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Introduction: Student engagement (SE) is an emerging and trending concept in higher education, and it has been defined as a quality measure for medical universities. The aim of this study was to explore student engagement in medical universities in Iran through a national study.

Methods: Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, this study explored student engagement in medical universities in Iran in 2024. Participants were purposively selected from students who were actively involved in the student committee for medical education development at medical universities. An open-ended, goal-driven questionnaire, along with demographic information, was used for data collection. An inductive conventional content analysis method was employed for data analysis using MAXQDA 18. The Lincoln and Guba criteria, including dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability, were applied to ensure the rigor of the results.

Results: A total of 48 students participated from 34 medical universities. The mean age of the participants was 22 years. Student engagement was identified as a mutually beneficial strategy for both students and universities. A broad spectrum of activities, including training, curriculum planning, educational evaluation, and governance, were believed to involve students. To overcome the identified barriers to student engagement (SE), such as low incentives for students, lack of a partnership culture, and time restriction, the participants suggested strengthening student agency, encouraging active participation from professors, valuing SE, and promoting fair engagement opportunities.

Conclusion: Student engagement in medical universities in Iran is of interest to students, but it faces barriers across various domains. Developing a virtuous and value-based engagement process—through promoting a partnership culture, strengthening student agency, establishing SE strategies in governance, encouraging professors’ mentoring and participation, and truly acknowledging students—will promote SE in medical universities and contribute to the improvement of the learning environment.
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1 Introduction

Students as partners is an emerging concept in higher education that is shaping the future of universities (Zdravković et al., 2018). Within the university environment, students, in addition to studying specialized courses, should develop social responsibility, acquire a professional identity, and learn skills such as teamwork, management, leadership, and other skills necessary to become competent professionals (Fujii et al., 2022; Almasry et al., 2017; Bryson, 2014). Meantime, students from the traditional university culture, where the focus is solely on studying, may not be able to fully develop (Cotton et al., 2017). As previous research has shown, the numerous changes that have occurred in higher education will undoubtedly influence the nature of the student body, its identity, and its function as “non-traditional students” (Crabtree, 2023). A study by Jahn et al. (2017) showed that the emergence and integration of non-traditional learners is one of the biggest challenges facing higher education institutions. These students seek to be more engaged, active, and involved in their careers. Student engagement (SE) is a key component of effective learning environments, encouraging learners to interact, collaborate, and think critically. Active student engagement is especially important on medical campuses, where clinical skills, professional abilities, and ethical principles are essential (Milles et al., 2019). It refers to a broad spectrum of activities, including education, research, management, extracurricular, and community activities, within universities (Peters et al., 2019; Groccia, 2018).

