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Cooperative learning elements and their role in developing leadership skills of primary school students: a multi-method study using
meta-synthesis and focus group

Extended Abstract

Introduction:

In today’s rapidly changing world, the advancement of science and the emergence of new technologies have
significantly highlighted the pivotal role of educational systems. Teaching and learning processes are not only
considered as the primary drivers of national development but also as decisive factors in the success or failure of
countries in both national and international competitions (Espino-Diaz et al., 2020). Consequently, while there
has been a continuous increase in the societal demand for education and governmental efforts to expand it, the
simultaneous need for qualitative improvement alongside quantitative growth has become inevitable (Munda,
2024). Despite these developments, many educational systems still suffer from low productivity, inefficient use
of resources, human capital challenges, lack of stakeholder engagement, and dissatisfaction with the quality of
education, which necessitates fundamental changes and the adoption of innovative approaches (Shpak et al.,
2024).

One of the contemporary approaches that initially emerged in manufacturing industries and was later introduced
into service sectors, including education, is lean thinking. Lean is a philosophy that emphasizes the elimination
of waste, the optimization of resource utilization, and the creation of maximum value with minimum waste
(Johan & Soediantono, 2022; Alnadi & McLaughlin, 2021). Although traditionally associated with production
systems, lean principles have gradually been applied to educational institutions to address inefficiencies,
enhance productivity, and improve service quality (Dragomir & Surugiu, 2012). However, successful lean
transformation requires not only the implementation of lean tools but also deep cultural, structural, and
leadership changes (Liker, 2008; Baird et al., 2014).

Among the factors influencing the success of lean transformation, leadership stands out as a crucial determinant
of organizational excellence and sustainability. Lean leadership, which first gained scholarly attention in the
early 2010s, emphasizes behaviors and competencies aimed at supporting continuous improvement, respect for
people, system-wide thinking, active listening, coaching, and value creation (Liker & Convis, 2011). Empirical
evidence highlights the importance of leadership in shaping the effectiveness of educational systems (Yukl,
2010; Emiliani, 2003), suggesting that lean leadership may serve as a critical driver of quality improvement in
education.

Although lean thinking and lean leadership have been extensively studied in manufacturing and various service
industries, a systematic synthesis of research addressing lean leadership in educational organizations remains
limited. Therefore, this study seeks to bridge this gap by systematically reviewing and synthesizing empirical
studies conducted between 2013 and 2025, with the aim of identifying how lean leadership has been
conceptualized and assessed in educational contexts.

Methodology:

This study employed a meta-synthesis approach, which combines the features and specific factors of existing
research in order to integrate findings and provide a comprehensive understanding of the topic. Meta-synthesis,
also known as qualitative meta-analysis, seeks to analyze previous studies, resolve inconsistencies, and
consolidate results while identifying major themes for future research (Walsh & Downe, 2005). To achieve this
aim, the Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) seven-step model was applied, including formulating research
questions, conducting a systematic literature review, searching and selecting relevant studies, extracting data,
analyzing and synthesizing findings, assessing quality, and presenting results. The data corpus consisted of both
Persian and English academic sources—such as journal articles, dissertations, and books—collected from
multiple databases including Google Scholar, Scopus, Emerald, Elsevier, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, SID,
IranDoc, and NoorMags, within the time frame of 2013-2025 for international studies and 1390-1403 for
domestic research. Studies were screened through titles, abstracts, and full texts based on inclusion and
exclusion criteria, resulting in a final set of eligible documents. Data were then coded, categorized into sub-
themes and main components, and synthesized to provide an integrated framework of Lean Leadership in
educational organizations. The reliability of coding was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient, which
showed an acceptable level of agreement (0.79), ensuring the validity and consistency of the analysis.

Results:

The findings of this meta-synthesis revealed that although previous studies had proposed diverse and sometimes
fragmented components for lean leadership and lean educational organizations, this research, through a holistic
perspective and thematic analysis, was able to integrate and categorize them into a unified framework. The
analysis led to the identification of eight major components of lean leadership in educational organizations:
continuous improvement culture, vision and goals, effective communication, coaching and empowerment,
support for individuals, value stream (value creation and waste elimination), meritocracy, and learner-
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centeredness. Each of these components encompassed a variety of related sub-components, such as kaizen,
feedback, professional selection, empowerment, teamwork, respect for people, value creation, strategic
alignment, and focus on learner satisfaction. Together, they represent a comprehensive model of lean leadership
tailored to the context of educational organizations, which can guide both researchers and practitioners in
enhancing

Discussion and conclusion

This study synthesized previous research on lean leadership in educational organizations and identified eight
key components: continuous improvement culture, vision and goals, effective communication, coaching and
empowerment, support for individuals, value stream (value creation and waste elimination), meritocracy, and
learner-centeredness. Together, these dimensions highlight that lean leadership in education is not merely a
management style but a comprehensive framework for fostering efficiency, value creation, and continuous
learning. The findings contribute theoretically by bridging lean leadership concepts from industrial and service
sectors with the educational context, thus providing an integrative model that situates education within broader
organizational excellence frameworks. Practically, the results offer guidance for policymakers and educational
leaders to implement strategies such as empowering human resources, institutionalizing feedback and
improvement cultures, promoting merit-based practices, and prioritizing learner needs. These measures can
reduce waste, enhance efficiency, improve teaching and learning quality, and increase stakeholder satisfaction.
Nevertheless, implementing lean leadership in education is not without challenges, including resistance to
change, rigid structures, and resource constraints. Overcoming these barriers requires strong leadership
commitment, supportive policies, and the active participation of all stakeholders. Ultimately, lean leadership
presents a forward-looking vision for educational organizations—one in which learners are placed at the center,
resources are optimized, and the system evolves into a dynamic and value-driven institution
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