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ABSTRACT

Received: 19 Jul 2025 The objective of this study was to identify the key drivers shaping academic and career
Accepted: 15 Nov 2025 guidance for upper secondary school students in Tehran Province. This study employed a
First Available: 16 Nov 2025 qualitative exploratory design using thematic analysis. Participants included university
Final Publication: 22 Dec 2025 experts and educational practitioners with specialized experience in academic and career

guidance. Using purposive and snowball sampling, 24 participants were interviewed
through semi-structured interviews until theoretical saturation was reached. The interviews
were transcribed and coded in MAXQDA and analyzed based on Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase thematic analysis framework. Data trustworthiness was ensured through credibility,
guidance, thematic analysis, upper | dependability, confirmability, and transferability criteria. The analysis resulted in 5
secondary education, driving overarching themes, 16 organizing themes, and 74 basic themes. The overarching themes
factors. included individual enablers, environmental enablers, human enablers, structural enablers,
and curriculum-based enablers. These themes encompassed components such as students’
abilities and interests, cultural attitudes toward occupations, family conditions, labor market
considerations, parental awareness, teacher and counselor competencies, the necessity of
revising guidance programs, the role of technological tools, redesigned policies, revised
content, and improved assessment mechanisms. The final thematic network demonstrated
that effective academic and career guidance requires the coordinated interaction of
individual, social, structural, and curricular factors. The findings highlight that systematic
attention to the identified drivers can enhance the quality of academic and career guidance
and support students in making informed and realistic educational and occupational choices
aligned with their abilities, interests, and labor market needs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Academic and career guidance has become one of the fundamental pillars of modern
education systems, particularly in the context of rapid global changes, evolving labor
markets, and the increasing complexity of educational pathways. Research consistently
demonstrates that students’ transition from school to higher education and eventually to
employment is strongly influenced by the quality of guidance they receive during
secondary schooling (4). Inadequate guidance can lead to poorly informed decisions,
academic underachievement, misalignment between personal abilities and field of study,
and ultimately dissatisfaction in educational and occupational trajectories (1). Given the
long-term implications of academic decisions on individuals’ professional and social
development, the need for comprehensive, structured, and evidence-based guidance
systems is greater than ever (2).

International literature highlights that academic guidance functions not only as an
advisory mechanism but also as an essential component for improving student learning
outcomes, strengthening motivation, and shaping adaptive educational goals. Cognitive
and metacognitive perspectives indicate that successful academic decision-making is
strongly correlated with students’ self-awareness, self-regulation, and understanding of
their learning profiles. For instance, metacognitive theory emphasizes that academic
guidance helps students evaluate their strengths and weaknesses and develop a deeper
understanding of their future learning pathways (5). Other studies have shown that when
guidance incorporates personality traits, cognitive capabilities, and individual interests,
students are more likely to choose academic fields aligned with their long-term goals (18).
These findings underscore the importance of taking a holistic approach to educational
guidance that emphasizes the psychological and cognitive readiness of students.

In addition to psychological factors, social and structural contributors significantly
shape guidance processes. Growing evidence suggests that educational inequalities,
economic disadvantages, and cultural expectations can influence students’ career
aspirations and educational trajectories (7). In societies with stratified education systems,
students from different socioeconomic backgrounds may have unequal access to high-
quality guidance services, resulting in inequitable educational outcomes (8). Reviews of
Nordic and European guidance systems indicate that successful models integrate
counseling into broader educational reforms, emphasizing inclusion, equity, and student



empowerment (29). These considerations highlight the need for guidance models that are
not only pedagogically effective but also socially responsive.

Technological advancements have added a new dimension to the academic guidance
landscape. With the emergence of big data analytics, artificial intelligence, and cloud-based
counseling platforms, innovative systems are increasingly being used to predict students’
academic potential, analyze patterns of achievement, and recommend personalized
learning pathways (30). Al-driven guidance solutions have demonstrated their value in
improving the accuracy and efficiency of decision-making by utilizing large-scale student
data and machine-learning algorithms (14). Similarly, smart academic guidance platforms
based on data-mining processes have shown promising outcomes in enhancing counselor
performance and aligning academic recommendations with students’ personalities and
learning profiles (13, 16). These technological developments signal a transition toward data-
informed, personalized, and adaptive guidance systems.

