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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to design and validate a research-based curriculum model for
social studies in the first year of secondary education.

Methodology: A sequential exploratory mixed-method design was employed. In the
qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 academic experts
from Golestan Province, and data were analyzed using conventional qualitative content
analysis. In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of 876 social studies
teachers, from whom 250 were selected based on the Krejcie-Morgan table through
convenience sampling. Data were collected using interviews and a 20-item researcher-
developed questionnaire and analyzed through structural equation modeling using Smart
PLS software.

Findings: Structural model results demonstrated that all major components significantly
influenced the research-based approach, including necessity (=0.612, t=14.941), content
(B=0.607, t=17.547), teaching—learning methods ($=0.262, t=9.238), evaluation
($=0.251, t=9.452), and validity (8=0.245, t=9.672) (p<<0.001). The SRMR goodness-
of-fit index was 0.0232, indicating excellent model fit. Among the components, necessity
exerted the strongest effect on model acceptance and effectiveness.

Conclusion: The validated model demonstrates strong structural and functional validity
and provides a robust framework for improving social studies education and fostering
students’ research competencies in junior high schools.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

In contemporary educational systems, the mission of schooling has shifted from the mere transmission of knowledge toward the cultivation
of higher-order thinking, social responsibility, and research competence. Within this transformation, social studies education occupies a
central position because of its fundamental role in shaping civic identity, social awareness, and participatory citizenship (Mariati et al.,
2021; Sahin & Ozturk Demirbas, 2021). However, extensive research has revealed that existing social studies curricula in many
contexts, including Iran, have not fully achieved these goals. Content analyses of social studies textbooks demonstrate insufficient
attention to social education objectives, multicultural awareness, cultural heritage, emotional intelligence, and political-social
competencies (Adak & Yoosefzade, 2019; Dehghan Manshadi & Shahrokhinia, 2021; Haji alizade & Karimzadeh, 2021;
Mahmoody & Imanifar, 2020; Pakdaman et al., 2022; Pashayee, 2023; Pourshokri et al., 2020; Sabzypoor et al., 2022;

Zarean Adermanabadi, 2024). These findings indicate a persistent structural gap between curricular intentions and classroom realities.

Simultaneously, global educational reforms increasingly emphasize inquiry-based and research-oriented learning as effective strategies for
fostering deep understanding, learner autonomy, motivation, and transferable skills (Bruder & Prescott, 2013; Sever & Guven, 2014;
Spencer & Walker, 2011). Inquiry-based learning environments encourage students to engage in questioning, investigation,
collaboration, and reflection, thereby promoting critical thinking and problem-solving capacities (Burns, 2009; Stewart, 2008).
Theoretical and empirical studies further show that research-based learning strengthens metacognition, self-regulation, and lifelong

learning dispositions (Schraw et al., 2006; Van Deur & Murray-Harvey, 2005; Wells, 2011; Won, 2009).

Despite these advantages, implementing inquiry-based learning without a coherent and validated curricular framework often results in
fragmented or superficial practice. Curriculum scholars argue that the success of research-based instruction depends on the systematic
alignment of objectives, content, pedagogy, and assessment (Catterall et al., 2012; Gavin et al., 2007; Superfine et al., 2010).
Furthermore, effective implementation requires institutional legitimacy and teacher readiness, as emphasized by studies on teacher
competencies and professional development in inquiry-based education (Alake-Tuenter et al., 2012; Lismaya et al., 2024; Parsaiyan
& Gholami, 2025; Schréder et al., 2025). In the domain of social studies, this alignment becomes even more critical because the
subject directly shapes learners’ civic engagement and social identity (Mariati et al., 2021; Sekerci, 2021).

Given the documented shortcomings of existing social studies curricula and the growing consensus regarding the effectiveness of inquiry-
based learning, there exists a pressing need to design and validate a research-based curriculum model that is contextually grounded,
theoretically robust, and empirically supported. The present study responds to this need by developing and validating such a model for

the first year of secondary education.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a sequential exploratory mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 12 experts in social studies education and sociology from universities and higher education institutions in Golestan Province.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling based on academic qualifications and professional experience. Interview data were
transcribed verbatim and analyzed using conventional qualitative content analysis to extract concepts, subcategories, and core categories

forming the foundation of the proposed model.

In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of 876 social studies teachers in Golestan Province. Based on the Krejcie—
Morgan table, 250 teachers were selected through convenience sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire containing 20 items was
designed from the qualitative findings. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) through Smart PLS software to

examine the validity and structural relationships of the proposed model.
Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded five major components of the research-based curriculum model: necessity, content, teaching—learning
methods, evaluation, and credibility. These components encompassed 12 concepts related to instructional relevance, learner engagement,

research competencies, collaborative learning, continuous assessment, and program improvement.



fficients indicated significant positive effects of all co
ching—learning methods ( = 0.262),

threshold (t > 1.96), de
llent model fit.

Quantitative results confirmed the structural validity of the mo

on the research-based approach: necessity (f = 0.612), content ( =
0.251), and credibility (8 = 0.245). All corresponding t-values exceede
significance. Model fit indices were highly satisfactory, with SRMR = 0.0232, con
necessity exhibited the strongest influence, highlighting the central role of stakeholde

successful adoption of the model.
Discussion and Conclusion

The validated model demonstrates that the transformation of social studies education into a research-based paradigm is fundamentally a
systemic process, requiring the alignment of beliefs, curriculum content, pedagogy, assessment, and institutional support. The dominance
of the necessity component reflects the reality that sustainable educational change begins with the internalization of purpose and value by

teachers and decision-makers. Without such acceptance, even well-designed curricular reforms remain superficial.

The significant impact of the content component underscores that inquiry-based learning cannot flourish on traditional knowledge-
transmission curricula. Content must be restructured to emphasize inquiry, problem-solving, social relevance, and interdisciplinary
connections. Likewise, the teaching—learning methods component confirms that pedagogy must transition from teacher-centered delivery

to student-centered inquiry, collaboration, and exploration.

The role of evaluation further illustrates that assessment systems must evolve to measure not only factual recall but also inquiry skills,
critical thinking, collaboration, and reflective learning. Finally, the credibility component highlights the importance of grounding

curricular innovation in empirical evidence, contextual realities, and professional trust.

In conclusion, the proposed research-based curriculum model provides a coherent, validated framework for reforming social studies

education in the first year of secondary school. By integrating epistemological, pedagogical, and institutional dimensions, the model offers

a practical pathway for cultivating research competence, civic engagement, and meaningful learning among students.
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