Journal of

Study and Innovation in Education and Development Volume 6, Issue 2 (2026): 1-19

Identifying Crisis Management Challenges in Iran’s Education System:
A Grounded Theory Approach

Mohammad Eskandarzadeh'®, Peyman Yarmohammadzadeh?*®, Jahangir Yari Haj Atalou?

1. PhD Student in Educational Management, Department of Educational Sciences, Ta.C., Islamic Azad University, Tabriz, Iran

2. Associate Professor, Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Educational Sciences and Psychology, Shahid Madani
University of Azerbaijan, Tabriz, Iran

3. Associate Professor, Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Humanities and Educational Sciences, Ta.C., Islamic
Azad University, Tabriz, Iran

ABSTRACT
Received: 24 Sep 2025 This study aims to identify and explain the challenges of crisis management in Iran’s
Accepted: 23 Jan 2026 education system using a grounded theory approach. The study is applied in purpose and
First Available: 24 Jan 2026 exploratory-qualitative in methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured
Final Publication: 22 Jun 2026 interviews with 23 experts and key practitioners in the fields of education and crisis

management. Participants were selected using purposive sampling combined with the
snowball technique, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Data analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding based on the constant
comparative method. Qualitative analysis yielded 120 initial concepts, which were
education system, grounded organized into 10 axial categories and ultimately integrated into the core category of
theory, organizational resilience “structural—functional inefficiency of crisis management in the education system.” The
main categories included lack of infrastructure and equipment, limited financial resources,
inadequate crisis management planning, insufficient psychological well-being of
stakeholders, weaknesses in online education, increased educational inequality, poor
teamwork, low organizational resilience, improper organization, and weak organizational
performance. The findings indicate that crisis management challenges in the education
system are multidimensional and process-oriented, stemming from the interaction of
structural, managerial, educational, and human factors rather than from resource shortages
alone. Structural reform, strengthening managerial capacities, and simultaneous attention to
technical and human dimensions are essential for improving the effectiveness of crisis
management in education.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Crisis has increasingly become a defining characteristic of contemporary
organizations, particularly within public and social systems that are highly exposed to
environmental, technological, social, and health-related disruptions. Education systems,
and especially ministries of education and public school networks, are among the most
vulnerable institutions in times of crisis due to their wide scope of stakeholders,
dependence on physical and digital infrastructure, and critical role in maintaining social
stability and human capital development. In recent decades, the frequency and intensity of
crises affecting education systems have increased as a result of pandemics, natural
disasters, digital disruptions, and socio-economic instability, making crisis management a
central concern for educational governance (1, 2).

Traditional approaches to crisis management in education have often been reactive,
fragmented, and focused on short-term responses rather than long-term preparedness and
resilience. Research has shown that the absence of integrated planning, insufficient
infrastructural readiness, weak leadership capacity, and neglect of psychosocial
dimensions significantly reduce the effectiveness of crisis responses in educational settings
(3, 5). The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed these weaknesses by forcing education
systems worldwide to shift abruptly toward online learning, revealing deep structural
inequalities, limited digital readiness, and organizational inflexibility (6, 7).

Recent international studies emphasize that crisis management in education must be
understood as a multidimensional and process-oriented phenomenon, shaped by
interactions between structural conditions, organizational practices, leadership styles,
technological capacity, and human well-being (8, 11). Despite this growing body of
literature, there remains a lack of in-depth qualitative research that systematically identifies
and explains the interconnected challenges of crisis management within national education
systems, particularly in developing contexts. Addressing this gap requires exploratory
approaches capable of capturing the complexity of lived experiences and organizational
Processes.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory research design based on the
grounded theory approach. The research was applied in purpose and focused on generating
an explanatory model of crisis management challenges within the education system. Data
were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted with 23



participants, including senior and middle-level education administrators, school principals,
teachers, crisis management experts, and policy specialists. Participants were selected
using purposive sampling to ensure relevant expertise, followed by snowball sampling to
identify additional knowledgeable informants.

Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that no
new conceptual insights emerged from additional interviews. Interviews were audio-
recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was carried out
through a systematic process of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding, guided by
the constant comparative method. During open coding, initial concepts were identified line
by line from the interview transcripts. These concepts were then grouped into higher-level
categories through axial coding by identifying relationships and patterns among them.
Finally, selective coding was used to integrate the categories around a central core
phenomenon that captured the main explanatory insight of the study. To enhance credibility
and trustworthiness, member checking and expert review were used to validate the coding
process and emerging interpretations.

