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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and prioritize the key dimensions and components of school principals’ sensemaking to facilitate the
implementation of the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education. This applied study adopted a sequential mixed-methods design
with an exploratory approach. In the qualitative phase, a systematic literature review, semi-structured interviews with 19 academic and
organizational experts, and thematic analysis were conducted to extract sensemaking components. In the quantitative phase, data were
collected from 259 school principals in Tehran using a researcher-developed questionnaire and analyzed through confirmatory factor analysis
and structural equation modeling. Confirmatory factor analysis supported a four-dimensional model of principals’ sensemaking, including
communication skills, specialized knowledge, adaptation to local needs, and organizational support. Model fit indices indicated an acceptable
fit. Prioritization results showed that communication skills ranked first among the dimensions, while organizational support ranked last, and
among the components, human resource provision demonstrated the highest factor loading. The findings indicate that principals’ sensemaking
is a multidimensional construct, and effective implementation of the Fundamental Transformation Document requires integrated attention to
communicative capacities, professional knowledge, contextual adaptation, and organizational support mechanisms.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Educational systems across the world are undergoing profound transformations driven by social complexity, policy reforms,
and increasing expectations for accountability and quality. In this context, the successful implementation of large-scale
educational reforms depends not only on formal regulations and structural arrangements but also on how key actors interpret,
understand, and enact these reforms in practice. The concept of sensemaking has therefore gained increasing attention in
educational leadership and policy studies as a theoretical lens for explaining how individuals and organizations construct
meaning in situations of change and uncertainty (Urquhart et al., 2025). Sensemaking emphasizes interpretation,
contextualization, and the ongoing construction of shared understanding rather than linear policy implementation.

Within school systems, principals occupy a pivotal position at the intersection of policy and practice. They are responsible
for translating abstract policy texts into concrete actions that are understandable and acceptable to teachers, students, and other
stakeholders. Research shows that principals’ sensemaking processes strongly influence how reforms are enacted at the school
level and whether they are perceived as meaningful or merely symbolic (Righy, 2015). In this regard, sensemaking is not an
individual cognitive act but a social and relational process shaped by interaction, organizational culture, and contextual

constraints (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2019).
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In Iran, the Fundamental Transformation Document of Education represents the most comprehensive upstream policy
framework for reshaping the national education system. The document outlines ambitious goals related to holistic education,
Islamic—Iranian identity, social justice, and educational quality. Despite its strategic importance, empirical studies have reported
significant challenges in its implementation at the school level, including conceptual ambiguity, diverse interpretations, and
weak alignment between policy intentions and everyday school practices (Firoduni et al., 2021; Taheri et al., 2024). These
challenges highlight the importance of understanding how school principals make sense of the document and how their
interpretations shape implementation outcomes.

Prior research in educational leadership suggests that principals’ sensemaking is influenced by multiple factors, including
professional knowledge, communication practices, organizational support, and sensitivity to local contexts (Ganon-Shilon &
Chen, 2019; Gilbride et al., 2021). International studies have also shown that effective sensemaking by school leaders
contributes to organizational coherence, teacher engagement, and students’ socioemotional wellbeing (Yoshizawa, 2025). In
the Iranian context, several studies have addressed meaning-making, leadership competencies, and evaluation practices in
education, yet few have systematically identified and prioritized the specific components of principals’ sensemaking in relation
to the Fundamental Transformation Document (Aref et al., 2019; Bandari et al., 2018; Zarrinbal, 2019).

Moreover, existing studies often focus either on qualitative descriptions of sensemaking or on general leadership
competencies, without offering an integrated and prioritized framework that can guide both policy and practice. Recent research
has emphasized the need for mixed-methods approaches that combine in-depth qualitative exploration with quantitative
validation to capture the complexity of sensemaking processes (Urquhart et al., 2025). Addressing this gap, the present study
seeks to develop and validate a comprehensive model of school principals’ sensemaking for implementing the Fundamental
Transformation Document and to prioritize its key dimensions and components based on empirical evidence.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied research orientation and employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design. In the
qualitative phase, data were collected through a systematic review of relevant literature and semi-structured interviews with
academic and organizational experts in the field of education. Purposeful sampling was used, and interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis to extract dimensions, components,
and indicators of principals’ sensemaking.

Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed for the quantitative phase. The
statistical population consisted of school principals at the elementary, lower secondary, and upper secondary levels in Tehran.
A multi-stage cluster random sampling method was used, and data were collected from 259 principals. Quantitative data were
analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling to validate the proposed model and to prioritize
dimensions and components based on factor loadings and average variance extracted indices. Reliability and validity of the
measurement model were assessed using standard criteria, including internal consistency and construct validity.

Findings

The results of qualitative analysis led to the identification of a multidimensional model of principals’ sensemaking for
implementing the Fundamental Transformation Document. Four main dimensions emerged: communication skills, specialized
knowledge, adaptation to local needs, and organizational support. Each dimension comprised several components and

indicators reflecting both individual and organizational aspects of sensemaking.
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Confirmatory factor analysis supported the adequacy of the proposed measurement model. All factor loadings were
statistically significant and exceeded acceptable thresholds, indicating strong relationships between observed indicators and
their respective latent constructs. Model fit indices demonstrated that the overall model exhibited a satisfactory fit with the
empirical data.

Prioritization of the main dimensions revealed that communication skills ranked first, followed by specialized knowledge,
adaptation to local needs, and organizational support. At the component level, human resource provision showed the highest
factor loading among all components, indicating its critical role in principals’ sensemaking. Other high-priority components
included effective communication, interaction with stakeholders, and alignment of school programs with local contextual
needs. These findings suggest that principals perceive sensemaking primarily as a relational and interactive process, supported
by professional competence and contextual awareness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the multidimensional nature of school principals’ sensemaking in the context of
implementing a major educational reform. The prominence of communication skills as the top-ranked dimension highlights the
fundamentally social character of sensemaking in schools. Principals do not merely interpret policy texts individually; rather,
they construct meaning through dialogue, interaction, and ongoing engagement with teachers, students, parents, and other
stakeholders. This emphasizes the importance of interpersonal relationships and shared understanding in translating abstract
reform goals into everyday practice.

The high priority assigned to specialized knowledge indicates that effective sensemaking requires a solid understanding of
the concepts, objectives, and implications of the Fundamental Transformation Document. Principals who lack such knowledge
may struggle to provide coherent interpretations, even if they possess strong communication abilities. At the same time, the
role of adaptation to local needs reflects the contextual sensitivity of sensemaking, suggesting that successful implementation
depends on aligning national policy goals with the cultural, social, and educational realities of individual schools.

Although organizational support ranked lower than other dimensions, it remained a significant component of the
sensemaking process. This finding suggests that while principals rely heavily on their own skills and interactions, structural
and institutional support provides an enabling environment that facilitates or constrains sensemaking efforts. In particular, the
centrality of human resource provision indicates that sensemaking is not an isolated leadership activity but a collective process
involving competent and engaged staff.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature by offering an empirically validated and prioritized model of principals’
sensemaking tailored to the context of a national educational reform. The results have practical implications for policymaking,
leadership development, and professional training, as they highlight specific areas where investment and support can enhance
the meaningful implementation of reform initiatives. By emphasizing sensemaking as a core leadership process, the study
suggests that the success of the Fundamental Transformation Document depends not only on policy design but also on the

capacity of school principals to construct, share, and sustain meaningful interpretations of change within their schools.
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