
SCHOOLS THAT BUILD PEACE

When we got back to school, I was very happy, as it is a safe place for me, where I can see and talk to my 
friends.

M.E.,  student of JRS Lebanon.

Classroom education is very beneficial because it provides motivation and allows real interaction between 
teachers and students. It is also more effective because students can absorb more and understand better.

Jihan Assaf,  a teacher at JRS Lebanon.

It is essential to guarantee education for children and explore creative solutions, regardless of 
circumstances.

Hiba Lakki,  teacher at JRS Lebanon.

After two years of online learning, the student weaknesses in all disciplines became evident. We are 
working hard to restore the high levels of education. It’s not easy, but we are achieving it.

Hiba Lakki,  teacher at JRS Lebanon.
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1 Silió, E. (March 24, 2022). “X-ray of the schooling of 3,000 Ucranian refugees in Spain: half are in primary school, and Catalonia receives almost a third”. 
El País.

On February 24, 2022, Russian troops crossed the border of Ukraine, initiating an invasion whose scope we are still 
determining. On that day, the number of people forced to leave their homes around the world amounted to 83 million; more 
than 26 million of them were refugees. As of early May 2022, according to UNHCR estimates, the number of internally 
displaced and refugee people had increased by 13 million due to the war. More than six million of them were refugees, with 
more than half located in Poland.

The dramatic situation affecting the Ukrainian civilian population has aroused the solidarity of international citizens and 
encouraged the states to mobilise in record time. The 27 countries of the European Union unanimously implemented a 
Temporary Protection Directive a week after the invasion that, within three years, will provide the Ukrainian refugees in 
Europe the right to residence, access to employment, housing, education, and social and health care. More than 15,000 
children and adolescents were already in school 1 in Spain at the end of April. The authorities are promoting various 
initiatives to facilitate their integration into the educational system, recognising de facto that the right to education must 
be addressed as a priority in any circumstance and that, far from being an additional aspect of humanitarian response, it 
is one of the keys to its achievement.

The European community has responded to this emergency with exceptional speed. The most numerous, rapid, and 
effective human exodus in Europe since the end of World War II has obtained an overwhelming solidarity response. The 
time has come to extend this sense of solidarity that runs through Europe and to demand the same treatment for the 
rest of the refugees and displaced persons in the world as that received by those fleeing the Russian invasion of Ukraine. 
If this crisis has demonstrated anything, it is that when the political will exists, there are appropriate resources to defend 
and protect the rights of any person, regardless of their origin, race, or religion.

The war in Ukraine has a high cost in the loss of innocent lives. However, the world is also facing other consequences due 
to the scarcity of cereals and the increase in fuel prices such as gas and oil.

1. SCHOOLS THAT INDICATE THE PATH OF HOPE

Ukraine
6,266,844 Ukrainian refugee 

persons in third countries

Syria
 5,718,765 Syrian refugees in third 

countries
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• The figures are updated to March 20, 2022

In this context of ever-increasing dependency on humanitarian assistance, affirming and redimensioning the right to 
education is essential. How can we reduce the poverty that leads to violence without building schools? How can we build 
a global society of equals without grudges and an integral education for peace? How can we improve coexistence, job 
opportunities, or access to housing without an education adapted to the needs of all?

Schools are much more than places intended for academic learning. A “refugee school” refers to security and protection, 
care and recovery, and the promotion of peace. All of them are indispensable elements for children who have lost their 
homes and, sometimes, their families and are exposed to violence and abuse of all kinds.

The JRS (Jesuit Refugee Service) has been present in Lebanon since 2013. It currently maintains six schools operating in 
the municipalities of Bar Elias and Baalbek, where they teach the official Lebanese curriculum to Syrian students between 
5 and 17 years of age. JRS has maintained the flame of education burning since Covid-19 appeared in Lebanon and 
managed to retain 70% of its students online. It implemented a system of remote attention appropriate to the needs of 
the children, with the hope that they could all return to school once the pandemic ended. Dropping out of this system 
affected one in five online students, which can be considered a success in view of the great difficulties faced by the 
students (poor availability of telephones, unstable connections, difficulties in understanding the new system, etc.).

