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This study analyzed the role of middle school principals in educational development through 

students’ skill-based learning and job readiness. A qualitative grounded theory approach was 

adopted. The population comprised middle-level managers, including educational and executive 

deputies and educational group leaders, in schools and the Semnan City Education Office. Using 

purposive, criterion-based sampling and theoretical saturation, 15 participants completed semi-

structured interviews. Data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. The findings 

identified “middle-level managers as key actors in skill-based educational transformation and 

future employability” as the core category. Causal conditions included the need to reconsider 

education in response to mismatches between traditional schooling and contemporary skill 

requirements, labor market changes, discrepancies between policy documents and school 

realities, and changing educational expectations among the new generation. Intervening 

conditions comprised managerial support, professional competencies, resource constraints, 

workload pressures, implementation facilitators and barriers, and external stakeholder 

participation. Contextual conditions included schools’ organizational structures, rules, norms, 

culture, and human resources. In response, middle-level managers adopted strategies such as 

redesigning skill-based teaching and learning, empowering teachers, networking with 

stakeholders, optimizing educational spaces, and integrating skill-based activities into school 

curricula. These strategies were associated with stronger human and social capital through 

developing skilled, active students at individual, organizational, and societal levels. Overall, the 

findings suggest that skill-based education aligned with future employability depends 

substantially on middle-level managers’ proactive, mediating role. Empowering these managers 

is therefore essential to educational system restructuring and bridging the gap between schooling 

and changing employment requirements in contemporary educational and employment 

contexts.. 
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Introduction 

Educational systems worldwide are facing new challenges driven by rapid technological 

advancements, evolving job structures, and increasing uncertainty in the labor market (Goulart 

et al., 2022). In this context, education is no longer limited to the transmission of theoretical 

knowledge; it must also foster cognitive, social, and adaptive skills that prepare students for 

lifelong learning, and sustainable employment in a complex and unpredictable future (Nazari 

et al., 2022). Consequently, there is growing emphasis on shifting from knowledge-focused to 

skill-focused education, in which the development of individual, social, and professional 

competencies is considered an important educational priority (Singh & Agarwal, 2024; Birami 

Erdy et al., 2019). 

A skill-based approach to education can be understood as an approach that places greater 

emphasis on students’ ability to develop, integrate, and apply knowledge and competencies in 

authentic and changing contexts rather than on the acquisition of knowledge alone. From this 

perspective, learning involves the development of transferable competencies that support 

students’ ability to respond to problems, collaborate with others, communicate effectively, 

adapt to changing circumstances, and apply what they learn beyond the immediate classroom 

context. Such an approach therefore connects educational processes with the broader 

development of transferable competencies that support students’ continued learning and their 

ability to participate effectively in changing social and occupational contexts (Lipscombe et al., 

2023; Tang et al., 2022).  

Implementing this transformation requires a comprehensive reevaluation of school 

structures, curricula, teaching strategies, and management practices to ensure that competency 

development guides educational decisions (Haseli & Ebrahimian, 2021). In the present study, 

educational development is consequently viewed at the school level as a process of improving 

educational practices, instructional conditions, curriculum implementation, and organizational 

arrangements in ways that strengthen students’ learning and competency development. This 

school-level perspective is important because educational transformation is not achieved 

through policy formulation alone; it also depends on how educational changes are interpreted, 

coordinated, and enacted within individual schools. Because these changes must ultimately be 

enacted within schools, school leadership becomes an important mechanism through which 

educational transformation can be translated into practice. School leadership plays a pivotal 

role in translating transformative educational policies into practice, particularly through middle-

level school managers, who occupy a strategic position due to their continuous interaction with 

teachers, students, and daily instructional activities. They are essential for guiding, interpreting, 

and sustaining educational changes (Stone & Stone, 2024). Research on school middle 

leadership similarly indicates that middle leaders can influence teacher practice, professional 

learning, school reform, and school improvement, although the nature and extent of these 

responsibilities vary across educational contexts (Lipscombe et al., 2023). A systematic review 

of school middle leadership has identified middle leaders as actors who can influence teacher 

practice, team development, school reform, and professional learning, while research 

specifically examining instructional middle leadership has emphasized their role in shaping 

instructional practices and school-level improvement processes (Lipscombe et al., 2023; Tang 

et al., 2022). Through initiatives such as redesigning school-based programs, promoting active 

and problem-based teaching methods, supporting competency-based assessments, and fostering 

partnerships with external labor-market organizations, these managers can facilitate the 

implementation of skill-centered education at the school level (Lipscombe et al., 2023). 

Within school-level of educational management, middle-level managers—such as vice 

principals for academic, administrative, and student affairs—occupy a critical position. They 
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are not only central to decision-making related to school programs but also serve as a bridge 

between senior leaders and operational staff, facilitating the flow of information and increasing 

the flexibility of administrative hierarchies (Tang et al., 2022; Keykha et al., 2022). The 

intermediary position of middle-level managers is theoretically important because they operate 

at the intersection of organizational leadership, instructional practice, and school-level 

implementation. Rather than functioning only as administrative coordinators, middle leaders 

can translate organizational priorities into practices that are meaningful to teachers and students 

and can adapt broader reform requirements to the specific conditions of their schools. A 

systematic review of school middle leadership found that middle leaders can directly and 

indirectly influence teacher practice, team development, school reform, and professional 

learning, while a more recent review characterized middle leaders as important conduits 

between different organizational levels within schools (Lipscombe et al., 2023; Lipscombe et 

al., 2025). 

Given the broad scope of their responsibilities and the complexity of their tasks, the 

effectiveness of middle-level managers is important for effective school functioning and school 

improvement. They oversee school operations, coordinate with teachers to foster innovation, 

and work to enhance school performance (Pourazaran et al., 2023). From the perspective of 

educational development, these responsibilities become particularly significant when schools 

are expected to implement changes in curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and student 

development simultaneously. The literature suggests that the responsibilities and influence of 

middle leaders vary according to organizational and contextual conditions, indicating that their 

contribution to school improvement cannot be understood independently of the structures, 

resources, professional learning opportunities, and authority available to them (Lipscombe et 

al., 2023). 

