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Abstract

This study aimed to explore and interpret the lived experiences of University of Tehran students attending Islamic Thought I and II courses
and to identify the underlying meanings and thematic structures shaping their perceptions of these compulsory general education classes.
This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach based on Van Manen’s methodology. Participants consisted
of 18 undergraduate students (10 women and 8 men) from various faculties of the University of Tehran who had completed both Islamic
Thought I and II courses. Purposeful sampling with maximum variation was used until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis following Van Manen’s six-stage framework
with the assistance of MAXQDA 2020 software. Trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability, confirmability, and
dependability criteria proposed by Guba and Lincoln. Five major themes emerged from the analysis: “Perceived Compulsion and
Mandatory Enrollment,” “The Gap Between Course Content and Students’ Lifeworld,” “The Instructor as a Mediator or Barrier,”
“Strategies of Survival and Resistance in the Classroom,” and “Turning Points in Religious Identity Reflection.” Findings indicated that
students largely perceived these courses as imposed experiences disconnected from their real-life concerns and existential questions. The
instructor’s teaching style played a decisive role in shaping either constructive or negative classroom experiences. Students adopted various
coping strategies, including mental disengagement, grade-oriented participation, collective humor, and critical questioning. Despite
predominantly negative perceptions, some participants reported meaningful moments of religious reflection, questioning, and identity
reconstruction. The lived experience of students in Islamic Thought courses was characterized more by compulsion, disconnection from
students’ lifeworlds, and limited relevance to contemporary concerns than by genuine intellectual engagement. Nevertheless, the
emergence of reflective and dialogical moments suggests significant untapped potential. Transforming these courses through dialogical
pedagogy, problem-centered content, reduced coercion, and greater responsiveness to students’ lived realities may substantially enhance
their educational and formative value.

Keywords: Lived Experience, Interpretive Phenomenology, Islamic Thought, Islamic Studies Courses, University Students, Higher Education, Religious
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Islamic Studies courses have long occupied a central position in the higher education curriculum of Iran,
particularly through compulsory general education subjects such as Islamic Thought I and Islamic Thought II.
These courses are designed to strengthen students’ religious beliefs, deepen their understanding of Islamic
doctrines, promote ethical development, and contribute to the formation of religious identity. Despite these
ambitious educational objectives, the actual experiences of students attending these classes have remained a
matter of ongoing debate among scholars and policymakers. While institutional evaluations generally focus on
curriculum quality, learning outcomes, and attitudes toward religious education, less attention has been
devoted to understanding how students actually experience these courses in their everyday academic lives
(Bagheri et al., 2011; Salehi Omran et al., 2017).

Previous studies have reported mixed findings regarding students’ perceptions of Islamic Studies courses.
Research has identified moderate or relatively low levels of satisfaction among students, emphasizing concerns
related to instructional methods, curriculum relevance, and the effectiveness of educational practices (Ghaemi-
Nik, 2018; Hosseini Karnami et al., 2018; Majidi & Fatehi, 2023). Other investigations have highlighted the
importance of instructor competencies and classroom interactions in shaping students’ attitudes toward these
courses (Amini & Madani, 2024). Recent evaluations have also questioned the extent to which these courses
contribute to students’ religiosity and identity development, calling for more comprehensive assessments of
their educational impact (Mousavi, 2025; Safari Shali, 2025).

From a theoretical perspective, understanding students’ experiences requires attention to concepts that extend
beyond formal curriculum objectives. Jackson’s notion of the hidden curriculum suggests that students learn
not only through official content but also through implicit messages embedded in classroom structures, power
relations, and institutional practices (Jackson, 1968). Studies conducted in Iran have similarly demonstrated
that hidden curricular dimensions significantly influence students’ perceptions of Islamic Studies courses
(Adib & Sardari, 2014; Nayebzadeh & Ghasemi, 2010; Piri & Nikpiran, 2014).

Habermas® concept of the lifeworld provides another useful framework for understanding students’
experiences. According to this perspective, individuals interpret reality through their lived experiences,
personal concerns, and social interactions. When educational systems fail to connect with students’ lifeworlds,
learning may become alienating rather than meaningful (Habermas, 1984). Similarly, Freire criticized
traditional “banking education,” arguing that meaningful learning emerges through dialogue, participation, and

critical reflection rather than one-way transmission of information (Freire, 1970).



Phenomenological scholarship emphasizes the importance of exploring lived experience as it is directly
encountered and interpreted by individuals. Van Manen argues that educational phenomena should be
understood through the meanings participants assign to their experiences rather than solely through objective
measurements (Van Manen, 1990, 2014). Existing qualitative studies in the field have revealed themes such
as religious indifference, disengagement, boredom, and perceived irrelevance among students attending
Islamic Studies courses (Mirmohammadtabar et al., 2019; Rezaei & Yousefzadeh, 2020). Furthermore,
Pollefeyt and Richards emphasized that religious education becomes meaningful when it engages learners’
lived realities and encourages reflective dialogue (Pollefeyt & Richards, 2020).

