Journal of Management, Education and Development in Digital Age

Submission Date: 2026-05-04 Revision Date: 2026-09-14 Accept Date: 2026-09-23 Initial Publish Date: 2026-09-23 Final Publish Date: 2027-10-23

Employability of Upper Secondary School Students in Light of
Three Skill Dimensions and Four Contextual Factors:
A Systematic Review

1. Maryam Khademi<:: Department of Educational Governance and Human Capital, WT.C., Islamic Azad University,
Tehran, Iran
2. Azita Jooybari<*: Department of Educational Governance and Human Capital, WT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran,
Iran
3. Reza Sourani Yancheshmeh::: Department of Educational Governance and Human Capital, WT.C., Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran

3. Babak Nasiri Ghareghani': Department of Educational Governance and Human Capital, WT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: Jooybari.azita@wtiau.ac.ir

Abstract:

This study aimed to systematically review the evidence on employability among upper secondary school students and explain it within a
framework of three skill dimensions and four contextual factors. This systematic review searched Web of Science, Scopus, ERIC, PsycINFO,
ProQuest, Google Scholar, SID, Magiran, and Noormags using terms related to employability, work readiness, employability skills, school-
to-work transition, vocational skills, and upper secondary school students. The initial search identified 1,286 records. After removing 312
duplicates, 974 titles and abstracts were screened. Full texts of 158 studies were assessed, and 47 studies met the inclusion criteria and entered
the final synthesis. Data were extracted using a structured form and analyzed through directed content analysis and narrative synthesis.
Findings were organized into three skill dimensions—technical and vocational skills, cognitive and learning skills, and social-emotional and
transferable skills—and four contextual domains—individual, family, school-educational, and socioeconomic/labor-market factors. Social-
emotional and transferable skills were reported in 38 studies (80.9%), cognitive and learning skills in 34 studies (72.3%), and technical and
vocational skills in 27 studies (57.4%). Among contextual factors, school-educational factors were the most frequent, appearing in 35 studies
(74.5%), followed by individual factors (66.0%), family factors (46.8%), and socioeconomic/labor-market factors (42.6%). The strongest
cross-study pattern involved the interaction between social-emotional and transferable skills and school-educational factors, reported in 26
studies (55.3%). Internships, career guidance, self-efficacy, communication skills, teamwork, problem solving, and digital literacy were
among the most frequently identified contributors to employability. Employability among upper secondary school students is a
multidimensional and context-dependent construct emerging from the interaction of technical, cognitive, and social-emotional skills with
individual, family, school, and labor-market conditions. Sustainable employability development therefore requires an integrated approach
combining skill-based education, self-regulated learning, transferable skills, career guidance, and stronger connections between schools and
real work environments.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Employability among upper secondary school students has become an increasingly important concern in educational policy,
curriculum planning, vocational guidance, and school-to-work transition research. Rapid technological development, the digital
transformation of occupations, growing uncertainty in career trajectories, and the widening gap between school-based learning
and labor-market requirements have changed the meaning of preparedness for employment. Employability can no longer be
reduced to possession of a vocational certificate or mastery of a narrow set of technical skills. Rather, it increasingly refers to
a multidimensional combination of technical competence, cognitive and learning capacities, social-emotional abilities, self-
regulation, adaptability, and the capacity to mobilize these resources across changing educational and occupational contexts.
Contemporary competency-based approaches similarly emphasize the application of knowledge in authentic situations rather
than the mere acquisition of declarative knowledge (Tahirsylaj & Sundberg, 2026). At the international level, education for
sustainable development has also highlighted the importance of preparing young people for responsible, adaptive, and future-
oriented participation in society and the economy (Unesco, 2024). This perspective is particularly relevant in upper secondary
education because this stage is located at a critical junction between compulsory schooling, higher education, vocational

preparation, and direct entry into the labor market. Evidence indicates that the design of vocational education and training
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programs can significantly shape school-to-work outcomes and later employability (Kharel et al., 2026), while vocational
education experiences during high school may influence not only access to employment but also the quality of subsequent
employment (Jeong, 2026).

