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ABSTRACT

The successful transition from high school to university 
has proven to be challenging for students around the 
globe. Refugee students in Lebanon face even more 
difficulties when pursuing tertiary education, as per 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). Many endeavors were initiated to support 
both the accessibility and transition of vulnerable and 
refugee communities in Lebanon to tertiary education 
programs, yet the multitude of barriers hinder that 
progression. This paper aims to identify the main 
fears, concerns, and challenges of both vulnerable 
Lebanese and Syrian refugee communities regarding 
moving from secondary to tertiary education, and 
building the baseline for scholars and universities 
to design interventions/initiatives that mitigate 
the stressors leading to dropout and low academic 
performance, prior to college enrollment. In the 
following study, a descriptive research design was 
adopted, following an inductive approach that is 
designed to effectively understand the main fears, 
concerns, and challenges of students, and hence, 
the reasons behind the dropouts, which concludes 
where possible areas for interventions exist.  The 
study included four Lebanese districts: North 
Lebanon, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, and Bekaa. The 
selected population was formed of public high school 
students, grades 11 and 12, males and females, 
Syrian and Lebanese, students from vulnerable 
communities—who either didn’t transit from high 
school to university or dropped out soon after—their 
parents, and NGOs working in the same scope of our 
study. The results of the study were disseminated to 
the students, their parents, their teachers, as well as 
their community members. This assisted in presenting 
the study outcomes and setting recommendations 
subsequently.
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ACRONYMS AND 
ABBREVIATIONS

CRDP Center for Educational Research and 
Development

OECD Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development

PISA Program for International Student 
Assessment

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees
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INTRODUCTION

The successful transition from high school to university 
has proven to be challenging for students around 
the globe. During this difficult period, few have 
offered guidance and support to aid in the transition. 
Several studies have addressed students’ needs to 
overcome such challenges through orientation and 
support programs (Inkelas et al., 2007; Mattanah et 
al., 2010). These programs lead to greater student 
satisfaction, better retention rates, and higher 
academic performance (Earnest et al., 2007). With few, 
often short-term, pre-university preparatory programs 
in place, students feel increasingly unprepared to leap 
towards post-secondary education, and increasing 
stressors have led to an estimated 30 to 40 percent 
attrition rate among first-year university students 
(Pancer et al., 2004). 

First-year university students face an onslaught 
of challenges including financial, emotional, and 
behavioral that they often find it hard to cope 
with (Pillay & Humphrey, 2010). The lack of formal 
support networks from university institutions during 
that period has proven to be costly; both on an 
individual and institutional level (Pancer et al., 2004). 
Institutionally, the loss of students results in reduced 
financial revenue, and loss of invested institutional 
resources. Individually, students resort to negative, 
often hazardous, coping mechanisms that account for 
substantial losses in resources and time (Palmer & 
Rodger, 2009). The effects are even more detrimental 
to students from a low socio-economic status (Pillay & 
Humphrey, 2010), and those suffering from learning 
difficulties or disabilities (Dalke, 1993). 

Refugee students in Lebanon face even more obstacles 
when pursuing tertiary education, as reported by the 
UNHCR. A study in 2017 showed that refugee students 
face legal, counseling, linguistic, psychosocial, and 
financial burdens during their pursuit of tertiary 
education (Yassin, 2018). Students are unable to 
register due to missing academic and identification 
paperwork that had been lost or misplaced while 
fleeing from war and conflict (El Ghali, 2016). 
Similarly, war and conflict have negatively impacted 
their income, thus turning education into a luxury 
rather than a right. Despite all difficulties, Yassin 
estimates that there are 7,315 students enrolled in 
both public and private universities for the 2017-2018 

academic year. According to the UNHCR, education 
remains an opportunity for refugees to contribute to 
both host and future communities, often leading to 
self-dependency in the process (Jalbout, 2015). 

Many endeavors were initiated to support both 
the accessibility and transition of vulnerable and 
refugee communities in Lebanon to tertiary education 
programs, yet the multitude of barriers hinder that 
progression. These vulnerable communities are 
either uninformed about educational pathways 
or unprepared for the route ahead (Yassin, 2018). 
Vulnerable groups are significantly affected by any 
intervention designed to prepare high school students 
transition to college, more than those who are not 
vulnerable; yet few interventions have been currently 
put in place in Lebanon to support that transition. 
There has been no evidence of studies that addressed 
the causes of dropout rates in Lebanese high schools 
and universities, in addition to the direct and 
indirect factors that lead to the dropout. Therefore, 
to develop adequate future interventions, a deeper 
understanding of the experiences and challenges of 
these communities in their transition is necessary. 
Thus, this paper will aim to identify the main fears, 
concerns, and challenges of both vulnerable Lebanese 
and Syrian refugee communities regarding moving 
from secondary to tertiary education. The study will do 
so by addressing these research questions:

▸	 What are the main fears, concerns, and challenges 
of both vulnerable Lebanese and Syrian refugee 
communities regarding moving from secondary to 
tertiary education? 

▸	 What is the needed baseline for scholars and 
universities to design interventions/initiatives that 
mitigate the stressors leading to dropout and low 
academic performance prior to college enrollment?
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METHODOLOGY

In the following study, the descriptive research design 
was adopted following an inductive approach that 
was created to effectively understand the main fears, 
concerns, and challenges of students. Additionally, 
identifying the reasons for the youths’ dropouts 
would facilitate in determining the possible areas for 
intervention.

Research Design, Approach, and Tools

Adopting a cross-sectional design, a quantitative 
approach was employed by using a structured survey 
conducted with students enrolled in high schools. 
The survey was formed of: (1) Section A, that included 
questions about the students’ demographics, 
(2) Section B, that inquired about their university 
preparatory phase, (3) Section C, that asked about the 
educational barriers and challenges, and (4) Section 
D, that inquired about the initiatives done previously 
by NGOs, high schools, and universities. Moreover, to 
better understand the challenges faced by students, 
a qualitative design, exploratory approach, was 
used to conduct sixteen focus group discussions 
with students, Lebanese and Syrians, who dropped 
out, their parents, and their teachers. In addition 
to conducting in-depth interviews with three NGOs. 
Three interview guides were used among each group 
(students, parents, and teachers). The students’ and 
parents’ interview guides explored the following: 

▸	 The insights and perceptions of each group 
(parents and students) on the role of education in 
the students’ future, dropout causes, and benefits 
of tertiary education.

▸	 What their expectations are and their concerns 
regarding college life.

▸	 What they consider as barriers that prohibit 
students from continuing their education.

▸	 What are the initiatives needed to overcome some 
of these barriers.

As for the interview guide that was used for the 
teachers, it shaped our understanding of the context of 
these students, the challenges faced by the students 
in their communities, the role of the students’ parents 
as educators to motivate students towards overcoming 
challenges, initiatives conducted by the teachers/
schools’ administrations to enhance the retention rate, 
and the teacher’s role in orientation and academic 
guidance. 

