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Abstract 
 

Competency-based education (CBE) represents a crucial approach for aligning educational systems with 
community requirements. The approach is founded on principles that delineate the essential attributes of 
key educational components: educators, learners, curriculum, and learning environment. In light of the 
ongoing challenges within Iran’s agricultural higher education system to synchronize academic instruction 
with community needs, this study investigates the status of the competency-based agricultural higher 
education system in Iran. The population in this quantitative research included all educators and students 
in Iran’s public agricultural schools and government employers in the agricultural sector. Sample 
educators and students were selected using a multistage sampling method, while purposeful sampling was 
used to select employers. Data were collected using two questionnaires: one related to educators and 
students, and one related to employers. The validity and reliability of the tools were assessed and confirmed 
by a panel of experts using Cronbach’s alpha test, and data analysis was performed in SPSS version 22. 
We found that the characteristics related to the relationships between the various pillars of the agricultural 
higher education system and the external environment, like professional and management skills, were 
unfavorable. This indicates that graduates lack the necessary skills to effectively engage with industry 
professionals and manage agricultural enterprises. On the other hand, characteristics associated with the 
internal functions of the educational system, such as scientific ability and personal skills, were favorable. 
This suggests that the educational system is more successful in developing students’ academic knowledge 
and personal competencies than empowering them to enter the labor market. 
 

Introduction 
 

The new generation of academics strives to extend its role beyond teaching to include training for 
social participation. Accordingly, universities are expected to move from an emphasis on education toward 
serving the community and optimally communicating with other parts of society. This shift in emphasis can 
allow academic centers to train students to fulfill the community’s needs and ensure that graduates from 
higher education programs are able to take responsible positions in society (Wilson, 2013; Sam & Van Der 

 
1 Mahsa Saadvandi is a PhD graduate in the Department of Agricultural Extension and Education, Tarbiat Modares 
University (TMU), Tehran, Iran, 14115-336. Email: m.saadvandi@modares.ac.ir , ORCID: 0000-0001-8343-3191.   
2Enayat Abbasi is an Associate Professor in the Department of Agricultural Extension and Education, Tarbiat Modares 
University (TMU), Tehran, Iran, 14115-336. Email: enayat.abbasi@modares.ac.ir , ORCID: 0000-0002-5238-7185. 
3 Harm Biemans is an Associate Professor in Education and Learning Sciences (ELS), Wageningen University & 
Research, Wageningen, the Netherlands, 6700 EW. Email: harm.biemans@wur.nl , ORCID: 0000-0003-2955-8211 
(*Corresponding Author).  
4 Homayoun Farhadian is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Agricultural Extension and Education, Tarbiat 
Modares University (TMU), Tehran, Iran, 14115-336. Email: homauonfarhadian@modares.ac.ir , ORCID: 0000-
0003-0424-6107. 
5Kiumars Zarafshani is a Professor in the Department of Agricultural Extension and Education, Razi University, 
Kermanshah, Iran, 67149-67346. Email: Zarafshani2000@yahoo.com , ORCID: 0000-0002-2574-6197. 



Saadvandi et al.   Investigating the Status of… 
 

Journal of Agricultural Education  2  Volume 66, Issue 1, 2025 

Sijde, 2014; Ganoidis & Meek, 2020). Competency-based education (CBE) is one educational approach 
that universities use to align their programs with the community’s needs. The goal of this approach is to 
prepare learners to work successfully in the community, based on the establishment of a demand-driven 
relationship between the education system and the labor market (Ramasamy, 2020). 

 
If CBE is a goal of the higher education system, all the pillars of the education system (educator, 

learner, curriculum, and learning environment) must be aligned with that goal (Saadvandi et al., 2024; 
Khoshnodifar et al., 2020). According to Brauer (2021), achieving this alignment requires a clear 
articulation of competences that meet both educational and working-life expectations. The study 
emphasizes the importance of in-service training for educators to effectively implement competence-based 
curricula, and highlights the need for a supportive learning environment that fosters the development of 
these competences. 

 
In Iran, a significant challenge in agricultural higher education is the mismatch between the delivered 

education and community needs, while graduates of this system make up a limited share of the agricultural 
labor market (Sookhtanlou, 2020). As various studies show, the different pillars contribute to this mismatch 
between agricultural higher education and labor market needs, as described below. 
 
Educators: Educators play an essential role in the learning process. After all, even if learners receive the 
desired curriculum in a suitable learning environment, educators still play a decisive role in terms of 
learning quality. Improving teaching quality is one way to increase graduates’ employability. However, 
studies show that educators in the Iranian agricultural higher education system have not performed well, 
and their lack of skills in preparing learners for the market forms a barrier to agricultural graduates’ 
employment (Movahedi et al., 2013; Movahedi, 2017).  
 
Learners: Many Iranian higher education applicants are accepted into fields that do not match their 
interests and talents, with agriculture being the 36th choice out of 100 (Shahvali & Abedi Sarvestani, 2014). 
This mismatch leads to poor performance in the labor market post-graduation. The higher education system 
plays a crucial role in fostering interest and motivation in students, which can potentially increase their 
success. However, high agricultural unemployment rates, coupled with studies on the quality of agricultural 
graduates, indicate that the system is not performing well. Specifically, weaknesses of agricultural 
graduates include a lack of market-required skills (Shahbazi & Alibaygi, 2006; Movahedi, 2009), practical 
experience, and self-confidence in job hunting. Graduates also prefer urban employment, have unrealistic 
expectations (e.g., high-salary jobs) (Baraabadi et al., 2010), are poorly motivated to enter the agricultural 
sector, and are reluctant to engage in group work (Movahedi, 2017).  
 
