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Abstract
This study aimed to explore and interpret elementary school teachers’ lived experiences of the dynamics of learning culture in schools in
Tehran. This qualitative study was conducted using an interpretative phenomenological approach. The participants were 11 elementary
school teachers working in public, private, and board-of-trustee schools in Tehran who were selected through purposive sampling.
Eligibility required at least five years of elementary teaching experience, and sampling continued until meaning saturation was achieved.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and field notes. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis. The analytical process involved repeated reading of
transcripts, identification of meaning units, initial coding, constant comparison and integration of overlapping codes, and development of
subordinate and overarching themes. MAXQDA software was used to organize and manage the qualitative data. The analysis generated
246 initial codes, which were organized into 28 subthemes and five overarching themes: components and indicators of learning-culture
dynamics; contextual and environmental factors affecting learning culture; challenges, conflicts, and opportunities within learning culture;
teachers’ strategies and actions for strengthening or transforming learning culture; and the personal, emotional, and professional meanings
of learning culture. The core theme was identified as “learning culture as a dynamic field of interaction among teacher agency, human
relationships, and school structures.” The findings indicated that student participation, psychological safety, acceptance of mistakes,
instructional innovation, collective professional learning, supportive leadership, and professional autonomy facilitated a dynamic learning
culture, whereas administrative control, structural constraints, curriculum pressures, and grade-oriented practices restricted it. Learning
culture in elementary schools is a dynamic, relational, multilevel, and context-dependent phenomenon emerging from interactions among
teacher agency, interpersonal relationships, and organizational structures. Strengthening this culture therefore requires psychological
safety, meaningful participation, greater teacher autonomy, supportive leadership, collective learning, and the reduction of structural and
administrative barriers.

Keywords: Learning culture, learning culture dynamics, lived experience, elementary school teachers, interpretative phenomenology.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Introduction
Learning culture constitutes one of the fundamental dimensions of educational life in schools because it shapes how learning is

understood, how teachers and students interact, how mistakes are interpreted, how professional relationships develop, and how
educational change is accepted or resisted. Rather than being limited to formal curricula, instructional regulations, or teaching
techniques, learning culture emerges through shared beliefs, implicit norms, interpersonal relations, organizational expectations,
and everyday practices. Schools can therefore be understood as dynamic social systems in which formal structures and informal
patterns of interaction jointly influence educational experiences (Bess et al., 2023). School culture provides a symbolic and
organizationa] framework through which members interpret their roles and determine what forms of behavior, ]eal‘ning,
participation, and professional practice are considered legitimate (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Accordingly, culture affects not

only what students learn but also the meanings attached to teaching and learning within the school environment (Hollins,
2015).
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The concept of learning culture is inherently dynamic. Cultural patterns may display continuity and stability while simultaneously
being reconstructed through new experiences, environmental pressures, institutional reforms, and interactions among
organizational actors (Stephenson, 2023). Recent scholarship consequently emphasizes that learning culture should not be
regarded as a fixed set of characteristics but as a multidimensional and evolving phenomenon (Nogina et al., 2024). From a
critical educational perspective, schools are also spaces in which authority, participation, resistance, voice, and professional
agency are continuously negotiated (Giroux, 2024). These interactions are particularly significant in elementary schools,
where children's early experiences of participation, questioning, cooperation, success, failure, and error may contribute to their
subsequent attitudes toward learning.

Teachers occupy a central position in this process. Teaching styles can affect students' motivation and engagement (Azany,
2024), while learner-centered approaches provide greater opportunities for participation, responsibility, autonomy, and
meaningful involvement in educational activities (Murphy et al., 2021; Tzenios, 2022). Strategies that encourage
questioning and critical thinking likewise contribute to more active learning experiences in primary classrooms (Lombardi et
al., 2024). However, teachers' instructional practices are not merely products of individual preferences. They develop within
particular organizational and cultural environments, and prevailing teaching cultures may shape the practices adopted by teachers
(Mohammadi et al., 2024). Broader cultural conditions may also influence assumptions about teacher authority, student
participation, and appropriate teaching practices (Hecht & Kahrens, 2021).

Learning culture is additionally linked to psychological safety, acceptance of mistakes, formative feedback, and students'
opportunities to express their views. Inclusive classroom dynamics depend partly on whether learners feel respected, accepted,
and able to participate without fear of humiliation or exclusion (Oleson, 2023). Assessment practices are also culturally
meaningful because they communicate implicit messages about whether learning is primarily associated with grades and correct
answers or with feedback, development, experimentation, and improvement (Rodriguez et al., 2021). Iranian research on
clementary education has similarly demonstrated that changes in assessment practices are experienced by teachers as cultural
and professional transformations rather than merely technical reforms (Gouran et al., 2017; Salehi et al., 2015).
Moreover, dysfunctional assessment cultures may emerge from the interaction of managerial, instructional, individual, and
policy-related factors (Ghorbankhani et al., 2019).