Another war conflict, located one thousand six hundred kilometres south, has been raging in Syria for 11 years* and is 
resisting a conclusion and projecting its dramatic impact on the neighbouring countries. Lebanon, the smallest country 
in the region, has been suffering a difficult humanitarian situation for many years due to the devastating economic crisis 
that began in 2019, the high percentage of the Syrian refugee population it hosts, and the explosion of the Beirut port in 
August 2020. The effects of the war on Europe are also affecting the most vulnerable population in this small country, 
increasingly limiting their access to essential goods and services such as food, water, electricity, or the Internet, and also 
causing a more significant political destabilisation and growing social tensions between the local and refugee populations.

DATA FROM THE CONFLICT IN SYRIA DATA FROM THE CONFLICT IN UKRAINE

6,900,000 people have been forced to 
move internally.

6,833 children have died, and 5,977 have 
been injured.

2,8 million children are refugees, and 3.2 mn.  
are internally displaced.

8,029,000 people have been forced to move 
internally.

235 children have died, 3,680 have been 
injured.

65% of Ukrainian children are refugees or 
internally displaced.

Source: UNHCR and UNICEF.
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2 VULNERability assessment of Syrian REFUGEees in Lebanon (2021).

2. THE IMPACT OF THE WAR IN SYRIA ON THE REFUGEE POPULATION IN 
LEBANON

Eleven years after the start of the war in Syria, we are facing one of the most important exodus of all time and an authentic 
humanitarian catastrophe. The figures, reflecting the faces of specific people, are devastating:

Lebanon stands out among all the bordering countries because, even without having signed the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
it maintains a solid commitment to receiving refugees. In fact, it is the country with the highest concentration of refugee 
people per capita worldwide. In a territory of 10,000 km2, 6.8 million Lebanese live with 1.5 million refugees from Syria 
and 0.5 million Palestinian refugees.

A detailed study conducted between June and July 2021 by several humanitarian agencies (UNHCR, UNICEF and WFP) 
2 , published in December of that year, published alarming data as it shows the devastating effect that the arrival of the 
Covid-19 crisis had on the rights of Syrian refugee children in Lebanon: 30% of school-age children have never been to 
school; 27,825 are the victims of child labour (an upward trend); one in five girls, between the ages of 15 and 19, is forced 
to marry; and more than half the girls confess to having suffered physical abuse for disciplinary purposes. Only 53% of 
children were in school during 2021, which is 14 points less than in 2020 (67%). The fear of Covid-19 contagion and the lack 
of economic means are responsible for this dramatic decline.

Every eight hours, a boy or girl has died or been injured.

There have been 751 attacks on schools and educational personnel 

2.4 million children do not attend school in Syria.

 1 out of 3 schools cannot be used because they are damaged, destroyed, or 
housing displaced families.

One-third of Syrian children in neighbouring countries do not attend school.  
This represents a total of 750,000 children and adolescents.

7,033 boys and girls have been recruited into the conflict.

Source: UNHCR and UNICEF.



SCHOOLS THAT BUILD PEACE 5

Source: Our own elaboration based on data from UNHCR and the UN Regional, Refugee & Resilience Plan.

MARCH:
5,000 Syrians are registered as refugees 
in Lebanon.

AUGUST:
1 million Syrian refugees are boys and 
girls.

SEPTEMBER:
There are 2 million Syrian refugees.

DECEMBER:
76,556 Syrian refugees request a
resettlement or humanitarian admission 
to a  foreign country.

JUNE:
There are more than one million births of babies 

whose parents are Syrian refugees in the region.

MARCH:
About 12,000 boys and girls 
died or were injured since the 
beginning of the war.

SEPTEMBER:
More than 500,000 Syrian refugee children are 
enrolled in formal education in the region.

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015
2016

2020

2018

2019

2021

2022

JULY:
4 million Syrian refugees (the world’s 

largest refugee group).

DECEMBER:
490,280 Syrians arrived by sea in Europe in 2015.

DECEMBER:
Syrian refugees registered in Turkey, 

Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq and Egypt.
reach 500,000.

APRIL:
Syrian refugees In Lebanon

reach 1 million.

MARCH:
Covid-19 presents one more obstacle to children’s education.  It is 

estimated that 50% of children in school in northern Syria have already 
dropped out of school.

. 

MARCH:
Over 1,000 children died or were 
injured in Syria during the first three 
months.
5 million Syrian refugees.

1 million Syrian refugee children are enrolled in 
formal education in the region. 2017

MAY:
There are 5,718,765 Syrian refugees 

throughout the world.

