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Introduction
Education, at its core, is the bedrock upon which societies are built, cultures are
preserved, and futures are forged. In Iran, a nation with a rich and ancient civilization,
the pursuit of knowledge has always held a place of paramount importance, deeply
intertwined with its historical, religious, and cultural identity. From the Zoroastrian
academies of antiquity to the bustling universities of today, the Iranian educational
landscape has undergone continuous transformation, reflecting the dynamic interplay
of tradition and modernity, indigenous values and global influences. This book,
"Education In Iran: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher
Education," endeavors to provide an in-depth exploration of this multifaceted and
evolving system, offering readers a holistic understanding of its structure,
philosophies, challenges, and triumphs.

This comprehensive overview delves into the intricate layers of Iranian education,
beginning with the foundational experiences of early childhood and meticulously
tracing the journey through primary and secondary schooling, vocational training, and
ultimately, the diverse pathways of higher education. We examine the historical
currents that have shaped the system, exploring how ancient pedagogical traditions
and significant historical events, such as the Islamic Revolution, have left an indelible
mark on its development. Beyond the institutional frameworks, this book also
investigates the philosophical underpinnings that guide curriculum development, the
crucial role of teacher training, and the administrative structures that govern the
system at various levels.

The value proposition of this book lies in its commitment to a nuanced and thorough
analysis. It goes beyond a mere description of educational institutions to explore the
socio-cultural factors that impact learning and access, including the pervasive
influence of culture and religion, the complexities of gender dynamics, and the
persistent disparities between rural and urban educational opportunities. Furthermore,
we address critical contemporary issues such as the impact of technology, the
internationalization of Iranian higher education, and ongoing efforts towards
educational reform. By presenting a balanced perspective, acknowledging both
strengths and areas for improvement, this book aims to equip readers with a deep
appreciation for the complexities inherent in shaping a nation's intellectual capital.

Intended for a broad audience, "Education In Iran" will serve as an invaluable resource
for scholars, researchers, policymakers, educators, and anyone with a keen interest in
understanding the educational landscape of this strategically important nation.
Whether you are seeking to comprehend the historical trajectory of Iranian pedagogy,
analyze its current challenges, or anticipate its future directions, this book offers a
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robust framework for inquiry. It provides essential insights for those involved in
comparative education studies, offering a unique perspective on how a non-Western
nation navigates the universal quest for knowledge and human development within its
distinct cultural context.

Ultimately, this book is an invitation to embark on an enlightening journey through the
heart of Iranian education. It promises to unravel the intricate tapestry of its past,
illuminate the realities of its present, and explore the aspirations that will define its
future. Through a meticulous examination of its components, from the smallest pre-
school to the largest university, we aim to present a compelling narrative that
underscores the enduring power of education to shape individual lives and national
destinies in Iran.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Historical Roots of Iranian Education
The story of education in Iran is as old as its civilization, stretching back millennia to
an era when the pursuit of knowledge was intrinsically linked with religious devotion
and the preservation of cultural heritage. Long before the advent of formal schooling
as we recognize it today, the foundations of learning were laid within the ancient
Persian empires, shaping intellectual traditions that would endure for centuries. This
rich tapestry of educational history begins with the Zoroastrian era, where the
teachings of the prophet Zoroaster played a pivotal role in shaping early pedagogical
practices.

During the Achaemenid Empire (c. 550–330 BCE), while systematic public education
was not yet established, the training of scribes, administrators, and military leaders
was highly formalized. Royal courts and temples served as centers of learning, where
individuals were educated in subjects crucial for the functioning of a vast empire,
including history, law, astronomy, and rhetoric. The transmission of knowledge was
largely an oral tradition, with an emphasis on memorization and the mastery of sacred
texts. This period also saw the emergence of a hierarchical system where education
was often a privilege of the elite, designed to cultivate a class of educated individuals
who could govern and maintain the sophisticated imperial infrastructure.

With the rise of the Sasanian Empire (224–651 CE), Zoroastrianism became the state
religion, and its influence on education deepened considerably. Fire temples, the
centers of Zoroastrian worship, evolved into important educational institutions. Here,
priests not only performed religious rituals but also instructed the youth in religious
doctrine, ethics, and the sacred Avestan texts. The Dabirestan, or "house of scribes,"
emerged as a significant institution, focusing on literacy, calligraphy, and
administrative skills. These schools were crucial for training the bureaucracy that
managed the empire’s complex affairs, emphasizing the practical application of
knowledge alongside spiritual development.