By engaging students in various processes, universities can enhance overall organizational governance and develop a culture of inclusive student participation (Costa et al., 2023; Stensaker and Matear, 2024). Student engagement has a favorable impact on motivation, self-confidence, commitment, educational experiences, and learning outcomes (Cunninghame and Pitman, 2020; Freitas et al., 2023; Kassab et al., 2022). Furthermore, students’ identities, such as ethnicity, religion, sex, and first-generation status, influence their participation, emphasizing the necessity of inclusive approaches to improve academic learning and student involvement (Rozak et al., 2022). Students participate in extracurricular activities motivated by extrinsic, intrinsic, social, and pro-social motives, which differ between early- and late-stage students (Chapman et al., 2023). In addition, students can engage in project activities that use electronic educational tools to build cognitive abilities, critical thinking, and independence, as well as in research activities such as publishing articles and attending conferences (Stensaker and Matear, 2024; Changiz et al., 2012). However, student engagement is not an easy-going process. Studies involving students from the UK and West Africa highlighted that cultural insensitivities, unrelatable marketing, scheduling conflicts with academic timetables, and difficulties in balancing extracurricular activities with academic responsibilities—leading to missed opportunities and academic performance issues—pose significant challenges to SE (Winstone et al., 2022; Leslie-Walker et al., 2023; Stuart et al., 2011). Moreover, the results of a study at the University of Cape Coast in Ghana revealed that engagement experiences are often accompanied by time management issues and financial and communication barriers, which influence the overall academic experience of students (Onwuka et al., 2019). Zhu and Arnold, 2013, in exploring student engagement in Chinese universities, reported that SE through various mechanisms can positively affect student outcomes. They also called for capturing the SE picture in universities, especially in Asian countries (Zhu and Arnold, 2013). Initiatives to monitor student engagement in universities, such as the US National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and the Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE), as evidence-based policies in higher education, have also uncovered the relationship between SE and success (Drennan et al., 2014; Ewell and McCormick, 2020; Ewell, 2010). Student engagement is receiving increased focus as a quality indicator for medical universities as it has been introduced as one of the areas of excellence in the ASPIRE award program of the International Association of Health Professionals Education (Milles et al., 2019; Peters et al., 2019; Education Tiaohp, 2024). The changing role of universities and students in the new era requires contemporary policies for the effective management of universities, especially in low- and middle-income countries. Iranian medical universities have a unique atmosphere that impacts student engagement. Vahdat et al. (2022) identified barriers to SE such as inadequate clinical environments, outdated educational programs, insufficient facilities, and limited interaction between faculty and students in Iranian medical universities. Moreover, the centralized nature of Iran’s medical education system may impede institutional autonomy, potentially limiting the implementation of innovative engagement schemes (Pourabbasi et al., 2019). Active student engagement might be further discouraged by cultural factors, such as hierarchical academic relationships (Changiz et al., 2012). Regarding the outstanding role of medical universities in Iran in educating future health professionals, understanding student engagement in these universities could help enhance institutional capacity and educational outcomes. As this concept is one of the overlooked topics in higher education literature in Iran, this study aimed to explore the engagement experience from students’ viewpoint in medical universities in Iran.



2 Methods

Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, this study explored the experience of student engagement in medical universities in Iran in 2024. Phenomenology is well-suited for exploring lived experiences as it seeks to understand how individuals perceive and interpret a phenomenon within their specific socio-cultural context (Neubauer et al., 2019). Considering that student engagement is a complex, dynamic, and subjective construct influenced by institutional, cultural, and systemic elements, a phenomenological approach allows for a deeper exploration of how students experience and assign meaning to their engagement in extracurricular activities. By focusing on the firsthand experiences of students, phenomenology enables researchers to capture rich, nuanced insights that may not be fully understood through quantitative methods (Alhazmi and Kaufmann, 2022). This approach is particularly valuable for investigating context-bound phenomena (Neubauer et al., 2019), such as student engagement within Iranian medical universities, where participation is influenced by cultural norms, educational structures, and institutional policies. This methodology allowed us to analyze not only what students experience but how they internalize engagement opportunities and challenges in their university.


2.1 Participants

Participants were purposively selected from students who were actively engaged in the student committee for medical education development at medical universities. This is a student-led structure under the supervision of the Medical Education Development Centre (MEDC) in Iranian medical universities. Two students from each university were invited to voluntarily participate in the study. The sample provided broad institutional representation and diversity, which allowed variation in the perspectives and experiences of the students, helping to reach a deep understanding of SE in the universities. To recruit students, the universities were requested to share the contact information of two students on the committee with their consent. Then, the research team contacted the students directly and invited them to participate in the study. The inclusion criterion was at least one semester (4 months) of active participation in the committee. No limitations were set regarding the students’ study field. No incentive was offered for participating. The participants signed a consent form for participation and authorized the anonymous publication of the results.



2.2 Data collection

An open-ended, goal-driven narrative questionnaire, along with demographic information including age, sex, major, and engagement experience in the student committee, was used for data collection. In addition, interviews are a common method in this type of study; however, considering feasibility issues, we used this method to give the students more time to reflect on their experiences in their own words before responding. Furthermore, as recommended by Elliott and Timulak (2005) regarding the use of open-ended questions for data collection in qualitative studies, the participants were provided with the email address and phone number of the research team for any further clarification on the points they responded to (follow-up engagement). Moreover, they were approached during the study through the sharing of the analysis results and feedback, as well as supplementary follow-ups if the responses lacked adequate depth. The questionnaire was administered in person or through email to the participants. Completing each question took 15–25 min (Annex 1).



