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ABSTRACT

Despite the acknowledged importance of the undergraduate general curriculum in
cultivating interdisciplinary perspectives among students, the underlying rationale behind
such curricula in Iran remains unclear. This comparative study explores and evaluates the
undergraduate general education curriculum within Iran’s higher education system
alongside that of four international institutions: Mount Royal University ((MRU), the
University of New South Wales (UNSW), the Polytechnic University (PolyU), and the
National University of Singapore (NUS). This study employed a qualitative approach and
the data systematically gathered and analyzed by Bereday's four stages method. The
findings reveal that, in contrast to the Iranian undergraduate general education curriculum,
where students do not have much freedom in choosing subject clusters or course units, the
selected universities employ flexible and decentralized curricular structures. Their intended
learning outcomes and course offerings encompass a broader and more diverse array of
subjects—including personal and organizational development, local, national, and global
identities, the natural and mathematical sciences, as well as the arts—all framed within an
interdisciplinary orientation. These international curricula are more responsive to both the
societal and individual needs of students. In conclusion, the study recommends a
comprehensive review and needs assessment of Iran’s undergraduate general curriculum,
emphasizing the integration of interdisciplinary approaches to enhance educational quality
and ensure alignment with evolving societal demands and stakeholder expectations.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite the importance of the general education curriculum in undergraduate studies,
several shortcomings have been reported in university education systems. For
example, In Iran, Azizi et al. (2016) reported that the current state of the goals of the
general undergraduate curriculum falls far below the desired level, and that revision
is necessary. Similarly, Khaleghinezhad (2021), after conducting a historical review
of the general curriculum at the international level and comparing it with the situation
in Iran, showed that over time, general education has shifted from an elitist, class-
based perspective toward cultivating responsible and ethical citizens—aiming to
respond to social, economic, political, epistemological, local, national, and global
needs. However, the general undergraduate curriculum in Iran still closely resembles
the educational environment of the 1950s and 1960s and has failed to keep pace with
global developments, labor market demands and social participation. In other words,
the undergraduate general education curriculum in Iran has not yet established a
dynamic interaction with the knowledge, experience, and technological environment
that surrounds it. Given that the undergraduate general curriculum in Iran faces issues
such as obsolescence, lack of coherence, and neglect of 21st-century needs (see Azizi
et al., 2016; Dehghani et al., 2023; Babaei & Zare Ramashti, 2023).

It is clear that in order to bring the undergraduate general education curriculum
closer to the current environment, tracing international experiences through
comparative research can help develop a common scientific language, a topic that has
been neglected so far. This research attempts to examine the undergraduate general
education curriculum in international universities such as MRU, the UNSW, PolyU,
and the NUS, in order to produce a clearer and broader picture of the fundamental
elements of these programs within a larger cultural context. Consequently, the aim of
this study was to conduct a structured comparison of the undergraduate general
education curriculum with selected international universities in compenents of
appraoch, Structure, number of units, content, learning outcomes.

METHODOLOGY

The study employed Bereday’s comparative method (description, interpretation,
juxtaposition, and comparison) to analyze undergraduate general education curricula
in Iran and four universities. The sample was selected based on the “most different
systems, different outcomes” approach (Berg-Schlosser, 2001). A five-stage process
inspired by Whittemore and Knafel (2005) was used: problem identification,
literature search, data evaluation, data analysis, and presentation of results. Data were
collected from articles, Iranian curriculum frameworks, and university websites,
prioritizing primary sources and relevance. Analysis followed Bereday’s four stages,
with quality ensured by two researchers and external audit by a curriculum specialist.



FINDINGS

In accordance with the comparative method, the following sections present a
description, interpretation, juxtaposition, and comparison of general education
curricula of four international universities with the Iranian undergraduate higher
education system.

1. Description and interpretation stages
1.1. MRU, Canada

According to MRU (2019), all new undergraduates must complete 12 general
education units, organized into four clusters: Science and Mathematics; Values,
Beliefs, and ldentity; Society and Community; and Communications. Students can
select courses from three different levels within each cluster, following specific rules.
The curriculum aims to foster sensitivity to the natural sciences, history, human and
social ideas, address social phenomena from local to global levels, encourage
creativity, and develop modern communication skills. However, it notably overlooks
physical health and moral education.

1.2. UNSW, Australia

According to the UNSW (2019), the undergraduate general education curriclum
consists of 24 credits, structured into two strands: a 12-credit core curriculum for all
students, additional English credits for those requiring language proficiency, and
another 12 credits offered by individual faculties. The curriculum emphasizes media
literacy, critical and creative thinking, communication skills, and knowledge of
literary, artistic, social, and political domains, along with engagement with local and
global cultural and social history. However, it lacks components in quantitative
reasoning, ethics education, and, to some extent, religious education, instead
prioritizing the cultivation of critical thinking.

1.3. PolyU, Hong Kong

In 2013, PolyU introduced a new general education framework called the "University
General Prerequisites” to counter overspecialization in undergraduate programs. The
curriculum consists of 30 compulsory units distributed across ten clusters, including
Language and Communication (9 units), First-Year Student Seminar (3 units),
Leadership and Intra-Personal Development (3 units), Service Learning (3 units),
Common Core Requirements (12 units), and Healthy Lifestyles (0 units). The four
Common Core clusters—Human Nature, Relationships, and Development; Society,
Organization, and Globalization; History, Cultures, and World Perspectives; and
Science, Technology, and Environment—are designed to foster intellectual capacity,
global perspective, communication, critical thinking skills, and interdisciplinary
perspectives among students. In this program, we can see an emphasis on connecting
students to traditional contexts, particularly regarding religious and ethical issues.
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1.4. NUS, Singapore

According to the NUS (NUS, 2019), the general core curriculum comprises 10-15
credits and is designed to integrate creative and critical thinking with specialized
knowledge to support lifelong learning. Except for students in Dentistry, Law, and
Medicine, all undergraduates must complete five courses, one from each of five
pillars: Human Cultures; Thinking and Self-Expression; Singapore Studies; Inquiry;
and Quantitative Reasoning. Typically offered in the first semester, the Inquiry and
Quantitative Reasoning pillars each consist of a single course, whereas the other three
pillars provide a range of elective options. The curriculum emphasizes
interdisciplinary understanding, cultural awareness, metacognitive thinking,
knowledge of Singapore’s history within a global context, and quantitative reasoning,
while it does not focus on religious or moral education.

