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Abstract:

The present applied research, conducted using a mixed-methods design (qualitative and quantitative), aimed to design a curriculum model
based on teacher empowerment with an emphasis on the cognitive flexibility theory in lower secondary schools in Mazandaran Province in
2021. In the qualitative phase, 20 faculty members and experts from Islamic Azad University participated, of whom 15 were selected through
purposive sampling based on the principle of saturation. In the quantitative phase, the study population comprised 5,149 teachers employed
in lower secondary schools in Mazandaran Province, from which a sample of 358 teachers was determined using Cochran’s formula and
selected through two-stage cluster sampling. The Delphi method was employed in the qualitative phase, while in the quantitative phase, a
researcher-developed questionnaire on teacher empowerment in curriculum design, incorporating a cognitive flexibility approach, was
utilized, containing 62 identified indicators. The validity of the research instrument was confirmed through face, content, and construct
validity. The reliability of the instrument was estimated and confirmed using internal consistency via Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability. Data analysis was conducted through confirmatory factor analysis using SPSS 21 and PLS 2 software. Regarding the qualitative
findings, 15 indicators were identified in the content dimension, with the integrative method (theory and practice) ranking highest in
importance. The results further indicated that as teachers become more empowered, their professional status improves, they become more
adept at solving problems, and they deliver higher-quality educational performance. Their professional knowledge increases, and they
develop latent power through their expertise. This empowerment essentially involves the activation of this latent power, leading to benefits
such as enhanced commitment and a stronger sense of belonging to the school.
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Extended Summary

Introduction
The increasing pace of global transformations and the expansion of international relations have introduced new challenges

that necessitate continuous knowledge updates, particularly within education systems. In knowledge-based societies, the key
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driver of development is an educated and insightful workforce, with teachers at the forefront of this movement (Nazari Ardabili
et al., 2024; Qazi et al., 2024). Teacher empowerment refers to enhancing individual, social, and organizational capabilities
through structured initiatives aimed at expanding opportunities and improving professional competencies. Empowerment
occurs across three major dimensions: personal, social, and organizational, and can be facilitated through education,
professional training, organizational development, and ultimately, increased institutional efficiency (Sotoudeh Moghadam et
al., 2024).

Empowerment fosters knowledge-sharing, encourages creative problem-solving, and promotes innovative thinking in
professional environments (En, 2023; Mo’tamed & Dibachi, 2023). Given the rapid influx of media stimuli and digital
interactions in modern societies, individuals must swiftly transition between ideas and tasks, enhancing cognitive adaptability.
Cognitive flexibility, in this regard, plays a fundamental role in addressing complex problems, optimizing brain functions, and
fostering acceptance of diverse perspectives (Babaei Parsheh & Mosadeghi Nik, 2022; Kang et al., 2022).

The concept of empowerment has been widely debated, yet a universally accepted definition remains elusive. Scholars argue
that the term is often used without clear theoretical grounding, reflecting a lack of comprehensive historical and empirical
research. This ambiguity has led to various interpretations of the concept, hindering the development of a cohesive scientific
framework (Nasser Sheykholeslami et al., 2021; Sadeghi et al., 2021; Valeh et al., 2021). Some researchers equate
empowerment with job enrichment, personal autonomy, team-based work, and performance-based incentive systems. At its
core, empowerment involves granting authority and enhancing capabilities. Cognitive flexibility, in particular, is characterized
by an individual’s ability to shift cognitive frameworks and adapt to new situations. Many educational programs worldwide
are now incorporating cognitive flexibility principles into curriculum design to support long-term cognitive development in
students (Tagipour, 2019).

Given the significance of empowered educators in fostering student success, this study seeks to develop a curriculum model
for teacher empowerment based on cognitive flexibility theory in lower secondary education. The study aims to address key
questions regarding the content and instructional strategies best suited for integrating cognitive flexibility into teacher training
programs.

