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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Education is one of the most important tools for the growth of individuals and
societies. This study aimed to investigate the barriers preventing working children from participating in literacy
courses and the strategies that facilitate their engagement.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative approach with a descriptive phenomenological design. The
participants were 18 street children in Kerman who had dropped out of school, selected through purposive
sampling because of their direct lived experience of child labour and school dropout. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analysed using Braun and Clarke's thematic analysis. To ensure content
validity, the interview questions were reviewed and confirmed by several educational specialists and university
professors. To enhance the credibility of the findings, the initial coding results were shared with and verified by
some of the participants and experts in education. To ensure reliability, the coded data were examined and
compared multiple times by the researcher and an independent coder. The inter-coder agreement coefficient,
based on Cohen's kappa, was calculated as 0.76. The analyses were also reviewed and confirmed by several other
researchers and university professors.

Findings: Four key barriers were identified: educational exhaustion, educational hopelessness, loss of child
agency, and weak family structure. Furthermore, six strategies facilitating working children's participation in
literacy courses were identified: leveraging extended family support, educational networking, utilising digital
capacities, providing financial support to families, offering individualised instruction, and making education
compatible with children's living conditions.

Conclusion: The education of working children must be tailored to the specific needs and circumstances of their lives.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Education serves as a crucial tool for individual and societal development, with policies
designed to provide universal access to educational services. However, many children remain excluded from
schooling, primarily due to child labour. Defining "working children" is complex and contested, but generally
refers to individuals under 18 engaging in paid or unpaid activities that negatively impact their education and
development. Contrary to popular belief, most working children are not in dangerous, exploitative
environments but work in domestic, agricultural, or street settings, with many being unpaid. Regardless of
work type, child labour violates children's right to education and healthy development, adversely affecting
school attendance, enrolment, and academic performance. Family poverty is identified as a primary driver of
child labour. Although many parents desire education for their children, financial constraints and inability to
cover educational costs force difficult choices between formal schooling and acquiring practical work skills.
For impoverished families, the perceived value of schooling appears limited, and formal education does not
guarantee future economic security. However, research demonstrates that education significantly relates to
future capabilities, providing children with tools and skills for informed decision-making. Beyond practical
benefits, education delivers psychological well-being, fostering happiness, independence, and self-esteem,
thus possessing intrinsic value. Given the importance of engaging working children in literacy programmes,
this study focuses on Kerman's unique social context and geographical location, where many families struggle
with addiction and its consequences, including illness, poverty, and divorce. The research seeks to answer:
What are the barriers to, and strategies for, engaging working children in literacy courses? This investigation
addresses a critical gap in understanding how to involve marginalised working children in educational
opportunities within challenging socioeconomic environments.

Methodology: This study employed a qualitative approach using a descriptive phenomenological design to
explore the lived experiences of working children who had dropped out of school in the city of Kerman. The
purpose of the study was to gain an in-depth understanding of how these children perceive school dropout,
education, and the conditions under which returning to education may become meaningful for them. The
participants comprised 18 working children under the age of 18 who had discontinued formal education and
were engaged in labour activities at the time of the research. Participants were selected through purposeful
sampling based on their direct experience with both child labour and school dropout. Inclusion criteria included
being under 18 years old, having dropped out of school due to work-related or economic reasons, the ability
to communicate experiences clearly, and obtaining informed consent from parents or legal guardians. Sampling
continued until data saturation was achieved, meaning that no new themes emerged from additional interviews.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to describe their
personal experiences freely while ensuring consistency across interviews. Interview questions focused on
participants' experiences of leaving school, perceptions of the usefulness of education, motivational factors,
barriers to continued schooling, and conditions that could facilitate re-engagement with learning in alignment
with their living and working circumstances. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis following
the approach proposed by Braun and Clarke, involving familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes,
identifying and reviewing themes, and defining and naming final themes that captured the essence of
participants' lived experiences. To enhance the credibility of the findings, member checking was employed by
clarifying interpretations with participants during interviews. Additionally, prolonged engagement with the
data and peer review of selected codes supported the rigour and trustworthiness of the analysis. To further
ensure reliability, the coded data were examined and compared multiple times by the researcher and an
independent coder, yielding an inter-coder agreement coefficient of 0.76 based on Cohen's kappa. The coding
and interpretations were also reviewed and confirmed by several researchers and university professors,
providing an additional layer of external validation. These procedures were selected to ensure methodological
transparency and a rich, nuanced account of participants’ experiences. The design was well suited to capturing
the meanings children assigned to dropout, work, and the possibility of returning to school, while supporting
practical educational implications.

