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Abstract

This study aims to identify and explain the theoretical and practical requirements for developing research-oriented primary schools in
Diyala Province, Iraq. This qualitative study was conducted in two main phases. First, a systematic review of recent scholarly literature
was performed and analyzed using thematic narrative synthesis to extract the key components of research-oriented school development.
Second, a qualitative Delphi process was implemented with local education experts in Diyala across three rounds until high consensus was
achieved. Data were collected through open-ended questionnaires and analyzed using thematic and qualitative content analysis techniques.
The findings resulted in the identification of seven core clusters: organizational structure and leadership, organizational culture, curriculum
and instructional processes, professional development and capacity building, knowledge management and technology, evaluation and
continuous improvement, resources and infrastructure, and partnerships and community engagement. The final model demonstrated
strong contextual suitability and high expert agreement. The study concludes that developing research-oriented schools in Diyala requires
an integrated framework that simultaneously addresses organizational, cultural, instructional, technological, and social dimensions to
enhance educational quality, innovation, and social equity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational systems worldwide are undergoing profound transformation driven by rapid technological change,
complex social challenges, and the growing demand for lifelong learning competencies. In this context, the
concept of the research-oriented school has emerged as a central paradigm for sustainable educational
improvement, repositioning schools from knowledge-transmission institutions into dynamic knowledge-
generating organizations. Research-oriented schools emphasize inquiry, evidence-based decision-making,
reflective practice, and continuous professional learning as the core mechanisms for educational quality
enhancement (National Research, 2000). This shift aligns with constructivist learning theory, which views
learning as an active, meaning-making process shaped by learners’ interaction with their environment (Brooks
& Brooks, 1999), and with sociocultural perspectives that situate learning within social and cultural contexts
(Goncii & Gauvain, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978).

The transformation of schools into research-oriented institutions is further supported by organizational learning
theory, which conceptualizes schools as adaptive systems capable of continuous self-renewal through shared
vision, reflective dialogue, and systemic thinking (Senge, 1990, 2006). Within this framework, leadership
plays a decisive role. Transformational leadership theory explains how school leaders can inspire intellectual
engagement, foster professional commitment, and cultivate an organizational culture conducive to inquiry and
innovation (Bass, 1985). Empirical evidence indicates that strong research leadership significantly enhances
school capacity for sustainable improvement (Prendergast & Rickinson, 2019; Rickinson et al., 2021).

At the pedagogical level, inquiry-based learning constitutes the instructional backbone of research-oriented
schools. Numerous studies confirm that inquiry-oriented instruction improves students’ cognitive
achievement, engagement, and scientific reasoning skills (Aditomo & Klieme, 2020; Cairns, 2019; Lin et al.,
2023). Importantly, even in resource-constrained contexts, guided inquiry has demonstrated substantial
positive effects on learners’ analytical thinking and process skills (Chengere et al., 2025). Teachers’
engagement in classroom-based research further strengthens professional judgment and evidence-informed
instructional practice (Greisel et al., 2022; Kiemer & Kollar, 2021; van Katwijk et al., 2022).

Beyond pedagogy, the contemporary research-oriented school increasingly integrates advanced technologies.

Recent studies highlight the transformative potential of artificial intelligence in enhancing student engagement,



personalizing learning, and supporting research processes within primary schools (Shin et al., 2026). Effective
implementation of such technologies, however, requires systematic knowledge management structures and
strong data literacy across the school organization (Mills, 2025; Risnazarov et al., 2025). Without supportive
organizational and cultural conditions, technology alone fails to generate sustainable educational improvement
(George-Williams et al., 2020; Kersting et al., 2023).

The research-oriented school also embodies a critical and emancipatory dimension. Critical pedagogy views
inquiry not merely as an instructional strategy but as a tool for empowerment, social justice, and democratic
participation (Freire, 1970; Kincheloe, 2005). When inquiry becomes embedded in school culture, it
transforms learning into a socially responsive and ethically grounded enterprise.

Taken together, the literature indicates that developing research-oriented schools requires an integrated
systemic framework combining leadership, culture, pedagogy, professional learning, technology, evaluation,
and community partnerships (Prendergast & Rickinson, 2019; Rickinson et al., 2021; Widodo et al., 2025).
The present study builds on this theoretical and empirical foundation to identify the key requirements for the
development of research-oriented schools and to construct a comprehensive model grounded in expert
consensus.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a two-phase research design. In the first phase, a systematic review of recent
scholarly literature (2022-2026) was conducted, followed by a thematic narrative synthesis to extract major
components associated with research-oriented school development. In the second phase, a qualitative Delphi
method was implemented with twenty education experts across three iterative rounds to validate, refine, and
contextualize the emerging framework. Data were collected using open-ended questionnaires and analyzed
through thematic analysis and qualitative content analysis. The process continued until a high level of
consensus was achieved among the expert panel.

Findings

The data analysis produced seven core clusters that collectively define the requirements for developing
research-oriented schools: (1) organizational structure and leadership, (2) organizational culture, (3)
curriculum and instructional processes, (4) professional development and capacity building, (5) knowledge
management and technology, (6) evaluation and continuous improvement, and (7) partnerships and community
engagement.

Within organizational structure and leadership, transformational and distributed leadership, shared research
vision, and evidence-based decision-making emerged as critical components. Organizational culture was
characterized by professional trust, reflective dialogue, collective learning norms, and acceptance of error as a
learning opportunity. Curriculum and instruction emphasized inquiry-based learning, problem-based projects,
scientific argumentation, and authentic assessment. Professional development focused on continuous learning,

teacher research, professional learning communities, and digital competence development. Knowledge



management and technology included data literacy, Al integration, digital tools, and institutional knowledge
repositories. Evaluation and continuous improvement encompassed feedback systems, monitoring
mechanisms, and evidence-based redesign cycles. Partnerships and community engagement involved
collaboration with parents, universities, local institutions, and cross-school networks.

Expert consensus reached 95%, confirming both the internal coherence of the model and its strong contextual
suitability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that research-oriented school development is not the result of isolated interventions but
of systemic transformation. Leadership, culture, pedagogy, and organizational learning function as mutually
reinforcing forces. When aligned, they generate a self-sustaining cycle of inquiry, innovation, and continuous
improvement.

The model demonstrates that professional capacity building is the engine of sustainable change. Teachers
become knowledge producers rather than knowledge transmitters, and schools evolve into adaptive learning
organizations. Technology acts as a powerful accelerator when embedded within a coherent cultural and
organizational framework. Continuous evaluation ensures that innovation remains responsive and grounded in
evidence. Finally, partnerships extend the school’s learning ecosystem and anchor educational improvement
within the broader community.

In conclusion, the study presents a comprehensive and validated framework for the development of research-
oriented schools. By integrating organizational, pedagogical, technological, and social dimensions, the model
offers a practical roadmap for educational transformation aimed at enhancing learning quality, professional

practice, and social equity.
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