2.3 Data analysis

The qualitative data that emerged from the questionnaire was analyzed using an inductive conventional content analysis method described by Vears and Gillam (2022). Based on the method, the first step was to become familiar with the text. To do so, two researchers read the text several times and then identified meaningful phrases, from which the first-round codes were extracted. The final list of codes was developed by comparing and merging the output from these researchers. In the next step, the identified codes were grouped based on concept similarity and differentiation, and categories and sub-categories were created. Identifying patterns in the categories led to themes emerging from the text. MAXQDA 18 was used for data analysis. To increase the accuracy and rigor of the findings, we employed the Lincoln and Guba criteria, including dependability, credibility, transferability, and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1986). Credibility was enhanced through member checking, peer checking, and immersion in the data. Transferability was increased through purposive sampling, a thick description of the research method, and a comprehensive, vivid recording of the participants’ characteristics. Confirmability was improved through careful documentation (keeping all original materials, including the questionnaires and data analysis records), the development of a codebook, and maintaining an easy-to-follow audit trial. To strengthen dependability, two independent researchers conducted the analysis, and the results were reviewed by a third researcher.




3 Results

The participant recruitment resulted in 48 students from 34 medical universities. The mean age of the participants was 22 years. The participants had engagement experience in the student education development committee ranging from 6 months to 6 years (mean = 1 year and 7 months). Approximately 29% (n = 14) of the participants were female students, and approximately 50% (n = 24) were from the field of medicine, 12.5% from nursing, and the rest from other medical fields (Annex 2). Figure 1 shows the themes that emerged from the study at a glance.
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FIGURE 1
 Main categories and themes related to student engagement in the medical universities.



3.1 Student engagement benefits

Regarding the SE benefits, the data were analyzed in two areas: individual items, including four themes and 13 subthemes (Table 1). Personal development was highlighted by the participants as a key benefit of SE, as one female student (a third-year medical student with 2 years of engagement experience) stated that “participation brings opportunities for us to develop our teamwork skills and also learn how to communicate with other students and academics also.” [sic] Preparing students for their future professional roles in the community and fostering social responsiveness were the key points that were highlighted by the participants. As one male medical student with 3 years of SE experience put it, “Apart from the advantages that students get by just participating in different committees, different teams and festivals, benefits such as cooperation, interaction with team members, leadership ability, responsibility, and professional ethics, etc. can gain skills which are essential for our future role (A male medicine student with 3 years of engagement experiences).” [sic].



TABLE 1 Benefits of student engagement: the participants’ viewpoints.
[image: Table1]

Promoting a learning environment was also an important institutional achievement highlighted by the participants. As one participant, a female 4th-year nursing student with 3 years of engagement experience, stated, “Students are the main recipients of education, who themselves have the greatest understanding of the quality, strengths and weaknesses of education. Also, students can be effective in changing and improving education by using other complementary educational resources, the power of comparing their university education with ideal education (Female 4th year nursing student with 3 years experience of engagement).” [sic].



3.2 Student engagement scope

The participants believed that students have the capacity to engage in a broad range of activities at the university (Table 2), from governance to planning and conducting training workshops. A male health management student with more than 1 year of experience in the student committee at the university stated, “The formation of think tanks for curriculum planning or the investigation of educational bugs is necessary in any university, and students can participate in these think tanks to increase the quality and efficiency of education and to improve the views of officials and professors towards problems and help educational evaluation.” [sic] Another participant (a male 4th-year medical student) indicated that “Holding workshops related to medical science education, designing educational ideas to create educational interventions, following up on the implementation of these educational ideas, issues related to educational planning, evaluation of professors, educational staff, and presentation of new ideas are the areas in which students can be engaged.” [sic].