Research indicates that middle-level managers can influence school effectiveness and 

student learning processes, highlighting their potential contribution to school improvement. To 

lead educational organizations effectively, these managers require a combination of 

competencies and skills, including program management, team leadership, and problem-

solving (Liu, 2023). Accordingly, the role of middle-level managers in the present study extends 

beyond maintaining routine school operations. Their relevance to skill-based educational 

development lies in their capacity to coordinate teachers, support instructional innovation, 

facilitate the implementation of competency-oriented practices, and connect school-level 

educational processes with changing expectations for students’ future learning and 

employment. This perspective provides a conceptual link between middle-level leadership and 

the broader process of skill-based educational transformation examined in the present study. 

Skill-focused education emphasizes practical experience and the application of abilities such 

as reading, writing, communication, and information literacy, thereby enhancing learners’ 

competencies, adaptability, and overall value. In today’s era of constant innovation and 

economic change, relying solely on traditional academic credentials is insufficient; students 

must develop modern, transferable skills that align with the evolving demands of the global 

labor market (Shahid-Ali, 2025). In secondary education, these competencies are commonly 

discussed in relation to problem-solving, critical thinking, communication, collaboration, 

adaptability, and the capacity for continuous learning. A scoping review of 82 studies on 21st-

century skills in secondary education confirms that these skills are increasingly examined in 

relation to their implementation, educational effects, and assessment, while also identifying 

continuing challenges in their effective implementation in secondary schools (Kain et al., 2024). 

The skill-based approach is also closely connected with students’ preparation for future 

educational and occupational transitions. Future job readiness during secondary education 

involves more than knowledge about particular occupations; it includes opportunities for 
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students to explore occupational interests, develop informed expectations about their futures, 

acquire knowledge of the world of work, and engage in experiences that support future career 

planning. The OECD (2021) emphasizes that career guidance should begin before the age of 

15 and that students should have opportunities throughout secondary education to explore 

occupational interests, interact with professionals, and critically reflect on their future career 

pathways. This relationship is particularly relevant at the middle-school level because early 

adolescence represents an important period for the development of career awareness, 

adaptability, and decision-making. A systematic review of career interventions for middle-

school students, based on 21 studies selected from 417 identified records, found positive 

outcomes particularly in career decision-making and career adaptability and emphasized the 

importance of integrating career-related educational programs into middle-school curricula 

(Wang & Wang, 2025). 

Within this context, students’ readiness for future work should be understood as a 

multidimensional construct rather than simply as the possession of occupational knowledge or 

a specific technical skill. Career-readiness research in secondary education emphasizes 

students’ capacity to explore and think about their future work, obtain information about 

occupations, develop informed expectations, and gain experiences that help them understand 

the relationship between education and working life. Longitudinal evidence synthesized by the 

OECD identifies multiple indicators of teenage future job readiness and shows that how young 

people explore, experience, and think about their potential futures in work during secondary 

education is associated with more favorable employment outcomes in adulthood (Mann et al., 

2020; OECD, 2021). 

Despite this, research indicates that many students, even after completing their formal 

education, are insufficiently prepared to enter the workforce and often experience uncertainty 

when choosing future career paths (Bhat & Stevens, 2021). This challenge largely stems from 

inadequate readiness to cope with rapid and unpredictable changes in the labor market, as well 

as a significant gap between the skills acquired in school and the practical competencies 

demanded by real-world jobs. As a result, current school-based education often falls short of 

meeting the requirements and expectations of today’s work environments (Haghani et al., 

2022). This gap can be conceptualized as a mismatch between the competencies developed 

through schooling and the transferable competencies required for successful participation in 

changing work environments. Contemporary frameworks of employability skills identify 

competencies such as problem-solving, critical thinking, communication, collaboration, 

literacy, digital skills, and adaptability as transferable across occupational and educational 

contexts. Such competencies are therefore relevant to the development of students’ future job 

readiness because they enable learners to apply knowledge and respond to unfamiliar tasks and 

changing demands rather than relying exclusively on occupation-specific knowledge (OECD, 

2024; Tushar & Sooraksa, 2023). For middle-school students, however, readiness for future 

work should not be interpreted as immediate preparation for entry into a particular occupation. 

Rather, it concerns the early development of the knowledge, transferable skills, self-awareness, 

adaptability, and career-related understanding that enable students to make informed 

educational and occupational decisions and to navigate later transitions into further education 

and employment. This distinction is particularly important at the middle-school level, where 

students are still developing their career interests and educational aspirations (Wang & Wang, 

2025). 

In the Iranian context, however, the development of students’ skills and preparation for 

future educational and occupational pathways remain important challenges. Evidence suggests 

that Iran’s current educational system has not provided sufficient attention to skill development 

and career guidance, leaving significant gaps and weaknesses in these areas (Hakimzadeh et 
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al., 2024). Although reforms have been implemented in recent decades to strengthen the link 

between education and the labor market, assessments of graduate employment outcomes and 

employer satisfaction indicate that these efforts have not fully achieved their intended impact. 

Many graduates still lack the essential competencies required by the labor market and often 

struggle to access available employment opportunities (Haghani et al., 2022). This situation 

presents a serious challenge for Iran’s educational system, which is tasked with preparing the 

workforce needed across economic, industrial, service, and agricultural sectors, and has 

contributed to rising graduate unemployment (Dertoomi et al., 2017). These challenges suggest 

that strengthening the relationship between schooling and future employment in Iran cannot be 

addressed solely through changes in national educational policies or curriculum documents. It 

also requires attention to the organizational and managerial processes through which 

educational reforms are interpreted and implemented at the school level. From this perspective, 

examining the role of school-level managers becomes particularly important because the 

implementation of skill-based and career-oriented educational practices ultimately depends on 

how schools organize learning opportunities, support teachers, coordinate educational 

activities, and respond to students’ developmental and future-oriented needs. 

