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THE PROJECT’S 
IMPLEMENTATION 
COMPONENT
PROJECT’S 
OBJECTIVE(S) AND 
SIGNIFICANCE
The aim of the project, “Integrating Syrians into 
Lebanese Higher Education through Recognition 
of Qualifications” is to develop a comprehensive, 
functional, and tailor-made recognition tool to be 
used within the Lebanese higher education system 
for Syrians with documents that needs to be validated 
and more specifically Syrians without authenticated 
academic documents. The tool helps in building the 
institutions’ capacities on recognition systems at the 
tertiary level.
This tool addresses Lebanon’s need to have a 
qualifications recognition system. This system allows 
for the recognition of credentials of all individuals 
in Lebanon, regardless of their nationality or prior 
learning. For some Syrians in Lebanon, the tool 
helps overcome major obstacles in accessing higher 
education. There is a need to develop such a system 
not only for Syrians, but also for other refugees 
and those under international protection. At the 
national level, ad-hoc recognition implementations at 
higher education institutions create unfair access to 
education, trigger discontent among local students, 
or prevent having a better matching of qualifications 
with available programs. It should be noted that the 
enrolment of Syrians with authenticated academic 
documents has been well managed by all institutions of 
higher education in Lebanon. However, the Syrians who 
lack valid academic documents constitute a challenge 
as some are not capable of validating their academic 
documents for issues beyond their control. United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
does not have the mandate to address the recognition 
of prior learning among the refugees registering with 
the organization. A possible recognition tool becomes 

very relevant to also keep track of Syrians’ accurate 
qualifications profile, enabling them to either continue 
their education or ,when possible, seek employment.
A qualifications recognition tool that is acknowledged 
and used by the different stakeholders in the Lebanese 
higher education sector will improve the Syrian 
refugees’ and host community’s youth access to 
universities and facilitates the admissions processes. 
Such a tool addresses the various problems with the 
documentation of prior education of refugee youth. 
Moreover, enabling the refugee community to access 
higher education would respond to the demand of the 
host community to take pressure off the low-skilled 
labor-sector to which Syrians without higher education 
are often confined.
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PROJECT’S 
PARTICIPANTS AND 
BENEFICIARIES
The project’s participants included both international 
and local stakeholders in higher education. The 
Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education 
(NOKUT) was a key partner who had developed the tool 
in Norway and then adapted it to the European context 
and most recently for the global context with the first 
international pilot convened in Zambia. NOKUT adapted 
the “Qualifications Passport for Refugees” to meet the 
needs of the Lebanese context. Other key partners 
included admissions officers at the American University 
of Beirut (AUB), the Lebanese International University 
(LIU), and Al-Jinan University. The Ministry of Education 
and Higher Education (MEHE) also engaged closely in 
validating the tool in Lebanon. 

It is important to highlight the added value the 
recognition tool will have for all of the Lebanese 
universities as well as for MEHE presenting an 
opportunity for developing a process for the recognition 
of qualifications across institutions of higher education 
locally and globally. The process of recognition of prior 
learning presents a protection tool for refugees through 
which becomes one of the mandates of UNHCR.
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PROJECT’S ACHIEVED 
OUTCOMES
The recognition tool was adapted from the Norwegian 
model and then validated in Lebanon. The validation 
process included expert consultation meetings 
followed by the implementation of the tool with 15 
young Syrians whose education was interrupted. 
Admissions specialists from each of the three 
participating universities as well as staff from the 
diploma equivalency unit at the Directorate General of 
Higher Education at MEHE took part in interacting with 
the youth and contributing to the validation of the tool 
in Beirut and Tripoli.
To use the tool, the first step is for youths to complete 
an application. Next, the trained staff members review 
the application to have a general overview about the 
applicant’s education. Then, an interview date is 
assigned whereby two trained staff members interview 
the applicant by using a structured set of questions. 
During the interview, one of the staff members asks 
the questions and converses with the applicant while 
the other records the answers by filling out a template. 
Next, the interviewers share and discuss with NOKUT 
the applicant’s education before deciding on whether 
the applicant’s qualifications are recognized or not.
The project further aimed at integrating the Syrians 
within the higher education institutions through 
building the capacity of institutions of higher education 
within the scope of career guidance and counselling. 
This component targeted Syrian students already 
enrolled at universities. The process of career guidance 
and counseling included working closely with about 60 
students across Lebanon on the opportunities available 
for them to pursue after graduation. Workshops were 
also held with students to familiarize them with the 
skills needed for employment, encouraging Syrian 
youth to explore a variety of experiences beyond the 
traditional higher education experiences in order to 
become more competitive. Career guidance officers from 
AUB, Al-Jinan, Arab Open University, and Rafik Hariri 
University engaged students in a variety of activities 
that addressed practices needed in preparation for 
employment. 

CONCLUSION
Integrating refugees in higher education addresses two 
critical junctures in their pathway to higher education, 
one prior to entering university and one when they are 
ready to leave the institution. Having access to higher 
education is an initial step towards the integration 
of the Syrian refugees into the Lebanese higher 
education system, one that should not be challenged 
by the absence of a process to validate the refugees’ 
prior learning. It is important to keep up with the 
pace of global developments within the scope of 
credentials’ recognition particularly in contexts such 
as Lebanon. Additionally, acknowledging employability 
challenges for refugees, some of which are regulatory, 
is very important. Career guidance and counselling is 
a supporting mechanism that universities provide for 
Syrian students to integrate within the community. It is 
equally imperative to realize and help youth realize that 
it is important to be innovative within this and think 
globally as to what opportunities may exist for work that 
are not restricted by the local structure. 
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PROJECT’S 
RESEARCH 
COMPONENT
ABSTRACT
There are ongoing efforts by local and international 
stakeholders to facilitate Syrian youths’ access to 
universities by providing scholarships, offering support 
and bridging programs. However, little is known 
about the youths who are currently enrolled in higher 
education institutions (Yalim & Kim, 2018). There 
is a need to have an in-depth understanding of the 
Syrian refugee students who are already enrolled in 
universities in Lebanon in order to address issues that 
are beyond access. This research study aimed to explore 
how and to what extent Syrian students are integrated 
into universities in Lebanon in addition to the coping 
strategies that these students use by employing the 
qualitative approach. University admission officers, 
student affairs officers, and counselors were interviewed 
and asked to fill an online survey while Syrian university 
students also completed a survey. The study’s findings 
revealed that the enrollment rate of Syrian youths 
at universities is low and is not attributed to the 
university’s admissions procedures. Lack of integration 

