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Summary
For most children with disabilities in Iran, going to school is an out-of-reach dream. For the
relative few who are able to attend, the experience is often a hard one.

During the 2018-2019 school year, only 150,000 out of an estimated 1.5 million children
with disabilities of school age were enrolled in school; 43 percent in mainstream, and the
rest in special schools. A 2017 Iranian government study found that disability was the most
common reason for children to be out of the classroom.

There are many reasons for their exclusion, including a mandatory medical assessment,
physical inaccessibility, discriminatory attitudes of school staff, and lack of adequate
training for teachers and school principals in inclusive education methods.

In recent years, the Iranian government has adopted some measures to improve access to
education for children with disabilities, including by significantly increasing the budget for
their education, and establishing physical accessibility requirements for newly built or
renovated schools. It has also expanded some support to children with disabilities
attending mainstream schools by offering accessible education material, including in
braille or audio formats.

But these measures are insufficient to ensure children with disabilities can access
education on an equal basis with other children—as guaranteed by the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which Iran ratified in 2009,
unless there is an overall focus on guaranteeing inclusive education throughout the
Iranian education system. Inclusive education involves children with and without
disabilities studying together in classrooms in mainstream schools in their communities,
with support as necessary. Research shows that an inclusive approach can boost learning
for all students and combat harmful stereotypes of people with disabilities.

This report is based on research—including 37 interviews with people in Iran, including
children with disabilities, parents of children with disabilities, activists and government
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officials—conducted by Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran
(CHRI, formerly the International Campaign for Human Rights in Iran) between June 2016
and July 2018, as well as additional research by CHRI between August 2018 to March 2019.

It follows a 2018 report by Human Rights Watch and CHRI that documented, more
generally, discrimination and lack of accessibility for people with disabilities, stigmatized
abusive behavior particularly on the part of some state officials, as well as barriers in
transportation and access to healthcare.

The Iranian government does not allow Human Rights Watch and CHRI to enter the country
to conduct independent investigations. As a result, all interviews were conducted in
Persian (Farsi) over secure messaging applications.

No child should be considered uneducable or otherwise excluded from education.
International law, namely the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD), which Iran ratified in 2009, guarantees the right to a quality, inclusive
education for children with disabilities. Iran’s Constitution guarantees free education for
all until the end of secondary school.

The report identifies numerous barriers for children with disabilities to access a quality,
inclusive education. In general, we found girls with disabilities, children with intellectual
disabilities and autism, and children in remote or rural areas most likely to be excluded.
One major obstacle is stigma and lack of information about the right to education among
parents, who told us that they fear social judgment that wrongly attributes a child’s
disability to parents’ sins or genetic defects, and that their children—both those with
disabilities and siblings without disabilities—will be bullied in school.

Another significant barrier for children with disabilities to access a quality, inclusive
education is the mandatory medical assessment for school enrollment that all Iranian
children must undergo. The assessment determines whether children are “educable”
based on an IQ (intelligence quotient) test, and whether they are allowed to enroll in a
mainstream school, or if they must go to a special school. Children with an IQ below 70 are
considered to have intellectual disabilities. Those with an IQ between 50 to 70 are deemed
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“educable” and must enroll in special schools; children with an IQ under 50 are
considered “uneducable” and cannot attend any school.

One parent described learning that her 7-year-old daughter, who is blind and has difficulty
communicating, had been deemed “uneducable” after her medical assessment:

The day they told me that they can’t register my daughter, even in special
school, was one of the worst days of my life.… I want her to go to school
just as all other kids go. I had purchased all the school supplies for her, but
she didn’t answer any questions in the assessment session, and the man
there said that she is not educable. I brought her back home, crying all the
way.

According to Iran’s Special Education Organization, responsible for the education of
children with disabilities, there were 1,570 special schools in Iran in 2019; some are
specialized according to disability, while others, particularly in rural areas, admit children
with different disabilities. Special schools segregate children on the basis of disability and
do not guarantee children’s right to a quality, inclusive education.

In some cases, mainstream schools refuse to admit some children with disabilities who
have passed the mandatory medical assessment. Parents must jump through many
hurdles and seek out several schools to enroll their children in mainstream schools, often
arguing with resistant principals.

Children with disabilities who do enroll in schools face various barriers accessing a quality
education once there. These include inaccessible buildings, classrooms, and toilets,
and/or lack of aides and other support, known as reasonable accommodations.
Reasonable accommodation is a key component of the right to inclusive education.
Accommodations may include hearing aids; braille textbooks, audio, video, and easy-toread learning materials; instructions in sign language for children with hearing disabilities;
structural modifications to schools, such as ramps for children in wheelchairs; and
additional qualified staff to assist children with self-care, behavior, or other support
needed in the classroom. The denial of reasonable accommodations constitutes
discrimination.
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For example, children who are blind and teachers interviewed said that audio and Braille
textbooks often arrived late, incomplete, outdated, and of low production quality.
Inaccessibility and lack of reasonable accommodations in schools may mean that parents
must attend school with their children in order to move them around the school or to
provide other support. These barriers may also force some children with disabilities to
drop out of school, to enroll in a school far from home, or even have no choice but to
attend a residential special school, where children live separated from their families often
for many months at a time.
One mother, Najmeh, described how for three years she had made herself available every
day to help her 9-year-old daughter Shabnam use the inaccessible bathroom at school.
“They [staff] suggested that I put her in diapers, but Shabnam does not accept diapers at
all,” Najmeh said. Since school staff did not allow Najmeh to wait inside the school, she
sat waiting inside her car. When Shabnam’s father fell ill, Najmeh had to take care of him
too. “Because of that, sometimes I couldn’t come to the school, and Shabnam had to
spend the day without relieving herself,” Najmeh said.
Training for teachers in inclusive education methods remains limited, also hindering full
access to education for children with disabilities. Instead of mainstreaming inclusive
education methods and principles in all teacher curricula at universities, special education
teaching is offered as a separate program at some universities. New teachers are either
trained as special education teachers or as mainstream teachers without the skills and
knowledge required for inclusive education.
The UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which monitors countries’
compliance with their obligations under the CRPD, found in its 2017 review of Iran many of
these same concerns. The committee criticized the low prevalence of special education,
the low number of children in mainstream schools, and the gap between girls and boys
with disabilities attending mainstream education. It also expressed concern about the lack
of measures to train teachers, education personnel, and parents about inclusive
education, as well as the lack of reasonable accommodation and support for students in
mainstream settings.
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The Iranian government should transform its approach to education of children with
disabilities, replacing the current approach focused on medical assessments, exclusion,
and special education with a human rights-based approach. The government should
formulate all policy-making, planning and monitoring activities in a way that ensures all
children, regardless of disability, can benefit from inclusive quality education on an equal
basis. To fulfill this obligation, the government should end discriminatory medical
assessments and ensure reasonable accommodations and accessibility in schools. The
education system, including teachers, the school environment, and education methods
should be reformed to meet needs of diverse learners. Failing to do this can mean
thousands of children in Iran left out of education and cut off from one of the key pathways
to participating in and contributing to society throughout their lives.
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Recommendations
To the Iranian Government
• Guarantee access to quality inclusive education for children with disabilities on
an equal basis with others, including through the provision of reasonable
accommodations, in line with the government’s international obligations.
• Commit to transforming Iran’s education system to make it genuinely inclusive
across the country.
• Amend legislation to define inclusive education in a way that is consistent with
the CRPD and the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’ General
Comment No. 4 on inclusive education, in particular:
o Make clear that inclusive education is a right for every individual,
regardless of disability, that cannot be denied based on a medical or
other assessment by state bodies.
o Repeal the regulations that allow children to be determined
“uneducable” and excluded from education.
o Include a provision that mainstream schools will provide reasonable
accommodations and quality education on an equal basis with others
to children with disabilities, including access to individualized support
measures.
• Adopt a national strategy on inclusive education that delineates the
responsibilities of the Ministry of Education, the State Welfare Organization,
and the Ministry of Health at a national, provincial, and district level to ensure
a coordinated approach to guaranteeing quality, inclusive education.
• According to international good practices and standards, collect data on the
total number of children with disabilities in the country, including the number
of children of compulsory school age in education and out of school,
disaggregated by disability-type, location, and other demographic markers.
Formulate educational policies, plans, and programs based on data.
• Commit to transforming the School Beginner Health and Educability
Assessment. In particular:
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o Introduce provisions in law that make explicit that children are not
required to have a health and educability assessment determination as
a prerequisite to attend mainstream schools.
o Ensure, and enforce through legal provisions, that assessments are
solely for the purpose of determining the individual reasonable
accommodations and support which a child will receive to ensure
inclusive quality education.
o Require all health assessment staff to attend disability rights and
inclusive education training.
o Ensure that the conditions under which children are assessed are
disability-friendly, humane, and are carried out respecting the best
interests of the child.

To the Ministry of Education and the Special Education Organization
Guarantee Equal Access to Education
• Implement quality, inclusive education at all levels and reinforce the
compulsory nature of education for all children.
• End any formal or informal practice that undermines the compulsory nature of
education and permits school and other officials to rely on an assessment by
the School Beginners Health Assessment Plan to deny children access to
inclusive education in mainstream schools
• Ensure maximum inclusion of children in mainstream classrooms and avoid
segregation of children with disabilities in special schools, home education, or
in separate classrooms within mainstream schools.
• Ensure that children with disabilities and their parents have real choices and
access to adequate comprehensive information regarding their educational
pathways. Children and parents should not feel compelled to opt for special
schools due to failures of mainstream schools to provide reasonable
accommodations for children.
• Ensure education for students with disabilities, particularly for students who
are deaf, blind, or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages
and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in
environments which maximize academic and social development, in line with
the CRPD.
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• Throughout the development and implementation of policies and programs on
inclusive education, consult regularly and meaningfully with children and other
persons with disabilities and organizations of people with disabilities.

