Iran Red Crescent Med J. 2014 October; 16(10): e14194.

DOI: 10.5812/ircmj.14194
Research Article

Published online 2014 October 5.

Establishing a Framework of Influential Factors on Empowering Primary
School Students in Peer Mediation
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Background: Empowerment of children and adolescents in terms of social skills is critical for promoting their social health.
Objectives: This study attempts to explore a framework of influential factors on empowering primary school students by means of peer
mediation from the stakeholders' point of view, as a qualitative content analysis design.
Patients and Methods: This study was a qualitative content analysis (conventional method). Seven focused group discussions and six
in-depth interviews were conducted with schoolchildren, parents and education authorities. Following each interview, recordings were
entered to an open code software and analyzed. Data collection was continued up to data saturation.
Results: Within the provided framework, the participants' views and comments were classified into two major categories “educational
empowerment” and “social empowerment”, and into two themes; “program” and “advocacy”. The “program” theme included factors such
as design and implementation, development, maintenance and improvement, and individual and social impact. The “advocacy” theme
included factors such as social, emotional and physical support.
Conclusions: The explained framework components regarding peer mediation are useful to design peace education programs and to
empower school-age children in peer mediation.
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1. Background
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Pinocchio was a wooden puppet who dreamt of becoming a real boy. The Blue Fairy told him that if he proved
himself to be truthful, unselfish and brave, he would become a real boy; and so, his adventures began. However,
the Blue Fairy's guidance was not the mere factor that
helped Pinocchio to become a real boy. Getting involved
in confrontations and problems in the natural process of
life helped him to turn into a real boy. Creating unique
confrontational opportunities for children to face real
life problems as well as creating a suitable environment
is necessary for empowering their social skills (1). Since
children come to school with different backgrounds,
values, experiences and viewpoints, conflicts are an integral part of school life. They play an important role in
children's moral cognition and psychosocial development (2). Conflicts may seem inefficient at first, but in the
long run they may prove to be effective, and if resolved
through nonviolent ways, they lead to empowerment
of the society (3, 4). Peace education and peer mediation program use a proactive approach to teach children
how to peacefully communicate with others and provide
them with creative methods in case of a conflict (5, 6). By
creating behavioral norms and educative conflict resolu-
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tions, peace education gives children special experiences,
which in return increases their abilities (7). Peer mediation, as an important part of many peace education programs, is a restorative method of conflict resolution, in
which a neutral third party helps disputants solve their
problems to achieve a mutual agreement (8). Teaching schoolchildren the structural management of their
conflicts to resolve the confrontations they have with
their peers will help them to be empowered and balance
their behaviors (6). Schools positively affect children and
youth's health by teaching them a wide variety of skills
(9, 10). Schools provide a communicative atmosphere for
schoolchildren, teachers, and staff. By creating the necessary support, they can lead to permanent empowerment
of schoolchildren and their families (11, 12). Most schoolage children are ill-equipped with resolving conflicts (13)
and the lack of interpersonal conflict management usually leads to violence (14).

2. Objectives

Considering the necessity of peace education programs
on this issue as well as the lack of a native framework to
indicate effective factors on empowering schoolchildren
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Table 1. Socio-Demographic Characteristics of the Participants
Participants
Parents

Education authorities
and Experts

Students

Number Average
Gender
Age
Female Male
11

45.2

Diploma

Education

Bachelor Master

10

46.7

4

7

4

2

24

10.6

-

24

4th and 5th grade

6

7

1

in peer mediation, this study planned to explain the experts and stakeholders’ opinions to establish a framework of influential factors on empowering primary
school students in peer mediation.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Context

A qualitative content analysis (conventional method)
was designed to find a framework of influential factors on
empowering primary school students in peer mediation.
Participants were selected from a school in the sixth district of Tehran, where the schoolchildren’s empowerment
interventions for conflict resolution had been conducted
(15) by the researchers of the present study. The study was
conducted from March to July 2012. Participants who met
certain criteria were selected through purposeful sampling (maximum variation method). The selection criteria
were: the person’s agreement to participate, all of whom
were from the school where the educational intervention
on the schoolchildren’s peace education and empowerment had been conducted (16). Totally, 26 semi-structured
interviews were conducted with fourth and fifth grade
male students (n = 24), their parents (n = 10), and education authorities (n = 11). Demographic characteristics of
these participants are presented in Table 1.
Before each interview, the research goals were explained
to the participants, who knowingly gave their consent to
the audio recording of the interviews. They were given
full authority to either accept or refuse participation.
Furthermore, the research proposal was approved by the
Ethics Committee of Tehran University of Medical Sciences (Grant No. 90-04-62-16277).
Data collection was performed through focus group
discussion and in-depth semi-structured interviews with
the participants (17, 18). The sessions were carried out using a semi-structured interview guide, were consistent
with the study objectives, and were also appropriate for
each group of participants. The guide validity was evaluated and corrected throughout the first sessions. A researcher, with nine years of experience in teaching life
skills to schoolchildren, being a family education expert
at primary schools, conducted the interviews. Discussions and in-depth interviews lasted 45 to 70 minutes and
began with some general questions in regard to group of
participants (i.e. what is your opinion about peer mediation program?, what are the impacts of this program on
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8