TABLE 2 Student engagement scope.
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3.3 Barriers and drivers of student engagement

The students who participated in this study identified three main categories of barriers to SE in medical universities in Iran (Table 3). These were factors related to university structures, organizational culture, and educational planning. A female medical student stated, “Tight schedule of the classes and courses do not allow us to participate completely in the activities. In some cases, if we get absent to participate in such activities, professors get angry.” [sic] Another participant (a male 6th-year medical student with more than 3 years of experience) stated, “Issues such as insufficient financial support, long official bureaucracy, lack of support from authorities, and an important item that is lack of awareness of professors, staff, and even students, especially fresh ones, are barriers for SE.” [sic].



TABLE 3 Barriers to student engagement in medical universities in Iran.
[image: Table3]

Strengthening students’ agency in universities was the most emphasized factor declared by the participants (Table 4). One of the participants (a female public health student) stated that “Student-led committees in education should be officially defined in the universities organizational structure and they can practice dependently.” [sic] Making participation strategies visible and accessible to professors, staff, and students was also identified as a facilitator that could lead to higher awareness and promote greater partnership. As one female midwifery student stated, “Holding annual student festivals could help to increase the awareness of professors, staff and also fresh students and give them correct insight about these activities and its benefits’.” [sic] Another participant discussed the importance of valuing student-led activities as a driver, which will motivate them more, stating, “Showing and acknowledging the student participation benefits and achievement in the institution and allocating proper advantages for active students, not only motivate them more but also encourage other students to be engaged in the student practices.” [sic] (a 4th year male nursing student). Another participant also stated, “If the university could establish the concept that students are our partners, most of the problems could be resolved.”



TABLE 4 Drivers of student engagement in medical universities in Iran.
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4 Discussion

Through a national study involving the participation of representative students from medical universities, this study explored the concept of student engagement in medical universities in Iran. The necessity and benefits of student engagement emerged from their perspectives, encompassing networking, personal development, and acquiring real-world experience. The participants believed that students could be engaged in a broad range of extracurricular activities, including planning and managing a workshop, participating in curriculum revision and development, educational evaluation, and peer mentoring. However, they identified factors that either facilitate or act as barriers to engagement, with a primary focus on issues related to university structure and culture.

The results of the study revealed a wide range of activities in which students could be engaged, including training, educational planning, education evaluation, and extracurricular activities. Peer training, educational content production, curriculum development, and collaboration in innovative training and evaluation methods were highlighted as key areas where student engagement was encouraged. The literature has implied that student feedback on academic teaching quality, participation in institution governance through student councils, serving as teaching assistants, and influencing the social responsibility of the university through community activities can enhance the university’s responsiveness and effectiveness (Zdravković et al., 2018; Karakitsiou et al., 2012). Several advantages have been documented regarding student participation in medical universities, including enhanced learning outcomes, improved academic performance, and personal skills development (Freitas et al., 2023; Geraghty et al., 2019; Shrivastava and Shrivastava, 2022). Previous studies have also highlighted that improving the partnership culture within the university can lead to mutually beneficial enhancements for both students and the university (Kassab et al., 2022; Xu et al., 2022). Furthermore, learning how to be a professional and competent medical practitioner was underlined by the participants in this study, a concept supported by the literature (Geraghty et al., 2019; Shrivastava and Shrivastava, 2022). Our findings support the concept that students who are valued in the university environment are more self-confident, motivated, and committed to promoting the institution (Lyness et al., 2013). Networking and relationships with peers and academics can create an authentic collaboration culture within the university, mutually benefiting both students and the institution, as revealed by our study findings (Kassab et al., 2022; Hu et al., 2012). As argued by Astin’s theory of student involvement, the level of student engagement will directly impact the quality and quantity of their future involvement (Rahman et al., 2020). Universities might consider this when creating a supportive organizational environment and developing clear institutional policies that promote SE, including formal incentives and encouragement, in medical universities.

