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Abstract 

 

The main purpose of this research is to examine refugees’ access to basic and higher 

education in Lebanon through the recognition of their prior learning attainments. This case 

study aims to add value to existing knowledge on refugee education and to provide a better 

understanding of developments in recognition of refugees’ prior learning. It is based on a 

literature review and semi-structured interviews conducted between April and May 2017 in 

Beirut, Lebanon. Interviewees represented organisations working for refugee education 

such as the Government of Lebanon (GoL), UN agencies, international and national NGOs as 

well as Lebanese academics. The research is structured according to a framework developed 

by Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009), which divides challenges to recognition of prior learning of 

refugees into two categories - technical and political.  The findings of this study indicate that 

recognition of refugees’ prior learning is not perceived as a major barrier to basic education 

in Lebanon despite remaining cases where documentation has proven to still be an obstacle 

to access. In higher education, obstacles to recognition of learning are clearly linked to the 

absence of a clear and yet flexible procedure for granting refugees equivalency of their 

academic credentials and to the legal requirements imposed on refugees in the country.  

Overall, the findings show that technical challenges for recognition of learning are similar at 

different levels although some are more pronounced in basic and some in higher education. 

Political challenges are clearly a manifestation of Lebanon’s complex historical and political 

landscape which has also given international donors a leverage over the setting of priorities 

for refugee education. The study further concludes that political challenges are a major 

contributor to technical challenges for refugee education. Based on these conclusions, this 

study argues that only by adapting flexible, context-sensitive solutions to recognition of 

refugees’ prior learning and by reframing the discourse surrounding displacement from 

burden to potential, can remaining barriers to education access in Lebanon be addressed.  

 

Key words: refugee education, recognition, Lebanon 
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Introduction  

 

The Syrian conflict, starting in 2011, has drawn international attention to the situation of 

refugees in Syria’s direct neighbouring countries of Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, and Turkey. 

Lebanon, with an estimated regular population of 4 million, currently hosts over 1.5 million 

Syrian refugees (MEHE, 2016a). This number, however, does not provide the whole picture. 

Due to domestic political reasons, there has not been an official census since 1932.  In 

addition, in 2015 the Government of Lebanon (GoL) ordered the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to stop registering births of Syrian refugees.   It is, 

therefore, difficult to estimate the actual number of refugees not registered with UNHCR 

and of refugee children currently outside the Lebanese education system.  

 

The Lebanese education system had been plagued by chronic weaknesses even before the 

start of the Syrian war in 2011 (MEHE, 2016a). As a result, public schools currently cover 

only around 30 per cent of the student population with the majority of Lebanese students 

enrolled in private institutions (AUB, 2016). Since the onset of the conflict in Syria, even 

more Lebanese parents have taken their children out of the public education system. 

Between the 2011/12 and 2013/14 academic years, the number of Lebanese students in 

public schools reduced by 6.1 per cent (AUB, 2016).  Among the school-age refugees 

registered with UNHCR, only 202,259 children (41 per cent) were enrolled in public schools 

in school year 2016/17 (Education Sector Dashboard, 2017). 

 

In response to the influx of Syrian refugees into Lebanon, the Ministry of Education and 

Higher Education (MEHE), supported by the UN, announced that starting with the academic 

year 2015/16, basic education would be free of charge for all Lebanese and non-Lebanese 

children up to grade 9 (MEHE, 2016a). The ‘Back to School’ campaign was launched as a 

result by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) to encourage parents to enroll their 

children in public schools. The initiative is guided by the Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017-

2020 (LCRP) and the Reaching all Children with Education 2017-21 (RACE II) education 

strategy, which were developed with the support of the UN. These policies are part of a UN-

led regional response to the refugee crisis resulting from the conflict in Syria. 

 

Despite these positive developments, barriers to education access still remain for refugees 

in Lebanon. Evidence shows that barriers to access include, among others, the cost of 

transportation and school supplies (Shuayb et al., 2016, NRC, 2016; Culbertson and 

Constant, 2015; Bartels and Hamill, 2014), child labour (Human Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, 

UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015) and administrative barriers (NRC, 2016; Save the Children, 2014; 

Watkins and Zyck, 2014). Administrative barriers are reported to comprise both the 

requirement of Syrians to possess residency permits as well as non-academic and academic 

documentation. Academic documentation refers to education credentials such as 
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qualifications, certificates, diploma or titles gained by displaced students in their home 

countries.  

 

In general, recognition of education credentials of refugees is under-researched (IIEP, 2009).  

Existing literature examining recognition arrangements for refugees globally provides mainly 

perspectives of international stakeholders (UN, NGOs) with a focus on basic education and 

on camp settings. Research examining recognition of refugee learning in Lebanon is 

captured in a recent regional analysis which, however, provides few details on existing 

recognition procedures (see UNICEF, 2015b). With the recent influx of Syrian refugees into 

Lebanon, the focus of existing literature on education access for refugees is predominantly 

examining the situation of Syrian refugees. There is limited research on education of 

Palestinian or Iraqi refugees, with most reports being descriptive rather than analytical.  

 

To address these gaps, this study examines recognition of refugees´ prior learning in basic 

and higher education in Lebanon. It is well acknowledged that ‘access’ alone does not 

guarantee ‘quality’ of the education process or outcomes. It is, however, one of the first 

steps in gaining the opportunity to learn and develop one’s potential through formal 

education. This study therefore aims to examine education access through recognition of 

prior learning of refugees in Lebanon.  

 

The questions guiding this research are the following: 

 

• What are the processes currently in place to recognise education credentials of 

refugees in Lebanon?  

• Is recognition of prior learning a problem for refugees in Lebanon?  

• What are the main technical and political challenges to recognising refugee learning 

attainments in Lebanon? 

• What lessons can be drawn from Lebanon’s refugee experience for recognising 

refugee learning worldwide? 

 

Answering these questions will help to reach the second aim of this research which is 

broader than the first aim. It is to add value to existing knowledge on refugee education 

and to provide a better understanding of developments in recognition of prior learning of 

refugees. Generally, refugee movements add a layer of complexity to national education 

planning. This is often the case because of unforeseen escalations of conflicts and ensuing 

refugee flows, or because of underlying political reasons. That is why preparedness in the 

form of established and operationalized mechanisms to recognise partial or missing 

academic documentation is crucial to ensure that refugee learners can gain access to 

education, which will help them cope with their displacement and provide hope for the 

future.  
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This paper focuses on Lebanon as a case study in the Middle East. It enriches the existing 

literature by providing insight into the way a major refugee-hosting country is dealing with 

education access for the displaced. Given the scope of this research, this study is limited to 

examining refugee access to basic education and higher education. It is based on a literature 

review and field research conducted between April and May 2017 in Beirut, Lebanon.  The 

field research comprised of semi-structured interviews to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the research topic. Interviewees represented organisations working for 

refugee education such as the Government of Lebanon (GoL), UN agencies, international 

and national NGOs as well as individuals active in academia. An effort was made to give a 

voice to GoL representatives to add to existing literature predominantly presenting UN and 

NGO perspectives on recognition of refugee learning attainments.  

 

The paper is structured starting with an introduction to the theoretical basis (human rights) 

and key definitions of this research.  This is followed by a literature review which examines 

research dealing with refugees’ access to education and the recognition of their education 

credentials in developing countries and in Lebanon.  The literature review is followed by a 

methodology chapter including a description of methods, parameters and ethical 

considerations of this study. The findings of this research reflect the framework developed 

by Talbot in Kirk (2009). As such, the findings section is divided into technical and political 

challenges for recognition of refugee learning attainments in basic and higher education. 

Based on the findings, conclusions are drawn and two points for considerations are made in 

the last two chapters of this paper.  
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1. Research framework   

1.1 Theoretical underpinnings: Human rights  

Human rights form the theoretical basis of this research. Since the international community 

– including UNHCR, UNICEF, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) – play a key role in supporting the Government of Lebanon 

(GoL) in providing access to education for refugees, the human rights lens is used to 

examine Lebanon’s adherence to international treaties and its commitment to fulfilling its 

human rights obligations towards refugees in Lebanon. 

 

The creation of the international human rights legal framework started with the formulation 

of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which was established in 1948 as a 

“common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations” (UN, 1948). The 

fundamental principle of human rights is that all humans are right holders. Human rights are 

universal with no right more important than another. Rights cannot be denied or given up 

voluntarily and right bearers are equal in their common humanity (Ruhs, 2013). The 

universality of human rights is, however, contested by some who argue that imposing 

international treaties on countries has failed to accomplish its objectives (Posner, 2014).  

Among the many countries that have committed to such treaties is GoL which is signatory to 

the following international human rights instruments:   

 

• Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960) 

• International Covenant on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965) 

• International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 

• Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 

• Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979) 

 

Notably, Lebanon is however a not signatory to the 1951 Convention on the Status of 

Refugees which in Article 22 states that: 

 

Contracting States shall accord to refugees treatment as favourable as possible, and, 

in any event, not less favourable than that accorded to aliens generally in the same 

circumstances, with respect to education other than elementary education and, in 

particular, as regards access to studies, the recognition of foreign school certificates, 

diplomas and degrees, the remission of fees and charges and the award of 

scholarships. 

 

Similarity, UDHR declares in Article 26 that “everyone has a right to education” (UN, 1948). 

Education as a human right is often considered an economic, social or cultural right, and 
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sometimes referred to as social or welfare right. According to the Standard Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy (2014), these rights are sometimes considered as “desired goals but not really 

rights”.  This notion was contested by Tomaševski (2001) who argued that education is 

equally a political and civil right and embodies both individual and collective rights. She 

further contended that the grounding of human rights in international law, which is often 

translated into national legislation, gives economic, social and cultural rights their necessary 

‘weight’ by making them obligations, thereby providing right holders with a remedy for 

alleged violations. The notion that legislation changes the way in which human rights are 

perceived is also supported by Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi (2006).  Further, Tomaševski 

(2001) defined ways to consider education as right, namely the rights to education, rights in 

education and rights through education.  The right to education is often examined on the 

basis of availability of resources and elimination of barriers to accessing education. Rights in 

education focus on measures taken to make education acceptable and adaptable to children 

with different needs. Lastly, rights through education focus on the wide socio-economic 

circumstances that affect education outcomes.  

 

 

This framework is helpful when analysing policies dealing with education for refugees in 

Lebanon. In response to the continuing Syria crisis, the GoL and the UN launched the 

Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017-2020 (LCRP) as an integrated approach to providing 

humanitarian and stabilisation interventions for vulnerable communities in the country. 

LCRP was established to serve as an umbrella framework covering all sectors including 

education. In addition, the MEHE published the second sectoral education strategy entitled 

‘Reaching all Children with Education’ 2017-21 (RACE II) which sets out a plan for the 

support of education for refugees and host-communities.  It states that one of its strategic 

shifts, as compared with RACE I1, is its alignment “with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, in particular Goal 4 on Education, to which the Government of Lebanon is 

fully committed”(MEHE, 2016a:3). This serves as a clear indication that current education 

plans in Lebanon aspire to be in line with the human rights and equality agenda. 

Based on Tomaševski’s conceptual framework (2001), a word analysis (Table 2) reveals the 

current emphasis on accessibility and therefore the right to education, rather than rights in 

and through education, in the policies guiding the Syria refugee response in Lebanon.  

                                                        
1 Reaching all Children with Education (RACE I) was the sectorial education strategy published by the Ministry 
of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) in 2014 outlining a plan to support education for refugees and 
host-communities in Lebanon.  RACE I has been replaced by RACE II (2017-21), which is currently guiding GoL’s 
refugee education response.   
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Table 2: Frequency of the 4As as found in LCRP and RACE II 

 4As LCRP RACE II 

Right to Education  

 

Availability 88 14 

Accessibility 328 29 

Right in Education  Acceptability 15 1 

Adaptability 14 0 

Right through 

Education  

This is also reflected in the first education outcome presented in LCRP and RACE II which is 

to create an “enhanced access to, and demand from children youth, and their caregivers, for 

equitable formal or regulated non-formal education” (MEHE, 2016a; 2017, italics added). 

By focusing on recognition of learning, this research examines the right to education in 

greater detail. It considers the GoL’s commitment to providing access to education by 

examining the education policies and practices in refugee education in Lebanon. To 

approach the analysis in a systematic manner, this research is based on political and 

technical challenges identified by Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009). Table 3 shows a list of 

challenges that have been identified by Talbot based on an analysis of case studies looking 

at recognition of learning through education credentials in the context of displacement. 

These challenges guided the development of interviews and questionnaires for this 

research.  
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Table 3: Political and technical challenges for the recognition of refugee learning 

Technical challenges  Political challenges 

• differences in curriculum between 

different jurisdictions   

• difficulties in establishing 

equivalences because of multiple 

certifying institutions or language 

barriers 

• absence of standards and operating 

procedures 

• issues of authenticity of student 

qualifications 

• lack of clarity about procedures 

among students and parents 

• unqualified or unaccredited teachers,  

• rigidity of examination timetables 

• documentation required 

• examination fees 

• cost and time of administering 

examinations 

• physical security and access to 

examination centres 

 

 

• issues of national sovereignty, and 

guarding of national authority in 

relation to education 

• military, ideological or other political 

opposition 

• funding and staffing challenges of 

relevant authorities  

• abuse of power and corruption 

 

Source: Adapted from Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009)  

To set the stage for presenting the findings of this research, the following section will 

provide brief definitions of key terms used in the study.  

1.2 Definitions 

➢ What kind of ‘education’? 

According to the Eurostat glossary “[…] education refers to any act or experience that has a 

formative effect on an individual's mind, character, or physical ability. In its technical sense, 

education is the formal process by which society, through schools, colleges, universities and 

other institutions, deliberately transmits its cultural heritage and its accumulated 

knowledge, values and skills to the next generation” (2016:n.a).   

 

This research focuses on the technical understanding of ‘education’ as meaning that which 

is provided through the formal system at basic and higher education levels in Lebanon. It is 
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well acknowledged that education encompasses a wide range of learning experiences inside 

and outside of classrooms.  However, there is a limited availability of research on non-

formal and informal learning, and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) in 

Lebanon. UNICEF for example, concludes that “little analysis has been made in relation to 

post-basic opportunities that are available for Syrian refugee youth. This is coupled with 

fragmentation and issues of quality and market relevance of existing TVET service provision” 

(2016:10). A stakeholder consultation by UNICEF and ILO (2016:9) substantiates this claim 

and adds that “there is a lack of clear and common definitions among partners working in 

the Syria crisis response on what constitutes TVET interventions […].” Given the limited 

research on non-formal education and TVET, a pragmatic approach focusing on the formal 

system, was chosen to ensure that this work can build on existing knowledge and add value 

within its limited scope.  

