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A B S T R A C T

This research article explores the perspectives of students, administrators, teachers and parents on the

UNRWA school dropouts’ dilemma in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. Based on qualitative

methodology, field data are grounded in two forms of data collection: one-on-one interviews with 11

dropout students; and focus group discussion interviews with students, parents, teachers, and school

administrators. These stakeholders were drawn from four carefully selected UNRWA (United Nations

Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) schools in Lebanon. The qualitative

study provides ethnographic accounts of the factors underlying and motivations behind students

dropping out of school in these communities. More specifically, attention is paid to important issues,

including socio-economic status, school curriculum and services, family involvement, and domestic laws

governing the participation of Palestinian refugees in various professions. Beyond simply listing these

factors, this study amplifies the voices of students, parents, teachers, and school administrators to

highlight the different and detailed ways in which such issues interact with the decision to drop out of

school.
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1. Introduction

Dropping out of school has become a major concern in the
Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. A review of available data
on student dropouts in the Palestinian community reveals several
inconsistencies in the calculations of school dropout rates. The
United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in
the Near East (UNRWA) figures indicate that the dropout rate for
the elementary and preparatory levels are 2.1% and 3.9%,
respectively (UNRWA, 2008). However, UNRWA calculations are
confined to the number of students who register and leave within
the annual academic year. Other reports indicate that the dropout
rate is much higher when one considers students who did not
register at all during an academic year or have yet to register for
school. For example, according to a 2003 FaFo study, 18% of
Palestinian refugees aged 10 years or older in the Palestinian
camps and gatherings are no longer in school and have not
completed any education, 13% of the population have never
attended school, and another 18% dropped out of school before
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completing elementary education (Ugland, 2013). A 1998 Pales-
tinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) survey revealed that the
dropout rate among Palestinian children in Lebanon reached 29.2%
at the preparatory level and 18.9% at the elementary level.
According to recent estimates, school dropout for Palestinian
refugee children of 10 years and older is 39%, ten times that of
Lebanese children (CSUCS, 2007). In a more recent UNRWA-funded
study by Abdunnur et al. (2008) the dropout rate among
Palestinian refugee children aged 6–18 years reaches 18.3%
(21.7% male, 14.8% female).

The basic education system in the Palestinian refugee camps is
managed by UNRWA. Palestinian families and civil society have
raised concerns over the quality of education received by most
Palestinian children, especially with the rising percentage of early
school dropouts. Structural and institutional factors have led to
this. On the one hand, structural issues include the legal
restrictions faced by Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, such as
the limited opportunities of attending university (primarily
because of lack of resources to pay for it and because, as noted,
most jobs for university graduates are effectively denied to
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon). On the other hand, institutional
issues include UNRWA’s management of its educational programs.
The scarcity of extracurricular activities, such as physical educa-
tion and arts classes, provided in UNRWA schools, as well as the
limited sports and leisure facilities resulting from a lack of space
and resources, also contribute to high dropout levels, which
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probably apply equally to many public sector schools. This
situation is intensified by poor sanitary conditions in the camps,
which affects the morale and motivation of students, as well as
undermining their performance (CSUCS, 2007; Demirdjian, 2007).
UNRWA operates in an extremely difficult environment, but there
is much that can be improved while awaiting a just solution to the
legal restrictions faced by Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.

Much of the research on the UNRWA school dropouts in
Lebanon has been rooted in a desire to identify the causes, related
factors, or motivations underlying the act of dropping out. Most
existing research takes as its starting point an examination of the
characteristics of those students who drop out. Although much is
known about the individual attributes of dropouts in the UNRWA
schools in Lebanon, most research has not gone beyond a statistical
account of the dropout phenomenon. Studies which exclusively
rely on statistical data to portray a picture of dropouts do not
provide the researcher with the motivations and experiences of
those choosing to drop out. As an alternative, this study has
adopted a qualitative approach so as to attend to the micro-
experiences of individual dropouts, while at the same time
enabling the construction of a macro-level understanding of the
phenomenon.

2. The status of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon: a special case

UNRWA defines a Palestine refugee as ‘‘any person whose
normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June
1946–15 May 1948 and who lost their home and means of
livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict’’. UNRWA’s definition of a
refugee also covers the descendants of persons who became
refugees in 1948. UNRWA’s services are available to all those living
in its five area of intervention (Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Gaza and the
West Bank), who (1) meet this definition, (2) are registered with
the Agency, and (3) need assistance (Shafie, 2006).

Lebanon has been hosting Palestinian refugees since 1948,
when around 100,000 from the areas of northern Palestine were
forced to leave their homes, due to the Arab–Israeli war. Currently,
there are approximately 425,000 in Lebanon registered with
UNRWA; only 260,000–280,000 reside in Lebanon (about 7% of the
country’s total population) in 12 camps and a number of unofficial
gatherings (Chaaban et al., 2010). There are about 15 Palestinian
armed factions operating in the camps, although their freedom of
movement is restricted (Shafie, 2006). It is estimated that there are
around 100,000 Palestinian refugees from Lebanon who, since the
1980s until 2003, have emigrated to Arab Gulf countries and
northern Europe, mainly to Germany, Denmark and Sweden
(Dorai, 2003).

Although most of the refugees were born and raised in Lebanon,
they have been denied Lebanese citizenship, even those children
born to a Lebanese mother and a Palestinian father. The Lebanese
government has given Palestinian refugees the legal status of
foreigners. This means that they are denied major civil rights,
including ownership of property, access to employment and access
to public social services (Hanafi et al., 2012). This leaves the
majority of registered refugees completely dependent on UNRWA
and other NGOs. In this paper, we will focus on Palestinians’ rights
to education and employment: the two main issues relating to the
UNRWA school dropouts.

2.1. Palestinians’ rights to education and employment

In Lebanon, Palestinian refugee children and young people have
restricted access to the public school system. Furthermore, the cost
of private education in Lebanon is among the highest in the region
and most families do not have the financial resources to enroll their
child in one of these institutions. For these reasons, UNRWA in
Lebanon, in contrast to UNRWA’s other field offices, provides not
only basic education, but also secondary education and, to a lesser
extent, supports access to university education through specific
donor funding. In the 2010–2011 school year, 32,191 students
(53.5% of whom are females) were enrolled in 74 schools, including
eight secondary schools. Despite high enrollment rates at the
elementary level, there are still many challenges for Palestine
refugees with regards to completing education in Lebanon, for
example (1) 8% of the Palestine refugee population of school age
(7–15 years) were not enrolled in school in 2010; (2) 10% of the
population aged over 15 years have never attended school at all;
(3) only half of young people of secondary school age (16–18 years)
are enrolled in schools or vocational training centers; (4) two-
thirds of Palestinians above the age of 15 do not have the Brevet;
and (5) only 5% of Palestinians hold a university degree (UNRWA,
2011, p. 2). In addition, the facilities in UNRWA’s school are in a
very poor condition and some school buildings are in need of repair
or replacement. Palestinian schools in Lebanon have among the
highest class sizes and dropout rates in all of UNRWA’s areas of
operation. There is also an overall lack of recreational space for
students. The poor socio-economic conditions of Palestinian
refugees in Lebanon compel many students to leave school and
seek work in order to support their families (Shafie, 2006).

Since 1948, the Lebanese labor law prohibited Palestinian
refugees practicing around 72 trades and professions. In 2005,
officially registered Palestinian refugees born in Lebanon were
allowed to work in the clerical and administrative sectors for the first
time (Shafie, 2006). In August 2010, Lebanon’s parliament amended
its labor law to facilitate the ability of Palestinian refugees to obtain
work permits by exempting them from reciprocity requirements,
eliminating work permit fees, and giving them limited social
security benefits. However, the reform did nothing to remove
restrictions that bar Palestinians from working in at least 25
professions requiring syndicate membership, including law, medi-
cine, and engineering (Human Rights Watch, 2011).

3. High school dropout and related factors

3.1. Definitions of ‘‘school dropout’’

There is no universal consensus on the exact definition of a
‘‘school dropout.’’ However, most researchers have adopted the
definition used by the federal government of the United States of
America:

A dropout is a student who leaves school for any reason, except
death, before completing school with a regular diploma and
does not transfer to another school. A student is considered a
dropout regardless of when dropping out occurs (i.e., during or
between regular school terms). A student who leaves during the
year but returns during the reporting period (including summer
program) is not a dropout (Ireland, 2007, pp. 6–7).

This paper adopts Bilagher’s (2006) definition of the UNRWA
dropout, which states that ‘‘an UNRWA dropout is a refugee—not
necessarily a registered refugee—who meets all of the following
criteria:

1. The refugee student was at one stage registered with the school
that registered him as a school leaver, and has taken part in
education or was intending to take part in education.

