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Abstract

Context: The present study used a strategic approach to develop a conceptual framework for evaluating the curriculum effective-
ness, which appears not to be limited to the internal dimension as far as the strategic approach is concerned as a comprehensive,
environment-based and future-oriented method including both external and institutional dimensions.
Evidence Acquisition: Given that the available information about the effectiveness of medical education curriculum based on a
strategic approach is institutionally qualitative, multidimensional and consequential, exploring, extracting and analyzing the re-
lated data requires using a qualitative model for dealing with the diversity of resources and information. A review of literature
suggested that the cyclical process of analysis is a qualitative research method with the required characteristics consisting of the
following phases: (1) Data collection process, (2) data reduction, (3) data organization and analysis, and (4) conclusion (interpreta-
tion and conclusion). Triangulation was used to validate the findings of the research method.
Results: Certain components of the effectiveness evaluation of medical education curriculum based on a strategic approach in-
clude achieving the internal goals of curriculum, satisfying the requirements of the internal environment through curriculum
implementation, developing students’ knowledge, attitude and skills, the internal coherence and consistency of the curriculum
and the internal quality of the curriculum. These components also include fulfilling the goals, social acceptance of the curriculum,
significant roles in social development, national self-sufficiency, proper performance and the education system reforms, improving
the external image, and the strategic success of medical education curriculum.
Conclusions: The results of these comprehensive strategies include knowledge and skill adjustment, professional responsibility,
spirit of accepting the change, flexibility, adaptability to the varying environment, optimal use of resources, and receiving feedbacks
on the effectiveness of the implemented programs to modify or clarify the goals or strategic selections and decisions.
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1. Context

Institutions are being increasingly urged to make
plans to deal with the developments associated with the
growing changes and dynamics of the environment. As an
important and constructive social institution responsible
for promoting creativity, empowerment and comprehen-
sive development of the community, medical education
systems have undergone considerable changes in recent
decades. To maintain its dynamism, this institution re-
quires strategic planning, process improvement and adop-
tion of appropriate methods (1, 2), a policy with conse-
quences that affect the performance of medical education
institutions. Curricula constitute a major component or
subsystem of medical education that must be strategically
and effectively addressed. Policymakers at universities and

medical education institutions must adopt different meth-
ods and strategic measures to develop curricula and adapt
to environmental changes and satisfy the current needs
of the community. Curricula are the undeniable heart of
higher education systems that reflects the latest human
accomplishments in different scientific fields and trans-
fers these accomplishments to future generations. Cur-
ricula should therefore meet the changing environmen-
tal needs, including the community and its different seg-
ments, thereby helping universities to survive (3, 4).

Many researchers have studied the challenges and cur-
ricula of medical education (5-13). Some instances sug-
gest that actual mission of higher education curricula
has not been fulfilled, including underrating the impor-
tance of curriculum development, unfamiliarity of faculty
members with curriculum development even in the field
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of humanities, excessive focus on current conditions and
needs of curriculum development while neglecting schol-
arly foresight, inconsistency of curricula with labor mar-
ket demands and failure of the curricula to help students
gain the necessary information and skills needed for play-
ing an effective role in the labor market (14). Delibera-
tion over the cited issues reveals the necessity of taking
fundamental measures in the area of medical education,
especially for the effectiveness of medical education cur-
riculum as a major component. In fact, medical educa-
tion must gain knowledge about and identify the changes
in the internal environment and its components and cre-
ate the changes required for maintaining its dynamic en-
tity. These changes, however, should consistently involve
all the components and maintain their logical connection,
including the goals, responsibilities, structure and plans
(14).

