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Introduction: They Will Bounce Back
Salaam! [suh-LAHM] This is a word you’ll hear often if you travel in
the Middle East. The word means “peace,” and in Iran it also means
“Hello!“
It’s easy to find Iran on a map. Do you see the country shaped
like a cat leaping over the Persian Gulf? That’s Iran! It’s big, about
636,000 square miles (1,648,000 square kilometers), the secondlargest nation in the Middle East. Iran is surrounded by 10 nations
and large bodies of water. It’s touched in the north by Azerbaijan,
Armenia, Turkmenistan, and the Caspian Sea. To the east are
Pakistan and Afghanistan. To the south are the Persian Gulf and the
Gulf of Oman. Turkey and Iraq lie to Iran’s west.

Tehran, the capital of Iran, and the Alborz Mountains

Iran is very different from its neighbors. For one thing, it’s the
only nation in the Middle East where people speak Persian rather
than Arabic. And that’s just for starters!
Best of all, few people anywhere are as eager and happy to
share their unusual culture with visitors. When Iranians wish you
“Salaam!” they mean it. The land that was once called Persia is as
rich and colorful as a Persian carpet. So climb aboard! Any rug in
Iran can be a magic carpet to adventure.

Classmates pose for a picture outside the Masjed-e Shàh Mosque in Isfahan, Iran.

CHAPTER 1

A Day with Shirin
It’s Muharram, the month of sorrow, so the 300 girls in the
schoolyard don’t shout or laugh. “It’s 7:30!” the principal calls sharply
over a loudspeaker. Shirin hurries to join her sixth-grade classmates.
Her younger sister, Yara, gets in line with the other second graders.
Shirin’s brother is in fourth grade. His school is down the street.
Boys and girls go to separate schools in Iran. In fact, they lead
separate lives when they are away from home.
Shirin is glad to be wearing the school uniform today. Pale green
pants, long-sleeved brown jacket, and large headscarf feel good on
a cool morning. Only her face and hands are uncovered. Usually the
headscarf, called a hijab [HEE-job], is white. But the girls are
wearing black during this month of mourning.
Since 1979, Iran has been an Islamic republic. That means
people can vote for the president and other government officials. But
Islamic clerics run the country and make all the important decisions.
Long ago, they decided that when girls turn 9, they must cover
themselves whenever they leave their homes. They must also
observe all Islamic practices. This includes praying each day,
memorizing as much of the Quran [kyoo-RAHN, the holy book of the
religion of Islam] as they can, and several other things.
In Iran, religion is a big part of every school day. Each teacher
leads the girls in saying verses from the Quran. The first graders
recite first, then second, third, fourth, and fifth graders. The girls
repeat their verses loudly. It’s important to show great feeling for
their religion.

Iranian schoolgirls prepare to pray. When a Muslim girl reaches age 9, she is expected wear
the hijab and cover her body except for her face and hands. According to the Islamic
tradition, when a girl reaches puberty, she becomes a woman and must start saying daily
prayers and going to mosque on Fridays. Shiite schools hold a special program called Jashn-e
Taklif, or the Responsibility Celebration. This festival is a special day for Muslim schoolgirls
because it marks their passage into adulthood.

The sixth-grade girls are last. They’ve learned more verses by
heart than the other grades. Shirin knows more than anyone else in
her class. She loves reading and saying the verses in Arabic, the
language of the Quran. Her own Persian language is prettier, she
thinks. But Arabic is the language of the Prophet Muhammad, the
founder of Islam. That makes it worth learning.
Someday she would like to become a teacher of the Islamic
religion. Perhaps even a cleric. Women clerics help other women
understand Islam and the Quran better. There are special schools in
Iran that train women to become clerics. Iranian women have many
more opportunities now than they did in the past.
When everyone has finished reciting, the teachers give a signal.
Shirin and her classmates yell, “Come, Mahdi!” Mahdi is the name of
the Twelfth Imam, an important figure in the Shiite branch of Islam.

