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Abstract

This article offers an examination of Lebanon's historical trajectory, exploring its profound
influence on the country's education sector. Beginning with an overview of Lebanon's ancient
roots and the impact of foreign occupations, including the Ottoman Empire and the French
Mandate post-World War I, the study delves into the enduring effects of domestic conflicts and
international influences. Specifically, it scrutinizes the legacy of sectarian divisions stemming
from the devastating Civil War, which has left indelible marks on Lebanon's governmental
structure. Despite successive efforts, the Lebanese National Curriculum has remained stagnant
since 1997, exacerbating proficiency gaps and educational challenges. Recent economic crises
and geopolitical turmoil have further strained the education system, as evidenced by alarming
proficiency deficits and governmental neglect in educational contingency planning.
Recognizing the interconnectedness of primary and higher education, the study advocates for a
holistic approach to address Lebanon's education crisis. Urgent action from the Lebanese
government, particularly the Ministry of Education and Higher Education, is essential to
revitalize the education system. By harmonizing policy decisions, effectively allocating
resources, and implementing transparent accountability mechanisms, Lebanon can navigate its
current educational challenges and pave the way for a resilient and promising future.
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1. Introduction

Lebanon’s history is a mix of richness and turmoil, often serving as a stage for regional
conflicts and political-religious tensions. From its ancient roots to recent times, Lebanon has
seen occupations by foreign powers that have left profound imprints on various aspects of its
society. These foreign occupations continue to reverberate in Lebanon today, manifesting in
political and social upheavals with detrimental and enduring effects on education. The
Ottoman Empire, the French Mandate post-World War 1, and the devastating Civil War
constitute key historical phases that have shaped Lebanon’s trajectory and education system.
However, throughout its modern history, the Lebanese government has struggled to effectively
modernize education and adapt it to contemporary needs.

Lebanon’s education system grapples with multifaceted challenges. Despite multiple efforts,
the Lebanese National Curriculum remains unchanged since 1997 (Ghosn-Chelala, 2020). In
mathematics, Lebanon initially matched global averages in 2007 according to the Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study, yet this performance dipped below average by
2015 (Abdel-Hamid & Yassine, 2020). The country’s economic turmoil, ignited by the 2019
uprisings, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 2020 Beirut port explosion, has exacerbated the
crisis (Bizri, Khachfeh, Fares, and Musharrafieh, 2021; Kharroubi, Naja, Diab-El-Harake, and
Jomaa, 2021). The fallout from these crises prompted nearly 100,000 skilled professionals,
including teachers, doctors, and nurses, to leave Lebanon for better prospects abroad,
deepening the brain drain (Ramadan, 2022). Amidst these complex challenges, collaborative
and innovative strategies are imperative to rejuvenate Lebanon’s education sector, fostering a
brighter future for its students.

2. Method

The methodology adopted for this study involved a comprehensive literature review that drew
upon various academic journals and reputable online databases. The objective was to identify
and examine scholarly texts specifically addressing the relevant historical periods of interest.

3. Discussion

3.1 Challenges Unveiled: Proficiency Gaps and Governmental Oversight in Lebanon's
Education Landscape

Results from international standardized exams, such as the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA), have highlighted concerning levels of proficiency among
Lebanese students in mathematics, science, and reading (Abdulhamid & Yassine, 2020, p.10).
The PISA benchmarks for Lebanon reveal that around sixty percent of Lebanese students fail to
attain basic proficiency in these subjects, indicative of a “learning crisis” (Abdulhamid and
Yassine, p. 10). These scores also uncover significant achievement gaps both “among schools
and between individual students” (Abdulhamid & Yassine, 2020, p.10). Despite this,
surprisingly, a 2017 World Bank survey revealed that over seventy-five percent of Lebanese
individuals maintain a positive outlook on the educational sector (Abdulhamid & Yassine,
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2020). Lebanon has faced successive crises since the 2019 political uprisings, worsened by the
COVID-19 pandemic and the devastating August 4™, 2020 explosion (Saad, Harfouche &
Hariri, 2021). Despite these challenges, schools and universities were excluded from
government contingency plans, highlighting a lack of prioritization for education (El Feghaly,
Bou Nader, & Hariri, 2021, p.198). These results, coupled with achievement gaps, underscore a
deep-rooted learning crisis. Alarmingly, the Lebanese government’s failure to include
education in its contingency plans exacerbates the already struggling educational landscape.
This disregard for education aggravates ongoing challenges, raising concerns about the quality
of education for future generations in Lebanon. Despite the grim findings, it is essential that the
government shifts its focus and recognizes the crucial role education plays in sharing the
nation’s future.