Given that strategic approach always seeks to ensure
the overall proportion between the system, i.e. curricu-
lum, and the current and future environmental conditions
and requirements, adopting such an approach actually
constitutes a new perspective of medical education cur-
riculum. From this perspective, the system must survive
and be able to respond to the future environment and ful-
fill its goals. The effectiveness of the curricula is therefore
defined as the internal, external and institutional dimen-
sions within the environment. Moreover, responding to
the environment is the ultimate criterion for preserving
the curricula effectiveness. The present study seeks to ex-
amine the effectiveness of medical education curriculum
owing to the major role of this component in fulfilling the
goals and missions of medical education and given that
different researchers and experts refer to curriculum as
“the heart of medical education system” (2) or as a teach-
ing/learning map and present comprehensive definitions
for curriculum as a science (15). Focusing on this compo-
nent definitely leads to fulfilling the goals and missions of
medical education, i.e. human perfection. Evaluating the
curricula effectiveness and the degree to which the goals
and ideals are fulfilled in proportion to the environmental
dynamics and complexities are therefore crucial, and can-
not be realized unless an interdisciplinary approach to cur-
riculum is adopted and the management literature and a
strategic view are especially utilized.

Based on a review of literature and the models found
for assessing the effectiveness of medical education pro-
grams, efforts were made in the present study to define a
set of criteria for evaluating this component depending on
the topics and using a strategic approach to the effective-
ness of curriculum as a major component of medical edu-
cation. Educating decent and competent individuals con-
sidering different personal, human, social, cultural and po-

litical dimensions was also addressed as the mission of this
program. Given the importance of this issue, the present
research was performed to present a conceptual frame-
work for examining the effectiveness of medical education
curriculum using on a strategic approach.

2. Evidence Acquisition

Given that the available information about the ef-
fectiveness of medical education curriculum based on a
strategic approach is institutionally qualitative, multidi-
mensional and consequential, exploring, extracting and
analyzing the related data requires using a qualitative
model for dealing with the diversity of resources and in-
formation.

A review of literature suggests that the cyclical process
of analysis (16) meets the requirements and consists of the
following phases: (1) Data collection process, (2) data re-
duction, (3) data organization and analysis, and (4) con-
clusion (interpretation and conclusion). The mentioned
phases in the cyclical process of analysis must be continu-
ously considered in an interactive combination that leads
to the discovery and creation of concepts and the signifi-
cant development of new knowledge. The present study
used this process until data saturation was achieved. The
result of the present research was a set of specific concepts
associated with the effectiveness of medical education cur-
ricula as the form of a conceptual framework obtained
by using a strategic approach. Given the qualitative and
dynamic, multidimensional and interactive nature of the
data, data collection was conducted in an open and doc-
umentary fashion. The statistical population comprised
the accessible documents in databases on evaluating the
effectiveness of medical education curricula. The statisti-
cal sample was collected for analysis from these resources
using targeted sampling. Springer, ScienceDirect, Ebsco,
Emerald, ISI, Eric and Francis and Taylor were used to re-
view the studies conducted outside Iran. Ninety scientific
publications on the subject were studied and analyzed as
the sample. Data collection continued until content suf-
ficiency was achieved. Furthermore, the specialized key-
words used to obtain the required information included
curriculum effectiveness, curriculum evaluation, evalua-
tion of curriculum effectiveness, strategic approach, medi-
cal education curriculum, and strategic medical education
curriculum.

3. Results

3.1. The Effectiveness of Medical Education Curriculum Based on
a Strategic Approach

This part of the research seeks to identify the effective
components associated with different dimensions of med-
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ical education curriculum, i.e. internal, external, and insti-
tutional components.

3.2. What Are the Components Associated with Evaluating the
Internal Effectiveness of Medical Education Curriculum from a
Strategic Approach Viewpoint?