The social dimension of learning culture is equally important. Wenger's social learning perspective emphasizes participation,
shared practice, and professional communities as mechanisms through which knowledge and identity develop (Erickson et
al., 2024). Informal professional learning among elementary teachers frequently occurs through experience, observation,
reflection, and interaction with colleagues, and its quality is strongly influenced by school culture (Grosemans et al., 2015).
Supportive school leadership can facilitate professional collaboration and collective learning (Haiyan et al., 2017), while
organizational culture and professional learning communities are associated with teachers' perceived professional effectiveness
(Yeol, 2020). Iranian studies have likewise highlighted knowledge sharing, collective reflection, lesson study, and experience
exchange as important mechanisms of teacher learning (Ghapanouri et al., 2024; Nikpey et al., 2025).

Teacher agency and reflective practice are also central to cultural transformation. Transformative learning theory suggests that
meaningful learning involves critically reconsidering assumptions and reconstructing existing frames of reference (Mezirow,
2018), while applications of this framework emphasize reflection, dialogue, and experience as mechanisms of professional
transformation (Rojo et al., 2023). Similarly, social constructivist approaches underscore the importance of culturally situated
interaction and differentiated learning experiences (Wibowo et al., 2025). Teachers may therefore simultancously
experience the constraints of institutional structures and exercise agency by adapting, negotiating, or resisting particular
expectations (Warren & Ward, 2021). Their professional interpretations may also differ because epistemic beliefs affect how
curriculum concepts are understood and enacted (Kheir Farraj & Orland Barak, 2025).

Contemporary educational transformations further complicate this cultural environment. Technology can alter patterns of
interaction and instructional practice when its integration is professionally and organizationally supported (Borthwick et al.,
2022), while emerging digital environments may redefine conventional boundaries of teaching and learning (Wu et al.,
2023). At the same time, excessive emphasis on curriculum coverage and instructional speed may conflict with opportunities
for reflection, dialogue, play, and deep learning (Clark, 2022). Research on play-based teaching in elementary schools likewise
indicates that innovative methods create opportunities for student engagement while remaining dependent on contextual support
and school conditions (Javadani et al., 2023). Teachers' experiences can also contain substantial emotional dimensions, and
difficult classroom conditions may influence their professional well-being, identity, and sense of efficacy (Frearson &
Duncan, 2024). Educational policies may additionally intersect with identity, language, belonging, and teachers' perceptions
of educational justice (Azizi et al., 2025). Thus, learning culture needs to be understood simultaneously at individual,
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interpersonal, organizational, and broader sociocultural levels (Van Wormer & Besthorn, 2017). Therefore, the present
study aimed to explore and interpret elementary school teachers' lived experiences of the dynamics of learning culture in schools
in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design based on interpretative phenomenology because its primary purpose was to understand
the meanings elementary school teachers attributed to their lived experiences of learning culture. The study population consisted
of elementary school teachers working in Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive sampling according to predefined
cligibility criteria, including at least five years of teaching experience in elementary education, direct experience of working in
a school environment, and willingness to articulate their professional experiences. To maximize experiential diversity, teachers
from public, private, and board-of-trustee schools and different areas of Tehran were included. A total of 11 teachers
participated, including eight women and three men. Their ages ranged from 28 to 54 years and their teaching experience ranged
from 6 to 29 years. Four held bachelor's degrees, six held master's degrees, and one held a doctoral degree. Sampling continued
until meaning saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and field notes. Interviews addressed teachers' experiences of learning
culture, factors influencing its formation, perceived challenges and opportunities, and teachers' own actions for maintaining or
transforming the culture of their classrooms and schools. Interviews were flexible enough to allow participants to elaborate on
personally meaningful experiences. All interviews were recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, anonymized,
and repeatedly reviewed. Interpretative phenomenological analysis was then conducted. Meaning units were identified, initial
codes were generated, conceptually related codes were compared and clustered, and subordinate and overarching themes were
progressively developed. MAXQDA software was used for organizing, retrieving, comparing, and managing qualitative data.
Credibility was strengthened through continuous comparison between codes, themes, and original narratives and through
repeated examination of whether interpretations adequately reflected participants' accounts. Ethical principles of informed
consent, confidentiality, and anonymity were observed throughout the study.