Shiites believe his return will signal the beginning of the end of
human life on earth.
The teacher smiles at Shirin, pleased with her enthusiasm. She
nods and waves. The girls turn in perfect order and march like
soldiers into the school building.
Inside their classroom, the girls remove their hijabs and hang
them on the backs of their chairs. If a man or boy comes into the
room, they’ll have to put them back on quickly.
Shirin goes to school every day from Saturday to Thursday. Each
school day lasts eight hours. The first subject is history. Shirin has a
test on the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The class has been studying
this important event for the past month. She’s nervous, as she is
before every test. It’s important for her to do well. Only the top
students get to go on to high school and then university.
The first question asks, “Why did the Iranian people rise up
against Muhammad Reza Shah?” Shirin writes that the Shah was
untrue to Islam. He loved wealth more than God. He also let foreign
countries take control of Iran. She writes for five minutes before
moving on to the next question.

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING
Why is Muharram a month of sorrow in Iran?
In the Shiite form of Islam, the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, Hussein, was killed in battle
on the 10 th day of Muharram in 680. Shiites observe that terrible event, which they call
Ashura, as a day of great sadness. Many people wear black or dark clothing throughout the
whole month.1

IN CASE YOU WERE WONDERING
Are all Iranian women required to wear head coverings in public places?
After the Islamic Revolution of 1979, all women had to wear a chador, or be arrested.
Clothing rules now are not as strict as they once were.2 In big cities, most girls and women
wear a manteau (a loose-fitting coat), and a hijab.

There are 20 questions in all. When she’s done, she feels
satisfied. But she won’t be happy until she gets her grade at the end
of the day.
In mid-morning, Shirin and her classmates have a short break.
They go outside and walk around in the schoolyard. But they can’t
run or play. They may eat a snack and talk quietly. Then they have
to go back inside for more lessons. During her science, math,
religion, and Arabic classes, Shirin mostly listens to the teachers and
writes in her notebook. Students are rarely expected to talk. They
may raise their hands and ask questions, but not often. Shirin’s
parents pay one of her teachers to tutor her after school three times
a week. During that time, they talk together about lessons and Shirin
has the opportunity to ask as many questions as she wants.
At the end of the day, Shirin learns that she got 18 of 20 of the
questions correct on her history test. That’s not good enough. Her
history teacher is also her tutor. They’ll discuss the questions she
missed when they meet tomorrow after school.
When school is over, Shirin walks home with her sister and some
of their friends. Her brother walks home with his friends.
Usually she’d watch TV for an hour or two. But today, she doesn’t
let herself do that. She starts on her homework. She usually has two
to three hours of extra work each night.3

FUN AND GAMES
Even though school is hard, kids in Iran still find time for fun. Th ey love
computer games of all kinds. But the most popular game is football (what
we call soccer). Nearly everybody plays it. There are some school teams,
but mostly kids play soccer in the streets and parks. Girls and boys are
usually allowed to play together until girls turn 9. Then they only play
with other girls in places where boys aren’t around. The same is true of
swimming. Iranians love to swim. But girls can only swim at beaches and
pools away from public view. Anyone who breaks this rule may be
arrested.4
Iranians play chess and backgammon, too. Both games were invented
in Persia long ago. It’s common to see people of all ages playing these
games in parks and playgrounds all over the country. An increasingly
popular game is kabaddi, a rough form of tag or catchers. Two teams face
each other on a court divided by a center line.
One team sends a “raider” to the other side. The raider must keep
saying “Kabaddi, kabaddi, kabaddi,” without taking a breath. All the while
the raider tries to tag the other players out. The team that tags out all of
the players on the other side first, wins.

Shih Pin Ju of Taiwan tries to cross the line as players from Iran defend during the women’s
kabaddi group A round 1 match at the 16th Asian Games in Guangzhou, China, on
November 22, 2010. Iran won 62-18.

The Persian leopard is one of the rarest species of animals in Iran. It is believed that 65
percent of the wild Persian leopards in western Asia live in Iran. Illegal hunting and habitat
reduction have made it difficult for the big cats to survive. Still, about 550–850 leopards hunt
the plains and valleys of Iran.
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