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ABSTRACT

School principals play a critical role in the educational process, and their lived
experiences can offer valuable insights. The present study aimed to develop a
phenomenological understanding of elementary school principals’ lived
experiences and perceptions regarding personal development plans. This
qualitative research was conducted using a phenomenological approach, and
data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Thirteen
primary school principals were purposively selected based on specific
inclusion criteria, and interviews continued until data saturation was achieved.
The data were analyzed using Van Manen’s (1990) six-stage reflective
analysis model. Four overarching themes were identified from 14 initial sub-
themes: (1) the preparation-oriented perspective of personal development
plans, (2) the practical perspective, (3) the outcome-based perspective, and (4)
other viewpoints on personal development plans. This study contributes a
deep, phenomenological insight into how elementary school principals
experience and interpret personal development planning, which can inform
and enhance managerial and educational practices. The identification of
coherent and impactful perspectives on personal development can facilitate
the effective implementation of leadership development programs in schools.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Management in the field of education has always been accompanied by
various challenges and opportunities. In the meantime, elementary
school principals, as the main pillars of the education system, play a
vital role in shaping the learning process and growth of students. One
of the effective tools in improving the quality of educational
management is personal development programs, which allow managers
to identify and strengthen their capabilities and skills. However, a deep
understanding of the lived experience of managers in dealing with these
programs can help improve their design and implementation. This
research attempts to examine the personal experiences and meaningful
perceptions of elementary school principals of personal development
programs from a phenomenological perspective. It is hoped that the
results of this research can pave the way for improving management
and educational processes at the elementary school level. The most
relevant and fundamental research in the field of educational
management indicates the importance of the role of principals in the
success of students and teachers (Darling-Hammond et al, 2020:
Bartanen, 2020: Coelli & Green, 2012: Grissom et al,2015 & 2021:
Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2011 & Leithwood et al, 2004) and since
the success or failure of a school is directly related to its management,
a quality school is determined by quality leadership (Dacholfany et al,
2024). Focusing on the personal development of school principals has
been proposed as a key and important part of educational strategies and
reforms (Schleicher, 2012) and designing principal development
programs has become a necessity (Nicker & Nadeau, 2014; 290).
Primary school principals are not only responsible for guiding and
managing educational processes, but they must also continuously
develop their personal and professional abilities. However, the
perceptions, experiences, and challenges of principals in implementing
personal development programs are not fully understood; because each
principal may have different perceptions of personal development and
planning for it, depending on their circumstances, beliefs, and attitudes.
In this study, with the aim of phenomenological examining the
perceptions and lived experience of primary school principals of
personal development programs, we seek a representation of the
experiences, perceptions, and knowledge of primary school principals.

Research Questions
the key questions of the present study are as follows: 1. What is your
perception of the personal development program in school
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management? 2. What is your experience with the personal
development program? And 3. What contexts or categories have
influenced your experience of the personal development plan?

Literature Review

Oppi et al (2023) acknowledged that developing school leaders is high
on the list of school reform priorities and is considered one of the most
important topics on the school education agenda. Another important
point worth considering is derived from a report by the National
Association of American Universities, which states that only 14% of
school principals reported a formal program for their development
(Jackson, 2021). Bintani (2020) defines personal development planning
as a structure and process used by individuals to reflect on and plan for
their personal, educational, and career development. According to Gee,
Schulte & Matsumoto (2019), personal development planning is a
process in which individuals assess their skills, identify career goals,
and implement individualized plans that will enable them to achieve
their intended goals.

Methodology
The present study was conducted in a qualitative and phenomenological
manner in order to understand the experience of elementary school
principals from the personal development program for school principals
in 1403. The statistical population of the present study was all school
principals in Mashhad city, and the sampling method was purposive.
The selection criteria for participants in the study were either
elementary school principals who had at least 10 years of work
experience in education and training, their employment status was
official and they were willing to cooperate with the researcher, or they
had a history of being an educational assistant for a large part of their
work during their years of service and had also experienced school
management, or they were university lecturers who specialized in the
field of leadership and educational management, and finally, at least a
master's degree was required. In this study, a statistical sample of 13
school management experts was considered. For reliability, information
was collected from two other managers. Due to information saturation
and lack of new categories, only the information obtained from them
was considered.