into the university’s community, discrimination, and 
the lack of employment opportunities post-graduation 
account for the low enrollment rate of Syrian students in 
universities. Contrary to the assumptions made, Syrian 
students are coping well as the majority of them are 
using the rational strategy mechanism. Nonetheless, 
universities need to assign distinct officers as student 
affairs and counselors to address and facilitate the 
students’ integration into the campus’s life and their 
psychosocial needs. Additionally, student activities 
and the structure of the student clubs need to be 
redesigned to cater to the diverse student population, 
including those that work. It is equally important for 
institutions of higher education to support students’ 
future career opportunities by directing them to select 
a major that is compatible with their capabilities and 
interests rather than selecting majors simply because 
they are offered in Arabic or do not require attendance. 
Keywords
Syrian refugees, university students, higher education, 
integration, coping strategies   
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INTRODUCTION
Syrian refugee youths have been residing in Lebanon 
for more than eight years. Throughout this period, 
less than 10%1 were enrolled at universities, which is 
exemplified by only 7,315 out of 117,4202 Syrian youths 
attending higher education institutions in Lebanon 
during the academic year 2017-18. Low university 
enrolment among refugee youths in Lebanon is due 
to several factors, such as limited financial resources, 
legal and residency constraints, limited access to 
educational records and language barriers (El-Ghali 
et al., 2017). Local and international stakeholders are 
trying to facilitate access to universities by providing 
scholarships, offering support and bridging programs. 
However, little is known about the youths who are 
currently enrolled in higher education institutions 
(Yalim & Kim, 2018). It is important to have an in depth 
understanding of the Syrian refugee students who are 
actually accessing universities in Lebanon in order to 
address issues that are beyond access. Some of these 
students are well-integrated into university despite 
the fact that they are forced to deal with significant 
life adversities in addition to regular educational 
challenges. Studies revealed that refugee students need 
to be integrated into educational institutions because 
sometimes these are the only agencies providing 
formal support and the only institutions that refugees 
trust (Candappa & Egharevba, 2000). In spite of this, 
research studies revealed the lack of appropriate and 
specialized support to integrate and provide academic 
success to refugee students (Kanu, 2008). 
Research studies have further explored educational 
integration, mainly in Western contexts, among school-
aged refugees (Hek, 2005; Kanu, 2008; Taylor & Sidhu, 
2012). However, very few studies investigated how 
refugee youths are integrated into universities and the 
coping mechanisms that they use (Gereiyosus, 2018). 
Also, little is known on how to facilitate educational 
integration especially when the focus is only on the 
traumatic and not educational experiences of refugee 
students (Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). School and university-
aged refugee students use different coping strategies 

1 Per academic year, the enrollment rate of Syrian youths is less than 
10% in universities in Lebanon.

2 The estimated number of Syrians between the ages 18 and 24 
is from 2017 (since in the Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian 
Refugees in Lebanon - VASyR 2018 there is no breakdown of age 
groups in the demographics)

(Amone-P’Olak, 2007; Cherewick et al., 2015). Thus, 
to address these gaps in the available literature, this 
research study explored the coping mechanisms 
employed by the Syrian youths on how and to what 
extent they are integrated into universities in Lebanon. 
The research questions that guided the study were 
(1) To what extent are Syrian students integrated into 
universities in Lebanon? (2) How are Syrian students 
integrating into higher education institutions in 
Lebanon? (3) What are the coping strategies Syrian 
students are using to integrate into universities in 
Lebanon? 
Conducting this research study not only adds to the 
existing knowledge base on refugee university students, 
but it also addresses the enrollment and drop-out rates 
of Syrian youths at universities by identifying their 
educational integration needs. 
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INTEGRATION OF 
REFUGEES
Integration is facilitating the settlement of refugees 
into the host community to become members of society 
(Korac, 2003; UNHCR, 2011). Integration is a dynamic, 
multi-faceted two-way process (UNHCR, 2011) of 
change between two cultures that have to co-exist 
together (Korac, 2003). Through integration, refugees 
become “members of society legally, economically, and 
socially” (UNHCR, 2011, p. 7). This can be achieved 
through education, employment, access to medical 
and support services (Korac, 2003), and “citizenship 
classes [that] are designed to promote the shared 
values and norms considered necessary for successful 
[sic] integration” (Morrice, 2007, p. 158). Depending 
on the government’s welfare system (developed 
or underdeveloped), refugees might receive all or 
only some of these services. Another difference in 
integration lies among the various sectors, i.e. refugees 
may be well-integrated in the education sector by being 
enrolled in schools and universities but unable to 
access health-care services..

Integration into the Host Community
Integrated refugees benefit the host community because 
they become self-reliant, self-sufficient, and able to 
contribute to the society socially and economically 
(UNHCR, 2011). For them to be integrated, the local 
government and international community need to 
partner together and collaborate (UNHCR, 2011). The 
integration of refugees in Lebanon has been challenging 
as the government has been struggling to address the 
integration of Syrians into the host community due to 
political and regulatory constraints (Chatty, 2017). 
The situation of the Syrians in Lebanon is unique 
because they are perceived by many as temporary 
displaced individuals and not refugees (Chatty, 
2017). Additionally, Syrians are not facing the typical 
challenges of refugees in a hosting country for several 
reasons among which are the shared cultural norms, 
values, and language. Moreover, there are close 
social and economic ties between Lebanon and Syria. 
Because of this relationship, the Lebanese community 
generously hosted the Syrians initially. 

