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Abstract

The present study aimed to design a model of the cultural requirements of lower secondary schools located in marginalized areas of Tehran.
This qualitative study was conducted within an interpretivist paradigm. Participants were experts in educational management, cultural
management, and sociology in Tehran, selected through purposive and snowball sampling according to predefined inclusion and exclusion
criteria; interviewing continued until theoretical saturation was reached with 13 participants. Data were collected through face-to-face
semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 30—45 minutes. The data were analyzed inductively using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
thematic analysis. Trustworthiness was established according to Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability, supplemented by participant and expert review. Inter-rater agreement was assessed using Cohen’s kappa, which
yielded a coefficient of 0.663 and was statistically significant at p<<0.01, indicating an acceptable level of agreement. The thematic analysis
resulted in 33 initial concepts, eight subthemes, and four overarching themes. The eight subthemes were recognizing the cultural values
of marginalized communities, promoting students’ citizenship culture, learning local cultural norms, cultural identity formation,
addressing migration-related moral harms, enhancing cultural literacy, reducing managers’ cultural bias, and addressing migration-related
attitudinal harms. These subthemes were integrated into four overarching themes: “recognition of cultural contexts,” “cultural guidance,”
“addressing migration-related cultural harms,” and “enhancement of school managers’ cultural intelligence.” The findings indicate that
cultural management in schools located in marginalized areas is a multidimensional and context-dependent process rather than a set of
isolated cultural or extracurricular activities. Effective cultural management requires school managers to understand students’
sociocultural contexts, deliberately guide school values and norms, address the cultural consequences of migration, and strengthen their
own cultural intelligence. The proposed model can provide a context-sensitive framework for educational policymakers and school
managers seeking to create inclusive, cohesive, culturally responsive, and supportive lower secondary school environments in marginalized
urban communities.

Keywords: Marginalized schools; Cultural requirements; School management; Cultural intelligence; Lower secondary schools.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Schools are not merely formal institutions for transmitting academic knowledge; they are also major social and
cultural environments in which students develop identities, internalize values and norms, establish
interpersonal relationships, and acquire patterns of social participation. School culture, therefore, constitutes
an important dimension of educational effectiveness because it shapes the expectations, interactions, beliefs,
and behavioral patterns shared among principals, teachers, students, and families. Contemporary approaches
to educational leadership emphasize that sustainable school improvement depends considerably on leaders’
capacity to shape an organizational culture that supports learning, collaboration, trust, and adaptation to change
(Fullan, 2020). Similarly, collaborative professionalism highlights the importance of collective responsibility
and meaningful professional relationships in creating coherent and supportive school environments
(Hargreaves & O'Connor, 2018). School leadership is consequently inseparable from cultural leadership, as
principals influence the norms, relationships, and meanings through which everyday school life is organized
(Richardson, 2026; Shannon, 2023).

The cultural function of school becomes particularly important during early adolescence. Lower secondary
school students experience major cognitive, emotional, interpersonal, and identity-related changes, and the
school constitutes one of the most influential developmental contexts during this period (Eccles & Roeser,
2019). A supportive school culture can contribute to students’ sense of belonging, psychological security,
interpersonal trust, and mental health (Barker et al., 2023). At the same time, educators’ competencies in
social-emotional processes and the broader cultural characteristics of schools can influence the quality of
students’ experiences and teachers’ professional effectiveness (Gimbert et al., 2021; Zahed Babolan et al.,
2025). These considerations make cultural management especially important in schools serving socially and
economically vulnerable populations.

This issue is particularly salient in marginalized urban areas. Marginalization in large lIranian cities, including
Tehran, is associated with multidimensional social, economic, educational, and cultural challenges
(Aghbakhshi et al., 2023; Rafipour, 2020). Educational inequalities in marginalized areas of Tehran may be
reflected in unequal access to learning opportunities and resources (Maghsoudi & Abbasi, 2022), while

disadvantaged urban environments can also increase the risk of school dropout through interconnected familial,



economic, and contextual factors (Alizadeh, 2021). Studies of students in marginal urban schools have
similarly identified educational, family, psychological, social, and environmental difficulties (Niazi et al.,
2018). The experience of formal virtual education further revealed problems related to technological access,
family conditions, economic limitations, and social and cultural circumstances among students living in
marginalized communities (Aliyari & Shafiei, 2023). Research conducted in the post-COVID period has also
emphasized the need to strengthen the social education of marginalized students in ways that reflect their
particular living conditions (Akhavan et al., 2023).

