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Introduction

One of the well-known challenges faced by working children is the precarious
circumstances of their daily lives. These children, often perceived as being on the
verge of vulnerability and antisocial behavior, are frequently at risk of social
marginalization and delinquency. However, most street-working children are neither
homeless nor delinquent. Rather, they work without sufficient protection and are
exposed to various forms of risk and exploitation. Consequently, they have limited
opportunities for emotional, social, educational, and economic development.
Accordingly, this study seeks to explore how working children perceive their formal
and informal educational needs and requirements, as well as the contextual, causal,
and intervening conditions shaping these perceptions. It also examines the strategies
these children adopt to fulfill their educational needs and the outcomes that emerge
from their efforts.

Literature Review

A range of perspectives has been proposed regarding child labor. Abebe (2021)
identifies three key approaches in the scholarly and policy debate. The first,
typically endorsed by international organizations such as UNICEF and the
International Labour Organization (ILO), defines childhood as a stage devoted to
learning and play. These institutions emphasize that children must be protected from
violence, abuse, and exploitative labor. From this perspective, child labor threatens
the potential and dignity of children by hindering their access to education and
damaging their physical and mental development.
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In contrast, the socio-cultural approach, as emphasized by Abebe, highlights that
child labor is not always synonymous with exploitation. In many contexts, work
serves as an important source of learning, skill development, and income,
contributing both to children’s personal growth and their families’ livelihoods.
Many children in economically disadvantaged societies work to finance their own
education, combining schooling with labor. Therefore, the meaning and implications
of child labor must be examined within the specific social, cultural, and economic
contexts of each community.

Abebe’s third discourse recognizes that child labor constitutes not only a component
of local livelihoods but also a crucial mechanism for family survival. Nonetheless,
such labor is often accompanied by abuse and exploitation. Furthermore, structural
factors such as poverty and debt in Global South Countries, globalization, labor
market demands, and international economic policies have rendered child labor an
unavoidable necessity in many regions.

Materials and Methods

The study population comprised working children in Tehran who benefited from
access to formal education, aged between 11 and 15 years. Using purposive
sampling, twenty participants were selected for the study. The research adopted a
Grounded Theory approach, deemed suitable for exploring the lived experiences and
meaning-making processes of participants.

Data were collected from "Rouyesh School", located in District 12 of Tehran. This
institution is the only officially recognized school in Iran designed specifically to
serve working and at-risk children. The school aims to empower students by
providing educational opportunities adapted to their particular circumstances. Its
location was strategically chosen in an area characterized by a high concentration of
low-income, migrant, and working families.

Results

According to the children studying at Rouyesh School, the institution represents a
safe and supportive environment where their fundamental needs are recognized and
addressed. Attending school allows these children to spend part of their day away
from unsafe home, neighborhood, and work environments, facilitating interactions
with individuals committed to improving their conditions.

The core category that emerged from the analysis was conceptualized as “escaping
the trap of abandonment”. The theoretical construct of the “abandonment trap”
refers to a deep psychological and emotional trauma that usually develops in early
childhood due to instability or lack of care from parents or caregivers. A person
experiencing this schema feels like a drowning individual struggling in turbulent
waters—unable to reach the shore, yet continuing to fight.

Working children live under similar conditions: unsafe environments, families
overwhelmed by economic, social, and cultural difficulties, and relentless,
compulsory labor. Addressing this condition requires identifying and reprocessing
these deep-seated traumas at the unconscious level to redefine and integrate them
into the self. This process, in essence, reflects the transformative experience that the
children at Rouyesh School undergo.
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Conclusion

Governmental responses to the issue of working children have predominantly relied
on their removal from the streets—an approach framed as the “organization of street
children.” This policy assumes that collecting children from public spaces or
preventing them from working will resolve the problem, a solution that has proven
largely ineffective. Such a discourse has led to policies that inadvertently restrict
opportunities for many children to grow and progress.

By contrast, when accompanied by educational support and complementary learning
programs, child labor can generate meaningful psychosocial benefits. It fosters
social interaction, responsibility, and self-worth. Education is not only a
fundamental human right but also a primary instrument of empowerment, equipping
individuals with the means to build better lives.

"Rouyesh School" stands as a vital opportunity for working children—one that must
not only be preserved but also expanded. Strengthening and replicating such models
can play a transformative role in breaking cycles of vulnerability and enabling
working children to reclaim their right to education, dignity, and hope.
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