 

A pragmatic approach also guided the choice of focus in terms of public versus private 

education. Despite the fact that the public education system covers only around 30 per cent 

of children in basic education in Lebanon (MEHE, 2016), the focus on the public sector is 

justified by the fact that the majority of refugees who  go to school attend public schools. In 

higher education, the focus is on public and private provision because universities in 

Lebanon are highly privatised with only one public university, the Lebanese University, 

operating in the country.  To sum up, the focus of this research is on compulsory basic 

education as meaning primary education (Grades 1-6) and lower secondary education  

(Grades 7 -9), and higher education as meaning university education. Since upper 

secondary education (Grades 10-12) is not compulsory and little research is available on 

secondary education in general, it is not the focus of this study.  

 

➢ Who is considered a ‘refugee’ in this study? 

In this research, the term ‘refugee’ is used as an umbrella term to refer to all non-Lebanese 

people displaced by conflict in their home countries, primarily Syrians, Palestinians and 

Iraqis.  Due to domestic political reasons, there has not been an official census since 1932 in 

Lebanon. Therefore, it is difficult to obtain reliable statistics of displaced people of different 

nationalities. Since the start of the 2011 Syria war, refugees from Syria have taken centre 

stage in the national and international discourse. However, there are also an estimated 

400,000 Palestinians and 40,000 Iraqis in Lebanon  (Trad and Frangieh, 2007).  UNHCR 

defines a refugee as “someone who has been forced to flee his or her country because of 

persecution, war, or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons 

of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group.[…]” 

(UNHCR, 2017). Although Lebanon is not signatory to UN Refugee Convention (1951), the 

term ‘refugee’ is used following UNHCR’s definition as referring to those who came to 

Lebanon as a result of conflict and persecution and expanded to include those who were 

born in Lebanon to parents who fled conflict and are not considered nationals according to 
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Lebanese law. The UNHCR definition is used in this research because most literature 

concerning refugees in Lebanon is based on this definition.  

 

➢ What is meant by ‘recognition of learning’? 

Through schooling, citizens of their own countries normally acquire recognised education 

credentials. These can be understood as qualifications, certificates, diploma or titles that are 

“awarded by a competent body and [that] show that an individual has achieved learning 

outcomes to a given standard.” A qualification confers official recognition of the value of 

learning outcomes in the labour market and in education. It can be a legal entitlement to 

practise a trade” (IOM, 2013:21). Education credentials can be obtained through a process 

comprising  (1) learning, (2) assessment, (3) validation, (4) certification/ qualification and (5) 

recognition. To re-enter an education system, academic credentials are usually assessed to 

determine (6) equivalency. In this study, the above-mentioned terms are understood as 

follows: 

1. Learning: Acquisition and mastery of knowledge, skills and competences through 

formal, non-formal and informal education (adapted from Keevy and Chakroun, 

2015) 

2. Assessment: Process of appraising knowledge, skills and competences of an 

individual against predefined criteria (adapted from CEDEFOP, 2011) 

3. Validation: Confirmation by a competent body that knowledge, skills and 

competences acquired by an individual in a formal, non-formal or informal setting 

have been assessed against predefined criteria and are compliant with the 

requirements of a validation standard (adapted from CEDEFOP, 2011). 

4. Certification/qualification: The process of issuing an academic credential formally 

attesting that knowledge, skills and competences acquired by an individual have 

been assessed and validated by a competent body (adapted from CEDEFOP, 2011). 

5. Recognition:  Acceptance by an outside party of the validity and worth of an 

academic credential (adapted from INEE Term Bank). 

6. Equivalency: The comparison of one academic credential with another based on a 

curriculum comparison that enables the degree of similarity to be established 

(adapted from Keevy and Chakroun, 2015). 

This study examines the process of granting access through recognition and establishing 

equivalencies of education credentials in basic and higher education in Lebanon and asks if 

other barriers remain for refugees to access education in Lebanon. The focus of this 

research is therefore on access to education through recognition and equivalency 

procedures. 

The following section gives a brief overview of the methodology, including methods, 

parameters and ethical considerations, guiding this research.  
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2. Landscape review  

2.1 Global discourse  

Are obstacles in the recognition of prior learning an acknowledged barrier for refugee 

education?   

 

Given the often unanticipated and politically complex nature of refugee situations, it is a 

challenge to collect reliable data that could form the basis for formulating priorities for 

refugee education (Dryden-Peterson, 2011).  The responsibility for collecting data and 

advocating for refugee education is also not always clear-cut. While UNESCO is the UN 

agency mandated with promoting education at global level, UNICEF is the organisation that 

responds to refugees’ basic education needs in many developing countries. UNHCR protects 

and assists most refugees, stateless and IDPs worldwide, while UNRWA is responsible for 

education of many Palestinian refugees in camps and settlements. 

 

To get a sense of the place of the recognition of refugees’ learning attainments within global 

education priorities, is important to consider the same within the content of the work of UN 

agencies supporting refugee education. The following are the most recent key documents 

on global refugee education: 

• UNHCR. (2016). Missing out: Refugee education in crisis. Geneva: UNHCR  

• UNHCR and UNESCO. (2016). No more excuses: provide education to all forcibly 

displaced people. Policy Brief. Global Monitoring Report. Paris: UNESCO 

• UNRWA. (2016). Schools on the frontline. Amman: UNRWA  

• Dryden-Peterson, S. (2011). Refugee Education - A Global Review. Geneva: UNHCR  

• UNESCO. (2011). The hidden crisis: Armed conflict and education. Paris: UNESCO 

Despite the recent shift from ‘access’ to ‘quality’ in the global education discourse, an 

analysis of the documents reveals that access still remains a primary concern for UN 

agencies working on refugee education. For example, UNHCR acknowledges that “access to 

education is at the heart of [its] mandate” (2016a:4) and UNRWA “calls on all relevant 

actors to guarantee children’s safe access to schools” (2016:14). Secondly, there is a clear 

emphasis on the need to integrate refugees in the host countries’ education systems 

instead of creating parallel structures for the displaced.  For example, UNESCO and UNHCR 

call on countries and their international partners to “ensure that internally displaced, 

asylum seeking and refugee children and youth are included in national education plans, 

[…]” (2016:2) and UNHCR urges host countries to “effectively include refugees in national 

education systems and multi-year education sector plans”(2016:46). Thus, integration of 

refugees into existing education structures is recognised as a way to ensure that refugees 

“obtain recognised qualifications” (UNHCR, 2016:18) in their host countries. UNESCO also 

emphasises the role of the countries of origin in recognising returnees’ learning attainments 
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by creating “systems for the certification of education obtained in other countries” 

(2011:225).   

The UN is of course not the only body supporting refugee education. There is a plethora of 

governmental bodies, international and national non-government organisations (NGOs), 

civil society organisations (CSOs), and companies that work on refugee education across the 

world. Bringing many of them together is the INEE, the Inter-Agency Network for Education 

in Emergencies, which has developed the INEE Minimum Standards for Education. These 

Guidelines emphasize the need for “curricula [to be] ideally […] acceptable in both the 

country of origin and the host country, to facilitate voluntary repatriation. This requires 

substantial regional and inter-agency coordination, taking into account, for example, 

language competencies and recognition of examination results for certification”(INEE, 

2010:78). Refugee teachers also need recognition of their training. INEE draws attention to 

the need for “approval and accreditation by education authorities […] to ensure quality and 

recognition of teacher training in the emergency through to recovery” (2010:85). More 

explicit reference to recognition of teacher qualifications is made by Dryden-Peterson who 

recommends that strategies are developed in “partnership with local institutions that allow 

formal recognition of teacher qualifications […]” (2011:81). Recognition of academic 

credentials of both students and teachers emerges as a key policy concern for the 

integration of refugees.  

Integration of refugees into host countries’ education systems has evolved as the preferred 

option advocated by UN agencies, in order to ensure refugees can continue their education 

while in exile, and at the same time, to prevent integration problems in the future. How to 

incorporate teachers, who are themselves refugees, into national education and the 

recognition of their academic credentials is also a concern. The need for recognition and 

equivalency arrangements between countries is acknowledged but no practical steps or 

approaches are provided in developing such systems.  There is no clear guidance in these 

documents on the role of different stakeholders in establishing equivalency systems or 

mechanisms for credential evaluation, or the different challenges or approaches that might 

be needed at different education levels and in different settings.   

 

Based on these gaps, this research examines processes currently in place in Lebanon for 

recognizing refugees’ prior learning. It is hoped that by adding knowledge of current 

practices, the conversation on recognition arrangements can be taken forward and practical 

solutions for the improved recognition of refugee qualifications can be developed as a way 

to facilitate preparedness and education planning in refugee hosting countries.  

 

With this purpose, the following section examines existing research on recognition of prior 

learning in relation to displacement in and from developing countries.   
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2.2 Building on experiences from developing countries  

What does the literature tell us about the recognition of refugees’ prior learning?  

 

Research on recognition of refugee learning in middle and low-income countries is limited. 

The most comprehensive publication on this topic, entitled Certification counts. Recognizing 

the learning attainments of displaced and refugee students, was edited by Jackie Kirk and 

published by the UNESCO International Institute of Educational Planning (IIEP) in 2009. The 

study provides an overview and analysis of factors affecting recognition processes and 

documents case studies from several developing countries. When reviewing existing 

literature, it becomes clear that this publication has been referenced extensively in more 

recent work, such as in UNICEF (2015) and Steele (2016). Annex 1 provides an overview of 

research conducted thus far on recognition of prior learning in relation to displacement, 

including case studies from Kirk (ed.) (2009).  

 

An analysis of the available literature reveals the following threads: 

 

• Regional focus: The identified studies describe cases from Asia (Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Russia, Thailand), Africa (Côte d’Ivoire, Kenya, Guinea, DRC, Rwanda, 

Liberia), and more recently from the Middle East (Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt, Jordan, 

Turkey).  The research conducted in the Middle East, which is in response to regional 

refugee flows resulting from the 2011 Syria crisis, focuses on recognition of prior 

learning of Syrian refugees.  

 

 

• Perspective: The view presented in the available literature is predominantly that of 

non-governmental education providers (e.g.,IRC, ZOA Refugee Care Thailand), and 

the nature of existing research is qualitative and based on interviews with service 

providers and grey literature. More research is also published by international 

organisations (IIEP, UNICEF MENA) rather than academic institutions. Given the 

limited literature, unpublished Masters’ theses are also considered in this mapping 

(such as Buckland, 2006 and Heller, 2010). 

 

• Setting: The available research focuses on cases where credentials are provided 

through parallel education systems, established in response to cross-border flows of 

refugees, and efforts to facilitate recognition by the host country, for example in 

Sawade (2009) and Gerstner (2009), or by the country of origin, for example IRC 

(2009a). In fewer cases, recognition processes are explored within one country in 

relation to IDPs such as in IRC Northern Caucasus (2009) and Steele (2016);  
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As a result of this mapping, it can be concluded that research on recognition of refugee 

learning in middle and low-income countries is in its infancy with most case studies 

conducted around 2009 and more recently between 2015 and 2016. The available studies 

document practical issues and solutions developed predominantly by non-governmental 

education providers to facilitate recognition of their credentials and establish equivalencies 

in home or host countries’ education systems. The research work is explanatory rather 

than theoretical in nature and does not elaborate on details related to technical aspects of 

recognition and qualification processes.  The only recent study that examines the 

recognition of credentials of Syrian refugees in Lebanon (UNICEF, 2015a) is broad and short 

on details in relation to recognition processes in the country.   

 

Based on the identified literature gaps, this research aims to add to available knowledge on 

recognition of refugee learning in the Middle East by focusing on Lebanon. Its objective is to 

enrich existing literature by providing perspectives of different stakeholders – including the 

GoL – and by examining their current practices in integrating refugees into the public 

education system. Building on the two case studies by Chelpi-den Hamer (2011) and Sawade 

(2009) that present some host country experiences of integrating refugees into the public 

education systems, it will examine some of the realities of the integration approach 

advocated by UN agencies.  

 

Having examined research which focuses on developing countries, the following section 

looks more closely at research conducted on refugee education in Lebanon and identifies 

the role of recognition in accessing education that emerges from existing reports.  

2.3 Literature on Lebanon 

 Is recognition of prior learning a barrier for refugees’ education? 

 

With the onset of the 2011 Syria crisis, international focus arguably shifted to providing 

support for the displaced in and beyond the Lebanon. Education provision for Syrian 

refugees has been examined extensively especially in Syria’s neighbouring countries - 

Lebanon, Iraq, Turkey and Jordan. With Lebanon hosting an estimated 1.5 million refugees 

(MEHE, 2016b), refugee education has received its fair share of scrutiny in the country. 

