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ABSTRACT

The present study aimed to design and validate a value-based, skills-oriented
curriculum model for leading the first cycle of secondary education in Iran's
educational system using an exploratory-sequential mixed-methods approach
(qualitative-quantitative). In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 12 curriculum planning and educational management experts
(purposeful sampling continued until theoretical saturation). The data were analyzed
using thematic analysis in MAXQDA 2020. In the quantitative phase, a 56-item
Likert-scale questionnaire was administered to 382 teachers and principals of the first
cycle of secondary education in Golestan province (stratified random sampling,
Cochran's formula). The model fit was confirmed using Smart PLS, and a strong
overall goodness-of-fit index (GOF=0.854) was obtained. The findings revealed that
the proposed model achieved a very high consensus across five dimensions: necessity,
objectives, content, teaching-learning methods, and assessment. Notably, there was
100% consensus on cultivating problem-solving skills, preparation for real life out of
school, increasing motivation, project-based and collaborative learning, technology
integration, performance assessment, continuous feedback, flexible content, and full
alignment with societal needs. By emphasizing life and soft skills, moral values,
practical activities, and talent discovery, this model transforms students into
responsible, creative, and self-confident citizens and effectively bridges the gap
between traditional education and real life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The skill-based curriculum, as one of the most important educational
approaches of the 21st century, aims to bridge the deep gap between
formal education and the real needs of life, labor market, and a dynamic
society. The first cycle of secondary education (grades 7-9), due to
students’ transition to adolescence and identity formation, is the optimal
period for implementing this approach. Iran’s education system
currently faces challenges such as declining learning motivation,
behavioral problems, academic dropout, irrelevant textbook content,
and a significant gap with modern societal needs. Our review of
literature revealed a strong consensus on transitioning from content-
centered and exam-oriented curricula to skill-based, project-based,
technology-enhanced, and ethics-oriented models. However, no
comprehensive, localized, and validated model specific to Iran’s first
secondary cycle has yet been proposed. The present study aimed to
design and validate an ethics-centered skill-based curriculum model for
this educational stage, providing a practical and implementable
framework for macro-level policy-making and genuine curriculum
transformation.

Research Questions

What is the pattern of objectives and content in a skill-based curriculum
for the first cycle of secondary education (with an emphasis on
educational leadership)?

Literature Review

Review of research in Iran between 2021 and 2025 converges on the
necessity of shifting from content-based to skill-based, problem-based,
project-based, and game-based curricula. AbdiPour et al. (2025)
identified four key necessities for implementing skill-based learning in
vocational  schools:  macro-policymaking, flexible curricula,
entrepreneurship, and stakeholder participation. Sandegol Nezami et al.
(2025) highlighted critical thinking, creativity, self-regulation, and
digital literacy as key achievements, while noting infrastructural
challenges and resistance from the traditional system. Liravi et al.
(2025) proposed a game-based task model with eight developmental
and five executive dimensions. Payedar Ardakani et al. (2025)
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suggested a ten-component model for lower secondary education
focusing on holistic growth and practical skills. Naghipour et al. (2025)
designed a problem-based model with 70 components. Overall, studies
in Iran emphasize policy change, teacher empowerment, content
redesign, and performance-based assessment. International studies
align with these findings, viewing skill-based curricula as key to
meeting 21st-century demands. Rafig-uz-Zaman and Nadeem (2025) in
Pakistan identified institutional planning and industry links as critical
success factors. Arpa and Alam (2025) in Bangladesh found that skill-
based curricula increase students’ interest and performance. Buddhadev
(2025) emphasized 4C skills and project-based learning as the future of
education. Otieno (2024) confirmed effectiveness in Tanzania but noted
resource shortages. OLA-ADAMS (2023) in Nigeria developed a skill-
based leadership curriculum to supplement civic education.
Collectively, international research—Ilike domestic studies—stresses
integrating 21st-century skills, industry-education collaboration,
teacher training, digital infrastructure, supportive policies, and
overcoming cultural resistance and resource limitations:

