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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the present study was to design and validate a curriculum model for social
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Accepted: 19 Jul 2025 studies at the lower secondary education level based on 21st-century skills. This research is
Available Online: 25 Oct 2025 developmental-applied in nature and exploratory mixed-method (qualitative and

quantitative) based on its objectives. The statistical population for the interview phase
Keywords included curriculum planning experts, specialized social studies teachers, and educational

group leaders in social studies. The sample consisted of 16 individuals who were selected
through purposive sampling based on inclusion and exclusion criteria for the interview. The
sample size was determined according to data saturation. The statistical population for the
questionnaire and model validation phase included curriculum planning experts, specialized
social studies teachers, educational group leaders, and doctoral students in curriculum
planning at universities in Tabriz, totaling 700 individuals. The sample comprised 244
participants selected using the convenience sampling method, with the number determined
according to the Morgan table. To collect research data, three instruments were used:
research synthesis, semi-structured interviews, and a questionnaire, all of which were
confirmed to be valid and reliable. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26 and
PLS version 3. According to the research findings, the proposed curriculum model for social
studies based on 21st-century skills consists of three main components, eleven
subcomponents, and fifty-eight concepts. It can be confidently stated that all three
components, eleven subcomponents, and fifty-eight concepts are sufficiently robust to be
retained in the model. Therefore, the proposed model demonstrates an acceptable level of
fit. Additionally, the results showed that the designed model possesses desirable internal
consistency and reliability. It can be confidently asserted that the convergent validity of the
model is confirmed, indicating that the designed curriculum model for social studies in
lower secondary education based on 21st-century skills has satisfactory validity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

In the face of rapid global transformations brought about by technological
advancement, digitalization, and globalization, the development of 21st-century skills has
emerged as a cornerstone of modern education systems worldwide. These skills—
encompassing critical thinking, creativity, collaboration, communication, information
literacy, and adaptability—are vital for students to function effectively in complex,
technology-driven societies (1-3). The curriculum, as the principal medium of education,
plays a central role in embedding these competencies in the learning process. As such,
revising traditional curricula to align with these skills has become a pressing global
educational priority (10, 21).

Social studies, as a core subject in secondary education, holds a strategic position in
fostering civic awareness, ethical reasoning, historical perspective, and cultural literacy.
Yet in many systems, including the Iranian context, the social studies curriculum at the
lower secondary level has been criticized for its insufficient alignment with the demands
of 21st-century learning (8, 9). International efforts have demonstrated the importance of
integrating competency-based approaches, emphasizing skills such as critical analysis,
digital literacy, and social engagement. For example, studies conducted in Uganda and
Tanzania have illustrated how curriculum reforms focused on competence-based education
(CBE) can better equip students for higher education and the workforce (4, 5).

Similarly, empirical work from Slovakia and Turkey has highlighted the gaps in
current educational standards when it comes to embedding 21st-century skills
systematically in social studies and mathematics curricula (13, 23). Furthermore, scholars
emphasize that these skills should not only be taught in isolation but integrated holistically
across subjects, supported by technology and project-based learning methods (12, 24).
Indeed, curriculum design that facilitates student agency, real-world problem solving, and
collaborative inquiry is increasingly being advocated for (21).

In Iran, several efforts have been made to explore the role of critical thinking and
technology integration in secondary education. Studies such as those by (26) and (8) have
revealed significant shortcomings in existing curricula with regard to the incorporation of
digital competencies and higher-order thinking. As a result, there is a growing call among
educators and researchers for the design of a new curriculum model for social studies in



lower secondary education—one that is both scientifically grounded and locally adaptable
to Iranian cultural and pedagogical contexts (11, 17).

Given this backdrop, the present study aims to design and validate a curriculum
model for social studies in lower secondary education in Iran, grounded in the theoretical
framework of 21st-century skills. Drawing from both national educational priorities and
international curriculum development trends, this research seeks to offer a context-
sensitive, empirically tested, and practically implementable model for curriculum
innovation.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study adopted an exploratory mixed-methods design, incorporating both
qualitative and quantitative approaches. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 16 experts, including curriculum planners, experienced
social studies teachers, and regional subject coordinators. Participants were selected via
purposive sampling based on their expertise and relevance to the topic.

In the quantitative phase, a questionnaire was developed based on the qualitative
findings and distributed to a larger sample of 244 participants, consisting of curriculum
specialists, social studies educators, and doctoral students in the field of curriculum studies.
The total target population was 700, and the sample size was determined using Morgan’s
table. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26 for descriptive statistics and PLS version
3 for confirmatory factor analysis and model validation. Instruments included document
synthesis, expert interviews, and a researcher-made questionnaire, all of which were
subjected to reliability and validity checks.

FINDINGS

The findings led to the development of a comprehensive curriculum model for social
studies based on 21st-century skills, comprising three major components, eleven
subcomponents, and fifty-eight key concepts. The model demonstrated strong internal
consistency and high reliability, as confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha values and composite
reliability indices. The Fornell-Larcker criterion was applied to confirm discriminant
validity, showing that the square root of the AVE (Average Variance Extracted) for each
construct exceeded the inter-construct correlations.

Convergent validity was also verified through high factor loadings of the observed
variables on their respective latent constructs. The model fit indices, including R?, SRMR
(Standardized Root Mean Square Residual), and GOF (Goodness of Fit), indicated a
satisfactory level of fit, suggesting the structural integrity of the proposed framework. All
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three main components and their corresponding subcomponents were retained based on
statistical significance and theoretical relevance.

The results also demonstrated that the proposed model is highly consistent with the
local educational context and adaptable for nationwide implementation. It captured
essential skill domains such as digital literacy, problem solving, ethical reasoning, global
awareness, and collaborative learning—skills that are often underrepresented in traditional
Iranian curricula.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of the present study reinforce the critical need for a restructured and
forward-looking social studies curriculum in Iranian lower secondary education. The
identified components reflect a holistic understanding of 21st-century competencies,
aligned with both international standards and indigenous educational needs. The validation
of the proposed model using robust statistical techniques confirms its theoretical soundness
and practical feasibility.

One of the central strengths of the model lies in its integration of digital literacy and
information technology, aligning with global trends that underscore the role of ICT in
modern education. This aligns with previous research that emphasizes the significance of
technology-aided project-based learning in fostering critical thinking and problem-solving
skills among students. The emphasis on learner agency, collaborative work, and ethical
engagement ensures that the model transcends the narrow boundaries of rote learning and
passive instruction.

Furthermore, the model reflects an awareness of local implementation challenges. It
draws on the lived experiences and insights of Iranian educators, making it context-
sensitive and culturally responsive. This is particularly significant in light of studies that
caution against the wholesale adoption of foreign curriculum models without adequate
localization. By blending global frameworks with national priorities, the model addresses
both educational equity and innovation.

Another contribution of the study is the methodological rigor with which the model
was developed and validated. The use of exploratory mixed methods allowed for an in-
depth understanding of curriculum needs and priorities from multiple stakeholder
perspectives. The involvement of doctoral students, educators, and curriculum designers
ensured that the model was theoretically informed and practically grounded.

In conclusion, the study offers a validated and adaptable curriculum model for social
studies education, designed to equip Iranian students with the skills they need to navigate



the complexities of the 21st century. The model supports a shift from content-heavy
curricula toward skill-based, learner-centered instruction. If adopted and implemented
effectively, this curriculum framework has the potential to transform social studies
education into a dynamic, empowering, and future-oriented domain.
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