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Abstract

This study aimed to systematically review Iranian research on the effect of smart learning on students’ ethical values and to explain its
ethical, educational, and technological implications in higher education. This study was conducted as a systematic review. The research
population included all Iranian studies published in Persian or English on smart learning, smart education, e-learning, artificial intelligence
in education, and students’ ethical values. The search was conducted in SID, Magiran, Civilica, Noormags, Ensani, IranDoc, Google
Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, and ScienceDirect for studies published between 2013 and 2026. In the initial search, 286 records were
identified. After removing duplicates, screening titles and abstracts, reviewing full texts, and assessing methodological quality, 24 eligible
studies were included in the final analysis. Data were collected using a data extraction form and a methodological quality appraisal checklist.
Due to heterogeneity in research designs, instruments, smart learning components, and ethical outcomes, data were analyzed using
narrative synthesis and thematic analysis. The inferential synthesis of the included studies indicated that smart learning had the strongest
positive effects on academic responsibility, ethical self-regulation, commitment to learning, and educational justice. Responsibility was
supported in 19 studies, self-regulation in 17 studies, educational justice in 16 studies, and academic honesty in 14 studies. Thematic
analysis showed that the ethical impact of smart learning depended on instructional design quality, assessment methods, students’ digital
literacy, transparency of regulations, and instructor support. The most important ethical challenges identified were data privacy, digital
cheating, technological dependence, excessive monitoring, and reduced human interaction. Smart learning in Iranian higher education can
contribute to strengthening students’ ethical values, but its effect is neither automatic nor unconditional. Its success depends on ethical
design, transparent implementation, responsible supervision, and human-centered educational practice. Universities should develop
digital ethics frameworks, train students and instructors in responsible technology use, ensure equitable access, protect student data, and
preserve the formative role of instructors in smart learning environments.

Keywords: Smart learning; ethical values; students; higher education; digital ethics; systematic review.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of smart learning in higher education has transformed the educational environment from
a predominantly teacher-centered and content-transmission model into a dynamic, interactive, data-driven, and
technology-mediated learning ecosystem. Smart learning refers not merely to the use of virtual platforms or
digital content, but to a broader educational paradigm that includes artificial intelligence, adaptive learning

systems, intelligent feedback, learning analytics, personalized educational pathways, digital assessment, and



interactive online communication. These developments have created new opportunities for improving
students’ engagement, autonomy, access to learning resources, and self-regulated learning. However, the
growing role of technology in academic life has also raised important ethical questions concerning academic
integrity, responsibility, privacy, fairness, digital citizenship, and the moral quality of student interactions.
Therefore, the relationship between smart learning and students’ ethical values has become an important field
of inquiry in contemporary higher education.

Ethical values in universities include responsibility, honesty, accountability, respect for others, academic
integrity, justice, empathy, self-control, and commitment to learning. These values are central to the formation
of students’ academic and professional identities. Previous studies have emphasized that ethical competence
is shaped by personal values, empathy, personality traits, educational experiences, and decision-making
opportunities (Pohling et al., 2016). In professional education, ethical values are considered essential for
preparing students to act responsibly in complex academic and occupational contexts (Boozaripour et al.,
2017). Similarly, studies on ethical judgment have shown that students’ moral reasoning is influenced by
individual, disciplinary, and contextual factors (Farajzadeh Dehkordi, 2019). These findings indicate that
ethical development is not independent of the educational environment; rather, it is formed through the
interaction between students, teachers, institutional norms, and learning experiences.

The emergence of smart learning has added new complexity to this relationship. On the one hand, intelligent
educational systems can support ethical development by encouraging self-monitoring, transparency,
responsibility, and continuous engagement. Experience-based education has also been shown to contribute to
the formation of students’ ethical values by involving them in active learning situations (Nourmohammadi &
Ja'fari, 2024). Ethics education can also influence students’ behavioral intentions and their perception of
institutional value (Mohammadi et al., 2023). On the other hand, digital and Al-based learning environments
can create new ethical challenges, including misuse of generative artificial intelligence, plagiarism, algorithmic
bias, surveillance, data privacy concerns, and unequal access to technological resources. Studies on Al-
powered learning assistants have emphasized both their potential for enhancing engagement and their
implications for educational ethics and policy (Sajja et al., 2026). Similarly, generative Al in higher education
has been associated with both improved student engagement and serious ethical concerns about authorship,
originality, and academic honesty (Zaidy, 2024).

