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This study explored the self-development competencies of elementary school teachers in
Karaj using a qualitative phenomenological approach. Participants were purposively
recruited using criterion-based sampling until data saturation. Inclusion criteria were at
least three years’ teaching experience, willingness to participate, active engagement in
personal and professional growth, continuous learning and updating of professional
knowledge and skills, and ability to describe related lived experiences in depth. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 16 elementary school teachers.
Data were coded into concepts, subthemes, and main themes. Credibility was enhanced
through member checking and expert review. Findings identified five components of
self-

awareness; leadership and management of teaching and learning; networking and

teachers’ self-development competencies: self-monitoring and professional

collaborative professional learning; self-directed growth and empowerment; and
development-oriented personal and professional attitudes and characteristics. Professional
self-development emerged as a dynamic, continuous, self-directed process shaped by
professional experiences and teacher agency. It extends beyond formal professional
development courses, requiring teachers to assume responsibility for continuous growth
and apply learning in practice. Supportive environments and opportunities for self-
assessment, self-directed learning, professional interaction, and access to learning
resources can foster teachers’ self-development, improve performance, and enhance

teaching and learning quality.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Rapid social, technological, and educational changes require teachers to continuously review
and update their professional knowledge, skills, and practices. Under such conditions, teachers’
continued growth cannot depend solely on initial teacher education, in-service training, or
formal professional development programs. Rather, teachers need to play an active and
responsible role in their personal and professional growth. In this context, self-development
refers to a process through which individuals consciously manage their own development by
recognizing their current situation, identifying learning needs, setting goals, seeking resources,
engaging in continuous learning, reflecting on professional experiences, and improving their
performance. Self-development is particularly important in the teaching profession because
teachers’ performance is directly related to the quality of students’ learning experiences, while
continuous changes in learners’ needs, educational technologies, and professional expectations
increase the need for continuous learning. Despite the importance of this issue, previous
research has largely examined teacher growth through organized professional development,
self-directed learning, or educational programs, while less attention has been paid to teachers’
lived experiences of the competencies that enable them to manage and sustain their own
development. Therefore, this study aimed to identify and explore teachers’ self-development
competencies in Karaj.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach to gain an in-depth
understanding of teachers’ lived experiences of self-development competencies and the
meanings they attributed to these experiences. The research population consisted of teachers
working in schools in Karaj during the 2025-2026 academic year. Participants were selected
through purposive and snowball sampling. Initially, 25 eligible teachers were identified and
invited to participate, and 16 were ultimately included in the study following the achievement
of conceptual saturation. Participants were 25 to 46 years old and held bachelor’s, master’s, or
doctoral degrees. Inclusion criteria included at least three years of teaching experience,
willingness to participate, experience in personal and professional growth, experience of
continuous learning and updating professional knowledge and skills, and the ability to provide
in-depth accounts of professional experiences. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-
structured interviews lasting 45-75 minutes. With participants’ consent, interviews were
recorded and fully transcribed. The analysis involved repeated reading of transcripts,
identification of meaning units, development of initial codes, and organization of related codes
into concepts, subthemes, and main themes. Throughout the process, relationships among the
data and the overall meaning of participants’ experiences were continuously examined. To
enhance credibility, preliminary findings were reviewed by five participants. In addition, the
coding process, concepts, and themes were reviewed by two experts with doctoral degrees in
educational planning. The raw data and analytical stages were also repeatedly reviewed.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in 388 meaning units, 30 subthemes, and five main themes. The first
theme, professional self-monitoring and self-awareness, included self-assessment and
monitoring of professional performance, self-knowledge and recognition of personal capacities,
self-reflection and professional reflection, self-correction and continuous improvement,
identification of developmental needs, and critical professional self-monitoring.
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The second theme, leadership and management of the teaching—learning process, comprised
educational planning and goal setting, instructional design and innovation, management and
facilitation of the learning environment, learner interaction and motivation, developmental
assessment and feedback, and leadership of students’ learning and development.

The third theme, professional networking and collaborative professional learning, included
sharing professional knowledge and experience, learning from colleagues, professional
mentoring and coaching, teamwork and professional collaboration, professional
communication and networks, and collaborative learning and professional problem solving.
The fourth theme, self-directed growth and empowerment, included self-learning and self-
education, continuous professional development, research and production of professional
knowledge, self-directed career development, application and transfer of learning, and
technological and professional self-empowerment.

The fifth theme, development-oriented personal and professional attitudes and characteristics,
included self-motivation and self-efficacy, enthusiasm for change and lifelong learning, self-
management and self-regulation, professional resilience and adaptability, creativity and
professional initiative, and professional commitment and ethics.

The findings showed that these themes were not experienced by teachers as separate and
independent elements. Rather, they formed an interconnected, continuous, dynamic, and
multidimensional process of self-development. Teachers’ self-development competencies
emerged as a multidimensional, dynamic, continuous, and self-directed phenomenon grounded
in teacher agency and responsibility for professional growth. Self-development begins with
recognizing and evaluating one’s professional condition, continues through reflection and
improvement of teaching practice, interaction and learning from others, and independent pursuit
of learning opportunities, and is sustained through development-oriented attitudes and
characteristics.

Conclusion

Teacher self-development should not be limited to participation in formal professional
development programs. Schools and educational organizations need to provide regular
opportunities for professional self-assessment and reflection, self-directed learning, networking
and collaborative learning, the purposeful use of learning resources and technologies, and the
cultivation of development-oriented attitudes. Such an approach can strengthen teachers’
agency in their professional growth and support the integration of personal and professional
development with improvements in teaching and learning and overall school quality.
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