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Abstract

The current research was conducted with the aim of studying the
understanding and perceptions of faculty members about the current and
desirable state of academic freedom. For this purpose, a mixed (qualitative
and quantitative) research approach was chosen. Research tools included
interviews and researcher-made questionnaire (75 questions), including five
subscales (dimensions of academic freedom, challenges to academic
freedom, requirements of academic freedom, institutionalization strategies
and limits of academic freedom). The content of these questions were based
on the results of the qualitative section (interviews and research literature).
Questionnaire’s questions were developed based on codes extracted from
interviews and literature. The variables were selected based on main and
sub-categories and the relationship between them. The statistical population
of the research in the qualitative part included 13 experts and in the
guantitative part included 325 faculty members of the country’s universities
who were selected based on Cochran's formula and multi-stage random
sampling method. Data were analyzed using SPPS and LISREL software and
descriptive and inferential statistics. The findings of the research in the
guantitative part indicated that in the status quo of academic freedom, the
dimensions of ethics and academic profession under the component of the
limits of academic freedom with an average of 52.3 and 26.3 had the highest
average and political and policy maker’s dimensions with an average of 22.2
and 37.2 had the lowest average and rank among the components of
academic freedom. Moreover, the desirable condition of the results indicated
that contextual and structural dimensions under the component of
requirements with an average had the highest average and the governmental
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and institutional dimensions under the components of academic freedom
challenges had the lowest average and rank among the components of
academic freedom.

Keywords: Scientific freedom, status quo, desirable condition, higher
education system, Iran.

Introduction

As one of the basic principles governing higher education systems
(Aberbach, 2018; Wight, 2020; Sundar, 2018), academic freedom is rooted
in all aspects of higher education and has a valuable position among
academics. It is a fundamental principle in higher education institutions
(Tierney & Lechuga, 2005) based on individual and civil liberties (Karimian,
Amini, Lotfi, & Kojuri, 2012). In fact, academic freedom as a fundamental
value for higher education must be maintained in today's changing and
evolving world (UNESCO, 2009). It is an essential element of democracy
because accountability in decision-making requires freedom of expression,
public access to knowledge and academic freedom (Hajer & Lissa, 2020).
Academic freedom is examined and analyzed according to the structure and
context of society; and cultural, social and environmental ideas play an
important role in its formation. This leads to the formation of different
perceptions of academic freedom. In this regard, there have been problems
with the use of academic freedom in higher education institutions, mainly
due to the lack of an agreed definition of the concept. According to Mones
(1991), only a minority of academics try to explain academic freedom or
know what it really is (Latif, 2014; Amy, 2018). Historically, the early 1950s
was marked by early efforts to define academic freedom to protect the
university from the government power (Lee, 2015). Higher education
experienced a tragic history in the mid-1940s, so that McCarthyism was
associated with pressuring and oppressing the opponents and academics
(Lee, 2015).

During these years, academic freedom has faced challenges, rooted in both
external and internal factors. This is because the intervention of external
authorities such as the government in the university distorts the principle of
loyalty to the scientific truth in the university and damages the credibility of
the knowledge that is produced and taught at the university. The most
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fundamental action expected of the university is criticism and social
enlightenment, and this cannot happen in a situation where universities are
considered the intellectual arm and ideology of the ruling power
(Farasatkhah, 2010). For example, counter-terrorism policies, government-
dependent media, government policies, and extremism have seriously
challenged academic freedom in universities and institutions of higher
education (Bernhard, Kristen, & Kathryn, 2019). At the same time, the goal
of academic freedom is to protect people working in universities from
external and internal interference to allow them to criticize political elites,
decision-makers, and established ways of thinking. The goal is for higher
education institutions to be independent so that they may be free from
external interference in research, teaching, and other academic activities
(Wight, 2020).