The internal effectiveness of curriculum refers to the
internal proportion and coherence of different parts of the
curriculum necessary for fulfilling the desired goals. In-
ternal goals include coherence and proportion between
dimensions and components of curriculum such as the
proportion between content and educational goal, pro-
portion between content and teaching method, propor-
tion between content and evaluation as well as dynamic
learning environment, quality of science, quality of teach-
ing, teachers’ attention to students, available resources,
students’ satisfaction with the curriculum, professional
and research activities of the faculty members, evaluation
and testing, resource accessibility, and involvement of fac-
ulty members. The internal effectiveness of the curricu-
lum will be ensured if curriculum experts consider the em-
phasized dimensions and components and effectively play
their roles during the phases of design, development, im-
plementation and evaluation of the curriculum. Accord-
ing to the above cited matters, the internal effectiveness of
the curriculum is guaranteed, the goals are achieved and
the current and future environmental requirements are
satisfied through the interaction of different curriculum
dimensions and elements. To better understand the inter-
nal quality of medical education curricula, a comprehen-
sive list of effective curriculum components should be ad-
dressed based on the evaluated dimension of the internal
effectiveness (Table 1).

3.3. What Are the Components Associated with Evaluating the
External Effectiveness of Medical Education Curriculum from A
Strategic Approach Viewpoint?

External effectiveness is ensured when the goal (effec-
tiveness) is fulfilled through changing the behavior and af-
fecting the environment (16). External effectiveness refers
to the efficacy of the learning in practical situations out-
side the teaching environment where the learner lives or
works. In other words, the more the (external) learn-
ing associated with education leads to exhibiting the in-
tended behaviors and results in the learners’ function-
ing in practical situations outside the learning environ-
ment, the more effective the education will be (22). Medical
education curriculum therefore appears to be externally
effective when it can effectively meet the environmental
needs and provide the necessary efficacy in practical situa-
tions outside the internal organizational processes. Under
such circumstances, the three behavioral dimensions, i.e.

knowledge, attitude and skill, manifest themselves and the
adaptation of learning to the environment is facilitated
(16). The components of the external effectiveness of med-
ical education curriculum are therefore as follows in Table
2:

3.4. What Are the Components Associated with Evaluating
the Institutional Effectiveness of Medical Education Curriculum
from A Strategic Approach?

Institutional effectiveness is introduced at the macro
level and refers to fulfilling the existence philosophy of
the curriculum (16), i.e. the extent to which the organiza-
tion activities lead to fulfilling the organization ideals in
the community and playing an effective role in the pro-
cess of national development and establishing positive re-
lationships and changes (20). Institutional effectiveness
therefore focuses on fulfilling the internal and external
goals of medical education curriculum according to the
basic ideals, i.e. vision, mission and values. In fact, the ac-
tual mission of medical education curriculum is to signif-
icantly maintain and sustainably develop educational in-
stitutions according to environmental conditions. Close
and accurate coordination among the intended, imple-
mented and acquired curricula ensures the effectiveness
of medical education curriculum. Fulfilling the ideals,
goals, content and teaching/learning methods and evalua-
tion method of academic progress in a curriculum as a set
of learning activities in classroom definitely ensures the in-
ternal and external effectiveness (Table 3). Institutional ef-
fectiveness is also the result or consequence of the internal
and external effectiveness, and indicates the education sys-
tem effect on fulfilling the organization missions (20) (Ta-
ble 3).

In addition to the cited instances, other dimensions
of institutional effectiveness of the curricula include de-
veloping educational technology, training specialized per-
sonnel, promoting public culture and moral virtues, ex-
tending the boundaries of knowledge, national develop-
ment, adapting sciences to Islamic ideology, commer-
cializing curriculum studies, improving national econ-
omy, enhancing international understanding and training
competent specialists.

4. Discussion

Universities have an immediate contact with the out-
side environment, i.e. they affect and are affected by it (1, 2).
In fact, the university system changes within the context of
environmental changes. Understanding the past and cur-
rent condition of the university is crucial for identifying its
capabilities and weaknesses within the context of oppor-
tunities and threats, which makes it even more necessary
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Table 1. Indices of the Internal Effectiveness of Curriculum from Researchers’ Viewpoint

Dimension of Internal Effectiveness Reference

Fulfilling the internal goals of the curriculum (14, 16-18)

Satisfying the requirements of the internal environment when implementing the curriculum (16, 19)

Developing students’ knowledge, attitude and skills (14, 16, 20)

