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Summary
When 10-year-old Charbel saw his teacher hitting another student, he asked “Why?”
Instead of answering, his teacher grabbed him by the nose and yanked upwards, twice.
When Charbel returned home, his face covered in blood, his mother was shocked. No one
from the school had called to let her know that a teacher had broken her child’s nose, but
other children’s parents did. The next day, she and other parents confronted the director of
his private school, demanding action. The school suspended the teacher for two weeks.
Another student’s mother said the teacher was notorious for violence against children.
Charbel’s mother has since transferred her son to another school and filed a criminal
complaint against the teacher. “There was nothing else I could do,” she said. “I don’t want
my child to be beaten.”
Fadi was only 5 years old when he was diagnosed with leukemia. At his private school, the
teachers understood that the illness and the medicine he had to take made it hard for him
to focus, his mother said. That changed when Fadi’s family moved and enrolled him in the
public school in another town. His new teacher called him a “donkey,” hit him and pulled
his hair, and regularly made him stand outside the school in the cold as punishment for
what she deemed inadequate academic performance. Fadi’s mother complained
repeatedly, but the school director said that Fadi could not be given preferential treatment,
refused to re-enroll him the next year, and said he should “go to a place [an institution] for
children with intellectual disabilities.” Fadi said that the school director had also insulted
him and pulled his hair. “There was no one else for me to complain to,” his mother said.
They wrote an open letter to the Minister of Education, posted it on Facebook, and found a
private school that offered scholarships, where Fadi enrolled. No one from the Education
Ministry contacted her to ask about her son, she said.
Corporal punishment is physical abuse intended to make children suffer pain, humiliation,
and fear in the name of discipline. Children interviewed in this report described how
teachers whipped them on the hands, feet, and faces with implements including an
electrical cable, a rubber hose, and a thick wooden stick; hit them on the back of the neck
and head or slapped them in the face; pulled their hair and ears; slammed their heads into
the school desk; and shoved them into the walls of classrooms or corridors. One child’s
tooth was broken after a teacher hit him in the face with a stick. Another boy said a teacher
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beat him on the hand with an electric cable, causing a deep cut that “was bleeding for two
or three days.” One boy suffered a broken nose. A teacher recalled that one student’s
“fingernails popped off” after another teacher hit his fingertips with a ruler.
Children are entitled to go to school without fear of violence and intimidation from the
adults entrusted with educating them. Violence at school not only does physical and
mental harm but also harms children’s right to education. In cases documented in this
report, children avoided or dropped out of school, or their parents pulled them out of
school due to the pain, fear, humiliation, and risk of further harm from corporal
punishment. Surveys show that corporal punishment is one of the leading factors behind
school drop-outs in Lebanon.
While some teachers, as well as some parents, have claimed that corporal punishment is
necessary to improve children’s behavior and academic achievement, decades of
pediatric, psychiatric and other medical and scientific studies have shown that
deliberately inflicting pain and humiliation on a child in the name of discipline conveys the
message that disagreements should be resolved through violence and causes harms that
vastly outweigh the supposed benefits to children, including “deteriorating peer
relationships, difficulty with concentration, lowered school achievement, antisocial
behavior, intense dislike of authority, somatic [physical or bodily] complaints, a tendency
for school avoidance and school drop-out, and other evidence of negative high-risk
adolescent behavior,” according to the US Society for Adolescent Medicine.
Lebanon’s Education Ministry has prohibited all forms of corporal punishment of students
in public schools since 1974, and in 2001 issued a detailed circular, applicable to both
public and private school staff, that bans corporal punishment as well as verbal abuse. Yet
due to a lack of enforcement, surveys have found that widespread abuse persists. In 2011,
a country-wide survey conducted by St. Joseph University, based in Beirut, found that 76
percent of 1,177 schoolchildren interviewed said they had been subjected to physical
violence by teachers or administrators in schools, with the highest rates among younger,
socially-vulnerable children in public schools. In some of the cases documented in this
report, school directors responded to complaints of abuse not by disciplining the teachers
responsible but by hitting the child again. One child recalled hiding under his desk from
his teacher, who was beating him, and then being pulled out and beaten by the school
director.
‘I DON’T WANT MY CHILD TO BE BEATEN’
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Since the conflict in Syria began in 2011, enrollment in Lebanon’s public schools has
doubled, with roughly 210,000 Lebanese and 210,000 Syrian students in primary and
secondary schools in 2018. (About 70 percent of Lebanese children attend private schools
due to the perceived poor quality of public schools.) In 2014, the Ministry of Education’s
national education plan cited a UNICEF assessment of 27 public and private schools that
found more than 70 percent of students had been subjected to violence by teachers and
warned that teachers who were “struggling to cope” with vastly increased numbers of
Syrian students were likely to resort to corporal punishment. In one case that Human
Rights Watch documented in early 2018, violence and humiliating treatment by school staff
against Syrian children was so serious that nearly all the Syrian refugees living in one
village stopped sending their children to a public school for one week, until the school
director came to the community and promised that teachers would stop beating children
and would allow them to use the bathrooms. An education specialist described another
public school that had closed its afternoon shift for Syrian students because parents
stopped sending their children due to violence and humiliating treatment of children by
school staff. Another education expert said the scope of the problem was so significant
that Syrian parents faced a choice between protecting their child from violence and access
to education.
Lebanese criminal law has lagged behind the Education Ministry’s policy of prohibiting
corporal punishment in schools. Until 2014, Lebanon’s penal code explicitly exempted
teachers from liability for inflicting “culturally accepted” levels of physical pain on children
in the name of discipline. Parliament amended the law and removed the exemption a
month after a video went viral of a teacher beating boys on the feet with a stick as they
pleaded for him to stop. But multiple reports and Human Rights Watch’s research indicate
that the practice persists due to a lack of enforcement. In addition, the revised law still
expressly permits parents to hit their children.
The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, and the UN Committee on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights have called on Lebanon to ban all corporal punishment of children
since 1998. After the 2014 amendments to the penal code, the Committee on the Rights of
the Child urged Lebanon to make the prohibition of corporal punishment, “however light,”
explicit “in all settings,” including public and private schools and in pre-primary and afterschool education. Lebanon has not passed new legislation that explicitly criminalizes
corporal punishment in schools.
3
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In May 2018, the Ministry of Education and Higher Education launched a comprehensive
child protection policy, after three years of development. The policy mandates school
counsellors to identify and refer children who are victims of violence in the home, their
community, or at school for appropriate follow-up. To implement the policy, the Education
Ministry increased the number of senior counsellors from about 35 to 70 in the 2018-2019
school year; the counsellors provide trainings on tolerance, diversity, conflict resolution,
and non-violent discipline to all staff and students at targeted schools. The policy explicitly
prohibits all corporal punishment and should lead to improvements in responding to
violence at school. Former Education Minister Marwan Hamadeh rightly said the policy was
needed to remedy the impacts of violence in schools, including lower academic results
and higher dropout rates.
The child protection policy represents a significant, positive step toward realizing
children’s rights to a safe school environment. However, it does not sufficiently address
the key problem of impunity for school teachers, supervisors, directors, and support staff
who harm children in the name of discipline.
The child protection policy distinguishes abuses such as sexual assault at school, which
require “immediate referral” to “external measures” (i.e. the police), from those requiring
“internal” disciplinary measures. Only “internal measures,” which are not specified in the
policy, are to be taken against “perpetrators of aggression or violence committed by
members of the educational staff.” An Education Ministry official told Human Rights Watch
that the disciplinary measures could include reprimands, delayed promotions, and
docking of pay, but that termination of employment would be reserved for perpetrators of
sexual abuse rather than corporal punishment.
The Education Ministry established a hotline for complaints about violence in schools, and
a mechanism for NGOs to refer cases of violence at schools to the ministry’s headquarters
in 2015. However, several civil society organizations said they resorted to complaining to
public prosecutors after Education Ministry officials did not respond to referrals about
violence in schools. In two cases documented for this report, parents filed complaints to
police against school officials who allegedly beat students. The Justice Ministry said it did
not record disaggregated data on cases of assault against children by school staff.

‘I DON’T WANT MY CHILD TO BE BEATEN’
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Another shortcoming undermining implementation, is that the child protection policy
requires that all complaints of violence at school include the name of the child affected.
While this information is only accessible to a small number of central and regional ministry
staff and enjoins strict confidentiality, the policy’s inability to deal with anonymous
complaints fails to appreciate that children who have complained of violence or whose
cases have been referred to the ministry for follow-up, have been subjected to reprisals
and further violence by school staff, a problem consistently described by Lebanese and
Syrian parents and documented by educators and NGO child protection specialists. Staff at
two NGOs said they had stopped referring cases of violence in schools to the Education
Ministry altogether because of a pattern of a lack of ministerial follow-up and further
violence against the students by school staff. “The reporting mechanism so far, it’s more
harm than good,” one said.
In funding proposals to international donors, the Education Ministry has requested further
resources for child protection at schools, including to protect students from corporal
punishment. The ministry should work with donors to compensate for any budgetary
shortfalls, but should also improve outcomes by involving civil society in trainings,
monitoring, reporting and follow-up. NGO staff noted that their colleagues had skills that
public schools needed, such as child psychiatrists. In several cases, the ministry has
allowed NGOs to provide teacher trainings on non-violent discipline and children’s rights,
and to place social workers, counsellors and other experts in public schools. But many
NGOs complained of lack of transparency after they referred cases of violence in schools to
the ministry for follow up. In some cases, NGO staff said, they only received
acknowledgment of receipt of a referral from the ministry after months, along with a note
that the case had been closed without any further explanation. “Child protection referrals
disappear in the system and are impossible to follow up,” one NGO education expert said.
“It’s a black box,” said another.
The Education Ministry insists that it must maintain the confidentiality of children whose
cases are reported, but the current lack of action and transparency undermines the
protection of children from violence, undercuts the ministry’s own child protection policy,
and hinders civil society groups that try to enroll children in public schools from identifying
and supporting children who subsequently drop out of school due to violence. The ministry
should work with civil society to design a grievance reporting mechanism that allows
children to report any abuses confidentially and safely without fear of reprisals. The
5
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mechanism should also enable NGOs to help families follow-up on complaints of violence
in schools.
International donors have given hundreds of millions of euros to support education in
Lebanon, including assisting the development of the child protection policy. They should
press for accountability for violence in schools, support revisions to make the child
protection policy more effective in this regard, and support the provision of teachertraining in positive discipline.
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Recommendations
To the Lebanese Parliament:
• Revoke article 186 of the Penal Code, which provides a defense for corporal
punishment in the home;
• Explicitly criminalize corporal punishment in all circumstances;
• In consultation with Lebanese civil society and international experts, establish a
comprehensive law on child protection.
• In the interim, Revise Law 422 of 2002, the main piece of legislation on child
protection, so that:
o The law deems a child to be vulnerable and in need of protection when
subjected to corporal punishment, regardless of whether it is deemed
culturally acceptable (article 25);
o The law obliges caregivers to report instances of child abuse, including
by teachers.

To the Ministry of Justice:
In order to ensure school directors, teachers, children and families are aware that violence
in school is unlawful and may be criminally prosecuted:
• Publicly state that corporal punishment is completely prohibited in all educational
institutions, public and private schools, and kindergartens, under the 2014
amendments to article 186 of the Penal Code that removed the defense from
penalty for corporal punishment at school;
• Prosecute and appropriately punish school staff responsible for violence against
children in the name of discipline, and record disaggregated information about
these cases.

To the Ministry of Education and Higher Education:
In order to achieve the goal of ending corporal punishment, and to empower students,
parents, and civil society to uphold children’s rights:
• Revise the 2018 child protection policy to explicitly notify school staff that resorting
to corporal punishment could lead to criminal prosecution, as well as to
administrative sanctions;
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• Publish the disciplinary measures that will be imposed on school staff responsible
for violence and abuse of students, including school directors who fail to report
abuses or to protect children from abusive staff, and ensuring that school
directors, teachers, parents and students are informed of the offenses and
corresponding disciplinary measures;
• Publish the time-frames for each stage of the process of receiving and investigating
complaints of violence by school staff, and inform staff, parents and NGOs of the
time-frames;
• In light of parents’ and students’ fears of reprisals by school staff for complaining
about violence in schools, revise grievance mechanisms to allow for anonymous
complaints to be accepted and investigated;
• Prohibit reprisals by school staff against parents or students who complain of
violence against children by the staff, and promptly investigate and punish any
such reprisals;
o Issue written instructions to school staff, as well as to the Ministries of
Justice and the Interior, that school staff shall not report Syrian refugees
whom they suspect lack legal residency in Lebanon to police, in order to
pre-empt a form of reprisal that Syrian refugees fear and that has
prevented them from reporting cases of violence in schools;
• In cases where non-governmental organizations report abuses against children in
schools, involve the organizations in ongoing investigations, as appropriate, and
promptly update them as to the results of completed investigations and any
disciplinary measures taken;
• Publish statistics about complaints received on violence in schools, including
corporal punishment, and about measures taken to respond to complaints,
including disciplinary actions;
• Provide effective, mandatory training on positive discipline for current and new
school directors, teachers, counsellors, and other staff;
• Consider re-establishing the role of Syrian teachers to act as “community
education liaisons” in public schools, to ensure that Syrian parents and children
are informed of their rights and obligations and can complain about corporal
punishment and abuse by school staff.