Schools in such areas often serve culturally heterogeneous populations shaped by migration, socioeconomic
differences, and diverse family backgrounds. These conditions can create valuable opportunities for
intercultural learning but may also generate value conflicts, identity difficulties, stereotyping, and weakened
social cohesion when cultural diversity is not adequately managed (Mousavi et al., 2020). Education and
cultural planning therefore need to be connected to the realities of society rather than implemented through
uniform programs detached from students’ lived experiences (Farasatkhah, 2022; Khalifeh et al., 2018). The
cultural role of principals and teachers in guiding values and educational practices has also been emphasized
in previous Iranian research (Kardel & Masoum, 2020), while managerial discontinuity may contribute to the
emergence or intensification of cultural-social problems within schools (Samsami et al., 2020).

These challenges require school principals to possess competencies extending beyond conventional
administrative responsibilities. Contemporary leadership approaches emphasize adaptability, contextual
awareness, readiness for future challenges, and the ability to respond to complex school environments (Lu et
al., 2026). Leadership practices may also need to differ according to the specific characteristics of educational
settings, demonstrating the importance of context-sensitive leadership (Shaoan et al., 2026). Professional
development and coaching can further strengthen principals’ capacities to respond to complex educational and
managerial demands (Shariat et al., 2026). Moreover, school-based interventions can promote students’ social
capabilities when schools intentionally provide opportunities for self-awareness, social learning, constructive
interaction, and responsible behavior (Ansari & Nusrat, 2023). Despite this growing body of evidence,
existing studies have generally examined specific dimensions of marginalization, school culture, educational
inequality, or leadership separately. A comprehensive and context-sensitive model specifying the cultural
requirements of lower secondary schools in marginalized areas of Tehran remains insufficiently developed.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to design a model of the cultural requirements of lower secondary schools
in marginalized areas of Tehran.

Materials and Methods

The study employed a qualitative research design within an interpretivist paradigm. Participants consisted of
specialists in educational management, cultural management, and sociology in Tehran. Participants were

selected through purposive sampling supplemented by the snowball technique and according to predetermined

inclusion and exclusion criteria. Eligible participants were expected to have relevant scholarly or professional



experience in cultural-social management or educational management, hold doctoral-level qualifications, and
possess substantial professional experience. Sampling and interviewing continued until theoretical saturation
was reached, which occurred with 13 participants.

Data were collected through face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Each interview lasted approximately 30
to 45 minutes. The interview questions were reviewed by experts for clarity, simplicity, and ambiguity before
implementation, and revisions were made based on their feedback. Ethical principles were observed by
obtaining participants’ consent and ensuring appropriate management of the information obtained during
interviews.

The trustworthiness of the qualitative process was evaluated through credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability. Participant checking and expert review were used to strengthen credibility, while coding,
categories, and interview materials were reviewed by selected specialists. Research procedures were
documented to enhance confirmability and dependability. Inter-rater agreement was also examined using
Cohen’s kappa coefficient. The obtained kappa coefficient was 0.663 and was statistically significant at
p<0.01, indicating an acceptable level of agreement. Interview data were analyzed inductively using the six-
phase thematic analysis procedure. The process involved familiarization with the data, generation of initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and preparing the final analytical
account.

Findings

The thematic analysis resulted in 33 initial concepts, eight subthemes, and four overarching themes describing
the cultural requirements of school management in marginalized areas of Tehran. The eight subthemes were:
recognition of the cultural values of marginalized communities, promotion of citizenship culture among
students in marginalized areas, learning the cultural norms of marginalized communities, cultural identity
formation, addressing migration-related moral harms, enhancement of cultural literacy, avoidance of cultural
bias among school principals, and addressing migration-related attitudinal harms.

