation, and innovative trust.

Economic sustainability consisted of four subcategories: providing financial incentives, promoting economic
development and productivity, strengthening economic resilience, and providing governmental facilities.
Learning responsibility included legal responsibility, ethical and humanitarian responsibility, economic
responsibility, and environmental responsibility. Educational sustainability comprised proper educational
management, establishment of an optimal educational model, consideration of educational benefits, and
enhancement of educational awareness. Learning participation included strengthening local service
institutions, interaction between local communities and government, development of participatory programs,
participation in cultural learning, and support for participation in learning projects. Innovative trust comprised
reducing resistance to innovative plans and changes, developing confidence in innovation among learners,
increasing tolerance for risk and failure, and creating integrated trust.

The interpretive structural modeling results showed that the dimensions did not occupy equivalent positions in
the model. Economic sustainability was located at the most fundamental level and displayed the strongest

driving role. Learning responsibility and educational sustainability were positioned at intermediate levels,

indicating that they both influenced subsequent dimensions and were affected by more fundamental conditions.



Learning participation occupied a higher level and was more dependent on the establishment of economic,
educational, and responsibility-related conditions. Innovative trust was located at the final and most dependent
level of the hierarchy.

The MICMAC analysis further clarified these relationships. Economic sustainability had the greatest driving
power and relatively low dependence, identifying it as a principal independent driver of the service-learning
system. Learning responsibility and educational sustainability also demonstrated substantial driving power,
but their influence was accompanied by greater dependence on economic and structural conditions. Learning
participation occupied a more balanced position between driving power and dependence. Innovative trust
exhibited the highest dependence and relatively limited driving power, indicating that it emerges primarily as
a result of improvements in the other dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that service-learning in the Golestan Department of Education is a multidimensional
organizational phenomenon rather than a single instructional technique. Its implementation depends on an
integrated configuration of economic resources, organizational responsibility, sustainable educational
arrangements, stakeholder participation, and confidence in innovation. The hierarchical model shows that these
dimensions should not be addressed simultaneously without regard to their structural order. Instead, service-
learning should be developed through a staged strategy that begins with foundational conditions and
subsequently advances toward participatory and cultural outcomes.

The foundational position of economic sustainability indicates that financial and institutional support is
essential for the continuity of service-learning. Programs require resources for training, coordination,
implementation, evaluation, transportation, materials, and incentives. When funding is unstable or dependent
on temporary allocations, service-learning projects are likely to remain fragmented. Economic sustainability
also encompasses productivity and resilience, suggesting that resources should not merely be increased but
should be managed efficiently and protected against organizational and environmental constraints.

Learning responsibility and educational sustainability function as intermediate mechanisms. Learning
responsibility gives service-learning its legal, ethical, economic, and environmental direction. It ensures that
service is delivered fairly, responsibly, and in accordance with the mission of the education system.
Educational sustainability provides the managerial and instructional mechanisms required to convert service
activities into organized learning experiences. Without clear objectives, defined roles, instructional planning,
reflection, and evaluation, community service may occur, but it may not produce systematic learning.
Learning participation reflects the relational and social dimension of the model. Effective service-learning
requires collaboration among educational administrators, schools, families, local organizations, public
institutions, and community groups. Participation becomes sustainable when stakeholders are involved in

identifying needs, designing programs, implementing activities, and evaluating outcomes. The culturally



diverse context of Golestan also requires local adaptation so that programs reflect community values and
priorities.

The dependent position of innovative trust suggests that confidence in new service-learning initiatives cannot
be created solely through motivational messages or managerial directives. Employees and learners are more
likely to accept innovation when they observe stable resources, clear responsibilities, coherent educational
models, meaningful participation, and institutional support. Tolerance for risk and failure also develops when
individuals feel psychologically and organizationally secure. Thus, innovative trust should be treated as an
outcome of credible structural and managerial action.

Overall, the study provides a contextualized model for understanding service-learning in an educational
administration. It concludes that economic sustainability is the primary structural driver; learning responsibility
and educational sustainability translate foundational support into organized and accountable action; learning
participation connects the organization with its social environment; and innovative trust represents a higher-
order outcome reflecting readiness to accept and sustain change. The model can guide policymakers and
educational managers in sequencing interventions, allocating resources, developing training programs,
strengthening community partnerships, and establishing a sustainable service-learning system in the Golestan

Department of Education.
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