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Public goods are numerous. In the face of ex-
treme perils, public goods exist to guarantee the
very survival of a society. External and internal
guardian institutions against invading powers, ca-
tastrophes and crime exist today in form of defense,
the justice and police system, and fire brigades, but
also in form of agencies for environmental protec-
tion, preservation of biodiversity and climate. They
are safeguards that facilitate the survival of societies
in present and future. As such, they benefit all and
must be designed to be non-exclusionary by their
reach and coverage. But they are not created equal.

During a century of external peace, the public
good of defense capabilities is less prominent. In
a stable society with persistently low crime rates,
police and prisons might become lower priorities,
especially if other societal threat factors are inten-
sifying. Established public goods of external and
internal security may thus be overshadowed by new
societal worries when for example simultaneous
increases in population and economic activity are
eroding environmental integrity, climate, biodiver-
sity, global coexistence and social cohesion - until
the moment when international tensions and inter-
nal social divergence burst again onto the scene.

Education and health are universal concerns
of the human species and in this sense less sensi-
tive than other public goods to societies™ shifting
priorities. However, they are subject to shifts of in-
dividual and collective priorities and perceptions.
The perception of personal health is in part human
self-perception informed by personal choice, indi-
vidual folly, and cultural bias. But overall, meas-
urable indicators and impartial science plays an
ever-increasing role in our approaches to health.
Education is a matter of projecting societal experi-
ence forward in time, imperfectly sourcing future
productive contributions of a wide variety and an-
ticipating impending societal needs, such as jobs.

In being directed at a child and youth as formal
education, the education system reflects in a signifi-
cant part societal needs and priorities, to which it
seeks to match the new member with tools of meas-
urement and statistics. It significantly also is a matter
of family perception where the dreams and biases of
the parents are influenced by the biases of their par-
ents, frequently going back all the way to various phil-
osophical speculations of the so-called axial age that a
more educated human being will have a better life for
herself and at the same time contribute to a superior
community with ever-growing quality of living.

In this sense, education has presented itself with
the underlying communities’ historic consent as a
moral imperative aimed at reaching a communally-

relevant quality of life that delivers on such ethereal
human wants as happiness, honor, respect, benevo-
lence, political honesty, sustainable development,
peace, and love. Such are dreams of education - or,
in the worst case, vain and expensive hopes.

A WEAKENING SYSTEM’S DISINTEGRATION

The current state of the Lebanese education
system appears to have fallen from a popular uto-
pian dream into a pit of depressiveness. Having
disintegrated  financially
and sharply degraded in
its capacities over the past
four years, the education
system’s internal  divi-
sions, which have been
unabated since the coun-
try’s economic and soci-
etal reconstruction phase in the 1990s, seem to
have descended further into a disorder where few
learners achieve and the majority is left behind.
In its genesis, this classical tragedy of education
in Lebanon - where extraordinary efforts result
in the opposite of the desired outcome - can be
described in numbers that date back to the days
when the country was still absorbed in its delu-
sion of a stable currency and sustainable model for
business and society.

In one puzzling set of data, the ratio of pupils to
primary school teacher in Lebanon was for a long
time one of the lowest in the region and among
upper middle-income countries. Compared with
global averages that improved haltingly from over
28 to about 23 pupils per teacher in the course of
five decades between 1970 and the mid-2010s, the
value for Lebanon fluctuated - as per available
data — between 12 and 17 pupils per teacher. By
such data, and also by qualitative evidence such
as the local tradition of Teacher’s Day, this society
has over many years impressed as a positive out-
lier against several international peer groups in its
cherishment of teachers.

By another measuring stick, however, namely
in terms of spending on education, the Lebanese
state can be classified as spendthrift to the point of
suspicion of non-sustainability in the short and
the long term. A 2021 paper by World Bank staff
claimed that “the government of Lebanon spends
$1.2 billion on education (less than 2 percent of
GDP)” Surprisingly, however, another World
Bank paper by the title Lebanon Education Public
Expenditure Review 2017 (LEPER) - which is ref-
erenced in the Foundations for Building Borward
Better (FBFB) document of late 2032 - cites the
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B The fiscal misery suggests that
Lebanon will be allocating less to
education in percentage of GDP

same figure of about $1.2 billion in annual pub-
lic spend on education but associates it with “ap-
proximately 2.45 percent of GDP and 6.4 percent
of total public expenditure”

It is said in the FBFB report that the public ex-
penditure on education in Lebanon dropped to less
than 2 percent of GDP in 2020 but a data series for
the 11 years from 2005 to 2015 cited in the Public
Expenditure 2017 Review shows that public educa-
tion expenditure through the Ministry of Education
and Higher Education (MEHE) moved somewhat
erratically between 1.6 percent and 2.4 percent per

year, to which one has to note that Lebanon expe-
rienced significant fluctuations in its GDP growth
rate over the period. In a vaguely correlated trend
line, MEHE budgets as percentage of total public
expenditure vacillated over the same period be-
tween a high of 7.7 percent in 2005 and a low of
5.2 percent in 2008 for an average of about 6.3 per-
cent over the period. It further has to be noted that
Lebanese households were estimated to have spent
$1.5 billion annually - another tranche of GDP that
would have the total public and private country
spend on education trending well above the lower
bound of the 4 to 6 percent share of GDP range that
has been recommended in context of the United
Nations’ sustainable development goals (SDGs).

By time of this writing in 2023 however, assess-
ment of Lebanese education expenditure has been
massively impacted by the continuing economic
crisis, and it must further be taken into consid-
eration that data on population, GDP, and private
and public expenditures in view of purchase power
losses, rising economic informality, wild currency
fluctuations and uncontrollable price inflation are
presently even more tenuous than in the previous
decade. The fiscal misery nonetheless suggests that
Lebanon will over the first half of the 2020s — and
possibly far longer than that - be allocating signifi-
cantly less to education in percentage terms of GDP
than the 4 to 6 percent range that was recommend-
ed as means toward achieving SDG4 by a World
Education Forum in 2015.