Reasonable Accommodations and Individualized Approach
• Take all necessary measures to an individual-based approach to education for
all children including children with disabilities.
• Ensure reasonable accommodations for children with disabilities based on
individual learning requirements. These can involve the provision of braille
textbooks and other materials; digital, visual, audio, easy-to-read learning
materials, and assistive technology; instruction in sign language for children
with hearing disabilities; and aides to assist students with behavior, self-care,
learning support, and other considerations.
• Ensure all schools are physically accessible, including by ensuring that all
schools have ramps, entrances to buildings, classrooms, and toilets, and that
they comply with Universal Design standards, namely by adjusting the design
and composition of an environment so that it may be accessed, understood,
and used to the greatest extent possible with adaptation.
• In line with the CRPD Committee General Comment No. 4, promote instruction
and a teaching culture that moves away from a one-size-fits-all approach to
learning towards one that can adapt to different learning abilities and styles;
meets the diverse needs of all learners; recognizes that each student learns in
a unique manner; and identifies and builds on the strengths and talents of
each individual.
• Ensure an adequate number of trained teachers and other professionals,
including, as a priority, aides for students with disabilities in mainstream
schools. Allow for the flexible employment and training of aides as necessary
to guarantee inclusive education, including as a component of reasonable
accommodation.

“JUST LIKE OTHER KIDS”

8

Training
• Embed in core teacher training, professional development, and in-service
training for all current teachers and student teachers, courses on inclusive
education for future school educators based on the human rights model of
disability, including on means and formats of communication, educational
techniques, and materials to support persons with disabilities. Incorporate
practical training that includes, and is led by, people with disabilities.
• Provide this training to school administrators, principals, vice principals, and
other education officials, as well as the staff of the national, provincial and
district education offices.
• Train preschool staff to identify development delays so children can receive
adequate support from a very young age.

Awareness-Raising
• Support the development of a culture of inclusive education in schools and
society at large. Specifically, conduct awareness-raising campaigns to combat
stigma and prejudice, and offer classes on disability awareness and hold
activities for children with and without disabilities together, with the aim of
developing respect for people with disabilities.
• Continue and expand initiatives to educate children with disabilities and their
parents about children’s right to education, with the cooperation of the
National Broadcasting Organization and the Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance.

Data Collection
• Collect and make publicly available statistics on the number of children and
adults with disabilities in various parts of the education system in Iran. Include
annual attendance numbers and rates in all categories of schools and
vocational colleges, as well as children studying at home, disaggregated by
age, gender and type of disability.
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To the Office of the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in Iran
• Urge the Iranian government in private and in public meetings to ensure the
rights of children with disabilities, including the right to inclusive, quality
education, and support the government in its efforts to do so, including
through financial and technical means.
• Share with the Iranian government models of good practice on guaranteeing
quality, inclusive education for children with disabilities, at all levels of the
educational system.
• Consistently consult with and ensure disabled persons’ organizations, as well
as NGOs working on disability rights, are included in and benefit from UNICEF’s
activities in Iran to promote the rights of children with disabilities.
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Methodology
The initial research of this report was conducted during a joint project by Human Rights
Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran (CHRI, formerly the International Campaign
for Human Rights in Iran) between June 2016 and July 2018. Additional research was
conducted by the Disability Rights Division of CHRI between August 2018 to March 2019.
One researcher conducted 37 interviews with people living in Iran for this report,
conducting all interviews in Persian (Farsi) over secure messaging applications. We
interviewed 14 parents of children with different disabilities, and 4 children with
disabilities all above 12. Interviewees also included: 9 teachers; 7 disability rights
advocates, and 3 officials of the Special Education Organization, responsible for the
education of students with disabilities.
This report uses pseudonyms for all interviewees except one and withholds other
identifying information to protect their privacy and security. Locations of interviewees are
also obscured for some interviewees to safeguard their security. Children’s ages are at the
time of the interview.
For the last 30 years, the Iranian government has rarely allowed international human rights
organizations—such as Human Rights Watch and CHRI—to enter the country and conduct
independent investigations. Iran’s record on independent criticism and free expression
more broadly has been dismal, particularly over the past decade. Hundreds of activists,
lawyers, human rights defenders, and journalists have been prosecuted for peaceful
dissent. Iranian citizens are often wary of carrying out extended conversations on human
rights issues via telephone or email, fearing government surveillance, which is also
widespread across social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and the Telegram
messaging application. The government often accuses its critics inside Iran, including
human rights activists, of being agents of foreign states or entities, and prosecutes them
under Iran’s national security laws.1

1 “Iran: Harsh Sentence for Rights Lawyer Threatens Activism,” Human Rights Watch and Center for Human Rights in Iran

news release, May 20, 2019, https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/20/iran-harsh-sentence-rights-lawyer-threatens-activism.
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Where available, Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran
incorporated government statistics and officials’ statements into this analysis.
The researcher sought to interview people from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds;
however, most interviewees we were able to contact lived in urban settings in relatively
good conditions, meaning they did not face significant economic hardship, often due to
family support. Due to communication and security barriers, persons who are deaf and
persons with intellectual and developmental disabilities are less represented among the
interviewees compared to people with other types of disabilities. Persons who are deaf
were interviewed in writing through secure messaging applications.
The researcher asked interviewees to suggest a time slot and asked them to feel free to
interrupt the interview any time if they felt uncomfortable either with the questions or due
to any perceived threat to their security.
All participants were informed of the purpose of the interview and the ways in which the
information would be used and were assured anonymity. None of the interviewees
received financial or other incentives for speaking with the researcher.
In February 2017, Human Rights Watch sent a letter to Iran’s Special Education
Organization requesting information and response to questions about access to inclusive
education for children with disabilities in Iran. At time of writing, it had yet to respond. The
letter is annexed to this report.
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I. Background: Education in Iran
Schools in Iran
The education system in Iran includes preschool, elementary school, lower secondary
education, and higher secondary education. There are separate schools for boys and girls,
and schools can be public or private. The Ministry of Education is responsible for basic and
secondary education, including teacher-training programs.2

The Ministry of Education’s Special Education Organization (SEO) oversees the education
of students with disabilities in special schools and mainstream schools.3 The SEO has the
responsibility to implement a mandatory school enrollment assessment, known as the
School Beginner National Health and Educability Assessment (Educability Assessment);
draft and publish educational material for children with disabilities in different formats;
and employ, train and retrain teachers.4

As of the 2018-2019 school year, there were 1,570 special schools in Iran, including 28
boarding schools and 24 private schools.5 In populated areas, special schools can be
organized based on disability, such as for children who are blind, or for children with
intellectual disabilities. A special school can also enroll children with all types of
disabilities. This is common in smaller cities. Special schools that segregate children on
the basis of disability do not guarantee children’s right to a quality, inclusive education.

In addition to providing education and rehabilitation services to students with disabilities,
800 special schools, known as “supporting schools,” support the education of children

2 Education System Iran, Nuffic (Dutch Organization for Internationalization of Education) version 3, August 2015,

https://www.nuffic.nl/en/publications/education-system-iran/ (accessed September 1, 2017).
3 The organization was established in 1990 upon adoption of the Islamic Consultative assembly (the parliament) and has an

independent budget, human resources, and administrative mechanism. Law Establishing Special Education Organization
(̶ϳΎϨΜΘγεέϭή̡ϭείϮϣϥΎϣίΎγϞϴ̰θΗϥϮϧΎϗ)ˬ December 12, 1990, https://rc.majlis.ir/fa/law/show/91853 (accessed
February 7, 2017).
4 Constitution of the Special Education Organization, adopted by the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Parliament), August 20,

1991, https://rc.majlis.ir/fa/law/show/91925.
5 Majid Ghadami, head of the National Special Education Organization, as quoted in Mehr News Agency, November 12, 2018,

https://www.mehrnews.com/news/4455643/ (accessed August 14, 2019).
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with disabilities who attend local mainstream schools. Each of these supporting schools
support a few mainstream schools in their area with registering children with disabilities,
including through assigning special education teachers (known as resource teachers) to
support children with disabilities a few hours per week and providing educational
materials in different formats, for example Braille or audio books.6

Not all mainstream schools enroll children with disabilities. Those which do are known as
“admitting” schools. In our research we were not able to identify official data on the
number of “admitting” schools. In some mainstream schools located in remote or rural
areas, children with disabilities are educated in separate classrooms known as annex
classrooms.

Children with Disabilities in Education
During the 2018-2019 school year, more than 14 million children were registered in primary
and secondary schools in Iran.7 That same year, according to a senior Iranian official, only
150,000 children registered with disabilities were enrolled in school. There are an
estimated 1.5 million school-age children with disabilities in Iran.8 Approximately 65,000
children with disabilities attended mainstream schools and 85,000 attended special
schools.9

There are no reliable official statistics on the number of out-of-school children in Iran,
including children with disabilities. A 2019 report by the Iranian parliament’s research
center found that different government reports estimate the total number of children out of

6 Mohsen Ghafoorian, Education Planning and Rehabilitation director of the Special Education Organization, addressing a

news meeting, as reported by Tasnim News Agency, October 25, 2017,
https://www.tasnimnews.com/fa/news/1396/08/03/1555770/ (accessed September 18, 2018).
7 Seyed Mohammad Bathaie, Minister of Education: “More than 14 million students in current academic year,” (14ίζϴΑ

ΪϳΪΟ̶ϠϴμΤΗϝΎγέΩίϮϣθϧΩϥϮϴϠϴϣ)ˬ Islamic Republic of Iran News Network, September 10, 2018,
http://www.irinn.ir/fa/news/625069/ (accessed May 14, 2019).