1

Occupation

Employee

Housewife

6

5

-

-

-

-

your school?, what pleasant and unpleasant experiences
did you have during the implementation of the program?, what are the main factors that help the program
improve?). Different probes were launched according to
the participants’ answers for stirring up discussions on
the subject affair. Participants, especially students, were
persuaded to talk freely and to share their feelings and experiences with other members of the group. None of the
participants withdrew or got excluded from the study.

3.2. Data Analysis
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This qualitative study was conducted using thematic
analysis. The interviews (data collection) continued until data saturation, when no new information came to
light. The audio files were transcribed verbatim for the
purpose of this study using the Open Codes software
(3.4). At first, the transcript was reread separately by two
individuals to achieve an overall impression. Then, researchers identified meaning-units from the transcripts
and fulfilled initial coding, based on the participants’
phrases. These codes were classified again based on
their similarities and differences for identifying themes
(19). Codes and themes were read several times by other
member of the research group to identify major themes
and categories. To examine the reliability and level of
agreement between the two, 150 lines from each of the
in-depth and group interviews were selected. Each of the
topic codes and categories were compared. The level of
achieved agreement was 92%. Themes and subthemes
were finalized in a research team meeting and reviewed
by two professors of Tehran University of Medical Sciences to ensure that the data analysis was verifiable as
suggested by the experts. The evaluation criteria for
making the trustworthiness of qualitative data were also
checked (20, 21). The participants’ views and comments
fell into two main categories.
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4. Results

The results of the participants' comments about the influential factors on empowering students in peer mediation were classified into two main groups: educational
and social empowerments. They were categorized into
two themes: program and advocacy (Figure 1). The “program” theme was classified into four subthemes: design
and implementation, development, maintenance and
improvement, and individual and social impact. The “advocacy” theme was divided into three subthemes: social,
Iran Red Crescent Med J. 2014;16(10):e14194
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4.2. Program Theme

emotional, and physical support. The interviewees were
allocated a special code depending on who they were and
these codes were used at the end of their quotes: schoolchildren were represented as S 1-24; parents as P 1-10, and
education authorities and staff as E.A. 1-11.

4.1. The Advocacy Theme

Based on their perspectives, participants made different comments on the program. These views included the
program's design and implementation, development,
maintenance and improvement, and finally impact (on
individual and social empowerment).

All the participants pointed out the effective role that “advocacy” played as an influential factor in peace education
and empowerment of schoolchildren's peer mediation.

4.2.1. Design and Implementation

4.1.1. Social Support

Many participants believed that factors that influenced
the program execution were educational method, peace
educator's behavioral characteristics, classroom teachings, experiential learning in school grounds, and the
way mediators were selected. Some of the statements
made are as follows:
"If they do not take turns, they will lose their right to be
chosen. For example, I myself have a right to be chosen
even if I were to be a naughty boy before, but now as I am
a good boy, my right must not be denied" (S 20).
"They could not have done anything worthwhile if it
was only in theory. The practical sessions have honestly
been quite effective" (P 11).

Most interviewees mentioned the support given by the
family, school, society (children's playground), and the
cooperation between the school and family. "The teachers, schoolmaster and principal counted on us. They first
sent the kids, who went to them to complain, to us, and
later dealt with the matter themselves" (S 3).
"Encouraging and actualizing the project outside the
school, in society, and at home is very important. For
example, his father and I had a disagreement. He said "I
can help!" and gave each of us a glass of water, told us to
count to ten and start over. We gave him a chance to express himself " (P 7).
"Introducing this project in the beginning was quite effective and helped the parents a lot. When we told the
parents that we planned to do this and got their cooperation, it was very effective" (E.A. 5).
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4.1.2. Emotional Support

