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Extended Abstract
Introduction: Students with special needs often encounter a complex constellation of interrelated social, cultural, and emotional barriers that shape not only their own lived experiences but also the attitudes, beliefs, and behavioral patterns of their families. These barriers manifest as social labeling and stigma, stereotypical perceptions, feelings of shame or denial, emotional strain, and limited access to formal and informal support systems. Consequently, such challenges significantly influence family decision-making processes related to education, rehabilitation, care, and future planning for children with special needs. Despite the importance of this issue, limited qualitative research has explored how local cultural systems, religious beliefs, and generational changes shape families’ attitudes toward children with special needs. The present study was conducted to address this gap by examining the lived experiences of parents living in Piranshahr and analyzing how indigenous cultural structures—such as kinship networks, social norms, religious frameworks, and emerging cultural transitions—contribute to the formation of their attitudes. The goal was not only to identify the dominant forms of attitudes among families but also to understand the underlying cultural meanings that shape these perceptions. 
Methodology: This study employed a qualitative design based on interpretative phenomenology, with the aim of understanding how parents construct meaning from their lived experiences. The methodological perspective draws on symbolic interactionism and social phenomenology, emphasizing that attitudes toward children with special needs emerge through daily interactions, shared meanings, and culturally embedded interpretations. Purposive sampling was used to select parents who met key inclusion criteria: having at least one child with special needs enrolled in school, residing in Piranshahr for at least five years, and willingness to participate honestly. Access to participants was facilitated through three local channels: mainstream schools with inclusive classrooms, rehabilitation centers, and a local parent association. Seventeen parents were initially approached; 12 (six mothers and six fathers) agreed to participate. Semi-structured interviews lasting 40–60 minutes were conducted in Kurdish (Sorani or local Kurmanji) or Persian based on participant preference. All interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent. Interviews conducted in Kurdish were transcribed verbatim and translated into Persian by a professional translator; accuracy was confirmed through member checking and expert review. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-step thematic analysis. Coding was performed inductively and managed using MAXQDA software. To ensure analytic rigor, two additional coders reviewed portions of the transcripts, and intercoder agreement was assessed using Cohen’s kappa, which indicated satisfactory convergence. Trustworthiness was enhanced by applying Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria—credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability—through strategies such as participant review, peer debriefing, detailed documentation of analytic decisions, and reflexive journaling. Participants’ children fell into three main diagnostic categories: learning disabilities (five cases), mild to moderate intellectual disability (four cases), and autism spectrum disorder (three cases). The children’s ages ranged from seven to fifteen years. Parents had diverse educational backgrounds, ranging from high school diplomas to bachelor’s degrees, and most were employed in family businesses or service occupations. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached, which occurred after the twelfth interview when no new meaningful codes emerged.
Findings: Analysis revealed four overarching categories that represent the spectrum of parental attitudes toward their children with special needs. Culturally Restrictive Attitudes: Some parents expressed concerns rooted in collective social norms, fear of stigma, and pressure from extended family members. These parents described feelings of shame, social withdrawal, and worry about being judged by others, often leading to over-protection or hiding the child from public settings. Limited trust in the child’s capabilities and a sense of helplessness were common themes in this category. Religious Meaning-Making Attitudes: A number of parents interpreted their child’s disability through religious frameworks, often viewing it as a divine test or a manifestation of fate. This attitude had a dual impact: on one hand, it facilitated acceptance and emotional resilience; on the other hand, it sometimes discouraged active pursuit of educational or therapeutic interventions, as parents believed outcomes were predetermined.
Supportive and Humanistic Attitudes: Many parents expressed unconditional acceptance of their child, emphasizing compassion, emotional support, and a desire to provide a peaceful environment. These parents sought to protect their children from social harm while promoting emotional well-being. Positive and Transformational Attitudes: This category included parents who emphasized their child’s potential and believed in the effectiveness of training and educational support. They focused on skill development, independence, and future opportunities. These parents were generally more proactive in seeking resources and engaging with schools. In response to the second research question, four major cultural domains were identified as factors shaping parental attitudes: Cultural Identity and Social Cohesion: Piranshahr’s strong kinship ties, collective identity, and emphasis on social reputation significantly influenced how parents behaved. Concerns about honor, family image, and the opinions of relatives often created hesitation and caution in presenting their child to the public. Religious and Traditional Frameworks: Religious teachings and traditional cultural scripts played a central role in helping parents interpret disability. While religious leaders and community norms sometimes promoted patience and acceptance, they could also reinforce passive attitudes toward treatment. Cultural Barriers and Mythical Beliefs: Misconceptions—such as disability being contagious or the result of ancestral wrongdoing—emerged as powerful cultural barriers. These beliefs created stigma, isolation, and reluctance to disclose the child’s condition. Generational Cultural Shifts: Exposure to media, increased educational levels, and broader social interactions among young parents contributed to more open and informed attitudes. Younger families were more likely to seek information, participate in school meetings, and challenge traditional taboos.
[bookmark: _Hlk217667569]Discussion and Conclusion: The findings reveal that parents’ attitudes toward children with special needs in Piranshahr are shaped by a complex interplay of cultural, religious, social, and interpersonal factors. While some attitudes are restrictive and rooted in traditional norms, others reflect emerging cultural transformations and increasing acceptance. Understanding these dynamics is essential for designing culturally sensitive interventions, improving inclusive education, and supporting family engagement. The study emphasizes that meaningful progress in inclusive practices requires not only educational reforms but also cultural awareness and community-level engagement. Specifically, the identified themes of cultural limitations, religious meaning-making, humanistic support, and positive transformation highlight the multifaceted nature of parental perceptions. The deep-seated cultural elements of Piranshahr, including identity markers, religious frameworks, cultural barriers, and generational shifts, significantly color these views. Consequently, these perceptions have a direct impact on how parents approach child-rearing and the types of support they seek and offer, underscoring the need for interventions that are both educationally sound and culturally resonant within the local context.
Suggestions: Develop culturally responsive parent education programs for parents of children with and without special needs, focusing on disability awareness, effective communication, and correcting cultural misconceptions. Strengthen structured home–school collaboration through regular parent–teacher meetings to share experiences, monitor student progress, and address culturally related challenges. Provide short-term empowerment training for teachers and community leaders emphasizing cultural literacy, inclusive education, and strategies for managing cultural resistance. Implement localized awareness campaigns using community meetings, printed materials, and local media to reduce stigma and correct cultural misconceptions. Recommend future research using mixed-method designs in diverse regions to enable cultural comparison and improve explanatory depth. These programs should be co-designed with community members to ensure cultural relevance and acceptance, fostering a collaborative environment where diverse perspectives are valued and integrated into educational practices.
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