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English language institutes (ELIs) are playing an increasingly impor-
tant role in Iranian society. The proliferation of ELIs provides

evidence of the increasing value of the English language in Iran
(Sheibani, 2012) and, as argued by, Borjian (2010), “it is hard to imag-
ine the accomplishment of the private sector without considering the
enormous interest shown by Iranian youth in attending these institu-
tions” (p. 60). Although the surge in the number of Iranian ELIs is
well documented, what has not yet been adequately researched is the
role of ELIs in Iran, and their appeal for Iranian students. Therefore,
of central interest to our pilot study were the two relevant questions:
What is the role of English language institutes in Iran? Why do ELIs
appeal to Iranian students?

In this brief report, we share our findings from a 2012 pilot study
of five ELIs in Shiraz, Iran, whereby we gained greater insight into the
role of ELIs in Iran and their appeal for Iranian students. We argue in
this short report that ELIs serve not only as language learning institu-
tions, but also as complex social spaces that increase the range of iden-
tity options for students, and women in particular.

TESOL QUARTERLY Vol. 0, No. 0, xxxx 2016

© 2016 TESOL International Association

1



CONTEXT

Kiany, Mahdavy, and Samar (2011) note that during the Pahlavi
dynasty (1925–1979) in Iran, English was regarded as an instrument
for modernizing the country, but after the Islamic revolution in 1979
it was perceived as a threat to national and Islamic identity. Similarly,
Farhady, Hezaveh, and Hedayati (2010, p. 11) argue that while many
countries such as Hong Kong, India, Japan, and China consider Eng-
lish as the “key to the international world of commerce,” this position
is not as evident in Iran. According to Hayati and Mashhadi (2010),
“Iranian educational policy for English mostly centers on grammar
and reading—elements incommensurate with the ever-increasing
demands of society” (p. 34). Along similar lines, Borjian (2013) notes
that after the Islamic revolution in Iran, the sociocultural aspect of lan-
guage was considered “inappropriate” and “only phonological, mor-
phological, and syntactical aspects of English were included in school
curricula” (p. 73).

As a result, while the English language is a compulsory subject for
6 years (from Grade 7 to Grade 12) in the Iranian public school cur-
riculum, the government’s language policy for public schools does not
promote and accommodate communicative skills. Dahmardeh (2009)
notes further that since the majority of language tests in Iran do not
assess communicative language content, “teaching communicative
skills remains a neglected component in many foreign language class-
rooms” (p. 9), and public school teachers focus their pedagogy on the
explicit teaching of grammar rather than English communication skills
(Baleghizadeh & Farshchi, 2009). Students who wish to develop their
communicative English skills look for support beyond public school-
ing, and therefore choose to study at private ELIs. According to Ghor-
bani (2011), ELIs “owe their existence to the very weakness of spoken
English instruction in the formal education system” (p. 512). The pur-
pose of our pilot study was to investigate these claims and gain a
deeper insight into the language practices of ELIs and the role of ELIs
in the Iranian society.

METHOD

In August 2012, we identified five very different ELIs in Shiraz, a
major city in Iran, and sought the cooperation of the leading adminis-
trators in these ELIs. It is important to note that while we were cen-
trally interested in the views of Iranian students, our purpose was
primarily to seek preliminary insights from these established adminis-
trators, who had many years of experience with a wide range of
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students. This pilot study lays the groundwork for a more extensive
study of the students themselves.

The main methods of data collection were questionnaires and semi-
structured interviews, undertaken jointly by the researchers. In order
to have a license to open an ELI in Iran, one has to be working for
the public school system. Therefore, two of the research participants,
besides being ELI administrators, were also public school English
teachers. We were therefore privileged to gain a better understanding
of how English is taught in public schools.