The interview guide used with the NGOs, who are 
working in reducing the dropout rates from university-
level among Syrian and Lebanese students, tackled 
the following themes: their scope of work, criteria 
for guarantees selection, reasons beyond students’ 
retention from the program, steps to follow-up with the 
students who dropout, and outcomes of contact with 
parents and other community members.

Setting, Target Population, and Sampling

The study included four Lebanese districts out of eight, 
and this is due to the high population of refugees in 
those areas: North Lebanon, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, 
and Bekaa. The selected population was formed of 
public high school students, grades 11 and 12, males 
and females, Syrian and Lebanese, students from 
vulnerable communities—who either didn’t transit 
from high school to university or dropped out soon 
after—their parents, and NGOs working in the same 
scope of our study. Four respective public high schools 
were chosen from a list of school guides by the  
Educational Center for Research and Development 
(2017-2018), based on the highest enrollment rate of 
Lebanese students, which is equal to 2,741 students. 
However, the total number of participants who signed 
the consent form and approved his/her participation 
in the study is 935 students; therefore, the response 
rate is 34.1%. As for the Syrian students participating 
in this study, they formed 10% of our sample size, 
while the national percentage of Syrian students in 
Lebanese secondary education is limited to 2.4% (El 
Ghali, 2018).
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Data Collection Procedures

The data collection took place simultaneously in each 
of the four listed high schools, following the approval 
of the Ministry of Education and Higher Education and 
each of the school’s principals and administrations. 
First, the consent form was distributed in a securely 
sealed envelope to grades 11 and 12 students for 
them to be sent to their parents for approval, one week 
before the distribution of surveys. Next, visits to these 
four schools were arranged to collect the consent 
forms. Students whose parents signed the consent 
were invited to an empty room to obtain their assents, 
and receive an explanation on the different sections 
of the questionnaire. Students were asked to fill in the 
questionnaires alone, and then put the filled survey in 
an envelope, to assure the privacy of participants and 
the confidentiality of data. Throughout the collection 
of quantitative data, a total of 935 students filled in 
the surveys, which represent a response rate of 34.1%.

On the other hand, the collection of qualitative 
data took place with the assistance of high school 
principals, who provided us with a database of 
students who’d dropped out from high school, and 
facilitated the communication with teachers for the 
teachers’ focus groups. Also, community leaders and 
NGOs helped in reaching out to target groups. All focus 
group members were contacted via telephone, one 
week before holding the discussion to set a date and 
time that is convenient for all the groups.  

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 transcribing 
the interview and focus-group notes, coding the data 
into segments, and rearranging the segments into 
meaningful data, in order to interpret the findings. The 
analysis was performed for the two types of data, the 
quantitative and the qualitative data. SPSS Version 
23 was employed for the surveys using descriptive 
analysis and regression models. Thematic analysis 
was used for analyzing the focus group discussion and 
in-depth interviews.

Ethical Consideration

An approval from the Ministry of Education and 
Higher Education was obtained to conduct the 
research in four public high schools within the four 
governorates (Bekaa, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, and 
North Lebanon). Consent forms were sent to all the 
students’ parents one week prior to data collection. 
This consent indicated that the participation of the 
students is voluntary and will not affect their grades 
or their status at the school in any way, that their 
participation will not cause any harm, and that they 
can withdraw from the study at any time. Another 
consent was drafted for students who participated 
in the focus group discussions. Only students who 
returned the signed consent participated in the study. 
Oral consent was also obtained from the parents and 
the teachers, prior to their participation in the focus 
groups. All the data were entered and analyzed by CITI 
certified researchers. All the surveys and transcripts 
will be saved in a locked closet for two years before 
discarding. The results of the study were disseminated 
to the students, their parents, their teachers, and their 
community members to present the study outcomes, 
and to set recommendations accordingly.
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FINDINGS

This section presents the findings that emerged from 
the study’s research questions by first providing 
the demographics of the students. Second, the 
participants’ perceptions about the importance of 
education is stated. Third, the barriers to education 
from the perspective of students, teachers, and 
parents are presented; in addition, to reasons for 
dropping out from the parents’ point of view. Fourth, 
the factors that facilitated the youths’ education 
are described. Fifth, the youths’ future plans from 
the perspectives of the different participants are 
presented. Lastly, the section includes the NGOs’ 
perceptions of the challenges that youths face in 
pursuing their education.

Students’ Demographics

A sample of 935 students from four public high 
schools with the highest enrollment rates in the 
four regions—Beirut, Bekaa, Mount Lebanon, and 
the North—filled the surveys. Most of the enrolled 
students were Lebanese (89.8%), while only 10.2% 
were Syrian. The number of students repeating a grade 
in high school is much higher than the non-repeaters 
(64.6% in grade 12 compared to 35.4% in grade 
11). Between the two nationalities, there were more 
males than females enrolled at the secondary level, 
as illustrated in figures 1 and 2 below. The age groups 
of the Lebanese and Syrian students ranged between 
15 and 24 years. Most of the Lebanese youth were 
between 16 and 18 years old (94.4%), with a Mean = 
16.71 (SD = 0.975), and their Syrian counterparts with 
a Mean = 17.9 and SD = 1.96.

Table 1. Students’ demographics

Lebanese Syrian
Percentage of enrolled 
students

89.8% 10.2%

Gender distribution at 
the secondary level

more males 
than females

more males 
than females

Age groups (94.4%) 
between 16 
and 18 years 
old 
Mean = 16.71 
(SD = 0.975)

Mean = 17.9 
and SD = 1.96

Figure 1. Lebanese students’ distribution according to gender

Female
37.9%

Male
62.1%

Figure 2. Syrian Students’ distribution according to gender

Female
31.2%

Male
68.8%
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The Lebanese students were almost equally enrolled 
in the four regions, with a slight increase in Beirut 
followed by Mount Lebanon, the North, and Bekaa. 
However, the enrollment of Syrian students in 
the regions varied. Statistics showed the highest 
percentages in Beirut (35.4%) and Bekaa, with a 
significant decrease in Mount Lebanon and North 
Lebanon (6%). As for the family’s income of the 
Lebanese students, 28.7% have an average income 
ranging between $1,000- $1,500, 28.5% between 
$800-$1,000, around 20.5% of the families earn 
$500-$700, and 22.2% earn less than $500. The 
situation is different among the Syrian families, where 
22.5% earn less than $500, 49% earn between $500 
and $1,000, while others preferred not to share 
this information. 

When asked about the parents’ marital status, most 
of the students had married parents as stated by 
86.5% of Lebanese and 58.3% of Syrian students. A 
few Lebanese youths had parents that were separated 
(1.4%), 8.7% divorced, and 3.2% widowed. However, 
the Syrian students reported higher numbers on the 
matter: 2.1% had separated parents, 22.9% divorced 
parents, and 12.5% of the parents were widowed.

