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The majority of education providers working 
with Syrian refugees in the Middle East have 
predominantly focused on Syrian children’s access 
to Non-Formal1 , Informal2 , and basic and secondary 
education. However, since 2014, the international 
community has become more aware of the urgent 
need to focus on access to higher education and 
professional training for Syrian refugees in order 
to enhance their employment prospects in local 
labor markets. This policy brief aims to accomplish 
three objectives: first, a presentation of the current 
education and economic situation, as well as the 
higher educational needs of Syrian refugees in the 
region; second, outline recommendations for the 
donor community and INGOs regarding academic or 
training programs targeting refugees that are better 
suited to their employment prospects in their host 
countries; and third, propose recommendations for 
the Jordanian government regarding high school 
equivalency options for Syrian refugees who do 
not have proper documentation, in addition to 
suggesting amendments to the conditions for their 
integration in the formal public education system.

Educational attainment levels among Syrian 
refugees are low and proof of that attainment 
through documentation is scarce, preventing 
many Syrians from either enrolling in higher 
education or joining the semi to high-skilled 
labor workforce.

Only 6% of non-camp Syrian refugees in Jordan have 
obtained undergraduate  
degrees; 10% have 
completed secondary 
or vocational education; 
and 11% never attended 
school in their lives 
(UNDP, UNHCR, & 
ILO , 2015). In Azraq 
camp, only 1.5% of 
refugees completed 
their higher education, 
while another 5.5% was 
forced to drop out due 
to the conflict3  (UNHCR, 

1 Non-Formal Education refers to the provision of education outside the 
formal schooling system, however relying on national curricula. NFE 
students may re-integrate into the formal education system since they 
are covering the same  material.

2 Informal Education refers to the provision of education outside the 
formal schooling system, however without relying on national or formal 
curricula.

2016a). Low secondary school completion rates 
among Syrians prevent most from accessing higher 
education in Jordan or abroad. Similarly, low post-
secondary enrolment and completion rates among 
Syrians restrict their employment prospects in the 
semi to high skilled
labor force, especially in fields where Bachelor’s 
degrees are a minimum academic requirement. 
Consequently, Syrians are restricted to low-income, 
manual labor opportunities that will keep them on 
the borders of poverty unless their skillset in certain 
manual jobs is refined such that their labor becomes 
a commodity (e.g. in certain technical fields such as 
welding, human capital is scarce and skills are hard 
to find). 

For Syrians aiming to complete secondary education 
in Jordanian public schools, time out of school 
plays a major role in determining eligibility for 
re-integration in the formal schooling system. In 
order to enroll in the Jordanian public schools, a 
student cannot be three years older than the rest 
of their peers in any given grade (MoE, 2016). For 
students who completed their secondary education 
in a country that is not included in the Ministry of 
Education’s (MoE) list of recognized certificate-
providers, content and competency exams can be 
taken for Tawjihi equivalency. Providing the MoE 
with official secondary school certificates from the 
country of origin is required before gaining access 
to the equivalency exams. Each exam costs JOD 100 
(MoE, 2016). The certificate costs JOD 25 (MoE, 2016). 

3 Only 1 in 10 refugees between the ages of 25 and 64 have completed 
secondary education. One in 5 Syrians in Jordan and Lebanon in that 
same age group has not completed their primary education (Errighi & 
Griesse, 2016). There are currently 900,000 out of school Syrian children 
in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon (UNHCR, 2016c).

“Knowledge carries 
a significant value 
for us. We will enroll 
in any educational 
program given that 
there is a promise 
for deep learning and 
professional growth.” 