The research sites were the following ELIs (all the names of the ELIs
that appear in this article have been changed to protect the confiden-
tiality of our research participants): Mojdeh, Saba, Sohrab, Peyman, and
Shiraz Language Centre, which were established in 1985, 2002, 2002,
2003, and 1998, respectively. Mojdeh and Saba ELIs are among the lar-
gest and most popular ELIs in Shiraz and have multiple branches across
the city. They offer classes for school-aged and adult language learners.
They have separate buildings in different locations, exclusively for male
or female school-aged students under 18 years old, and some branches
for co-educational classes for adult students. At the time of the study,
Mojdeh ELI had approximately 14,000 language learners (about 7,840
female and 5,701 male), half of whom were teenagers, and a total num-
ber of 140 teachers (92 female and 48 male). Saba ELI had over 6,000
students (about 4,000 female and 2,000 male), and 70 female and 30
male teachers. The remaining three ELIs all had fewer than 3,000
language learners. Shiraz Language Centre only provides classes for
language learners above the age of 18, while Sohrab and Peyman ELIs
are exclusively for female school-aged students.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

It is important to summarize our findings by focusing on (i) the stu-
dent population of ELIs, (ii) student expectations of ELIs, (iii) the
curricula in ELIs, and (iv) the materials used in ELIs.

The ELI Students

Our pilot study found that the majority of students who participate
in English classes at ELIs are school-aged students from middle-class,
low-income families. Although issues of inequality and poverty may
exclude poor families from access to ELIs, some ELIs try to address
this issue by offering lower tuition rates to top students from low-
income families. As one administrator said,

BRIEF REPORTS AND SUMMARIES 3



The English language is quite popular in Iran, especially in Shiraz for
different reasons. In Shiraz most people, even low-income families, are
concerned about the education of their children. That has been quite
helpful to us for running our institute. That is why we have been suc-
cessful.

These school-aged language learners attend English classes at ELIs
after school hours, usually from 6–8 p.m. As noted by one of the
administrators,

The students directly, after finishing school, come here and they are so
tired, but they come with interest because they like it! Because the sys-
tem is totally different from the public schools. Here, we have more
flexible techniques and ways of teaching.

As pointed out earlier, the number of female students at ELIs is far
greater than that of male students. This highlights the particular
appeal of ELIs for female language learners, and the extent to which
families support language education for females. It is also consistent
with research around the globe that suggests that learning English is a
way of seeking gender equity (e.g., Kobayashi, 2002; Pavlenko & Nor-
ton, 2007). English teaching and translation offer women a socially
sanctioned occupational choice, a profession that is considered socially
acceptable in Iran. Extending this argument, our data also illustrate
that female English teachers outnumber male teachers, which provides
evidence for the active role of women in language education in Iran.
It is also noteworthy that the average age of female and male teachers
ranges from 25 to 32, which is indicative of the youthful population of
English teachers at these ELIs.

In the Iranian context, many young women have limited mobility.
Generally, for young women from a religious, middle-class family,
going to cinemas, restaurants, or coffee shops with friends is generally
not an option approved by parents. Therefore, for such families, Eng-
lish classes are a particularly desirable form of outdoor recreation, a
place where young women can experience a different world. For
instance, women from religious families who are generally limited to
Iranian media in their homes now have the opportunity to become
familiar with English songs and movies, and through English course
books they expand their knowledge of different cultures around the
world. In co-educational “chat classes” they freely discuss controversial
topics with the opposite sex and voice their opinions. The diverse cur-
ricula of ELIs provide opportunities for young women to socialize with
their peers, experience a different environment, and expand the range
of imagined identities available to them (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Nor-
ton, 2013).
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Student Expectations

We discovered that Iranian students have diverse reasons for learn-
ing English, including being able to find information from different
sources on the Internet, continuing education abroad, getting scholar-
ships overseas, finding better jobs, travelling to foreign countries, or
living abroad. The young people attending ELIs are planning their
futures and their long-term goals at this early stage of their lives. Their
participation in English classes is not mandatory, but they are eager to
learn English and “they come with enthusiasm,” as one of the adminis-
trators noted.

