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Abstract:

Educational equity, as one of the fundamental principles of educational systems, plays a critical role in creating equal opportunities for all
students. Meanwhile, moral education remains one of the most contentious and debated issues in today's world and the third millennium. On
one hand, the critique and rejection of all metaphysical and traditional foundations of morality have complicated efforts to design frameworks
for the moral upbringing of future generations. On the other hand, the severe moral crises and challenges facing contemporary societies have
reiterated the urgency of this matter. This study is descriptive in method, applied in purpose, and qualitative in nature, employing a grounded
theory approach. The statistical population consisted of experts and specialists in education and pedagogy, and data were collected through
theoretical saturation sampling, with interviews conducted with 15 participants. The findings derived from the interview data led to the
development of a localized theory concerning a practical model for moral education of secondary school students. The model emphasizes
five key components: (1) the central category of “quality-centeredness in the educational system,” (2) causal conditions defined as “strategic
management of the formal education system,” (3) proposed strategies for designing a moral education system centered around “promoting
student participation and intellectual independence,” (4) intervening conditions referring to the “challenges of the formal education system
in the domain of ethics,” which include the “ineffectiveness of current educational programs in the formal education system” and the “macro-
structural and institutional limitations of formal education,” and finally (5) the underlying context, comprising “infrastructures such as
financial and human resources.”
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Introduction

Educational equity and moral education stand as foundational pillars for building just, inclusive, and transformative
educational systems. In contemporary discourse, educational equity is increasingly recognized not merely as equal access to
educational resources but as the equitable design and delivery of instruction that accommodates diverse learners and promotes
fair outcomes (Kim & Kim, 2023; Zhou, 2023). This aligns with the broader definitions of social justice that emphasize fairness
in opportunities, participation, and recognition, especially within formal education frameworks (Assante et al., 2022; Putra &
Hayeesama-ae, 2022). Simultaneously, moral education—rooted in philosophical, religious, and psychological traditions—
seeks to cultivate virtues, ethical reasoning, and social responsibility in students (Aghili et al., 2018; Lipman, 2009).

The relevance of these two concepts in tandem becomes especially pressing in the context of the 21st century, where rapid
technological, social, and moral shifts challenge the efficacy and intent of traditional pedagogical models. In this context, the
need to critically examine educational equity through the lens of moral education becomes not only timely but essential. While
some contemporary models have emphasized standardized performance metrics and cognitive skills, they often overlook the
ethical, participatory, and affective dimensions of education (Ghaedrahmati et al., 2024; Wheeler, 2023). This gap has been
identified as a barrier to fostering inclusive and democratic learning environments, especially in diverse educational systems
such as Iran’s (Karimzadeh et al., 2023; Vejdani, 2018).

Furthermore, critiques of traditional approaches to moral education—those emphasizing rote memorization, obedience to
authority, or ritualistic behavior—have highlighted their limited efficacy in preparing students for the complex moral decisions
of modern life (Hasani, 2016; Khazaei & Heydari Mooselu, 2017). Instead, approaches that foreground critical thinking, self-
directed moral reasoning, and democratic engagement are gaining ground (Cheung et al., 2022; Emanuel et al., 2023). Lipman’s
“Philosophy for Children” initiative, for example, underscores the importance of nurturing critical, creative, and caring thinking
through dialogical classroom environments (Lipman, 2009). Additionally, researchers have pointed out the need to reconcile
indigenous and religious frameworks of moral reasoning with the broader liberal-democratic values of contemporary
educational theory (Rahnema, 2019; Zarayan et al., 2012).

This study was conceived to address this intersectional void by designing a grounded, context-specific model that aligns
educational equity with the moral development of students. It draws on a wide range of theoretical contributions—from virtue
ethics and Kantian autonomy to Islamic educational philosophy—to explore how these paradigms can be integrated within the
Iranian educational system (Aghili et al., 2018; Gholampour et al., 2021; Moreira & Vareiro, 2022). It further examines how
educational governance, teacher capacities, curricular content, and school ethos interact to either support or hinder the
realization of an equitable and morally robust learning environment (Babaei & Safidbani, 2018; Zhou, 2023).

