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The aim of this study is to investigate how the hidden curriculum
influences the development of clinical empathy among internal medicine
residents in Iranian medical universities. This qualitative study employed a
grounded theory approach. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews, and purposeful criterion sampling was used until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Accordingly, 22 internal medicine residents from
medical universities in Tehran were interviewed. The data were analyzed
using open, axial, and selective coding, resulting in 13 main categories.
These categories were organized within a paradigmatic model, including
causal conditions (basic skills, teaching, supervision, and evaluation), the
central phenomenon (empathetic abilities in care), strategies for fostering
empathetic communication (material and emotional support), contextual
factors (work environment in hospitals and clinics, job satisfaction, and the
role of clinical supervisors), intervening conditions (personal and
psychological characteristics, lifestyle), and outcomes (individual and
institutional).
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Purpose
The study titled ""Designing a Model for the Afghan University Curriculum® addresses a critical
gap in Afghanistan's higher education system by proposing an ideal curriculum model tailored to the
country's unique needs. Despite the pivotal role of curricula in educational systems, no prior research has
focused on designing a university curriculum model for Afghanistan. This study fills this void by
developing a context-sensitive framework through inductive thematic analysis and semi-structured
interviews with curriculum specialists and faculty members from Afghan universities.

Research Context and Objectives

Afghanistan's higher education system has long relied on outdated, imported curricula that fail to align
with local needs or labor market demands. This mismatch has led to widespread criticism from students,
graduates, and cultural stakeholders. The study aims to design a curriculum model that incorporates
Afghanistan's socio-cultural, religious, and economic contexts while addressing global educational
standards. The primary research question is: What constitutes an ideal university curriculum
model for Afghanistan?

Methodology

The study employs an inductive thematic analysis method, using semi-structured interviews with 15
participants selected via snowball sampling. Participants included curriculum specialists and faculty
members with at least five years of experience in university curriculum planning. Interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using a three-stage coding process (open, selective, and theoretical).
Theoretical saturation was achieved by the 13th interview, but data collection continued to ensure
robustness.

Key Findings

The analysis yielded 230 initial codes, refined to 61 and further distilled into 8 theoretical categories,
forming the framework of the ideal curriculum model. The findings are organized into the following
dimensions:

1. Strengths of the Existing Curriculum
o  Progress in curriculum revision initiatives (e.g., the ""Unified Curriculum and
Unified Nation" program launched in 2012).
o  Development of standardized content across universities.

2.  Weaknesses of the Existing Curriculum

o  Limited involvement of faculty, students, and industry stakeholders in curriculum
design.

o  Overreliance on foreign experts and centralized decision-making by the Ministry
of Higher Education.

o  Misalignment with labor market needs, outdated content, and inadequate use of
technology.
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o  Corruption, political interference, and lack of professional expertise among
decision-makers.

3. Elements of an Ideal Curriculum
The proposed model emphasizes:

o  Goals: Aligned with student needs, societal demands, and national values.

o Content: Organized to reflect local and global knowledge, with updated
resources.

o  Teaching Methods: Student-centered strategies integrating technology.
o  Evaluation: Comprehensive and iterative assessment processes.

o  Stakeholder Roles: Active participation from faculty, students, and industry
representatives.

4. Characteristics of Curriculum Elements
Elements must be:

o Adaptive: Aligned with student capabilities and societal needs.
o  Practical: Focused on employability and critical thinking.
o  Comprehensive: Inclusive of religious, national, and global values.

5. Decision-Making Framework
A collaborative body involving:

o  Faculty and curriculum experts.

o  Students and graduates.

o  Government ministries (e.g., Higher Education, Labor).
o Industry representatives and religious leaders.

6. Curriculum Design Stages
o  Preliminary Phase: Needs assessment and gap analysis.

o Development Phase: Drafting goals, content, and teaching methods.
o Implementation Phase: Pilot testing and feedback collection.
o  Evaluation Phase: Final assessment and continuous improvement.

7. Incorporating Values and Technology
o Values: Integration of Islamic and national values, alongside compatible global
principles (e.g., human rights).

o  Technology: Context-appropriate use of digital tools, considering faculty and
student readiness.
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8. Internal and External Influences

o Internal: Labor market demands, student needs, institutional resources, and
political climate.

o External: Global educational trends, technological advancements, and
international collaborations.

Proposed Model

The study presents a spider-web model (Figure 1) where the curriculum is designed through a
centralized, collaborative process. Key features include:

e Ajoint decision-making body led by faculty.

e Phased implementation from needs assessment to evaluation.
e Balanced integration of local values and global standards.

e  Technology adoption tailored to Afghanistan’s infrastructure.

Comparative Analysis

The findings align with research from Iran (Hosseini Lorgani & Mojtabazadeh, 2017) and global
studies (Carnell & Fung, 2017) on stakeholder participation. However, the Afghan model diverges by
emphasizing:

e More elements (e.g., religious values, technology) than Hicks’ (2007) four-component
framework.

e Less emphasis on strategic changes or quality assurance metrics compared to Western
models.

Recommendations

1. Stakeholder Involvement: Establish a permanent body for curriculum design, including
faculty, students, and industry.

2. Needs Assessment: Conduct scientific studies to align curricula with labor market
demands.

3. Pilot Testing: Implement trial programs before nationwide rollout.

4. Value Integration: Combine Islamic, national, and global values without conflict.
5. Technology: Adopt tools matching local capacity (e.g., low-bandwidth solutions).
6

Further Research: Expand studies on curriculum implementation challenges.
Conclusion

This study is the first to propose a comprehensive university curriculum model for Afghanistan. By
addressing local needs and global trends, the framework aims to enhance educational quality, graduate
employability, and societal development. The model’s success hinges on collaborative governance,
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context-sensitive design, and iterative improvement—a blueprint for reforming higher education in post-
conflict settings.

Keywords: Afghanistan, university curriculum, curriculum design, thematic analysis, higher education
reform.
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