The data collection tool in this study was in-depth and semi-
structured interviews. In the present study, in-depth interviews were
conducted with 13 participants who were elementary school principals.
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According to the analyses conducted, we reached theoretical saturation,
which indicated the adequacy of the collected data for analysis and
presentation of the final report, and the collected data adequately
represented the experiences of elementary school principals. The data
analysis method was reflective analysis using the six-step method of
Van Manen (1990).

Results

After analyzing the content of interviews conducted with 13
participants in the study who are either school principals or were at one
time and have at least 10 years of experience in primary school
management, and after categorizing the initial concepts, 4 main themes
and 14 primary themes were extracted from their experiences. These
themes and sample statements related to each theme are reviewed
below, and finally, a list of the main and primary themes extracted from
the participants' lived experiences is given in Table.

Primary themes (participants’ experiences with
Main themes the personal development program)

— Reflective perspective (PDP is reflection on
development)
— Planning perspective (PDP is planning for
Personal development development)
preparation perspective Preparation perspective (PDP is preparing for
development)
—  Needs assessment perspective (PDP is
identifying career development needs)
—  Process perspective (PDP is development itself)
— Instrumental perspective (PDP is a tool for
developing managers)
—  Cognitive perspective (PDP is “self-
development”)
— Organizational perspective (PDP is the
organization’s plan for development)
— Reflective perspective (PDP is feedback from
development)
Consequence perspective of —  Tracking perspective (PDP is tracking the
personal development development process)
—  Outcome perspective (PDP is the outcome of
development)
— Trans-organizational perspective (PDP is
throughout the life of the individual)
Other perspectives — Neutral perspective (PDP is additional work)
—  Structural perspective (PDP is purposeful
development efforts)

Application perspective of
personal development
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Conclusion
The results of this study show that principals face multiple perceptions
and choices of these programs that have direct impacts on the quality of
educational leadership and school performance. Therefore,
understanding these experiences not only helps improve educational
policymaking, but can also pave the way for designing programs that
meet the real needs of principals. In this regard, after analyzing the
content of interviews conducted with 13 research participants and
finally categorizing the primary concepts, 4 main themes and 14
primary themes were extracted from their experiences. The first reason
for the diverse perceptions of the individual development program is
the diversity in individual needs and goals; each school principal may
have different needs and goals. The second reason is previous
experiences; each person's past experiences in educational and
management fields can have a great impact on how they perceive the
programs. The third reason is organizational culture; the culture that
governs schools and educational institutions can influence perceptions.
The first theme identified was the personal development plan as a
reflection on development. It can be said that in the field of
management, "reflection™ is considered essential for managers in the
business environment. In the second theme identified, the personal
development plan is understood as planning for development.
According to the aforementioned perspective, when a school principal
thinks about and plans for his or her personal development, he or she is
actually designing and implementing a personal development plan. The
third theme that has been revived is that the personal development plan
is a form of preparation for development and preparation for it. School
principals have a serious need to prepare for their role as school leaders,
who must continuously enhance their skills, attributes, and
competencies through preparation programs in educational leadership.
Therefore, a personal development plan means preparing for
development. In the fourth theme, the personal development plan is
understood as identifying management development needs. School
administrators, regardless of their characteristics, have developmental
needs that must be identified and addressed through a personal
development needs assessment. In the framework of the fifth theme, a
process understanding of the personal development program is given.
Considering that personal development is a continuous process of
cultivating, shaping and improving skills and knowledge in order to
maximize the effectiveness and capabilities of the individual
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