AFTER THE FIGURES, MILLIONS OF FACES
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PERCENTAGE OF SYRIAN CHILDREN WHO DO NOT RECEIVE ANY EDUCATION

Despite so many difficulties, many Syrian students returned to the classroom in six schools in the Bekaa Valley in 
September 2021. They were accompanied by JRS with the appropriate security measures resulting from the online 
training received. Its greatest success lies in the fact that enrollment has been maintained above expectations and that, 
especially, it has managed to retain students identified as more vulnerable. However, the economic effects of Covid-19 
were also noted in the number of new registrations for the academic year 2020-21 since both child labour and forced 
marriages increased, preventing many children from accessing a school.
 

  IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON JRS REGISTRATIONS FOR THE 2020-21 ACADEMIC YEAR

This development is thanks to a remote education system based on the availability of mobile phones among the refugee 
population, the participation of families, and the capacity of teachers. After analysing several alternatives, a format was 
adapted that could be shared by WhatsApp. Internet SIM cards were distributed, a schedule was developed to avoid as 
much desertion as possible, awareness days were presented through WhatsApp with emphasis on the importance of 
education, and specific follow-up to cases of greater vulnerability was provided.        

 There was a  37% decrease in new registrations compared to the previous year.

There was a 40% decrease in new male registrations compared to the previous 
year.

There was a decrease of 33% in the new registrations of girls compared to the 
previous year.

The number of students enrolled fell by 8.8%  compared to the previous year.

Source: JRS Lebanon.

2019 2020 2021

44% 57% 75%

Source: Report Escuelas que Protegen (2021) and UNICEF.
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Source: Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon (2021) and Human Rights Watch.

the Lebanese public 
schools were only open 

34 days during the 2021-
2022 academic year.

in primary school 
attendance, reaching 

53% for the 2020-2021 
school year.

Attendance participation 
in pre-school education 

was reduced by 5%.

of school age (from 6 
to 17 years) attended a 

school during 2020-2021.

UNTIL MARCH 31 DROP OF 14 PERCENTAGE 
POINTS

ONLY 11% ATTENDED 
NURSERY SCHOOL

ONLY 47%  OF BOYS 
AND GIRLS

In September 2020, following the first worldwide confinement, UNHCR issued a report warning of the catastrophe 
threatening the education of the refugees. According to UNHCR, the Sustainable Development Objective (SDO), number 
4, was in grave danger, including the progress made in recent years for the global refugee population. The report appealed 
to governments, the private sector, civil society, and other key actors to join forces to strengthen the national education 
systems.

The Interagency Network for Education in  Emergencies (INEE) provided accurate data. Without rapid actions, millions of 
children will be left out of school forever, and only 14% will access secondary education, with the consequent burden on 
their lives and the world’s population. UNHCR, in September 2021, released data that leaves no doubt about the greater 
vulnerability of the refugee school population. For example, while 82% of the population had enrolled in school in Jordan 
in 2021, only 59% of its refugee population had done so.

There is no doubt that the challenges have multiplied with the pandemic. The creativity and commitment of millions of 
people have been mobilised. But there is a need for greater international commitment to ensure the right to education 
is maintained and guaranteed, even in the current difficult times. Above all, it is a question of justice, but not only this, 
since the future of all humanity depends, to a large extent, on education. Objectives that concern the human family, such 
as world peace or the fight against climate change, will be more within our reach to the degree we are all involved in 
achieving them, but only if quality education becomes accessible and affordable for all.

  THE EFFECT OF COVID-19 ON THE EDUCATION OF SYRIAN REFUGEE CHILDREN IN LEBANON 

3. THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION OF REFUGEES IN TIMES OF PANDEMIC
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According to a survey conducted by UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank (2020) among national governments in 104 
countries, an average of 47 days were lost during the first year of the pandemic (25% of the course).  In 2021, this average 
fell as some countries succeeded in implementing strategies to return to school. But that was not always possible. Even 
now, in the first quarter of 2022, 23 countries with 405 million school-age children have not fully opened their classrooms.  
In return, technology has now played a leading role. A role that opens many doors to the future but also closes others and 
limits the integral focus of the school as a place where health, food, and protection are also guaranteed.

During the first months of the pandemic, every country implemented remote educational programs, whether they were 
based on online platforms, education by radio and television or printed materials. If something positive resulted from the 
pandemic, it was to make the digitisation of the world population a challenge that must not be postponed. Decades ago, 
radio or television had fulfilled an educational role that, in many cases, demonstrated its virtues. But humanity had never 
faced a challenge of this nature. And unfortunately, it has not always been able to do so with the resources that would be 
desirable.