Many of the interviewees commented on the need for
emotional support from the family, immediate family,
school, and peers. "There was a third-grade student who
would come to the peace station, and when he saw my
friend and I, he would say "hey, how are you doing?" That
was really cool! (S 12).
"The best way parents can support their children is to
encourage them. They can participate in home in different ways, to follow up the educator's path at home. This
will benefit both their children and the society" (P 2).
"When the mediators come to my office and have a question or have something to do, I support them and have a
meeting with them" (E.A. 10).
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4.1.3. Physical Support

Most of the stakeholders in this study pointed out the
significance of school atmosphere, mediators’ clothes
and hats, peace treaties and stations, and their effective
roles in implementation of the program. "We really liked
it when we sat at the peace station. Other kids saw us and
it drew their attentions" (S 15).
"The playground is now filled with peace and if children
have problems they will go to the peace stations" (E.A. 1).
"The fact that they stay at the stations as a group helps
their communication as well as their socialization" (E.A. 6).
Iran Red Crescent Med J. 2014;16(10):e14194
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4.2.2. Development

A large number of interviewees suggested the following: educating students in lower grades, expanding and
developing the program for other educational levels
(middle school), educating parents and teachers and finally those in higher grades. "Not all mothers have the
right knowledge. Upbringing varies in different families. A lot of children have problems at home. Education
affects this. As they have no knowledge (mothers), they
should be educated" (P 6).
"Experts who have had experience in this field of work
should come (to school) so that the classes, workshops
and teaching sessions can be held" (E.A. 9).

4.2.3. Maintenance and Improvement

From the interviewees' point of view, the following factors resulted in the maintenance and improvement of
the program: the support and participation of education authorities and parents, the program's feedback on
parents, coordination between education authorities
and parents, encouraging and supporting the schoolchildren. "The first- and second-graders come and ask
us questions because of the competitions you hold. This
makes us happy" (S 19).
"We must provide parents with the sufficient education and information. Very few appreciate the school's
website. The same old method of giving away brochures
is much better. This way they will even participate more
often" (P 4).

4.2.4. Impacts

The majority of the participants believed the program
impacts, as individual and social empowerments are
3
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Program Design and
Implementation

Program Development

Social Support

Physical Support

The mediators act and
Once two kids had a fight over
We should put
behave differently. For
doing their homework. My
some notices in
example, when other
teacher asked me to help solve
different corners
kids get angry with each the problem and I did. It was so of school, telling
other, they hit each other good. We wrote the peace treaty. the kids what to do
or use bad words, but the Later, I showed it to our teacher and how to observe
mediators try to solve
to read.
order when entertheir problems with their
ing the station.
peers.

Program Maintenance Impacts of the Program
and Improvement
(Individual and Social)

In the class we understand
It is better to have the
The competitions that
how to do the job practically.
program for other grades as
you hold make the first
Otherwise, we cannot simply go well. They might get upset if and second graders come
into the yard and say that we are we have it only for fourth and and ask us questions. We
mediators.
fifth graders. However, there
are very happy to be of
is another solution. Since they
any help to them.
are kids, they cannot solve the
problems of other children,
so it is a good idea to give
them some instruction in this
regard beforehand.

Table 2. A Sample of the Conceptual Framework for Qualitative Analysis of the Interviews
Participants

Students

Parents

One might do well in the class
It is a good idea to set up a In my opinion, we should
but not in the yard, because the camping program for parents
have a notice board
problem may be new. Maybe he
in the open air. We can
for giving instructions
gets embarrassed. Acting in yard display everything, and other
to lower grades. For
helps us put our knowledge in children understand better.
example, we can write,
to action.
“Dear children, please go
to mediators in case of
a fight.”

Emotional Support

Once, my cousins had a
fight while playing. My
uncle told me, “come on
messenger! Make peace
between them.” When
we solved the problem,
everyone said bravo.

Encouragement and putting the
program into action at home
and society outside the school
is very important. For example,
once there was a disagreement
between his father and I. He said,
“I can help here.” He gave each
of us a glass of water and told us
to count up to ten and then start
speaking again. We gave him the
chance to show himself.

First, I was embarrassed; When parents see the problems,
but then, I told myself
they get involved and recognize
that other children have
that in these conditions, we
done this. I also checked are working in an atmosphere
one or two cases. In this
in which children solve the
way, I gained self-confiproblems. We ask them to
dence and could do the
support and encourage us.
job well.

He came home
and told me that
they had pinned
his painting on
the school notice
board. He was so
happy.

It attracted a lot
of attention when
we sat there and
children came to
us. We enjoyed it
a lot.

The best support that
parents can give to their
children is to encourage
them. They can help
with the program in
different ways in the
house to continue the
teachers’ work. This
is good both for their
children as well as the
society.

