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‘THEY TELL ME THAT I CAN 
WRITE AND READ, SO NO NEED 
FOR SCHOOL’ 

Challenges in realising international 
commitments to refugee education in Jordan 

Agnieszka Małachowska, Nicola Jones and 
Sarah Al Heiwidi 

Introduction 

With 25.9 million refugees around the world – more than half of them children 
and 7.1 million of school age (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), 2019a) – a key concern and challenge for host nations is providing 
education for refugees. In 2015, as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment, United Nations (UN) members pledged to ensure ‘inclusive and equitable 
quality education’ and ‘lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (UNHCR, 2017b; 
United Nations General Assembly, 2015). The following year, in the New York 
Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, governments pledged to share responsibil-
ity for the world’s refugees and to improve access to education for refugee children 
(United Nations General Assembly, 2016). Despite these declarations and commit-
ments, there has been little change in practice for more than half of the world’s 
7.1 million refugee children who are still out of school (UNHCR, 2018). 

The ongoing confict in Syria, which started in 2011, has taken a heavy toll on 
young people’s lives and their developmental trajectories. Education and learn-
ing have been particularly constrained. In Jordan, home to more than 650,000 
Syrian refugees (UNHCR, 2019b), the government has opened up schools to 
Syrian children and adolescents, and donors and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) have invested heavily in scaling up formal and informal learning pathways. 
Yet enrolment rates remain low, especially for secondary and tertiary education. 
According to the Jordan 2017–2018 population and family health survey, while 
enrolment at basic primary level is almost universal, the net attendance ratio at 
secondary level is only 30 per cent for Syrians (31 per cent of girls vs. 29 per cent 
of boys), compared to 74 per cent for Jordanians (78 per cent of girls vs. 71 per cent 
of boys) (Department of Statistics and ICF, 2019). 
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Barriers to education differ by gender: while boys often leave school due to poor 
quality of education, harsh corporal punishment by teachers and pressures to con-
tribute to household income, girls drop out due to restrictive gender norms related 
to family honour, fears of sexual harassment on the way to school and the lack of 
value placed on girls’ education in general. For adolescent girls who are married 
(or soon to be married), access to education is even more restricted. Moreover, 
learning outcomes for adolescents who are in school are unsatisfactory, especially 
for boys, and the school environment is not conducive to developing abilities that 
would go beyond core knowledge to provide twenty-frst-century competencies 
and skills. Despite Jordan’s efforts to increase overall enrolment since the beginning 
of the Syrian crisis, the results – in terms of increasing access for older adolescents, 
and particularly girls – are unsatisfactory.The development trajectories of out-of-
school adolescents are hindered across multiple dimensions, from voice and agency 
to economic empowerment, with longer-term consequences into adulthood and 
throughout the life course. 

Unless efforts to reach those most left behind (including refugees) are intensi-
fed, Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 will not be met (this is underscored 
by the SDG+5 progress review), and particularly Target 4.7, which commits coun-
tries to ensuring that learners acquire knowledge and skills in areas such as sustain-
able development, human rights, gender equality and global citizenship (United 
Nations, 2020). Access to safe, quality and inclusive education in contexts of dis-
placement is key to promoting adolescent wellbeing now and also to ensuring that 
refugee adolescents have opportunities to live fulflled lives as adults. 

This chapter focuses on the most vulnerable Syrian refugee adolescents living 
in Jordan, including girls married as children, working adolescents and those living 
in remote areas. Using a capabilities framing of the right to education, we examine 
barriers and gendered differences in access to education for refugee adolescents liv-
ing in three distinct settings: host communities, informal tented settlements (ITSs) 
and refugee camps. Drawing on mixed-methods data collected in 2018 and 2019, 
we explore the interplay of geography, gender norms, individual and family aspira-
tions, and community and system-level factors in shaping access to formal and non-
formal education and learning, and the acquisition of academic and non-academic 
core competencies. 

Syrian refugee context in Jordan 

In 2012, ahead of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development commitments 
and soon after the start of the Syrian confict, the Jordanian government decided to 
extend formal education to Syrian refugee children in host communities and refu-
gee camps.The Ministry of Education divided Syrian refugee children into three 
categories: Syrians in camps, Syrian students in regular schools alongside Jordanian 
students and Syrian students in afternoon classes (second shifts). However, while the 
government is formally committed to ensuring that ‘all male and female Syrian ref-
ugee students enrol in kindergarten, primary and secondary education’, enrolment 
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rates at all levels remain low, but especially for secondary and tertiary education 
(Ministry of Education, 2018). In partnerships with international donors, the Jor-
danian government has prioritised rebuilding and renovating education infrastruc-
ture, rather than funding interventions targeting out-of-school adolescents (Human 
Rights Watch, 2020). 