In this context, the role of middle-level school leaders in implementing skill-based education 

and enhancing the quality of teaching and learning is increasingly important. Ndayeni (2024) 

emphasizes that managing teaching and learning is one of the primary responsibilities of 

middle-level leaders, while Bufalino (2025) identifies them as important actors in creating and 

maintaining conditions that support effective learning. Aaltonen (2025) outlines four core roles 

for effective middle-level leaders: curriculum leadership, management of teaching and learning 

processes, development of teaching teams, and leadership of improvement initiatives, 

emphasizing the need for structured support from senior leadership. Similarly, Liu (2023) 

shows that middle-level managers can contribute to teacher performance and the 

implementation of educational initiatives, thereby supporting school improvement and student 

progress. Taken together, these studies indicate that middle-level managers contribute to 

educational development through instructional, organizational, and change-oriented functions 

rather than through administrative coordination alone. Recent systematic evidence further 

supports this view, identifying middle leaders as important bridges between organizational 

levels who can support teachers’ professional learning, facilitate school reform, and influence 

teaching and learning practices (Lipscombe et al., 2023; Lipscombe et al., 2025). These 

leadership functions are particularly relevant to skill-based educational transformation because 

effective implementation requires not only curricular change but also coordinated support for 

teachers, instructional innovation, career-related learning, and the development of students’ 

transferable competencies. In this regard, Kanthimathi and William (2025) and Shahid-Ali 

(2025) highlight the importance of skill-based education in addressing the mismatch between 

educational outcomes and labor-market requirements, while Maree and Magere (2023) 

demonstrate the contribution of career counseling to students’ self-awareness, occupational 

adaptability, and informed decision-making. Mousavi et al. (2022) similarly emphasize the 

importance of school resources, career awareness, specialized counseling, and teacher training 

in strengthening career guidance. Collectively, these findings suggest that skill-based 

educational transformation depends on coordinated school-level action, positioning middle-

level managers as potential facilitators who can connect instructional practices, teacher support, 

student development, and career-related activities within the broader educational process. 

Overall, these studies indicate that traditional education is inadequate for meeting the skill 

requirements of the modern labor market, and a transition to skill-based education is essential 

to prepare students effectively (Kanthimathi & William, 2025). Achieving this transformation 

requires attention to the roles, competencies, and performance of middle-level school managers. 
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Research exploring how these managers can guide skill-based education and improve teaching 

and learning quality is therefore crucial. However, the existing literature provides limited 

understanding of how middle-level managers enact and coordinate skill-based educational 

transformation at the school level and how these processes are connected to students’ Future 

Job Readiness. This gap is particularly important in contexts where educational reforms seek 

to strengthen the connection between schooling, competency development, and the labor 

market.  

However, a significant gap persists between school curricula and the skills required by the 

labor market, leaving students underprepared for effective workforce entry. This gap should not 

be viewed only as a curriculum problem. The implementation of competency-oriented 

education depends on the capacity of schools to translate curricular expectations into classroom 

practices, learning experiences, assessment processes, and opportunities for students to develop 

and apply transferable skills. Consequently, the organizational and leadership conditions within 

schools may influence whether skill-based educational reforms remain at the level of policy 

and curriculum or become embedded in everyday educational practice (Lipscombe et al., 2023; 

Tang et al., 2022). 

Implementing a skill-based transformation cannot rely solely on high-level policymaking; it 

requires effective leadership and management at the school level, where middle-level managers 

play a decisive role. Serving as a bridge between policy and practice, they guide teachers, 

organize educational processes, foster a culture of innovation, and align learning with the real 

needs of students and society, thus advancing skill-based education. Their contribution is 

particularly important because the implementation of skill-based education requires 

coordination across several dimensions of school practice, including curriculum 

implementation, instructional leadership, teacher collaboration, professional learning, student 

support, assessment, and career-related activities. Middle leaders are positioned to connect 

these dimensions because they work across organizational levels and can facilitate the 

translation of school improvement priorities into practices within teaching teams and 

classrooms (Lipscombe et al., 2023; Lipscombe et al., 2025). Yet, the lack of clear frameworks, 

specialized training, and sufficient authority limits their effectiveness, highlighting the urgent 

need to clarify and empower the role of middle-level managers. The existing literature therefore 

provides a basis for examining middle-level leadership as a multidimensional phenomenon 

rather than reducing it to a set of administrative duties. In particular, there is a need to 

understand how middle-level managers interpret educational reforms, what conditions enable 

or constrain their actions, which strategies they use to support skill-based educational practices, 

and how these processes may contribute to students’ preparation for future educational and 

occupational transitions. Such an understanding is especially valuable in contexts where the 

relationship between school-based education, skill development, and labor-market 

requirements remains problematic. Accordingly, the main research question of this study is: 

How do middle-level school managers contribute to skill-based educational transformation and 

students’ future job readiness, and what conditions, strategies, and interactions shape this 

process? Investigating this question can provide a scientific foundation for improving school-

level policies and practices and increasing students’ preparedness for successful entry into the 

workforce. 

Within the framework of the issues under investigation, the researchers examined six main 

questions based on a grounded theory paradigm: 1) What central phenomenon emerges 

regarding the role of middle-level school managers in skill-based educational transformation 

and students’ Future Job Readiness? 2) What causal conditions contribute to the emergence of 

this central phenomenon? 3) What contextual conditions shape this phenomenon, and what 

actions and interactions characterize its development? 4) What intervening conditions affect the 
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role of middle-level managers in this transformation? 5) What strategies do middle-level school 

managers use to address these conditions? 6) What are the consequences of these strategies for 

skill-based educational transformation and students’ Future Job Readiness? These questions 

provide a precise framework for identifying the structural, managerial, and professional factors 

that shape the role of middle-level managers and for analyzing how they perform this role in 

skill-based educational transformation and the development of students’ future job readiness, 

thereby guiding the research toward practical, evidence-based solutions. 

