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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and explain the aesthetic foundations of citizenship education and to develop and validate a curriculum
model for the first cycle of primary education. This study was applied-developmental in purpose, descriptive-survey in nature, and
conducted using a mixed-methods approach. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with experts
in curriculum planning, primary education, citizenship education, philosophy of education, and educational aesthetics and were analyzed
using thematic analysis. Participants were selected through criterion-based purposive sampling, and sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Subsequently, the relationships among the extracted components were examined using interpretive structural
modeling and MICMAC analysis. In the quantitative phase, 106 teachers and administrators from the first cycle of primary education
participated. Data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire and analyzed through partial least squares structural equation
modeling. Factor loadings ranged from 0.70 to 0.91, Cronbach's alpha coefficients from 0.84 to 0.91, composite reliability from 0.89 to
0.94, and average variance extracted from 0.61 to 0.72. All major structural paths were statistically significant. The strongest path was
from teacher role to teaching-learning strategies (B=0.51). Teaching-learning strategies significantly predicted creativity and aesthetic
expression (f=0.48), social participation predicted aesthetic ethics and behavior (3=0.47), and aesthetic perception predicted civic identity
and belonging (f=0.45). The model explained 0.56 of the variance in civic behavioral outcomes, and the SRMR value was 0.067. The
proposed model demonstrated that aesthetically grounded citizenship education has a multilevel structure beginning with philosophical
foundations and teacher role and progressing through curriculum content, learning environment, aesthetic experience, identity, creativity,
and social participation toward civic behavioral outcomes.

Keywords: Aesthetics, Citizenship Education, Curriculum, First Cycle of Primary Education, Interpretive Structural Modeling, Structural
Equation Modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Citizenship education is one of the fundamental responsibilities of contemporary educational systems because
schools are expected not only to transmit subject-specific knowledge but also to prepare learners for
responsible, participatory, ethical, and constructive life in society. This function is particularly important
during primary education, when many social attitudes, values, behavioral patterns, and perceptions of self and
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others begin to take shape. Citizenship education at this level therefore involves more than teaching formal
concepts related to rights and duties. It includes developing responsibility, cooperation, respect for others,
social participation, environmental awareness, belonging, adherence to shared rules, and the ability to
contribute meaningfully to collective life. Preparing the citizen of the future consequently requires systematic
educational experiences beginning in the early school years and extending across the curriculum (Ameri,
2023). Citizenship education should also be embedded in authentic school experiences so that children can
practice social values rather than merely acquire declarative knowledge about them (Fathi Vajargah & Vahed
Choukadeh, 2009; Karam Afrouz et al., 2011).

Recent social, cultural, technological, and communicative transformations have expanded the meaning of
citizenship. Contemporary citizens are increasingly required to participate not only in immediate local
communities but also in digital, media-based, culturally diverse, and globally connected environments.
Accordingly, citizenship education now encompasses digital citizenship, media literacy, legal literacy, critical
thinking, responsible communication, and awareness of rights and obligations in technology-mediated
environments (Hosseinzadeh et al., 2024; Kwon & Sung, 2024; Sharifi Rahnemou et al., 2024). At the
same time, effective citizenship education should develop progressively across educational stages. A spiral
curriculum perspective suggests that citizenship-related outcomes should be revisited at increasingly complex
levels and adapted to learners' developmental characteristics (Copur, 2025). Comparative educational
experiences likewise indicate that continuity, practical engagement, social participation, and connections
between school learning and everyday life are important principles of citizenship education (Hajati Mokhar
et al., 2023).

Despite its importance, citizenship education does not always occupy a sufficiently explicit or systematic
position in formal curricula. In the Iranian educational context, it has been described as a relatively hidden
curricular priority, with disparities between its acknowledged importance and its systematic implementation
(Kahkesh, 2022). Studies examining teachers' perspectives have similarly suggested that different dimensions
of citizenship education are not equally represented in existing curricula and that practical, participatory, and
experience-oriented dimensions may receive less emphasis than conceptual or moral components (Zare et al.,
2024). In addition, citizenship education should simultaneously reinforce students' national, cultural, and
value-based identities while preparing them to interact responsibly with broader social and global contexts
(Nadimi, 2014). Citizenship is therefore best understood as a multidimensional educational construct
connecting knowledge, identity, values, relationships, participation, and everyday social conduct.

