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ABSTRACT

For several decades, countries around the world have recognized the significance of development in
attaining human excellence, eradicating inequality, and establishing social justice. They have
prioritized the pursuit of development goals as the focal point of their macro policies. Since women
constitute half of the population, it is crucial to prioritize their education. Higher education plays a
key role in shaping human resources, underscoring the significance of promoting women's education
and giving due attention to single-sex universities. The current research utilizes a qualitative
approach within the interpretivism paradigm, employing the content analysis method to explore the
lived experiences of students studying in a single-sex environment of Alzahra University. The
research participants are comprised of female undergraduate students, selected through purposive
sampling. The findings represent across four dimensions: the individual dimension, which includes
aspects such as self-confidence, freedom of expression, respect, a safe and comfortable environment,
stress control, good feeling, support, flexibility, feminine feeling, mutual understanding, focus on
lessons and academic progress, spirit of questioning, jealousy, and a lack of interest in university,
school-like environment, and clothing. Social dimension encompasses harmony, social
communication, shared thoughts, and a lack of social communication with the opposite sex. Cultural
dimension involves factors such as not allowing education and choosing a university based on values
and versatility. The cognitive dimension includes learning topics in a theoretical and non-practical
way, a focus on obtaining grades, and a lack of connection with the labor market.
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INTRODUCTION

Women make up half of the world's population, and with their participation in
various economic, political, social, and cultural activities, they can effectively move
the wheels of society together with men. Today, the significance of development in
advancing human well-being, reducing inequalities, and fostering social justice is
evident to all. At the same time, acknowledging the multiple roles of women in
society is indispensable for achieving sustainable development (Mehran, 2002, 87).
Education empowers women to actively engage in social and economic activities.
Moreover, higher education serves as a crucial basis for cultivating educated and
specialized human resources, playing a significant role in preparing women for
meaningful contributions to the society. Throughout various historical periods,
higher education institutions worldwide predominantly provided opportunities for
men to pursue academic studies, while women had limited access to universities.
Many academic fields remained dominated by men. The existence of dedicated
women's universities is evident, underscoring the significance of women's education
and serving as a catalyst for achieving educational equality between women and
men (Wisner, 2013).

Established in 1965, Alzahra University serves as a single-sex institution for
women, guided by the motto “Educated Woman and Growing Society”. In its vision
and mission, it is stated that “Alzahra University is a symbol of women's higher
education in the country, which, through modern and efficient education,
conducting fundamental and problem-oriented research, and presenting new
technologies, collaborates with national and international institutions. By leveraging
the expertise of professors and thinkers, the university aims to train educated,
capable, and influential women in society, providing the foundation for the all-
round participation of women to realize the policies of the Islamic Republic of Iran”
(University vision statement in the horizon of 1404, 1396, 5)”.

Hence, Alzahra University is dedicated to cultivating women, contributing to
the achievement of society's developmental goals. However, there always remains
the question of whether Alzahra University, functioning as a single-sex institution,
has genuinely succeeded in fostering conditions that enhance the efficiency of
women and create conducive educational environment for them. In light of this
consideration, a decision was made to create a platform for female students at
Alzahra University to share their lived experiences regarding studying in a women's
university. Through their narratives, we confront the reality of what female students
encounter in a single-sex institution, exploring the nuances of gender from
psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives. Therefore, this research seeks
an answer to the question: What is the lived experience of Alzahra University
students studying in a single-sex university?



METHODOLOGY

The current research was conducted with a qualitative approach, based on the
interpretive paradigm, with the content analysis method. The research community
comprised of undergraduate students from 11 faculties at Alzahra University. The
participants, as outlined in Table 4, consist of 50 students from these faculties,
selected through a targeted method. The interviews took place during the academic
year 2023-24 and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, indicating
that no new information emerged with additional interviews. The framework for
semi-structured questionnaire was derived from a comprehensive review of
theoretical foundations. The information underwent analysis through open coding
(identifying meaningful evidence), axial coding (establishing concepts), and
selective coding (categorizing) processes to ensure the validity of the information,
the peer-check and retest method were employed.

FINDINGS

The findings were derived from the lived experiences of students at Alzahra
University, a single-sex institution for women, and categorized into four
dimensions: the individual dimension, which includes aspects such as self-
confidence, freedom of expression, respect, a safe and comfortable environment,
stress control, good feeling, support, flexibility, feminine feeling, mutual
understanding, focus on lessons and academic progress, the spirit of questioning,
jealousy, and a lack of interest in university, school-like environment, and clothing.
Social dimension encompasses harmony, social communication, shared thoughts,
and a lack of social communication with the opposite sex. Cultural dimension
involves factors such as not allowing education and choosing a university based on
values and versatility. The cognitive dimension includes learning topics in a
theoretical and non-practical way, a focus on obtaining grades, and a lack of
connection with the labor market.