2. The student has: (a) been absent from school for more than
twenty school days without a valid or any justification, or (b) left
school formally.

3. The student has not completed his/her education at the school of
enrolment or elsewhere (that is, he/she is not in possession of a
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certificate proving that he/she has successfully completed the
basic education cycle).1

4. The student has, to the best knowledge of the principal, not: (a)
emigrated; (b) enrolled in a similar school elsewhere; (c)
transferred; (d) been absent due to illness; and (e) been
incarcerated.’’ (p. 9)

3.2. General factors related to dropping out

General research on the phenomenon of school dropouts has
shown that multiple factors are associated with dropping out and
that such a phenomenon is a long-term process of disengagement
that occurs over time and begins in the earliest grades. In the
United States, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
and private research organizations have identified two types of
factor related to dropping out: those associated with families and
those related to an individual’s experience in school (Aud et al.,
2011).

A number of family background factors, such as socioeconomic
status, race/ethnicity, single-parent families, siblings’ educational
attainment, and family mobility are correlated with the likelihood
of dropping out (Abdunnur et al., 2008; Bilagher, 2006; Bridgeland
et al., 2006; Nicaise et al., 2000). Of these factors, socioeconomic
status, most commonly measured by parental income and
education levels, shows the strongest correlation with dropping
out. A number of studies have also found that dropping out is more
likely to occur among students coming from single-parent families
and students with an older sibling who has already dropped out,
than among counterparts not possessing these characteristics, and
students with disabilities (Berliner et al., 2008; Bridgeland et al.,
2006; Fleisch et al., 2012). Other aspects of a student’s home life,
such as the level of parental involvement and support, parent’s
educational expectations, parent’s attitudes about school, and
stability of the family environment, can also influence a youth’s
decision to stay in school.

Students’ past school performance is also related to the
likelihood of dropping out. For example, some research shows
that students with a history of poor academic achievement,
evidenced by low grades and poor test scores, are more likely to
drop out than students who have a history of academic success
(Ampiah and Adu-Yeboah, 2009; Nicaise et al., 2000; Yi et al.,
2012). In addition, students who are over the age of their grade
level or have repeated a grade are more likely to drop out. Other
school factors related to dropping out include students having a
history of behavioral problems and higher rates of chronic truancy
and tardiness. Research also indicates that dropout rates are
associated with various characteristics of the schools themselves,
such as size of the school, level of resources, and degree of support
for students with academic or behavioral problems. In an
ethnographic study in China, Chung and Mason (2012) identified
several factors associated with school dropout, such as poverty,
lack of school resources, shortage of teachers, corporal punish-
ment, and lack of meaningful connections between the curriculum
and students’ life in poor rural areas.

3.3. Specific factors related to dropping out of refugee students

There are multiple factors associated with the phenomenon of
school dropout among refugee students. Some of these factors even
1 In Lebanon, the basic education comprises elementary and intermediate levels

(Grades 1–9), which it is in the French educational system and the ‘certificate’ is

therefore known as the Brevet. However, some students do complete Grade 9 and

sit the examination but do not pass. They can, however, receive a certificate of

attendance from the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) which

then enables them to enter vocational education.
intersect with those that are related to the dropout of non-refugee
students. In Lebanon, research has shown several reasons for
Palestinian students dropping out from UNRWA schools (Sirhan,
1996; Ugland, 2013). Bilagher (2006) found three main reasons for
dropping out from school, which were confirmed by Ghosn (2007).
Both findings revealed that the most common reason is the need to
seek employment. Low achievement is the second most common,
and engagement or marriage, combined, is the third most
common. The findings also identified secondary factors that were
correlated with high dropout rates, including the average age of
teachers, average teacher seniority, average class size, and student-
teacher ratios. Alternatively, pass rates in the Brevet Examination,
school size and shift type (single or double) did not show a
statistically significant covariance. Furthermore, the following
were found: (a) low scholastic achievement seems to be
consistently part of the equation (it could lead to failure, social
isolation and ultimately shame); (b) not all dropouts are interested
in returning to school; (c) not all dropouts are characterized by
problematic behavior, several are typified as ‘‘cute’’, well-behaved
and even ‘‘wonderful’’; (d) poverty seems to be a consistent
characteristic of those defined as early school dropouts: most
dropouts live in adverse housing conditions (two rooms for up to
ten persons); (e) fathers often seem absent in situations in which
students dropout; and (f) the cultural environment seems
conducive to early marriage.

In a comparative study by Corrigan (2005), the findings
revealed that the education of Tibetan refugees is more relevant
and effective than that of the Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.
The findings also revealed that control over the curriculum is
shown to be a crucial element in teacher, parent, and student
satisfaction with the quality of the education systems. Thus the
dissimilarity was obvious: ‘‘While the lack of a Palestinian
curriculum in their schools has contributed to educational
apathy throughout the refugee camps in Lebanon, the presence
of the Tibetan Department of Education in India, by ensuring a
strong focus on Tibetan culture, traditions and language in the
Tibetan refugee schools, has played a significant role in ensuring
near full enrolment’’ (p. 9).

In Syria, the harsh living conditions of the Iraqi refugees have
also led to the spread of child labor and increased dropout rates. In
2007, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) estimated that the number of Iraqi refugees in Syria
exceeded 1.2 million, a huge influx into a country with a
population of 18 million. As a result there has been a steady rise
in enrollment, leading to school and classroom overcrowding and
insufficient provision of cultural and recreational centers, nursery
schools and playgrounds (Al-Miqdad, 2007). According to a survey
study, approximately 10% of school-age Iraqi children in Syria are
working. Over the years between 2007 and 2010, the number of
Iraqi refugee children dropping out of school has risen steadily.
There are indications that more children are dropping out of school
and entering the labor market to support their families financially
(IRIN, 2009, 2010). According to statistics, there were fewer Iraqi
children registered in the 2008–2009 school year than in the
previous year. The Ministry of Education said there were 32,425
Iraqi students officially enrolled in the 2008–2009 school year
compared to 49,132 in 2007–2008 (IRIN, 2009). This decline could
be primarily linked to families experiencing greater financial
hardship, as well as school dropout. Moreover, Iraqi refugees in
Syria are not legally allowed to work. Early marriage for Iraqi girls
is also on the rise as a result of economic hardship (IRIN, 2010). The
findings revealed that there is a high positive correlation between
early marriage and school dropout. This finding corresponds with
the findings of other studies conducted with female refugee
students in the home-based girls’ schools in the Afghani
Balochistan refugee villages (Rugh, 2000), and Somali students
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in the Dadaab refugee camps in Kenya (Mohamed, 2012; Pflanz,
2012).

In a study by Farah (2000) of refugee camps in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip, the findings revealed that schools suffer from
overcrowding in classes, small playgrounds and absence of
facilities for extracurricular activities. In addition, teachers’
physical and verbal abuse of students is common and is the
predominant form of discipline resulting from the inability of
teachers to control large numbers of students, lack of teaching
skills and general frustration.

In 2010 a study, funded by UNESCO, was conducted in nine
official refugee camps spread out along the Thai-Burmese border
and housing more than 140,000 refugees from Burma. The findings
revealed that several factors are correlated with the increase in the
rate of school dropout, such as: (1) the poor infrastructure of the
school buildings, which are not fully equipped to cater for the
physical and learning needs of students with special education
needs; (2) limited staff capacity and untrained teachers and
counselors; (3) extremely crowded schools with large class sizes;
and (4) lack of teaching materials and resources (e.g. tables, chairs,
textbooks, science laboratories). The findings also revealed that
boys were more likely to drop out due to family finances rather
than girls, and this tended to occur at the end of the primary cycle
(Oh, 2010). Girls, on the other hand, tend to drop out mainly due to
early marriage during the secondary school level.

4. The current study

This study is part of a research program launched by UNRWA-
Lebanon and Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and Interna-
tional Affairs (IFI) at the American University of Beirut (AUB)
within the framework of the EU-funded project ‘‘Support to
Improving Living Conditions of Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon.’’
The first stage of the program was a quantitative study based on a
sample survey conducted by Abdunnur et al. (2008), which
identified the incidence and distribution of school dropout, as well
as its main causes. The current study forms the second stage of the
research program, which is an in-depth qualitative analysis of the
causes of, and possible remedies for, dropping out of school. It is
based on one-on-one interviews with dropout students as well as a
series of focus group discussions (FDGs) with teachers, school
administrators, and parents.