With no political solution to the Syrian confict in sight, the challenges are 
manifold (UNICEF, 2019a; UNESCO, 2016). Barriers preventing Syrian adoles-
cents from accessing education are widely cited in the literature and summarised 
in the following. First, the lack of registration documentation required to enrol was 
a major challenge, especially in the frst years of the confict, when many families 
were unable to obtain ‘service cards’ entitling them to access basic services, includ-
ing public schools.1 Though efforts have been made to improve access and waive 
these requirements, many families were not aware of the changes and also reported 
that lack of identifcation documents remained a barrier to their children enrolling 
(Younes and Morrice, 2019). Second, many families fed Syria without bringing 
school and birth certifcation for their children, which created additional barriers 
(Human Rights Watch, 2016).Another barrier was caused by the Ministry’s regu-
lation barring school enrolment for children who are three or more years older 
than their grade (ibid.). Moreover, double-shift schools face many problems, such 
as overcrowding, lower standards and decreased resourcing for the afternoon shift 
(predominantly Syrian students), and violence in and around schools, which leads 
to dropouts.The low value placed on education among Syrian children and their 
families is another barrier (Culbertson at al., 2016; Human Rights Watch, 2016). 
Poverty among Syrian families and limited prospects of decent employment are 
further challenges, preventing them from being able to afford school-related costs, 
such as transport or study materials. It also pushes many families to rely on money 
earned by children (especially boys) through work, exacerbating the risks (for girls) 
of child marriage (UNHCR, 2017a; Culbertson at al., 2016; Abu Hamad et al., 
2017). Long distances to schools (particularly for refugees living in remote ITS 
areas) and concerns about safety on the way to school, combined with very limited 
public transport options and families not being able to pay for private transport, 
further limit access to schooling (Abu Hamad et al., 2017). 

Ensuring that children and adolescents attend school is only part of the chal-
lenge. Basic learning outcomes in Jordan, as measured by the OECD’s Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) test, are (despite a slight improvement 
in recent years) among the lowest of PISA countries – especially for boys (OECD, 
2019).Although assessments by the Ministry of Education show that the quality of 
teaching is slowly improving, challenges remain, particularly in learning outcomes 
in formal education. For children in Grades 1–3, the Early Grade Reading and 
Mathematics Project (RAMP) assessment shows slow improvement in basic reading 
comprehension levels (up from 43 per cent in 2017 to 55 per cent in 2018), but 
progress for outcomes for basic mathematics skills is much slower (up from 28 per 
cent in 2017 to 30 per cent in 2018), with Syrian children performing worse than 
their Jordanian peers (RAMP, 2018; No Lost Generations (NLG), 2019). 
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Providing education for refugee children whose schooling has been disrupted is 
a continuous challenge, and Jordan’s Ministry of Education, with its partners, offers 
various pathways, formal and non-formal, to increase inclusive and equitable access 
to quality learning for all children and adolescents (Ministry of Education, 2018; 
NLG, 2018; UNICEF, 2017b). Evidence suggests that Jordan’s curriculum relies 
on traditional methods of learning by memorising textbooks, rather than enabling 
students to develop analytical and critical thinking skills. It does not suffciently 
develop the communication and group working skills needed for students to be 
successful in the modern world and to enable refugees to become self-suffcient 
individuals when they reach adulthood (Ministry of Education, 2018; UNICEF, 
2017a). 

Various efforts are being taken to address these defcits. UNICEF’s Hajati cash 
assistance scheme, an unconditional cash transfer targeting 10,000 families (regard-
less of nationality but primarily reaching Syrians), promotes education for the most 
vulnerable children in Jordan, with each eligible child receiving 20 Jordanian dinar 
(JOD) (£22) a month during the school term (UNICEF, 2018b). Non-govern-
mental actors are also providing non-formal education, bridging service gaps, to 
support vulnerable children (including refugee adolescents), often coupled with 
complementary services such as psychosocial support and life skills (Culbert-
son at al., 2016). A key example is UNICEF Jordan’s Makani (‘My place’) non-
formal education programme, launched in 2015. With non-governmental and 
community-based partners, UNICEF runs Makani centres across Jordan that pro-
vide alternative education alongside life skills training, child protection and psycho-
social support, for all vulnerable children and adolescents, regardless of nationality 
(UNICEF, 2015).The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Life Skills and Citi-
zenship Education (LSCE) initiative (also launched in 2015) aims to create an ena-
bling environment for better learning in Jordan, and it contributed to the Ministry 
of Education’s adoption of a student-centred approach and introducing activities 
to develop life skills among public school students (UNICEF, 2018a; Ministry of 
Education, 2018; UNICEF, 2017a).The Ministry’s Education Strategic Plan (ESP) 
2018–2022 is linked with Jordan’s National Agenda for Human Resource Devel-
opment and SDG 4. It emphasises modifying the curriculum to include lessons on 
‘cooperation, teamwork, communication skills, negotiation skills, emotional skills 
(teaching sympathy and empathy), decision-making skills, critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills, dealing with others, self-management and anger manage-
ment’. In 2017, the Nashatati (‘My activities’) programme was launched in schools, 
in collaboration with UNICEF and Generations for Peace, to cultivate life skills 
and social cohesion, involving the most vulnerable children (including Syrian refu-
gees) in after-school activities (UNICEF, 2019b). 

Conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework of the Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence 
(GAGE) research programme, for which the data that informs this chapter was 
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collected, draws on the work of Amartya Sen (1984, 2004) and Martha Nussbaum 
(1997). GAGE identifes six adolescent capability domains: education and learning; 
health, nutrition and sexual and reproductive health; bodily integrity and freedom 
from violence; psychosocial wellbeing; voice and agency; and economic empower-
ment.While this chapter focuses on learning barriers and opportunities for Syrian 
refugee adolescents in Jordan, our framework is designed to capture the effects 
of the absence of education or truncated education pathways on other aspects 
of adolescents’ lives, emphasising the need for a holistic approach to education 
investments.A capabilities approach allows us to examine access to education and 
learning opportunities as a key step for children and adolescents to develop their 
full potential and become active agents in choosing their futures. Boni and Gasper 
(2012) emphasise that a capabilities framing of the right to education goes beyond 
a focus on retention, graduation and employment rates, highlighting the impor-
tance of participation, empowerment and equitable opportunities for students from 
diverse backgrounds. In this regard, Hart and Brando (2018: 302) also call for a 
focus on the extent to which educational institutions support learners’ capabilities 
to aspire and in turn ‘how effective social and environmental conditions are in sup-
porting the conversion of aspirations into capabilities’. Importantly this can include, 
as Nussbaum (2004) has underscored, the extent to which efforts are made to tackle 
the gendered inequities that shape adolescent girls’ opportunities to both access 
education and apply it in their life choices. 