Curriculum: Studies have shown that the curriculum offered in the Iranian agricultural higher education 
system does not match the country’s agricultural labor market (Movahedi, 2017;  Aghapour et al., 2014;  
Movahedi et al., 2013;  Zamani & Azizi, 2006; Shahbazi & Alibaygi, 2006) and cannot provide sufficient 
practical experience for learners (Movahedi et al., 2010; Baraabadi et al., 2010). Furthermore, it does not 
provide career prospects for graduates and provides no explicit mechanism for them to use their technical 
knowledge after graduation (Aghapour et al., 2014). Instead, it offers theoretical and abstract content that 
does not meet the actual needs of the labor market and does not generate a proper understanding of how 
graduates can use what they have learned at the university in their future careers.  
 
Learning environment: This pillar of Iran’s agricultural higher education system strongly contributes to 
the mismatch between agricultural education and the labor market. Establishing communication between 
the university and the labor market would increase opportunities to adapt the learning environment to real-
life conditions. This would better align educational experiences with those encountered in the labor market, 
which would have many benefits (e.g., laying a foundation for using knowledge, creating mechanisms to 
increase learners’ skills, and providing learners with knowledge about social issues related to agricultural 
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professions). Communication is often limited to internship courses held at institutions outside the 
university, and research has shown that the quality of these short internship courses (which are worth two 
credits) is largely inadequate (Shahvali & Abedi Sarvestani, 2014; Gholamireza, 2010; Zarafshani et al., 
2008; Sadeghi et al., 2010). Research on the optimal relationship between the agricultural faculties of Iran 
and the labor market outside the university has found an ‘islanding’ effect (Movahedi, 2017; Movahedi et 
al., 2010; Shojaee, 2009; Ostovari, 2002); in other words, the learning environment in agricultural education 
is abstract and static due to a lack of suitable communication with industry partners.  
Given the current situation in agricultural higher education in Iran, CBE—which is based on mutual 
communication between the educational system and the labor market—could help to align the agricultural 
higher education system with the labor market. Specifically, Chappell et al. (2020) emphasize that CBE in 
agribusiness degrees supports the development of graduates who are better prepared for the demands of the 
labor market. Moreover, they highlight the importance of integrating skills, knowledge, and strategies for 
attitude change into the curriculum to produce competent graduates. Similarly, Mather et al. (1977) discuss 
the development of a competency-based curriculum in agricultural economics, noting that such curricula 
are designed to meet the specific needs of the labor market by focusing on the desired outcomes and 
competences required by employers. Therefore, aligning the pillars of the education system (educator, 
learner, curriculum, and learning environment) with CBE principles is essential for achieving the goal of 
producing graduates who are not only knowledgeable but also possess the practical skills and attitudes 
necessary to excel in their professional careers. 
 

Theoretical Framework 
 

Mulder (2004) designed a set of primary principles for implementing CBE, which was further 
expanded and adjusted by Wesselink (2010) and Sturing et al. (2011). Different variables correspond to 
each principle in a set of expanded principles that facilitate CBE through operationalization. Educational 
systems can use the principles and variables determined for CBE as an operational guideline to create CBE 
and take steps toward the mission of serving the community (Table 1). 
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Table 1 
 
Competency-Based Education Principles and Variables 

Variables Principles 
Construction of a competence profile. 
Use of the competence profile in curricula 
development. 

1. The competences on which the program is based 
are defined. 

Role of vocational core problems in curricula 
development. 
Role of vocational core problems in assessment. 

2. Vocational core problems are the organizing unit 
for (re)designing the curriculum (learning and 
assessment). 

Authenticity. 
Variation. 
Connection between learning in school and 
learning in practice. 

3. Learning activities take place in a range of 
authentic situations. 

Integration of knowledge, skills, and attitudes. 4. Knowledge, skills, and attitudes are integrated in 
learning and assessment processes. 

Assessment of prior competences. 
Formal rewarding. 
Provision of feedback. 

5. The competence development of students is 
assessed before, during, and after the learning 
process. 

--- 6. Students are challenged to reflect on their own 
learning. 

Self-responsibility. 
Self-reflection. 
Students’ learning questions. 

7. Self-responsibility and self-reflection are 
encouraged in students. 

Flexibility in assessment time and method. 8. The study program is flexible. 
Coaching on the learning process. 
Coaching on the content. 

9. Teachers fulfill their roles as coaches and 
experts equally at school and in professional 
practice. 

Development of professional identity. 
Development of learning competencies. 

10. The study program devotes attention to learning, 
career, and citizenship competences. 

References: Sturing et al., 2011; Wesselink, 2010 
 

The principles and variables above comprise a general set that an educational system must consider 
to achieve competency. However, the specific features of an educational system’s pillars are not defined. 
In a review study, Saadvandi et al. (2019) defined an organized set of characteristics for each educational 
pillar in a competency-based agricultural education system, based on CBE principles. They analyzed 126 
articles and extracted the characteristics of the different pillars (Table 2). 
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Table 2 
 
Characteristics of Pillars in the Competency-Based Higher Education System 

Educational 
pillar 

Major characteristics Theoretical basis of CBE 
Principles Variables 

Educator Teaching and evaluation 
method 

Teachers fulfill their 
roles as coaches and 
experts equally at school 
and in professional 
practice. 

Coaching on the 
learning process. 
Coaching on the 
content. 

Professional skills 
Scientific ability 
Personal skills 
Communication skills 
Management skills 

Curriculum Improving technical skills Vocational core 
problems are the 
organizing unit for 
(re)designing the 
curriculum (learning and 
assessment). 
Learning activities take 
place in a range of 
authentic situations. 
Knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes are integrated. 

Role of vocational 
core problems in 
curricula development. 
Role of vocational 
core problems in 
assessment. 
Authenticity. 
Variation. 
Connection between 
learning in school and 
learning in practice. 

Improving personal skills 
Improving analytical skills 
Improving management skills 
Comprehensiveness 

Learning 
environment 

Improving technical skills Vocational core 
problems are the 
organizing unit for 
(re)designing the 
curriculum (learning and 
assessment). 
Learning activities take 
place in a range of 
authentic situations. 

