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ABSTRACT
Objective: This study aimed to explore the experiences of undergraduate students
regarding curriculum co-creation in Iranian higher education.

Method: A qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis based on the Braun
and Clarke (2006) approach. The data were analyzed inductively, and themes were
directly extracted from the semi-structured interviews. Purposeful sampling with
maximum variation was carried out in four selected universities known for their history
of educational innovation. The sampling process continued until conceptual saturation
was reached, resulting in a total of 11 interviews with undergraduate students. To
enhance the credibility of the findings, participant validation was employed, and data
analysis was conducted using MAXQDA 2020 software.

Results: The results indicated that students' experiences included participation in
curriculum design, content selection, assessment methods, and collaboration in
educational decision-making. Additionally, the study identified the factors influencing
the realization of co-creation, its benefits, and implementation challenges.
Implementing this educational approach required revisiting traditional educational
structures, shifting faculty roles toward facilitation, and empowering students for active
participation.

Conclusions: The findings showed that curriculum co-creation in Iranian higher
education, as an innovative and transformative approach, plays a significant role in
enhancing the quality of learning. Policy reforms—such as increasing flexibility in
curriculum design and promoting a participatory educational culture—are essential.
Curriculum co-creation, beyond content design, was influenced by teacher-student
interactions, educational structures, and individual barriers, highlighting the importance
of participatory approaches in curriculum development.
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Introduction

Globalization and technological transformations
have reshaped higher education, emphasizing the need
for skills such as flexibility, interdisciplinary creativity,
digital literacy, and entrepreneurial thinking. These
changes compel universities to reconsider classical
models of teaching, in which the professor functioned
as the absolute source of knowledge and students
assumed a passive role. In contrast, contemporary
approaches are grounded in the concept of curriculum
co-creation, which positions professors and students as
intellectual partners, transforming learning into a
dynamic and participatory process. The roots of this
idea can be traced back to Dewey (1916) and Rogers
(1969), and in recent years, Bovill et al. (2011, 2017)
have advanced the notion further. Co-creation is not
limited to content design; it also represents a
redefinition of power relations in academia and
involves students in the design, implementation, and
evaluation of teaching. Empirical studies (Davies et al.,
2024; Doyle et al., 2019; Ahmed & Hyndman-Rizk,
2020; Sulé et al., 2023) have shown that this approach
enhances not only technical skills and responsibility
but also the quality of learning and attention to
educational justice. Theoretical contributions by
Barnett and Coate (2005) and Bernstein (2000) provide
significant frameworks for understanding the
epistemic, practical, and identity dimensions of co-
creation. In Iran, however, relatively few studies—
especially those focusing on studentsu lived
experiences—have addressed this topic, with most
research emphasizing fields such as tourism,
organizations, or the role of faculty (Taherpour,
Moghtadaei, Jamshidian, Tavakkoli-Yerki, and
others). This research gap highlights the need for a
deeper exploration of students’ perspectives on
curriculum co-creation in Iranian higher education.

Accordingly, the central research question of this
study is: How do undergraduate students in Iran’s
higher education system experience curriculum co-
creation?

Answering this question can shed light on the
hidden potential of the educational system and guide
professors, students, and policymakers toward creating
more participatory and dynamic learning environments
in Iranian universities.

Method

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis
following Braun & Clarke (2006), with data managed
and coded using MAXQDA 2020. The analysis was
conducted inductively, allowing themes to emerge
directly from the raw data (Patton, 2002). To enhance
the trustworthiness of the findings, member checking
was applied. Sampling was carried out through a
purposeful strategy with maximum variation, selecting
four universities (Allameh Tabataba’i, Shahid
Beheshti, Amirkabir, and K. N. Toosi) recognized for
their documented records of innovative curricula and
the establishment of innovation centers in recent years.
These institutions were also ranked among the top
universities in Iran in innovation and technology
indicators. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved, which occurred between the
ninth and eleventh interviews, consistent with the range
of 6-12 interviews generally considered sufficient in
qualitative studies (Guest et al., 2006). In total, 11
semi-structured interviews were conducted with
undergraduate students, each lasting on average 30
minutes. The interview questions were designed in line
with the research objectives and the topic of curriculum
co-creation, providing participants with space to freely
express their views and experiences. The participants
represented diverse fields, including the humanities,
basic sciences, and engineering. For analysis, the
interview transcripts were repeatedly reviewed,
resulting in the extraction of 62 initial codes. These
codes were subsequently categorized into subthemes
and broader themes. Finally, the semantic relationships
among them were examined, and the findings were
organized into a coherent thematic framework.
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Results
1. What examples of curriculum co-creation have
students experienced in higher education in Iran?