However, as this is a protracted crisis, the host 
community is exhausted and tensions between the 
Syrians and Lebanese community are increasing. For 
example, Syrian refugees fear that the host community 
is blaming them for the increased crime rates among 
other issues emerging within the society (Chatty, 
2017). The tension is now prevalent because the 
host community’s vital resources are being depleted. 
Vulnerable Lebanese are complaining that they are 
not receiving assistance from local and international 
organizations while their Syrian counterparts, who 
are sometimes of a higher socio-economic level, are 
receiving aid. Additionally, Syrians and Lebanese are 
also competing for scarce low-skilled jobs, to secure 
their livelihoods, which adds to the tension (Chatty, 
2017; Inter-agency Coordination Lebanon, 2017).  
Individual initiatives are attempting to address the 
tension between the local community and refugees. A 
non-governmental organization is offering non-formal 
training courses in new and innovative sectors for youths 
aged 18 and over. It believes that creating new work 
opportunities, especially in blue-collar professions, may 
help reduce this hostility. The Lebanese Crisis Response 
Plan (2017-2020) is supporting municipal service 
projects that assist in securing resources, providing 
capacity building and mentoring to municipalities to 
improve community outreach and strategic planning, 
training staff members in Social Development Centers 
on how to facilitate dialogue and prevent conflicts, and 
establishing conflict prevention mechanisms in some of 
the municipalities (Government of Lebanon & UN, 2017).

Integration into Educational Institutions
Scholars advocate that one of the most successful 
ways to integrate refugees into the host community is 
through education. Stakeholders are providing access 
to educational institutions mostly at the primary and 
secondary levels. For example, MEHE adopted and 
implemented two “Reaching All Children in Lebanon” 
strategic plans designed to improve the enrolment 
of Syrian and underprivileged Lebanese students in 
public primary and secondary schools. The Lebanese 
government also waived the legal requirement of 
valid residency for refugees when enrolling children in 
schools. These efforts were successful as a significant 
number of Syrian students from Kindergarten to grade 9 
enrolled in public schools in Lebanon during the 2013- 
2016 period (El-Ghali et al., 2019). 
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It is important that all of the refugee children and 
youth access education. It is equally important that 
the quality of education these children receive is given 
equal attention. These children and youth need to be 
integrated academically and non-academically into 
educational institutions. Refugee students require 
additional academic support such as adapting the pace 
and content of the curriculum (Kanu, 2008), language of 
instruction, pedagogy and learning skills (Kanu, 2008; 
Khawaja, 2016). Non-academic integration is equally 
important because to perform well scholastically 
findings state that refugees need to be well-integrated 
into their schools (Arnot & Pinson, 2005; Morrice, 
2007). To facilitate their settlement into schools, in 
Canada and the United Kingdom it is recommended 
that refugee students: (a) have teachers specialized 
in addressing their needs in addition to sharing their 
first language (Hek, 2005; Kanu, 2008); (b) have 
culturally appropriate sports, recreational programs, 
and counseling services (Kanu, 2008); (c) facilitate 
peer support (Hek, 2005; Kanu, 2008); and (d) have a 
more inclusive and welcoming school climate towards 
refugees (Hek, 2005; Kanu, 2008). 
While there are efforts to facilitate refugees’ access 
to primary and secondary school in addition to the 
few studies that are addressing their integration into 
schools, very limited information and data is available 
on the tertiary level. Higher education is overlooked 
because it is more costly than the former levels; so, aid-
granting organizations prefer to help a larger number 
of refugees to access schools. Additionally, university 
refugee graduates have limited future prospects 
especially if they cannot work in the host community, 
which further supports the assistance at the lower 
educational levels. Despite this, youths are striving 
to obtain a university degree because as one refugee 
student stated, “We do not seek higher education for a 
job, we seek higher education to fight ignorance” (Crea 
& McFarland, 2015).
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MENTAL HEALTH AND 
PSYCHOSOCIAL NEEDS 
OF SYRIAN REFUGEES
Refugees struggle to settle into the host country 
because they have to adjust to the living strategies and 
basic lifestyle schemes of their new home environment 
while attempting to meet their survival needs with 
limited resources. This struggle affects their mental 
health and psychosocial needs which requires them to 
use coping strategies to survive.  
Having faced traumatic experiences while fleeing from 
war affected regions at their home, and trying to adjust 
to a new life, Syrian refugees are having to deal with 
a variety of mental health problems and psychosocial 
needs including distress, sadness, fear, anger, 
nervousness, disinterest and hopelessness (UNHCR, 
2014). In the Syrian culture, negative connotations 
are associated with discussing and addressing mental 
health issues (Hassan et al., 2015), which may make it 
even more difficult to deliver services to those in need 
(Yalim & Kim, 2018). Syrian refugees also indirectly 
express their mental health problems and psychosocial 
needs by labelling it as a physical symptom or through 
an idiom, proverb, or metaphor (Hassan et al., 2015). 
To address these stressors, refugees adjust 
psychosocially by coping. There are numerous 
coping strategies, considered positive or negative, 
individualistic or social, and are usually categorized 
as problem-solving/rational or emotion-focused 
strategies (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Roger et al., 
1993). Examples of positive strategies include, but are 
not limited to, laughing, being hopeful, accepting the 
present, praying (Amone-P’Olak, 2007; Cherewick et 
al., 2015; Halcón et al., 2004), seeking social support 
(Cherewick et al., 2015; Goodman, 2004; Halcón et al., 
2004), risk-taking (Cherewick et al., 2015), and being 
resilient and persevering (Amone-P’Olak, 2007). On the 
other hand, negative mechanisms encourage negative 
social and behavioral problems such as aggression, 
violence, avoidance, smoking, wanting to be/looking 
like someone else, always worrying what others might 
think, pessimism (Rogers, 1959), and interpersonal 
difficulties and withdrawal (Hassan et al., 2015).

