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A Comparative Analysis of PhD Nursing Education Programs in
Iran, Emory, and Khyber Universities

Fatemeh Haji Rezaei Kashan', Narges Sadeghi?, Parvaneh Abazari®

Abstract

Introduction: Doctoral nursing education is fundamental to advancing the nursing profession and
strengthening healthcare systems. Nevertheless, limitations in the content, structure, and implementation of
PhD nursing curricula continue to challenge the preparation of highly qualified graduates. Previous studies
have shown that many PhD nursing programs do not fully equip graduates for the diverse academic, research,
leadership, and professional roles expected at the doctoral level. Comparative evaluation of educational
programs offers an effective approach to identifying strengths, gaps, and opportunities for curriculum
improvement. Therefore, this study compared the PhD in Nursing program in Iran with those offered by the
Schools of Nursing at Emory University (USA) and Khyber University (Pakistan).

Methods: This descriptive comparative study was conducted during the second half of 2025 following George
Z. F. Bereday’s four step comparative approach, which comprises the stages of description, interpretation,
juxtaposition, and comparison. A search of publicly available online sources was performed using the
keywords PhD in Nursing, nursing education, and curriculum in both Persian and English. The PhD in
Nursing curricula of three academic systems were examined: Iran (2016 curriculum), Emory University in the
United States (2025 curriculum), and Khyber University in Pakistan (2021 curriculum). For each curriculum,
key components, including the mission, vision, educational goals, admission requirements, curriculum
structure, assessment methods, and expected graduate outcomes, were identified and extracted using
predefined inclusion criteria. The retrieved documents were independently reviewed and translated by two
researchers. The extracted data were then organized into comparative tables according to each curriculum
component and analyzed across the three educational systems.

In the first stage (description), data from each country were described separately, focusing on the mission,
vision, educational goals, student admission requirements, curriculum structure, assessment methods, and
expected graduate outcomes. In the second stage (interpretation), the data were analyzed to identify the
distinctive characteristics of each program. During the third stage (juxtaposition), the programs were
systematically aligned to facilitate the identification of their similarities and differences. Finally, in the fourth
stage (comparison), the findings were synthesized through a comparative analysis to provide a comprehensive
evaluation of the alignment and key differences among the PhD in Nursing programs.

Results: Comparison of the PhD in Nursing program in Iran with those offered by Emory University (USA)
and Khyber University (Pakistan) revealed both shared features and substantial differences. All three
programs are research oriented and require foundational academic competencies and English language
proficiency. They also share a common mission of advancing nursing knowledge and improving the quality
of healthcare. Despite these similarities, the programs differ considerably in their missions and strategic
orientations. The Iranian program focuses on preparing competent, ethical, and socially committed nurse
scholars to meet the needs of the national healthcare system. Khyber University places greater emphasis on
learning, innovation, professional competence, and improving healthcare services at the national level. In
contrast, Emory University prioritizes the development of scientific leaders who generate new knowledge,
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advance nursing science, and contribute to the transformation of healthcare systems. The programs also
differ in their long-term vision. The Iranian curriculum emphasizes strengthening the country's scientific
and research capacity, promoting indigenous knowledge, and aligning with international standards.
Khyber University aims to achieve international recognition in health sciences education and research
while promoting effective and compassionate care. Emory University adopts a global perspective,
emphasizing innovation, scientific leadership, and the advancement of health and well being through
education, research, and social engagement. Educational goals and expected graduate roles likewise vary
across the three programs. In Iran and at Khyber University, the curriculum is primarily designed to
address professional and healthcare system needs, with graduates expected to assume practice oriented and
problem-solving roles. By contrast, Emory University places greater emphasis on research leadership,
innovation, and preparing graduates to influence healthcare policy, education, and scientific development
at the international level. Differences were also observed in curriculum structure. Emory University offers
abroader and more flexible curriculum with extensive opportunities for practical training, interdisciplinary
study, and advanced research. In comparison, the Iranian and Khyber University programs place greater
emphasis on core and specialized coursework, although the Iranian curriculum uniquely incorporates
formal teaching experience as a required component. While all three programs integrate theoretical
instruction with research training, Emory provides greater curricular flexibility and wider opportunities for
individualized learning. Assessment and graduation requirements also differ. In Iran, students complete
graded required and elective courses, written and oral comprehensive examinations, proposal and
dissertation defenses, and are required to publish at least one research article before graduation. At Emory
University, students undertake qualitative assessments and written and oral qualifying examinations before
advancing to doctoral candidacy. The dissertation may be presented as either a traditional thesis or a series
of publishable articles, reflecting the program's emphasis on flexibility and knowledge generation. At
Khyber University, assessment includes comprehensive examinations, annual research evaluations,
proposal presentation, continuous supervisory review, and a public dissertation defense, together with the
requirement to publish at least one article in a reputable journal before graduation.

Conclusion: The findings of this comparative study highlight the need for a comprehensive revision
of the Iranian PhD in Nursing curriculum. Revising the program’s mission, vision, and curriculum
structure, together with strengthening alignment between educational objectives, curriculum content,
and expected graduate outcomes, may enhance educational quality, reinforce research capacity, and
better address the changing needs of the healthcare system. In addition, the future development of
doctoral nursing education in Iran would benefit from a more specialized curriculum designed
around clearly defined professional roles and competency based educational outcomes.

Keywords: Nursing, education, Curriculum, Comparative Study
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