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Abstract

Context and Purpose: This study investigates the key events influencing educational policy in Iran
over the past two decades (2005-2025). The significance of this inquiry lies in the fact that, during
this period, recurrent policy shifts and numerous challenges have hindered the realization of
educational goals.

Methodology: This study is qualitative in orientation and adopts an analytical-applied purpose. In
terms of data collection, it is grounded in a document-based and comparative analysis. The research
population consists of Iranian educational policy documents issued between 2005 and 2025, from
which purposive samples were drawn, including higher-order policy texts, official reports,
authoritative statements, and scholarly studies. Data were collected through systematic document
review and the extraction of analytical propositions, and subsequently examined using directed
qualitative content analysis within the framework of established policy theories and comparative
approaches. Given the limited volume and policy-oriented nature of the data, theory-driven
categorization was employed instead of inductive coding.

Findings: The findings reveal that educational policy-making in Iran over the past two decades has
been marked by a pronounced gap between policy formulation and implementation. Although major
documents such as the Fundamental Transformation Document were formally adopted, institutional
constraints, centralization, limited resources, and weak accountability hindered their realization. The
Multiple Streams Model underscored the necessity of alignment among problem, solution, and
political will; the Advocacy Coalition Framework highlighted the persistent tensions between
traditionalist and reformist coalitions; and institutional analysis demonstrated that without structural
reforms, stakeholder participation, and sustainable resources, even progressive policies remain
unimplemented. Overall, the system appears unstable, shaped by discursive and institutional
contestations.
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Conclusion: The policy implications of the study underscore the necessity of establishing political
stability, institutionalizing stakeholder participation, and securing sustainable financial resources.
Consequently, the future success of Iran’s educational system requires coherent governance, a multi-
faceted approach, and continuous responsiveness to environmental and social changes.

Keywords: Public policy in education; Educational system development; Educational governance
challenges; Stakeholder participation; Fundamental Transformation Document

Extended Abstract

Context and Purpose: This study investigates the key events influencing educational policy in Iran
over the past two decades (2005-2025). The significance of this inquiry lies in the fact that, during
this period, recurrent policy shifts and numerous challenges have hindered the realization of
educational goals.

Methodology: A qualitative and documentary approach was employed to ensure comprehensive
analysis. Data were collected from authoritative sources, including national policy documents,
official reports, interviews with former officials, and related scholarly studies.

Findings: The findings reveal that events such as the ratification of the Fundamental Transformation
Document, changes of administrations, teachers’ professional demands, and financial constraints
have exerted the greatest influence on policies. These developments were implemented amidst
ideological turbulence, weak stakeholder participation, and unstable execution.

Conclusion: The policy implications of the study underscore the necessity of establishing political
stability, institutionalizing stakeholder participation, and securing sustainable financial resources.
Consequently, the future success of Iran’s educational system requires coherent governance, a multi-
faceted approach, and continuous responsiveness to environmental and social changes.

Introduction

Education is universally regarded as the cornerstone of human and social development, and effective
policymaking in this field is fundamental to national progress. In Iran, educational policy over the
past two decades (2005-2025) has been marked by recurrent changes, structural challenges, and
shifting political orientations. This period, spanning three administrations with divergent ideological
leanings, coincided with the enactment of pivotal policy frameworks, including the national 20-Year
Vision Document (2003) and the Fundamental Transformation Document (2011), both of which
sought to reconfigure the structure and content of the educational system. The policymaking process
has been shaped not only by formal institutions—such as the Ministry of Education, the Supreme
Council of Education, the Parliament, and higher state authorities—but also by informal actors
including media, professional teacher associations, religious leaders, and civil society groups. These
interactions have left tangible imprints on policy outcomes, from curriculum design to teacher
welfare and professional ranking. Despite quantitative achievements—such as improved literacy
rates, expanded enrollment, and rising educational attainment among teachers—serious concerns
persist regarding quality indicators, financial sustainability, and labor market alignment. Employing
a multi-framework approach, this study applies five prominent theoretical models of public policy
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analysis to illuminate the dynamics, successes, and limitations of educational policymaking in
contemporary Iran.

Materials and Methods

The present study adopts a qualitative, document-based, and comparative approach to explore the
dynamics of educational policymaking in Iran over the past two decades (2005-2025). To ensure a
comprehensive and multi-layered analysis, a wide range of sources were utilized, including strategic
and national policy documents such as the 20-Year Vision Document and the Fundamental
Transformation Document, legislative frameworks, and official reports issued by the Parliament, the
Ministry of Education, and the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution. The research also draws
upon evidence from the Parliamentary Research Center, scholarly publications, national and
international statistical databases, and assessments such as TIMSS, alongside media and press
coverage of educational reforms. For analytical rigor, the study employs five complementary
theoretical frameworks: the policy cycle model, Kingdon’s multiple streams model, the Walt and
Gilson policy triangle, the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), and the Institutional Analysis and
Development (IAD) framework.