Given the limited number of phenomenological investigations focusing specifically on students’ lived
experiences of Islamic Thought courses and considering the significance of these courses within Iran’s higher
education system, the present study sought to explore and interpret the lived experiences of University of
Tehran students attending Islamic Thought I and 11 classes.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on interpretive phenomenology. The research was
conducted among undergraduate students at the University of Tehran who had successfully completed both
Islamic Thought | and Islamic Thought 11 courses. Purposeful sampling with maximum variation was used to
ensure diversity in gender, academic discipline, year of study, and self-reported religious orientation.
Eighteen undergraduate students participated in the study, including ten women and eight men from faculties
representing engineering, humanities, basic sciences, social sciences, and arts. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved and no substantially new themes emerged from the interviews.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured individual interviews. Each interview began with an
open-ended question inviting participants to describe their overall experience of attending Islamic Thought
classes, from course registration to course completion. Follow-up questions explored emotional, cognitive,
social, temporal, and relational aspects of the experience. Interviews lasted approximately seventy-five minutes
on average, were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, and were transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed Van Manen’s phenomenological approach and thematic analysis procedures. The
analysis involved repeated reading of transcripts, identification of meaningful units, formulation of interpretive
meanings, clustering of themes, development of thematic structures, and construction of phenomenological
descriptions. MAXQDA 2020 software facilitated data organization and coding.

Trustworthiness was established through member checking, peer debriefing, audit trails, prolonged
engagement with the data, and detailed contextual descriptions. Ethical considerations included informed
consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and participants’ right to withdraw from the study at any stage.

Findings

Analysis of participants’ narratives resulted in the emergence of five major themes that collectively described

the structure of students’ lived experiences in Islamic Thought classes.



The first theme, Perceived Compulsion and Mandatory Enrollment, reflected students’ strong perception
that these courses were imposed rather than chosen. Participants frequently described the registration process
itself as an experience of obligation rather than educational opportunity. This sense of compulsion reduced
intrinsic motivation and framed the courses as requirements to be endured rather than meaningful learning
experiences.

The second theme, The Gap Between Course Content and Students’ Lifeworld, revealed a perceived
disconnect between classroom discussions and students’ contemporary concerns. Participants reported that
course content often focused on abstract theological debates and historical discussions while neglecting
practical questions related to identity, social justice, uncertainty, future aspirations, and everyday life
challenges. Many students felt unable to relate classroom material to their personal experiences.

The third theme, The Instructor as Mediator or Obstacle, highlighted the decisive role of instructors in
shaping students’ experiences. Participants distinguished between authoritarian instructors who discouraged
discussion and dialogical instructors who encouraged questioning and participation. Although positive
experiences were relatively rare, students consistently reported that supportive instructors transformed
classroom dynamics and increased engagement even when the official content remained unchanged.

The fourth theme, Strategies of Survival and Resistance, described various adaptive behaviors employed by
students to cope with compulsory attendance and perceived irrelevance. These strategies included mental
disengagement while physically attending class, grade-oriented participation, collective humor among peers,
and occasional critical questioning. Such behaviors represented efforts to preserve personal autonomy and
navigate classroom expectations.

The fifth theme, Turning Points in Religious Identity Reflection, captured moments of deeper reflection and
self-examination. Despite predominantly negative experiences, some participants reported that classroom
encounters prompted them to reconsider their beliefs, explore unanswered questions, and redefine their
understanding of religion. These moments emerged either through dissatisfaction with presented perspectives
or through meaningful dialogue facilitated by particular instructors.

Together, these themes portray students’ experiences as complex, multidimensional, and often characterized
by tension between institutional expectations and personal meaning-making processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that students’ experiences of Islamic Thought courses are shaped less by formal
curriculum objectives and more by the interaction between compulsory structures, instructional practices,
classroom relationships, and personal meaning-making processes. The pervasive perception of compulsion
indicates that mandatory enrollment may undermine intrinsic engagement before meaningful learning can
occur. Rather than approaching these courses as opportunities for intellectual exploration, many students enter

them with a mindset focused on completion and compliance.



The identified gap between course content and students’ lifeworlds further contributes to disengagement.
Participants frequently described a mismatch between abstract theological discussions and the practical
concerns that characterize contemporary student life. This disconnect appears to limit the relevance of
classroom experiences and reduces the likelihood that students will perceive course content as meaningful or
transformative.

The findings also demonstrate the crucial role of instructors in mediating educational experiences. Instructors
who foster dialogue, respect diverse viewpoints, and encourage critical inquiry appear capable of creating
environments in which students become more engaged and reflective. Conversely, authoritarian teaching
approaches may reinforce disengagement and resistance. These results suggest that pedagogical style may be
as important as curricular content in determining educational effectiveness.

Students’ strategies of survival and resistance reveal that they are not passive recipients of educational
practices. Instead, they actively negotiate, reinterpret, and sometimes resist institutional expectations. Such
behaviors indicate the presence of agency even within highly structured educational environments. While these
strategies may help students cope with perceived irrelevance, they also signal unmet educational and
developmental needs.

Perhaps the most significant finding concerns the emergence of moments of religious reflection despite
widespread dissatisfaction. These experiences suggest that Islamic Thought courses retain considerable
potential to contribute to students’ intellectual and spiritual development. However, such outcomes appear to
occur not because of existing structures but often in spite of them. When opportunities for dialogue,
questioning, and personal exploration arise, students demonstrate a willingness to engage deeply with religious
ideas and identity-related issues.

Overall, the study indicates that Islamic Thought courses function simultaneously as educational, cultural, and
identity-related spaces. Their future effectiveness depends on moving beyond transmission-oriented models
toward approaches that emphasize dialogue, critical inquiry, lived experience, and meaningful engagement
with contemporary student concerns. Reconnecting religious education with students’ lifeworlds, promoting
participatory pedagogies, and creating spaces for open discussion may enhance both educational outcomes and
the broader developmental goals these courses seek to achieve. Such transformations could enable Islamic
Studies courses to become genuine arenas for reflection, meaning-making, and identity formation rather than

merely compulsory components of university curricula.
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