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Abstract

Achieving educational justice is one of the fundamental requirements of
the education system, especially in disadvantaged and border regions. The
purpose of this research is to achieve educational justice in the border cities
of western Khuzestan province by analyzing the perspectives of school
principals on reducing educational inequalities. The research approach was
qualitative, utilizing an interpretive phenomenological strategy.
Participants were selected through purposeful, criterion-based sampling,
choosing individuals who possessed the highest level of knowledge and
experience related to the research topic. The sample size was determined
based on theoretical saturation; meaning that the interview process
continued until the point of saturation-that is, until encountering repetitive
data. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, with a total
of 15 school principals from the border cities of western Khuzestan
province. The data were analyzed using thematic content analysis based
on the model proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The findings indicated
that six main categories play a key role in achieving educational justice
and reducing educational inequalities, which are: 1) structural and
managerial challenges of educational justice, 2) infrastructural and
geographical inequalities and the digital divide, 3) school management
strategies for reducing inequality, 4) human resource challenges and
teacher professionalization, 5) contextual educational justice: the need for
localization and flexibility in educational programs, and 6) the role of local
community participation and social capital. The results of this research can
contribute to a deeper understanding of the educational challenges in
border and disadvantaged regions, and provide practical solutions for
achieving educational justice and reducing educational inequalities within
the country's education system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Educational justice constitutes one of the fundamental principles of educational systems
because it seeks to ensure that all learners have equitable opportunities to access high-quality
education regardless of their geographical location, socioeconomic background, or cultural
circumstances. Beyond equal access to schooling, educational justice encompasses the fair
distribution of educational resources, the provision of supportive learning environments, and the
removal of barriers that prevent students from achieving their full potential. These issues become
particularly significant in border regions, where geographical isolation, economic deprivation,
limited infrastructure, and social inequalities often restrict educational opportunities. In Iran, the
western border cities of Khuzestan Province face multiple educational challenges arising from
uneven resource distribution, infrastructural limitations, and contextual conditions that differ
substantially from those of urban centers. School principals, as key educational leaders, play a
crucial role in identifying these challenges and implementing strategies that promote equitable
educational opportunities. However, limited research has examined educational justice from the
lived experiences of school principals working in disadvantaged border contexts. Therefore, the
present study aimed to explore school principals' perceptions of the factors influencing the
realization of educational justice in the western border cities of Khuzestan Province and to identify
practical strategies for reducing educational inequalities.

Method

This study adopted a qualitative research design using an interpretive phenomenological
approach to explore participants' lived experiences and interpretations of educational justice.
Participants consisted of 15 school principals from the western border cities of Khuzestan Province
who were selected through purposive criterion-based sampling based on their professional
experience and familiarity with the educational conditions of border schools. Data collection
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, ensuring that no substantially new insights
emerged during the interview process. Data were gathered through in-depth semi-structured
interviews that encouraged participants to reflect on the challenges, opportunities, and leadership
practices associated with educational justice. The interview transcripts were analyzed using Braun
and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis framework, involving familiarization with the data, initial
coding, theme generation, theme review, theme definition, and final reporting. To enhance the
trustworthiness of the findings, prolonged engagement with the data, member checking, peer
review, and continuous comparison of interpretations were employed throughout the analytical
process.

Results

The thematic analysis identified six interconnected themes that collectively explain the
realization of educational justice in the western border cities of Khuzestan Province. The first
theme concerned structural and managerial challenges, including administrative constraints,
unequal policy implementation, and limitations in educational governance. The second theme
highlighted infrastructural and geographical inequalities, emphasizing inadequate educational
facilities, transportation difficulties, unequal access to digital technologies, and the persistent
digital divide. The third theme focused on school leadership strategies designed to reduce
educational inequalities through collaborative management, local problem-solving, and adaptive
decision-making. The fourth theme addressed challenges related to human resources, particularly
teacher recruitment, professional development, retention, and the need to strengthen instructional
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quality. The fifth theme emphasized the necessity of localized and flexible educational policies
capable of responding to the distinctive cultural, geographical, and socioeconomic characteristics
of border communities. Finally, the sixth theme identified community participation and social
capital as essential mechanisms for supporting schools, strengthening educational opportunities,
and fostering collaborative solutions to local educational challenges. Collectively, these themes
demonstrate that educational justice emerges through the interaction of institutional, geographical,
educational, and community-related factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that educational justice in border regions cannot be achieved solely
through the equal distribution of educational resources or standardized national policies. Instead,
educational justice should be understood as a multidimensional and context-dependent process that
requires the integration of effective educational leadership, localized policymaking, equitable
infrastructure, qualified teachers, and active community participation. The perspectives of school
principals reveal that educational inequalities are deeply embedded within broader structural and
geographical conditions, making context-sensitive educational planning essential for achieving
sustainable improvements. Furthermore, the findings highlight the critical role of school leaders as
mediators between national educational policies and local community needs, enabling schools to
adapt educational practices to complex regional realities. From a theoretical perspective, this study
extends current understandings of educational justice by demonstrating how institutional, human,
geographical, and social factors interact to shape equitable educational opportunities in
marginalized contexts. From a practical perspective, the findings provide evidence-based
recommendations for policymakers, educational authorities, and school leaders seeking to reduce
educational inequalities in border regions through localized planning, improved infrastructure,
enhanced teacher professional development, equitable resource allocation, and strengthened
partnerships with local communities. Future research is recommended to examine the
transferability of these findings across other border regions and disadvantaged educational settings
using comparative qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods approaches.
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