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Article Type: This study identifies and analyzes the challenges of transforming and
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system, addressing why—despite repeated emphasis in upstream
policy documents—no genuine transformation has occurred. Using a
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manifesting across six main categories: (1) structural-institutional
disjunction, marked by dispersed policy-making centers and
institutional parallelism; (2) cultural-attitudinal disjunction, marked
by the dominance of credentialism over skill-orientation; (3)
implementation disjunction, marked by the absence of a
comprehensive development model and frequent policy shifts across
administrations; (4) university-industry disconnect, marked by the
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produced a "vicious cycle of non-transformation,” in which structural
disjunctions drive hasty policymaking, cultural resistance reinforces
them, implementation remains incomplete, and new policies are
formulated without learning from prior experience. The principal
problem of skill-based education in Iran is not a shortage of policies or
programs, but a multidimensional systemic gap. Breaking this cycle
requires a comprehensive, integrated, and long-term approach to
skill-based education.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In the knowledge-based global economy, expectations of higher education have moved
beyond the transmission of theoretical knowledge toward the cultivation of applied
competencies, and graduate employability has become a central criterion for evaluating
university quality. Iran's higher education system faces the same imperative to align its
programs with a changing labor market, yet the unemployment rate of university graduates
now exceeds the general unemployment rate—a symptom of a widening gap between what
universities offer and what the labor market requires. Although upstream policy documents
and successive national development plans repeatedly stress the importance of skill-based
education, this segment of the system remains beset by deep, structural challenges; skill
training occupies a notably weak position in strategic documents relative to the category of
"science." This study addresses a specific puzzle arising from this contradiction: why,
despite repeated emphasis in upstream documents, does no genuine transformation occur?
Rather than cataloguing challenges, the research seeks their roots, treating the persistent
gap between policy aspiration and implementation reality as the phenomenon to be
explained.

Methodology

The study adopted a qualitative approach within an interpretivist paradigm, appropriate to
its exploratory nature and the need for deep understanding of the phenomenon in its social
and policy context. Grounded theory, following the systematic approach of Strauss and
Corbin (open, axial, and selective coding), was chosen as the research strategy. Participants
comprised thirteen prominent experts—senior higher-education managers, policymakers,
officials of skill-oriented universities, and specialist faculty—selected purposively and then
through snowball sampling until theoretical saturation. Selection criteria included direct
experience in skill-education policymaking, relevant executive positions, and scholarly or
policy-document contributions. Semi-structured interviews (60-90 minutes each) served
as the primary instrument, complemented by analysis of 110 archival and secondary
sources—including the Sixth and Seventh Development Plans and the executive bylaw of
Note 2, Article 95 of the Seventh Plan—to enable data-source triangulation. Interview
claims were cross-checked against official statistics, yielding patterns of mutual
confirmation, mutual complementarity, and apparent conflict. Analysis produced fifty-one
open codes, which axial coding consolidated into six main categories, and selective coding
distilled into the core category of the "systemic gap."

Results and Discussion

The analysis revealed that Iran's skill-based higher education confronts a multidimensional
systemic gap manifesting across six axial categories. The first, structural-institutional
disjunction, arises from the dispersion of policymaking across six ministries and parallel
institutions, producing "island decision-making," an absence of university classification and
ranking, mission drift toward institutional "sameness and homogeneity," and weak
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practical-training infrastructure. The second, implementation disjunction, is exemplified by
the gap between targets and outcomes: the Sixth Plan's 30 percent skill-education target
yielded roughly 12 percent in practice, yet the Seventh Plan raised the target to 40 percent
without analyzing the earlier failure—evidence of hasty decision-making, policy instability
across administrations, and the absence of a comprehensive development model. The third,
cultural-attitudinal disjunction, reflects the dominance of a knowledge-centered academic
culture, credentialism over skill-orientation, and a publication-based faculty promotion
system that offers no incentive for practical teaching. The fourth, university-industry
disconnect, captures the missing link in the chain: the lack of coherent dialogue, absent
feedback mechanisms, and an absence of mutual trust. The fifth, educational-planning
deficiencies, comprises curricular misalignment with industry needs, the dominance of
long-form over short-form courses, a shortage of elective and modular offerings, and the
neglect of soft skills. The sixth category, fragmented strategies and localized successes—an
emerging skill-oriented discourse, Note 2 of Article 95, the employability curriculum
package, and high reported employment rates at skill-oriented universities—demonstrates
real transformative potential that nonetheless lacks the integration required to break the
cycle.

Crucially, these disjunctions do not operate in isolation; they are systemic and mutually
reinforcing, generating a "vicious cycle of non-transformation” in which structural
disjunctions drive hasty policymaking, cultural resistance reinforces it, incomplete
implementation follows, the university-industry disconnect deepens the shortfall, and—
without learning from experience—new policies reproduce the same fate. The discussion
situates these findings within international scholarship: the fragmented governance echoes
multi-ministry systems abroad but is more acute in Iran, which lacks effective coordinating
bodies comparable to Germany's; the cultural resistance aligns with North's path
dependency; and the universities' convergence toward uniformity is read through
DiMaggio and Powell's institutional isomorphism, challenging differentiation theories of
higher education. Consistent with complexity-theory accounts of organizational change, the
study argues that piecemeal, localized solutions cannot produce systemic transformation.

Conclusions

The principal problem of skill-based education in Iran is not a shortage of policies or
programs but the existence of a deep, multidimensional systemic gap that prevents those
policies from being realized. Conceived here not theoretically but inductively from the data,
the systemic gap denotes a structural, persistent, and self-reproducing distance between
the components of a system—one that leaves the system operating below optimal capacity
without collapsing, yet carries the latent risk of eventual systemic failure. Breaking the
vicious cycle therefore requires a comprehensive, integrated, and long-term approach
rather than linear models that assume adequate policy and resources suffice. The study
proposes six clusters of recommendations mapped to the axial categories: establishing a
National Council for Skill-Based Education with real executive authority and a
comprehensive skill-education law; a three-tier (research-, teaching-, and skill-oriented)
university classification; reform of faculty promotion criteria and a national campaign to
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revalue skills; continuous, realistic monitoring and a twenty-year national roadmap; joint
industry-university councils with tax incentives; greater curricular flexibility through
electives and accumulable modules; and an integration committee to unify currently
scattered initiatives under a single strategy.
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