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Abstract 
The article unpacks and analyzes the potentials and short-
comings of a humanitarian framework for educational 
response during protracted displacement. Humanitarian-
ism is concerned with the immediate, while education is 
future oriented. Calls to shift the humanitarian discourse 
from relief and survival to development have contributed to 
include education as part of the humanitarian response. The 
article analyzes potentials and limitations in Lebanon’s edu-
cation provision and policies for Syrian refugees. We discuss 
the impact and implications of the humanitarian response 
and reflect on what principles should be formulated for pro-
vision of a socially just, inclusive, and more developmental 
education for refugees in protracted displacement. 

Résumé
Cet article décortique et analyse les lacunes potentielles d’un 
cadre humanitaire pour les réponses éducatives au déplace-
ment prolongé. L’humanitarisme se préoccupe de l’immédiat 
alors que l’éducation est une activité orientée vers l’avenir. 
Les appels à faire passer l’accent du discours humanitaire 
du secours et de la survie au développement ont contribué 
à l’inclusion de l’éducation dans l’intervention humanitaire. 
Cet article analyse le potentiel et les limites de l’offre et des 
politiques éducatives pour les réfugiés syriens au Liban. 
Nous discutons de l’effet et des ramifications de la réponse 
humanitaire et réfléchissons aux principes qui devraient 
être formulés pour une offre éducative socialement juste, 
inclusive et davantage axée sur le développement pour les 
réfugiés en situation de déplacement prolongé.
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Introduction

Over the past decade, Lebanon witnessed one of the 
largest influxes of refugees relative to its popula-
tion. Education is a main pillar in the humanitarian 

response to the refugee crisis but has been severely tested as 
Lebanon became the country with the highest percentage 
of refugees per capita in the world. After almost a decade of 
providing education intervention for over 500,000 Syrian 
school-aged refugee children in Lebanon, still less than 2% 
are enrolled in grade 9, and 4% in grade 12. Over 40% of Syr-
ian school-aged children are out of school or have never been 
enrolled (Norwegian Refugee Council, 2020). Hundreds of 
millions of dollars have been invested, and the poor outcome 
signifies grave injustice and inequality. In this article we aim 
to investigate the impact of adopting the humanitarian model 
to provide education for Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 

Education leads to increased well-being among primary 
and secondary school children in refugee settings (Burde 
et al., 2017). Education in a conflict setting has also been a 
priority in promotion of mutual understanding, peace, and 
tolerance, and prevention of violence and conflict (UNESCO 
2000, in Kagawa, 2005, p. 489). As a result, the Education in 
Emergency (EiE) framework, which is embedded in a human-
itarian paradigm, is flourishing, but its impact, strength, and 
limitations have not been sufficiently addressed. We aim to 
unpack and critique the model by using Lebanon as a case 
study in order to understand the implications of adopting the 
humanitarian model when providing education in protracted 
refugee situations. In particular we analyze the recent transi-
tion in the humanitarian education discourse to accommodate 
refugees within national educational systems. Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon were admitted to public schools mostly in segre-
gated shifts and had to follow the Lebanese national curricu-
lum. In this article we delve into the implications of following 
the humanitarian education paradigm within the national 
education system in Lebanon. A discourse on moving from 
a humanitarian towards a development approach has framed 
the policy transitions in Lebanon, but education for refugees 
is still firmly placed within a humanitarian approach. We also 
identify the priorities within the principles of humanitarian 
education and how it is integrated into a national response. 
While current approaches have focused on increased access 
to education, we question whether this leads to more equal 
and socially just outcomes and highlight the tensions between 
frameworks like the global Emergency in Education frame-
work and the national educational framework and reflect on 
their advantages and disadvantages.

As the discourse shifts from a humanitarian to a devel-
opment model, we analyze the evolvement and impact of 
education policies for Syrian refugees in Lebanon and reflect 
on the inequalities that are produced within the system that 

continues to follow a humanitarian approach. The article 
contributes to the increasing body of scholarship on emer-
gency education, and on education in protracted refugee 
situations (Burde et al., 2017; Dryden-Peterson et al., 2019; 
Ferfolja, 2009; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). In order to understand 
how the humanitarian model shapes education policies and 
provisions in protracted crises, we first analyze the relation-
ship between a humanitarian discourse and approaches to 
emergency education and to emergency education’s relation 
to education more generally. We then examine the strengths 
and limitations of education in the emergency model in 
Lebanon and analyze how the education policies for Syrian 
refugees shifted. We consider the impact of current poli-
cies at micro, meso, and macro levels. Finally, we reflect on 
potential ways to rethink a system for higher-quality, inclu-
sive, and just education for refugees in protracted conflict. 

