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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the factors influencing professional identity through the hidden
curriculum approach among university students in Mazandaran Province. This study is applied in terms of
its purpose and employs a mixed-methods approach (qualitative and quantitative). The statistical
population in the qualitative section included 20 experts and faculty members in the field of educational
sciences, and in the quantitative section included 47,507 university students from Mazandaran Province.
The sample size in the qualitative phase was 12 participants, and in the quantitative phase, 380 students
were selected using Cochran’s formula and stratified random sampling based on academic fields. In the
qualitative section, semi-structured interviews were used, and in the quantitative section, a researcher-
made questionnaire on professional identity based on the hidden curriculum was employed. This
questionnaire included 17 items and 1 dimension labeled “causal conditions,” with one component titled
“educational experiences.” For qualitative data analysis, the study followed the three stages of open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. For quantitative data analysis, exploratory factor analysis,
confirmatory factor analysis, and structural equation modeling were used. The results indicated that
educational experiences, as a key variable within the hidden curriculum, have a significant impact on the
formation of students’ professional identity, with a coefficient of 0.752. This value indicates a moderate to
strong effect of causal conditions on the formation of professional identity. Overall, it can be concluded that
educational experiences play an indispensable role in the formation, enhancement, and direction of
students’ professional identity. Therefore, universities and educational institutions must consistently and
comprehensively evaluate the quality of these experiences and create appropriate conditions for their
enhancement.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Professional identity is a multidimensional construct reflecting an individual's self-concept in relation
to their profession. It encompasses the internalization of values, roles, attitudes, and expectations
related to one's professional domain. The formation of this identity plays a critical role in shaping
motivation, resilience, and commitment among students and practitioners across various disciplines.
It is increasingly recognized that the development of professional identity does not occur in isolation
or through formal education alone; instead, it is profoundly shaped by contextual, experiential, and
relational factors within the educational environment (Cruess et al., 2019).

Within this context, the hidden curriculum—comprising the implicit values, norms, and social
interactions embedded in academic settings—has gained scholarly attention as a key mechanism
for professional identity formation. The hidden curriculum often operates through informal learning
experiences, institutional culture, peer dynamics, and the behavior of faculty members, influencing
students' perceptions of their professional selves in ways that formal curricula cannot capture
(Anegas et al., 2021; Sarraf-Yazdi et al., 2021). These influences are particularly salient during the

WY



Sl Jg% 3 53p drugi

university years when students are navigating not only academic challenges but also the
expectations and norms of their future professions (Tomlinson & Jackson, 2021).

In recent years, numerous studies have emphasized the transformative impact of experiential
learning on the development of professional identity. Learning environments that offer meaningful
interactions, real-world problem-solving opportunities, and reflective practices are known to facilitate
a stronger sense of belonging and professional growth (Toh et al., 2022; Zeng et al., 2022). Moreover,
elements such as mentorship, participation in collaborative projects, simulation-based education,
and exposure to interdisciplinary tasks are increasingly viewed as crucial contributors to students'
evolving identity as future professionals (Dickinson et al., 2022; Mount et al., 2022).

Research in nursing, teacher education, and medical education has consistently demonstrated that
professional identity is significantly enhanced when students engage in authentic, context-rich
learning experiences (Yakov et al., 2021; Yao et al., 2021). In particular, experiential learning facilitates
the development of soft skills such as empathy, critical thinking, communication, and teamwork—
competencies that are essential for navigating the complexities of professional life. Furthermore,
when students perceive alignment between their learning experiences and professional aspirations,
they report greater satisfaction, reduced burnout, and stronger commitment to their career path (Li
et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2024).

Despite growing interest in the relationship between the hidden curriculum and professional identity,
research within the lIranian context—especially in relation to undergraduate students—remains
limited. Addressing this gap, the present study aims to identify the factors influencing professional
identity formation through the lens of the hidden curriculum among students in Mazandaran province.
By employing a mixed-methods design, this research not only captures the depth of students’ lived
experiences but also tests the structural relationships between experiential learning and professional
identity. In doing so, the study contributes to a broader understanding of how implicit educational
practices shape students' identity trajectories and offers implications for designing more effective
and inclusive learning environments in higher education (Brouwer, 2021; Czerniawski, 2023; Jackson,
2017; Zhao, 2022).