Findings

Analysis of the 11 interviews produced 246 initial codes. After reviewing, comparing, merging, and conceptually clustering
overlapping codes, 28 subthemes and five overarching themes were identified. The first overarching theme, components and
indicators of the dynamics of learning culture, included active student participation and agency; dialogue, questioning, and
exchange of ideas; psychological safety and acceptance of mistakes; innovation, flexibility, and diversity in teaching and learning;
collective learning and professional reflection among teachers; and indicators of cultural stagnation and resistance.

The second theme, contextual and environmental factors influencing learning culture, comprised leadership style and managerial
support; structures of power, trust, and organizational participation; professional and social relationships among colleagues;
students' characteristics, needs, and diversity; parents' roles, attitudes, and expectations; curriculum, assessment, and formal
regulations; and school resources, technology, and environmental conditions. These findings demonstrated that classroom
learning culture was inseparable from the broader organizational setting of the school.

The third theme, challenges, conflicts, and opportunities within learning culture, included tensions between tradition and
educational innovation, deep learning and formal requirements, professional autonomy and administrative control, and
educational justice and individual differences. Emotional pressures and potentially transformative opportunities were also
represented in this theme. Teachers described situations in which curriculum overload, time limitations, administrative
demands, and pressure to complete textbooks constrained opportunities for dialogue, active learning, and individualized
instruction.

The fourth theme, teachers' strategies and actions for strengthening or transforming learning culture, included establishing safe,
respectful, and participatory classroom subcultures; using active, creative, and differentiated teaching methods; strengthening
student voice, choice, and responsibility; engaging in reflection, self-directed learning, and professional development; and
employing negotiation, collaboration, and adaptive agency within schools. Teachers therefore appeared not merely as recipients
of an existing culture but as actors capable of producing localized cultural change.

The fifth theme, persona], emotional, and professiona] meanings of 1earning culture, included professional identity, agency, and
self-perception; motivation, hope, satisfaction, and belonging; professional growth, empowerment, creativity, and self-
actualization; burnout, silence, powerlessness, and professional alienation; and ethical responsibility, educational care, and
teachers' images of an ideal learning culture. At a higher interpretative level, these five themes converged into the core theme:
“learning culture as a dynamic field of interaction among teacher agency, human relationships, and school structures.”
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that learning culture in elementary schools is not an isolated classroom characteristic or a fixed
organizational attribute. Rather, it is continuously constructed through interactions among teacher agency, student participation,
professional relationships, managerial practices, formal structures, parental expectations, curricular demands, and
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environmental resources. A dynamic learning culture was experienced where students could participate, question, make
mistakes safely, assume responsibility, and engage in varied learning activities. In contrast, cultures characterized by excessive
control, grade orientation, rigid routines, silence, and resistance to experimentation tended to restrict learning agency.

A particularly important finding was that the culture of student learning was closely connected with the culture of teacher
learning. Teachers who had opportunities to exchange experiences, obtain feedback, reflect on practice, and collaborate with
colleagues were better positioned to create participatory and innovative classroom environments. Thus, professional learning
cannot be treated as separate from student learning. A school that expects students to be curious, reflective, collaborative, and
willing to learn from mistakes must provide teachers with comparable opportunities.

The results also reveal a persistent tension between professional agency and organizational control. Teachers frequently
attempted to introduce active or differentiated practices while simultancously responding to curriculum coverage requirements,
administrative reporting, parental expectations, and institutional constraints. Their responses included adaptation, gradual
experimentation, negotiation, collaboration, and the creation of relatively autonomous classroom subcultures. Teacher agency
therefore operated within structural constraints rather than independently of them.

The emotional dimension of learning culture was also substantial. Supportive environments were associated with professional
confidence, hope, belonging, creativity, and meaningfulness, whereas restrictive environments were linked to exhaustion,
silence, powerlessness, and alienation. Learning culture should therefore be viewed not only as an instructional issue but also as
a condition influencing teachers' professional identity and emotional relationship with their work.

Overall, the study conceptualizes learning culture as a multilevel, relational, context-dependent, and continuously evolving
phenomenon. Sustainable improvement cannot be achieved solely by asking individual teachers to adopt new instructional
techniques. It requires simultaneous attention to psychological safety, meaningful student participation, supportive leadership,
professional autonomy, collaborative teacher learning, curricular flexibility, equitable resources, and reduced administrative
barriers. A genuinely dynamic learning culture emerges when learning becomes not only an expected outcome for students but
a defining characteristic of teachers, leaders, relationships, and the school as a whole.
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