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ABSTRACT

Received: 29 Apr 2026 This study aimed to design a comprehensive, localized, and flexible educational model for out-of-
Accepted: 08 Aug 2026 school children based on UNICEF experiences using a grounded theory approach. This applied-
developmental study employed a qualitative grounded theory design. Participants consisted of 18
experts, specialists, educational managers, policymakers, and scholars in education, curriculum
Final Publication: 21 Mar 2027 planning, educational management, educational equity, child support, and related fields. Participants
were initially selected through purposive sampling, followed by theoretical sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and
Keywords documentary analysis. Interviews lasted between 48 and 64 minutes. Data were analyzed through
Out-of-school children, UNICEF, open, axi_al, anql_selective codi_ng using MAXQDA 2022. Credil_)ility, transfergbil_ity, dependability,

and confirmability were considered to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings. The analysis
grounded theory, educational indicated that an effective educational model for out-of-school children comprises eight interrelated
dimensions: policy and management, curriculum and education, support and welfare, family and
participation, identification and return, educational retention, evaluation and monitoring, and
localization, educational retention ! localization and flexibility. The findings further indicated that educational exclusion is a
multidimensional phenomenon and that sustainable return to education requires simultaneous
interventions addressing educational, socioeconomic, familial, institutional, and contextual barriers.
The core category was identified as “designing and validating a comprehensive, localized, and flexible
educational model for out-of-school children based on UNICEF experiences.” The resulting
paradigmatic structure suggested that sustainable reintegration depends on the interaction of
supportive conditions, appropriate governance, flexible educational strategies, active identification
mechanisms, and continuous monitoring. The proposed model suggests that policies for out-of-school
children should move beyond a narrow enrollment-oriented approach toward a continuous process
encompassing identification, needs assessment, referral, educational reintegration, remedial learning,
psychosocial support, retention, and monitoring. Contextual adaptation of UNICEF experiences,
together with intersectoral coordination and flexible educational pathways, may strengthen
sustainable school return, reduce repeated dropout, promote educational inclusion, and advance
educational equity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Out-of-school children represent one of the most complex challenges confronting
contemporary education systems because educational exclusion is rarely produced by a
single cause. Rather, it emerges through the interaction of poverty, child labor,
geographical deprivation, unequal access to educational facilities, family conditions,
cultural expectations, weak institutional coordination, inadequate school experiences, and
insufficient social protection. Consequently, being out of school should not be understood
merely as a registration problem or as an individual failure to participate in formal
education. It is a multidimensional process through which children may gradually become
disconnected from learning opportunities, supportive relationships, and pathways toward
social and occupational participation. Educational policies therefore play a central role in
determining whether vulnerable children are identified, supported, and reintegrated into
education or remain excluded from the educational system (1).

The consequences of educational exclusion extend beyond academic
underachievement. Out-of-school adolescents may experience greater exposure to social,
psychological, and behavioral vulnerabilities, particularly when educational
disengagement interacts with adverse family and peer environments. Research has shown
that out-of-school status may interact with parenting attitudes in shaping serious mental-
health risks among adolescents (2), while problematic peer relationships may contribute to
risky or delinquent behaviors among young people outside formal schooling (3). At the
same time, structured educational and developmental programs outside conventional
school settings can strengthen peer connections and improve social-emotional outcomes
(4). These findings suggest that educational reintegration should not be conceptualized
exclusively as returning a child to a classroom; rather, it should involve rebuilding
meaningful connections with learning, supportive adults, peers, and future opportunities.

The diversity of out-of-school children also requires flexible educational responses.
Children who return after prolonged interruption may have substantial learning gaps,
previous experiences of academic failure, reduced motivation, or educational identities
shaped by exclusion. Research on out-of-school and non-formal learning demonstrates that
flexible environments can support creative problem-solving, active learning, technological
engagement, artistic development, and educational motivation (9, 11-13). Participation in
science-related activities outside school has also been associated with academic aspirations
and achievement (14), while broader out-of-school experiences can contribute to identity



development and the formation of future academic and career possibilities (15). Such
evidence supports a shift from a uniform school-return approach toward differentiated
pathways that recognize children's actual learning levels, interests, psychosocial needs, and
life circumstances.