As for the adult language learners, ELIs were appealing for a range
of reasons. One administrator remarked,

People like to learn English because it’s an international language and
it means a password for them to gain status. If they want to be some-
body, to go abroad, to have new opportunities, they have got to learn
the English language.

Due to the high demand for learning English, ELIs run some classes
from 8 to 10 p.m. These classes target individuals who cannot partici-
pate in classes during regular hours because they work during the day.
These learners attend English classes after work. Interestingly, neither
their busy schedules nor their physical tiredness seem to decrease
attendance at these classes.

One administrator noted that in teacher training sessions he always
tells the teachers “don’t think that everybody who comes to class merely
wants to learn a language or English. For some people it’s a kind of
relaxation, it’s a hobby. It’s a fun place.” He went on to say that

For people who are suffering from emotional hardship or for those
who are experiencing some kind of family drama, English classes are a
kind of psychological relief. For them, English class is a place of refuge
where they can spend a couple of hours on language learning and for-
get about their life difficulties.

The “psychological relief” mentioned in this quote is explained in
part by the research of Kubota (2011), who has found that a language
class can be a place “in which learners enjoy the activity through
socializing with like-minded people and being exposed to an
exotic English-speaking space removed from daily work or family life”
(p. 480).

Saba is the only ELI in Shiraz that runs a special English conversa-
tion class for elderly learners. This is in response to the needs of par-
ents whose children live abroad. Referring to the elderly learners, the
administrator of Saba ELI said, “these seniors make new friends in
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English classes. It’s like a community for them. Some people even say
if they don’t want to be a victim of Alzheimer’s, they should learn Eng-
lish to have a kind of mental exercise.” This echoes the findings of
Bialystok, Craik, Klein, and Viswanathan’s (2004) study that show that
bilingualism can reduce the rate of cognitive decline that is caused by
aging.

The ELI Curricula

An examination of ELI curricula provides further insight into the
appeal of ELIs for Iranian students. All the ELIs in our study offer
IELTS and TOEFL preparation courses, due to the increasing demand
of students. The majority of those who attend these classes hope to
pursue their education abroad or travel to English-dominant countries.
In addition to conversation classes, Mojdeh and Saba ELIs offer a co-
ed discussion class known as chat class for high intermediate and
advanced learners. In this class, the language learners have the oppor-
tunity to engage in contemporary debates. This is one of the most
popular English classes because not only do learners have a chance to
practice their English, but they can also freely express their views
about topics that may be avoided in other public contexts. Since these
classes are usually co-ed, they are particularly appealing to young
adults. Other popular courses among language learners are media
classes in which various types of media such as newspapers, audio or
video news, and popular Western movies or soap operas are utilized.
These help the students to improve their listening skills and learn
more about common English idioms and expressions used in media.

As part of their extracurricular activities, ELIs occasionally take their
students to English tours within the city. Since English is a foreign lan-
guage in Iran, students have very little opportunity to communicate in
English outside the classroom. Some teachers address this gap by plan-
ning English tours to historical monuments and tourist attractions, so
that students can practice English with one another, or if fortunate
with tourists, outside the classroom context. For political and financial
reasons, foreign governments tend not to grant tourist visas to Iranians
unless they provide documents that indicate the traveller has extensive
financial resources or strong ties to Iran. Consequently, only affluent
people can travel to English-dominant countries. For people who have
fewer financial resources, the only available option would be travelling
to neighboring countries.

In response to the need to communicate with English speakers—
and, as noted by one of the administrators, “because of sanctions and
the problems we have, we cannot have native English speakers in
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Iran”—administrators are making increasing use of webinar presenta-
tions by fluent English speakers. However, despite the interest of lan-
guage learners and ELI administrators, organizing webinars has its
own challenges, partly due to time differences, low Internet speed,
and sometimes reluctance on the part of native English speakers.

All the administrators agreed that compared to English classes at
public schools, ELI classes are more appealing to students. As a partici-
pant noted, “ELIs in general made the students more interested in
learning English and opened a way for them to communicate with the
world outside Iran.”