Table 2. Family’s income

Lebanese Syrian
% of families with 
income between 
$1,000- $1,500

28.7% -

% of families with 
income between $500 
and $1,000

49% 49%

% of families with 
income less than 
$500

22.2% 22.5%

Table 3. Parents’ marital status

Lebanese Syrian
Married parents 86.5% 58.3%
Separated parents 1.4% 2.1%
Divorces parents 8.7% 22.9%
Widowed parents 3.2% 12.5%

Table 4. Level of education of Lebanese parents

Fathers Mothers
Did not Continue their 
Education

16.7% 12.2%

Completed Elementary 
level 

10.9% 5.3%

Completed 
Intermediate Level

31.4% 31.0%

Completed Secondary 
Level

20.2% 23.5%

Completed Higher 
Education

20.8% 27.9%

Table 4 presents the level of the Lebanese students’ 
parents’ education. Both fathers and mothers had the 
highest frequency in reaching the intermediate level 
(31.4% for fathers and 31% for mothers), and the 
lowest at the elementary level. 20.8% of fathers and 
27.9% of mothers obtained a higher education degree. 
Syrian students were not asked this question; rather 
the focus was on the obstacles faced.

Importance of Education

Both students and parents, whether Lebanese or 
Syrian, believe that education is important. 86.9% 
of Lebanese students enrolled at the secondary level 
consider education to be important, in contrast to 
the 3.3% of students who believe otherwise. These 
students are rarely absent from school, and the 
vast majority believe that they can acquire a higher 
education degree, as 73.4% reported that they are 
confident they have the skills to do so. Additionally, 
the students have a supportive environment, whereby 
60.5% of their peers believe in the importance of 
education, 82% have a good relationship with their 
teachers, 46.9% find their classes interesting, and 
49.9% perceive that they have a positive school 
environment. 

Furthermore, Lebanese students, who dropped out 
of high schools or higher education, participated in 
focus group discussions in the four regions valued 
education.  Most of them agreed that education is 
essential in order to have better opportunities and 
job positions. They believed that continuing their 
education will result in a better economic status, 
allowing them to support their parents financially. On 
the other hand, a considerable number in the Bekaa 
region claimed that in Lebanon, the chances of getting 
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jobs are very low. That is because they see the number 
of unemployed people. Other participants in Beirut 
stated that it would be more beneficial for them to 
work and start making money immediately.

Table 5. Importance of education

Lebanese 
students 
enrolled 
at the 
secondary 
level

Syrian 
students  
enrolled 
at the 
secondary 
level

Consider education to 
be important

86.9% 72.9%

Are confident they 
have the skills to  
acquire a higher 
education degree

73.4% 71.4%

Have a good 
relationship with their 
teachers

82% -

Perceive that they 
have a positive school 
environment

49.9% 45.2%

Similarly, Syrian students at school value education, 
where 72.9% perceive it to be important, while 12.5% 
do not. 67.4% of these students were rarely absent 
from school, and the majority believes that they 
can acquire a higher education degree, as 71.4% 
reported that they are confident they have the skills 
to do so. Additionally, the students have a supportive 
environment, whereby 61.5% of their peers believe in 
the importance of education, 42.9% find their classes 
interesting, and 45.2% perceive that they have a 
positive school environment.

The Syrian youths who dropped out of school 
participated in focus group discussions, and they 
also believe in the significance of education because 
it eradicates issues caused by ignorance. A student 
from the North said, “The war in Syria is all because 
of ignorance, so education will improve the society.” 
 “الحرب بسوريا صارت بسسب الجهل، من شان هيك الزم العلم يحسن
المجتمع”.

Furthermore, the youths believe that through 
education they can be employed in jobs, and thus 
become more involved in their community. The 
participants also stated that education would assist 
them to fulfill their ambitions. According to the 
youth, education is a “lifetime ticket”, an opportunity 
to discover new things, and help them educate 
generations with moral and intellectual benefits, in 
order to develop effective communities. Moreover, 
they stated that education improves cognitive 
development by giving value to the person.

Parents find education to be important because it 
impacts the community and society. The Lebanese 
parents believe that being educated allows a person 
to be open to community members, and gives him/her 
a chance to adapt to developing communities. Most 
of them thought that an uneducated person is useless 
at the social and economic level. One parent, on the 
other hand, believed that most of the students, who 
continued their education, spent useless money and 
are now unemployed. Furthermore, a considerable 
number of parents motivated their children to continue 
learning and have taken advantage of their children 
who dropout, to better know how to deal with their 
other children. All the Syrian parents highly valued 
education and its role in the development of societies. 
A parent residing in the North said, “we request 
education even if it was in China.” نطلب التعليم حتى“ 
 It helps individuals acquire better لو كان في الصين.”
life conditions on all levels. Many even stated that 
they would continue their education if they had the 
chance; and thus, consider their children’s education 
to be essential. Other parents reflected on their own 
experience being illiterate, and hoped for a better life 
for their children. 

The teachers, on the other hand, didn’t perceive that 
students value education. A teacher from the North 
complained that the secondary students have low 
educational standards, and that teachers need to 
teach them how to read and write. Another teacher 
from the Bekaa stated, “The majority of students are 
not valuing education and lacking focused goals.” 
Despite this, the teachers are trying to direct their 
students by highlighting the importance of education. 
Other teachers stressed the importance of education, 
especially for females. They explained that educated 
girls are future leaders, teaching and educating future 
generations. However, it seems that a teacher from 
Beirut didn’t believe in education because he/she 
stated: “The one who can get married these days and 
live happily is the one having a house and money, not 
educational degrees.” يللي قادر يتجوز و يعيش مرتاح هل ايام“ 
هوي لعندو بيت و مصاري مش شهادات٠”
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There is a significant correlation between class 
repetitions and students’ perception regarding the 
importance of education; 85.1% of students, who did 
not repeat their class, agreed that education is very 
important, whereas the rest who repeated their classes 
did not find education as an asset. Furthermore, class 
repetition indicated the students’ intentions to reach 
higher education (P-value = 0.018).

Educational Barriers 

The Lebanese and Syrian students enrolled in 
secondary schools reported different educational 
barriers than those who dropped out. The teachers’ 
perspectives were also included, as they mentioned 
the challenges they think students encounter. 
Furthermore, the Lebanese and Syrian parents 
elaborated on the reasons for their children dropping 
out of school.

Challenges Faced by Secondary Students

The majority of Lebanese students, 74.4%, 
reported bullying, with 74% from their teachers. 
Surprisingly, only 22% of the Syrian students stated 
that they are being bullied by their teachers. Syrian 
secondary students reported a slightly higher rate of 
discrimination from their teachers, 36.6%, compared 
to 24.7% of Lebanese students. Additional obstacles 
faced by Lebanese secondary students included 
the economic situation (37.2%), low grades, failing 
courses (22.8%), and social life difficulties, which 
include family problems and community norms 
(22.6%). As for the Syrian students, 36.6% reported 
always having familial responsibilities, which hinder 
their performance at school. It is important to note 
that both, Lebanese (49.8%) and Syrian (48.8%) 
students, did not complain of having a weak academic 
performance.  