8 According to World Health Organization, 10-15 percent of world’s population live with some disability. Applying this

estimate to Iran, we calculated a conservative estimate of 1.5 million of the 15 million children in the country are children
with disabilities.
9 Majid Ghadami, head of Special Education Organization, Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA), September 11, 2018,

http://www.irna.ir/zanjan/fa/News/83030560 (accessed May 14, 2019).
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school to be as low as 130,000 or as high as 3 million. There is no comprehensive data on
children with disabilities who are out of school.10

A 2017 research study led by the Ministries of Social Welfare, Communication, and
Education identified 130,000 children ages 5 to 11 across Iran who were out of school. In
interviews with 80,000 families of these children, parents indicated that disability is the
main cause of children being out of school, primarily due to lack of physical accessibility in
communities.11
Disability rights activists have found out that children with disabilities living in remote
areas and small villages, especially girls and those living in poverty, are most likely to be
excluded from education.12

According to the CRPD, governments should collect information, including disaggregated
statistical and research data disaggregated by age, sex, gender, ethnic background, and
migrant, asylum seeker and refugee status to enable effective policies to implement the
convention.13 Iranian law also requires the national census to collect data on people with
disabilities, including the type of disability.14


10 Report on the Situation of Exclusion from Education and Illiteracy in Iran’s Education System, Islamic Parliament Research

Center Of The Islamic Republic of Iran, March 18, 2019, http://rc.majlis.ir/fa/news/show/1123823 (accessed May 14, 2019).
11 The findings are not exhaustive; the project is ongoing. It includes children without birth certificates. Ahmad Meidari,

deputy to the Minister of Social Welfare, as quoted in Iran Newspaper, December 23, 2018,
http://www.magiran.com/npview.asp?ID=3846663 (accessed May 14, 2019).
12 Researcher interviews with Mona,

disability rights advocate, in a city in eastern Iran, August 7, 2018; with Ehsan, disability
rights advocate, in a town in western Iran, August 6, 2018; and with Peiman, disability rights advocate, a city in western Iran,
August 8, 2018. Zuraidah Don, Ali Salami & Amir Ghajarieh, “Voices of Girls with Disabilities in Rural Iran,” Disability &
Society, 30:6, 805-819, (2015), accessed September 8, 2017, DOI: 10.1080/09687599.2015.1052042.
13 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), adopted December 13, 2006, G.A. Res

61//106, entered into force May 3, 2008, ratified by Iran in 2009, art. 31.
14 Law to Protect the Rights of the Disabled (ϥϻϮϠόϣϕϮϘΣίΖϳΎϤΣϥϮϧΎϗ), adopted by Islamic Consultative Assembly March

11, 2018, published in the official Gazette No. 21303, May 3, 2018,
http://www.rooznamehrasmi.ir/Laws/ShowLaw.aspx?Code=16936.
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II. Exclusion of Children with Disabilities from Public
Education
Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran identified numerous barriers
for children with disabilities to access a quality, inclusive education. One major obstacle is
the School Beginner Medical Assessment, a mandatory medical assessment for school
enrollment that determines whether children are “educable” or not, and if they are
deemed “educable,” whether they can attend mainstream school or must go to a special
school only for children with disabilities.

Staff of some mainstream schools refuse to admit some children with disabilities who
have passed the medical assessment. Stigma, as well as a lack of information about the
right to education among parents, also result in the exclusion of many children from
education. Girls with all types of disabilities, children with intellectual disabilities and
autism, and children living in remote or rural areas are the most likely to be excluded.15
Ahmad Medadi, a former teacher and teachers’ rights activist, described some main
features of Iran’s education system:

Firstly, segregation is their main policy. They categorize children based on
gender, wealth, religion, and other features, and of course disability. The
system is designed to place children with disabilities in special schools
with specially trained teachers. That’s why I believe the system does not
systematically allow inclusiveness.16

Medical Assessments Determine Educational Pathways
As a prerequisite for enrollment in primary school, every 6-year-old child in Iran must
undergo the mandatory School Beginner Health and Educability Assessment jointly

15 Researcher interviews with Pooya, disability rights advocate, Tehran, May 24, 2019; with Nasim, advocate for persons with

intellectual disabilities, Tehran, August 10, 2018; with Mona, disability rights advocate, a city in eastern Iran, August 7, 2018;
and with Ehsan, disability rights advocate, a town in western Iran, August 6, 2018.
16 Researcher interview with Ahmad Medadi (real name), former teacher and teachers’ rights activist currently living in

Washington DC, August 8, 2018.
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administered by the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Education, and the Special Education
Organization.

At local assessment sites, a doctor and a nurse first examine the physical health of the
child. Then medical professionals assess the child’s vision, hearing, cognitive abilities,
and overall health. Five professionals are involved: a medical doctor, a nurse, an
optometrist, an audiologist, and a psychologist. If they believe that the child may have a
disability or health condition, the child is referred to a different assessment site for a
secondary assessment.17

The secondary assessment includes an IQ (intelligence quotient) test. Children with an IQ
below 70 are considered to have intellectual disabilities. Of these, children with an IQ
between 50 to 70 are deemed “educable” but must enroll in special schools.18 Children
with an IQ under 50 are considered “ineducable” and can attend no school whatsoever.
They are grouped as “trainable” (IQ of 25-50) and “care-needing” (an IQ below 25).
Children with autism, regardless of their IQ, who are found not to “have control over
urinating and defecating functions” are also not allowed to attend any school.19 Children
with an IQ below 25 are categorized as “care-needing” and may be placed in State Welfare
Organization (SWO) residential institution.20
In recent decades, education experts and some scientists have criticized the legitimacy
and usefulness of IQ tests, arguing that they are fundamentally flawed and have
contributed to discrimination on the basis of race, socioeconomic status, and disability.21

17 Directive on the Implementation of Physical Health and Educability Assessment of Primary School Beginners, (ϞϤόϟέϮΘγΩ

ϥΎΘδΑΩϪΑΩϭέϭϭΪΑϥίϮϣϮϧ̶ϠϴμΤΗ̶̳ΩΎϣϭ̶ϧΎϤδΟΖϣϼγζΠϨγΡήρ̶ϳήΟ) 1394 (2015) Directive No. 29056, Ministry of
Education of Iran, May 13, 2015, http://phc.mui.ac.ir/sites/phc.mui.ac.ir/files/docs/dastooramal sanjesh 94- 95[1].pdf
(accessed August 28, 2017).

18 Special Education Organization “Definitions and Terms” (Ύϫϩ̫ϭϭϒϳέΎόΗ)ˬ 1391 (2012),

http://csdeo.ir/uploads/ϑϳέΎόΗ_ϭ_ϩ̫ϭ_Ύϫ_ϥΎϣίΎγ_είϭϣ_ϭ_εέϭέ̡_̶ϳΎϧΛΗγ.pdf (accessed July 28, 2017) and researcher
interview with Jafar, March 31, 2017.
19 Executive ˳Rrules on Registering Special Students, adopted by Special Education Organization, with special needs

(̶ϳΎϨΜΘγϥίϮϣζϧΩϡΎϧΖΒΛϪϣΎϧϩϮϴη) http://a.csdeo.ir/uploads/7.pdf, Article 14.
20 Hosein Nahvinezhad, rehabilitation director of the State Welfare Organization, Islamic Republic News Agency, November

12, 2017, http://www.irna.ir/fa/News/82727102 (accessed May 15, 2019).
21Korchin, S. J., “Clinical psychology and minority problems,” American Psychologist, 1980, 35(3), 262; Padilla, A. M., &

Medina, A. (1996), “Cross-cultural sensitivity in assessment: Using tests in culturally appropriate ways,” in Suzuki, L. A.,
Meller, P. J., & Ponterotto, J. G., Eds., Handbook of multicultural assessment: Clinical, psychological, and educational
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IQ tests have been used, among other things, to claim the intellectual superiority of whites
and to justify sterilization of people with developmental disabilities in the early to mid20th century.22

For children with disabilities, IQ tests have been used to segregate students in special
education programs, rather than including them in the general education system.23
Additionally, academic research has shown that autism and intellectual functioning are
independent of one another, and that IQ test scores are a poor indicator of intelligence of
people with autism.24

Iran’s Special Education Organization under the Ministry of Education is responsible for
the education of children considered “educable.” The State Welfare Organization is
responsible for children deemed “ineducable.” Children with intellectual disabilities or
autism with an IQ below 50 may access rehabilitation, education, speech therapy, and
occupational therapy in SWO’s day centers and “receive preparation to join the special
education system.” “Some children manage to pass the test [Educability Assessment] in
subsequent years and end up doing well at school,” one SWO official in a 2018 television
interview said.25 Upon turning 14, those children categorized as “trainable” may also join
vocational training centers to learn simple skills such as carpentry, handicrafts, and
gardening.

applications, 1996, San Francisco, CA and Jossey-Bass, et al., “Disproportionality in Special Needs Education in England”
The Journal of Special Education, 2008, Vol. 42, No. 1, pp. 36-46.
22Reddy, Ajitha, “The Eugenic Origins of IQ Testing: Implications for Post-Atkins Litigaion,” DePaul Law Review 57 (2008),

pp. 667–1093.
23 Morison, P., White, S. H., Fever, M. J., Eds., “The use of IQ tests in special education decision making and planning,” 1996,

Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
24 Estes, A., Rivera, V., Bryan, M., Cali, P., & Dawson, G., “Discrepancies between academic achievement and intellectual

ability in higher-functioning school-aged children with autism spectrum disorder,” Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders, 2011, 41(8), 1044-1052, DOI: 1007/s10803-010-1127-3; Hoekstra, R. A., Happé, F., BaronǦCohen, S., & Ronald, A.,
“Limited genetic covariance between autistic traits and intelligence: findings from a longitudinal twin study,” American
Journal of Medical Genetics Part B: Neuropsychiatric Genetics, 2010, 153(5), pp. 994-1007; Grondhuis, Sabrina N. et al.,
“Differences in Verbal and Nonverbal IQ Test Scores in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Research in Autism
Spectrum Disorders 49 (2018): pp. 47–55; and Bardikoff, N., and McGonigle-Chalmers, M., “Testing Nonverbal IQ in Children
with Autism Spectrum Disorders.” Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders 8.9 (2014): pp. 1200–1207.
25 Quoted from a program Education Channel of government television, Mehr News Agency,

https://www.mehrnews.com/news/4270425/ (accessed May 15, 2019).
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April 14, 2018,

Those who pass the so-called educability threshold during the medical assessment are
categorized in two main groups. Those with so-called mild needs are allowed to attend
mainstream schools. This typically includes children with sensory or physical disabilities
or those with learning disabilities. Children whose needs are considered to be high must
attend special schools specifically for children with disabilities. This includes children with
intellectual disabilities as well as children with “moderate to high emotional-behavioral
issues.”26

Parents of children who were excluded from education described their disappointment and
anger at learning their children would be denied education. For example, Sudabeh, mother
of Rojin, a 7-year-old girl who is blind and has communication challenges, explained:

The day they told me that they can’t register my daughter even in special
school was one of the worst days of my life. … . I want her to go to school
just as all other kids go. I had purchased the school supplies for her and
even prepared her school uniform, but she didn’t answer any questions in
the assessment session and the man there said that she is not educable. I
brought her back home, crying all the way.27

Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran could not identify any data on
the number of children with disabilities identified as “ineducable” and excluded from
education. Some local advocates working with children with intellectual disabilities and
children with autism confirmed that many children are left out of education as a result of
the medical assessment.