When I said at home
that I had become a
messenger, my parents
said bravo to me. They
told me to do my best,
and if I fail, ask them
for help.
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I do not want to say that your
Not all mothers have the
We should provide
My son has become
two months of teaching has
necessary knowledge.
parents with enough
calmer. He may still
not been useful, but it does
Training is different in
knowledge and training.
be naughty, but he is
not clarify all the points to the different families. Problems of A small percentage of
unbelievable in the class.
children. However, to be fair, I
many children are rooted in
them visit the school
At least, there are fewer
should say that if it had been
their homes and instruction
website. It is better to
complaints about him.
purely theoretical, it would not is useful for them. The main use the same traditional
have helped them very much. point is that they do not know brochures. In this way,
This training method was
what to do. Teaching parents
they will participate
very effective because it was
is necessary for this issue.
in the program more
practical.
actively.

r
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Teaching
Children gain experience. In
I believe that you should have When they are encourThis program has had a
Many of the students feel safer
At the beginning I support them and have
and
different situations, they stand
had this program for third
aged and colleagues
greater effect on lower now that there is someone other Mr. X put up the
meetings with them
nonteaching against some kids and learn
graders, so that the children
come to the lines of
grade students because
than the school staff to listen
umbrellas in the
when they come to the
staff and
to reconcile with some others. could become more prepared. students to see them,
they are younger.
to them and to help them with
stations. Later,
office to ask a question
educational They also learn to participate in
they are motivated more
Its effects have been
their problems.
we saw that the
or discuss some affairs.
authorities
a team working.
than before.
reflected from higher
children went
grades to lower ones in a
forward and all
very good way.
helped to set them
up.
Students
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Table 3. Themes, Subthemes, and Extracted Codes From the Interviews
Social Empowerment
Advocacy

Social support
School
Home

Society (parks and children’s playgrounds)
Role of home and school cooperation
Physical support

Role of school environment
Peace stations

Hats and badges
Peace treaty

Emotional support

D
I

School authorities

Families and close relatives
Peers (school and relatives)

Educational Empowerment

S
f

Program

Design and implementation

Method of choosing mediators
Teaching method

Character of instructor

o
e

Empirical learning
Class instruction
Development

Teaching lower grades
Teaching parents

v
i

Teaching teachers

Supporting and teaching same age peers

Teaching middle-and high-school students
Maintenance and improvement

h
c

Teaching staff support
Parents’ support

Providing program feedback to parents

r
A

Cooperation between educational authorities and parents
Supporting and encouraging students

Harmony between educational authorities and parents
Impact (individual and social)
Boosting team spirit
Increasing empathy

obvious. The impacts of the program can be summarized
as: increased group morale and empathy, a better understanding of inter-personal differences, improved interpersonal communications, creating a safe and happy
atmosphere, support of peers, trusting peers, making
friends, increased self-esteem, feeling of dedication and
responsibility, strengthened learning, improved anger
control, increased awareness, and a better attitude towards peace and mediation.
“I was nervous at first, but then I told myself that other
kids are doing this. I watched a few cases and that was
how I gained my self-confidence. After that, I became
good at mediating” (S 13).
“My son was very quiet. Ever since he has become a
peace mediator he has become courageous, speaks out,
and even calms me when I sometimes become angry at
home” (P 11).
“There are much less fights and conflicts in the playground. Children try to solve their problems by talking. I
remember a fight in which the boys said “no need to go to
the station lets shake hands ourselves”. It is very good that
they have reached this level of communication” (E.A. 1).
“Children in any age group are eager to participate in
this project and it has been interesting for all of them”
(E.A. 8).
A sample of the conceptual framework for the qualitative analysis of the interviews is demonstrated in Table
2, and themes, sub-themes, and extracted codes from the
interviews are pointed in Table 3.