 

Methodology 

Given that this study aimed to examine the role of middle-level school managers in skill-

based educational transformation and students’ job readiness, a qualitative approach using 

grounded theory methodology was adopted. Specifically, the study followed the systematic 

approach to grounded theory developed by Strauss and Corbin, which was selected for its 

structured procedures for open, axial, and selective coding and its suitability for identifying the 

core category and examining the relationships among causal, contextual, and intervening 

conditions, action/interaction strategies, and consequences (Strauss & Corbin, 2008).  

Participants 

The target population included educational deputies, executive deputies, head teachers of 

schools in Semnan, and related personnel from the General Department of Education. 

Participants (n = 15) were selected via purposive, criterion-based sampling until theoretical 

saturation was reached: 6 female, 9 male; 4 BA, 8 MA, 3 PhD; 5 instructional group leaders, 5 

educational, 5 administrative–executive vice-principals  .Inclusion criteria required participants 

to have at least five years of experience in the educational system and direct involvement in 

managing or guiding skill-based educational programs and initiatives aimed at enhancing 

students’ job readiness. Participants were also required to be willing and able to engage in 

interviews and provide accurate, detailed, and reliable information. Theoretical saturation was 

assessed throughout data collection and analysis through constant comparison of interview data 

and emerging categories. Specifically, no new codes emerged from the final two interviews, 

indicating that the data were sufficient to support the development of the main analytical 

categories for the purposes of this study. 

Research Instruments and Data Collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, with the initial interview guide 

developed based on the main research questions and a review of the literature on the role of 

middle-level managers in skill-based educational transformation and job readiness. The 

interview questions were drawn from three primary sources: previous domestic and 

international research on educational transformation and school leadership, key concepts 

derived from the study’s theoretical framework, and the specific objectives of the research.  

Each participant completed one semi-structured interview session lasting approximately 30–

60 minutes. The interview guide was developed in alignment with the study’s six main research 

questions and the grounded theory paradigm. It explored the central phenomenon concerning 

middle-level school managers’ roles in skill-based educational transformation and students’ 

future job readiness, the causal, contextual, and intervening conditions influencing this 

phenomenon, the strategies adopted by managers, and the consequences of these strategies. 

Illustrative questions used to guide the interviews included: (1) In your experience, what is the 

role of middle-level school managers in promoting skill-based education and preparing students 

for future employment? (2) What factors or conditions facilitate or hinder middle-level 

managers’ efforts in this area? (3) What strategies can middle-level managers use to address 

these conditions, and what outcomes may result from these strategies? 
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Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection, following the three stages of 

grounded theory: (a) open coding, (b) axial coding, and (c) selective coding. To ensure the 

trustworthiness of the findings, Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) criteria were applied. Credibility 

was addressed through member checking, in which summaries of preliminary findings and 

identified themes were shared with five participants for validation or revision, and their 

feedback was incorporated into the final analysis. Transferability was enhanced by consulting 

three experts in Islamic education and the sociology of religion to assess the relevance of the 

concepts and themes within the Iranian educational and cultural context. Dependability was 

ensured through detailed documentation of all analytical procedures to allow replication of the 

study. Confirmability was achieved by having a co-researcher independently review the coding 

and categorization to ensure neutrality in the analysis. 

 

Findings 

In this research, data analysis was conducted using qualitative coding approach to extract 

key concepts related to the role of middle managers in educational development based on skill-

based approach and job readiness. The raw data were first separated by open coding to primary 

concepts, then were classified by axial coding in meaningful categories such as management 

actions, contextual conditions and executive challenges and finally, by selective coding, the 

main categories were identified as effective mechanisms of managers, executive strategies and 

skill-based consequences. This multi-stage process allows for deep analysis of the role of 

middle managers and provide a systematic framework for improving students’ skill-based 

approach and job readiness. 

 

1) Core Category 

The core category is the main theme of the research, extracted from the heart of the data and 

provides an abstract and fundamental concept for directing the analyses (Strauss & Corbin, 

2008). In this research, the core category includes role of middle-level managers as key actors 

in educational development. It shows that middle managers play a mediator role in training and 

employment, leadership, mediation and networking roles, reconstruction of mental models of 

school actors in transition from knowledge-based to skill-based and institutionalize skills and 

continuous improvement according to future career paths (Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Core category of role of middle managers in educational development based on students’ skill-based 

approach and job readiness 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Role playing of 

middle-level 

managers as key 

actors in 

educational 

development 

Mediating role in 

aligning education and 

employment 

Changing the approach from theoretical training to  

skill-based, focusing on job competencies and 

transferable skills, redefinition of school's mission and 

designing individual career paths for academic and 

career guidance in accordance with the actual 

conditions of students 

Facilitative, mediating, 

and networking roles 

Conversion of educational policy to action; 

management of change; supervision over skill 

programs; bridge between senior leaders and teachers; 

leadership distribution; coaching and networking for 

skill training; negotiation with stakeholders; persuasion 

of stakeholders including senior managers, teachers 

and parents; building professional learning networks in 

schools; building professional learning networks out of 

school . 

Reconstructing school 

actors' mental models 

Restructuring attitudes toward skilled jobs; promoting 

the paradigm of career success and entrepreneurship; 

file:///E:/Desktop/سکینه%20جعفری.docx%23Tab1
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Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

in transition from  

knowledge-based  to  

skill-based 

symbolic leadership; successful presentation of 

successful skills patterns 

Institutionalization of 

skill competencies and 

continuous 

improvement in 

proportion to future 

career paths 

Institutionalize the effectiveness of  skill-based  

programs,  getting feedback  from work environment 

and organizational learning based on documenting 

successful experiences and learned lessons 

Example of 

interviewees' 

answers 

Interviewee (5) stated: “If middle managers can match skill programs with 

student's real conditions, school can turn into a student's entry into career paths.” 