Syrian male respondent in 
the Edraak-run focus groups 
conducted at the Za’atari 
camp in 2016.
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The equivalency will cost JOD 225 in total, which is 
unaffordable for most Syrians since the majority 
(56%) of non-camp4 Syrian households’ total wage 
income ranged between JOD 100-299 per month in 
2013, well below minimum wage (UNDP, UNHCR, 
& ILO , 2015). For Syrian refugees who have been 
out of school for more than 3 years, re-integrating 
into the formal education system is impossible. Last 
year, the MoE announced informally to stakeholders 
that it will make exceptions for Syrians who wish to 
re-enter the formal education system after having 
been out of it for over 3 years. However, such an 
announcement has not been officially or publicly 
made on the MoE website or in the official Gazette.  
Access to higher education is equally difficult as 
re-integrating into the formal education system 
for many Syrians. Focus group discussions (FGDs) 
have revealed that the majority of Syrians do 
not have the certificates that prove their most 
recent educational attainment level in Syria with 
them in Jordan (Al Fanar, 2015; Edraak, 2016a). 
Consequently, Syrian refugees either do not have 
access to higher education—unless they choose 
to repeat grades 11 and 12 and sit for the exam, 
thereby acquiring a Tawjihi certificate—or to high-
paying jobs that require a minimum of a Bachelor’s 
degree for consideration. As discussed above, the 
former option is limited to those who have not 
been out of school for more than 3 years. Around 
a third of the FGD respondents had completed their 
secondary education in Syria; however, they were 
discouraged from pursuing further education due to 
the Ministry’s refusal to provide them with a Tawjihi 
equivalency or allow them to sit for the Tawjihi exam 
without repeating grades. For males especially, 
the prospect of finding any paying job was more 
promising than repeating secondary school. It is 
clear that alternative pathways to secondary school 
completion or equivalency must be considered 
in such crisis situations. With time serving as a 
critical factor determining both enrolment in formal 
education and income-generating opportunities, 
education models or equivalency programs that 
focus on demonstration of competency rather than 
time spent in class should be explored, allowing 
different candidates to progress at a pace that 
matches their skillset most suitably.

4 Around 80% of Syrian refugees in Jordan live in host communities. 

Employment among Syrian refugees is low. The 
majority of employed Syrians are working in low-
skilled manual labor positions and most of those 
working in white-collar job positions have yet to 
obtain work permits.

Workforce participation rate among Syrians in Jordan 
is 28% compared to a 63.4% global average (Errighi 
& Griesse, 2016; World Bank, 2014). Unemployment 
among Syrians reached 61% in 2015 compared to 
a 6% global average (Errighi & Griesse, 2016; World 
Bank, 2014). Most Syrians who are able to find jobs 
and receive work permits from the MoL work in 
construction, agriculture, and export industries such 
as the textiles and garment industries (MoL, 2016b). 
Only 5% occupy white-collar positions in the local 
labor market (Errighi & Griesse, 2016). According to 
a phone survey conducted by Edraak5  with a sample 
of 27 private sector employers, the Syrians that are 
currently working for a number of these companies 
have not obtained work permits despite applying 
and engaging in formal procedures multiple times 
(Edraak, 2016b).  

Employment remains minimal among Syrian youth 
in camps, especially those with little freedom 
for mobility beyond camp boundaries. The vast 
majority of Syrian youth (92%) who participated in a 
UNICEF survey in 2015 reported not engaging in any 
compensated work, training, or unpaid volunteer 
work in the camps (NRC, 2016). In an attempt to 
boost activity in Za’atari camp, the UNHCR—in 
collaboration with other organizations—was able to 
employ a Cash For Work scheme whereby refugees 
are compensated for the support they provide 
various partners in program implementation and 
facilitation of services in the camp (UNHCR, 2016b). 
Around 82% of Cash for Workers are semi-skilled 
and only 18% are considered skilled workers.  
Semi-to-high skilled professions in Jordan are 
predominantly reserved for Jordanians, according 
to the Labor Law. There are 16 such professions in 
the local labor market, including occupations such 

5 Edraak is the first Arabized MOOC platform in the world. It is a 
non-profit initiative of Her Majesty, Queen Rania Al-Abdullah. 

“We applied for jobs, any job. We are not 
picky; we just want something to do and 
an income.”   