Understanding interpersonal differences
Improving interpersonal relationships

Creating a safe and happy environment

Creating the tendency in lower grade students to cooperate in the
program
Decreasing inter-individual differences
Educational time management
Supporting peers
Trusting peers

Fostering friendship

Increasing self-confidence

Encouraging obligation and a sense of responsibility
Reinforcing learning

Enhancing anger management

Increasing awareness of peace and mediation

Iran Red Crescent Med J. 2014;16(10):e14194

5. Discussion
This study was conducted to establish a framework of
factors on empowering primary school students in peer
mediation. The results of the study were classified into
two main categories of educational and social empowerment, two themes of program and advocacy, and seven
subthemes. The “program” theme included four subthemes: design and implementation, development, maintenance and improvement, and social and individual impact. The “advocacy” theme included three subthemes:
social, emotional and physical advocacy (Figure 1).
Concerning the educational empowerment of students,
all the stakeholders mentioned the children’s participatory and experiential learning, and believed that unofficial training was the key to the students’ effective and
deep learning. Tones are one of the opinions, according to which the learners’ active involvement not only
increases learning, but also empowers them. This type
of learning supports training life and health skills and
develops performance competence; the most effective
methods of training in health are student-centered approaches (22). Studies conducted on peace education by
Fountain and Bretherton confirmed this finding and considered experiential and participatory learning as a key
method in acquiring and institutionalizing awareness,
perspectives, skills and structural tendencies related to
5
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Design &
Implementation
Educational
Empowerment

Impact
Program

Empowerment
(Inividual & Scial)

Maintenance &
Improvement
Develpement

Empowering in peer
mediation

D
I

Social

Social
Empowerment

Physical

Advocacy

Environment

S
f

Emotional

Figure 1. A Framework of Influential Factors on Empowering Primary School Students in Peer Mediation

o
e

peace (23, 24). Therefore, taking into account the effects
of participatory teaching methods in raising knowledge,
attitude, and empowering children in social skills, such
unofficial and experiential methods should be applied
in peace education and peer mediation programs. In addition, a supportive environment should be provided for
students to encounter their natural problems. The stakeholders believed advocacy to be the fundamental factor
in empowering students and addressed physical, social
and emotional aspects of the support. For example, parents stated that receiving an appropriate feedback from
the system and staying informed of the mediators’ performance in school increases their participation in the
program and subsequently their support. This feedback
was not possible without the support of the management and subsequent cooperation of the education
authorities. Hence, “advocacy” had a significant effect
on maintaining and improving the “program” and they
were not separated entities, but related to each other
(Figure 1). They also addressed the significant role of
environmental support, without which student empowerment would not be possible. According to them,
although teaching the necessary skills to students was
not ineffective, the role of environmental support in
their participatory activities was the basic proviso of
student empowerment in mediation. The abovementioned results complied with those of earlier studies. The
statements made by Eng also supported these findings
and addressed the positive role of social networks and
social support on physical, spiritual, and social health.
Strengthening social networks and modifying social
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support systems can reinforce the community ability
in problem-solving (25). Systematic approaches toward
health promotion have also focused on changing policies and environmental conditions and creating sustainable changes through participation and supportive environmental development (26, 27). Different studies have
highlighted the role of the school physical and social
environments and their positive and negative effects on
children’s behaviors and development (28-30). Eventually, creating positive and supportive environments has
led to healthier lifestyles (31). Health promotion is concerned not only with direct actions and performances,
strengthening life skills and individual capacities, but
also with the social conditions and environments affecting health. In this context, health promotion has been
focused on creating conditions that have had a better
chance for individual and group efforts and their subsequent health outcomes (32). Therefore, using a participatory and experiential approach, and changing the school
environments along with support and implementation
of various policies (physical, social and emotional) can
make peace education and the empowerment of schoolchildren in peer mediation possible.

5.1. Limitations and Future Studies

This study was the first peace education and conflict
resolution research in Iran, only a few schools in Tehran
(the sixth district) volunteered to implement this program, especially females’ schools. The influential factors
on empowering primary school students in peer mediaIran Red Crescent Med J. 2014;16(10):e14194
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tion must be stated and assessed from the stakeholders'
point of view in females’ schools. In addition, it should be
performed in different SES levels and in different cultures
in Iran.

2.

5.2. Implications

3.

School health plays a pivotal role in the assessment
of current social needs through identifying factors in a
school setting. A school social health can be promoted by
the implementation of systematic and comprehensive
programs, based on educational and social empowerment. However, all the nonteaching staff and education
authorities in a school community must be dedicated to
the program. With a supportive and participatory environment based on "peace and empowerment", schoolchildren will be encouraged toward supportive and
safe behaviors. Educational empowerment and social
empowerment are the two fundamental bases of peace
education and peer mediation programs. Without question, the individual empowerment of a schoolchild does
not lead to social empowerment and healthy behaviors.
To achieve this goal, it is necessary to form the schoolchildren's behavior on social grounds, and the required
space to learn; practicing and applying these skills must
be provided. Educational empowerment attempts to
promote individual skills and attitude by evaluating an
individual's needs, and also through the design, programming and implementation of the program. Social
empowerment is possible through support and a change
in policies of the school system.
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