Beyond religious and administrative training, the Sasanian period also fostered
intellectual pursuits in other areas. The famous Academy of Gondishapur, founded in
the city of Jundishapur, stands as a testament to this intellectual vigor. Established in
the 6th century CE, it became a renowned center for medicine, philosophy, astronomy,
and mathematics, attracting scholars from across the Byzantine Empire and beyond.
Gondishapur was remarkable for its cosmopolitan approach, embracing knowledge
from Greek, Indian, and Persian traditions. It played a crucial role in translating and
preserving ancient texts, especially in medicine, and is often considered a precursor to
the great Islamic academies that would follow.
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The arrival of Islam in the 7th century CE marked a profound turning point in Iranian
history and, consequently, in its educational landscape. The new religion brought with
it a fervent emphasis on learning, encapsulated in numerous Quranic verses and
Prophetic traditions that extolled the virtues of seeking knowledge. The mosque
quickly became the primary locus of education, transforming into a vibrant intellectual
hub where religious scholars (ulama) taught not only the Quran and Hadith but also
Arabic language, jurisprudence (fiqh), theology (kalam), and ethics.

As the Islamic Golden Age dawned, Iran, or Persia as it was then largely known, played
a central role in its intellectual flourishing. The development of the maktab and the 
madrasa revolutionized formal education. Maktabs were elementary schools, often
attached to mosques or established independently, where young children, typically
boys, learned to read and memorize the Quran, along with basic literacy and
arithmetic. The curriculum was primarily religious, but it also instilled foundational
skills necessary for daily life and further study.

The madrasa, on the other hand, was a more advanced institution, akin to a medieval
university, offering higher education in a wide range of subjects. Madrasas provided
comprehensive instruction in Islamic sciences, including Quranic exegesis (tafsir),
prophetic traditions (hadith), Islamic law (sharia), and Arabic grammar and literature.
However, their curricula were not limited to religious studies; many madrasas also
offered courses in philosophy, logic, mathematics, astronomy, and medicine. Scholars
like Avicenna (Ibn Sina), Al-Biruni, and Al-Razi, whose works profoundly influenced
Western thought, were products of this rich intellectual environment.

The Seljuk period (11th-12th centuries) witnessed a significant expansion of the
madrasa system, largely due to the efforts of Nizam al-Mulk, the vizier to the Seljuk
sultans. He established the influential Nizamiyyah madrasas across the empire, most
notably in Baghdad, Nishapur, and Isfahan. These institutions were endowed with
waqfs (religious endowments) to ensure their financial stability, providing stipends for
teachers and students, and establishing libraries. The Nizamiyyah madrasas played a
crucial role in systematizing Islamic education, promoting Sunni orthodoxy, and
producing a highly trained class of religious scholars, judges, and administrators.

The Mongol invasions of the 13th century brought widespread destruction to Iran,
including many educational institutions. However, even amidst the devastation, the
tradition of learning persisted. In the aftermath, new centers of scholarship emerged
under the Ilkhanate (a Mongol khanate), particularly in cities like Maragheh and Tabriz.
The Maragheh observatory, established by Nasir al-Din al-Tusi, became a leading
center for astronomy and mathematics, demonstrating the resilience and continued
innovation of Iranian scholarship. This period also saw the rise of significant literary
figures like Rumi and Hafez, whose poetic works often incorporated profound
philosophical and mystical insights, reflecting a continued intellectual vibrancy.
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During the Safavid Dynasty (16th-18th centuries), Iran experienced a resurgence in its
cultural and intellectual life, particularly with the establishment of Twelver Shia Islam
as the state religion. This shift had a profound impact on education, as madrasas
increasingly focused on Shia jurisprudence and theology. Isfahan, the Safavid capital,
became a grand center of learning, adorned with magnificent mosques and madrasas
that attracted scholars and students from across the Shia world. The emphasis on
intellectual inquiry, debate, and the training of ulama for the burgeoning Safavid state
was paramount. This era also saw the development of specialized schools for arts and
crafts, reflecting the Safavid patronage of architecture, painting, and textile
production.

The Qajar period (1785–1925) brought about the first significant attempts at
modernizing the Iranian educational system, albeit slowly and tentatively at first. As
Iran began to engage more with European powers, there was a growing recognition of
the need to introduce Western sciences and technologies. The establishment of Dar al-
Funun in 1851 by Amir Kabir, the reformist Grand Vizier, was a landmark event. Dar al-
Funun, meaning "House of Sciences," was designed to train a new generation of
Iranian professionals in modern disciplines such as engineering, medicine, military
science, and foreign languages, taught by European instructors and Iranian students
who had studied abroad. This institution represented a conscious effort to bridge the
gap between traditional Islamic education and Western scientific knowledge.