Hassan et al.’s (2015) research study revealed that 
Syrian refugees use individual and social activities 
that include positive and negative coping mechanisms 
to overcome the daily stressors in their life. The most 
frequent positive coping strategies among adults were 
talking to friends and family, praying, or reminiscing 
about the past and good times, while the negative 
mechanism was withdrawal. Another study reported 
a similar finding, namely Syrians 18 years and older 
in Jordan sought social support the most as a positive 
coping strategy (Alzoubi et al., 2017). Likewise, Syrian 
adolescents also resorted to positive (talking to parents 
and friends) and negative (withdrawal) strategies to deal 
with their psychosocial distress as reported in a survey 
conducted in Jordan in 2014 (UNICEF & International 
Medical Corps, 2014).
Furthermore, refugee youth have to use coping strategies 
to overcome the educational stressors. However, what 
these mechanisms are and whether they are the same 
or different from the coping strategies used in different 
contexts is undetermined due to the limited research 
studies. One of these very few studies conducted in 
this field is a masters degree thesis that explored the 
coping mechanisms African refugee youths employ 
at university. The findings revealed that they apply a 
variety of strategies such as seeking social support by 
networking and making friends, avoiding the challenges 
they are facing, and using their problem-solving skills to 
address some of their challenges (Gereiyosus, 2018). 
These mechanisms are similar to those that they use in 
any other context. 
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METHODOLOGY
This study followed an exploratory qualitative approach 
that aimed at exploring how and to what extent Syrian 
students are integrated into universities in Lebanon in 
addition to the coping strategies that these students 
use. To provide a comprehensive overview, the study 
included the perspectives of the students, as well as 
the perspectives of student affairs and admissions 
officers at universities. The research presents 
recommendations for universities to integrate different 
categories of students, not only refugees.

Data Collection Procedures
The research team first began by administering an 
online survey to all of the university admissions 
officers in Lebanon. The aim of this survey was to have 
a holistic perspective on the admissions processes of 
Syrian students into universities in Lebanon. Next, the 
team mapped 11 universities that have a respectively 
large Syrian students population. Officers at these 
universities were contacted to conduct individual semi-
structured interviews with them. These participants 
were then invited to a policy dialogue to validate the 
study’s findings and to suggest actions and policy 
recommendations. In addition to these university 
officers, the team reached out to scholarship providers 
to disseminate the developed survey, as either a soft or 
hard copy, to Syrian university students.
The online survey administered to university 
admissions officers was developed by the research 
team to understand the admissions process of Syrian 
students. As for the interview questions, a different set 
of questions were developed for each of the admissions 
and student affairs officers. This is because the aim of 
interviewing admissions officers was to explore the 
patterns of enrollment, graduation, drop-out rates, 
and admissions procedures that Syrian students follow 
at university. The interview questions for the student 
affairs officers were developed to investigate to what 
extent and how Syrian students were integrated into 
university. The student survey was developed by the 
research team through extensive in-depth literature 
review. The survey’s components were adapted from 
two instruments developed by international scholars3 
and then contextualized by the research team.

3  Authorization was received from the owners of the two instruments. 

Research Participants
The research participants of the online survey were all 
the admissions officers of universities in Lebanon. The 
participation rate of those officers was 47.5%. Of the 
73% of participating universities, individual interviews 
were conducted with admissions and student affairs 
officers. Including the perspective of the admissions 
officers was important because they could shed light 
on the current practices available to assist Syrian 
students to enroll in universities. Likewise, student 
affairs officers were interviewed because they could 
inform the research study on how Syrian students were 
interacting at university, the problems and challenges 
they faced, and the support mechanisms available to 
them. In some universities, the same officer assumed 
the role of the admissions officer as well as student 
affairs officer. Some educational institutions also had 
counselors in addition to student affairs officers. In such 
cases, the counselors were also interviewed. A total of 
19 university officers were individually interviewed.
Syrian undergraduate students were asked to complete 
the students’ survey to understand their perspectives 
on coping strategies that they use. Some of them were 
scholarship students while others were self-paying. A 
total of 71 students completed the online survey and 
123 completed the hard copy version of the survey.

Data Analysis
The study used the interpretive data analysis technique 
because of the qualitative nature of this research. The 
steps to analyze the qualitative data using the inductive 
approach included (1) transcribing the interview notes, 
(2) coding the data [emerging from the interviews 
as well as other sources of data as noted earlier] into 
segments, and (3) rearranging the segments into 
meaningful data in order to interpret the findings. 
Survey data was analyzed using the statistical software 
SPSS.
The results reported in this section aimed to answer 
three research questions pertaining to: (1) to what 
extent are Syrian students integrated into universities 
in Lebanon; (2) how are Syrian students integrating 
into higher education institutions in Lebanon; (3) what 
are the coping strategies Syrian students are using to 
integrate into universities in Lebanon.
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To answer these questions, the following section 
provides an overview on the state of the Syrian 
refugees in higher education institutions in Lebanon. 
Then, it describes the admissions process Syrian youth 
experience when applying to universities. Lastly, the 
section discusses Syrian students’ integration into 

universities by exploring their involvement in non-
academic activities and their mental health well-being 
and psychosocial needs.
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OVERVIEW ON 
SYRIAN REFUGEES IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
INSTITUTIONS IN 
LEBANON
Data reveals that the number of Syrian refugees 
enrolled in the tertiary education sector in Lebanon is 
significantly low, a mere 6%. This is exemplified by the 
5,715 Syrian students enrolled in private universities 
and the limited number of 1,600 students attending 
the Lebanese University during the academic year 
2017-18 (MEHE, 2019). The admissions officer at a 
private religious university stated that before the crisis 
the student population included 50% Syrian, and now, 
they make up only 10% of the student population. He 
believes this decrease is due to the barriers Syrians 
face in entering Lebanon, in addition to the fluctuation 
of the Syrian currency, especially that all the students 
are self-paying at that university. Another reason given 
by a different admissions officer is the new rule by 
the university on obligatory attendance. Attendance 
seemed to be a challenge for many Syrian students as 
they have to work in order to earn a living for themselves 
and their families, and attending university meant they 
had to forgo an opportunity to work. The figure below 
further depicts the low enrollment rate among Syrian 
students: on average and annually, 57.9% of the 
universities received up to 50 applications from Syrian 
students.