MISSING EDUCATION TARGETS

Named the Incheon Declaration after the Ko-
rean city where the forum was held, the event’s
concluding statement advised that countries pro-
vide 12 years of free public education and urged
them to adhere “to the international and regional
benchmarks of allocating efficiently at least 4 to 6
percent of GDP and/or at least 15 to 20 percent of
total public expenditure to education” World Edu-
cation Forums were organized as global-level initia-
tives in 2000 (Dakar, Senegal) related to the Millen-
nium Development Goals, and in Incheon, Korea,
in 2015 related to the SDGs. UN agencies and the
World Bank were the organizing entity.

However, for discussing mores, modes and
models of education for the future, it is hardly self-
evident that primacy of public education and state
finance is optimally tailored to all rapidly evolving
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education mandates such as remote learning in a
digital future and lifelong learning on individual
level. Moreover, in hindsight of a world that has
experienced an unprecedented education crisis in
the pandemic years of 2020 and 2021 (which was
an education-related observation of “Our Common
Agenda’, a September 2021 UN event and report
whose top recommendations included the renewal
of the social contract and the protection of global
public goods), the Incheon Declaration’s context
was programmatic. It was not necessarily immune
to tinges of top-down, pro-state policy orientation
- one article in the declaration took a decidedly
pro-state position in insisting that education is a
public good “with the state as main duty bearer in
protecting and fulfilling the right to education”

Moreover, on the scale of Lebanon, the World
Bank’s LEPER of 2017 noted that “higher educa-
tional attainment corresponds to higher earnings in
the labor market” and that education investments
consequently deliver “high returns” to Lebanese
households. It cannot be disputed that the major-
ity of society was embracing a high share of private
education finance in an outlier country such as
Lebanon, given that the extraordinary tripartite ed-
ucation system of public, private, and not-for-profit
private provision was delivering results in form of
annual cohorts of graduates. This is also expressed
in enrolment numbers at private education provid-
ers up to the level of tertiary education, embraced
by society during the post-conflict reconstruction
period and into the 2010s.

However, a diminishing performance against
education benchmarks, long-standing deficiencies
in qualifications and inefficiencies in allocation of
teachers, and a frighteningly high degree of educa-
tion inequity are indisputable factors in reviewing
of the trajectory of the Lebanese education system
in the years before the pandemic and financial and
economic and policy crises.

“Learning outcomes in international assess-
ments are low and have been declining for the past
decade,” notes the World Bank FBFB paper of 2021,
which in its executive summary prominently refer-
ences the World Bank’s Human Capital Index in
suggesting that children born today would, on av-
erage, at adulthood reach not more than 52 percent
of their productivity potential. The paper further
cites decade-long declines in results of assessments
such as the Trends in International and Science
Study (TIMSS) and below-average performance of
Lebanese students in the Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA) where test results
revealed worryingly vast distances between scores
for best and worst performing schools.

A set of long-term outlook speculations by
the World Bank’s Human Capital Project — which
constructed and published its first Human Capi-
tal Index (HCI) at the end of the 2010s — drew on
education outcome measurements such as PISA
and TIMMS in allocating an unexpectedly low HCI
ranking to Lebanon in its assessment of a newly
born Lebanese child’s capacity to achieve optimum
economic productivity by age 18.

Although any such multi-decade prediction of
human productivity by necessity will be heavily
programmatic, be unable to account for influences
that go beyond a small number of increasingly ten-
uous data projections, and be co-dependent on un-
knowable factors that are impossible to quantify for
impacts upon national and
global economic dimen- g The human
sions, the low HCI ranking
of Lebanon - dating to the

hidden - is yet another ur-

gent alarm signal for edu-

cation and health institutions and policy makers in
the country. The human economic resource is per-
ceived as a rare national treasure, often named in
analyses and public speeches as the country’s most
significant asset.

With regards to education opportunities, the
2021 FBFB paper admonishes as the first state-
ment of its medium-to-long term reform recom-
mendations that “the Lebanese education sector is
highly inequitable” This is consistent with the 2017
LEPER observation that “inequity associated with
socio-economic status exists in terms of access to
quality private and public schools”

This high inequity has negative implications
for an efficient labor supply and for the ability and
effectiveness of the Lebanese education system. In
this context, also the pupil to teacher ratio, which
on the face of it looks like an advantage of the
Lebanese system, has a very dark side. According
to the LEPER report, the salary cost in the Leba-
nese education system was above that of many de-
veloped economies and the utilization of teachers
per student “low and inefficient by international
standards”. Partial explanations for the discrepancy
between teacher numbers and learning outcomes
according to the report were firstly that a significant
portion of the teaching cadre are working in ad-
ministrative roles rather than in the classroom and
secondly that some rural schools have a full com-
plement of teachers for comparatively few students.

Additional indicators for the - prior to the eco-
nomic crisis - inefficient Lebanese education sys-
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tem’s need for reform and development were cited
across international reports in wide mismatches of
graduates’ qualifications and labor market needs.
School system brick and mortar infrastructures
showed regional differences in quality, which in
turn were reflected in student performances.

In terms of teacher pay, training, motivation
and performance, by international comparison
high salary entitlements of some teachers and weak
qualification levels of others, stood in contrast to

the lack of training, incen-
tive, and performance eval-

to confront the problems can perhaps draw energy
from a look at solutions.

One beacon of hope for development has been
erected by the thought and strategy leaders at top
universities, which are addressing the challenges
they face with the support of their networks that
reach around the globe (see their comment pieces
in the Dec/Jan issue of Executive). However, the top
educational institutions, although deeply woven
into the social and economic fabric of this country,
need a functional education system to stand upon.