Socioeconomic and cultural inequalities further intensify the problem.
Socioeconomic status influences children's access to supplementary educational and
developmental opportunities (6), while gender-related, cultural, and family barriers may
constrain participation, particularly among girls (7, 8). Inclusive education therefore
requires attention not only to curricular access but also to social support, family
participation, teacher capacity, and adaptation of learning environments to heterogeneous
needs (18, 19). In addition, participatory approaches emphasize that children and young
people should be treated as active contributors to educational interventions rather than
passive recipients of services (20). Taken together, the literature indicates the need for a
comprehensive model that integrates governance, curriculum, welfare support, family and
community participation, active identification, educational retention, monitoring, and
contextual adaptation. Accordingly, the present study aimed to design a comprehensive,
localized, and flexible educational model for out-of-school children based on UNICEF
experiences using a qualitative grounded theory approach.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study was applied-developmental in purpose and qualitative in methodology,
using grounded theory as its principal research approach. Grounded theory was selected
because the phenomenon of educational exclusion is complex, context-dependent, and
process-oriented, requiring a conceptual model derived from participants' experiences and
relevant documentary evidence rather than imposed through a predetermined framework.

Participants included experts, university faculty members, educational managers,
policymakers, researchers, and professionals with expertise in education, curriculum
planning, educational management, educational policy, educational equity, child
development, educational psychology, sociology of education, social policy, non-formal
education, and services for vulnerable children. Sampling began purposively and continued
theoretically as emerging categories required further conceptual clarification. Inclusion
criteria included relevant doctoral-level education, substantial professional or academic
experience, familiarity with barriers to school participation and educational reintegration,
and the ability to provide in-depth analytical perspectives. Sampling continued until
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theoretical saturation was achieved. Ultimately, 18 experts participated, with professional
experience ranging from 11 to 25 years.

Data were collected primarily through in-depth semi-structured interviews.
Interview questions focused on causes of educational exclusion, barriers to school return,
educational and psychosocial needs, curriculum requirements, family and community
roles, institutional responsibilities, support mechanisms, retention challenges, monitoring,
and the relevance of UNICEF experiences to the Iranian context. Interviews lasted between
48 and 64 minutes, with an average duration of approximately 54 minutes. All interviews
were conducted in one session, recorded with participants' consent, and transcribed in full.
Documentary analysis was also used to enrich the data. Relevant books, scientific articles,
policy documents, program reports, organizational materials, and international experiences
related to out-of-school children, educational equity, child protection, inclusive education,
and UNICEF-related educational initiatives were reviewed.

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection using open, axial, and
selective coding. MAXQDA 2022 was used for data organization and coding. During open
coding, interview transcripts and documentary materials were examined line by line and
meaning units were assigned initial conceptual codes. Through continuous comparison,
overlapping concepts were merged and conceptually distinct codes were retained. Axial
coding was then used to organize related open codes into subcategories and major
categories. In selective coding, all major categories were integrated around a central
phenomenon and a coherent storyline was developed. Analytical memoing and constant
comparison were used throughout the process. Trustworthiness was strengthened through
prolonged engagement with the data, systematic documentation of analytic decisions,
comparison across interviews and documents, and careful examination of consistency
between raw data, codes, and categories.

FINDINGS

Open coding generated 50 initial codes. During axial coding, these codes were
organized into eight major categories: policy and management, curriculum and education,
support and welfare, family and participation, identification and return, educational
retention, evaluation and monitoring, and localization and flexibility.

The policy and management category comprised seven open codes and reflected the
need for intersectoral governance, institutional support, data-informed policymaking,
educational system accountability, a comprehensive intervention framework, the right to
education for all, and educational justice. Findings indicated that fragmented institutional



responsibilities and insufficient coordination could substantially weaken interventions for
out-of-school children.

The curriculum and education category included six codes: low educational quality,
remedial education, inclusive education, child-centered curriculum design, the role of
competent teachers, and teacher training. Participants emphasized that children returning
after educational interruption often require flexible, level-based, remedial, and
individualized learning pathways rather than immediate placement within a conventional
age-based curriculum.

