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April 11, 2026 : Sense of belonging to the university, as a social construct, plays a vital role

. in students' academic persistence and success; however, understanding this

June 27, 2026 phenomenon within specific cultural and social contexts requires deep

. exploration. The present study aims to analyze the underlying reasons for the

September 15, 202.6 sense of belonging among female dormitory students toward the university
environment.

: This qualitative research, using grounded theory (Charmaz),
examined 16 female dormitory students at Kurdistan University through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed the data with a three-stage coding process.

: The findings revealed that the sense of belonging for this group of
students is formulated into three theoretical categories: 1) Sanctuary-like
Spatiality, representing the use of the university as a space to escape
patriarchal hegemony and resist the compulsion of marriage; 2) Re-creation of

. . Feminine Identity, referring to autonomy in opposition to family surveillance
The sense of belonging | an{ escaping the determinism of lower-class backgrounds; and 3) Redefinition
among dormitory girls, | of Home and Substitute Belonging, indicating a fear of the familial community

grounded theory, and the formation of sisterly solidarity rooted in shared pain.

resistance to the : The results demonstrate that the university can

coercion of marriage, ' function as a site for resistance and the re-creation of suppressed identities. It

higher .educatlon,. is recommended that educational policymakers enhance such spaces to foster

educational planning. ' gtydents' sense of belonging in a way that supports their personal and social
development.

: This study introduces the concept of "resistance-
based belonging," which shows that students' sense of belonging is not
necessarily a result of adapting to the university but can also be a resistant
action against repressive structures and a safe haven within the university. This
concept offers a new interpretation of social integration theory.
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The sense of belonging to the university, as a socially constructed phenomenon, plays a crucial role
in students’ academic persistence, engagement, and success. Nevertheless, the formation of this
sense among female students who migrate from traditional socio-cultural contexts to the university
environment is often accompanied by complex social and cultural dynamics. In many traditional
settings, young women encounter restrictive gender norms, intensified familial supervision, and
social expectations such as early or compulsory marriage, which shape their educational trajectories
and life opportunities. Entering the university may therefore represent not merely an educational
transition but also a significant spatial and social transformation. Within this context, university
dormitories may function as more than residential facilities; they can become alternative social spaces
where students renegotiate their identities and social relations. Despite the growing body of research
on students’ sense of belonging in higher education, most existing studies conceptualize belonging
primarily through the lens of institutional integration, as reflected in classical frameworks such as
Tinto’s theory of social integration. However, such perspectives often overlook the specific
experiences of female students who migrate from restrictive social environments and whose
belonging may be shaped by processes of resistance, emancipation, and identity reconstruction.
Accordingly, the present study aims to explore how a sense of belonging to the university is formed
in the lived experiences of female dormitory students at the University of Kurdistan. More specifically,
the research investigates whether the wuniversity and dormitory environment reproduce
marginalization and social alienation, or whether they function as a legitimate refuge enabling female
students to resist patriarchal constraints and the pressures associated with early or forced marriage.

This research adopts a qualitative approach based on constructivist grounded theory, following the
methodological framework proposed by Charmaz. The field of the study was the University of
Kurdistan, and the participants consisted of female students residing in university dormitories who
had migrated from towns and rural areas of Kurdistan Province, excluding the city of Sanandaj.
Participants were selected through purposive criterion sampling, complemented by snowball
sampling, in order to access individuals with rich experiential knowledge relevant to the research
topic. Sixteen female dormitory students who had at least two years of dormitory residence
participated in the study. Data were collected through semi-structured audio interviews conducted
via the Rubika platform.

The data collection process continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Data analysis followed
the systematic procedures of grounded theory, including initial coding, focused coding, and
theoretical coding. Through constant comparative analysis, conceptual categories were generated
and refined to explain the processes through which the sense of belonging to the university is
constructed in the participants’ lived experiences.

The findings indicate that the sense of belonging among female dormitory students emerges through

three interconnected conceptual categories. The first category, refuge-like spatiality, refers to the
perception of the university and dormitory as relatively safe and protective environments that enable
students to distance themselves from patriarchal domination, restrictive family surveillance, and
pressures related to early or forced marriage. In this sense, the university space becomes a symbolic
and practical refuge that allows students to pursue education and personal autonomy.
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The second category, re-creation of feminine identity, highlights the processes through which
students redefine their feminine selfhood within the university environment. Through new social
interactions and educational experiences, participants gain opportunities to reconstruct their
identities, reduce the intensity of familial control, and distance themselves from structural limitations
associated with lower socio-economic positions.

The third category, redefinition of home and alternative belonging, reflects the emergence of strong
emotional and social bonds among dormitory residents. Shared experiences of migration, hardship,
and adaptation foster forms of sisterhood solidarity through which students collectively construct an
alternative sense of home and family within the dormitory environment.

Based on the analysis, the study introduces the concept of resistance-based belonging, which
conceptualizes belonging not merely as adaptation to institutional norms but as a socially embedded
practice through which female students symbolically distance themselves from oppressive structures
in their places of origin. Within this framework, the university and dormitory can be interpreted as a
relatively safe feminine heterotopia that enables identity reconstruction, empowerment, and the
formation of supportive social networks.

These findings highlight the importance of recognizing the socio-cultural backgrounds of female
students in higher education policies and underscore the need for university environments that
support autonomy, gender equity, and inclusive belonging.

There was no specific grant or financial support received for this research from any funding agency
in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Based on the findings, educational planners, by accepting this non-traditional function of the
university, can consider the following implications: designing safe and informal spaces to foster
legitimate temporary escapes from the pressures of traditional structures; incorporating curricula
and extracurriculars that help recreate female identity and individual-social empowerment;
facilitating the formation of sisterly solidarity through peer support groups and student centers with
an emphasis on emotional and academic support; and redefining the role of the dormitory and
university space from simply a "place of residence and education" to an "identity-building shelter" in
student support policies.

The first author prepared the introduction and theoretical framework of the study. The second author
was responsible for the methodology and data collection. The third author conducted the data
analysis and prepared the findings section. The fourth author wrote the discussion and conclusion.
All authors reviewed the manuscript, approved the final version, and agreed to be accountable for all
aspects of the work.

The author declares that there is no conflict of interest regarding the publication of this article.

The author used Al-based tools for editing, translation, and language refinement of this manuscript.
All intellectual contributions, conceptual development, and scientific arguments were solely
developed by the author. The initial idea for this study emerged from classroom discussions, and the
sincere responses of the students substantially contributed to shaping the research idea. The author
would like to express sincere appreciation to all participants for sharing their experiences.
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