On that side of the education equation, with

M “UNICEF really
sees the job that the
public sector does
for education as
irreplaceable”

uation systems. According only the faintest traces of trust in the state as
to several reports also in  guardian and provider of this public good being
need of addressing were the  visible in society, the risk of a further spike in in-
lack of regulatory frame-  equity and privatization of education in Lebanon
works, need of curriculum  has to be considered. Viable solutions might not
reform, absent governance  reach to the scale and scope of strategic reform
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and quality control.

To draw a concluding
impression of all this, the high number of reform
proposals and remedial recommendations that
have been published since the 2000s, including
many proposals for curriculum reform and deliv-
ery system reform, is juxtaposed with very little
evidence of effective systemic changes.

The education system of Lebanon has per-
formed better than many expected when confront-
ed with unexpected challenges such as the influx of
Syrian refugee children in 2012 and 2013 and with
the lockdowns and Covid-19 challenges in 2020.
Yet, the many calls for structural reform seem to
have gone in one ear and out the other. The broken-
ness of the education system in the 2020 to 2023
period is in this sense the pinnacle in a cycle of edu-
cation system shocks and crises. In this downward
spiral, reform needs discovered in the 2000s were
exacerbated by the very high impact that the Syr-
ian refugee crisis had on schools in Lebanon and
forced into a yet more severe state of shock by the
pandemic and collapse of livelihoods.

BEACONS OF BETTERMENT

Going forward, structural education reform
plans without political and financial viability can
hardly be expected to deliver during the latter stag-
es of the systemic crisis what they did not deliver
in earlier stages. While the inequities and problems
on the systemic level must be expected to increase
in most aspects of the education system, attempts

but momentum of change to the better might be
found through meaningful steps on the ground
while not abandoning the state as stakeholder.

An extant party to the education development
issue that can be viewed through this bifocal lens, is
the United Nations International Children’s Emer-
gency Fund, known by its acronym UNICEE. The or-
ganization has according to Ettie Higgins, UNICEF
deputy representative, been present in Lebanon since
the middle of the 20th century but has achieved a
huge leap of impact in the context of the Syrian refu-
gee crisis of the 2010s when it helped addressing
the emergency needs of children.

Support mechanisms for children that the or-
ganization has initiated in context of Lebanon’s
education crisis include a fund by name of transi-
tion resilience education fund (TREF), which ac-
cording to Higgins allows for the direct payment
to the public sector, to schools, and to teachers
for the work that they have been doing, as soon
as the delivery of services to students is verified.
Support of the formal education system accounts
for a huge chunk of the organization’s budget in
Lebanon. “UNICEF really sees the job that the
public sector does for education as irreplaceable;”
Higgins tells Executive.

Other current programs coordinated by
UNICEF comprise a project to create as many
as 100 community centers in coordination with
about a dozen NGOs that will deliver an inte-
grated package of education, child protection, and
youth services. There also is an innovative “school
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B The education system has performed better than expected when
confronted with unexpected challenges such as the influx of Syrian refugees

bridging program” to children who have been
out of school for one year or more. The program,
which is currently in its pilot phase, is designed
for collaboration with private schools in provid-
ing learners with “multiple flexible pathways” to
improve their societal and economic productivity.

“We focus our integrated interventions where
we have a high number of children out of school
and where we have high pockets of vulnerability,
regardless of nationality, Higgins describes the
strategy behind programs that are currently being
rolled out. Addressing needs of children, includ-
ing the debacle of Lebanon’s education system,
at the points of greatest vulnerability appears to
be deeply ingrained into the institutional DNA
of UNICEF whose acronym still reflects that the
intergovernmental organization was originally
tasked to act as emergency fund.

Another strand in the UNICEF DNA is col-
laboration with state institutions. “Working

with the public education system remains our
primary logic. We are not an NGO. When we
come into a country, we are coming on the invi-
tation of the government and our primary focus
and mandate is on supporting the public system,”
Higgins emphasizes.

“When we speak with donors and design pro-
grams, we want to make them as multi-year and
flexible as possible. This allows us to plan ahead so
that we don’t start the school year and run out of
money and have children lose out on their educa-
tion. We also do a lot of awareness raising because
the important thing about education is that it is
not just education but also a protective environ-
ment,” she explains and concludes: “The scale of
challenges for education in the country are so
acute that it requires for all stakeholders to come
together and try to jointly mobilize resources to
do better programs that give children better re-
sults in their education” ]
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THE CRITICAL FUTURE
OF LEBANON’S TEACHER
SUPPLY CHAIN

B BY MICHAEL MAALOUF

STRIKES, EMIGRATION AND A POOR STATE RESPONSE PLACE SCHOOLING AT A CRITICAL JUNCTURE
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During the last four years, Lebanon’s edu-
cation sector has undergone major changes
due to the economic crisis, political instability
and social challenges which resulted from the
Covid-19 pandemic. As teachers became affected
by the worsening economic conditions, schools
started witnessing the migration of key members
of their faculties, which in turn has led to the de-
terioration of the quality of the education system
as a whole. The Lebanese government, along with
public and private educational institutions so far
have failed to form a sustainable plan to help teach-
ers cope with the crisis, leaving the future of Leba-
non’s education uncertain.

Public school teachers have been among the
most impacted by the economic crisis and the re-
lentless depreciation - interspersed with an inef-
fectual and insufficient official devaluation - of the
Lebanese pound. A survey and study conducted in
2022 (prior to the official 90 percent devaluation of
the Lebanese pound) by the Center for Lebanese
Studies (CLS) on Lebanon’s education sector chal-
lenges indicated that an estimated 39,000 public
school teachers and 50,000 teachers in the private
sector have been placed under austerity. Recent in-
dications of purchase power degradation of teach-
ers salaries denominated in the Lebanese currency
are compelling not only in the form of local price
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inflation data but also in the form of labor action
through desperate teacher strikes and demonstra-
tions in front of the Ministry of Education and
Higher Education (MEHE). All indicators leave no
doubt that the income situation of the vast majority
of teachers has worsened by a further magnitude in
the first quarter of 2023.