One activist in Tehran who has promoted the rights of people with intellectual disabilities
for over 10 years said:

Each year around the school registration season, I meet many parents
whose children with intellectual disabilities are denied school registration

26 Executive ˳Rrules on Registering Special Students, adopted by Special Education Organization, with special needs

(̶ϳΎϨΜΘγϥίϮϣζϧΩϡΎϧΖΒΛϪϣΎϧϩϮϴη) http://a.csdeo.ir/uploads/7.pdf, Article 14.
27 Researcher interview with Sudabeh, small town in western Iran, August 7, 2018
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because their IQ is below 50. They are told that their kid can be trained in
life skills but is not capable of attending school, not even special school.28

Another activist, Mona, manages an organization for people with disabilities in a city in
eastern Iran. She interviewed dozens of children with disabilities excluded from education
in 2018 and 2019. She described her findings:

Some of the kids I met were denied education because they were assessed
as ‘ineducable.’ But when I talked to them, I couldn’t understand how the
assessors have come to such a conclusion. For example, I met a 9-year-old
girl who … answered my questions well. I was really surprised when I found
that she has been diagnosed ‘ineducable’ due to intellectual disability. But
as far as I could see, she was communicating and understanding well and
just had tremors in her body.29

A high-ranking official of a provincial Special Education Office described how their local
offices determine placement of children with disabilities in mainstream or special schools:

Deaf and hard of hearing children often attend mainstream schools from
the first grade, but for blind students we often send them to special schools
for primary education to learn Braille because we don’t have the capacity to
teach Braille in mainstream schools. Families can somehow influence this
process. For example, if a family really insists to register their blind child in
a mainstream school, we allow that. But for children with intellectual
disabilities … it is very rare that we allow them to register in mainstream
school.30

Children with autism are among those frequently excluded from education. Based on
World Health Organization estimates, there should be at least 118,000 children under 15

28 Researcher interview with Nasim, advocate for persons with intellectual disabilities, Tehran, August 10, 2018.
29 Researcher interview with Mona, disability rights advocate, a city in eastern Iran, August 7, 2018.
30 Researcher interview with Sirous, education planning office in Special Education office in a central province of Iran, May

10, 2018.
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with autism in Iran.31 However, only 7,000 school age children were registered with autism
in Iran in 2018.32 Of these, only 2,442 attended school: 2,264 in special schools, and 178 in
mainstream schools, according to the government’s official figures.33

Children with Disabilities Denied Enrollment in Mainstream Schools
Regulations on education require local mainstream schools to admit children with
disabilities who have passed the health and educability assessment. However, Human
Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran found that some mainstream schools
denied children with disabilities entry, even after a medical assessment authorized
mainstream school enrollment.34

Some parents we interviewed described their efforts to enroll their children with
disabilities in mainstream schools. Several parents had to seek enrollment at several
different schools and argue with reluctant principals. In some cases, schools also required
families to bring a special reference letter for their child from the local education office. In
other cases, school officials forced parents to sign a waiver assuming liability for any injury
or harm to their child or other children as a condition of enrollment.

Mani is a 10-year-old boy with low vision living in a town in western Iran. His mother,
Mahtab, told us about the difficulties she faces registering him at school each year:

At the beginning of each school year, we have lots of back and forth
between the special education office, the special school, and mainstream

31 Based on World Health Organization estimates of rates of autism and official Iranian government data on the numbers of
children under 15. World Health Organization, Factsheet on Autism Spectrum Disorders, April 4, 2017,
http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders (accessed September 10, 2018). The National
Management and Planning Organization, analyzing outcomes of the 2016 National Public Census on Individuals and
Housing, November 2017, https://www.mporg.ir/FileSystem/View/File.aspx?FileId=e11f9244-a361-4698-b984-31e0f2293a5c
(accessed October 10, 2018). This analysis categorizes individuals into four main groups: 0 to 14, 15 to 29, and older groups.
There is no data superficially for statistics for children under 18.
32 Fars News Agency, September 1, 2018, https://www.farsnews.com/news/13970610000703/ (accessed September 10,

2018).
33 Monireh Azizi, Education director of SEO, on the Occasion of Autism Awareness day, Iranian Students News Agency (ISNA),

April 14, 2019, https://www.isna.ir/news/98012409797/ (accessed May 24, 2019).
34 Researcher interviews with Keivan, 21-year-old blind man recently who graduated from mainstream schools, May 12, 2017;
with Farideh, Alborz province, May 24, 2017; with Mahtab, a town in western Iran, May 24, 2017; and with Fozieh, a town in
northern Iran, May 24, 2017.
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schools to get Mani registered. The special school tells us Mani should go
to a mainstream school, but we can’t find a suitable school for him, and if
we do, the principal refuses to register him.”35

Because of the mainstream school denials, Mani has been forced to go to special schools
for three years. Mahtab said that Mani does not like the special school because there are
few children in a mixed-age classroom, and he misses attending school with his peers and
neighbors. She also sees that the special school does not challenge him academically.
“He is not happy in the special school and no mainstream school accepts him. All this has
caused him [to] hate school. He keeps crying and telling me that he doesn’t want to go to
school anymore, which is really heartbreaking for me,” Mani’s mother added.36

Farideh managed to register her then 7-year-old daughter, Bahar, in a primary mainstream
school in May 2017. Three other schools had refused to enroll Bahar, who uses a
wheelchair and has difficulties using her hands. Farideh explained:

Every school we went to, the answer was negative. They either said that
their school was not suitable for Bahar because there were so many stairs
or said that other kids may push her, hurting her. To me, they simply
seemed to feel having Bahar at school would be a burden. Finally, I got a
letter from the local education office, and one school agreed to register her.
But I had to commit to carry her upstairs to the classroom and be around for
any support that she might need.37

Later, after taking Bahar out of school for some time due to the inaccessibility, Farideh and
her husband managed to register Bahar in a school with accessible wheelchair ramps for
the 2018-2019 school year. However, the school is far from their home, and they pay for
transportation, which is a financial burden for the family. The principal of the new school
also required Farideh to sign a document releasing the school from liability for any
potential harm that might happen to Bahar at school.

35 Researcher interview with Mahtab, a town in western Iran, May 24, 2017.
36 Ibid.
37 Researcher interview with Farideh, Alborz province,
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Other parents of children with disabilities interviewed also said that mainstream schools
required them to sign a document releasing the school from liability.38 For example, Fozieh
signed a release form in order to get her 14-year-old son Hatef registered in a mainstream
school near their house in a town in northern Iran. Hatef has low vision and rickets, a
condition that causes softening and distortion of bones. Fozieh explained:

I went to three mainstream schools near our house but none of them
admitted Hatef. After a lot of insistence, finally the principal of one school
agreed to register him on the condition that I sign a document stating that
the school has no legal responsibility for any kind of harm that Hatef might
experience at school. That day I was desperate and had no choice but to
sign. But this was really unfair. This is the duty of the school to make sure
that all children are properly protected while at school and should be
responsible if they fail to do so.39

A high-ranking official of a provincial Special Education Office stated that he is aware of
many instances in which principals denied children with disabilities admission to schools.
He said that in justifying their denials, “Sometimes school staff say very inappropriate
things about children with disabilities to their families.”40

Mahrokh, who works as special education officer in a city in northern Iran, also confirmed
that school principals frequently refuse to admit children with disabilities, even those
deemed eligible for mainstream schools by the medical assessment. “This is on us as
special education officers to find a solution. We always try to solve the problem through
negotiation. Sometimes we manage to convince the school to admit the disabled child. In
other instances, we find another mainstream school willing to register the child.” Mahrokh
said that as a result of these denials and the lack of nearby special schools, some children
with disabilities remain out of education.41

38 Researcher interviews with Fozieh, a town in northern Iran, May 24, 2017; and with Farideh, Alborz province, September
15, 2018.
39 Researcher interview with Fozieh.
40 Researcher interview with Sirous, May 10, 2018.
41 Researcher interviews with Mahrokh, Special Education Officer, a city in northern Iran, May 10, 2017 and May 22, 2019.
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With regards to the obligation of mainstream school to enroll children with disabilities, in
2017 Ali Rabie, Minister of Labor and Social Welfare, was quoted in a news outlet saying,
“Only children with intellectual disabilities are not able to attend mainstream schools.
Other than that, school principals have the obligation to register children with physical
[and sensory] disabilities.”42 Rabie added that, if reported, “school principals who denied
education to children would receive a warning for the first offense and be held accountable
in case of recurrence.” He did not provide any further information on the type of punitive
measures taken against principals nor the number of principals actually held accountable.

