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013 Abstract

@ By NC Background and Objective: This study aimed to conduct a comparative
Article Info- analysis of the processes for selecting and appointing primary school principals
Received: 2025/09/17 in Iran, Finland, Germany, and the United States, with the purpose of
Accepted: 2026/05/16 identifying key similarities and policy-relevant differences in their principal

recruitment systems.

Research Methodology: The study employed a qualitative comparative
approach based on Brady’s four-stage model, including description,
interpretation, adjacency, and comparison. Data were collected through the
analysis of official documents, national regulations, UNESCO and OECD
reports, and peer- reviewed scientific studies.

Findings: The findings indicated that all four countries operate within formal
legal frameworks or competency-based standards for the selection of school
principals, and prior professional experience in teaching or educational
leadership is a shared requirement. However, notable differences emerged in
three areas: the degree of governance centralization, the tools and
pre- appointment training mechanisms, and the extent of stakeholder
participation. Examples include Finland’s 25-credit certification requirement,
the PSEL standards and leadership pipelines in the United States, and the role of
10.22098/AEL.2026.18 school associations in Germany, contrasted with the absence of mandatory
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372.1639 certification and limited stakeholder involvement in Iran.
Conclusion: The results suggest that improving the quality of educational
Keywords: leadership depends on integrating three core components: a national

School principal selection; competengy framework, st_ructure_:d pre- appointment .tr_aini.ng and gertification,
Educational leadership: and multi-source evaluatlon_ Wl_th s’gakgholder participation. It is therefore
Comparative study:; recommenqed that Iran redesign its pymmpal sglectlon process—moving fror_n a
Professional  competence; burea}ucratlc model toward a professmna! merit- based syst_em—by de\_/e_lop!ng
Iran:  Finland: Germanyz a natlonal.competen(_:y frameyvork, establishing a pre- appointment certification

i, ’ ’ | program, implementing multi- stage assessments, and strengthening the role of
United States. teachers and parents in decision-making.
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A comparative study of policies and processes for selecting and appointing primary school principals in Iran, Finland, Germany,
and the United States

Extended Abstract

Introduction:

Recent decades have witnessed a growing international concern with the quality of school leadership and its
impact on student learning, teacher performance, and the overall effectiveness of education systems. Primary
school principals, as the key middle- level leaders, play a critical role in translating national policy goals into
classroom practice, shaping school culture, and supporting teachers’ professional growth. Consequently, the
processes through which principals are selected and appointed have increasingly attracted scholarly and policy
attention. However, in many contexts, these processes remain heavily bureaucratic, influenced by
non- professional considerations, and only weakly aligned with contemporary conceptions of instructional and
transformational leadership. This tension is particularly visible in countries such as Iran, where repeated policy
reforms have not yet led to a stable, competency- based framework for principal recruitment.

In contrast, a number of education systems have gradually institutionalized more professional, transparent, and
competency- oriented models of principal selection. Finland, Germany, and the United States are frequently
cited in the literature as examples where national or sub- national standards for school leadership, structured
preparation programs, and multi- stage assessment procedures have been established. These systems rely on
explicit competency profiles, pre- appointment leadership training or certification, and various forms of
stakeholder involvement in recruitment processes. Comparative policy research suggests that such arrangements
can strengthen the professionalization of school leadership and improve the match between candidates’
competencies and the complex demands of the principalship.

Against this backdrop, the present study conducts a comparative analysis of the policies and processes for
selecting and appointing primary school principals in Iran, Finland, Germany, and the United States. The main
objective is to identify key similarities and policy- relevant differences across these four systems in terms of
legal and regulatory frameworks, competency standards, recruitment procedures, and stakeholder participation.
By systematically contrasting Iran’s predominantly bureaucratic model with the more competency- based and
participatory approaches adopted in Finland, Germany, and the United States, the study seeks to clarify where
the main gaps lie and what lessons might be drawn for reforming principal selection in Iran. The analysis aims
to move beyond descriptive accounts by linking observed patterns to broader debates on educational leadership
professionalization and by formulating evidence - based implications for policy and practice.