Table 6. Challenges Faced by Secondary Students

Lebanese 
students 

Syrian 
students  

Reported bullying 
from their teachers

74% 22%

Reported 
discrimination from 
their teachers

24.7% 36.6%

Reported having 
family problems

22.6% 36.6%

Did not complain 
of having a 
weak academic 
performance

49.8% 48.8%

Challenges Faced by Youths  
who Dropped Out

Across the four focus groups, the Lebanese 
respondents discussed the various obstacles that 
stood in the way of their education. These challenges 
were the youths’ financial situation, the irrelevance 
of the curriculum, and the teachers’ outlook towards 
them. Most of the youth believe they play a major 
role in financially helping their families because of 
their dire economic situation. A student from Mount 
Lebanon explained that his father has health problems 
and cannot work to support his family; thus, the youth 
must work. Other participants discussed the issues 
they faced with the curriculum and the instructors. 
They believed that the courses were irrelevant to the 
job market. The youth also complained about their 
instructors’ attitudes, their teaching skills, and their 
lack of mentorship. For example, a participant from 
the Bekaa said: “We are always asked to sit in the 
back and not participate as much. Teachers always ask 
new students to focus or else they will end up like us, 
failing.” على طول بقعدونا باآلخر بالصف و ما منشارك. المعلمات“ 
على طول بفهموا التالميذ الجداد انو اذا لتهوا بصيروا متلنا فاشلين”

The Syrian youths who dropped out from the 
secondary or tertiary level shared the same challenge 
as their Lebanese counterparts, the need to work. The 
respondents deliberated their poor living conditions, 
needs for a decent living, and the schools’ high tuition 
fees, which obliges them to secure job opportunities to 
support their family’s expenses, including education. 
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Other challenges that hindered the Syrian youth’s 
education include obtaining official documents, 
bullying, discrimination, and, in the case of those at 
the tertiary level, securing scholarships. Personal and 
official documents such as authenticated certificates, 
equivalency documents, and transcripts are needed 
when applying to almost any educational program. 
These were difficult to obtain due to financial barriers, 
the destruction of reference sites in their home 
country, or because of compulsory enrollment into 
military services. Additionally, respondents discussed 
the unavailability of their records with the United 
Nations, which hinders their access to education. A 
student living in Beirut explained: “I am a student 
with no idea about working with cars, however, I am 
ready to work with anything to get money in order to 
survive, and I keep on applying for programs and work 
opportunities but I’m not getting accepted because 
I have no papers with the UN.” أنا تلميذ ما بعرف شي عن“ 
 الشغل بالسيارات بس مستعد اشتغل بأي شي القدر عيش, بضلني قدم
 عبرامج و أشغال بس ما عم قبلوني ألن ما معي وراق من األمم.”

Participants stated issues in accommodation as well, 
which is reflected in a statistic that showed 85% of 
Syrian refugees face accommodation problems. Many 
respondents reported bullying and discrimination 
experiences. Further, many noted that they are 
incapable of expressing themselves, which leads to 
feelings of depression and anger. 

Youths who dropped out at tertiary level expressed 
their frustration about the unfair distribution of grants 
and scholarships. A participant residing in Bekaa 
explained: “I know so many people who are abusing 
the benefits of scholarships, especially the money 
that is given to students, while there are others who 
desperately need a scholarship such as those who 
only have a year to graduate.” بعرف كتير ناس عمتاخد المنح“ 
 كرمال المصاري، و ناس تانية عندها سنة واحدة لتتخرج و ما عم تاخد
 المنح.”

Challenges Perceived by the Teachers

The teachers reported similar challenges encountered 
by students, mainly financial and psychological, in 
addition to other barriers. Financial and economical 
constraints were repetitive obstacles stated by 
teachers in focus group discussions. Teachers agreed 
that the current economic situation demotivates 
students to complete their education, especially that 

the media is also playing a crucial role in highlighting 
the high unemployment rate, through case studies. 
They added that universities in Lebanon are very 
expensive, and students need financial assistance to 
be able to enroll. Teachers also reported that students 
experience social and psychological challenges. They 
mentioned that they are identifying several cases of 
depression and anxiety among students. Multiple 
causes triggered this anxiety, but one major cause 
was “wasta” (connections), which affects students’ 
perceptions about academic performance as a ticket 
to a better life, and thus creates a case for depression 
and unfaithfulness in the future, for those that lack 
acquaintances and connections.

Teachers stated other challenges that include, lack 
of career guidance, absence of transferrable skills 
in the curriculum, and universities demotivating 
students. Students were unaware of their aspirations 
and skills because of a lack of career guidance and 
counseling. The absence of transferable skills within 
the curriculum made it difficult for the teachers to link 
theory into practice. Furthermore, teachers stated 
that some universities are playing a major role in 
demotivating students, to work hard in high school, 
by offering students alternatives. A teacher living in 
Mount Lebanon elaborated: “Some universities are 
pampering their students to an extent that they would 
give them the exams to solve at home.”في جامعات عم“ 
تدلل تالميذا لدرجة انو يعطوهن االمتحانات عالبيت.”

Parents’ Perspectives on Reasons for 
Dropping Out 

The reasons stated by Lebanese parents were different 
from the Syrians’ as to why their children dropped 
out of school. According to Lebanese guardians, the 
economic situation was not the main reason. In fact, 
only a few parents considered it a barrier. However, 
some mentioned that the economic situation made 
them move their children from a private to a public 
school.  Some parents attributed dropout to society 
and culture by explaining that the fathers did not 
allow their children to continue their education after 
ninth grade, as they thought that a boy should help by 
working, and a girl should get married. A mother from 
Bekaa explained: “After my son finished grade 9, his 
dad forced him to leave school and start working with 
him.” بعد ما خلص ابني الصف التاسع، جبرو بيو يترك المدرسة و“ 
 Other parents associated their children’sيشتغل معو.” 
dropout to society, as they did not receive support 
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from anyone around them. The parents seem to be 
influenced by their surroundings who apparently did 
not support the education of their children, but rather 
encouraged dropping out to work and get married. 
Some parents believed that this generation is very 
stubborn, and whenever they have a thought in mind, 
they need to apply it; therefore, they were making 
decisions and dropping out of school. For example, 
a mother from Beirut said: “My son has made his 
decision that once he will be in the seventh grade, he 
will leave school.” ابني أخد قرار انو بس يوصل لصف السابع، بدو“ 
 Lastly, a parent referred back to how her يوقف مدرسة.”
mother used to force her to go to school, and this is 
why she allows her children to avoid going to school or 
studying.

