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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify the credible opportunities and challenges
of the regional management approach in higher education governance and
curriculum policymaking. Adopting a qualitative approach, a purposive
sample of senior managers and specialists with lived managerial experience
at high levels of university administration and at the Ministry of Science,
Research and Technology was selected. Semi-structured interviews were
used for data collection. Through qualitative content analysis, sub-codes
were extracted and categorized into components and main themes, resulting
in 13 components and 7 main categories. The main categories identified
include managerial opportunities, operational opportunities, social
opportunities, as well as structural challenges, operational challenges,
cultural challenges, and social challenges. The results emphasize concepts
such as university autonomy, the social responsibility of the university, the
non-ideological nature of knowledge, a global perspective on knowledge
combined with local action for regional development aligned with
sociocultural diversity, reducing the centralization of the Ministry of
Science, belief in expertise and meritocracy, and possessing knowledge of
and commitment to curriculum issues. Based on the findings, the first three
concepts can be considered pivotal and determinant in higher education
governance and curriculum policymaking.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
R Rapid socio-political changes necessitate
transformations in  higher  education
management, including curriculum
policymaking and implementation. While
change is constant, the early twenty-first
century has brought distinct external
pressures affecting university governance
and  performance.  Development s
intrinsically linked to the state of a nation’s
science and higher education. Consequently,
governments worldwide, including Iran,
have  pursued  policies such as
decentralization, institutional autonomy, and
regional management to enhance access to
and quality of higher education. However,
Iran’s system remains highly centralized,
with  universities possessing minimal
authority over curriculum policymaking,
resulting in uniform, nationally mandated
syllabi. This condition contrasts with the
philosophical foundation of the university as
an autonomous, self-governing entity
essential for intellectual development and
social progress, as emphasized from
Immanuel Kant to modern theorists.
Regional management is posited as a
strategic middle path between excessive
state control and full institutional
independence, aiming to  improve
governance and align curricula with local
and national needs while preserving core
academic values. This study identifies the
challenges and opportunities of this
approach for Iran’s higher education
governance and curriculum policymaking.
This study is guided by the core question:
What are the most important challenges and
opportunities that the regional management
policy faces in fostering good governance in
higher education and university curriculum
policymaking?

Methods

This applied research employs a qualitative
methodology. Data were collected through
documentary review of relevant policies and
research, as well as semi-structured
interviews with 11 purposively selected
experts and senior managers (e.g., former

university presidents, vice presidents, and
deans) with direct experience in higher
education governance and curriculum
affairs. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data analysis
followed Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin’s
(1998) three-stage coding process (open,
axial, and selective) to extract codes,
categorize them into components, and derive
core themes. Member checking was used to
enhance trustworthiness.

Results

Analysis revealed a complex set of
challenges and opportunities categorized
into seven main themes. The challenges
include structural and political issues, such
as persistent centralization and a controlling
mindset within the Ministry of Science; the
lack of a dedicated curriculum planning
structure; external political influence and
ideological pressures that conflict with
academic autonomy; and ambiguous legal
frameworks that fail to balance national
standards with local needs. Managerial
challenges include  deficiencies in
meritocracy, such as appointments based on
non-academic criteria and a lack of
specialized  expertise in  curriculum
planning; as well as the absence of strategic
planning and the low prioritization of
educational  development.  Operational
challenges involve a lack of coordination
and duplication among universities, leading
to parallel programs and wasted resources
instead of synergy. Cultural challenges
include a weak organizational culture
characterized by territoriality, resistance to
oversight, and negative competition; a low
level of belief in teamwork and collective
efficacy among faculty; and the negative
impact of local or tribal cultures fostering a
“limited good” mentality. The second main
theme concerns opportunities, including
managerial opportunities, such as promoting
autonomy and self-confidence, especially
for smaller universities—through
decentralized decision-making and the
creation of regional collaborative bodies.
Operational opportunities involve achieving
common goals through resource sharing,
coordinated curricula, and reducing program
duplication. Social opportunities include
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enhancing social responsibility and synergy,
positioning universities as engines of local
development,  addressing  community
problems, and building public trust.
Interview narratives underscored that
participants viewed genuine academic
autonomy  as  non-negotiable  and
foundational.  They warned  against
misinterpreting regional management as
geographical confinement, which would
undermine universities’ national and global
missions. A significant barrier identified was
a deep-seated lack of trust on the part of
central authorities in the capabilities of local
and university-level actors.

Discussion

The findings indicate that Iran’s higher
education system is caught in a negative
cycle: political and structural centralization
reinforces weak, non-collaborative cultural
norms, which in turn perpetuate ineffective
management  and  hinder  regional
development. Breaking this cycle requires
simultaneously  strengthening university
autonomy and social responsibility; these are
two sides of the same coin rather than
opposing forces.

Theoretically, this tension mirrors global
debates. The global nature of knowledge
calls for autonomy and openness, while local
development needs demand relevance and
engagement. Regional management must
navigate this balance while avoiding the
pitfalls of isolationism. The core conflict
between ideological governance and the
non-ideological essence of academic inquiry
presents a fundamental challenge in the
Iranian context.

Practically, imposed bureaucratic regional
management risks exacerbating regional
inequalities and  creating  additional
administrative  layers  without  real
empowerment. Conversely, a model based
on voluntary  collaboration  among
autonomous institutions—similar to
successful international consortia—could
unlock significant potential. For curriculum
development, this implies shifting from
uniform national syllabi toward frameworks
that allow universities, in consultation with
local stakeholders, to design programs that

meet both global standards and specific
regional socio-economic needs.
The success of regional management hinges
on a paradigm shift from centralized control
to guided autonomy. It must function as a
tool for enabling synergy and quality
enhancement rather than merely an
administrative restructuring.
Recommendations include:
e The Ministry of Science should
prioritize granting real autonomy in
academic, financial, and managerial

domains,  beginning  with  pilot
institutions.
o Foster  voluntary, mission-driven

alliances among universities rather than
top-down mandatory groupings.

e Investin building specialized capacity in
educational leadership and curriculum
design at the university level.

e Base managerial appointments on merit
and relevant expertise rather than
political considerations.

o Reframe regional management as a
strategy for building academic—social
capital and achieving system-wide
responsiveness rather than mere spatial
reorganization.

Keywo rds: Academic autonomy, social
responsibility, culture, structure, centralization
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