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Extended Abstract

Abstract

This study aimed to identify the challenges and shortcomings of school-based
educational programs designed to foster the internalization of prayer in schools in
Zahedan, Iran, and to propose effective strategies for enhancing their effectiveness. The
central research problem was the gap between the formal implementation of prayer-
related activities and the development of students’ positive attitudes, intrinsic
motivation, and sustained commitment to prayer. The study was applied in purpose and
employed a mixed-methods approach using a sequential exploratory design. In the
qualitative phase, 24 participants—including school principals, extracurricular and
educational affairs coordinators, teachers, school counselors, congregational prayer
leaders, students, parents, and educational science faculty members—were recruited
through purposive maximum-variation sampling and participated in semi-structured
interviews. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase,
20 experts in religious education, curriculum planning, educational management, and
school-based educational affairs evaluated and prioritized the strategies identified in the
qualitative phase through a three-round Delphi process. Eight categories of challenges
were identified: content-related shortcomings; implementation and management
weaknesses; challenges associated with teachers and educational staff; student-related
factors; family and environmental influences; cultural, media-related, and social factors;
deficiencies in evaluation and feedback; and limited appeal and opportunities for
student participation. Redesigning content to reflect students’ developmental stages and
needs, building the capacity of school personnel, actively involving students, and
strengthening home—school partnerships received the highest priorities. The findings
indicate that the internalization of prayer cannot be achieved merely by increasing the
number of prayer-related activities or monitoring students’ attendance. Rather, it
requires the coordinated redesign of educational content, instructional approaches,
human resources, the learning environment, and evaluation systems.

Introduction

Prayer occupies an important place in Islamic education, not merely as a religious
obligation but also as a potential means of fostering spiritual awareness, self-regulation,
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moral responsibility, and religious identity. From an educational perspective, however,
the effectiveness of school-based prayer programs cannot be assessed solely by the
number of ceremonies held or students attending congregational prayers. A more
meaningful assessment considers whether students develop an understanding of prayer,
a positive attitude toward it, a sense of personal meaning, intrinsic motivation, and
sustained commitment.

The internalization of prayer involves a gradual transition from externally regulated
participation to a personally meaningful and relatively enduring commitment. This
process is influenced by multiple interacting factors, including the relevance of
educational content, the quality of instructional approaches, the behavior and
competencies of school personnel, students’ developmental needs, family involvement,
peer relationships, the wider cultural and media environment, and the availability of
appropriate evaluation and feedback mechanisms.

Previous research has examined various aspects of religious education, including
curriculum content, teachers’ roles, family—school cooperation, students’ religious
attitudes, and the use of participatory methods. Nevertheless, the simultaneous
interaction of these factors in school-based programs for promoting prayer requires
further investigation. In particular, the distinction between participation in formal
activities and the internalization of religious values needs to be addressed more
explicitly.

Accordingly, this study investigated the challenges affecting school-based programs
intended to promote the internalization of prayer in Zahedan and sought to develop and
prioritize practical strategies for improving their effectiveness. Its central contribution
lies in examining these challenges as an interconnected educational and organizational
issue rather than attributing them to a single factor.

Case study

The study was conducted in schools in Zahedan, Sistan and Baluchestan Province,
southeastern Iran, during the 2024-2025 academic year (1403-1404 in the lIranian
calendar). This setting provided an opportunity to examine prayer-related educational
programs through the experiences and perspectives of individuals directly involved in
school-based religious education.

The qualitative participants represented a range of educational and social roles,
including school administrators, educational affairs coordinators, teachers, counselors,
congregational prayer leaders, students, parents, and faculty members in educational
sciences. This diversity enabled the study to consider the issue from multiple
perspectives and to explore the relationships between school practices, student
experiences, family contexts, and broader cultural influences.

The study focused on the design, implementation, and evaluation of school-based
programs intended to promote prayer. It examined both the challenges encountered in
practice and the strategies that experts considered important and feasible for addressing
them. The findings are context-specific and should therefore be interpreted with due
consideration of the educational, cultural, and organizational conditions of the
participating schools.