These eight subthemes were organized into four overarching themes: recognition of cultural contexts, cultural
guidance, addressing migration-related cultural harms, and enhancement of principals’ cultural intelligence.
The first overarching theme, recognition of cultural contexts, reflected the need for school principals to
understand students’ values, identities, family environments, cultural backgrounds, and changes in value
orientations. Participants emphasized that students in marginalized areas often enter school with diverse
cultural experiences shaped by migration, family conditions, local communities, and socioeconomic
circumstances. Accordingly, effective cultural management requires contextual understanding before cultural
programs and interventions are implemented.

The second theme, cultural guidance, encompassed the enhancement of cultural literacy and promotion of
citizenship culture. It included fostering cultural self-awareness, responsibility, critical thinking, media

literacy, constructive criticism, law-abiding behavior, multidimensional citizenship, and culturally responsive



interactions among students, teachers, and families. Cultural guidance was therefore conceptualized as an
active process through which school leadership shapes constructive values, norms, interactions, and patterns
of participation.

The third overarching theme concerned addressing cultural harms associated with migration. Two related
forms of harm emerged: moral and attitudinal harms. Participants emphasized the need to identify behavioral
and moral changes, reduce labeling, respond to value conflicts, support students experiencing migration-related
difficulties, strengthen parents’ cultural capacities, and prepare teachers to support students exposed to cultural
and social challenges arising from migration.

The fourth theme, enhancement of principals’ cultural intelligence, comprised learning the cultural norms of
marginalized communities and minimizing principals’ own cultural biases. Relevant concepts included
recognizing cultural conflicts among students, understanding local traditions and customs, identifying shared
cultural interactions, providing culturally appropriate support, making informed judgments, and increasing
principals’ multicultural knowledge.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that cultural management in marginalized schools is a multidimensional, context-
dependent process rather than a collection of occasional cultural activities. The four themes form an
interconnected framework in which effective action begins with understanding students’ cultural and social
contexts. Without such understanding, school policies and programs may be poorly aligned with students’
lived realities and may unintentionally reinforce distance between the school, families, and the surrounding
community.

Recognition of cultural contexts can therefore be considered the foundation of the proposed model. Students’
behaviors, educational engagement, and interpersonal relationships need to be interpreted within the broader
circumstances of family life, migration, neighborhood characteristics, socioeconomic conditions, and cultural
identities. Contextual understanding enables principals to move beyond generalized assumptions about
marginalized students and to develop more appropriate educational and cultural responses.

Cultural guidance represents the active leadership component of the model. Schools cannot simply
acknowledge cultural differences; they must construct an environment in which students learn responsible
participation, mutual respect, critical thinking, media literacy, and citizenship. In marginalized communities,
the school may represent one of the most stable institutions available to adolescents. Consequently, a positive
school culture can provide clear norms, supportive relationships, opportunities for participation, and a
meaningful sense of belonging.

The prominence of migration-related cultural harms indicates that population mobility and cultural diversity
require particular managerial attention. Migration may expose students to conflicts among family values,

community practices, and formal school expectations. Effective schools should neither ignore these differences

nor attempt to eliminate students’ cultural identities. Instead, they need to create conditions in which cultural



diversity can coexist with shared principles of citizenship, respect, and responsible social behavior. Preventing
stigmatization, supporting migrant students, involving families, and strengthening teachers’ ability to manage
cultural differences are therefore central elements of effective practice.

Finally, cultural intelligence emerged as a fundamental leadership requirement connecting the other
dimensions of the model. Principals must be capable of recognizing cultural differences, interpreting behaviors
without premature judgment, identifying personal biases, and establishing constructive relationships with
students and families from diverse backgrounds. Cultural intelligence enables school leaders to transform
diversity from a potential source of conflict into an educational resource.

Overall, the proposed model suggests that culturally effective leadership in marginalized lower secondary
schools should integrate contextual knowledge, purposeful cultural guidance, management of migration-
related challenges, and continuous development of principals’ cultural intelligence. Such an approach can
contribute to the creation of schools that are more inclusive, supportive, socially cohesive, and responsive to

the lived realities of students in marginalized urban communities.
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