Moreover, there are also factors within the university that challenge
academic freedom, such as developing weak and problematic standards,
circumventing university publishing standards, undermining the ethics and
honesty of university publishing (Farhana, 2018), bureaucratic management,
strict regulatory framework (Nandini, 2018), individual view toward
academic freedom and violation of personal integrity (Grimm & Saliba,
2018). In fact, the greatest dangers to academic freedom, at least in
democratic societies, arise from the academy itself. The cause of these intra-
institutional attacks on academic freedom is a deeper set of disagreements
about the concept of truth and the production of knowledge (Wight, 2020).

In the Iranian higher education system, these complexities and developments
in the field of academic freedom can be seen in an unwritten tradition. On
the one hand, academics and intellectuals sought academic freedom, and on
the other, the society and institutions of power that were rooted in prejudices
and traditions opposed it. The main problem of academic freedom in Iran
was being deep-rooted in political authoritarianism, which stemmed from the
historical and cultural history as well as economic and social structures of
this land (Farasatkhah, 2004). However, since this concept has been studied
more in the context of environmental conditions and political characteristics
of universities in Western societies, it is necessary to examine this concept in
the Iranian academic environment. In this regard, the research questions in
both qualitative and quantitative sections examine the academic freedom in
the Iranian higher education system. In the qualitative section, the main
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components and variables of academic freedom are studied and in the
guantitative section, the current and optimal situation of academic freedom
in the Iranian higher education system is explored.

Methodology

Due to the subject and nature of the present study, the mixed research
method (qualitative-quantitative) has been used. The design used in the
mixed method is exploratory. In this design, qualitative data is particularly
emphasized. Besides, in the data collection sequence, first qualitative data
and then quantitative data have been collected. In such a design, a
measurement tool is usually developed through qualitative research. For this
purpose, by collecting qualitative data, the main aspects of the phenomenon
under study are determined (Bazargan, 2009). Accordingly, in the qualitative
part of the research, 13 faculty members of universities and experts were
selected based on purposive sampling method (snowball) to the extent of
theoretical saturation. In the quantitative part, a multi-stage random sampling
method (stratified and multi-stage cluster sampling) was used. According to
the number of people in the research community, the sample size (325
people) was determined based on Morgan table.

Findings

In the analysis of interviews, after dividing the interview texts into
meaningful sections, open codes were extracted, and in the next stage, the
extracted concepts were classified into sub-categories. After that, the
categories were classified into larger conceptual categories. Details of the
first and second coding steps are shown in Table 1. Based on the analyses,
the components and dimensions of academic freedom in the Iranian higher
education were identified and classified under five categories, each of which
is described below.
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Table 1. Coding steps
Open coding: 165 basic conceptual propositions
Axial coding: 5 main categories (dimensions)- 15 sub-categories
Educational freedom (7 open codes), research freedom (7
Academic freedom open codes), freedom of expression (3 open codes),
dimensions freedom of thought (6 open codes), freedom of learning
(2 open codes)
Judicial-governmental factor (17 open codes),
institutional factor (18 open codes), individual factor (13
open codes), nature of science (4 open codes)
Policy makers and decision makers (11 open codes),
Prerequisites (requirements) structural factor (9 open codes), basic fundamental factor
(5 open codes), individuality factor (7 open codes)
Cultural-social factor (11 open codes), political factor (6
open codes), economic factor (6 open codes)
Ethical factor (8 open codes), academic position factor (8
open codes)