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative methodology using the grounded theory approach to develop a practical model for moral
education with an emphasis on educational equity. The study was conducted through semi-structured interviews with 15
educational experts, policy makers, and practitioners selected via theoretical sampling until data saturation was achieved. Data
were collected through in-depth interviews and document analysis of relevant educational policies and literature.

The interviews were transcribed and analyzed using MAXQDA software, following the systematic coding process
recommended by grounded theory: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The open coding phase involved

identifying 55 initial concepts grouped into 16 categories. Axial coding allowed for identifying causal conditions, strategies,
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intervening conditions, and context variables, while selective coding helped integrate and refine the central themes into a
coherent theoretical framework.

Findings

The analysis revealed five principal components that collectively shape the proposed model for aligning educational equity
with moral education. First, the central category or core phenomenon was identified as quality-centeredness in the educational
system. This component underscores the importance of designing curricular and instructional processes that not only meet
cognitive standards but also align with ethical development goals.

Second, the causal conditions emphasized strategic management within the formal education system, including the
alignment of policy implementation with ethical values, the institutionalization of moral education principles, and stakeholder
coordination. The participants highlighted the role of trust in decision-makers, coherence between rhetoric and action among
policymakers, and the necessity of integrating moral goals into policy agendas.

Third, the strategies proposed to operationalize moral education included promoting student participation and intellectual
independence. This involved encouraging democratic classroom practices, fostering a sense of responsibility, nurturing moral
reasoning, and emphasizing students’ voices in classroom dialogue and curricular content.

Fourth, the intervening conditions affecting the implementation of the model included the inefficacy of current formal
programs and institutional structural limitations. Participants expressed concerns regarding the lack of alignment between
existing moral education curricula and real-world ethical challenges, as well as the absence of institutional structures that
support interdisciplinary, reflective, and experiential learning.

Fifth, the contextual conditions referred to existing infrastructure, including both financial and human resources. The
findings revealed that teacher preparedness, access to appropriate teaching materials, and administrative support are vital in
creating a conducive moral learning environment.

In terms of practical application, the model provides a structured, context-aware framework in which moral education can
be delivered through subject integration (e.g., integrating ethical issues into social studies or literature), experiential learning,
and project-based assessments. It also highlights the need for a whole-school approach where ethical leadership and school
culture reinforce formal teaching.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study offers a comprehensive framework that addresses the existing disconnect between moral instruction and the
pursuit of educational equity. It positions quality-centeredness as the core axis of any meaningful reform by ensuring that
learning environments are not only academically rigorous but also morally enriching. This is consistent with recent international
literature that argues for the reintegration of ethics into the mainstream curriculum, not as a peripheral or extracurricular concern
but as a structural imperative.

The emphasis on strategic management echoes findings from studies in China and Europe that advocate for systemic
coherence and top-down commitment in implementing educational reforms. Particularly, aligning institutional goals with moral
objectives ensures that value education is not rendered superficial or symbolic but becomes actionable and measurable within
formal structures.

Moreover, by foregrounding student agency—through participation and autonomy—the model reflects a shift away from

paternalistic models of moral instruction toward a dialogical, constructivist pedagogy. This transformation is aligned with
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models proposed by Lipman and Kant, where moral maturity is conceptualized as the capacity for self-legislation and reflective
judgment rather than mere conformity.

The identification of intervening conditions such as program ineffectiveness and institutional rigidity signals a critical gap
between educational ideals and implementation. This discrepancy mirrors similar findings in global educational systems, where
curriculum design often fails to reflect the ethical and psychological realities students face. Addressing this gap necessitates
not only curricular reform but also investment in professional development and infrastructure.

Lastly, the emphasis on context—particularly in relation to financial and human resources—treaftirms that moral education
is not value-neutral nor cost-neutral. Effective moral instruction demands investment in pedagogical materials, teacher training,
and evaluation mechanisms that can adapt to evolving societal needs.

In sum, this research contributes a localized yet theoretically rich model that integrates educational equity with moral
education. It offers practical implications for curriculum developers, policy makers, and educators seeking to foster not only

well-informed but also ethically grounded citizens.
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