Role of vocational 
core problems in 
curricula development. 
Role of vocational 
core problems in 
assessment. 
Authenticity. 
Variation. 
Connection between 
learning in school and 
learning in practice. 

Improving personal 
development 

Improving communication 
skills 

Learner Technical domain The study program 
devotes attention to 
learning, career, and 
citizenship 
competences. 

Development of 
professional identity. 
Development of 
learning competencies. 

Communication domain 
Management domain 
Analytical domain 
Personal domain 

References: Sturing et al., 2011; Wesselink, 2010 
 
This set of characteristics of the competency-based agricultural higher education system’s pillars 

forms the theoretical foundation of this research (Figure 1). In this study, we determine the degree of 
alignment between the characteristics of the Iranian agricultural higher education system’s pillars and those 
of a competency-based agricultural higher education system’s pillars, aiming to provide solutions to 
enhance this alignment. 
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Figure 1 
 
Characteristics of Each Pillar of the Competency-Based Higher Education System (Saadvandi et al., 
2024) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Research objectives 
The primary objective of this study is to investigate the status of a competency-based agricultural 

higher education system in Iran. The goal is a comprehensive analysis from multiple perspectives, including 
those of educators, learners, and employers. By examining the perceptions of these key stakeholders, we 
seek to identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement in the implementation of CBE. 
Specifically, the research addresses the following questions: 

• What is the status of educators in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in 
Iran, as perceived by both educators and learners? 

• What is the status of curriculum in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in 
Iran, as perceived by both educators and learners? 

• What is the status of learning environment in the competency-based agricultural higher education 
system in Iran, as perceived by both educators and learners? 

• What is the status of learners in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran, 
as perceived by employers? 

 
Methodology 

 
This study aims to investigate the status of a competency-based agricultural higher education system 

in Iran. A quantitative approach was employed, utilizing structured questionnaires to gather data from three 
groups of participants: educators, learners, and employers. The questionnaires for educators and learners 
were designed to assess the educators, the curriculum, and the learning environment, and were identical for 
both groups. A separate questionnaire was used to evaluate learners from the perspective of employers. 
 
Rationale for Participant Groups 

Teachers and learners were selected to provide opinions on the three pillars of the higher education 
system: educators, learning environment, and curriculum. This is because they are directly involved in and 
affected by these components. Furthermore, employers were asked to evaluate learners, as they interact 
with graduates in the workplace and can provide valuable insights into the competencies and preparedness 
of the learners’ post-graduation. The average ages of the participants were 25.12 years for learners, 45.37 
years for educators, and 43.71 years for employers. Most respondents in the learners group were women 
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(62%), while most respondents in the educator and employer groups were men (76.8% and 77.5%, 
respectively). 
 
Participant Selection and Sampling 

A multistage sampling method was applied to select samples. In the first step, we considered five 
geographical regions determined by the Country Education Evaluation Organization (2015) and randomly 
selected one university from each region: The University of Tehran from region 1, the Ferdowsi University 
of Mashhad from region 2, the Razi University of Kermanshah from region 3, the University of Ilam from 
region 4, and the University of Shiraz from region 5. If the number of educators in a region was lower than 
the required sample size, we selected two universities from that region: thus, we added the University of 
Birjand, Hamedan University, and Lorestan University in regions 2, 3, and 4, respectively. The samples 
related to each group were determined by stratified random sampling. Statistical information and sampling 
methods related to each of the three groups are provided below. 
 
Students: In 2017–2018, an estimated 81,629 students were studying agriculture at Iran’s public 
universities at the BSc, MSc, and PhD levels (Mirabi, 2019). Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) 
sampling table, we selected 384 individuals. The number of samples per class was determined using a 
stratified sampling method with proportional allocation. In the next stage, we determined the number of 
students from the selected universities based on level of education, and each level was allocated to one class 
to balance the sampling process. A stratified sampling method with proportional allocation was also applied 
in this stage. Table 3 shows the universities selected from each region, the number of students by education 
level, and the sample size in each category. 
 
Table 3 
 
Population of Learners at the Selected Universities 

Region University Population Sample 
BSc  MSc PhD Total BSc MSc PhD Total 

1 Tehran 627 305 666 1,598 43 21 46 110 
2 Ferdowsi  1,611 998 1,557 4,166 36 22 34 92 
3 Razi 1,109 383 320 1,812 54 19 16 89 
4 Ilam 1,373 571 72 2,016 45 19 3 67 
5 Shiraz 1,016 668 863 2,547 10 7 9 26 
Total 5,736 2,925 3,478 12,139 188 88 108 384 

 
Educators: In 2017–2018, there were a reported 3,640 educators in the agricultural field at public 
universities (Mirabi, 2019). Our sample size was determined to be 351 based on Krejcie and Morgan’s 
(1970) sampling table. Table 4 presents information related to academic regions, selected universities, and 
the sample size from each university. 
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Table 4 
 
Population of Educators at the Selected Universities 

Region University Sample size  

1 Tehran 110 
2 Ferdowsi 44 

Birjand 26 
3 Razi 32 

Bu-Ali Sina 47 
4 Ilam 22 

Lorestan 43 
5 Shiraz 27 

Total 351 
 
Employers: Given the multiplicity of private and public employers in the agricultural sector and the 
difficulty in determining the statistical population and access to samples, we only selected public sector 
employers (affiliated with the Ministry of Agriculture) as the statistical population. We asked them about 
the characteristics of agricultural graduates who enter the labor market after completing their university 
education. We identified public departments and organizations that are the targeted potential employers of 
agricultural graduates by referring to the Agricultural Research, Education and Extension Organization, 
consulting the experts at that organization, and selecting the field’s employers as the statistical population. 
Table 5 shows the employment sectors of agricultural graduates. 
 