Challenges to access and quality of education provision in Lebanon have been identified as: 

 

• Administrative barriers (NRC, 2016; Save the Children, 2014; Culbertson and 

Constant, 2015; Human Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015; Watkins 

and Zyck, 2014) 

• Cost of transportation and school supplies (Shuayb et al., 2016, NRC, 2016; 

Culbertson and Constant, 2015; Bartels and Hamill, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 

2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015; Watkins and Zyck, 2014) 
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• Child labour (Culbertson and Constant, 2015; Bartels and Hamill, 2014; Human Rights 

Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015) 

• Child marriage (Human Rights Watch, 2016a) 

• Healthcare and psycho-social needs (Human Rights Watch, 2016a) 

• Lack of remedial support (Shuayb et al., 2016) 

• Lack of sanitation facilities (Human Rights Watch, 2016a) 

• Language barriers (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014; Culbertson and Constant, 2015; British 

Council; Human Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015; Watkins and 

Zyck, 2014; British Council, 2016)  

• Rigid curriculum (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014; Shuayb et al., 2016; Culbertson and 

Constant, 2015) 

• Physical and verbal abuse (Save the Children, 2014; Bartels and Hamill, 2014; Human 

Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015) 

• Safety and security (Shuayb et al., 2016; NRC, 2016; Bartels and Hamill, 2014; Human 

Rights Watch, 2016a) 

• Teacher quality (Culbertson and Constant, 2015) 

• Under-resourced, overcrowded or far-away schools (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014; 

Culbertson and Constant, 2015; Human Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 

2015) 

To better understand the issues and challenges associated with the recognition of prior 

learning, one needs to unpack administrative barriers which have been highlighted as 

preventing Syrian refugees from accessing public education in Lebanon. Administrative 

barriers refer to both the requirement of Syrians to possess permits as well as academic and 

non-academic documentation.  According to Amnesty International, it is difficult to obtain a 

residency permit, required for Syrians who entered Lebanon before 5 January 2015, 

“because of the onerous process of obtaining documents, the annual fee of US$200 and the 

requirement that applicants pledge, in some cases, not to work and, in others, to find a 

Lebanese sponsor” (2016:2). The irregular status resulting from this regulation has 

reportedly prevented Syrian families from registering births, deaths and marriages as well as 

obtaining government health care and sitting official school exams (Culbertson and 

Constant, 2015).  “Both Syrian and Palestinian refugees from Syria living in Lebanon have 

also reported arranging for children to return briefly to Syria to sit official exams. They do so 

either because the children had no residency permits in Lebanon and so could not take the 

exams or because children found the curriculum in Lebanon difficult.” (Save the Children, 

2014:25). According to Shuayb, many Syrian refugee students who arrived in Lebanon 

without official transcripts in 2011 and 2012 “were forced to drop out as they did not meet 

the entry requirements” (2016:39).  

 

In comparison to studies examining the situation of Syrian refugees, there is comparably 

little recent research examining barriers to education for non- Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 



 22 

UNRWA supports Palestinian refugees registered with the organisation and the Lebanese 

authorities, non-registered Palestinian refugees (those only registered with UNRWA), non–

ID Palestinian refugees (those with no registration at all) as well as Syrian Palestinians who 

arrived in Lebanon since the start of the 2011 conflict. In a 2016 report, UNHCR states that 

Palestinians are denied access to public schools in Lebanon and are therefore limited to the 

69 UNRWA schools, in addition to private schools which are unaffordable for most (UNHCR, 

2016d).  The discussion of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon seems to centre on low quality 

resulting in dropouts. Shauyb (2014: 18) argues that “whilst UNRWA has ensured ‘equal 

access’ to education for Palestinian refugees, there appears to be a challenge in promoting 

the quality of education and most importantly addressing the socio-economic and cultural 

injustice, which undermines the educational attainments of students. Al Hroub (2011:6) 

acknowledges that “Palestinian students in Lebanon do not tend to dropout for one single 

reason” and points to key drop-out factors such as child labor, Lebanese labour laws, early 

marriage, school infrastructure, resources, and educational policies.  While socio-economic 

circumstances often prevent Lebanese Palestinians from completing primary or secondary 

education, irregular legal status is highlighted as a barrier to access for Syrian Palestinians 

who are prevented from registering for exams and obtaining official school certificates 

(UNHCR, 2016d). Information concerning Iraqi refugees in Lebanon is limited to articles 

rather than in-depth studies and focuses on their legal status. 

2.4 Basic and higher education in Lebanon 

What is the state of research on recognition of refugee learning in Lebanon? 

 

Research on the basic education provision for Syrian refugees in Lebanon focuses on the 

primary level while in some cases it includes discussions of both primary and secondary 

education, such as in Ahmadzadeh, 2014 or Human Rights Watch, 2016a. No studies focus 

solely on secondary education or with examining barriers to access for refugees at 

secondary level were identified. Since there is less research on non-Syrian refugees in 

general, the existing studies often elaborate on different socio-economic barriers, including 

for education, but without examining secondary education in more detail. This state of 

research might reflect the GoL and donor priorities for refugee education in Lebanon. 

According to UNHCR (2016a), out of 81,239 adolescents (15-18) registered with the 

organisations, only 3,313 were enrolled in formal secondary education or technical and 

vocational education and training (TVET) in the school year 2015/16. These numbers 

compare to 132,695 out of 280,527 primary school-age (6-14) children in the same year. The 

focus on primary education might however be shifting towards secondary and post 

secondary education. A RACE I review notes that “barely any progress was made in 

secondary school enrollments” (Jalbout, 2015:4)  and calls for increase in funding for 

secondary (and early childhood) education. In a strategic paper on the education response 

to the Syria crisis, UNICEF acknowledges that “little analysis has been made in relation to 
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post-basic opportunities that are available for Syrian refugee youth” (2016:10) and indicates 

efforts underway to improve post-basic provision.  

There is evidence that progress has been made in relation to supporting refugees’ access to 

higher education (Watenpaugh et al., 2014).  There are several initiatives, including 

scholarship programmes and technology-based initiatives that have emerged to support 

refugees’ access to universities in Lebanon. These have been categorized into five 

modalities: (1) programmes with a physical presence amongst affected populations, (2) host 

community and (3) international scholarship programmes, (4) online learning platforms, and 

(5) information sharing platforms (Gladwell et al., 2016). In general, there is limited 

literature on higher education for refugees in Lebanon. Most recent reports focus on the 

situation of Syrian refugees in relation to higher education in general (for example Wit and 

Altbach, 2016) and in Lebanon (Watenpaugh et al., 2014; El-Ghali and Berjaoui, 

unpublished). No recent research on higher education of refugees other than Syrians in 

Lebanon was identified. The available work makes some reference to the recognition of 

refugee learning in general (Anselme and Hands, 2010) but without giving any clear details 

or recommendations for Lebanon.  Some public information on the documentation required 

to access higher education in Lebanon is available online in English at www.refugees-

lebanon.org.  

 

Having examined the recognition of prior learning in Lebanon through the lens of refugee 

education and by looking at the situation of basic and higher education more specifically, 

the following conclusions can be drawn for the state of literature on refugee education and 

recognition of refugees’ education credentials in Lebanon: 

 

• Majority micro-level research. The identified literature on Lebanon focuses on 

refugee vulnerabilities and refugee education in the wider context of protection (for 

example NRC, 2016; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015; Bartels and Hamill, 2014; British 

Council, 2016) as well as access and quality of refugee education (for example HRW, 

2016; Shyaub et al., 2015) with recommendations made for system-level 

improvements. Recognition issues are referred to in the context of access barriers 

without further elaboration. The available research is predominantly qualitative, 

based on interviews and focus group discussions, and one-off rather than 

longitudinal in nature. 

 

• International perspectives with focus on basic education. Most identified research 

has been commissioned by UN agencies or international NGOs (WFP, UNHCR, 

UNICEF, 2015; NRC, 2016; Human Rights Watch, 2016a) and focuses on access and 

quality in basic education and less frequently on secondary education in Lebanon. 

Post-secondary education of refugees in Lebanon is largely under-researched with 

higher academic education receiving some albeit limited attention The most 
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rececent report on higher education of Syrian refugees has been commissioned for a 

UNESCO conference and prepared by El-Ghali and Berjaoui. At the time of writing 

this study, the report was still unpublished.  

 

• Focus on Syrian refugees. The Syrian crisis that started in 2011 has arguably shifted 

the international attention to the situation of Syrian refugees in the Middle East. As 

a result, most research conducted on refugee education in Lebanon concerns itself 

with service provision for Syrians who have fled the conflict. Lebanon is examined 

either as part of a regional analysis, such as in Save the Children (2014) or Culbertson 

and Constant (2015), or with a focus on Syrian refugees in Lebanon, for example in 

NRC (2016), El-Ghali et al. (2016).  There is some limited research on Palestinian 

refugees with education being examined in the wider context of humanitarian 

service provision. The education of refugees other than Syrians or Palestinians could 

not been identified.  

 

• Recognition of refugee learning remains an under-researched area. There is noo 

research specifically on recognition of education credentials of refugees in Lebanon 

was identified. Recognition of refugee learning attainments has been tackled as part 

of a regional research by UNICEF (2015b) but without examining technical and 

practical aspects of recognition processes.  Public information regarding recognition 

procedures for basic and higher education has been made available online by 

UNHCR2, however, some of the available information can be ambiguous. For pre-

university education, information can be found on the website of the Equivalency 

Committee of the MEHE3. The information provided is also not entirely clear and the 

webpage seems outdated. No research has been identified on the effectiveness of 

established procedures in relation to refugees in Lebanon.  

Based on the above analysis, this research will address existing gaps in relation to refugee 

education and more specifically in recognition of refugees’ education credentials in 

Lebanon. It provides an analysis of recognition arrangements for refugees of different 

origins in Lebanon, namely Syrians, Palestinians and Iraqis. In addition, it broadens the 

scope to include basic and higher education levels and to gives a voice to government 

representatives to present their perspectives in response to the many recommendations 

provided in literature on refugee education in Lebanon.  

 

Before presenting the findings, the following section looks more in depth at the theory 

underpinning this research and provides definitions of key terms used in this study.  

                                                        
2 www.refugees-lebanon.org 
3 www.mehe.gov.lb/equiv/english/page/process.html 
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3. Methodology  

 

The epistemology, or understanding of knowledge, underpinning this research is critical 

realism. This is the idea that the “world exists independently of our knowledge of it” (Sayer, 

1992). The guiding principle of this study is therefore that reality is socially constructed but 

not in its entirety. This view differs from constructionism whereby reality is socially 

constructed and can be uncovered. In describing constructionism, Crotty (1988: 9) 

emphasises that in “this understanding of knowledge, it is clear that different people may 

construct meaning in a different way, even in relation to the same phenomenon.” Easton 

however explains that critical realists “construe rather than construct the world” (2017:122) 

and that there are mechanisms that operate in the real world that sometimes are not 

capable of being observed. “We see just the tip of an ice berg but that doesn’t mean that 

the invisible three-quarters is not there or is unconnected to what we see” (Easton, 

2007:123). Easton further argues that critical realism is “well suited as a companion to case 

research” (2007:119) because it justifies the study of any situation as long as it is thorough 

and has the objective of examining why things are as they are. 

 

Since recognition of learning in relation to displacement is under-researched (Kirk, 2009), 

this work focuses on Lebanon as a case study in the Middle East.   Yin (2009:4) describes a 

case study as a research method that “allows investigators to retain the holistic and 

meaningful characteristics of real-life events […]”. Equally, Mabry (2012:3) emphasizes that 

a “case study exhibits a profound respect for the complexity of social phenomenon”.  Van 

Donge (2011) adds that analysing social situations leads to the emergence of patterns which 

then allow researchers to identify similar or contrasting patterns in other situations. The 

case study approach was chosen as the most appropriate method for providing a nuanced 

understanding of processes related to recognition of prior learning in the Lebanese context. 

Looking at Lebanon as a case study will enrich existing literature by giving insight into the 

way a major refugee-hosting country is working to provide refugees with access to 

education and will advance the debate on recognition practices in the context of 

displacement in the future.  

3.1. Methods 

The methods used in this research were a literature review conducted between December 

2016 and March 2017, and field research conducted between April and May 2017 in Beirut, 

Lebanon.  

 

As the first step, a literature review was conducted to examine existing research and identify 

gaps that would allow this study to meaningfully contribute to the understanding of refugee 

education.  The material was gathered by scanning reference lists and searching a number 
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of bibliographic databases, chosen based on access provided by UCL or public availability, 

including: 

 

▪ UCL Online Library  

▪ Google Scholar 

▪ ERIC 

▪ INEE Tools & Resources 

 

The literature was categorised into four broad types: 

 

(1) Literature related to refugee education. Guided by the main aim of this research, 

which is to add value to existing knowledge on refugee education, the literature 

reviewed under this category focused on refugee situations in displacement contexts 

and due to conflict in particular. It included academic literature (journals and book 

chapters) as well as reports published by national and international organisations 

(UN, NGOs, consulting companies, etc.). The aim was to give a broad understanding 

of issues in refugee education and provide an insight into recognition of learning in 

relation to education access.  

 

(2) Case studies and analysis in recognition of refugee learning in developing countries. 

To give an understanding of debates in recognition of refugee learning, it was 

essential to examine existing literature focusing on practices and analysis of country 

case studies. The literature focused on cases where recognition of prior learning was 

researched in relation to education access. The type of literature reviewed included 

journal articles, book chapters, reports published by UN agencies and unpublished 

Master theses. Reviewing literature under this category aimed to identify broad 

trends and gaps in knowledge on recognition of refugee learning in low and middle-

income countries.  

 

(3) Emerging practices in recognition of refugee learning from beyond the developing 

world. With the purpose of mapping recent initiatives in the recognition of refugee 

learning, case studies were collected to give an overview of approaches that 

different countries are taking when integrating refugee populations into national 

education and labour market systems. Most of these case studies originate from 

countries in Europe and North America (Norway, UK, Canada, etc.), which have 

received recent refugee flows. The aim of presenting these case studies is to give an 

overview of recent initiatives, rather than an in-depth analysis. The hope is that 

readers, who find these case studies interesting, can conduct their own analysis of 

the initiatives’ relevant to their work.  
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(4) Literature related to education and recognition of refugees’ prior learning in 

Lebanon. To provide an understanding of education and refugee situations in 

Lebanon, a broad range of literature was reviewed. The main types of research 

included: country profiles, government documents (policies, strategies, statements), 

academic work (journal articles, book chapters), reports published by national and 

international organisations, web articles and grey literature. The following list gives 

an overview of some of the key sources used to retrieve information material. 

 

➢ Country profiles 

• UNESCO Country Profiles - Lebanon 

• UNESCO Institute of Statistics - Lebanon 

• World Bank – Lebanon 

 

➢ Government of Lebanon  

• Ministry of Education and Higher Education  

• Centre for Educational Research and Development  

• Equivalency Committee for General Education  

 

➢ Academic literature  

• Centre for Lebanese Studies  

• American University of Beirut – Issam Fares Institute 

 

➢ International organisations 

The majority of published research has been conducted or commissioned by UN 

agencies and relate to refugee protection, including through education. There is 

also a considerable number of reports by other international and national 

organisations working in the area of refugee education in Lebanon (Save the 

Children, NRC, IRC, JRS, etc.). Given the policy changes related to Syrian refugees 

since 2011, reports published before 2014 were considered as containing outdated 

information and have not been included for this research. The main source of 

reports, briefs and statistical updates on the Syria refugee crisis were sourced from 

the Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal on the Syria regional crisis response4 

hosted by UNHCR. Reports related to non-Syrian refugees in Lebanon, have been 

taken from UN agencies like UNRWA. 

