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ABSTRACT
Received: 13 Dec 2025 This study aimed to develop and validate a model of moral education for elementary school students
Accepted: 05 Mar 2026 in Tehran. This applied study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design integrating

qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the study population consisted of
university faculty members and experts in educational management, of whom 12 participants were
purposively selected until theoretical saturation was achieved. Qualitative data were collected through
semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding as well as the Delphi
technique. In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of 3,525 elementary school
Moral education, elementary teachers in Tehran holding at least a bachelor’s degree. Based on Morgan’s sample size table, 347
teachers were randomly selected. A researcher-made questionnaire developed from the qualitative
findings was used for data collection, with an overall Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.88. The
education, emotional education, quantitative data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling
in LISREL. The qualitative analysis resulted in a model comprising five dimensions, 17 components,
and 88 indicators. The five dimensions were cognitive, emotional, social, cultural, and environmental
education, environmental moral education. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that the relationships between the observed
indicators and their corresponding latent constructs were statistically significant across all five
dimensions (p<0.001). The final structural model also demonstrated an acceptable overall fit to the
empirical data, with ¥?/df=2.93, RMSEA=0.047, CF1=0.94, IF1=0.94, RFI=0.92, GF1=0.91, and
AGFI=0.90. These indices supported the structural validity and adequacy of the proposed model. The
proposed five-dimensional model conceptualizes moral education among elementary school students
as an integrated and multidimensional process involving cognitive, emotional, social, cultural, and
environmental development. The validated model can provide an evidence-based framework for
designing educational programs, developing moral education curricula, and informing educational
policies and school-based practices aimed at strengthening moral development in elementary
education.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Moral education is a fundamental responsibility of educational systems because
schooling is concerned not only with the transmission of academic knowledge but also with
the formation of values, attitudes, judgments, emotions, and behaviors that enable students
to act responsibly toward themselves, others, society, and the broader environment. From
this perspective, moral education is a multidimensional developmental process through
which learners acquire an understanding of moral values, develop the capacity for ethical
reasoning, internalize prosocial emotions, and translate moral knowledge into responsible
conduct. Philosophical and psychological approaches to moral education therefore
emphasize the integration of cognition, emotion, motivation, and behavior rather than the
mere transmission of prescriptive rules (1). The primary school years are particularly
important because children progressively develop their abilities to distinguish right from
wrong, understand the consequences of their actions, recognize others’ perspectives,
participate in collective activities, and internalize social and cultural norms. Consequently,
moral education during this period requires a systematic framework consistent with
students’ developmental characteristics and the educational and cultural context in which
schooling occurs.

In the Iranian educational system, moral education is closely connected with
cultural, religious, and national educational principles. Models developed on the basis of
Islamic ethical teachings have emphasized the need for systematic moral development and
the integration of moral knowledge, values, and behavioral dispositions (3). Similarly,
efforts to develop models appropriate to Iranian primary school students have highlighted
the importance of aligning moral education with the Fundamental Transformation
Document of Education and with the developmental characteristics of children (4).
Research on an optimal moral education curriculum at the primary level has further
demonstrated that moral education should be incorporated coherently into educational
objectives, curriculum content, teaching-learning methods, human resources, evaluation
procedures, and implementation conditions (2). Other Iranian model-development studies
have likewise emphasized the need to move beyond fragmented moral recommendations
toward integrated, validated, and context-sensitive frameworks (14, 15).

Previous research also suggests that the cognitive dimension constitutes an essential
component of moral education. Students need opportunities to recognize moral principles,
analyze ethically problematic situations, assess alternative actions, and develop the



capacity to resolve moral conflicts. Analyses of educational content have shown that
textbooks can contribute to moral development when moral concepts and competencies
receive purposeful and balanced attention (5, 6). However, contemporary approaches
increasingly recognize that moral education cannot be reduced to cognitive knowledge.
Students must also acquire empathy, emotional responsibility, self-awareness,
interpersonal competence, respect for diversity, and the ability to participate constructively
in social life. The model of students’ moral development developed within the philosophy
of Islamic education similarly indicates that moral development encompasses relationships
with the self, other people, transcendental values, and nature (7).