‘I DON’T WANT MY CHILD TO BE BEATEN’
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To international donors to education in Lebanon:
• Call on the government of Lebanon to ensure the effective prohibition of corporal
punishment in schools;
• Support access to education for all children in Lebanon at agreed funding levels
according to the Reaching All Children with Education (RACE II) plan developed by
the Education Ministry to respond to the Syria crisis for 2017-2021;
• Ensure future education aid to Lebanon includes funding to support an effective
ban on corporal punishment in schools, including training on positive discipline;
• Encourage the Education Ministry to regularly publish statistics on violence in
schools, including data on handling of complaints received of corporal punishment
and verbal abuse by school staff;
• Encourage the Education Ministry to release information not only to donors but
also to be transparent with NGO education providers;
• Encourage the Education Ministry to build on successful examples of cooperation
with NGOs and to allow more NGOs to support the child protection policy by
working with public schools.
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Methodology
Human Rights Watch interviewed 51 children who said they had been beaten, verbally
abused, or humiliated by staff at public or private schools in 2018 and 2019, in seven of
Lebanon’s eight governorates. In almost all cases children described a combination of
verbal abuse and physical assault. The children interviewed for this report were identified
primarily with the help of staff at Lebanese and international non-governmental
organizations that provide counselling, non-formal education, or child-protection services;
in all cases, these organizations obtained the consent of children and their parents to
share their contact information with Human Rights Watch. During some of the interviews
with parents and children, they also identified other children who had been assaulted or
abused at school, whom researchers then followed up with. All of the children interviewed
for this report were attending primary schools. The majority of children who were
interviewed attended public schools, while 8 attended private schools; none of the
children interviewed attended institutions supported by the Ministry of Social Affairs or
schools for Palestinian children operated by UNRWA. Of the cases of corporal punishment
at school Human Rights Watch documented through these interviews, 9 children had
Lebanese nationality, and 42 were Syrian refugees.
The report is also based on interviews with three Lebanese public-school teachers, two
private school teachers, and three Syrian teachers working as volunteers in Lebanese
public schools as “education community liaisons.” In addition, Human Rights Watch
interviewed eleven education and child protection staff at seven non-governmental
organizations and two international humanitarian agencies, two Lebanese academic
researchers, two Lebanese pediatric psychiatrists, and four officers with donor country
agencies or international financial institutions providing funding to education in Lebanon.
We also interviewed or corresponded with officials at the Lebanese Ministry of Education
and Higher Education, the Ministry of Public Health, the Ministry of Social Affairs, and the
Ministry of Justice.
Where possible, interviews were conducted separately with children, and with one or both
of their parents. In settings where private individual interviews were not possible, parents
and children were interviewed together. Thirty-two of the interviews were conducted in
February and May 2018; sixteen were conducted in October and November 2018, after the
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Education Ministry had established a comprehensive child protection policy in May 2018,
and three were conducted in February 2019. All interviews with children were conducted in
Arabic with many of the interviews translated into English by an interpreter.
Human Rights Watch provided an explanation of informed consent to ensure that
interviewees understood the nature and purpose of the interview and could choose
whether to speak with researchers. In each case, researchers explained how the
information would be used and published and sought the interviewees’ permission to
include their experiences and recommendations in this report. Human Rights Watch
informed children and their parents that they could stop or pause the interview at any time
and could decline to answer questions or discuss particular topics. Human Rights Watch
did not provide any financial or other incentives to consent to interviews.
In almost all cases, parents requested that Human Rights Watch withhold identifying
details and not use their real names or the names of the school staff involved, because of
concerns that their children could face reprisals from school staff, or in the case of Syrian
refugee families, because they feared or had experienced threats from school officials to
report them to the police for lacking legal residency in Lebanon. For this reason, Human
Rights Watch did not provide details about individual cases to the Ministry of Education.
All names of parents and children used in this report are pseudonyms.
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I. Background: Violence in Schools in Lebanon
Harmful Effects of Corporal Punishment and Verbal Abuse on Children
Globally, pediatric, psychiatric and other professional medical associations have called for
an end to the use of corporal punishment because of the short- and long-term harms it
causes children.
• The US Society for Adolescent Medicine found that victims of corporal punishment
experience “deteriorating peer relationships, difficulty with concentration, lowered
school achievement, antisocial behavior, intense dislike of authority, somatic
complaints, a tendency for school avoidance and school drop-out, and other
evidence of negative high-risk adolescent behavior.”1
• Children who have been subjected to harsh disciplinary practices have reported
subsequent problems with depression, fear and anger.2
• Corporal punishment is linked to increased violence by children. A 2018 study,
based on data of about 400,000 children, ages 13 to 17, in 88 countries, found that
rates of frequent physical fights were 31 percent lower for boys and 58 percent
lower for girls in countries that ban corporal punishment than in those without a
ban.3
• Medical associations in countries such as the UK, US, and Australia have called for
the abolition of corporal punishment on the basis that it harms students’ selfimage and school achievement and contributes to violent behavior.4

1 Society for Adolescent Medicine, Position Paper: Corporal Punishment in Schools, 32:5 J. Adolescent Health 385, 388

(2003).
2 American Civil Liberties Union & Human Rights Watch, Impairing Education, (2009), pp. 42-3, http://www.aclu.org/human-

rights/impairing-education-corporal-punishment-students-disabilities-us-public-schools
3 Sandee Lamotte, “Banning spanking and other corporal punishment tied to less youth violence,” CNN, October 15, 2018,

https://www.cnn.com/2018/10/15/health/spanking-ban-global-youth-violence/index.html (accessed February 3, 2019).
4 “Position statement on corporal punishment,” Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, November 2009,

http://rcpch.adlibhosting.com/files/Corporal%20Punishment%20Position%20Statement%202009-11.pdf; “Australian
Psychological Society—Punishment and Behavior Change,” Australia, Legislative Questions, No. 0293, October 1996,
https://web.archive.org/web/20080503222048/http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/lc/qalc.nsf/ad22cc96ba50555dc
a257051007aa5c8/ca25707400260aa3ca25706f0001d5c8!OpenDocument (both accessed December 2, 2018). In 2018 the
American Association of Pediatricians reported that a large, longitudinal study found that repeated spanking of children by
parents created “a complex negative spiral” that led to “more aggressive behaviors, increased aggression in school, and an
increased risk of mental health disorders and cognitive problems.” Ronald Sege, “AAP policy opposes corporal punishment,
draws on recent evidence,” American Association of Pediatricians, November 5, 2018,
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• The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry found that corporal
punishment signals to children “that a way to settle interpersonal conflicts is to
use physical force and inflict pain,” and can prevent children from developing
“trusting, secure relationships with adults.”5

In 2018, the responses of 153 Lebanese pediatricians to a questionnaire showed that 40
percent were not aware of the psychological impact of corporal punishment on children,
and 50 percent were not aware of the physical harms caused.6 To the extent that the
harmful impact of corporal punishment has been documented in Lebanon, nongovernmental organizations and the Lebanese government have identified corporal
punishment and other forms of violence in schools as a cause of students dropping out of
school and ending their formal education. The reports do not always distinguish whether
the cause of drop-outs was violence by school staff, or bullying, harassment, and assault
by other students, but they do indicate that violence by school staff is common:
• A 2012 nationwide needs assessment for Syrian refugee children concluded that
under-qualified teachers and the prevalent use of corporal punishment were
among the main causes of high dropout rates and “decreasing enrolment rates in
public education.”7
• A survey conducted by a group of Lebanese NGOs in July 2017, found that nearly
two-thirds of the 87 Syrian children who contacted them because they had been
verbally or physically abused at school, had dropped out.8
• An international NGO that provides non-formal education to children found that 7
percent of the 1,500 children whom it referred to public schools, and who dropped

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/106/2/343.full?sid=672fca42-6014-4493-b6d8-c9caffee7dce (accessed
November 10, 2018).
5 American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, “Corporal Punishment in Schools,” 2014,

https://www.aacap.org/aacap/policy_statements/1988/Corporal_Punishment_in_Schools.aspx (updated 2014, accessed
January 10, 2019).
6 Eid Bassam, Touma Boulos Marianne, Lydia Khabbaz Rabbaa & Bernard Gerbaka, “Corporal punishment of children:

discipline or abuse?,” Libyan Journal of Medicine, 13:1, 2018, DOI: 10.1080/19932820.2018.1485456 (accessed November
20, 2018).
7 “Education rapid needs assessment for displaced Syrian children in schools, community and safe spaces,” UNICEF and
Save the Children, 2012, p. 8, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/36499 (accessed December 10, 2018).
8 Right to a Future: Threats to Material Safety, Working Group for Persons Affected by the Syrian Displacement Crisis in

Lebanon, October 2017, p. 12, https://alefliban.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Material-Safety_v02_web.pdf (accessed
September 18, 2018).

13

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2019

out during the 2017-2018 school year, cited violence in school by teachers or
bullying on the way to school by other students as the primary reason.9

Among children who do not drop out of school, the World Bank also found a strong
correlation between the frequency of abuse in Lebanese schools, and declining scores in
math tests.10 Studies in the US have similarly found that students at schools where
corporal punishment is frequently used perform worse academically than children in
schools where it is prohibited. 11
Among countries in the Middle East and North Africa, only Tunisia’s penal code clearly
prohibits all corporal punishment of children in the home, school, and all other settings.
Laws, regulations, or policies reportedly prohibit corporal punishment in schools in
Algeria, Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emirates, but with varying degrees of enforcement.12

Schools and Violence in Lebanon
Around 210,000 Lebanese children, 210,000 Syrian refugee children, and 6,000 Iraqi
refugee children enrolled in Lebanon’s public schools in the 2018-2019 school year.13
About 700,000 Lebanese primary and secondary school students, as well as around
65,000 Syrian children, attended private schools in 2018-2019. The majority of private
schools have a religious affiliation – mostly Shia or Sunni Muslim, and about 20 percent

9 Human Rights Watch interview with education expert from international NGO, Beirut, May 11, 2018.
10 Lebanese students who said they “almost never” suffered physical or verbal violence achieved an average score of 456 in

math, as measured by an international assessment model (TIMSS, where an “intermediate” score is 475 and “low” is 400);
children who reported “monthly” abuse scored 446; and the 19 percent of children who suffered abuse on a weekly basis
scored 412. The Trends in International Math and Science Study assessment data is from 2015; for other international scores,
see National Center for Education Statistics, “Mathematics for Grades 4 and 8: International Benchmarks,” 2015,
https://nces.ed.gov/timss/timss2015/timss2015_figure01.asp. World Bank, Research for Results (R4R), 2019, Volume 1.
11 In the United States, schools in states where corporal punishment is frequently used also performed worse academically

than those in states that prohibit corporal punishment. From 1994 to 2008, children from states that used corporal
punishment the most, improved the least on standardized test scores. Michael Hickmon, “Study: Paddling vs. ACT Scores
and Civil Immunity Legislation”, 2008, http://www.stophitting.com/index.php?page=paddlingvsact.
12 See the “legality” sections of the country reports of The Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment

of Children

https://endcorporalpunishment.org/reports-on-every-state-and-territory/ (accessed March 10, 2019).
13 Reaching All Children with Education, Program Management Unit, “RACE II Fact Sheet November 2018,” Ministry of

Education and Higher Education. racepmulebanon.com/images/fact-sheet-november-2018.pdf (accessed January 5, 2018).
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are Catholic.14 Of all the children in Lebanon, including those not yet of school age, almost
1.4 million children were living below the poverty line in November 2018.15
There is a history of violence by primary and secondary school staff against students in
Lebanon.16 In 1998, the Higher Council for Children in Lebanon – formed in 1994 as a
framework for NGOs and international organizations to formulate policy on children’s
issues that would implement the Convention on the Rights of the Child, with the Minister of
Social Affairs as president17 -- found that 40 percent of Lebanese schoolchildren “suffer
from acts of physical violence on the part of their teachers,” despite “ministerial decrees
prohibiting the practice since 1974.”18
In 2011, St. Joseph University in Beirut conducted a country-wide survey of 1,177
schoolchildren ages 10-18 in private and public schools, selected proportionately to the
overall population in each of the country’s governorates. It found that 76 percent of the
children interviewed had been subjected to physical violence by teachers or
administrators in schools, with the highest rates among younger, socially-vulnerable
children in public schools.19 Punishments reported by children included being slapped in

14 Some Muslim charities and educational associations have networks of dozens of schools each. Hassan Lama’a, “How

Political Islam schools shape new generations in Lebanon,” Raseef, January 23, 2018,
https://raseef22.com/en/politics/2018/01/23/political-islam-schools-shape-new-generations-lebanon/ (accessed
November 20, 2018). Students at religious private schools are not always of the same faith. At one Jesuit school in the Bekaa
valley, 87 percent of the students were reportedly Muslim. Doreen Abi Raad, “Future of Lebanon’s Catholic schools at risk
under new salary rules,” Catholic News Service, October 14, 2018, https://cruxnow.com/church-in-asiaoceania/2018/10/14/future-of-lebanons-catholic-schools-at-risk-under-new-salary-rules/ (accessed November 20,2018).
15 UNICEF, “Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report – October 2018,” p. 17, citing Government of Lebanon and the United
Nations, Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017 – 2020 (2018 update),

https://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Humanitarian_Situation_Report_____October_2018.pdf
(accessed December 4, 2018).
16 Research in Sweden and other European countries has identified legislation that clearly outlawed corporal punishment as
well as public outreach campaigns as necessary to successful reduction of corporal punishment at schools. See e.g. Kai-D.
Bussmann, Claudia Erthal and Andreas Schroth, “Impact en Europe de l'interdiction des châtiments corporels,”

Déviance et Société 2012/1 (Vol. 36), pp. 85-106, https://www.cairn.info/revue-deviance-et-societe-2012-1-page-85.htm#
(accessed February 3, 2019).
17 Save the Children Sweden, Child Rights Situation Analysis: Lebanon, November 2011, p. 43,

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/5759/pdf/5759.pdf (accessed December 9, 2018).
18 “Le rapport du Conseil Supérieur de l’Enfance au Liban,” 1998, p. 39, cited in University Centre for Family and Community

Health, Desk Research for: Situational Analysis Study on Children in Need of Protection from Violence, Exploitation and
Abuse in Lebanon, Université Saint-Joseph, Beirut, June 2006, pp. 29-30,
https://cusfc.usj.edu.lb/oeil/images/stories/pub/pub-1%20.pdf (accessed September 18, 2018).
19 Salim Adib, “Experience of Violence among Schoolchildren in Lebanon”, Department of Public Health, Saint Joseph

University, slides 8, 11, 17, https://slideplayer.com/slide/10021095/ (accessed December 6, 2018).
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the face or head, having their ears twisted, pulled by the hair, hit with a ruler, kicked,
forced to kneel in a painful position, or “tied up with a rope or belt.”
Also in 2011, some 94 Lebanese, Iraqi refugee and Palestinian refugee children who
participated in focus group discussions with Save the Children in seven different areas in
Lebanon -- whether in private or public schools, or in schools run by the UN’s agency for
Palestine refugees (UNRWA) – said they had seen corporal punishment or “humiliating
treatment” by teachers and administrators at school, which were major factors in low
enrollment and high dropout rates.20
A survey by UNICEF and Save the Children of 22 public and 5 private schools during the
2012-2013 school year found that “corporal punishment is widespread”:
Violence was witnessed in 70.4 percent of the schools visited. Corporal
punishment was recorded on the basis of directly witnessing beatings of
students, testimonies given by children, and the sight of teachers walking
with beating sticks in their hands.21
Lebanon’s Education Ministry cited these disturbing findings in the education plan it
adopted in response to the influx of refugee students fleeing from the conflict in Syria,
which began in 2011. The three-year-plan, “Reaching All Children with Education,” or RACE,
warned that “existing corporal punishment practices are likely to make violence an
increasing resort for teachers who are struggling to cope,” while “Syrian children already
report suffering from verbal and physical abuse from teachers and students.”22 In the 20122013 school year, when the UNICEF / Save the Children study was conducted, some 29,000
school-age Syrian children who had fled to Lebanon were enrolled in public schools,
alongside 198,000 Lebanese children.23 By the 2017-2018 school year, children fleeing to
Lebanon from the conflict in Syria had doubled the number of children in the public school

