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Girls’ Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran
Rates of universal primary education in Iran are hard to ascertain, as statistical discrepancies exist between national data and those provided by UNESCO. While the Government gives the National Enrolment Rate as 97.2 per cent, UNESCO’s figure for 2000 is 74.6 per cent.

There is, however, agreement that in order to attain universal enrolment, education programmes first have to focus on the deprived provinces to bring them on par with national figures. In Sistan and Baluchistan, for example, the enrolment rate of 71.5 per cent for girls and 81.8 per cent for boys is well below the national average. 
Serious efforts are also needed to help children complete the primary education programme. Net enrolment rates show high drop-out for both boys and girls as students reach the age of 14. Drop-out is affected by a number of factors, including a lack of trained teachers, particularly female teachers in remote areas, a lack of appropriate content and quality of education for girls, cultural limitations and the need for young people to contribute to household income.

Transition from primary to lower secondary school, particularly in rural areas, is problematic, often because of the distances and safety concerns involved in travelling to school. Although strategies exist to address this problem, including satellite and boarding schools, the majority of rural girls continue to be deprived of lower secondary education because neither solution meets the cultural norms acceptable for girls. Transportation to satellite schools is not adequate, and in some instances boys have been prioritized when space is limited.
The following key problems need to be addressed in the disparity districts to improve the quality of and access to education, primarily for girls:

· High repetition rates have resulted in over-age enrolment at the primary school level. Access to education beyond primary level, especially for girls in rural areas, is low. Literacy rates among rural women are also low.

· Early childhood education is largely unavailable in rural areas. Local people, including girls, need training on how to implement such activities. In very remote villages, the Government does not have the appropriate personnel to undertake this responsibility. UNICEF has piloted the concept of Rural Child Care Centres and in 2005 supported 50 such centres in offering pre-school and recreational activities for children under 6. The government has shown interest in the model and has supported the expansion of the programme with the establishment of nearly 3,800 centres. This number is still far from adequate, however, given that Iran has about 60,000 rural villages.
· The high proportion of military teachers
 and low proportion of female teachers in remote rural areas must be addressed. Teachers have low multi-grade teaching skills and little awareness of interactive teaching or activity-based learning. The skills of teachers in participatory teaching in multi-grade settings need to be developed.

· The content of the curriculum has limited relevance to the needs of children, especially girls in the current emerging social and economic context. Very little life skills training and/or psychosocial support is available. For girls in particular, social participation, environmental awareness and planning for their future in terms of marriage and early pregnancy are not integrated into the curriculum. The curriculum does not match girls’ needs, and therefore they do not feel that the content is appropriate for their future needs leading to a tendency to drop out. 

· Few school principals have appropriate training in school administration or leadership. Ninety per cent of classes are multi-grade and co-educational. School buildings are often non-existent and classes are held under trees or on the porches of private homes. Water is often scarce, and latrine and hand-washing facilities are often unavailable. 

· Continuing education for girls is often hindered by a lack of sanitary infrastructure in schools to meet their needs during puberty. Informal school costs, distance from school, the need (or expectation) for girls to work in the house, in agriculture or income-generating activities, and early marriage lead to high drop-out rates. Low self-esteem and the lack of positive role models mean poor participation by girls in social development issues at school. 

UNICEF’s 2005-2009 Country Programme of Cooperation includes a project on Girls’ Education and Women’s Empowerment, which aims to increase enrolment and reduce school drop-out rates of girls by improving the quality of education and to promote women’s rights by improving rural women’s negotiation skills, self-esteem and self-confidence.

UNICEF achievements in 2005
Models for peer-to-peer rural girls’ education based on community involvement were successfully developed and implemented in Sistan and Baluchistan, one of three disparity provinces UNICEF is focusing on. Nearly 300 teachers (and 300 assistant teachers) were trained on the delivery of the localized models. The models will be tailored for Hormozgan and West Azerbaijan and implemented there in 2006, with the goal of increasing by 40 per cent the number of rural girls in school in the three provinces by the end of 2009.
At the national level, UNICEF trained 300 teachers in order to help develop the government’s capacity to put into practice child-friendly teaching and learning principles as measures of quality improvement in rural areas. Curriculum guidelines, as well as a guideline for school governance, were also produced.

UNICEF supported the finalization of child-friendly, interactive activities to be integrated into the national curriculum for grades 2-5 and 7-8. The activities cover four subjects (Farsi, social science, science and mathematics) and are aimed at increasing the quality of education. 

Support was also provided to an NGO, the Society for Protecting the Rights of the Child (SPRC), to provide non-formal education to 500 Afghan children in Tehran, mainly girls, who are excluded from the formal education system. Vocational training courses were also held for older girls to help develop their livelihood skills.

