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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a career readiness model for female senior high school students
in Tehran to facilitate their transition into the labor market. This applied-developmental study employed an
exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, Strauss and Corbin’s systematic
grounded theory approach was applied, and 16 experts from public education, higher education, and the
labor market were purposively recruited until theoretical saturation was reached. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. In the quantitative
phase, the extracted model was validated using a researcher-developed questionnaire administered to
360 female students enrolled in theoretical-track senior high schools in Tehran’s educational districts 1, 5,
11, 14, and 15, selected through cluster random sampling. Questionnaire reliability was confirmed by a
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.87. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) was
conducted using SmartPLS 3. Structural equation modeling showed that causal conditions had a positive
and significant effect on the core phenomenon of skill and employment readiness (3=0.401, t=6.124), while
contextual conditions also exerted a significant positive effect (8=0.351, t=5.176). In contrast, the effect of
intervening conditions on the core phenomenon was not statistically significant (3=0.092, t=1.808). The
core phenomenon had a strong positive effect on implementation strategies (8=0.565, t=12.298), and
these strategies significantly predicted positive outcomes ($=0.517, t=9.912). AVE values ranged from
0.51 to 0.55 and composite reliability coefficients from 0.71 to 0.83. Moreover, HTMT=0.80, SRMR=0.067,
and GOF=0.80 supported the reliability, validity, and overall fit of the proposed model. The proposed model
indicates that effective preparation of female students for the labor market depends on the coordinated
interaction of causal and contextual conditions, enhancement of skill and career readiness, and
implementation of practical strategies. Accordingly, curriculum reform, strengthened career counseling,
development of applied competencies, and systematic school-labor market linkages may substantially
enhance female students’ employability and successful school-to-work transition.

Keywords: Career readiness, Female students, Senior high school, Skills training, Labor market,
Employability.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rapid technological, economic, and social transformations have substantially altered the nature of
contemporary employment and the competencies required for successful participation in the labor
market. Formal educational attainment alone can no longer guarantee employability, as individuals
increasingly need an integrated set of technical, interpersonal, cognitive, entrepreneurial, and digital
competencies. From a human capital perspective, education becomes economically and socially
productive when it develops competencies that can be effectively transferred to real-world
occupational settings (Akyildiz, 2025). Accordingly, preparing students for the school-to-work
transition has become an important responsibility of educational systems, particularly at the upper

secondary level, where students begin to form clearer occupational identities, aspirations, and
educational-career plans (Putra et al., 2026; Yousef, 2024).
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Career readiness is a multidimensional construct extending beyond the acquisition of occupation-
specific technical skills. Contemporary labor markets increasingly require communication,
collaboration, problem-solving, self-management, adaptability, resilience, digital literacy, and the
capacity for continuous learning. Research among vocational students has demonstrated that soft
skills and digital literacy contribute significantly to work readiness and that self-efficacy plays an
important role in translating individual competencies into readiness for occupational participation
(Arfandi et al., 2026). Similarly, social, emotional, and behavioral competencies such as self-
management, innovation, social engagement, and emotional resilience constitute important
resources for maintaining students' engagement and adaptation during adolescence (Pellegrino et
al., 2026). Career aspirations are also important because a clearer orientation toward future
occupational goals may strengthen students’ academic engagement and motivate purposeful
educational decision-making (Ma et al., 2025).

An important challenge, however, is the persistent gap between classroom-based theoretical
instruction and the practical expectations of employers. Experiential learning perspectives suggest
that competencies are more effectively developed when learners engage in concrete experiences,
reflection, conceptualization, and active application (Aguilar & Tafesse, 2026). Likewise, situated
learning emphasizes that knowledge and professional competencies are more meaningful when
developed within authentic or simulated occupational contexts (Yoo & Salisbury-Glennon, 2025).
Empirical studies have therefore highlighted the importance of work-integrated learning, internships,
apprenticeship models, and career-shadowing experiences for developing technical,
communication, decision-making, and problem-solving capabilities (Ansari, 2025; Bankole et al.,
2023; Onkst & Nice, 2026; Wahyuningsih et al., 2025). Technology-based approaches, including
augmented reality and virtual educational experiences, may further expand opportunities for students
to explore occupations and develop career-related competencies before entering actual workplaces
(Bhakti et al., 2025; Hadian Seyedmahaleh et al., 2022).