Curriculum content and classroom processes are therefore crucial contexts for the
realization of moral education. Recent research on primary school textbooks has identified
moral values, pedagogical approaches, teachers’ roles, curriculum structure, and contextual
conditions as important determinants of effective moral education (13). A meta-synthesis
of moral education components in primary school textbooks has also emphasized
multidimensional, interactive, and context-based representations of morality as
mechanisms through which students can engage more deeply with ethical meanings and
their cultural context (12). At the classroom level, opportunities for participation, creativity,
communication, and flexible learning can contribute to the development of responsible
interpersonal behavior (8). Teachers are central to this process because their psychological
resources, interpersonal behaviors, and instructional competencies affect the quality of
classroom experiences; evidence concerning positive-thinking skills and teachers’ creative
thinking and psychological outcomes further underscores the importance of strengthening
teachers’ personal and professional capacities (9).

Moral development should also be supported through coherent curriculum
management and appropriate evaluation. Curriculum management that simultaneously
promotes knowledge, religious values, and morality can strengthen the integration of
academic and character development (10). Likewise, evaluation practices in religious and
moral education need to assess more than the reproduction of factual information and
should reflect students’ capacity to understand and apply ethical concepts (11). Despite
these theoretical and empirical advances, previous studies have often focused separately
on curriculum content, particular moral competencies, or specific conceptual models. A
comprehensive empirically validated framework simultaneously incorporating cognitive,
emotional, social, cultural, and environmental aspects of moral education remains
important, particularly for the diverse educational context of Tehran. Accordingly, the
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present study aimed to design and validate a comprehensive model of moral education for
primary school students in Tehran by identifying its major dimensions, components, and
indicators and examining the empirical fit of the proposed model.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study was applied in purpose and employed an exploratory mixed-methods
design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the study
population consisted of university faculty members and experts in educational
management. Twelve experts were selected purposively, and data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect
qualitative data. The data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. The
indicators generated through the coding process were organized into dimensions and
components, after which the preliminary structure was submitted to experts through the
Delphi technique for refinement, prioritization, and validation.

The quantitative population comprised 3,525 primary school teachers in Tehran who
held at least a bachelor’s degree, including 2,350 women and 1,175 men. Based on
Morgan’s sample size table, 347 teachers were selected, consisting of 231 women and 116
men. Following completion of the qualitative phase, the validated interview framework
and extracted indicators were converted into a researcher-made questionnaire by assigning
measurable response continua to the indicators. The instrument was administered to the
quantitative sample. Its overall internal consistency coefficient, calculated using
Cronbach’s alpha, was 0.88. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive and
inferential statistical procedures. Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to examine
the measurement structure of each dimension, followed by structural equation modeling in
LISREL to evaluate the overall conceptual model. Model adequacy was assessed using chi-
square statistics, the chi-square to degrees-of-freedom ratio, RMSEA, CFl, IFI, RFI, GFl,
and AGFI.

FINDINGS

Qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of five major dimensions, 17
components, and 88 indicators of moral education. The five dimensions were cognitive,
emotional, social, cultural, and environmental education. The cognitive dimension
consisted of moral awareness, critical/moral thinking, and the identification and resolution
of moral conflicts. The emotional dimension comprised empathy, emotional responsibility,
emotional self-awareness, and emotional communication. The social dimension included
respect for individual differences, participation in public affairs, effective communication



ability, and respect for social laws and regulations. The cultural dimension consisted of
cultural awareness, respect for spiritual and religious heritage, and the development of
global solidarity. Finally, the environmental dimension included environmental awareness,
environmental responsibility, and support for global environmental actions.

Confirmatory factor analysis supported the measurement models for all five
dimensions. For the cognitive dimension, the significance coefficients exceeded 14 and
were substantially greater than the critical value of 1.96. The model fit indices were
v?=345.73, df=122, ¥?/df=2.83, RMSEA=0.014, CF1=0.96, IFI=0.95, RF1=0.94, GF1=0.93,
and AGFI=0.92, demonstrating a satisfactory measurement model. For the emotional
dimension, significance coefficients ranged from 12 to 18. The y*/df ratio was 2.92,
RMSEA was 0.034, CFI and IFI were both 0.95, RFI was 0.94, GFI was 0.92, and AGFI
was 0.90, confirming an acceptable fit.