With increasing attention to learner-centred approaches to education, there 
is growing consensus among education scholars that while basic literacy and 
numeracy are essential skills, children and youth should also have opportunities 
to develop competencies that will shape their personalities, expand their hori-
zons and prepare them for the transition to adulthood (Chalkiadaki, 2018; Ber-
gin, 2017). Analysts emphasise the importance of education as a platform for 
new forms of learning to face global challenges or acquire skills needed for the 
twenty-frst century (Scott, 2015). Chalkiadaki’s (2018) systematic review con-
solidated the competencies from varied typologies of twenty-frst-century skills 
into four categories: (1) personal skills (including self-development creativity, 
problem-solving and critical thinking, and presence in the globalised environ-
ment), (2) social skills (understood as communication and collaboration, cultural 
awareness and global awareness), (3) information and knowledge (self-learning 
and information management) and (4) digital literacy. 

While some competencies are more relevant in highly resourced and digitally 
well-connected contexts, many cited competencies are also applicable in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs), including in refugee contexts (Joynes et al., 
2019; Kennedy et al., 2014), such as communication, social skills and cognitive 
skills. As such, strategies of integrating life skills into the curriculum or extra-
curricular activities and teaching practices, and promoting multiple pathways to 
learning in formal, non-formal and informal settings, were mentioned during the 
Brussels Conference in 2017 as key to ensuring that education for all refugee 
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children builds skills that will allow them to engage in further learning and work 
and to contribute to rebuilding their communities and countries (No Lost Genera-
tion (NLG), 2018). 

Accordingly, this chapter explores adolescents’ access to opportunities to acquire 
academic and non-academic core competencies for the twenty-frst century that 
are also relevant to their situation in a context of displacement. We explore the 
extent to which formal and non-formal education services support adolescents’ 
aspirations and how their broader social and environmental contexts – including 
age and gender inequities – facilitate or hinder their ability to acquire these com-
petencies and fulfl their aspirations. 

Methods 

This chapter draws on mixed-methods research undertaken by GAGE to explore 
adolescents’ access to learning services and investigate the barriers they face and 
support they receive to acquire the skills and knowledge needed to realise their 
full potential in adult life. Specifc research instruments were developed to cap-
ture vulnerabilities of married girls and young mothers (Jones et al., 2018; Jones 
et al., 2019a; Jones et al., 2019b).As part of the quantitative survey, GAGE imple-
mented a version of the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) test of basic 
numeracy and literacy.2 We complemented this with Raven’s Coloured Progressive 
Matrices, which provide a measure of abstract reasoning (measuring observa-
tional skills, problem-solving and overall ability to learn).We also used measures 
of school enrolment (in both formal and non-formal schools), attendance, edu-
cational transitions, achievement, educational aspirations and attitudes towards 
education, including caregivers’ support. 

Our fndings are based on the GAGE baseline quantitative survey and two 
rounds of qualitative data collection (2018 and 2019). Our sampling frame 
utilised UNICEF Jordan and UNHCR lists of adolescents in the two GAGE 
cohorts (10–12 years and 15–17) and was based on household vulnerability, with 
the sample equally divided by gender and Makani participation. GAGE baseline 
data was collected between mid-2018 and early 2019 and comprised a quantita-
tive survey3 of more than 4,000 adolescents and their caregivers (including more 
than 3,000 Syrians), and a subsample of 200 early-married adolescents and 400 
adolescents with disabilities. The qualitative baseline comprised 394 in-depth 
individual interviews (IDIs) with vulnerable adolescents and their caregivers; 75 
focus group discussions (FGDs) with adolescents, parents and community lead-
ers; and 44 key informant interviews (KIIs) with service providers (formal and 
non-formal) (see Table 5.1). 

Adolescents in GAGE Jordan’s sample included vulnerable Syrian refugees in 
three settings: host communities, informal tented settlements (ITSs) and either 
Azraq or Zaatari refugee camp, across four governorates: Irbid, Mafraq, Zarqa and 
Amman (see Figure 5.1). 

https://learn).We
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TABLE 5.1 Baseline qualitative sample in Jordan 

Jordan baseline qualitative sample Individual Focus group 
interviews discussions 

Total 150 23 
Girls Younger 65 7 

Older 85 16 
Total 100 23 

Boys Younger 54 7 
Older 46 16 

Total adolescents 250 46 

Caregivers Female caregivers 65 10 
Male caregivers 35 10 

Key informants Community and national level 44 9 
Total caregivers and key informants 144 29 

By vulnerabilities Incl. adolescents with disabilities 60  -
Incl. married girls 30  -
Incl. Syrian adolescents 177 36 

By location In camp 125 18 
In host communities 80 38 
In informal tented settlements 45 18 

Findings 

In line with our capabilities conceptual framing, we now discuss our fndings, focus-
ing on four areas: opportunities for Syrian refugees in Jordan to acquire academic 
and non-academic competencies (including the personal, social, digital and critical 
reasoning competencies needed for twenty-frst-century life), their opportunities 
to exercise voice and agency within the learning environment, their educational 
aspirations and the extent to which socioeconomic and environmental factors ena-
ble them to realise these aspirations. 