A growing body of research suggests that employability is built through the interaction of several skill domains. The first is
technical and vocational competence, including occupational knowledge, practical skills, digital literacy, technology use, and
the ability to perform work-related tasks according to professional standards. Industrial-class models, teaching-factory
approaches, and school-industry partnerships have been shown to strengthen students’ competence and work readiness by
providing more authentic learning environments (Dharmayanti et al., 2025; Patta et al., 2026). The management of industrial
partnerships can further enhance competence and employability by aligning school curricula with real workplace expectations
(Wajiyo & Nugroho, 2026). Likewise, effective implementation of link-and-match strategies between schools and industry can
improve graduate employability by coordinating educational management, curriculum content, and labor-market needs
(Suryana & Holik, 2026). The second domain consists of cognitive and learning skills such as problem solving, critical thinking,
decision making, creativity, digital literacy, self-regulated learning, and the ability to acquire new knowledge. The relationship
between digital literacy and self-regulated learning has received particular attention because learners who can manage their
own learning processes are better positioned to adapt to technological change (Lan et al., 2025). In secondary education, self-
feedback and self-regulated learning practices can strengthen learner autonomy and reflective capacity (Torres et al., 2024),
while academic self-efficacy and motivation are associated with self-regulated learning and learning quality among upper
secondary students (Samimi et al., 2024). Time management and achievement motivation also constitute important behavioral
resources for sustained academic and professional development (Wolters et al., 2025).

The third domain includes social, emotional, and transferable skills. Communication, teamwork, responsibility, resilience,
adaptability, self-management, confidence, perseverance, and emotional regulation have become central to employability
because modern workplaces require continuous interaction, collaboration, and adaptation. Social, emotional, and behavioral
skills have been associated with career adaptability among high school students (Pellegrino et al., 2025), while life skills have
been identified as important components of employability readiness in senior high school populations (Maglinte, 2025). Non-
cognitive skills are also increasingly recognized as important in explaining successful and unsuccessful school-to-work
transitions (Ripamonti, 2025). Psychological resources such as self-efficacy and resilience can mediate the effects of career
development programs on perceived employability (Salisu et al., 2025), and skill-based career empowerment training can
strengthen both perceived employability and career self-management (Malekiha, 2025). Employability is therefore not simply
a function of what students know, but also of how they regulate themselves, interact with others, and respond to changing
demands.

At the same time, these skills do not develop in isolation. School-level factors such as curriculum quality, teacher
competence, career guidance, authentic assessment, internships, work-based learning, and partnerships with employers can
either facilitate or constrain skill development. Competency-based curriculum frameworks depend in part on teacher acceptance
and implementation capacity (Lin et al., 2025), while teachers’ pedagogical competence and school-industry partnerships can
jointly improve employability outcomes (Larasati et al., 2026). Integrating school culture with competency-based curricula
may also strengthen parallel academic and employability pathways (Tawde, 2025). In the Iranian context, synthesis research

has emphasized the necessity of implementing skill-based learning systems in technical and vocational high schools (AbdiPour
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et al., 2025), while learner needs have been highlighted as a central consideration in curriculum planning and instruction
(Mousavi Asl & Tarehbari, 2024). Assessment is similarly important because complex employability skills are unlikely to be
captured adequately through conventional knowledge-based testing. Authentic assessment has been linked to the development
of twenty-first-century skills (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2024), and the reliability of performance assessment depends on
appropriate rating procedures and scoring tools (Nalbantoglu Yilmaz, 2024). Even within highly technical areas, the structure
of the learning pathway can influence the acquisition of applied skills (Vrbanci¢ & Kocijancic, 2024).

