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Objective: This study aimed to explain a governance-oriented policy-making model for selecting
principals of virtual schools in the age of artificial intelligence.

Methods and Materials: This applied qualitative study was conducted using qualitative content
analysis. The research population consisted of faculty members and experts in educational
management who had relevant academic and executive experience in educational administration,
educational policy-making, and digital transformation. Participants were selected through
purposeful criterion-based sampling, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Ultimately, 23 qualified experts participated in the study. Data were collected through
in-depth, unstructured interviews that allowed participants to express their perceptions and
experiences regarding principal selection, artificial intelligence, governance requirements, ethical
considerations, and policy-making challenges in virtual schools. The data were analyzed through
open, axial, and selective coding. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, the criteria of
credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability were applied.

Findings: The inferential results of the qualitative analysis indicated that governance of policy-
making for selecting virtual school principals in the age of artificial intelligence consists of nine
overarching themes and 33 organizing themes. The extracted themes included individual and
behavioral micro-policy-making, process policy-making, structural policy-making, ethical and
social policy-making, environmental and legal policy-making, technological and infrastructural
policy-making, research-based and foresight policy-making, organizational learning policy-
making, and data governance and data literacy policy-making. The resulting model suggested that
effective selection of virtual school principals should be based on cognitive, emotional, ethical,
communicative, technological, and data-driven competencies, while also incorporating human
oversight of algorithmic decisions, digital justice, cybersecurity, data transparency, legal regulation,
organizational learning, and future-oriented planning.

Conclusion: Selecting principals of virtual schools in the age of artificial intelligence should not
be treated as a merely administrative procedure. Rather, it is a multilayered governance issue that
requires competency-based selection, professional ethics, data governance, technological
readiness, human supervision, institutional accountability, and future-oriented policy design.
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence; Policy Governance; Principal Selection; Virtual Schools;
Educational Management; Qualitative Content Analysis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence has transformed the conceptual foundations,
operational mechanisms, and governance requirements of educational systems. In particular, virtual
schools have emerged as complex digital learning environments in which leadership is no longer limited
to administrative supervision, teacher coordination, and routine school management. Instead, school
principals are increasingly expected to interpret educational data, supervise digital platforms, manage
online interactions, protect learner information, respond to ethical dilemmas, and guide organizational
adaptation in technology-mediated settings. Classical and contemporary theories of educational leadership
emphasize that school management is always shaped by institutional context, policy environment,
organizational culture, and social expectations; therefore, when the educational environment changes, the
criteria for selecting educational leaders must also be reconsidered (Bush, 2020). In the age of artificial
intelligence, this reconsideration becomes especially necessary because virtual school principals must
operate at the intersection of pedagogy, technology, data governance, ethics, and policy.

Acrtificial intelligence has created new opportunities for educational management by enabling data-
driven decision-making, predictive analysis, personalized learning support, administrative automation,
and intelligent monitoring of educational processes. Studies on artificial intelligence in school
management have shown that intelligent technologies can improve planning, evaluation, communication,
and organizational efficiency in educational settings (Karimi & Naseri, 2023; Mohammadi et al., 2024).
Similarly, recent research on school leadership in the age of artificial intelligence indicates that principals
need new forms of digital, analytical, ethical, and strategic competence to respond effectively to the
demands of smart educational ecosystems (Gocen & Doger, 2025; Karakose & Tulubas, 2024; Sposato, 2025).
These developments suggest that the selection of virtual school principals should not be based solely on
traditional indicators such as administrative experience, seniority, or general managerial ability. Rather, it
should be grounded in a governance-oriented framework capable of identifying principals who can lead
schools in data-intensive, technologically dynamic, and ethically sensitive environments.

