IundIShapur Year 17, No. 2, 2026 Summer Season
Educational-Development Journal  w.edj.ajums.ac.ir

The Academic Duration Status of Master's Degree Students at Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences, School of Health Management and Medical Informatics

Sakineh Saghaeiannejad Isfahani Faculty member, Department of Management and Health Information Technology,
Faculty of Management and Medical Information Sciences, Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences, Isfahan, Iran.

Ali Ghaffarian Ph.D. Student, Department of Health Services Management, Student Research
Committee, Isfahan University of Medical Sciences, Isfahan, Iran.
Maryam Moeeni* Faculty member, Department of Health Services Management, Faculty of

Management and Medical Information Sciences, Health Management and
Economics Research Center, Isfahan University of Medical Sciences, Isfahan, Iran

Abstract

Introduction  The prolonged duration of graduate studies poses significant costs for both students and the
educational system. This study aimed to evaluate the academic duration of master's degree
students at the School of Health Management and Medical Informatics, Isfahan University of
Medical Sciences.

Methods This descriptive-analytical retrospective study included all master's degree students enrolled at
the school between 2013 and 2020. A census sampling method was employed, with data
collected through a comprehensive review of students' academic records and standardized
checklists. Descriptive statistics, including mean and mode, were utilized for data analysis.

Results Among the 148 students who defended their theses, the average academic duration until defense
was 7.03 semesters (SD=1.02), significantly exceeding the approved duration of 4 semesters.
The mode of academic duration was also found to be 7 semesters, with all disciplines showing
durations that surpassed the 4-semester benchmark.

Conclusion The average duration time to graduation of the sample students varied based on structural
components, including rules related to mandatory preliminary courses, and paper
preparing/publication, in addition to the supports provided by the supervisor. Also, the average
duration time to graduation of the students varied based on individual components, including
the students' demographic and educational characteristics. It seems that adopting the same rules
despite these differences needs to be reviewed.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The prolonged duration of graduate studies has
become a growing concern in higher education
systems worldwide, as it imposes substantial
financial, opportunity, and psychological costs on
both students and the educational system. For
students, extended academic duration means
delayed entry into the job market, increased tuition
and living expenses, and heightened stress and
burnout. For universities, it translates into reduced
efficiency metrics, lower throughput rates, and
inefficient  allocation of  supervisory and
infrastructural resources. In Iran, where the demand
for postgraduate education has steadily increased
over the past two decades, concerns regarding
prolonged study periods have been raised by
university administrators, faculty members, and
policymakers alike. Despite the approval of standard
2-year (4-semester) curricula for master's programs,
evidence suggests that many students take
considerably longer to complete their degrees. This
gap between planned and actual duration may stem
from a combination of structural factors embedded
within the curriculum, such as the number of
prerequisite courses and publication mandates, as
well as individual factors related to students'
demographic and socioeconomic circumstances.
Understanding the specific determinants of
academic duration is essential for designing targeted
interventions. This study aimed to evaluate the
academic duration of master's degree students at the
School of Health Management and Medical
Informatics, Isfahan University of Medical Sciences,
and to examine the factors associated with variations
in time to graduation.

Methods

This study employed a descriptive-analytical
retrospective design and was conducted at the
School of Health Management and Medical
Informatics, Isfahan University of Medical Sciences.
The study population consisted of all master's degree
students who had successfully defended their theses
at the school during a 7-year period from 2013 to
2020. A census sampling method was adopted,
meaning that all eligible students were included in
the study without any sampling procedure, resulting
in a final sample of 148 students. Data were
collected through a comprehensive and systematic
review of students' academic records archived in the
university's educational affairs department. A
structured data collection checklist was developed,
capturing information on key demographic variables
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(age, gender, marital status), educational
background (discipline, number of prerequisite
credits completed), structural requirements
(mandatory paper publication stipulations), and the
primary outcome variable — academic duration
measured in semesters from the commencement of
studies to thesis defense. Descriptive statistics
including mean, standard deviation, mode, and
frequency distributions were computed to
summarize the characteristics of the sample and to
describe the overall academic duration. Inferential
analyses were also conducted to examine
associations between academic duration and the
independent variables. The data were analyzed using
SPSS software (version 22).