Table 5 
 
 Employment Sectors of Agricultural Graduates and Relevant Organizations 

Employment sectors of agricultural 
graduates 

Relevant organizations 

Agricultural engineering technical and 
advisory service firms 

Agricultural and Natural Resources Engineering 
Organization  
Agricultural centers organizing office and extension 
networks 

Plant protection clinics Plant Protection Organization 
Soil science  laboratories  Soil and water research institution  
Insurance brokers Agricultural insurance fund 
Agricultural tools services companies Agricultural Mechanization Development Center 
Agricultural production cooperatives Central organization for rural cooperatives 
Constructive corps 

 
Agricultural centers organizing office and extension 
networks 

 
Sample employers were selected from the same provinces as the samples of learners and educators 

(Tehran, Razavi Khorasan, Kermanshah, Ilam, and Fars). Employers who were directly involved in 
graduates’ entry into the labor market were selected purposefully (n=142). Most respondents were male 
(77.5 %), the average work experience was 17.34 years, and more than half had an MSc degree.  

 
Reliability and Validity of the Questionnaire 

We developed two questionnaires based on the characteristics of the pillars of the competency-based 
agricultural higher education system (Saadvandi et al., 2024). The first questionnaire was completed by 
learners and educators and was used to assess the internal pillars of the agricultural higher education system. 
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It included four sections: on the personal and professional characteristics of the respondents, characteristics 
of educators in a competency-based agricultural higher education system, characteristics of a competency-
based agricultural curriculum, and characteristics of a competency-based agricultural learning environment. 
The second questionnaire was completed by employers from the agricultural sector and was used to assess 
the personal and professional characteristics of the employers and the competency-based characteristics of 
agricultural graduates. 

 
Validity of instruments: Items on the questionnaire were extracted from English-language articles 
published in international journals. We then showed the tool to a group of professors and PhD students in 
the Education and Competence Studies Group at Wageningen University & Research and eliminated or 
changed some items based on their recommendations (face validity). The questionnaire was then translated 
into Farsi and given to several Iranian agricultural education and extension faculty members to confirm the 
validity. 
 
Reliability of instruments: For the pilot test, 30 individuals were selected from each respondent group, 
specifically from a population not included in the main research population. This selection strategy was 
employed to enhance the instrument’s validation across a broader demographic. The reliability of the 
instruments was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, yielding values of 0.85 for the educators’ questionnaire, 
0.83 for the learners’ questionnaire, and 0.86 for the employers’ questionnaire. These results indicate a high 
level of internal consistency and stability, confirming the instrument’s reliability in accurately measuring 
the intended constructs. For more information on this, see Appendix I. 

 
Data analysis was performed in SPSS version 22 using descriptive and inferential statistics. The 

collected data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including mean, standard deviation (Std), 
coefficient of variation (CV), and ranking. Furthermore, comparative tests were conducted to examine the 
differences in opinions between educators and learners. 

 
Results 

 
The following sections reflect the current situation in Iran’s competency-based agricultural higher 

education system. 
 

The status of educators in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran: Both 
educators and learners ranked ‘personal skills’ highest on the list of educators’ characteristics, followed by 
‘teaching and evaluation methods’. However, while learners ranked ‘management skills’ last, educators put 
‘communication skills’ in last place (Table 6). 
 
Table 6 
 
Ranking Characteristics of Educators in Competency-Based Agricultural Higher Education 

Learners’ viewpoint Characteristic Educators’ viewpoint 
Rank CV Std Mean Mean Std CV Rank 
1 0.371 1.07 2.91 Personal skills 3.56 2.91 0.259 1 
2 0.384 1.06 2.79 Teaching and evaluation 

methods 
3.40 0.93 0.277 2 

3 0.388 1.08 2.82 Communication skills 3.28 0.99 0.307 6 
4 0.391 1.09 2.81 Scientific ability 3.44 0.95 0.280 3 
5 0.398 1.07 2.72 Professional skills 3.42 1.05 0.306 5 
6 0.419 1.13 2.73 Management skills 3.42 0.98 0.288 4 
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The status of curriculum in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran: 
 
The educators ranked ‘improving analytical skills’ first on the list of curriculum characteristics, while 
learners chose ‘improving personal skills.’ However, both groups ranked ‘improving technical skills’ last.  
 
Table 7 
 
Ranking Curriculum Characteristics in Competency-Based Agricultural Higher Education 

Learners’ viewpoint Characteristic Educators’ viewpoint 
Rank CV Std Mean Mean Std CV Rank 
1 0.412 1.07 2.60 Improving personal 

skills 
2.82 1.05 0.378 3 

2 0.412 1.02 2.49 Improving analytical 
skills 

2.87 1.04 0.364 1 

3 0.422 1.07 2.53 Improving management 
skills 

2.83 1.07 0.380 4 

4 0.428 1.09 2.57 Comprehensiveness 1.86 1.07 0.376 2 
5 0.437 1.07 2.46 Improving technical 

skills 
2.80 1.10 0.397 5 

 
The status of learning environment in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in 
Iran: 

Learners and educators ranked the characteristics of the learning environment similarly, putting 
‘improving technical skills’ first, ‘improving communication skills’ second, and ‘improving personal 
development’ third. 

 
Table 8 
 
Ranking Characteristics of the Learning Environment in Competency-Based Agricultural Higher 
Education 

Learners’ viewpoint Characteristic Educators’ viewpoint 
Rank CV Std Mean Mean Std CV Rank 
1 0.418 1.05 2.51 Improving technical 

skills 
3.09 1.00 0.324 1 

2 0.423 1.08 2.57 Improving 
communication skills 

3.10 1.01 .0330 2 

3 0.423 1.06 2.52 Improving personal 
development 

3.04 1.05 0.346 3 

 
Comparison of educators’ and learners’ viewpoints: A comparison of educators’ and learners’ 
viewpoints regarding a competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran showed significant 
differences in all the studied educational pillars. Based on the mean comparison test (t-test), educators 
assigned a higher mean to all educational pillars. 
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Table 9 
 
Comparison of Educators and Learners’ Viewpoints Regarding Competency-Based Agricultural Higher 
Education 

P value t Std Mean N Group Variable 

0.001 -13.68 61.98 264.99 384 Learners Status of the educators 
52.10 325.87 302 Educators 

0.001 -5.53 43.41 152.53 384 Learners Status of the curriculum 
45.79 171.59 302 Educators 

0.001 -9.44 22.16 76.12 384 Learners Status of the learning 
environment 22.49 92.35 302 Educators 

       
 
The status of learners in the competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran: 
 

Employers ranked ‘communication domain’ as the strongest characteristic of Iranian agricultural 
graduates, while they ranked ‘personal domain’ last (Table 10).  
 