Interviewee (3) stated: “Matching skills programs with real conditions of 

students changes the role of school from an educational institution to the practical 

platform for students entering the workforce.” 

Interviewee (6) stated: “We have to change this mindset in family and 

colleagues, that just being a doctor and an engineer is no reason for success, 

sometimes a skilled technician would be better than a  job-less bachelor’s degree 

educated.” 

 

2) Causal Conditions  

Causal conditions include events and actions affecting the occurrence, growth and 

development of phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). In the present study, the causal 

conditions that lead to attention to the intermediating role of managers as key actors in 

educational development based on skill-based approach and career future include a radical 

revision of the educational system in order to aligning learners' skills with the changing 

requirements of educational and job environments which are classified in four main axes and 

the results are reported in Table 2. 

 
Table 2. Causal conditions effective on the role of middle managers in educational development of students and 

students' job readiness 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Fundamental 

revision of 

educational 

system to align 

learners' skills 

with the changing 

requirements of 

educational and 

vocational 

environments 

Discordance of 

traditional educational 

system with 

contemporary skill and 

skills needs 

Lack of alignment of educational content with actual needs of 

labor market; overcoming the theoretical approaches on 

education and weakness in developing functional skills;  

Discordance of curriculum with real needs of life and labor 

markets; lack of opportunities for practical and functional 

application of trainings in class and school; lack of practical 

experience and skill-based training in schools; lack of 

conformity of training and job opportunities with global market 

requirements. 

Structural changes in 

labor market and its 

socio-economic 

consequences on 

educational system 

Transformation of the structure of jobs and gradual decline of 

traditional jobs against the emergence of new professions; 

increasing the need of labor market to technical, cognitive and 

human skills; globalization of job competition space and 

increasing expectations from the competencies of labor; changes 

in educational policy at the same time with social and 

technological changes of the society; increasing parents’ and 

students’ demands for  skill-based  and applied training; mounting 

pressure of industrial and economic institutions to train labor to 

enter the market . 

Conflict between 

requirements of 

upstream requirements 

and school 

administrative facts 

Notification and emphasis of national development documents 

(such as the document of fundamental change) as binding 

frameworks of educational changes; instructions and ministerial 

skill-based circulars in order to  implement  the curriculum in 

file:///E:/Desktop/سکینه%20جعفری.docx%23Tab2
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Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

schools; practices of school performance indicators as pressure 

tools to promote graduates' status. 

Changing learning 

patterns and 

educational 

expectations of new 

generation in social 

and technological 

changes 

The desire of the generation of Z and alpha depends on 

experiential, project and technology-based  learning, waiting for 

personalization of learning path and personal development, the 

young generation's attention to meaningfulness and social status 

of job as a stimulus to change in school skill-based programs. 

Example of 

interviewees' 

answers 

Interviewee (4) stated: “The lack of skill-based training and the focus on evidence makes 

the students not have the skills necessary to enter the market.” 

Interviewee (7) stated: “School approach to evaluation is purely based on scores and 

testing, not preparing students to face real challenges will aggravate the market needs.” 

Interviewee (10) stated: Students’ preference to learn practical skills indicates that their 

exam-based educational approach prevents the development of applied skills required for 

employment . 

 

3) Contextual Conditions 

Contextual conditions include environmental, social, and structural features that provide the 

necessary adaptations to realize the role of middle-level managers in educational development 

of students and job preparation (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). These contextual factors provide the 

necessary prerequisites for developing skills training and play a key role in improving the 

quality and effectiveness of skill-based schools. According to the results of organizational, 

cultural and human factors, the most important contextual factors in the role of middle managers 

for educational development are skill-based. The results of this part of the study are presented 

in Table 3. 

 
Table 3. Contextual conditions of the role of middle managers in skill-based education development of students 

and students' job readiness 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Organizational, 

cultural and 

human contexts 

Structure and 

rules of the 

school 

Decentralization of decision-making and increasing the authority of 

middle managers; hierarchical reduction and upgrading the flexibility 

of schools; increasing formal authority of managers and access to 

physical and financial facilities; removing employment and 

administrative limitations to attract foreign skilled coaches . 

Organizational 

internal and 

external norms 

and attitudes 

Changing the traditional attitude of education and reducing the 

priority of score on skills, reducing the resistance against innovation 

in schools; increasing teachers and students' readiness to skill-based 

learning  ;reduction of certificate-based culture in society; to 

strengthen trust and cooperation among teachers and teachers and 

managers; change attitudes of senior managers of the region/province 

to skill-based and vocational training . 

Property and 

human resources 

Teachers with multiple and lateral skills (programming, carpentry, 

mechanical, graphic design, technical coaching, etc.); the presence of 

skilled workers and training instructors familiar with the local labor 

market; teachers with technical-professional qualifications or 

accredited industrial certificates and volunteer workshops outside the 

formal hours 

Example of 

interviewees' 

answers 

Interviewee (2) stated: “The bureaucratic structure has limitations that impede the 

maneuvers of the middle managers in the implementation of skill-based ideas.” 

Interviewee (11) stated: “Collaborative cultures facilitate cooperation, whereas 

hierarchical culture creates resistance and prevents managers from introducing futuristic 

job-related ideas. 
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Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Interviewee (9) stated: “The combination of young and experienced teachers provides an 

effective field for skill-based teaching; young people know new technology and new 

software, and they transfer their traditional skills and work safety. 