The ethical implications of smart learning are particularly important in the Iranian context, where higher
education is influenced by cultural, religious, social, and institutional expectations regarding moral
development. Studies on medical virtual education in Iran have highlighted legal and ethical concerns such as
privacy, ownership of educational content, fairness, and professional responsibility (Velayati et al., 2025).
Moreover, students’ preferences regarding virtual education show that the acceptance of digital learning

depends not only on technical quality but also on interaction, trust, accessibility, and ethical considerations

(Safari et al., 2025). International studies have similarly emphasized the role of character education,



curriculum management, moral atmosphere, teacher-student relationships, religious values, and digital
environments in shaping students’ ethics and morality (Kayani et al., 2025; Marwan et al., 2025; Salamah,
2025; Zhang et al., 2024). Therefore, synthesizing Iranian research on smart learning and ethical values can
clarify the opportunities, risks, and research gaps in this field. The aim of this study was to systematically
review Iranian studies on the effect of smart learning on students’ ethical values and to identify the main ethical
outcomes, challenges, and contextual conditions reported in this body of research.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted as a systematic review of Iranian research on the effect of smart learning on students’
ethical values. The population of the review included all Persian and English research articles, conference
papers, theses, dissertations, and research reports conducted in Iran and focused on smart learning, intelligent
education, digital learning environments, artificial intelligence in education, e-learning, educational
technology, or related technology-mediated learning experiences in relation to students’ ethical values. The
search covered studies published between 2013 and 2026. National and international databases were searched,
including SID, Magiran, Civilica, Noormags, Ensani, IranDoc, Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, and
ScienceDirect. The search strategy used Persian and English keywords related to smart learning, intelligent
learning environments, artificial intelligence in education, educational technology, ethical values, moral
values, academic integrity, ethical responsibility, students, and Iran.

The inclusion criteria were as follows: the study had to be conducted in Iran; focus on university students;
address smart learning, intelligent educational technologies, or technology-based learning environments;
examine at least one ethical value or ethically relevant educational outcome; provide full-text access; and
include sufficient methodological information for data extraction and quality appraisal. Studies were excluded
if they did not focus on students, were conducted outside Iran, lacked full-text access, were non-research
papers, were duplicates, had unclear methodology, or discussed general virtual education without addressing
intelligent learning components or ethical outcomes. The initial search identified 286 records. After removing
73 duplicate records, 213 studies remained for title and abstract screening. At this stage, 142 records were
excluded due to insufficient relevance. The full texts of 71 studies were assessed, and 47 studies were excluded
because they lacked direct relevance to ethical values, did not focus on students, had inadequate
methodological quality, or did not provide extractable data. Finally, 24 Iranian studies met the eligibility
criteria and were included in the final synthesis.

Data were collected using a researcher-developed extraction form and a methodological quality appraisal
checklist. The extraction form included bibliographic information, year of publication, source type, research
design, sample characteristics, educational setting, type of smart learning component, ethical value examined,
measurement instruments, main findings, limitations, and recommendations. Methodological quality was
assessed based on clarity of purpose, appropriateness of design, sampling adequacy, validity and reliability of

instruments, transparency of data collection, suitability of analysis, coherence of findings, and consistency



between results and conclusions. Because the included studies were heterogeneous in terms of design,
participants, instruments, and outcomes, the data were analyzed through narrative synthesis and thematic
analysis rather than meta-analysis.

Findings

The final analysis included 24 Iranian studies involving a total of 6842 university students. Of these
participants, 3715 were female and 3127 were male, representing 54.30% and 45.70% of the total reported
student sample, respectively. The age range reported in most studies was between 18 and 32 years, and the
approximate mean age in studies that reported age was 22.86 years. In terms of educational level, 14 studies
focused primarily on undergraduate students, 6 on master’s students, 2 on doctoral students, and 2 on mixed
academic levels. Regarding academic fields, 9 studies were conducted among students in humanities and
educational sciences, 5 in medical and paramedical sciences, 4 in engineering and technology, 3 in
management and social sciences, and 3 in multidisciplinary samples.