20 Save the Children Sweden, Child Rights Situation Analysis: Lebanon, November 2011, pp. 3, 117, 108, 158.
21 UNICEF and Save the Children, Education rapid needs assessment for displaced Syrian children in schools, community and

safe spaces, 2012, p. 31, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/36499 (accessed December 10, 2018).
22 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Reaching All Children with Education in Lebanon, June 2014, p. 22,

http://www.mehe.gov.lb/uploads/file/2015/Feb2015/Projects/RACEfinalEnglish2.pdf (accessed December 5, 2018).
23 Reaching All Children With Education Program Management Unit, “RACE II Fact Sheet, July 2018,” Ministry of Education

and Higher Education, p. 1, http://racepmulebanon.com/images/MEHE_REC_Fact_Sheet_July_2018.pdf (accessed February
2, 2018).
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system, from 196,000 in 2011-2012 to more than 400,000.24 According to a UNICEF
humanitarian update from October 2018, one in every four people in Lebanon was a Syrian
refugee, and half of the estimated 1.5 million Syrian refugees were children.25 (Lebanese
authorities stopped allowing UNHCR to register new refugees in 2015; as of February 2019,
the number of officially-registered refugees was around 950,000.26)
Recent surveys have consistently identified a significant prevalence of violence in schools:
• A 2015-2016 survey led by Lebanese human rights and development groups,
conducted by Lebanese and refugee boys and girls ages 14-17 among 1,040 of their
peers, found that 21.78 percent of the children surveyed felt unsafe at school due
to violence.27
• A UNICEF survey in 2016 found that 65 percent of Syrian children, 82 percent of
Palestinian children, and 57 percent of Lebanese children below age 14 had
experienced violence at home or at school.28
• A 2017 UNICEF and UN Habitat household survey of 353 Lebanese and 340 nonLebanese households in the Tabbaneh neighborhood in Tripoli found that 33.6
percent of children between 1 and 17 experienced some type of violent discipline in
schools including “severe physical punishment” (9.9 percent), other forms of
physical punishment (21.1 percent), and “psychological aggression” (28.4
percent).29
• A 2017 UNICEF and UN Habitat household survey of 555 Lebanese and 392 nonLebanese households in the el-Qobbeh neighborhood in Tripoli found that 27.8
percent of children between 1 and 17 experienced a violent discipline in school,
including severe physical punishment (3.9 percent), other forms of physical
24 Ibid.
25 UNICEF, “Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report – October 2018,” p. 17,
https://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Humanitarian_Situation_Report_____October_2018.pdf
(accessed December 4, 2018).
26 UNHCR, “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Lebanon,” https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/71 (accessed
December 4, 2018).
27 ALEF, Manara, and Naba’a, Findings Report: Child Led Data Collection – 2016, p.13,

https://alefliban.org/publications/findings-report-child-led-data-collection-2016/ (accessed September 20, 2018).
28 UNICEF survey results presented at the Ministry of Education and Higher Education, May 10, 2018, upon the introduction of

the Child Protection Policy.
29 UN Habitat and UNICEF, “El Qobbeh and Tabbaneh Neighborhood Profiles 2018 (Tripoli, Lebanon),” pp. 37-38, September

2018, https://www.unicef.org/lebanon/reports/el-qobbeh-and-tabbaneh-neighbourhood-profiles-2018 (accessed February
20, 2018).
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punishment (19.7 percent) and “psychological aggression” (23.9 percent). Rates of
violent discipline in school are as high as 39 percent for children ages 10-14.
Lebanese students (35.5 percent) experience a higher rate of violence than nonLebanese students (13.8 percent).30
• In 2018, a World Bank survey of 341 Lebanese, Syrian, and Palestinian households
with children in public schools found that 18 percent of children ages 5 to 11, and
21 percent of 12- to 15-year-olds, reported teacher-to-student violence.31

Research for this report focused on corporal punishment of students by school staff, but
bullying by other students has also led Lebanese, Palestinian, and Syrian children to skip
school or even drop out.32 Syrian children face additional risks at and on the way to school.
In order to accommodate Syrian refugee students, the Education Ministry opened
afternoon shift classes at more than 300 public schools since the 2016-2017 school year.33
Syrian children face verbal or physical abuse on the way to school, and have reported that
fights outside school premises were common, particularly during the change between firstshift classes with a large majority of Lebanese students, and Syrian-only, second-shift
classes.34



30 Ibid.
31 World Bank, Research for Results (R4R), 2019, Volume 1.
32 A 2018 survey by Save the Children, in coordination with the Education Ministry, found that half the children surveyed had

experienced bullying at some point, that 21 percent were bullied several times a week, and that 16 percent of bullying victims
skipped school and 12 percent dropped out altogether as a result. Save the Children, “Bullying in Lebanon: Research
Summary,” October 2018, pp. 5, 7, 9,
https://lebanon.savethechildren.net/sites/lebanon.savethechildren.net/files/library/STC_Bullying%20in%20Lebanon_Res
earch%20Summary_English.pdf (accessed November 24, 2018).
33 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, “RACE II: Reaching All Children with Education - Lebanon,” no date,

http://racepmulebanon.com/index.php/features-mainmenu-47/race2-article (accessed December 1, 2018).
34 International Alert, “School for stability: Examining the role of education in fostering social stability in Lebanon,” 2017,

https://www.international-alert.org/sites/default/files/Lebanon_SchoolForStability_EN_2017.pdf (accessed September 20,
2018).
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II. Case Studies
This chapter presents information about abuses in schools selected from interviews
Human Rights Watch conducted with teachers, NGO education and child protection
workers, and with Lebanese and Syrian families whose children suffered from violence by
teachers, supervisors, school directors, and bus drivers. The interviewees described
serious abuses at both public and private schools across Lebanon, including cases from
the South, Mount Lebanon, Beirut, Bekaa, Baalbek-Hermel, North, and Akkar governorates.
Four children described assaults by teachers, school supervisors, and school bus drivers
that resulted in injuries including a broken nose, broken teeth, swollen and bleeding
hands, and lost fingernails. In two cases, children with medical conditions were singled
out for punishment even though particularly vulnerable to pain and suffering because of
their illnesses.
At three schools, violence by school staff against Syrian refugee students was so common
that it caused mass drop-outs when parents stopped sending their children to school.
Syrian children described especially humiliating treatment, including verbal abuse and
denial of access to bathroom facilities that forced some to soil themselves in the
classroom. Staff at some schools appeared to regularly beat students with impunity, based
on interviews with numerous parents and children over the course of several months.
Some students and parents who did complain faced reprisals, particularly Syrian families
whom teachers or principals threatened to report to the police due to a lack of legal
residency.

Injuries from Physical Assault
“She hit me with a book and broke my teeth”
One morning in early February 2019, a third-grade teacher at a public school in the Mount
Lebanon governorate responded to requests from Nur, 9, to go to the bathroom by beating
him on the head with a textbook, breaking his two front teeth, his mother Manal said.35
She only learned about the incident when Nur returned from school. She said Nur told her,

35 Human Rights Watch phone interview with Manal, February 9, 2019.
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“I asked the English miss [teacher] to go to the toilet [twice], and the second time she hit
me with a book and broke my teeth. I started crying and she said, ‘Sorry I didn’t mean to’.”
Nur had fallen and chipped his two front teeth during the summer vacation, and a dentist
gave him fillings, which broke along with pieces of his teeth when he was hit – “they’re
now broken even more,” Manal said. She called the principal, who promised to find out
what happened, but then called her back saying that Nur “fell during recess.” Manal, a
nurse, said:
[The principal] suggested I take [Nur] to the doctor. I told him you don’t
need to tell me this, of course I will, but this happened because of the
teacher and you need to cover the expenses. He told me not to worry, we’re
not going to get into a dispute because of this. [Nur] spent the first three
days in tears. He couldn’t even drink.
A dentist gave Nur new fillings, but said it was not clear if his nerves were damaged or if
his pain would subside, Manal said. When Nur returned to school the next day, the teacher
told him, “I didn’t hit you. I waved the book and you bent your head down,” Manal said.
“[Nur] also told me she told the classroom that everything that happens in class stays in
class, they can’t tell anyone what’s happening.”
After the incident, Manal asked Nur about the teacher and learned that she was verbally
abusive and that he saw her hit other children with a ruler.
He told me, “Mom, today she called me a ‘retard.’” And she yanked the hair
on the side of his head. For the kids it has become normal. It’s like the
teachers have this idea in their head: if you bother us, we’ll hit you.
Manal said she had not contacted the Education Ministry or the police for fear that the
teacher could be fired and “lose her livelihood,” but was concerned about the prevalence
of corporal punishment in schools: “in Lebanon it’s becoming normal.” Her youngest son,
who attends the same school, also regarded his first-grade teacher with fear, she said.
“He’s always scared. He keeps saying these words: ‘Miss will hit us’.”

‘I DON’T WANT MY CHILD TO BE BEATEN’

20

“He arrived home with blood all over his face”
In an incident during the 2017-2018 school year, a teacher at a private school in the Mount
Lebanon governorate broke the nose of a boy – Charbel, age 10 – after he told her to stop
hitting another student.36 According to the boy’s mother, Rana,
No one from the school called me. No one said a thing. He arrived home
with blood all over his face. Then I started getting calls from other parents
telling me what happened. I requested an urgent meeting with the principal
the next day, along with several other parents. He said he was shocked, but
given all the complaints, surely he knew she was violent. I told him, ‘You
suspend her now or we won’t send our kids back to school.’ He asked us to
submit a written complaint, and they suspended [the teacher] for 10 days,
but then she came back. I wrote more than 15 emails, complaining, but the
school didn’t take any meaningful action. I had to do something. I decided
to file a lawsuit against the teacher. I went to the police station in [town

36 Human Rights Watch interview with Rana, November 26, 2018.
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redacted] to submit the complaint. They questioned her, then they called
us. They brought a forensic doctor. My son testified. The investigative judge
declared that she will go on trial.37
Rana changed her son’s school because “he started hating school and hating teachers. He
thought all teachers were like her. It took him a month after starting at a new school to
understand. And he asked me to send a gift to his old principal—a human rights book, so
he will learn how to protect the rights of [my son’s] friends.”
In separate interviews, two other Lebanese parents whose children attend the same school
said school administrators failed to discipline or remove a teacher who had repeatedly hit,
shoved, screamed at and otherwise abused children, despite parents’ complaints.38 The
teacher shoved one girl so hard she fell to the floor, her mother said.39 The girl’s mother
said that on different occasions, while she was dropping off her daughter at the school in
the morning, she also overheard the teacher shouting insults at another student, and
banging loudly and in a frightening way on a student’s desk.

“It was an intense beating”
In November 2018, a teacher and a school director at a public school in the North
Governorate beat a Lebanese girl whom the teacher accused of using a calculator to solve
a math problem. The girl’s father, Ahmad, said she is talented at mathematics, and that
her grades and school reports “were all good with positive comments about her
behavior.”40 However, when she solved an equation quickly the teacher accused her of
cheating. “Her classmates defended her and told the teacher it’s not true, but the teacher
pinched her and pulled her hair,” and reported her to the school director. Later the same
morning, the director entered her class, “asked ‘Where is Noor?’, and grabbed her and
started hitting her face.” When Noor came home two hours later, Ahmad said, “her face
was swollen and all red, like tomatoes. It wasn’t just a slap. It was an intense beating.
When I saw her face, I lost my mind.” Ahmed went immediately to a nearby police station.

37 Ibid.
38 Human Rights Watch interviews with S., November 12, and Z., Mount Lebanon governorate, November 26, 2018.
39 Human Rights Watch interview with S., Mount Lebanon governorate, November 12, 2018.
40 Human Rights Watch interview with Ahmad, North governorate, November 26, 2018.
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If the police hadn’t seen her immediately they wouldn’t have believed me. I
submitted a complaint against both the teacher and the principal. They
summoned both. The teacher went, the principal didn’t. The general
prosecutor instructed the police to try to reconcile us. I told them I’m ready
to drop the case if they pledge not to hurt my daughter anymore, and the
teacher signed a pledge.
However, when Noor returned to school, “the principal threatened to put her and her father
and her mother in prison,” Ahmad said. “Noor came back home and told me.” Ahmad then
filed a complaint with the regional department of the Education Ministry. Within a few
days, he said, inspectors from the ministry went to the school and interviewed students.
However, three weeks after the beating, no action had been taken against either the
teacher or the principal, and Ahmad transferred Noor to another public school. Since then,
“her attitude changed. She’s gotten better. Now she’s studying well. Back then, she was
afraid to go to school.” Ahmad said he had previously transferred his son, Brahim, who is
now 6, from the public school to a private school, after his kindergarten teacher “kept
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yelling at him. I met with the principal, and she told me, ‘that’s what we have, take it or
leave it, go to a private school’.”

“I was bleeding for a few days”
Teachers at a public school in the Baalbek-Hermel governorate, regularly hit a 12-year-old
boy and his 11-year-old sister, the children said.41 The boy, Ghaith, identified a teacher who
hit him on the back of the neck and back, and on the hands with a metal ruler and an
electrical cable; on one occasion “the electric cable cut open my hand and I was bleeding
from it for a few days,” he said. His sister, Rawan, said that on several occasions teachers
at the school hit her, including her gym teacher, “who slapped me on the face when I
asked to go to the bathroom.” The siblings are from a family of seven who fled to Lebanon
from Syria, and attend the afternoon shift for Syrian students at the public school. They
said that school staff prohibited Syrian students from using the bathrooms. Their mother
said she complained twice to the school director, “but he’d just say, ‘You Syrians get your
education and healthcare for free and are ruining our country’.”
The abuse, combined with poor-quality education, and the family’s poverty had led Ghaith
and his older sister Anan, 16, to drop out of school, they said. Anan was in her eighth year
of school when the family fled Syria, but dropped out of school after coming to Lebanon to
work in agriculture, she said. “The English teacher just taught us the letters, and a few
verbs, and spent the rest of his time on the phone,” she said. Ghaith recalled, “One
teacher didn’t teach anything at school but wrote his mobile number on the board and said
to call him” for private lessons. Their mother and father both have injuries and could not
work. “Instead of wasting my time not learning anything in school, I’d prefer to help my
family” by earning an income, he said. Ghaith works as a cowherd from 8 or 8:30 a.m. to
4:30 or 5 p.m. daily.