Education in the Humanitarian Context
In order to understand the discourse of education in a 
humanitarian setting, this section unpacks the logic behind 
the two discourses and their potential and limitations in 
providing an effective framework for education of refugees. 

Humanitarian Reason
The motivation for humanitarianism is saving strangers (Fas-
sin, 2012). Its moral sentiments are grounded in the princi-
ples of humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and independence, 
as formulated for International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
movements. Humanitarian assistance is not lasting. It is 
embedded in the temporary: saving lives in the short term. 
Humanitarianism is also political, and its principles are uti-
lized as a strategy for host states such as Lebanon to maintain 
their view that refugees—even in protracted displacement 

—are not supposed to stay: the only assistance acceptable is 
based in a temporary and relief-based approach. In a human-
itarian discourse, people are not first and foremost citizens. 
They are victims who are temporarily present, often passive, 
powerless, and without agency. However, for refugees who 
may be present in a host state for 10 or 20 years or more, their 
temporary status becomes a permanent impermanence that 
shapes the possibility of developing lives and creating a future 
at the place of displacement or elsewhere (Brun, 2003, 2016). 

With protracted displacement, humanitarian actors 
increasingly operate where humanitarian temporality and 
principles are placed under pressure. These developments 
have been accompanied by a discourse on a humanitarian-
development nexus. However, few consequences of this shift 
can be identified in humanitarian practice (Knox Clarke, 
2018), partly because there is a limited understanding of what 
development might mean in this context. A development 
approach needs to operate with a longer time frame, attack 
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the roots of inequality, and create a more inclusive approach 
by accepting the presence of refugees at the place of displace-
ment (Schmidt, 2019). Education, to which we now turn, is 
a pertinent field to think through what development might 
mean in this context.

Emergency Education
Education for refugees is dominated by humanitarian rea-
sons, as explained above. The most common framework for 
education of refugees, the Education in Emergency frame-
work (EiE), established by the Inter-Agency Network for 
Education in Emergencies (INEE), states that it is embedded 
in the humanitarian paradigm (INEE, 2010). This framework 
has proliferated during the past 10 years and has been trans-
lated into 20 different languages. The standards have also 
been adapted in 11 countries, including Lebanon.

Education in emergency is embedded in a human rights 
philosophy, in particular the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, Education for All, and the Humanitarian Charter. 
From the minimum standards in the INEE framework, emer-
gency is defined briefly as a situation where a community has 
been disrupted and has yet to return to stability (INEE, 2010, 
p. 117). “Emergency education” is defined as the provision of 
quality education opportunities that meet the physical pro-
tection, psychosocial, developmental, and cognitive needs of 
people affected by emergencies, which can be life-sustaining 
and life-saving.

Yet tensions between education and humanitarianism 
and their differing aims often surface in discussions about 
themes such as the curriculum that should be taught, the 
language of teaching, the accreditation and certification of 
learning, who should offer this education, and the role of 
the hosting state versus humanitarian agencies. For exam-
ple, a 2004 INEE report notes, “[F]or refugees, it is preferred 
to adopt the curricula of the country of origin to facilitate 
voluntary repatriation” (INEE, 2004, p. 57). Since the 1980s, 
repatriation to one’s home country became the focus of refu-
gee policies, despite limited possibilities of return (Chimni, 
2004). Emphasis on return has resulted in short-term educa-
tion that is devoid of a coherent strategic vision for students’ 
future prospects. Consequently, families or individual stu-
dents lack the incentive to enrol in an education program 
that offers little preparation for further higher education 
or employment in the host country. The temporality of the 
situation and the absence of prospects were overwhelmingly 
cited as reasons that families avoided enrolling their children 
in schools (Shuayb et al., 2016).