Syrian female respondent in the Edraak-run focus 
groups conducted at the Za’atari camp in 2016. 
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as accounting, finance, marketing, IT, engineering, 
medicine, business administration, etc. Exceptions 
for migrant labor in these professions are made on 
a case by case basis depending on the priority status 
of the field in the Jordanian economy, as well as the 
nature of the company. Formal consent from the 
Minister of Labor is required for these types of work 
permits (MoL, 2016b). According to the Ministry of 
Labor (MoL), the 16 professions will not be open to 
Syrians; however, the Ministry has been extending 
free work permits beginning in early 2016 to Syrian 
refugees willing to work in Jordan’s export sector 
and Qualifying Industrial Zones (QIZs)6 , in addition 
to other low-skill sectors—an agreement that was 
made under The Jordan Compact7  in February 2016 
in London (Karasapan, 2016; UK Gov, 2016). 37,325 
work permits were granted by February 2017 out of 
the promised 200,000, reaching only 19% of Jordan’s 
pledged target (Danish Refugee Council, Oxfam, and 
Save the Children, 2017). Many Syrians have faced 
difficulty in obtaining work permits due to lack of 
clarity around the formal procedures set by the 
MoL (Danish Refugee Council, Oxfam, and Save the 
Children, 2017). The MoL needs to take measures to 
clearly communicate formal process by which Syrian 
may acquire work permits. 
Skills training courses or educational programs 
targeting Syrian refugees should take into account 
restrictions imposed by the MoL regarding Syrians’ 
inclusion in the Jordanian labor market. These 
programs should aim to identify key areas in the 
Jordanian economy where non-Jordanians are 
permitted to work and provide highly specialized 
and rigorous training in required skills to make 
Syrians more eligible for the vacant job positions, 
thus improving their competitive advantage.

6 QIZs are officially designated areas by the Jordanian government 
for the production of manufactured goods that are eligible for entry 
into US markets and which are exempt from excise taxes and duties 
(Jordan e-Government, 2016).

7 The Jordan Compact entails creating more jobs for Syrian refugees 
and Jordanians in return for the reduction of regulatory barriers to 
entry—of Jordanian products and investments—into the European 
market (MoL, 2016b; UK Gov, 2016).  

While many of the Jordanian employers 
contacted in a phone survey were open to the 
idea of hiring Syrians, legal obstacles and cost 
burdens discouraged them from doing so. 
Jordanian employers were also reluctant to hire 
Syrians in professional fields where there was an 
abundance of Jordanian human capital for both 
legal hurdles and a proclaimed commitment 
to reduce the unemployment rate among 
Jordanians.

More than half of the employers (14) contacted 
during the Edraak-run phone survey with 27  private 
sector employers stated that a Bachelor’s degree is 
a minimum requirement for hiring. Around half (13) 
emphasized their focus on skills and experience over 
academic credentials, displaying willingness to hire 
community college graduates in exceptional cases. 
With the exception of 4 big companies, all employers 
expressed willingness to hire Syrians given that legal 
obstacles did not impose a huge cost and time burden 
on HR. A couple of the organizations mentioned 
frustrating experiences they had trying to obtain 
work permits for Syrian candidates they hoped to 
hire or had already hired (Edraak, 2016b). These 
findings should inform the design of educational 
programs targeting Syrian refugee youth and adults 
moving forward, taking into consideration that 
trainings need to offer knowledge and a skillset in 
areas where Syrians are allowed to compete for 
employment. Academic programs in fields such 
as Business Administration, Finance, or Computer 
Science will not directly link to employment 
opportunities for Syrian refugees. Investment in 
such educational opportunities should consider 
sustainable professional development models for 
Syrians instead of merely taking advantage of willing 
academic partners, as well as available content and 
funding.

Syrians’ professional and personal aspirations 
are primarily focused on the imperative to find 
paying jobs and pursue further education. 

When surveyed about the primary reasons behind 
enrolling in Edraak courses, Syrian refugees from the 
Za’atari camp, Azraq camp, and Emirati Jordanian 
Camp (EJC) all cited “improve basic skills to find work” 
3 times more than any other reason. The second 
most cited reason was “personal interest”, followed 
by “continuing high school or university coursework” 
(Speakman, 2015). Furthermore, Syrians believe that 
acquiring technical and vocational skills will lead 



Syrian Refugees’ Educational and 
Economic Needs: Focus on Jordan

Policy Brief

4

to many opportunities in the local labor market 
(Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014). Ninety three percent 
of young refugees in Za’atari reported in a 2015 
UNICEF survey a need for Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET), highlighting the value 
such education holds for Syrians who believe TVET 
will increase their likelihood of receiving job offers 
(Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014).