4.1. Research aims and questions

This study aims to describe and present the perspectives of
UNRWA school-based stakeholders (administrators and teachers)
as well as parents and students regarding (a) the social and
economic causes associated with child labor and their relationship
to the phenomenon of school dropout; (b) the impact of the
Lebanese labor law on the Palestinian students’ motivation to
complete schooling; (c) the educational policies and practices used
in UNRWA schools and their impact on students’ dropout; and (d)
the role that school-based leaders and parents played in
preventing Palestinian students from dropping out of school.
Accordingly, the key question for this research is: ‘‘What are the
causes of the phenomenon of school dropouts in the Palestinian
refugee camps in Lebanon from the stakeholders’, parents’ and
students’ perspectives?’’, and emerging from this main question a
further set of questions:

(a) What is the impact of child labor on the phenomenon of
dropping out of school?

(b) What is the impact of the Lebanese labor laws on dropout?
(c) What is the impact of the UNRWA educational practices on the

dropout phenomenon?
(d) What is the role of stakeholders and parents in this
phenomenon?

5. Methodology

5.1. Research design: why qualitative research?

One of the primary objectives of this research is to bring the
voices of Palestinian dropouts, as well as school-based stakeholders
and parents, to the center of research on the topic, and thus go
further than producing a statistical account of the dropout
phenomenon. We view student dropouts, parents, teachers and
other concerned parties as stakeholders in this issue, and their
thoughts, feelings, and ideas as crucial to developing both a
responsible research agenda and an effective intervention program.

We adopted a qualitative research methodology because of the
‘‘openness’’ of this type of inquiry and how ‘‘it allows the
researcher to approach the inherent complexity, to respect it in
its own right’’ (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992, p. 7). In addition, the
qualitative method recognizes that reality is a social construct in
which the complexity and context of the emerging data must be
considered; the subject, not the method, should be the primary
focus. We also believe that qualitative research can be an effective
strategy for rendering subordinated groups in society visible. The
statistical significance of Palestinian refugee dropouts in Lebanon
seems to carry more weight with educational administrators than
personalized narratives of struggle. Studies that rely on statistical
data alone to portray the phenomenon of dropouts do not
provide—and are not meant to provide—either the researcher or
the reader with a window into the experiences of those involved
and the rationales that guide their actions. As opposed to placing
statistics at the center of our research and working to contextualize
the data with pre-existing narratives and conclusions, we first
listened to stories of students, parents, and teachers, and related
these stories to larger Palestinian issues behind the decision to
leave school early. Therefore our ethnographic research gives a
stronger voice to the collective struggles of our subjects, and brings
to the fore the intersections of many complex issues. We believe
that qualitative research was the most appropriate method for this
endeavor.

Qualitative research allowed us to highlight how the dropout
problem cannot be conceptualized in a simplistic manner. Instead,
we needed to consider the existing socio-economic structures of
Lebanese domination in Palestinian society in Lebanon. Further, we
could not simply look at how the dominant society affects
dropping out, but also had to examine the strategies of survival
employed by students, dropouts, their families, and communities
in their various interactions with the dominant power structures
within which the act of dropping out occurs. We began with the
students’ own views and accounts, approaching the issues from
their perspective. By connecting student narratives to each other
and to wider social issues, we aimed to make sense of the
complexity of Palestinian school students’ experiences. The
qualitative method enables the voices of the participants to
significantly inform the resultant interpretations. By centering the
students’ narratives in our analysis and working from these
experiences to develop a theoretical understanding, we ensured
that the students themselves played an integral role in the creation
of this knowledge. At all times, we attempt to portray the student’s
experiences in UNRWA schools in a manner that respects their
views of their own situations.

5.2. Method

The specific qualitative methods that we adopted are as
follows: semi-structured interviews; and focus group discussions
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(FGDs). We believe that in speaking directly to the stakeholders
(e.g., teachers/administrators and parents/guardians) involved in
the daily experience of school, we would most effectively portray
the issues involved in the decision to drop out of school. This
method involved gaining access to four school settings, as well as
enlisting participants. Because of the young age of many of the
participants in our research, and in educational research in general,
we had to prioritize several ethical concerns, including but not
limited to issues of consent and confidentiality, vulnerability of our
subjects, questions of exploitation, and the responsibility of the
researcher to disseminate the research findings. We therefore
chose to identify schools by numbers/location and students by
pseudonyms (along with gender, age, and refugee camp).

The selection of the four UNRWA schools used as case studies
was based on three criteria: (1) location; (2) enrollment rates; and
(3) dropout rates. After securing the consent of the respective
school boards, we began to conduct semi-structured interviews
with selected dropout students, and to run FGDs with parents,
teachers, and school administrators. We have listed the schools, as
well as the number of each type of stakeholder drawn from them,
in the table below. This process included interviews with the
students, their parents, and school officials. Some of these tracing
data were obtained at the school-board level in order to gain a
general understanding of official perceptions of students dropping
out.

We personally interviewed a total of 11 Palestinian students, all
of whom dropped out from one of the seventh through the ninth
grades, in the four selected UNRWA camps in Lebanon. We also
conducted six focus group discussions (FGDs) with students,
teachers/administrators, and parents. In each school, students
were selected to provide representation of both sexes. The criterion
for selecting students who participated in the focus groups was
primarily that of being at a high risk of dropping out, defined by
several characteristics, including below-average marks or poor
attendance. Teachers were also selected to provide a representa-
tion of both sexes. We intentionally included both young staff
members and those with extensive working experience. The
sample of parents was chosen to reflect the diverse socio-economic
backgrounds of Palestinian families.

5.2.1. Selection of localities and participants

Identification of target groups for the dropout interviews and
FGDs covered the two main groups of stakeholders (parents and
teachers/administrators) and two regions (Beirut and the south
[Sidon and Tyre]), but excluding two major Palestinian refugee
camps, Naher el Bared and Beddawi in the north. The researchers
and UNRWA officers agreed that with the complicated situation in
the north since 2007/2008, the results would be distorted due to
problems in the selection of a representative sample (see Table 1).

5.3. Data collection

5.3.1. Designing the interview and focus group questions

In designing the research, we identified particular issues which
we wanted to address, and this prioritization guided our interview
and focus group questions. For example, the results of the
Table 1
Composition of focus group by schools.

Stakeholder Beirut school 1 Sido

Teachers/administrators 9 4 

Parents and studentsa 4 – 

Parents – – 

Total 13 4 

a 2 parents and 2 students.
Abdunnur et al. (2008) and UNICEF (2009) surveys suggest that
economic, social and cultural factors all contribute to dropping out
of school. Poverty, child labor, lack of appropriate educational
programs, lack of planning for the future (i.e., career and family
planning), and the Lebanese law preventing Palestinian refugees
from practicing most professions or owning property are common
challenges faced by all Palestinian refugee students in Lebanon.
These factors are the root cause of several critical phenomena. Also
important are the early marriages of girls, as well as the breakup of
families due to divorce, separation, or death. These insights were
the starting point for the interviews and focus group questions,
which eventually covered a broader set of questions, including the
value of education from the participants’ perspectives.

Dropping out of school can actually be considered a rational
choice, depending on (1) the value/utility of school as perceived by
the individual, family, and community, and (2) the obstacles and
sacrifices involved in attending school. The discussion aimed to
explore all possible reasons for dropping out of school. The topics
that were brought up in discussion were guided by the framework
prepared by the ethnographers. Participants were encouraged not
only to discuss existing problems and their possible causes but also
to offer suggestions for remedies and necessary policy measures.

Although the semi-structured interviews used a common
matrix in order not to overlook any key issues, they were kept
sufficiently ‘‘open’’ to leave room for additional input from the
participants. The aspects that were explored include: the educa-
tion system and the aspirations of young people and their parents;
the quality of schools and curriculum; teachers’ workload; special
education and counseling services; social barriers and perceptions;
child labor; Lebanese legal exclusions of Palestinian refugees from
many professions or property ownership. A team of two
Palestinian ethnographers, who specialized in educational psy-
chology and special education, together conducted together the
FGDs and interviews, which were audio-recorded, and later
transcribed for close analysis. Both ethnographers studied and/
or taught in UNRWA schools and were familiar with the culture,
beliefs, social life, customs, economic activities, politics, and
religion. The second ethnographer, in particular, had always lived
at Ein el Helweh camp and taught at UNRWA-Lebanon schools. He
had liaised with other Palestinian teachers, parents and students
for long periods, and immersed in their social life. Therefore the
ethnographic interview was more like a conversation than a
traditional interview because ethnographer entered an interde-
pendent relationship with the informants. Riemer (2009) indicates
that the ethnographer probes, reacts, questions, responds,
expresses surprise, and discloses. Also, the informants can criticize
a question, correct it, point out that it is sensitive, or answer in any
way they wish. This informality, however, did not mean that the
ethnographers in this study did not prepare for interviews. They
planned questions and developed interview protocols to ensure
that the interviews flowed and questions were not forgotten.

