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Abstract

The present study aims to examine student identity among high school girls of the
2010s in the city of Andisheh. This research was conducted using a qualitative
approach and thematic content analysis. The study population consisted of girls who
attended secondary school during the 2010s in Shahriar’s schools. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 12 participants, using purposive sampling
until data saturation was reached. Data analysis was carried out with MAXQDA
software and included open coding, theme extraction, and interpretation. The findings
indicate that this generation’s student identity is being redefined across four main
domains: family, school, peers, and the social environment. 2010s students seek
relationships based on mutual respect and consultation within the family; they adopt a
critical and individual-oriented view toward school and accept teachers only if they
perceive them as friends and supporters. They consider much of the formal curriculum
ineffective and value psychological and social skills more highly. In peer relations,
friendship and solidarity are emphasized in identity formation. These changes reflect
a shift in the attitudes and expectations of the new generation of students towards social
institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The educational system in any modern society serves as a primary institutional mechanism for
social reproduction, secondary socialization, and the transmission of values, norms, and civic
roles. In Iran, the post-lran-lraqg War era brought profound macroeconomic, structural, and
cultural transitions. The shift toward consumer culture, rapid urban transformation, the
widespread diffusion of modern information and communication technologies, and broader
globalized cultural flows have substantially reshaped the social fabric. Concurrently, top-down
policy directives—most notably the Fundamental Reform Document of Education (Sanad-e
Tahavvol-e Bonyadin-e Amuzesh va Parvaresh)—have sought to reinforce standardized,
ideologically cohesive models of student socialization.

Despite these institutional aspirations, an expanding divide has emerged between official
pedagogical expectations and the lived realities of contemporary student generations.
Traditional educational policy in Iran has long presupposed a compliant, collectivist, and
structurally obedient model of the “ideal student.” However, the cohort of students attending
secondary schools in the 2010s (the Iranian calendar decade of the 1390s) entered the
educational arena equipped with unprecedented communicative literacy, reflexive agency, and
distinct generational sensibilities. Female high school students, in particular, occupy a unique
structural intersection of generational transitions, gendered socialization, and emerging
discourses of individual autonomy.

The central problem addressed by this study is the lack of empirical, grounded sociological
insight into how “being a student” has been fundamentally re-articulated in both subjective
perception and everyday practice among this demographic. Rather than experiencing schooling
as a monolithic, top-down process of socialization, these students actively construct nuanced,
multi-layered identities that challenge traditional institutional paradigms. Accordingly, this
study aims to describe and analyze the lived experiences of female high school students in
Andisheh City during the 2010s. Specifically, it examines how these students conceptualize
school authority, reconstruct pedagogical relationships with teachers, critically appraise
official curricula, and mobilize peer relations to negotiate a self-centered and critical student
identity.

Theoretical Framework

To construct a rigorous analytical framework for understanding shifts in student identity, this
study integrates core concepts from social psychology, developmental theory, and the
sociology of education. At the individual developmental level, the research draws upon Erik
Erikson’s classical formulation of identity development and the adolescent “identity crisis”
(Erikson, 1968), wherein individuals navigate the tension between subjective self-definition
and external social role expectations. Within this matrix, student identity is conceptualized not
as a fixed internal trait, but as an ongoing cognitive and emotional appraisal of one’s position,
self-worth, and role requirements within the educational milieu.

At the collective and relational level, the study utilizes Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1970;
Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner, 1987). This perspective posits that self-concept is largely
derived from perceived membership in relevant social groups through processes of social
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categorization, social identification, and social comparison. Applied to the school environment,
social identity theory elucidates how students forge meaningful in-group affiliations with their
peers while establishing critical boundaries against out-groups—namely school administrators
and institutional authorities. Peer solidarity serves as a psychological anchor that reinforces
self-esteem, provides normative validation, and mediates institutional pressure.

Furthermore, these socio-psychological models are complemented by contemporary
sociological theories of reflexive modernization and agency-structure interaction (e.g.,
Giddens, Archer). In late modern societies, structural institutions no longer exercise
unmediated socialization over individuals. Instead, actors demonstrate heightened reflexivity,
routinely filtering, modifying, and sometimes resisting the normative demands imposed by
traditional authorities. Consequently, student identity is treated as a dynamic, negotiated
construct shaped by the interplay between institutional constraints, media-saturated everyday
realities, and youth agency.