Results
The average academic duration until thesis
defense was 7,03 semesters (SD = 1,02),

substantially exceeding the officially approved
duration of 4 semesters (equivalent to 2 years). The
modal academic duration was 7 semesters, and the
range extended from 5 to 11 semesters, indicating
considerable variability among students. All
academic disciplines within the school demonstrated
durations surpassing the 4-semester benchmark,
suggesting that the pattern of delay is pervasive
rather than confined to a single field of study.
Analysis of structural variables revealed that
students required to complete 8 or fewer prerequisite
course credits had a mean duration of 7,0 semesters
(SD =0,8), compared to 7,8 semesters (SD = 1,5) for
those with more than 11 prerequisite credits,
demonstrating a positive association between the
volume of preliminary coursework and time to
graduation. Regarding the paper publication
requirement (ISC-indexed), students without this
requirement graduated in an average of 6,6
semesters (SD = 0,9), whereas those subject to the
requirement averaged 7,2 semesters (SD = 1,2), a
difference of approximately 0,6 semesters.
Individual-level analyses showed that age, gender,
marital status, employment status, and discipline
were all associated with variations in academic
duration. Older students (aged 32 and above) had a
mean duration of 7,6 semesters (SD = 1,3), while
younger students (aged 22-24) completed in 7,0
semesters (SD = 1,1). Female students averaged 7,5
semesters (SD = 1,6) compared to 7,3 semesters (SD
= 1,1) for male students. Single students completed
their studies in 7,2 semesters (SD = 1,2), while
married students averaged 7,5 semesters (SD = 1,3).
Unemployed 7,5 semesters (SD = 1,3). Unemployed
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students had a mean duration of 7,2 semesters (SD =
1,2) versus 7,7 semesters (SD = 1,3) for employed
students, indicating that balancing work and
academic responsibilities may contribute to longer
completion times.

The findings reveal a considerable gap between
the approved and actual academic duration among
master's degree students — an average delay of
approximately 3 semesters (1,5 years). This is
consistent with international findings documenting
postgraduate completion delays across various
disciplines and contexts. The results point to two
broad categories of contributing factors. First,
structural ~ factors —  including mandatory
preliminary course requirements and policies
requiring paper preparation and publication — were
associated with longer durations. Notably, students
who were not subject to the publication requirement
completed their degrees nearly one full semester
earlier than those who were, suggesting that such
policies, while academically valuable in promoting
research output, may inadvertently prolong the study
period. The number of prerequisite credits also
exhibited a dose-response relationship with time to
graduation, where a higher burden of preliminary
coursework corresponded to longer overall duration.
Second, individual factors — such as age, marital
status, and employment — also shaped completion
timelines. Employed and married students, who
must balance multiple roles and responsibilities,
tended to graduate later, a pattern well-documented
in the literature on non-traditional and adult learners.
The fact that all disciplines within the school
exceeded the approved duration suggests that the
issue is systemic rather than discipline-specific.
These results underscore the need for a more flexible
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and individualized approach to curriculum planning
and graduation requirements, attuned to the diverse
circumstances of the student body. The findings also
highlight the potential value of early identification
of at-risk students — particularly those who are
older, married, employed, or enrolled in programs
with  heavy  prerequisite and publication
requirements — and the provision of targeted
academic advising and support services to facilitate
timely completion.

Conclusion

The average time to graduation among master's
students at the School of Health Management and
Medical Informatics substantially exceeded the
approved 4-semester duration, with structural
factors (mandatory preliminary courses and
publication requirements) and individual factors
(demographic and educational characteristics) both
playing meaningful roles. Adopting uniform
regulations without accounting for these variations
appears to require critical reassessment. Policy
revisions — such as streamlining prerequisite
structures, reconsidering publication mandates, or
providing targeted support for employed and
married students — may help align actual
completion times more closely with institutional
benchmarks. Future research is recommended to
explore students' own perspectives on the barriers to
timely graduation through qualitative approaches
and to examine the long-term outcomes of any
policy changes implemented in response to these
findings.

Keywords: Student, Academic Duration,

Master's Degree.
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Table 3. Academic years of students based on individual variables
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