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Iran Facts and Figures 
 
� Area - 1,648,000 square km (just over 3 times the size of France) 
� Population (July 2006 est.) – 68,688,433 
� Literacy Rate – 79.6% 
� Unemployment Rate – 11.2% 
� GDP Per Capita – $8,100 
� Percentage of budget spent on education – 4% 

 
[notes] 

 
Educational History 
 
� 271CE - Foundation of the Academy of Gondeshapur offering courses in 

Medicine, Sciences, Philosophy and Theology 
� 11th Century – Foundation of the Nizamiyyah (religious Schools offering a 

high quality Islamic education) in Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan 
� Early 19th century – Crown Prince Abbas Mirza sends first students to 

study in Europe 
� 1851 – Foundation of Dar al-Fonoon, Iran’s first modern university, by 

reformist Prime Minister Mirza Taqi Khan (Amir Kabir) 
� 1934 – Foundation of the University of Tehran 
� June 1963 - Mohammed Reza Shah launches the White Revolution which 

aimed to fight illiteracy and improve education throughout Iran, particularly 
in rural areas 

� February 1979 – popular revolution overturns the regime of Mohammed 
Reza Shah and installs an Islamic Theo-Democracy led by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini 

� April 1980 – Khomeini launches Iran’s ‘Cultural Revolution’ which aimed to 
Islamicise universities by removing non-Islamic elements and controlling 
staff appointments and course content 

� 1982 – Foundation of the private Islamic Azad University 
� 1987 – Foundation Payam-e-Noor University offering distance learning 

degrees  
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[notes] 



Grading System 
 
� Grading system of 0-20 used at all levels of education 
� Based on system of grading for French Baccalaureat system 
� Secondary/Undergraduate pass mark is 10 
� Graduate pass mark is 12 
� Doctoral pass mark is 14 
 

[notes] 
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Structure of the education system 
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High School Diploma 
 
� Taken upon completion of 11 years of education 
� Course is 3 years in duration with a common first year and two further 

years of specialisation 
� Students choose from three optional streams: Theoretical, Technical, 

Skills 
� 96 credits required for completion 
� Graded out of 20 with a pass mark of 10 
� Assessment by examinations, coursework and overall performance in 

class 
� Comparable Level: a standard between GCSE and AS Level in UK 

 
[notes] 

 
 
Pre University Course 
 
� One year course following the High School Diploma 
� Available in 5 subject areas: Mathematics; Experimental Sciences; 

Humanities; Art; Islamic Culture 
� 24 credits required for completion 
� Prepares students for the University Entrance Examination (Kunkur) 
� Graded on a scale of 0-20 with pass mark of 10 
� Taught at Pre-University Education Centres 
� Not externally validated 
� Comparable level: A Level/Baccalaureat level 
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[notes] 



National University Entrance Examination (Kunkur) 
 
� Single Examination taken by all students wishing to enter higher education 
� Competitive examination where students are ranked in order of 

achievement 
� High failure rate due to limited number of places at universities 
� Separate Kunkur for Azad University and Kardani (Associate Degree) 

courses 
� Available in 4 subject areas: Mathematics and Technical Sciences, 

Experimental Sciences, Humanities and Arts 
� Comparable Level : not higher than Pre-University Course (A 

Level/Baccalaureat standard) 
 
[notes] 
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[Comparison with Arabic documents] 
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[High School Diploma]  
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[Pre-university course] 
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Universities 
 
� 4 different types of institution at tertiary level: comprehensive universities; 

specialised universities; comprehensive universities of technology; 
medical science universities 

� Institutions accredited by the Ministry of Science, Research and 
Technology and the Ministry of Health and Medical Education 

� Activities at tertiary level overseen by Supreme Council of  the Cultural 
Revolution 

� Most institutions are state-owned and free of charge 
� Private, fee-charging institutions increasing to meet demand for places 
� Islamic Azad University and Payam-e-Noor universities provide alternative 

to state-owned institutions 
� Universities operate a credit hours system 
� 5 awards available: Associate Degree; Bachelor Degree; Professional 

Doctorate; Masters Degree; Academic Doctorate 
 

[notes] 

 
Associate Degree 
 
� 2-year post secondary course 
� 67-72 credits required for completion 
� Courses offered in 6 subject areas: Languages and Library Management; 

Professional Courses; Mathematics and Technical Courses; Experimental 
Science; Humanities; Arts 

� Graded on a scale of 0-20 with pass mark of 10 
� Can be taken as an award on its own or as the first stage of a non-

continuous Bachelor Degree 
� Comparable Level: Certificate of Higher Education (completion of 1st year 

of a Bachelor Degree) 
 

[notes] 
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Bachelor Degree 
 
� 4-year post secondary course 
� 130-140 credits required for completion 
� Courses offered in Natural and Basic sciences; Medical and Health 

sciences; Engineering; Humanities; Agriculture; Arts and Literature 
� Continuous (4 years) and non-continuous (2+2 years) study options 

available 
� Holders of the degree are eligible for entry on to postgraduate courses 
� Graded on a scale of 0-20 with pass mark of 10 
� Comparable Level : Bachelor Degree standard 

 
[notes] 

 
Professional Doctorate 
 
� Available in professional fields (eg Medicine and Dentistry) 
� Course lasts 6 years 
� 290 credits required for completion 
� Combines academic study with professional practice 
� Comparable Level: Bachelor Honours standard (also pre-Bologna 

Maitrise/Magister Artium/Diploma di Laurea standard) 
� Wholly separate from the postgraduate award of Doctorate  
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Masters Degree 
 