At the same time, the use of artificial intelligence in educational decision-making creates serious
governance challenges. Artificial intelligence is not merely a technical tool; it represents a new knowledge
and decision-making paradigm that changes how information is produced, interpreted, and used in policy
and organizational practice (Huang & Peissl, 2023). If Al-based systems are used in the selection or
evaluation of school principals without appropriate governance mechanisms, they may reproduce bias,
obscure accountability, weaken transparency, and reduce the legitimacy of decisions. Research on
responsible Al governance has emphasized the need for integrated frameworks that address transparency,
accountability, explainability, human oversight, data protection, fairness, and risk management (Batool et
al., 2023; Papagiannidis et al., 2025). Moreover, algorithmic decision-making may face legitimacy threats
when institutional responses are weak, unclear, or poorly calibrated (Grimmelikhuijsen & Meijer, 2022). In
education, algorithmic decisions can affect professional opportunities, organizational justice, and public
trust; therefore, their use in governance-sensitive processes such as principal selection requires careful
policy design (Wang, 2024).



The policy dimension of this issue is equally important. Artificial intelligence can improve public
policy-making by supporting evidence-based decisions, enhancing predictive capacity, and accelerating
information processing; however, its effectiveness depends on institutional readiness, transparent data
systems, and accountable implementation mechanisms (Nyathi, 2023). Policy guidance on artificial
intelligence and education also stresses that educational systems must integrate Al in ways that protect
human rights, support inclusion, promote equity, safeguard privacy, and develop human capacity (Miao &
Holmes, 2021). In school contexts, Al policies should be aligned with educational goals, infrastructure
readiness, stakeholder participation, teacher and principal training, and ethical safeguards (Salha et al.,
2025). In Iran, discussions on good governance in education have highlighted transparency, accountability,
participation, justice, and institutional coherence as essential principles for educational policy-making
(Pourkarimi et al., 2024). Furthermore, the governance ecosystem of artificial intelligence in education
requires interaction among policymakers, educational institutions, technology specialists, school leaders,
teachers, families, and end users (Pourkarimi & Aliakbari, 2025). These arguments indicate that the selection
of virtual school principals should be viewed as a policy-governance issue rather than as a merely
administrative procedure.

Recent empirical studies further confirm that artificial intelligence is entering the daily work of
educational leaders. Generative Al is increasingly used in instructional leadership, planning,
communication, information analysis, and school management tasks (Berkovich, 2025). Principals’
perspectives on Al, big data, and robot teachers also reveal both optimism about technological possibilities
and concern about ethical, human, and professional consequences (Alkan et al., 2026). Qualitative research
on Al in educational leadership similarly shows that artificial intelligence can reshape leadership roles,
decision-making patterns, and organizational practices in schools (Khabareh, 2025). In broader
management contexts, Al can influence decision-making effectiveness when combined with
transformational leadership and human interpretation (Abositta et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the future of Al
policy remains dependent on how societies answer questions of regulation, responsibility, accountability,
ethics, and human control (Lauterbach, 2019). Accordingly, the present study aimed to explain the
governance of policy-making for selecting principals of virtual schools in the age of artificial intelligence.

Methods and Materials

This study was applied in terms of purpose and qualitative in terms of approach. Qualitative
content analysis was used because the phenomenon under investigation was multidimensional, context-
dependent, and closely related to the perceptions and judgments of experts. The research population
consisted of faculty members in the field of educational management who had academic and executive
experience relevant to educational administration, policy-making, school leadership, and digital
transformation. Participants were selected through purposeful criterion-based sampling. The inclusion
criteria were faculty membership, more than twenty years of academic and executive experience, and the
academic rank of associate professor or full professor. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
reached, meaning that new interviews no longer added substantially new concepts or categories to the
analysis. Ultimately, 23 experts participated in the study.

Data were collected through in-depth, unstructured interviews. This interview format allowed
participants to describe their views freely and enabled the researcher to pursue exploratory and follow-up
questions based on the direction of each interview. The interviews focused on the requirements of selecting

E-ISSN: 3041-8933


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8933

m) Moatamedi Mohammadabadi et al. Dynamic Management and Business Analysis 6:3 (2027) 1-21

principals for virtual schools, the role of artificial intelligence in selection processes, ethical and legal
considerations, data governance, infrastructural requirements, and policy-making challenges. Data
analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding. First, the interview texts were reviewed
repeatedly and initial codes were extracted. Then, similar codes were grouped into organizing themes, and
finally broader overarching themes were identified. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings,
credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability were considered throughout the research
process.