 

In the course of the research process, grey literature, giving a more in-depth insight 

into refugee education and qualification issues in Lebanon, has become available. In 

particular meeting minutes, briefing notes, unpublished reports and PowerPoint 

presentations have also been used to inform this study.  

                                                        
4 http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations 
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The aforementioned types of research material were identified by developing Table 4 which 

is based on ideas in Creswell (2014). Table 4 was constructed around the aims and research 

questions of this study and served as a tool for managing the scope and key words in the 

literature search. Identified literature was scanned according to its relevance to the 

research questions, reputability of the publishing organisation, and perception of validity of 

research methods and findings.  
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Table 4: Literature mapping   

 

Level Key words (including 

synonyms) 

Examples of literature 

O
b

je
ct

iv
es

 
To add value to 

existing knowledge 

on refugee 

education 

 

✓ Refugees 

✓ Displaced  

✓ Education 

✓ Training 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✓ Access 

✓ Qualifications 

Mendenhall, M., Russell, S. G., and Buckner, E. (2017). Urban 

Refugee Education Strengthening Policies and Practices for Access, 

Quality and Inclusion. Washington: Columbia University 

Bengtsson, S., and Naylor, R. (2016). Education for Refugees and 

IDPs in Low- and Middle-Income Countries. Identifying Challenges 

and Opportunities. DFID. 

UNHCR. (2016). Missing out: Refugee education in crisis. Geneva: 

UNHCR 

Dryden-Peterson, S. (2011). Refugee Education - A Global Review. 

Toronto: University of Toronto 

UNESCO. (2011). The hidden crisis: Armed conflict and education. 

Paris: UNESCO 

Crisp, J (ed.) (2001). Learning for a Future: Refugee Education in 

Developing Countries. Geneva: UNHCR  

To better understand 

education 

credentials as a key 

obstacle for refugee 

Dore, R. (1978) The Diploma Disease: Education, Qualification and 

Development. London: George Allen & Unwin 

IIEP-UNESCO (2009) Recognizing the Learning Attainments of 
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learners’ access to 

public education  

 

✓ Certification 

✓ Credentials 

 

 

 

 

✓ Middle East/ 

Europe/Asia/Africa 

South America/Latin 

America 

 

 

 

 

 

 

✓ Lebanon 

✓ Formal 

✓ Primary 

✓ Secondary 

✓ TVET/ 

✓ Higher education 

✓ Basic  education 

✓ Post-basic education 

 

  

Displaced and Refugee Students. Paris: IIEP-UNESCO. 

UNICEF. (2015). Curriculum, Accreditation and Certification for 

Syrian Children. Amman: UNICEF MENA Office. 

Culbertson, S., Constant, L. (2015) The Education of Syrian Refugee 

Children: Managing the Crisis in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan.  

Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation. 

Chelpi-den Hamer, M. (2011) Why Certification Matters: A Review 

of State and Non-state Actions in Côte d’Ivoire for Promoting 

Schooling for the Displaced. Journal of Refugee Studies, 24(1), 69–

87.  

NOKUT. (2016). NOKUT’s Qualifications Passport for Refugees. 

Oslo: NOKUT 

R
es

ea
rc

h
 q

u
es

ti
o

n
s 

 
What are 

international 

practices in 

recognising refugees’ 

prior learning? 

 

How effective are 

mechanisms 

currently in place for 

recognizing refugees’ 

education 

credentials in 

Lebanon?  

 

 

 

 

Culbertson, S., Constant, L. (2015) The Education of Syrian Refugee 

Children: Managing the Crisis in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan.  

Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.  

Human Rights Watch. (2016) Growing Up Without an Education: 

Barriers to Education for Syrian Refugee Children in Lebanon. New 

York: HRW. 

Norwegian Refugee Council. (2016) A Future in the Balance: How 

the conflict in Syria is impacting on the needs, concerns and 

aspirations of young people across the Middle East. Beirut: NRC 
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Save the Children (2014). Futures under Threat: The Impact of the 

Education Crisis on Syria’s Children. London: Save the Children. 

Shuayb, M., Makkouk, N., Tuttunji, S. (2015) Widening Access to 

Quality Education for Syrian Refugees: The Role of Private and NGO 

Sectors in Lebanon. Beirut: Centre for Lebanese Studies. 

Shuayb, M. (2014). “The art of inclusive exclusions: Educating the 

Palestinian refugee students in Lebanon,” Refugee Survey 

Quarterly, 33(2), 20–37.  
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The second step was field work consisting primarily of semi-structured interviews to provide 

an in-depth understanding of the research topic. Knowledge of key informants, specialist 

practitioners, policy makers and other stakeholders working in relevant organisations in 

Lebanon was analysed throughout the data collection phase to inform the research process. 

Interviews were conducted face to face with interview questions developed to address 

issues related to the research questions (see Introduction) and to reflect challenges for 

recognition of learning identified by Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009) (see Table 3).  Marby (2012:2) 

explains that “rather than carefully adhering to a design specified at the outset, when 

relatively little is known about the case, in a qualitative case a researcher is expected to 

improve on the original blueprint as information emerges during data collection.” Interview 

questions were adapted to address issues relevant at the higher or basic education levels 

respectively and, as recommended by Marby (2012), complemented by information 

emerging from previous interviews.  

 

The research was planned and carried out in consideration of its reliability and validity. 

These two concepts are often considered the basis for establishing the quality of research. 

According to Hammersley (2012:10), reliability refers to “the extent to which the same 

measurement technique or strategy produces the same result on different occasions, for 

example when used by different researchers”. Validity on the other hand is concerned with 

the question whether a researcher is drawing the right conclusions from the data collected 

(Le Comte and Goetz, 1982). Given that qualitative research does not use standardized 

instruments and is based on smaller non-random samples, assessing its reliability and 

validity is arguably less straightforward than drawing conclusions from research based on 

larger samples and standardized instruments such as in quantitative research.  

 

In this research, the following steps were taken to ensure reliability and validity of findings:  

 

1. Interviewee questions were developed systematically based on the technical and 

political challenges for recognition of learning identified by Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009) 

(see Table 3), 

2. A questionnaire (see Annex 2) was used at the beginning of interviews to 

complement open-ended questions, 

3. The findings (Chapter 4) provide transcribed quotes from interviews as evidence for 

conclusions drawn in this study.  

To provide different viewpoints, interviewees were chosen carefully to ensure triangulation 

of sources. Cohen and Crantree (2006) argue that triangulation in qualitative research is 

generally used to make an account rich, robust, comprehensive and well-developed rather 

than as a test for validity. Given the focus of this research on basic and higher education, 

triangulation of sources is understood as examining access to education for refugees in 

Lebanon from the viewpoints of interviewees working in one of four different categories of 
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organisations that focus on either basic or higher education (see Table 5). The organisations 

were identified based on the findings from the literature. Relevant individuals from these 

organisations were interviewed based on their availability. A total of 12 individuals 

participated in interviews for this research.  

 

Table 5: Interview sources: Organisations focusing on basic or higher education  

 Basic education Higher education 

1. GoL Programme Management Unit, 

MEHE 

Directorate of Higher 

Education, MEHE 

2. UN agencies UNICEF, UNRWA UNESCO 

3. NGOs Jesuit Refugee Service 

Teach for Lebanon 

Kayany Foundation 

Lebanese Association for 

Scientific Research (LASeR) 

 (by email)  

4. Academia Centre for Lebanese Studies American University of Beirut  

 

To provide practical examples, this study includes two case boxes - one presenting the case 

of a Syrian refugee (Table 7) going through the equivalency procedure in higher education 

and the second case (Table 8) presenting a flexible recognition procedure for refugees first 

developed by the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance (NOKUT). The case descriptions 

were included in this study because the Syrian student and the representative from NOKUT 

were interested and available for the interviews. 

3.2. Parameters 

Due to the security situation, many areas of Lebanon were not accessible and therefore not 

considered in this research. The majority of data collection was conducted in Beirut given 

that MEHE and most national and international NGOs are located there. The literature 

reviewed considered primarily research in English with a few statistical reports in Arabic 

reviewed with the help of an online translation software. As for the focus of this research, 

only public education was considered for the analysis of basic education. At higher 

education level, primarily private provision was considered given that the majority of 

universities, except one, are private. Finally, data was not collected from parents or 

students but rather from organisations in charge of refugee education such as GoL, UN 

agencies and international and national NGOs. An effort was made to give a voice to GoL 

representatives to add to existing literature predominantly presenting UN and NGO 

perspectives on recognition of refugees’ prior learning. The fieldwork for this research was 

conducted between April and May 2017 in Lebanon.  
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3.3. Ethics 

There was a number of ethical issues that were considered in the design and conduct of this 

research in Lebanon.  Since the Lebanese society and GoL are divided along sectarian lines5, 

particular attention was paid to ensuring that religious and related political sensitivities 

were treated with consideration. Due to its recent history of conflict, GoL is particularly 

sensitive to issues related to Syria and the Syrian crisis. Therefore, the research was 

conducted responsibly by following the ethical guidelines of the British Educational 

Research Association (BERA) and with particular care in dealing with Syria-related questions. 

The following issues had been considered to ensure that the data collection and analysis 

was conducted ethically: 

 

• Voluntary Informed Consent. All research participants were informed about the aims 

and scope of the research and signed a consent form stating their rights such as the 

possibility to withdraw from the research at any time and the right to anonymity.  

 

• Incentives. No incentives were offered for participation in this research prior, during 

or after it was concluded.    

 

• Privacy.  Data use and storage was ensured with the participants’ interest in mind. 

No statements made in interviews, that could have detrimental effects on 

participants’ futures, were used in this research. To ensure anonymity, data 

collected in this research is presented by referring to the type of organisation (GoL, 

UN, NGO, etc.) for which the interviewees work rather than their names.  

 

The following section presents an analysis of the data collected in the field work conducted 

as part of this research. It is divided into findings related to technical and political challenges 

which are followed by overall conclusions (see Chapter 5).  

  

                                                        
5 The structure of the Lebanese Government is based on confessionalism whereby the highest political 
positions are reserved for representatives of the major religious sects represented in Lebanon. As such, the 
President is a Maronite Christian, the Speaker of Parliament is a Shi’a Muslim and the Prime Minister is a Sunni 
Muslim.   
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4. Findings  

 

The analysis of this research is guided by the challenges for the recognition of prior learning 

of refugees identified by Talbot in Kirk (ed.) (2009). As such, the findings are presented 

following the political and technical categories identified by Talbot and presented in Chapter 

2. Table 6 highlights (in bold) the issues that are relevant in the Lebanese context and 

indicates additional challenges that influence access to education for refugees in Lebanon 

(bold and italics).  

 

Table 6: Analysis - Political and technical challenges for the recognition of refugee learning 

Technical challenge Political challenges 

• differences in curriculum between 

different jurisdictions;   

• difficulties in establishing 

equivalences because of multiple 

certifying institutions or language 

barriers, 

• absence of standards and operating 

procedures,  

• issues of authenticity of student 

qualifications, 

• lack of clarity about procedures 

among students and parents, 

• unqualified or unaccredited teachers;  

• rigidity of examination timetables 

• (legal and administrative)  

documentation required, 

• examination fees, 

• cost and time of administering  

• examinations, 

• physical security and access to 

examination centres. 

• understanding needs. 

• issues of national sovereignty, and 

guarding of national authority in 

relation to education, 

• military, ideological or other political 

opposition, 

• funding and staffing challenges of 

relevant authorities,  

• abuse of power and corruption. 

• donor influence.  

 

 

The following section answers research question 1 and 2 (see Introduction) of this 

discussion. It further presents qualitative evidence for the conclusions drawn from this 

research. It is structured according to technical (4.1) and political challenges (4.2) which 

apply in both basic and higher education. 

4.1 Technical challenges 
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In basic education, MEHE announced in 2014 that primary and lower secondary education in 

public schools would be free of charge for all Lebanese and non-Lebanese. To accommodate 

all refugee students, second shifts were introduced with the number of second-shift schools 

growing from 88 in the school year 2013/14 to 313 schools in 2016/17 (MEHE, 2017, 

unpublished). In this context, MEHE with the support of the international community also 

launched the ‘Back to School’ campaign to encourage parents to enroll their children in 

public schools.  

 

According to interviews with an MEHE official and an education manager from one of 

MEHE’s UN partners, access to education for Lebanese and non-Lebanese children is now 

guaranteed regardless of their legal status or available documentation. The minimum 

requirement is any kind of identification that can prove the child’s identity. The MEHE 

official further confirmed that no residency permit is required for students to sit for exams. 

He described how every year MEHE issues memorandums to all public schools to inform 

them about the latest regulations and procedures, including for enrolment. It was pointed 

out that MEHE holds regular meetings with principals from all public schools that offer 

second shifts to appraise them of any changes in regulations. The interviewee from the UN 

agency further described the procedures in place to communicate this information to NGOs 

and parents.  

 

I know for a fact that in the last three years, 2015/16/17, the Council of Ministers 

issued a decree stating that all non-Lebanese children who sit for their exams, even 

those without legal papers and without documents of their prior learning 

attainments are allowed to sit for their exams and if they pass they obtain their 

certification. And this is in the decree that MEHE issued for the last three years. I 

don’t know if everybody knows it. It’s always shared with NGOs and it [a copy of the 

decree] is definitely in the information package of the outreach workers of at least 

the 11 NGOs that [we work] with, that when they are doing their ‘Back to School’ 

campaign that they are aware of this. […] (UN, Respondent No. 1). 

 

Because access to basic education has officially been granted by MEHE in 2015 for all 

Lebanese and non-Lebanese children, recognition of prior learning was generally not 

perceived as a major challenge among interviewees for this research. Rather issues related 

to the quality of education and factors affecting retention were mentioned more frequently. 

The most frequent issue affecting the quality of education was also reflected in the 

literature mapping exercise. This was the presence of verbal and physical violence in 

schools. Some interviewees described it as follows: 

 

We have many students who came to us after being referred to public schools. And 

they came to us with cases of aggression from the teachers, from the Lebanese kids 

(NGO Respondent No. 1). 
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In Burj Hammoud6, we hear complaints from students. Like… Lebanese children in the 

morning shift, they leave garbage everywhere, and they write insults on the 

blackboard and leave things, and they wait at the door and they start saying bad 

things to girls. And the teachers come and they force them to clean everything and if 

they [the teachers] have some work to do in the school, like moving furniture, they 

ask the children to do it (NGO, Respondent No. 2).  