Materials and Methods
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The study was applied in purpose and employed a sequential exploratory mixed-
methods design. The qualitative phase preceded the quantitative phase: the first phase
identified the major challenges and generated potential strategies, while the second
phase used expert consultation to evaluate and prioritize those strategies.

In the qualitative phase, 24 participants were recruited through purposive maximum-
variation sampling. Variation was sought in relation to school levels, gender
composition, and differences between more advantaged and less advantaged school
contexts in Zahedan. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,
supplemented by the review of relevant policy documents and fieldanotes. Interviews
explored the current state of prayer-related programs, content and implementation
challenges, the roles of school personnel and families, the quality of prayer, facilities,
and existing evaluation practices. Sampling continued until theoretical Saturation was
reported. o

The interview data were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis, following the six-
phase approach of Braun and Clarke: familiarization with the data,.generation of initial
codes, development of candidate themes, review of themes, definition and naming of
themes, and report production. MAXQDA 2024 was used towsupport data organization
and coding. The resulting themes were organized into broader categories representing
the principal challenges affecting the programs.

In the quantitative phase, 20 experts were purposively selected on the basis of relevant
academic qualifications and professional, executive, or research experience. Eligibility
criteria included at least a master’s degree in,a related field and a minimum of five years
of relevant experience. The Delphi process consisted of'three rounds. Experts assessed
the proposed strategies using a five-pointqratingscale and considered their necessity,
effectiveness, practical feasibility, and,implementation priority.

The Delphi data were,analyzed“in IBM SPSS'Statistics 29 using means, medians,
standard deviations,® pereentage agreement, the interquartile range, and Kendall’s
coefficient of concordanee. The reported criteria for accepting strategies and concluding
the Delphi process includedya mean score of at least 3.75, agreement of 75% or higher,
an IQR of no niore than Lyand evidence of stability and convergence across rounds.
Qualitative rigor wasvaddressed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. The reported procedures included participant review of findings, the use
of multiple data sources, transparent documentation of the research process, and review
of selected interviews and initial codes by three specialists in qualitative research. The
content validityyof the Delphi questionnaire was examined using the content validity
ratio (CVR) and, content validity index (CVI). Internal consistency was assessed using
Cronbach’s alpha, reported as 0.87.

Discussion and Results

The qualitative analysis identified eight major categories of challenges affecting school-
based programs for promoting the internalization of prayer.

First, content-related shortcomings included repetitive and formulaic messages,
insufficient adaptation to students’ developmental stages, an emphasis on theoretical
instruction, formal or unengaging language, and limited connections between prayer
and students’ everyday concerns. These findings suggest that the mere inclusion of
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prayer-related information in educational activities is insufficient when content does not
engage students’ cognitive, emotional, and practical experiences.

Second, implementation and management weaknesses included the intermittent and
occasion-based delivery of activities, inadequate planning, limited coordination among
school personnel, insufficient time, and weak managerial support. These problems
indicate that prayer-related programs may lack the continuity and organizational
coherence needed to support sustained educational outcomes.

Third, limitations in teachers’ and educational staff’s competencies involved
insufficient communication and educational skills, inadequate specialized training,
limited participation by some teachers, and weaknesses in role modelling. The findings
highlight the importance of respectful communication, the ability to engage with
students’ questions, and consistency between educators’ stated values and their
everyday conduct.

Fourth, student-related challenges included declining intrinsic motivation, perceptions
of prayer-related activities as compulsory, superficial participation, and a mismatch
between program formats and students’ interests and expectations. These findings
underline the importance of distinguishing externally prompted attendance from
meaningful engagement and personally endorsed commitment.

Fifth, family and environmental influences included insufficient family engagement,
inconsistent educational practices between home and school, differences in family
backgrounds, and inadequate prayer facilities. The findings suggest that school-based
efforts may be constrained when they are not supported by constructive relationships
with families and an appropriate physical and psychological environment.

