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Abstract

The aim of this study was to develop and validate a model of school principals’ sensemaking to facilitate the effective
implementation of the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education. This applied research employed a mixed-
method sequential exploratory design. In the qualitative phase, 19 academic and organizational experts were purposefully
selected and interviewed using semi-structured protocols. Data were analyzed through thematic analysis with MAXQDA
2024. In the quantitative phase, 259 school principals in Tehran were selected using a multi-stage cluster random sampling
method, and a researcher-made questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings was administered. Data analysis involved
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using SPSS 16 and SmartPLS 3. The findings revealed four main dimensions of
principals’ sensemaking: specialized knowledge, communication skills, adaptation to local needs, and organizational
support. Results of CFA and one-sample t-tests indicated that all dimensions demonstrated satisfactory validity and
reliability (AVE>0.5, CR>0.7, a>0.7). Components such as methodological design, expert feedback, and sensitivity analysis
showed the highest internal and external validity. The final model exhibited good structural fit and predictive capability for
effective implementation of the Fundamental Transformation Document. The proposed model provides a practical
framework to enhance principals’ ability to interpret, localize, and implement the Fundamental Transformation Document.
It highlights the importance of professional training, collaborative networks, and sustainable organizational support in
fostering sensemaking within schools.

Keywords: sensemaking, school principals, Fundamental Transformation Document, thematic analysis, structural equation
modeling
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational systems worldwide are increasingly confronted with complex structural and cultural
transformations that demand adaptive, reflective, and meaning-oriented leadership. Within this context, the
sensemaking capacity of school principals has emerged as a pivotal factor in facilitating meaningful
implementation of educational reforms. Sensemaking, as first conceptualized by Weick, refers to the cognitive
and interpretive process by which individuals assign meaning to ambiguous or complex events within
organizational settings (Reid, 2021). In educational contexts, sensemaking enables school leaders to interpret
reform policies, align institutional objectives with broader educational visions, and guide teachers and students
through change.
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In Iran, the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education (FTDE) represents a comprehensive
strategic blueprint for restructuring the philosophy, goals, and practices of the national education system.
However, effective implementation of this document relies heavily on school principals’ ability to internalize,
interpret, and translate its core principles into actionable strategies. Studies suggest that when principals act
merely as administrative executors, reforms remain superficial and fail to create sustainable pedagogical
change (Bonyadi et al., 2018). Conversely, when principals engage in sensemaking, they reconstruct reform
objectives within local, cultural, and pedagogical realities, thereby fostering deeper institutional transformation
(Taheri et al., 2024).

Previous research in Iran reveals a considerable gap between policy formulation and school-level execution.
For example, (Rasteh et al., 2024) found that the majority of principals lack comprehensive awareness of the
FTDE’s philosophical underpinnings, leading to partial or inconsistent implementation. Similarly, (Hajizadeh
et al., 2023) emphasized that principal-teacher relationships significantly affect teachers’ performance and
motivation, underscoring the necessity of effective communication as a mediating variable in sensemaking. In
this regard, (Rezvani & Bani Si, 2023) identified social responsibility and ethical orientation as critical
antecedents for building trust and fostering shared meaning within educational institutions.

Globally, several empirical investigations have demonstrated that sensemaking is not an individual process but
a collective and interactive one. For instance, (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2018) and (Ganon-Shilon & Chen,
2019) showed that sensemaking among principals during educational reforms evolves through continuous
dialogue, reflection, and collaboration within the school community. These studies highlight that principals
who engage teachers and other stakeholders in interpretive processes are more successful in sustaining reform
initiatives. Similarly, (Abu-Shawish & Ghamrawi, 2025) found that middle leaders act as key sensemaking
agents, connecting macro-level policies to micro-level practices through shared professional understanding.
Recent international research during periods of crisis and rapid educational change, such as the COVID-19
pandemic, has further illustrated the critical role of sensemaking in maintaining organizational coherence and
morale. (Chaaban et al., 2025) revealed that middle leaders’ sensemaking enables them to reinterpret
disruptions as opportunities for innovation, while (Mazhabi, 2025) found that adaptive leadership strategies
based on contextual sensemaking were instrumental in preserving educational continuity during times of
uncertainty. Furthermore, (Yoshizawa, 2025) argued that sensemaking is intertwined with sensegiving, a
process by which leaders communicate and institutionalize shared meaning to promote socioemotional well-
being among students and staff.

From an ethical perspective, (Stansberry Beard, 2025) introduced the SEED (Sensemaking and Engagement
in Ethical Decision-making) framework, demonstrating that sensemaking enhances moral judgment and ethical
leadership in educational administration. This framework aligns with the Iranian educational context, where
moral and spiritual dimensions are integral to the FTDE’s vision. Similarly, (Zarei et al., 2024) proposed a
behavioral-cognitive model for leadership empowerment through meaning-making, emphasizing that
cognitive reflection and behavioral adaptability reinforce principals’ capacity to implement reform-based
changes effectively.

Additionally, (Zarinbal, 2019) showed that sensemaking processes improve organizational performance
beyond educational domains by fostering systematic decision-making and service quality enhancement. In the
context of Iran’s educational reform, this implies that sensemaking may serve as a generalizable managerial
framework applicable to both pedagogical and administrative dimensions. Finally, (Firoozani et al., 2021)
argued that the conceptualization of “meaning” in the FTDE requires critical examination, as its successful
operationalization depends on managers’ interpretive competence and philosophical alignment with the
document’s values.
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Given these empirical and theoretical insights, it becomes evident that sensemaking among school principals
serves as a bridge between the normative aspirations of policy documents and the lived realities of schools.
Nevertheless, little is known about the structural dimensions, indicators, and validation of a comprehensive
sensemaking model tailored to Iranian educational settings. Therefore, this study aimed to develop and validate
a model of school principals’ sensemaking for the implementation of the Fundamental Transformation
Document of Education, integrating cognitive, relational, contextual, and organizational dimensions derived
from qualitative and quantitative analyses.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted an applied mixed-method design with an exploratory sequential approach. In the
qualitative phase, the population included academic and organizational experts in education policy and
leadership. Using purposive sampling, 19 experts were selected based on the principle of theoretical saturation.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted, transcribed, and analyzed thematically using MAXQDA 2024.