Students in Iranian higher education have experienced
diverse forms of curriculum co-creation, which can be
grouped into three main categories:

Table. Examples of Curriculum Co-Creation Experiences from the Students’ Perspective

Category Subcategory

Participant Quote (Code)

Participation in Selection of topics

We had the list of topics and selected them ourselves. (008)
Sometimes we determined the direction the class would take. (015)

Content Design and

Implementation Student presentations

Class presentations were related to the specified sections that students delivered. (008)
To get familiar with diverse teaching models, students themselves practiced and

implemented each model instead of the professor merely describing them. (016)

Determining course

Professors presented the content, and we shared our opinions. (002)

Participation in content
Content Selection Selerggtnegigfsurse We determined the exam reference material from the beginning. (015)
Determining type of Professors discussed with students about whether the final exam should be held or
assessment replaced with a project. (015)
Scheduling The midterm date was determined through interaction and consultation with us and the
Participation in assessments professor. (007)

Assessment At the end of the course, we had to prepare a scientific article or report. (015)
Assessment methods Summarizing a specific topic. (010)
Evaluation of - - S .
One of my experiences of co-creation was participation in evaluating professors. (006)
professors
Overall, the findings indicate that students’ 2. What factors do students consider influential in

participation ranges from limited roles (such as
evaluation or selecting materials) to more active roles
(such as designing and implementing teaching). This
continuum of involvement contributes to fostering
interactive learning, enhancing motivation, and
improving the quality of curricular programs.

the formation and implementation of curriculum co-
creation? The factors influencing curriculum co-
creation are classified into three main categories:

Factor Category Subcategory

Brief Explanation

Instructor-Related Flexibility in Teaching Methods

Adjusting teaching methods according to students’ learning needs

Factors Valuing the Student

Placing the student at the center of attention and focusing on their
progress

Active Learning Engagement

The student’s active effort and participation in the learning process

Student-Related Interest and Motivation in the Field

Intrinsic motivation and interest for successful learning

Characteristics of Co-Creative Students

Intelligent, diligent, committed, and interested in the field

Factors Genuine participation depends on educational goals, not merely
Participation Goals obtaining a degree '
Familiarity with the Educational Understanding the course structure and objectives for effective
Framework participation
Educational Orientation Courses Initial education and familiarization with the field for new students
Constraints in Undergraduate Programs Limitations in resources and textbooks that reduce learning flexibility
System-Related - e = : -

Factors Importance of the Educational University policies, environment, and overarching documents affect

Community

learning

Success in curriculum co-creation results from the
interaction among instructors, students, and the
educational system; instructor flexibility, student
motivation and effort, and educational conditions and
policies all play a determining role.

3. What benefits of curriculum co-creation have
students identified in higher education in Iran?

in Educational Systems | Vo
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Benefit

Category Subcategory Brief Explanation
Positive Attitude Enhancement Increased self-confidenc%, att?]ndi_ng classes with motivation
Individual Promotes effectivea;rslteigct:tilésr:a;rTj desire to continue
Benefits Active Engagement in Class participating
Interest in Subject Increased interest in co-created content
Increased Academic Motivation More active participation and willingness to learn
Improved Retention Better learning and memory retention
Opportunity to Teach Others Ability to transfer knowledge to classmates
Academic Better Grades Direct impact on academic performance
Benefits Learning Through Practice Gaining practical experience in presenting and teaching

Greater Preparedness in Class

Being more prepared for interaction and participation

Expectation for instructors to incorporate up-to-date

teaching trends.

Focus on up-to-date teaching and content

Learning Teaching Methods

Acquiring practical skills for future jobs

Career Benefits Preparedness for Professional Future

Development of professional skills and practical application
of learning

The benefits of curriculum co-creation include
positive individual effects (self-confidence and
interest), academic advantages (motivation, better
learning, higher grades, and practical experience), and
career benefits (teaching skills and professional
preparedness). This approach enhances motivation,

active engagement, and the development of practical
skills for students.

4. What challenges do students consider significant
in the implementation of effective curriculum co-
creation?

Challenge

Category Subcategory Summary of Challenges
Curriculum : : Curricula have limited flexibility; students have little role in content
Structure Pre-determined curriculum design, teaching, and assessment, which restricts their creativity.
Role of Instrumental use / Some instructors use student participation mainly to reduce their own
Instructors Disrespectful behavior / workload, behave disrespectfully, resist updating teaching methods,
Resistance to change and take credit for students’ work.
: S Participation quality is low; some presentations are done only to fulfill
Liﬁg?tgfi%tn s V\Ilggfggggeerg?gtg;fft'r%% d requirements, students may lack sufficient knowledge for analytical
g contributions, and have limited experience with co-creation.
. : The higher education system is instructor-centered and hierarchical;
Educational Hierarchical structure / Pre- fixed curricula and traditional methods (long lectures, midterm exams)

determined frameworks /

System Barriers Traditional teaching methods

alongside neglect of student needs limit participation and cause student

discouragement.

Co-creation in lranian higher education is
influenced by a combination of factors related to
curriculum structure, the role of instructors, the level of
student participation, and characteristics of the
educational system.

Conclusions

Co-creation in Iranian higher education is a
multidimensional phenomenon encompassing
curriculum content, teaching methods, assessment, and
course selection

* Benefits: It increases students’ self-confidence and
encourages more active class participation.

* Conditions for effective implementation: Revising
educational structures, supporting student
participation, changing instructors’ attitudes and
flexibility in the educational system.

* Supporting research:

Changing the role of instructors from mere
knowledge transmitters to learning facilitators is
essential (Lubicz-Nawrocka, 2023; Hashemian et al,
2019).

A positive and supportive classroom environment
and effective communication among stakeholders are
key (Younesi et al., 2022; Keshavarz-Rodaki et al,
2023).
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Revising traditional teaching methods enhances
learning experience and student satisfaction (Shahabul
etal., 2022; Beier et al, 2022).

Student participation improves research skills and
teaching practices (Ahmad et al, 2017).

Intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy drive
participation, while hierarchical structures and lack of
agency skills are major barriers (Tavakoli-Yaraki et al,
2025).
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