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Abstract Keywords
Despite the expansion of policies, digital transformation in Iran’s education Iran’s Education
system faces significant implementation challenges and conceptual System

fragmentation across existing studies. This study aimed to provide an
integrated and interpretive understanding of conceptual models of digital
transformation in Iranian education through the synthesis of prior
qualitative research. This study adopted a meta-synthesis approach based
on the seven-step model of Barroso and Sandelowski. Following a
systematic search process, 25 qualitative and mixed-method studies
published between 2016 and 2025 were selected according to predefined
inclusion criteria, and their findings were synthesized using interpretive
thematic analysis. The interpretive synthesis resulted in the extraction of
five main themes: human capital empowerment, transformational digital
educational leadership, organizational and cultural contexts, technological
infrastructures, and educational and organizational outcomes. The findings
indicate the dominance of a human-centered and leadership-oriented logic
over purely technology-driven approaches. Achieving sustainable digital
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Digital transformation has emerged as one of the most influential trends in contemporary
educational reform, reshaping teaching—learning processes, professional roles, and organizational
structures in educational systems worldwide. In recent years, the Iranian education system has
increasingly emphasized digital transformation through national policies, strategic plans, and initiatives
such as smart schools, virtual learning platforms, and technology-based instructional programs. Despite
these efforts, empirical evidence suggests that the realization of sustainable digital transformation in
Iranian schools has been uneven and often limited to superficial or instrumental uses of technology.
Previous studies indicate that many digital initiatives have not resulted in long-term improvements in
teaching quality or organizational effectiveness.

A critical review of the existing literature reveals that research on digital transformation in Iranian
education is highly fragmented. Studies differ considerably in terms of focus, methodology, and level of
analysis, addressing isolated dimensions such as technological infrastructure, digital literacy, leadership,
policy-making, or organizational culture. As a result, the complex interactions among human, managerial,
cultural, and technological factors have rarely been examined within an integrated conceptual framework.
Moreover, although qualitative studies in this field have increased, their findings have remained
dispersed, limiting their contribution to theory-building and evidence-informed policy-making.

Given this gap, the present study aimed to provide an integrated and interpretive understanding of digital
transformation in the Iranian education system by synthesizing findings from existing qualitative
research. The primary purpose of the study was to identify dominant conceptual patterns, core themes,
and underlying logics shaping digital transformation in Iranian education, and to develop a coherent
conceptual model grounded in qualitative evidence.

Method: This study employed a qualitative secondary research design using a meta-synthesis approach.
The research process was guided by the seven-step model proposed by Barroso and Sandelowski. Meta-
synthesis was selected because of its capacity to move beyond descriptive aggregation and to generate
higher-level interpretive insights through the systematic integration of qualitative findings.

A comprehensive and systematic search was conducted to identify relevant studies published between
2016 and 2025. Both national and international databases were consulted, and the search process was
iterative to ensure maximum coverage. The inclusion criteria required that studies: (1) focused on digital
transformation, educational technology, or digital leadership within the context of Iranian education; (2)
adopted qualitative or mixed-method designs with clearly reported qualitative findings; and (3) provided
interpretive or thematic analyses relevant to digital transformation.

The initial search yielded 803 records. After removing duplicates and screening titles and abstracts, 60
studies were selected for full-text review. Following a rigorous eligibility assessment, 25 studies met all
inclusion criteria and were included in the final meta-synthesis. Data extraction focused on reported
findings, conceptual categories, themes, and interpretive explanations rather than raw empirical data.
Extracted data were organized and managed using MAXQDA 2020 software.

Data analysis followed an inductive—interpretive thematic synthesis process. Similar concepts and themes
across studies were compared, integrated, and abstracted into higher-order themes. To enhance
trustworthiness, several strategies were employed, including peer review of the analytical process, partial
re-analysis of studies, and transparent documentation of analytic decisions. The meta-synthesis did not
aim to establish causal relationships but to construct an interpretive conceptual understanding of digital
transformation in Iranian education.

Findings: The interpretive synthesis identified five interrelated main themes constituting the conceptual
framework of digital transformation in Iranian education.

Empowerment of human capital emerged as the most central component. Teachers and school leaders
play a pivotal role in determining success or failure of digital initiatives. Subthemes included developing
teachers' digital competencies, redefining professional roles, and continuous professional learning.
Without adequate digital pedagogical skills and professional readiness, technological tools remain
underutilized.
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Educational leadership and digital transformation management highlighted the critical mediating role of
leadership. Transformational digital leadership, data-informed decision-making, and cultivating
innovation-oriented culture were key subthemes. School leaders with clear digital vision, supportive
attitudes, and adaptive practices facilitate teachers' acceptance of digital change and reduce resistance.
Leadership connects national policies to school-level implementation.

Organizational and cultural contexts underscored the importance of school culture and institutional
support. Positive attitudes toward technology, shared beliefs about innovation, coherent policy
frameworks, and institutional support were essential enabling conditions. Conversely, bureaucratic
structures, rigid regulations, and control-oriented cultures were major barriers.

Technological infrastructure and access referred to material prerequisites. Unequal access to internet,
digital devices, and financial resources—particularly between urban and rural areas—was a major
challenge. Additional subthemes included localized educational platforms aligned with national
curriculum and continuous technical support. Infrastructure alone is insufficient for sustainable
transformation.

Educational and organizational outcomes captured consequences at different levels. At learner level,
increased motivation, engagement, and twenty-first-century skills development were highlighted. At
teacher level, enhanced professional self-efficacy coexisted with increased workload and technostress. At
organizational level, improved transparency, administrative efficiency, and progress toward smart schools
were reported, particularly when digital transformation was implemented systematically.

Discussion and Conclusion: This meta-synthesis study provided an integrated interpretive understanding
of digital transformation in the Iranian education system by synthesizing qualitative research findings.
The results demonstrate that digital transformation is a complex, multi-level process shaped by the
dynamic interaction of human capital, educational leadership, organizational culture, and technological
infrastructure. These dimensions do not operate in isolation but are deeply interconnected, with each
theme influencing and being influenced by the others.

The conceptual model developed in this study emphasizes that sustainable digital transformation requires
moving beyond tool-oriented approaches toward a systemic, human-centered, and leadership-driven
strategy. The findings challenge technology-centric policy perspectives by revealing that investments in
infrastructure without parallel investments in teacher professional development, leadership capacity
building, and cultural change result in fragmented and superficial implementation. Human capital
emerged as the foundational element, as teachers' digital competencies and readiness determine whether
technological tools are meaningfully integrated into pedagogical practices. Similarly, leadership functions
as the critical mediating mechanism that translates national policies into school-level action, fosters
innovation-oriented cultures, and sustains momentum amid challenges.

The organizational and cultural context either accelerates or hinders transformation, with supportive
school cultures enabling change while bureaucratic structures perpetuate resistance. Infrastructure, though
necessary, proves insufficient alone to guarantee sustainable outcomes. The findings also reveal that
digital transformation produces multidimensional outcomes at learner, teacher, and organizational levels,
including enhanced engagement and skills development, increased professional self-efficacy alongside
technostress, and improved administrative efficiency.

The findings offer a coherent analytical framework that can inform future research and support evidence-
based policy-making and school leadership practices in the context of Iranian education. This framework
provides researchers with a foundation for further empirical investigation and offers policymakers and
educational leaders a comprehensive understanding of the interconnected factors that must be addressed
simultaneously to achieve meaningful and lasting digital transformation in Iran's schools.
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