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Abstract

The present study aims to develop a conceptual model for managing the
professional behavior of Generation Z teachers by Generation X principals
within the context of Iran’s educational system. Given the generational
shift in school environments and the growing presence of Generation Z
teachers alongside Generation X administrators, intergenerational
interaction has become one of the most critical challenges and necessities
in educational leadership. This research adopted a mixed-methods design
(quantitative—qualitative) and employed a descriptive—analytical
theoretical approach. Data were collected through both document
analysis and field surveys. In the quantitative phase, the perspectives of
120 Generation Z teachers and 40 Generation X principals from the
educational districts of Nowshahr, Chalous, and Kelardasht were gathered
using researcher-made questionnaires and analyzed using statistical tests,
including independent-sample t-test, Friedman test, ANOVA, and Tukey's
post-hoc test. In the qualitative phase, a directed—inductive thematic
analysis was conducted, resulting in the extraction of key themes across
four main dimensions related to the research questions. The quantitative
findings revealed a significant difference between teachers’ and principals’
perceptions of common leadership styles. Notably, Generation Z teachers
expressed a marked preference for transformational leadership over other
styles.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The rapid generational turnover within educational environments has brought new
challenges and opportunities to school leadership. With the increasing presence of Generation Z
teachers—individuals born approximately between 1995 and 2010—working under the supervision of
Generation X principals (born between 1965 and 1980), significant differences in professional behavior,
communication styles, values, and expectations have emerged. While Generation Z is known for its
digital nativeness, high autonomy, and preference for instant feedback, Generation X leaders tend to value
structure, discipline, and hierarchical authority. These intergenerational differences, if not properly
understood and managed, can disrupt school climates, lower teacher motivation, and hinder collaborative
effectiveness. Despite growing scholarly attention to generational traits in the workforce, there remains a
gap in localized, culturally contextualized research that explores the implications of these generational
dynamics in Iran’s education system. The current study seeks to fill this gap by proposing a conceptual
model of managing the professional behavior of Generation Z teachers by Generation X principals within
Iranian schools. Anchored in educational management theories, generational psychology, and
organizational leadership, this study contributes a holistic framework for promoting intergenerational
understanding, enhancing teacher satisfaction, and ultimately improving school performance. Moreover,
the increasing generational diversity within educational institutions is not merely a demographic shift but
a profound organizational challenge that demands adaptive leadership. The unique worldview and
working style of Generation Z—shaped by globalization, digitalization, and social fluidity—necessitate a
reevaluation of conventional managerial norms. Educational leaders must navigate these emerging
complexities with cultural sensitivity and strategic foresight. Understanding how generational traits
translate into classroom behavior, motivation, and collaboration is critical for maintaining teacher
retention, ensuring professional satisfaction, and aligning institutional goals with the evolving
expectations of the modern teaching workforce.

Method: This study employed a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative and qualitative
strategies within a descriptive-analytical framework. The research is theoretical in orientation and
applied-developmental in its objective, aiming to formulate a conceptual model for effective
intergenerational management in schools. Quantitative data were collected through researcher-made
questionnaires distributed among 120 Generation Z teachers and 40 Generation X principals across
educational districts in Nowshahr, Chalous, and Kelardasht. Statistical analysis included independent
sample t-tests, ANOVA, Friedman tests, and Tukey post-hoc analyses to examine differences and
correlations between leadership styles and job satisfaction. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis was
conducted using a deductive—inductive approach. Data were gathered through document analysis,
literature review, and open-ended questions derived from the quantitative results. In order to enhance
theoretical validity, triangulation was applied by integrating multiple theoretical perspectives including
transformational leadership theory, generational theory, and organizational psychology. The study’s
limitations include the absence of in-depth field interviews and generalizability constraints due to
contextual factors. Nevertheless, it lays the groundwork for future empirical investigations into
generational interaction and leadership adaptability in educational settings. To ensure methodological
rigor and enhance the credibility of findings, the study employed triangulation strategies at both data and
theoretical levels. In the quantitative phase, the reliability and validity of researcher-made questionnaires
were confirmed through expert review and pilot testing, while statistical analysis was conducted using
SPSS (version 27, 2020) software. In the qualitative phase, thematic saturation was ensured by analyzing
recurring patterns across participants' narratives, and the data were coded inductively within a deductive
framework aligned with the research questions. This dual-level approach allowed for a more
comprehensive understanding of the interplay between generational identity and educational leadership
dynamics.