Available educational and training programs 
so far have focused merely on general ICT and 
life skills. In 2017, more academic programs 
will launch to target Syrian refugees in the 
camps (InZone, 2016). However, an accredited 
academic program with Arabized higher 
educational content has only been designed 
and implemented once in Turkey, although the 
continuation of such a program has yet to be 
determined. 

In the last two years, INGOs and higher education 
institutions—local and international—have designed, 
tailored, and delivered trainings and academic 
content for Syrian refugees who are otherwise 
unable to access formal universities. However, the 
existing programs pose four challenges for refugees: 
1) skills and knowledge acquired do not strongly 
link to employment opportunities in the local labor 
market; 2) available 
content is mainly 
delivered in English, 
which is a learning 
hindrance for the 
majority of Syrians 
who report low 
English proficiency 
levels (NRC, 2016; 
Edraak, 2016a); 3) 
none of the programs 
provide certificates 
that are accredited by 
the Ministry of Higher 
Education and Scientific Research in Jordan, even 
though a few of them, such as programs delivered 

by InZone8 and Kiron9 , claim to offer European 
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) 
credits that can be used in European universities 
(InZone, 2016; Kiron, 2016), and Talal Abu Ghazaleh 
University, in partnership with Amity University, 
offers certificates that are accredited by the National 
Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC), which 
is recognized in both India and in Europe (TAGI, 
2016); and finally, 4) ECTS credit-offering programs 
still require proper documentation from Syrian 
refugees, however, they provide a grace period of 
2 years until the documents must be submitted 
(Kiron, 2016; InZone, 2016)). Given Syrians’ reported 
reluctance to enroll in courses that are not formally 
accredited, the MoHESR should consider partnering 
with higher education institutions and academic 
content providers to promote post-secondary 
educational programs to Syrians. Offering a larger 
number of accredited programs to Syrian refugees 
in subject areas that are linked to job opportunities 
in the local economy will enhance the livelihoods of 
many Syrian youth, as well as benefit the Jordanian 
economy as a whole.
Linking course content to key areas in the Jordanian 
economy will be vital to increasing Syrians’ 
participation rates in the labor market. Available 
programs for Syrian youth are currently providing 
courses in languages, life skills, and general 
professional practices that assist in preparing for job 
interviews and professional settings. Existing content 
that does provide in-depth knowledge and promise 
for high-skill development for Syrian refugees 
is mainly in English, with a few featuring Arabic 
subtitles. The University of Gaziantep is the only 
institution that offers an Arabized undergraduate 
program in the social sciences and engineering for 
Syrian refugees (SPARK, 2016). However, the future 
of this program is uncertain as current deliberations 
are being made to decide whether or not the program 
will be switched to Turkish, thereby requiring Syrian 
refugees to learn Turkish before enrolling in Turkish 
universities (SPARK, 2016).
Aside from the University of Gaziantep, there are 11 
other organizations that are involved in providing 
post-secondary courses or training for Syrian 
refugees. These organization include: Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC), CARE, InZone, the British 
Council, Kiron, Jesuit Commons: Higher Education at 
the Margins (JC:HEM), University of Gaziantep, Arab 

8 InZone is the Center for Interpretting in Conflicts which operates in 
partnership with the University of Geneva in Switzerland. 

9 Kiron is a social start up based in Berlin that extends higher education 
to refugees around the world. 

“We used to have ambitions. After fleeing 
Syria, there is nothing to look forward to”.

Syrian male respondent in the Edraak-run focus groups 
conducted at the Za’atari camp in 2016. 

“Why should I 
bother to go to that 
training? I want a real 
certification to better 
my life.”