In the quantitative phase, the population consisted of elementary, middle, and high school principals in Tehran.
Based on the requirements of structural equation modeling (SEM), 259 principals were selected through multi-
stage cluster random sampling. A researcher-made questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings was
administered. Data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with SPSS v16 and SmartPLS v3.
Reliability and validity were assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average
variance extracted (AVE).

Findings

The findings revealed four major dimensions and corresponding subcomponents constituting the model of
school principals’ sensemaking for FTDE implementation: (1) specialized knowledge, (2) communication
skills, (3) adaptation to local needs, and (4) organizational support.

The dimension of specialized knowledge included components such as understanding FTDE concepts,
analytical competence in interpreting goals, recognition of implementation challenges, and ability to localize
key principles. Results indicated that principals who demonstrated greater conceptual understanding exhibited
stronger alignment between school programs and national reform objectives.

The communication skills dimension comprised indicators like effective interaction with teachers and students,
stakeholder collaboration, participatory decision-making, and the use of modern communication tools. These
factors collectively enhanced the clarity of educational objectives and promoted an inclusive reform
environment.

The adaptation to local needs dimension emphasized identifying and integrating regional socio-cultural and
economic requirements into educational planning. Principals with higher contextual awareness demonstrated
greater flexibility and innovation in customizing programs to reflect community realities.

Finally, organizational support included financial, human, and infrastructural provisions necessary for
sustaining sensemaking practices. Schools with stronger institutional backing displayed higher internal
coherence and greater stability in reform implementation.

Statistical results confirmed the robustness of the model: Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values
exceeded 0.7, and AVE scores were above 0.5 for all constructs, indicating satisfactory internal consistency
and convergent validity. One-sample t-tests demonstrated the significance of both internal and external validity
components, with mean scores ranging from 4.1 to 4.67 and t-values exceeding 5.00 at p < 0.001. Among
external validity indicators, “research design” achieved the highest mean (4.34), while “sensitivity analysis”
ranked highest for internal validity (4.67). All path coefficients in CFA exceeded 0.4, confirming strong
structural fit of the proposed sensemaking model.

Discussion and Conclusion



AL drwgi § Sty (b 3g0T

The findings of this study confirm that sensemaking is a multidimensional construct encompassing knowledge-
based, interpersonal, contextual, and systemic capacities. Principals’ specialized knowledge serves as the
cognitive foundation for interpreting and operationalizing the FTDE. This supports (Bonyadi et al., 2018) and
(Taheri et al., 2024), who argued that educational reform success depends on leaders’ intellectual engagement
with policy frameworks. Principals who internalize the document’s principles can effectively translate abstract
goals into concrete pedagogical actions.

The second dimension—communication skills—plays a crucial mediating role between knowledge and
practice. Consistent with (Ganon-Shilon & Chen, 2019; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2018), this study
demonstrates that sensemaking thrives in collaborative dialogue rather than isolated decision-making. Schools
function as interpretive communities where shared understanding is built through transparent and empathetic
communication. This aligns with (Rezvani & Bani Si, 2023) and (Hajizadeh et al., 2023), who found that
ethical, trust-based relationships between principals and teachers enhance engagement and collective purpose.
The adaptation to local needs dimension underscores the importance of contextualization in reform
implementation. Echoing (Zarei et al., 2024), effective sensemaking occurs when leaders integrate behavioral
and cognitive flexibility to align reforms with community realities. Similarly, (Mazhabi, 2025) emphasized
that adaptive leadership during crises ensures the sustainability of educational innovation. The present findings
corroborate these perspectives, revealing that localized meaning reconstruction leads to greater community
acceptance and school effectiveness.

Organizational support emerged as a critical enabler of sustained sensemaking. As (Chaaban et al., 2025)
indicated, institutional backing empowers leaders to navigate educational disruptions with confidence. The
present study likewise found that organizational infrastructure, resources, and supportive supervision are
indispensable for transforming sensemaking from a cognitive process into a collective institutional practice.
Overall, the results align with (Abu-Shawish & Ghamrawi, 2025) and (Stansberry Beard, 2025), who
described sensemaking as both an interpretive and ethical process. In the Iranian context—where educational
leadership integrates moral and cultural values—principals’ ability to make sense of reforms becomes both a
managerial and ethical responsibility. Furthermore, the findings validate (Yoshizawa, 2025)’s argument that
sensemaking and sensegiving must coexist to foster emotional coherence and social well-being among school
communities.

The integration of these dimensions within a coherent model advances both theoretical and practical
understanding of educational leadership. Theoretically, the model illustrates how cognitive, relational, and
structural factors interact to shape principals’ interpretive agency. Practically, it provides a framework for
developing professional training programs that enhance sensemaking skills, promote adaptive leadership, and
strengthen collaboration between schools and governing bodies.

In conclusion, this study offers an empirically validated model that explicates the mechanisms through which
school principals construct and enact meaning in implementing the Fundamental Transformation Document
of Education. By emphasizing knowledge, communication, contextual responsiveness, and organizational
support, the model bridges the gap between policy intent and practical realization. Future reforms in Iranian
education should therefore prioritize the cultivation of sensemaking competence among principals as a
strategic pathway toward meaningful, sustainable, and context-sensitive educational transformation.
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