When examining the outcomes of the focus groups and semi-
structured interviews, we must acknowledge a quantitative
imbalance between the number of ‘‘useful’’ quotations from
teachers and school administrators, on the one hand, and from
parents and dropout students on the other. This bias is the obvious
n school 2 Sidon school 3 Tyre school 4

8 16

– –

– 5

8 21
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consequence of the imbalance in social capital between the two
sets of interviewees. Teachers and administrators had a large
comparative advantage in verbal communication capabilities,
while the parents and children came mostly from deprived
backgrounds, and tended to feel uneasy in these sessions—
particularly in view of the subject of dropping out of school,
which inevitably is associated with the stigma of ‘‘failure.’’ Note
that the views of the three groups (teachers/administrators,
parents/guardians and students) were not necessarily contradic-
tory. Teachers sometimes appeared to have a remarkable
understanding of the living conditions and obstacles to education
in disadvantaged households. However, the reader may note that
some of the teachers and administrators tended to blame the
actors (i.e., student/parents) when they lacked background
information about the factors triggering a particular ‘‘deviant’’
behavior (i.e., dropping out).

6. Results and discussion

The results of this paper are thematically presented, with each
section combining inputs from face-to-face interviews and focus
group sessions. Furthermore, the thematic discussions contain
within them both the causes of dropping out as well as possible
ways to address the issue. The thematic discussions also focused on
the research questions, according to the following topics: (1) the
impact of child labor, (2) the impact of Lebanese labor laws, (3) the
attractiveness of schools and in association with many factors,
such as corporal punishment, overcrowded schools, the workload
of teachers, curriculum, extracurricular activities, extension
services and special education, and (4) the role of parents in the
dropout phenomenon in terms of their encouragement of early
marriage, especially for girls, and their relationship with the
teachers and school.

In addition, we present the anecdotes/scenarios/narratives
under the entire range of themes that had already been identified
during the first stage of the EU project, which was based on a
sample survey conducted by Abdunnur et al. (2008). Therefore
these anecdotes/quotations reveal general aspects or special
examples in a consistent manner across the themes.

6.1. The impact of child labor

There are various forms of child labor, ranging from household
chores (e.g., caring for siblings) to paid employment (e.g., house
painting, working as a carpenter, working in a factory or in a
military group, etc.). The relationship between Palestinian child
labor and education is not, however, a simple one. Child labor may
be the cause of a child ceasing to go to school, or it may be a
consequence of dropping out of school. There were several reasons
for child labor (e.g. poverty, dropout, parents, school, Lebanese
labor law) noted in the interviews and FGDs. However, a
discrepancy emerged between the teachers and parents about
some of these causes. According to teachers, child labor in most
cases is a result of parents encouraging their children to look for
jobs to support their poor household. This view was supported by
some students but denied by all parents. The parents explained
that child labor is mainly a result of poverty causing children to
develop ‘a sense of responsibility’ to help their parents who are
financially unable either to educate them or cater for their needs;
hence children decide to work hard to assist their parents in
maintaining their living standards.

6.1.1. Child labor as a cause of school dropout

In some households, all male dropouts felt they were expected
and encouraged to contribute to family subsistence by providing
manual labor for their parents and other relatives. Rami, a boy in
Ein el Helweh camp, said, ‘‘My father encouraged me to work with
him as a house painter, and after a time I became more attracted to
this job than studying at school.’’ He added, ‘‘My father
[sometimes] asked me whether I had homework or not, but when
he did not have enough laborers in Sidon, he asked me to help him
anyway.’’ Mazen, also a boy from Ein el Helweh camp, was
encouraged by his uncles to leave school to learn the family trade,
which makes oriental sweets, and to work with them in Germany.
Amjad, a boy in Shatila camp, is another dropout who was working
daily with his father as a house painter. Amjad said, ‘‘I was working
with my father for three to four hours every day. . . .many of my
friends [also] left school because they had to generate income for
their families.’’

For the poorest families, the cost of private tutoring or caring for
siblings can be a reason to keep their children at home. For
example, Mayce, a girl in Al-Tawari neighborhood/camp (next to
Ein el Helweh camp), repeated the seventh grade and stopped
going to school because she had severe learning problems and her
parents were ‘‘unable to pay for a private tutor.’’ Suzan, a girl in
Shatila camp, said, ‘‘When my grandmother entered El Hamshari
hospital in Sidon for ten days for a leg operation, my mother stayed
with her, and during this period I stopped going to school to take
care of my younger brothers who are 5 and 7 years old.’’ In addition
to the reason for Suzan’s school absences, she had difficulty in
understanding her physics and chemistry classes—which were
conducted in English—and her father was unemployed and could
not pay for private tutoring.

Lina, a girl in Ein el Helweh camp, dropped out of the UNRWA
school because she wanted to study Islamic Shari’ah at an Islamic
center, where she could also work as a preacher and later on teach
in the camp. Lina did not disclose which Islamic center she was
planning to attend; however, her deceased father was had been a
member of one of the Islamist factions.

During the FGDs, all teachers agreed that poverty is the reason
for of child labor. One teacher said,

Last year, I was surprised to learn that a seventh grade student
is working as a security guard for one of the [Palestinian]
military groups for 300,000 Lebanese pounds [equivalent to 200
USD]. How can he study? How can he be working and still
underage? How can he be working and still a student at the
same time? Does he have any affinity for studying? So, his
father wants him to work to earn LL300, 000 [200 USD] and he is
around 13 years old. Is this acceptable?

All teachers stressed that the main reason for child labor is the
deplorable socio-economic status of those in the camps. Household
poverty was often cited as a factor contributing to dropout. Many
students are recruited by Palestinian military groups because they
and their families do not have enough money to cover their
expenses.

6.1.2. Child labor as a result of school dropout

During the FGDs, all parents denied the teachers’ claim that
they force their children to leave school to help them; the children
were presented as having taken the decision themselves. Jamal, a
father in Rashidieh camp, insisted that it was his son’s own
decision to leave school. He stated,

My eldest son left school as a consequence of the head teacher’s
decision to punish and transfer him with other troublesome
students to Burj el Shemali School. I really believe it was a harsh
decision and this made him [my son] refuse to transfer and
challenge this decision. . . .this [also] put financial burden on me
because I had to pay for his transportation from Rashidieh
[camp] to Burj el Shemali [camp]. The students made a mistake;
however, the penalty was very harsh, and the eirector of
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Education [in Tyre] punished [in his decision both] students and
parents.. . .[therefore] I preferred to teach my son photography,
which is my career. This is better than leaving him in the
street!

Some parents confirmed that it is the students’ own choice to
sacrifice their education for their family. However, they seemed to
legitimize their children’s non-attendance at school in order to
support the household or for their own economic survival. Khalid, a
father of six children in Rashidieh camp, spoke about the causes of
dropout. He said,

Perhaps the community [conditions] we are living in. . . .for
example, lack of jobs and income are to blame. How can farmers
earning [around] 7–10 [American] dollars a day cover the
children’s expenses at school? Life in the camps is very difficult.

His daughter dropped out of school because she was
‘‘embarrassed about repeating grade six with younger girls, and
she is now working as a hairdresser.’’ Khalid highlighted how
‘‘some boys when reaching the age of 10–11 years old leave their
schools to work and help their parents. . . .even children show
empathy with their families.’’ Some parents did not prevent their
children from dropping out of school. Munir, for example, claimed,
‘‘I dropped out of school because I do not like it and I’d rather
work.’’ However, neither of his parents nor any of his relatives
actively objected to his intention to leave school. He mentioned
that ‘‘some of [my] friends dropped out of school for family
reasons. . . .they felt compelled to work, either because the father
fell ill or was deceased.’’

We note that the above corresponds to several previous
findings (e.g. Abdunnur et al., 2008; Bilagher, 2006; Ghosn,
2007; Ugland, 2013) that there is a high positive correlation
between the rates of child labor and poverty. The alarming socio-
economic conditions experienced by Iraqi refugees in Syria, for
example, resulted in their children, especially boys, having to work
to help in alleviating the financial burdens of their families (IRIN,
2009, 2010).

6.2. The impact of Lebanese labor laws

All teachers and parents agreed that the Lebanese law
preventing Palestinian refugees from practicing most of the
skilled professions is one of the main causes of the UNRWA
schools’ dropout phenomena, especially for boys, during and after
the intermediate level of education. Despite the recent change in
legislation and the ministerial decree signed in February 2011,
there is still no remedy for the fact that Palestinians are still
banned from practicing most professions. These changes need to
be made by the heads of the professional registration bodies. The
inability of Palestinian students to choose their occupations freely
has led to general depression and lack of motivation among
students with respect to education. A Palestinian teacher in Beirut
explained,

This [dynamic] has a strong negative impact on people’s [i.e.,
Palestinians’] psychological well-being. There is no hope. . . .we
are living as refugees with no rights, and there are no jobs if one
considers pursuing an education. . . .this all affects education.