Discussion and Results

This study examines educational policymaking in Iran over the past two decades through five
complementary frameworks, providing a multi-layered understanding of key dynamics and
outcomes.

Using the policy cycle model, the research identifies critical developments at each stage. In agenda
setting, challenges such as declining instructional quality, exam-centrism, curricular misalignment
with the “Islamic Revolutionary human,” demands for Islamization, and teachers’ livelihood
pressures shaped priorities. Policy formulation produced major outputs including the Fundamental
Transformation Document (2011), the National Curriculum, and provisions in the Fifth and Sixth
Five-Year Plans. In decision-making, approval by the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution
and Parliament institutionalized these policies, culminating in the 2021 teacher ranking law.
However, implementation faced persistent barriers: delays in roadmaps, fragmented initiatives,
leadership turnover, and inadequate resources. Evaluation mechanisms were weak, with limited
monitoring and accountability. Thus, a significant gap emerged between policy approval and
execution.

The Multiple Streams framework explains how convergence of problem, solution, and political
streams opened or closed policy windows. The adoption and cancellation of UNESCO’s Education
2030 reflected an initial alignment followed by political opposition. Conversely, the teacher ranking
law succeeded when strong public demand, prepared policy designs, and political will converged in
2021.

The Walt—Gilson policy triangle highlights the interplay of context, process, actors, and content.
Contextual factors—including ideological debates, digitalization, demographic shifts, sanctions, and
the COVID-19 pandemic—reshaped demands faster than policies could adapt. Policymaking
processes remained centralized and top-down, limiting school- and provincial-level participation.
Formal actors (ministries, councils, parliament) and informal actors (media, religious leaders, teacher
associations, parents) each influenced outcomes. Policy content oscillated between ideological
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emphases and modernization-oriented reforms, exemplified in curricular debates and foreign
language instruction.

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) identifies two rival coalitions: a traditionalist, value-
oriented coalition and a reformist, modernizing coalition. Their competition explains policy
volatility: the former halted Education 2030 and restricted early English instruction, while the latter
advanced reforms in curricula and non-public schools. At times, negotiated compromises—such as
the Fundamental Transformation Document—reflect learning and partial consensus.

Finally, the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework shows how formal rules and
organizational structures constrained policy implementation. The constitutional mandate for free
public education limited privatization and cost-sharing. Highly centralized governance discouraged
local initiative and innovation, while overlapping institutions produced fragmentation. Fiscal
arrangements, dominated by salaries consuming over 90% of the education budget, left minimal
resources for quality-enhancing reforms. As a result, even ambitious policies struggled to materialize.
Synthesizing across frameworks, five themes emerge. First, a structural implementation gap
undermines policy effectiveness. Second, policy discontinuity results from political turnover and
shifting coalitions. Third, weak stakeholder participation—notably of teachers, parents, and local
managers—reduces ownership and fidelity. Fourth, a persistent philosophical divide between value-
based formation and globalized skill development destabilizes curricula. Finally, resource constraints
systematically blunt reform ambitions.

The findings suggest that sustainable reform requires institutional restructuring, participatory
governance, stable financing, and a shared educational philosophy that reconciles traditional values
with modern competencies. Without such foundations, even transformative policy texts risk
remaining aspirational rather than operational.

Conclusions

This study uses a qualitative, document-based comparative approach to analyze education
policymaking in Iran (2005-2025) through five frameworks: the policy cycle, Kingdon’s multiple
streams, the Walt—Gilson policy triangle, the Advocacy Coalition Framework, and the Institutional
Analysis and Development model. It draws on key policy documents (20-Year Vision, Fundamental
Transformation Document, development plans), official reports, and media statements by
policymakers. Findings reveal a persistent gap between ambitious policy approval and limited
implementation capacity, driven by insufficient financial, human, and technical resources. Frequent
political turnover has produced discontinuity, weakening trust and leaving reforms incomplete.
Minimal stakeholder involvement has made policymaking top-down, while the absence of consensus
on whether to prioritize Islamic-Iranian identity or global educational quality has destabilized
strategies. Resource constraints further hinder reform. Future studies could employ scenario planning
to 2031, focusing on budget share, stakeholder participation, and international assessments. Despite
document-based limitations, the results provide guidance for governance reform, stronger
participation, and effective monitoring.

Keywords: Public policy in education; Educational system development; Educational governance
challenges; Stakeholder participation; Fundamental Transformation Document
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