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Abstract

The meaning and importance of the curriculum in higher education in
connection with the developments of higher education in the social field, has
undergone fundamental changes. Hence, the question is how such a situation
is represented in the Iranian context? Therefore, the focus of the present study
was on the analysis of how to understand the curriculum in Iranian higher
education studies using a phenomenological approach. In this context,
curriculum studies in Iranian higher education was collected in the last decade
by the systematic review method. Using a purposeful sampling technique, 57
articles were selected and qualitatively analyzed in two levels of open and
axial coding. As a result, four ways of the understanding curriculum in
selected articles, were identified, defined and explained by experimental
examples: 1) task-oriented understanding, 2) responsive understanding, 3)
project-oriented understanding and 4) learning- research understanding. These
ways of understanding were defined and explained by citing empirical
examples. The common denominator of the three primary ways is that it
dominates the traditional and limited meaning of the curriculum (mechanisms
for selecting, organizing and transferring knowledge in a course of study) on
the intellectual foundations of curriculum studies in Iranian higher education.
Also, the quasi-learning way indicates the dominance of the limited and
traditional meaning of the curriculum on the intellectual foundations of the
limited number of studies that have studied the curriculum in higher education
is based on its broad meaning (the social process of understanding and
developing meaningful learning experiences). As a result, understanding the
curriculum in Iranian higher education studies is involved in the dogmatism
of traditionalism, which can seriously jeopardize its usefulness for the
excellence of university education and learning. This study can help to rethink
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the understanding and intellectual flow of the higher education field of study
in order to get out of such an intellectual dogmatism.
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Introduction

The curriculum in higher education is a familiar concept to academics and is
generally understood as an obvious concept that has a clear and common
meaning for all. While such an assumption is incorrect due to the fact that in
reality, the meaning and importance of the curriculum in higher education has
undergone increasing changes and variations due to the evolution of higher
education in social fields. In this regard, some experts note that for many
academics, the curriculum is the mechanism of selecting and organizing
knowledge in a course that results in the creation of a set of measurable content
and learning experiences in a time frame. And a specific place is passed on to
students as consumers (Carroll, 2018; Yung, 2007, p. 40; Walker, 1990;
Cronbell,).

This mechanism was reflected as a technical fact in the elite higher education
course. This means that the construction of the curriculum in a unity of thought
was done by a small group of technical experts and as a written framework as
a command of the teaching and learning process to provide students with
systematic access to knowledge of knowledge communities to reproduce the
consensus elite Did. According to Johnson (2014), this written framework was
considered as an elective tradition that one generation passed through and
passed on to the next.

With the formation of mass higher education, the logic and nature of
curriculum development in higher education changed and diversified. In this
regard, Trow (2006) states that a diverse range of trends and stakeholders
(government, business and industry, professional institutions and students)
with multiple and competing ideological, political and economic programs, all
in an attempt to influence their own weight and influence on the form and
nature of the curriculum emerged in higher education. As a result, the
curriculum was reflected in higher education as an agile system. Meaning that
the university curriculum in relation with the field and under the influence of
the market considerations in a flexible manner and with the presence of
various stakeholders and is delivered to students as its customer in various and
attractive forms.

In this context, it was suggested that everyone could offer a different definition
of the curriculum based on their purpose (Linden, Anal, Quatta, 2017).
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Schwatz (2011) also argues that the curriculum is often shaped by the
philosophy and nature of higher education institutions.

In any case, what unites such pluralism in the sense of the curriculum in higher
education is the result that it is presented in the form of a written framework
consisting of a set of measurable learning topics, content, and experiences in
a course of study. The conclusion that the fundamental critics hold is that it
fails in terms of effectiveness. Reasons for this failure include its knowledge-
reducing approach, disrupting the ownership of learning, restricting academic
freedom due to its bureaucratic structure, the static and backwardness in the
socially changing system, the discourse gap in its construction, and
encouraging insensitive personal rationality. accordingly, the idea of a
curriculum was introduced as a process. In this sense, the curriculum in higher
education means the continuous process of understanding and developing
meaningful learning experiences in learning situations, forming an organic
scientific event with the team action of scientific actors (Bridges, 2000;
Barnett, 2005; Hicks ¢«2018).

on the one hand, the process means fluidity and continuity in the formation of
the higher education curriculum, showing that it is dynamic and current. On
the other hand, the scientific and organic nature of this process also
emphasizes that the curriculum in higher education is a natural and original
event that is formed in intellectual and cognitive interactions between
scientific actors and as a result of external interventions and ideologies in a
bureaucratic structure in Its formation does not interfere. However, the key
feature of the curriculum in this perception is to reject the use of pre-
determined measurable learning goals and outcomes in the curriculum and to
pay attention to the student's role in making their learning unique in the
learning situation. In fact, the desire for open, creative and critical learning
opportunities and the emergence of learning experiences in scientific
communication among scientific actors is the main stimulus of this semantic
spectrum (McCernan, 2008). In this context, the question is whether Iranian
higher education has understood such fundamental changes in the meaning of
the curriculum? In more detail, how are these developments understood in
curriculum research in Iranian higher education?

Methodology

the study adopted phenomenology method. the target population includes
curriculum research in higher education over the past decade. The search and
identification of this information community was done with the systematic
review technique. Finally, utilizing purposive sampling method, 57 scientific
research articles were selected. The content body of the selected research was
analyzed using the Strauss and Corbin qualitative data analysis technique with
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the focus on two levels of open and axial coding. These analyzes were based
on the key question of what understanding of the curriculum these studies
were based on. In other words, how is the curriculum understood in these
studies?