Opportunities to achieve academic competencies 

Our fndings show that in line with the broader literature, Syrian refugees in Jordan 
have poor learning outcomes overall, and there is a signifcant gap between out-
comes for Jordanian and Syrian adolescents. Across age groups and genders, only 
45 per cent of Syrian adolescents in our sample were able to read a simple story, 
compared with 55 per cent of vulnerable Jordanians. For math, only 37 per cent of 
Syrian adolescents were able to perform double-digit subtraction with borrowing, 
compared to 52 per cent of Jordanians.These outcomes demonstrate that even for 
adolescents who attended basic primary school, the quality of education offered to 
Syrian girls and boys does not equip them with basic numeracy and literacy skills; 
this, in turn, leads adolescents and caregivers to attach little importance to school-
ing.As the mother of a 14-year-old Syrian boy living in a host community noted: 
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FIGURE 5.1 Map of GAGE research sites in Jordan. 

Source: Based on the UNHCR Jordan situational map of Jordan as of 2018 and modifed to show GAGE 
research sites. 

Our children are in governmental schools and they do not get any beneft 
from attending.They have no social skills. I have a son who is in ninth grade, 
but he does not read and write well. 

Our qualitative research also emphasised that adolescents often receive a pass for 
the next grade without fulflling learning objectives for the year.A 17-year-old boy 
from Azraq Camp said: 

I’m at a good standard, but they don’t ask us to learn things.And they don’t 
give us mid-term exams, just the fnal exam.We used to have exams eight 
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times in Syria – every month, mid-terms and fnals.Yes, I will pass easily, and 
be ineffective in my future. . . . I may become a doctor who can’t read prop-
erly. . . . I may become a teacher who doesn’t know Arabic grammar. 

In Azraq and Zaatari camps, there seem to be differences in the curriculum and 
teaching approach between schools for boys and girls, with girls having a more 
comprehensive programme and teachers being more dedicated to their learning.As 
a father in Zaatari Camp observed: 

My son is in tenth grade, and my brother’s daughter is also in tenth grade, at 
the same type of school.When I compared the two, I found that my brother’s 
daughter has three or four lessons extra compared to my son. Girls are in 
school before them, and there are some extra books for them. 

Opportunities to develop core non-academic competencies 
necessary for twenty-frst-century life 

Personal development skills 

Our fndings show that overall, vulnerable adolescents in Jordan have limited 
opportunities to learn personal development skills (such as communication and 
negotiation) that would help them achieve their full potential. Schools have a 
narrow focus on academic learning outcomes, and the quality of teaching and 
pedagogical methods are often lacking, especially in afternoon shifts. The home 
environment also rarely supports Syrian adolescents to build personal skills, and the 
hierarchical culture does not support voice and agency for children and adolescents. 
This is noticeable when looking at the experiences of Syrian adolescent refugees 
who have had an opportunity to participate in extracurricular activities and alter-
native learning pathways that allow them to socialise with people outside their 
families and their peers. Syrian adolescents who participated in UNICEF’s Makani 
programme emphasised how this had helped their personal growth and compared 
it to formal schooling: 

The frst aim [in school] is to teach us the books, while Makani centre is 
different.They allow us to express our opinions and they give us a space for 
these skills more than the schools.They aim to build the person’s personality, 
then education. . . .The teachers in school basically don’t give us the space to 
talk. . . .They aim to enter the class, explain the lesson and then they go out 
of the class. 

(Older girl participating in Makani Social Innovation Lab, host community) 

Our qualitative fndings emphasise that many adolescents, especially girls, lack self-
confdence and have very few opportunities to build their self-worth.This is espe-
cially diffcult given conservative social norms built on expectations of girls as being 

https://learning.As
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timid and silent. Girls highlighted that having an opportunity to cooperate with 
others and do group activities helps them develop their self-esteem, as a 16-year-
old Syrian girl from Irbid explained: 

The life skills course is about the human soul, one’s personality, what can one 
do. It is about the human itself, their life, what they can do. I benefted from 
this life skills course as I became more confdent in myself. . . . I learnt to trust 
myself, think correctly, and not to rush in speaking. 

Our fndings also show that adolescents appreciated opportunities to learn more 
about different scientifc disciplines and, in some cases, to propose solutions to small 
problems in their communities, building their initiative and sense of agency. 

Social skills 

Girls and boys both reported that they value Makani centres for providing a space 
where they feel safe and respected, enabling them to learn and connect with peers – 
something that many girls would not otherwise be able to do. Life skills sessions 
are appreciated by children of all ages and genders. Girls, in particular, said they feel 
respected during classes and that they are allowed to discover their talents, connect 
with friends and develop communication skills.As an older Syrian girl from a host 
community explained: 

They educated us about the dialogue methods and how to talk.As an exam-
ple: I should know how to talk with a person who is in front of me, whoever 
they are.Treating a young person is different than the way you treat an old 
person. At Makani, they educated us how to deal with younger and older 
persons. 

Many girls also mentioned that Makani helped them to discuss topics that are not 
easy to raise with mothers and other family members and to negotiate on issues that 
are important to adolescents. 

