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ABSTRACT

Objective: The present study aimed to conduct a comparative analysis of the
transformations in Iranian higher education across the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic
eras, elucidating its trajectory from an instrumental development model toward a
strategic development framework.

Method: This study employed a comparative-analytical approach grounded in
documentary-archival methodology. Data were gathered from official documents,
legislative acts, statistical yearbooks, and institutional reports concerning the
governance structure of higher education, student enrollment, faculty composition, and
national scientific output across both periods. Data analysis was conducted utilizing
historical-institutional comparative analysis alongside qualitative content analysis.

Results: The findings indicated that during the Pahlavi era, higher education expanded
predominantly within an instrumental development framework, primarily aimed at
supplying administrative and technical manpower for modern state bureaucracy.
Conversely, in the Islamic Republic era, marked by quantitative expansion, institutional
diversification, the expansion of postgraduate education, and substantial growth in
scientific output, higher education demonstrated strategic reorientations. This emerging
model emphasizes endogenous knowledge production, educational equity, and
elevating the university’s role in addressing national needs; however, it continues to
face critical challenges such as qualitative disparities and an imbalance between
quantitative growth and quality enhancement.

Conclusions: The findings revealed that throughout this historical trajectory, Iranian
higher education has exhibited signs of moving toward a strategic development model
through substantial quantitative capacity building, structural diversification, and the
expansion of research infrastructure. Nonetheless, the empirical evidence reflects an
evolving structural and institutional transformation rather than a fully consolidated
paradigm shift. Consequently, deepening this transition necessitates enhancing
educational quality, functionally reconfiguring institutions, and systematically aligning
the academy with the concrete challenges of society and industry.
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Introduction

The transformation of higher education in
developing countries cannot be adequately understood
through quantitative indicators such as student
enrollment, number of higher education institutions,
faculty members, or scientific publications alone
(Altbach, 2016; Zakersalehi, 2015). In Iran, the
historical transformation of higher education across the
Pahlavi and Islamic Republic eras has involved
substantial changes in institutional structures, social
access, human capital, postgraduate education, and
scientific production. However, a central analytical
question remains unresolved: whether these changes
merely represent an expansion of the instrumental
functions of higher education or whether they also
indicate the emergence of capacities associated with a
more strategic development model (Altbach, 2016;
Marginson, 2011).

This study addresses this issue through a
comparative historical analysis of Iranian higher
education during the Pahlavi era (1304-1357) and the
Islamic Republic era (1357-1402). Rather than
assuming a predetermined transition from one
development model to another, the study examines the
continuity, transformation, coexistence, and relative
expansion of instrumental and strategic characteristics
across the two periods. The analytical framework
distinguishes between an instrumental development
model, primarily oriented toward supplying
administrative and technical human resources and
responding to immediate governmental and labor-
market requirements (Altbach, 2016; Zakersalehi,
2015), and a strategic development model,
characterized by endogenous capacity building,
advanced human capital development, knowledge
production, institutional diversification, and stronger
linkages between higher education and national
developmental needs (Sen, 1999; Marginson, 2011,
Clark, 2004; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000).

Method

The study employed a comparative-analytical
approach based on documentary and archival research
and was designed as a within-case historical
comparison of two periods within the Iranian higher
education system. The research population consisted of
official documents, policy texts, statistical yearbooks,
national reports, and international scientific databases
related to higher education policy and performance
during the two historical periods. A purposive and
criterion-based sampling strategy was used, resulting in
the selection and analysis of 47 documents, statistical
yearbooks, and national and international reports.

The inclusion criteria comprised direct relevance to
higher education policy or performance, institutional
credibility, appropriate temporal coverage, and the
availability of comparable indicators. Source
credibility was assessed using four criteria derived
from Scott’s framework: authenticity, institutional
credibility,  representativeness, and  meaning.
Documentary triangulation was employed by
comparing policy and prescriptive documents with
national and international statistical and performance
data in order to reduce selection bias and improve the
reliability of interpretation.

Data were analyzed through directed qualitative
content analysis combined with historical trend
analysis. The unit of analysis consisted of policy
statements, legal provisions, and statistical-
performance records contained in the selected
documents. The analytical framework was organized
around four dimensions: structural-institutional
development, human capital and specialized capacity,
research and scientific production, and functional-
communicative linkages. To reduce the effects of
historical asymmetry in statistical systems, relative and
normalized indicators were emphasized rather than
relying solely on absolute values.

Results

The findings indicate substantial expansion of the
institutional and quantitative capacity of Iranian higher
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education between the two historical periods. The
number of students increased from approximately
175,675 in the final years of the Pahlavi era to about
3.5 million in the academic year 1402-1403. The
number of students per 100,000 population increased
from approximately 500 to more than 3,900, while the
share of women among students increased from
approximately 24 percent to more than 50 percent. The
number of full-time faculty members also increased
from approximately 7,231 to 79,101.

The transformation was also evident in postgraduate
education and institutional diversification. Whereas
postgraduate education remained limited during the
Pahlavi era, it expanded substantially during the
Islamic Republic era, with approximately 18 percent of
students enrolled in postgraduate programs in the
recent period. The number and geographical
distribution of higher education institutions also
expanded considerably, accompanied by the
development of research infrastructure, science and
technology parks, and innovation-oriented institutions.

In terms of scientific production, the number of
internationally  indexed  scientific  publications
increased from fewer than 500 records in the final years
of the Pahlavi era to more than 75,000 records in 2024.
Iran's share of global scientific production reached
approximately 1.93 percent in 2022, while its position
in global scientific production improved substantially.
These  developments indicate a  significant
strengthening of domestic scientific and educational
capacity.

The comparative analysis nevertheless reveals a
more complex pattern than a linear transition between
two development models. Higher education during the
Pahlavi era displayed stronger characteristics of an
instrumental development model, including limited
social access, greater institutional concentration,
restricted postgraduate capacity, and an emphasis on
producing specialized human resources for the
expanding administrative, technical, and educational
sectors. During the Islamic Republic era, quantitative
expansion and massification continued this
instrumental function on a much larger scale. At the

same time, the expansion of postgraduate education,
scientific production, institutional diversification,
scientific  policy documents, and innovation
infrastructure created conditions that are consistent
with some characteristics of strategic development.

Thus, the evidence points not to the complete
replacement of the instrumental model by a strategic
model, but to the coexistence of instrumental expansion
with emerging strategic capacities. The findings further
indicate that the growth of scientific output and
institutional capacity alone cannot establish a complete
transformation in the qualitative functions of
universities. Issues such as educational quality,
research impact, technological effectiveness, graduate
employability, and the actual strength of university—
industry—society linkages require additional qualitative
and outcome-oriented evidence.

Conclusions

The comparative evidence suggests that Iranian
higher education has undergone a substantial historical
transformation from a relatively limited and
institutionally concentrated system primarily oriented
toward supplying administrative and specialized
human resources toward a broader system with
significantly greater social coverage, institutional
diversity, postgraduate capacity, and scientific
production. The Islamic Republic era therefore
demonstrates important signs of strengthened domestic
capacities that are compatible with elements of
strategic development.

The main policy implication is that future higher
education development in Iran should move beyond
quantitative expansion toward improving educational
quality, institutional effectiveness, technological and
social impact, mission-oriented university
development, and structured linkages between
universities, industry, government, and society
(Marginson, 2011; Clark, 2004; Etzkowitz &
Leydesdorff, 2000). Further research using qualitative
institutional evidence and outcome-oriented indicators,
including citation impact, graduate employability,
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