Table 10 
 
Ranking Characteristics of Learners in Competency-Based Agricultural Higher Education 
Dimension Mean Std CV Rank 
Communication 
domain 

3.16 0.84 0.267 1 

Analytical 
domain 

2.89 0.84 .0292 2 

Technical 
domain 

2.84 0.87 0.310 3 

Management 
domain 

2.82 0.87 0.310 4 

Personal 
domain 

2.91 0.96 0.335 5 

 
Overall status of a competency-based agricultural higher education system in Iran: Generally, the 
ranking of educational pillars in the Iranian agricultural higher education system indicated that the mean 
score for educators is higher than the mean score for the other pillars (mean=3.10, Std=0.136). The mean 
score for learners is 2.92 (Std=1.19), and the mean scores for the learning environment and curriculum are 
2.80 (Std=1.04) and 2.68 (Std=1.06), respectively.  
 

Discussion 
 

This study aimed to assess the agricultural higher education system in Iran through a competency-
based approach. The results indicate that learners and educators exhibited the highest mean scores in terms 
of competency-based characteristics, suggesting a strong alignment with the principles of competency-
based education (CBE). This highlights the effectiveness of current teaching methods and the preparedness 
of students and educators to engage in CBE. However, the mean scores for the learning environment and 
curriculum were lower, indicating gaps in institutional support and curricular design. These findings align 
with previous research that emphasizes the need for a holistic approach to CBE, which includes competent 
educators, motivated learners, a supportive learning environment, and a well-designed curriculum. 
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A comparison of students’ and educators’ viewpoints regarding the characteristics of educators, the 
curriculum, and the learning environment showed significant differences. The mean for characteristics in 
all pillars evaluated by educators was higher than the mean based on student evaluations. Results obtained 
by Biemans et al. (2009) and Saadvandi at al. (2024) show that educators and learners have significantly 
different viewpoints regarding CBE. This difference might be due to educators having a more 
comprehensive understanding and experience of CBE, so that some of its characteristics may be more 
tangible to them. The mean assessed characteristics demonstrate that Iran’s current agricultural higher 
education system is far from an ideal CBE system. Getting closer to a favorable condition would require 
that the principles of competency-based training govern all components of this system.  

 
Our research evaluated the current status of various components separately and determined the 

strengths and weaknesses of each. For instance, the curriculum pays less attention to technical and 
managerial skills, which is in line with the results obtained by Movahedi (2017) and Aghapour et al. (2014). 
Technical skills are specialties that learners need to have to succeed in the labor market, while managerial 
skills include the ability to work with others and use resources optimally; abilities which, based on the 
results, are overlooked in the curriculum. In general, the evaluation of the items used to assess curriculum 
characteristics demonstrates that the current curriculum has been developed without considering the 
complexities of the professional world. There is no proper connection between agricultural programs and 
the needs of the labor market, and the content taught is mainly limited to theoretical knowledge and 
controlled conditions of the university and ignores operational and practical skills required to work in 
natural conditions. Hence, it fails to prepare students for work success and dealing with future professional 
issues.  

 
Results related to evaluating the learning environment revealed that more attention is paid to 

promoting technical skills, which is in line with earlier results (Deegan et al., 2016; Pant, 2012). According 
to this study’s definition, improving technical skills in the learning environment means providing the 
necessary conditions and facilities to learn the practical dimension of agriculture. In contrast, the assessment 
of the curriculum revealed that the emphasis on technical skills was ranked lowest among the evaluated 
characteristics. This indicates that the current curriculum framework places less importance on the 
development of practical technical skills. Such a discrepancy highlights a critical gap between the learning 
environment and the curriculum, suggesting a need for curriculum reform to better integrate technical skill 
development. Addressing this gap is essential for aligning educational outcomes with industry requirements 
and ensuring that graduates possess the practical skills necessary for effective performance in the 
agricultural sector. Agricultural graduates had unfavorable technical skills, with a mean of 2.84 out of 5, 
which led to its ranking as third among five characteristics. This is to be expected, considering the current 
learning environment and curriculum. Alibaygi and Pouya (2011) confirmed the low technical skills of 
agricultural graduates in Iran.  

 
Another characteristic of agricultural graduates was the low mean score for managerial and personal 

skills. The former involves the ability to work with others and optimally use resources, while the latter is 
about working in complicated situations, understanding the concept of professional competence, and 
creating a desire for lifelong learning. The low level of such skills among agricultural graduates may be 
due to weak communication between the labor market and the agricultural higher education system, which 
has been confirmed previously (Mulder, 2017).  

 
According to CBE principles, graduates should be able to work in a complex environment, 

understand the need to work with others, and want to continue learning after graduation. However, this 
requires learners to investigate the professional environment during their education and to understand its 
issues and problems, so that they acquire the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in the agricultural 
profession. Moreover, observing the complexities of the professional learning environment helps students 
to understand that an academic degree may provide entrance to the labor market, but that professional 
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success will require them to continue learning throughout their careers. However, studies have shown that 
agricultural higher education in Iran is presented in an environment different from the authentic situation 
(Movahedi, 2017), and this difference teaches students to work in a controlled university environment and 
to develop knowledge and skills that are not commensurate with the needs of the agricultural labor market. 
This contradiction limits the share of agricultural jobs held by agricultural graduates and means that many 
jobs in the sector are filled by uneducated people or people with an unrelated education. 