 

In relation to access, the MEHE interviewee pointed out that transportation posed a 

challenge for many children in getting to schools but that it is currently being addressed by 

MEHE partners. This was confirmed by MEHE’s UN partner, further adding that 

transportation can sometimes be used as an ‘excuse’ for other underlying reasons for which 

parents do not send their children to public schools. They described a conversation with a 

father about sending his children to a public school: 

 

My colleague who is from Tripoli7 said [to the father] ‘Look there, out of your 

window, there is a primary school. It opened as a second shift school. You can send 

your child there.’ And then he was like… ‘yes, but…’ and then they talked and then it 

turned out that he is sending his children to the so-called Syrian school. (UN, 

Respondent No. 1) 

 

Language issues were also frequently mentioned as barriers to access but also as reasons for 

school drop out. (For example in Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014; Culbertson and Constant, 2015; 

British council; Human Rights Watch, 2016a; WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF, 2015; Watkins and Zyck, 

2014; British Council, 2016.) In Lebanon, both mathematics and science subjects are taught 

in French or English. With many refugee children schooled in Arabic in their home countries, 

learning in English or French poses a major challenge. Even at enrolment, refugee children 

are often disadvantaged because of their poor foreign language skills.  

 

Older [children] face the language barriers.  So let’s say they go to public schools, 

they register, and they need to sit the [placement test] to be put in the right grade. 

They don’t know English. They cannot understand a word, you know (NGO, 

Respondent No. 2). 

 

Language issues and bullying are significant challenges for children already in schools. 

However, recognition of prior learning, although not perceived as such, seems to remain a 

problem. This research identified two technical challenges for recognition education 

credentials in basic education, namely operating procedures (4.1.1) and communication 

                                                        
6 Burj Hammoud is a municipality located east of Beirut which is inhabited predominantly by Armenians.  
7 Tripoli is a city in the north of Lebanon. 
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channels (4.1.2). The following section will discuss the achievements and remaining issues in 

education access through the recognition of education of education credentials.  

4.1.1 Operating procedures 

 

Undoubtedly, MEHE with the support of the international community has made significant 

progress in providing access to education for refugees in Lebanon.  As previously 

mentioned, MEHE opened up the public education system to all Lebanese and non-

Lebanese children in 2014. A Project Management Unit (PMU) was established at MEHE in 

2013 and a system put in place to manage projects, monitor implementation and 

communicate with all education stakeholders.  These developments are undoubtedly a 

considerable achievement.  

 

Despite these achievements, challenges related to the education access for refugees still 

remain. Officially, access to public education is free for all Lebanese and non-Lebanese 

students with only an ID officially required to enroll children in schools. However, Human 

Rights Watch (HRW) (2016) notes that despite Lebanon’s generous open-access education 

policy, which does not require non-Lebanese children to have a residency permit to enroll in 

school, some principals have required refugee students to provide it, as well as a variety of 

other documents. 

 

As part of this research, the HRW findings were presented to a UN interviewee working for 

refugee education in Lebanon. They acknowledged that cases in which principals refused to 

enroll refugee children had been reported but said that in 2016, on the request of MEHE, 

volunteers from the local NGO Caritas were sent to public schools to ensure enrollment 

procedures were followed. The following is reported to have been the result of this 

intervention.  

 

Each and every school [with] a school director that was creating barriers […] was 

immediately reported and immediate action was taken. In the end we had 42 schools 

out 993 primary schools, only 42, where we had reported cases where the school 

director did not allow children in, where the Ministry, within 48 hours, took 

immediate disciplinary actions against the school directors. And 3 of them, who at 

the end of the day refused, were removed from their posts (UN respondent No. 1). 

 

This shows that recognition of education credentials has continued to present a barrier to 

access for some refugees in Lebanon. It, however, also shows that there is a mechanism in 

place to report these cases and that punitive action was taken against principals, who had 

not followed official procedures, in the past. There are however some concerns regarding 

the effectiveness of these procedures. Another interviewee pointed to the capacity gaps 
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that exist within MEHE to enforce these mechanisms. The interviewee described the 

situation as follows.  

Actually it’s not only the Ministry’s fault. But it goes down to each school in the 

community. […] But there are schools whose principals control everything on the 

ground. They control who gets registered, who doesn’t. […] And the Ministry cannot 

at this point…doesn’t have the capacity to control the schools on the ground, or to 

monitor at least what’s happening in the field. So that is the obstacle that they 

[MEHE] are facing (NGO, Respondent No. 1). 

Besides enforcing existing mechanisms, this research identified the absence of operating 

procedures for placement tests as resulting in challenges to access and retention.  According 

to an MEHE official, no guidelines exist for placement tests and it is up to each school to 

decide how to determine the level at which students are placed at enrolment.  Several 

interviewees described the existing placement procedures as random and often resulting in 

refugee students being demoted because of their weak English or French language skills. 

The following was said about existing placement tests in public schools.  

Sometimes it’s a written test, sometimes it’s a verbal test, sometimes it’s just the 

age. It’s quite chaotic. I don’t think there is a procedure. At least to my 

understanding. (NGO, Respondent No. 2) 

 

It’s ad hoc. And it is changing all the time from one school to another. So it isn’t 

standardized. Some do it based on age regardless of your / [the child’s] abilities. Or 

they might demote you, if you don’t speak English… ‘ok we demote you three years’. 

So it’s based on English. […] This is a big issue and sometimes it is discussed between 

the principal and the parents without the child even being present. (Academia, 

Respondent No. 1) 

 

They put them […] theoretically in the right class, you know. Because they are not 

placed well. Some people are here and they can’t read. (NGO, Respondent No. 2) 

 

Based on the interviews, it is clear that there are operating procedures that allow MEHE to 

communicate regulations to school principals. However, the effectiveness of these channels 

is not entirely clear which might relate to MEHE’s capacity to monitor and influence the 

reality on the ground. In relation to placement test, it is clear that guidelines and training 

might be necessary to streamline current procedures.  

 

The second technical challenge that has been identified in basic education is closely related 

to operating procedures and focuses on ways in which information about enrolment 

requirements and operating procedures is shared with parents, schools and between 

development partners.  
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4.1.2 Communication channels  

 

As part of the ‘Back to School’ campaign, MEHE and its international partners are clearly 

working to communicate with parents and to coordinate between schools. Evidently, there 

is also an effort to communicate and coordinate between organisations working for refugee 

education with regular working group meetings in different parts of the country and 

documents being shared online on the Inter-agency Information Sharing Portal8 run by 

UNHCR. As mentioned earlier, UNHCR also hosts a public information portal9 that provides 

information on education for refugees in English and Arabic. According to the webpage in 

English, parents who want to enroll their children in school need to present the following 

documents to enroll their children in the academic year 2016/17: 

 

• ID of each child; 

• 2 passport size photos of each child; 

• Vaccination card and health certificate of each child; 

• Certificate or transcript for the past two years, especially when enrolling in Grades 9 

and 12. 

This information, however, corresponds only partially to information gathered through 

interviews for this research. According to MEHE, only an ID is required for enrollment and 

there is no need for residency permits to sit exams. An interviewee from the UN agency 

clarified that proof of vaccination is required, however, children should not be turned away 

if they cannot provide a proof of vaccination at enrolment. They confirmed that: 

 

If parents say ‘My child is vaccinated but when we left Syria we lost all our papers, 

etc.’ which happens a lot unfortunately then they are referred to a nearby health 

clinic where UNICEF and UNHCR are providing these check ups […]. So then they 

obtain a vaccination card. Also, MEHE sends health councilors to all public schools 

two months after [enrolment] to check up on children and their vaccination cards. 

(UN, respondent No. 1) 

 

Besides the need for ID and vaccinations, there seems to be miscommunication about the 

status of refugees attending the morning or afternoon shifts. According to the UNHCR public 

information portal, students attending afternoon shifts are given equal access to official 

exams and official credentials as those attending morning shifts. This seems not always clear 

as shown by a statement from a NGO staff. 

 
                                                        
8 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/country.php?id=122  
9 https://www.refugees-lebanon.org/  
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One problem is, one of our children he is Syrian he was able to enroll in the morning 

shift…he is here now…they asked him for an ID…a new ID paper but he couldn’t get 

an ID. He has the family book so they told him ‘you can’t do the [Brevet exam]’. So I 

called UNICEF and asked them about it. They told me ‘only children who are enrolled 

in the second shift they are exempt. But we didn’t know that of course and UNICEF 

didn’t know that. So they called the ministry and then they called me back. […] The 

principal was asking for it so he knows it but we were not aware. UNICEF was not 

aware. They should be aware. They didn’t know. (NGO, Respondent No. 2) 

 

Overall, interviews revealed the differences in understanding among organisations working 

for refugee education about enrolment procedures and documentation required for 

students to sit for exams. There is a broad understanding that access to basic education for 

refugees is officially granted but that some documentation is still required. The following 

statements show the hesitation and unclear information among some interviewees.  

 

They have to have an ID, either the family book or papers or…I’m not sure… but last 

time they said they also accept the UNHCR registration. (NGO, Respondent No. 1).  

 

Those refugees who come to the grade 9 or 12 exam [can sit it], even if they don’t 

have any of the previous documentation, but if they fail they will have to repeat all of 

the other grades.  (Academia, Respondent No. 1)  

 

There is also an indication that despite some established communication channels, 

information shared with parents is still by word of mouth. Even teachers seem unclear at 

times about current procedures and regulations as shown by a statement from a Lebanese 

academic who conducted research in Lebanese public schools.  

 

There were many teachers who said [in interviews] that they were hiding that they 

teach in Arabic because they think that the Ministry wants them to teach in English. 

Although the Ministry actually said ‘no’ they can explain in Arabic. (Academia, 

Respondent No. 1) 

 

Communication issues have been mentioned in both interviews about basic and higher 

education. In higher education, however, legal and administrative have been emphasised 

more strongly by interviewees.  The following sections looks at challenges for recognition of 

refugee learning at Lebanese universities.  

 

In general, to enroll in university prospective students must have completed secondary 

education (Grade 12) in Lebanon or its equivalent in their home country. According to an 

interviewee at MEHE, the official requirements for university enrollment are a residency 

permit, an ID, a secondary school certificate (Baccalaureate) and, for foreign students, an 
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equivalency certificate which can be obtained from the Directorate of Higher Education at 

MEHE.  Students, who have completed a part of their degree at their home university, need 

their authenticated Baccalaureate and a transcript showing the completion of the last level 

of university education. Foreign students, including refugees, require equivalency 

certificates for both these documents. In addition, some universities ask students to provide 

a language proficiency test and to sit an entry exam for some degrees. For regulated 

professions such as medicine, pharmacy, law and engineering, students have to also pass an 

exam run by MEHE in collaboration with other relevant ministries and syndicates. The 

mandatory documentation is required for all public and private universities in Lebanon. 

Once a student is granted admission to a Lebanese university, he or she needs to apply for a 

student residency permit at the Lebanese immigration office (General Security). The process 

of being granted an equivalency certificate and a residency permit is however often 

hampered as described in the following section. 

4.1.3 Legal and administrative procedures  

 

The legal requirement for Syrians to possess a residency permit has been identified as a 

barrier for Syrian refugees to access higher education. As already mentioned, since January 

2015 Syrian nationals, including Palestinians from Syria, are required to possess residency 

permits. Janmyr (2016) notes that the measures “entail restrictive conditions that are only 

applicable to Syrian nationals, and hence are discriminatory in comparison to other 

foreigners”(Janmyr, 2016:59).  Some estimates indicate that the number of households 

without a valid residency permit has risen from 9 per cent in January 2015 to over 61 per 

cent by July 2015, six months after the regulation was introduced (Inter-Agency 

Coordination Lebanon, 2016). Interviews for this research reveal that residency permits are 

recognised as a clear barrier for access to higher education. The following statements from 

UN and MEHE officials show the recognition that legal barriers affect Syrians 

disproportionally.  

 

They need their transcripts, and their residency permit which is a bit of an issue 

because the General Security10 here does not always issue them the residency permit 

even though as students they are allowed to have a residency permit. (UN, 

Respondent No. 2) 

 

If a Syrian student would like to have the recognition of a qualification, he needs to 

have the residency permit. […] This means that if you don’t have this you cannot have 

the recognition of your qualification, and you cannot continue with university. This is 

one problem for [Syrians]. This doesn’t allow many Syrians to continue their 

university. [Even though] they have their Syrian qualifications. (GoL, Respondent No. 

1)  

                                                        
10 The Lebanese intelligence agency 
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Besides legal barriers, administrative barriers have also been indicated as an issue for 

recognition of higher education credentials. The coordinator of a UN run project in higher 

education shows that in some cases, exceptions to the equivalency procedure are made.  

 

So that was an issue that [we had to deal with and] where we asked the Ministry for 

an exception. It wasn’t an official exception but they said ‘Look if you have copies of 

the original documentation then we can make exceptions here and there. (UN, 

Respondent No. 2) 

 

El Ghali and Berjaoui (unpublished) confirm cases where other exceptions were made by 

universities when enrolling students without residency permits. In contrast, in individual 

cases like that described in Table 7 such exceptions were not possible. This indicated that 

the policy is not applied evenly.  

 

Table 7: Interview with a Syrian student undergoing the equivalency procedure in Lebanon  

Rania11, who holds two Bachelor’s degrees from Syria, came to Lebanon in 2015 as a result 

of the conflict there. She would like to study for a Master’s degree at a Lebanese university 

with the aim of becoming a university lecturer one day. She dreams of returning to her 

home city, Aleppo, to pursue her career there.   

 

She is currently (May, 2017) undergoing the equivalency procedure at MEHE and describes 

it as a “horrible experience”. She recounts that until now she had to go to the Ministry 11 

times and is still unsure when she will receive her approved documents. She recalls having 

consulted MEHE’s webpage to find out which documents she would need for the process 

but tells of how the Ministry officials sent her away several times to get approval from the 

Lebanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Syrian embassy, to different offices at the 

Ministry and even to buy a white LibanPost envelope to replace her yellow one.   

