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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of final-year male high school students in Gerash
regarding the national university entrance exam and their perceptions of its role in educational justice. The
research employed a qualitative phenomenological design. Participants included 15 male students in their
final year of high school in Gerash who intended to take the national university entrance exam. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic
analysis framework. NVivo software was used to code and organize the data. The analysis revealed four
main themes: psychological stress and anxiety, unrealistic expectations of success, influence of social and
familial environments, and efforts toward self-efficacy. Students perceived the exam as a complex,
emotionally charged experience that shaped their identity and future. They also highlighted educational
inequities and unequal access to resources, which weakened their sense of justice. The findings suggest
that the national entrance exam functions not only as an academic assessment but also as a social
structure that challenges educational justice. Understanding students’ lived experiences can provide a
basis for revising educational policies and designing effective psycho-social interventions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The nationwide university entrance examination (Konkur) in Iran stands as one of the most influential
and contested educational mechanisms shaping the academic trajectories and social mobility of
millions of students annually. As a high-stakes assessment that determines access to higher
education and, by extension, occupational status and economic opportunity, Konkur has become
deeply embedded in the collective consciousness of Iranian society. However, despite its
significance, this system has increasingly come under criticism for perpetuating educational
inequities, psychological distress, and disproportionate pressure on students—particularly those
from under-resourced or marginalized regions (Firoozjaei et al., 2021; Kazemi & Sayyadi, 2014). In the
city of Gerash, where disparities in educational infrastructure and access are evident, the lived
experience of students confronting Konkur provides a valuable lens through which to evaluate
broader questions about educational justice in the Iranian context.
Educational justice, as a multidimensional concept, extends beyond equitable distribution of
resources to encompass issues of cultural recognition, cognitive justice, and the systemic
acknowledgment of students’ diverse needs and circumstances (Govaris et al., 2021; Torkashvand et
al., 2022). According to critical perspectives, standardized assessments such as Konkur often fail to
account for the socio-economic and psychological conditions under which students prepare and
perform. Students from less privileged regions may lack access to high-quality teachers, test
preparation resources, and educational guidance—factors which compound inequality in test
outcomes and reinforce long-standing structural disadvantages (Beigzadeh et al., 2025; Kaki et al.,
2022). Furthermore, the cultural norms surrounding academic achievement in Iran—such as family
expectations, peer competition, and societal emphasis on specific academic tracks—serve to
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intensify students’ emotional burdens, often transforming Konkur into a test of identity, worth, and
social legitimacy rather than just academic aptitude (Badfar et al., 2023; Roland et al., 2023).

Recent qualitative studies have emphasized the importance of exploring students’ personal
narratives and affective responses to educational structures in order to construct policies rooted in
their realities. For instance, research into the psychological and emotional impact of entrance exams
has illuminated the profound stress and mental health issues faced by students across socio-
economic strata (Kazemi & Sayyadi, 2014; Shariati et al., 2024). While large-scale policy analyses
often focus on outcomes and statistical equity, qualitative investigations uncover the nuanced
meanings students attach to such assessments and how these experiences inform their sense of
agency, hope, and self-worth. In contexts like Gerash, where educational access and opportunity
are unevenly distributed, the intersection of systemic pressure and personal aspiration creates a
complex dynamic that must be understood through students’ own voices.

This study draws upon the perspectives of final-year male high school students in Gerash, aiming to
understand their interpretations of the Konkur experience and how these perceptions reflect broader
issues of educational justice. Prior work has shown that when students perceive fairness and
transparency in educational processes, their motivation and academic self-efficacy increase
(Abdalhassan et al., 2024; Nakhostin Khayat et al., 2022). Conversely, when these systems are viewed
as opaque or exclusionary, the resulting alienation may lead to disengagement and psychological
harm (Han, 2023; Magedi, 2023). In light of these concerns, this research utilizes a qualitative
thematic analysis approach to capture the voices of those directly impacted by the Konkur and to
evaluate the implications of their lived experiences for educational equity in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of
students confronting the Konkur in Gerash. Participants were 15 male students in their final year of
high school, selected through purposive sampling based on their intention to sit for the university
entrance exam. Data were collected via in-depth semi-structured interviews, which allowed for
exploration of participants’ thoughts, feelings, and interpretations surrounding the exam. Interviews
continued until theoretical saturation was reached, ensuring comprehensive coverage of emerging
themes. Thematic analysis, based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model, was used to
analyze the transcribed data. NVivo 12 software facilitated the coding and organization of themes.
Findings

The thematic analysis yielded four overarching themes that encapsulate the students’ experiences:
(1) psychological stress and anxiety, (2) unrealistic expectations of success, (3) influence of social
and familial environments, and (4) efforts toward self-efficacy.

The first theme, psychological stress and anxiety, emerged as a dominant aspect of participants’
experiences. Students reported intense fear of failure, physical symptoms of anxiety such as
insomnia and fatigue, and heightened stress in the months leading up to the exam. Many attributed
these symptoms to internalized pressure from family, teachers, and themselves, as well as a
pervasive fear of social humiliation if they failed.

The second theme, unrealistic expectations of success, reflected students’ belief that Konkur was
the only viable pathway to a respectable future. Participants described a cultural narrative that
equates exam success with personal worth, societal acceptance, and economic stability. This
narrative, often reinforced by families and media, created a sense of existential urgency around
achieving high ranks, leading some to sacrifice hobbies, friendships, and emotional well-being.
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The third theme focused on the influence of social and familial environments. Students shared how
family dynamics—particularly parental expectations—shaped their goals and study habits. Some felt
emotionally manipulated or guilted into pursuing certain fields of study, while others described
schools as “exam factories” that emphasized rank over learning. Peer pressure and comparisons
also exacerbated their sense of inadequacy, particularly when classmates appeared more prepared
or confident.

The fourth theme, efforts toward self-efficacy, captured the proactive strategies some students
adopted to regain control over their academic journey. These included time management techniques,
utilization of online resources, seeking advice from successful peers, and mental resilience practices.
Such strategies provided a psychological buffer against the pressures of Konkur and allowed
students to sustain motivation in the face of setbacks.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the multifaceted nature of students’ engagement with the
Konkur system in Gerash. Far from viewing the exam as a neutral academic exercise, participants
framed it as a deeply emotional, cultural, and social ordeal—one that tests their identity, resilience,
and sense of fairness. The dominance of psychological stress and anxiety among participants
reflects a broader societal pattern in which academic performance is tied to self-worth and social
value. This pressure is amplified by unrealistic societal expectations that define success narrowly
through the lens of elite university admission.

Moreover, the influence of family and social context emerged as a crucial determinant of students’
experiences. In particular, the findings reveal how parental expectations, peer competition, and
media portrayals contribute to shaping students’ aspirations and perceptions of justice. In this
environment, students from less advantaged backgrounds often feel doubly burdened—not only
must they compete academically, but they must do so without equal access to supportive resources
and opportunities.

Nevertheless, the theme of self-efficacy offers a note of resilience and agency. Despite systemic
constraints, some students develop coping mechanisms and strategic responses to mitigate the
pressures they face. This indicates that while structural reform is essential, empowering students
through skills-based training and emotional support can also enhance their educational experience.
The study highlights the urgent need for policy reforms that address both the structural and emotional
dimensions of the Konkur system. Educational justice cannot be realized through formal equality
alone; it requires attention to the lived realities of students and the psychosocial factors that influence
their educational journey. Future efforts must prioritize student well-being, diversify evaluation
mechanisms beyond standardized tests, and ensure that no student is excluded from opportunity
due to systemic bias or socio-economic disadvantage.
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