� A two-year course following the Bachelor Degree 
� Postgraduate Medical courses are longer and more professionally 

orientated 
� Examination required for entrance on to Masters course 
� 13 credits in general courses and 32-36 credits in specialised courses 

required for completion 
� Assessment via coursework or thesis 
� Graded out of 20 with a pass mark of 12 
� Entitled Master of Arts or Master of Science 
� Comparable Level: Masters Degree standard 

 
 

 
Doctorate (PhD) 
 
� 4-year course following Masters Degree 
� Students required to sit an entrance examination 
� Divided into an ‘education’ stage and a ‘research’ stage 
� Assessment is by examination and defence of a doctoral thesis  
� Graded on a scale of 0-20 with a pass mark of 14 
� Comparable Level: Doctor of Philosophy standard 

    
[notes] 
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[Associate degree] 
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[Bachelor degree] 
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[Bachelor degree with entrance information] 
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[Bachelor degree with details of work requirement] 
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[Bachelor degree from medical university] 
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[Professional doctorate] 
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[Masters degree] 
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Appendix 
 
 
Useful terms 
    
 University      دانشگاه 
 Faculty/College     دانشکده
 Associate Degree    کاردنی
 Bachelor Degree    کارشناسی
 Masters Degree   کارشناسی ارشد
 Doctorate     دکترا

وریأوزارت علوم تحقيقات وفن       Ministry of Science,      
     Research and Technology 
 
 
Dates 
 
Iran uses its own calendar which is separate from the Islamic Hijra calendar and 
the western calendar. Dates used on Iranian educational documents are always 
from this calendar.  
 
The following table shows the differences between the dates in the Iranian, 
Islamic and western calendars: 
 
 

Iranian Islamic Western 
1384/1385 1426/1427 2006 
1383/1384 1425/1426 2005 
1382/1383 1424/1425 2004 
1381/1382 1423/1424 2003 
1380/1381 1422/1423 2002 
1379/1380 1421/1422 2001 
1378/1379 1420/1421 2000 
1377/1378 1419/1420 1999 
1376/1377 1418/1419 1998 
1375/1376 1417/1418 1997 
1374/1375 1416/1417 1996 
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Twelver Shi’a Islam 
 
The Muslim community is divided into two main groups. The Sunni make up 
around 90% of the world’s Muslim population and the Shi’a make up around 
10%. The split between Sunni and Shi’a came very early in Islamic history and 
although doctrinal differences have developed between the two over time, the 
original dispute was largely political.  
 
During his lifetime, Muhammad had led the fledgling Muslim community, but with 
his death in 632AD the Muslims were obliged to appoint a successor from 
amongst themselves. The Sunni (or followers of the Sunna – ‘tradition’, ‘path’ – of 
Muhammad) believed that a close follower of the Prophet would be the most 
suitable choice, while the Shi’a (or ‘partisans’) believed that only the Prophet’s 
family could succeed him, beginning with his son in law Ali Ibn Abu Talib.  
 
The pragmatic approach of the Sunni was dominant in the early years of the 
Muslim Empire, but when the 3rd Caliph Uthman was murdered in 656CE, the 
Shi’a pushed Ali forward as his natural successor. Ali’s actions as Caliph earned 
him the displeasure of various sections of the community, culminating in an 
armed uprising led by one of his predecessor’s kinsmen. This uprising 
culminated in defeat for Ali and served to cement the control of the Sunni faction. 
 
The Shi’a regard Muhammad’s descendents as the only rightful leaders of the 
Muslim community. These descendents are known as Imams, and they are 
believed to be close enough to Muhammad to gain inspiration from him for their 
leadership and teaching. According to the Shi’a sect that has been dominant in 
Iran since the 16th century, there have been twelve Imams in the line of 
succession from the Muhammad. The twelfth Imam went missing when he was a 
child and has never been found. It is believed that God removed him from public 
life and the Imam entered a state of ‘occultation’. The Imam will return on 
Judgement Day and establish the perfect Islamic society. 
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The 1979 revolution 
 
 
In February 1979, a popular revolution overthrew the secular, authoritarian regime of 
Mohammed Reza Shah Pahlavi and brought Iran’s 2500 year old monarchy to an end. 
The removal of the Shah, whose rule had become increasingly oppressive throughout 
the 1960s and 1970s, was supported by a wide variety of political factions and interest 
groups within Iran. These included Iranian communists, Marxists, Fedayeen guerrillas, 
liberals, constitutionalists and Islamists. The strongest faction to emerge was the 
Islamists under the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.  
 
Khomeini, a noted religious scholar in the Twelver Shia tradition, argued that the only 
right and just form of government in a Shia state was to be ruled by Muhammad’s direct 
descendents, the Imams. In the continued absence of an Imam (the 12th and last having 
disappeared in the 10th century CE), Khomeini believed that learned religious scholars 
(who could use their knowledge of Islam and their intuitive sense of the Imam’s purpose) 
should rule in his stead. This mode of government was known as ‘the Mandate of the 
Jurists’ (Vilayet-e Faqih) and it was introduced in Iran shortly after the 1979 revolution.  
 
The establishment of Iran’s unique Islamic theo-democracy required a major programme 
of political and social restructuring. Reforming the education system to reflect and 
promote the Islamic values of the revolution was one of the key priorities and in 1980 the 
Cultural Revolution Headquarters (later the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution) 
was formed. This body was charged with overseeing the establishment of educational 
institutions, appointing lecturers, determining curriculum content and providing 
appropriate teaching materials and textbooks. Universities were closed between 1980 
and 1983 in order to implement these reforms.  
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