Beyond the school, family resources and broader socioeconomic conditions shape opportunities for students to acquire and
use employability skills. Family socioeconomic status, parental support, cultural capital, access to networks, and availability
of extracurricular opportunities can influence career exploration and skill development. At the macro level, labor-market
demand, regional employment opportunities, policy frameworks, and the strength of connections between education and
employers affect whether skills can be translated into actual employment. Systematic evidence on vocational students’ work
readiness has shown that individual, educational, and environmental factors operate simultaneously (Suroto et al., 2024). The
value of vocational education, general education, and on-the-job learning may also vary across the life course and according to
labor-market context (Tobback et al., 2024). More broadly, skill development is increasingly regarded as a pathway to
sustainable economic growth (Jafarov, 2025), and skill-based secondary education has been promoted as an important strategy
for enhancing young people’s future participation in work and society (Arpa & Alam, 2025). However, the literature remains
conceptually fragmented. Studies often focus on isolated competencies, distinct school interventions, or single contextual
variables, and employ overlapping terms such as work readiness, career adaptability, perceived employability, and school-to-
work transition. Therefore, the present systematic review aimed to synthesize evidence on employability among upper
secondary school students by organizing findings into three skill dimensions—technical and vocational skills, cognitive and
learning skills, and social-emotional and transferable skills—and four contextual factors—individual, family, school-
educational, and socioeconomic/labor-market factors.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a systematic review design. The review process followed a structured sequence of identification,
screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion. The population of interest comprised studies addressing employability,
work readiness, career readiness, vocational competence, transferable skills, or school-to-work transition among upper
secondary school students. Searches were conducted across major international and Persian-language databases, including Web
of Science, Scopus, ERIC, PsycINFO, ProQuest, Google Scholar, SID, Magiran, and Noormags. Search terms included

EEINT3 EEINT3 EEINT3

combinations of “employability,” “employability skills,” “career readiness,” “work readiness,” “job readiness,” “school-to-

G LRI

work transition,” “vocational skills,” “transferable skills,” “soft skills,” “secondary school students,” and “high school
students,” together with their Persian equivalents. The initial search identified 1,286 records. After removal of 312 duplicates,
974 titles and abstracts were screened. Of these, 816 records were excluded because they were unrelated to the target topic,
focused on university students or adult workers, examined technical education without employability outcomes, or did not
concern the target age group. Full texts of 158 studies were assessed, and 111 were excluded because of unsuitable populations,
insufficient employability data, inability to separate upper secondary findings, non-research publication type, or serious

methodological limitations. The final sample therefore consisted of 47 studies.
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Data were extracted using a structured researcher-developed form. Extracted information included publication year, country,
study design, sample size, participant characteristics, school type, measurement instruments, employability variables, major
findings, and methodological quality. Findings were coded into three skill dimensions: technical and vocational skills; cognitive
and learning skills; and social-emotional and transferable skills. Contextual findings were coded into four domains: individual
factors; family factors; school-educational factors; and socioeconomic/labor-market factors. Methodological quality was
evaluated using design-appropriate critical appraisal criteria. Because of substantial heterogeneity in study designs, measures,
definitions, and outcomes, statistical meta-analysis was not considered appropriate. Data were therefore synthesized through
structured narrative synthesis and directed content analysis, with repeated comparison across studies to identify recurring
patterns, convergences, and contextual differences.

Findings

The 47 included studies displayed substantial diversity in publication date, region, research design, school type, and
conceptualization of employability. Thirty-four studies, representing 72.3% of the sample, were published between 2016 and
2025, indicating a marked increase in attention to employability in recent years. Asia accounted for the largest regional share
with 18 studies, followed by Europe with 12, North America with 8, Oceania with 5, Africa with 3, and one multinational
study. Quantitative cross-sectional designs were the most common, accounting for 23 studies or 48.9%, followed by 8
longitudinal studies, 6 qualitative studies, 5 mixed-methods studies, and 5 intervention or quasi-experimental studies. Twenty-
six studies focused on general upper secondary schools, 13 on technical and vocational schools, and 8 included both educational
pathways. Methodological appraisal indicated that 21 studies were of high quality, 22 were of moderate quality, and 4 were of
low quality.

The analysis identified three recurring skill dimensions. Social-emotional and transferable skills were reported most
frequently, appearing in 38 studies or 80.9% of the sample. Cognitive and learning skills appeared in 34 studies or 72.3%, while
technical and vocational skills were identified in 27 studies or 57.4%. Within the social-emotional domain, communication was
reported in 29 studies, teamwork in 26, and self-management in 24. Within the cognitive domain, problem solving appeared in
25 studies, critical thinking in 19, creativity in 15, and self-directed learning in 13. Digital literacy was identified in 22 studies
and became particularly prominent in more recent research. Technical occupational competence was explicitly reported in 14
studies and was most strongly associated with employability in technical and vocational education settings.