There are more private schools in Lebanon’s ed-
ucation sector than public; there are over 1,600 pri-
vate schools and 1,256 public schools. The extreme
depreciation of the Lebanese pound means teachers
have watched their salaries lose more than 98 per-
cent of their value since 2019. Once considered a
stable - if underpaid - profession, teachers are now
struggling to meet basic needs as transportation,
electricity, and medicine prices have all undergone
three-digit inflation rates, placing them out of reach
for huge swathes of the population. For example, as
per the CLS report, the average estimated commut-
ing cost per month last year was $128, and the aver-
age salary amounted to $131. The disparity has left
many teachers unable to go to work. Some teachers
had to resort to coping strategies, whether having
to borrow money to cover their living expenses or
seeking secondary incomes from jobs such as work-
ing in restaurants, sales or setting up online shops.

BRAIN DRAIN
Migrating to teach abroad has emerged as one
of the few viable options for Lebanese teachers. The

2022 CLS study estimated that three-quarters of
teachers are planning to leave Lebanon. However,
a skills gap is hindering some from meeting the
standards required to teach at international institu-
tions, and as a result many have reportedly been go-
ing back to university to pursue master’s degrees in
education before traveling. In tune with Lebanon’s
widespread data scarcity, it is difficult to source an
exact number of teachers who have emigrated since
the crisis aside from anecdotal evidence. However,
Karim Bassil, a primary
school teacher who
moved to teach in Ku-
wait last year, tells Ex-
ecutive that his school
and other schools in
Kuwait have recently
recruited Lebanese
teachers, who with their education degrees and ex-
tensive years of experience are in high demand by
schools in Gulf Cooperation Council countries, as
well as Iraq, Egypt and Africa.

“The dire economic conditions and outdated
Lebanese school curriculum have made education
professionals feel out of place and unable to be in-
novative and creative in their teaching [and] this in
turn motivated them to leave the country;” Bassil
says. He adds that most of the teachers who have left
are receiving wages ranging from $1,500 to $3,000,
as well as house allowance and insurance from the
schools they joined. Even with the financial boon,
however, challenges remain, like adapting to a new
education system and cultural setting, especially in
non-international schools in the Gulf where Leba-
nese teachers had to adjust their teaching approach.

THOSE LEFT BEHIND

For teachers remaining in Lebanon, coping
with what World Bank researchers called one of the
worst economic depressions globally since the mid-
19th century, has been a difficult task. Besides the
aforementioned coping mechanisms such as bor-
rowing and taking on a second or third job, schools
have been witnessing frequent teacher absenteeism
caused by the surge in transportation costs which
has made the simple act of going to school com-
plicated. Abdallah Bou Enek, an education activist
and teacher at a major private school in Beirut, tells
Executive that teachers have had to also offer pri-
vate tutoring lessons or have set up a side business;
an added stress considering the long hours which
are dedicated to working at school. Bou Enek says
teachers have stayed for one of the following rea-
sons: a patriotic sense of duty toward the future of
the country’s education, free tuition benefits for
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their children, or the inability to move abroad given
the gap in their skills. After many teachers left for
more profitable secondary jobs or to teach abroad,
private schools have become unable to find and
recruit new teachers, which has resulted in lower-
skilled teachers filling the gap. “The teacher shortage,
along with the economic and social challenges have
led to a disappearance
of the standards of edu-
cation that Lebanon was
known for, Bou Enek
points out. Some private
schools have been able
to provide better wages
for the teachers by the
dollarization of their
fees, however, such measures were mostly witnessed
in high-end schools that are known to host students
from wealthy families.

Public schools, at the behest of the state, are in a
complex condition. With salaries fixed by the gov-
ernment which has neglected implementing any fi-
nancial support measures or legal rulings, the state
sector is struggling to function. “We haven’t been
able to open the school in a constant manner as not
all teachers are able to give the needed sessions,” the
principal of a public primary school located in one
of Beirut’s working-class suburbs, explains to Ex-
ecutive. The principal asked not to be identified by
name. Due to the ongoing strikes and limited capa-
bilities, both teachers and students have been out of

the classroom. The principal says that the school is
trying to provide children with an education based
on the available resources and capabilities, though
this is not sustainable. Eventually, some form of
external support will be needed for their survival.
According to the principal, there are some schemes
from local NGOs that have been working on sup-
porting public schools, although this has been lim-
ited and mostly involves schools in remote villages.

THE TEACHERS SYNDICATES’
FIGHT FOR RIGHTS

Both the public and private school teacher
syndicates have been working on pressuring both
MEHE and operators of private schools for better
work conditions for teachers. While each of the syn-
dicates has its own problems and methods of dealing
with the situation, both reportedly suffer from inter-
nal political divisions, do not have a clear vision of
the future and have been unable to secure the rights
of the teachers. Teacher strikes have always been a
phenomenon in Lebanon and occurred even before
the start of the 2019 economic crisis. However, this
time the strikes come against a backdrop of school
disruption from the pandemic, meaning students
have been out of school for concerningly long peri-
ods. In January, the public school teachers syndicate
announced an open-ended strike which has been
ongoing. The head of the committee for contractual
professors in public education Nisrine Chahine, tells
Executive that teaching, “especially in the private
sector has been looked down upon, and there has
been a major inequality in the government approach
to public and private education” After several con-
frontations with the MEHE, Chahine was revoked of
her teaching rights within the public school system.
In this context, Chahine says, “We are being faced
with disciplinary measures for simply asking for
our rights, however, we must continue fighting for
our rights no matter what happens.”