 

When she was informed that the equivalency procedure for her Bachelor’s degree would 

take 2-6 months she was surprised and asked why the process takes so long. The answer 

was direct: “Go back to your university [in Syria] and ask your Government why these issues 

are taking that long.” 

 

The equivalency procedure is also costing Rania money. Not only the fee that is required for 

the official approvals and the expenses incurred by travelling to the Ministry but also the 

late enrolment fee at the Lebanese university. But the greatest expense of the delay might 

still be her losing a scholarship that she is expected to receive to fund her Master’s studies 

in Lebanon.  

                                                        
11 The real name of the interviewee was changed to protect their identity.  
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The above example shows that the  procedures associated with granting equivalency to 

foreign credentials in Lebanon can be burdensome and does not offer any support to 

refugee students. Besides legal and administrative barriers, this research reveals little 

understanding among stakeholders of the needs among potential university students with 

refugee background.  The following section presents the evidence for this conclusion 

collected in interviews. 

4.1.4 Understanding of needs  

 

Identifying the extent and complexity of existing needs in access to higher education among 

refugees seems a fundamental constraint. A UN interviewee pointed to some frequently 

cited barriers – such as financial need, weak French or English language skills, missing 

documentation or difficulties in adapting to the teaching style at Lebanese universities. 

These common challenges are confirmed in El-Ghali and Berjaoui (unpublished). Interviews 

for this research reveal, however, that there is no clear understanding which of these needs 

are most pressing or about the cross-cutting nature of these challenges. The UN interviewee 

explained that a scholarship programme for refugees funded by the agency focused on 

students already enrolled in Lebanese universities, not because of the priority of the 

financial need, but because of the organisation’s lack of capacity to provide financial 

support directly to students rather than through universities. This shows a pragmatic 

approach to choosing beneficiaries and addressing some over other needs of refugees in 

Lebanon. The following statements by UN and MEHE officials respectively further reveal the 

hesitation in identifying existing barriers.  

 

Probably what’s harder is the financial aspect … retention is not always very high, 

because some students have other priorities so they cannot afford to continue their 

studies or if they have to work and they have to go to school, and if they have to 

work long hours during the week…what happens is that they neglect their school. 

(UN, Respondent No. 2) 

 

We have refugees. We would like them to learn at universities. We must take at least 

some steps [to help them]. I asked you this question. You must ask it to all 

universities in Lebanon. Why the number of Syrians…we have 126,000 Syrians 

[between the ages of 14-18 in Lebanon] and only 4,800 are enrolled [in universities]. 

Maybe because they are working? Because they have families? […] Maybe. (GoL, 

Respondent No. 1) 

 

The second statement leads to a fundamental question regarding the demand for higher 

education among refugees in Lebanon.  According to MEHE (2017, unpublished), only 6,788 

students are enrolled at upper secondary level in public schools in the current school year 
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(2016/17). This translates to low enrollment rates at universities with only 214,722 

students, of which 5,860 are Syrian12, enrolled in universities in 2015/16 in Lebanon (MEHE, 

2016 in El-Ghali and Berjaoui, unpublished).  The low demand for higher education can 

therefore be assumed to stem partly from a low supply of refugee students that complete 

secondary education.  

 

As noted in the situation review (Chapter 1), research focusing on secondary and post-

secondary education of refugees in Lebanon is limited.  Understanding of needs among 

university-age refugees is therefore also limited. As noted by Human Rights Watch (2017), 

“of the limited funds available for education, primary education receives the lion’s share, 

with secondary an afterthought (…)” This might be slowly changing given that a RACE I 

review concluded that “barely any progress was made in secondary school enrollments” and 

recommended an increase in funding for secondary (and early childhood) education 

(Jalbout, 2015). In the first quarter of 2017, MEHE was also reported to be developing the 

Secondary Accelerated Learning Programme (SALP) to allow secondary-age children to 

reintegrate into the public education system (Education Sector Dashboard, 2017).  This is a 

first step in understanding and addressing the different schooling needs of refugee children. 

 

To fully understand the underlying causes of some of existing technical challenges for 

recognition of refugee learning in Lebanon, the following sections examines the political 

dimension of refugee education, and more specifically issues related to national sovereignty 

and donor influence.  

4.2 Political challenges  

Lebanon´s recent past has been shaped by many competing political and sectarian interests 

that fueled war and armed conflict between different factions in the country. Some of these 

include the Syrian and Israeli interventions (late 1970s), clashes between Israel and the 

Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) (1980s) and the Syrian occupation of Lebanon 

(1976-2005). The presence of Palestinian camps and the impact of violent confrontations 

with Israel resulting from the presence of the PLO in Lebanon, have created a distrust 

towards Palestinians among the Lebanese government and many Lebanese citizens.  

According to a Lebanese academic and political figure Antoine Haddad (2015), the fear of a 

repeat of the experience with Palestinian refugees was one of the reasons behind GoL´s firm 

rejection of setting up official refugee camps for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Equally, the 

Syrian influence over Lebanon has arguably contributed to negatively shaping perceptions 

towards Syrian refugees. Since 1976, Syria had a military presence in Lebanon which 

officially ended in 2005 after international pressure.  The occupation and Syrian’s continuing 

political influence over Lebanon, are arguably feeding into today´s resentment towards 

Syrians in Lebanon.  

                                                        
12 There is no publicly available data about university enrolment rates for refugee students other than Syrians.  
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In an interview, a Ministry official emphasized the role of Lebanon´s tumultuous past on the 

running of today’s government.  

 

The background is that there was a war, a civil war. After the civil war, those who 

were fighting in the war got the power. They took positions in the parliament... in the 

government. Everywhere. And these people have still the same thinking. […] We are 

here managing a country. It’s not the same as managing [a military]. It’s not the 

same. (GoL, Respondent No. 1)  

 

One of the main manifestations of the historical and political context on refugees is the 

clear disconnect between the open access policy to refugee education and the introduction 

of legal restrictions on Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Besides imposing residency permits on 

Syrians over 15 years, in 2014 GoL also released a policy limiting UNHCR’s ability to register 

newly-arrived Syrian refugees. The evaluation of RACE I concluded that “this policy has 

direct implications on Syrians’ access to education, as unregistered families cannot enroll 

their children into public schools” (Jalbout, 2015:7).  Restrictions resulting from a political 

rather than humanitarian agenda are equally affecting Palestinians as shown by a comment 

by a UNRWA official:  

 

Palestine refugees are totally disconnected from any service provision by the 

Government. This is politics. Simple. But UNRWA doesn’t have a political role to 

negotiate with the Government. We negotiate most of the time only service 

[provision]. But it’s politics and it’s clear. It’s a matter of whether Palestine refugees 

are to continue in Lebanon or not to continue in Lebanon. And this is something said 

openly. And it impacts on education. (UN, Respondent No. 3)  

 

Despite the open-door policy promoted by MEHE, the legal barriers imposed on Syrian and 

Palestinian refugees by the General Security show that GoL does not speak with one voice 

when it comes to refugee issues in Lebanon. Even though officially children can gain access 

to basic education without the need for a residency permit, interviewees reported cases 

where it indirectly prevented children from going to school. The following are statements 

from a Lebanese academic who conducted research in Lebanese schools and from a NGO 

staff working to support refugees’ education.  

 

You know, there are checkpoints between where the children live and the schools and 

the parents will obviously not drop off their children. So they will not let them go 

because they [the parents] don’t have the legal documents. Because they are afraid 

that they will be caught. (NGO, Respondent No. 3) 
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We faced issues. Syrian children who had official exams or going to schools their 

parents were arrested at the checkpoints (NGO, Respondent No. 2) 

The legal restrictions placed on refugees are, according to Janmyr (2016), the result of GoL´s 

perception that Syrian refugees are a “serious threat to the security, political, economic and 

social stability” of Lebanon.  Equally, Palestinians, many of whom were born in Lebanon, 

experience legal exclusion by being denied citizen status. According to Chaaban et al. 

(2016), “this prolonged foreigner status mainly stems from the strong rejection by the 

Lebanese authorities of the naturalization of Palestine refugees, which is sometimes used as 

justification for the various discriminatory policies against them”. The fact that Lebanon’s 

historical and political context has a direct impact on policies and regulations that shape the 

country’s response to refugees was also confirmed by a MEHE official.  

 

Most Palestinians are Muslims. […] I remember, when I was asked to give 

authorization for a Palestinian to practice as an engineer, for example, there was a 

rejection. I understand the background. But this is the problem of communities. We 

will have more Muslims than Christians. This is a fact that no one wants to talk 

about. (GoL, Respondent No. 1) 

 

The following section discusses the political dimension by showing how it manifests itself in 

the perception that authority over refugee education is necessary to ensure Lebanon’s 

national sovereignty.     

4.2.1 National sovereignty through the guarding of national authority over education  

 

With the beginning of Syria´s internal conflict in 2011, Lebanon became a safe haven for 

many Syrians fleeing  the country. Until 2014, however, the increased influx of Syrian 

refugees into the country remained unaddressed.  According to Mourad (2017), a clear sign 

of GoL´s inaction was the decision to maintain existing border entry regulations for Syrians 

and the refusal to set up camps for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. Following the emergence of 

a plethora of education providers, MEHE, with the support of the UN, took charge of 

refugee education in Lebanon. The abrupt change is best shown by an internal memo 

provided by an NGO interviewed for this research. In a meeting with NGOs in September 

2015,  MEHE presented “memo 22” which “was sent to all public school directors, asking 

them to report about all NGOs that are targeting Syrian school-age children with their 

activities, especially those offering non-formal education (unpublished). 

 

This policy was a welcomed move as indicated by interviewees from two local NGOs who 

had been concerned that an unregulated education system could leave room for the 

emergence of a parallel education system based on foreign curricula. In fact, a UN 

interviewee confirmed the existence of Syrian schools in Lebanon and expressed concern 
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about their financial viability. A MEHE official on the other hand worried about the 

recognition of academic credentials awarded in these schools.  

 

And if you wait longer and longer and you send children to these schools, and these 

schools close because they are very dependent on funds from other Arab states, and 

it’s not always a secure source of income. So what we see now is that these schools 

are closing down. (UN, Respondent No. 1). 

 

Many of the refugees they now have a certificate which is given by the ‘independent 

authorities’ and we don’t recognise it. This is a critical problem at the higher level. 

(GoL, Respondent No. 1) 

 

The sense of maintaining sovereignty through preventing the establishment of Syrian 

schools that teach the Syrian curriculum has emerged strongly in interviews for this 

research. The focus on the Syrian curriculum was however also criticized by an academic 

who pointed out that other foreign curricula are taught in Lebanon, such as the French, 

British and German as well as the International Baccalaureate. The interviewee also 

described the challenges emerging from strictly adhering to the Lebanese curriculum based 

on the experience of a Lebanese teacher.  

 

One of the lessons they have to learn is to draw the Lebanese flag. But many of the 

students refused to draw the Lebanese flag and they drew the Syrian flag or the 

Kurdish flag or the Free Syrian Army flag. And that’s an issue. And the poor teacher 

she was like ‘what do I do? I didn’t know what to do because my lessons plan said 

that the outcome [has to be for the children to be able to draw] a Lebanese flag. 

(Academia, Respondent No. 1). 

 

A MEHE official also pointed to the political nature of surrounding the teaching of science 

subjects and math in Arabic, instead of French or English as is currently the case.  

 

Teaching in the language of the country is the best way. We know it. […] Teaching in 

the mother tongue is more successful. This is for sure. But this is a decision…I don’t 

know…this decision must have many, I don’t know… I don’t know if it can succeed. 

I’m not against it. I believe that if you teach in our mother tongue that’s better. 

Certainly […] but at the political level, I don’t know if we can succeed. (GoL, 

Respondent No. 1)  

 

Interviews conducted for this study show that there is a sense that national sovereignty 

needs to be considered and maintained through education. Maintaining the Lebanese 

curriculum and the teaching of math and sciences in English or French seems to be 

manifestations of this sentiment. Besides national sovereignty, donor influence has 
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emerged as an influence on access to education for refugees in Lebanon. The following 

section shows how donor priorities are shaping the refugee education agenda in Lebanon.  

4.2.2 Donor influence  

 

In response to the 2011 Syria crisis, donor attention has arguably shifted to the plight of 

Syrian refugees in the Middle East.  The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan 2017-18 (3RP), 

established under leadership of UNHCR and UNDP, was launched as a guiding framework for 

programming in the major refugee-hosting countries in the region (Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, 

Iraq and Egypt). The framework recognises the need to integrate humanitarian and 

development planning in the face of the protracted nature of the Syria crisis and promotes 

the strengthening of national and local capacities.  

In the framework of 3RP, GoL and the UN launched the Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017-

2020 (LCRP) as an integrated approach to providing humanitarian and stabilisation 

interventions for vulnerable communities in the country. The Plan is part of a regional 

approach to the development of strategies as guiding documents for the Syria crisis 

response. As such, a similar plan was developed in Jordan and country strategies in Egypt, 

Turkey and Iraq. This can be interpreted as indicating that the UN and its international 

partners are strongly involved in the regional refugee response.  

There are however mixed indications as to whether the UN or national governments are 

leading the decision-making in this process. The 3RP plan maintains, in a quite contradictory 

manner, that it “continues to be a nationally-led process, incorporating in full the Lebanon 

Crisis Response Plan (LCRP) and Jordan Response Plan (JRP) and the Turkey, Iraq and Egypt 

country chapters that have been developed with the full involvement of the respective 

governments.” (UNHCR and UNDP, 2016:6; italics added). “Nationally-led” implies that 

respective governments are actively leading the planning process (perhaps with facilitation 

support and resources from non-government actors); while “full involvement” implies that 

respective governments are actively participating in the planning process, but with the 

direction from non-government actors. This indication is compounded by claims that initially 

GoL did not have a clear policy to respond to the Syria crisis leaving Lebanon “with open 

borders allowing Syrians free access [with] no shelter policy of any kind and a firm rejection 

of setting up camps, […]”(Haddad, 2015:n.d.).   

 

This ‘inaction’ was overcome in 2014, when MEHE took control over the Syria education 

response which was undoubtedly facilitated by financial support from international donors.  