Linked to the short-term and temporary, education in 
emergencies does not take into consideration what educa-
tion is for and tends to treat it as an unmitigated good (Lynch, 
2006). While education leads to increased well-being among 

primary and secondary school children in refugee settings 
and helps children and young people to have aspirations for 
the future (Burde et al., 2017; Dryden-Peterson, 2016), the 
legal status of refugee children is different from the status 
of the non-displaced, and in countries like Lebanon,  the 
possibilities that they will realize their aspirations are more 
limited than for their non-displaced peers because they can-
not access all types of employment.

Another shortcoming of the emergency model is its highly 
de-politicized approach to refugee education, because, in 
contrast, the subject of refugee reception is extremely politi-
cized. Additionally, in emergency education frameworks, 
refugees from war zones and people fleeing natural disasters 
such as hurricanes are treated with the same approach. There 
is a failure to acknowledge that most conflicts are protracted, 
while other disasters have a varying time scale. Moreover, a 
political conflict is rarely restricted to one geographical area: 
the conflict is often mitigated by other parties who also influ-
ence the kind of support offered in a particular reception 
context. 

The Tensions in Emergency Education: A Schema
Education is a long-term planned process that prepares 
children for the future. As such it speaks directly to a devel-
opment approach to protracted displacement. Education 
during displacement helps children maintain aspirations 
for the future. In the same way, governments often compose 
their educational policies and strategies with the future in 
mind, for the job market, nation-building, or individuals’ 
self-actualization. “Emergency education” is thus clearly an 
oxymoron that expresses tensions between education and 
humanitarianism. Here we compare the logic of humani-
tarianism, education, and emergency education to identify 
potential overlaps and tensions. While we discuss general 
principles of humanitarianism, education, and emergency 
education, we do not address the multitude of paradigms 
and schools of thought that might be behind these principles. 
Table 1 compares the logic of the three. 

Table 1 summarizes the main discourse of the humanitar-
ian model and how it is translated into education in general, 
and in emergency settings in particular. The EiE initiative 
also offers a global framework for thinking and implement-
ing education interventions for refugees. This is an essential 
role for providing guidance for UN agencies and host coun-
tries. Interestingly, there has been a shift in EiE discourse 
in favour of implementing this framework but within the 
national education system of the host country. Yet the 
strengths and limitations of this shift are yet to be examined. 
In the next section we analyze the outcome of humanitarian 
education in Lebanon—particularly the education response 
and how it changed during the crisis between 2011 and 2018. 
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The Dynamics of Humanitarianism and Education 
in the Syrian Refugee Crisis in Lebanon
The research presented below is based on a content analysis 
of educational policies, strategies, legislation, reports, statis-
tics, and minutes of the Education Working Group published 
between 2011 and 2018. An analytical framework that examines 
the key aspects and processes in the education of refugees and 
how it evolved during these 8 years was developed and used 
to code and analyze the data, using NVIVO software. This sec-
tion summarizes the main developments we identified from 
the analysis. Three stages distinguish the education response 
in Lebanon from an emergency stage, where humanitarian 
organizations were in the lead, to a shift towards a govern-
ment response and development discourse. In particular, we 
examine the different policies and the education strategies 

“Reaching All Children with Education I and II” (RACE), which 
were developed to support the enrolment of Syrian refugee 
children in public schools in Lebanon while strengthening the 
national education system. Before we describe the stages of the 

response, we will introduce some background information on 
the Lebanese educational system and provisions to enrol Syr-
ian refugees in education in Lebanon. 

Syrian Refugees and Education in Lebanon
The 2011 protests in Syria transformed into a long-term and 
ongoing war, with repercussions well beyond the nation’s 
borders. According to the United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the number of Syrians fleeing 
the war in Syria is more than 5 million worldwide (UNHCR, 
2019). The number of Syrians registered as refugees in Leba-
non is estimated to be 1 million, meaning that one in five 
people in Lebanon is a Syrian refugee. 

Lebanon is not a signatory of the 1951 UN Refugee Con-
vention and, at the time of writing in 2020, withholds refugee 
status from Syrians in Lebanon. Although the Lebanese gov-
ernment has permitted the UNHCR to register refugees, that 
protection is limited. It does not grant refugees the right to 
seek asylum or have any legal stay or refugee status (UN, 2015). 