In the field of private education, Nehme Mah-
foud, the head of the private teacher’s syndicate,
called for a strike in March, although it lasted for
only a few days and was limited to a few schools. He
tells Executive that the strikes are a measure taken
by the syndicate to pressure some private schools
to give better wages or at least provide the teach-
ers with temporary relief to help them cope with
the crisis. As the situation does not improve, the
syndicate is expected to continue calling for strikes.
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“Syndicates from all professions must unite and call
for a national strike in order to pressure the politi-
cal system and reach a sustainable solution to the
economic crisis in Lebanon,” Mahfoud says.

THE GOVERNMENT POSITION

The MEHE has not yet formulated a strategy
to tackle the challenges faced by teachers. Instead,
it has only offered temporary solutions, such as fi-
nancial compensations for public school teachers.
One recent measure was a $300 support allowance
that was supposed to be disbursed in two stages
in March, along with a promised transportation
allowance. However, as reported by the National
News Agency, the distribution only partly mate-
rialized. The transportation subsidy was criticized
while others alleged it was not distributed at all.
Some teachers regard these compensations as a
measure just aimed to avoid further teacher strikes.

Imad Achkar, the Director General of Educa-
tion at MEHE, tells Executive that there is not a plan
to solve the issue of teacher supply as the effects of
the economic crisis, especially the depreciation of
the Lebanese pound, have created obstacles which
stand in the way of forming a sustainable plan. As
the situation is worsening, Achkar and other figures
from the sector are expecting a reform in the educa-
tion system to take place by next year. The reform
will most probably include the nationwide merge
of public schools to ensure more efficiency and de-
crease costs, considering the number of half-empty
public schools running at financial losses.

“Instead of having three half-empty schools in
a certain area we can merge them into one with the
best facilities and focus on it;” Achkar says. This move
will indirectly remove the surplus of teachers in some
public schools and will give priority to qualified and
skilled teachers. Achkar acknowledges that Leba-
non’s supply chain of teachers is in a critical position,
especially since the number of people choosing to
study teaching has dropped. For example, the Leba-
nese University, which usually has the largest share of
education degrees students, currently has around 120
education students. He adds that well-skilled teachers
have left the country, while the teachers who remain
are shifting to other industries to make a living. The
country will eventually face a total collapse of the edu-
cational sector if the economic and political situation
does not improve, Achkar says.

BAND-AID RELIEF

Despite the critical position of public and pri-
vate schools, answers to the problem are limited by
a lack of funding. However, even when external fi-
nancial support has materialized in the past, it has
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been reported that the MEHE and private schools
have poorly managed funds donated by interna-
tional organizations such as the United Nations
and the World Bank. Experts have called on donor
and funding organizations to form transparency
and accountability mechanisms, such as produc-
ing public evaluation reports about funded pro-
jects, recruitment mechanisms, and spending and
decision-making, to curb opportunities for misuse.

Amidst all the trouble, Antoine Medawar, the
general director of Collége Saint Pierre in the rural
town of Baskinta, was able to provide funding for
the school during the past three years, and as such
managed to maintain the school’s teacher supply.
“There are three rules that a school director must
follow to maintain the school’s teacher supply,
Medawar tells Executive. “The first one is treating
the teachers with respect and dignity, [second is]
making teachers feel as if they are partners with the
school, and finally, giving them a salary that meets
their basic needs.” The funds were provided in coor-
dination with various NGOs, and to gain their trust
Medawar followed a transparent approach. He gave
these organizations access to balance sheets and in-
vited them to visit the school to check the progress
for themselves. In addition, the school is giving the
donors a monthly report that includes the expenses,
receipts and projects that it is doing. This approach
has attracted many donors to come and support the
school. But as the situation for education in Leba-
non remains precarious, the options to confront
such challenges might remain limited to private ini-
tiatives like Medawar’s, which lay the groundwork
for continued positive action amid the crisis. [
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WIDENING INEQUALITY IN ACCESS TO EDUCATION COULD UNDO YEARS OF PROGRESS
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Education is the cornerstone of a nation’s pro-
gress, and it is often touted as a powerful tool for
achieving equality and social mobility. However,
in today’s Lebanon, the situation is quite different.
The country is facing a widening inequality in edu-
cational opportunities, threatening the future of its
youth and its development prospects.

“I'want to learn and succeed in life, buthow can I
when the resources and opportunities are not avail-
able to me? Education should not be a luxury for the
privileged few, but a right for all;” Rajaa Sharafeddine
says, an eighteen-year-old student at Al Amir Shakib
Arslan Secondary School in Verdun, Beirut. Around
this time of the year, she would normally be thinking
about her exams, graduation, and future choices, she
tells Executive in late March, laconically adding that
her education is now being disrupted for the fourth
year in a row — first owing to the Covid-19 pandemic
and lockdowns, and more recently because of eco-
nomic school closures and teacher strikes.

Sharafeddine’s comment highlights the reality
of many students in Lebanon, attempting to gain

an education amid a deteriorating system. In Janu-
ary, an estimated one million children were out of
school, according to international organization Save
the Children. In 2021, following pandemic-related
measures and the declining economy, more than
737,000 children of Lebanese, Syrian and Palestinian
descent were out of school, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said.

One of the main barriers to education access has
been the proliferation of widespread strikes among
teachers at both public and private schools, result-
ing in temporary school closures up and down the
country, as staff demand better wages and work-
ing conditions. As these strikes are ongoing, while
wealthy families can afford to provide their children
with alternative educational resources like private
tutoring, for lower-class families the disruption will
only serve to exacerbate the gap between the rich
and the poor; perpetuating a cycle of poverty and
limiting opportunities for social mobility.