Our research did not identify any regulations stipulating penalties or disciplinary measures
against school principals who refuse to register children on the basis of disability.
Mahrokh, the special education officer in northern Iran, confirmed: “I am not aware of any
legal penalties for principals refusing to register disabled children, and I have never heard
of any principal punished for refusal.”43

Stigma among Parents
Disability-rights advocates interviewed across Iran confirmed that many children with
disabilities do not attend school because of pervasive social stigma and stereotypical
beliefs about having a child with a disability. Parents whom we interviewed said they fear
the bullying of their child with disability and the bullying of their other children. Some
parents fear social judgment that attributes a child’s disability to parents’ sins or faults.
Some families are also concerned that some individuals will consider that families with a
child with a disability might have a genetic deficiency in the family. This could impact their
other children’s prospects of finding a spouse willing to marry and start a family with them.

Parental stigma particularly affects girls with disabilities living in rural or remote areas.
Sudabeh, mother of Rojin, a seven-year-old girl with communication difficulties who is
blind living in a small town in western Iran, said that her husband does not support her
efforts to enroll Rojin in school, and wants to keep Rojin at home:

42 Young Journalists Club news outlet, December 11, 2017, https://www.yjc.ir/fa/news/6354370/ (accessed May 22, 2019).
43 Ibid.
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He keeps telling me that it’s not good for our son that people learn about
his disabled sister because other children would make fun and call her
names. He says that with her disabilities, nobody would want to marry our
daughter, so why we should try to get her an education. We should just feed
her and make sure that nobody abuses her. He believes that my efforts for
Rojin are useless and I should accept the reality and stop wasting time and
money on her.44

Ehsan, a disability rights advocate in a town in western Iran, said that he knows many
children with disabilities in his province who are currently out of school due to stigma:

I have faced many cases that even educated parents or parents with good
government jobs have failed to register their children with disabilities at
school. There have been also cases that schools denied registration,
referring specifically to the child’s disability, and parents have given up
trying to enroll their child. I even know a family who has kind of imprisoned
their daughter with an intellectual disability at home for many years.45

Amin has worked as teacher in special schools in different towns near Tehran for more
than 10 years, and confirmed that many children with autism do not access education due
to stigma:

I believe that almost one out of three children with autism never walk into
any school in their lives. Many parents fear the stigma and pitiful reactions
of others, so they prefer not to let their autistic children be seen in public.
The worst part is that during the medical assessment some parents may be
told that their child is not capable of going to school.46

Mona, the disability advocate quoted previously, indicated that forcing children to enroll in
special schools drives some parents to keep their child with disability out of school
altogether. “For some, this is because they don’t want to be known as having a child who
44 Researcher interview with Sudabeh, small town in western Iran, August 7, 2018.
45 Researcher interview with Ehsan, a town in western Iran, August 6, 2018.
46 Researcher interview with Amin, teacher working in a special school for boys, Tehran suburbs, June 8, 2017.
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is not able to go mainstream schools. For others, they [wrongly] believe that by going to a
special school their child would learn inappropriate behavior from other children,” she
said.47

Lack of Sufficient Information
According to activists and parents interviewed, some children with disabilities do not
attend school due to the government’s failure to inform parents, government workers, and
the public-at-large about the importance of education, as well as the potential and
abilities of people with disabilities to learn. This is particularly the case for children with
intellectual disabilities, autism, or other developmental disabilities.

Reza, who lives in a small city in western Iran with Sahand, his 13-year-old son with
autism, said that even social workers from the State Welfare Organization office do not
have much information about autism. “Public awareness about autism is very low in our
town. Even staff of the Welfare Organization and Special Education offices know little
about it. They don’t speak to parents about education of their kids and refer them to
schools or services.… They don’t bother to guide us,” he said.ϰϴ Reza said that in their city,
25 children with autism are registered with the government, but only five go to school. He
said: “Most children with autism are kept at home by families and hardly seen in public.”49

Mona, the advocate in eastern Iran quoted previously, also confirmed that parents
frequently keep their children with disabilities out of school due to fear and lack of
understanding. She said, “My colleagues and I have done a lot of research on this, and I
can tell you that a strong majority of children with disabilities, I can even claim 90 percent,
are not attending school. I have talked to many kids between 7 to 18 who have never gone
to school because families were not aware that they could be educated.”50

Public national radio and television channels are the most widely available source of
information for many families, even in rural and remote areas. If properly managed, these

47 Ibid.
48 Researcher interview with Reza, a small city in western Iran, May 23, 2019.
49 Ibid.
50 Researcher interview with Mona, disability rights advocate, a city in eastern Iran, August 7, 2018.
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channels could play an essential role in raising public awareness about disability and
combatting stigma and misconceptions about children with disabilities, including in
education.

According to parents interviewed, the programs broadcast about children with disabilities
are infrequent and mostly focused on drawing public empathy or charity, often viewing
disability from a moral or religious lens. For example, Reza said:

A few times a year, they broadcast an interview with family of a kid with
autism talking about barriers they face, or with a psychologist enumerating
warning signs of autism and what parents can do to get early diagnosis and
start therapies. I personally have not seen any program or short ad
specifically informing parents about education options and facilities
available for children with autism, nor I have heard [of] such program being
broadcasted.51


51 Researcher interview with Reza, a small city in western Iran, May 23, 2019.
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III. Inaccessibility and Lack of Reasonable
Accommodation in Schools
I really want to support students with disabilities in my class. But it’s just
me and 30 to 35 students, 90 minutes’ class time, and a challenging
curriculum to teach. Schools in Iran are generally very poorly equipped to
fulfill any needs. We even lack suitable tables for left-handed students.
With limited facilities and no training for me as a teacher, I am not able to
do much. I must allocate my time fairly to all my students and at the same
time show an acceptable class record to school principals at the end of the
year.
—Ghasem, a teacher in a mainstream boys’ high school, Tehran, May 20, 2017

Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran found that children with
disabilities enrolled in mainstream and special schools face various barriers accessing a
quality education. Barriers include inaccessible buildings, classrooms, and toilets; a lack
of sufficiently trained and qualified staff to teach children with disabilities; and/or the lack
of aides and other reasonable accommodations.
Inaccessibility and lack of reasonable accommodations in schools may mean that parents
attend school with their children in order to move them around the school or provide other
support. These barriers may also force some children with disabilities to drop out of
school, to enroll in a school far from home, or even be forced to attend a residential
special school, living separated from their parents, often for many months at a time.
The CRPD requires the government to provide reasonable accommodations, or the
“necessary and appropriate modification and adjustments, not imposing a
disproportionate or undue burden, where needed in a particular case,” to ensure people
with disabilities access education on an equal basis with others at all education levels.
The denial of reasonable accommodations constitutes discrimination.
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Under the CRPD, Iran is also obliged to ensure that schools are accessible to students with
disabilities.52 Facilities should be physically accessible to students, as should the
education schools offer. This includes, for example, teaching materials and methods
accessible to students who are blind or have hearing disabilities.53 Iran is obliged to
develop accessibility standards for the design of new facilities, products, and services and
to take gradual measures to make existing facilities accessible.54

Lack of Sufficient Support in Classrooms
The Iranian educational system has an insufficient number of teachers overall. According
to the Ministry of Education, in 2018 there was one teacher per 35 students in Iran. The
student-teacher ratio is worsening, with many teachers scheduled to retire within the next
few years.55 In 2018, 23,000 special education teachers, the only educators trained in
teaching children with disabilities, supported 150,000 children registered with disabilities
in special and mainstream schools.56

Iran has a system of placing resource teachers, who are trained as special educators, in
mainstream classrooms to provide individual academic support to children with
disabilities. However, the government openly acknowledges that there are insufficient
numbers of resource teachers available. According to a senior Special Education
Organization official, referring to the situation in 2016 in mainstream schools:

The Special Education Organization is facing a huge gap in the provision of
adequate numbers of resource teachers. Only 364 resource teachers are

52 CRPD, art. 9.
53 UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, “General Comment No. 4 (2016) Article 24: Right to inclusive
education,” CRPD/C/GC/4 (2016), http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?
symbolno=CRPD/C/GC/4&Lang=en (accessed January 16, 2017), paras. 13-26.
54 Ibid., para. 24.
55 Interview broadcast by the Education Channel, Islamic Republic of Iran television, reported by Tasnim News Agency, July 7,

2018, https://www.tasnimnews.com/fa/news/1397/04/16/1769765/ (accessed September 21, 2018).
56 Majid Ghadami, head of the Special Education Organization, Mehr News Agency, November 12, 2018,

https://www.mehrnews.com/news/4455643/ (accessed August 14, 2019). 600-700 of these teachers retire each year with
only 250 replacing them. Majid Ghadami, head of the Special Education Organization, Tasnim News Agency, May 29, 2019,
https://www.tasnimnews.com/fa/news/1398/03/08/2021523/ (accessed August 15, 2019).
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available to provide education support to 48,837 students with
disabilities.57

This is a ratio of 134 students per resource teacher.

Ministry of Education standards stipulate four hours of support per week per student in
mainstream schools on average. Thus, a single resource teacher can only support 11
students a week within their 44-hour workweek. This means that only about 4,000
students with disabilities in mainstream schools receive support from resource teachers;
those that do may only receive four hours per week, which may not be sufficient to support
their academic achievement.
Ahmad has worked for a few years as a resource teacher for blind students in a major city
in southern Iran. He described his experience: “I am a resource teacher for 10 blind and
visually impaired students attending three different schools in different areas of the city. I
have to split my time in a way to allocate four hours to each student [per week].”58
Sahar, a 17-year-old high school student who is blind and attending a mainstream school,
shared her experience with resource teachers:

“Last year, my resource teacher changed three times. The first one didn’t
allow me to record her voice and said that she would read the books to me
and I should learn that way. Then she left, and they sent me another
[resource] teacher who was great, very knowledgeable and supportive. But
she retired, so I had a third one for the last few weeks. This one said that I
didn’t need to go to class and it would be better to sit with her. But I didn’t
want to miss the classes.”59

57 Mohsen Ghafoorian interview with Iran Newspaper, 18/6/1395, September 8, 2016, http://www.iran-

newspaper.com/Newspaper/BlockPrint/149924 (accessed February 10, 2017).
58 Researcher interview with Ahmad,

resource teacher for blind students, a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017.