Some public administrations increased their educational plans, but two-thirds of the poorest countries were forced to 
make cuts. Even so, 70% of countries allocated money to subsidise or provide free access to the Internet. Digitisation 
generated a reaffirmation of the transformative role of technology in many places but also led to a strengthening of the 
educational community among students and teachers. It often led to evaluating the teaching profession, reinforcing its 
pedagogical role and subtracting weight from the administrative aspect.

4. THE FORECASST RETURN TO THE CLASSROOMS IN LEBANON AFTER TWO 
YEARS OF PANDEMIC
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We are aware that physical presence in education can never be replaced. This is even less so with applications not 
designed to become educational platforms. But we also know that the time has come to assume that digitisation has the 
potential to nurture and revitalise the school more meaningfully than it has to date, democratising access to knowledge.  
Unfortunately, not all countries are in the same conditions to take advantage of it. The differences we knew before the 
pandemic have only become more significant.  In every corner, voices have been raised that denounce the mandatory use 
of technologies that leads to deepening the existing inequality gaps or opening new ones.

During the first quarter of 2022, a survey was carried out among the teachers of JRS Lebanon to know how their six 
schools’ return to the classrooms was going ahead.  These are some of the conclusions of the analysis carried out:

Nasim finds his passion for art during Covid-19

Nasim* is a fictitious name used to maintain confidentiality.

Nasim is Syrian, ambitious and creative. He arrived in 2019 at one of the JRS schools in Lebanon, “where he 
studies fourth or grade”, and found his true passion: art.

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, he had to follow classes through WhatsApp. It was difficult for him to study 
at a distance, as he had no one to help him at home. When his tutors realized this, they supported the family 
in implementing a home learning program. Over time, the tutors saw a noticeable improvement in his online 
attendance and performance.

The return to the classroom in the 2021/2022 academic year was like a breath of fresh air for Nasim. It was a 
great opportunity for him to be able to interact with his tutors and classmates and practice his talent in class. All 
this was accompanied and supervised in person by his tutor.

In Lebanon, the average number of phones per person is almost half that of the European 
Union (0.63 vs 1.2 ).

Neither do all educators have the same familiarity with the digital world. The exemplary commitment of teachers during 
these years marked by difficulties must be valued. However, it is not the teachers who are responsible for closing the 
technological gaps that cross the planet, but rather some good and lasting public policies.

  CHALLENGES ON THE RETURN TO CLASSROOMS IN THE JRS LEBANON SCHOOLS  

“
“

The boys and girls longed to see the people around them and to learn new knowledge after spending 
months at home without seeing anyone.

 A JRS school teacher
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ATTENDANCE VS DROPOUT:

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT:

SITUATION AND NEEDS OF TEACHERS:

EMOTIONAL STATE, SOCIALISATION:

The pandemic and the worsening economic crisis have left some students outside the system, but most students 
have returned to the classrooms.

15% of the teachers found that the number of students had decreased. The return to school becomes somewhat 
more complex in the upper grades and among children of early childhood education.

It is clear that remote education affected their academic performance.  According to the teachers, 3 out of 4 students 
suffered a decrease in their cognitive abilities, to a greater or lesser extent, during the confinement.

The learning routines and development of social skills have also generally diminished and, to a lesser extent, the 
motivation to continue studying.

It is perceived that “many children need additional support to regain their self-confidence”.

Most (80%) teachers feel motivated by the new challenges. There is no doubt that there is fear and discouragement 
among  some  teachers: “the economic pressures and the situation across the country will negatively affect the 
comfort and psychology of the teachers.” Amid such a complex situation, there is no shortage of those who return to 
the classrooms with little conviction, forced by the circumstances.

 Of course, they perceive new needs:

More resources: appropriate educational material and technology (97%). 

Ongoing training and innovation (92%).

More interaction with the families (97%).

A new curriculum that is adjusted to the circumstances (98%).

Students who return to the classrooms feel very motivated to learn and socialise. Only a few show signs of insecurity 
and evidence that their cognitive abilities have suffered.

21% of students have lost motivation to return to school and feel their social skills diminished. 

90% want to return to interact with other children and young people.
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Education goes beyond learning skills and curricular competencies.  It is a key tool for protecting and constructing peace 
and coexistence, which is essential in promoting respect, solidarity, and dialogue to tend bridges, repair wounds, and cure 
hatred.