FINDINGS

The analysis resulted in the identification of 120 initial concepts, which were
consolidated into 10 axial categories and one overarching core category. The core category
that emerged was “structural—functional inefficiency of crisis management in the education

system,” reflecting the systemic and interconnected nature of the challenges identified.

The first set of findings relates to logistical and infrastructural challenges.
Participants consistently reported inadequate physical and digital infrastructure, including
insufficient safety facilities in schools, poor internet connectivity, limited access to digital
devices, and outdated technological systems. These limitations were compounded by
chronic shortages of financial resources, lack of budgetary independence, and insufficient
allocation of emergency funds, all of which constrained preparedness and timely response
to crises.

A second major category concerned the improper organization of crisis management
plans. Findings revealed the absence of scenario-based planning, unclear roles and
responsibilities, fragmented decision-making processes, weak inter-organizational
coordination, and reliance on short-term, ad hoc solutions. Participants emphasized that
crisis responses were largely reactive, with limited institutional learning from past crises
and minimal use of data and evidence in decision-making.
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The third set of findings focused on educational and academic challenges,
particularly weaknesses in organizing and implementing online education. Participants
highlighted low levels of digital competence among teachers, inadequate instructional
design for virtual learning, weak monitoring of student engagement, and reduced learning
quality. These issues contributed directly to increased educational inequality, as students
from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds faced greater barriers to accessing online
education and sustaining academic progress.

Another important category related to human and organizational factors. Weak
teamwork, hierarchical leadership styles, poor information sharing, and limited
participation of stakeholders were identified as major obstacles to effective crisis
management. These factors contributed to reduced organizational resilience, characterized
by low adaptability, weak coordination, and limited capacity to function reliably under
conditions of uncertainty.

Finally, the findings underscored the neglect of stakeholders’ psychological well-
being. Participants reported high levels of stress, anxiety, fear, and emotional exhaustion
among teachers, students, and administrators during crises. The absence of structured
psychological support mechanisms and insufficient attention to mental health needs were
seen as factors that further undermined organizational performance and decision-making
effectiveness.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that crisis management challenges in the
education system are not isolated problems but form a complex, interrelated structure
rooted in systemic inefficiencies. The core phenomenon of structural-functional
inefficiency indicates that weaknesses in infrastructure, planning, leadership, and human
support mechanisms interact dynamically, producing a cycle of vulnerability that limits the

system’s capacity to anticipate, absorb, and recover from crises.

The results suggest that inadequate infrastructure and financial constraints act as
primary causal conditions that shape other challenges, including weak organizational
planning and limited technological readiness. These structural limitations create a context
in which crisis management becomes predominantly reactive rather than preventive.
Moreover, the absence of clear organizational frameworks and scenario-based planning
reduces coherence and coordination, leading to fragmented responses and delayed actions
during crises.



Educational disruptions, particularly in online learning, emerge as both
consequences and amplifiers of structural weaknesses. When combined with socio-
economic disparities, these disruptions intensify educational inequality and undermine the
principle of equitable access to education. At the same time, the findings highlight the
critical role of organizational culture, leadership practices, and teamwork in shaping crisis
responses. Weak collaboration, poor communication, and hierarchical decision-making
patterns significantly reduce organizational resilience and adaptive capacity.

A key contribution of this study lies in foregrounding the psychological and
emotional dimensions of crisis management in education. The neglect of mental health and
well-being not only affects individual stakeholders but also weakens collective
performance and organizational stability. Effective crisis management therefore requires
an integrated approach that addresses both technical and human dimensions
simultaneously.

In conclusion, this study provides an empirically grounded explanation of crisis
management challenges in the education system, conceptualized through the core category
of structural—functional inefficiency. The grounded theory model generated in this research
offers a comprehensive framework for understanding how logistical, managerial,
educational, technological, and psychological factors interact in times of crisis. The
findings underscore the necessity of moving beyond fragmented and reactive practices
toward a holistic, proactive, and resilience-oriented approach to crisis management in
education. Such an approach is essential for enhancing system preparedness, reducing
vulnerability, and ensuring continuity, equity, and stability in education under conditions
of uncertainty.
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