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Article Info Abstract

This study investigates student agency in university curricula development
and implementation in Kerman Province. Secondary objectives of this study
include exploring conditions, contexts, strategies, and consequences of student
agency in university curricula development and implementation. Conducted
using a qualitative grounded theory approach, data were collected via semi-
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Universities and higher education institutions operate within complex systems of regulations,
institutional norms, cultural expectations, and organizational structures. Although these structures shape
educational practices and curriculum decision-making, individual actors also possess the capacity to
influence, reproduce, or transform existing structures. Within this context, student agency has increasingly
attracted attention as an important dimension of contemporary higher education. Students are not merely
recipients or consumers of predetermined knowledge and educational programs; rather, they can act as
active participants in the development, implementation, evaluation, and improvement of university
curricula. Their experiences, needs, expectations, and perspectives can provide valuable information for
improving the relevance and quality of educational programs.

Despite the growing international emphasis on student participation, the role of students in curriculum
development and implementation remains limited in many higher education systems. Centralized decision-
making structures, traditional attitudes toward students, insufficient transparency, limited communication
channels, operational constraints, and the absence of formal participatory mechanisms may prevent students
from influencing curricular decisions. Consequently, students may experience a form of marginalization in
which their voices are present in the educational environment but have limited influence on actual
curriculum decisions.

The concept of agency is closely connected to the relationship between structure and action. From a
sociological perspective, structures can simultaneously constrain and enable actors. At the same time, actors
can reproduce or transform structures through their actions. In higher education, this relationship becomes
particularly important because students' opportunities for participation are shaped by institutional
regulations, curriculum structures, faculty attitudes, organizational culture, and available participatory
spaces. Therefore, understanding student agency requires attention not only to students' individual
motivation and willingness to participate but also to the institutional and cultural conditions in which such
agency develops.

Although several international studies have examined student agency, academic agency, student
participation, and the relationship between agency and higher education structures, relatively limited
research in Iran has directly examined how students exercise agency in the development and implementation
of university curricula. The present study was therefore conducted to explore the nature and process of
student agency in university curriculum development and implementation. The main research question was:
How is student agency manifested in the development and implementation of university curricula? The
subsidiary objectives were to identify and understand the conditions and contexts of student agency, the
strategies employed by students, and the consequences of student agency in university curriculum
processes.

Method

The study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory. The Strauss and Corbin
approach was adopted because the purpose was to develop an explanatory framework grounded in
participants' experiences and to identify relationships among conditions, contexts, strategies, and
consequences associated with student agency.

The participants consisted of university students studying at universities in Kerman Province, including
Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Rafsanjan University of Medical Sciences, Sirjan University of
Technology, Vali-e-Asr University of Rafsanjan, Islamic Azad University, and Farhangian University. A
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total of 21 students participated in the study, including 10 women and 11 men. Participants represented
different educational levels, including bachelor's, master's, and doctoral programs, and were studying in
diverse academic fields such as curriculum studies, educational psychology, medicine, electrical
engineering, English language teaching, Persian language and literature, elementary education, translation,
radiology, political science, architecture, computer engineering, physical education, and computer science.
Purposive and theoretical sampling were used to obtain diverse perspectives and continue data collection
until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted either face-to-face or virtually. With
participants' consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed. The interview questions focused primarily
on the conditions and contexts of student agency, strategies used by students to exercise agency, and
consequences of their participation or marginalization in curriculum processes. Field notes concerning
participants' behavior and the interview environment were also used to complement the interview data.

Data analysis followed the three-stage coding process proposed by Strauss and Corbin: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. During open coding, interview transcripts were examined line by line
and meaningful concepts were identified. During axial coding, concepts were organized into categories and
relationships among them were established through the paradigm model. During selective coding, the core
category was identified and an integrated theoretical explanation of the phenomenon was developed.

Several procedures were employed to enhance the credibility of the findings, including auditing by the
supervisor and advisor, member checking, analytical comparison, and diversity in sampling. Continuous
comparison of emerging concepts and categories was also employed throughout the analytical process.

Findings

The findings resulted in one core category and five major categories. The core category was identified
as “student marginalization in the development and implementation of university curricula.” The five major
categories consisted of causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and
consequences.

The causal conditions contributing to student marginalization included centralized and bureaucratic
structures, traditional and resistant attitudes, and deficiencies in information and transparency. Centralized
decision-making systems and complex administrative hierarchies restricted students' access to curriculum
decision-making processes. The absence of formal mechanisms for collecting student opinions, limited
access to curriculum planners, and complicated administrative procedures reduced opportunities for
meaningful participation. Traditional attitudes among some faculty members and administrators also
reinforced a top-down relationship in which students were viewed primarily as recipients of education rather
than active partners. Furthermore, inadequate information about curriculum planning and revision processes
prevented students from knowing when and how they could participate.