Table 1. The Logic of Humanitarianism, Education, and Emergency Education
Logic (ideal) Humanitarianism Education Education in emergency

Motivation/
objective

Saving lives Employment, building/mak-
ing good citizens, empower-
ment, self-actualization

Literacy, a human rights 
obligation 

Time frame Present Past, present, and future Temporary, awaiting 
repatriation

Standards Minimum standards, 
humanitarian charter

Following national policies 
and curricula

INEE, minimum standards

Understanding the person/
individual

Biology, saving lives Biography, recognition Individual, saving lives

Participation Passive victims, to be 
offered assistance

An entitlement, participa-
tion in decision making 
concerning education for 
community and children

Passive and conditional, low 
sense of entitlement: educa-
tion as assistance 

Social space Exceptional spaces of 
assistance

National Different degrees of segre-
gation/ integration 

Objective Relief Development Temporary protection 

Status, citizenship, 
membership

Humanitarian labels, catego-
ries of need

Right to education as 
citizens and full members of 
society

Conditional right to educa-
tion depending on host 
country, with suspended 
civic rights

Human rights Right to life Basic human rights, Conven-
tion on the Rights of the 
Child 

Right to education detached 
from other rights 
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Lebanon’s most recent memorandum of understanding with 
the UNHCR (2008) declares that “Lebanon does not consider 
itself an asylum country,” and, under its mandate, the UNHCR 
carries out all refugee status determinations. A discourse of 
return has increased in prominence over the past year which 
follows a politicized discourse of temporariness related to 
the Palestinian refugees residing in a temporary status in the 
country since 1948 and the diverging relationships among 
political parties to the conflict in Syria.

In 2016, UNHCR estimated that Syrian school-age children in 
Lebanon totalled 488,832 (MEHE, 2016). The Lebanese govern-
ment committed to compulsory education for children under 
15 years old by opening up Lebanese public schools to Syrian 
refugees. However, the enrolment rates among Syrian refugees 
in formal education does not exceed 40% (MEHE, 2016), with 
only 1% enrolled in grade 9 (RACE PMU, 2019).

Despite inconsistency in the number of enrolled students 
reported by the Ministry of Education and Higher Education 
(MEHE) itself, Table 2 shows that there has been continuous 
progress. However, while retention rates have increased, the 
dropout is still very high (RACE PMU, 2018a).2 

In the following section we track developments of the 
educational discourse and provisions for Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon. This response comprises three main stages. 

2. The success rate of Syrian children in the second shift 
increased in the official exams in grade 9 (72% in 2017–18, 
compared to 66% in the previous year), and grade 12 (90% in 
2017–18, compared to 81% in the previous year) (RACE PMU, 
2018a). 

Table 2. Number of Syrians Enrolled in  
Morning and Afternoon Shifts 2011–2018
Number of enrolled 
students

Morning 
shift

Afternoon 
shift Total

2011/12 30,000 — 30,000

2012/13 29,000 — 29,000

2013/14 58,360 29,902 88,262

2014/15 44,000 62,000 106,000

2015/16 62,500 92,595 155,095

2016/17a 63,754 157,868 221,622

2017/18b 59,145 154,209 213,354

Note: Compiled from RACE II PMU online platform.
a RACE PMU (2017). Note that another report from the 

same source dated July 2018 states that the enrolment rate 
in the afternoon shift in 2016/17 was only 124,000 (RACE PMU 
2018a).

b RACE PMU (2018b).

Stage 1: The Humanitarian Crisis, Establishing an 
Education Response
With the influx of Syrian refugees in 2012, the MEHE allowed 
Syrian refugees to register in public schools, introducing 
several education policy initiatives for Syrian refugees. The 
ministry had not yet comprehended the scale of the crisis, 
saying that the UN’s estimated increased demand on public 
schools was exaggerated (UNICEF, 2013). In 2013, the enrol-
ment rate of Syrian school-age children in Lebanon was esti-
mated at just 31%. Refugees resided predominantly in some 
of the most deprived areas in Lebanon, where demands by 
the local community on public schools were higher than 
other areas. This period witnessed substantial involvement 
by humanitarian organizations and NGOs, including an 
adaptation of the EiE framework to Lebanon. Adaptation of 
the standards involved representatives of the Lebanese gov-
ernment, INGOs, UNRWA, and local Lebanese NGOs. However, 
Syrian NGOs and representatives from the refugee commu-
nity were almost entirely absent.