 

4) Intervening Conditions  

Intervening conditions involves forces and conditions that play an active role in realizing the 

educational development of students and their job readiness. These factors are applied by 

schools, upstream policies, new technologies, and cultural and economic environments and act 

as a mediator or facilitator in the interaction between principals, teachers and students. In 

addition, the obstacles and executive problems as Intervening factors create challenges in the 

path of fulfillment of a skill-based educational programs that their management is necessary for 

the success of educational development. This includes the axes of support and administrative 

and administrative integrity, professional competencies, resource constraints and administrative 

infrastructure, work pressure and job burnout and stakeholders’ participation (Table 4). 

 
Table 4. Intervening conditions affecting the role of middle managers in skill-based education development of 

students and students’ job readiness 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open coding 

Facilitators and 

administrative/managerial 

barriers to the role of 

middle managers in skill-

based training  and future 

career 

Administrative-

organizational 

coordination in 

the levels of 

both schools 

and the 

upstream 

The amount of support or resistance of senior managers at the 

school and region level; Stability or instability of educational 

policies and executive priorities; constraints arising from the 

centralized rules and structure of educational system; the extent 

of coordination or conflict between education policies, 

vocational training of  and needs of labor market; transparency 

and justice in resource allocation between schools 

Professional 

and executive 

competencies 

of middle 

managers 

The level of leadership skills and guidance of change in the 

middle managers; the extent of cooperation, acceptance and 

motivation of teachers in the implementation of  skill-based  

training . 

Limited 

resources and 

infrastructure 

to implement  

skill-based  

training 

Limitations of financial resources, time and equipment, lack of 

skilled manpower, lack of standard content and skill-based 

curriculum frameworks 

Work pressure 

and job burnout 

of middle 

managers 

Work pressure and burnout of teachers and managers; weakness 

of motivational and spiritual mechanisms (material and 

spiritual) 

Level of 

participation 

and 

contribution of 

external 

stakeholders 

The rate of participation and companionship of local businesses 

and industries with school; the participation or resistance of 

parents to educational changes; the effect of local media and 

cyberspace on acceptance and discourse of  skill-based  

education . 

Example of interviewees' 

answers 

In this context, interviewee (1) stated: “If the middle managers are untrained, not 

even the best policies are not implemented in school.” 

Interviewee (13) stated: “Sometimes the directive of education says the skill, and 

the financial directive, states that only formal exams costs can be paid.” 

Interviewee (14) stated:  “The lack of inadequate equipment and budget hinders 

attention to the skill learning and attention to the career future of students.” 

Interviewee (15) stated:  “With the high volume of editing and administrative 

meetings, there is no time to design and implement skill projects.” 
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5) Strategies 

In order to improve students' skill-based education and job readiness, a set of key strategies has 

been developed and implemented by middle managers. Based on data-based theory framework, 

strategies are measures taken in response to causal and contextual conditions and in other 

Intervening factors and guiding the process of formation and implementation of educational 

development (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). In order to promote the role of middle managers for 

educational and vocational training, a set of key strategies has been identified. These strategies 

include decisions, programs and organized actions that are designed and implemented to 

improve the quality of skills training, increasing the effectiveness of teaching-learning process 

and reinforcing the relationship with the labor market. The use of intelligent actions and 

strategic actions of middle managers include redesigning skill-based teaching-learning 

processes; enabling teachers and networking with stakeholders; optimizing training spaces for 

skills; providing financial resources and required equipment and formal integration of skill-

based activities in the school program are among the most important strategies (Table 5). 
 

Table 5. Middle managers’ strategies to reduce the educational gap and reinforce students’ skill-based approach 

and job readiness 

 

 

6) Consequences 

The outcomes of the activities of the middle managers in the realization of educational 

development based on skill-based education and student's job readiness were divided into three 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Smart actions and 

strategic actions of 

middle managers 

Redesigning  skill-

based teaching-

learning processes 

Redesigning the content of the curriculum and integrating 

theory by practice; implementation of project-based learning 

and experiential learning; developing flexible learning paths 

and modular courses; design of authentic assessment based on 

work and performance; implementation of an individual skill 

program for each student to graduation . 

Enabling teachers 

and networking with 

stakeholders 

Organizing workshops and vocational training of teachers; 

formation of  cooperation  networks with industry and non-profit 

organizations; creation of training opportunities and interaction 

with professional professionals; to identify and nurture 

students' skills; culture of innovation and encouragement of 

creative activities in school; establishment of  skill-based  

council with teachers, students, parents and industry . 

Optimizing training 

spaces for skill 

activities 

Redesign and optimum use of unused spaces for workshops and 

temporary laboratories with minimal cost 

Providing financial 

resources and 

required equipment 

Showing students in festivals and exhibitions to attract financial 

support; the formation of volunteer parent groups to provide the 

materials to the workshops; finance workshop and workshop 

equipment through cooperation with municipality and donors. 

Formal integration in 

school program 

Formalization of skill-based activities by recording in formal 

systems and giving incentives to teachers and students 

Example of 

interviewees’ 

answers 

Interviewee (3) stated: “we can transform the old school warehouse with a few tables 

and simple tools to a carpenter’s workshop, the cost is low, but it has a wonderful 

education impact.” 

Interviewee (4) stated: “By project-oriented education, students are actively involved, 

and they have real expertise.” 

Interviewee (8) stated: “It can be done via the help of parents with technical skills such 

as carpenters or mechanics; they provide early materials and sometimes conduct 

practical classes .” 
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main categories: individual and formative outcomes for students, organizational and 

professional outcomes for school and employees and social, economic and systemic 

consequences (Table 6). 

 
Table 6. Consequences of the activities of the middle managers in the realization of skill-based education 

development of students and students' job readiness 

Selective Coding Axial Coding Open Coding 

Social and human 

capital increase 

through  graduated  

and active students 

Individual and 

formative outcomes 

for students 

Increasing job skills and meta-action; self-esteem and self-

efficacy; development of professional identity and ability to 

choose academic career and informed career 

Organizational and 

professional 

implications for school 

and staff 

Improving the quality of teaching and teaching-learning; 

development of teachers and middle managers’ roles; creating 

innovation culture and reducing resistance against change; 

sustainable development with industry and community; 

modeling of schools and managers for other schools. 