As of March 2017, USD 32 million was received for the education of refugees in Lebanon 

(European Commission, 2017). This compares to MEHE’s education budget of USD 19.1 

million in the school year 2016/1017 8 (Board of Finance, 2017).  Despite remaining funding 

shortages, the amount received indicates the level of involvement and influence the 

international community exerts over education in Lebanon.  
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In an interview for this research, an MEHE official acknowledged the financial support of the 

international community through UNICEF, UNHCR and the World Bank.  A UN official on the 

other hand described how this support influenced the way challenges related to education 

access were handled. More specifically, they described the way a previous Minister of 

Education handled the issue of some principals refusing to enrol Syrian children in their 

schools.   

 

We realised that, indeed, the system can be in place but not all school directors are 

equally welcoming to Syrian children for whatever reasons […]. Then when this was 

flagged to the Minister back then, we knew tens of thousands of children who 

claimed not to go to public schools because of [missing documentation]. Then the 

Minster himself announced, because… I mean… on the other hand we have the 

donors who were willing to pay the enrolment fees for up to 200,000 children, this is 

in the 2015/16 school year […], and then there were only 104,000 non-Lebanese 

children in schools. So when we heard about these issues, the Minister himself 

realised ‘If I don’t step in I don’t get the money next year because donors are not 

crazy they talk to NGOs, they speak to children. (UN, Respondent No. 1) 

 

The influence of the donor community on refugee education is reflected in its financial 

commitments. Unpublished meeting minutes from an NGO reveal the extent to which MEHE 

relies on the international community. It states that “MEHE didn’t have a response or plan 

when asked about what will happen next school year when the international donors’ 

funding is not guaranteed for its programmes for refugee children (2016, unpublished). In 

this context, some interviewees expressed disappointment about the way donor funding is 

shaping the refugee response.  

 

An academic at a Lebanese university said that refugee education is  a business now. 

The minister told the teachers last year. ‘I can’t give you a better pay’ but I can get 

you to teach in the second shift and then you can get more money from it. 

(Academia, Respondent No. 1). 

 

A MEHE official working for the Directorate of Higher Education concluded that the 

international community didn’t trust the capacity of the Ministry in higher education 

and therefore provides less support to MEHE at higher education level. (GoL, 

Respondent No. 1) 

A UN interviewee commented on how donor priorities are affecting the beneficiaries 

the agency’s projects are reaching. For the scholarship programme the donor was 

clear that they did not want Palestinians in that. Our project for secondary education 

[…] in that project we have Palestinians. (UN, Respondent No. 2)  
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Donor influence is strongly influencing priorities for refugee education in Lebanon. As 

identified in the landscape review (see Chapter 1), the focus for refugee education has so far 

been on basic education. This is reflected in the funding provided by donors to the 

establishment of the PMU, the unit at MEHE created to handle projects related to basic 

education for Syrian refugees. Given the focus on compulsory basic education, “a 

staggeringly low number of adolescents and young children have benefited from RACE.” 

This focus might shift after the Brussels Conference (April 2017) which brought together 

international donors who pledged USD 6 billion for the UN-led Syria Crisis Response. In 

education, donors announced “a major new push on non-formal and vocational training as a 

pathway to formal education” in Lebanon. In parallel, GoL announced plans for the 

development of a “strategy on youth, including vocational training, closely aligned with 

private sector needs” (European Commission, 2017). These shifts in MEHE policies seem to 

be directly related to RACE evaluations and related donors’ financial commitments. 

Interviews and document analysis reveal that these commitments translate into leverage13 

that the donor community yields over refugee education in Lebanon.   

 

The following chapter draws the conclusions from the desk and field research conducted for 

this study. It discusses findings in basic and higher education respectively and reflects on 

their meaning in light of the theoretical framework (human rights) used in this research.  

  

                                                        
13 As an example, the EU has invested EUR 9.4 billion in Lebanon´s Syria crisis response since 2011 (EU, 2017). 
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5. Conclusions 

 

Before drawing conclusions from this research, it is useful to recall its overall purpose. The 

main aim of the study was to examine the challenges to recognition of prior learning in 

Lebanon. More broadly, this research strives to add value to existing knowledge on refugee 

education by examining the case of Lebanon.  The following conclusions aim to answer the 

guiding questions of this research which ask if recognition of education credentials is an 

issue for refugees in Lebanon and which aim to shed light on processes currently in place to 

recognise refugee learning in the country (Question 1). They further question which 

technical and political challenges are relevant in Lebanon (Question 2) and ask about lessons 

learned from Lebanon’s refugee experience (Question 3) (see Introduction).  

 

It can be concluded that recognition of prior learning does not appear to be a major 

barrier to basic education in Lebanon despite remaining cases where documentation has 

proven to still be an obstacle to access.  Given that access to basic education has officially 

been granted by MEHE in 2015 for all Lebanese and non-Lebanese children, recognition of 

learning is not generally not perceived as a major challenge among interviewees for this 

research.  Rather than recognition, other challenges were highlighted for refugee education 

in Lebanon. As identified in the context review (Chapter 1), interviewees referred to issues 

resulting from French or English as language of instruction or bullying and corporal 

punishment as some of the main challenging facing refugee children in basic education.  

 

In higher education, obstacles to recognition of learning are clearly linked to the absence 

of a clear and flexible procedure for granting refugees equivalency of their academic 

credentials and to the legal requirements imposed on them.  There is a centralised 

equivalency system in place in Lebanon for the recognition of foreign qualifications in higher 

education. This system however offers no procedures to accommodate cases of partial or 

missing academic documentation.  To enroll at university, foreign students need their 

academic credentials, or an equivalency certificate, as well as a residency permit. Interviews 

revealed that the procedures for receiving an equivalency certificate from MEHE can be 

lengthy and complicated, and cannot be completed unless the applicant can confirm legal 

residency in Lebanon. The need for a residency permit has emerged as a major obstacle for 

recognition of learning for refugees in Lebanon.  Interviewees, however, also revealed a lack 

of clear understanding of what potential students with refugee background really need to 

be able to gain access to university.  This is clearly reflected in the landscape review (see 

Chapter 1) which points out the limited recent research on higher education and, within 

existing research, a strong focus on Syrian refugees as compared to refugees of other 

origins. The reasons behind the low supply of secondary-age refugee students also has 

emerged as an area in need of further examination.  
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Overall, the findings show that technical challenges for recognition of learning are similar 

at different levels although some are more pronounced in basic and some in higher 

education.  In basic education, the absence of operating procedures and a lack of clarity 

about procedures resulting from inadequate or lacking communication channels are more 

prominent. At higher education level, on the other hand, legal and administrative 

procedures and a clear understanding of needs are hampering university access for 

refugees.  All these challenges are identified in the framework that guides this research. In 

Lebanon´s case, however, the distinction between legal and administrative procedures, 

which in the framework is captured as one, is important since the requirement for residency 

permits for Syrian refugees adds a level of complexity to administrative procedures related 

to recognition of education credentials in Lebanon. Clear understanding of needs among 

refugees, especially potential university students, is also a point that could be added to 

Talbot´s framework based on findings from this research.  

 

Political challenges identified in this research are clearly a manifestation of Lebanon’s 

complex historical and political landscape.  In general, issues related to refugees in 

Lebanon are highly politicised. Only one interviewee explicitly confirmed what other 

commentators (Rainey, 2014; Holmes, 2015; Atrache, 2016) expressed publicly; that legal 

restrictions placed on Syrian refugees in Lebanon are reflecting the underlying concern that 

the influx of Syrian refugees, who are predominantly Sunni Muslims, could upset the 

delicate balance of power between the religious sects in Lebanon.  In this context, national 

sovereignty and guarding of national authority in relation to education, which is included in 

Talbot’s framework, have been confirmed as relevant for Lebanon.  Analysis of the political 

context surrounding refugee issues in Lebanon is also largely missing from literature on 

refugee education in Lebanon. From all the studies reviewed in the landscape review (see 

Chapter 1), only two reports (El-Ghali and Berjaoui, unpublished and Watenpaugh et al., 

2014) address the history and politics of Lebanon. It is therefore difficult to assess the level 

of influence politics has on decisions taken in relation to refugee education. However, the 

clear disconnect between the open access education policy introduced by MEHE on grounds 

of  refugees’ humanitarian needs and the legal restrictions imposed by the General Security 

on Syrians and Palestinians in Lebanon, show the political tensions within GoL when it 

comes to refugees.  

 

Based on Lebanon’s experience, it can be concluded that political challenges are a major 

contributor to technical challenges for refugee education. Despite not being clearly 

identified as solely relevant to recognition of education credentials, it is clear that political 

challenges affect education at all levels and impact refugees’ ability to access and complete 

education in Lebanon. This is evident starting from the fact that French and English are 

maintained as languages of instruction in Lebanese schools, despite it being an obstacle for 

many refugee children (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014; Culbertson and Constant, 2015), to a 

curriculum that puts an emphasis on national values despite the the majority of pupils in 
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public schools being from outside of Lebanon. The observation that political challenges are 

linked to technical challenges is not clearly made in Talbot’s framework and could therefore 

be considered a contribution to enriching the framework.  

 

Funding for refugee education has given donors a leverage over the setting of priorities 

for refugee education. Through the limited scope of this research, it is difficult to pinpoint 

the exact power balance between GoL and the international donors. However, the shifting 

of focus from basic to secondary education for refugees, that is currently taking place in 

Lebanon, shows that GoL´s education priorities are moving with the available funding. The 

analysis conducted of UN documents guiding the Syria refugee response in Lebanon (see 

Chapter 2) also show how the human-rights based approach to education advocated by the 

international community is used to frame MEHE´s education efforts in Lebanon.  

 

The following section provides further analysis of the findings and provides some points for 

consideration if the remaining barriers to access through recognition of education 

credentials are to be overcome and inclusive education translated into reality in Lebanon.  

6. Implications  

 

Lebanon, despite its own political, social and economic challenges which existed prior to the 

start of the Syria crisis in 2011(Boustani, 2016), made a commendable move to open its 

public education system to accommodate refugee students. Equally, MEHE, with the 

support of its international partners, has made significant progress in providing access to 

basic education for vulnerable children. As a result, the number of non-Lebanese students in 

basic education has increased from 3,000 in the school year 2011/12 to 199,198 students in 

2016/17 (MEHE, unpublished, Feb 2017). It is clear that since the start of the conflict in Syria 

in 2011, major improvements have been made to the current education system in Lebanon 

to cope with existing challenges. For example, the evaluation of the RACE I strategy 

recommended the establishment of the PMU unit at MEHE to bolster its capacities to 

oversee intervention related to the Syria crisis (Jalbout, 2015). This recommendation was 

heeded and MEHE, with international support, established PMU to better manage basic 

education for refugees in the country. It is also clear that improvements to the current 

access regulations are also ongoing.  According to the Education Sector Dashboard, in the 

first quarter of 2017 the requirement to possess previous education credentials to sit for 

school exams was waved for all non-Lebanese children in basic education. Equally, the 

General Security agreed to wave residency renewal fees for Syrian refugees which are 

“expected to result in a further increase in youth enrollment in secondary and vocational 

education.” (UNICEF & UNHCR, 2017:12). 

 

These are important developments. However, the fact that 40 per cent or 85,160 Syrian 

refugee children aged 6-17 are currently out of formal school (Jordan Education Working 
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Group, 2017), is an indication that more needs to be done to truly translate the human-

rights based approach to education into reality in Lebanon.  The fact that there are no 

recent and reliable statistics on Palestinian and Iraqi out of-school-children is also indicative 

of them not being a priority for GoL. It is true that there is no one simple answer to address 

the challenges facing access barriers for refugees. The findings of this research, however, 

indicate that remaining issues related to recognition of education credentials need to be 

tackled in a creative, flexible and context sensitive way if all children are to gain access to 

education in Lebanon.  To address the technical challenges identified in this study, flexible 

approaches to recognition of credentials need to be piloted both in basic and higher 

education in Lebanon. Political challenges affecting recognition of credentials in Lebanon, 

will not be tackled without  fundamentally rethinking the way displaced people are labelled 

in Lebanon.   

 

The following section draws on the conclusions of this research and argues that only by 

adapting flexible, context-sensitive solutions to recognition of learning and by reframing the 

discourse surrounding displacement from burden to potential, can help address the 

remaining barriers to recognition of education credential. 

 

6.1. Developing a flexible and context-sensitive approach  

As noted in the context review (Chapter 1),  the international consensus is that there is a  

need to integrate refugees in the host countries’ education systems instead of creating 

parallel structures for the displaced.  The centralised system created in Lebanon, with the 

support of the UN, whereby MEHE is responsible for all education interventions in the 

country is arguably effective. The support for this approach is best illustrated by two 

interviewees from two Lebanese NGOs who expressed their agreement with the centralised 

system.  The remaining access issues identified in this research show, however, that the 

current system needs to be strengthened by introducing flexible and context-sensitive 

approaches.  

 

Although the focus on recognition of refugee prior learning is currently rather limited, there 

is some ongoing  thinking on ways to tackle issues related to missing or partial academic 

documentation. Steele (2017), for example, looked at certification of displaced children in 

northern Syria and argues for the establishment of a supranational regional certification 

body, under the auspices of UNESCO, to prevent a lost generation of Syrian children. She 

emphasised the need for a viable solution to be flexible and simple in their implementation. 

A Lebanese academic interviewed for this research confirmed Steele´s observation that any 

system for the recognition of education credentials of displaced people needs to be flexible. 

They argued that with Lebanon´s turbulent past it was always difficult to follow education 
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structures like in more stable countries and that “out of the box” solutions are needed in 

Lebanon.  

 

While flexible, the findings of this research show that that any viable solution needs to be 

harmonised with the current centralised refugee response in Lebanon. Thereby, MEHE, 

rather than a supra-national organisation needs to assume the responsibility for managing 

any recognition system to make sure it is contextualised and respects Lebanon´s socio-

political diversity and current realities. According to El-Ghali and Berjaoui (unpublished), 

“any solution that exacerbates tensions between the Lebanese and Syrian communities is 

not an appropriate solution”.  Based on the author´s first-hand experience of working with 

UNESCO, the organisation might be unable to provide a contextualized solution because of 

its currently limited financial and human resources. With the UN having a considerable 

influence over refugee education in Lebanon, the role of UNESCO and other UN agencies 

could be to strengthen the capacity of MEHE to pilot some existing initiatives that are 

flexible and aim to support the recognition of refugee qualifications. Table 8 describes one 

such flexible solution first developed by the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 

education (NOKUT) to recognise refugees’ missing or partial academic documentation.  