A major policy that left a stark effect on enrolment was the 
introduction of two shifts in 2012–2013. MEHE introduced 
afternoon shifts reserved strictly for non-Lebanese students 
and requested funding from UN agencies to run shifts in 
order to absorb a larger number of children in education.

Several policy documents were issued during this period 
to provide education and support for refugees, such as “No 
Lost Generation” (2013), advocating for the priorities of chil-
dren and youth. In 2013, the Lebanese Council of Ministers 
issued Decree 62 and memos 2 and 192 that allowed Syrian 
and Palestinian students from Syria to write the official 
exams in grades 9 and 12, provided that they submitted legal 
status documents of registration with UNHCR and previous 
school records.

At the end of 2014, the state stepped in to coordinate plan-
ning and implementation of the education response. Our 
analysis of those plans reveals an emphasis on increasing 
access to education for Syrian refugees by increasing capac-
ity of the MEHE to absorb more children and removing legal 
barriers. People’s legal status affected access to assistance and 
limited refugees’ mobility, undermining families’ capacity to 
reach schools without need to cross a security checkpoint 
and risk arrest.

One main feature of RACE I is its emphasis on access to 
education, because a large number of Syrian children were 
out of school and had to be enrolled. While the document 
discusses challenges to the quality of schooling, there were 
no attempts to address the structural issues that affected the 

2. The success rate of Syrian children in the second shift increased in the official exams in grade 9 (72% in 2017–18, compared to 
66% in the previous year), and grade 12 (90% in 2017–18, compared to 81% in the previous year) (RACE PMU, 2018a).
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quality of schooling. In fact, the policy-makers’ discourse 
reflects this emphasis on access rather than quality. The 
focus on access rather than quality was reflected in the staff-
ing policy of the second shift, where priority was given to 
teachers working in the morning shift if they wished. There 
was no discussion of the impact of this additional workload 
on the quality of learning in both shifts.

One challenge to the schooling experience of nationals 
and refugees has been the Lebanese curriculum, developed 
in 1997, yet unaddressed in RACE I. In particular, the teaching 
of math and science in English or French has been behind 
the high dropout rates for Lebanese and Syrian children 
alike (UNICEF, 2013). During the first two years, Syrian refu-
gees had difficulties adjusting to the Lebanese curriculum, in 
which most subjects are taught in English or French. Syrian 
refugees were demoted several grades because they had poor 
command of both languages (Shuayb et al., 2014). 

Stage 2: Government Hegemony, the Donor Community, 
and the Role of Migration to Europe
As the Syrian crisis became protracted, policy began to 
change. The Lebanese government and MEHE led the educa-
tion response in 2014 by introducing the Reaching All Chil-
dren in Education (RACE I) initiative (MEHE, 2014) and froze 
most work done by NGOs in the public sector. The three-year, 
US$6 million program aimed at the 413,000 school-aged chil-
dren (3–18 years) affected by the Syrian crisis. The initiative 
aimed to (1) ensure equitable access to educational opportu-
nities; (2) improve the quality of learning and teaching; and 
(3) strengthen national policies, the educational system, and 
monitoring and evaluation (Government of Lebanon & UN 
2014, 2018; MEHE 2014, 2016). 

Development of RACE I was led by MEHE and UN agen-
cies—UNICEF in particular. However, at this time MEHE 
expressed its discontent with the work of some in the inter-
national and local non-governmental community, froze the 
work of the Regional Education Working Group chaired in 
turns by UNICEF and UNHCR, and presented itself as the main 
provider of education for refugees and receiver of donations. 
As a result, most non-formal3 education programs were fro-
zen by MEHE, and NGOs were denied access to public schools. 
MEHE became almost the sole provider of formal education 
for refugees, and many non-formal education programs 
were brought to a halt. At this point MEHE introduced school 
shifts only for Syrian refugee children, who were offered four 
hours of learning from 2 to 6 p.m. Children learned maths, 
science, Arabic, and English, in addition to social studies, 
with a very short break in between. Students did not learn 

3. Non-formal education refers to all educational programs, including psycho-social, remedial, and accelerated learning pro-
grams implemented by NGOs. Some were taking place on the school campus or after school. 

any other subjects, such as physical education or art. MEHE 
received $300 from the international donor community for 
every Syrian child attending the morning public school shift 
and $600 for the afternoon shift.