Education in Lebanon has long been a point of
pride for the country due to its history, diverse cul-
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ture, and Westernized schooling system. However,
in recent years, there has been a growing concern
about the widening gap between the education
opportunities available to students in private and
public schools. This inequality has been exacerbat-
ed by several factors such as economic disparity,
social exclusion, and political instability. Accord-
ing to the World Bank, in the 2020-2021 academic
year, approximately 55,000 students moved from
private to public schools.

Educator and sociologist Sanaa Hassan explains
to Executive the dynamics of the public and private
education systems in Lebanon. “Private schools in
Lebanon are typically run by for-profit entities and
charge tuition fees that can be prohibitively expen-
sive for many families. On the other hand, public
schools are generally run by the government and
are meant to provide education to all children re-
gardless of their socioeconomic background.”

Despite having the same curriculum set by the
Ministry of Education, Hassan emphasizes that
private schools have a distinct advantage due to
their ability to invest in better resources and infra-
structure. “Private schools have access to modern
technology, more textbooks, and teaching materi-
als. They also have better facilities such as libraries,
laboratories, and sports facilities. Public schools, on
the other hand, may lack some of these resources
and facilities due to a lack of funding,” she adds.

Hassan also highlights the role of socioeco-
nomic status in amplifying this inequality. She says
that private schools are usually filled with children
from wealthy families while government schools
have diverse populations. “This can affect the learn-
ing experience of students, as those from wealthier
families may have had access to more resources and
support before entering school” She further lists
factors which impact the quality of education, such

as class size. However, she also notes as a coun-
terfactual that the dedication and expertise of the
teacher is of higher significance than the number of
children in a class.

Madeline Khoury, a former French teacher at
Sagesse High School in Jdeideh, suggests that the
issue with education in Lebanon does not simply
come down to disparities between public and pri-
vate schooling but
rather an outmoded
approach to educa-
tion. “Both systems
suffer from the limi-
tations of an outdated
curriculum and a lack
of sufficient teacher
training,” Khoury says. For her, an updated ap-
proach to teaching, with learning methods that
prioritize the development of higher-order think-
ing skills, is overdue in the Lebanese school system.

“Teaching is a noble profession that requires
continuous learning and development, but unfortu-
nately, many teachers in Lebanon are not adequate-
ly prepared to meet the complex demands of mod-
ern classroom,” Khoury says. Without sufficient
training, teachers may struggle to engage students,
manage behavior, and create a safe and supportive
learning environment. As a result, many students
miss out on opportunities to reach their full poten-
tial, and teachers may become frustrated and burn
out. Khoury recommends investment in teacher
training programs in Lebanon to improve skillsets.

Improve skillsets

TEACHER STRIKES, VOCATIONAL BARRIERS,
AND EXCLUSION OF REFUGEE LEARNERS
“I've been at home for the past three months,
not learning anything, because of the ongoing
teacher’s strike. It’s frustrating to see my education
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being put on hold because of a conflict that I have
no control over,” Sharafeddine says.

“I feel like we are being left behind while other
students in private schools are moving forward. It’s
not fair that we are forced to stay at home without
an education while they
are able to go to school
and learn everything
they need to succeed.
We all deserve the same
opportunities and re-
sources to reach our
full potential”

Throughout this year, public schools have suf-
fered from intermittent closures as teachers de-
mand higher wages and stipends. The demand var-
ies from basic education to secondary education,
university education, and technical education.

Vocational or technical education is an area
where financial restraints translate into per-
tinent difficulties for technical schools. Dany
Maroun is an accounting and finance teacher
and guidance and employment officer at Edde
Technical School in Jounieh, an educational
institution that offers vocational and technical
training programs. “[Technical schools] rely
heavily on specialized equipment and facilities
for their training programs. We would some-
times pay from our pocket to make our students
have enough equipment and [so they] can enjoy
learning, but now we can’t afford to do this any-
more,” he tells Executive.

With the depreciation of the Lebanese pound,
Maroun’s monthly salary has fallen to the equiva-
lent of less than $200, down from $3,000 before the
crisis. He has been struggling to keep up with fuel
costs to power the generator and heaters during the
winter months.

The teachers’ hardships are having a ripple ef-
fect on the quality of education. “How can we ask
the teacher to give his time and effort and raise
generations when he is unable to support himself?”
Maroun says. “And all the time [the teacher] thinks
about what he will do besides education so that he
can live the whole month without going hungry.
Today, I'm like the majority that thinks of leaving,
and whenever I get a chance abroad, I will not think
twice [about going]. Between humiliation and leav-
ing, the choice is clear to everyone”

Since the start of Syria’s civil war, over 1.5 mil-
lion Syrians have relocated to Lebanon, but only
around 950,000 people are registered with UNHCR.
Refugee education in Lebanon is impeded by various
factors at a smaller scale, mostly related to financial
constraints, in addition to transportation expenses,
economic instability, the absence of legal documents
and differences in curriculum. According to a 2021
report from Human Rights Watch, an estimated 29
percent of Syrian children are out of school due to
arbitrary rejection by Lebanese schools.

