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Abstract 

The present study, using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis method, 

examines students' lived experiences of choosing and studying at Kosar single-sex 

university. Twelve undergraduate and graduate students in the faculties of 

humanities, basic sciences, and technical and engineering were selected as the study 

sample using purposive sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured 

interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. Five main themes (students' 

individual motivations; the impact of family and social factors; students' 

interpretations of the single-sex space; institutional characteristics of the university; 

and the long-term impact of choosing a single-sex university) were identified as 

factors affecting university choice, which indicate that the choice is formed in a 

three-stage process: adaptation, challenge, doubt, and revision, which ultimately 

creates a complex sense of growth accompanied by regret in students. Therefore, 

studying at a single-sex university is a journey with dual emotions for students, who 

are always fluctuating between a sense of comfort in a friendly space and the 
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limitations caused by a single-sex space. It is suggested that educational 

policymakers strengthen the balance between the sense of security and social 

readiness to enter mixed communities in such an space by improving mixed 

socialization facilities and programs. 

Keywords: Single-sex education, studying at Kosar University, lived experience, 

Thematic analysis, Bojnourd. 
 

Introduction 

Over the past four decades, the participation of Iranian women in higher education 

has increased from about 30% to more than 50%. Despite this remarkable progress, 

some girls continue to face serious limitations in choosing a university due to 

cultural and religious norms and family concerns about gender interactions in mixed 

environments. Single-sex universities have emerged as a solution to this challenge in 

Iran. As the first comprehensive university for women in the northeast of the country 

and in a city with ethnic (Tat, Turk, Turkmen, Kurdish and Persian) and religious 

diversity, Kosar University of Bojnourd provides a unique opportunity to study 

students’ lived experiences in choosing and studying in such an environment. The 

present study aimed to answer the main question: What are the motivations, 

challenges and 

 

Materials and Methods 

The research was conducted with a qualitative approach and the thematic analysis 

method of Brown and Clark (2006). The sample consisted of 12 undergraduate and 

graduate students from the faculties of humanities, basic sciences, and engineering 

who were selected using purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was 

reached. Data were collected and recorded through semi-structured interviews (45–

50 minutes). The analysis was conducted in six stages: familiarization with the data, 

initial coding, theme search, review, definition and naming of themes, and report 

writing. The validity of the research was ensured through membership selection, 

participant feedback, and comparison with existing sources. 
 

Discussion and Results 

Data analysis identified five main themes that describe the choice and experience of 

studying at Kosar University as a “double journey”: 1. Individual motivations: 

interest in the field of study, low entrance exam score, geographical proximity of the 
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university to the place of residence or work, and the reputation of the university as a 

government institution, etc.; 2. The influence of family and social factors: family 

insistence (9 cases), conservative norms, concerns about gender mixing, pressure for 

early marriage, and emotional and financial support from the family; 3. Students’ 

interpretations of the single-sex environment: The advantages of the university 

included: greater focus on education, reduced distractions, freedom of dress, and an 

intimate atmosphere; its disadvantages included poor communication skills with the 

opposite sex, a feeling of a “high school-like” environment, and concerns about 

being unprepared for the mixed labor market; 4. Institutional characteristics of the 

university: strengths include the high academic level of the professors, dynamic 

cultural programs, and research opportunities; and weaknesses include mainly the 

lack of government dormitories, the high cost of self-run dormitories, and 

transportation problems; 5. Long-term impact: Growth of self-confidence and 

female solidarity along with regret of social and professional limitations. Finally, the 

research findings showed that the choice of Kosar University by students is made in 

a three-stage process including: initial adaptation (acceptance due to security and 

limitations), challenge (facing social and infrastructural limitations), and doubt and 

revision (complex sense of growth along with regret). This process indicates the 

conflict between "feeling comfortable in a feminine space" and at the same time 

"limits of gender segregation" among students. 
 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study show that Kosar University of Bojnourd plays a decisive 

role in expanding higher education opportunities for women in the traditional and 

multi-ethnic contexts of northeastern Iran. Despite this important function, 

infrastructural limitations and the lack of systematic programs for mixed 

socialization can reduce the university's ability to prepare students for effective entry 

into the labor market and broad social interactions. Data analysis reveals that being 

single-sex is only one of the factors affecting university choice, and that students' 

decision-making is influenced more than anything by social, family, and other 

structures. Accordingly, policy proposals including clarifying information on major 

selection, developing government dormitories, improving transportation, and 

designing communication skills and gender interaction courses can enhance the 

academic experience and increase students' social readiness. Focusing on the lived 

experience in a multi-ethnic local context, this research presents a realistic picture of 

the selection mechanisms and consequences of studying at a single-sex university. 
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