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Abstract

The present study aimed to conceptualize the mentoring process of school principals and develop a grounded model based on participants’
lived experiences. This applied qualitative study was conducted using a grounded theory approach. Participants included school principals,
deputies, educational experts, and experienced mentors selected through purposive and theoretical sampling. Data were collected via 18
in-depth semi-structured interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis was conducted concurrently
through open, axial, and selective coding. A total of 120 initial concepts were identified during open coding and subsequently organized
into 43 axial categories. Finally, a paradigmatic model including causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening factors, strategies,
and consequences was developed. The findings indicated that mentoring of school principals is a multidimensional, interactive, and
transformative process shaped by factors such as the need for guidance, experience-based learning, mutual trust, and supportive structures.
Strategies such as reflective feedback, reciprocal learning, supportive mentoring, and learning from errors play a critical role in its
effectiveness. Intervening conditions including cultural resistance, lack of reward systems, and absence of formal structures may either
facilitate or hinder the process. Ultimately, mentoring leads to outcomes such as professional growth, managerial self-efficacy, resilience,
and improvement in organizational culture. Mentoring, as a developmental, relational, and experience-based mechanism, can significantly
enhance the professional capabilities of school principals, and implementing a localized mentoring model can improve the overall quality
of educational leadership.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, rapid transformations in educational systems and the increasing complexity of school
leadership roles have intensified the need for more effective and context-sensitive professional development
approaches for school principals. Traditional training methods, which often rely on theoretical instruction and
short-term workshops, have proven insufficient in equipping school leaders with the practical, adaptive, and
relational competencies required in dynamic educational environments. As a result, mentoring has emerged as
a powerful and increasingly recognized strategy for professional development, particularly in education
systems seeking to enhance leadership capacity and organizational effectiveness (Geletu, 2024; Kuhn et al.,
2024).

Mentoring is broadly conceptualized as a structured or semi-structured developmental relationship between a

more experienced individual (mentor) and a less experienced one (mentee), aimed at facilitating learning,



professional growth, and identity formation. Unlike formal training, mentoring is grounded in experiential
learning, social interaction, and reflective practice, enabling mentees to navigate real-world challenges more
effectively (Deng & Turner, 2024; Joo & Cruz, 2023). In educational contexts, mentoring plays a crucial role
not only in enhancing managerial skills but also in fostering self-efficacy, resilience, and professional
confidence among school leaders (Ajuwon et al., 2024).

A growing body of research highlights the multidimensional benefits of mentoring, including improved job
satisfaction, stronger organizational commitment, and enhanced performance outcomes. Mentoring
relationships facilitate the transfer of tacit knowledge, support adaptive decision-making, and contribute to the
development of professional learning communities (Ghasemi et al., 2023; Zong & Tsaur, 2023). Moreover,
innovative mentoring models—such as peer mentoring, reverse mentoring, and digital mentoring—have
expanded the scope and accessibility of mentoring practices in contemporary educational systems (Javanmard
et al., 2024; Semingson, 2023; Topcu, 2025).

Despite these advancements, the implementation of mentoring in many educational contexts, particularly in
developing systems, remains fragmented and under-theorized. There is often a lack of culturally grounded
models that reflect the specific organizational, social, and institutional realities of local education systems.
Previous studies have emphasized the importance of designing context-specific mentoring frameworks that
align with local needs, values, and structures (Afsayi et al., 2024; Mohseni Sarbandi et al., 2024).
Additionally, the effectiveness of mentoring is highly contingent upon relational quality, organizational
support, and the alignment between mentoring strategies and contextual conditions (Deng & Turner, 2024;
Kuhn et al., 2024).

In the Iranian educational context, although informal mentoring practices may exist, there is a notable absence
of systematic, evidence-based models tailored to the professional development of school principals. This gap
underscores the necessity of conducting qualitative, experience-based research to explore the underlying
dimensions, mechanisms, and conditions shaping mentoring practices. Grounded theory, as a methodological
approach, offers a robust framework for developing theory directly from empirical data and lived experiences,
making it particularly suitable for investigating complex, context-dependent phenomena such as mentoring
(Caruana, 2024; Denson & Bayati, 2025).

Accordingly, the present study aims to develop a comprehensive and contextually grounded mentoring model
for school principals based on participants’ lived experiences and perceptions.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach based on grounded theory methodology, following the
systematic procedures of Strauss and Corbin. The research design was selected due to its suitability for
exploring complex social processes and generating theory grounded in empirical data.