ELI Materials

A comparison of ELI materials in public schools with those in ELIs
provides further insight into the appeal of ELIs for Iranian students.
One administrator, who besides being an ELI administrator is also a
teacher in the public school system, noted, “English textbooks in pub-
lic schools are uninteresting because they lack the cultural component
of the English language.” Borjian (2010, p. 61), for example, points to
the “failure of the state-designed ‘homegrown’ English textbooks and
the curricula” offered by the public school system. ELIs, in contrast,
utilize the most recent ESL course books on the market, available
from leading international publishers. The topics introduced in these
books are dynamic and culturally informative, and hence language
learners learn about current world events and become familiar with
cultures around the globe. This has a great appeal for students and is
one of the major contributing factors to the success of ELIs in attract-
ing young adult learners. For example, the role-play activities in inter-
national ESL course books put students in situations that are totally
different from what they experience in daily life in Iran. However, that
is not to say learners’ lived experiences are taken for granted. On the
contrary, by practicing such role-play activities, learners make a con-
nection between their personal experiences and imagined identities.

In Iran, ELIs are free to choose any course books they desire. How-
ever, virtually all the course books on the market have already been
stringently reviewed by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance.
Some specific topics such as dating, drinking, and so forth, which are
not in accordance with Islamic culture, are either deleted or replaced
with more culturally appropriate terms. For instance, one of the partic-
ipants noted that in one of the lessons, the term “tattoo” was changed
to “voice recorder.” Thus, “the boy wanted to get a tattoo” was chan-
ged to “the boy wanted to get a voice recorder.” All the ELI adminis-
trators pointed out that “culture and language are inseparable” and
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shared the view that “the government is very sensitive about cultural
matters.” ELIs are advised by the Provincial Culture and Islamic Guid-
ance Organization that they should “put the English culture aside.”
One of the participants explained, “we play it safe. For example, if we
have a passage about dating, we tell teachers, don’t delve into it, don’t
open up the issue that much.” Despite these limitations, administrators
explained that they use Western pop songs in their classes for
educational purposes to enhance the listening skills of language
learners.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

In many countries less politically isolated than Iran, people have a
wide range of options for improving their English language profi-
ciency and communicative ability. In Iran, however, high levels of
English proficiency are difficult to attain unless students attend Eng-
lish classes at ELIs or engage in self-study. The role of ELIs in Iran is
thus best understood with reference to the enhanced range of identi-
ties made possible by improved communicative command of English
and associated increases in economic, social, and cultural capital
(Darvin & Norton, 2015). Of particular significance is that ELI lan-
guage practices expand the range of identities available to students in
the future (e.g., global citizen, multilingual consumer, bilingual exec-
utive, international traveller). Many students might never have the
opportunity to travel abroad with their families, as do those with
extensive financial resources, but they can experience what it is like
to watch movies in English, to obtain first-hand information via the
Internet, and to feel a sense of belonging to the global community.
ELIs also enable Iranian students to reimagine their future identities
as international scholars by pursuing their education abroad and con-
tributing to world science, as well as enhancing the growth of Iran as
a developing country.

We found that ELIs can also serve as a safe recreational and career
space for young women, given that Iranian women with high levels of
English proficiency can work independently as tutors or translators, or
they can work in private language schools or in public schools. They
can thus have greater independence and freedom of choice in deter-
mining their future identities. According to Shavarini (2005), for
female students in the Iranian context “higher education and studies
represent: a sphere of hope, a refuge, and a place to experience lim-
ited freedom beyond restrictive family environments” (p. 329). Based
on these arguments, we can infer that both language learning and
continuing education provide opportunities for women to broaden
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their horizons and expand the range of opportunities available to
them.

In sum, our study suggests that ELIs in Iran are culturally hybrid
institutions that are navigating complex cultural practices both within
Iranian society and the wider global community. The appeal of ELIs
for Iranian students is that their pedagogy and curricula are more
diverse and exciting than those available in public schools, and pro-
vide young Iranian students, and women in particular, with a wider
range of imagined identities.
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