Unlike their Lebanese counterparts, the Syrian parents 
stated the economic situation is the prominent reason 
for their children dropping out. The majority of the 
parents are unable to afford rising expenses, such as 
accommodation, food, and transportation. They also 
compared the academic costs of Lebanon to Syria, and 
agreed that in Syria, unlike Lebanon, students obtain 
free education. Therefore, this has forced students 
to leave schools and to help their parents at work.  
Similar to the Lebanese, society negatively impacts the 
youths’ education as it is a common perception that 
men should be responsible for the family’s income; 
and thus, oblige their sons to leave school and work. 
A parent strongly believes in this because he/she 
explained: “As parents we allow our daughter to get 
married to save her.””.نحنا اذا زوجنا بنتنا بكون لنخلصها“ Some 
parents agreed that language is the main concern 
when it comes to studying in Lebanon, since in Syria, 
English or French were foreign languages only, and all 
the other subjects (math, science, etc.) were taught in 
Arabic. Other parents stated that some students had 
health problems, such as diabetes, which prevented 
them from continuing school normally. Some parents 
shared security concerns, especially in Bekaa when 
commuting from home to school. For example, 
a parent residing in the Bekaa stated: “My son 
registered in the university, but I didn’t allow him to go 
for security reasons.” ابني مسجل بالجامعة ، بس ما سمحتلو“ 
 Another challenge is not having يروح ألنو ما في أمان.”
official documents that prevent youths from registering 
at educational institutions. Lastly, a parent stated that 
her child was bullied by Lebanese students, which was 
a reason for him/her dropping out. 

Factors that Facilitate the Youths’ Education

The study participants mentioned people and entities 
as facilitators for the youth’s education. Having 
programs and initiatives is also crucial to assist youths 
to continue their education. However, these entities 
are insufficient, and further efforts are needed to 
retain youths at school.

People

The students, Lebanese and Syrian, including those 
who dropped out, and their teachers stated that the 
youths themselves, friends, parents, and teachers 
facilitated their pursuit of education. The Lebanese 
youth explained that they valued education, so they 
worked after school to be able to continue their 
education. Friends also encouraged 61% of Lebanese 
and 54.8% of Syrian students at school to continue 
their education.

Lebanese (47.4%) and Syrian (42.9%) students 
enrolled in schools reported they did not receive 
academic support from their families. However, the 
remainder of this percentage, the majority, stated that 
their parents supported their education. 

Although they dropped out, the Syrian youths assured 
their parents were supporting them to continue their 
education, and thus it was a personal choice. Similarly, 
the teachers reiterated the importance of parents 
being role models for their children; thus, motivating, 
monitoring, and following-up on their achievements. 
A teacher from Mount Lebanon explained: “Definitely 
parents have a critical role towards their children, of 
course this is in case they are living in reality.” أكيد“ 
 االهل عندن دور اساسي اتجاه والدن بس هيدا أكيد اذا عايشين بالواقع.”
However, not all of the teachers believe that parents 
are involved in their children’s education. Parents are 
not giving their children sufficient time and care, which 
is reflected in the parents’ absence from meetings at 
schools. It was reported that 39.9% of Lebanese and 
37.2% of Syrian parents were not involved in school 
meetings. Furthermore, the Lebanese youth who’d 
dropped out supported this argument, whereby the 
majority stated that they were demotivated by their 
families and teachers, who discouraged them from 
continuing their schooling. 
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51.9% of Lebanese and 41.9% of Syrian students 
at school reported they rarely received additional 
academic support from their teachers. However, the 
majority of these youth stated the teachers encouraged 
them to continue their education. The teachers agreed 
their role as mentors is crucial and it influences the 
students’ career choices and life decisions.  A teacher 
tried to motivate his/her students by sharing his/
her personal story: “As a teacher, I gave my own 
experience as an initiative for my students, in which 
I said that I used to study with the lights off because 
warplanes used to bomb the lighted house.” أنا عطيت“ 
 مثل عن تجربتي الخاصة للتالميذ، قلتلن انو كنت ادرس على العتمة ألنوا
الطيارات الحربية كانت تقصف البيوت المضواية.”

Two other teachers from the focus group discussions in 
Beirut explained they tried to counsel and advise their 
students, even on a personal level: “Personally I help 
my students, especially when I hear that they want to 
get married, and I recommend all other teachers to do 
so.” أنا شخصيا بساعد تالميذي و خاصة اذا عرفت انو بدن يتزوجوا، و“ 
بنصح كل االساتذة تعمل هيك.”

Table 7. Effect of people on facilitating youth’s education

Lebanese 
students 

Syrian 
students  

Did not  receive 
academic support 
from their families

47.4% 42.9%

Friends encouraged 
students at school 
to continue their 
education

61% 54.8%

Parents were not 
involved in school 
meetings

39.9% 37.2%

Rarely received 
additional academic 
support from their 
teachers

51.9% 41.9%

Entities

The participants explained that schools, universities, 
scholarship providers, government, and other entities 
are trying to facilitate the youths’ education. 58.3% of 
Lebanese and 68.2% of Syrian students reported their 
schools were offering them guidance on how to pursue 
higher education. However, a few Lebanese students 
stated receiving university and career guidance and 
counseling at their schools. Exceptionally, a teacher in 
Beirut reported the school launched an initiative with 
female students, whereby the girls were exposed to 
different lives and social positions. For example, a girl 
is married at an early age, while another is continuing 
her education. The aim of this initiative was for them 
to realize their responsibility towards an educated 
generation, especially with tough life challenges. عملنا“ 
 مبادرة مع البنات و عطيناهن أدوار حياتية و اجتماعية، لبنت اتجوزت
 عبكير و بنت تانية كفت علما، و الهدف كان انو يحسوا بمسؤوليتن اتجاه
  األجيال المثقفة و خاصة ادام تجارب الحياة الصعبة.”

Teachers from Mount Lebanon and Bekaa stated 
schools and universities motivate students to pursue 
their education by conducting orientation sessions. 
However, the teachers believe this initiative is 
insufficient because it doesn’t focus on the students’ 
needs. The Syrian parents also believe that awareness, 
orientation sessions, and seminars need to be 
modified to include them, so that they are better 
informed on how to guide their children and build a 
safe environment for them at home. 

Although there are scholarships offered to the youth, 
these opportunities are not enough. Firstly, the Syrian 
youths explained that not all of them have access 
and are aware of such opportunities. Secondly, both 
the students and teachers complained that these 
programs benefit a small number of students, leaving 
many more behind. This plays a major role in students 
accepting a glib future of unemployment or joining the 
military service, as an alternative to unemployment. 
Furthermore, 86% of students who applied to higher 
education asked for financial aid (p <0.001).  

Lebanese students who dropped out stated the 
government assists orphaned students, who lost their 
fathers through debt forgiveness programs, guarantee 
their financial stability to continue their education. 
There are other entities that support the youth’s 
nonformal education by offering training sessions 
and workshops. These initiatives are only focused on 
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providing knowledge, instead of skills and practical 
training. One student from Mount Lebanon said: “I am 
totally against these short-term programs, as we are 
not getting a certificate that opens a door for a full-
time job.”.أنا بعارض قطعا البروغرامات لمدة قصيرة النوا ما عم ناخذ“ 
شهادي نقدر نشتغل فيها دوام كامل.”