Career guidance constitutes another essential component of readiness. Effective guidance should
move beyond providing information about academic fields and occupations and instead facilitate
self-awareness, recognition of interests and abilities, career exploration, decision-making, and
realistic planning. Evidence suggests that career guidance can enhance secondary students'
preparedness for occupational decision-making (Vitoratos, 2025), while structured college- and
career-readiness interventions can support students during the formative years of high school (Bhat
& Stevens, 2021). School counselors may also contribute to equitable postsecondary opportunities by
facilitating self-awareness, academic planning, and systematic career exploration (Mack et al., 2022).
For female students, career readiness is additionally shaped by gender-related social and cultural
conditions. Women's occupational trajectories may be constrained by gender stereotypes,
expectations surrounding appropriate occupations, family responsibilities, and structural limitations
in access to professional opportunities (de Paula et al., 2026). Gendered perceptions of occupational
alternatives have also been observed in traditionally male-dominated fields, indicating that
occupational choices cannot be understood solely as expressions of individual preference (Infante-
Perea et al., 2025). Social relationships, family support, peer networks, and access to social and
cultural capital may therefore influence the extent to which adolescent girls perceive occupational
goals as attainable (Rizzuto et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2026).

Within Iran, several studies have identified persistent problems in connecting secondary education
with labor-market requirements. Skill mismatch has been associated with unemployment (Eisazadeh
et al., 2017), while studies of secondary education have highlighted insufficient practical training,
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weak career counseling, limited attention to soft skills, and inadequate collaboration between schools
and economic organizations (Hamedi et al., 2023; Jamshidi et al.,, 2023). Other studies have
emphasized the need for coherent skills-training policies, entrepreneurship education, curriculum
redesign, competent school management, and institutional support (Ghofrani et al., 2022;
Heshmatifar et al., 2022; Jadi Gargar et al., 2021; Kashmiri et al., 2023). Despite these contributions,
there remains a need for an integrated and context-sensitive model specifically addressing the
career readiness of female upper secondary students by simultaneously incorporating individual,
familial, educational, cultural, economic, institutional, and labor-market factors. Therefore, the
present study aimed to design and validate a career readiness model for female senior high school
students in Tehran for entering the labor market.

Materials and Methods

This applied-developmental study used an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design consisting
of qualitative and quantitative phases. The qualitative phase was conducted using the systematic
grounded theory approach of Strauss and Corbin. Participants consisted of experts from three
domains: public education, higher education, and the labor market. Purposive sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved after 16 semi-structured interviews. Data collection and
analysis proceeded concurrently through constant comparison. Open coding was first used to
identify initial concepts, followed by axial coding to organize concepts within the paradigmatic
dimensions of causal conditions, core phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, and consequences. Selective coding was subsequently employed to integrate and refine
the categories into a coherent model.

Qualitative trustworthiness was assessed through researcher agreement and participant validation.
Inter-coder agreement was examined across open, axial, and selective coding stages, while member
checking was used to assess correspondence between extracted categories and participants'
perspectives.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed questionnaire based on the qualitative findings
was administered to 360 female students enrolled in theoretical-track senior high schools in Tehran's
educational districts 1, 5, 11, 14, and 15. Participants were selected through cluster random
sampling. Content validity was reviewed by specialists, and the instrument demonstrated a
Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient of 0.87. The quantitative model was assessed using Partial
Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling in SmartPLS 3. The measurement model was evaluated
using factor loadings, convergent validity, composite reliability, discriminant validity, and HTMT,
while the structural model was assessed through path coefficients, t statistics, R2, Q?, effect size,
SRMR, and overall goodness-of-fit indices.