Findings: The study identified four major barriers preventing working children from engaging in literacy
courses. Educational exhaustion emerged as a significant obstacle, with children showing no interest in
studying and prioritising immediate gratification over education. They appeared resigned to their
circumstances, finding immediate gratification in small earnings rather than pursuing academic goals.
Educational hopelessness represented another critical barrier. These children demonstrated limited awareness
of education's value, actively devaluing formal learning and considering it ineffective for their futures. Their
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hopelessness stemmed from witnessing family members who completed education without apparent benefits,
leading them to question the practical utility of schooling. Loss of child agency resulted from societal
marginalisation and inadequate family support. Working children's families, struggling with economic survival
and often illiterate themselves, lacked both the knowledge and time to support their children's education.
Children experienced exhaustion from work, leaving them with neither energy nor family guidance to pursue
learning. Weakness in family structure created serious impediments, including role overload and the premature
assumption of adult responsibilities. Children took on adult roles—working and earning income—while being
denied corresponding decision-making rights. They surrendered their earnings to families without any
authority over those resources, generating resentment toward education, particularly when younger siblings
received allowances that the working children themselves had helped to provide.

The research proposed six strategies for engaging working children in literacy programmes. Leveraging the
capacity of the extended family involved mobilising relatives who valued education to encourage children's
participation. Educational networking emphasised collaborative and supportive learning environments where
children could study together for manageable periods. Utilising digital capacities included web-based
platforms and television programming, offering flexible learning opportunities at home. Financial support to
families addressed fundamental economic barriers, potentially reducing children's work obligations and
creating space for education. Individualised instruction recognised children's time constraints and occupational
limitations, suggesting that personalised, home-based teaching is better suited to their circumstances than
traditional classroom settings. Finally, making education compatible with living conditions proposed
integrating vocational-technical training with academic learning, allowing children to simultaneously develop
work skills and educational competencies. This approach acknowledged the reality that working children need
practical skills alongside formal education, and called for programmes that harmonise with, rather than
compete against, their economic responsibilities.

Conclusion and Recommendations: This qualitative study in Kerman, Iran, identified four interrelated barriers
that prevent working children from enrolling in literacy programmes: educational exhaustion, educational
hopelessness, loss of child agency, and weak family structure. Prolonged working hours and physical fatigue
create a strong aversion to schooling, while education is often perceived as irrelevant because children and
families see little connection between learning and improved life chances. At the same time, deep poverty and
social marginalisation reduce the ability of both children and parents to support educational participation, and
children are frequently pushed into premature adult economic roles without the emotional readiness or rights
needed for healthy development. In response to these conditions, the study recommends mobilising extended
family members who still value education, strengthening peer-supportive learning networks, and providing
flexible digital or mobile-based instruction that can accommodate irregular schedules. It also suggests offering
direct financial incentives or subsidies to alleviate the economic pressure of child labour, providing individualised
or home-based tutoring to address time constraints and learning difficulties, and incorporating vocational-
technical content alongside work-study arrangements to make education more practical and relevant. Overall,
the findings indicate that effective literacy provision must move beyond one-size-fits-all models and be
redesigned in accordance with the survival realities and constrained circumstances of these children.
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