Sixth, cultural, media-related, and social factors included the influence of digital media,
changing lifestyles, peer environments, and competition from more engaging forms of
communication and entertainment. These factors point to the need for educational
approaches that communicate with students in relevant formats without reducing
religious education to entertainment alone.

Seventh, deficiencies in evaluation and feedback included the absence of appropriate
indicators of educational effectiveness, an emphasis on reporting activities and
attendance, superficial monitoring, and limited use of feedback to improve program
design. Counting ceremonies or attendance may document implementation, but such
measures cannot independently establish changes in students’ attitudes, motivation, or
sustained commitment.

Eighth, limited appeal and student participation reflected the dominance of one-way,
lecture-based activities, a lack of variety, insufficient opportunities for student input,
and limited use of creative approaches. Meaningful student involvement may help
programs become more responsive to students’ needs and strengthen their sense of
agency and responsibility.

The Delphi process was used to evaluate and prioritize strategies developed from the
qualitative findings. The four highest-priority strategies were redesigning program
content to reflect students’ ages and needs, strengthening the competencies of teachers
and educational staff, increasing meaningful student participation, and improving
home-school partnerships. Other proposed strategies included using creative and
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media-based approaches, improving prayer facilities, establishing more informative
evaluation and feedback systems, and strengthening ongoing managerial support.

The reported increase in Kendall’s coefficient of concordance from 0.41 in the first
round to 0.69 in the third suggests increasing agreement among the expert panel. The
reported decline in the IQR from 1.42 to 0.81 also indicates reduced dispersion in expert
ratings. These results support the conclusion that expert judgments became more
convergent across the Delphi rounds.

Taken together, the qualitative and quantitative findings suggest that the challenges are
interconnected. Content redesign is unlikely to be sufficient without capable and
supportive educators, coherent implementation, meaningful student involvement, family
engagement, appropriate facilities, and an evaluation system that informs“eontinuous
improvement. The findings also suggest that program effectiveness should be assessed
using a broader set of indicators, including students’ perceived meaning of prayer,
satisfaction with their experiences, voluntary participation, attitudes, and continuity of
behavior beyond formal school activities. These indicators @re proposed as directions
for evaluation rather than outcomes directly measured bythe present study.

Conclusion \

This study identified eight interconnected categories of ‘challenges affecting school-
based programs designed to promote the internalization of prayer in Zahedan. The
findings indicate that the main issue is notsimply the availability or number of prayer-
related activities, but the extent to which their contp\nt, elivery, organizational support,
and educational environment are aligned .withy students’ developmental needs and
experiences.

The expert panel prioritized ages, and needs-appropriate content redesign, capacity-
building for school personnel, meaningful ‘student participation, and stronger home—
school partnerships. These priorities point toward a coordinated and context-sensitive
approach in which ‘religious education is designed as an ongoing educational process
rather than a series of isolated activities. Schools may benefit from conducting local
needs assessments,\, assigning elear responsibilities, supporting educators’
communicationWskills, inw@lving students in program design, engaging families as
educational partners, and.using evaluation findings to revise activities.

The study s, limited by“its focus on schools in Zahedan and its reliance on participants’
accounts and expert judgments. The proposed strategies were prioritized through expert
consensus; their aCtual effects on students’ attitudes, intrinsic motivation, and long-term
commitment were not directly tested through an intervention or longitudinal design.
Future research could compare different school contexts and evaluate the effectiveness
of the proposed strategies over time. Quantitative studies could also examine the
relationships among program quality, student participation, intrinsic motivation, and
sustained engagement in prayer.

Overall, the findings support a shift from activity-centered implementation toward a
coherent, participatory, and evidence-informed approach to school-based religious
education.

Keywords: Internalization of Prayer; Educational and Developmental Programs;
Religious Education; Schools; Exploratory Sequential Mixed-Methods Design.
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