Findings

The data analysis showed that governance of policy-making for selecting principals of virtual
schools in the age of artificial intelligence consists of nine overarching themes and 33 organizing themes.
The first overarching theme was individual and behavioral micro-policy-making. This theme included
cognitive-perceptual  competencies, psychological-emotional —competencies, ethical-normative
competencies, and social-communicative competencies. The findings indicated that virtual school
principals must be capable of information processing, technological understanding, data analysis, future
analysis, complex problem-solving, logical decision-making, creativity, psychological flexibility,
emotional self-regulation, responsibility, transparency, privacy protection, effective communication,
conflict management, and participatory leadership.

The second theme was process policy-making. This dimension included data standardization,
information management, digital infrastructure integration, human oversight, risk management,
algorithmic decision monitoring, bias control, organizational justice, and coherent evaluation procedures.
The findings showed that Al-supported selection processes cannot rely only on technical systems; they
require human supervision, data quality control, risk assessment, and mechanisms for correcting errors
and preventing unfair decisions.

The third theme was structural policy-making. This theme included legal policy-making and
regulation, the macro-architecture of virtual education, digital justice, equality of opportunity, strategic
leadership, and foresight. The findings indicated that effective selection of virtual school principals
requires clear legal frameworks, privacy regulations, transparent supervisory mechanisms, and
institutional architecture that supports fair and accountable decision-making.

The fourth theme was ethical and social policy-making. This dimension included professional
ethics, human responsibility, respect for human dignity, fairness in interviews and assessment, mental
health protection, and management of the social consequences of technology. The analysis showed that
artificial intelligence must not replace human judgment in principal selection; instead, it should support a
process grounded in fairness, dignity, responsibility, and ethical awareness.

The fifth theme was environmental and legal policy-making. This theme included international
standards, digital human rights, national technological infrastructure, knowledge-based economic
conditions, digital culture, public trust in technology, and interaction with higher-level governing
institutions. The sixth theme was technological and infrastructural policy-making, including stable
networks, secure data centers, intelligent systems, evaluation algorithms, cybersecurity, encryption, and
system interoperability. The seventh theme was research-based and foresight policy-making, including
scientific monitoring, data auditing, evidence-based revision, trend analysis, scenario planning, and
knowledge co-creation. The eighth theme was organizational learning policy-making, including data-



based feedback, continuous principal training, and promotion of innovation culture. The ninth theme was
data governance and data literacy, including data quality, data security, interpretation of algorithmic
outputs, transparent reporting, and data auditing.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that selecting principals for virtual schools in the age of artificial intelligence
is a complex governance issue rather than a limited administrative task. The extracted model shows that
effective policy-making in this field requires the integration of individual competencies, process
safeguards, legal and institutional structures, ethical principles, technological infrastructure,
environmental readiness, organizational learning, research-based foresight, and data governance. In other
words, the principal of a virtual school must not only be an educational administrator but also a data-
literate leader, a technology-oriented manager, an ethical decision-maker, an organizational learner, and
a strategic actor capable of leading digital educational environments.

The results suggest that traditional selection models are insufficient for virtual schools because
they often fail to assess the competencies required for leadership in Al-mediated environments. A
principal who leads a virtual school must understand how digital platforms operate, how educational data
are produced and interpreted, how algorithmic outputs should be evaluated, and how ethical risks related
to privacy, bias, and transparency should be managed. Therefore, selection policies must move toward
competency-based, evidence-informed, participatory, and future-oriented governance models.

Overall, the study concludes that governance of policy-making for selecting virtual school
principals should be built on several interrelated principles: competency-based selection, digital justice,
human oversight, professional ethics, data security, algorithmic transparency, cybersecurity, continuous
learning, and foresight. Such a framework can help educational systems identify and appoint principals
who are capable of leading virtual schools effectively in the age of artificial intelligence. The proposed
model provides a conceptual and practical foundation for redesigning principal selection policies in ways
that are intelligent, accountable, ethical, and responsive to the future of digital education.
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