Method
This research adopted a qualitative research design, employing thematic analysis to capture the
depth, subjective meanings, and qualitative nuances embedded in students’ lived experiences.

o Research Setting and Population: The study was conducted in Andisheh City,
situated in Shahriar County within the Greater Tehran metropolitan area. As a rapidly
expanding peri-urban center characterized by diverse socio-economic strata and
modern lifestyle aspirations, Andisheh provides an ideal sociological setting for
examining generational and cultural shifts among youth. The target population
comprised female high school students enrolled in both public and private secondary
schools during the 2010s.

o Sampling Strategy and Participants: A purposive sampling technique with a
maximum variation strategy was utilized to recruit participants across different
academic tracks (humanities, experimental sciences, and mathematics), grade levels,
and socio-economic backgrounds. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, resulting in a final sample size of 12 female high school students.

« Data Collection: In-depth, semi-structured interviews served as the primary tool for
data collection. The interview protocol encompassed thematic modules addressing
perceptions of studenthood, daily classroom interactions, relationships with teachers
and disciplinary staff, critical assessments of textbooks and curricular contents, peer
dynamics, and the negotiation of independence within family and social spheres.

o Data Analysis: All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
systematically analyzed using MAXQDA qualitative data analysis software. The
analytical process followed the standard iterative phases of thematic coding: initial open
coding, generating conceptual categories, establishing organizing themes, and
synthesizing overarching global themes.

« Trustworthiness and Rigor: The scientific rigor and credibility of the findings were
secured through Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of trustworthiness, including member
checking (returning summarized interpretations to participants for verification) and
peer debriefing with external academic researchers.
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Findings

The thematic analysis revealed that student identity among female high school students in the
2010s has undergone a substantial paradigm shift, crystallizing around a self-centered,
reflexive, and critical orientation. This identity transformation manifests across four major
dimensions:

1. Re-conceptualization of Teacher-Student Relationships and Authority:
Participants exhibited a clear rejection of traditional, autocratic, and hierarchical
models of school authority. Institutional authority alone no longer commands
deference; instead, students grant legitimacy and respect strictly to educators who adopt
egalitarian, communicative, empathetic, and mentor-like pedagogical stances. Teachers
who resort to punitive measures, emotional distancing, or authoritarian control are met
with psychological disengagement, cynicism, or subtle forms of passive resistance.

2. Critical Deconstruction of the Official Curriculum:

Students articulated an explicit dissatisfaction with the formal school curriculum,
characterizing substantial portions of it as functionally obsolete, repetitive, and
disconnected from the demands of contemporary life and future career trajectories.
Ideologically laden instructional materials—particularly within religious, ethical, and
humanities subjects—were viewed critically and received with skepticism. In contrast,
participants emphasized a profound desire for practical life skills, mental health
literacy, critical thinking competencies, and social-emotional learning.

3. Centrality of the Peer Micro-Culture and In-Group Solidarity:

Peer networks and mutual friendships emerged as the single most vital and positive
dimension of the school experience. Far from functioning merely as recreational
companionship, peer groups serve as essential emotional refuges against academic
anxiety, institutional scrutiny, and standardized pressures. Within these peer spaces,
students construct shared subcultural meanings, validate their emerging subjectivities,
and practice individual agency.

4. Individualization and Autonomous Identity Negotiation:

In both familial and broader societal realms, participants actively demanded defined
personal boundaries and greater autonomy in educational and life trajectory
decision-making. They resist reductionist labels imposed by traditional institutions,
seeking instead to be recognized on the basis of their unique capabilities, individual
preferences, and authentic personal identities.

Conclusion

The empirical findings of this study demonstrate that the meaning of “being a student” among
female adolescents of the 2010s represents a marked departure from earlier generational
paradigms. Whereas historical models of Iranian studenthood were characterized by deference
to institutional authority, passive internalization of official values, and uncritical compliance,
the contemporary model is defined by a self-centered, reflexive, and critical consciousness.
Equipped with heightened communicative literacy and alternative sources of knowledge via
digital media, this generation no longer regards the formal school system as the singular or
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supreme source of pedagogical authority. Instead, students actively evaluate institutional
policies, pedagogical practices, and curricular relevance through the prism of personal utility,
emotional well-being, and individual development. Schooling is experienced as an arena of
active negotiation—a space where institutional constraints are critically scrutinized while
meaning is collectively reconstructed through peer interactions.

From a practical and policy perspective, these insights underscore the urgent need for a
fundamental structural and pedagogical paradigm shift within the Iranian educational system.
Persisting with rigid, top-down disciplinary frameworks and standardized, ideologically
saturated curricula is counterproductive, exacerbating academic alienation, institutional
distrust, and identity fragmentation among youth. Educational policymakers and administrators
must formally recognize student agency, modernize curricular content to incorporate applied
life and critical-thinking skills, and transition instructional practices from authoritarian
transmission toward collaborative, dialogue-driven mentorship.
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