“He tried to suffocate him”
A teacher at a school in the Mount Lebanon governorate twice witnessed serious violence
by a bus driver against a Syrian boy in his third year of elementary school as he was
waiting outside the school before going home during the 2017-2018 school year. In an
email to Human Rights Watch, the teacher recalled,

41 Human Rights Watch interviews with Ghaith, Rawan, and their mother, Baalbek-Hermel governorate, October 2, 2018.
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I saw the driver hit him and tried to suffocate him with his hands, till the
other drivers stopped him because he was going to harm the kid seriously.
He also shouted and insulted him in front of all the kids using very bad and
hurtful expressions (you dog, I will kill you...) and many [other] insults. This
boy was a high achiever and had a very strong personality. He never cried or
acted like a kid, it was the first time I saw him crying and weak when that
driver attacked him.42
When the teacher witnessed a second, serious physical attack by the bus driver, she
intervened. “I said, ‘If the kids are bothering you, you can tell the school principal, but you
have no right to hit any child!” She reported the assault to the school principal, who said
she would speak to the driver. The teacher did not know whether this happened, but
assumed that there were other incidents of violence by other drivers that she did not
directly witness. “This happened twice in front of my eyes, but I am sure that it happened a
lot with many other students, as another driver holds a cane all the time to threaten the
kids.”
42 Email from teacher (name withheld) to Human Rights Watch, January 29, 2019.
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Impact of Violence on Especially Vulnerable Children
“We can’t treat him any better than the other students”
Fadi, now 12 years old, was diagnosed with leukemia at age 5, when he was attending a
private pre-school in the Baalbek-Hermel governorate. He continued for the start of his
primary education at the private school, “where the principal helped him, by moving his
seat to the front of the class,” his mother, Rasha, said.43 At age 9, the boy’s family moved
to a town in the Bekaa governorate, where he enrolled in a public school.
That’s where the problems started, in 2016. His Arabic teacher was good to
him. But because of the medication, it was hard for him to focus, and he
was targeted for harassment [by his teachers] because he was not doing
well in school. The French teacher was especially hard on him. The teacher
called him a donkey and pulled his hair in front of the other students. She
even did it in front of me when I came to the school. The teacher regularly

43 Human Rights Watch interviews with Rasha, Fadi, Baalbek-Hermel governorate, October 2, 2018.
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made him stand outside in the cold, next to the outside wall, not inside in
the hallway.
Rasha said she complained to the school director “four or five times,” and also argued
with the director as to whether Fadi would advance to the next grade, but without result.
“The director said, ‘We can’t treat him any better than the other students,’ and also pulled
his hair at least twice.”
He gets severe headaches, and when he got them the director would call
me and say, ‘don’t bring him here anymore.’ There was no one else I could
complain to. I was trying so hard to keep him emotionally strong, and not
upset, because that’s the most important thing when you have cancer. And
he’d come home upset every single day. He hated going to school.
Rasha said she eventually helped Fadi to write a public appeal to the minister of education
on Facebook after the school director refused to enroll Fadi in the 2017-2018 school year,
saying that “he should go to a place [an institution] for children with intellectual
disabilities.”44 The letter ended, “we children have the right to love school, the right to
learn.” The minister discussed Fadi’s case on a television show, but did not require the
school director to re-enroll him. No one from the ministry ever spoke with Fadi or called
her, Rasha said. She had been unable to afford a private school in the area, but learned
later that one school offered a scholarship, and was able to pull Fadi out of the public
school and enroll him in the private school. Staff at the new school are providing
accommodation for Fadi, and his attitude toward school has significantly improved, Rasha
said. “Now, they even carry his backpack for him.”

44 Two Facebook posts and three video clips of television news stories about Fadi’s case, on file with Human Rights Watch.

Separately, Human Rights Watch has documented widespread discrimination against children with disabilities in Lebanon’s
education system. Human Rights Watch, “I Would Like to Go to School”: Barriers to Education for Children with Disabilities in
Lebanon, March 22, 2018, https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/03/22/i-would-go-school/barriers-education-childrendisabilities-lebanon.
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“My son might have been permanently harmed”
Mohammad, 13, said a teacher at a public school in the Bekaa valley beat him on the
hands with a ruler “because I couldn’t write well.” His mother, Riham, explained that
Mohammed has difficulty using his hands, which she believed was due to an undiagnosed
congenital illness, and that his hands were susceptible to injury. “They beat him on his
hand and it got very bad swelling, until [school staff] saw [the swelling] and stopped,” his
mother said, but the beating galvanized her to pull her children out of the school. “I
couldn’t imagine that my son might have been permanently harmed because of what they
did to him there.” Mohammad also recalled seeing other children being beaten, and “one
time the teacher slammed a girls’ head down on her desk, she was sitting right next to
me.”45
Mohammad’s sister Amna, 11, said her teachers, principal and other staff hit children for
failing to bring notebooks to class, not memorizing assigned texts, or running in the
playground.

45 Human Rights Watch interview with Mohammed, his sister Amna, and mother Riham, Bekaa valley, February 15, 2018.
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Teachers wanted us to have four notebooks, and they would hit me and
send me to the principal and he’d hit me too, with a stick, on the back of my
hands. The French teacher hit me the worst, because I couldn’t memorize
French. She used a wooden ruler. Most of the [students in] French class got
hit. The principal hit me more than the French teacher. He would first tell
me, ‘Why didn’t you memorize the lesson,’ and then hit me, everywhere he
could. Also, the supervisor who watches the kids, he would hit you in the
thigh if you ran on the stairs or on the playground.46
The two siblings had enrolled in late October or early November 2017, but dropped out of
school in February because of the violence, they and their mother said.47 “From the first
week they started going to school they hated it,” Riham said. “They would come back
crying.” She complained to three different NGOs, which told her they had referred the
complaints to the Education Ministry, but without any noticeable result, she said. “I want
them to have a formal, certified education, so I enrolled them in a public school, but if I
had known this would happen I never would have tried.”

Humiliating and Discriminatory Treatment
In interviews with Human Rights Watch, Syrian refugee children and their parents
described humiliating treatment and abuse by some teachers apparently at times
motivated by the child’s national origin. Rauf, 9, said that a teacher at the public school in
Lebanon’s South governorate, where he is enrolled in second grade repeatedly beat him –
“she hits me on the hands with a ruler. She hits someone every day.”48 He said the teacher
mocked his dark skin color by “call[ing] me ‘dirty’” in front of other students, and did not
intervene to protect him from older children in his class who “stomp on my feet and hurt
me.” She also told him to leave class and sit in the hallway because his shirt was dirty.

46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 Human Rights Watch interviews with Rauf (individually), his sister Abeer (individually), and together with their sister Leila

and their mother Ghada, Southern governorate, May 14, 2018.
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Rauf’s sister, Abeer, 10, was in the same class, and said she protested when the teacher
beat her brother, but the teacher “said to mind my own business.” The teacher prohibits
children “she doesn’t like from being allowed to go to the bathroom,” Abeer said.49
Staff at an NGO said they learned Rauf was being beaten regularly because a third sibling
in the same class, Leila, 12, told them another one of their teachers was also regularly
beating her.50 Their mother, Ghada, said she had complained to the school about verbal
and physical abuse of her children by teachers, “but no one replied” until she went to the
school to speak to the director. “The director was respectful [to me], but he told me my
kids are always outside the classroom. The teacher told him [the director] that Rauf is dirty
and smells bad and that’s why she doesn’t want him in the class.”51
Ghada said that the abuse was harming her children’s education, and that quality of
instruction was low: “Abeer and Leila are repeating grades, because they don’t teach them
anything.” She enrolled her children in non-formal classes with another NGO on weekends.
She expressed anger and frustration that her children had no other formal education
options but for a school where they felt humiliated by their teacher:
The teacher threw [Abeer] out of the class like she was garbage. She picks
Rauf up by the shoulder of his shirt like he’s filthy. I wish they could go to
another school, but this school is close by. Now I pay twenty thousand per
child for transportation [20,000 Lebanese pounds, or US $13 per month], if
they changed schools it would cost sixty [US $40].
Staff at the NGO said they had notified the Ministry of Education, then followed up, but
that as of April 2019 they had not received information that the ministry had taken any
action.52 The children were unable to transfer to a different school and were still enrolled in
the same school in the 2018-2019 school year.

49 Human Rights Watch interview with Abeer, Southern governorate, May 14, 2018.
50 Human Rights Watch interview with Leila, Southern governorate, May 14, 2018.
51 Human Rights Watch interview with Ghada, Southern governorate, May 14, 2018.
52 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO staff, Southern governorate, by telephone on May 12 and in person on May 14,

2018.
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Impunity for Abuses
Education professionals described a number of schools where teachers and administrators
hit and routinely verbally abused children without consequences, in some cases because
of a reluctance to report the violence to the Education Ministry, or because of a lack of
response by the ministry.
Some teachers enjoyed virtual impunity despite allegedly abusing students because of
their connections with Lebanese political parties, a child protection officer at an
international agency said, recalling “a teacher who was fired for physical abuse but
reassigned the following day because of party connections” in early 2018.53 In other cases,
school administrators may prevent the reporting of incidents of violence perpetrated by
teachers against students. According to a Syrian teacher volunteering as an education
liaison with the refugee community at a public school in the Arsal region of the BaalbekHermel governorate, the school director interfered with the system for reporting
complaints. Normally complaints should “go straight to UNICEF,” but in this case they did
not, because “the director says he has to ‘validate’ them first.”54
Even in cases where complaints do reach the ministry, they are often not acted on. A child
protection specialist at a Lebanese NGO said that during the 2017-2018 school year, “we
referred an entire public school” in southern Beirut to the Education Ministry because “we
found that 11 children were being beaten,” but the specialist said that no steps had been
taken as of September 2018.55
A former teacher at an elementary public school in the North governorate, whose classes
included both Lebanese and Syrian children, described impunity for routine, and
sometimes severe, abuses.
[A teacher made] students hold their fingers up in the air and hit them with
the ruler on tips of their fingers. Sometimes I’d have students whose
fingernails had popped off. It’s a technique that makes them not forget the
pain, even at home. When the Arabic teacher would come in, I had one

53 Human Rights Watch interview, child protection officer, Beirut, October 5, 2018.
54 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Community Liaison volunteer, Baalbek, October 3, 2018.
55 Human Rights Watch with NGO child protection staff, Beirut, September 26, 2018.
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student who would literally pee himself from fear. The supervisor would
twist earlobes, to the point that one student actually had a dislocated
earlobe. And she would randomly pull kids’ hair. The other teachers were
scared, ‘Don’t write a petition against her, you’ll get us all in trouble,’
because the principal herself was personally very aggressive, she slapped
students really hard.56
The teacher informed the school-district body in the North governorate, with no result she
was aware of. “Not once did anyone from the school district visit, at least during the year I
was there. They visit schools in cities every other month, but this was a school in a rural,
remote area.”
In the 2016-2017 school year, one NGO identified 15 children who were being hit by a
public school teacher, but said the Education Ministry did not take any known action
against the abuser.57 Staff at another NGO told Human Rights Watch that dozens of Syrian
children had dropped out of a public school in the North governorate during the 2017-2018
school year after a minibus driver beat some of them with his belt.58 “We had helped them
enroll, and we wanted to intervene,” but were unable to “get the ministry to do anything”
to end the abuse or sanction the driver, an NGO staff member said. During that year, a
child protection specialist with another NGO said that she had reported a case of bus
drivers verbally and physically abusing children in the Baalbek-Hermel governorate, but
did not know if there was any result, and that children had dropped out as a result of the
abuses on the way to school.59

Threats and Reprisals against Children and Parents who Complain of Abuse
“If you tell anyone what happened you’ll be beaten a thousand times”
Yousef, 12, a fifth-grader, told Human Rights Watch that in early February 2019 he was
assaulted by a teacher at his public elementary school in the North governorate.60 Yousef

56 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with former teacher, February 5, 2019.
57 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO staff, Bekaa valley, February 13, 2018.
58 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO staff, Beirut, May 14, 2018.
59 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO staff, Baalbek-Hermel governorate, October 2, 2018.
60 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Fouad and Yousef, February 7, 2019.
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told Human Rights Watch that a classmate had taken one of his shoes, to bother him, and
when class was almost over, he told his teacher:
I told her that he took off my shoe. She hit me. She grabbed me and shoved
my head on the desk. My mouth hit the edge and blood started going out.
Everyone left. And I went out. The supervisor told me, ‘If you tell [anyone]
what happened you’ll be beaten a thousand times.’
Yousef’s father, Fouad, said that the beating happened at around 1 p.m., and that his wife
immediately called him when Yousef arrived home at 2:15 p.m. “She said, ‘Come see your
son, his teacher hit him and he’s bloody.’ When I saw him, he was so afraid that at first he
wouldn’t tell me what happened.” Furious, Fouad took Yousef to a nearby police station to
complain, “but they told me, ‘There’s not a lot of harm, his face isn’t swollen, there’s
nothing we can do.’ My son’s face was all red, it was obvious he was beaten.” Fouad took a
photograph and posted the image, which shows a laceration in Yousef’s front upper gums,
on Facebook.61 Yousef’s mother eventually persuaded him to go back to the school with
her, where she spoke with the administration. “They’re denying everything,” Fouad said
when he spoke to Human Rights Watch several days later. “They didn’t care, they don’t
care. They’re not cooperating.” Fouad said that he believes his Facebook post prompted a
phone call he received from someone who said they were calling from the Ministry of
Education; the caller did not identify himself, but from the phone number, Fouad saw that
the call originated in Beirut. “They asked about what happened, and that was it. They
didn't say they will open an investigation or ask to interview [Yousef] or give any
instructions on how to submit a complaint.”62

Vulnerability of Syrians to Reprisals
Several Syrian refugee families who lacked legal status in Lebanon – as more than 75
percent of Syrian refugees do, because of harsh residency requirements – told Human
Rights Watch that if they complained about school staff, the staff could inform other
Lebanese authorities that the family lacked legal status, subjecting them to arrest, fines,

61 Image on file with Human Rights Watch.
62 Human Rights Watch follow-up telephone call with Fouad, February 9, 2019.
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and harassment.63 NGO staff said that in general, Syrian refugees who lacked legal
residency in Lebanon sought to avoid contact with Lebanese authorities.64 In one case,
NGO staff reported that a Syrian family had been forced to leave their informal tented
settlement after complaining about violence by public school staff toward a child. “The
teacher was politically connected in the area, and the family was pressured to leave,” a
protection officer said about a case in the Bekaa valley from December 2017.65
Syrian parents and NGO staff had similar concerns. “There needs to be reform so it is safe
for families to report violence,” an education expert in Lebanon said.66 Staff at one NGO
noted that before it referred cases of abuse at schools directly to the Education Ministry, it
assessed whether “our own staff who do the reporting could [face] retaliation, and whether
our referrals will do more good than harm” for the child, who could also face reprisals.67
It is likely that abuses are under-reported because of the fear of reprisals for reporting
them. A report from November 2016 found that those Syrian parents and children who were
aware of a complaints mechanism were afraid to report corporal punishment due to the
potential of reprisals and the fear that children who complained would “face more
punishment shortly afterwards by the same teachers.”68

“I just try to hide away when I’m being hit”
Mousa, 8, fled with his family from Syria to Lebanon’s South governorate in 2013. He is
enrolled in second grade, in the afternoon shift at a public school. One of his teachers
repeatedly beat him. “He hits me a lot, with a metal ruler. He hits me on the body. And
once he pushed me so hard that I fell on my face and scratched my eye.”69 There are
around 30 children in his class, Mousa said. The teacher “beats all of us -- all of us. I hide
my head when he is hitting me. I just try to hide away when I’m being hit.”