Methodology:

This study employed a qualitative comparative research design grounded in Brady’s four- stage model of
comparative analysis, including description, interpretation, adjacency, and comparison. In the first stage,
descriptive profiles of the principal selection and appointment systems in Iran, Finland, Germany, and the
United States were developed on the basis of multiple documentary sources. These sources comprised national
laws and regulations, ministerial guidelines, official policy documents, and relevant decrees governing the
recruitment and appointment of primary school principals. In addition, international reports from organizations
such as UNESCO and the OECD were used to contextualize national arrangements within broader education
policy landscapes. Peer- reviewed academic studies and policy analyses on school leadership and principal
recruitment in the four countries were also systematically reviewed. The second and third stages involved
interpreting each country’s arrangements within its specific governance and historical context and then
identifying adjacency and contrast patterns across cases, with particular attention to competency frameworks,
selection criteria, preparation and certification mechanisms, and stakeholder roles. Finally, in the comparison
stage, the cross- case patterns were synthesized to derive convergences, divergences, and policy lessons,
following an iterative coding and thematic analysis process.

Results:
The comparative analysis revealed that all four countries operate within formal legal or regulatory frameworks

that, to varying degrees, define eligibility conditions and expectations for school principals. In Finland,
Germany, and the United States, these frameworks are complemented by explicit competency standards for
educational leadership, developed either nationally or at state or regional levels. In Iran, overarching regulations
specify general administrative and teaching experience requirements, but there is no comprehensive, nationally
endorsed competency framework specifically tailored to the primary school principalship. Across all four
systems, prior professional experience in teaching or educational leadership emerged as a shared basic
requirement, although the minimum thresholds and the nature of required experience differ.

A second major finding concerns differences in the design and structure of pre- appointment preparation and
certification. Finland requires candidates for principal positions to complete a 25- credit leadership certification
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program that combines theoretical coursework with practice- based components. In the United States, many
states rely on formal leadership preparation programs and licensure systems, often aligned with the Professional
Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL), and some districts operate structured leadership pipelines that
identify and develop potential principals over time. In several German Lander, school leadership preparation is
also institutionalized through mandatory training and assessment procedures, and school associations may have
advisory or participatory roles in selection. By contrast, in Iran, there is no mandatory pre- appointment
certification specifically for principals, and existing in- service training is largely generic, not systematically
tied to a competency framework or to the stages of the selection process.

The third cluster of results relates to governance arrangements and stakeholder participation. The study found
substantial variation in the degree of centralization and the extent to which local actors are involved in principal
selection. In Iran, selection and appointment are highly centralized and dominated by administrative authorities,
with limited and often symbolic involvement of teachers, parents, or local communities. In Finland and many
parts of Germany, decision- making is more decentralized, and school boards, municipal authorities, or school
councils may play substantive roles in assessing candidates and making recommendations. In the United States,
local school districts and school boards typically have significant influence over recruitment and appointment
decisions, and processes often include interviews, performance tasks, and feedback from multiple stakeholders.
These differences are reflected in the transparency and perceived legitimacy of selection outcomes, with the
three comparison countries generally exhibiting more structured, multi- stage, and participatory procedures than
Iran.

Discussion and conclusion

The findings of this comparative study suggest that the quality and professionalization of school leadership are
closely linked to the way principal selection and appointment systems are designed. Systems that combine a
clear competency framework, structured pre- appointment preparation and certification, and multi- source
evaluation with stakeholder participation are better positioned to identify and appoint candidates whose
capabilities align with the complex instructional, organizational, and relational demands of contemporary school
leadership. The cases of Finland, Germany, and the United States illustrate how integrating these components
into a coherent policy architecture can move principal recruitment beyond bureaucratic credentialism toward a
more professional, merit- based model. At the same time, the analysis indicates that such systems are
context- sensitive and evolve within specific governance traditions, implying that direct transplantation of
models is neither feasible nor desirable.

For Iran, the comparison highlights several critical gaps and directions for reform. First, there is a need to
develop a national, yet adaptable, competency framework for primary school principals that reflects both
international evidence and local educational priorities. Second, principal selection processes should be
redesigned as multi- stage, evidence- based assessments that are explicitly aligned with this framework,
incorporating tools such as structured interviews, performance tasks, portfolio reviews, and systematic reference
checks. Third, the establishment of a mandatory pre- appointment certification program, combining theoretical
preparation with supervised practice, would help ensure that prospective principals acquire the requisite
leadership knowledge and skills before assuming office. Finally, strengthening the involvement of teachers,
parents, and local community representatives in selection committees can enhance both the quality and the
legitimacy of appointment decisions. Taken together, these steps could support a gradual transition from the
current bureaucratic model toward a professional, competency- oriented system of principal recruitment that is
more consistent with the goals of educational quality, equity, and accountability.
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