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Abstract Original Article

Background and aim: Cultural and social scholars have recently focused on the crises and
inefficiencies prevalent in the field of education. Students are key actors in this arena, and
society expects them to develop robust skills and expertise. However, this objective can only be
achieved through understanding and exploring students' expectations of the education field. This
study aims to uncover the educational expectations of students through an examination of their
lived university experiences.

Data and method: This research employed a qualitative, interpretive design using grounded
theory (Charmaz's constructivist approach). Data were collected through 75- to 130-minute
semi-structured interviews with 20 students from the city of Yazd. The data were then analyzed
using coding and conceptualization to develop theoretical categories. To ensure the
trustworthiness of the research findings, strategies such as prolonged engagement, peer
debriefing, and member checking were employed.

Findings: The analysis identified several core categories: teachers' academic identity,
educational deconstruction and its stimuli, motivating spaces, and motivational barriers. The
focused codes derived from the data included: conflict model; teaching as art and expertise;
empathetic model; desirable physical and educational spaces; attention to experiential
knowledge; life skills training; spheres of agency; education and employment; preference for
wealth over knowledge; educational erosion; economic challenges; and occupational despair.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that students' expectations are largely directed toward the
role of the teacher, and the nature of teacher-student interaction emerges as a primary factor in
their satisfaction. Furthermore, motivational barriers-including economic difficulties, pessimism
about future employment, and academic frustrations-have diminished student motivation.

Keywords: education field, students, teacher's professional identity, educational deconstruction,
motivational barriers, grounded theory.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Education is considered the cornerstone of social development and a powerful mechanism for
fostering intellectual, social, and economic growth. Universities play a pivotal role in cultivating
human capital and equipping individuals with the necessary skills to contribute to national progress
(Sarwar et al., 2025). In developing countries such as Iran, higher education takes on even greater
significance, as it directly impacts workforce productivity and global competitiveness.

A key component of this arena is the students themselves, each bringing specific educational
expectations to their university experience. The formation of student expectations within the
university field is influenced by multiple factors, including personal experiences, peers, family, and
media representations. However, owing to a limited understanding of the realities within the
university field, students may experience a misalignment between their expectations of professors
or the institution and their actual lived experiences. This dissonance can affect dropout and
withdrawal rates during the first year (Tomlinson et al., 2023) and may even undermine students'
motivation for active learning, particularly when they feel they do not receive adequate support
from their professors (Akram & Li, 2024).

Furthermore, when students hold inaccurate or unrealistic perceptions of university education
prior to enrollment, these misconceptions can adversely affect their university experience and, in
some cases, lead to educational discontinuity. Such discontinuity may hinder students' personal and
social development while also impeding their academic progress. Addressing students' educational
expectations before and during their university studies is therefore essential. The present study aims
to explore these expectations by investigating students' lived experiences within the educational
field, with the primary objective of uncovering what students hope to gain from their university
education.

Methods and Data

This qualitative study was conducted in Yazd, Iran, during the 2024-2025 academic year. Given
the research focus, an interpretive paradigm was adopted, and among qualitative methodologies,
grounded theory was selected as the most appropriate strategy. Specifically, because the study seeks
to understand students' educational expectations from their own perspectives, Charmaz's (2014)
constructivist grounded theory approach was employed. Students' motivational contexts and barriers
within education are understood as subjective constructs. Accordingly, educational expectations are
viewed as processual phenomena shaped by cultural, social, economic, and individual forces. These
intersecting influences contribute to students' inclination toward—or disengagement from—
university education. A contextual research design is therefore essential to capture the complexity
of these dynamics.

Sampling in this study was purposive and theoretical. The target population comprised students
in Yazd, from whom participants were selected based on diverse academic backgrounds. Sampling
continued until data saturation was reached, resulting in a total of 20 participants. Data were
collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews, which were conducted in person following a
standardized protocol. For data analysis, line-by-line coding was initially performed to generate a
set of provisional codes. Through constant comparison, these were refined into focused codes,
which served as the basis for developing conceptual categories. Subsequently, theoretical coding
was employed to examine relationships among categories and to integrate them into a coherent
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theoretical framework. Throughout this process, codes were selected based on their relevance and
significance to the emerging analysis, rather than on frequency alone.
Findings

The analysis of students' educational demands revealed a critical view of the university space,
which sought to critique the functioning of invisible yet influential structures within the university
field.

Extracted categories in this regard included: professor's academic identity, educational
deconstruction and its drivers, motivational contexts, and motivational barriers. The focused codes
of the research were: stress-inducing model, teaching as art and expertise model, empathetic model,
desirable physical space, desirable educational space, attention to experiential knowledge, life skills
education, sphere of agency, educational sphere, occupational sphere, preference of wealth over
knowledge, educational erosion, economic challenges, and occupational despair. Additionally,
within the educational field, part of the educational expectations was directed towards the role of
the professor, and the nature of professor-student interaction has become a primary subject of
student satisfaction or dissatisfaction.

Motivational barriers Motivating spaces

Educational expectations

T

Educational deconstruction and its stimuli
Teacher's academic identity

Figure 1- Constructing educational expectations of students

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the study indicated that educational expectations are context-dependent and that
the educational field is capable of shaping and transforming student habitus.

Student habitus - a set of attitudes, dispositions, and behavioral patterns - is shaped by the
motivational contexts and barriers present within the educational field. It is noteworthy that
students' motivational barriers towards university education were presented in the form of focused
codes such as economic problems, occupational despair, preference for wealth over knowledge, and
educational erosion. Motivational contexts were expressed through categories such as confidence in
securing a good job in the near future, attention to personal advancement, and choosing a field of
study based on talent. These categories demonstrated that students' habitus in the academic sphere is
considered context-dependent and the result of the interaction of numerous cultural, economic, and
social factors. Addressing existing inefficiencies in the educational field is impossible without
considering these factors.

Furthermore, the research findings, by confirming the importance of a healthy and empathetic
professor-student relationship, contribute to the existing literature in this field. This finding aligns
with previous studies that consistently emphasized professor-student relationships (Kwok et al.,
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2022; Yu, 2022). Universities must also understand the vital role of professor-student relationships
in motivating students. A lack of alignment between the educational expectations of students and
professors may lead to a communicative disconnect between them and, in the long term, harm the
process of effective education and teaching (Fraser & Killen, 2003).
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