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ABSTRACT
Received: 04 Jan 2026 The aim of this study was to design and evaluate an innovative curriculum based on
Accepted: 28 Apr 2026 diversity, equity, and inclusion principles to promote a more inclusive and equitable higher
First Available: 06 Jun 2026 education system in Iran. This qualitative study employed the systematic grounded theory
Final Publication: 23 Jul 2026 approach of Strauss and Corbin. Participants included curriculum experts, faculty members,

educational managers, and higher education specialists selected through purposive and
theoretical sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected via in-
depth structured interviews, document analysis, and literature review. Data analysis was
conducted through open, axial, and selective coding using NVivo software. To evaluate the
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equity, inclusion, higher extracted model, a researcher-developed questionnaire with confirmed validity and
education, curriculum design, reliability was administered to experts . The findings indicated that the innovative
curriculum evaluation curriculum comprises twelve key components, with project-based learning showing a

significantly higher priority compared to other components, whereas innovative
technologies and flipped classrooms ranked significantly lower. Significant relationships
were identified among causal, contextual, and intervening factors influencing curriculum
strategies, leading to outcomes such as increased participation, enhanced social skills, and
improved creativity. Results also demonstrated that alignment with student needs and labor
market demands significantly contributes to achieving diversity, equity, and inclusion . An
innovative curriculum grounded in diversity, equity, and inclusion can enhance educational
justice and quality in higher education through active learning approaches, stakeholder
engagement, and effective use of educational technologies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, higher education systems worldwide have undergone substantial
transformations driven by globalization, rapid technological advancement, and the
increasing complexity of socio-economic demands. These transformations have
necessitated a shift from traditional, content-centered curricula toward more innovative,
flexible, and inclusive educational models. Innovative curriculum design has emerged as a
central strategy for enhancing the quality, relevance, and responsiveness of higher
education systems, particularly in contexts characterized by diversity and inequality (2, 2).
Within this evolving paradigm, the principles of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) have
gained prominence as essential components of effective educational systems, emphasizing
the need to address the varied backgrounds, abilities, and learning needs of students.

The concept of an innovative curriculum extends beyond the mere incorporation of
new teaching methods; it involves a comprehensive rethinking of educational goals,
content, pedagogical approaches, and assessment strategies. Such curricula are designed to
promote active learning, critical thinking, collaboration, and real-world problem-solving,
thereby preparing students for the challenges of the 21st century (9, 11). Moreover,
innovative curricula are increasingly aligned with broader societal goals, including
sustainable development, social justice, and economic competitiveness (4). In this regard,
integrating DEI principles into curriculum design is not only a matter of educational
fairness but also a strategic imperative for fostering inclusive growth and social cohesion.

In the context of Iran, the higher education system faces several structural and
functional challenges, including disparities in access and quality, misalignment between
educational outcomes and labor market needs, and insufficient attention to diversity and
inclusion. Despite significant expansion in the number of higher education institutions,
concerns remain regarding the effectiveness and relevance of existing curricula (5, 6).
Studies have shown that many graduates lack the practical skills and competencies required
for employment, highlighting the need for curriculum reform that emphasizes experiential
learning and skill development (7, 8). Additionally, socio-cultural diversity within the
country underscores the importance of inclusive educational approaches that can
accommodate different student populations.

Previous research has explored various aspects of curriculum innovation in Iran and
beyond. For instance, Hosseini Largani identified key elements of innovative curriculum
models in Iranian higher education, emphasizing the importance of learner-centered



approaches and contextual relevance (14). Similarly, Jafarpour and colleagues proposed an
entrepreneurial curriculum model aimed at enhancing students’ practical competencies and
employability (15). International studies have also highlighted the role of stakeholder
engagement, technological integration, and interdisciplinary approaches in successful
curriculum innovation (12, 13). Despite these contributions, there remains a significant gap
in the literature regarding the integration of DEI principles into innovative curriculum
design within the Iranian higher education context.

Furthermore, recent developments in educational technology, particularly the
integration of artificial intelligence and digital learning tools, have opened new possibilities
for personalized and inclusive education. These technologies can enhance student
engagement and facilitate adaptive learning experiences, although their implementation
requires adequate infrastructure and faculty readiness (20, 21). The alignment of curriculum
design with sustainable development goals and global educational standards further
reinforces the need for comprehensive and forward-looking curriculum models (4).

