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The present study explored the experiences of Iranian higher
education graduates regarding the characteristics of inspiring professors.
Employing a qualitative approach and a phenomenological research strategy, this
study sought to uncover the lived experiences of individuals who have encountered
inspirational educators during their academic journey. The participants consisted
of Ph.D. graduates from Iranian universities who are currently serving as faculty
members and have attended the classes of professors they considered inspiring. In
the first phase, participants were asked to identify professors whom they perceived
as inspiring during their studies, leading to the compilation of a list of such
professors. In the second phase, in-depth interviews were conducted to gain a
deeper understanding of the graduates’ experiences. The inclusion criteria for the
interviews included having sustained interaction with an inspiring professor,
current faculty membership, and voluntary participation. Data saturation was
achieved after interviewing sixteen participants. Thematic analysis was employed
to analyze the data. Research validity was ensured through peer and participant
review, and reliability was established by double-coding two interviews by
external researchers. Ultimately, the findings were organized into 125 basic
themes, 13 organizing themes, and 4 global themes: fostering positive
psychological characteristics in education, professional ethics, professional
teaching, and professorial agency. The results revealed that professors’
inspirational influence is a human and transformative phenomenon that reshapes
the multidimensional development of students. Revisiting professors’ professional
identity, redesigning faculty development programs, and revising recruitment and
promotion criteria can facilitate the realization of this goal.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Inspiration is a complex and multidimensional concept that has been interpreted in various ways
within the academic domain. Consequently, scholars have theorized about the notion of inspiration, the
characteristics of inspiring professors, and related concepts from diverse perspectives.

Globally, several studies have explored the traits of inspiring, influential, effective, and memorable
professors. However, in Iran, there is a considerable research gap in this area. It is noteworthy that most
existing studies have primarily focused on the perspectives and experiences of current students rather than
graduates. University alumni—some of whom now serve as university professors themselves—are able to
offer a more mature and realistic understanding of their past experiences with inspiring professors. From
this standpoint, the present study gains significance as it investigates the perspectives of university
graduates regarding the characteristics of inspiring professors.

In describing the research problem, it must be noted that in recent decades, universities and higher
education institutions have tended to evaluate faculty effectiveness primarily on the basis of research
outputs. Consequently, the assessment of academic performance often neglects the attribute of inspiration,
and professors receive limited encouragement to foster deep, transformative influence on their students.
Given that inspirational teaching can yield substantial benefits for students and alumni alike, this study
seeks to answer the question: What experiences do graduates of inspiring professors have regarding the
professional characteristics of these professors during their period of study?

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach using phenomenology as its research method. The study
population included Iranian university faculty members holding doctoral degrees in the fields of
education, counseling, social sciences, and environmental education, who had experienced learning under
inspiring professors. Participants were selected using a snowball sampling strategy.

To identify inspiring professors, doctoral graduates from lIranian universities were first asked to
nominate up to three of their most inspiring and memorable professors. Professors who received the
highest number of nominations were designated as inspiring professors. Subsequently, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with faculty members who had been students of these professors and were

now serving as academics themselves.
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Eligibility criteria for participation included: (1) having substantial experience and long-term
interaction with the inspiring professor, (2) current academic employment, and (3) willingness to
participate in the study. In total, 16 faculty members participated in the interviews.

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. To ensure data trustworthiness, peer debriefing and
member checking were conducted. During peer review, experts in qualitative research evaluated the
design, data collection, and analysis procedures. For participant validation, several interview transcripts
and interpretations were shared with participants for feedback, and the majority confirmed their accuracy.
Data reliability was assessed using Cohen’s Kappa coefficient; two interviews were independently coded,

yielding an inter-coder agreement rate of 86%, indicating high data stability.

Key Findings

One major characteristic of inspiring professors is their ability to cultivate positive psychological
attributes in education. These professors demonstrate a growth-oriented mindset and, through the respect
and value they accord to their students, foster a sense of professionalism and a passion for learning. They
aim not only to impart knowledge but also to nurture human development and broaden students’
intellectual horizons.

Inspiring professors also create a positive and supportive learning environment. Students report feeling
good in their classes because such professors show trust, vitality, empathy, and genuine understanding of
students’ circumstances.

Another defining trait is professional ethics. Inspiring professors possess a deep enthusiasm for their
academic discipline and successfully transmit that enthusiasm to their students. They treat all students
equally, regardless of gender, language, or ethnicity, and establish warm, committed, and caring
relationships with them. Their supportive approach extends beyond academic matters such as research
guidance and thesis writing to include assistance with personal and non-academic challenges.

A further distinguishing feature is professional teaching competence. These professors exhibit a
profound sense of responsibility toward students’ learning processes. Their teaching is problem-oriented,
involving the design of learning activities that expose students to authentic challenges. Moreover, they
approach teaching with an artistic and aesthetic perspective—their instruction is dynamic, flexible, and
non-mechanical. They engage students democratically, avoiding dogmatism and refraining from imposing
their personal beliefs.

Another salient feature is their professorial agency. Inspiring professors respond actively to current

societal issues and demonstrate a strong sense of responsibility toward their students, their community,



Analyzing the lived experiences of higher education graduates...; Khosravi et al.. 146

and the broader social context. They possess the ability to critique themselves, others, and even the body
of knowledge in their discipline. Additionally, they exhibit sound political insight, are not alienated from

political literacy, and maintain a fair, balanced outlook on political matters.

Discussion and Conclusion

The experience of inspirational teaching represents a profound, human, and transformative
phenomenon that can meaningfully reshape students’ academic, personal, and professional trajectories.
Accordingly, the findings of this study provide valuable guidance for redesigning faculty development
systems—systems that emphasize the cultivation of inspirational capacity, human interaction, and
pedagogical influence alongside conventional research and teaching competencies. Moreover, the
results highlight the need to redefine faculty evaluation, promotion, and recruitment criteria so that
qualitative indicators such as educational influence, intellectual leadership, and social engagement are

incorporated more effectively into higher education policy and practice.
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