57.9%

15.8%

0 - 50

21.1%
51 - 100
More than 100
300 to 750

Figure 1. Average Number of Applications Received  
from Syrian Students per year

Participating universities explained that there was an 
equal distribution of females and males among the 
enrolled students. Only one private university’s data 
revealed a significantly larger number of male students 
(68.9%) enrolled compared to females (31.1%). This 
difference could be attributed to the majority of Syrian 
students studying theology (33%).
It was further reported that Syrian students selected 
degree programs based on the language of instruction 
and accessibility into certain programs. For example, a 
large number of students were pursuing literary majors 
at the public university because most of the courses in 
these fields were offered in Arabic. Also, more males were 
pursuing literary majors because they find it easier to 
study while also working, particularly due to the absence 
of the attendance requirement. However, at private 
universities, that do not always require entrance exams, 
Syrian students enroll in both literary and scientific 
majors such as STEM majors, pharmacy, nursing, public 
health, medical laboratories, and business. 
The Syrian student population at universities in Lebanon 
belong to different socio-economic levels. Some 
students can afford to pay high tuition fees, others 
can pay low to average tuition fees, while others can’t 
afford any payments and rely on scholarships. The data 
did not reveal any particular trend in the enrollment of 
the students as per their socio-economic level. 
The eight participating universities are clustered into 
two groups, A and B. The three universities in cluster 
A have high tuition fees of more than $500 per credit. 
Two out of the three universities in cluster A have Syrian 
students that are self-paying and on scholarships 
except for the third university where most of the 
students are self-paying while very few of the students 
receive financial assistance from the university itself. 
Two of the universities in cluster B have Syrian students 
that are self-paying and the other three have self-paying 
and scholarship students.

• Self-paying & scholarship students
• Self-paying students & assistance 

from university
• Cost more than $500 per credit

• Self-paying & scholarship students
• Self-paying students
• Cost less than $500 per credit

Universities in

Cluster A

Universities in

Cluster B

Figure 2. Type of Students in Universities in Lebanon
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THE ADMISSION OF 
SYRIAN STUDENTS 
INTO UNIVERSITIES IN 
LEBANON
Syrian youth have to follow the same admissions 
procedures as any other applicant, regardless of 
nationality, when applying to a university in Lebanon. 
The process includes submitting all the required 
documents, completing the application file, paying the 
application/registration fees, and taking the entrance 
exam(s) where applicable. The only difference in 
admissions lies in the need of a valid residency permit 
which is required by almost two-thirds (63.2%) of the 
universities. 
Although the admissions procedure is the same for 
all, university admissions officers reported through 
the online survey and individual interviews challenges 
they faced when Syrian students apply to university. 
The most frequent obstacle stated is the missing 
documents within an application file. This is a persistent 
challenge, as students are incapable of obtaining 
all the required documents from their homeland for 
various reasons, including safety. As a result of having 
missing documents, students would have incomplete 
application files, a challenge also reported by 55.6% 
of the admissions officers. In addition, 72.2% of the 
admissions officers stated that Syrian students submit 
applications late. Such an obstacle is expected because 
it takes time for Syrian students to obtain all the 
equivalencies, certified documents, and attestations 
from various governmental and non-governmental 
entities across different countries. As such, some 
students have complained to the admissions officers 
that they have missed the application deadline and 
have asked to submit their application files past the 
deadline.
Another challenge that Syrian students experience 
during the application phase as well as when they enroll 
at the university is the students’ weak proficiency in 
foreign languages. It is difficult for students to complete 
an application form and sit for entrance exams that 
are in English or French. Additionally, Syrian students 
find it difficult to choose a major due to language 
of instruction restrictions. Therefore, many of them 

look for fields that offer the largest number of Arabic 
courses. Language becomes yet another challenge 
when students attempt to transfer to a university in 
Lebanon, particularly when requesting to transfer their 
courses and credits. This is because courses were taken 
in Arabic and the admissions officers have to determine 
whether the university has equivalent courses. 
Being able to afford the tuition fees is also a challenge. 
Financial challenges are not limited to paying the 
application fees nor the tuition fees only, but they 
extend to the day-to-day expenses of a university 
student. 
The authenticity of academic documents remains a 
challenge for the admissions of many Syrian students in 
Lebanon. In fact, 16.7% of the participating admissions 
officers reported that they have received fraudulent 
documents from Syrian students applying to the 
university. This is no surprise as youths are sometimes 
desperate to enroll in a university but are unable to 
do so due to missing documents that are required 
for admissions. Although it is no longer a recurrent 
challenge given that the crisis is now in its eighth year, 
and many Syrian youths have already accumulated 
Lebanese academic credentials, some admissions 
officers still reported that a number of Syrian students 
don’t have a valid residency permit which is a required 
document for applying to the university.
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 Figure 3. Challenges University Admission Officers Face

To address the challenge of missing documents, which 
lead to incomplete applications, late submissions, and 
sometimes an enrolment delay by a semester or a year, 
55.5% of the participating universities give the students 
a grace period to submit any missing documents. 
Some universities reported to further assist the Syrian 
students by giving them a ‘conditional approval’ to 
enroll. This acceptance is provisional on students 
submitting any missing documents within a certain 
period of time which is usually one academic semester. 
An admissions officer explained that the university 
tries to bind the students in doing so by asking them 
to sign an agreement. Another admissions officer 
explained that in case students lack a valid residency 
permit, the university accepts a bank statement, work, 
or residential attestation instead. The study shows 
that universities in Lebanon enrolling Syrian refugees 
attempt to facilitate the process of admissions.
Most of the participating admissions officers (73.7%) 
reported that the university assists prospective students 
in filling the application form. Two universities do so by 
having the application form translated to Arabic, which 
is especially helpful for students who are not proficient 

in English. Another form of assistance provided by 
the university is appointing designated staff members  
to continuously check on and help the prospective 
students while completing the application form.
Most of the entrance exams at some universities in 
Lebanon are offered in English or French. One of the 
participating admissions officers explained that the 
university offers free intensive courses to prospective 
students so that they can take the exam and pass 
successfully. Another university took a decision to 
exempt Syrian students from sitting for the entrance 
exams. 
To assist Syrian students financially, a few of the 
participating admissions officers reported that the 
university offers financial aid to students who are 
in need. Additionally, two other admissions officers 
explained that the university facilitates the payment 
of the tuition fees of Syrian students by extending 
the deadline and/or accepting the payments in 
installments.
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INTEGRATION OF 
SYRIAN STUDENTS 
INTO UNIVERSITIES IN 
LEBANON
The Syrian students’ integration into Lebanese 
universities was addressed by exploring how and 
to what extent they are included in the university’s 
community from the perspective of student affairs 
officers and counselors. The study determined how 
Syrian students were integrated depending on the 
level of their involvement in student activities on 
campus. The students’ mental health, well-being and 
their psychosocial needs were discussed from the 
perspectives of the student affairs officers, counselors, 
and students themselves.
In general, Syrian students were not found to be active 
members of student clubs. Some student affairs officers 
reported that 4 to 5% of the members of student clubs 
were Syrians while others stated that they compose only 
10% of the members. However, two of the participating 
universities that belong to cluster B, reported that 30 to 
50% of the members of the sports clubs were Syrian4. 
Furthermore, the two student officers added that these 
students were very active and the most professional 
among the members of the clubs. Many students 
(49.5%) reported that they were active, while others 
were just members (23.9%), and several (26.6%) have 
never joined a university club. Although the overall data 
reveals that Syrian students are not engaged in student 
activities, 37.5% of the student affairs officers stated 
that some Syrian students participate in the university’s 
student governance and have held leadership positions 
such as secretary, cabinet member, vice-president, 
and president of the student bodies. On the other 
hand, participating student affairs officers reported 
that students more actively engage and participate 
in university-wide activities.  25% of the student 
affairs officers explained that this could be due to the 
students’ busy schedule of studying and working and 
that they do not have the luxury of time to participate in 
extracurricular activities.

