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Abstract

Objectives: The nationwide university entrance examination (Konkur) functions as a socio-educational
phenomenon exerting profound influence on Iran’s higher education system. This study aims to develop
a comprehensive typological framework for the student admissions process in Iran’s higher education,
with particular emphasis on the integrative method (combining the overall Konkur score and academic
records), and to identify the challenges and opportunities of each admission pathway as well as their
effects on educational quality and equity. Methods: Employing a qualitative, integrative approach within
the sociology of science paradigm, data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews
with 13 experts, including university professors, teachers, and researchers in the fields of Konkur and
higher education. Thematic analysis was used to code and extract core themes from the interview
transcripts. Findings: Thematic analysis yielded nine principal themes: surface-level learning, quality of
education, academic stress, psychological pressure, educational equity, trust in the educational system,
commercialization of education, reform of the student admissions process, and educational system
enhancement. According to the sociology of science, scientific systems should reflect values such as
organized skepticism, impartiality, and universalism. However, Konkur scores and academic records
predominantly emphasize rote memorization, marginalizing critical and creative thinking skills.
Structural inequalities in access to quality education, the prevalence of cheating, and economic
pressures (the “Konkur mafia”), political inertia (lack of structural reforms), and social expectations from
families further exacerbate inequity and conflict. Conclusion: The current admissions framework’s
overreliance on quantitative metrics and susceptibility to external pressures impedes the transmission
of core scientific values. This dynamic reinforces superficial learning, stress, and unhealthy competition
while undermining the system’s essential educational functions—cultivating critical thought and
individual talents. Consequently, ongoing revision of admissions mechanisms and a focused commitment
to educational equity are imperative to restore and advance the true capabilities of Iran’s
scientific-educational system.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In Iran’s higher education system, the
National Entrance Examination (Konkur) is
regarded as the primary tool for university
admission; however, focusing exclusively
on a single multi-hour test has led to deep
shortcomings in both quality and equity of
education. With growing competition for
university seats and structural inequalities
in access to educational resources, it is
more crucial than ever to revisit the
admissions mechanism. From the
sociology  of science  perspective,
assessment systems should embody values
such as systematic skepticism,
impartiality, and cosmopolitanism. The
blended approach, combining high school
academic records with Konkur scores,
promises synergy between continuous
learning and centralized testing. This
study aims to develop a typological
framework and analyze the challenges and
opportunities of each admission model
(pure Konkur vs. blended) with an
emphasis on educational quality and
equity.

2. Methods

This qualitative research employs an
integrative sociology-of-science
approach. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews with 13
experts (four high-school teachers, three
university professors, and six researchers
specializing in Konkur and higher
education). Interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. Then,
Thematic analysis (Brown & Clarke’s
six-phase model), consisting of six steps,
was applied: familiarization with data,
generating initial codes, searching for
themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the final
report. Validity was ensured by member-

checking key themes with some
interviewees, and  reliability = was
confirmed via coding reproducibility tests.

3. Results
The analysis yielded nine core themes
across the two admission models:

1. Surface Learning

In both systems, emphasis on rote
memorization and test-taking techniques
sidelines conceptual understanding and
the cultivation of critical and creative
skills.

2. Teaching Quality

Under the blended model, teachers are
more motivated to enhance instruction
and monitor  students’ ongoing
performance; however, deficiencies in
integrated assessment infrastructure and
delays in reporting school grades pose
significant implementation challenges.

3. Academic Stress

Shifting stress from a single exam moment
to the entire academic year has led to
student dissatisfaction and heightened
family tensions.

4. Educational Equity

Unequal access to study resources
(especially in underserved regions),
unofficial influence on school grading, and
the privatization of education disrupt fair
competition.

5. Trustin the System

The traditional Konkur’s transparency and
security contrast with variable
school-based assessment standards,
undermining public confidence.

6. Commercialization of Education

The proliferation of private tutoring
centers and specialized preparation
materials has driven teachers and
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institutes toward profit maximization,
detracting from genuine skill
development.

7. Admission Process Reform

Experts recommend comparative studies,
long-term planning, and localization of
successful international models as key

strategies for improving admission
mechanisms.
8. Educational System

Enhancement

A shift from a “cognitive-rote” paradigm to
a “skill-analytical” framework, adoption of
active teaching methods, and utilization of

educational technology are vital for
fostering deep learning.

9. Dynamic Assessment
Implementing  continuous, formative

evaluation throughout the teaching-
learning process creates an interactive
dynamic between teacher and student,
enabling immediate feedback to adjust
instruction and learning. This approach
aligns with the sociology-of-science
values of systematic skepticism and
impartiality while reducing the burdens of
high-stakes testing.

4. Conclusion

Iran’s current admission system, whether
pure Konkur or blended, prioritizes
score-centric competition over the core
values of the sociology of science (critical
inquiry, equity, and cosmopolitanism).
Overemphasis on quantitative scores
sacrifices deep learning and exacerbates
psychological stress and structural
inequality. Revitalizing higher education’s
primary mission, nurturing critical
thinking and individual talents, requires
simultaneous reforms at three levels:

1. Intrinsic Value Reformation

o Redefining educational
objectives and assessment
models toward

skill-orientation

o Designing projects and
practical activities
throughout the academic
year

2. Structural Interventions

o Strengthening educational
infrastructure in
underprivileged regions

o Ensuring oversight and
quality assurance of
school-based grading

o Implementing support
policies to alleviate families’
economic pressures

3. Dynamic Learning Paradigm

o Promoting research-based
and conceptual learning

o Establishing a multi-stage
admission structure,
including theoretical exams,
practical and
skill assessments

interviews,

Without harmonizing these three
dimensions, reforms  will remain
superficial and temporary, and the goals of
educational equity and scientific quality
enhancement will not be achieved.
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Figure 1: Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework for conducting thematic analysis
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Table 2: Themes extracted from experts’ responses to the qualitative interview questions
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Figure 2: Final themes extracted from the qualitative data analysis
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