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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

The overloaded curriculum is an emerging phenomenon that has affected many educational systems
and has become a challenge for curriculum planners. This problem arises when the curriculum is
prescribed too much for the available time and the amount of content exceeds the time and
resources available for teaching and learning it. The phenomenon of curriculum overload, defined
as a curriculum whose scope and demands exceed the available instructional time and resources for
effective implementation, is an increasingly recognized challenge in educational systems
worldwide.

Purpose:

The present study was conducted with the aim of phenomenologically studying the signs of the
overloaded curriculum in the primary school of Iran. This study is a phenomenological investigation
to explore and identify the lived experiences and perceived signs of a overloaded curriculum among
key stakeholders in the Iranian primary education system, which has attempted to capture the views
of those who implement, experience, and support this curriculum on a daily basis, seeking to
provide a rich and fundamental understanding of the subject.

Methodology:

The qualitative research approach and its method were descriptive phenomenological. The
participants included 61 teachers, students, parents, and education experts in the primary school in
2023-2024 who were selected using a purposive snowball sampling method from the five provinces
of Tehran, Alborz, Khorasan Razavi, Semnan, and Bushehr. In order to collect data, semi-structured
interviews and the protocol of Bani Asadi & Salehi (2019) were used, and the collection continued
until data saturation. For analysis, the coding and categorization method of Creswell and Creswell
(2018) was used, and data validity was achieved through the data triangulation analysis method
(using four groups of participants), member checking (returning findings to participants for
confirmation), preparing an interview protocol (validated by three educational science professors),
and peer review (with 87% agreement between the two coders).

Result:

The phenomenological analysis of the extensive interview data culminated in the identification of
five central, interlocking themes that comprehensively describe the signs of an overloaded
curriculum in Iranian primary schools. These themes collectively illustrate the multifaceted nature
of the problem.

The first and most salient theme is Content Overload. Stakeholders described this as a multi-
dimensional problem involving the excessive volume of textbooks, high density of concepts
crammed into limited space, content that is developmentally too difficult for the target age group
and a concerning level of ambiguity in exercises and instructions that confuses both students and
teachers. This theme underscores a fundamental mismatch between curriculum expectations and
learner capacities.

The second prominent theme is chronic shortage of instructional time. Participants consistently
highlighted a severe disconnect between the ambitious curriculum and the time allotted for its
delivery. This shortage manifests in two ways: an unbalanced and rigid official weekly timetable
that inadequately allocates hours to content-heavy core subjects, and a gross insufficiency in the
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total number of actual instructional days and hours per year, especially when compared to official
plans or international standards.

A direct and troubling consequence of the first two themes is the third theme: Systematic sacrifice
of certain subjects. Confronted with overwhelming content and insufficient time, teachers reported
making difficult, pragmatic choices. They prioritize subjects often deemed high-stakes or core, such
as Mathematics, Reading and writing and Science, at the direct expense of other vital areas of
learning. Subjects like Art, Physical Education and Quran are frequently neglected, taught
superficially, or their instruction delegated to parents. This practice results in a significant and
unofficial imbalance in the enacted curriculum, undermining a holistic education.

The fourth theme highlights the negative consequences for learning outcomes. Participants logically
linked the overloaded curriculum to compromised educational results. The relentless pace required
to cover the syllabus fosters rote memorization and superficial understanding rather than deep,
conceptual learning. Furthermore, teachers and specialists connected this systemic issue to Iran’s
consistently below-average performance in international assessments like TIMSS and PIRLS,
suggesting that curriculum overload is a structural barrier to achieving competitive educational
quality.

The fifth and final theme is pervasive dissatisfaction among all stakeholders, revealing the human
and social cost of the overload. Teachers experience intense work pressure, professional burnout,
and a sense of failing an impossible mission. Students report high levels of stress, boredom, and
disengagement due to constant academic pressure and excessive homework. Parents, in turn, are
burdened with managing this homework and, losing faith in the system’s efficacy, feel compelled to
seek costly external support through private tutoring (shadow education) or transfer their children to
private schools. This generates financial strain and deep-seated dissatisfaction with the public
education system.

Conclusion:

The results of the study indicated that the overloaded of content in terms of volume, density,
difficulty, and ambiguity, lack of time due to unbalanced distribution and few teaching days,
sacrifice of some subjects at the expense of attention to other subjects, poor academic achievement
results and poor results in international tests, and dissatisfaction of stakeholders due to work
pressure on teachers, student boredom, and imposition of education costs on parents are signs of
density in the Iranian primary school curriculum.
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