Challenges of academic
freedom

Institutionalization strategies

Limits of academic freedom

In the quantitative part of the research, the difference between the mean of
academic freedom components in the existing and optimal situations was
initially examined. The results showed that in the present situation, the factor
of “academic position” had the highest average in the dimension of academic
freedom limits (x = 3.52) and the “political factor” had the lowest average in
the dimension of solutions (x = 2.22). Other components were located
between these two components. Furthermore, in the optimal situation, the
“basic and fundamental factor” had the highest average in the dimension of
the requirements of academic freedom (x = 4.92) and the *“governmental-
judicial factor” had the lowest average in the dimension of the challenges of
academic freedom (x = 3.67). Other components were located between these
two components. Then, to ensure the quality and validity of the statistical
data, Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, sampling adequacy Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of sphericity and confirmatory factor analysis
were conducted. The findings of Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated the
data distribution of research variables was in an acceptable range for both
skewness and elongation indices. Hence, the distribution of the research
variables data was normal. The results of Table 2 show that the sampling
adequacy (KMO) value was equal to 0.773. Therefore, the sample size was
suitable for factor analysis. Bartlett’s test of sphericity was also statistically
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significant, showing that the use of structural equations to identify the
structure of the model was appropriate.

Table 2. Results of sampling adequacy (KMO) test and Bartlett’s test of

sphericity
Sampling adequacy Bartlett’s test of Sig
(KMO) test sphericity '
0.773 22019.7 0.000

Independent t-test was used to evaluate the importance of effective factors in
assessing the status of academic freedom between men and women.
According to the Levin test, the assumption of equality of variances was
rejected. In t-test, it was also shown that the two groups had significant
differences with each other in case of non-observance of the assumption of
equality of variances. Therefore, the general hypothesis of the research was
confirmed, noting that there is a significant difference between the two
groups.

To examine the difference in the averages of different scientific ranks, e.g.,
instructor, assistant professor, associate professor and full professor, analysis
of variance was used. The results of the analysis of variance showed that
there was a significant difference between the groups. Post hoc tests were
used to determine the groups with a significant difference. According to the
Tukey test, there was a significant difference between the academic ranks of
assistant professor and full professor regarding academic freedom. However,
no significant difference was observed between the averages of other
scientific ranks. Moreover, to examine the difference between the averages
of employment types, e.g., contract employment, experimental government
employment, and state government employment, analysis of variance was
used. The results showed that there was a significant difference between the
contract-employed, experimental —government-employed, and state
government-employed groups in the context of academic freedom. However,
there was no significant difference between the experimental government-
employed and the government state employed groups.

To examine the difference between the averages of different faculties, e.g.,
humanities, basic sciences, and technology and engineering, analysis of
variance was used. The results showed that there was a significant difference
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between the faculties. According to Tukey test, there was a significant
difference between the faculty of humanities and the faculty of technology
and engineering and basic sciences regarding academic freedom. However,
no significant difference was observed between the averages of the faculties
of technology and engineering and basic sciences. Furthermore, to examine
the difference in the averages of service records, e.g., one to five years, six to
ten years, ten to twenty years and twenty years above, analysis of variance
was used. According to the Tukey test, there was a significant difference
between the averages of service records from one to five years, six to ten
years and twenty years above regarding academic freedom. However, no
significant difference was observed between the averages of other service
years.

Conclusion

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the current and optimal
status of academic freedom in the Iranian higher education system from the
perspective of faculty members and higher education experts. In this regard,
first the concept and general dimensions of academic freedom were
examined and identified, and then by conducting in-depth interviews, it was
discovered how to conceptualize academic freedom in the higher education
system of Iran. The dimensions, challenges, requirements,
institutionalization strategies and the limits of this phenomenon were
studied, and a theory was developed according to the findings. Finally, the
conceptual model of the research was approved to examine the views of
faculty members in the form of confirmatory factor analysis. In qualitative
interviews, the components in question in the current situation were
undesirable. The results of quantitative research also showed that,
unfortunately, the current situation of all the components of academic
freedom in the higher education system of Iran requires improvement.

Recommendations for Future Research

1. The present study has been conducted thematically and included only the
dimension of academic freedom from the perspective of faculty members in
public universities of the Ministry of Science. To expand the scope of
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research, it can be conducted in other universities with other higher

education stakeholders (e.g., students, administrators).

2. As the issue of “gender” was introduced in the concept of academic
freedom, given that the experts in this study were mainly men (only one of
the experts was a woman), in future studies, exploration and validation

should be done regarding the participants’ gender.
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