The teacher strikes have also impacted refu-
gee education. As morning classes for Lebanese
students ceased, so too did the afternoon classes
attended by refugee children. Education Ministry
officials recently commented that the closure of the
afternoon classes was due to “equality” concerns, as
it was unacceptable for Lebanese children to miss
school while others did not.
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MORE CHALLENGES AND THE WILL
TO CHANGE
“Imagine being a student and not being able to
take an exam because we don't have the supplies to
administer it. And it’s not just exams. We don't have
proper electricity in some of the classrooms, so we're
teaching in the dark. How can we expect students to
learn in these conditions?” asks Basel Saleh, a profes-
sor of philosophy at the Lebanese University.
Lebanese University (LU) is the only public
university in Lebanon, and it plays a critical role
in providing higher education opportunities for
low-income families. But such opportunities are at
threat as the university faces challenges from po-
litical interference, financial difficulties, lack of re-
sources, and declining academic standards. It has
spurred a decrease in enrollment, protests, strikes,
and a wider decrease in the quality of education.
Saleh tells Executive that the university is un-
dergoing several problems resulting from the eco-
nomic crisis. According to him, these problems
extend from “unequipped buildings to the scarcity
of papers and other necessary supplies, in addition
to the demands of full-time contracted university
professors, all of which is threatening the academic
year and the fate of its students” He notes, however,
that the troubles of Lebanon’s public university have
preexisted the economic crisis, lamenting that the
government has been disregarding “the demands of
academics for a long time, even prior to 2019
According to Saleh, 80 percent of the profes-
sors at LU are not registered as full-time employ-
ees, which means they are excluded from welfare
benefits like health insurance, while their monthly
paychecks are currently paid biyearly. He explains
how this further lowers the commitments that soci-
ety can expect from those entrusted with teaching
at LU. “If you don’t have professors who are em-
ployed full-time, you cannot compel them to par-
ticipate in administrative meetings. Additionally, if

they don’t receive social and financial stability, they
may have to take on multiple jobs which could lead
to increased stress and potentially compromise the
quality of education,” Saleh says, even as he notes
his own choice of staying in Lebanon and embrac-
ing the challenges while his family has emigrated in
pursuit of better opportunities.

Despite the many facets of the Lebanese educa-
tion dilemma, decoding its needs and pointing to
possible solutions is no deep enigma to committed
educators who have decided that the vital public
good of education is in urgent need of resuscitation.
As an educational sociologist and president of the
Lebanese  Association
for Educational Stud-
ies, Suzanne Abdul-
Reda recommends sev-
eral key actions to help
close the gap in educa-
tion opportunities and
create a more equitable
and just society in Leb-
anon, beginning with governmental investments
in the sector. “This investment should focus on
improving the quality of education and increasing
access to educational resources, such as textbooks,
technology, and libraries,” she says. “The govern-
ment should also provide financial assistance to
families who cannot afford the cost of education,
including tuition fees, transportation, and school
supplies. This will ensure that all children have ac-
cess to a quality education regardless of their fam-
ily’s financial situation”

In her view, schools in Lebanon must adopt pol-
icies and programs that promote equity in education.
“This includes providing extra support to students
who are at risk of falling behind, such as those who
come from low-income families, those who speak a
language other than Arabic at home, or those who
have special educational needs. Schools should also
promote diversity and inclusivity by celebrating the
cultural differences of their students and providing a
safe and welcoming environment for all,” she says.

The desire to create a world where education is a
right for all has motivated Abdul-Reda and a group
of experts to act towards this goal. In April 2022
they founded an educational consultancy called
SCOPE that provides services to empower and
equip communities, schools, and NGOs working in
both formal and informal educational settings. “We
act through evolutionist paradigm of governance
based on wholeness, trust, free information, worker
autonomy, self-management, critical peer relation-
ships, shared values, valorization of diversity and
continuous learning,” Abdul-Reda says. [#
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THE STATE OF ARABIC
LITERACY: SCHOOLS AND
ONLINE ARABIC LEARNING

B BY NISRINE EL MAKKOUK

LEVERAGING TECHNOLOGY CAN HELP MANY CHILDREN LIVING IN LEARNING POVERTY
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Every one of you reading this today can un-
derstand this simple sentence. However, almost
two thirds (59 percent) of children in the Arab
world are in ‘learning poverty’—which means they
cannot read and understand an age-appropriate
text in Arabic by the age of 10. This is a problem
for schools and parents across the Arab world, in-
cluding in high income countries in the Gulf. With
two thirds of the Middle East and North Africa’s
(MENA) 50 million children in learning poverty,
this is an urgent problem that is holding back our
region’s development and progress. To succeed in
solving this problem, any solution must find ways
to (1) modernize outdated teaching practices, (2)
close the gap between Modern Standard and spo-

ken Arabic and (3) leverage technology.

How do we translate that to respond to the ex-
isting needs of schools in the MENA region? Stu-
dents need Arabic content that is relevant to their
interests and life. They need to feel engaged in the
language learning process and they need to feel that
they can achieve and that success is within their
reach. Meanwhile, teachers are scrambling to find
the tools and resources to help them improve how
teaching and learning happens. Kamkalima pro-
vides support to Arabic teachers in schools across
MENA to empower existing curricula with engag-
ing digital content, assessment and insights to drive
continuous improvement in learning. We come to
schools with the conviction that technology can be
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effective in assisting learning and improving stu-
dent outcomes, especially when it is spearheaded
by teachers.

THE PANDEMIC IMPOSES CHANGE

Schools are “late bloomers” in opening up to
technology. In the 1920s and 30s, television and lat-
er radio were thought to largely replace textbooks
in the future. In the mid-80s, the forefather of ar-
tificial intelligence, himself an educator, forecasted
that the computer would emerge as a key instruc-
tional tool. Yet, schools remained hesitant in the
integration of technology, until a global pandemic
made it imperative.

The Covid-19 pandemic forced 1.4 billion
school students out of classrooms and forced
schools and teachers to find immediate remote
learning solutions. School closures have been sub-
stantial- an average of 115 days in lower-middle-
income countries according to UNESCO. And just
as substantial has been the students” learning loss.
Children have lost up to two years of formal learn-
ing. Many are experiencing a regression in their ed-
ucational advancement. World Bank experts have
warned that the biggest side effect of the pandemic
will be children’s lost learning, which is estimated
at $17 trillion contruction in lifetime earnings for
students currently in school.

