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Abstract

Aim and Background: In Iran, the Entrance Exam represents an educational-social situation accompanied by
study pressure, competition, family expectations, concerns about the future, and continuous self-evaluation.
Within such a context, academic burnout can affect candidates’ experiences in relation to studying, time, their
relationship with themselves, and their relationships with others. The present study aimed to explore the lived
experience of Entrance Exam candidates regarding academic burnout in online narratives. This study was
conducted using a qualitative approach inspired by interpretive phenomenology and netnography.

Methods and Materials: Data were collected from public narratives published in Persian-language online
spaces, including discussion forums, student communities, and public comment sections. Sampling was carried
out purposively and theoretically, and after screening the narratives based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, the
data were examined using thematic analysis. In the data analysis process, the narratives were read several times,
meaning units related to academic burnout were identified, initial codes were extracted, and similar codes were
then organized into subthemes and main categories.

Findings: The findings showed that the experience of academic burnout among Entrance Exam candidates can
be explained through six main categories: reduced academic agency, anxiety-provoking planning, the reciprocal
effect of negative affect and procrastination, academic self-loathing, relational and status-related burnout, and
temporal disorder and an exhausted lifestyle. The results indicated that candidates experiencing burnout face
difficulties in starting and continuing their studies, inability to implement study plans, feelings of guilt and self-
blame, a weakened self-image, relational pressure within the family, sleep irregularities, and increased avoidant
behaviors such as mobile phone use.

Conclusions: Based on the findings, academic burnout among Entrance Exam candidates, in connection with the
Entrance Exam as a decisive life experience, transforms candidates’ relationship with studying, time, family,
self-concept, and the future. Paying attention to this experience can be useful for counselors, families, schools,
and educational content producers in designing more realistic forms of support and reducing harmful pressures
on Entrance Exam candidates.

Keywords: Entrance Exam, Academic Burnout, Lived Experience, Online Narratives, Netnography, Thematic
Analysis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Iranian National University Entrance Examination, commonly known as the Entrance Exam, is one of the
most influential educational and social events in the lives of Iranian students. Because the result of this
examination can determine access to higher education, future academic opportunities, social status, and even
family expectations, preparing for it is often accompanied by intense psychological and educational pressure.
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Candidates are exposed to long study hours, repeated tests, competitive comparison, parental expectations,
uncertainty about the future, and constant evaluation of their performance. In such a high-stakes context,
academic burnout may become a significant part of candidates’ lived experience.

Academic burnout is generally associated with emotional and mental exhaustion, detachment from academic
tasks, reduced motivation, and a weakened sense of academic efficacy. However, in the context of the Entrance
Exam, burnout is not limited to tiredness or loss of interest in studying. It can influence candidates’ relationship
with time, planning, family, self-image, digital media, and the future. Although previous studies have examined
examination stress and academic burnout mostly through quantitative approaches, less attention has been paid to
how Entrance Exam candidates describe and make sense of burnout in their own everyday language. Therefore,
the present study aimed to explore the lived experience of academic burnout among Entrance Exam candidates
through their online narratives.

Method

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach inspired by interpretive phenomenology and
netnography. Interpretive phenomenology was appropriate because the purpose of the study was to
understand how candidates experience and interpret academic burnout from their own perspective.
Netnography was also used because the data were collected from naturally occurring narratives
published in public Persian-language online spaces.

The research field included public online forums, student discussion boards, educational websites, and
publicly accessible comment sections in which candidates or individuals involved with the Entrance
Exam experience had written about fatigue, inability to study, lack of motivation, procrastination,
family pressure, comparison with others, excessive phone use, hopelessness, and disordered daily
routines. Only publicly available data were used. Private groups, personal messages, restricted pages,
and non-public spaces were excluded.

Purposive and theoretical sampling were used. Initially, 391 online narratives were identified. After
screening the data according to inclusion and exclusion criteria, 42 narratives were selected for final
analysis. Narratives written by educational consultants, advertising pages, institutions, or users
offering only advice were excluded. Repeated, very short, ambiguous, or irrelevant texts were also
removed. The selected narratives reflected direct or close experiences of Entrance Exam-related
academic burnout.

The data were analyzed through thematic analysis. First, the narratives were read several times to
achieve familiarity with the data. Then, meaning units related to academic burnout were identified and
coded. Initial codes included inability to start studying, avoidance of lessons, loss of concentration,
guilt, self-blame, anxiety-provoking planning, escape into phone use, family pressure, academic
shame, and feeling trapped. Similar codes were then grouped into subthemes and organized into main
categories. Ethical considerations were observed by removing usernames, profile information,
locations, and any identifiable details.

Findings

The analysis showed that the lived experience of academic burnout among Entrance Exam candidates
could be explained through six main categories.

The first category was reduced academic agency. This refers to candidates’ inability to transform their
intention to study into actual study behavior. Many candidates knew that they needed to study and
were aware of the consequences of falling behind, but they felt unable to begin or continue. This
experience was marked by avoidance, distraction, replacement behaviors, and a sense of helplessness
toward academic tasks.

The second category was anxiety-provoking planning. In many narratives, planning did not create
order or control. Instead, it became a reminder of failure, backlog, and distance from the desired goal.
When candidates faced crowded or unrealistic study plans, they often experienced anxiety, paralysis,
and avoidance. Thus, planning sometimes lost its supportive function and became a source of pressure.
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The third category was the reciprocal relationship between negative affect and procrastination.
Candidates described a cycle in which emotional distress prevented them from studying, while not
studying intensified their guilt, anxiety, and self-blame. In this cycle, procrastination did not lead to
rest or relief. Rather, it became another source of psychological pressure and made returning to study
more difficult.

The fourth category was academic self-loathing. In this experience, failure to study was interpreted not
merely as an academic problem but as a sign of personal weakness or worthlessness. Candidates used
negative labels for themselves and described feelings of shame, self-hatred, and disappointment.
Therefore, burnout affected not only academic performance but also candidates’ self-concept and
sense of personal value.

The fifth category was relational and status-related burnout. The Entrance Exam was experienced not
only as an individual academic challenge but also as a relational and social burden. Some candidates,
especially repeat candidates, felt judged by family members and others. Blame, comparison, reminders
of previous failures, and pressure about the future intensified their burnout. In such cases, the home
environment became a source of further exhaustion rather than emotional recovery.

The sixth category was temporal disorder and an exhausted lifestyle. Candidates reported irregular
sleep patterns, staying awake until early morning, sleeping during the day, delayed study starts,
excessive phone use, low energy, and a persistent sense of falling behind. This shows that burnout
extended beyond thoughts and emotions and affected the rhythm of everyday life.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that academic burnout among Entrance Exam candidates is a multidimensional
experience shaped by educational pressure, emotional distress, family expectations, digital avoidance,
disrupted routines, and weakened self-perception. Burnout changes candidates’ relationship with
studying, planning, time, family, and the future. Therefore, supporting Entrance Exam candidates
should not be limited to increasing study hours, imposing stricter schedules, or emphasizing rank and
results.

Counselors, schools, families, and educational content producers should pay attention to candidates’
emotional condition, realistic capacity, sleep quality, level of self-blame, use of digital media, and
family atmosphere. Study plans for burned-out candidates should be gradual, flexible, and achievable.
Families should avoid blame, comparison, and constant reminders of failure, because these behaviors
may increase avoidance and academic self-loathing. The study also shows that online narratives can
reveal important aspects of academic burnout that may remain hidden in questionnaires or formal
interviews.
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