CONCLUSION

The individual dimension in this study encompasses the most extensive array of
components. Female students in a gender-specific university face challenges related
to self-confidence, freedom of expression, respect, a safe and comfortable
environment, stress control, good feeling, support, flexibility, feminine feelings,
mutual understanding, focus on lessons and academic progress, a spirit of
questioning, feelings of jealousy, eye and ocular issues, and a lack of interest in
university. Additionally, they encounter a school-like environment and clothing-
related concerns.

In their narratives, women discuss components such as 'self-confidence,
'freedom of expression,' and 'stress control.' It appears that women in mixed-sex
groups often grapple with low self-esteem, embarrassment, and a lack of trust.
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These challenges seem to stem from family and school education, persisting into
their university experiences. The prevalent societal notion that 'a good woman does
not talk everywhere, 'a good woman does not say anything, and 'a good woman
should stay away from men' is deeply ingrained in women through institutionalized
education. As they enter the university environment, Alzahra University, being
specifically for women, serves as a space where they can break free from these
societal norms. Here, women seem to breathe freely, gaining self-confidence and
expressing their thoughts in the classroom environment.

With proper education and a focus on self-improvement within both family and
school environments, women may not feel the need to distance themselves from
mixed groups and seek refuge in women's groups. Instead, they can develop the
ability to be confident in all settings and authentically express their opinions. Where
women discuss components such as mental peace, lack of boundaries, a safe and
comfortable environment, and focus on lessons and academic progress, they note
that being with men in a university environment can lead to temporary or even
stable emotional connections and friendships. This dynamic may create moral
dilemmas or distractions in education. However, isn't this approach merely skirting
the real issue? Should men be excluded to prevent emotional connections and shield
female students from challenges and prevent distractions from studying? Instead of
focusing on these questions, wouldn't it be more effective for women to receive
education in family and school environments on how to cultivate healthy
relationships with the opposite sex and manage their social and emotional
interactions?

In sharing their experiences, female students discuss components such as lack of
interest in university due to the single-sex environment' and a 'school-like
atmosphere. Several students come to the university from small environments or
families with specific beliefs. Due to this, they have had minimal or no contact with
the opposite sex, even within their social circles. Throughout their studies, they have
been waiting to enter university so that they can face the opposite sex and learn how
to deal with them. However, as women are admitted to a single-sex university and
deprived of this opportunity, a prevailing question lingers in their minds: when and
where will I learn how to communicate with the opposite sex?

This issue has led to a decrease in their desire to study. It underscores one of the
disadvantages of a single-sex university, as the university could potentially provide
the conducive environment for men and women to interact and get to know each
other. Especially in the traditional society of Iran, where many families restrict
women's communication with men, the lack of interaction between women and
men deprives women of the opportunity to receive training in proper
communication with men. Consequently, they may find it challenging to engage
with the real dynamics of society while on the university campus.



In the social dimension, women highlighted components such as harmony, easy
and accessible social communication, and the sharing of thoughts. These aspects
could be further explored and categorized within the individual dimension. They
believe that, as the university prioritizes women with a majority of administrative
and educational staff being women, it becomes easier to coordinate, establish social
relationships, and share ideas. Once again, we must revisit family and school
education. Why girls aren’t taught the ability to communicate socially in any
environment? It is as if a person cannot express oneself and flourish in society until
their inner self is nurtured and corrected.

In the cultural dimension, deemed particularly crucial as individual beliefs often
stem from cultural influences that shape subsequent convictions, the significance of
this aspect is further heightened in Iranian society. Many cities in Iran hold strong
traditional beliefs about women, magnifying the importance of cultural
considerations. Female students at Hassan University view it as an opportunity for
women's education. They believe that, without such a university, many parents
might refrain from allowing their daughters to pursue higher education due to
concerns about the intellectual and cultural atmosphere. This hesitancy arises from
a traditional mindset that disapproves of girls entering universities where men—
whether as professors, students, or employees—are present. Thus, Hassan
University serves as a unique space that provides a cultural context enabling women
to pursue their studies.

In the cognitive aspect, students express the belief that women tend to prioritize
earning higher grades and mastering the theoretical aspects of courses, often
overlooking the practical application of these courses in the labor market. This
perspective can be analyzed from various angles. Firstly, it is essential to consider
the influence of family and school education, along with a broader cultural context
of the country. Traditionally, societal expectations have emphasized that men
should pursue education, enter the workforce, and become the primary
breadwinners. This ingrained mindset gradually shapes women's perspectives,
leading them to view study and work as separate domains when they enter
university.

For some women, the sole focus on academic achievement and obtaining a
degree becomes sufficient, with little interest in applying the acquired knowledge in
practical scenarios. The disconnect from the job market and economic activities is
notable. The prevalent encouragement centers around studying for the sake of
learning course materials and meeting exam expectations, reinforcing a pattern
aligned with professors' anticipations. Over time, as students become more active,
this gradual shift in mindset helps break down previous intellectual barriers.
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NOVELTY

Investigating the lived experiences of students in a single-sex environment i.e.
Alzahra University in Tehran itself is a novel aspect in terms of the current study.
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1. Feminism
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3. Elizabeth Cady Stanton
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1. open coding
2. axial coding
3. selective coding
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