However, the modernization efforts during the Qajar era were often hampered by
political instability, financial constraints, and resistance from conservative elements
who viewed Western influence with suspicion. Despite these challenges, Dar al-Funun
laid the groundwork for future educational reforms and gradually introduced new
pedagogical methods and curricula. The late Qajar period also saw the emergence of a
nascent private schooling sector, catering to a growing middle class eager for modern
education for their children.

The Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) further underscored the demand for
educational reform. The revolutionaries believed that widespread education was
essential for national progress and the establishment of a modern, democratic state.
The post-Constitutional era witnessed the establishment of the Ministry of Education
and the gradual implementation of a more centralized and structured educational
system. Efforts were made to expand access to education, including for girls, though
progress was slow and often met with cultural resistance.

The Pahlavi era (1925–1979) marked a period of accelerated modernization and
secularization of the Iranian educational system. Under Reza Shah Pahlavi and later
his son Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, education became a central pillar of state-
building and national development. The government took decisive steps to establish a
nationwide, free, and compulsory primary education system, although achieving full
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implementation in rural areas remained a challenge. The curriculum was significantly
reformed, emphasizing modern sciences, Persian literature, history, and physical
education, while gradually reducing the dominance of religious instruction.

Higher education also underwent significant expansion during the Pahlavi era. The
University of Tehran, founded in 1934, became the flagship institution, bringing
together various faculties and establishing a comprehensive university structure based
on European models. Numerous other universities and technical colleges were
subsequently established across the country, aiming to produce a skilled workforce
and intelligentsia necessary for industrialization and modernization. Scholarship
programs were introduced to send Iranian students abroad to prestigious Western
universities, with the expectation that they would return and contribute to the nation’s
development.

One of the most notable features of the Pahlavi educational reforms was the increased
focus on female education. While traditional societal norms had often limited girls'
access to schooling, the Pahlavi government actively promoted co-education and the
establishment of separate schools for girls at all levels. This policy led to a significant
increase in female literacy rates and their participation in higher education and the
workforce, gradually transforming gender roles within Iranian society. The
establishment of teacher training colleges also played a crucial role in
professionalizing the teaching force and standardizing pedagogical practices across
the country.

Despite these advancements, the Pahlavi educational system faced its own set of
criticisms. Concerns were raised about the rapid secularization of the curriculum,
which some viewed as an erosion of traditional Islamic values. The centralized nature
of the system also led to a lack of responsiveness to local needs and a perceived
detachment from indigenous cultural contexts. Furthermore, while access to education
expanded significantly, disparities between urban and rural areas, as well as between
different socio-economic classes, persisted. The reliance on Western models also led
to debates about the authenticity and cultural relevance of the curriculum.

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 brought about another profound transformation in the
educational landscape. The new Islamic Republic embarked on a comprehensive
restructuring of the entire system, aiming to "Islamize" education at all levels. This
involved a significant overhaul of curricula, textbooks, and pedagogical approaches to
align them with Islamic principles and values. Co-education was largely abolished, and
religious instruction was greatly expanded across all subjects. The revolutionary
government also emphasized moral education and ideological indoctrination to foster
a generation committed to the ideals of the Islamic Revolution.

Following the Revolution, there was an initial period of cultural revolution in
universities, leading to the closure of higher education institutions for several years
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and a purge of faculty members deemed un-Islamic or anti-revolutionary. When
universities reopened, their curricula were thoroughly revised to integrate Islamic
perspectives into various disciplines, from humanities to sciences. The establishment
of new universities and academic centers, often with a specific focus on Islamic
studies and technology, further shaped the post-revolutionary educational
environment.

In the decades since the Revolution, the Iranian educational system has continued to
evolve, attempting to balance its Islamic ideological foundations with the demands of
a modern, globalized world. While the emphasis on religious and moral education
remains strong, there has been a renewed focus on scientific and technological
advancement, critical thinking, and international engagement. The legacy of these
historical shifts—from ancient Zoroastrian academies to Islamic madrasas, and from
early modernizing efforts to post-revolutionary Islamization—continues to shape the
complex and dynamic reality of education in Iran today.
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