63 Among others, Human Rights Watch interviews with Mousa, Southern governorate, May 14, 2018, and with Ghada,
Southern governorate, May 14, 2018.
64 Human Rights Watch interviews, NGO staff, January 9, 2018; September 25, 2018; February 5, 2019.
65 Human Rights Watch interview, NGO protection officer, Bekaa governorate, January 9, 2018.
66 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education expert, Bekaa governorate, September 25, 2018.
67 Human Rights Watch interviews, NGO staff, Beirut, May 16, 2018.
68 International Alert, “School for stability: Examining the role of education in fostering social stability in Lebanon,” 2017, p.
22, https://www.international-alert.org/sites/default/files/Lebanon_SchoolForStability_EN_2017.pdf (accessed September
20, 2018).
69 Human Rights Watch interview with Mousa (individually, and together with his family), Southern governorate, May 14,

2018.
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Mousa’s father, Samih, said he knew his son was being hit but was reluctant to complain
because of his vulnerable status as a Syrian refugee in Lebanon, but when the teacher
injured his son’s eye in early 2018, he went to the school.70 “When I went to see the
teacher who had hit Mousa, I found that the director of the school had also hit Othman [his
older son] because he said he was acting like a devil.” The director then told Samih to sign
a paper stating that school staff had punished Othman due to the boy’s misbehavior.
They wanted me to sign another paper about Mousa. But one of Mousa’s
other teachers told me that no, Mousa was a very good kid, so I wouldn’t
sign that paper. Then the director said they’d kick both kids out of school if
I couldn’t bring their vaccination certificates from Syria.
The demand for Syrian medical certificates violates public school admission policies,
which are set by the Ministry of Education, and which do not require Syrian documents as
a condition for enrollment.
As the beatings continued, Samih said his sons began “pretending that they’re sick at
home to avoid going to school.” “I don’t like going to school,” Mousa acknowledged. “The
teacher says he’s going to kick me out of the school – and out of Lebanon.”
Samih informed a Lebanese NGO that supports education for Syrian and vulnerable
Lebanese children about the situation. The NGO notified the Ministry of Education, which
sent personnel to visit the school. Staff at the NGO told Human Rights Watch that the
complaint did not name Mousa, only the teacher, and confirmed Mousa’s account that
“there are a lot of children being beaten at the school.”71 Education Ministry personnel
took the positive step of visiting the school to look into the complaint, but “they went to
Mousa and asked who had hit him,” Samih said. “He pointed at the teacher. Then they left,
and the teacher said [Mousa] shouldn’t have complained and hit him again.” Samih and
NGO staff said they could not confirm how the ministry staff had identified Mousa as the

70 Syrians living in Lebanon, especially those who lack legal residency, have been subjected to forcible relocation, arrests

and detention, and other abuses by local municipal authorities and security forces. Human Rights Watch, “Our Homes Are
Not for Strangers”: Mass Evictions of Syrian Refugees by Lebanese Municipalities, April 20, 2018,
https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/04/20/our-homes-are-not-strangers/mass-evictions-syrian-refugees-lebanesemunicipalities; “I Just Wanted to Be Treated Like A Person”: How Lebanon’s Residency Rules Facilitate Abuse of Syrian
Refugees, January 12, 2016, https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/01/12/i-just-wanted-be-treated-person/how-lebanonsresidency-rules-facilitate-abuse.
71 Human Rights Watch interviews with NGO staff, Southern governorate, May 12 and 14, 2018.
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complainant. Samih said the ministry did not contact him at the time of the complaint, or
since. “No one has asked me anything.”
After their complaints that the boys were suffering from violence at school, Samih said,
“the director told me that they had filed a case against me with the police and that they
would be taking me back to Syria.” Like most Syrian refugees in Lebanon, Mousa’s parents
have been unable to maintain their residency paperwork. Lebanese authorities began to
impose onerous residency requirements on Syrian refugees in 2015.72
The boys were able to enroll in a different school in the 2018-2019 school year and were
not facing further abuse. However, no disciplinary actions were taken against the teacher
at their former school, according to staff at the NGO.73

Abuses Leading to Drop-Outs
In some cases, significant numbers of parents have pulled their children out of public
schools due to corporal punishment and other abuse. During the 2017-2018 school year, a
public school in the Bekaa governorate and another public school in the North governorate
were left with no Syrian students in their afternoon classes because all the families as a
group stopped sending their children to the schools due to abuses by school staff, an
education specialist working with a humanitarian NGO said.74
In the Akkar governorate, Human Rights Watch documented that a Syrian refugee
community stopped sending their children to a public school for one week in March 2018,
due to abuse by teachers, including beatings, insults, and the refusal of teachers to let
students go to the bathroom, according to Hamed, whose children were abused at the
school.75

72 Human Rights Watch, “I Just Wanted to Be Treated Like A Person”: How Lebanon’s Residency Rules Facilitate Abuse of
Syrian Refugees, January 12, 2016.
73 Human Rights Watch interviews with NGO staff, Southern governorate, May 12 and 14, 2018, and in Beirut, April 20, 2019.
74 Human Rights Watch interview with international NGO education expert, Beirut, May 11, 2018.
75 Human Rights Watch interview with Hamed and his children, Akkar governorate, May 15, 2018.
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Hamed’s daughter Rania, 9, said that her teacher “beats me on my head and legs with a
stick, and pushes my head down on the desk, hard, and beats me on my ears with the
blackboard eraser.”76 Her sister Reham, 7, said, “My teacher pulls me by the hair and calls
me lazy.” Hamed said his son, Salim, 11, was also being beaten and complained that one
teacher called him a donkey. Hamed said that his brother pulled his son out of the same
school in late 2017, after a teacher beat the boy “on the hand, badly, so that he couldn’t
move his thumb for a week.”
The parents’ boycott prompted the director of the school to come to the community, “and
he promised that he’d stop the beatings and that the kids would be allowed to go to the
bathroom, but he didn’t keep his word,” Hamed said.
Previously the children had been enrolled in a school run by an NGO, which was not
accredited by the Lebanese Education Ministry, and were encouraged to enroll in public
school so that their education would be officially certified, he said.
But last year the quality of education was better. Now they’re in the public
school but every student is being beaten. There are some good teachers,
too, but it’s better to go without school than this. We promised the kids not
to enroll them next year. We just kept them in for now because we are trying
to get them to take their exams.
An NGO that followed Hamed’s children’s case sent two complaints in April and May 2018
to the education ministry, which resulted in the school director issuing a written warning to
a teacher who children said had beaten them. 77
An educator at a Lebanese NGO that provides non-formal education in the Bekaa valley
said some parents had pulled their children out of one nearby public school due to fears of
corporal punishment: “We are always trying to tell them that formal education is best, but
parents are afraid their kids will be beaten.”78 Another education expert at the same NGO,
speaking to Human Rights Watch during the following school year, noted the same fear:

76 Human Rights Watch interview with Rania, Akkar governorate, May 15, 2018.
77 Human Rights Watch email correspondence with NGO staff, April 20, 2019.
78 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO educator, Bekaa governorate, December 15, 2017.
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“We work with parents who live right next to the public school, but they say, ‘even if there
were spaces available, we wouldn’t send our children to be beaten there. ’”79
Staff at two NGOs and parents of students identified another public elementary school in
the Bekaa valley as an abusive environment and said that it led to the kids leaving the
school. “The school is always a problem,” said an educator at an NGO located nearby. In
an incident in early May 2018, “a child had his tooth broken by a teacher [who hit him] with
a stick,” and in another case, “a teacher pulled a girl by her ears.”80
In December 2017, a teacher and an administrator hit an 8-year-old boy and expelled him
from the same public school. “The teacher would hit me on the back or on the hands with a
rubber hose” – a type of hose commonly used to connect propane containers -- Mahmoud
said.81 The fifth or sixth time the teacher was about to beat him on the hands, this time
with a stick, Mahmoud hid under his desk. The principal came into the class and slapped

79 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education expert, Bekaa governorate, September 25, 2018.
80 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO educator, Bekaa governorate, May 8, 2018.
81 Human Rights Watch interview with Mahmoud and his mother Heba, Bekaa governorate, December 14, 2017.
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him, and then “he was kicked out of school, because they said he was undisciplined and
had been raised badly,” his mother Heba recalled. Mahmoud had attended the school for
two months, in the afternoon shift opened for Syrian refugee students (Lebanese children
and some Syrian children attended the first, morning shift). The school administration
“didn’t allow the Syrian children [in the afternoon shift] to go to the bathroom, so they
regularly wound up soiling themselves,” his mother, Heba, said.
Badr, 12, said he dropped out of the same public elementary school after his teacher
repeatedly beat him on the back and on the palms with a stick, which he described as
about half-a-meter long and square in shape, four centimeters on each side.82 On one
occasion, he was beaten for playing with his friends during a break between classes:
“When it’s raining and we’re all playing outside they hit us because we’re not supposed
to,” he said. His mother, Randa, said she pulled him out of school because of the violence.
“Now I just hang around,” Badr said, since he had aged out of the NGO-run education
program he used to attend before enrolling in public school.
The parents of Badr, said they also pulled his 9-year-old sister out of the same school
because the principal refused to respond to complaints that she was verbally harassed by
a group of boys who loitered in the courtyard after school. The girl’s father said he went to
speak to the principal, “and he said, ‘If you don’t like it you can take your daughter out of
school.’” “The shebab [the group of boys and male youths who had harassed the girl]
wouldn’t even let him walk through when he went to see the principal,” Randa said of her
husband.83

Under-Reporting of Abuses
The majority of abuses that Human Rights Watch documented in interviews were the
subject of complaints to NGOs, but NGO staff working in education or child protection said
that most cases of routine abuse are not reported. A child protection officer at a Lebanese
NGO said that in her experience, “The worst thing is that hitting has become the norm. It’s
only when it’s is really bad that the parents report it.”84

82 Human Rights Watch interview with Badr and his mother Randa, Bekaa governorate, December 14, 2017.
83 Human Rights Watch interview with Randa, December 14, 2017.
84 Human Rights Watch with NGO child protection staff, Beirut, September 26, 2018.
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Children also appeared to accept violence by teachers against students as normal. In a
group discussion with four students – two boys and two girls, ages 10 to 13 – who attended
four different public schools in Beirut during the 2017-2018 school year, three children said
that teachers regularly hit them or their classmates, and that they had not complained to
school staff or asked NGOs to refer their complaints. The beatings were punishment for
various infractions, the children said.85 “If we go to school without wearing a uniform, or if
we don’t have our blue pants or coat, or if we get into a fight, they beat us with a stick – all
the teachers do, except for the Arabic and Science teachers,” said an 11-year-old who
attended one school. “If we run during the break, there’s a teacher who hits us and shouts
and pulls our ears,” a 13-year-old student at another school said. A 10-year-old boy who
attended a third school said that one teacher meted out an especially severe punishment:
“They give us 30 hits with a stick,” on the hands, the boy said.
Several NGO staff emphasized that the lack of reporting of abuse was the result of the lack
of response by the Education Ministry to complaints. A child protection officer at a
Lebanese NGO said that in 2017-2018 the NGO referred three cases of violence at public
schools in the Bekaa valley to the Education Ministry, “but we never heard back, beyond
‘Thank you for your email’.”86
The cases included two children in one school who were beaten with a ruler, and a third
child who dropped out of another school after a teacher hit and insulted him. In the third
case other students “imitated the teacher” and also began to physically bully and insult
the child.
Some teachers said they did not report violence because senior staff at their school
approved of or personally used violence against students. A teacher at a public elementary
school in the Mount Lebanon governorate said that during the 2017-2018 school year, she
saw routine verbal and physical abuse against children by teachers, but had not made
formal complaints because a supervisor as well as the school director also hit children.87

85 Human Rights Watch focus group interviews with four primary school students, Beirut, May 10, 2018.
86 Human Rights Watch with NGO child protection staff, Beirut, September 26, 2018.
87 Email from teacher to Human Rights Watch, January 29, 2019 and phone interview on February 6, 2019.
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It happened with many kids, and frequently, including when the elementary
supervisor or principal enters the classroom when they hear or see a kid
misbehaving. They would hit him with their hand or punish him, or
sometimes push him out of the class, and there are verbal insults like
“you’re dirty,” “you donkey,” “you don’t deserve to be at school.” Every
day.
In a positive step, the Education Ministry, with UNICEF support, placed 400 Syrian refugees
(many of whom were qualified teachers in Syria) as volunteer “community education
liaisons” in public schools during the 2017-2018 school year. The volunteers helped Syrian
students navigate the unfamiliar school system and acted as a point of contact for parents
in the schools. NGOs supported the program by helping to find and work with volunteers
from Syrian communities. The program “helped develop much better relationships with
parents, who knew more about what was happening to their kids at school, because they
could talk comfortably to the volunteer,” an IRC staff member said.88 Three Syrian refugees,
all former teachers who volunteered as education liaisons, told Human Rights Watch they
believed their presence helped decrease violence. Complaints of violence by Lebanese
teachers increased in some schools after the volunteers were introduced, indicating that
the problem may have been previously underreported.89
However, the volunteers also indicated that principals could play an intimidating role in
the reporting and referral system. “Of course, there’s violence by teachers,” one said.90
“The kids leave the classrooms crying. But we try not to get involved directly. If the teacher
hits the child we might bring it to the principal, but not beyond that. If the principal does
nothing we might notify UNICEF.” Another former teacher in Syria who volunteers as an
education liaison for the Syrian refugee community at a public school remarked,
There’s always a ruler in the classroom to hit students with. It’s been
decreasing since I got there, but the principal is herself verbally abusive
and hits the children. […] We can notify UNICEF [of cases of assault], but