The methodological review showed that 17 studies were published as research articles, 4 as theses or
dissertations, and 3 as conference papers. Sixteen studies used quantitative methods, 3 used qualitative
methods, and 5 used mixed methods. The most common designs were descriptive-correlational studies,
followed by quasi-experimental, survey, qualitative exploratory, and mixed exploratory or explanatory
designs. Fourteen studies were rated as having desirable methodological quality, and 10 were rated as
moderate. No weak-quality study was included in the final synthesis.

The analysis of smart learning components showed that intelligent learning management systems and
interactive virtual classes were the most frequently reported components, appearing in 15 studies. These
components were mainly associated with responsibility, discipline, and ethical participation. Interactive digital
and multimedia content was reported in 13 studies and was linked to learning commitment, ethical motivation,
and respect for the educational process. Intelligent feedback and electronic assessment appeared in 11 studies
and were associated with academic honesty, self-assessment, and accountability, although they also raised
concerns about cheating and authenticity. Personalized and adaptive learning was reported in 10 studies and

was linked to educational justice, self-regulation, and respect for individual differences. Learning analytics,

Al-based educational tools, online learning networks, and intelligent anti-cheating systems were less frequent
but carried important ethical implications.

Thematic analysis identified eight major themes. The most frequent theme was the strengthening of ethical
and academic responsibility, supported by 19 studies. The second major theme was the need for digital ethics
education, reported in 18 studies. Self-regulation and ethical self-monitoring were identified in 17 studies,
while educational justice and equal access were reported in 16 studies. Academic honesty and sensitivity to
misconduct were found in 14 studies, and online communication ethics was reported in 12 studies. Concerns
about privacy and student data were found in 10 studies, and technological dependence and reduced human

interaction were reported in 8 studies. Overall, the findings showed that smart learning had mainly positive



effects on responsibility, self-regulation, learning commitment, and access to education, but mixed or
challenging effects on academic integrity, privacy, and human interaction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this systematic review indicate that smart learning has considerable potential to strengthen
students’ ethical values in Iranian higher education. The most consistent finding was the positive role of smart
learning in promoting responsibility and self-regulation. Intelligent learning environments can make students’
actions more visible, provide continuous feedback, support time management, and increase accountability for
learning outcomes. These features can encourage students to take a more active and responsible role in their
education.

However, the review also showed that the ethical effects of smart learning are not automatic. Technologies
that support transparency and assessment may also create risks related to surveillance, data misuse, academic
dishonesty, and excessive reliance on digital tools. Academic integrity emerged as a particularly complex
dimension. While smart assessment systems may reduce some forms of misconduct, digital resources and Al
tools can also facilitate plagiarism, unauthorized assistance, and non-original work. Therefore, universities
should not rely solely on technological control mechanisms; they must also cultivate ethical awareness,
academic honesty, and responsible use of digital tools.

Educational justice was another important finding. Smart learning can expand access to education, support
personalized learning, and reduce barriers related to time and place. Nevertheless, unequal access to stable
internet, devices, digital literacy, and institutional support can turn smart learning into a source of inequality.
Thus, ethical implementation of smart learning requires attention to infrastructure, accessibility, student
support, and fair educational policy.

The review also emphasized the need for digital ethics education. Students and instructors should be trained in
responsible technology use, data privacy, ethical communication, academic integrity, and appropriate use of
artificial intelligence. Smart learning should not be treated as a purely technical innovation; it should be
understood as an educational and moral environment that shapes how students learn, interact, decide, and
behave. In conclusion, smart learning can contribute to the development of students’ ethical values when it is
implemented through ethical design, transparent policies, equitable access, human-centered teaching, and
systematic digital ethics education. The findings of this review provide a foundation for universities and

policymakers to develop ethical frameworks for smart learning in Iranian higher education.
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