- l . .
A\ M ac rot h in k nternational Journal of Education

3.2 Education Crisis in Lebanon: Proficiency Gaps and Government Neglect

The pronounced deficits in student proficiency levels, as underscored by international
standardized exams like PISA, emphasize the pivotal role of school management and
governance in the intricate process of curriculum development within Lebanon’s educational
context. The disconcerting outcomes of these exams, indicating subpar performance in key
subjects such as mathematics, science, and reading, signify an urgent need for collaborative
efforts between educational leadership and governance bodies to reinvigorate the curriculum
landscape. Furthermore, the revelation of achievement gaps, both inter-school and
intra-student, underscores the multifaceted nature of the challenge, necessitating the
development of curriculum frameworks that accommodate diverse learning pathways while
mitigating disparities. In this context, effective school governance emerges as a strategic driver,
uniting the visions of education authorities, school administrators, teachers, and the larger
community to orchestrate a comprehensive curriculum that equitably caters to the learning
needs of all students.

The incongruity between the positive perception of Lebanon’s sector by the majority of its
population and the governmental oversight in terms of contingency planning in times of crisis
invites contemplation on the broader role of school management and governance. The
cumulative impact of the various crises compounded by political upheavals, the COVID-19
pandemic, and the catastrophic explosion on August 4", 2020, has placed additional strain on
the Lebanese education system (Saad, Harfouche & Hariri, 2021). Yet, the exclusion of
educational institutions from governmental contingency plans, as highlighted by El Feghaly
et.al., signifies an unfortunate oversight, spotlighting a systemic indifference towards the
education sector’s pivotal role (2021). This juncture underscores the significance of effective
governance structures that advocate for the integration of education into national resilience
strategies. The interplay between school management, governance bodies, and policymakers
becomes an essential catalyst for curriculum evolution that not only addresses immediate crises
but also forges a sustainable path for educational advancement. The omission of educational
institutions from contingency planning is indicative of an untapped potential for transformative
change through curriculum development, as well as a call to action for more harmonized efforts
between educational leadership and governmental bodies to ensure the resilience and
progression of Lebanon’s education system.
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4. Conclusion
4.1 Bridging the Gap: A Holistic Approach to Navigating the Educational Crisis

The preceding sections illuminate the multifaceted challenges that Lebanon’s education sector
faces in the wake of economic and political crises. These challenges extend from primary to
higher education and encompass a range of issues from shifts in enrollment patterns to the
devaluation of the local currency and existential threats to universities. The urgency of the
situation necessitates immediate and resolute action from the Lebanese government, primarily
the Ministry of Education and Higher Education. In this context, it becomes evident that the
interplay between primary and higher education spheres is a critical juncture that demands a
holistic and comprehensive approach.

The economic and political crises have set in motion significant shifts in student enrollment,
leading families to opt for public schools due to financial constraints (Bahous and Nassar,
2021). This movement has placed an additional burden on the public education system and
necessitates careful resource allocation. Budget allocation for the educational sector, which has
consistently fallen short, amounting to only two percent of the country’s gross domestic
product (Bahous and Nassar, 2021; UNESCO, 2015; World Bank, 2017) must now be
examined with renewed urgency to ensure that the necessary funds are available to support
both primary and higher education. Simultaneously, the upheavals have also jeopardized the
stability of higher education institutions, with both public and private universities facing
threats to their survival (Akar, 2023), The interconnectedness of these challenges underscores
the need for a unified strategy that addresses the entire educational continuum.

For the Lebanese Ministry of Education and Higher Education, this calls for not just piecemeal
interventions but a well-coordinated, holistic approach that aligns policy decisions, funding
allocation, and accountability mechanisms across both primary and higher education sectors.
The resilience of the education system, built through decades of investment, cannot be
sustained by focusing solely on one end of the spectrum. Instead, a synergistic effort that
recognizes the inherent links between primary and higher education is vital.

Transcending the complexities posed by competing interests and political agendas requires
transparent accountability mechanisms. The challenges of stakeholder engagement and the
potential for conflicting priorities are not unique to either the primary or higher education
sectors but are challenges that reverberate throughout the education landscape. Frayha’s (2012)
characterization of the situation as “chaotic” is particularly apt in highlighting the need for a
harmonized and comprehensive educational philosophy that encompasses both realms (p.34).
In this endeavor, the Ministry must take the lead in instigating systematic curriculum revisions
that not only address the immediate crisis but also lay the groundwork for a more adaptable and
resilient education system.

To conclude, the intricate challenges posed by Lebanon’s education crisis necessitates a
holistic and unified approach that bridges the gap between primary and higher education. The
urgency of the situation demands the Lebanese government’s decisive action, with the Ministry
of Education and Higher Education spearheading transformative change. By harmonizing
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policy decisions, transparently addressing competing interests, and strategically revising the
curriculum, Lebanon’s education sector can embark on a trajectory of revitalization and
resilience. Time is of the essence, and the interconnectedness of these challenges underscores
the need for a concerted effort that navigates the current crisis and paves the way for a more
promising educational future.
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