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Care ethics plays a fundamental role in the emotional and social education
of elementary school students; however, its curriculum dimensions have not
been adequately clarified in Iran. Therefore, the aim of this study was to
identify the dimensions and components of a curriculum based on care
ethics in elementary schools of Yazd. This qualitative study employed
thematic analysis using the Attride-Stirling network of themes approach.
Nineteen participants—including university faculty members and
elementary school teachers from Yazd—were selected through criterion-
based purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Data
were collected via semi-structured interviews, and coding reliability was
calculated using Holsti’s method, yielding 94%. Data analysis resulted in
the extraction of 135 basic themes, 16 organizing themes, and 4 global
themes. The global themes comprised objectives, content, teaching-
learning methods, and assessment, which delineated the core dimensions of
the curriculum. Designing a care-ethics curriculum requires a holistic and
integrative approach. The findings can be applied in revising textbook
content and improving qualitative assessment practices. The main
limitation is the study’s focus on one city and its qualitative nature, which
restricts generalizability; hence, conducting quantitative research in other
regions is recommended.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In contemporary educational systems, the curriculum serves as a fundamental instrument for holistic
development, encompassing cognitive, emotional, social, and moral growth. Among various ethical
frameworks, the ethics of care, articulated by Nel Noddings and others, has gained significant
attention for its potential to transform educational practices by prioritising relationships, empathy,
responsibility, and mutual responsiveness. The ethics of care shifts focus from abstract principles to
concrete relational interactions, emphasising that genuine learning occurs within caring relationships.
Despite its theoretical richness, a notable gap exists in Iranian educational literature regarding the
systematic identification of curriculum dimensions explicitly grounded in the ethics of care,
particularly at the elementary level. This period is critical for forming foundational values and moral
dispositions, yet existing curricula often lack explicit attention to care-based objectives, content,
teaching methods, and assessment. Therefore, this study aims to identify and delineate the dimensions
and components of a curriculum based on the ethics of care for elementary schools, drawing on the
lived experiences and professional insights of university faculty members and experienced
elementary teachers.

Methodology

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis using Attride-Stirling's (2001) thematic network
framework, which enables systematic yet flexible exploration of textual data through the construction
of basic, organising, and global themes. Participants comprised 19 individuals selected through
purposive criterion-based sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved: nine university faculty
members with expertise in curriculum studies and teacher education, and ten elementary school
teachers from Yazd, Iran, each with at least 15 years of teaching experience. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews exploring participants' perceptions and suggestions regarding
essential elements of a care-ethics-based curriculum. To ensure rigour, the study adhered to Guba and
Lincoln’'s criteria: credibility (through member checking and prolonged engagement), confirmability
(through reflexive documentation and peer scrutiny), transferability (through rich descriptions), and
dependability (through an audit trail). Coding reliability was assessed using Holsti's coefficient,
yielding a score of 0.94, indicating high consistency. Analysis proceeded in three stages: text analysis
(extracting basic themes), transformation (grouping basic themes into organising and global themes),
and construction of a thematic network to visualise relationships among themes.

Results

Analysis of interview data yielded 135 basic themes, organised into 16 organising themes and
condensed into four overarching global themes representing core dimensions of a care-ethics-based
curriculum:

1. Objectives of the Curriculum: This dimension emphasises nurturing caring, responsible, and
empathetic students. Key organising themes include fostering caring individuals through practical
experiences, promoting social participation and responsibility towards others, integrating ethical and
emotional growth alongside cognitive development, and supporting personal identity formation
within positive relational contexts.

2. Content of the Curriculum: Content should facilitate ethical dialogues and cultivate humane
attitudes. It must include materials presenting ethical and challenging situations, encourage
interpersonal dialogue, reflect cultural and human diversity, connect to students' lived experiences,
and be interdisciplinary to foster life skills. Additionally, content should adapt to individual needs

¥



V0 )L@J. ‘V_Q”qu,_ftjl.w A? a)LA-:A (S MLJ; Sladllas aollzd

and interests, be flexible and personalisable, emphasise real-life experiences and authentic problems,
invite active student participation, and provide opportunities for artistic expression.

3. Teaching-Learning Methods: This dimension highlights the centrality of relationship-based
learning. Organising themes involve creating a dialogic and attentive classroom atmosphere,
employing participatory, interactive, and dialogue-oriented strategies, accommodating individual
differences and cultural backgrounds, ensuring a safe, supportive, and non-judgmental environment,
and redefining the teacher's role as a caring facilitator, active listener, and moral role model who
accompanies students through their learning journey.

4. Assessment: Assessment should be qualitative, descriptive, and focused on individual growth and
moral development. It must emphasise the learning process over final outcomes, provide specific,
respectful, and constructive feedback, and incorporate self-assessment, peer assessment, and
supportive feedback mechanisms. It should value effort, perseverance, and progressive improvement,
reflect emotional, social, and ethical competencies alongside cognitive abilities, and involve
continuous documentation and supportive communication with families.

The thematic network visually represents these four global themes as interconnected, with organising
themes and constituent basic themes clearly mapped to each dimension.

Discussion

The findings offer a comprehensive, empirically grounded framework for conceptualising a
curriculum that genuinely embodies the ethics of care in elementary education. The four identified
dimensions—objectives, content, teaching-learning methods, and assessment—are deeply
interrelated, reflecting the holistic nature of care ethics. Objectives focused on nurturing caring
individuals align with Noddings' assertion that education's primary aim is to produce competent,
caring, and loved adults. The content dimension underscores integrating real-life ethical dilemmas,
cultural diversity, and interdisciplinary perspectives, resonating with studies advocating authentic
learning experiences. Teaching-learning methods stress relationship-based, dialogic, and
participatory pedagogy, echoing scholars such as Bergmark, Taggart, and Zembylas, who highlight
the teacher's role as moral exemplar and facilitator of caring interactions. Assessment moves beyond
traditional grading to embrace qualitative, process-oriented approaches that recognise students' moral
and emotional growth, consistent with care ethics' emphasis on nurturing rather than ranking.
Collectively, these dimensions suggest that implementing a care-ethics-based curriculum requires a
paradigm shift in how educators perceive their roles, how content is selected and organised, how
learning is facilitated, and how progress is evaluated. This study contributes a context-specific model
that can guide curriculum developers, policymakers, and teacher educators in Iran and similar cultural
contexts. Future research should empirically validate this framework through intervention studies and
explore practical implementation challenges in diverse school settings. In conclusion, embedding the
ethics of care within the elementary curriculum is not merely an idealistic aspiration but a practical
necessity for fostering resilient, empathetic, and morally responsible citizens in an increasingly
complex world.
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