Findings

Qualitative analysis resulted in 42 initial codes, which were consolidated into 12 subcategories and
ultimately organized within six principal paradigmatic dimensions. Causal conditions encompassed
individual, familial, school-related, social, and economic-political factors. The core phenomenon was
defined as systematic and comprehensive preparation of female theoretical-track upper secondary
students for labor-market entry. Contextual conditions included school-industry relationships, macro-
level educational and economic policies, resources and infrastructure, and family-social
circumstances. Intervening conditions consisted of gender restrictions, cultural attitudes, insufficient
facilities, rapid technological change, family pressure, and unstable macro-level policies.

Six major strategic domains emerged: redesigning educational content, establishing systematic
career counseling, developing soft and entrepreneurial skills, strengthening cooperation with the
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private sector, implementing nationwide skills-development programs, and creating formal linkages
between education and employment. Anticipated consequences included enhanced employability,
reduced unemployment, increased financial independence, improved self-confidence, contribution
to sustainable development, and changes in cultural attitudes toward female employment.

The quantitative findings supported most of the proposed structural relationships. Causal conditions
had a significant positive effect on the core phenomenon of skills and employment readiness
(B=0.401, t=6.124). Contextual conditions also exerted a significant positive effect on the core
phenomenon (=0.351, t=5.176). In contrast, the direct effect of intervening conditions on the core
phenomenon was positive but statistically nonsignificant (=0.092, t=1.808).

The core phenomenon had a strong and significant positive effect on implementation strategies
(B=0.565, t=12.298), and implementation strategies significantly predicted positive individual and
social consequences (=0.517, t=9.912).

All 40 indicators of the proposed model were retained. Factor loadings ranged from 0.522 to 0.839.
Average variance extracted values ranged from 0.51 to 0.55, while composite reliability coefficients
ranged from 0.71 to 0.83. The HTMT value was 0.80, supporting discriminant validity. R? values
ranged from 0.27 to 0.61, indicating acceptable explanatory power, and Q2 values ranged from 0.16
to 0.18, supporting predictive relevance. The reported effect size was 0.58. Furthermore, SRMR was
0.067 and the overall goodness-of-fit index was 0.80, indicating satisfactory overall model fit.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that female students' career readiness should be conceptualized as a
systemic rather than exclusively individual phenomenon. Although motivation, self-efficacy,
interests, communication skills, and career maturity are important, their effects unfold within broader
family, school, social, economic, and institutional environments. The significant contribution of causal
conditions indicates that students become more prepared for occupational participation when
individual capabilities are reinforced by family support, appropriate educational experiences,
supportive social expectations, and realistic awareness of labor-market conditions.

The significant effect of contextual conditions further demonstrates that individual motivation alone
is insufficient. Schools require appropriate infrastructure, updated curricula, meaningful partnerships
with employers, and coherent educational and employment policies. Career readiness consequently
depends on whether educational institutions provide students with opportunities to convert
theoretical knowledge into practical competencies. A weak school-industry relationship may leave
students academically qualified but occupationally inexperienced.

The nonsignificant direct effect of intervening conditions is also informative. Gender stereotypes,
cultural expectations, family pressure, technological changes, and policy instability may not
independently determine readiness in every student; instead, these factors may influence how
effectively causal and contextual resources can be translated into career preparation. Their impact
may therefore be indirect, conditional, or dependent on the availability of protective factors such as
strong self-efficacy, supportive families, effective counseling, and access to practical training.

The strong relationship between the core phenomenon and implementation strategies suggests that
meaningful career readiness must be translated into concrete educational action. Curriculum
redesign, systematic career guidance, soft-skills development, entrepreneurship education,
internships, mentorship, private-sector partnerships, and recognized skills certification constitute
mutually reinforcing components rather than isolated interventions. Their successful implementation
may, in turn, improve employability, economic independence, self-confidence, and sustainable
participation of young women in the labor market.
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Overall, the proposed model provides an empirically supported framework for understanding and
strengthening the transition of female senior high school students from education to employment. Its
central implication is that preparing girls for the labor market requires coordinated intervention at
individual, family, school, institutional, and policy levels. A comprehensive system that combines
practical skill development, career counseling, experiential learning, digital competencies, gender-
sensitive support, and stronger school-employer linkages may substantially improve female
students' capacity to make informed occupational decisions and participate successfully in the future
labor market.
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