Digital literacy skills 

Adolescents’ digital literacy varied, with some demonstrating fairly advanced skills, 
while others had very basic profciency, even in using social media. Our fndings 
further highlight that access to the virtual environment and acquisition of digital 
skills differs by age, gender and location, strongly linked to the family’s socioeco-
nomic situation. Girls reported fewer opportunities than boys to use the internet 
freely, partly due to less access to digital devices overall and partly due to social 
norms that restrict their use of such devices (for example, boys can go to internet 
cafes but girls are not allowed to, so boys gain more digital skills). Computers are 
rarely available at home or in schools, though many adolescents expressed a desire 

https://skills.As
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to learn and expand their computer skills, recognising it as a vital competency in 
the modern world.A 16-year-old boy living in Zaatari Camp also emphasised the 
importance of combining computer skills with learning English, as there is limited 
software available in Arabic: 

If we want to use any programme, we should know English. So, if we don’t 
know, we can ask the teacher [Makani facilitator]. In the past, I felt surprised 
when I saw the computer and I was not able to turn it on. . . . Now, I can use 
it normally. In school, we have a computer book, but there is no computer. 

Where adolescents do have internet access, they usually rely on smartphones and 
use it for entertainment (watching a series or playing games), but also to commu-
nicate with peers and family. Some boys mentioned the digital environment as an 
important source of information and knowledge. 

Critical thinking and reasoning skills 

Critical thinking and reasoning skills are key twenty-frst-century competencies, 
but our fndings suggest that Syrian adolescents have few opportunities to develop 
these skills. It is unusual for them to be asked questions – either at home or in 
school – that would foster refection and invite them to consider different perspec-
tives in order to solve problems in their lives or plan their futures.This was evident 
during our interviews, when adolescents demonstrated limited ability to refect 
critically on what they were asked; some admitted that the conversation with the 
researcher was the frst time someone invited them to refect on an issue and share 
their opinion. Developing these competencies is an important part of the Makani 
curriculum, as a life skills facilitator from Azraq Camp explained: 

Life skills sessions aim to modify thinking, so that it goes in a positive direc-
tion. Critical thinking, problem-solving are integrated in lectures and sessions 
so as to give intellectual autonomy, which is directed towards intellectual 
independence. . . stimulate the child and give them the basis for logical think-
ing, understanding existing possibilities, and guiding thoughts. 

Several adolescents who participated in Makani mentioned that they learnt how to 
prioritise their needs and plans, and how valuable this opportunity was.A 16-year-
old Syrian girl from Irbid commented: 

We learned from the community innovation programme that we can work 
on a small skill to be able to solve problems using this newly learnt skill.We 
should depend on ourselves and correct our mistakes. I also learnt to solve 
any problem – whatever it is – by using the simplest solutions. I think this will 
be very useful in my future life. 

https://skill.We
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Opportunities to exercise voice and agency in the  
learning process 

A key dimension of a capabilities framing of the right to education relates to oppor-
tunities for young people to exercise voice and agency in the learning process. Our 
fndings underscore that – for all students but especially refugees – Jordan’s formal 
school system is neither empowering nor participatory. Many adolescents reported 
teacher discrimination, indifference and even violence. 

Discrimination in the school system 

In host communities, 43 per cent of Syrian adolescents thought that under the 
double-shift school system, they are treated unequally with Jordanians. Tensions 
between Syrian and Jordanian students are high and not conductive to learning, as 
a 12-year-old boy living in Mafraq noted: 

In sharing the school there is more attention for Jordanians. This happens 
for some classes and in some subjects. . . .There is some discrimination and 
harassment between students. 

Conficts between students often turn violent, and students can experience har-
assment on the way to school or on school grounds, especially during the break 
between shifts, as a 13-year-old Syrian boy in a host community described: 

Every day there were problems. . . . Jordanians were returning home at 11am, 
and we were going to school at 12 noon. . . .The Jordanians were grabbing 
a Syrian boy, asking him for money, and then they were fghting with each 
other. 

Limited teacher commitment 

Many adolescents noted that discrimination was also refected in low teacher com-
mitment to support Syrian students in acquiring basic competencies, which was 
leading to disillusionment with school. Some complained that standards for Syrians 
in double-shift schools are low, and so students are discouraged from attending, as 
they feel it is pointless.An 11-year-old boy from Mafraq explained: 

Our teacher gave us some questions, then he slept. We were cheating, and 
some opened the books to look for the answers. . . . Sometimes the teacher 
takes the exam sheets home and he answers instead of us. . . . He told us to 
write using the pencil, so that when he fnds something wrong, he can erase 
it. . . . Later, the principal wonders how Syrians pass the exams. . . .There was 
a guy who cannot read or write, and he got 85%. 

https://pointless.An
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These fndings most likely refect the fact that many teachers assigned to the 
double-shift classes were either new graduates or brought out of retirement to 
cover the infux of new refugee students. They may have received little (if any) 
training on how best to support refugee students; they also complained of more 
limited resources and access to equipment compared to teachers doing the morn-
ing shifts (with mainly Jordanian students) (see Jones, Baird, Małachowska, Kilburn 
et al., 2019). 

Peer and teacher violence 

Our fndings also show that violence in school is widespread and usually experi-
enced more by boys.Violence includes peer bullying and harassment, but it is also 
often perpetrated by teachers: more than half (56 per cent) of Syrian boys experi-
enced some form of violence in school compared to 22 per cent of girls, with many 
boys describing brutal teacher discipline methods.As a 19-year-old girl living in an 
ITS recounted (her younger sibling’s experience): 

The principal once beat up a very young child. He was not even in the frst 
grade, but in pre-school. He was beaten because he cried when his father left 
him. I mean, it is his frst time to go to school! The principal did that in front 
of everyone. My brother has been scared ever since. He is only in the third 
grade and the teacher once told him and his classmates that if they do not 
memorise the lesson by the next day, he would make their faces bleed. Now, 
when my brother sleeps, he sees that teacher in his nightmares. 