Another teacher added,

[Students feel that] there is no hope. . . .there is no hope of
achieving the qualifications to become [for example] a medical
doctor or engineer. In Lebanon, you are not allowed to work,
thus you will not reach your goals, so why work [i.e., study] for
them?

A female teacher in Ein el Helweh camp said,
Palestinians are prohibited from the right to work, hence, some
[students] prefer to shorten the road and leave school. . . .this is
more prevalent among boys, but some families also oblige their
girls to work in order to contribute to family subsistence
[especially] when the father is unable to meet the [family’s]
financial needs.

One male teacher in Rashidieh camp pessimistically commen-
ted on the Lebanese restrictions on Palestinians working, ‘‘There is
no light at the end of the tunnel for students. . . .and it seems to me
to be a never-ending story.’’

Several dropouts and parents recounted stories of siblings and
friends who had pursued their university degrees but were
prevented from practicing their professions in Lebanon as a result
of their Palestinian status. Many young Palestinian students in the
camps do not see the purpose of attending school when all around
them they see that having an education does not lead to improved
employment opportunities. A mother in Shatila camp said,

My son’s school achievement was good, but he was not
convinced of [the value of] pursuing his education. . . .he kept
saying to himself, ‘‘Why spend my life at school, then become a
laborer. . .it is better to shorten the road and work as a
blacksmith to help my father’’.

One parent recounted a story about a Palestinian student who
holds a university degree, but is working now as a blacksmith.

Sadly, dropout students and parents viewed most high-
achieving students as ‘‘failures,’’ in terms of the latter’s lack of
ability to work in a skilled profession upon graduation. Numerous
examples were cited of educated students who are currently either
unemployed or working in unskilled jobs. A mother in Beirut said,

Abdullah and his brothers [i.e., all of her sons] keep asking their
father, ‘‘Why should we pursue our [post-secondary] education
when [we see] the educated students in the camps are unable to
find jobs?’’.

She elaborated, ‘‘My husband is still in shock because his son
[Adam] left the school.’’ However, when asked what she thought
would be the right decision for Adam, whether to stay in school or
to help his father at work, she exclaimed, ‘‘To help his father. . . .this
is better. And anyway, there are no job opportunities.’’

A headmaster [i.e., principal] of an UNRWA school summarized
the issue by saying,

With regard to the [Lebanese] state and the absence of job
opportunities, when a child sees his engineer brother jobless,
this child starts asking him/herself, ‘‘Why learn if there is no
work, it is better to find a job from the beginning of the road. For
this reason, parents have begun nowadays to think that it is best
not to let their child face the same destiny. . .

A mother of a highly able student who graduated from the
Department of Economics at the American University of Beirut
(AUB) stated,

My daughter’s economics professor at AUB nominated her to
work in a Lebanese company because she was the highest-
ranked student in his class with a final grade of 95 out of 100.
The professor publicly declared that this was the highest grade
ever obtained in his courses during his teaching career at AUB.
However, the company’s manager rejected her applica-
tion. . .sadly; the student overheard the manager telling the
professor, ‘‘I asked you to bring me an outstanding candidate
but not a Palestinian!’’.

A mother in Shatila camp gave a similar example regarding her
son, who holds a qualification degree in computer sciences. She
said that ‘‘Ismail has applied to several companies, but was
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rejected because he is Palestinian. . . .he is now working in a
pesticides company but in an unskilled job. . . .with no social
security and a lower salary than Lebanese workers.’’

Based on the foregoing, we find that conditions of Palestinian
refugees were in line with the findings of other previous studies,
for example, the Iraqi refugees in Syria, are not allowed by law to
take up the majority of skilled jobs, which has increased the
economic difficulties faced by the Iraqi families, and consequently
increased the rate of school dropout (IRIN, 2009, 2010).

6.3. The attractiveness of schools, personnel problems, and UNRWA

educational policy

A school will be attractive to students and thus prevent
dropping out to the extent that it both responds to their immediate
needs and aspirations by offering social and academic services of
sufficient quality, as well as providing an education that improves
their future prospects. School practices that lead to student
alienation, disengagement, and loss of commitment contribute
to the dropout problem. Below is a description of the dropout
problems as they relate to the UNRWA schools’ own resources
and quality of education according to the perception of different
stakeholders. Corporal punishment, overcrowded schools, dou-
ble shifting in schools (housing two schools in a single building),
teachers’ workload, the curriculum and extra-curricular activi-
ties, and counseling and special education services are each
highlighted.

6.3.1. Corporal punishment

Corporal punishment is a contentious issue in UNRWA schools
in Lebanon. Although it is totally prohibited by UNRWA school
policy, and serious measures are taken when corporal punishment
is reported, dropouts and parents alike reported it is frequently
used. UNRWA officials are aware of this problem, and have been
addressing it as part of their educational reform process, including
in the recently introduced human rights curriculum. Nine dropouts
cited corporal punishment as the aspect of their school experience
that they most disliked. One student explained,

I hate it when my teachers punish us physically. . . .it’s not true
that there is no punishment. . . .[this year] a teacher hit a third
grader student’s head against the wall and desk because he
didn’t do his homework!

One mother from Shatila camp said,

My son refused to attend school because of punishment. . . .he
used to make several excuses every morning [e.g., illness or
nausea] to escape school. Now he is attending a private school
and he is very happy because there is no punishment in this
school. . .. He has no problem to wake up early every morning to
go to school.

A parent from Rashidieh camp said,

There was a problem between my son and a classmate at school,
and when he didn’t listen to his teacher’s orders, the teacher hit
him on a potentially fatal area [pointing to the back of his neck].
My son started to bleed and now he doesn’t hear well.

On another occasion,

The teacher hit him with a stick and broke one of his fingers.
. . .my son has limited abilities, and the teacher may really want
him to learn. . . .but Yazan [his son] has a phobia about
attending the teacher’s classroom.

A mother in Rashidieh camp considers corporal punishment the
main cause of her daughter’s poor performance in school. She said,
When my daughter was in kindergarten, the teachers told me
that she is exceptionally very able girl. . . .in Grade 1, her
composite performance was 280 out of 300, however, in Grade
2, her performance declined to 165. She leaves half of the exam
questions blank with no answers? Why? It’s because her
teacher hit her on the back of her neck and [consequently] her
head bumped her desk and caused her a broken tooth. . . .this is
only because she didn’t complete the answers.

The findings show an apparent contrast between the way that
parents and students, on the one hand, and some teachers, on the
other hand, characterized the issue of corporal punishment and its
impact on the school dropout rates. One male teacher in Rashidieh
camp said,

After the issuance date of the regulations regarding the
prohibition of corporal punishment [at UNRWA schools], which
I am supportive of, it was exploited by students in the wrong
way. When asking a student to [pay attention] and look at the
board, he responds, ‘‘It’s none of your business! I don’t want
to. . .’’

Three female teachers accepted corporal punishment as part of
the normal process of behavioral modification at school and home.
A female teacher in Rashidieh camp justified corporal punishment,
arguing that students ‘‘won’t be physically punished if not
misbehaving, and there are students who are already accustomed
to physical punishment at their homes.’’ Another teacher said,

It is hard to apply behavioral modification strategies at schools.
Let’s suppose that I am prohibited from hitting or even yelling at
a troublesome student with low achievement. [Alternatively] I
can suspend this student for two to three days from school, [but
then] perhaps the mother might come [to the school] criticizing
me of this suspension, although I used all strategies including
counseling and guidance.

A teacher in Ein el Helweh camp described what she called
‘‘teacher dropout because of workload,’’ and prohibition of
punishment. She stated,

At present, there are few teachers at our [UNRWA] schools who
use corporal punishment. Perhaps there is one teacher in each
school who uses punishment. . . .Generally speaking, there is no
punishment, [there are] only exceptional [cases]. This has
affected [classroom] education [management] because when a
teacher, in the past, [used] to enter a classroom holding a stick, s/
he was able to control the classroom. . .. At present, teachers do
not dare to use corporal punishment. Students are the ones who
punish teachers nowadays, by goading and irritating them, with
the intention of getting them sacked [from school] as a
consequence of their using corporal punishment [with students].

All findings concerning the negative role of the corporal
punishment and teachers’ workload in relation to students’
dropping out were supported by Farah’s (2000) study on the
Palestinian refugee students in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and
Chung and Mason’s (2012) study in a remote, rural area in China.

6.3.2. Curricular and extra-curricular activities

Half of the teachers believed a lack of curriculum content
devoted to Palestinian history and experiences are an important
issue. They argued that the absence of an educational curriculum
tailored to Palestinians has contributed to students’ apathy toward
the education system. As one female teacher in Ein el Helweh camp
noted,

Students ask me sometimes, ‘‘Why do we learn about the
Lebanese president, ministers, and parliament members?’’ I
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respond, ‘‘Because we live in Lebanon and we are influenced by
them. . ..’’ We notice that when teaching them about the history
and geography of Palestine, they become much more interested,
especially when we ask them to conduct research about their
villages in Palestine and to ask their parents and grandparents
about them.