The participants suggested initiatives they believe 
might assist in retaining youths at school. The 
Lebanese and Syrian students and parents asked for 
more scholarship opportunities. The Syrian youths 
who dropped out had a wide range of requests. 
For example, they asked that the UN offers better 
accommodation because it is a barrier for everything 
in their lives. A female youth residing in Mount 
Lebanon requested to have more activities and 
initiatives in all of the Lebanese regions, and not only 
focus on the Bekaa. Other youths asked for additional 
grants from the UN. Some are requesting to take the 
national official exams in Arabic. Others are asking 
for initiatives to last for more than three months, to 
be able to learn a skill, and perhaps secure a job 
opportunity. 

Lebanese parents requested to have initiatives that 
could help their children in the process of learning and 
acquiring new understandings at school. For example, 
a mother needed someone to help her convince her 
husband to enroll the children back into school. Other 
parents asked for workshops designed for parents to 
learn how to deal with their children in an enhanced 
manner, on an academic level. Some parents in the 
Bekaa suggested that a nonprofit center gives extra 
sessions to students to help them improve their 
academic performance. The Syrian parents requested 
to have initiatives that address the legal issues their 
children face. 

Future Plans

Most of the participants, except for the Lebanese and 
Syrian students at school, stated that youths have 
future plans but they are not educational. For example, 
a teacher in the North explained: “Students’ biggest 
goal is to get enrolled in the army, since they believe 
that it is the only organization offering economic and 
social security for them and their parents, rather than 
being unemployed engineers.” أكبر هدف للتالميذ هو انو“ 
 يلتحقو بالجيش ألنو هو المؤسسة الوحيدة يللي بتضمنن و بتدفعلن
معاشات، بدل ما يصيروا مهندسين و يقعدوا ببيوتن.”

On the other hand, other teachers stated students 
receive an education to be able to leave the country or 
pursue a vocational track, for work or fear of academic 
failure.

87.1% of Lebanese students at school reported that 
they plan on pursuing higher education. However, 
only 25.7% applied to university, of which 64.7% 
applied to the Lebanese public university. Of the 
25.7%, 36.2% were accepted into higher education 
institutions. Similarly, 81.3% of Syrian students are 
planning to pursue a higher education degree. The 
results showed a non-significant correlation between 
students’ sex and their perceptions towards education 
(p= 0.057>0.05). However, the number of males 
planning to continue higher education is greater 
than that of females (467> 301). The Chi-Square 
test show an asymptotic significance of p= 0.028. 
Also, 74.2% of students facing bullying at school 
were planning to reach higher education (p=0.012). 
Additionally, 37.2% of students faced with economic 
obstacles were planning to reach higher education; 
the results were not significant (p=0.741>0.05). In 
conclusion, the Syrian students’ plan to reach higher 
education is significantly correlated with marriage 
(P-value<0.05), language obstacles (P-Value<0.05), 
economic obstacles (P-value<0.05), and legal status 
(P-Value=0.04).

Although they’d dropped-out, some of the Syrian 
youths are planning to continue their education 
abroad. Others aim to work; one example is a youth 
who would like to open his medical laboratory. 
Virtually all the Lebanese youths who dropped out 
aspired to a better future by focusing mostly on 
financial stability. Some students wanted to launch 
their own small businesses, like telephone stores, 
electronics shops, or car repair shops. Others were 



 17ADDRESSING HIGH DROPOUT RATES

concerned about their parents, and wanted to secure 
good career paths. Yet, some participants were not 
optimistic, as claimed by a youth from the North: “In 
Lebanon, even if you complete your studies you won’t 
work in a good place.” بلبنان، حتى ازا خلصت علمك ما بتشتغل“ 
 Some Syrian dropout youths felt the same بمحل منيح.”
as their Lebanese counterparts, and were frustrated 
when answering the question, as they saw themselves 
serving in the Syrian army if the situation remains the 
same, because their residency permits will expire, and 
they will have no sponsors.

The parents, Lebanese and Syrian, had contradicting 
opinions when asked about their children’s plans for 
the future. Some hoped their children would continue 
and finish their education to build a better future, 
gain experience, and secure a better economic status. 
Other parents aspired that their children would travel 
and work in a respectful country. In contrast, there 
were parents who were pessimistic towards their 
children’s future, and believed their children will not 
progress in their lives. For example, a parent from the 
North said: “If my children remain the same, they will 
be in the streets in five years.” بعد خمس سنين، بشوف“ 
والدي بالشارع ازا ضلوا هيك.”

Table 8. Future Plans

Lebanese 
Students

Reported that they plan on pursuing 
higher education

87.1%

Applied to universities 25.7%
% of students who applied to the 
Lebanese public universities from those 
who applied to universities

64.7%

% of students who were accepted to 
higher education institutions from those 
who applied to universities

36.2%

% of students facing bullying at school 
were planning to reach higher education

74.2%

% of students who faced economic 
obstacles and were planning to reach 
higher education

37.2%

NGOs’ Perception of the Challenges Faced 
by Youths

Three interviews were conducted with three local 
NGOs addressing the vulnerable Lebanese and 
Syrian youths’ discontinuation at the tertiary level. 
These organizations reported approximately 15% of 
its beneficiaries dropout from university. The youths 
dropped out for reasons other than financial, such 
as not having a valid residency permit. Factors that 
hindered youths’ access to higher education include 
early marriage, and the need to work to support their 
families. The NGOs also explained that students faced 
challenges, including their inability to assist a large 
number of youths, and not being able to identify all the 
reasons that cause them to dropout. A representative 
of one of the NGOs further stated: “We cannot ask for 
more details, we are not allowed to oblige them to 
continue their education.”
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DISCUSSION

In this paper, we have analyzed the main fears, 
concerns, and challenges of both vulnerable Lebanese 
and Syrian refugee communities regarding moving 
from secondary to tertiary education. After collecting 
both qualitative and quantitative data from four 
Lebanese districts, the North, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, 
and Bekaa, results were consistent with the literature 
on refugees and vulnerable populations’ access to 
education. Based on the data collected from teachers, 
parents, and students, the findings were coherent 
between the three groups. Dropping out of school is 
a complex social issue that has no straightforward 
solution, “Education is the only thing refugees can 
take back home with them” (El Ghali, 2018).

In Lebanon, there is a significant problem in equity 
and fairness (Schleicher, 2018). CRDP (2018) stated 
that despite the students’ circumstances, educational 
outcomes are strictly linked to the students’ abilities, 
will, and effort.  Therefore, students should be 
provided with a safe learning environment to be able 
to be productive. 

Educational Challenges

The high level of commitment and dedication towards 
education among students is one of the reasons 
behind their rare absenteeism from school. However, 
a study in Jordan showed a lack of interest among 
Syrian refugees in school attendance (Alkhawaldeh, 
2018). These findings indicate that schools must 
keep students engaged and motivated to be able to 
enhance their academic performance (UNHCR, 2014).