Violence is not, however, exclusive to Syrian students, with 64 per cent of Jordanian 
boys and 33 per cent of girls also experiencing violence in school. Our qualitative 
fndings point to corporal punishment being one of the main reasons for boys 
dropping out or losing interest in schooling, as a 16-year-old boy from Zaatari 
Camp explained: 

He [the teacher] used to hit my head against the wall and beat me. . . . He 
also used to beat me with a stick.When he started to hit me, I stopped going 
to school. 

Somewhat surprisingly, most adolescents, despite high levels of violence, reported 
feeling safe in school (93 per cent of boys and 95 per cent of girls), which suggests 
that corporal punishment and verbal abuse have become normalised. 

Opportunities to develop the capacity to aspire  
through education 

The capacity to aspire through education is increasingly recognised as a criti-
cal component of educational achievements and broader wellbeing. Our research 

https://methods.As
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found that educational aspirations among the Syrian adolescents in our sample 
are generally high, but lower than their Jordanian counterparts – 79 per cent of 
Syrian boys and 82 per cent of girls aspire to complete at least secondary educa-
tion, compared to 91 per cent and 93 per cent for Jordanian adolescent boys and 
girls respectively. Moreover, there are signifcant differences between locations, 
with adolescents in ITSs demonstrating lower aspirations to complete at least 
secondary education than those in camps and host communities (60 per cent in 
ITS, 80 per cent in camps and 86 per cent in host communities). Notably, even 
older married girls demonstrated high educational aspirations, with 70 per cent 
wanting to complete at least some secondary education compared to 86 per cent 
of never-married girls. 

Our qualitative research emphasised that out-of-school adolescents, also in the 
most disadvantaged communities, wish they could continue their education. An 
older out-of-school girl in an ITS explained: 

All of us want to go back to school.We want to convince our parents to send 
us to school.This is our ambition. 

Yet this strong desire to return to education is not refected in reality, as adolescents 
have limited opportunities for achieving their aspirations. Overall, 71 per cent of 
Syrian adolescents in our sample are enrolled in formal school (compared to 89 per 
cent for Jordanians), and 16 per cent attend non-formal education classes; adoles-
cents in ITSs are least likely to attend any type of schooling (44 per cent enrolled 
in school and 15 per cent in alternative education programmes). However, in line 
with existent evidence, enrolment rates are much higher among younger Syrian 
adolescents compared to their older peers, and older girls often have opportunities 
for learning curtailed once they have gained basic literacy and numeracy skills: 

They tell me that I can write and read, so no need for school. 
(17-year-old out-of-school girl, living in an ITS near Amman) 

Early-married girls in our sample are largely excluded from education, with only 
9 per cent enrolled in school and 5 per cent having access to non-formal classes. 
Many factors infuence these variations in access to education, discussed in the 
following. 

Social and environmental conditions needed to translate 
educational aspirations into freedoms 

Even if refugee adolescents have the capacity to aspire, a capabilities framing of the 
right to education emphasises the importance of investments to create a broader 
social and economic environment conducive to realising those rights. Our fnd-
ings underscore that for many Syrian refugees in Jordan (and arguably especially 
for girls), these conditions are not being met. Here, we discuss the key barriers that 
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hinder the fulflment of adolescent aspirations for higher education and related 
employment. 

Limited parental commitment to education 

Although parents’ educational aspirations for their adolescent children are gener-
ally very high (95 per cent of Syrian caregivers aspire for their child to complete at 
least secondary education), this is rarely translated into practical support. It is also 
strongly infuenced by gender norms, with girls expected to do more household 
chores than boys. Our survey fndings show that on average, girls spend more than 
an hour a day cleaning, cooking and doing other duties, often at the cost of study-
ing time, while boys spend just 15 minutes, giving them more time for study and 
play.This burden is higher for adolescents in ITSs and causes frustration for some 
girls, as an 11-year-old from Irbid explained: 

When I wash dishes, I asked him [her brother] for help, he refused and 
shouted at me. I do it because I am the only girl in the house. He is playing 
on the phone only. 

Gender norms play a key role in allocation of household duties and prioritising 
household responsibilities at the expense of education – 35 per cent of Syrian ado-
lescents in our sample believe that girls are only allowed to go to school if they are 
not needed at home, but in ITSs this rose to 61 per cent.A 12-year-old girl living 
in an ITS explains the burdens put on her: 

I stay at home because my father’s sick and he can’t take care of them [her 
siblings] by himself and my mother works in the felds. He only lets me go to 
school during winter. . . because when it rains, my mother stays at home and 
watches my siblings, then I’m able to go to school. 

Married girls who have been withdrawn from school have to do household chores 
full-time.A 17-year-old married girl from Azraq Camp noted: 

I lived at my husband’s family house and I was responsible for house duties 
there: cleaning, cooking and anything else. 

Economic constraints 

In line with the broader literature, economic hardships among Syrian refugee 
families were found to be a major factor in adolescents dropping out of school. 
While girls usually stay at home to do housework, adolescent boys tend to do 
low-paid jobs, sometimes working long hours and in exploitative conditions. In 
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female-headed households and where caregivers were constrained by illness, boys 
often became the breadwinner, as a 12-year-old boy from an ITS in Irbid noted: 

We need money and we are 1,900 JOD (£2,050) in debt to my father’s 
cousin. . . . My father has problems with his back and he couldn’t work any 
longer, so he borrowed the money for our expenses.After that, we all needed 
to start working. 