4  Syrian students comprise 10-12% of the student population at 
these two universities

In exploring the well-being of the Syrian students’ 
mental health and psychosocial needs, two out of 
three universities in cluster A distinguished between 
the students based on their socio-economic levels, 
i.e. self-paying and scholarship students. The student 
affairs officers explained that Syrian students who are 
self-paying did not experience a culture shock and were 
able to integrate well into the university’s community. 
This was in contrast to the scholarship students who 
came from conservative communities and struggled in 
balancing between their family and university values. 
Some of these students began to live double lives; at 
university they would act, dress, and eat differently 
compared to when they were at home. The counselors 
further explained that the conflict in the students’ 
identity sometimes included issues pertaining to their 
sexuality and/or religion. It was reported that female 
students struggle more than their male counterparts 
because parents are afraid to send their daughters 
to universities where they believed the girls may lose 
their family values. A student affairs officer explained 
that this misalignment between university and family 
values sometimes resulted in Syrian students resorting 
to substance abuse. 
To address this challenge, the three universities 
in cluster A have independent counseling centers 
with highly qualified staff members. The counseling 
centers organize cultural workshops, seminars, and 
Q&A sessions to raise awareness and discuss how to 
adapt to life at university and deal with peer and social 
pressures.
Other psychosocial issues that surfaced across 
the eight participating universities included Syrian 
students experiencing anxiety, stress, panic attacks, 
bullying, harassment, depression, abuse, and social 
and familial relationship problems. 36.3% of the 
counselors and student affairs officers reported dealing 
with trauma cases among Syrian students. One of the 
participating student affairs officers explained that 
female Syrian students were harassed more than their 
male counterparts. Furthermore, another student affairs 
officer stated that the harassment is due to prevalent 
notions of patriarchy.
Universities are aware of these pressing psychosocial 
problems and needs. As a result, many are offering 
counseling services, which can take different forms. 
Nonetheless, the staff and counselors need to exert 
significant efforts to break the taboo associated 
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with counseling. They are raising awareness about 
the services available to students, posting ads on 
campuses, participating in the orientation sessions to 
inform the new students about the services, initiating 
outreach programs, organizing ‘meet and greet’ 
sessions with the staff and counselors, hosting TEDx 
talks, and conducting focus group discussions that 
tackle controversial topics. The staff and counselors 
reported that usually after they organize such activities, 
there is an increase in the number of students seeking 
assistance. Although there is an almost equal gender 
distribution among students seeking help, a counselor 
stated that slightly more females, compared to male 
students, request assistance. She further explained that 
this gender imbalance was because female students 
seemed to be more open in talking and discussing their 
problems unlike the males who were influenced by the 
concept of patriarchy.
Even after all the acts of persuasion by student affairs 
officers, faculty members, and sometimes friends, 
Syrian students seemed reluctant to meet the counselor 
and find it difficult at first to trust him/her. In spite 
of all this, the students conceal their problems and 
explain that they were seeking help for symptoms such 
as sleeping disorders, pessimism, and panic attacks. 
By meeting regularly with the students, counselors 
gain the students’ trust and can then discuss the root 
causes of the aforementioned symptoms. At one of the 
universities, a student affairs officer explained that they 
offer informal counseling, which is conducted by faculty 
members as well as counselors. She further explained 
that the university relies on this service more than 
formal counseling, as students are more comfortable 
talking to their instructors because of the open-door 
policy that they have. 
Another tool to measure how well Syrian youths 
were integrated into universities in Lebanon was 
through gauging their perspective using a survey 
adapted specifically to the Lebanese context. The 
survey measured the coping strategies among Syrian 
students, and addressed whether they felt they were 
discriminated against, and the level of academic stress 
they were experiencing. 
A number of studies were conducted to explore 
the challenges Syrian students face at universities 
in Lebanon from the perspectives of different 
stakeholders, including the students themselves. 
Findings revealed that the challenges can be divided 