Four major contextual factors were also identified. School-educational factors were the most frequently reported and
appeared in 35 studies or 74.5%. Individual factors were present in 31 studies or 66.0%, family factors in 22 studies or 46.8%,
and socioeconomic or labor-market factors in 20 studies or 42.6%. Career guidance was reported in 24 studies, internships and
workplace experience in 23, curriculum quality in 19, and school-employer partnerships in 17. Among individual factors, career
self-efficacy, motivation, future orientation, and occupational identity were the most recurrent. Parental support and family
socioeconomic status were the dominant family-level factors, while local employment opportunities, labor-market demand,
and educational-employment policy were the most prominent macro-level influences.

Cross-study synthesis showed that the strongest recurring interaction was between social-emational and transferable skills
and school-educational factors, identified in 26 studies. Cognitive and learning skills were frequently associated with project-
based learning, problem-based instruction, internships, and other school-mediated opportunities. Technical skills were most
effective when embedded in high-quality vocational instruction and strong school-industry partnerships. Seventeen studies

explicitly reflected multilevel interactions among individual, family, school, and labor-market conditions. Overall, the evidence
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supported a dynamic model in which employability emerges from the interaction between students’ skill resources and the
opportunities, supports, and constraints present in their educational and socioeconomic environments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that employability among upper secondary school students is best understood as a multidimensional
and context-dependent construct. The predominance of social-emational and transferable skills suggests that readiness for
employment increasingly depends on the capacity to communicate, collaborate, self-regulate, and adapt rather than on technical
competence alone. At the same time, cognitive and learning skills provide the flexibility required for continued learning,
problem solving, and adaptation in changing labor markets. Technical and vocational skills remain essential, particularly in
pathways that lead directly from school to work, but their value depends heavily on relevance to actual occupational demands.

The strong role of school-educational factors is especially important. Schools appear to function not only as sites of
knowledge transmission but also as environments in which employability capital is developed. Internships, career guidance,
authentic tasks, project-based learning, competency-based curricula, and employer partnerships can transform abstract skills
into observable professional behaviors. This finding implies that employability should not be treated as a supplementary
objective reserved for vocational schools. It should instead be embedded across upper secondary education through curriculum,
pedagogy, assessment, and career-development services.

The results also show that individual capabilities alone are insufficient to explain employability. Self-efficacy, motivation,
and career orientation may help students use available opportunities, but these resources are shaped by family support, school
quality, and labor-market structures. Students with similar skill profiles may experience very different transition outcomes if
they differ in access to internships, professional networks, career guidance, or local employment opportunities. Employability
should therefore be regarded as relational rather than purely individual. It is produced through the interaction of personal
capability and opportunity structures.

A further implication concerns the changing nature of employability itself. The prominence of digital literacy, adaptability,
self-regulated learning, and transferable competencies indicates that the employable student is increasingly one who can
continue learning rather than one who has mastered a fixed occupational repertoire. This is particularly relevant in labor markets
characterized by technological disruption, occupational change, and uncertain career pathways. Consequently, educational
systems should prioritize not only job-specific preparation but also the capacity to learn, relearn, transfer knowledge, and adapt
to new roles.

In conclusion, the synthesis of 47 studies supports an integrated framework in which employability among upper secondary
school students is shaped by three complementary skill dimensions—technical and vocational skills, cognitive and learning
skills, and social-emotional and transferable skills—and four contextual domains—individual, family, school-educational, and
socioeconomic/labor-market factors. The evidence suggests that sustainable employability emerges when these dimensions are
developed together and when students are provided with meaningful opportunities to apply them in realistic contexts.
Accordingly, effective educational policy should move beyond fragmented skill training and adopt a multilevel approach that
links curriculum, teaching, assessment, career guidance, family support, and school-industry collaboration. Such an approach
is more likely to prepare students not merely for their first job, but for continued learning, adaptation, and participation across

changing occupational trajectories.
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