Three teachers and two parents were clearly frustrated by the
exclusion of Palestinian history from textbooks. One can under-
stand such frustration regarding this issue when considering the
findings of Corrigan’s (2005) comparative study. Corrigan indicat-
ed that the curriculum provided for Tibetan refugees in India, for
example, is more closely related to the Tibetan culture, heritage
and history than the curriculum provided for the Palestinian
students in Lebanon. Thus the absence of Palestinian history and
culture contributed to the educational apathy and dropout rate in
the UNRWA schools.

In general, teachers, parents, and students found the
curriculum to be dense and difficult, particularly because
English is the language of instruction in mathematics and
scientific subjects (e.g., physics, chemistry, etc.). Parents were
unable, however, to provide specific details about the negative
aspects of the current curriculum, which could be due to the low
level of parental education and their lack of engagement with
the school and their consequent inability to follow their
children’s progress.

Suzan in Shatila camp asserted that she does not understand
anything in her physics and chemistry classes because she cannot
read English, although she can understand the subject matter if it is
taught in Arabic. Lina, in Ein el Helweh camp, and Samar, in
Rashidieh camp, feel that the use of the English language is their
main academic obstacle at school. All stakeholders agreed that the
current curriculum is centered on academic needs and interests
rather than on social and emotional needs.

Another issue is the lack of extra-curricular activities during
school hours, as well as the absence of vocational clubs. For
example, many students stated that they can hardly remember
their schools organizing any school trips. Lina, in Ein el Helweh
camp, believes that her school should provide more social,
vocational, and recreational activities than those that are offered
by the currently existing committees, namely, discipline and
cleaning. She stated that if she were a teacher, she would provide
‘‘more activities in art, handicrafts, and other areas of interest to
students.’’ Mazen of Ein el Helweh camp complained, ‘‘Teachers
[in his school] used to assign students to [school] committees. No
one was asked if they were willing to participate [or not].’’
Several students stated that they find school to be boring, but
they would be encouraged to stay if it had more social,
recreational, and extra-curricular activities. For those students,
physical education and art classes were the most interesting.
However, physical education tends to be the last period in their
school schedule when students prefer to go home, and not all art
teachers are qualified to teach art. Mazen stated that the first
thing he would change if he were a headmaster would be to focus
on teaching art and physical education. According to him, many
of his friends like school only when they are taking art classes. A
particularly positive view was found in relation to the introduc-
tion of new resource-intensive subjects, such as computer
education. Mazen, for example, stated that he likes lessons that
teach computer skills. However, he does not have a computer at
home to allow him to practice these skills.

All teachers concurred with these views. One teacher stated,
‘‘We have an art teacher, but the teacher is not qualified to teach
art. . . .For physical education, there is only one teacher who
attended one training course in the subject.’’ A teacher from Ein el
Helweh camp stated,
We provide extra-curricular activities but they are very limited.
Perhaps one [activity] per year. . . .In the present year, we have
organized an open day and it was good. . . .[Furthermore,] 15
girls participated in the summer activity that was [organized] in
Siblin [vocational training center]. . . .We chose who should go!

While UNRWA organizes summer activities, students, teachers
and parents alike emphasized the need for extracurricular classes
within the school day, like physical education, arts or computer
classes.

6.3.3. Automatic promotion versus grade repetition policy

During the FGDs, two educational policies were discussed,
which are at opposite ends of the policy spectrum: automatic
promotion and grade repetition. At the time of writing, the present
Minister of Education had recently passed a decree terminating the
system of automatic promotion in schools, the application of which
began in the 2010–2011 academic year. The policy of automatic
promotion was applied to students at the elementary level of
education and meant that, irrespective of their level of achieve-
ment they would advance to the next grade. Consequently, even
failing students would be automatically promoted to the next
grade up to the first year of intermediate school. On the other hand,
at the secondary level of education, there is a strict policy of grade
repetition for those students who perform poorly in their classes.
After summarizing the discussions, it was clear that all teachers
and headmasters agreed that both policies are among the main
causes of UNRWA school dropout in Lebanon. On the one hand,
teachers indicated that early school dropout is in part a
consequence of high repetition rates. Middle school grade
repetition has a negative effect on socio-emotional adjustment.
For example, one parent from Rashidieh camp said, ‘‘My daughter
refused to attend school after she failed in [the sixth grade]. . . .her
body size is large and she was embarrassed to have to repeat her
grade with younger students.’’ Hence, grade repetition can be
discouraging and may cause those students to drop out. On the
other hand, teachers criticized the automatic promotion policy
that let a student come to school with the attitude that ‘‘I will be
promoted anyway, so why bother to study?’’ One female teacher in
Shatila camp said, ‘‘This even discourages highly achieving
students, because those who study succeed, but someone who
doesn’t study or make an effort also succeeds.’’ An assistant
headmaster explained,

We should start from cycle one; the [Lebanese] state prohibits
repetition at this [lower elementary] stage. Unfortunately, the
UNRWA has no kindergartens [schools]. . . .although kindergar-
ten has become an integral part of the curriculum. . . .some
children do not attend kindergarten schools at all and fail [the
first grade]. However, they are promoted to [the second grade]
because of the automatic promotion policy.

A teacher in Ein el Helweh camp summarized the problem:

[In order to reform UNRWA education,] first [we] should cease
to apply the automatic promotion [policy]. When a girl knows
in advance that she will be promoted regardless of whether she
studies or not, this leads to apathy, and weakens her incentives
to study. I was obliged this year to give a 100 points increase to
one of the students in order to ensure that she was promoted.

The teacher explained why this policy is not as successful in
UNRWA schools as it is in Lebanese schools:

We should focus on the first cycle [lower elementary school].
There is no accountability in this cycle, and so it is important
that we appoint the most qualified teachers at this [elementary
school] level and not the lousy and lazy [teachers]. . . .Many
students are good at pre-schools but their [academic]
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performance tends to decline when they attend UNRWA
[elementary] schools.

There are some students who go through the whole elementary
education system without learning the basic skills of reading and
writing. A teacher in Ein el Helweh camp explained, ‘‘I have a 16-
year-old boy [in my class] who is unable to distinguish between
[the letters] ‘‘d’’ and ‘‘b,’’ whilst the curriculum requires him to
analyze passages [in English language/literature].’’ This is also
supported by a parent in Rashidieh camp who said’’, ‘‘My son is in
[the sixth grade], but he cannot read or write. I have no idea how he
reached [the sixth grade]. . . .perhaps because of automatic
promotion!’’

Based on the above standpoints, one can argue that the
automatic promotion could be an effective policy at the
elementary level if certain conditions were to met, such as: (1)
to ensure all Palestinian students receive pre-school education
(kindergarten) in order to help to identify at-risk cases at an early
age, (2) to provide a free, appropriate and mandatory pre-school
education for all Palestinian refugee students in Lebanon; (3) to
provide in-service training for KG teachers to deal with the
academic and emotional problems of the students; and (4) to apply
the automatic promotion policy at the lower-elementary level
only.

6.3.4. Overcrowding, double shifting and teachers’ load

Increased enrollment and the concomitant need to accommo-
date a growing number of students has led to serious overcrowding
in UNRWA schools, negatively affecting the quality of learning and
limiting student-teacher interaction. All teachers and adminis-
trators have expressed their concerns regarding the large class
sizes at UNRWA schools. Some teachers admitted that they
‘‘cannot even remember all [their] students’ names in [their] class,
or have time to listen to all of them.’’ One teacher in Rashidieh
camp stated,

We have a learning resource center [at school] and we try our
best to take students to it, but we cannot because we have a
very large class size. . . .more than 40 students [in each class].
. . .[Also,] the playground area is small for this large number of
students.

Double-shift schooling also hinders the organization of extra-
curricular activities and severely limits the time available to
teachers to undertake preparatory and administrative work within
the school’s premises. However, teachers stated that some parents
prefer double-shift schooling ‘‘because it helps in distributing
domestic work among sibling girls,’’ and also allows ‘‘boys to go to
work with their fathers after or before school.’’ Overcrowding and
the resulting double-shift schooling place considerable strain on
teachers and other school staff. This is exacerbated by a lack of
pedagogical resources (e.g., laboratories, computer centers, visual
aids, etc.), and administrative and clerical support. Furthermore,
teachers in UNRWA schools are often called upon to perform
multiple tasks for which they have not received training. A teacher
in Rashidieh camp explained, ‘‘Teachers[s] are exhausted [because]
they do everything.’’