 
The ranking of educators in Iran’s agricultural higher education system was highest for ‘personal 

skills’ and ‘teaching and evaluation methods’, based on the opinions of educators and students. However, 
‘communication skills’ and ‘managerial skills’ were ranked lowest. This indicates that, while educators are 
effective within the university, they struggle with external communication and management, in conflict 
with competency-based principles. To address these weaknesses, it is recommended to organize 
professional development workshops focused on enhancing communication skills and to encourage 
participation in collaborative projects with industry partners. Establishing mentorship programs and 
providing managerial training tailored to the agricultural sector can also help. Regular feedback 
mechanisms from students, peers, and external stakeholders will further support improvement. By 
implementing these recommendations, educators can enhance their skills, aligning them more closely with 
CBE principles and improving their effectiveness both inside and outside the university. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Our study reveals that, despite the emphasis on communication with society and the labor market in 

CBE, Iran’s agricultural higher education system struggles in this area. The curriculum and learning 
environment overly focus on academic education, neglecting professional work implications. Educators 
are more adept within the educational system and less capable of engaging with the community and the 
labor market, resulting in graduates being ill-prepared for the agricultural workforce. 

 
To transition to a CBE system, Iran’s agricultural education system must undergo significant 

changes. While Mulder (2017) suggests starting with defining vocational core problems and revising the 
curriculum, this approach may not suffice in Iran due to the less educated agricultural workforce. Instead, 
establishing a connection between the education system and the labor market should be the initial step, 
enabling curriculum revisions based on labor market needs. 

 
After evaluating the curriculum based on the viewpoints of educators and learners, it is clear that the 

learning environment needs to become more aligned with the labor market. To enhance the learning 
environment, we recommend that a portion of the education be conducted directly at agricultural institutions 
and work centers equipped with the necessary facilities. Currently, this practical education is offered 
through minimal internship credits (two credits), which is insufficient for providing meaningful practical 
experience (Korani et al., 2021). Improving the quality and scope of these internships can significantly 
enhance skill development and career readiness for students. Furthermore, inviting successful entrepreneurs 
from the agricultural sector to share their experiences and insights can greatly enrich the learning process. 
These entrepreneurs can offer practical knowledge, mentorship, and real-world problem-solving skills that 
are crucial for students. By integrating entrepreneurial perspectives into the curriculum, we can better 
prepare students for the dynamic challenges of the agricultural industry. 

 
In addition to changing the curriculum and learning environment, educators must justify these 

changes by addressing external challenges and outlining their tasks and plans. This includes enhancing 
communication with the university’s external environment and the labor market. For instance, holding in-
service training courses and implementing reward systems for educators who improve their engagement 
with the world outside the university can significantly enhance the competence of Iran’s agricultural higher 
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education system. By focusing on these external interactions, the education system can better align with 
competency-based education and address the broader issues that it faces. 

 
Like any scientific research, this study has its limitations. One major limitation was the lack of a 

coherent database of private agricultural employers, forcing reliance on public sector employers’ opinions. 
Given the differences between private and public sectors, future research should include private employers’ 
viewpoints for a more comprehensive assessment. Another limitation was potential biases in educators’ 
opinions about the curriculum, learning environment, and themselves. As custodians of the learning 
environment, their views might influence the results. To mitigate this, we also considered students’ 
opinions. 
 

References 
 
Aghapour, S., S. H. Movahhed Mohammadi, & Alambeigi, A. (2014). “Key Skills Role in Employability 

Formation of College Students.” Journal of Research and Planning in Higher Education 20 (1), 
41−56. 

 
Alibaygi, A., & Pouya, M. (2011). “Needs Assessment of Senior Agricultural Students Regarding 

Sustainability Knowledge.” African Journal of Agricultural Research 6 (31), 
6542−6546.https://doi.org/10.5897/AJAR11.1414  

 
Baraabadi, S. A., M. Mohammadi, & A. Asadi, S. (2010). “Analysis of Educational and Socio-Cultural 

Barriers to the Employment of Agricultural Graduates.” Work and Society 109(5), 92−100. 
http://ensani.ir/file/download/article/20120327183519-3065-315  

 
Biemans, H., R. Wesselink, J. Gulikers, S. Schaafsma, J. Verstegen, & Mulder, M. (2009). “Towards 

Competence‐Based VET: Dealing with the Pitfalls.” Journal of Vocational Education and Training 
61(3), 267−286. https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820903194682  

 
Chappell, C., Gonczi, A., & Hager, P. (2020). Competency-based education. In P. Hager (Ed.), 

Understanding adult education and training (pp. 191-205). Routledge. 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003118299-18/competency-based-
education-clive-chappell-andrew-gonczi-paul-hager  

 
Country Education Evaluation Organization. (2015). Guide to Choosing a Field of Study for the National 

Exam. Retrieved in January 2021. 
http://www6.sanjesh.org/download/sarasari94/entekhab/riyazi/PART-1-Riyazi.pdf 

 
Deegan, D., P. Wims, & Pettit, T. (2016). “Practical Skills Training in Agricultural Education: A 

Comparison between Traditional and Blended Approaches.” The Journal of Agricultural Education 
and Extension 22 (2), 145−161. https://doi.org/10.1080/1389224X.2015.1063520  

 
Ganoidis, P. T., & Meek, W. (2020). “Entrepreneurial Education for the Entrepreneurial University: A 

Stakeholder Perspective.” The Journal of Technology Transfer 45, 1167−1195. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-019-09742-z  

 
Gholamireza, P. (2010). “Analysis of the Agricultural Extension and Education Internship Components to 

Provide the Desired Model of Razi University.” Master thesis, Razi University of Kermanshah. 
 