Social, economic and 

systemic consequences 

in society 

Reducing the gap of education and employment; increasing 

employment and local economic productivity; promoting social 

responsibility; reducing unemployment and retraining; 

changing the attitudes of society to school as a producer of 

human capital 

Example of 

interviewees’ 

answers 

Interviewee (2) stated: “practical skills increase self-confidence, more realistic 

understanding of the future, and the meaning of school for students.” 

Interviewee (12) stated: “Students of higher education tend to attract jobs faster, have 

higher productivity, and the social costs of unemployment decrease.” 

Interviewee (8) stated: “Graduates working in the same area, local economic productivity 

increases and the social costs of unemployment and migration are reduced.” 

 
Figure 1. Factors, outcomes and role strategies of middle managers in skill-based education development and 

job readiness of students: Grounded Theory Approach 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

In studying the role of middle school managers in skill-based education development of 

students and preparing students for future career, data analysis represents the status of these 

managers as the facilitator of educational transformation. The central phenomenon of this 

transformation is the transition from traditional certificate-based teaching to the skill-based 

approach that aligns the education with the needs of the future work market. Middle managers 

with the guidance of the link of training with employment, role of leadership and mediation 

between policy makers, teachers and stakeholders, changing attitudes and mental models and 

performing evaluation and continuous improvement provides the ground for achieving this 

evolution. These findings are consistent with global reports, including the global economic 

forum and emphasizes that by 2030, transformational skills, such as critical thinking and 

cooperation will be essential for workforce and middle-level managers play a key role in 

achieving these goals (Highfield & Woods, 2025). 

The causal conditions that act as causal agents of the central phenomenon are mainly due to 

environmental pressures that enable the middle managers to act. These pressures include rapid 

developments in the labor market, such as the emergence of new jobs based on technology and 

the elimination of traditional jobs, and dissatisfaction with the current educational system that 

focuses on theoretical education, leading to graduates’ unemployment without applied skills. 

Examples of these pressures are nonconformity  of traditional educational system with 

contemporary skill needs, structural changes in labor market and socio-economic 

consequences, conflict between requirements of upstream documents and executive realities of 

schools, and changing learning patterns and educational expectations of new generation in 

social and technological changes. The findings of the interviews indicate that teachers and 

managers consider this dissatisfaction as the main motivation; the mismatch of training with 

the market reduces the trust in formal education and leads the middle managers to play the role 

of leadership and direction to create collective vision. These findings are consistent with 

Cashman et al.’s (2023) report regarding progress, which emphasizes that developing countries 

require a systematic review of the coordination of training with future job requirements, and 

the middle managers in this process have a key mediator role. 

The contextual conditions include organizational, cultural and human factors governing the 

school which in the structure and rules of the school, norms and attitudes of internal and 

external, and the characteristics and human capital, the context of the occurrence of skill-based 

development. The hierarchical and centralized structures limit the authority of middle-level 

managers, but at the same time provide opportunities for local flexibility, where teachers and 

students readiness and physical and economic facilities are crucial factors. Traditional 

certificate-based culture creates resistance to innovation, but the middle managers manage these 

challenges by strengthening the collaborative culture. The findings of research show that in 

schools with cooperative culture, middle managers can better reduce resistance and lead to skill-

based training. These results are consistent with the UNESCO report on the middle-layer 

training and the OECD Framework of Future Education and Skills 2030 (Taguma & Barrera, 

2019), suggesting that middle-level managers are accelerating the progress toward SDG4 

(Sustainable Development Goals) by providing local insights and creating dynamic learning 

environments (Torres, 2022). 

Intervening conditions, including facilitators and administrative and directorial barriers of role 

of middle-level managers that can play a facilitator or a deterrent role in the skill-based 

development. The support or indifference of senior management, the bureaucratic rules and the 

shortage of resources such as budget, equipment and human resources can reduce the speed of 

change, but the ability of middle managers, including training leadership skills and familiarity 
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with job needs, can compensate these barriers. The findings of the interviews indicate that 

teachers' perceptions and stability of policies facilitate the development and the middle 

managers with the management of these factors lead to training, justice and justice. Global 

evidence also confirms the importance of this role: Research suggests that middle-level 

managers can play an important role in implementing organizational change and translating 

strategic goals into practice. In the education sector, UNESCO emphasizes that middle-tier 

personnel contribute to policy implementation and adaptation to local needs, while inadequate 

support and resources remain significant challenges, particularly in low- and middle-income 

countries (Aldridge & McLure, 2024). 

Strategies and intelligent actions of middle managers as strategic answers to skill-based 

development, including redesigning skill-based teaching-learning processes, empowerment of 

teachers and developing cooperation networks with stakeholders, optimizing educational 

spaces for skills, providing financial resources and required equipment, and formal integration 

of skill-based activities in the school’s program. These measures will not only apply training to 

marke needs, but also empower teachers and strengthen the interaction of schools with the 

external environment. The findings of the interviews indicate that middle managers by culture 

and encouragement of innovation reduce fear of change and transform the teaching-learning 

process. These measures align with the OECD Framework of Future Education and Skills 

(2030) (Taguma & Barrera, 2019) and focus on transformative competencies such as critical 

thinking, cooperation and digital skills to prepare students for the world of 2030. Furthermore, 

Manyika et al.’s report (2017) shows that targeted training of middle managers will convert 

them to organizational success drivers and integrate new technologies, such as digital learning, 

link training to market needs. 