A few weeks after the invasion began, JRS  launched a non-formal educational initiative in Romania and Poland called 
Friendly Classrooms, which aims to contribute to normalising the situation that thousands of Ukrainian refugee children 
are living during this 2021-2022 academic year, abruptly interrupted. This is a temporary solution as the context fluctuates.  
Ukrainian families are generally ready to return to their country as soon as possible. Some, in fact, have already tried.

The Ukrainian children who were forced to leave their homes continue to be connected to their country’s educational 
system, conducted online by teachers who remain in Ukraine, aware that the right to education is vital in any 
circumstance.  But they often lack the development of aspects that a face-to-face school provides more efficiently: 
games, the development of psychomotricity, collective work, peer exchange, psychosocial support, follow-up for health, 
etc. That is precisely what Friendly Classrooms offer them.

Ukrainian children from kindergarten and primary school participate in them. They usually attend these classrooms in 
the morning and continue the school year with the Ukrainian online system in the afternoon. The Friendly Classrooms 
are almost always operated by Ukrainian teachers and are located in educational centres directed by Jesuits and other 
friendly organisations where JRS has been able to locate them. They are centres that make the interrelation of the 
refugees possible, for both teachers and students, with an educational community in their midst.  In addition, an extensive 
network of young volunteers supports and enriches the initiative with their disposition of solidarity. Fathers and mothers 
are not left on the sidelines. In general, in those places where the Ukrainian refugee population has settled, there are 
committees where the needs arising among the population are evaluated every two weeks.

No one knows how the conflict will develop and whether another solution must be devised in the next year to provide 
stability to the Ukrainian children. But for now, the JRS has responded to the challenge of ensuring that the comprehensive 
focus of the right to education is not interrupted in times of crisis.

5. FRIENDLY CLASSROOMS: THE JRS EDUCATIONAL RESPONSE TO THE 
UKRAINIAN REFUGEE CHILDREN
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FOR GOVERNMENTS, DONORS, AND CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS

More and improved bilateral and multilateral financing. Advance on the path to 0.7% of GDP allocated to 
International Cooperation as provided for in the Law proposal and to reach at least 0.5% during this legislature. 
Allocate 10% of the Official Development Assistance (ODA) to humanitarian aid and commit 6% of these funds to 
education in emergencies, following the line set by the EU and the international community.

Provide financial and coordination support to implement the rights recognised in the Directive of Temporary 
Protection of March 18, 2022, to the Ukrainian population that has been forced to leave their homes and extend 
it to people of other nationalities who are in the same situation of forced mobility, without discrimination of any 
kind. This action is without neglecting or diverting resources from other population groups seeking asylum or 
protection, nor from funds earmarked for ODA.

It is necessary to increase the weight and prominence of education in humanitarian action. In crises, education is 
the right to most rapidly be lost and to delay the most to recover, despite its multiplier role in exercising other human 
rights, reconciliation, and achieving peace.

Ensure that the right to education is not interrupted so as to develop quality, inclusive, and flexible emergency 
education programs adapted to the reality of students and teachers and to the changes that may occur in their 
status.

Ensure access to and the adaptation of digitisation and quality remote education with technologies appropriate 
to each context and a diversified curriculum that responds to the requirements of refugees and displaced children.

Incorporate the required gender perspective in educational interventions in emergencies and humanitarian aid. It 
is necessary to offer education that protects girls and young women at risk of physical or sexual violence, early 
marriage, or pregnancy.

In addition, it is necessary to ensure they are protected from human traffickers during their journey and at the 
moment of reception.

Prioritise the training of educators and strengthen the integral enfoques of intersectoral and psychosocial support. 
Encourage the hiring of local professionals.

Support and implement the Safe Schools Declaration and the guidelines to prevent the military use of schools and 
universities in armed conflicts.

Addressing the nexus between development and humanitarian aid should be promoted in the interventions that 
support the installation of foundations for integration, social cohesion, and/or recovery of livelihoods of people 
affected by humanitarian crises and disasters. Education plays an indisputable role in this regard.

Reinforce the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship as a means to strengthen 
democratic societies committed to peace and international solidarity. For this purpose, at least 3% of ODA funds 
should be dedicated to this education, incorporated into educational norms and policies, and strengthened within 
emergency education interventions and human development processes.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

entreculturas.org 
escuelarefugio.org
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