Our survey found that, among the older cohort, 66 per cent of boys and 12 per cent 
of girls had done some form of paid work in the year prior to the interview, and 
adolescents in ITSs (boys and girls, younger and older) are more likely to work.As 
a 17-year-old boy in an ITS, with a hearing impairment, explained: 

I work on a farm, but it is not enough for family expenses. My brother and 
I work and sometimes my younger brother helps too. 

Adolescents who engage in child labour either drop out of school or struggle to 
combine the two, as a 13-year-old girl living in a host community reported (she 
spends three days a week working, and the rest of the time she tries to focus on 
schooling): 

I like school and I like to go and study.Though I have a lot of work pressure, 
sometimes I leave work and go to school. It depends – sometimes I say my 
school is more important and sometimes I say the work is more important. 

Combining work and learning is even harder for adolescents who work seasonally, 
as they can spend months out of school; re-enrolment is dependent on the school 
principal agreeing to take them back and on their parents’ motivation. For some 
adolescents, long absence results in expulsion, in which case they rarely seek catch-
up education due to distance and low priority assigned to children’s education – by 
parents and adolescents alike. Economic pressures force adolescents to prioritise 
low-skilled work at the expense of education, which, in turn, deprives them of 
opportunities to develop and acquire skills and qualifcations needed to obtain bet-
ter employment in future.At the same, with limitations on work permits for Syrians 
in Jordan, many households have diffculties fnding employment, which demoti-
vates youth even further and prevents young people making an effort to continue 
their studies, as a 17-year-old girl living in Azraq Camp, who dropped out of school 
after ninth grade, noted: 

In Syria, ninth grade certifcate is nothing. Here, (in Jordan), even if one has 
a certifcate from a university, he might be employed, but it is not guaranteed 
to be in a good position. Like, you might fnd a teacher who is employed in 
the sanitation centre. 

https://future.At
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Limited voice and agency 

Our fndings also highlight the limited voice and agency that adolescents, par-
ticularly girls, are able to exercise. Overall, adolescents have limited decision-mak-
ing power within the family, so they cannot infuence decisions about their lives, 
including education. When asked about their perceptions of having some say in 
household decisions, adolescents demonstrated a medium level of infuence on 
decision-making (a mean of 5 on an index scored 0–8). However, there were impor-
tant gender differences: girls have less say than boys, and while decision-making 
power increases with age for girls and boys alike, the increase is not as signifcant 
for older girls.This is not surprising when we compare attitudes towards decision-
making – 78 per cent of Syrian girls and 88 per cent of boys think that most people 
in their community expect men to have the fnal say in family decisions. 

These perceptions are refected in adolescents’ realities, as a 14-year-old girl from 
Zaatari Camp explained: 

There are some things women just can’t do. For example, if a girl wants to 
drink a glass of water, or if her eyes get ill, she should ask her father or her 
husband’s brother. [They] decide for her, and say ‘this is it, you can’t wear it, 
you can’t go, can’t put henna’ – everything is forbidden. Manicure is forbid-
den, everything is forbidden for her. 

The family is a place where adolescents could learn to voice their opinions and 
express their views, but they report that their opinions are often not valued. Mar-
ried girls who aspire to continue their education do not have the skills needed to 
convince their families, and their wishes are not taken into account.As a 17-year-
old married girl in Azraq camp noted: 

I was attending school but now I’m not. . . . I would like to complete my 
education, but my husband refuses. Last thing he said, choose whether it is me 
or the school! . . .Then I insisted and there were a lot of problems. 

Restricted mobility is also a challenge, especially for girls. Only 66 per cent of Syr-
ian girls leave their homes every day (compared to 87 per cent of boys). Moreover, 
their mobility decreases with age, so older girls have very limited opportunities to 
socialise with peers, restricted access to education and no opportunities to partici-
pate in community life.While girls’ mobility is restricted in all locations, this was 
found to be especially the case in ITSs, where control over girls’ movement and 
interactions with others is even more strict, as this 15-year-old girl described: 

Young men can go out (of the settlement) freely and deal with a lot of peo-
ple and learn to talk to other people. It is different for girls – they can’t go 
out of the house and they do not know how to deal with people. Parents are 
afraid for girls, but at the same time parents should encourage their girls to 
deal with others. 

https://account.As
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Restrictions on girls’ mobility are strongly embedded in gender norms linked to 
upholding family honour.A social worker working with Syrians in ITSs explained: 

There are more spaces available for the males. . . because of the traditional 
thinking and the parents’ attitudes, which is very strong in the community. 
These issues are also connected with honour and shame for the family; there 
is no shame for boys if they do what they want.There is even protection for 
the boy, while in the case of a girl, her reputation is affected; these are the 
social norms here. 

Family restrictions on girls’ mobility are one of the main barriers to accessing edu-
cation and other services, particularly in camps, as a Makani facilitator in Zaatari 
camp reported: 

All the age groups come here, but families prevent their girls to come here 
after a specifc age.These girls are the adolescents who are at puberty stage. 
Usually they stop coming when they turn 14. I follow up and ask why she 
didn’t come, and typically she answers that her father didn’t allow her to 
come or the boys harass her. 

Girls’ behaviours, especially as they get older, are strictly monitored by parents and 
other family members, and there is a strong social pressure to prevent girls from 
doing anything that would endanger family honour – for example, interacting with 
boys; having access to, and using, digital devices; or wearing inappropriate clothing. 
These social pressures are enforced and also internalised. It is also common to shift 
responsibility for undesirable behaviours from boys to girls, even if something is 
beyond a girl’s control, as an older Syrian girl in an ITS near Amman noted: 

When a girl goes out to go to school, boys keep harassing her. . . . It is because 
of this issue that we are forced to leave school. . . . And so the parents, and 
other people will say bad things about her. So we must not go to school and 
not go to the places that we want to go to, because of this. 