Methodology

This research employed a mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative)
exploratory sequential design. In the qualitative phase, the population
consisted of curriculum and educational management experts at
national and provincial levels. Semi-structured interviews with 12
experts holding PhD or Master’s degrees in relevant fields (selected
through purposeful sampling) continued until theoretical saturation was
obtained. The interview protocol included five main questions on
necessity, objectives, content, teaching-learning methods, and
evaluation. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis in MAXQDA
2020. In the quantitative phase, the population comprised all first-cycle
secondary teachers and principals in Golestan Province. Using
Cochran’s formula (95% confidence), a sample of 382 was selected via
stratified random sampling. The researcher-made 56-item Likert-scale
questionnaire was validated (CVI1>0.8, construct validity KMO=0.85,
confirmatory factor analysis CFI=0.93, RMSEA=0.06) with excellent
reliability (Cronbach’s 0=0.921, composite reliability >0.9). Data were
analyzed using SPSS and Smart PLS, achieving a strong overall model
fit (GOF=0.854).
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Results

Thematic analysis yielded five main dimensions: necessity, objectives,
content, teaching-learning methods, and evaluation. Regarding
necessity, 91.67% consensus emerged on developing life and soft skills
(critical thinking, problem-solving, time/stress management) and
enhancing learning motivation. In objectives, full consensus (100%)
was reached on three core goals: problem-solving skills, preparation for
real life, and motivation enhancement, with over 83% agreement on
responsible and creative citizenship and reducing the education-society
gap. In content, four 100% consensuses included problem-solving
instruction, flexible and engaging content, and complete alignment with
societal needs; high emphasis was also placed on group projects
(91.67%), respect for others (91.67%), talent discovery (83.33%), and
digital/technology skills (>75%). In teaching-learning methods, the
strongest consensus (nine items at 100%) covered project-based and
group learning, digital platforms, performance-based assessment,
project presentation, continuous feedback, method flexibility,
responsiveness to diverse needs, and engaging approaches. Teacher-as-
facilitator role (66.67%) and communication skills (75%) were also
prominent. Although evaluation was not presented separately,
performance-based assessment, continuous feedback, and digital tools
were strongly evident throughout the model. The final model,
emphasizing life/soft skills, ethical values, technology, and practical
activities, offers a comprehensive, student-centered, ethics-oriented
framework, quantitatively validated with an excellent GOF=0.854.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that an ethics-centered skill-based curriculum
in the first secondary cycle is not merely an option but an inevitable
necessity to simultaneously address three major crises in Iran’s
education system: declining motivation, adolescent behavioral issues,
and the gap between schooling and real life context. The unprecedented
expert consensus on problem-solving, real-life preparation, and
motivation as foundational pillars reflects a deep understanding of this
developmental stage and the inadequacy of traditional curricula. In
comparison with studies in Iran (Abdi-Pour et al., Payedar Ardakani et
al., 1404 SH) and international research (Rafig-uz-Zaman, Arpa &
Alam, 2025); the research revealed complete alignment on 4C skills,
project-based learning, and teacher role transformation; however, the
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present study advanced further by providing precise quantitative
consensus, a strong ethical dimension, and a statistically validated
model. Simultaneous emphasis on ethical values (respect,
responsibility, honesty) and 21st-century skills created a localized yet
globally compatible model.

Conclusion

The paradigm shift from teacher-centered, exam-oriented education to
student-centered, project-based, performance-assessed learning,
coupled with extensive technology integration and continuous
evaluation, deepens and sustains learning while fostering self-
confidence, self-regulation, and responsible citizenship. The
exceptionally high model fit (GOF=0.854) confirms its practicality and
feasibility. Ultimately, implementing this ethics-centered skill-based
curriculum can lead Iran toward educating a competent, creative, self-
confident generation committed to Islamic-Iranian values and ready to
contribute to a knowledge-based, global society. It is recommended that
the Ministry of Education immediately develop a transformation
document based on this model and initiate pilot implementation in
selected schools.
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