In general, the above findings concur with previous findings
(e.g. Al-Miqdad, 2007; Farah, 2000; Oh, 2010). Refugee students
typically suffer from overcrowding in classes and the inability of
teachers to control large numbers of students. Schools also lack
teaching materials and resources (e.g. tables, chairs, textbooks,
science laboratories).

6.3.5. Special education and counseling services

Students with special education needs are exposed to the same
challenges in Palestinian communities as children with similar
conditions in other communities. However, the existence of
exceptional learning problems, combined with significant stresses
in the family, school, and camps, places the students at greater risk
of school dropout. All teachers and administrators complained
about the lack of services provided for students with special
educational needs. A teacher in Ein el Helweh camp stated,
regarding the lack of specialized teachers, ‘‘We have two or three
specialized teachers in this field [of special education] and they are
responsible for inclusive schooling in all [UNRWA] schools in Ein el
Hilweh [camp]!’’ A teacher in Rashidieh camp commented, ‘‘We
know nothing in UNRWA about students with intellectual
disabilities. . . .we don’t have specialized [diagnosticians].’’

An assistant headmaster in Rashidieh camp reported,

There is a remedial program at UNRWA [schools]. However, it
has been unsuccessful because of the large size of remedial
classes for [special education] students. . . .30–40 students, and
[UNRWA] did not take into consideration the differences by
ability. . . .[also] they were given the same final examination
papers that were given to other non-exceptional students.

The teacher added that remedial classes should be smaller and
‘‘in some private schools [for example] they classify students based
on their [ability] levels, and use an ability-grouping teaching
[approach].’’ Six teachers mentioned that the remedial classes are
taught by regular classroom teachers who use the same
conventional, non-specialized teaching approaches with slow
and exceptional learners. Several dropout students expressed
their concern regarding the academic support that they have
received at their schools. While many students have received
satisfactory special education services from their teachers, others
have not been provided with such services as their teachers have
been overburdened with teaching duties.

There are similar shortages when it comes to counselors. All
teachers and administrators complained about the limited
psychological support provided by the UNRWA school for students.
They identified a lack of adequate guidance and counseling in
UNRWA schools as a potential cause of dropping out among
Palestinian students. They saw guidance and counseling as a
safety-net for students at-risk of dropping out.

Four teachers described the typical process of hiring
counselors at UNRWA schools. Firstly, teachers interested in
counseling or those who have a lower-than-average teaching
load are assigned counseling duties. Secondly, the teaching load
will be reduced for an interested teacher. The teacher then
attends one training workshop on counseling. However, there is
still a shortage of teacher-counselors and qualified counselors,
given the large number of students attending UNRWA schools.
For example, a teacher in Rashidieh camp stated that schools
rarely offered any effective counseling services for students,
‘‘There is one specialized counselor for all schools here [in
Rashidieh camp]. She does not have enough time to offer
counseling services to students. . . .She attends school on only a
few occasions.’’

The lack of adequate counseling services is further highlighted
as a problem when one considers the refugee camp environment.
Palestinian refugee students residing in Lebanon are exposed to a
variety of factors and events that negatively affect their overall
psychosocial well-being. Significant factors range from poverty,
exposure to discrimination and overcrowded living conditions to
limited access to higher education and recreational services.
UNRWA currently does not provide psychosocial support for
refugee children in these areas of operation. A teacher in Rashidieh
camp noted, ‘‘We cannot exclude the camp environment [from the
school dropout discussion]. Our community is going from bad to
worse. . .the teacher is part of this environment and suffers as
much as others.’’
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The findings of the current study correspond with previous
research findings (e.g. Ampiah and Adu-Yeboah, 2009; Farah,
2000; Oh, 2010) that several factors are correlated with the
increase in school dropout among refugee and non-refugee
students, such as: (1) the lack of academic support services
provided for children with special educational needs; and (2) the
limited staff capacity and untrained counselors.

6.4. The role of parents in the dropout phenomenon

The role of the parents in the dropout phenomenon is related to
two main issues: (1) early marriage of young people and (2) the
relationship with the school and teachers.

6.4.1. The impact of early marriage

Early marriage before reaching secondary level schooling is a
reality for many young Palestinian girls in Lebanon. Boys are also
affected by child marriage, but the issue impacts girls in far larger
numbers and with more intensity. This is partly because the
groom’s family traditionally assumes the cost of marriage. In
Palestinian camps, many parents encourage the marriage of their
daughters while they are still students in hopes that the marriage
will benefit the parents and their girls financially and socially,
while others hope to relieve financial burdens on the family.

One female teacher in Ein el Helweh camp described how

Girls are mostly keen to get married, and if one girl happens to
be engaged, the other girls get jealous and will then accept any
[potential] groom knocking on their doors. In our school, we
have five to six engaged girls in each section of [the twelfth
grade]. We even have some engaged girls in [the seventh grade].
There is, of course, another reason for early marriage. You find
some families, especially the ones in the camp, who suffer from
hard economic situations [because] they have five to six girls,
where the father will try to relieve the financial burdens by
accepting any potential groom.

Social factors also influence girls’ decisions regarding early
marriage and consequently dropping out of school. A female civic
education teacher in Ein el Helweh explained,

Any girl in the intermediate level of education sees herself as a
bride. At the age of 14 to 15 years, girls start to prepare
themselves to wear the rings. As a teacher, it drives me crazy to
hear that a 15-year-old girl has got engaged. I try to talk to her
and ask the reason. . . .is there a financial reason? Can’t your
family feed you? Is there another reason? The typical answer
would be, ‘‘No, Miss. . . .I am only worried that I’ll become a
spinster if I don’t accept.’’

The girls at Ein el Helweh camp are a particular troubling case of
this phenomenon. All teachers and administrators agreed that
numerous parents, especially those who are affiliated to ‘‘Islamic
groups,’’ force the early marriage of their daughters, regardless of
their achievement. The teachers recounted a story about a female
student within strong intellectual abilities in the eighth grade who
was forced to leave school and get married. Her father is a well-
known leader of one of the Islamist groups. Another teacher said,

Her sister was another gifted student, and was forced into
marriage after completion of [the ninth grade]. I met her once in
a cab. . . .I did not know her at first until she spoke and said her
name. Her face was veiled and she was accompanying her
mother to have a picture taken [in a studio] with full make-up in
order to send her picture to a potential groom abroad.

The finding above corresponds with the previous ones
concerning Palestinian refugee students (e.g. Abdunnur et al.,
2008; Bilagher, 2006; Ghosn, 2007; Ugland, 2013), Afghani
Balochistan refugee students (Rugh, 2000), Iraqi refugees in Syria
(IRIN, 2009, 2010), and the Somali students in the Dadaab refugee
camps in Kenya (Pflanz, 2012). The findings of Bilagher (2006) and
Ghosn (2007), for example, revealed that the most third common
reason of UNRWA school dropout (after seeking for employment
and low school achievement) is early marriage or engagement.

6.4.2. Parent–teacher relationships

There is strong evidence indicating that children whose
parents are meaningfully involved in their schooling achieve
higher grades and test scores, graduate from school at higher
rates, and are more likely to go on to higher education. Parent–
teacher associations and meetings were seen as one way to
discuss and resolve students’ academic and behavioral problems.
However, both parties admitted that they had failed to build a
cooperative relationship. On the one hand, several teachers and
administrators admitted that they invite parents to individual
meetings when they want to complain about their children’s
behavior or performance rather than to praise children and/or
emphasize academic and social strengths. A teacher in Rashidieh
camp said, ‘‘We feel that parents are not interested [in attending
school meetings].’’ She admitted that the school only organized
annual meetings for parents whose children are in the Brevet
grade level.

On the other hand, many parents complained about these
meetings. One parent stated, ‘‘Every time I was invited for a
meeting, the teachers wanted to talk about my son’s problems. I
stopped attending meetings because of . . .I wish they would recall
something good about him.’’ Two mothers in Beirut stated that
they had never been invited by the school to attend a parents’
meeting.