 

Table 8: Refugee Qualification Passport  

The Qualification Passport for Refugees was first piloted by NOKUT in 2016. It is a 

standardized statement containing information about the applicant´s highest 

qualifications, language skills, work experience and guidance for the applicant’s 

future development.  It is based on document evaluation and interviews with 

experienced case officers and occupational experts. It was developed based on 

an existing NOKUT procedure (UVD evaluation) following the influx of refugees 

and migrants into Europe and Norway in 2015. It is a shorter and more cost-

effective method which provides applicants with a credible, albeit not legally 

binding, document and expert guidance for their road ahead.  

The initiative was taken up by the Council of Europe which resulted in the issuing 

of European Qualification Passports to the first batch of refugees, living in 

Greece, in March 2017.   

 

Flexible approaches to recognition of learning could be adapted to address some of the 

technical challenges identified in this study. Loo and Ortiz (2016) recommend 6 practical 

steps that should be considered when starting to think about developing a flexible 

recognition procedure. The steps, which could help to start developing a flexible approach 

in Lebanon, include:  

(1) Determine when an alternative method is needed 

(2) Gather information and available evidence  

(3) Develop a background paper and portfolio of evidence  

(4) Asses the background paper and portfolio 
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(5) Assess the applicant’s competencies, if needed 

(6) Make a determination regarding recognition and placement  

To address the political challenges, a shift in thinking about refugees in Lebanon is needed.  

Underlying power struggles and vested interests might make this recommendation difficult 

to translate and implement in practice. However, if Lebanon is to make progress with its 

commitment to human rights and access to education for all, reframing refugees as an 

opportunity rather than a burden will be crucial.  

6.2. Rethinking the ‘refugee’ label  

The definition most commonly used to describe a refugee in literature related to  

refugees in Lebanon is that contained in Article 1 of the 1951 Convention relating to the 

Status of Refugees14. Thereby a refugee is a person who has left their country of origin as a 

result of a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion. Black (2008) notes, however, 

that the emergence of subcategories such as ‘economic refugees’ and ‘environmental 

refugees’ indicates a lack of robustness of the legal definition and the complexity of refugee 

situations. Bascom (1998) recognises the need for a legal distinction that grants refugees 

their protection but acknowledges that the category creates a danger of reification.  

 

Creating categories that simplify people’s circumstances and attaching a label to their 

experience creates artificial groups, described by Anderson (1983) as ‘imagined 

communities’, that are imagined by everyone else except refugees themselves. Thus 

“individual identity is replaced by a stereotyped identity with a categorical prescription of 

assumed needs. […] Labels replicate the professional, bureaucratic and political values 

which create them; but a story is thus reformed into a case, a category” (Zetter, 1991:44).  

The feeling that comes with becoming a case, a category, is best expressed by Nora, a 

refugee from Syria who arrived in Greece in 2015, who describes in her blog post that after 

arriving in Europe she became “just a stupid number on a long inhuman list” (Global Post, 

2016).  

 

At international level, ‘refugee’ seems to be a catch phrase encompassing a broad group of 

people in different circumstances. Applying this category in practice can however be a 

challenge. Since Lebanon is not signatory to UN Refugee Convention, the legal status of 

displaced people in the country is contingent on their country of origin and the label 

attached to their situation is not always clear. For example, LCRP notes that GoL “refers to 

individuals who fled from Syria into its territory after March 2011 as temporarily displaced 

individuals, and reserves its sovereign right to determine their status according to Lebanese 

laws and regulations” (2017:4). On the other hand, RACE II does not make any note on 

                                                        
14 http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10 
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terminology and refers to displaced children and youth as ‘non-Lebanese’. This unclear 

terminology reflects the complexity of legal arrangements that result from a focus on 

nationality as a defining factor for the refugee category in Lebanon. This category often 

encompasses Syrians, Lebanese and Syrian Palestinians and at times Iraqis. It also inevitably 

reflects the socio-economic status of the people in this category since those wealthy 

enough, often do not register with UNHCR and UNRWA and are therefore not captured in 

official statistics.  The difficulty in labeling those in need in Lebanon is best reflected in the 

categorisation listed on UNHCR´s web portal (refugees-lebanon.org) that provides 

information on all humanitarian aid services available in the country. The categories created 

include: 

 

➢ Registered Syrian Refugees 

➢ Non Registered Syrian Refugees  

➢ Refugees and Asylum Seekers from countries other than Syria 

➢ Lebanese host communities 

➢ Lebanese Returnees 

➢ Palestine Refugees from Syria 

 

In Lebanon, the refugee label is further complicated by the long-standing historical ties 

between Syria and Lebanon. Prior to the 2011 conflict in Syria, many Syrians worked in 

Lebanese villages as seasonal labourers and only brought their families to settle 

permanently in the country after the situation in Syria started to deteriorate. According to 

Mourad “this dual identity, exacerbated by a border policy that did not acknowledge 

humanitarian entry, has made Syrians more vulnerable to popular attacks of an unjustified 

claim of being “true” refugees” (2017:n.d.). 

 

The policy affecting refugees in Lebanon reflects the political relations with their country of 

origin. Therefore, in  Lebanon the main difference between refugees and non-refugees is 

legal. The  constraints put on people regarding  their right to remain and work legally in the 

country  affects their ability to be independent and make a living. As previously mentioned,  

since 2015 all Syrian nationals over 15 years are required to obtain a residency permit, 

which according to Human Rights Watch (2017), restricts their freedom of movement and 

therefore makes it difficult for them to work, send their children to school and receive 

health care. According to the ILO Lebanon website, only around half of all Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon are economically active and the majority of those working are engaged in the 

informal sector. Collier and Betts (2017) observe that “the only thing that makes the 

economic lives of refugees distinct from those of citizens or other migrants is the regulation 

that affects whether or not they can participate fully in the economy.” This is true in 

Lebanon where legal constrains put on Syrians and Palestinians affect their ability to 

become economically independent. 
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A good example of what happens when no legal constrains are put on people’s socio-

economic participation is the case of the Armenian community in Lebanon. Following the 

Armenian genocide in 1915, Armenian refugees arrived in Lebanon and settled 

predominantly in the Eastern neighborhood of Burj Hammoud. According to Abramson, 

“Armenians thrived in Lebanon as artisans, merchants and professionals of every variety 

winning a reputation in Lebanese society for their industry and honesty” (2013: 195). Today, 

the Burj Hammoud neighborhood is a bustling hub of economic activity. Hartrick (2016) 

explains that the Armenian Catholic Church lobbied for full citizenship for the refugees 

which allowed Armenian refugees to settle permanently in the country.  

It is true that a long time has passed since the Armenians arrived in Lebanon and that their 

numbers were lower. It is not to argue that the approach to the recent arrivals can be 

replicated entirely but that legal constraints imposed on people labeled refugees will 

prevent them from thriving and benefitting the country.   

 

The refugee label is a way of glossing over the complex real-life situations of displaced 

people. In Lebanon, a country that has never ratified the Refugee Convention, the label has 

become a marker of exclusion rather than a status granting protection.  As expressed by an 

interviewee from a Lebanese university, there is little difference between teaching refugee 

or non-refugee children because all children have different educational needs.   Therefore 

any superimposed label will only make it more difficult to understand the needs of displaced 

children and school-aged adolescents.  

 

Instead of labelling refugees and portraying them as a burden, there is a need to change the 

discourse surrounding displaced people in Lebanon to focus on their potential. Examples, 

such as those of successful Armenians in Lebanon, could be highlighted more often in public 

discourse. Instead of framing education access as a necessity to keep young people “off the 

streets” and away from radicalization, it is necessary for all education stakeholders in 

Lebanon to shift towards emphasising recognition of education credentials as a way to 

unlock the potential of displaced learners to contribute meaningfully to the Lebanese 

economy and help rebuild their countries in the future. 
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Annex 1: Overview 

Case studies conducted on recognition of refugees’ prior learning in middle and low-income 

countries  

 

Details Focus  

Buckland, S. (2006) Making Assessment 

Count. A Look at Certification and 

Validation of Refugee Learners’ 

Attainments. Unpublished Masters thesis. 

University of Sussex.  

This Masters’ thesis probes the 

challenges of recognition and validation 

of refugee education in Rwanda and 

Liberia. 

Chelpi-den Hamer, M. (2011). Why 

certification matters: A review of state 

and non-state actions in Côte d’Ivoire for 

promoting schooling for the displaced. 

Journal of Refugee Studies, 24(1), 69–87 

Note that a version of this paper was also 

published in Kirk, J. (2009) 

The study examines the extent to which 

Liberian refugees were treated differently 

from displaced Ivoirians in Côte d’Ivoire 

and how non-State providers 

complemented State action when 

providing schooling opportunities to the 

displaced, often acting in parallel with it. 

Gerstner, E. (2009) in Kirk, J. (2009) Hope 

for the future: issues of educational 

certification in Dadaab, Kenya. Paris: IIEP 

The paper addresses certification issues 

of Somali refugees in the Dadaab refugee 

camp in Kenya. 

Heller, J. (2010) Certification of Rwandan 

Refugees, IDPs and Returnees. 

Unpublished Masters thesis. University of 

Amsterdam 

This Masters’ thesis examines 

certification of refugees returning from 

exile in Tanzania and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) after the 

Rwandan genocide.  

IRC (2009a) in Kirk, J. (2009) Afghan 

refugee students in Pakistan: certification 

challenges and solutions. Paris: IIEP  

The paper focuses on the role IRC in 

supporting education for Afghan refugees 

in Pakistan from the early 1990s to 2005, 

and in particular its efforts in facilitating 

cross-border recognition by the Afghan 

authorities of certificates acquired by 

Afghan refugees in IRC schools in 

Pakistan.  

IRC Northern Caucasus (2009) in Kirk, J. 

(2009) Ensuring certification of learning 

for internally displaced students from 

Chechnya in Ingushetia. Paris: IIEP 

This paper examines the methods and 

processes employed by IRC to certify 

learning of IDPs from the Republic of 

Chechnya in the Republic of Ingushetia  

(Russian Federation).  

IRC (2009b) in Kirk, J. (2009) From schools 

started under the mango trees: 

This paper documents the processes, 

challenges and successes of various 
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certification for refugee students in the 

International Rescue Committee Guinea 

education programme. Paris: IIEP  

initiatives in ensuring certification of 

refugee students from Liberia, Sierra 

Leone and Côte d’Ivoire in Guinea. 

IRC (2009c) in Kirk, J. (2009) Securing 

student certification in the Republic of the 

Congo: International Rescue Committee 

experience” Paris: IIEP  

The paper examines the IRC efforts to 

establish certification processes for 

refugee students from the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) and the Central 

African Republic (CAR) in the Republic of 

the Congo (Congo-Brazzaville).  

Marc van der Stouwe, M. and Su-Ann Oh, 

S-A (2009) in Kirk, J. (2009) Towards the 

certification of learning achievements for 

Burmese refugees in Thailand: a non-

governmental organisation perspective. 

Paris: IIEP  

The paper elaborates on the role of ZOA 

Refugee Care Thailand, a Dutch NGO, in 

advocating, negotiating and coordinating 

certification efforts for Myanmar 

refugees in seven camps in Thailand. 

Sawade, O. (2009) in Kirk, J. (2009) 

Accreditation, certification and 

legitimacy: education for refugee and 

migrant students on the Thai-Burmese 

border. Paris: IIEP  

This paper investigated certification 

issues facing Myanmar refugees living 

inside and outside of camps in Thailand.  

 

Steele, J. (2016) Pathway of Hope: A 

Learning Certification Solution for 

Internally Displaced Children in Northern 

Syria. Springer. In Children and Forced 

Migration (pp 153-177) 

The paper examines certification for 

displaced children and focuses on 

education service delivery in conflict-

affected northern Syria. It draws on 

evidence from past certification programs 

in similar contexts to analyze threats to 

uncertified learning.  

UNICEF. (2015). Curriculum, Accreditation 

and Certification for Syrian Children. 

Amman: UNICEF MENA  

 

The report documents different practices 

in Syria and neighbouring countries 

(Lebanon, Turkey, Jordan, Iraq and Egypt) 

in the provision of certificates that 

validate (or not) the learning of Syrian 

children and policies related to the 

recognition of their prior learning.  
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Annex 2: Questionnaire 

 

1. What organisation do you work for? 

[       ] 

 

2. Are you working in Lebanon? (please tick) 

Yes 

No 

Other  

 

3. How long have you been working for your organisation in Lebanon? (please tick) 

0-1 year 

2-5 years 

6-10 years 

more than 10 years 

 

4. What type/level of education are you working on in Lebanon? (please tick. you can 

choose more than one) 

 

ECCE 

General education (primary and secondary) 

Higher academic education  

TVET  

Non-formal education  

Other 

 

5. What are the main reasons preventing refugee learners from accessing public 

education in Lebanon? (rank top 5 with 1 being the most important reason) 

 

Legal status 

Cost of transportation and school supplies 

Child labour 

Child marriage 

Lack of adequate health care provision and psycho-social support 

Lack of adequate sanitation facilities 

Language barriers 

Rigid curriculum  

Physical and verbal abuse in and outside schools 

Poor teacher quality 

Under resourced, overcrowded or far-away schools  
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Lack of demand for schooling  

Administrative barriers (recognition of certificates/academic documentation) 

Other [specify] 

I don’t know 

 

6. What is the most pressing aspect of refugee education in Lebanon? (rank with 1 

being the most important aspect) 

 

Access to education 

Quality of education  

Retention 

Other [specify] 

I don’t know 

 

7. What are reasons that prevent the establishment of an effective system for the 

recognition of refugee learning (certificates/academic documentation) in Lebanon? 

(tick where relevant) 

 

 At MEHE At municipality 

level 

At school 

level 

Lack of funds     

Lack of expertise/understanding     

Understaffing     

Lack of effective coordination and 

communication  

   

Lack of clear operational guidelines     

Animosity towards refugees of 

certain nationalities/countries of 

origin 

   

Corruption    

Other [specify]    

I don’t know    

 

8. In your opinion, what should be the role of different organisations in establishing a 

functional system for the recognition of academic documentation in Lebanon? 

(Please describe where relevant) 

 

MEHE 

UN agencies  

INGOs 



 73 

Lebanese NGOs 

Private sector/companies 

Other […] 

I don’t know  

 

9. Do you have any other comments or questions? 