Findings

As a result of the content analysis of the selected articles based on the
methodological framework of the study, four ways of understanding the
curriculum in selected studies were identified, which are as follows:
Task-oriented understanding

Task-oriented understanding provides a technical and normative
understanding of the curriculum in which the curriculum is considered as a set
of content, knowledge and learning experiences derived from the structure of
discipline knowledge selected by a small group of experts and presented as
subjects. Students' access to the concepts and knowledge of epistemological
communities is meant to be organized and assigned. This understanding of the
curriculum is based on the meaning of the curriculum in higher education as
a technical fact in which the academic curriculum as a product-oriented
normative tool is based on shaping higher education inputs to expected outputs
through a specific and planned process.

therefore, the curriculum is considered as a plan consisting of different types
of knowledge that is defined with an external, task-oriented and retrospective
approach and is offered to students in order to achieve measurable and specific
learning goals and outcomes. Orientation of studies that have studied the
curriculum in higher education based on this understanding, has focused on
topics such as the structure of the curriculum, quality assessment and
curriculum outcomes, design of curriculum patterns, curriculum revision.
Understanding accountability

In this way of understanding, the curriculum is considered as the most
important tool of higher education in order to respond to the developments,
challenges and environmental expectations at the local, regional, national and
international levels. This understanding of the curriculum is rooted in the
perception of higher education as a tool in the service of society and its
subsystems, especially in the political and economic dimensions. This way of
understanding the curriculum is also based on the meaning of the curriculum
in higher education as a technical fact, with the difference from the task-
oriented understanding that the criterion of value and orientation of knowledge
that should be selected and organized in the curriculum is limited to
knowledge structure. It is not a discipline but is derived from the needs,
challenges and expectations of society and its subsystems. Therefore, the
studies that are formulated and implemented based on this understanding of
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the curriculum focus on examining the developments, challenges and
expectations of the environment from higher education as the logic and
orientation of the design and development of university curricula. In this
context, a linear relationship is formed between the challenges and
environmental expectations of higher education - changing the mission and
goals of higher education - and the representation of these changes in
academic curriculum planning to meet higher education challenges. For this
reason, new orientations in curriculum planning such as strategic curriculum
planning, sustainable curriculum planning, green curriculum planning,
interdisciplinary ~ curriculum,  multicultural  curriculum  planning,
entrepreneurial curriculum, international curriculum, and appears.
Project-oriented understanding

Project-oriented understanding provides a situational perception of the
curriculum in which a context-based curriculum is created with the
participation of all curriculum assistants and consideration of the impact of a
variety of environmental factors. This understanding of the curriculum is
supported by the changing student preferences, the rapid growth of
technology, the professionalization of employment fields and the changing
needs of the labor market, and the increasing development of people involved
and interested in the curriculum. Creates a valuable measure of knowledge,
how to select and organize curriculum content and topics. This understanding
of the curriculum is based on the meaning of the curriculum in higher
education as an agile system in which complex relationships between parts of
the curriculum are considered based on internal and external interactions and
influences. Orientation of studies based on this understanding of the
curriculum formulated and implemented on topics such as the participation of
curriculum assistants in curriculum design, complex relationships of
curriculum elements, the relationship between the curriculum and the world
of the labor market, attention to students' interests and needs In the curriculum
as a customer, attention to the changing needs of the labor market in the
selection of curriculum content and topics, curriculum marketing, the impact
of internal and external factors on the curriculum, the relationship between the
curriculum and social subsystems, the development of design process models
The curriculum and .. has been focused.

Understanding pseudo-learning research

In the way of understanding learning research, the curriculum is considered as
a process of continuous study and understanding of learning experiences in
various texts, diverse and beyond educational frameworks in order to
continuously improve the curriculum and learning in meaning. This way of
understanding the curriculum is based on the meaning of the curriculum in
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higher education as a process in which the curriculum is understood as an
organic scientific event that is continuously shaped and reshaped in the
learning situation and thus facilitates students' learning. Provides meaning in
becoming continuously. A pseudo-understanding of the curriculum can be
traced to the limited and selected studies of this study. This means that
although the formulation of these studies is based on the understanding of
learning research from the curriculum, but the process of their implementation
has been in the tacit dominance of beliefs and traditional meaning of the
curriculum (technical reality and agile system).

Conclusion

The common denominator of the three methods of understanding task-
orientation, accountability and project-based them is based on the semantic
spectrum of the curriculum as a mechanism for selecting, organizing and
transferring knowledge in a study period. The difference is that the logic and
nature of curriculum development are different between them. However, in
these ways of understanding, the curriculum is often thought of as a physical
entity that includes a set of documents including a list of content items and
learning outcomes for a particular curriculum. A document that is intended as
a collection of content items and results for a specific program to shape
learning experiences and guide the work of academics. In other words,
dependence on traditions prevails in the ways of understanding the curriculum
in Iranian higher education studies. At the same time, the way of
understanding learning research, which is based on the characteristics of the
third generation of higher education curriculum, also shows that due to the
implicit adherence to traditions, only its quasi-traceability can be traced in
selected studies. As a result, understanding the curriculum in Iranian higher
education research is involved in the dogmatism of traditionalism, which can
seriously jeopardize its usefulness for the excellence of university education
and learning.

The question is, what is the status of such traditionalist dogmatism in
understanding higher education curriculum in selected research? Reasons for
this dogmatism include factors such as blocking the identity of higher
education in Iran, the lack of a common chapter between higher education and
the curriculum in Iran, the dominance of translation in curriculum research in
higher education in Iran, and the reproduction of traditionalist beliefs by
researchers. In these circumstances, it is necessary to rethink the
understanding and flow of the curriculum in higher education research from
the meaning of mechanism to the meaning of process.
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