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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to identify the components and objectives of the lower secondary social
studies curriculum based on 21st-century skills.

Methodology: A qualitative research design was employed in two phases. The first phase involved
a research synthesis of 132 academic sources from national and international databases, with 44
studies selected for in-depth analysis based on inclusion and exclusion criteria. In the second phase,
16 semi-structured interviews were conducted with curriculum planners, social studies teachers,
and educational supervisors. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis.

Findings: The results revealed fourteen core themes categorized into three major skill domains:
learning and innovation skills, information and media literacy, and life and career skills. Key
objectives included effective communication, active listening, group collaboration, responsibility,
critical thinking, commitment, and employability. These were integrated into an overarching goal
of “life, communication, and career skills education based on 21st-century competencies.”
Conclusion: The findings indicate that revising the objectives of the lower secondary social studies
curriculum in alignment with 21st-century skills is essential. The identified objectives offer a
coherent and contextually relevant framework for enhancing educational, social, and professional
readiness among students.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

In the context of rapid societal, technological, and educational changes, the integration of 21st-century skills into school curricula has
emerged as a global priority. As societies move toward knowledge-based economies and interconnected cultural landscapes, educational
systems are expected to shift from rote content delivery to cultivating competencies that enable learners to adapt, think critically, and act
responsibly in complex environments (Hamidu & Péter, 2025; Schoots-Snijder et al., 2025). The social studies curriculum, given
its interdisciplinary and civic-oriented character, is uniquely positioned to address this transformative agenda by equipping learners with
social, cultural, and civic competencies essential for democratic participation and lifelong learning (Ashraf, 2021; Manochehri et al.,
2025).

However, in many educational contexts, including Iran, the design and objectives of social studies programs remain largely content-
centered and do not sufficiently reflect the multidimensional competencies required for active global citizenship. The absence of
systematically articulated 21st-century objectives within such curricula has led to a disconnection between students’ learning experiences
and real-world demands (Kabir, 2024; Rebecca, 2025). This misalignment is further exacerbated by a lack of coherence between policy
intentions and pedagogical practice, as observed in several countries undergoing curriculum reform, including Sri Lanka and Uganda

(Namubiru et al., 2024, Ruzeika et al., 2024).

Recent research underscores the necessity of rethinking educational goals by embedding core 21st-century skills such as critical thinking,
communication, collaboration, self-regulated learning, digital fluency, and intercultural competence into subject-specific curricula (Ozen
& Kaplan, 2023; Putra et al., 2024; SarigOZ, 2023). For social studies education at the lower secondary level, this necessitates a
comprehensive re-evaluation of curricular intentions and learning outcomes. Several studies have emphasized the importance of
integrating systems thinking, student agency, and ethical responsibility as key dimensions of competency-based curriculum models
(Guffova et al., 2022; Manochehri et al., 2025; Tabaro, 2018). Moreover, comparative curriculum analyses reveal that countries
successful in aligning their curricula with 21st-century frameworks prioritize cross-cutting skills and ensure vertical and horizontal

consistency across grades and disciplines (Athanasiadis, 2024; Bhowa & Aribino, 2024).

Given the identified gaps and the growing imperative for educational transformation, the present study secks to identify and articulate
the objectives of the lower secondary social studies curriculum in Iran based on the competencies required for 21st-century skills. Through
a qualitative research design combining systematic research synthesis and expert interviews, the study aims to develop a framework of
educational objectives that align with the global discourse on future-oriented learning while remaining contextually grounded in national

educational needs.
Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative methodology in two sequential phases. In the first phase, a research synthesis approach was applied to
analyze existing scholarly literature on 21st-century skills and their incorporation into social studies curricula. A total of 132 academic
sources—including dissertations, journal articles, research reports, and books—were identified through comprehensive searches in both
national (e.g., IranDoc, Magiran, Civilica) and international databases (e.g., Scopus, ERIC, Google Scholar). Following inclusion and
exclusion criteria, 44 high-quality and thematically relevant studies were selected for in-depth analysis using a researcher-developed

coding worksheet.

In the second phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 experts, including curriculum developers, experienced social
studies teachers, and educational group leaders. These participants were chosen through purposive sampling based on their expertise and
experience in curriculum planning. Interviews, each lasting approximately 45 to 60 minutes, were transcribed and analyzed using Braun
and Clarke’s thematic analysis method. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, triangulation, peer debriefing, and member
checking were employed. The synthesis process in phase one followed Roberts’ six-step model, allowing for the development of

conceptual categories aligned with curriculum design and 21st-century competencies.

Findings



The findings of the study resulted in the identification of four atic objectives for the social studies curriculum ali

21st-century skills. These were grouped into three overarching do rning and innovation skills, (2) inform

literacy skills, and (3) life and career skills. Within these domains, severa jectives were articulated bas

both research synthesis and interview data.

Notable objectives under communication and innovation skills included enhancing effectiv

active listening, and promoting acceptance of diverse perspectives. Objectives in the area of collabo

fostering teamwork in multicultural settings, modeling group collaboration, and organizing effective group= > In the domai
of life and career skills, objectives such as enhancing employability skills, encouraging responsibility and professional integrity, and

developing a sense of commitment were emphasized.

Participants also highlighted the importance of cultivating critical thinking, ethical reasoning, adaptability, and civic engagement. These
objectives were seen as foundational to preparing students not just for academic success, but for effective participation in a dynamic and
pluralistic society. Additionally, the integration of digital and media literacy, although less emphasized, was noted as an emerging need,

particularly in light of global digital transformations.

The findings converged around an overarching curricular aim: to develop students’ competencies in “life, communication, and career
skills” grounded in 2 1st-century frameworks. This meta-category represents a synthesis of the diverse skillsets deemed essential for holistic

development in contemporary educational environments.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study reinforce the global consensus that modern curricula must transcend disciplinary boundaries and integrate
essential competencies relevant to 21st-century life. The objectives identified in this research demonstrate a clear shift from content
transmission toward competency-based and student-centered learning goals. The emphasis on interpersonal communication and active

listening reflects similar concerns in existing literature, where such skills are often underrepresented despite being critical for real-world

success (Ashraf, 2021, Kabir, 2024).

Furthermore, the prioritization of collaborative learning echoes findings from both national and international contexts, where teamwork
and group engagement are recognized as powerful mediators of cognitive, emotional, and social growth (BUKen & Artvinli, 2021;
Stolcova et al., 2023). The strong representation of critical thinking, ethical responsibility, and self-regulation within the identified
objectives aligns with calls for learner agency and self-directed education found in heutagogical and systems thinking models (Guffova et
al., 2022; Manochehri et al., 2025).

The study also draws attention to the emerging yet underdeveloped domain of digital competencies within social studies. While not a
primary focus among participants, the implicit inclusion of information evaluation and media literacy indicates the need for future
integration of these skills in a more structured and intentional manner (Athanasiadis, 2024; Hérmann et al., 2023). The curriculum
must respond to the realities of a digitized world where learners are constantly engaged with online information and virtual

communication.

Crucially, the findings reflect the contextual need for alignment between curriculum objectives and the broader social and economic
landscape in Iran. The integration of employability and life readiness skills addresses the ongoing concern that students are graduating
without the tools required to succeed in university or the labor market (Hamidu & Péter, 2025; Mpisili, 2022). By embedding
transferable skills such as adaptability, integrity, and civic awareness into the curriculum, the proposed objectives serve as a bridge

between school learning and real-life application.

This study contribute iculum development discourse by providing a structured framework for rethinking educational goals in

al competencies and local realities. The framework can inform policymakers, curriculum designers,
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