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ABSTRACT
Received: 12 Apr 2025 This study aimed to systematically identify the indicators of the “goals” element in an
Accepted: 23 Sep 2025 empowering curriculum and evaluate the extent of attention paid to these indicators within
Publication: 22 Dec 2025 the disciplines of Education and Psychology to promote graduate employability. The

research was applied and pragmatic in nature, using a sequential exploratory mixed-
methods design of the instrumental type. The qualitative phase employed phenomenological
analysis through semi-structured interviews and a focus group with 23 higher education
experts and specialists. The quantitative phase used a descriptive-survey approach with a
employability, educational goals,  statjstical population of undergraduate students from three major universities; 275 were
Education, Psychology selected using stratified random sampling. Qualitative data were analyzed by thematic
analysis, and quantitative data by descriptive statistics, one-sample t-tests, and MANOVA.
Qualitative findings revealed 15 core indicators for curriculum goals, including employer
and industry engagement, soft skills development, interdisciplinary perspective, future
foresight, flexibility, alignment with societal realities, technology responsiveness, practical
applicability, clarity and measurability, and cultural and national alignment. Quantitative
analysis showed that while mean scores for all indicators exceeded the baseline (3), overall
attention was moderate and no statistically significant differences were found between
Education and Psychology students. The study highlights the urgent need to revise and
strengthen goal-setting within curricula, particularly in the humanities, to bridge the gap
between higher education and labor market needs, foster employability, and support
sustainable workforce development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

The increasing gap between higher education outcomes and labor market
expectations has become a pressing concern in both developed and developing countries.
As global economies face rapid technological change, digital transformation, and evolving
social needs, traditional higher education curricula — often built on theoretical content
with little practical application — struggle to produce employable graduates (1).
Consequently, the concept of an “empowering curriculum” has emerged as a strategic
response, aiming to prepare students not only with disciplinary knowledge but also with
skills, agency, and adaptability for complex and unpredictable work environments (2).

International research emphasizes that designing educational goals aligned with real-
world employability is critical to closing the skill gap. Curriculum frameworks must
explicitly define competencies that extend beyond academic mastery, such as soft skills,
critical thinking, collaboration, and digital literacy (3, 4). In Iran, the misalignment between
higher education, particularly in the humanities, and market needs has been identified as
one of the main drivers of graduate unemployment (5, 6). A lack of robust and context-
sensitive indicators for curriculum goals has contributed to the persistence of outdated
educational objectives that fail to equip students for current and future work demands (7,
8).

Previous studies have highlighted the significance of defining clear, measurable, and
market-responsive educational goals (9, 10). For example, international models show that
engaging industry stakeholders in curriculum planning fosters practical skill development
and career readiness (14, 16). Locally, scholars argue that Iranian programs need to integrate
global standards while preserving cultural identity and national development priorities (23,
24). Additionally, future-oriented perspectives, including adaptability and foresight, have
been recognized as essential to ensure curricula remain relevant in rapidly evolving labor
markets (18, 20).

In recent years, the integration of technology and data-driven solutions into
curriculum planning has been proposed to strengthen goal-setting and track employability
outcomes. Big data—based career guidance and Al-driven academic advising can help
universities adapt goals dynamically to market needs (26-28). Simultaneously, the push
toward internationalization and global mobility calls for objectives that prepare graduates
for multicultural work environments (29, 30, 32). Aligning local programs with these global
directions while ensuring cultural responsiveness remains a complex challenge (33-35).



Against this backdrop, this study aimed to systematically identify indicators of the
“goals” element in an empowering curriculum tailored to the Iranian higher education
context and assess the degree of attention to these indicators in undergraduate programs in
education and psychology. By bridging theoretical frameworks with empirical data, the
research seeks to contribute to a more purposeful curriculum design that supports
sustainable graduate employability.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design of an
instrumental nature. In the qualitative phase, phenomenological analysis was conducted
using semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion with 23 experts, including
faculty members, curriculum designers, and policymakers familiar with higher education
development and labor market needs. Thematic analysis was used to extract indicators of
empowering curriculum goals, emphasizing credibility and dependability through iterative
coding and member checking.

In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-survey approach was applied. The statistical
population comprised undergraduate students from three major Iranian universities in the
fields of education and psychology. Using proportional stratified random sampling, 275
participants were selected. A questionnaire developed based on the qualitative findings was
administered to evaluate the level of attention to each identified indicator. Descriptive
statistics, one-sample t-tests, and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) were
employed for data analysis.

FINDINGS

The qualitative phase identified 15 key indicators forming a multidimensional
framework for curriculum goals in empowering higher education. At the macro level,
critical indicators included alignment with national development policies and socio-
cultural values, future foresight, adaptability to global changes, and responsiveness to labor
market needs. At the meso level, important dimensions were industry engagement,
interdisciplinary orientation, and technology adaptability. At the micro level, indicators
included practical applicability of objectives, measurability and clarity, integration of soft
skills, and explicit support for self-directed learning and student agency.

Quantitative analysis revealed that the mean scores of all identified indicators were
statistically higher than the neutral benchmark value of 3, indicating moderate to relatively
good attention in existing curricula. However, none of the indicators achieved an optimal
mean level, reflecting a lack of systemic and integrated application. Among the most highly
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rated indicators were ‘“alignment with cultural and national values,” “clarity and
measurability of goals,” and “soft skills development.” Meanwhile, “industry
engagement,” “future foresight,” and “technology adaptability” received comparatively
lower scores.

MANOVA results showed no significant difference between the fields of education
and psychology in terms of attention to the identified indicators, suggesting that the gap
between curricula and labor market needs is a shared challenge across these disciplines.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The results indicate that while some empowering features are present in the goal-
setting of Iranian higher education curricula, there remains a substantial need for systematic
integration and stronger alignment with employability frameworks. The moderate level of
attention found in this study confirms the persistent disconnect between higher education
and labor market expectations observed in other national and international reports (4, 5).

The relatively stronger focus on cultural and national alignment compared to future
foresight and technological adaptability reflects a curriculum culture that prioritizes
identity preservation but underestimates the accelerating pace of global and digital change.
This finding aligns with earlier observations by (9) and (10), who argued that while cultural
responsiveness is essential, overemphasis on local values without integrating global labor
competencies risks isolating graduates from broader opportunities.

The low emphasis on employer and industry engagement resonates with critiques
that Iranian universities remain academically oriented and insufficiently connected to real-
world professional environments (14, 22). Evidence from other contexts demonstrates that
sustained collaboration with industry enhances the relevance of educational objectives and
promotes smoother graduate transitions into employment (3, 29).

Furthermore, the study highlights the insufficient incorporation of future-oriented
and adaptive competencies, a gap also identified by (18) and (20). In rapidly transforming
economies, rigid and static educational objectives fail to equip graduates with resilience
and foresight. Similarly, weak integration of technological readiness contrasts with
international trends advocating digital literacy and data-driven career planning as
foundational goals (26, 28).

The identification of interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary thinking as critical but
underdeveloped echoes calls by (2) and (30) for moving beyond narrow subject
specialization. Empowering curricula must foster problem-solving across disciplinary
boundaries to prepare students for complex, real-world challenges.



Overall, this research underscores the urgent need for Iranian higher education to
adopt a more coherent and evidence-based approach to curriculum goal design.
Strengthening the “goals” element with well-defined, measurable, and market-informed
indicators can help bridge the employability gap, support sustainable economic
development, and empower graduates to navigate both local and global opportunities. By
integrating cultural values with forward-looking, skill-based, and technologically relevant
objectives, universities can better respond to societal needs while remaining globally
competitive.
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