88 For instance, one NGO worked with four volunteers in two public schools in the 2016-2017 school year,

and expanded to
74 volunteers in 37 schools in the Bekaa valley in 2017-2018. Human Rights Watch interview with NGO child protection staff,
Beirut, May 9, 2018.
89 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO child protection staff, Beirut, May 9, 2018.
90 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Community Liaison volunteer, Bekaa governorate, October 4, 2018.
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some of my colleagues say there’s no point, because after three years there
have been no improvements.”91


91 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Community Liaison volunteer, Bekaa valley, October 4, 2018.
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III. Mechanisms for Preventing and Reporting
School Violence
Different Lebanese government agencies are mandated to respond to abuses against
children depending on the type or degree of harm and the location where the abuse
occurred.92 Sexual abuse or life-threatening abuse of a child may be reported to the police,
who are obliged to send an officer or a social worker to investigate and to inform a
“juvenile court” before taking further action.93 Until 2014, article 186 of the Lebanese Penal
Code of 1943 explicitly permitted the use of physical punishment by parents and teachers
to discipline children “in accordance with public custom.”94 The article was amended to
remove this defense to the crime of assault for teachers in April 2014, after a video was
widely disseminated on social media and television in March of a school director beating
three boys with a stick on the soles of their feet for having failed an exam and stating,
“Every time you put your feet down, I will beat you more.”95 Article 186 no longer explicitly
exempts teachers from criminal penalty for assaulting children, but as revised, the penal
code does not explicitly prohibit corporal punishment in schools.96 The law continues to
permit parents to use physical discipline against their children.
The Ministry of Justice’s online information portal does not disaggregate information as to
the number of children abused at schools or by school staff. In total, the ministry reported,
462 initial investigations were opened at juvenile courts in 2017 into cases of assault or
other abuse against children.97 In response to written questions from Human Rights Watch,

92 Human Rights Watch interviews, NGO child protection specialist, Beirut, September 27, 2018; Education Ministry official,

Beirut, October 2, 2018.
93 Ahmad Al Turk et al, “Reporting Child Abuse in Lebanon: Process and Limitations,” American University of Beirut Medical

School, 2014,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260981070_Reporting_Child_Abuse_in_Lebanon_Process_and_Limitations
(accessed December 2, 2018).
94 Penal Code of Lebanon, Article 186(1), 1943 (without amendments),
https://sherloc.unodc.org/res/cld/document/lebanon-penal-code_html/Lebanon_Penal_Code_1943.pdf (accessed
November 10, 2018).
95 Diana Semaan (Human Rights Watch), “Lebanon: Time to Ban Corporal Punishment for Good,” Commentary, Executive

Magazine, April 29, 2014, https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/04/29/time-ban-corporal-punishment-good.
96 Parliament first voted to revoke article 186 entirely, but then reinstated a revised version of the article, following

objections from religious leaders who claimed that prohibiting parents from using corporal punishment would harm family
unity. Diana Semaan (Human Rights Watch), “Lebanon: Time to Ban Corporal Punishment for Good.”
97 Ministry of Justice, “Figures from Juvenile Courts in Lebanon from 01/01/2017 to 31/12/2017: Preliminary investigation,

number of incidents,” http://ahdath.justice.gov.lb/Excel/Full%202017/t%2003.pdf (accessed March 10, 2019).
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the Ministry of Justice stated that it did not collect disaggregated data on the number of
cases of alleged violence against students that led to prosecution or conviction of school
staff since the Lebanese penal code was amended to remove an exemption from liability
for teachers who use corporal punishment, in 2014. 98
When a child is subjected to violence at school, the Ministry of Education and Higher
Education (MEHE) is responsible for ensuring the child is protected.99 The ministry has
prohibited corporal punishment since 1974 in public schools,100 and has periodically
issued circulars prohibiting verbal abuse and corporal punishment since a 2001 ministerial
directive, applicable to public and private schools, which stipulates:
Employees in the education sector are prohibited to inflict any physical
punishment on pupils, nor to address verbal retribution that is humiliating
and is against the principle of education and personal dignity.101
Private schools generally “set their own policies,” but must obtain annual licenses from
the education ministry, and official examinations are mandated as a requirement for
graduation.102 The legal framework applicable to all educational facilities includes a June
15, 1959 decree that specifies sanctions to be taken in case of infringements by teaching
staff, but does not mention corporal punishment.103 The education minister has

98 Letter from Ministry of Justice to Human Rights Watch, April 18, 2019.
99 Ahmad Al Turk et al, “Reporting Child Abuse in Lebanon: Process and Limitations,” American University of Beirut Medical

School, 2014.
100 Cited in “Le rapport du Conseil Supérieur de l’Enfance au Liban,” 1998, p. 39; quoted in University Centre for Family and

Community Health, “Desk Research for: Situational Analysis Study on Children in Need of Protection from Violence,
Exploitation and Abuse in Lebanon,” Université Saint-Joseph, Beirut, June 2006,
https://cusfc.usj.edu.lb/oeil/images/stories/pub/pub-1%20.pdf (accessed September 18, 2018), pp. 29-30.
101 Article 41 of Decision No. 1130/m/2001 dated 10/9/2001, cited in UNICEF, Strengthening the Child Protection System in

Lebanon: Challenges and Opportunities, 2012, p. 46,
https://elfs.usj.edu.lb/doc/Stengthening%20the%20child%20protection%20system%20in%20Lebanon%202012%20Eng.
pdf (accessed December 12, 2018).
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of the principalship,” Educational Management Administration & Leadership, Vol. 42(5), 2014, p. 720, available at
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.888.6614&rep=rep1&type=pdf (accessed December 1, 2018).
103 Legislative Decree No. 112, issued on 12/6/1959, http://www.cib.gov.lb/lot/112.htm (accessed April 2, 2019).
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occasionally barred the employment of private school staff responsible for notorious
incidents of corporal punishment.104
According to ministry officials, penalties for public school staff found to have used
violence against students include warnings, delayed pay raises and promotions, pay
reductions, suspensions, and firing.105 Human Rights Watch has requested information
from the ministry about the number of teachers who had been disciplined for violence
against students or referred to judicial authorities.106 According to a child protection officer
at an NGO that monitors cases in Lebanon’s North governorate, in 2018 the Education
Ministry did not refer any cases of violence by teaching staff there for criminal
investigation.107
The Education Ministry until recently had few staff who might preempt or redress abuses
by teachers, according to an education specialist who is familiar with child protection.108
The ministry has seen enrollment in public schools double since 2012 with the influx of
Syrian refugee students and relies heavily on foreign donors for funding, primarily
channeled through UNICEF, which said that funding shortfalls forced “drastic cuts” in NGO
child protection programs in late 2017.109 With roughly 420,000 students in public schools,
the Education Ministry had only 30 trained child protection counsellors for first shift
classes in 2017-2018.110

104 Mohammad Zaatari, “Parents defend principal who beat kids,” The Daily Star, March 27, 2014,

https://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2014/Mar-27/251388-parents-defend-principal-who-beat-kids.ashx
(accessed September 20, 2018).
105 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry official, Beirut, October 3, 2018.
106 Letter from Human Rights Watch to the Minister of Education, dated April 10, 2019.
107 Email to Human Rights Watch from NGO staff, April 12, 2019.
108 Human Rights Watch interview with education specialist, Beirut, October 2, 2018.
109 UNICEF Lebanon reported the funding gap was “due to a significant increase in earmarked funding, unpredictability of

funding (timing and amount) and limited willingness by donors to fund cross-sectoral costs.” UNICEF, Annual Report 2017:
Lebanon, p. 2, https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Lebanon_2017_COAR.pdf (accessed December 12, 2018).
110 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry staff, Beirut, October 2, 2018; Reaching All Children with
Education, Program Management Unit, “RACE II Fact Sheet November 2018,” Ministry of Education and Higher Education.
racepmulebanon.com/images/fact-sheet-november-2018.pdf (accessed January 5, 2018).
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Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment of 2018
The Education Ministry has acknowledged the need for a clear, unified mechanism to
address cases of violence at school or to clarify the responsibility of teachers and other
Education Ministry staff to prevent and respond to violence.111
In August 2016, the Education Ministry published the RACE II education plan, which stated
that “the development of a child protection policy for the education sector [public and
private] is underway” that would include training for “all teachers, education personnel,
educators, and […] counsellors on national protocols for the identification and referral of
any student impacted by violence.”112
In May 2018, the Education Ministry and UNICEF launched the child protection policy with
the goal of establishing “a violence-free school environment … based on equity and nondiscrimination.”113 The policy defines maltreatment to include “all forms of physical or

mental violence, injury or abuse,” including “beating or corporal punishment which causes
corporal harm to the student, with the aim of imposing discipline, punishment or
control.”114 A child subjected to corporal punishment is defined as a “student victim of
school institutionalized violence.”115
The policy seeks to preempt, promptly detect, and respond to a wide range of abuses, from
violence in the home, to child labor, to degrading and insulting treatment and punishment
by school staff.116 The policy includes a table of “warning signs” of behavior that may
indicate a student is being abused, and provides suggested activities for counselors to
increase students’ awareness of and resilience to abuse.

111 UNICEF, “Child protection in education,” Education sector meeting, April 18, 2018, slideshow presentation, slide 5, on file

with Human Rights Watch.
112 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Reaching All Children with Education: RACE II (2017-2021), August 2016, pp.

8, 11, 14, http://www.mehe.gov.lb/uploads/file/2016/Oct/RACE%20II_FINAL%20Narrative_29AUG2016.pdf (accessed
December 6, 2018).
113 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English
translation on file with Human Rights Watch), p. 15, May 14, 2018.
114 Emphases in original. Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School

Environment (draft English translation on file with Human Rights Watch), pp. 29-30, May 14, 2018.
115 Ibid.
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It also sets out a “code of conduct” for ministry staff that includes guidance on
interviewing students and requires maintaining the confidentiality of information, as well
as a “professional commitment” form to be signed by ministry staff and by their
supervisors, stating in part:
I hereby commit myself to abide fully by everything that is mentioned in
these documents, otherwise I will be subject to administrative and criminal
prosecution according to the laws and regulations in force, namely the
following:
1-- Respect of all child's rights especially the right to education,
protection and non-discrimination […]
4-- Using non-violent means for discipline and educational oriented
corrective measures
5-- Full abstention from resorting to all kinds of harmful and violent
positions, attitudes and practices including harassment and abuse
of all forms and degrees […]117
UNICEF reported that the first step toward implementing the policy, in July 2018, involved
child protection trainings in the North and Akkar governorates and the identification of five
schools in the North governorate where NGOs had reported violence, for “interventions.”118
The policy was being rolled out to 20 first-shift public schools where students are found to
be at risk in the 2018-2019 school year, and the “referral system” will encompass 300
second-shift public schools.119 The next planned step is to create an operational framework
for the policy in the first quarter of 2019.120
The child protection policy has been accompanied by increases in staffing: in 2018-2019
the ministry hired an additional 25 child protection counsellors, nearly doubling the
number of counsellors for first-shift classes,121 and has placed two “focal points” –
117 Ibid.
118 UNICEF, “Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report – July 2018,” p. 16,

https://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Humanitarian_Situation_Report_July_2018.pdf (accessed
December 5, 2018).
119 UNICEF, “Child protection in education,” Education sector meeting, April 18, 2018, slideshow presentation, slide 3, on file
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120 Human Rights Watch interview, education specialist, Beirut, October 2, 2018.
121 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry staff, Beirut, October 2, 2018.
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teachers who have been trained in the child protection policy – in 300 schools.122 In
addition, the second-shift curriculum for Syrian students will include a weekly, 45-minute
lesson intended to prevent abuse by teaching self-awareness, social awareness and
diversity, self-control, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making to students.123
Detailed implementing procedures to set out “clear and precise roles and responsibilities
for actors at each stage” are still being developed.124 Currently, the policy tasks school
directors with implementation unless the director is implicated in abuses, in which case a
vague provision applies: “the stakeholders should ensure other means for a safe
accomplishment of the monitoring process by persons who have the information (e.g. a
hotline).”125

Shortcomings of Reporting Mechanisms
The Education Ministry’s 2018 child protection policy takes a step towards reflecting
recommendations on ending violence in schools consistent with the Convention on the
Rights of the Child, including by promoting codes of conduct that confront all forms of
violence, classroom management and disciplinary measures that are not based on fear or
force, and implementing programs that address the whole school environment such as
promoting respect for all children without discrimination.126 However, interviews with
Lebanese and Syrian families as well as NGO and UN staff indicate at least four serious
flaws with current reporting mechanisms that the Education Ministry will need to overcome
for the child protection policy to function effectively.