into four main themes: legislative, institutional, 
financial, and societal (El-Ghali et al., 2019). Legislative 
obstacles Syrian students face include the inability 
to obtain certificates, equivalencies, transcripts, and 
a valid residency permit (which was mostly stressed 
by scholarship students). Some of the institutional 
challenges that were reported by both the self-paying 
and scholarship students included proficiency in 
foreign languages and the capacity to achieve high 
grades. Self-paying students stated that they faced 
academic difficulties such as learning the course 
content, adapting to pedagogical methods, and passing 
exams. Scholarship students reported to also struggle 
in finding study spaces. The financial challenges Syrian 
students face were the ability to afford the university’s 
tuition fees and other educational expenses such as 
books and stationary in addition to their livelihood 
expenses. Although scholarships cover the tuition 
fees, educational expenses, and a stipend in some 
cases, students were still required to work to cover the 
other costs of living in addition to sometimes being 
their households’ sole breadwinners. Syrian university 
students also experienced societal challenges that 
include harassment and abuse by the university’s 
administration, faculty members, and peers, societal 
pressure to get married, and difficulty in balancing 
familial, work, and studying duties.
Being a university student presents challenges 
in addition to the existing ones that Syrian youth 
experience. To cope with all of these stressors in their 
lives, the students use various coping strategies. 
Different scales have been developed to measure 
these coping strategies. Some scales group the 
strategies as rational or emotional, while others added 
the avoidance factor (Endler & Parker, 1990). This 
research study measured the coping strategies Syrian 
students use by adapting Roger et al.’s (1993) devised 
scale, the Coping Styles Questionnaire (CSQ), that 
has four factors: rational, emotional, avoidance, and 
detachment. The rational factor was indicated when 
participants predominantly think and plan how to tackle 
the stressful situation while the emotional factor was 
indicated when the students usually “feel worthless 
and unimportant” in such circumstances (Roger et 
al., 1993, p. 621). The avoidance factor was indicated 
when individuals relied on time and fate to address 
the stressful situation and the detachment factor is 
when they separate themselves from their emotions 
in such stressful circumstances (Roger et al., 1993). 
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Furthermore, Roger et al. (1993) categorized the rational 
and detached factors as adaptive coping strategies and 
the emotional and avoidance as maladaptive styles. 
Also, culture influenced coping strategies used by 
youth especially when faced with post-conflict stressors 
(Benson et al., 2011). For example, cultures that are 
composed of individualistic societies may encourage 
avoidance coping strategies (Benson et al., 2011).
The most dominant coping strategy Syrian university 
students use, whether they are self-paying or on 
scholarships, is the rational style. This finding was 
partially mirrored in another study, which revealed that 
African refugee students in universities use the rational 
coping strategy when possessing low proficiency in the 
host country’s language. 
As illustrated in figure 5, there is a stark difference 
between the percentage of Syrian youth using the 

rational coping strategies in comparison to the 
avoidance, emotional, and detached styles. A 
plausible explanation is that these youth have become 
accustomed to their new environment especially that 
they were able to continue their higher education 
degree which is considered as a privilege in their 
community. In the literature review, the studies that 
explored refugees’ coping strategies discussed the 
styles that adolescents usually employ, which were not 
categorized into the CSQ factors. Rather, the reviewed 
studies listed the specific strategies African refugee 
adolescents and youth use which include but are not 
limited to praying, being in denial and blaming others, 
persevering and tolerating the stressful situation 
(Amone-P’Olak, 2007), distracting themselves and 
suppressing their emotions, communicating and 
receiving support from family and friends, and trying to 
understand their situation (Goodman, 2004).
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Figure 5. Coping Strategies used by Syrian University Students

The second section in the survey conducted with Syrian 
university students explored whether the students felt 
discriminated against based on their nationality and 
identity as refugees in Lebanon. When asked, data 
indicated that 86.3% of these students perceived being 
discriminated against for being Syrian as they always 
felt disrespected when labeled only by their nationality. 
Additionally, just over half of the participating students 
(55.1%) reported either sometimes or never receiving 

assistance whether academically or socially from peers 
of different nationalities. About 78% of the students 
reported feeling belittled when seeking employment 
opportunities. These findings reflect some existing 
tensions between the Syrians and some members of 
the host community.  
The level of academic stress Syrian university students 
experience seemed to be similar to what any other 
university student would face. Some Syrian students 
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fear failing a course, perceive the exam questions to 
be difficult, believe that the size of the curriculum 
and amount of work assigned are excessive, making 
it difficult for them to catch-up if they are behind 
academically while others do not. In fact, 60.7% of the 
students reported that exam periods are stressful times 
for them. Competition with peers for high grades was also 
reported (60.4%). Contrary to what has been reported 
by many, a majority of the participating Syrian students 
(84.4%) stated that they have time to attend classes and 
perform their academic duties which implies that these 
students are dedicating their time and effort to their 
education and do not have other duties and obligations 
such as work. 

Nearly all of the Syrian university students (95.7%) are 
quite confident in their academic abilities to successfully 
obtain a higher education degree. More than half of the 
students perceive that their faculty members believe 
in their academic abilities (56.4%) and have realistic 
expectations of them (55%).  
Despite the fact that the Syrian students are not facing 
major academic difficulties, they have reported their 
dissatisfaction in the services offered by universities. 
For example, 83.4% of the students stated that they take 
their academic decisions alone. This indicates that they 
are not receiving guidance from faculty members nor 
academic advisors who ought to assist the students in 
making such decisions. 
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ACTION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
In this report, the goal was to explore to what extent 
and how are Syrian students integrated into universities 
in Lebanon. Based on the literature reviewed and 
data collected, we propose a set of action and policy 
recommendations that emphasize the opportunities for 
scaling support to students, particularly refugees, in 
higher education institutions. These recommendations 
are mostly institutional as universities are the entities 
that offer youths a better future by providing them with 
an education which has future career prospects while 
engaging them in non-academic activities to enjoy life 
on campus.
Introduce career guidance and counseling services for 
prospective students and first year students: 
Syrian students have been welcomed into the Lebanese 
higher education system. Many higher education 
institutions in Lebanon have introduced new programs 
and procedures to accommodate Syrian students, 
particularly refugees. A number of challenges remain 
with integrating these students into the system. Guiding 
Syrian youth in their selection of a major to study at 
the university remains an issue that is not addressed 
as universities may perceive this beyond their scope 
or mandate. In the absence of career guidance and 
counseling services at many schools in Lebanon, it 
is important for institutions of higher education to 
support students by directing them to select a major 
that is compatible with their capabilities and interests 
rather than selecting majors simply because they 
are offered in Arabic or do not require attendance.  
Orientation sessions may be organized for prospective 
students either in person on campus or through virtual 
venues. Universities may also offer a required free 
and non-credit course that allows students to become 
more acquainted with the university life and to explore 
specific majors. 
Offering career guidance and counseling once students 
are accepted at the university rather than before they 
graduate is a paradigm shift. Students would then be 
able to identify from the start of their education journey 
if the major they had selected suits them rather than 
waste their time, energy, and money in discovering 
the field that matches their abilities, interests, and 