Restrictions in accessing the internet and social media are strongly skewed towards 
girls and further limit girls’ ability to learn and interact with peers. Our survey 
found that only 26 per cent of older girls (compared to 47 per cent of older boys) 
own a phone, and 41 per cent had ever used the internet (compared to 54 per cent 
of boys). 

Norms about age at marriage 

Child marriage is common among Syrian refugees and is often the reason for girls 
leaving school. Girls either drop out in anticipation of being married or at the 
time of marriage. Of our sample, 62 per cent of Syrian boys and 70 per cent of 
girls admitted that in their community girls are expected to get married before the 
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legal age (18 years), and among girls who are married, only 9 per cent were able to 
continue their education. Our qualitative fndings show that the reasons for child 
marriage are often determined by tradition and social norms, which combine with 
economic hardship, social pressures, no viable alternative pathways for girls, lack of 
conviction of the importance of education, as well as a desire to control girls.As a 
teacher from Amman explained: 

Syrian girls marry early and I often hear girls talking about their sisters get-
ting married at 16 years. . . . I noticed that one of my students stopped com-
ing to school. It turned out her father doesn’t accept a girl going to school 
beyond sixth grade. . . .The culture here. . . the poverty, early marriage, the 
low education level of parents – this refects on the girls. 

The decision to pull girls out of school in preparation for marriage is not always 
taken unilaterally by parents; many adolescent girls also aspire to marry, given the 
social prestige associated with marriage and so are willing to leave school if it adds 
to their desirability for marriage, even if the girl’s parents oppose it.As the mother 
of a married girl in Azraq Camp commented: 

My other daughter was attending ninth grade when a man asked to marry 
her and she got engaged in the middle of the school year. So she dropped out. 
I tried hard to make her stay at school; I wanted her to fnish her education. 
I asked her to forget about marriage. . . . I told her that I will take off her ring 
and keep it aside. . . She refused. 

Conclusions 

Notwithstanding international and national commitments to ensuring quality edu-
cation for all young people, including those affected by displacement, our fndings 
highlight that a decade after the onset of the Syrian refugee crisis, many Syrian ado-
lescents living in Jordan in camps and host communities alike face signifcant and 
multidimensional barriers to realising their full education and learning capabilities. 
These fndings are particularly sobering in terms of global debates around ‘leaving 
no generation behind’, given that the regulations around refugees’ access to school-
ing in Jordan are relatively favourable (when compared to contexts like Bangladesh, 
for example, where the Rohingya are barred from the national education system) 
(Guglielmi et al., 2020). 

The quality of teaching and the broader school environment – not least teacher 
attitudes and institutionalised violence – also prevent many refugee students attain-
ing core academic competencies. Moreover, the formal curriculum does not sup-
port students to develop the non-academic competencies (including personal 
development, social skills, digital skills, and critical thinking and reasoning skills) 
needed for twenty-frst-century life.There are exceptions – most notably UNICEF 
Jordan’s Makani non-formal education initiative (albeit uptake of such programmes 
by older refugee adolescents is relatively limited). 

https://girls.As
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These service defcits aside, our data shows that many refugee adolescents still 
aspire to attain at least some secondary education and that this is echoed in parental 
aspirations for their adolescent children. However, our fndings highlight inter-
secting challenges in the broader enabling environment in translating these edu-
cational aspirations into reality – especially for girls and for adolescents in ITSs. 
Challenges include: limited practical support from parents, expectations that ado-
lescent girls will support domestic tasks and boys contribute to fragile household 
incomes through involvement in child work, adolescents’ limited voice and agency 
in household decision-making, and discriminatory conservative gender norms that 
constrain girls’ mobility, and put them at risk of child marriage at the cost of their 
education. 

The policy implications of these fndings point to an urgent need to main-
stream a capabilities framing of the right to education.This would entail mov-
ing beyond a narrow focus on enrolment and retention, to expand investments 
within the formal education system to deliver non-academic competencies 
(harnessing promising practices from non-formal programmes for refugee ado-
lescents) at scale. Given the traumatic disruption of their childhood and the 
immense challenges of forging a future within the context of displacement, 
acquiring twenty-frst-century skills is especially important for refugee popula-
tions and must be seen as an integral part of the right to education, rather than 
as optional. A capabilities framing, with its emphasis on supporting young peo-
ple to meaningfully avail themselves of educational opportunities, also neces-
sitates improving training of teachers in positive disciplinary approaches and 
in non-discriminatory pedagogy for refugee populations. It also underscores 
the importance of investing in community outreach and awareness raising on 
gender equity; tackling discriminatory attitudes and practices towards girls that 
undermine their right to education; and investing in social protection for the 
most vulnerable refugee households to address the economic barriers to sending 
their children to school. 

Notes 

1 Service cards are very diffcult to obtain for many Syrian families who left the camps 
without being sponsored by Jordanian citizens. 

2 The reading portion of the ASER tests whether the respondent can read (in Arabic) at 
the following levels: story, paragraph, word, letter or nothing. The math portion of the 
ASER tests whether the respondent can do subtraction, addition, recognize double-digit 
numbers, recognize single digit numbers or do nothing. 

3 Survey instruments for adolescents and caregivers are publicly available and can be found 
here: www.gage.odi.org/publication/jordan-baseline-survey-2017-18/ 
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