1.5. General undergraduate education curriculum in Iran

According to the 2004 revision, the Iranian undergraduate general curriculum
comprises 22 to 26 credits organized into six clusters, with four focused on Islamic
education. Subsequent revisions in 2016 introduced two free elective courses in areas
such as life skills and entrepreneurship, while a 2023 mandate added a compulsory
course on Sacred Defense and Resistance. The curriculum remains fundamentally
centered on religious instruction, covering Islamic theology, ethics, revolutionary
history, and civilization. It also includes Persian and English literature to develop
literacy skills and physical education to promote health. Recent additions address life
skills, entrepreneurship, cultural identity, environmental awareness, crisis
management, and conflict resolution. However, the curriculum continues to neglect
international culture, artistic development, quantitative reasoning, and natural
sciences.

2. Juxtaposition and comparison stages

At this stage, the framework for juxtaposing the findings was organized based on the
main elements of the general education curricula in the selected universities to
facilitate the comparison stage.

Interdisciplinary approach: The comparative analysis of general education
curricula at selected universities and in Iran reveals distinct emphases and gaps.
PolyU and the NUS offer broad coverage, including communication, critical
thinking, personal development, local and global identity, religious and political
issues, and basic science and mathematics. MRU focuses on historical and social
thought as well as modern experimental sciences. The UNSW prioritizes
foundational competencies such as thinking, metacognition, and communication,
while broadening perspectives through historical, social, literary, and political
content. Despite a general shift from discipline-oriented to interdisciplinary



approaches, ethical and spiritual dimensions, along with mathematical logic, remain
underrepresented across these curricula. Compared to the selected universities, Iran’s
general education curriculum has yet to develop into a targeted, interdisciplinary
package. Although it provides valuable Islamic learning experiences, it fails to
address Iran’s connections with other cultures and nations or to foster global
understanding. Moreover, it does not introduce students to other academic domains
such as art, mathematics, and sociology.

Structure of general education curriculum , number of units, and content: Based on
a comparative analysis of general education curriculum structures, several key
observations emerge: all selected international universities incorporate optional or
elective units, allowing students to choose according to their needs—for instance, at
the UNSW, general education units are offered in two groups and may vary by
faculty, with two student representatives serving on the curriculum committee to
facilitate revision; unlike Iran’s centralized, universally mandated curriculum where
universities have no role in amendments, the international models offer students
greater freedom in selecting subject clusters and units. In terms of scale, PolyU
allocates the largest number of general education credits (30 units), while MRU offers
courses at three levels based on content depth, requiring students to take courses from
each level; the range and diversity of general education courses in all four
international universities significantly exceed that of Iranian universities. Regarding
content, all four international universities include clusters dedicated to human
communication, while culture and society are addressed under various headings;
thinking skills form a key cluster at both NUS and UNSW, and scientific literacy and
numeracy appear as a cluster only at MRU. PolyU presents the greatest number of
subject clusters, and UNSW the fewest; in contrast, the Iranian general curriculum
demonstrates the least subject variety across clusters.

Learning outcomes: the selected international universities categorize learning
outcomes across multiple domains: personal development, organizational
development (e.g., interpersonal communication), local, national, and global identity,
natural sciences, mathematical sciences (quantitative reasoning), and artistic
subjects. Most of these universities emphasize effective social engagement at local to
global levels, thinking skills, cross-cultural understanding, computational thinking,
aesthetic perspectives, environmental education, and strengthening responsibility. In
contrast, the Iranian undergraduate general curriculum covers a narrower range of
leaning outcomes with less course variety. Human communication outcomes, which
appear in various clusters in international universities, are largely confined to General
Persian and English courses in Iran. Physical education is absent from the selected
universities” general curricula but is mandatory in Iran through two courses. While
both systems require students to complete a set number of units per cluster, Iranian
universities mandate substantially more required units than electives, offering
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students little freedom in choosing subject clusters or individual courses. Aside from
eight units allocated to Persian, Physical Education, and English, and a few recently
added optional units (e.g., entrepreneurship, environment), the remaining credits
focus on cultural and religious knowledge.

CONCLUSION

The findings reveal that, despite minor similarities in certain subject clusters,
considerable differences exist between the general education curricula of Iranian
universities and those of selected international universities. Based on the results, the
following actions are suggested to improve the quality of Iran’s general education
curriculum: reduce centralization to allow for local and regional adaptations; design
an interdisciplinary and flexible curriculum addressing students’ dynamic individual,
social, and professional needs; increase the number of general education units to a
level comparable with international universities; diversify and expand elective
choices while removing credit limits; place greater emphasis on personal and social
skills as well as critical and creative thinking alongside cultural and religious values;
and draw on international experiences for curriculum revision.

NOVELTY

The study clarifies that Iran’s general education curriculum follows a narrow,
discipline-oriented logic, with learning outcomes largely confined to ethics,
spirituality, physical education, and communication skills, while neglecting art,
mathematics, and sociology. This approach has marginalized Iranian universities’
role in curriculum policy-making and has led to low credit requirements and little
diversity in course levels.
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