Given these considerations, the present study aims to design and evaluate an
innovative curriculum model for achieving diversity, equity, and inclusion in Iran’s higher
education system. By employing a grounded theory approach, the study seeks to identify
the key components, influencing factors, strategies, and outcomes associated with
innovative curriculum development, thereby contributing to both theoretical understanding
and practical implementation.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a qualitative research design based on the systematic grounded
theory approach. The research focused on identifying and conceptualizing the components
of an innovative curriculum within the context of higher education. Participants included a
group of key informants consisting of university faculty members, curriculum planners,
educational administrators, and experts in higher education. These individuals were
selected through purposive sampling, followed by theoretical sampling to ensure the
inclusion of diverse perspectives and the achievement of theoretical saturation.

Data were collected using structured, in-depth interviews, along with document
analysis and review of relevant academic literature. Each interview lasted between one to
two hours and was recorded and transcribed for analysis. The data analysis process
involved three stages of coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During
open coding, the data were broken down into discrete concepts and categories. In axial
coding, relationships between categories were identified and organized into subcategories.
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Finally, selective coding was used to integrate and refine the categories into a coherent
theoretical framework.

To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings, multiple validation
techniques were employed, including member checking, peer review, and triangulation of
data sources. The analysis was conducted using qualitative data analysis software to
facilitate systematic organization and interpretation of the data. Additionally, a
questionnaire was developed based on the extracted categories to evaluate the proposed
curriculum model, and its reliability and validity were confirmed before being administered
to a panel of experts.

FINDINGS

The findings revealed that the innovative curriculum in higher education comprises
twelve key components, including project-based learning, blended learning, interactive
technology, personalized learning, social-emotional learning, critical thinking and
problem-solving, interdisciplinary education, innovative technologies, flipped classrooms,
inquiry-based learning, out-of-classroom education, and entrepreneurship development.
Among these components, project-based learning emerged as the most prominent element,
indicating its strong influence on curriculum effectiveness. In contrast, innovative
technologies and flipped classrooms were identified as the least emphasized components.

The analysis also identified six major categories within the grounded theory
framework: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, central
phenomenon, strategies, and outcomes. Causal conditions included factors such as student
needs, technological advancements, collaboration among faculty and experts, innovation
in teaching methods, learning environment, and socio-cultural issues. Contextual
conditions encompassed educational technology, labor market demands, cultural and
societal factors, global events, educational research, and available resources. Intervening
conditions were found to include educational policies, financial resources, and
infrastructural support.

The central phenomenon of the study was defined as the development of an
innovative curriculum aimed at achieving diversity, equity, and inclusion. Strategies
identified for achieving this goal included incorporating stakeholder perspectives,
emphasizing experiential learning, providing individual support and counseling, and
transforming teaching and assessment methods. The outcomes associated with these
strategies included increased student participation, enhanced social skills, improved multi-
dimensional learning, respect for diversity, and strengthened creativity and innovation.



Quantitative evaluation of curriculum components indicated that project-based
learning ranked highest in frequency and importance, while innovative technologies and
flipped classrooms ranked lowest. This suggests a disparity between the adoption of
traditional innovative methods and more advanced technological approaches in the current
system.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study highlight the multidimensional nature of innovative
curriculum design and its critical role in promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion in
higher education. The prominence of project-based learning suggests that experiential and
application-oriented approaches are well-recognized and valued within the educational
system. Such approaches enable students to engage actively with real-world problems,
thereby enhancing their critical thinking and problem-solving skills. However, the
relatively low emphasis on advanced technological components indicates a gap between
the potential of digital innovation and its practical implementation in the educational
context.

The identification of causal, contextual, and intervening factors underscores the
complexity of curriculum development processes. Effective curriculum design requires not
only an understanding of student needs and pedagogical principles but also careful
consideration of broader environmental and institutional factors. The influence of policies,
resources, and infrastructure highlights the importance of systemic support in facilitating
educational innovation. Without adequate investment and strategic alignment, even well-
designed curricula may fail to achieve their intended outcomes.

The strategies identified in this study emphasize the importance of stakeholder
engagement, experiential learning, and adaptive teaching practices. These strategies reflect
a shift toward more inclusive and learner-centered educational models, which are essential
for addressing the diverse needs of students. The positive outcomes associated with these
strategies, including increased participation and enhanced creativity, demonstrate the
potential of innovative curricula to transform the educational experience and contribute to
broader social and economic development.

Overall, this study provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and
implementing innovative curriculum design in higher education. By integrating theoretical
insights with empirical findings, it offers valuable guidance for policymakers, educators,
and researchers seeking to enhance the quality and inclusiveness of educational systems.
The results suggest that achieving meaningful educational transformation requires a
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holistic approach that combines pedagogical innovation, technological advancement, and
institutional support.
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