Additionally, supply items such as school stationery, books and teaching and learning materials were procured and distributed to 46 schools in three districts of Sistan and Baluchistan (Dashtiyari, Nikshahr and Konarak). Twenty science lab kits were also provided, according to a model developed by the Ministry of Education in concordance with the standard curriculum. 
A refresher training was held in Sistan and Baluchistan for 300 teachers and teachers’ assistants to ensure that they were adequately prepared to use the science lab materials and the activity-based education modules.
A consultative meeting was held to develop policies and a national strategy on rural girls’ education. Following the meeting, a study trip was planned to Egypt to demonstrate to 8 Iranian officials from the Ministry of Education a successful example of a girls’ education strategy. However, the trip was cancelled by Egyptian officials on the eve of departure, citing security concerns. It is likely that the cancellation was due to political tensions between the two countries. 
Future Plans
In 2006, the Girl’s Education project will have two main components: 1) Rural Girls’ Education and 2) Quality Education. 2006 will be the last year UNICEF will extend its support to the MoE on improving the quality of education. This sub-project will mainly focus on developing teacher training modules for teacher training colleges and reforming the evaluation and assessment system. Introduction of the Child-Friendly Schools Initiative in the Bam Emergency Programme has laid a foundation for these activities to be further expanded at the national level.
The models developed and successfully implemented in Sistan and Baluchistan province for rural girls’ education will be put into practice in Hormozgan and West Azerbaijan. These activities will mainly focus on training teachers and assistant teachers, community-based education delivery modules and improving access to quality education.
Opening up education to girls in Iran’s poorest province 
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Seven years of drought have left most of the rivers in Sistan and Baluchistan empty. Where water once flowed, dry ridges and crumbling banks carve their way through the parched earth.

People here live off the land and, without rain, many of their goats have died and their small crops of wheat and other grain have withered. After years of struggling to cope with an inadequate water supply, many farmers were forced to sell their herds of goats, their main source of income, and look for work as manual labourers. Employment is scarce, conditions are unpredictable and the pay is low. In fact, Sistan and Baluchistan has the worst indicators for life expectancy, adult literacy, primary school enrolment, access to improved water and sanitation, infant and child mortality in Iran. 

All family members are expected to do what they can to bring home income, and this means children are often taken out of school. Girls must do the household chores and look after younger siblings while boys run errands and do odd jobs to earn money.

As a result of isolation and poverty, many communities view education as a luxury and cultural attitudes towards women mean that more girls than boys are denied an education.

“My mother didn’t let me continue my education because she told me I had to work at home,” says 15-year-old Asma Aboos, as she sits cross-legged in her one-room, mud-brick home. “I went to primary school but was not allowed to continue into secondary school. I wash dishes, clean the vegetables, cook, sew and collect water. I wish I could go back to school and become a teacher.”
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Poverty is not the only thing preventing Asma from continuing her education. In these small, remote communities, where distances are vast, special provisions were made by the authorities to allow primary schools to be co-educational and multi-grade. But there is no such provision for secondary schools. Many children have to take a bus to get to the nearest school, as much as an hour’s drive away. As a result, many families who are happy to allow their daughters to go to a nearby primary school are reluctant to let them travel long distances to a secondary school.

“If the secondary school was in the village, I wouldn’t have minded so much,” says Asma’s mother, Bari Khatoum. “But because there is no school nearby, Asma would have had to catch a bus and that is not good.”

Girls here are not just disadvantaged by a lack of education. Old traditions mean that many of them face the prospect of early marriage (marriage for 12-year-old girls is common and they are powerless to refuse). Once married, their chances of an education decrease even more as their husbands are usually unwilling to let them leave the house unescorted and want them to concentrate on running their new households.

Even in the few cases in which a girl is able to continue her education there are other problems to overcome. Sistan and Baluchistan is Iran’s poorest province and in this harsh environment with limited resources there is a desperate lack of experienced teachers, especially female ones. The shortage is so acute that in many villages young men are assigned to work as emergency teachers during their military service. 

To help combat such geographical and gender disparities, UNICEF partnered with Iran’s Ministry of Education to devise a strategy aimed not only at keeping girls in school, but also at trying to develop a more participatory approach to educational activities. 
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Dozens of female assistant teachers were recruited from the community and trained to teach subjects such as hygiene, basic mathematics and science, literacy, life-skills education, school preparatory activities and storytelling. Training was also given to teachers on how to facilitate peer education, multi-grade classes and activity-based teaching. In order to enhance community participation, weekly after-school classes were held in villages with groups of young girls already enrolled in the school system supervising the activities. The results have been astounding: girls’ enrolment in primary school increased nearly threefold in one year. 