Methods and Materials

This applied research employed a mixed-methods design combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. The qualitative
phase utilized the Delphi method, engaging 20 experts from Islamic Azad University, of whom 15 were purposively selected
based on theoretical saturation. The quantitative phase targeted a population of 5,149 secondary school teachers in Mazandaran
Province, from which a sample of 358 participants was selected using two-stage cluster sampling, as determined by Cochran’s
formula.

In the qualitative phase, key curriculum components were identified through expert panel discussions. In the quantitative
phase, data were collected using a researcher-developed questionnaire on teacher empowerment, incorporating a cognitive
flexibility framework with 62 identified indicators. The instrument’s validity was confirmed through face, content, and
construct validation, while reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability measures.

Data analysis was conducted using confirmatory factor analysis with SPSS 21 and PLS 2 software. The exploratory factor
analysis helped identify and categorize critical dimensions of teacher empowerment, while structural equation modeling was

employed to examine the relationships between various curriculum elements.
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Findings

The demographic analysis of the study revealed that 60% of the participants were male, while 40% were female. The highest
educational qualification among respondents was a bachelor's degree, with the lowest being an associate degree. The normality
of data distribution was confirmed through the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.

The qualitative findings identified 15 key indicators in the curriculum content dimension, with the integrative approach
(combining theory and practice) receiving the highest ranking. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that 15 indicators had
factor loadings above 0.50, validating their inclusion in the final model. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test and Bartlett’s test
confirmed the suitability of the sample for factor analysis. The exploratory factor analysis indicated that 54.62% of the variance
was explained by nine extracted factors.

Regarding curriculum content, the most influential indicators were adaptability training, research skill development, and
assessment analysis skills. Friedman’s ranking test demonstrated statistically significant differences in the importance of these
indicators. Additionally, in terms of teaching and learning strategies, the study identified 15 key methods, with nine retained
after factor analysis. The most effective strategies included experiential learning, blended instruction, and the integration of
digital tools. The findings further highlighted that as teachers become more empowered, they exhibit enhanced problem-solving
abilities, improved instructional performance, and stronger professional commitment.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role of curriculum design in enhancing teacher empowerment through
cognitive flexibility. The research identified key content components and instructional strategies that contribute to effective
teacher training. Specifically, curriculum content should emphasize adaptability, critical thinking, and research skills to prepare
teachers for dynamic educational environments. Teaching methodologies should incorporate hands-on learning, creative
problem-solving, and digital literacy to foster cognitive flexibility.

The study aligns with previous research emphasizing the need for teacher empowerment as a driver of educational quality.
Similar findings have been reported in studies that examined the role of teacher training in professional development,
instructional effectiveness, and cognitive skill enhancement. The research supports the notion that empowered teachers are
better equipped to navigate complex educational challenges, engage students effectively, and contribute to institutional
improvements.

From a practical perspective, integrating cognitive flexibility principles into teacher training programs can yield long-term
benefits for both educators and students. Flexible thinking enables teachers to respond to diverse classroom situations, tailor
their teaching strategies to individual student needs, and foster an inclusive learning environment. Furthermore, empowered
teachers are more likely to experience job satisfaction, motivation, and a sense of belonging within their institutions.

While this study provides valuable insights, certain limitations must be acknowledged. The research was conducted within
Mazandaran Province, limiting its generalizability to other regions. Additionally, the novelty of the topic meant that fewer prior
studies were available for comparison. Future research should explore the application of cognitive flexibility-based curricula
in different educational contexts and examine its long-term impact on teacher performance.

To enhance teacher empowerment, educational policymakers should consider incorporating cognitive flexibility training
into professional development programs. Future curriculum reforms should emphasize experiential learning, interdisciplinary
teaching approaches, and technology integration. Organizing national and regional conferences on teacher empowerment can

further disseminate best practices and promote innovative pedagogical strategies.
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In conclusion, this study provides a comprehensive framework for designing a curriculum model that empowers teachers
through cognitive flexibility. By fostering adaptability, problem-solving skills, and innovative teaching methodologies, this
approach can significantly enhance the effectiveness of educators in lower secondary education. The study highlights the need
for continuous professional development, structured curriculum reform, and policy initiatives that support teacher
empowerment as a cornerstone of educational success.
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