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Abstract

Purpose: The objective of this study was to elucidate the representation of school
educational culture from the perspective of Gilak students and to gain an in-depth
understanding of their perceptions and lived experiences within the cultural context of
Gilan.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative interpretive approach within the
framework of educational ethnography. The participants were primary school students
from the Gilak ethnic group in Gilan Province, selected through purposive sampling guided
by theoretical sampling logic. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis across open, axial, and selective coding
stages. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in a total of
14 participants. Credibility was enhanced through member checking and recoding
procedures.

Findings: The findings indicated that school educational culture is structured around four
core dimensions: perception of school education, valued knowledge, quality of interactions,
and accepted teaching methods. Students perceive school as a simultaneously educational,
social, and emotional space characterized by both enjoyment and academic pressure. Valued
knowledge is defined as knowledge connected to everyday lifeworlds, local culture, and
real-life needs. The quality of emotional and supportive teacher—student relationships and
the sense of being recognized significantly influence academic motivation. Active,
participatory, and experiential teaching methods were identified as the most preferred
approaches.

Conclusion: The results demonstrate that school educational culture in the Gilak context
is a multidimensional and context-bound phenomenon shaped by the interaction between
formal educational structures, human relationships, and students’ cultural lifeworlds,
highlighting the necessity of integrating ethnocultural and emotional components into
educational practice.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

School educational culture is widely recognized as a foundational dimension of educational systems that shapes students’ learning
experiences, academic motivation, identity formation, and social development. Culture, as a system of meanings, values, and norms, is
not only reproduced through social institutions but also actively constructed within them, with schools serving as a central site of such
processes (Harris, 2023). From a sociological perspective, schools function beyond mere knowledge transmission; they act as cultural
institutions where social expectations, identities, and symbolic meanings are negotiated and reproduced (Ballantine et al., 2021).
Accordingly, school culture can be understood as a dynamic and multilayered system encompassing formal structures, interpersonal

relationships, and implicit norms that collectively influence students’ lived experiences (Torres, 2022).

Empirical research has consistently demonstrated that school culture plays a critical role in determining educational outcomes. Positive
school cultures characterized by supportive relationships, inclusive practices, and emotionally safe environments are associated with
higher levels of academic engagement, motivation, and psychological well-being (Amtu et al., 2020; Kyriakides et al., 2020).
Conversely, environments marked by rigid control, emotional neglect, or inequitable practices may contribute to disengagement,
anxiety, and reduced academic performance (Nemati et al., 2024). Furthermore, school culture has been shown to influence students’
achievement-related emotions and overall well-being, highlighting its multidimensional impact on educational processes (Fallahi &

Salimi, 2024, Pakzad et al., 2022).

In recent decades, increasing attention has been directed toward culturally responsive education, emphasizing the importance of

recognizing and valuing students’ diverse cultural, linguistic, and social backgrounds. This perspective advocates for the alignment of
educational practices with students’ cultural experiences to foster meaningful learning and a sense of belonging (Banks, 2015; Gay,
2018). Studies have indicated that integrating cultural components into curricula and pedagogical approaches enhances students’
engagement, cultural literacy, and academic outcomes (Ashouri & Sadeghi, 2020; Basnet, 2024). Additionally, inclusive and equitable

educational frameworks are increasingly viewed as essential for addressing disparities and promoting educational justice (Ainscow,

2022).

Despite these developments, many educational systems continue to rely on standardized and centralized approaches that may overlook

cultural diversity. Such approaches can create a disconnect between the formal curriculum and students’ lived experiences, particularly

in multicultural and multiethnic contexts (Sahlberg, 2021). This disconnect may weaken students’ sense of belonging and reduce the
meaningfulness of learning. Research has highlighted the critical role of mother tongue and local culture in shaping students’ educational

experiences and identity development, suggesting that culturally aligned education can significantly enhance learning outcomes (Jasinska

et al., 2022; Saeed, 2021).

Theoretically, school educational culture is influenced by both explicit curricular structures and implicit processes, including the hidden
curriculum, which transmits dominant norms and values and may reproduce social inequalities (Pirmoqan et al., 2022). Furthermore,
hierarchical structures within schools can impact the quality of interactions and students’ participation, whereas collaborative and
participatory environments tend to foster deeper learning and engagement (Lee, 2025; Xia et al., 2023). Contemporary research also
underscores the importance of active, experiential, and culturally integrated teaching methods in enhancing students’ motivation and

identity formation (Gromykina, 2025; Shahbazian et al., 2024).