The contextual conditions consisted of a closed organizational culture, operational and temporal
constraints, and potentially participatory environments. A closed institutional culture characterized by one-
way decision-making and traditional teaching practices reduced students' sense of belonging and
participation. Limited resources, students' academic workload, lack of time, and faculty workload also
restricted opportunities for participation. Nevertheless, scientific associations, open classrooms, advisory
meetings, and supportive faculty members represented potential spaces through which student agency could
be strengthened.

The intervening conditions included student motivation and attitudes, faculty behavior and support,
and awareness and systemic incentives. Students' sense of responsibility, demand for participation, and
motivation could strengthen their agency; however, positive motivation alone was insufficient when clear
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institutional pathways for participation were absent. Supportive and flexible faculty behavior facilitated
participation, whereas resistance from faculty members restricted it. Awareness of curriculum processes
and incentives, including academic or financial incentives, could also encourage students to participate
more actively.

The findings further identified three major strategies through which students attempted to
overcome marginalization: direct interaction and dialogue, collective and organized activities, and
research-based documentation and presentation. Direct conversations with faculty members were among
the most accessible strategies. Students also used student groups, scientific associations, collective
meetings, and correspondence to strengthen their collective voice and bargaining capacity. Presenting
documented and evidence-based proposals increased the legitimacy of students' ideas and enabled them to
participate in curriculum-related discussions in a more professional manner.

The potential consequences of increased student agency included improved quality of teaching and
learning, increased motivation and sense of belonging, and development of skills and innovation. Student
participation could make curricula more responsive to students' actual needs and thereby improve learning
quality. Participation could also strengthen students' sense of value and belonging to the university, increase
academic motivation, and develop skills such as critical thinking, communication, problem solving, and
innovation.

In addition to these potential consequences, the study identified several direct consequences of
student marginalization. These included decreased motivation and feelings of ineffectiveness, isolation
and disconnection from teaching and learning processes, and reproduction of hierarchical relationships
within the university. These consequences illustrate that marginalization is not merely an organizational
problem but can affect students' psychological, behavioral, and educational experiences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that student agency in university curriculum development and implementation is
a relational and contextual phenomenon. Students' ability to influence curricula cannot be explained solely
by their individual motivation or willingness to participate. Instead, agency emerges through the interaction
between students and institutional structures, organizational culture, faculty behavior, available
participatory mechanisms, and systemic incentives.

The central finding of the study was that student marginalization is largely produced by centralized
structures, closed organizational cultures, traditional attitudes, and inadequate transparency. These
conditions reduce students' access to curriculum decision-making processes and consequently restrict their
capacity to act as curriculum partners. At the same time, the findings demonstrate that students are not
completely passive. They employ various strategies, including dialogue, collective action, participation in
scientific associations, and evidence-based proposals, to create opportunities for influence.

The paradigm model developed in the study illustrates the dynamic relationship among the identified
categories. Causal conditions create and sustain student marginalization; contextual conditions provide the
institutional environment in which marginalization occurs; intervening conditions modify its intensity;
students employ strategies to strengthen their agency; and increased agency can produce positive
consequences for educational quality, motivation, belonging, skills, and innovation.

The findings have important implications for higher education policy and curriculum governance. First,
universities and higher education authorities should establish student councils and participatory structures
with clearly defined and meaningful decision-making powers. Second, professional development programs
and workshops should be provided for faculty members and administrators to promote participatory and
student-centered approaches. Third, transparent online systems can be developed to inform students about
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curriculum development, review, and revision processes and to provide accessible channels for submitting
proposals and feedback. Fourth, financial, academic, and research incentives can encourage students to
participate more actively in curriculum-related processes. Finally, universities should provide structural and
financial support for student organizations, scientific associations, and representative bodies to strengthen
students' social networks and collective capacity for participation.

The study also suggests several directions for future research, including quantitative investigation of
the relationship between organizational culture and student agency, comparative studies of universities in
different regions of Iran, examination of faculty perspectives concerning barriers and opportunities for
student participation, and investigation of the role of emerging technologies in strengthening student
agency.

Overall, the study concludes that recognizing students as active participants in curriculum development
and implementation requires a shift from a predominantly centralized and hierarchical model toward a more
transparent, participatory, and dialogical approach. Strengthening student agency is not only a matter of
giving students opportunities to express their opinions; it requires creating institutional structures through
which those opinions can become part of actual curriculum decision-making. Such a transformation can
contribute to more responsive curricula, improved educational quality, greater student motivation and
belonging, and the development of students as active and responsible participants in university life.

Keywords: Student agency; Curriculum development; Curriculum implementation; University
curricula; Higher education; Grounded theory
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