59 Researcher interview with Sahar, a town in northern Iran, May 14, 2017.
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Parents Required to Support their Children at School
According to disability rights activists, parents, and media interviews quoting government
officials, schools in Iran, including special schools, are mostly inaccessible for children
with physical disabilities, particularly those who use wheelchairs. Many have stairs at the
entrance and inside, and no ramps, elevators, or wheelchair lifts. Toilets are inaccessible,
often partly because of a lack of commodes that allow a person to sit down, which is a
common problem in public buildings in Iran. Due to the lack of aides in school to support
children in this environment, parents described how they felt they had no choice but to
spend all day at school or pay frequent visits during the day to move their children with
disabilities around in the school, including carrying them up and down the stairs, or help
them use the bathroom.
For three years, Najmeh made herself available every day to help her 9-year-old daughter
Shabnam use the inaccessible bathroom at school. She said that sometimes school staff
even failed to help Shabnam call her mother to take her to the bathroom. “Her legs do not
bend, so I have to hold her in my arms above the toilet. They suggested that I put her in
diapers, but Shabnam does not accept diapers at all,” Najmeh explained. “School staff
didn’t allow me to wait inside the school. So, I waited outside [in my car]. Last year,
Shabnam’s father got sick, and I had to take care of him, too. Because of that, sometimes I
couldn’t come to the school, and Shabnam had to spend the day without relieving
herself,” she said.60
Najmeh had to give up taking Shabnam to school and decided to educate her at home for
the 2018-2019 school year. “I realized I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “We had to sell
our car, and so now I can’t get to the school two to three times a day. I have other kids and
other responsibilities. So, I will teach her myself with help of her older brother. I might also
hire a private teacher for math lessons.”61
Ghasem has been teaching in different boys’ high schools in Tehran for almost 20 years.
He remembers a boy who used a wheelchair whose mother and school custodians helped
carry him up the school stairs each day when he arrived at school. “He had to spend all
day in the classroom, including during the break or exercise time. He didn’t drink or eat at
60 Researcher interview with Najmeh, Tehran suburbs,

March 30, 2017.

61 Researcher interview with Najmeh, Tehran suburbs,

September 15, 2018.
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school, so that he wouldn’t have to use the toilet. If he needed to, then he had to call his
mother and get her to come help him. I could see in his face how disappointed and
shameful he felt,” Ghasem said.62
In some cases, school directors refused to move the classroom from the upper floors to the
ground floor to accommodate a student with physical disability. For example, Farideh told
us that she had to carry her 7-year-old daughter Bahar, who uses a wheelchair, up and
down stairs in the local school. According to Farideh:
Bahar’s classroom was on the second floor, up 10 stairs. There were
classrooms available in the ground floor, but the school managers said that
they were allocated for third grade students. So, every day, I had to carry
Bahar and then her wheelchair up and down the stairs. This happened a
few times a day because I didn’t want her to stay alone in class while other
children were in the yard for recess.63
Farideh developed serious back problems from carrying her daughter and a heavy
wheelchair up and down the school stairs a few times a day. With no other option, she
withdrew her daughter from school: “My doctor said that I should immediately stop
carrying heavy loads and start physiotherapy. So Bahar could not finish school last year.
This year, [2018-2019 academic year], I found a school with ramps. But the new school is
far from our house, and we have to pay for expensive transportation” she said.64
Physical inaccessibility of schools is a general problem, according to government officials
and non-governmental activists. For example, Mohammad Ali Afshari, head of the Board of
Directors of Hamedan Society for Disabled Persons—a leading disabled persons
organization in Hamedan province in western Iran—said in a media interview that he was
not aware of a single school in the province that is physically accessible.65

62 Researcher interview with Ghasem, teacher in mainstream high schools for boys, Tehran, May 20, 2017.
63 Researcher interview with Farideh, Alborz province,

May 24, 2017.

64 Researcher interview with Farideh, Alborz province,

September 15, 2018.

65 Interview with Fars News Agency,1394 (2015) http://www.farsnews.com/printable.php?nn=13940912000598 (accessed

May 2, 2017).
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Children in Residential Special Schools
There are 28 residential special schools in Iran where most children with disabilities in
rural areas may end up due to lack of accessibility in the community or lack of accessibility
and reasonable accommodation in local mainstream schools.66 In some cases, added
costs of accessing local mainstream schools have compelled some children to attend
residential schools.
In addition to accessibility and reasonable accommodations, Iran should provide
compulsory, free primary and secondary education to all children on an equal basis,
including through financial assistance for those in need.67 Children and families should
not pay additional costs to reach school or to secure reasonable accommodations in
school.
For example, Sahar and her sister, both blind, attended a residential special school for one
year. “We moved to a new city where the special school was far from our house. The school
did not offer transportation to our neighborhood, and my father said that he couldn’t give
us a ride to school, nor could he afford taxi fees. So, we had to stay in the dormitory.”68

Sahar described her boarding school experience in a sad tone:

It was really difficult. It took me two months to start communicating with
people. In the first week, I cried all the time and didn’t say anything but my
name. My sister was younger, and it was even more difficult for her. My
friends often saw her crying when I was not around.

Sahar and her sister faced difficulties remaining in contact with their family:

Cell phones were not allowed in the dormitory. There was a public phone,
but you needed to purchase a prepaid card to use it. We didn’t have a card

66 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Committee, Replies of Islamic Republic of Iran to the

List of Issues, January 13, 2017, CRPD/C/IRN/Q/1/Add.1, para. 138.
67 CRPD, art. 24; CRPD General Comment no. 4, paras. 17, 20, 24, and 41; International Covenant on Social, Economic, and

Cultural Rights, art. 13.
68 Researcher interview with Sahar, a town in northern Iran, May 14, 2017.
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and there was nobody to buy one for us. Of course, we were not allowed to
leave the dormitory unless our parents came to pick us up. So, weeks went
by with us unable to talk to our family.69

Limited Efforts to Improve Physical Accessibility
The government’s efforts to improve physical accessibility in schools have not consistently
met the actual needs of people with disabilities. The national Schools Renovation
Organization (SRO) under the Ministry of Education and its provincial offices are
responsible for monitoring and implementing any school construction or renovations.
According to government regulations, any newly built or renovated school must meet
accessibility requirements including elimination of hazards, adjustment of blackboards to
be visible to children sitting in wheelchairs, and making school hallways, entrances and
bathrooms accessible including by installing ramps. The SRO must ensure that at least
three schools are made physically accessible in each education district under the “plan to
extend barrier-free schools.”70
We did not identify any government data on the number of new schools built in compliance
with the official accessibility standards, nor on the measures that would be prescribed in
case of failure to meet these standards.
Ehsan, a man with a physical disability living in a small town in western Iran, said that the
single special school in his town – where students with all types of disabilities enroll – is
not physically accessible. “Once they built an entrance ramp, but it was too steep and
useless,” he added.71
In another case, Ahmad, who is blind and has worked in several mainstream schools as a
resource teacher, said, “When the authorities specify a certain school as an admitting
school in big cities, they try to pick those which have better physical accessibility. In two
out of the three schools where I work, officials had installed ramps to make entrances

69 Ibid.
70 Mohsen Ghafoorian, Education Planning and Rehabilitation Director, Special Education Organization, Fars News Agency,

October 25, 2017, https://www.farsnews.com/news/13960730000276/ (accessed July 12, 2019).
71 Researcher interview with Ehsan, disability rights advocate, small town western Iran, August 6, 2018.
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accessible for wheelchairs. Unfortunately, the ramps were too steep and students who use
wheelchairs told me they had difficulty using these ramps independently.”72

Obstacles for Children Who Are Blind and Have Low Vision
Many blind students in Iran enroll in mainstream schools, but they face many barriers to
accessing a quality education. These include a lack of or low quality of education material
in alternative formats, little opportunity to choose the preferred format of material, and
inadequate support from school staff and teachers.

According to our research, teachers in Iran primarily rely on the remaining eyesight of
children who have low vision by using larger fonts rather than teaching them to read
Braille. This risks their future education and literacy should they lose their eyesight and are
no longer able to use large font materials. In addition, Amin, an experienced special
education teacher, explained, “This may cause extra pressure on children and sometimes
damage their eyesight. Teachers may also fail to work on improving touch capabilities of
younger children which can make it difficult for them to read Braille with their fingers if
they wish to do so in future.”73

Blind children also face multiple barriers accessing quality educational material. Students
and teachers interviewed said that both audio and braille textbooks often arrived late,
incomplete, outdated, and are of low production quality.

Sahar and Nadia, two high school students who are blind, said that the content of
standard textbooks is often updated, and had to rely on outdated audio or Braille versions
of textbooks. Sometimes changes were so significant that they found the old audiobooks
useless or even confusing. Sahar explained that in one recent school year her audiobooks
arrived late. “I got some Braille books in the third month of the school year, and some
more halfway during the year. The second volume of some books never reached me.”74

72 Researcher interview with Ahmad,

a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017.

73 Researcher interview with Amin, a Tehran suburb, June 8, 2017.
74 Researcher interview with Sahar, a town in northern Iran, May 14, 2017.
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For students who are blind, books are provided either in Braille or as audio books.
Children who are blind should be able to choose the book format most accessible and
preferable to them, although schools in Iran do not always ensure a choice. Sahar said that
she cannot read the Braille format of some textbooks. She explained, “I can’t read Braille
contractions [short form of words to save space and reading time] in English, so even if I
get those textbooks, I would still have difficulties. I requested to get an English textbook in
ordinary Braille type instead of contraction form, but the local Special Education Office
said it was impossible.”75

Ahmad, a teacher experienced in teaching students who are blind, explained that since
producing Braille books is more expensive, the Special Education Organization produces
them only for subjects for which a book is required in the classroom, such as math,
literature, Arabic, or English language. For history, science, geography, and other subjects
for which books are not considered essential for classroom learning, schools provide only
audio books, which the student can listen to at home.76

Obstacles for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Students
Many children who are deaf or hard of hearing attend mainstream schools in Iran but do
not receive sufficient support to achieve their academic potential. The CRPD requires
States Parties to facilitate the learning of sign language and the promotion of the linguistic
identity of the deaf community. Education of deaf children should be delivered in the most
appropriate languages and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in
environments which maximize academic and social development.77

Iranian sign language is not part of the school curricula for deaf children. School subjects
are taught in Farsi only, not in Iranian sign language.78 Children who are deaf or hard of
hearing should receive education in both Iranian sign language, which allows them to
communicate easily with others, and Farsi, to ensure they can read and write.

