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Abstract

With the emergence of Generation Z in educational and professional settings, understanding the
teaching-learning process of this generation and identifying the factors that enhance the quality of
their education has become increasingly important. This study was conducted to explore the key
elements influencing the teaching-learning process of Generation Z university students. The
research is applied in nature and follows a qualitative methodology, specifically an empirical
phenomenological approach. The statistical population consists of students from the Faculty of
Psychology and Education at the University of Tehran. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with fifteen students and analyzed using a three-stage coding process and
thematic analysis. Findings from the interviews revealed five core components that significantly
impact Generation Z’s learning process: 1-individual learner characteristics such as self-directed
learning, personal interests, and emotional engagement; 2-the role of the teacher, including
professional competence, teaching methods, and supportive behavior; 3-the learning environment,
encompassing available resources, organizational climate, and culture; 4-the content of learning,
which including trendiness, practical, and technology-integrated; and 5-social interactions,
including family support and peer collaboration. Results indicated that Generation Z students are
deeply immersed in technology, prefer flexible and interactive learning styles, and show a strong
inclination toward experiential learning. Moreover, the teacher’s role in fostering a participatory
and motivating atmosphere is crucial. In light of these findings, it is essential for educational
institutions, policymakers, and university instructors to revise instructional strategies, design
experience-based and practical curricula, and create interactive and collaborative learning
environments. Such efforts are vital to improving the quality of education for Generation Z and
ensuring the success of educational systems in meeting their needs.
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Introduction

Higher education institutions are central to preparing future generations and advancing
societal development. In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, universities are
expected not only to provide specialized human resources but also to cultivate critical
thinking, creativity, and adaptability. With the rise of Generation Z—born between 1996
and 2012—new challenges have emerged. This generation is characterized by constant
exposure to digital technologies, social media, and globalized communication networks.
Their learning preferences differ significantly from those of previous cohorts, as they favor
interactive, technology-driven, and experience-based approaches. While existing literature
has examined their traits and behaviors, fewer studies have explored the actual processes
through which they learn in academia contexts. This research aims to fill this gap by
identifying the factors that affect Generation Z students’ learning experiences in higher
education.

Methodology

A qualitative phenomenological design was chosen to capture the lived experiences of
students. Phenomenology is particularly suitable for exploring subjective perspectives and
revealing the essence of phenomena as experienced by individuals. Fifteen undergraduate
students from the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences at the University of
Tehran were selected through purposive sampling. Semi-structured interviews allowed
participants to express their views freely while ensuring coverage of key themes.
Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis followed a
systematic three-stage coding process: open coding to identify initial concepts, axial
coding to establish relationships among categories, and selective coding to refine themes.
To ensure credibility, strategies such as peer debriefing and participant validation were
employed.

Findings

The analysis of the interviews revealed that the teaching-learning process of Generation Z
students is affected by several interconnected dimensions that together create a holistic
picture of their educational experiences. At the individual level, students emphasized the
importance of self-directed learning, intrinsic motivation, and emotional engagement,
noting that they learn more effectively when they are personally invested in the subject
matter and emotionally connected to the content. The role of the teacher emerged as
equally critical, with participants highlighting the value of professional competence,
innovative teaching methods, and supportive attitudes that encourage active participation
and foster a sense of belonging in the classroom. The learning environment was also
identified as a decisive factor, as students pointed to the significance of adequate facilities,
access to digital resources, and an organizational climate that promotes collaboration and
openness. In addition, the nature of the learning content was seen as central to their
engagement, with a strong preference for material that is current, practical, and integrated
with technology, as well as directly relevant to real-world applications. Finally, social
interactions played a vital role in shaping learning outcomes, with family support
providing emotional stability and peer collaboration facilitating knowledge sharing and
collective problem-solving. These findings illustrate that Generation Z students thrive in
flexible, interactive, and technology-enhanced environments where teachers act as
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facilitators, content is meaningful and applicable, and social networks reinforce the
learning process.

Discussion and Conclusion

Findings underscore the multi-dimensional nature of Generation Z’s learning process.
Unlike traditional models that emphasize teacher-centered instruction, Generation Z
students thrive in environments that are flexible, participatory, and technology-based.
Their preference for experiential learning suggests that curricula should incorporate
practical projects, simulations, and real-world applications. Teachers play a pivotal role in
shaping these experiences by adopting innovative methods and fostering supportive
relationships.

From a policy perspective, universities must adapt to the evolving needs of Generation Z
by investing in digital infrastructure, promoting collaborative learning spaces, and revising
curricula to align with contemporary challenges. Limitations of this study include its focus
on a single faculty and a relatively small sample size. Future research could expand to
other disciplines and institutions, employ mixed-method approaches, and explore cross-
cultural comparisons.

In conclusion, addressing the unique learning preferences of Generation Z is vital for
enhancing educational quality and ensuring that higher education institutions remains
relevant in a rapidly changing world. By embracing technology, fostering collaboration,
and prioritizing experiential learning, universities can better prepare Generation Z students
for academic success and professional competence.
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Table 1: Characteristics of the Sample Examined in the Study
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Table 2: Description of Extracted Components and Research Concepts
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Figure 1: Factors Influencing the Teaching—Learning Process of Generation Z Students
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