122 Ibid. See also UNICEF, “Syria Crisis 2018 Humanitarian Results,” December 2018, p. 21,
https://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Humanitarian_Situation_Report_December_2018.pdf (accessed
April 28, 2019).
123 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry staff, Beirut, October 2, 2018.
124 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English
translation on file with Human Rights Watch), p. 24, May 14, 2018.
125 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English

translation on file with Human Rights Watch), Annexes 1-4; citation is to “Annex 3. Professional commitment,” p. 52, May 14,
2018.
126 Report of the independent expert for the United Nations study on violence against children, August 29, 2006, p. 29,

A/61/299, https://www.unicef.org/violencestudy/reports/SG_violencestudy_en.pdf (accessed October 20, 2018).
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Lack of Accountability
An NGO education specialist described the 2018 child protection policy as “a referral
system for kids who’ve experienced violence to get PSS [psycho-social support] etcetera,
but we already do this. What is needed is to hold teachers accountable for what they’re
doing.” 127
The Education Ministry has disciplined school staff, especially after violent incidents that
were caught on video or reported by news media. In March 2014, then-education minister
Elias Bou Saab told reporters the ministry would “take the harshest punishments against
anyone beating a student,” after video footage was widely circulated showing a director of
a private school – one of the network of schools operated by al-Makassed, a religious
charity – painfully hitting children on the feet with a stick.128 On a television program in
October 2016, which focused on the case of another boy whose family alleged that a
beating by school staff had caused lacerations on his face, minister Bou Saab said that
about 20 teachers had been fired for hitting students and “several principals had paid the
price for this issue,” presumably in the period since he became education minister in
2014. He encouraged parents to call the ministry’s hotline to report cases of abuse.129 The
following month, Bou Saab stated on television that a teacher “would not be returning” to
teach students after news reports that the teacher had harmed children.130
However, despite a handful of widely-publicized cases in which teachers and other staff
have been sanctioned for harming children, the overwhelming impression of parents,
children, teachers, and local and international NGO staff interviewed for this report, is that
there is a severe accountability gap within the Education Ministry for corporal punishment
and other abuse by school staff against students.131

127 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education specialist, Beirut, January 10, 2018.
128 “Bou Saab Pledges Strict Measures against Beatings at School,” Naharnet, March 26, 2014,

http://www.naharnet.com/stories/en/123927 (accessed December 5, 2018).
129 “˯ϮϬϟϰϠϋ˱ΓήηΎΒϣϞΧΪΘϳΔϴΑήΘϟήϳίϭϭωΎϘΒϟαέΪϣϯΪΣ·ϲϓϞϔρϒϴϨόΗήθϨϠϟ!”, Al Jadeed, October 7, 2016,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RJGDH-Pk1OA (uploaded November 7, 2016, accessed November 25, 2018).
130 “Education minister fires teacher on live TV over corporal punishment,” Daily Star, November 9, 2016,
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The 2018 child protection policy excludes corporal punishment and verbal abuse from the
type of cases that require referral to “external measures,” leaving these issues to be dealt
with only through “internal measures.”132 Cases where children have been sexually
assaulted at school are subject to “immediate referral,” which according to an Education
Ministry official involves referral to the Ministry of Justice.133 By contrast, only “internal
measures,” specified as “administrative sanctions,” are to be taken against “perpetrators
of aggression or violence committed by members of the educational staff.”134
Students who are victims of violence at school shall be referred to “competent justice
according to the laws and regulations in force,” but Lebanese laws and regulations do not
clearly require the involvement of law-enforcement authorities in cases of corporal
punishment at school.135
According to ministry officials, penalties for public school staff found to have used
violence against students include warnings, delayed pay raises and promotions, pay
reductions, suspensions, and firing.136
However, the 2018 child protection policy does not clearly spell out the consequences of
corporal punishment and verbal abuse in schools, including whether sanctions include
firing teachers who beat children. An education expert working with Syrian and Lebanese
children in the Bekaa valley noted that teachers and principals need explicit rules that are
directly applicable to the “extremely challenging” classroom environments they work in:
Classes sometimes exceed 45 students, and some [students] may be
refugees who have been out of school for years, and whose living
conditions – day after day, year after year – are harsh. In this kind of
132Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English
translation on file with Human Rights Watch), “Figure No 5: Methodology for dealing with the cases of violence in the school
environment,” p. 37, May 14, 2018.
133 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Reaching All Children with Education: RACE II (2017-2021), August 2016, p.

17, http://www.mehe.gov.lb/uploads/file/2016/Oct/RACE%20II_FINAL%20Narrative_29AUG2016.pdf (accessed December
6, 2018); Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry official, Beirut, October 2, 2018.
134 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English

translation on file with Human Rights Watch), p. 38, May 14, 2018.
135 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English

translation on file with Human Rights Watch), “Chapter 3. Methodology for dealing with cases of violence in the school
environment,” p. 37, May 14, 2018.
136 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry official, Beirut, October 3, 2018.
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situation, teachers need to have a set of instructions that clearly lay out “If
there is X infraction, the penalty is Y.” 137

Lack of Anonymous Complaints Procedure
The child protection policy does not permit anonymous complaints of violence at school,
and requires referrals of cases of abuse by school staff to identify the child harmed, in
addition to providing information about the alleged incident, the staff responsible, and the
school.138 The policy specifies that only a small number of central and regional ministry
staff may have access to this information and sets out procedures to protect the
confidentiality of the information.139
Steps to limit sharing of information about complainants are positive and necessary. An
education specialist told Human Rights Watch that she was aware of cases where NGOs
reported incidents of corporal punishment at schools through a standardized form to the
Education Ministry, “but then the child got kicked out of the school because of information
[leaking]. The form was shared as-is, not anonymized. And the reporting mechanism so far,
it’s more harm than good.”140
The child protection policy’s lack of an anonymous complaints procedure does not account
for the fact that fear of reprisals has discouraged complaints, particularly among Syrian
families. A 2014 research paper by the Center for Lebanese Studies found that parents who
demanded accountability for violence against students by school staff could risk having
their children blocked from access to education:
The majority of Syrian students enrolled in Lebanese public schools
reported regular physical and verbal abuse from the teaching staff and
principals, as well as bullying from their Lebanese peers. NGOs remain
powerless to intervene to prevent violence against children. Similarly,
Syrian parents also felt unable to protect their children due to limited and

137 Human Rights Watch interviews, NGO staff, Beirut, May 16, 2018.
138 Human Rights Watch interview with Ministry of Education and Higher Education staff, October 5, 2018.
139 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Policy for the Protection of Children in the School Environment (draft English

translation on file with Human Rights Watch), p. 50, May 14, 2018.
140 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education specialist, Beirut, January 10, 2018.
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often uncertain implications for the chosen recourse. On the one hand,
Syrian students faced near certain violence at Lebanese public schools, but
the alternative risked the loss of place at school if abuse was reported.141
Some Syrian students “preferred to drop out of Lebanese public schools” than to endure
abuse and violence, the report found. In one case, a principal to whom a student
complained about corporal punishment claimed the abuse was necessary and threatened
the student, leading a social worker involved in the case to express a “sense of
helplessness to help students” and that “these principals are untouchable.”142

Opacity in Handling Complaints
Beginning in 2015, the Education Ministry established a system by which NGOs could refer
cases of violence in schools.143 In separate interviews, staff at eight international and
Lebanese humanitarian NGOs that work with Lebanese children and Syrian refugee
children told Human Rights Watch that, in their experience with the referral system, the
ministry did not share information about any follow-up measures it had taken. One
education specialist described the development of the system:
[In 2015-2016], whenever an NGO came across a case of violence, they’d
report to UNICEF, and then UNICEF would anonymize the complaint and go
to the regional Education Ministry [office] and say, “We have reports of
several cases within X school,” then the regional director might talk to the
school director. But it wasn’t structured. Then MEHE [the Education
Ministry] said they’d take charge and they set up a hotline, and a form for
NGOs to fill out and send to a focal point in the ministry. But we have no
idea what happens to that form.

141 Maha Shuayb, Nisrine Makkouk, Suha Tutunji, “Widening Access to Quality Education for Syrian Refugees: the role of the

private and NGO sectors in Lebanon,” Center for Lebanese Studies, LAU, p. 10, September 2014,
https://lebanesestudies.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Widening-Access-to-Quality-Education-for-Syrian-Refugeesthe-role-private-and-NGO-sectors-in-Lebanon-.pdf
142 Ibid.
143 Human Rights Watch interviews with staff at nine Lebanese and international NGOs, Lebanon, 2018-2019.
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In most cases she was involved in, the education specialist said, she was not aware of any
change in teacher behavior after the complaints were submitted. “Our beneficiaries – a lot
say they stopped going to school because of violence by teachers.”144
The Education Ministry has not published information about the number of complaints
received or resolved via the phone hotline. A ministry official said it would not release the
information because of the risk that NGOs would misunderstand or misrepresent it, since
some complaints were not genuine and others were not related to corporal punishment by
school staff.145 World Bank financing to the Education Ministry includes a component to
“strengthen the existing hotline to make it a more robust grievance redress system at
MEHE,” to be assessed at the end of the year by an examination of a random sample of
“anonymized hotline activity logs … which demonstrate [a] secure, confidential and
accessible system.”146 Human Rights Watch did not systematically ask parents and
children about the hotline, but in three interviews, two parents and an NGO staff member
said they had called a complaints hotline about a child’s mistreatment at school but that
no one answered their call.147
A child protection specialist at another NGO described the lack of transparency in the
current system:
What is supposed to happen is, the child tells our prevention worker, who
tells the social worker, who fills out the referral form and gives it to the focal
point in MEHE [the Ministry of Education and Higher Education] who is
supposed to do something. We are obliged to refer cases to MEHE, but we
have no transparency over what happens next.148

144 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education specialist, Beirut, January 10, 2018.
145 Human Rights Watch meeting with Education Ministry staff, Beirut, October 3, 2018. By contrast, UNICEF reported that a

special “call center” was set up at the start of the 2016-2017 school year “to provide advice and field complaints relating to
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2016: Lebanon, p. 38, https://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Lebanon_2016_COAR.pdf (accessed December 12,
2018).
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147 Human Rights Watch interviews, Bekaa, Akkar, Beirut, November 2018.
148 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO director, Beirut, February 14, 2018.
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Education Ministry officials said that they are obliged to maintain the confidentiality of the
children whose cases are referred.149 However, NGO staff were not aware of any option for
families to authorize them to follow up on complaints. “We already know who we referred,
and the family might come back to us to ask what is happening, and we can’t help,” an
education specialist said.150
“They will acknowledge receipt of the complaint but that’s it. It’s a black box,” a staff
member at another NGO said.151 A child protection specialist at a third NGO said that after
facilitating a complaint, “we can’t follow it up. MEHE is very defensive. Their efforts are not
transparent. But we know that in some cases the violator and the victim are still in the
same classroom after the complaint is filed.”152
NGO staff said it could take three months to receive an acknowledgment from the ministry
that a referral had been received; in one case, the acknowledgment stated that the case
had already been closed, without further explanation.153 “The problem is that child
protection referrals disappear in the system and are impossible to follow up,” another NGO
education expert said.154
NGO staff said the lack of information from the Education Ministry on its follow-up to cases
of corporal punishment and verbal abuse hindered their efforts to protect children and
ensure they have access to quality education. One NGO education specialist noted, for
instance, that 20 percent of the 4,000 children who were enrolled in public schools and
had benefited from the NGO’s school-support programs dropped out of school during the
2017-2018 school year. “I need to know why they dropped out, to see what needs to
happen to get them back into school and if we can mobilize the resources,” she said.155 An
education specialist at another NGO said, “We have a legitimate interest to follow up cases
where children drop out of school due to corporal punishment. But when I asked [the

149 Human Rights Watch interview with Education Ministry official, Beirut, October 3, 2018.
150 Human Rights Watch interview, NGO education specialist, Beirut, February 15, 2018.
151 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO staff member, Bekaa valley, September 29, 2018.
152 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO child protection specialist, Beirut, May 10, 2018.
153 Human Rights Watch interviews with NGO staff, Beirut, Bekaa and North governorates, September and November 2018.
154 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education expert, Bekaa governorate, September 25, 2018.
155 Human Rights Watch interview, NGO child protection officer, Beirut, May 9, 2018.
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Education Ministry] for information about cases of kids who dropped out due to corporal
punishment, they appeared not to know.”156
The result of an opaque system “that does not lead to results is that families will stop
bothering” to notify NGOs of violence in schools or pursue complaints with the Education
Ministry, an NGO education specialist said.157 An education expert at a large international
NGO that provides child protection and non-formal education said the NGO had simply
stopped “reporting cases of violence at school to MEHE [the Education Ministry] because
there is no follow up and some cases of reprisals.”158 The NGO did not have an alternative
route for complaints.

Need for Better Collaboration with NGOs
Several education-policy analysts have argued that because Lebanon’s public education
sector lacks capacity and resources, “strong partnerships between [the Education Ministry]
and civil society are essential” to expanding services including alternative learning
programs, curricular support, and teacher training.159
The Education Ministry has collaborated with NGOs in its RACE and RACE II plans, works
extensively with UNICEF, and has occasionally permitted NGOs access to teachers and
classrooms to study issues like bullying and harassment.160 Senior ministry staff have
repeatedly met with Human Rights Watch. Currently, the ministry is negotiating an
agreement with an NGO to conduct a study about corporal punishment in Lebanese firstshift public schools.161

156 Human Rights Watch interview, NGO protection and advocacy officer, Beirut, May 10, 2018.
157 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education expert, Bekaa governorate, September 25, 2018.
158 Human Rights Watch interview with NGO education expert, Beirut, October 4, 2018.
159 Elizabeth Buckner, Dominique Spenser, “Educating Syrian Refugees in Lebanon,” May 4, 2016, Carnegie Endowment for
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Nonetheless, some Education Ministry officials have expressed views that NGOs are not
trustworthy and compete with the ministry for donor funding. One official told Human
Rights Watch that NGOs, in order to boost their funding from donors, had submitted false
complaints of violence against children in public schools.162 The ministry has developed a
protocol whereby NGOs responsible for five false complaints will receive a letter from the
education minister calling on them to improve their data collection and verification
processes.163 Another Education Ministry official said that foreign government donors
preferred to give funding to humanitarian NGOs headquartered in their home country,
rather than to Lebanese ministries, indicating a concern that if the ministry granted a
greater role to NGOs, it would find itself starved of the funding and capacity required to
fulfill its responsibilities.164
Staff at Lebanese and international civil society organizations and NGOs complained that
the Education Ministry’s reluctance to work with NGOs generally had reduced children’s
access to needed services and argued that effective coordination could help compensate
for the ministry’s lack of resources and capacity. One child psychologist said: “There are
very few psychologists in the public schools. They only have guidance counsellors. NGOs
have the resources to help – psychologists and social workers. In this way we can prevent
the abuse.”165