Moreover, according to OECD analyses (CRDP, 2018), 
students who do not reach Level 2 (on a 6-level scale) 
usually face difficulties in pursuing high school 
studies, college studies, and they will also have a 
hard time finding a decent job. This critical issue is 
causing unemployment and lack of opportunities for 
youth, where the Labor Minister, Mohammad Kabbara, 
mentioned there are approximately 30,000-35,000 
young people who graduate annually from universities, 
while only 5,000 jobs are offered annually. This leaves 
some 30,000 without jobs (Hamadi, 2019).

During the focus group discussions in the different 
regions across Lebanon, students raised the issue 
of their inability to access education. The Lebanese 
education system, specifically the public sector, still 
lacks the resources and capacity to accommodate 
the increasing number of students enrolled, despite 
generously opening the doors to refugee children 
(UNHCR, 2014). As the capacities of schools in 
Lebanon are unable to accommodate this large 
population of Syrian and Lebanese students, 
according to UNHCR in 2014, the number of Syrians is 
now over 400,000, eclipsing the number of Lebanese 
children in public schools. It is essential to provide 
these students with the resources and access to 
schools, to keep them inside the classrooms. 

According to our focus group discussions, some 
families do not know about the opportunities, or 
simply do not consider education options, due to their 
lack of knowledge of the different types of education 
programs. Despite that, the Lebanese higher 
education system has been very welcoming to young 
Syrians, as claimed by El Ghali, but, there are still 
changes that need to occur (Fox, 2019). As a result, 
more services should be dedicated to Syrian students 
in Lebanon, to applaud their presence in Lebanese 
higher education systems. 

Finally, there exists a relationship between gender 
and academic performance. Hewitt (2020) states that 
female participation in higher education has increased 
to 56.6%, which is greater than that of males (44.1%). 
In Lebanon, an increase in the enrollment of females 
in higher education has increased, while that of males 
has slightly decreased in the dominantly rural areas. 
The reason for that relies on the fact that males, being 
traditionally potential breadwinners, tend to dropout 
of school with the aim of providing a better economic 
status for the family, also, due to some parents’ 
perception that advanced education is not required for 
their type of work in these rural areas (UNDP, 1998).
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Prerequisites for Future Plans

The participants shared their concern for the lack 
of training courses that are not being provided by 
centers, which is probably due to the lack of funding 
and logistics available to perform these activities. 
Moreover, students don’t know which majors are 
required in the job market, and how to access higher 
education due to the traditional school system, which 
doesn’t offer this information. Most of the students 
mentioned that their schools are guiding them to 
higher education, but 31.7% and 50.1% respectively 
did not receive career guidance or consultancies on 
the professional level. This is supported by the idea 
that many 15-year-old students are unclear about 
their career paths; they either suggested more than 
two options or none at all, and this reflects their 
insufficient knowledge on the matter (CRDP, 2018). 
Our findings showed the majority of students, who 
are not on track in their education, were in schools 
that were not well equipped to help them complete 
secondary level. This critical issue must be mitigated 
by setting clear policies for career guidance at schools.

Theory and Practice

Teachers have highlighted an issue that none of 
the parents or students mentioned: the inability of 
teachers to link theory to practice; this problem was 
not revealed in the studies conducted previously in 
Lebanon. According to a study conducted by Shaaban 
(2013), language communication educators could 
provide smoother work-weight by restructuring the 
curricula, and training students to sharpen and 
redirect their goals, skills, attitudes, and practices to 
reach their set objectives. This need is a result of the 
new educational expectations, as stated by teachers. 
This lack of practical lessons and training skills among 
teachers in Lebanese schools is, maybe, due to a 
lack resources needed and the budget necessary for 
schools. 

In addition, Shaaban stated that the Lebanese 
curriculum in schools is traditional, outdated, and 
more theoretically driven. For example, a high 
percentage of students in this study reported their 
limited ability to do their homework by themselves. 
Songsirisak and Jitpranee (2019) explained this 
challenge by stating that this is due to teachers not 
explaining the objectives of the homework or what is 
required. 

Private and Public Schools

Private and public schools impact students’ pursuit of 
higher education in different aspects. For example, the 
2018 Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) results show that the number of teachers 
allocated to disadvantaged schools exceed those 
allocated to advantaged schools, in several countries, 
but the teachers tend to have fewer experiences and 
lower qualifications. This difference is remarkable 
between the private and public sectors in Lebanon. 
According to Kobeissy (1999), the private sector is 
more developed than the public sector (CRDP, 2018). 
According to the 2015 PISA science scale, students 
in private schools performed much better (418.30) 
than those in the public schools (353.75) across 
Lebanon, with a mean difference of 64.55 points. This 
difference is statistically significant, where almost all 
of the private schools in Lebanon performed higher 
than public schools, except in the South (CRDP, 
2018). Additionally, by comparing regions, the PISA 
assessment shows that results are much higher in 
Mount Lebanon (without Beirut Suburbs) than in North 
Lebanon (CRDP, 2018). These results indicate a gap 
between the quality of education between private and 
public schools, and an inequity in education across 
the country.

Performance Issues

Due to cultural differences between nationalities, 
a significant reason for Syrian students dropping 
out was foreign language use in Lebanese schools. 
Scholarship students at the tertiary level at the 
American University of Beirut take a yearlong 
preparatory course, including intensive English, 
before they begin their degree courses (Fox, 2019). 
Foreign language as a mode of instruction is one of 
the major problems reported by students in focus 
group discussions. They need to take intensive English 
courses before entering Lebanese universities or high 
schools to be able to understand the content and 
succeed. 

In this study, half of the students from both 
nationalities reported high academic performance, 
despite the barriers and difficulties they face. 
However, these unstable and uncontrollable reasons 
that students face could be maladaptive, since it may 
lead to lower motivation and determination, therefore 
leading to weaknesses in academic achievement. 



These external factors can impact any student, 
especially refugees (Ngunu et al., 2019).

A study conducted by V.N. and Omenyi (2015) 
showed the relationship between class repetition 
and students’ academic performance, which could 
be emotionally damaging and stressful for students, 
resulting in decreased learning, as repeaters develop 
poor self-concept. Haidary (2013) proved that students 
who repeat their classes tend to learn very little during 
the years repeated, compared to non-repeaters. They 
create, in their minds, a negative perception towards 
education and school in such a way that students, who 
repeat once, increase their dropout chances by 40 to 
50%, and the attempt to dropout increases to 90% for 
those repeating for a second time. Teachers perceive 
students view repetition as a kind of punishment, and 
teachers and parents underestimated those reactions 
(Haidary, 2013).