Saadvandi et al.   Investigating the Status of… 
 

Journal of Agricultural Education  15  Volume 66, Issue 1, 2025 

Khoshnodifar, Z., Abbasi, E., Farhadian, H., Sadighi, H., Pouratashi, M., & Alambaigi, A. (2020). 
“Teamwork Behavior in Relation to Teacher, Student, Curriculum, and Learning Environment in 
Iranian Agricultural Higher Education System”. Journal of Agricultural Science and Technology, 
22(6), 1431−1447. http://jast.modares.ac.ir/article-23-33514-en.html  

 
Korani, Z., Zarafshani, K., Alibaygi, A., & Hosseini Largani, S. M. (2021). Designing a model for 

internship course in higher agricultural education system using the Delphi technique: Combining 
academicians and practitioner viewpoints. International Journal of Agricultural Management and 
Development, 11(1), 79−98. https://doi.org/10.22004/ag.econ.335148 

 
Krejcie, R. V., & Morgan, D. W. (1970). “Determining Sample Size for Research Activities.” 

Educational and Psychological Measurement 30, 607−610. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/001316447003000308  

 
Mather, L. L., Davis, J. T., Brannon, R. H., Bordeaux, A. F., & Beck, R. L. (1977). Developing a 

competency-based curriculum in agricultural economics. American Journal of Agricultural 
Economics, 59(4), 760−765. https://doi.org/10.2307/1239409    

 
Mirabi, M. (2019). Iranian higher education statistics in the academic year 2017-2018. Institute for 

Research and Planning in Higher Education, Tehran, Iran. 
 
Movahedi, R. (2009). “Competencies Needed by Agricultural Extension and Education Undergraduates 

for Employment in the Iranian Labor Market.” PhD diss., Humboldt University of Berlin. 
 
Movahedi, R. (2017). “Analysis of Barriers to Agricultural Graduates’ Employment.” Journal of 

Agricultural Education Administration Research 41, 79−95. 
https://doi.org/10.22092/jaear.2017.109251.1346  

 
Movahedi, R., H. Saadi, S. Akbari, & Azizi, M. (2013). “Pathology of Agricultural Graduates' 

Unemployment: A Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis.” Iranian Journal of Agricultural 
Economics and Development Research 44 (4), 679−692. 10.22059/IJAEDR.2013.50974   

 
Movahedi, R., R. Akbari, A. J. Farahani, & Khodavardian, M. (2010). “Strategies to Improve the 

Agricultural Graduates’ Employment (Case of Bu Ali-Sina University).” Agricultural Extension and 
Education Research 3 (4), 85−96. https://jaeer.srbiau.ac.ir/article_1474.html  

 
Mulder, M. (2004). “Educatie, competentie en prestatie: over opleiding en ontwikkeling in het 

agrofoodcomplex [Education, Competence and Performance: About Education and Development in 
the Agro-Food Complex].” Transcript of speech delivered at Wageningen University, the 
Netherlands, March 11, 2004. https://edepot.wur.nl/231190  

 
Mulder, M., ed. (2017). Competence-Based Vocational and Professional Education: Bridging the Worlds 

of Work and Education. New York: Springer. https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007%2F978-3-319-
41713-4  

 
Ostovari, M. (2002). “Information Technology and the Issue of Agricultural Graduates’ Employment in 

Iran.” Proceedings of the Conference on the Role of Information Technology in Employment, 
Tehran, Iran, 293−303. 

 



Saadvandi et al.   Investigating the Status of… 
 

Journal of Agricultural Education  16  Volume 66, Issue 1, 2025 

Pant, L. (2012). “Learning and Innovation Competence in Agricultural and Rural Development.” Journal 
of Agricultural Education and Extension 18 (3), 205−230. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1389224X.2012.670050  

 
Ramasamy, M. (2020). “Competency-Based Curriculum Development in Vocational Education and 

Training: An Example of Knowledge Transfer from the Western World to India.” In Comparative 
Vocational Education Research, edited by M. Pilz and J. Li, 181−198. Wiesbaden: Springer VS. 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-658-29924-8_11  

 
Saadvandi, M. Abbasi, E., Biemans, H., Zarafshani, K. & Farhadian, H. (2024). “Identifying 

characteristics of a competence-based agricultural higher education system: a literature review.” 
The Journal of Agricultural Education and Extension, 30(2), 297−316. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1389224X.2023.2192706  

 
Saadvandi, M., Abbasi, E., Farhadian, H., Zarafshani, K. & Biemans, H. (2019). “Teachers and Students’ 

Perception of Competence-Based Education in the Agricultural Higher Education System (Case of a 
Student Cooperative in Iran).” The Journal of Agricultural Education and Extension 25 (4), 
307−322. https://doi.org/10.1080/1389224X.2019.1627225  

 
Sadeghi, F., A. Sharifzadeh, H. Movahed Mohammadi, & Murid al-Sadat, P. (2010). “Investigating the 

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Agricultural Students’ Internship at the University of Tehran.” 
Iranian Agricultural Extension and Education Journal 4 (1), 99−108. 

 
Sam, C., & Sijde, P. van der. (2014). “Understanding the Concept of the Entrepreneurial University from 

the Perspective of Higher Education Models.” Higher Education 68 (6), 891−908. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-014-9750-0  

 
Shahbazi, A., & Alibaygi, A. (2006). “Analysis of the Agricultural Graduates’ Competencies to Enter the 

Labour Markets.” Agricultural Extension and Education Sciences 2 (1), 14−24. 
 
Shahvali, M., & Abedi Sarvestani, A. (2014). “Factors Affecting the Interest and Aptitude of Agricultural 

Students.” Journal of Agricultural Education Administration Research 6 (30), 16−30. 
10.22092/JAEAR.2014.100983  

 
Shojaee, M. (2009). “The Country’s Higher Education System and the Graduates’ Employment.” The 

Third Biennial Conference of Employment and Higher Education System of the Country, Tehran, 
Iran. 181−204. 