Students’ academic success (19, 21)

Interactive environment for the beneficiaries (satisfaction, mood, teacher/student relationship, behavioral interactions) (16, 21)

Internal coherence and adaptability of the curriculum (adaptability of the curriculum to the goals, content, teaching/learning method
and evaluation method)

(21)

Flexibility and initiative in implementing the curricula (17, 20)

Internal quality of the curriculum (teaching method, evaluation method, quality of content, the relationship between theory and
practice, quality of inputs and quality of processes)

(14, 17, 18, 22, 23)

Developing entrepreneurial characteristics and skills in students (10, 16)

Profound and active learning (13, 22, 24)

Table 2. Indices of the External Effectiveness of Curriculum from Researchers’ Viewpoint

Dimension of External Effectiveness Reference

Fulfilling the goals and values of the education system (3, 14, 19)

Facilitating learning and changing learners’ behavior at the work environment (24, 25)

Adaptability of the curriculum to varying environmental conditions, needs and requirements (19, 22)

Responding to the external environment (16)

Satisfactory performance of the learners in the environment (18, 21)

Values and quality of the curriculum outputs (5, 16)

Improving the skills and capabilities of the learners (developing learners’ competencies) (11, 20)

Table 3. Indices of the Institutional Effectiveness of Curriculum from Researchers’ Viewpoint

Dimension of External Effectiveness (Institutional Effectiveness) Reference

Fulfilling the social goals and ideals of the curriculum (3, 16, 18, 26, 27)

Playing a role in social development and national self-sufficiency (3, 16, 22)

Satisfactory performance and reformation of the education system (27)

Improving the external image and the strategic success of the (medical education) curriculum (16, 22)

Promoting human and moral virtues in the community (22)

to address the strategic approach requiring a focus on the
two components of environment and future (16). Medical
education institutions basically serve as strings that trans-
fer the fields and confirm the content of specialties. Mean-
while, the mission of the medical education curriculum is
extremely important. In fact, medical education curricula
must be effective and help fulfill the goals and missions of
medical education according to environmental complexi-
ties and dynamics. Effectiveness of this kind of curricula
depends on meeting the environmental needs and con-
sidering the future of the medical education system (16,
19). This goal can be achieved by concentrating on the re-
sources and the guiding role of strategies and the activi-

ties of the medical education system. A review of literature
helped derive a conceptual model for evaluating the curric-
ula effectiveness using a strategic approach while consid-
ering all the dimensions and components of the curricu-
lum based on environmental requirements, i.e. complexi-
ties and dynamics.

According to this approach, universities must be well
aware of the basic needs and demands. A large part of the
needs are obviously met through the curricula and proper
teaching at universities by professors in the form of the
materials and the curriculum content. Furthermore, the
strategic approach seeks to change and develop the curric-
ula as per the goals and missions of the medical education
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system (3, 4, 14, 28). The need for focusing on curriculum
studies stems from the interdisciplinary approach used. To
fulfill this goal, visionary, insightful, committed and spe-
cialized experts knowledgeable in the area of philosophy
of interdisciplinary sciences should be asked to help with
curriculum studies. Experts believe that the presence of
innovative and pioneering ideas for improving the status
of universities and consequently the curricula strengthens
the positive aspects of strategic planning.

The reformation and professional empowerment of
students is the fundamental and ultimate goal of the med-
ical education system. In this regard, teaching/learning
method, quality and organization of the content, teach-
ing methods, access to competent and knowledgeable pro-
fessors specialized in their field, considering environmen-
tal competitions and opportunities, presence of an in-
teractive environment for the beneficiaries, i.e. satisfac-
tion, mood, teacher/student relationship and behavioral
interactions (3, 21), internal coherence and adaptation be-
tween the dimensions and components of the curricu-
lum, i.e. adapting curriculum to the goals, content, teach-
ing/learning methods and evaluation methods, and flexi-
bility and innovation (16, 18, 22) in curriculum implemen-
tation ensure the internal quality of the curricula and con-
sequently create real values according to the goals and mis-
sions of medical education.