An important yet comparatively underdeveloped dimension of this field is the aesthetic foundation of
citizenship education. Aesthetic education is not limited to formal art instruction; it concerns sensitivity to
beauty, harmony, order, environment, human relationships, emotional experience, imagination, creativity, and
the quality of one's engagement with the surrounding world. From this perspective, aesthetic sensitivity may
provide an important bridge between perception and responsible civic behavior. A child who develops
sensitivity toward the beauty, cleanliness, order, cultural meaning, and shared value of school and community
environments may also become more willing to protect those environments and act responsibly within them.
Such an approach is consistent with broader educational perspectives emphasizing experiential and holistic
development rather than the mere accumulation of information (Naghibzadeh, 1998). It is also relevant to the
conception of citizenship as a requirement of collective and urban life, where respect, responsibility,
environmental care, and participation directly affect the quality of common spaces (Mogharab Elahi, 2018).
Aesthetic approaches may also foster creativity and student agency. Contemporary citizenship learning
increasingly emphasizes learners as active participants in constructing meaning and engaging with their social
environments rather than as passive recipients of prescribed civic content (Jiang, 2024). Integrating artistic,
narrative, experiential, collaborative, and problem-oriented activities into primary curricula can therefore
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support both aesthetic development and civic participation. This orientation corresponds with contemporary
pedagogical perspectives that seek to integrate philosophical and value-based foundations with active, learner-
centered approaches appropriate to twenty-first-century education (Sembiring, 2024). Furthermore,
dimensions such as health, cleanliness, self-care, and responsibility toward shared environments can also be
incorporated into this expanded understanding of citizenship education (Ceka, 2024). Against this background,
the present study aimed to identify the aesthetic foundations of citizenship education and to develop and
validate a curriculum model for the first cycle of primary education.

Methods and Materials

This applied, developmental, descriptive-survey study employed a mixed-methods design consisting of
qualitative, interpretive-structural, and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the study population
consisted of experts and scholars in curriculum planning, primary education, citizenship education, educational
aesthetics, philosophy of education, and experienced educational administrators familiar with the first cycle of
primary education. Participants were selected through criterion-based purposive sampling, with snowball
sampling used when necessary to identify additional qualified experts. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation and the point at which additional interviews no longer generated substantively new concepts. Data
were collected through researcher-developed semi-structured interviews addressing the meaning and functions
of aesthetic citizenship education, curricular goals, content, teaching and learning strategies, the learning
environment, the teacher's role, evaluation approaches, civic identity, participation, and aesthetic experience.
Interview data and relevant conceptual material were analyzed through thematic analysis. Meaning units were
identified, initially coded, compared, merged, and progressively organized into subthemes and overarching
themes. The resulting components were then entered into the interpretive structural modeling phase. Experts
assessed pairwise relationships among the identified components using an ISM questionnaire. A structural
self-interaction matrix was developed, transformed into an initial reachability matrix, and subsequently
converted into a final reachability matrix after consideration of transitivity. The components were then
hierarchically leveled, and their driving power and dependence were examined using MICMAC analysis.

In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of teachers and administrators working in the first
cycle of primary schools in the study context. A total of 106 participants were included. A researcher-
developed questionnaire was constructed from the qualitative and ISM findings. Face and content validity were
examined by experts, while the measurement and structural models were evaluated using partial least squares
structural equation modeling. Internal consistency, composite reliability, convergent validity, discriminant
validity, collinearity, path coefficients, coefficients of determination, predictive relevance, and overall model
fit were assessed. Bootstrapping was used to test the statistical significance of the structural paths.

Findings

The quantitative sample consisted of 106 participants, including 78 teachers and 28 school administrators.
Sixty-nine participants were women and 37 were men. Their mean age was 39.84 years with a standard
deviation of 7.16, and their ages ranged from 26 to 56 years. The mean professional experience was 15.73
years with a standard deviation of 6.42, indicating that the sample generally possessed substantial professional
familiarity with primary education.

The qualitative analysis identified a multidimensional structure of aesthetic citizenship education. The
principal themes included aesthetic perception and sensitivity, civic identity and belonging, social participation
and agency, aesthetic ethics and behavior, creativity and aesthetic expression, curriculum content, teaching-
learning strategies, the learning environment, citizenship education assessment, and the role of the teacher.
The findings indicated that aesthetic citizenship education cannot be reduced to artistic content alone. Rather,
it represents an integrated curricular approach involving perception, identity, creativity, social relationships,
environmental responsibility, pedagogical processes, and observable civic behavior.
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Interpretive structural modeling organized the identified components into six hierarchical levels.
Philosophical-educational orientation and the role of the teacher occupied the deepest foundational level.
Curriculum content and the learning environment constituted the next level, followed by aesthetic perception
and sensitivity and teaching-learning strategies. Civic identity and belonging and creativity and aesthetic
expression appeared at higher levels, whereas social participation, aesthetic ethics, assessment, and civic
behavioral outcomes were positioned closer to the outcome level. MICMAC analysis showed that
philosophical-educational orientation and teacher role had high driving power and relatively low dependence
and were therefore categorized as independent driving factors. Curriculum content, learning environment,
teaching-learning strategies, and aesthetic perception functioned primarily as linkage variables, while civic
identity, creativity, participation, aesthetic behavior, assessment, and civic behavioral outcomes were
predominantly dependent variables.

