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Abstract

In the rapidly evolving landscape of twenty-first-century education, higher education
institutions face increasing pressure to bridge the gap between theoretical instruction
and real-world application. The COVID-19 pandemic, combined with rapid
technological advancements, has accelerated the transformation of learning
environments from traditional, lecture-based models toward more interactive and
experience-centered approaches. Within this paradigm shift, reality-based teaching
(RBT) has emerged as a promising pedagogical framework that connects academic
knowledge with authentic, real-life contexts. By engaging learners in realistic
scenarios and complex problem-solving, RBT fosters deeper understanding, practical
competence, and enhanced employability. Globally, universities and industries have
come to recognize collaboration as a vital driver of innovation and sustainable
development. As nations pursue knowledge-based economies, integrating academic
expertise with industrial practice has become a strategic educational priority. In Iran,
this vision has been realized through the Ministry of Science’s initiative for
“Entrepreneurial and Hopeful Universities,” in which Arak University has been
designated as a pilot institution for the “Bright Tomorrow of Education” project. This
initiative, rooted in the principles of reality-based teaching, seeks to align higher
education with real-world challenges by promoting active engagement between
students, faculty, and industry partners.

Despite growing enthusiasm for RBT in educational policy and discourse, limited
research has explored how Iranian university faculty perceive and experience this
approach in practice. Understanding how instructors conceptualize, implement, and
reflect on reality-based teaching is essential to inform sustainable pedagogical reform.
This study therefore sought to explore and interpret the lived experiences of faculty
members at Arak University who have participated in the “Bright Tomorrow of
Education” initiative, with a focus on the implementation, perceived impact, and
challenges of applying reality-based teaching in higher education. The research aimed
to identify the thematic dimensions of these experiences, uncover the opportunities
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and constraints perceived by instructors, and offer recommendations for
institutionalizing RBT as a transformative model for university teaching.

A qualitative research design grounded in phenomenology was adopted to capture the
essence of participants’ lived experiences. The phenomenological method allowed for
a rich, in-depth understanding of how faculty make sense of and enact RBT in their
teaching contexts, free from the imposition of pre-existing theoretical assumptions.
The study population consisted of faculty members at Arak University who had
experience implementing the “Bright Tomorrow of Education” framework and had
participated in related professional development programs. Using purposive and
criterion-based sampling, fifteen faculty members from diverse disciplines—
including Engineering, Humanities, Basic Sciences, Agriculture and Environment,
Economics, and Sports Sciences—were selected. Sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was reached.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews, each lasting
approximately 45 to 60 minutes. The interviews explored participants’ conceptions of
reality-based teaching, their strategies for implementation, perceived benefits and
challenges, and reflections on student engagement and learning outcomes. Data were
analyzed thematically using the framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006).
The analysis proceeded through iterative cycles of coding, categorization, and theme
development. To enhance credibility, multiple researchers independently coded
portions of the data and discussed discrepancies to reach consensus. Strategies such
as peer debriefing, reflective journaling, and maintaining an audit trail were also
employed to ensure methodological rigor and trustworthiness.

The thematic analysis produced sixty-six basic themes, sixteen organizing themes,
and three overarching themes that together represented the faculty members’
perceptions and lived experiences of RBT. The first overarching theme, perceptions
and experiences of reality-based teaching, encompassed faculty members’ conceptual
and practical engagement with RBT. It included dimensions such as designing real-
world scenarios, promoting active learner engagement, developing soft skills,
fostering scientific innovation in authentic contexts, applying cognitive
apprenticeship and situated learning principles, and gamifying learning environments.
Faculty emphasized that designing authentic, problem-centered learning experiences
enhanced student motivation, deep learning, and contextual knowledge transfer. They
highlighted the importance of soft skills—teamwork, communication, creativity, and
emotional intelligence—as critical competencies for employability and lifelong
learning.

The second overarching theme, opportunities of reality-based teaching, reflected
faculty perceptions of the educational and socio-economic advantages of adopting this
approach. These opportunities included the promotion of problem-based learning,
improved employability and entrepreneurship, the cultivation of hope and motivation
among students, peer-to-peer learning, and the transformation from “knowing” to
“doing.” Faculty members reported that RBT helps students connect theory to
practice, prepares them for real-world challenges, and instills a sense of agency and
self-efficacy. By embedding authentic problems into coursework, RBT fosters applied
learning and bridges the gap between academic study and professional life. The third
overarching theme, challenges of reality-based teaching, highlighted the significant
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barriers that constrain its effective implementation. These challenges fell into five
categories: financial limitations, weak university—industry collaboration, cultural and
social resistance, pedagogical and curricular rigidity, and inadequate technical and
infrastructural support. Participants noted insufficient funding for laboratory and
field-based learning, limited institutional mechanisms for sustained cooperation with
industry, and traditional attitudes that favor lecture-based instruction over experiential
learning. They also pointed to rigid curricula, insufficient training for instructors in
innovative pedagogical methods, and inadequate digital and physical infrastructure as
persistent obstacles.

Taken together, the findings indicate that reality-based teaching represents a
transformative educational paradigm capable of bridging theory and practice and
aligning academic learning with societal and industrial needs. Faculty members’
experiences show that this approach promotes deep, experiential learning, strengthens
both soft and technical skills, and enhances students’ readiness for professional and
entrepreneurial endeavors. These results are consistent with findings from prior
studies, affirming the broad applicability and value of RBT across disciplines and
contexts. Nonetheless, the persistence of traditional teaching cultures, rigid curricular
frameworks, and limited institutional support in Iranian higher education threatens the
long-term sustainability of such innovative pedagogies. To address these barriers,
educational policymakers and university leaders should prioritize faculty training,
provide structural and financial support, and strengthen partnerships between
academia and industry.

In conclusion, this phenomenological study contributes to the growing body of
knowledge on experiential and reality-based learning by offering a nuanced portrayal
of how faculty members perceive, experience, and implement RBT within higher
education. The study concludes that reality-based teaching fosters an integrated
learning process that enhances both theoretical understanding and practical
competence; provides a powerful opportunity for bridging academia and industry; and
cultivates an innovative, employable, and adaptable workforce suited to the demands
of a knowledge-based economy. Despite these benefits, the successful
institutionalization of RBT requires systematic investment in infrastructure, policy
reform, and cultural change. Ultimately, reality-based teaching should be viewed not
simply as a pedagogical method but as a comprehensive educational philosophy that
redefines the relationship between learning, work, and society. By embracing this
approach, universities such as Arak University can position themselves at the
forefront of educational innovation and contribute meaningfully to the development
of a creative, future-oriented generation of learners.

Keywords: Reality-based teaching; Lived experiences; Faculty perceptions;
Phenomenology; Higher education; Arak University.
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