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The restructuring of undergraduate academic programs is a key requirement for the transformation
of higher education systems, contributing to improved efficiency, responsiveness to societal needs, and
alignment with future developments. This qualitative study, based on document analysis and conducted
with an applied purpose, aims to identify the factors influencing the restructuring of undergraduate academic
programs. Eight higher education policy documents with the highest relevance to the research topic were
analyzed to extract major components and strategic orientations. The data were coded and organized using
MAXQDA 2020 software. To ensure reliability, a portion of the data was independently recoded by a
second coder, yielding a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.85. The validity of the findings was confirmed
through expert review by specialists in higher education. The findings reveal that the factors affecting
the restructuring of undergraduate academic programs can be categorized into five major dimensions:
(1) educational, identity-building, and competency development; (2) developmental and problem-oriented
higher education; (3) scientific advancement and future-oriented program development; (4) quality and
governance in higher education; and (5) contextualization and localization of higher education. These
dimensions indicate that program restructuring is not merely an internal academic reform but a strategic
response to the political, economic, social, technological, and environmental demands of the country.
The findings provide a practical framework for policymaking, program review, and the development of

undergraduate academic programs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Introduction Academic disciplines are the fundamental organizational units of universities, serving as the primary
mechanisms for knowledge production, dissemination, and the preparation of specialized human resources. Their
design and organization play a crucial role in improving the effectiveness of higher education by aligning scientific
knowledge with national social, economic, and technological needs. In Iran, however, the expansion of undergraduate
programs has largely been driven by institutional capacity and student demand rather than evidence-based planning.
This imbalance has resulted in fragmented program development, duplication, weak alignment with labor-market and
regional needs, and a growing gap between higher education outcomes and national development objectives. National
upstream policy documents establish the strategic priorities for scientific and educational development and emphasize
mission orientation, regional planning, innovation, and responsiveness to societal needs. Despite their importance, no
comprehensive framework has previously been developed to organize undergraduate academic disciplines through a
systematic analysis of these documents. Therefore, this study aimed to identify the key dimensions and determinants
influencing the organization of undergraduate academic disciplines by conducting a thematic analysis of eight major
national policy documents, including the Second Step of the Islamic Revolution Statement, Iran’s Vision 2025
Document, the Comprehensive Scientific Map of Iran, the National Higher Education Spatial Planning Document,
the General Policies on Science and Technology, the Seventh National Development Plan, the Permanent Development
Plan Law, and the General Policies for Transformation in Education.

Methods

This applied qualitative study employed documentary research using thematic analysis. Eight national higher education
policy documents were purposively selected based on their legal authority, relevance to higher education governance,
and explicit or implicit references to academic program development, mission orientation, curriculum revision, spatial
planning, and higher education management. The documents were analyzed following Braun and Clarke’s six-step
thematic analysis procedure using MAXQDA 2020 software. The process involved familiarization with the documents,
generation of initial codes, development and refinement of themes, definition and naming of themes, and preparation
of the final analytical report. To ensure methodological rigor, Lincoln and Guba’s trustworthiness criteria were applied.
Credibility was enhanced through expert review of the extracted themes, while dependability was established through
independent coding and calculation of Cohen’s Kappa coefficient (k = 0.85), indicating excellent inter-coder reliability.

Results and Discussion

The thematic analysis identified a comprehensive conceptual framework consisting of five overarching dimensions, 17
components, and numerous foundational concepts governing the organization of undergraduate academic disciplines.
The findings indicate that the Iranian higher education system has long been influenced by a quantitative, supply-driven
paradigm characterized by demographic pressures, increasing social demand for higher education, and institutional
competition for expansion. This model has led to the proliferation of academic programs with unclear institutional
missions, weak regional compatibility, limited labor-market relevance, and insufficient capacity to address national
strategic priorities. Consequently, considerable financial and institutional resources have been invested while
graduate competencies and employability have often remained inadequate. The study further demonstrates that
organizing academic disciplines should not be considered merely a process of eliminating low-demand programs or
reducing institutional resources. Instead, it requires a comprehensive governance framework in which undergraduate
programs are evaluated through five complementary dimensions: Educational, focusing on students’ cognitive,
professional, ethical, and value-based competencies; Problem-Oriented, assessing responsiveness to labor-market
and societal needs; Scientific and Future-Oriented, evaluating curriculum relevance and alignment with emerging
technologies; Governance and Quality, emphasizing educational quality, accreditation standards, faculty capacity, and
institutional effectiveness; and Regional and Spatial Planning, examining compatibility with regional capacities and
local development priorities. These findings support a transition toward a mission-oriented and evidence-based model
of higher education governance. The analyzed policy documents, particularly the Seventh National Development Plan,
provide a legal foundation for systematic reforms, including revising or suspending low-demand programs, integrating
overlapping academic departments, and requiring employment impact assessments for academic disciplines. The
proposed framework offers policymakers a practical tool for improving resource allocation, strengthening mission
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differentiation among universities, and aligning undergraduate education with national priorities, regional development,

Fatemeh Narenji Sani et al.

labor-market demands, and future scientific and technological trends.

Conclusion

This study presents a policy-based conceptual framework for organizing undergraduate academic disciplines through
the thematic analysis of eight major national higher education policy documents. The framework incorporates five
overarching dimensions and 17 components that collectively support evidence-based decision-making and strategic
planning in higher education. The findings highlight that sustainable reform of undergraduate programs requires an
integrated approach combining educational quality, labor-market responsiveness, scientific advancement, governance
effectiveness, and regional planning. Adoption of this framework can reduce fragmentation, improve resource
efficiency, strengthen university mission differentiation, and enhance the responsiveness of higher education to national
development priorities. Ultimately, the framework provides a systematic foundation for future policymaking aimed at
improving the effectiveness, relevance, and sustainability of undergraduate education in Iran.

Keywords: Organization of fields of study, higher education, undergraduate level, upstream documents, qualitative
content analysis.
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