Lack of Teacher Training
Studies indicate that teacher training in classroom management and positive discipline is
an important component of programs that successfully reduce corporal punishment in
schools.166 /ŶĂĨƵŶĚŝŶŐƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůƚŽŝŵƉƌŽǀĞĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶŝŶ>ĞďĂŶŽŶ͕ƚŚĞtŽƌůĚĂŶŬƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚŝŶ
^ĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌϮϬϭϲƚŚĂƚ͞ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞŶŽŶͲǀŝŽůĞŶƚĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵŵĂŶĂŐĞŵĞŶƚŚĂƐĂůƐŽďĞĞŶĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ
ǁŝƚŚŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚƚĞĂĐŚĞƌƐĞůĨͲĞĨĨŝĐĂĐǇĂŶĚŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚƐƚƵĚĞŶƚůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ͘͟ϭϲϳ
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In August 2016, Lebanon pledged to design both a child protection policy (discussed
above) and a new curriculum with “teacher-training modules” on classroom management
and positive discipline, as well as a National Teacher Assessment Framework to check
teachers’ competency in these and other areas.168
However, there is no legal or policy requirement in Lebanon for public or private school
teachers to complete teacher-training courses before being hired, or for regular in-service
trainings; the required qualification is a university degree.169 In interviews with Lebanese
academic researchers in 2014, teachers at Lebanese private religious and secular schools
in 2014 said they had no training and were unprepared to meet the needs of the Syrian
refugee children entering classrooms in increasing numbers.170
The Education Ministry has made some positive gestures toward more teacher training.
The ministry’s 2018 child protection policy plans to include trainings by senior counsellors
for all members of school staff as well as students.171 As of December 2018, the Education
Ministry had trained 600 staff from 300 public schools, in addition to 55 staff at the
ministry’s Department of Pedagogy, on the Policy for the Protection of Students in the
School Environment.172 UNICEF reported that in 2018 it had supported “training sessions”
for more than 10,000 teachers on principles including child protection.173
The ministry has also permitted NGOs to conduct trainings for Lebanese public and private
school teachers and administrators that include sessions on children’s rights and corporal
punishment. In March 2018 the Education Ministry permitted a Lebanese NGO, Himaya,

168 Ministry of Education and Higher Education, Reaching All Children with Education: RACE II (2017-2021), August 2016,
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July 19, 2016, https://www.hrw.org/report/2016/07/19/growing-without-education/barriers-education-syrian-refugeechildren-lebanon.
170 Maha Shuayb, Nisrine Makkouk, Suha Tutunji, Widening Access to Quality Education for Syrian Refugees: the role of the

private and NGO sectors in Lebanon, Center for Lebanese Studies, Lebanese American University, pp. 92-93, September
2014, https://lebanesestudies.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Widening-Access-to-Quality-Education-for-SyrianRefugees-the-role-private-and-NGO-sectors-in-Lebanon-.pdf
171 Human Rights Watch interview, Ministry of Education official, Beirut, October 5, 2018.
172 UNICEF, “Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report – December 2018,” p. 21,

https://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Syria_Crisis_Humanitarian_Situation_Report_December_2018.pdf (accessed
April 28, 2019).
173 UNICEF, “Syria Crisis Humanitarian Situation Report – December 2018,” p. 20,
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that focuses on child protection, to work with children and train staff in public schools, for
two months.174 Himaya has also worked with private schools and community-based
organizations to create and implement comprehensive child protection programs, which
international school associations highlight as an important criterion for accrediting
schools.175 Ana Aqra, an NGO established in the 1990s to improve literacy rates and reduce
drop-outs, provides trainings on children’s rights, trauma awareness, and a safe learning
environment to between 700 and 1000 teachers annually at 260 public schools.176
A positive example of teacher training in Lebanon is the six-week intensive training course
provided by Teach for Lebanon, an NGO that places university graduates – about 40 to 50
teachers at any given time – in under-serviced public or semi-private schools, for two-year
periods. A former teacher with Teach for Lebanon, who later ran a project monitoring staff
at 53 schools, described the importance of trainings for the program’s 23- to 29-year-old
inductees, and the contrast with other teachers who are not given trainings:177
The trainings were from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. It was a boot camp for six weeks.
We were taught basic methodologies of teaching, how to set a classroom
vision, positive discipline. The [public school] teachers, instead of using
positive reinforcement, may think it’s quicker and easier to wave the ruler
around. That, to me, sheds light on the fact that the teachers need training
and supervision. And we got professional development trainings once a
month, on a Saturday. Each fellow is twinned with a mentor who’s an
educational expert. Our mentors may see we need more support in how to
control a classroom full of 40 students. Regular teachers don’t get that. We
[fellows] got emotional and academic support, to keep us going. And
finally, there is not enough evaluation of public school teachers’
performance to help them identify what aspects they should improve. But
we did surveys – we have an anonymized way to say how children are

174 Human Rights Watch interview with Himaya staff, Beirut, September 25, 2018.
175 Human Rights Watch interviews, Himaya, and emails with staff at a private school network in Beirut, October 2018;
Council of International Schools, https://www.cois.org, see links for “School Membership,” “International Accreditation,”
“Student Well-being,” and “International Task Force on Child Protection”; New England Association of Schools and Colleges,
“Standards for Independent School Accreditation,” “Standard 12 – Health and Safety,” https://cis.neasc.org/standards
(accessed April 20, 2019).
176 Human Rights Watch interviews, Ana Aqra staff, Beirut, May 16, 2018.
177 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Dahlia Rizk, Teach for Lebanon, February 5, 2019.
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feeling in our classes. It’s an assessment by the children themselves: how
safe the classroom environment is, how much they’re academically
benefitting from the teacher, does the teacher reinforce me, and we do this
360 of students twice a year in addition to looking at the teacher. Someone
from [Teach for Lebanon] who’s not known to the students goes in and
administers this, with the amount of detail in the questions and the length
of time depending on the age of the students. 178


178 Ibid.
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IV. International Law on Corporal Punishment of
Children at School
Lebanon has ratified key international conventions that guarantee children’s rights to
quality education free from violence.179 The Convention on the Rights of the Child obliges
states to "take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures
to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse.”180
According to the Committee on the Rights of the Child, “Children do not lose their human
rights by virtue of passing through the school gates [...] the use of corporal punishment
does not respect the inherent dignity of the child nor the strict limits on school
discipline.”181
The committee defines corporal or physical punishment as “any punishment in which
physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort, however
light. Most involves hitting … children, with the hand or with an implement.”182 The
committee concluded that corporal punishment is invariably degrading, as are other, nonphysical forms of punishment that belittle, humiliate, denigrate, scapegoat, threaten,
scare or ridicule the child. The Convention’s prohibition of all forms of physical or mental
violence “does not leave room for any level of legalised violence against children. Corporal
punishment and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment are forms of violence and
the State must take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational
measures to eliminate them.”183
The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights has found that corporal
punishment and possibly “other aspects of school discipline” such as “public
179 These include the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and

Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which Lebanon ratified without reservations relevant to corporal punishment or verbal abuse at
schools. Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCR), “Status of Ratification, Interactive
Dashboard”, undated, indicators.ohchr.org (accessed April 14, 2016).
180 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), adopted November 20, 1989, G.A. Res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp.

(No. 49) at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, ratified by Lebanon on May 14, 1991, art. 19.
181 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment 8 (2006), “The right of the child to protection from corporal

punishment and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment,” UN Doc CRC/C/GC/8 (2006),
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.aspx?Lang=en&TreatyID=5&DocTypeID=11 (accessed
April 27, 2019).
182 Ibid.
183 Ibid.
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humiliation” are inconsistent with “the fundamental guiding principle of international
human rights law … the dignity of the individual.”184 States parties are obliged to ensure
that discipline inconsistent with the Covenant does not occur in any public or private
educational institution within its jurisdiction.
Under the Sustainable Development Goals, adopted by consensus, all states agree to “end
all forms of violence” against children (goal 16.2), and to measure the percentage of
children who experienced any physical punishment and/or psychological aggression by
caregivers in the past month (Indicator 16.2.1).

Lebanon’s Laws on Violence in Schools
The Committee on the Rights of the Child recommended that Lebanon amend its criminal
code to prohibit corporal punishment of children in 1996, 2002, and 2006.185
In June 2002, Lebanon adopted Law 422 for the Protection of Juvenile Delinquents and
Endangered Juveniles, which obliges the judiciary to respond to any notification of child
abuse. The law established six juvenile courts with specialized children’s judges, but the
judges are also tasked with “multiple other functions” and “receive no mandatory
specialized psychological training for dealing with child abuse,” according to a report by a
prominent Lebanese university medical school. 186 The law mandates the Union for the
Protection of Juveniles in Lebanon (UPEL), a public agency with six offices across the
country, to follow up child protection cases.187
However, despite being the primary law related to child protection in Lebanon, Law 422
explicitly permits corporal punishment – consistent with the defense to the crime of
assault against children in Penal Code article 186, before the article was partly revised to
184 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “The right to education,” General Comment no. 13, paragraph 41,

E/C.12/1999/10, December 8, 1999.
185 See CRC/C/15/Add.54 (1996), para. 37; CRC/C/15/Add.169 (2002), paras. 38 and 39; and CRC/C/LEB/CO/3 (2006), paras.

41 and 42). As noted in the Summary prepared by the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in accordance with
paragraph 15 (c) of the annex to Human Rights Council resolution 5/1, Lebanon, A/HRC/WG.6/9/LBN/3/Rev.1, October 28,
2010, paragraph 38, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/LBIndex.aspx (accessed December 2, 2018).
186 Ahmad Al Turk et al, “Reporting Child Abuse in Lebanon: Process and Limitations,” American University of Beirut Medical
School, 2014,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260981070_Reporting_Child_Abuse_in_Lebanon_Process_and_Limitations
(accessed December 2, 2018).
187 UPEL was recognized as a Public Utility in 1939. “About Us,” http://www.upel.org/ (accessed December 14, 2018).
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remove the defense for assaulting children in school settings.188 Law 422, which applies in
home as well as school settings, defines an “endangered youth” as a child subjected to
“physical violence,” but only violence that “exceeds the limits of what is culturally
acceptable as non-harmful disciplinary beating.”189 The law does not create an obligation
to report abuse, or specify a particular office to which to report cases of child abuse.190
UNICEF has called for the law to be replaced with comprehensive child-protection
legislation.191
After the third time that the Committee on the Rights of the Child recommended that
Lebanon amend its criminal code to prohibit corporal punishment of children, in 2006, a
national task force was established, the Lebanese Intersectoral Board of Associations
Network (LibanCAN), but this did not specifically address corporal punishment in
schools.192
Following the 2015 UN Universal Periodic Review of its human rights record, Lebanon
“accepted” Croatia’s recommendation to harmonize its national legislation with the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, including on corporal punishment, but only “noted”
Estonia’s direct recommendation to “prohibit all corporal punishment of children.”193
The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in 2016, stated its concern at
“statistics showing that most children experience violent ‘discipline’ at home and in
188 For analysis, see Annex III, p. 126ff, in UNICEF, Strengthening the Child Protection System in Lebanon: Challenges and

Opportunities, 2012,
https://elfs.usj.edu.lb/doc/Stengthening%20the%20child%20protection%20system%20in%20Lebanon%202012%20Eng.
pdf (accessed December 12, 2018).
189 Law 422/2002, Article 25(2), Cited in Save the Children Sweden, “Child Rights Situation Analysis: Lebanon,” November

2011, p. 65, https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/node/5759/pdf/5759.pdf (accessed December 9, 2018).
190 Physicians who become aware in the course of their professional conduct of a child’s “abusive confinement,

mistreatment or deprivation” are obliged by the Lebanese Code of Medical Ethics to report to “the appropriate authorities.”
Lebanon, Code of Medical Ethics, Law no. 240 dated October 22, 2012 Amending Law No. 288 of February 22, 1994, Article
7(15), https://website.aub.edu.lb/fm/shbpp/ethics/public/Documents/New-Code-of-Medical-Ethics-text-ENGLISH.pdf
(accessed December 2, 2018).
191 UNICEF, Strengthening the Child Protection System in Lebanon: Challenges and Opportunities, 2012, p. 114,

https://elfs.usj.edu.lb/doc/Stengthening%20the%20child%20protection%20system%20in%20Lebanon%202012%20Eng.
pdf (accessed December 12, 2018).
192 Manara Network, Violence Against

Children in Schools: A Regional Analysis of Lebanon, Morocco and Yemen, August
2011, p. 30, http://www.ibcr.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Violence-against-children-in-schools-1.pdf (accessed
September 18, 2018).

193 Cited in Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment Against Children, “Universal Periodic Review of Lebanon’s

human rights record,” July 2017, https://endcorporalpunishment.org/reports-on-every-state-and-territory/lebanon/
(accessed December 13, 2018).
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school” and called on Lebanon to encourage “parents and teachers to abandon the
practice” and to revise the amended Penal Code to prohibit corporal punishment in all
settings; similarly, the Committee on the Rights of the Child in 2017 called on Lebanon to
“prohibit explicitly corporal punishment, however light, in all settings,” including public
and private schools and in pre-primary and after-school education.194
A recent UN-sponsored international conference argued that donor states should negotiate
development aid supporting education and healthcare around the prohibition of corporal
punishment, and systematic work towards its elimination, given “the injustice of …
financially supporting school systems in which corporal punishment is still authorised.”195



194 Committee on the Rights of the Child, “Concluding observations on fourth/fifth report of Lebanon,” June 22, 2017,
CRC/C/LBN/CO/4-5; and Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, “Concluding observations on second report of
Lebanon,” October 24, 2016, E/C.12/LBN/CO/2, cited in Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment Against Children,
“Recommendations by human rights treaty bodies,” July 2017, https://endcorporalpunishment.org/reports-on-every-stateand-territory/lebanon/ (accessed December 13, 2018).
195 Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, Working toward universal prohibition of corporal

punishment: A special report for the high level global conference held by H.E. the President of Malta, May-June 2018, p. 16,
http://endcorporalpunishment.org/wp-content/uploads/global/Special-report-2018-Malta-spreads.pdf (accessed December
18, 2018).
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“I Don’t Want My Child to Be Beaten”
Corporal Punishment in Lebanon’s Schools
Lebanon’s Education Ministry has banned corporal punishment in schools since the 1970s, and the penal code allows no defense for
the crime of assault by school staff against students. Yet because of a lack of accountability, the ban on violent discipline is often
disregarded.
Based on the cases of 51 children, and interviews with NGO staff, teachers, and government officials, “I Don’t Want My Child to Be
Beaten”: Corporal Punishment in Lebanon’s Schools finds that students at both public and private schools suffer humiliating insults,
hair-pulling, and beatings with rulers and other objects.
Parents said that their complaints about violent abuse were rebuffed or that they received little or no information as to how they were
handled. Syrian refugee children may be particularly vulnerable to abuse and afraid to complain, as the majority lack legal residency
in Lebanon.
The report urges the Education Ministry, which launched a comprehensive child protection policy in 2018, to take concrete steps to
enforce the ban on corporal punishment and ensure all teachers are trained in positive discipline.

© 2019 Dadu Shin for Human Rights Watch

hrw.org