has future career prospects. Moreover, this paradigm 
shift may allow universities to graduate “employable” 
youths, as opposed to unemployable youth5.
Redesign student activities and the structure of 
student clubs: 
To better integrate Syrian students into universities, 
student activities can be organized frequently by the 
different faculties and programs rather be centralized 
at the institution, in order to reach more students. Since 
the students would share at least a common interest – 
the major – this would increase the interaction amongst 
them, regardless of their nationality. Additionally, such 
activities can be designed to cater to working students 
by not imposing additional roles and responsibilities 
on the participants as well as choosing dates and times 
that do not conflict with working hours. 
Assign distinct officers as student affairs and 
counselors:
For all students to benefit from the social life on 
campus and their status as university students, 
higher education institutions need to assign distinct 
individuals as student affairs officers and counselors. 
25% of the participating universities have officers 
who hold multiple roles and responsibilities such as 
admissions, student affairs, and counselors. Moreover, 
all of the universities in cluster B, (5 universities) don’t 
have counselors; rather, the admissions or student 
affairs officer assume this role. It is crucial to have 
distinct student affairs officers because he/she would 
facilitate students’ activities and integration into the 
university’s community. It is equally important for 
all universities to assign counselors as all students, 
regardless of nationality and socio-economic level, 
require psycho-social assistance.  
Support all vulnerable students: 
Financial difficulties faced by Syrian refugees in 
seeking higher education are quite similar to those 
faced by many Lebanese students. Similar to the 
Syrian students, some Lebanese students are unable 
to pay the registration fee, which is considered a 
small amount in comparison to the tuition fee. Other 
Lebanese students cannot afford to pay the fee of their 
last semester, thereby holding up their graduation. 
Vulnerable Lebanese youth need financial assistance 

5  It is the unemployable youth that present a threat to society, as the 
unemployed can always find employment, but the unemployable are 
simply at a dead end. 
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as much as the Syrian refugee students do. These 
Lebanese youth shared with the admissions officers 
their wish of having a Syrian nationality for the purpose 
of accessing financial assistance. It is very important for 
institutions of higher education to integrate refugees 
within the local society, as well as vulnerable Lebanese 
in order to minimize any potential source of tension 
among students within the university. 

CONCLUSION
After eight years of the Syrian crisis, the Syrian youths are 
facing fewer challenges to access higher education. For 
example, the universities rules and regulations do not 
differentiate between Syrian and non-Syrian applicants. 
Even if some universities have slightly different 
requirements for Syrian youth, these universities are 
quite accommodating to special cases. Nonetheless, 
there are persistent obstacles such as difference in 
culture and religion that are influencing their access 
and enrollment into universities. It is important to 
acknowledge these barriers as they are ‘hidden’ 
and sometimes considered taboo topics. Moreover, 
since culture and religion are sensitive issues, it is 
encouraged to increase efforts of psychosocial support 
to students at universities.
Once enrolled, the Syrian students are not well-
integrated into universities in Lebanon. Different factors 
play a role such as discrimination within the university 
community, the socio-economic cluster the university 
belongs to, the socio-economic background of the 
student, and the services offered by the university 
to facilitate the Syrians’ integration. Scholarship 
students find it extremely difficult to integrate into a 
university community where there are social and peer 
pressures to always be up-to-date in fashion, have the 
latest technological gadgets, and frequent the newly 
opened restaurants in town. A student affairs officer 
at a university in cluster A stated that scholarship 
students find it difficult to adapt and “feel attached” 
to the university’s community. Furthermore, it is 
important for institutions to offer counseling services 
to all students, and specifically Syrian students in order 
to support them in integrating within the community. 
Despite these integration challenges, generally, Syrian 
university students seem to have their mental health 
and psychosocial needs fulfilled. Student affairs 
officers and counselors did not report a large number 

of trauma cases. This was particularly reflected by the 
level of comfort students reported in regards to their 
academics.
One of the issues that remains mentally demanding is 
that of employment. Many of the participating students 
explained that they were clueless on what they would 
or even could work after graduation. Therefore, it is 
important for universities and scholars to address the 
issue of employability of Syrian university graduates in 
Lebanon as a critical component of integration within 
the local host community
This study presents an important role of the university 
as a “social equalizer”. A university has to offer 
education and services equally to students of different 
backgrounds and socio-economic levels for them 
to have equal opportunities post-graduation. The 
university is only one entity within society, an important 
entity, which can influence the local community. 
Therefore, students need to be actively engaged to 
benefit from the education and recreational services 
offered. It seems that the Syrian students do not want to 
integrate for fear of potential problems arising between 
them and the university’s community. Some may fear 
the university’s community influencing their values, 
or because they foresee their return back home being 
relatively soon. Since there are several explanations, 
it is recommended to have future research studies 
explore why Syrian students are not well-integrated into 
universities in Lebanon. The findings of these studies 
may also explain why so few refugee youths opt to 
pursue tertiary education. 
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ABOUT THE PROGRAM
Education and Youth Policy
The Education and Youth Policy Research program at the Issam Fares Institute aims at informing educational 
policy and promoting improved educational practices and achievement through an increased understanding 
of the issues of education in the Arab world and their impact on children and youth in the region. 
The program further aims at engaging in applied, policy-relevant research to help policymakers make 
decisions based on best available information. The program will serve as a resource for government 
agencies and other institutions in order to shape the education and youth policy debate through evidence. 
The mission of the Education and Youth Program will be accomplished by:

 ▸ Collaborating with AUB faculty members on policy-relevant research
 ▸ Producing and disseminating original research
 ▸ Providing the tools and resources to utilize research for informed policy-making and improved practice
 ▸ Working in collaboration with institutions and organizations of common focus

ABOUT THE  ISSAM FARES INSTITUTE 
The Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and International Affairs at the American University of Beirut is an 
independent, research-based, policy-oriented institute. Inaugurated in 2006, the Institute aims to harness, 
develop, and initiate policy-relevant research in the Arab region.
The Institute is committed to expanding and deepening policy-relevant knowledge production in and about 
the Arab region; and to creating a space for the interdisciplinary exchange of ideas among researchers, civil 
society and policy-makers.
Main goals

 ▸ Enhancing and broadening public policy-related debate and knowledge production in the Arab world and beyond
 ▸ Better understanding the Arab world within shifting international and global contexts
 ▸ Providing a space to enrich the quality of interaction among scholars, officials and civil society actors in 

and about the Arab world
 ▸ Disseminating knowledge that is accessible to policy-makers, media, research communities and the 

general public