“Now that there are more female teachers, the situation for girls has improved a lot,” says Mehri Maleki Meshkini, a young teacher, who dresses in the traditional black chador. “In our classes we try to discuss serious issues like early marriage, so that the girls become more aware of the situation. But it is difficult because the men in the family decide everything.”

Traditional attitudes are slowly beginning to change, however, as fathers see how their daughters are engaging in positive activities. Religious leaders have been asked to spread the word at Friday prayers and help transform old traditions into a new source of hope for girls in Iran.

Hope for a better life for Afghan refugees in Iran
Afghan refugees in Iran face many challenges. For young people, these challenges are especially grave because as refugees they are often excluded from education, have little access to social and medical services and must often work in unstable and low-paying jobs.

Thanks to a UNICEF-supported initiative, however, approximately 25 girls from refugee families are being offered a chance to learn a trade, gain valuable life skills and hope for a better future. 
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The girls, aged 13 to 18, pile into a room in southern Tehran three days a week and learn to cut cloth, stitch and iron. The vocational training is offered by the Society for the Protection of the Rights of Children (SPRC), an Iranian NGO created by Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi. 

Prior to attending the training centre, many of these girls worked selling chewing gum or flowers on the street. Now, with this new opportunity, they are learning a marketable skill as well as literacy and life skills. Training for the first group of girls began in December 2004 and several of them are now proficient enough to take private orders from their homes to supplement their family’s income.

Farideh Jalali, who manages the training centre, says she has seen the confidence of the girls grow along with their technical skills. 

“You can really see the difference in the girls after they have started acquiring new skills, says Ms. Jalali. “They become so proud of what they make and are really enthusiastic to show the results.”

Inside their notebooks are signs that the experience has also given the girls the chance to be creative and to dream. Along with the heart-shaped doodles characteristic of many teenage girls, the pages are filled with sketches of hip-hugging trousers, revealing mini-skirts and sassy capri pants, designs that in reality might never see the light of day due to the Islamic dress code enforced in Iran. 

For Ms. Jalali, the next challenge is to get the girls tested and certified by the Government so they can apply for jobs. After that, a new group of girls will begin training.

In addition to supporting this centre, UNICEF assists SPRC in running a school for approximately 150 Afghan boys and girls, who either lack birth certificates or cannot afford the tuition fees needed to enter Iranian schools. 

Classes at the school, located in a neat and spacious compound in the southern Tehran neighbourhood of Naser Khosro, run throughout the year and offer the standard subjects found in ordinary schools. There are 30 teachers, of which three are paid a salary; the rest are voluntary.

"I come to this school because my future's important to me. Coming here makes me feel good as I am in charge of my future - I'm building a future for myself,” said 16 year old Habib Rezaei. “I want to be successful. I also want to see success for my country. My country [Afghanistan] needs educated people to help build it. I will go back to Afghanistan one day and I want to go back educated.”
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Outside of the regular school term, a summer school offers extra-curricular activities such as English language, computer training, first aid, music and sewing. The school also holds training for teachers on subjects such as the detection of child abuse. 

“Going to school gives the children a real sense of self worth,” said Ramita Navai, a voluntary English teacher. The students experience achievement in school, said Ms. Navai, something which many of them are denied in their lives. “With each class you can see their confidence grow. They are eager and studious and even after the bell goes at the end of class, they would rather stay and study. They are a joy to teach.”

"This school is very important to me”, said Abedeh Salehi, one of the students. “It’s the only school that will accept us. I feel so calm and happy when I'm here….Without this school, we would have nowhere to study. And education is so important. “

UNICEF believes that all children have a right to a quality education, regardless of their nationality, religion or ethnic group.
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Fifteen-year-old Asma Aboos stands with her mother outside their small one bedroom home.
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Teachers and students outside Hesabi Moghaddam primary school.
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Assistant teacher Rashideh Taranjedieh and one of her students, Asma Aboos, near a school in Chorrak, Iran.
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Maniyeh Noori, 15, learns to sew at a vocational training centre for Afghan refugee girls in southern Tehran.
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Zahra Hosseini, 10, learns English at a UNICEF-supported school for Afghan children.








� During their mandatory military service, some young men are assigned to work as teachers in remote, hard-to-reach areas. Parents are often unwilling to send their girls to be taught in schools with these teachers.





8

[image: image8.jpg]


_1202459940.doc
[image: image1.png]For every child -
Health, Education, Equality, Protection u n Ice
ADVANCE HUMANITY







