
What Would an Inclusive Beirut Look Like?
A Multi-Disciplinary Approach to Inclusive Reconstruction in Lebanon

Grace Khawam, PhD-c, MPH, GMHC
PhD researcher in Disability and Development & Associate Fellow in Teaching in Higher Education
Oxford Brookes University, Oxford (UK)
grace.khawam-2019@brookes.ac.uk

18 February 2021

mailto:grace.khawam-2019@brookes.ac.uk


Inclusive Education in 
Lebanon
From Inclusion to Rights



Why is education important?

Only 1% of children with 
disabilities in Lebanon 
are enrolled in public 
education (Combaz, 

2018).

About 80% of persons with 
disabilities in Lebanon are 

not or have never been 
employed (Combaz, 2018)

Exclusion of people with 
disabilities from the 

workplace leads to an 
estimated US$ 1.37-1.94 
trillion in annual loss in 

GDP globally (Metts, 
2000)
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Why inclusive education?

Å Proven higher learning outcomes for children with disabilities enrolled in inclusive 
education 

Å Inclusive education = a system that caters for, is accessible to, and supports every child 
(IDA, 2020 p.18)

Å “The challenge of reconciling the ideals of special education (a service) and inclusive 
education (a system), have resulted in an appropriation of the concepts and language of 
inclusive education by supporters of special education, who use the often-failed attempts 
at placing children and youth with disabilities in mainstream classes as the examples of the 
failure of inclusive education.” (IDA, 2020 p.18). 
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What do policies say?

Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (2006)

• Inclusive education 
at all levels and life-
long learning

Convention on the 
Rights of the Child 

(1989)

• “The goal of full 
inclusion”

Law 220/2000 
(Lebanon)

• “Regular schools 
and special 
education when 
needed”
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Key rights-based principles

Accessibility

Non-discrimination

Inclusion
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Access to education for children and youth with 
disabilities in Lebanon

Expectation Reality
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Navigating through the education system for children and youth 
with disabilities in Lebanon: 

The Ultimate Obstacle Course

ÅWe do not yet have an inclusive education system 
in Lebanon. Very few who reach the “finish line”, 
anecdotal success. 

Å In the absence of a universal learning system, 
educational options highly depend on socio-
economic status, nationality and legal status, 
interpersonal, structural and environmental factors
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Accessibility

Child 
with a 

disability 

Public 
schools

Private 
mainstream 

schools

Specialized 
institutions

Private 
special 

education

Out of 
education

Barriers

• Lack of reasonable 
accommodations

• Lack of physical 
accessibility in 
infrastructure

• Discriminatory fees

• Inadequate 
transportation 

• Lack of trained teachers

• Non-adapted curriculum

Early 
childhood 
education

Grace Khawam - 18 Feb 2021



Non-discrimination

ÅDiscrimination on the basis of disability

ÅDisablist “normalization” (Kochen-Bagshaw, 2020): discriminatory 
selection criteria - where criteria are based on whether the 
student looks or behaves “normal”/acceptable by society

ÅHierarchy in disability 

ÅRefugee status

ÅBullying and abuse
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Various modalities: 

ÅSegregation
ÅIntegration: pull-out , “a school 

within a school”
ÅShadow teacher: limitations: should 

not replace the teacher and should 
not create dependency 
ÅNeed for meaningful participation

Inclusion
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Post-Secondary Education and Transition to 
Employment

Å Major gap after completing school years

Å Similar challenges in access to higher 
education and/or vocational training

Å Need to address job readiness skills and 
internship opportunities

Å Professional education models & 
employment models (supported 
employment, customized employment) 
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Multiple Crises: Multiplying Disparities

ÅFinancial crisis
ïSchools struggling to survive

ÅBeirut explosion
ï163 public and private schools damaged (UNICEF, 

2020)

ÅPandemic 
ï Inadequacy of / or lack of online learning formats

ï Isolation from teachers and peers

ïRisk of stagnation or regression in learning 
outcomes
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What would inclusive education in Lebanon look like?
GAPS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Policy

Curriculum

Teaching 
methods

School 
infrastructure

Reasonable 
accommodations 

(including assistive 
technology)
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ACTION NOW:
10 key strategic approaches for Lebanon

Shifting to a discourse of RIGHTS (vs. utopia)

Shifting the language used by disability-focused professionals 
(paternalizing, romanticizing, charity discourse, media sensationalism, 
underestimating the potential) (Khawam, G. 2020)

Right to OPTIMAL learning environment

Universal design in learning: from “education in mainstream settings” to 
“mainstream universal education”

1

2

3
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Universal Design for Learning

Universal design
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ACTION NOW:
10 key strategic approaches for Lebanon (continued)

Forcing inclusion can be detrimental

Need for expertise sharing/transfer from special education institutions to 
mainstream schools 

Inclusive policy as an imperative

Self-advocacy: recognizing the disablism and knowing your rights

Curriculum lacking self-advocacy – assertiveness – self-determination skills - also 
relationships and sexual/reproductive health for youth with disabilities

5
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ACTION NOW:
10 key strategic approaches for Lebanon (continued)

Strategic use of donor money

International agencies as allies, not as 
implementers

9

10
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Every child has a right for 
inclusive, equitable, quality 

education to help them reach 
their full potential
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