75 Ibid.
76 Researcher interview with Ahmad, a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017.
77 CRPD, art. 24(3).
78 Researcher interviews with Karim,

deaf children teacher, a town in western Iran, June 10, 2017; with Hajar, deaf rights
advocate, Tehran, March 6, 2017; and with Ladan, researcher in linguistics, April 10, 2017.
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Our research found that Iran’s education system discourages learning and usage of sign
language for deaf and hard of hearing children. Sirous, a senior official in a Special
Education provincial office, said that the main method of teaching children who are hard of
hearing is based on improving the remainder of the child’s hearing: “We use what is called
auditory verbal therapy which means that we try to make the child to use his remaining
hearing abilities. In this method, the therapists or teachers even cover their lips so that the
child can’t read lips and has no choice but to use his hearing.”79 Mohsen Ghafoorian,
deputy director of the Special Education Organization, acknowledged in a 2017 interview
that teachers are instructed not to use sign language for dictation exercises for deaf
children.80
Behdad is a 14-year-old boy who is hard of hearing and attends a mainstream school in a
city in eastern Iran. In a written interview with the researcher, he explained some of the
barriers he faces at school. Behdad does not receive speech therapy or support in
developing lip-reading skills. He relies on his limited hearing and the skills he has
developed himself to read lips. He said:

There are 36 children in my class, so the teacher is very busy and does not
have time for me. None of my teachers know any word in sign language,
and there is no one there to interpret. I sit in the front row and try to read
their lips, but sometimes they turn their backs to me when writing on the
board and then I can’t understand anything. I love my school, but when I
can’t speak easily to my teachers and classmates, and when I see other
boys making fun of me, I wish to go to special school. At least people would
understand me there.81

Sign language is available in special schools for children who are deaf; however, as with
all special schools, children are segregated from the community and isolated from their
peers. A child should be not compelled to go to a special school due to the failure of a
mainstream school to provide reasonable accommodations, such as sign language. For

79 Researcher interview with Sirous, May 10, 2018.
80 Mohsen Ghafoorian, Education Planning and Rehabilitation Director, Special Education Organization, Iranian Students

News Agency, October 25, 2017, https://www.isna.ir/news/96080301874/ (accessed Jul 12, 2019).
81 Researcher interview with Behdad, 14-year-old hard of hearing boy, a city in eastern Iran, July 28, 2018.
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children who use sign language and attend mainstream schools where there may not be
any or many other children who are deaf, schools can promote access to deaf culture and
interaction between deaf children by cooperating with municipalities, other schools, and
organizations of persons with disabilities.

Keyan, a 15-year-old boy who is hard of hearing, attends a special school for deaf boys but
wishes to go to mainstream school. He explained, “Everyone speaks in sign language in
my school, my teachers and all my classmates. But I would like to go to the same school as
my brother. I want to make friends with hearing children as well.”82

Teachers in mainstream schools we interviewed confirmed that they have not received
training in identifying or teaching deaf or hard of hearing students. Ghasem, a mainstream
high school teacher said that once he found out that one of his students is hard of hearing
only in the middle of the school year:

I noticed that he was not reacting properly when I asked him questions, and
he was doing very poor in math. So, I called his parents, and it was only
then that I learnt he has difficulty hearing. He had hearing aids, but he
didn’t use them at school because he feared being teased by other
children. Since then I’ve tried to help him more by making sure that he sits
in the front row and can read my lips. I tried my best, but he was still behind
in his classwork. I wish I knew what else I could do.83

Insufficient Teacher Training
Iran is not yet doing enough to ensure quality, regular training of teachers in inclusive
education. Instead of mainstreaming inclusive education methods and principles in all
teacher curricula at universities, special education teaching is offered as a separate
program at some universities. Therefore, new teachers are either trained as special
education teachers or as mainstream teachers without the skills and knowledge required
for inclusive education. The Special Education Organization will employ graduates of these
programs as teachers in special schools. Since the number of teachers needed is more
82 Researcher interview with Keyan, 15-year-old hard of hearing boy, a city in eastern Iran, July 28, 2018.
83 Researcher interview with Ghasem, teacher in mainstream high schools for boys, Tehran, May 20, 2017.
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than these graduates, the Special Education Organization also employs people as
teachers who have not received teaching training.

In a 2016 news interview, Mohsen Ghafoorian, deputy director of Special Education
Organization, said:

It is not feasible for us to train all teachers; we neither have the time nor the
resources to do so. So, we started with revising the curricula in Farhangian
University where future teachers are trained to include more disabilityrelated material. For current teachers, instead of organizing training
sessions and workshops, we have prepared training materials such as
DVDs, so the teachers would have the opportunity to watch this training
and ask their questions.84

None of the 10 teachers from different parts of the country interviewed for this research
had received or heard of such DVDs. One education officer of the Special Education Office
told us that even if the DVDs reach the teachers, there is no mechanism to ensure that the
teachers have really watched and absorbed the trainings.85

Mainstream School Teacher Training
Our research found that many teachers working in mainstream schools have not received
meaningful training on inclusive education methods or training on how to teach children
with different disabilities. Shamsi and Ghasem, two mainstream teachers we interviewed,
emphasized that the periodic mandatory professional trainings provided by the Ministry of
Education do not include any information on disability inclusive teaching methods.86

Ahmad was working as a resource teacher for blind students in a mainstream school, when
he learned that he had to teach a blind boy with autism. He described the situation:

84 Interview with Iran Newspaper, 18/6/1395, September 8, 2016, http://www.iran-

newspaper.com/Newspaper/BlockPrint/149924 (accessed February 10, 2017).
85 Researcher interview with Sirous,, May 10, 2018.
86Zesearcher interviews with Ghasem, teacher in mainstream high schools for boys, Tehran, May 20, 2017; and with Shamsi,

teacher in mainstream high school for girls, May 28, 2017.
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It was the first day of the school year and I received a list of students in my
class. Then the education manager told me that one of the boys in my class
had autism. I was really surprised. I had heard and read a bit about autism
but had no idea about teaching a child with autism. I told the director that I
was not prepared, but he said that I should take it easy, and that I had
priority over other teachers because I knew Braille. But teaching Braille to a
child with autism was different from teaching Braille to other students. The
day I went to teach him was the first day in my life I met a child with autism.
Anything I did to teach him was solely based on my own research, trial and
error.87

Sahar, a girl who is blind, spent the first five years of her education in a special school for
the blind and enrolled in a mainstream school in sixth grade. She described how the
teacher was not prepared to support her inclusive education. “In the first semester in
mainstream school, the teacher kept telling me that she had no idea what to do with me. I
couldn’t learn anything, so my school marks dropped off a lot,” Sahar explained.88

In some cases, school staff refrain from registering children with disabilities due to the
lack of training capacity for teachers. Ghasem, a mainstream high school teacher, said that
staff once refused to admit a blind high schooler in the school where he worked:

We had no idea how to teach him. As a math teacher, I don’t know how to
explain math to a blind child. I use the board a lot in class, but a blind
student can’t see that. So I think it was better for both that child and the
school staff not to have him in in these circumstances.89

Special School Teacher Training
Our research also found that even in special schools, where teachers should be specialists
in teaching children with disabilities, teachers also do not receive regular or sufficient
training on disability-inclusive teaching methods and some teachers have no training

87 Researcher interview with Ahmad, a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017.
88 Researcher interview with Sahar, a town in northern Iran, May 14, 2017.
89 Researcher interview with Ghasem, mainstream teacher in high schools for boys, Tehran, May 20, 2017.
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whatsoever to educate children with disabilities. Special school teachers interviewed
described the training offered to them by the Special Education Organization of the
Ministry of Education as inadequate, irrelevant, and trivial.90

Ahmad, who works as a resource teacher, said, “When I first started my job, [the Ministry
of Education] gave me a general training on teaching skills which did not include much
detail. They do organize some training workshops to update special education teachers
and retrain them, but I have never been invited to any.” Ahmad also said he did not receive
enough support in his job. “When they assign you to teach a class, you will be on your
own. All other teachers in the school are as busy as you are, so you should not expect
support from anyone.”91

Amin, a special school teacher with experience teaching children with different disabilities
said that professional development courses are only offered for teaching methods for deaf
students and students with intellectual disabilities, and that he is not aware of any
training available for teachers teaching children with other types of disabilities.92

In some cases, Special Education Offices assign teachers to special schools who have not
even received training in teaching children with disabilities. Zohreh, who works in school
for girls with intellectual disabilities, said:

It happens a lot that they assign someone to teach in our school who is
specialized in something quite irrelevant. For example, once they sent a
young woman who had just graduated from university with a degree in
Persian literature to teach kids with intellectual disabilities, without
providing any additional training to her.93

Karim, also a special school teacher, said that he has seen philosophy, mathematics,
theology, and civil engineering graduates being assigned to teach primary school children
90 Researcher interviews with Ahmad, a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017; with Amin, teacher working in special schools for
boys, Tehran suburbs, June 8, 2017; and with Karim, special education teacher, a town in western Iran, June 10, 2017.
91 Researcher interview with Ahmad, a city in southern Iran, May 9, 2017.
92 Researcher interview with Amin, teacher working in special schools for boys, Tehran suburbs, June 8, 2017.
93 Researcher interview with Zohreh, education manager, school for girls with intellectual disabilities, November 17, 2016.
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with disabilities in mainstream and special schools without proper training. “Except those
specifically educated in teaching kids with disabilities, no one else can be really helpful in
our school. Even an education management graduate is not a suitable teacher because
they do not learn about teaching methods needed here,” he said.94