The development of skill-based education guided by middle managers has considerable 

multilevel consequences. At the individual level, students reinforce their professional skills, 

self-confidence and motivation, their professional identity forms, and the ability to make 

informed decisions in the academic and career path is enhanced, which will help to improve 

their perceptions of their future career. At the educational and organizational level, schools act 

as professional learning entities, the quality of teaching-learning is promoted, the role of 

teachers and middle-level managers is transformed and the culture of innovation and 

cooperation with the external stakeholders develops. At the social and economic level, these 

changes lead to a decrease in education and employment gap, increase economic productivity 

and employment of graduates, promote social responsibility and reduce costs associated with 

unemployment and retraining and it changes the attitude of society to school as a human capital 

producer. The results of the interviews indicate that this transformation increases the 

satisfaction of the stakeholders, but in the absence of coordination, it can lead to low 

performance and fragmentation. These results are consistent with global reports (UNESCO, 

2025) and (Fish et al., 2025) emphasizing that focusing on the middle layer and enabling middle 

managers is key to the success of educational development and contributing to efforts to reduce 

youth unemployment. 

The findings of this research show that middle managers play a central, dynamic and multi-

faceted role in leading educational development from the traditional and certificate-based 

model to the skill-based training in line with the needs of future work market, especially in the 

2030 horizon. These managers go beyond the intermediate role in the bureaucratic hierarchy as 

the strategic change agents and social engineers in the educational ecosystem. They are at the 

intersection of causal pressures, including rapid changes in economic, and labor markets, 

changing expectations of students and parents and major educational policies, and contextual 

constraints including hierarchical structures, restricted resources, and traditional culture. 

Interventional conditions, including management support volatility, conflict of policies and 
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stakeholders’ resistance, moderate the path of evolution. In the face of these complexities, 

successful middle managers use a set of strategic, communication and organizational strategies: 

redesign of curriculum development, establishing cooperation networks with industry and 

society, implementing pilot projects, creative interpretation of laws and strengthening 

participatory culture. These measures enable translation of major educational objectives in the 

practical measures in the school context. The consequence of this role is beyond the technical 

skills of students; including the formation of job-skill identity and agency in students, enabling 

teachers to become a learning organization with rich social capital and active participation in 

local economic and social development. Therefore, the realization of higher education and 

assurance of future career is subject to recognition, empowerment and systematic support of 

middle managers as key players in designing and guiding the development in schools. 

Based on the findings of this study, the development of students’ skills and future job 

readiness should not be addressed through isolated interventions or generic curriculum reforms. 

The findings suggest that skill-based educational development depends on the capacity of 

middle-level managers to coordinate instructional, organizational, and career-related processes 

within schools. Accordingly, the following recommendations are proposed based on the 

mechanisms and conditions identified in this study: 

1. Establish a middle-management transformation role rather than limiting middle 

managers to administrative coordination. School systems should formally define middle-

level managers as coordinators of skill-based educational development and provide them with 

sufficient decision-making authority, access to relevant information, and responsibility for 

coordinating curriculum implementation, teacher collaboration, student support, and career-

related activities. Rather than providing generic leadership training, professional development 

should focus on the specific capabilities required to translate skill-based educational goals into 

school-level practices, including change management, instructional coordination, problem-

solving, and the use of evidence for school improvement. 

2. Create school-level mechanisms for integrating theoretical learning with authentic 

skill development. Curriculum and teaching should be organized in ways that provide students 

with repeated opportunities to apply knowledge to authentic problems rather than treating 

practical skills as an additional component of the curriculum. Middle-level managers can 

coordinate project-based and experiential learning across teaching teams, encourage 

interdisciplinary activities, and facilitate the integration of communication, problem-solving, 

collaboration, digital literacy, and adaptability into regular classroom practices. The emphasis 

should therefore be on embedding transferable skills within existing learning processes rather 

than simply adding separate skill-development courses. 

3. Develop structured school–community and school–workplace partnerships. 

Partnerships with local businesses, professional organizations, community institutions, and 

other relevant stakeholders should be organized as sustained educational relationships rather 

than occasional external activities. Middle-level managers can coordinate these partnerships to 

provide students with exposure to real-world problems, workplace practices, mentoring, project 

opportunities, and career-related experiences. Such partnerships should be aligned with 

students’ developmental needs and should contribute to career awareness and future job 

readiness rather than functioning merely as sources of financial or material support. 

4. Link resource allocation to opportunities for authentic learning. Resource optimization 

should be approached in terms of how available school resources can expand students’ 

opportunities to practice and demonstrate transferable skills. Schools can identify underused 

spaces and existing facilities that can be converted into flexible learning environments, practical 

workshops, project spaces, or collaborative learning areas. Middle-level managers can play a 
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coordinating role in identifying these opportunities and aligning available financial, 

technological, and human resources with the school’s skill-development priorities. 

5. Establish feedback mechanisms that connect educational practice with students’ 

developing future job readiness. Assessment should extend beyond measuring students’ 

academic knowledge and include evidence of their ability to communicate, collaborate, solve 

problems, adapt to new situations, apply knowledge, and reflect on future educational and 

occupational pathways. Schools should systematically collect feedback from students, teachers, 

counselors, and relevant external stakeholders and use this information to identify weaknesses 

in skill-based practices. This process would enable middle-level managers to adjust 

instructional activities, teacher support, career-related programs, and school–community 

partnerships in response to emerging needs rather than relying solely on predetermined plans. 

Overall, the findings indicate that improving students’ future job readiness requires a 

coordinated school-level process rather than a collection of separate interventions. The 

distinctive contribution of middle-level managers lies in their capacity to connect these 

processes: translating educational priorities into instructional practices, coordinating teachers 

and resources, facilitating relationships with external stakeholders, and ensuring that students 

have opportunities to develop and apply transferable skills. Therefore, policies aimed at 

strengthening skill-based education should focus not only on curriculum content but also on the 

organizational conditions and middle-level leadership processes through which such reforms 

are enacted within schools. 
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