 
Sookhtanlou, M. (2020). “Analysis of the Effectiveness of Agricultural Higher Education System on 

Improvement of Entrepreneurial Capabilities from the Graduate Students' Viewpoints of Agriculture 
(Case Study: University of Mohaghegh Ardabil).” Journal of Entrepreneurial Strategies in 
Agriculture 3 (6), 34−44. http://jea.sanru.ac.ir/browse.php?a_id=144&sid=1&slc_lang=en  

 
Sturing, L., H. J. A. Biemans, M. Mulder, & Bruijn, E. (2011). “The Nature of Study Programs in 

Vocational Education: Evaluation of the Model for Comprehensive Competence-Based Vocational 
Education in the Netherlands.” Vocations and Learning 4 (3), 191−210. 
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s12186-011-9059-4.pdf  

 
Wesselink, R. (2010). “Comprehensive Competence-Based Vocational Education.” PhD diss., 

Wageningen University, The Netherlands. https://edepot.wur.nl/151085  



Saadvandi et al.   Investigating the Status of… 
 

Journal of Agricultural Education  17  Volume 66, Issue 1, 2025 

 
Wilson, R. (2013). “Skills anticipation—The future of work and education”. International Journal of 

Educational Research, 61, 101−110. https://www.voced.edu.au/content/ngv%3A56285  
 
Zamani, G., & Azizi, T. (2006). “Analysis of Executive Managers’ Views on the Employment of 

Agricultural Graduates.” Agricultural Extension and Education Sciences 2 (2), 73−86. 
 
Zarafshani, K., A. Mirakzadeh, F. Eskandari, & Moradi, K. (2008). “Analysis of Students’ Internships to 

Improve the Quality of These Courses: A Case Study of Razi University Agricultural Extension and 
Education Department.” The Third Conference on Agricultural and Natural Resources Research 
Findings in the West of Iran, Sanandaj, Kordestan, Iran. 1215−1225.



Saadvandi et al.  Investigating the Status of… 
 

Journal of Agricultural Education  18  Volume 66, Issue 1, 2025 

Appendix I: Characteristics, items, and Cronbach’s alpha 
α Item Sample item Definition Characteristic Pillar 

Learner Educator 
0.95 0.94 32 Uses appropriate teaching methods. 

Gives synthesized principles and 
theory. 
Gets students engaged in teaching 
and learning. 

Using a set of principles and 
methods to empower learners in 
the learning process 

Teaching and 
evaluation method 

Educator 

0.73 0.81 9 Develops relationships with fellow 
teachers and administrators. 
Coordinates with local agricultural 
organizations and activities. 

Having the ability to communicate 
with others and teach it to learners 

Communication 
skills 

0.88 0.93 20 Is knowledgeable about university 
policies. 
Has knowledge of academic 
requirements. 

Having skills to improve the 
quality of teaching 

Professional skills 

0.92 0.89 17 Is trustworthy and sincere. 
Can solve problems and multi-task. 

Having a suitable personality to 
play the role of a mentor and being 
a suitable model for improving the 
individual skills of learners 

Personal skills 

0.89 0.82 9 Has field-specific theoretical 
knowledge. 
Gives new information, not only 
what is in the book. 

Having sufficient mastery in a 
specialized field and a wide range 
of information 

Scientific ability 

0.94 0.95 16 Acquires off-campus occupational 
experience. 
Encourages students to secure 
funding for profitable experience. 

Covering skills that are used in the 
professional environment and 
related to graduates’ expertise 

Improving 
technical skills 

Curriculum 

0.89 0.90 12 Integrates ideas from agricultural as 
well as social science disciplines. 
Creates curriculum suitable to the 
forces of the work field (who 
articulate the societal demands for 
graduate attributes – demand-
driven). 

Considering the aspects of 
knowledge and skills necessary for 
success in a professional position 
and creating a comprehensive 
thinking system 

Comprehensiveness 
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0.93 0.96 16 Decision-making capabilities. 
Able to accept responsibility. 

Covering activities to enhance 
career and citizenship 
competencies 

Improving personal 
skills 

0.86 0.95 8 Collaborates with others. 
Conflict and dispute management. 

Covering activities to improve the 
ability to work with and for others 
and improve resource management 
skills 

Improving 
management skills 

0.89 0.94 5 Greater emphasis on developing 
problem solving. 
Encourages students to use their 
interpretations of experience to 
challenge and critique classroom 
theory. 

Covering a variety of activities to 
enhance analytical ability and 
linking educational materials with 
previous experience and 
knowledge 

Improving 
analytical skills 

0.91 0.91 10 Considers contexts and resources to 
put knowledge into practice. 
Learners see tangible results of their 
work. 

Providing the conditions, facilities, 
and favorable atmosphere to realize 
the practical activities in the 
learning process 

Improving 
technical skills 

Learning 
environment 

0.91 0.95 11 Environments to generate new ideas 
for actions. 
Requires students to integrate ideas 
from agricultural as well as social 
science disciplines. 

Providing a platform to consider 
learners’ values, interests, and 
ideas to improve their personal 
development 

Improving personal 
development 

0.92 0.88 9 Easy interaction between student and 
facilitator (teacher). 
Interactive learning with discussion. 

Providing opportunities for 
learners to communicate with 
others either in the educational 
system or in the labor market 

Improving 
communicational 
skills 

α Item 
17 

Sample item 
Has developed correct behavior. 

Definition 
Having skills to improve 
professional and citizenship 
performance 

Characteristic 
Personal domain 

Pillar 
Graduate Employer 

0.95 

0.81 16 Has technical knowledge. 
Able to follow directions. 

Having the required skills to 
perform specialized tasks in a 
professional position 

Technical domain 

0.73 13 Able to solve problems on the job . 
Interpret data and make correct 
inferences . 

Able to analyze and apply previous 
experiences and learnings in a 
professional position 

Analytical domain 
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0.93 12 Able to work in multicultural 
workplace. 
Listening skills. 

Having a set of skills that enable 
graduates to communicate with 
others in a professional 
environment 

Communication 
domain 

0.90 11 Able to manage teamwork. 
Financial management and 
budgeting skills. 

Able to work with and for others 
and to manage different resources 

Management 
domain 
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