An overview of MEHE’s policies at this stage shows a strat-
egy to hold all strings to funding and education. While there 
are advantages to having a strong policy-maker lead formal 
education for refugee children, MEHE’s policies had many 
limitations that had a stark effect on the future of refugees. 
The decision of the UN and donors to limit all their efforts 
to enrol children in formal public schools meant that thou-
sands of children could not find vacant places to register.

RACE I aspired to reach 200,000 children in formal edu-
cation. However, to absorb all school-aged refugee children, 
MEHE needed to at least triple its capacity, and that was 
not possible. Interviews with UNHCR and UNICEF officials 
reflected their frustrations with the restrictions that MEHE 
placed on them, especially on partnerships with the private 
sector and NGOs to increase access to education. The longer 
children spent time out of school, the harder and more 
expensive it became to enrol again.

RACE I was a humanitarian model for education: it was 
short term and it assumed repatriation would occur, so 
investing in the future through education was absent. Instead, 
emphasis was placed on enrolment in basic education, and 
creating barriers such as curriculum adaptation required 
legal documentation, language provisions, segregation, 
transport, remedial support, cost of post-basic education, 
official exams policy, higher education, and employment 
persist. References to secondary and higher education were 
scarce in RACE I. While some of these issues fall within the 
remit of the work of MEHE, others such as legal papers are 
part of a larger political debate that rests with the govern-
ment. That brings us to another limitation, mentioned above, 
about the apolitical nature of the humanitarian response.

Some additional observations can be made about RACE 
I. Segregation of Syrian children in second shifts became 
normalized and had an impact on the possibilities of social 
cohesion in the long run. While second shifts were a neces-
sity in some areas because capacity was limited, they contrib-
uted to escalating friction between the Lebanese and Syrian 
student populations (Shuayb & Ahmad, in press). 

Stage 3: From Humanitarian to Development and 
Sustainability 
Inspired by the increased enrolment of Lebanese children in 
public schools, compared to pre-crisis levels, and the inclu-
sion of more than 42% of school-age refugee children, RACE 
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II was developed in 2016 (MEHE, 2016). RACE II, a 5-year 
sequel to RACE I, envisaged a more strategic approach with 
greater affinity for “development” and “stabilization” (MEHE, 
2016). While the concepts of stabilization and development 
are not defined in the plan, the attempt to move away from a 
humanitarian approach is evident in its aims and objectives. 
This was partly prompted by the duration of the conflict and 
the pressure on the local community, which made develop-
ment more pertinent.

In RACE II, MEHE has a central role in improving educa-
tion of all vulnerable children—Lebanese or Syrian—while 
the donor’s role is confined to funding and building the 
capacity of MEHE, which is responsible for planning and 
implementation.

In defining the shift from a humanitarian model to devel-
opment, RACE II states, “While maintaining the humanitarian 
dimension of the Syria crisis response, strategic shifts need 
to occur towards longer-term approaches that cater for the 
protracted nature of the crisis. This requires the strengthening 
of the Lebanese public education system” (MEHE, 2016, p. 11). 

RACE II suggested a revision of the national curriculum, as 
the existing one had not been revised since 1997. This reform 
would apply to all children attending schools, particularly 
public schools. Yet the new curriculum has not yet been 
finalized. RACE II did not discuss how the curriculum could 
address acculturation challenges that face refugees due to 
the nationalistic approach to designing the Lebanese cur-
riculum and textbooks.

While secondary education was mentioned in RACE I, its 
presence as an objective in RACE II is more apparent. Voca-
tional education continues to be overlooked in RACE II and is 
mentioned only once as an objective. Access to higher educa-
tion is not mentioned in either RACE I or II. As for the second 
shift, it is seen as a success story that helped increase enrolment.

Compared to RACE I, RACE II focuses more on retention 
and the quality of education in both shifts. However, similar 
to RACE I, RACE II approaches nationals and refugee popula-
tions as two distinct groups. Sustainable development such 
as curriculum reform and vocational education seemed to 
target the Lebanese population, while the focus on refugees 
was on improving enrolment and retention. In other words, 
development was for the Lebanese while a humanitarian 
response was the focus of refugee-targeted interventions. 