The support and welfare category contained seven codes and included family
poverty, child labor, psychosocial support, supplementary welfare support, child health,
integration of education with social protection, and attention to vulnerable groups.
Economic and psychosocial barriers were found to be central to both school exclusion and
unsuccessful reintegration.

Family and participation comprised five codes related to family involvement,
parental awareness, the role of local communities, participation of nongovernmental
organizations, and gender sensitivity. Findings indicated that sustainable reintegration
could not be achieved by the educational system alone and required engagement with
families and community-level actors.

Identification and return consisted of six codes: active identification, referral
systems, school return as a process, reduction of administrative enrollment barriers, early
intervention, and dropout prevention. Return to education emerged as a multi-stage process
beginning with detection and assessment and continuing through referral, enrollment
facilitation, educational placement, and follow-up.

Educational retention included five codes: retention in education, previous academic
failure, feelings of educational rejection, reconstruction of learning motivation, and weak
physical access to school. The findings demonstrated that enrollment alone is an
insufficient indicator of successful intervention because children may remain at substantial
risk of dropping out again.

Evaluation and monitoring comprised four codes: continuous monitoring, evaluation
of model effectiveness, expert validation, and field validation. Monitoring was considered
essential for identifying implementation problems, measuring outcomes, and continuously
improving the model.

Localization and flexibility was the largest category, containing ten codes:
localization of the model, sensitivity to cultural differences, curriculum flexibility, flexible



Kazemi et al. Study and Innovation in Education and Development, Vol. 7, Issue 1: 2027

learning time, flexible learning location, education during crises, UNICEF experiences as
a source for model development, geographical deprivation, educational inequality, and the
multidimensional nature of school exclusion. This category showed that international
experiences should not be transferred mechanically but should instead be adapted to local
institutional, cultural, geographical, and socioeconomic conditions.

During selective coding, the eight axial categories were integrated around the core
category of “designing and validating a comprehensive, localized, and flexible educational
model for out-of-school children based on UNICEF experiences.” In the paradigmatic
model, support and welfare together with localization and flexibility were positioned
primarily as causal conditions; policy and management together with family and
participation formed contextual conditions; evaluation and monitoring functioned as
intervening conditions; and curriculum and education, identification and return, and
educational retention constituted the principal strategies. The expected consequences
included sustainable return to education, reduction in repeated dropout, strengthened
educational equity, greater educational inclusion, and development of a contextually valid
and adaptable intervention model.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that out-of-school status should be addressed as a systemic
and multidimensional phenomenon rather than as an isolated enrollment problem. The
proposed model suggests that sustainable educational reintegration depends on the
simultaneous alignment of governance, curriculum, welfare, family participation,
identification mechanisms, retention supports, evaluation systems, and contextual
flexibility. Failure in any one of these components can undermine the overall intervention.

A particularly important implication is the distinction between school return and
educational retention. The model indicates that identifying and re-enrolling a child is only
the beginning of reintegration. Children may return with learning deficits, negative school
experiences, low motivation, psychological distress, economic pressures, or continuing
access barriers. Without remedial learning, psychosocial support, family engagement, and
continuous follow-up, formal return may be followed by renewed exclusion. Therefore, the
success of policy should be assessed not only by enrollment rates but also by attendance
continuity, learning progression, belonging, motivation, and reduced risk of subsequent
dropout.

The findings also highlight the central importance of localization. UNICEF
experiences provide valuable principles concerning equity, inclusion, child-centered



education, multisectoral intervention, family and community engagement, and flexible
learning pathways; however, their practical application requires adaptation to the Iranian
educational, cultural, administrative, and geographical context. Iran's diversity across
urban, rural, border, nomadic, and socioeconomically disadvantaged settings requires
differentiated implementation rather than a single national operational format.

The final model therefore conceptualizes educational reintegration as a continuous
chain comprising early identification, needs assessment, referral, removal of administrative
and socioeconomic barriers, flexible educational placement, remedial learning,
psychosocial and family support, retention, and continuous monitoring. Its principal
contribution is to shift the focus from “returning children to school” toward “creating
sustainable learning pathways for children.” Such a perspective can provide a more
comprehensive basis for educational policymaking and coordinated interventions aimed at
reducing educational exclusion, preventing repeated dropout, and advancing educational
justice for vulnerable children.
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