Student engagement is a crucial strategy for contemporary medical education institutions, but it faces several barriers, especially in less developed organizational environments. Our results revealed that the organizational factors were the main perceived barriers to student participation. A lack of support from university authorities, insufficient financial and physical resources, and high bureaucracy were identified by the participating students as barriers to engagement, supporting findings from previously published literature (Fujii et al., 2022; Almasry et al., 2017). However, a weak partnership culture within the university exacerbates the situation, as revealed by our results. Freitas et al. (2023) indicated that a collaborative organizational culture is a key driver of student engagement, one that values students equally and provides authentic opportunities for student engagement. Student engagement is sustained when both students and institutions benefit synergistically from participatory practices through virtuous circles (Freitas et al., 2023; Kassab et al., 2022; Lyness et al., 2013). The participating students expressed that low individual incentives and a lack of recognition for actively engaged students are factors that affect other students’ motivation to engage, despite their high potential. This is consistent with Astin’s student involvement theory, which highlights the importance of clearly defining the benefits of SE for students (Rahman et al., 2020). Scheduling conflicts with the academic timetable and difficulties in balancing extracurricular activities with academic responsibilities were also highlighted as factors hindering student engagement. Similar barriers were reported by students from universities in the UK, Brazil, and West Africa (Fujii et al., 2022; Chapman et al., 2023; Leslie-Walker et al., 2023). Our results emphasized that enhancing student agency in medical universities in Iran is the main driver for facilitating student engagement. This finding supports the statement by Zdravković et al. (2018), which suggested that when students are valued through agency, they have the capacity to participate in institutional enhancement. Institutionalizing SE by developing and employing supportive policies and establishing a student advisory board that supports and collaborates with university authorities in designing SE processes will help promote SE in universities.

Based on our findings, academic staff support and collaboration in student-led practices were identified as strong drivers of student engagement. This finding aligns with the results of studies by Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005) and Hu et al. (2012) in the USA and Taiwan, respectively. Interestingly, our results also showed that even a partnership culture among education office staff could facilitate SE, a finding supported by Freitas et al.’s (2023) study. Ensuring facilitated SE in Iranian medical universities would require the establishment of a student–faculty partnership structure and the integration of SE into institutional policies supporting staff collaboration with students.

Valuing student activities through active collaboration with university authorities, making opportunities visible and accessible, allocating incentives, and acknowledging the real impact of SE on institution processes enhancement were identified as additional facilitators of SE in Iran medical universities. Freshmen students are often unfamiliar with the engagement opportunities available at universities (Fujii et al., 2022).To promote SE, it is required to make these opportunities more visible through festivals, introduction sessions, and other initiatives. In other words, supporting students in remaining integrated into the social and academic life of the university would help them become more engaged and prevent their departure, as discussed in Tino’s model of student departure (Ross, 2014). Student engagement is influenced by various individual or environmental factors, which ultimately shape their meaning and experience of participation, affecting their future practices (Bryson, 2014). However, the value placed on student engagement by the institution can positively or negatively impact it, and it is the institution’s responsibility to acknowledge the effects of SE on its processes.

Research studies have limitations, and this one is no exception. First, the participants were selected from a structured committee in the universities based on the defined inclusion criteria, which may have excluded students engaged outside of this structure. While purposive sampling is appropriate for qualitative studies, it may introduce selection bias. In addition, the sampling was limited to medical universities, and other types of universities may have different atmospheres, as medical education is governed by distinct policies at the ministerial level in Iran. Another limitation was the reliance on self-reported narratives, which might have introduced potential bias. These limitations should be considered by the audience.



5 Conclusion

Student engagement in medical universities in Iran is of interest to students, yet it faces barriers across various domains. This study offers strategies to facilitate SE in medical universities from the students’ viewpoint. Creating a virtuous, value-based engagement process by promoting a partnership culture, strengthening student agency, establishing SE strategies in governance, encouraging faculty mentoring and participation, and genuinely acknowledging students will facilitate and promote SE in medical universities, leading to an enhanced learning environment. Given the progressive atmosphere of medical universities in Iran, which pushes toward the next generation of universities, the results of this study can benefit policymakers and university authorities in enhancing SE, a key driver of this progress. Future studies should aim to provide a more comprehensive understanding of SE in medical universities, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative approaches.
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