Refugee Education in a Humanitarian Setting: 
Purposeless, Exceptional, and Segregated
As we have shown so far, despite its shift in discourse from 
humanitarian reason to long-term development, education 
and education policies for refugees in Lebanon continue to 
operate with a short-term logic with several implications. 

Here, we offer some lessons at the micro, meso, and macro 
levels. 

Micro: Education Implemented and Experienced in Schools
Education for refugees as seen through RACE I and II is con-
cerned primarily with the micro questions of providing edu-
cation for refugees: the number and types of shifts, official 
exams policies, documents required, etc. One of our criti-
cisms is that although work at the micro level is important, 
it is not accompanied by reflection on the purpose of this 
education and how it might prepare children for their future. 
This short-term vision is not restricted to the Lebanese 
experience but is also evident in humanitarian education in 
general (Dryden-Peterson et al., 2019). 

Our second criticism of the Lebanese experience stems 
from the exceptionality outlook, in which these provisions 
were embedded. MEHE’s argument for exclusion has been to 
increase access and to accommodate the needs of refugees. 
However, segregation hindered the educational attainment 
of Syrian refugees. Moreover, the challenges that Syrian 
refugees experience in the Lebanese educational system are 
similar to those of their Lebanese peers. The structural bar-
riers and poor-quality education that Lebanese children in 
public schools have long suffered from were underplayed 
as challenges that needed to be addressed for both student 
populations. 

Meso: Actors’ Role in Developing Education Policies and 
Provisions for Refugee Children 
The meso level is concerned with how education policies 
for refugees have been developed by humanitarian agencies, 
donors, and the state. As we showed above, the government, 
and MEHE in particular, took over from humanitarian agen-
cies and led the response to provide education for refugees. 
The donor community largely stood by the Lebanese govern-
ment and funded the education response in an attempt to 
stabilize the situation and curb the influx of refugees fleeing 
to Europe. As a result, the Lebanese government gained a 
stronger grip on the humanitarian response and compro-
mised the education enrolment and attainment of refugees 
further without major objection from international actors or 
agencies. Policies in Lebanon may not conform to minimum 
standards such as inee, but the response largely continued to 
follow a humanitarian logic: it was an exceptional response 
based on a logic of temporary presence. A more effective 
response could have been to provide education through all 
existing routes, including private, public, and NGOs, which 
could have resulted in higher enrolment and retention rates, 
as well as better quality education and less segregation. 
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Lebanon’s private sector absorbs 70% of students.4 Had the 
response capitalized on both sectors, there could have been 
better chances to absorb higher numbers in a less segregated 
manner and with a more relational and holistic approach 
to education for refugees. However, MEHE insisted that it 
remain the only provider of schooling for Syrian children, 
blocking any attempts to involve the private sector in provid-
ing formal and accredited education. It also shut down most 
non-formal programs led by NGOs in the second and third 
years of the crisis. While obtaining an accredited school cer-
tificate was seen as a necessity and a key reason for investing 
in the public formal sector, the Syrian experience in Lebanon 
shows that it has little value if the quality of the schooling 
experience and the basic rights and quality of life are poor. 

Macro
We understand the macro as the global world view that 
encompasses the principles, and ideals underpinning the 
policies and practices of education for refugees. The Leba-
nese experience offers insight into the tensions between the 
national and the global. MEHE pushed for segregated school-
ing for refugees. It insisted on the Lebanese curriculum and 
textbooks for sovereignty reasons. MEHE was already suffer-
ing from underperformance and low-quality education. Was 
it wise to invest in the national Lebanese public sector rather 
than a more hybrid system that could include provision of 
education offered by additional parties?

Crucially, humanitarian actors are seldom willing to 
undermine and challenge the sovereignty of the state and 
restrict themselves in questioning state policies. Yet transfer-
ring all responsibility to the state, which has underperform-
ing systems and lacks transparency, is also a problem. At the 
moment, humanitarian actors can put limited pressure on 
the Lebanese state or provide technical guidance on how 
to best accommodate the needs of refugees. Here lies the 
importance of having global standards for countries that 
encourage more diverse and multi-sectoral responses rather 
than opting for hegemonic policies. 