For the social dimension, significance coefficients ranged from 11 to 16 and
exceeded the critical threshold. The y*df ratio was 2.68 and RMSEA was 0.059. The
comparative fit indices were above 0.90, while GFI and AGFI were 0.91 and 0.90,
respectively, supporting the structural validity of this dimension. For the cultural
dimension, significance coefficients ranged from 11 to 18. The fit statistics were ¥*>=728.14,
df=249, ¥?/df=2.92, RMSEA=0.061, CFI=0.94, IF1=0.93, RFI=0.92, GFI=0.91, and
AGFI=0.90. These indices confirmed an acceptable fit between the cultural measurement
model and the empirical data.

For the environmental dimension, significance coefficients ranged from 12 to 19.
The measurement model demonstrated favorable fit indices, including ¥*=545.09, df=187,
v?/df=2.91, RMSEA=0.023, CFI=0.96, IFI=0.96, RFI=0.95, GF1=0.94, and AGFI=0.92.
Finally, examination of the overall structural model demonstrated satisfactory global fit.
The overall chi-square statistic was 2864.37 with 978 degrees of freedom, and the y?/df
ratio was 2.93. RMSEA was 0.047, CFI=0.94, IFI=0.94, RFI=0.92, GFI=0.91, and
AGFI1=0.90. Collectively, these findings supported the adequacy and structural validity of
the proposed five-dimensional model of moral education.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that moral education among primary school students is best
understood as an integrated and multidimensional process rather than as the simple
teaching of behavioral rules. The cognitive dimension reflects students’ need to know
moral principles, reason about ethical situations, evaluate competing alternatives, and
resolve moral conflicts. Such capacities allow children to move beyond passive compliance
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and toward more informed and deliberate moral decision-making. Nevertheless, cognition
alone does not guarantee moral conduct. The emotional dimension identified in the model
demonstrates that empathy, emotional responsibility, self-awareness, and healthy
emotional communication provide the motivational and interpersonal foundations through
which moral knowledge can be transformed into meaningful behavior.

The social dimension further demonstrates that moral development occurs through
interaction with others. Respecting differences, participating in collective affairs,
communicating effectively, and following social rules prepare students to function as
responsible members of classrooms, schools, and wider society. The cultural dimension
complements this process by situating moral development within shared meanings,
traditions, religious heritage, and broader intercultural relationships. Students therefore
need both a secure understanding of their cultural and spiritual heritage and the ability to
interact respectfully with people from diverse backgrounds. The inclusion of global
solidarity indicates that moral education must prepare children for increasingly
interconnected social environments.

A notable feature of the proposed model is the inclusion of environmental education
as a fundamental moral dimension. Environmental awareness and responsibility extend the
scope of morality beyond interpersonal relationships to include students’ obligations
toward nature, common resources, and collective environmental well-being. Integrating
environmental responsibility into moral education at the primary level may contribute to
the early formation of sustainable habits and responsible citizenship.

The satisfactory confirmatory factor analytic and structural model indices provide
empirical support for the proposed conceptualization. The five dimensions should therefore
not be treated as isolated domains but as mutually reinforcing aspects of moral
development. Cognitive understanding can guide moral judgment, emotional sensitivity
can motivate ethical action, social competence can translate values into relationships,
cultural awareness can provide meaning and identity, and environmental responsibility can
broaden the ethical horizon of students. The model consequently offers a comprehensive
framework through which schools can organize moral education more systematically.

In conclusion, the validated model demonstrates that effective moral education for
primary school students requires coordinated attention to cognitive, emotional, social,
cultural, and environmental development. The identification of 17 components and 88
indicators provides an operational foundation for curriculum planning, teacher education,
educational assessment, school-based moral programs, and the development of age-



appropriate learning activities. By treating moral education as a coherent developmental
system rather than a collection of isolated lessons, the proposed model may help schools
create educational environments in which students learn not only to recognize moral values
but also to experience, practice, and apply them across personal, interpersonal, cultural,
social, and environmental contexts.
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