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Findings: The quantitative findings revealed a statistically significant difference between Generation Z
teachers and Generation X principals in their perceptions of common leadership styles. While principals
predominantly relied on transactional or authoritative leadership, teachers favored transformational
leadership, emphasizing empathy, flexibility, and recognition. A positive and significant correlation was
also found between transformational leadership and job satisfaction among Generation Z teachers,
particularly in relation to dimensions such as effective feedback and inspirational motivation.
Additionally, Friedman’s test ranked the top managerial challenges experienced by Generation X leaders
when interacting with Generation Z teachers. These included difficulties in providing timely feedback,
managing technological dependency, and accommodating teachers' desire for autonomy and rapid
progression. The qualitative findings, structured around the study’s core research questions, identified
four major themes: (1) preferred managerial behaviors from the perspective of Generation Z teachers; (2)
digital lifestyle and its influence on professional expectations; (3) perceptions of intergenerational
misunderstanding and communication gaps; and (4) strategies proposed by both generations for
improving collaboration. These themes support the quantitative outcomes and offer deeper insight into the
lived realities of school staff, pointing toward a need for leadership transformation, cultural empathy, and
flexible communication. The quantitative data revealed a statistically significant correlation between
transformational leadership and job satisfaction among Generation Z teachers, particularly when mediated
by effective feedback and transformational leadership. Additionally, the Friedman test ranked
communication gaps, digital dependency, and mismatch in value systems as the top managerial
challenges. On the qualitative side, the thematic analysis uncovered four overarching themes:
expectations for empathetic and flexible leadership, the centrality of digital competence, a demand for
autonomy and immediate feedback, and the importance of cultural sensitivity. These findings reflect a
nuanced and evolving interplay between generational values and leadership strategies in educational
settings.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings underscore the importance of rethinking leadership strategies
in educational institutions amid evolving generational compositions. The generational contrast between
digital-native Generation Z teachers and analog-raised Generation X principals brings forth both friction
and opportunity. Misalignments in work values, communication styles, and professional expectations can
hinder school productivity and staff cohesion if unaddressed. However, these differences can also serve as
a source of innovation and growth if managed through informed leadership. The study proposes a
conceptual integrative model for managing Generation Z behavior, which synthesizes empirical findings
with theoretical constructs from educational leadership and generational theory. Key recommendations
include adopting transformational leadership styles, enhancing digital literacy among school leaders,
facilitating generational awareness training, and institutionalizing regular feedback loops tailored to
younger teachers' needs. Ultimately, this study provides a localized framework that can guide Iranian
school administrators in creating intergenerational synergy rather than conflict, fostering professional
well-being, and sustaining educational effectiveness in the face of generational turnover. Future research
may benefit from longitudinal and ethnographic approaches to further explore how these dynamics evolve
over time and impact student outcomes. These findings underscore the importance of rethinking
traditional leadership paradigms in schools and aligning them with the evolving expectations of younger
generations. As Generation Z enters the educational workforce with unique digital habits, value
orientations, and motivational drivers, school leaders must shift from hierarchical and authoritative
approaches toward more collaborative, supportive, and feedback-oriented styles. The study contributes to
the growing body of literature emphasizing the need for intergenerational understanding and adaptability
in educational leadership. By integrating both quantitative and qualitative insights, the proposed
conceptual model serves as a practical framework for policy development and professional training aimed
at fostering generational synergy within schools.
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