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Abstract

Studying the historical background of contemporary education in Iran indicates
that the origins of modern childhood education can be traced to the Qajar period.
From the late Qajar era onward, calls for a new model of education grew stronger,
and Iran’s modern educational system gradually took shape under the influence
of multiple factors. Accordingly, the present study seeks to clarify the origins of
childhood education by examining the factors that contributed to the emergence
of modern education, with particular emphasis on the role of France. Using a
qualitative approach and a research synthesis method, the study analyzes and
integrates the research findings in this field. Following a systematic search of
accessible studies in academic databases, 39 relevant studies were selected for
inclusion. The analysis identified the main factors facilitating the development of
modern education and organized them into two categories: France-related factors
and factors unrelated to France. France-related factors including “Iranian
travelers’ and politicians’ familiarity with French educational institutions”,
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“sending students to France”, “the translation and authorship of educational texts
inspired by French models”, “the influence of the press”, “the establishment of
schools by missionaries”, and “the employment of French teachers”. Non-France-
related factors including “Iran’s defeat by Russia”, “the educational shortcomings
of traditional schools (maktabkhaneh)”, “the efforts of Iranian intellectuals”, “the
Constitutional Revolution”, and “the supportive role of clerics and mosques”. The
findings indicate that, beginning in the Qajar period, a gradual transformation in
Iranian society—shaped by both internal dynamics and the introduction of
Western ideas, including influences associated with modern French education—
prepared the ground for reconceptualizing childhood and laid the groundwork for
Iran’s modern educational system aimed at educating the “new child".
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Extended Abstract

Historical inquiry into childhood, in relation to educational institutions, plays a
key role in understanding shifts in educational systems. How childhood is defined
in any society reflects that society’s cultural, social, and civilizational structures.
In premodern Iran, children were commonly regarded as “small adults” who
needed to be prepared as early as possible for social roles; accordingly, many
entered the labor market once they acquired basic physical capacity. At the same
time, the traditional educational system—primarily organized through traditional
schools (maktabkhaneh)—did not adequately address the needs and
characteristics of this stage of life. Even those children who had access to
schooling typically encountered little that resonated with the dispositions and
requirements of childhood. From the late Qajar period, however, conditions
gradually emerged for raising new questions about education, upbringing, and the
child’s place within society.

Accordingly, the history of education in Iran suggests that the Qajar period
represents a turning point in the emergence of modern childhood education. As
Iranian society increasingly encountered Western educational ideas and
models—particularly through expanding ties with European countries—the need
to reconsider traditional approaches to education became more salient. Over time,
these intellectual shifts contributed to the establishment of new schools, changes
in curricula, and reforms in teaching practices.

The present study seeks to clarify the origins of modern childhood education
in Iran by examining the factors that shaped this process, with a particular focus
on the role and place of France. France is significant because, in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, it served as one of the most influential educational
and cultural reference points for Iranian elites, intellectuals, and policymakers,
and it has often been described as a key driver of cultural activity and educational
change in Iran. Yet existing work in this area has largely remained fragmented
and case-based; comparatively few studies have attempted to provide an
integrated account of the factors shaping modern childhood education and to
analyze France’s role within this broader configuration.

To address this gap, the study adopts a qualitative approach and employs a
research synthesis method to analyze and integrate the findings of domestic
studies on the history of modern childhood education in Iran. It asks which factors
contributed to the emergence of modern childhood education and how France’s
role is reflected through specific components. Following a systematic search of
relevant studies in reputable databases, 39 studies aligned with the research topic
were selected for review. During the synthesis process, key concepts and findings
were extracted and then integrated into a unified analytical structure. The
resulting components were organized into two categories: (1) France-related
factors, which were influenced directly or indirectly by France, and (2) factors
unrelated to France. The final components were then described and interpreted.
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The findings suggest that the conditions enabling the emergence of modern
education in Iran can be classified into two broad groups. The first consists of
factors related to France, including Iranian travelers’ and politicians’ familiarity
with French educational institutions; sending students to France; the translation
and authorship of educational texts inspired by French models; the influence of
the press; the establishment of new schools by missionaries; and the employment
of French teachers. Considered together, these factors indicate that direct and
indirect contact with the French educational system played an important role in
transferring new educational concepts, introducing schooling as an institution
distinct from traditional instruction, and reshaping views of how children should
be educated.

Among these factors, sending Iranian students to France and their subsequent
return functioned as a key mediating channel for transferring educational
experiences, facilitating familiarity with modern methods of instruction and the
organization of schooling. Likewise, the translation and authorship of educational
texts inspired by French models contributed to the diffusion of new pedagogical
ideas and expanded access to modern educational thought. The press was also
significant insofar as it represented Western educational experiences—especially
those of France—in ways that shaped public opinion and strengthened a discourse
of educational reform.

The second group comprises factors unrelated to France, including Iran’s
defeat by Russia, the educational shortcomings of traditional schools
(maktabkhaneh), the efforts of Iranian intellectuals, the Constitutional
Revolution, and the supportive role of clerics and mosques. Rather than stemming
from a particular external model, these factors were rooted in internal
developments and contributed to a growing sense of crisis and the perceived
necessity of educational reform. Military and political defeats highlighted the
inadequacy of traditional educational structures and created space for sustained
questioning of the effectiveness of traditional schools and prevailing pedagogical
practices. In this context, intellectuals played a significant role by criticizing
traditional education and emphasizing the need for modern schooling, thereby
contributing to the formation of new schools. The Constitutional Revolution, by
opening a new arena for the articulation of reformist ideas and the expansion of
modern institutions, further accelerated these developments. In addition, as
emerging social needs became more visible, the establishment and expansion of
new schools for secular sciences alongside religious instruction gained
acceptance among some clerics; a number of them, as influential social actors,
encouraged and supported the creation of new schools.

A synthesis of these factors indicates that the emergence of modern childhood
education in Iran was not the result of a sudden rupture but rather of a gradual,
multi-factor process. As certain traditional elements persisted, Western modern
ideas—particularly French educational models—entered Iranian educational
discourse and progressively enabled a redefinition of childhood. Over time, the
child came to be recognized as an educational subject with specific needs and
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characteristics, and the notion of the “new child” took shape within the context
of modern schooling. Overall, by offering a synthesis of previous studies, the
present research provides a more comprehensive picture of the conditions and
factors that shaped modern childhood education in Qajar Iran and may serve as a
foundation for future research on the history of childhood and education in Iran.
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