94 Researcher interview with Karim, special education teacher, a town in western Iran, June 10, 2017.
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IV. National and International Legal Obligations: Access
to Education
National Laws and Policies
The Iranian Constitution guarantees free education for all through the secondary level.95
The 2016 Charter on Citizenry Rights provides that persons with disabilities “must enjoy
education and opportunities to develop their skills consistent with their capabilities, and
no one should be deprived of the opportunity to acquire knowledge or job skills due to
their disabilities.”96 The government’s education regulations also commit to make the
mainstream education content and school environment accessible for students with
disabilities. Those who register in mainstream schools should receive support from
resource teachers and have access to necessary rehabilitation services.97

However, there is no legal guarantee of every child’s right to access inclusive education.
The 2015 Comprehensive Plan to Protect Disability Rights stipulates that students with
“severe learning, intellectual or multiple disabilities and any students who, according to
the assessment of the experts from the Special Education Organization,” are “not able to
study in regular educational environments” will be placed in segregated “special
government educational centers.”98

International Standards
Inclusive and Quality Education
The CRPD Committee calls inclusive education “a fundamental right of all learners.”99
Inclusive education is the practice of educating children with disabilities in mainstream

95 Constitution of Islamic Republic of Iran, Article 30, (ϥήϳ̶ϣϼγ̵έϮϬϤΟ̶γΎγϥϮϧΎϗ) 24 October 1979, (official

translation), http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b56710.html (accessed July 8, 2017).
96 Charter on Citizenry Rights (̵ΪϧϭήϬηϕϮϘΣέϮθϨϣ)

launched and signed by President Rohani, Congress on the
Constitution and Nation’s Rights, December 19, 2016, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Section 111,
http://kazan.mfa.ir/uploads/ϥΗϣ_ϝϣΎ̯_έϭηϧϣ_ϕϭϘΣ_̵ΩϧϭέϬη.pdf (accessed March 22, 2017).

97 Executive Rules on Integrated Education, art. 2(1).
98 Comprehensive Plan to Protect Disability Rights, Regulation No. 77303, adopted by Cabinet of Ministers, 1394 (2015)

sections 6 and 15, http://rooznamehrasmi.ir/laws/ShowLaw.aspx?Code=5834.
99 CRPD Committee, General Comment No. 4, https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/crpd/pages/gc.aspx, para. 9.
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schools in their neighborhood with the provision of supplementary aids and services
where necessary, to allow children to achieve their full potential. The CRPD requires states
to make education inclusive at all levels.100
As detailed by the CRPD Committee, inclusive education has been acknowledged as the
most appropriate means for governments to guarantee universality and nondiscrimination
in the right to education. An inclusive education system should focus on the full and
effective participation, accessibility, attendance, and achievement of all students,
especially those who are at risk of being excluded or marginalized.101 The education system
should provide an individualized educational response, rather than expecting the student
to fit the system.102
Inclusion is different from segregation, where children with disabilities are placed in
educational institutions that are separate from the mainstream education system, such as
special schools, or in separate classrooms in mainstream schools. Inclusion is also
different from integration of children with disabilities, where children are placed in
mainstream schools so long as they can fit in these schools and meet their demands.

Accessibility
The CRPD Committee also notes that the realization of the right to education requires that
the entire education system be accessible, including buildings, information and
communication, curriculum, education materials, teaching methods, assessment and
language and support services, transportation, water, hygiene and toilet facilities, school
cafeterias, and recreational spaces. The Committee calls on states to establish a clear time
frame for all existing education environments to be rendered accessible and to “prohibit
and sanction the building of any future education infrastructures that are inaccessible.”103

Reasonable Accommodation
To realize the right to inclusive education, the CRPD requires that states ensure
“reasonable accommodation.” “Reasonable accommodation” is defined as the “necessary
100 CRPD, arts. 24 (1) and 24.
101 CRPD, art. 24(1), and CRPD Committee, General Comment No. 4, paras. 8 and 9.
102 CRPD Committee, General Comment No. 4, paras. 9 and 12(c).
103 CRPD Committee, General Comment No. 4, para. 21.
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and appropriate modification and adjustments not imposing a disproportionate or undue
burden, where needed in a particular case” that would ensure people with disabilities the
enjoyment of all human rights and freedoms on an equal basis with others.104 A
government’s obligation to provide reasonable accommodation is “enforceable from the
moment an individual with an impairment needs it in a given situation… in order to enjoy
her or his rights on an equal basis in a particular context.”105

The government should provide reasonable accommodations to support individual
learning. This can include assistive devices, such as hearing aids; braille textbooks, audio,
video, and easy-to-read learning materials; instruction in sign language for children with
hearing disabilities; structural modifications to schools, such as ramps for children in
wheelchairs; and qualified learning support assistants, either shared or on a one-to-one
basis, depending on the requirements of the student, to assist children with note-taking,
self-care, behavior, or other support.106

Provision of non-material accommodations, such as changing the location of a class,
allowing a student more time, reducing levels of background noise, alternative evaluation
methods, or replacing an element of curriculum by an alternative element should also be
considered.107

State parties also have an obligation to ensure that education of people with disabilities,
especially those who are deaf and blind, is provided “in the most appropriate languages
and modes and means of communication for the individual,”108 and to promote the
availability and use of assistive devices.109 The CRPD Committee has noted different
students with the same disability may require different accommodations.
An important part of ensuring reasonable accommodation is training teachers, school
administrators, and education officials in methods to support persons with disabilities.

104 CRPD, art. 2, para 4.
105 CRPD Committee General Comment No. 2, para. 26, and General Comment No. 4, para. 33.
106 CRPD, art. 2, para. 4.
107 CRPD Committee General Comment No. 4, paras. 29 and 32.
108 CRPD, art. 24, para. 3(c).
109 CRPD, art. 26, para. 3.
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Training should include “disability awareness and the use of appropriate augmentative
and alternative modes, means and formats of communication, educational techniques and
materials to support persons with disabilities.”110
Assessing the “reasonableness” of accommodations involves an analysis of the relevance
and the effectiveness of the accommodation and the expected goal of countering
discrimination. While the CRPD Committee acknowledges that availability of resources and
financial implications should be considered when assessing whether provision of a certain
accommodation poses a disproportionate burden, using the lack of resources and
financial crises as justification for failure to make progress towards inclusive education
violates the right to education.111

Quality
Beyond their accessibility obligations, governments need to ensure that the form and
substance of education, including curricula and teaching methods, are of “good quality”
and meet minimum education standards. The aim is to ensure that “no child leaves school
without being equipped to face the challenges that he or she can expect to be confronted
with in life.”112 According to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, an education of
good quality “requires a focus on the quality of the learning environment, of teaching and
learning processes and materials, and of learning outputs.”113 The system should establish
high expectations for all learners, without discrimination.114

Nondiscrimination
International law prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability, which is defined under
the CRPD as any “distinction, exclusion or restriction… which has the purpose or effect of
impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal basis with

110 CRPD, art. 24, para 4.
111 CRPD General Comment No. 4, paras. 27 and 29.
112 United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 13, The Right to Education, UN

Doc. E/C.12/1999/10 (1999), para. 6 c); United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 1, The
Aims of Education, UN Doc. CRC/GC/2001/1 (2001), para. 9.
113 Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 1, paras. 5 and 22.
114 CRPD Committee General Comment No. 4, para. 12(c).
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others, of all human rights and fundamental freedoms.”115 In terms of education, the CRPD
requires that “people with disabilities are not excluded from the general education system
on the basis of disability, and that children with disabilities are not excluded from free and
compulsory primary education, or from secondary education, on the basis of disability.”116
This obligation of nondiscrimination applies to both public and private actors, and at all
levels of education, including higher education and vocational training.117


115 CRPD, art. 2.
116 CRPD, art. 24, para 2(a).
117 CRPD, art. 4, para. 1(e) and art. 24 paras. 1 and 5.
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Human Rights Watch provided editorial and production assistance. The report was
prepared for publication by Fitzroy Hopkins, production manager.
At the Center for Human Rights in Iran: Hadi Ghaemi, executive director, Omid Memarian,
deputy director, and Karen Kramer, director of publications, reviewed the report for the
Center for Human Rights in Iran. The disability rights associate assisted with finding cover
photos and proof-reading.
We are grateful to the individuals who shared their personal stories, as well as the service
providers and disability rights advocates who agreed to be interviewed. Many of those
interviewed also dedicated their time and passion to connect us to other interviewees.
They did so knowing that we are not able to acknowledge them each individually, due to
security considerations. We are additionally thankful for their efforts, given the challenges
of doing the interviews remotely due to our lack of access to Iran.
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“Just Like Other Kids”
Lack of Access to Inclusive Quality Education for Children with Disabilities in Iran
In Iran, children with disabilities face enormous hurdles accessing quality, inclusive education. Some may be denied education based
on a mandatory health and educability assessment that deems them “ineducable.” Others may drop out due to stigma among parents
and teachers, or due to the lack of accessible schools in their communities.
“Like Other Children,” a joint report by Human Rights Watch and the Center for Human Rights in Iran, documents barriers to quality,
inclusive education for children with disabilities, as well as the serious shortcomings in government provision of supports—called
reasonable accommodations—for children with disabilities to access education on an equal basis with others. Reasonable
accommodations can include assistive devices like hearing aids, education materials in Braille or audio formats, or allowing a child
to sit in the front of a classroom.
The Iranian government has taken some steps to improve education for children with disabilities, including increasing budgets and
creating accessibility standards for new or renovated schools. However, many children with disabilities remain segregated in special
schools or out of school altogether. Inclusive education training for teachers is limited.
The government should establish a time-bound plan to transform its education system and prioritize inclusive education, rather than
maintain segregation. Authorities should stop denying education to children with disabilities on the basis of an exam, as currently
happens, and instead ensure collaboration between family members and health, education, and other professionals to determine the
support that children with disabilities require in community schools.

An Iranian student sits in a wheelchair
in a classroom with fellow students.
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