Evaluation of the measurement model demonstrated satisfactory psychometric properties. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.70 to 0.91. Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranged from 0.84 to 0.91, and composite reliability
coefficients ranged from 0.89 to 0.94. Average variance extracted ranged from 0.61 to 0.72, supporting
convergent validity. Discriminant validity was also satisfactory, with HTMT values remaining below 0.85. No
problematic collinearity was identified.

All major structural paths were statistically significant. The strongest relationship was the effect of teacher role
on teaching-learning strategies (f = 0.51), followed by the effect of teaching-learning strategies on creativity
and aesthetic expression (B = 0.48) and the effect of social participation and agency on aesthetic ethics and
behavior (B = 0.47). Philosophical-educational orientation significantly predicted teacher role (B = 0.46) and
curriculum content ( = 0.39). Aesthetic perception significantly predicted civic identity and belonging (B =
0.45), and civic identity significantly predicted social participation (B = 0.41). Creativity and aesthetic
expression also significantly predicted social participation (p = 0.29). Social participation predicted both
aesthetic ethics and behavior and civic behavioral outcomes. The model explained 0.42 of the variance in
aesthetic perception, 0.47 in civic identity and belonging, 0.51 in social participation, 0.49 in aesthetic ethics
and behavior, and 0.56 in civic behavioral outcomes. Predictive relevance values were positive and ranged
from 0.24 to 0.39. The SRMR value was 0.067, indicating an acceptable overall fit.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that aesthetic citizenship education in the first cycle of primary education should be
understood as an integrated developmental process rather than as an isolated instructional topic. The
hierarchical structure of the model indicates that philosophical orientation and teacher agency provide the
foundation upon which curricular content, learning environments, and teaching strategies are constructed.
These educational processes then shape children's aesthetic perception and sensitivity, which in turn contribute
to civic identity, creativity, social participation, ethical behavior, and ultimately observable citizenship
outcomes.

The prominent position of the teacher in the model is particularly important. Primary-school children
experience citizenship not only through formal lessons but also through the interpersonal climate created by
the teacher, the organization of classroom activities, opportunities for participation, and the behavioral
examples they observe. Accordingly, teachers function as mediators between curriculum philosophy and lived
educational experience. The strong relationship between teacher role and teaching-learning strategies supports
the view that curricular reform cannot be accomplished solely through changes in textbooks or formal
objectives; it also requires changes in classroom practice.

The findings also indicate that aesthetic perception can serve as an important mechanism linking the learning
environment to civic identity. Sensitivity to beauty, order, harmony, cultural meaning, cleanliness, and the
quality of shared spaces may encourage children to develop stronger emotional attachment to their school and
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community. Such attachment can subsequently support participation and responsible behavior. In this
framework, aesthetic experience is not an ornamental addition to citizenship education. It is a mechanism
through which children learn to value their social and physical environments and recognize their responsibility
for maintaining and improving them.

The significant pathway from teaching-learning strategies to creativity and from creativity to participation
further indicates that civic education should provide opportunities for children to express, construct, interpret,
and collaborate. Storytelling, visual arts, role-play, environmental projects, collaborative activities,
observation, dialogue, and creative problem solving can transform citizenship concepts from abstract
propositions into meaningful experiences. These approaches are especially appropriate during early primary
education because they correspond more closely to children's developmental characteristics than
predominantly verbal or abstract instruction.

Overall, the proposed model provides a coherent framework in which aesthetic, curricular, social, ethical, and
behavioral dimensions of citizenship education are integrated. The empirical validation of the model indicates
that its components possess acceptable reliability, validity, explanatory capacity, and predictive relevance. The
study therefore concludes that an aesthetically grounded citizenship curriculum for the first cycle of primary
education should be designed around coherent philosophical foundations, an active teacher role, enriched
curricular content, participatory and aesthetic learning environments, experiential teaching strategies,
development of aesthetic sensitivity and creativity, strengthening of civic identity, and opportunities for
authentic social participation. Such a curriculum may provide a more developmentally appropriate and
comprehensive foundation for cultivating responsible, participatory, sensitive, and socially engaged citizens
from the earliest years of formal schooling.
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