In the Iranian context, characterized by rich ethnic and cultural diversity, the study of school educational culture becomes particularly

significant. Existing research suggests that school culture influences students’ attitudes, behaviors, and educational experiences, yet there
remains a lack of in-depth qualitative studies exploring students’ lived experiences in specific cultural contexts (Fouladvand & Mehrabi,
2024; Lavasani et al., 2020). Ethnographic studies further indicate that cultural and identity-related factors play a crucial role in shaping
educational experiences among different ethnic groups (Nourmohammadi Shalkeh et al., 2024). Moreover, the educational system

can either support or undermine students’ cultural identity depending on how it integrates or neglects local cultural elements

(Mohammadi Ghal'e Zanjiri & Morovati Pour, 2025).

Given these considerations, there is a clear need to explore school educational culture from the perspective of students within specific

ethnic contexts. Such an approach allows for a deeper understanding of how cultural, social, and emotional dimensions interact to shape



educational experiences. Therefore, the present study aims te the representation of school educational culture

perspective of Gilak students, focusing on their lived experiences wi ral context of Gilan Province.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative interpretive approach within the framework of educa
experiences of school educational culture. The target population consisted of primary school stu
in Gilan Province. Participants were selected through purposive sampling guided by theoretical sa
included in the study had relevant and meaningful experiences related to the research focus.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews designed to elicit students’ perceptions, interpretations, and
experiences of school culture. The interview protocol focused on key domains including students” understanding of school, perceptions
of valuable knowledge, quality of interactions, and preferences regarding teaching methods. Interviews were conducted in a supportive

and non-threatening environment to facilitate open and authentic responses.

The data analysis followed a thematic analysis approach conducted in three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the
open coding phase, meaningful units were identified and labeled. During axial coding, relationships among codes were examined and
organized into categories. Finally, in the selective coding phase, core themes were identified and integrated into a coherent conceptual
framework. Data collection and analysis were conducted simultaneously, allowing emerging insights to inform subsequent data collection

until theoretical saturation was achieved. A total of 14 students participated in the study.

To enhance the credibility and reliability of the findings, strategies such as member checking and recoding were employed. Portions of
the interpretations were shared with participants to ensure alignment with their experiences, and selected data segments were reanalyzed

to confirm coding consistency.
Findings

The analysis of interview data revealed that school educational culture among Gilak students is structured around four interconnected

core dimensions: perception of school education, valued knowledge, quality of interactions, and accepted teaching methods.

In the first dimension, perception of school education, students described school as a multifaceted environment encompassing educational,
social, and emotional aspects. While school was recognized as a place for learning and fulfilling academic responsibilities, it was also
perceived as a social space where friendships and emotional experiences are formed. Students reported experiencing both positive
emotions such as enjoyment and belonging, and negative emotions such as fatigue and academic pressure, indicating a dual and complex

perception of school.

The second dimension, valued knowledge, highlighted students’ preference for knowledge that is relevant to their daily lives, local
culture, and real-world needs. Participants emphasized that learning becomes meaningful when it is connected to their lived experiences
and cultural context. Abstract and rote learning were generally viewed as less engaging, whereas practical and applicable knowledge was

considered more valuable.

The third dimension, quality of interactions, underscored the importance of emotional and supportive relationships between teachers and
students. Students reported that feeling respected, understood, and valued by their teachers significantly influenced their motivation and
engagement. Positive peer relationships also contributed to a more enjoyable and supportive learning environment. Conversely, negative

interactions or lack of support were associated with decreased interest in learning.

The fourth dimension, accepted teaching methods, reflected students’ preference for active, participatory, and experiential learning

approaches. Methods that involved group work, hands-on activities, storytelling, and connections to local culture were perceived as more
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The findings of this study demonstrate that school educational culture in the Gilak context is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon
that cannot be reduced to formal instructional processes alone. Instead, it emerges through the interaction of educational structures,

social relationships, and cultural meanings embedded in students’ lived experiences.

The perception of school as both an academic and social-emotional environment suggests that students’ engagement with education is
deeply influenced by their interpersonal experiences and emotional states. This highlights the importance of fostering supportive and

inclusive school environments that address not only cognitive but also emotional and social needs.

The emphasis on culturally relevant and practical knowledge indicates that meaningful learning occurs when educational content is aligned
with students’ lifeworlds. This underscores the need for curricula that integrate local culture and real-life applications, thereby enhancing

students’ sense of relevance and engagement.

The central role of teacher—student relationships in shaping motivation and learning experiences further emphasizes the importance of
relational aspects of education. Teachers are not only transmitters of knowledge but also key agents in creating emotionally supportive

and motivating learning environments.

Finally, the preference for active and participatory teaching methods reflects students’ desire for engagement, interaction, and
experiential learning. This finding suggests that pedagogical approaches should move beyond traditional transmission models and

incorporate strategies that actively involve students in the learning process.

In conclusion, the study highlights the necessity of adopting culturally responsive and student-centered approaches to education,
particularly in ethnically diverse contexts. Recognizing and integrating students’ cultural backgrounds, fostering positive relationships,

and employing engaging teaching methods are essential for enhancing the quality and meaningfulness of education.
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