Towards “Participatory and Socially Just” Frameworks for 
Education in Protracted Displacement
The discourse on education in refugee settings, including in 
Lebanon, is dominated by a liberal discourse where access is 
the prime focus. Inequalities seldom feature in the discourse 
of education for refugees. Emphasis on access does not solve 
the potential for individual and societal development that is 
helped by the education system because the system is not 

4. Lebanon has an equal number of public and private schools. The high demand for private schools is due to the dominant 
perception of the poor quality of public schools. 

based on equality and justice, nor on participation. In Leba-
non, we have identified a system that is exceptional, offers 
education of poor quality, and promotes segregation and 
inequality of outcomes. In the current system and policies, 
there are modest attempts and limited willingness to target 
the root causes of this injustice and develop an improved 
system for all groups in the country—a system that may 
facilitate development in broader terms. Thus we suggest 
there is need to think beyond the simple school provisions 
of a classroom space and take one step back to question the 
philosophy of the whole process. There is need to reflect on 
how to overcome confinement of exceptionality in “refugee” 
status and a humanitarian reason to offer a holistic approach 
that is oriented towards the future. A commitment to educa-
tion for a future requires a shift of paradigm from a “survival” 
and a “minimum” discourse to encompass access where Syr-
ian refugees participate on par with others (Fraser, 2005).

Such a paradigm shift in education has potential for refu-
gees and for the host community. Most refugees reside in 
low-income countries, where there are inherited inequalities 
in the host country that need to be addressed. However, refu-
gee intervention paradigms overlook these injustices within 
a system that contributes to marginalization of parts of the 
local community and the newcomers. We do not suggest that 
providing better and more relevant education for refugees 
is easy. The political constraints are often almost impossible 
to overcome. On the basis of our conceptual discussion and 
the experience from Lebanon, we have identified a need to 
explore a two-pronged approach: a global framework that 
operates within the nation state framework.

First, where exceptionalism and futureless education 
dominate as the result of political unwillingness to integrate, 
some refugees may be better served with more ambitious 
global standards than those identified in the Education in 
Emergency framework described above, that encompass an 
international framework and a curriculum that is mobile 
and accredited globally. While continuing to offer education 
in an exceptionalist framework, an international framework 
would secure equal access for refugees to quality and holistic 
education. One challenge may be that refugees’ legal status 
and access to employment will continue to restrict young 
people’s potential to realize their aspirations. However, an 
international framework could enable refugees’ improved 
participation and influence in the provision of education. 
The global curriculum framework may be available for local 
pupils if the host country agrees to accredit it. A few global 
curricula are accredited by many countries such as the 
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International Baccalaureate, yet they remain exclusive to an 
elitist student population.

An alternative to the global framework is a localized, par-
ticipatory, and inclusive framework that focuses on improv-
ing the education system for all. In Lebanon, it means a 
further critical take on the general education provision in 
the country, the hurdles in the public school system, and the 
separation between public and private education. One chal-
lenge with this framework is the dominance of the national 
agenda, which might further marginalize refugees. Strength-
ening national systems have featured frequently in humani-
tarian responses and become the subject of a more dominant 
discourse with the localization debates and a humanitarian-
development nexus following the World Humanitarian Sum-
mit in 2016 (Knox Clarke, 2018). In Lebanon the national 
agenda marginalized refugees and emphasized their excep-
tionality as a result of lack of political will and the humani-
tarian and exceptionalist framework. To combat this result, 
the localized framework needs to be embedded in a socially 
just education system where the emphasis is on participation, 
representation, and distribution. In Table 3 we explore the 
potentials and limitations of both frameworks. 

There are different forms of global educational frameworks, 
but frameworks that are more diverse and less nationalistic, 
and that accommodate people on the move, are needed. Yet 
the degree of equity and inequality that such global frame-
works produce in the national context is often questioned. 

At the same time, investing in nationalistic local education 
frameworks often restricts quality and access for refugees. 

Conclusion
There are limitations to the humanitarian education logic, as 
we have argued in our case study of the Lebanese experience. 
We acknowledge that in some situations it is difficult to move 
away from exceptionalist provisions accompanied by segre-
gating and compromised education provisions. Nevertheless, 
we argue that in protracted displacement, investing in local, 
inclusive provision of education that does not impose a rigid 
and segregating system might achieve better educational 
outcomes in access and quality. A broad curriculum frame-
work rather than a rigid and nationalist one that allows all 
school parties to adapt teaching and learning to respond to 
the needs and background of students can better respond to 
the inequalities in refugee crises. 
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