Reports also show children’s resilience dwin-
dling and a negative impact on mental health. We
noticed this in students’ writings. Our AI models
run sentiment analysis on students’ writings to help
teachers to gauge how students feel about certain
topics, processes, and learning experiences. The
sentiment analysis automatically clusters student
writing and detects sentiment polarity into posi-
tive (+1), negative (-1) and neutral (0). Negative
sentiments in student writing surged during the
Covid-19 lockdown possibly indicating the impact
of the global pandemic on student wellbeing. This
technology allowed us to respond quickly by intro-
ducing targeted content around Covid-19 aware-
ness, prevention, and coping including content
around mental health.

THE SCRAMBLE FOR SOLUTIONS

Demand for digital solutions exploded with the
pandemic as schools scrambled for education tech-
nology. Three hurdles would stand in the way:

Identifying the right tools: not all edtech is cre-
ated equal. Technology to improve teaching and
learning - which is at the heart of education - is
certainly more challenging to adopt than technol-
ogy to manage timetables and payment gateways. It
is more challenging because it requires a paradigm

shift from a teacher-centric approach to a student-
centric approach. The promise of education tech-
nology lies in extending the teachers’ abilities - not
replacing them - while helping them to implement
and facilitate student-centric learning. What we
need to see is learning that is supported by technol-
ogy, not mechanically mediated by it. Technology
will never replace teachers, but teachers who use
technology will probably replace those who don't.

Teacher Readiness: Teacher capacity is the wind
beneath the wings of successful integration of edu-
cation technology, and schools need to prioritize
professional development programmes. Capac-
ity building cannot be seen as an extra, something
that teachers have to make time for on their own
or spend on individually. Digital literacy is a must.
Every teacher today needs the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes to support effective hybrid models of
teaching and learning.

Change takes time: It is easy to forget that
change takes time when we live in the era of fast
food, drive-thrus, diet pills, and instant mes-
sages. Change at
the school level is
imperative for edu-
cation to remain
relevant.  Students
change, jobs change,
and the skills re-
quired for success
change. Technology can now help teachers gain
deeper insights into student learning and teach more
effectively. With the advancements in data science,
teachers can now gain deeper insight into student
learning, better understand learning gaps and match
learning resources and activities to student’s needs.

Schools are beginning to change. Schools that
would never have considered an online meeting
three years ago are now comfortable with the idea.
Teacher training sessions that could only be deliv-
ered in person to a few teachers in a single school
are now delivered remotely as well as in person,
synchronously and asynchronously, to support
hundreds of teachers across the Arab World.

CHAMPIONING SCHOOLS IN LEBANON

As we know, the education sector has not been
exempt to the country’s breakdown amid the eco-
nomic crisis. It has created huge challenges for
schooling; from remote learning experiences, to
shortages in resources, to teacher migration and
children dropping out. The crisis has also led to
a decline in the quality of education, with many
teachers leaving the profession due to low salaries
and poor working conditions. As a result, students
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in Lebanon are facing increasing difficulties in ac-
cessing quality education, which could have long-
term impacts on their future prospects.

In 2020-21, students in Lebanon lost more than
5.5 months or 22 weeks of school, equivalent to %
of an academic year, according to UNESCO, with
some reports estimating over 1.2 million school-
aged children in Lebanon did not receive proper
education that year. Meanwhile, during that same
year, Kamkalima witnessed 133,000 educational
activities from teachers and students in Leba-
non. Edtech solutions are not a replacement for
school; however, they can provide learning conti-
nuity as well as contribute to maintaining a sense
of normalcy for students and teachers struggling
to cope with frequent disruptions and challeng-
ing circumstances.

However, in order to harness the power of tech-
nology equitably for all learners, we need “all hands
on board” and we need to work together. We in-
vite the educational community to continue to pilot
and evaluate the use of digital technologies, such as
Kamkalima, among others in challenging contexts
like Lebanon, adding to the bank of knowledge

B We invite the educational community
to continue to pilot digital technologies

about digital education. All stakeholders must pri-
oritize investing in teacher’s digital skills and their
readiness to use digital alternatives to promote re-
mote learning. The Lebanese government’s role in
providing sustainable infrastructure for electricity
and connectivity must be a priority.

As Kamkalima, we continue to support learn-
ing recovery in Lebanon in more ways than one.
Between 2019-22, we have supported over 24,000
teachers and students in public and private schools
across the country with free access to quality tools
and resources. In addition, our entreprise supports
young Lebanese university students with multi-
ple work-based learning opportunities, including
training and internships. Over the past few years,
we have hosted more than 30 young people in fields
of technology, languages, design, psychology, busi-
ness and communication arts, helping 65 percent of
them to successfully transition into employment in
Lebanon and abroad.

The 2021 joint-report by the World Bank,
UNICEF and UNESCO ‘The State of the Global
Education Crisis: A Path to Recovery’ showed
that in low- and middle-income countries, like
Lebanon, the share of children living in Learn-
ing Poverty - already high before the pandemic
- could potentially reach 70 percent given the
long school closures and the ineffectiveness of
remote learning to ensure full learning continu-
ity during school closures.

We always like to evaluate what we do in the
hope that we learn and improve. In September 2022,
at the end of a three month internship, Kamkalima
asked our youngest colleagues to reflect on their
learning experience. For Dana, an MA Student in
Comparative Literature, “learning about concepts
like ‘inquiry- mindedness’ and ‘social-emotional
learning’ has been invaluable” Aya Catherina Elias
feels she was able to “take a glimpse into the future,”
by working on real-life projects that build on theo-
retical concepts learnt in class: “I can see what it’s like
to be a researcher and practitioner in my field (psy-
chology)” Youmna and Nour are aspiring female
data scientists who consider that the most important
thing they learnt was to challenge themselves and be-
lieve in their capacity.

In the midst of challenging times in Lebanon,
we continue to find hope in each other. £ 3]

Nisrine EI Makkouk is the co-founder and chief strategy
officer of Kamkalima
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