Evaluating the internal effectiveness of curriculum
based on a strategic approach refers to fulfilling the afore-
mentioned process in a systematic, integrated and dy-
namic fashion. Certain dimensions and components of the
curriculum in a dynamic, interactive, coherent and multi-
dimensional relationship thus fulfill the ideals of the med-
ical education system from different internal and external
viewpoints. The outcome would be developing knowledge,
insight, attitude and skills of the beneficiaries caused by fa-
cilitating and deepening of learning that in turn changes
student behavior. It is worth noting that adaptability of the
curriculum to varying environmental conditions, needs
and requirements results in learners’ satisfactory perfor-
mance, values and quality of the curriculum outputs, ac-
quiring competencies (14, 17, 19, 27) and proper responses
to the external environment (14, 19), as the consequence of
evaluating the curricula effectiveness. Components con-
tributing to the effectiveness of medical education cur-
ricula based on a strategic approach include the propor-
tion and overlap among theoretical and applied sciences,
problem-solving ability, acquiring communication skills,
personality growth, acquiring critical thinking skills, the
ability to deal with crisis as well as civil rights.

Research suggests that the prerequisite for ensuring
the external effectiveness is to certify the internal effective-
ness (16), and that the association and alignment of inter-

nal and external types of effectiveness definitely lead to
positive results in the community, which lead to playing
effective roles in social development and consequently na-
tional and international self-sufficiency through reform-
ing the education system (16, 22, 26). In fact, evaluating
the curriculum effectiveness at the institutional level leads
to improving the external image (22) and a strategic suc-
cess of medical education. The ultimate goal of the med-
ical education system, i.e. promoting human and moral
virtues (22) or educating decent individuals, is therefore
fulfilled. Concentrating on the cited concepts helps estab-
lish an innovative education system through taking cer-
tain measures such as determining the goals at different
levels. The result of taking such thoughtful measures is
adjusting knowledge and skills, professional accountabil-
ity, promoting the spirit of change, flexibility, adaptabil-
ity to the changing environment, optimal use of the re-
sources, receiving feedbacks on the effectiveness of the
implemented programs to modify or clarify the goals or
strategic selections and decisions.

4.1. Conclusion

When evaluating the curriculum effectiveness using
a strategic approach, emphasis should be placed on
environment-oriented education and development of ed-
ucation power of response to the environment and its var-
ious products, and the needs and contingencies of the
present and future environment. In other words, the ef-
fectiveness of medical education curriculum can be con-
sidered a triangular system comprising three levels, in-
cluding internal, external, and institutional effectiveness
with a strategic approach orientation. These levels con-
tinuously interact one another and form a comprehensive
framework for analyzing, explaining and evaluating the
effectiveness of medical education curricula based on a
strategic approach. Considering the simultaneous interac-
tion of these levels of effectiveness according to their na-
ture, definition and components, medical education cur-
riculum and its effectiveness will lead to environmental-
ism, future orientation, contemplation and dynamism. As
a result of such an action, the knowledge, insight, attitude
and skill of all beneficiaries will be developed by facilitat-
ing and deepening learning that changes learners’ behav-
ior in line with effective responses to the conditions, needs,
requirements, and contingencies of the strategic environ-
ment (Figure 1).

Based on the conceptual model proposed and the re-
search results, responding to the varying and indeter-
minate environment is the strategic approach principle.
Given that the future environment is strategic, dynamic
and complex, using a strategic approach should be con-
sidered a fundamental principle so that the proper per-
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Figure 1. A conceptual model for evaluating the effectiveness of medical education curricula

formance of the university with regard to environmen-
tal requirements and its success and effectiveness as well
as adaptation and compatibility and in general account-
ability will be ensured. In fact, the essential elements
of the strategic approach include continuous qualitative
changes and development of different dimensions and el-
ements from different aspects.

Footnotes
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