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May 17, 2026 : This study aims to analyze teachers' and students' perceptions of
: educational justice within Iran's education system, with an emphasis on the
June 27, 2026 concept of "cognitive justice." Cognitive justice—defined as the fair

. | distribution of opportunities for understanding, expression, participation in
September 15, 2026 meaning-making, and recognition of diverse ways of knowing within
educational institutions—serves as the core of the proposed conceptual
model.

This qualitative interpretive study employed semi-
structured interviews with 30 students and 20 teachers from public schools
across Iran. Data were analvzed using theorv-driven thematic coding.

: Findings reveal that perceived educational iustice oberates across
four interconnected levels: structural. cultural. classroom. and cognitive.
Teachers primarilv emphasize structural and policv constraints. while
students foreground their lived experiences of linguistic marginalization.
epistemic delegitimization. restricted cognitive agency, and the exclusion of
diverse ways of knowing in the classroom.

: The perceptual gap between teachers and
students indicates a misalignment in the realization of cognitive justice
within the educational institution. Policymakers are recommended to move
beyond distributive justice by developing culturally responsive curricula,
diversifying assessment methods, and implementing teacher training
programs grounded in principles of cognitive justice.

The study's innovation lies in formulating a
four-level model of educational justice centered on cognitive justice as the
integrative link across structural, cultural, and classroom levels, thereby
foregrounding the lived experiences of educational actors
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Educational justice has traditionally been conceptualized through distributive models focusing on
equal access to resources, facilities, and opportunities. However, this paper argues that such
approaches remain incomplete without addressing what we term "cognitive justice"—the fair
distribution of opportunities for understanding, expression, participation in meaning-making, and
recognition of diverse ways of knowing within educational institutions. Drawing on the theoretical
frameworks of Rawls (fair equality of opportunity), Bourdieu (cultural capital and symbolic violence),
Freire (dialogical pedagogy and critical consciousness), and Sen-Nussbaum (capabilities approach),
this study positions cognitive justice as the integrative core of a four-level model of educational
justice. The research addresses a critical gap in Iranian educational studies, where most research has
focused on structural inequalities while neglecting the lived experiences of cognitive marginalization
among students from diverse cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

This study employed a qualitative interpretive approach to understand the lived experiences and
narratives of teachers and students regarding educational justice within Iran's cultural context. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 high school students and 20 teachers
working in public schools across different regions of Iran. Purposeful sampling was used to select
participants who had direct experience of educational inequalities at structural, cultural, and
classroom levels. Inclusion criteria for teachers included a minimum of five years of teaching
experience; for students, enrollment in public schools with diverse cultural backgrounds. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interviews lasted between 45 to 75 minutes, were
recorded with participants' consent, and transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was conducted through
three stages: (1) conceptual-philosophical analysis of foundational justice theories; (2) theory-driven
thematic coding (open coding, axial coding, and theoretical integration across four levels of justice);
and (3) relational analysis and conceptual modeling to explain how structural, cultural, and classroom
factors interact with cognitive justice. Trustworthiness was ensured through data triangulation
(comparing teacher and student narratives), member checking, thick description, and procedural
transparency.

The findings reveal that perceived educational justice operates across four interconnected levels. At
the structural level, both teachers and students acknowledged persistent inequalities in resource
distribution, teacher allocation, and the national university entrance exam system (Konkour), which
systematically advantages urban and middle-class students. Teachers emphasized structural
constraints such as lack of qualified teachers in rural areas and centralized curriculum policies, while
students highlighted how these inequalities directly limit their future opportunities. At the cultural
level, students articulated experiences of linguistic marginalization (e.g., Mazani-speaking students
facing difficulties in Persian-medium instruction), cultural non-recognition (absence of local cultures
and histories in textbooks), and symbolic violence. Teachers acknowledged cultural diversity as an
educational resource but rarely identified cultural recognition as a justice concern. At the classroom
level, students reported experiences of epistemic silencing—where expressing diverse perspectives
led to lower grades or being ignored—differential teacher attention favoring students with private
tutoring, and assessment methods privileging test-taking skills over analytical thinking. Teachers
focused more on classroom management and maintaining®# . The cognitive justice level emerged as
the central integrative dimension. Students consistently reported that their diverse ways of knowing—
local examples, alternative reasoning styles, and experiential knowledge—were delegitimized. As one
student stated, "If you do well on tests, you're smart; if you have a different analysis, you've wasted
your time." Teachers identified that some students understand concepts but cannot express them in
standard Persian, yet this is interpreted as learning failure rather than cognitive diversity. The
comparative analysis revealed a perceptual gap: teachers interpret educational justice primarily
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through structural-political lenses, while students experience it as lived recognition and epistemic
participation.

The findings demonstrate that cognitive justice functions as the missing link in understanding
educational justice. Structural reforms and equitable resource distribution, while necessary, remain
insufficient without addressing how schools systematically devalue diverse cognitive styles, linguistic
backgrounds, and cultural ways of knowing. The perceptual gap between teachers and students
indicates a fundamental misalignment in how educational justice is experienced versus how it is
institutionally framed. This study proposes a four-level conceptual framework with cognitive justice
as its core, suggesting that educational policies must move beyond formal equality toward recognizing
epistemic diversity. For Iranian educational policy, this implies: developing culturally sensitive
curricula, reforming assessment methods to value multiple forms of intelligence and expression,
teacher training that emphasizes cognitive justice and dialogical pedagogy, and creating classroom
conditions where students from all cultural backgrounds can participate as legitimate knowers.
Without such transformations, educational justice will remain an unfulfilled promise, reproducing
rather than reducing inequalities.
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