Methods and Materials

This research employed a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative data
collection and analysis. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12
experts in the fields of curriculum studies and educational management, all of whom had a minimum
of 10 years of experience and were recognized for their scholarly work on professional identity and
hidden curriculum. The purpose of the qualitative phase was to extract key components and
conditions influencing professional identity.

The findings from the interviews were subjected to open, axial, and selective coding to identify major
themes and categories. Based on these results, a structured questionnaire was developed for the
quantitative phase of the study.

The quantitative phase involved a stratified random sample of 380 students from universities in
Mazandaran province, selected from a larger population of 47,507 students. The survey included 17
items measured on a five-point Likert scale and was designed to assess one main dimension—
causal conditions—with a central focus on the component of educational experiences.

Quantitative data were analyzed using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis as well as
structural equation modeling. All statistical procedures were conducted using SPSS v21 and
SmartPLS v3.2 software.
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Findings

The results of the qualitative phase revealed five core subthemes under the main category of
“educational experiences”: practical and applied learning, development of individual and group skills,
active learning and critical thinking, interaction with mentors and specialists, and interdisciplinary
and specialized training. These themes emerged from 39 open codes derived from expert interviews.
The selective coding indicated that educational experiences represent a major causal condition
affecting students’ professional identity.

Descriptive statistics from the quantitative data indicated that the mean scores for all questionnaire
items were above 3, with the highest mean (4.36) attributed to scenarios involving hands-on
experience and the lowest mean (3.11) related to interdisciplinary education. The results
demonstrated a strong level of student agreement on the importance of experiential learning in
shaping their professional outlook.

In terms of structural modeling, the relationship between educational experiences and causal
conditions was measured with a factor loading of 0.998, indicating a very high degree of association.
Moreover, the causal conditions had a direct effect size of 0.752 on the formation of professional
identity. This value indicates a moderate to strong impact, validating the central hypothesis of the
study.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the critical role of educational experiences as a central element
within the hidden curriculum in shaping students' professional identity. The strong statistical
relationship between experiential learning and identity formation underscores the importance of
creating learning environments that go beyond the transmission of formal knowledge. Instead, these
environments must foster authentic, interactive, and context-rich experiences that resonate with
students' aspirations and future roles.

Through hands-on learning, collaborative projects, mentoring, and interdisciplinary training, students
are not merely acquiring technical knowledge—they are internalizing professional values, building
confidence, and developing a deeper understanding of their social and ethical responsibilities. These
experiences help bridge the gap between theoretical instruction and the realities of professional life,
making identity formation a more coherent and meaningful process.

The study also reinforces the idea that professional identity is not formed in isolation but is co-
constructed through relationships, institutional culture, and the implicit messaging embedded in
educational practices. The hidden curriculum, while often overlooked, serves as a powerful vehicle
for transmitting the ethos of a profession. When deliberately structured and positively oriented, it can
significantly enhance the educational impact of higher institutions.

By capturing both expert perspectives and student voices, this research provides a comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms through which professional identity is cultivated in university
settings. It also demonstrates the value of using mixed-methods approaches to study complex
psychological and educational constructs, enabling a more nuanced interpretation of both qualitative
insights and quantitative patterns.

The implications of this study are profound. Universities and educational policymakers should
prioritize the integration of experiential and reflective learning strategies into their curricular design.
Faculty development programs should emphasize the influence of hidden curriculum, encouraging
instructors to model professionalism in their interactions and to facilitate opportunities for students
to explore their emerging identities in supportive and constructive ways.
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Ultimately, fostering professional identity is not a peripheral concern but a fundamental objective of
higher education. By recognizing and leveraging the potential of the hidden curriculum, institutions
can contribute not only to academic success but also to the development of socially responsible,
resilient, and engaged professionals capable of navigating the complexities of contemporary
professional landscapes.
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