Within Iran, despite the implementation of several national policies aimed at
improving guidance services, multiple studies reveal persistent challenges in academic and
career counseling. These challenges include outdated guidance procedures, insufficient
training among counselors, weak connections between educational curricula and job
market requirements, and limited parental awareness regarding academic choices. Several
investigations highlight the need for developing comprehensive guidance models that
integrate psychological, social, instructional, and environmental dimensions to support
more effective decision-making among secondary school students (9, 11). Other studies
show that first-generation or disadvantaged families often lack adequate information about
academic opportunities, resulting in suboptimal guidance outcomes (22). Furthermore,
academic guidance remains heavily influenced by traditional patterns, including cultural
stereotypes, prestige-based field selection, and exam-driven orientations, leading to
mismatches between students’ abilities and their chosen fields of study (12, 31).

Given this context, the findings of contemporary research emphasize that academic
guidance for upper secondary students must adopt a multi-layered approach. Such an
approach should consider students’ cognitive and psychological development, family and
social environments, school structures, curriculum design, and technological capacities.
Evidence from studies on local wisdom-based guidance, Al-driven systems, and
metacognitively oriented strategies provide insights for designing more effective models
(17, 27). Additionally, comparative studies have shown that countries with successful
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guidance systems employ integrated frameworks that bridge the gap between education,
personal development, and workforce needs (21, 26).

Considering these findings and the documented shortcomings of current guidance
programs in Iranian secondary schools, it becomes essential to identify the key drivers that
shape academic and career guidance outcomes. Understanding these drivers can support
policy reforms, enhance guidance quality, and enable educators, counselors, and parents to
make more informed decisions. Therefore, the present study seeks to identify and
conceptualize the primary drivers of academic and career guidance among upper secondary
students in Tehran Province, drawing on thematic insights from experts in educational
sciences, counseling, and school leadership.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study employed a qualitative exploratory design using thematic analysis.
Participants were selected through purposive and snowball sampling and included
university faculty members specializing in educational sciences and experienced school
counselors and administrators working in secondary schools. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 24 experts until data saturation was reached. Interviews were
transcribed and analyzed through a six-step thematic analysis process. Credibility and
trustworthiness were enhanced via triangulation, peer review, and member checking.
Coding and theme development were conducted using MAXQDA software.

FINDINGS

Data analysis resulted in the identification of five overarching themes, sixteen
organizing themes, and seventy-four basic themes that collectively represent the drivers
influencing academic and career guidance for upper secondary school students.

The overarching themes included:

(1) Individual Enablers, such as aptitude, personal interests, cognitive capacity,
career orientation, and experiential learning;

(2) Environmental Enablers, including cultural attitudes toward professions,
family economic conditions, social class, and labor-market dynamics;

(3) Human Enablers, representing parental awareness, teacher competencies, and
counselor expertise;

(4) Structural Enablers, involving redesign of guidance programs, modernization
of career-familiarization activities, use of ICT tools, and the application of scientific
assessment instruments;



(5) Curriculum-Based Enablers, including policy redesign, content revision,
Incorporation of practical learning experiences, and modification of assessment methods.

These themes collectively highlight that academic guidance is a multi-dimensional
process influenced by psychological, social, structural, instructional, and technological
factors.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings indicate that effective academic and career guidance requires a
comprehensive understanding of how individual, environmental, and structural factors
intersect to shape students’ educational decisions. The strong emphasis on individual
enablers reflects the critical role of self-awareness, personal interests, and experiential
learning in shaping students’ academic trajectories. Environmental factors underscore how
cultural expectations, family resources, and labor-market realities exert powerful
influences on decision-making. Meanwhile, human enablers highlight the need for well-
trained counselors, informed parents, and supportive teachers.

Structural and curriculum-based enablers reveal that systemic reform is essential for
improving guidance quality. Without modernized guidance programs, updated curricula,
and technologically enhanced assessment systems, students may continue to rely on
fragmented or uninformed decision-making processes. These insights suggest that
educational policymakers must prioritize the redesign of guidance infrastructures to ensure
equitable, accessible, and contextually appropriate support for all students.

Ultimately, the study concludes that addressing the drivers identified in this research
can significantly improve the quality and effectiveness of academic and career guidance in
upper secondary schools. Strengthening these drivers will enable students to make
informed decisions aligned with their abilities, interests, and future opportunities, thereby
fostering more meaningful academic engagement and long-term career success.
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