Participants included school principals, assistant principals, educational experts, and experienced mentors who

had direct and meaningful involvement in mentoring processes within educational settings. A purposive



sampling strategy was initially employed to select participants with relevant expertise and experience. As data
collection and analysis progressed, theoretical sampling was used to refine and elaborate emerging categories.
Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, which occurred after conducting 18 in-
depth semi-structured interviews.

The primary data collection tool was a semi-structured interview protocol designed to elicit participants’
experiences, perceptions, and insights regarding mentoring processes. Interview questions addressed key areas
such as the nature of mentoring relationships, factors influencing mentoring effectiveness, challenges and
barriers, and perceived outcomes of mentoring.

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection using three stages of coding: open coding, axial
coding, and selective coding. In the open coding phase, interview transcripts were examined line-by-line to
identify discrete concepts, resulting in the extraction of 120 initial codes. During axial coding, these codes
were grouped into related categories and subcategories, leading to the identification of 43 axial categories. In
the final stage, selective coding, a central phenomenon was identified, and a paradigmatic model was
developed, integrating causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences.

Ethical considerations were strictly observed, including obtaining informed consent, ensuring confidentiality
and anonymity, and allowing participants to withdraw from the study at any stage.

Findings

The findings of the study revealed that mentoring of school principals is a complex, multidimensional, and
dynamic process shaped by the interaction of various structural, relational, and contextual factors. The analysis
resulted in the identification of 120 initial concepts, which were subsequently organized into 43 axial
categories and further integrated into a comprehensive paradigmatic model.

The central phenomenon of the study was conceptualized as “mentoring as an interactive, developmental, and
relationship-based process for empowering school principals.” This core category reflects the participants’
perception of mentoring as a transformative and human-centered process rather than a purely technical or
procedural activity.

Causal conditions identified in the model included the need for guidance, experience-based learning, perceived
value of mentoring, a human development perspective, and the authenticity of relationships. These factors
explain why mentoring emerges as a necessary and meaningful practice in the professional development of
school principals.

Contextual conditions encompassed elements such as mutual trust, supportive organizational structures,
informal mentoring experiences, interactive and relational processes, characteristics of effective mentors,
behavioral modeling, integration of technology, and hybrid leadership styles. These conditions provide the

necessary environment for mentoring to occur effectively.



Intervening conditions included cultural resistance, lack of formal mentoring structures, insufficient mentor
training, weak reward systems, organizational trust, and the dominance of bureaucratic and supervisory
cultures. These factors were found to either facilitate or hinder the implementation and effectiveness of
mentoring practices.

The study also identified a set of key strategies employed in effective mentoring, including reflective feedback,
supportive mentoring, reciprocal learning, empowerment, peer learning, learning from errors, professional
reflection, transformational leadership, and constructive conflict management. These strategies highlight the
active, participatory, and reflective nature of mentoring processes.

Finally, the consequences of mentoring were categorized into individual and organizational outcomes. At the
individual level, mentoring led to enhanced professional growth, increased managerial self-efficacy, improved
resilience, and strengthened professional identity. At the organizational level, mentoring contributed to
improved communication, knowledge sharing, development of a learning culture, and overall enhancement of
educational quality.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the significance of mentoring as a transformative and relational process
that plays a critical role in the professional development of school principals. The identification of mentoring
as a multidimensional and interactive phenomenon highlights its potential to bridge the gap between theory
and practice in educational leadership. By emphasizing experiential learning, reflective practice, and
interpersonal relationships, mentoring provides a holistic framework for developing the complex competencies
required in contemporary school leadership.

The study demonstrates that effective mentoring is not solely dependent on individual mentor or mentee
characteristics but is deeply embedded in organizational, cultural, and structural contexts. The interplay
between causal, contextual, and intervening conditions reveals that mentoring practices must be designed and
implemented in alignment with the specific realities of educational systems. In particular, the presence of
supportive structures, trust-based relationships, and a culture of learning are essential for fostering meaningful
mentoring experiences.

Furthermore, the findings highlight the importance of adopting innovative and flexible mentoring strategies
that accommodate diverse learning needs and professional contexts. The integration of digital technologies,
peer mentoring, and reflective feedback mechanisms can enhance the accessibility and effectiveness of
mentoring programs. At the same time, addressing barriers such as cultural resistance, lack of incentives, and
insufficient training is crucial for ensuring the sustainability and impact of mentoring initiatives.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by developing a contextually grounded
mentoring model for school principals that captures the complexity and richness of mentoring processes. The

proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and implementing mentoring as a

strategic tool for professional development in education. By moving beyond traditional training approaches



and embracing mentoring as a relational and developmental process, educational systems can enhance

leadership capacity, promote organizational learning, and ultimately improve the quality of schooling.
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