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The aim of the present study is to explore second period elementary students’ perceptions
of the characteristics of a desirable teacher. This applied qualitative study employed a
descriptive phenomenological approach to analyze the views of 40 students in grades 4—6
from public schools in Alborz province during the 2022-2023 academic year. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step
method. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checks, expert review, and thick
descriptions. The findings revealed three main categories of teacher characteristics:
personal (appearance and personality traits), specialized (scientific knowledge,
pedagogical competence, classroom leadership), and professional (behavioral, emotional,
nurturing, and interactive qualities). Among these categories, professional characteristics
were most emphasized, with interactive qualities ranked highest, while scientific
knowledge was cited the least. The results highlight that elementary students value
relational and nurturing aspects of teaching more than academic expertise. Implications
include revising teacher education curricula to strengthen communication, emotional
intelligence, and interactive skills, incorporating relational indicators into teacher
evaluation systems, and encouraging teachers to integrate playful and participatory

methods that support both cognitive and affective development.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Teachers have long been recognized as the cornerstone of educational systems, as their
performance and attitudes directly shape the quality of classroom learning experiences.
Although education has been a central focus of policymakers in Iran and worldwide, the
realization of its goals largely depends on how teachers engage with learners in practice. The
role of the teacher becomes even more significant in primary education, where the sensitivity
of children’s developmental stage requires particular care and pedagogical expertise.

A review of the literature indicates that much of the existing research in Iran has
concentrated on the secondary school level and was often conducted in earlier decades. In
contrast, the elementary stage has received comparatively less scholarly attention, despite its
crucial role in laying the foundation for lifelong learning. Moreover, past findings have been
inconsistent: while some studies emphasize the importance of teachers’ academic and
scientific competencies, others highlight moral attributes or relational qualities as the more
decisive factors in shaping students’ perceptions of a “good teacher.” These inconsistencies
underscore the need for context-specific investigations into the views of elementary school
students, who themselves are the primary beneficiaries of teaching practices.

The present study, therefore, addresses the following research question: What are the
perceptions of elementary school students regarding the characteristics of a desirable
teacher? By exploring students’ voices directly, this research aimed to shed light on the
qualities that children value most, thereby offering insights for teacher education and
evaluation systems.

Methodology

This study is classified as applied research with a qualitative orientation. A descriptive
phenomenological approach was adopted to capture students’ lived experiences and
perceptions. The research field consisted of elementary school students in Alborz province,
Iran.

Participants were selected using purposive and criterion-based sampling. Inclusion criteria
required that students be enrolled in grades 4—6 of public elementary schools during the
2022-2023 academic year, possess sufficient verbal skills to articulate their ideas, and express
willingness to participate in interviews. A total of 38 students were initially interviewed
through semi-structured, face-to-face sessions. Data saturation was reached at this stage, but
in order to enhance credibility, two additional interviews were conducted, resulting in a final
sample of 40 participants.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method of
phenomenological data analysis. To establish trustworthiness, multiple validation strategies
were employed:

e Member checks: Extracted codes and themes were returned to participants for
confirmation.

e Peer debriefing: Two experts in educational sciences reviewed the codes and
interpretations.

e Thick description: Contextual details and direct quotations were used to increase
transferability.

e Audit trail: The entire analytic process, including coding and memo-writing, was
documented to ensure dependability.
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Finding and Discussion

Analysis of the interviews revealed that students conceptualize the desirable teacher through
three broad categories: personal characteristics, specialized characteristics, and professional
characteristics.

1. Personal characteristics included appearance and personality traits. Students noted
aspects such as neat clothing, appropriate physical presentation, and positive facial
expressions. While features like height or facial structure were acknowledged as
unchangeable, students emphasized that teachers could still project openness and
confidence through dress and demeanor. Personality traits such as kindness, patience,
and fairness were also frequently mentioned.

2. Specialized characteristics encompassed scientific knowledge, pedagogical
competence, and classroom leadership. Interestingly, scientific knowledge was the
least cited attribute, likely due to students’ limited ability to judge content expertise. In
contrast, pedagogical competence—clarity of explanations, ability to make learning
enjoyable, and responsiveness to questions—was among the most frequently valued
qualities. Classroom leadership was not equated with authoritarian control; rather,
students viewed an effective teacher as someone who harnesses students’ energy and
participation to create an engaging and organized learning environment. Professional
characteristics emerged as the most salient category and included four sub-
dimensions: behavioral, emotional, nurturing, and interactive traits.

o Behavioral traits referred to respectful, supportive, and consistent treatment
of students in everyday interactions.

o Emotional traits captured the teacher’s ability to convey care, affection, and
genuine belief in students’ worth.

o Nurturing traits reflected the teacher’s role in promoting holistic
development beyond academic instruction, such as fostering responsibility,
cooperation, and moral values.

o Interactive traits represented the highest level of professional qualities.
Students described the desirable teacher as one who values their voices,
provides space for expression, and recognizes learners as active agents in the
educational process rather than passive recipients of knowledge.

Among the sub-dimensions of professional characteristics, interactive qualities ranked
highest, followed by pedagogical competence and personality traits, whereas scientific
knowledge was least emphasized.

The findings suggest that elementary students primarily evaluate teachers through
relational and developmental lenses rather than solely academic ones. They desire teachers
who combine competence in teaching with empathy, fairness, and interactive engagement.
Particularly noteworthy is the emphasis on interactive characteristics, which reflect students’
aspiration to be recognized as active participants with legitimate voices in the classroom.
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These insights carry several implications:
e For teacher education programs: Curricula should be revised to allocate greater

emphasis to communication skills, active listening, emotional intelligence, and
strategies for fostering student agency, alongside subject knowledge.

e For school administrators: Teacher evaluation systems should move beyond
measuring students’ academic achievement alone and incorporate indicators of
relational quality, such as respect, responsiveness, and the creation of safe spaces for
expression.

o For practicing teachers: Effective pedagogy should integrate playful learning, group
activities, and attention to students’ social and emotional needs, thereby nurturing both
cognitive and affective dimensions of growth.

By centering the voices of elementary students, this research underscores the importance of
relational and interactive dimensions in defining teacher effectiveness. Such a perspective
challenges traditional notions of teacher quality as primarily content-based, advocating
instead for a more holistic, student-centered understanding of the “desirable teacher.”
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