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The higher education system in Iran, alongside certain opportunities, has been grappling with
various challenges, one of which is the issue of the erosion of
students'education.Therefore,this study aims to investigate how the students narrate their
frustration process towards their schooling and the factors affacting it. According to the
constructionism nature of the study phenomenon, the interpretative research paradigm,
qualitative procedure, and qualitative content analysis were used as the study methodology.
The study population includes all students in Master level in llam University in 2025 who
were selected using purposive and theoretical sampling and based on theoretical saturation
principle. In order to collect the data, an in-depth interview was conducted among 14
participants.The data analysis strategy was conducted using thematic coding and analysis.
The study findings included 13 core themes and 71 subthemes. The results showed that the
students pursue to study because of self-actualization, social comparison, and policy-
influenced role enactment. The participants held idealized conception of academ ic
excellence toward being a student before they enrolled in MA level, however, when they
attended the university, they exposed to the factors including: commodification of
knowledge, institutional neglect, dysfunctional governance, social anomie, therefore, these
factors changed their ideals into mirages. Consequently, they became disempowered
subjects, exhibiting academic passivity, intellectual despondency. Therefore, they have to
choose the anarchic and digitalized life as a lifestyle.
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Introduction

The university is regarded as one of the most crucial social institutions for the regeneration,
reconstruction, and development of society, as it provides the groundwork for bridging theory
and practice. The student, as the central element of academic life, can apply their theoretical
knowledge within the social arena. Beyond its educational function, the university serves roles
in identity formation, consciousness-raising, and cultivation. As the dynamic agent of the
university, the student should possess attributes such as reflexivity, awareness, agency, and
active academic participation. However, recent years have witnessed signs of declining
academic motivation, estrangement from academic culture, reduced scholarly participation, and
a growing sense of disillusionment among students. Academic frustration refers to a state in
which a gap emerges between the student's expectations, goals, and experienced realities. As a
result of failing to achieve their subjective objectives, the individual experiences diminished
motivation, a sense of meaninglessness, and a weakened academic identity. This phenomenon is
accompanied by consequences such as anxiety, stress, reduced academic performance, apathy,
and detachment from the student role. Some studies have also indicated that students are more
susceptible to issues like stress, depression, and frustration compared to the general
population.In Iranian universities, research similarly points to a form of student alienation from
the structure, processes, and ideal culture of the university. Weak academic participation,
diminished critical inquiry, passive instruction, reluctance to produce knowledge, and a
tendency toward credentialism are among the indicators of this condition. According to
Bourdieu's perspective, the educational system can play a role in the reproduction of power
relations and inequality, and under such circumstances, the university deviates from its core
function. Furthermore, drawing on Goffman's framework, one can distinguish between the
"student face" and the "student self" (or habitus); meaning that while some students
superficially hold the student status, the essential characteristics of the student role—such as
scientific curiosity, responsibility, and scholarly activity—have become attenuated in
them.Accordingly, the present study aims to understand how students develop frustration with
their student role and to examine its underlying causes among students at llam University,
seeking to answer the question: How do students experience and interpret the process of
academic frustration?

Methodology

Given the socially constructed nature of the phenomenon under study, this research is grounded
in the interpretive paradigm and employs a qualitative approach. The research method consists
of inductive qualitative content analysis. The study population includes master's degree students
at Ilam University, with sampling conducted purposefully and theoretically. Based on the
principle of theoretical saturation, 14 students were selected as participants. Data were collected
by in-depth interviews, and thematic analysis was used for data processing. During the
analytical process, initial concepts were extracted from the interview transcripts; subsequently,
similar concepts were categorized into sub-themes, ultimately forming main and overarching
themes. To enhance the reliability of the findings, the interviews were transcribed and coded,
and the extracted codes were shared with the participants to verify the alignment between the
researcher's interpretations and the participants' viewpoints.

Findings

The research findings Showed that prior to entering the master's program, students possess a set
of ideals and positive expectations regarding the university. The primary motivating factors for
their continued education include self-advancement, career success, academic up-to-dateness,
acquiring new experiences, job creation, socio-political agency, and social comparison with
others. Students imagined that entering graduate studies would lead to academic excellence,
increased creativity, specialization, engagement with elites, and an experience of a dynamic
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scholarly life.However, upon entering the university, students encounter a gap between their
ideals and reality. This discrepancy leads to the formation of feelings of frustration and a
transformation in the meaning of studenthood for them. One of the most significant
consequences of this situation is the transformation of the student into a "helpless subject"—a
student who feels their talents and abilities are neglected, and for whom education no longer
holds its previous function or meaning. This state is accompanied by feelings of despair, failure,
apathy, mental boredom, liminality, and self-defeatism.The findings also indicated that some
students, in response to their frustration, adopt an "anarchic mode of existence” (or anarchic
lifeworld); that is, they distance themselves from academic norms and gravitate toward actions
such as indifference toward coursework, avoidance of professors, classroom disruption, reduced
ethical commitment, and a propensity for immediate gratification. Additionally, a "digital
lifeworld" emerged as another consequence of frustration, wherein students escape mental
pressures by retreating into virtual spaces, social networks, and media, which supplant
academic resources as their primary cognitive references.Other findings include the academic
passivity of frustrated students. These students exhibit limited scholarly participation, reduced
study habits, procrastination in completing academic tasks, and a primary focus on obtaining
grades and fulfilling credit requirements. Moreover, a form of "intellectual destitution™ (or
cognitive stagnation) is observed among them, characterized by weak deep thinking, diminished
analytical capacity, and a superficialization of their scientific outlook.The main reasons for
student frustration are categorized into several overarching themes. First is the
commercialization of science and the proliferation of market-oriented relations within the
academic sphere, which undermines the trust of diligent students in the scientific system.
Second is the abandoned university, encompassing weak management, centralism, limited
facilities, discrimination, lack of student respect, and a disconnect from global academic
standards. Third is dysfunctional governance, including misguided policies, poor law
enforcement, reduced research justice, rent-based employments, and neglect of the humanities.
Fourth is the distorted society, in which the value of science has declined, credentialism has
spread, and the criteria for success are increasingly defined by economic factors and income.
Discussion and Conclusion

The objective of the present study was to understand the students' narratives of the process of
academic frustration. Accordingly, this research successfully identified 13 main themes and 74
sub-themes. The results Showed that student frustration is not the product of a single factor, but
rather the outcome of an interaction between the students' idealistic expectations and a set of
academic, social, and governance conditions. Before entering university, the student holds an
image of the university as a scientific, creative, and nurturing environment; however, upon
arrival and confrontation with the commercialization of science, structural weaknesses,
discrimination, diminished academic prestige, and societal problems, this idealized image
collapses.Under such circumstances, the student transforms from an optimistic and active agent
into a helpless, passive, and unmotivated subject. They gradually distance themselves from their
academic role, reduce their scholarly participation, and resort to strategies such as media-
reliance, anarchic lifeworlds, or non-scientific actions to compensate for their failures.
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