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ABSTRACT

A thoughtful university is an institution that moves beyond instrumental functions and the mere
transmission of knowledge, focusing instead on critical reflection, scholarly dialogue, and social
responsibility. Given the structural challenges and the dominance of quantification in Iranian
higher education, the present study aimed to develop a theoretical model of the thoughtful
university within the context of Iranian higher education, drawing on the lived experiences of
faculty members of the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Kurdistan. The study adopted
a qualitative approach using grounded theory methodology based on Strauss and Corbin’s
systematic design. The research population consisted of faculty members of the Faculty of
Humanities at the University of Kurdistan. Using purposive sampling with a theoretical
orientation, twenty faculty members were selected as the study sample. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews. Data analysis was conducted in three stages: open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding. The causal conditions identified included the search for
meaning, experiences of constraints, and environmental transformations. The contextual
conditions comprised faculty culture, individual characteristics, and organizational conditions.
The intervening conditions included evaluation policies, university management, and the climate
of interaction. In response to these conditions, faculty members adopted strategies such
strengthening scholarly dialogue within the university environment, rethinking teaching and
research practices, drawing the collective capacities of faculty members, and managing ways
compatible with structural constraints. The consequences of these strategies were categorized as
strengthening intellectual life within the university, transforming students’ educational
experience, improving the quality scholarly activity, and gradually redefining role the university
in society. The findings indicated the realization of the thoughtful university Iran requires a
transition from rigid and quantitatively oriented structures toward reflective agency among
faculty members and the creation of informal spaces for dialogue.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of the thoughtful university has emerged as one of the most significant
intellectual paradigms in contemporary higher education discourse. It emphasizes the
university not merely as an institution for knowledge transmission and research
production, but as a dynamic space for reflective inquiry, critical dialogue, and social
responsibility. In recent decades, growing bureaucratization, quantitative evaluation
systems, and instrumental approaches to higher education have challenged the
intellectual and reflective functions of universities in many societies, including Iran.
Within the Iranian higher education context, discussions related to reflective
academic life, intellectual autonomy, and critical scholarship are often embedded
implicitly in debates concerning educational reform, research productivity, and
institutional governance. However, there remains limited empirical understanding of
how faculty members themselves perceive, experience, and construct the idea of a
thoughtful university in their everyday academic practices. Therefore, this study
aimed to develop a theoretical model of the thoughtful university in the context of
Iranian higher education based on the experiences and interpretations of humanities
faculty members. The study sought to identify the causal, contextual, and intervening
conditions influencing the formation of a thoughtful university, the strategies adopted
by faculty members in response to these conditions, and the consequences emerging
from such practices.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a qualitative approach using grounded theory methodology
based on Strauss and Corbin’s systematic design. The research population consisted
of faculty members of the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Kurdistan.
Using purposive sampling with a theoretical orientation, twenty faculty members
were selected as the study sample. Data collection continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Semi-structured and in-depth interviews were used as the
primary data collection method, enabling participants to explain their experiences,
perceptions, and interpretations regarding the realization of a thoughtful university
within the constraints and possibilities of higher education institutions. All interviews
were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed simultaneously with data
collection. Data analysis was conducted through the three interconnected stages of
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Through constant comparative
analysis, conceptual categories were gradually integrated into a paradigmatic model
that explained the processes, conditions, strategies, and consequences associated with
the emergence of the thoughtful university in the Iranian higher education context.

FINDINGS

The findings revealed that the phenomenon of the thoughtful university is shaped
through the interaction of causal conditions, contextual factors, intervening
conditions, faculty strategies, and their consequences. The causal conditions included



the search for meaning in academic life, the experience of structural and intellectual
limitations, and broader social and environmental transformations affecting higher
education. Contextual conditions involved faculty culture, individual characteristics
of professors, and organizational circumstances within universities. Intervening
conditions consisted of evaluation policies, managerial practices, and the quality of
academic interaction within departments and institutions. In response to these
conditions, faculty members adopted several reflective and adaptive strategies. These
included strengthening scholarly dialogue through formal and informal intellectual
discussions, rethinking teaching and research practices beyond routine and
instrumental approaches, utilizing collective capacities through collaborative
academic activities, and managing structural limitations in ways that preserved
intellectual autonomy while navigating bureaucratic demands. Participants described
efforts to transform classrooms into dialogical spaces that encourage questioning,
critical engagement, and theoretical reflection rather than passive knowledge
transfer. The findings also demonstrated that these strategies generated several
important consequences. At the institutional level, they contributed to strengthening
intellectual life and increasing the vitality of scholarly interactions within the
university. At the educational level, they transformed students’ learning experiences
by promoting analytical thinking, active participation, and engagement with
theoretical and conceptual discussions. At the scholarly level, they enhanced the
quality of academic activities through deeper inquiry, collaborative research, and
increased attention to foundational disciplinary questions. Furthermore, the findings
indicated a gradual redefinition of the university’s role in society, as faculty members
emphasized the university’s responsibility in fostering critical awareness, addressing
social issues, and contributing to public intellectual discourse.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the study demonstrates that the thoughtful university in the Iranian higher
education context is not a fixed institutional reality but an ongoing and dynamic
process constructed through the reflective practices and intellectual agency of faculty
members within existing structural constraints. The realization of such a university
depends not only on individual commitment to critical inquiry and dialogue but also
on institutional environments that support academic interaction, intellectual freedom,
and collaborative scholarly culture. The findings suggest that despite bureaucratic
pressures and quantitative evaluation systems, faculty members continue to create
spaces for reflective engagement and intellectual vitality through adaptive and
collective strategies. Consequently, the thoughtful university can be understood as a
relational and evolving academic culture in which dialogue, critical reflection, and
social responsibility become central to the mission of higher education.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this study lies in its development of a grounded theoretical model of
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the thoughtful university based on the lived experiences and reflective interpretations
of humanities faculty members within the Iranian higher education context. Unlike
previous studies that primarily approached the topic through philosophical
discussions, institutional policy analysis, or technology-oriented perspectives on
critical thinking, this research provides an empirically grounded explanation of how
the thoughtful university is constructed, negotiated, and sustained in everyday
academic life. Furthermore, by employing Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory
approach, the study moves beyond descriptive accounts and offers a paradigmatic
model encompassing causal conditions, contextual and intervening factors,
strategies, and consequences. The research also contributes a context-sensitive
understanding of how professors balance intellectual commitment with bureaucratic
realities, thereby illuminating the complex relationship between individual agency
and institutional structure in the formation of reflective academic culture.
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