7. Conclusions and implications for intervention

The root causes of dropout from UNRWA schools are varied and
interrelated, and it is difficult to identify direct causality in any
general sense. Palestinian students in Lebanon do not tend to drop
out for one single reason. Multiple factors are at play, and no single
risk factor can accurately predict who will drop out. In fact, one
factor (e.g., child labor) may be the cause or consequence of
another factor (e.g., grade repetition), and both factors may be
related to a third factor (e.g., poverty, early marriage, Lebanese
labor law, etc.). However, what was significant, as noted in the
findings, was the prevalence of external (to the UNRWA) factors
that were possibly beyond the control of the UNRWA, but which
have led undoubtedly to student alienation, disengagement, and
de-motivation, and which in turn have contributed to the dropout
problem. Therefore dropping out may be prevented through a
focused strategic plan that takes into account the multiple and
interrelated external and internal causes. Through a dropout
prevention and intervention plan, UNRWA could advance strate-
gies from preschool through secondary schools in the following
ways:

7.1. External UNRWA factors that require a strategy

7.1.1. Students who live in poverty

Poverty, and all the conditions it creates (e.g. child labor, early
marriage among girls), is the single most powerful demographic
factor that increases Palestinian students’ chances of dropping out
of UNRWA schools. It affects students’ well-being, their school
readiness, and their performance in school. Sadly, there is a general
understanding among parents that eradicating child labor and
early marriage would have negative effects on the poorest families.
In addition, many parents and teacher view the Lebanese labor law,
which prevents Palestinian refugees from practicing in most of the
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skilled professions, as one of the main uncontrollable causes of the
UNRWA schools dropout phenomenon, especially beyond the
intermediate school level. To resolve this problem, UNRWA schools
might take steps to create opportunities for decent work, perhaps
with their non-governmental organization (NGO) affiliates.
UNRWA cannot eradicate poverty, for example, but it could
advocate for changes outside of school that would improve the
lives of low-income students and their families. UNRWA could
advocate with/for:

� All NGOs and community organizations for changes in Lebanon’s
labor laws, thus enabling workers to seek and obtain collective
bargaining rights and thereby earn higher wages.
� Early childhood education for children from low-income

families. High-quality early childhood education has been shown
to demonstrably increase graduation rates, and reduce special
education placement and grade retention;
� Adequate health care for low-income Palestinian families and

their children. These could be school-based health clinics that
would serve children and their parents through elementary,
middle, and secondary schools, but also community-based
clinics that would serve children as well as adults, or cooperative
arrangements between schools and health agencies.

7.1.2. Contextually relevant curricula

Students and parents are unable to find relevance to their
lives in the Lebanese curriculum, and find it difficult to connect
with their educational experience. Dropouts seek other sources
(e.g., media, camp community leaders, etc.) outside the school
for a personal curriculum, which has a more contextual
relevance for them. Teachers also had strong feelings about
how the inclusion of Palestinian history in the mainstream
curriculum would enrich their educational experiences. This
could mitigate the detachment experienced by some students.
Therefore UNRWA needs to collaborate with the Lebanese
Ministry of Education to offer curricula and instruction that
connect to Palestinian students’ lives, culture, history, camps
and communities. Palestinians could continue, of course, to
sit the Brevet and Baccalaureate examinations in this were the
case.

7.2. Internal UNRWA factors – recommendations

Though no doubt impacted on by external pressure (e.g.
financial aid, availability of educational expert), internal factors are
largely under the control of UNRWA (perhaps with the NGOs’ and
donors’ assistance), and require UNRWA-driven interventions to
remedy them. The following are areas in which recommendations
are made, for which feasible actions may be considered in the
UNRWA schools:

7.2.1. Improving the school environment

Many Palestinian students who drop out demonstrate an
extreme lack of attraction toward, and disengagement from,
UNRWA schools (e.g., poor attendance, academic difficulties, and
a poor sense of belonging combined with a general dislike for
school). It was also concluded that the UNRWA schools are
fragmented; some parts of the school system are either not
working or do not exist. For example, there was no indication in
some students’ responses that they recognize their school
counselors or the counselors’ roles at school. There was little, if
any, interaction between dropouts and guidance counselors.
Most students saw teachers, counselors, and administrators
in a mostly negative light. They were seen as symbols of
authority and discipline rather than educators who were a
source of support. Therefore effective strategies supporting
students’ engagement would help them develop their learning
environment.

� Corporal punishment was repeatedly cited as one of the most
unpleasant experiences of schooling. Making school a safe and
pleasant place for children is important in order to produce a
lower risk of dropout. Although corporal punishment is officially
banned in UNRWA schools, with severe consequences for
reported teachers/students, it is still widely practiced. It is
believed that the lack of implementation of the UNRWA
legislation which bans corporal punishment, inadequate teacher
and counselor training regarding the use of appropriate
behavioral modification strategies, and teachers’ perceptions
that corporal punishment must be used to teach students as it is
already used at home, are all factors behind the widespread use
of such punishment.
� Class size reduction: Four years of schooling (KG level to third

grade) is recommended with class sizes reduced from 40 to 25
students. Dianda (2008) indicates that ‘‘thirty years of research
has documented the positive effects of reducing class sizes to
eighteen or fewer students, particularly from kindergarten
through the third grade’’ (p. 13). Given budget restrictions and
the great difficultly of reducing classroom sizes to 18, UNRWA is
recommended to support a class size of, at most, 25 students in
regular programs and smaller class sizes in programs for
students with special needs.
� Structure of curricula: Parents, students, and teachers were

frustrated with the volume of the content, as well as the level
of difficulty, of the new curriculum. Also, most students struggle
with the content of mathematics and scientific subjects (e g,
physics, biology, chemistry, etc.) in the intermediate school as they
are taught in English. Therefore strengthening teaching English as
a second language (TESL) in the elementary and intermediate
schools is a major practical issue that should not be skirted around.
Teachers need to receive in-service training to teach the new
curriculum to students with different ability levels.
� Extra-curricular activities (e.g., school trips, festivals, talent

shows, etc.) were also cited as one of the most unpleasant
experiences at school. The UNRWA school environment is not
conducive to participation in science fairs or trips, cultural or
sporting competition, school festivals or parties. The nature of
any extra-curricular activity should be drawn from the students’
practical life in order to reinforce the significance of knowledge
acquired at school.
� Several issues should be taken into consideration regarding the

automatic promotion versus grade repetition policy: (1) if the goal is
to give as many children as possible the opportunity to participate
in the full program of basic and elementary education, then
automatic promotion opens doors while grade repetition closes
them; (2) if parents are not provided with information on students’
progress, leaving them unable to judge their children’s progress,
then automatic promotion should not be implemented; and (3) in
order to ensure the successful implementation of this policy,
UNRWA should assign qualified and trained teachers to instruct
students in elementary education.
� Overcrowding and teachers’ workload: Palestinian students are

exposed to a variety of factors that negatively affect their
overall psychological well-being, such as overcrowded living
conditions. Therefore UNRWA needs to provide different
conditions and propose a long-term plan to build or rent
buildings outside of the camps if necessary. In addition,
teachers should devote more energy to learning as much as
possible about their students’ personal interests and back-
grounds, through weekly student-teacher meetings, as well as
in-class discussions. This requires a reduction of teachers’



A. Al-Hroub / International Journal of Educational Development 35 (2014) 53–66 65
teaching load in order to enable students to voice their
concerns and teachers to address them.
� Counseling services and adult advocacy for students are key

elements of any particular dropout prevention initiative (Rossi,
1995). All UNRWA schools need to provide school-based
counselors for all elementary, middle, and secondary levels. At
the elementary level, providing after-school tutoring and
enrichment that are directly related to in-class assignments
and having in-class trained helpers (e.g. trained volunteered)
may prove to be effective approaches. At the intermediate level,
team-teaching strategies, flexible scheduling, heterogeneous
grouping of students, and provision of on-demand counseling
assistance are especially useful strategies. At the secondary level,
paid work, embedded in activities that prepare and monitor
students’ on-the-job experiences, appears to be a critical
component of keeping students in school.
� Special education services: There are few special services provided

to identify and address low achievers, slow learners or at-risk
students. Of the few remedial classes that have been provided, it
was observed that students were attending large classes of 35 to
45 students, and receiving conventional teaching by untrained
general classroom teachers. Teachers in all schools suggested a
systematic approach to identifying potential dropouts long
before their entry into elementary and intermediate school.
Teachers, educational specialists, and policy-makers are should
be encouraged to design and implement appropriate assess-
ments during children’s early development, preferably during
the first five years of schooling. Trained and specialized teachers
should teach students in special education and remedial classes
in small groups.

7.2.2. Community and family involvement in dropout prevention

All teachers and administrators acknowledged that there is
not much parental participation in the school system. Several
teachers admitted that schools need to make more of an effort to
reach out to parents in order to form a strong partnership.
Developing positive relationships between families and schools
can contribute to a student’s sense of support and encourage-
ment. UNRWA schools need to provide parenting classes, or
support groups and put more effort into communicating the
benefits of education to parents. Also, there is a need to
collaborate with Palestinian community organizations and NGOs
in an effort to engage students and families in activities such as
service learning, mentoring, after-school tutoring, and volun-
teering. The entire community in Palestinian camps needs to be
involved in dropout prevention through family-friendly policies
that provide release time for parents to attend parent-teacher
conferences; work schedules for secondary school students that
enable them to attend classes on time and be ready to learn;
adoption of school programs that encourage volunteerism and
camp-led projects in school; and community-based, real-world
learning experiences for students. UNRWA should be encouraged
to fund these services.
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