Financial and Documentation Issues

The high population of refugees is one of the issues 
that institutions and NGOs are facing. They are not 
able to provide scholarships or financial support 
to a large number of those who are in need. In the 
academic year 2019, the number of scholarships 
available for Syrian refugees to study in Lebanon 
decreased, as stated by Ben Webster, founder of 
Mosaik, a U.K.-based organization that helps Syrian 
refugees reach higher education in Lebanon and 
Jordan (Fox, 2019). This issue was also reported during 
focus group discussions by students in Bekaa and 
Tripoli, claiming minimal opportunities, and support 
from different organizations. 

While conducting the focus group discussions and 
surveys, Syrian parents and students had more 
concerns and fears, which served as barriers for 
realizing their goals, more than the Lebanese. This 
is due to the financial issue that was shown to be an 
important factor for dropping out among students. 
Around a quarter of college-age Syrians were enrolled 
in Syrian universities, prior to the war in Syria, but 
only six percent of them are now enrolled in Lebanese 
universities (Fox, 2019). 

Moreover, the reason for dropping out among 
breadwinners is due to the long working hours; a 
huge barrier for not attending classes (Wheeler, 

2019).  Another major problem that is limiting access 
to education, despite the scholarships and financial 
support, is the unavailability of documentation that 
all of the interviewed students across Lebanon have 
reported. In reference to our findings and literature 
review, Syrians facing the problem of missing 
academic and identification paperwork, a huge barrier 
to accessing education and attaining future goals. One 
possible solution might be an additional identification 
document that could be used as an entitlement 
to education, or perhaps local and international 
stakeholders can assist and facilitate refugees in 
obtaining their authenticated and certified documents. 

Law and Security Issues

Young Syrians across Lebanon suffer from residency 
issues, such as a lack in residency documents. 
Residency permits are needed for students to register 
in high schools and universities in Lebanon. Syrians 
are unable to move across regions in Lebanon if they 
don’t have their official papers; they will be caught 
by the security checkpoints, as claimed by Jazar 
from LASeR, a non-governmental organization with 
an educational focus based in Tripoli, Lebanon (Fox, 
2019). Another problem facing Syrians is the need to 
have a sponsor, to be able to register and have legal 
accommodation in Lebanon; their registration is not 
feasible in the absence of a sponsor. Interestingly, 
trafficking is adopted through sponsorship; potential 
Lebanese sponsors wait at the Syrian border or the 
airport to sell sponsorships to new arrivals (HRW, 
2016). This is similar to our findings from the focus 
group discussion; sponsors are taking advantage of 
their presence in the country. Syrian refugees should 
be under protection policies, regarding their legal 
documents, which could be adopted in Lebanon with 
international aids and support. These policies will help 
them maintain their legal status, and promote stability 
and peace within the country (HRW, 2016). 
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Support System Challenges

Our findings are consistent with a study conducted 
by Alwerthan in 2016 that aims to study the 
consequences of favoritism on individuals’ 
psychological well-being, from the educators’ 
perspectives. In Saudi Arabia, results show that 
favoritism might be damaging to emotional well-being. 
Favoritism may be an act of corruption, discrimination, 
or other forms of profit (Al Shamari, 2012). It is one 
of the highly reported obstacles, according to our 
findings, where “wasta” (connection) is common 
place, causing students to feel less engaged in 
schools, or to reach higher education. 

Moreover, our findings show a high number of 
students facing discriminatory behavior, and lack 
support from their teachers, who are important 
reasons for dropping out. However, some of these 
participants mentioned the frequent support they 
receive from their teachers to continue education, 
and the positive environment that these teachers are 
providing in schools. Students need frequent support 
and motivation from their teachers, who they consider 
as their role models.  In 2018, PISA’s findings revealed 
that students with low socioeconomic profiles tend to 
have higher scoring in reading assessments when they 
are interested and engaged in their teachers’ classes 
(Schleicher, 2018).

In our study, students considered failure and grades 
as the second barrier to continuing their education. 
Parents have a key role in helping their children 
overcome these challenges. Students’ school 
achievement, learning, motivation, and perseverance 
are positively impacted by their parents’ involvement 
(Menheere & Hooge, 2010). In addition, parental role 
is proven to be an important factor, as students tend 
to repeat their classes, and, as a result, the possibility 
of dropping out increases when they lack parental 
advice (Haidary, 2013). One of the studies conducted 
to examine the academic confidence among students 
shows that 50% of the students have a moderate 
to high level of faith, and the reason behind their 
motivation, as stated, is their parents, friends, 
teachers, and relatives (Amirtha & Shalini, 2013). 
For this reason, this study stresses the importance 
of constant support that needs to be provided to 
students from different levels in society.

Many students fear being bullied by their peers, 
and this is what some parents claimed during the 
interviews. In 2019, Save the Children reported that 
the majority of the children (90%) were bullied at 
school, specifically in the playground (58%) and in 
the classroom (51%) in Lebanon. This may explain 
the reason for high dropouts in schools that must 
be mitigated. PISA (2018) shows that students’ 
relationships at school can assist in identifying their 
dissatisfaction through their expressions of sadness. 
Students who are frequently bullied are more likely 
to skip school, and show signs of poor academic 
performance. Students bullied in high school 
specifically fail to graduate to attain higher education 
(Cornell et al., 2012). A study performed by Save the 
Children (2018) in Lebanon showed that Lebanese 
children are more likely to experience physical and 
cyberbullying but Syrian children are more likely to 
experience verbal bullying, leading to a 12% dropout 
rate.

What is next? 

NGOs across Lebanon exert tremendous efforts 
to provide refugees with access to education and 
scholarships. However, there is a shortage of 
funds and scholarships, as aid agencies worldwide 
strain to spend less than one percent on education 
(Foundation, 2020). Nevertheless, several institutions 
and NGOs have worked on addressing this issue 
among refugees for better access to education 
(Foundation, 2020).  Kiron has raised more than 
$3.3M from crowdfunding campaigns, and has 
enrolled more than 1,000 students (Foundation, 
2020). Many refugees in Lebanon have no access to 
the internet or laptops to attend online free courses, 
which can help to get home education. Another 
institution, World Education Services, is a Canadian 
nonprofit that is piloting a scheme to help refugees 
without documents piece together their portfolios, 
using interviews with professors, tests, and other 
tools to verify their credentials. These reports were 
used by a good number of the 337 candidates to gain 
admission to higher education; others used them for 
licensing with professional licensing bodies in Canada, 
in addition to employment offers (WES, 2019). One 
more program also in Canada, the Student Refugee 
Program, is powered by “World university science in 
Canada”, and has empowered 2,000 refugee students 
to continue their higher education. It allows refugees 



22 

to study in Canada as permanent residents, in addition 
to raising funds and awareness among the community 
(SRP, 2020). This report, if applied in Lebanon, will 
help refugees access education and universities 
where missing documentation will not act as a barrier. 
Students would then be motivated to continue their 
education, as fewer barriers would exist. Our study 
outcomes have shown compatibility with various 
studies done previously, and therefore it provides a 
database for future action plans to be applied in rural 
areas, addressing the high dropout rates and barriers 
to tertiary education in vulnerable communities.
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