Syrian male respondent in 
NRC-run focus groups (NRC, 
2016).
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Open University, Talal Abu Ghazaleh University, 
Goethe Institut, Institut Francais, and ITWORX 
Education. The NRC and CARE offer staff support 
and learning centers to refugees who are interested 
in enrolling in Arabic MOOCs on Edraak’s platform; 
however, Edraak courses do not count towards an 
undergraduate degree or an equivalent.

Mobile and internet access are considered 
necessities among Syrian refugee youth in the 
camps. Even with generally low incomes in 
camps and in host communities, Syrian refugees 
will prioritize spending on technology along with 
other necessities such as food and health care 
services (UNHCR, 2014). Digital literacy, or lack 
thereof, has reportedly been addressed through 
pre-course and other ICT trainings (such as ICDL).

In Za’atari camp, 89% of Syrians reported owning a 
mobile device with the intention of connecting to the 
internet, while 85% of survey respondents reported 
having at least one SIM card, a finding that highlights 
the importance of taking advantage of mobile phones 
for learning purposes, whether through educational 
applications or downloadable content (Maitland, et 
al., 2015). Learning app-providers should consider 
developing offline features for Syrians considering 
that access to internet through mobile phones in 
camps is restricted. 3g access is not available in the 
Za’atari camp; however, refugees may purchase 
routers to set up in their caravans, but strength of 
coverage varies depending on the location within the 
camp (Edraak, 2016a; NRC, 2017). Internet is mainly 
accessed at learning centers for those participating 
in training and other educational courses (Edraak, 
2016a; NRC, 2016). On the other hand, Syrians living 
in host communities experience stronger and more 
consistent connectivity to the internet, especially 

through their phones. Sixty percent of refugees 
access the internet solely through their mobile 
phones, while less than 10% access the web through 
a computer (Maitland, et al., 2015). Education 
providers in the camps have reported that while 
most of their learners who enrolled in their courses 
had insufficient computer skills, pre-course training 
and other ICT-focused courses (such as ICDL) have 
effectively addressed the digital literacy deficit. 
Consequently, Syrians have been able to progress 
through blended courses with few challenges linked 
to technology (InZone, 2017; NRC, 2017)
While technology is one solution that can be 
leveraged as a tool to ensure wide access to 
learning material in camps, it might not be the 
solution that is most convenient or desirable for 
Syrian refugees. According to CARE’s monitoring 
report on the participation of Syrian refugees in 
Edraak educational courses, only 6% of participants 
from Azraq camp reported a preference towards 
using their mobile phones for their training and 
educational experiences since their mornings are 
usually busy with income-generating work and 
household duties—a reality that should factor into 
course scheduling and course design to ensure 
that male refugees are included in post-secondary 
training and education (2016). The rest of the 
students reported enjoying the social aspect of 
participating in these courses and they look forward 
to learning within groups (CARE, 2016).   
Despite the importance Syrians place on having access 
to technology, the use of technology for learning does 
not have universal appeal among Syrian refugees. 
The majority of both male and female respondents 
in the Edraak-run FGDs in Za’atari indicated that a 
blended learning format would be an exciting new 
experience, however, they stressed that there needs 
to be a greater emphasis on personal interactions 
among students, as well as between students and 
their professors compared to the weight given 
to e-learning strategies. It is important to note, 
however, that respondents’ preference towards face-
to-face interactions with educators does not stem 
from Syrians’ lack of skills in using technology. CARE 
focus groups have found that the main challenges 
Syrians faced while completing online coursework 
are linked to interrupted connectivity—mainly 
outside of learning centers—rather than insufficient 
knowledge or skills in using digital tools (2016). 
Educational programs should continue to leverage 
technology for Syrian refugee education, paying 
attention to issues with connectivity and proposing 
solutions that involve developing offline features in 
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mobile apps and increasing the number of learning 
centers throughout the camp so that those who live 
remotely are not excluded due to distance from Wi-
Fi connection (Edraak, 2016a). 

Policy Recommendations: 

1. Competency-Based Education (CBE) models  
should be considered by the MoE for Syrian 
refugees who have been out of the formal 
schooling system for an extended period of time 
and want to obtain secondary school equivalency 
in Jordan without repeating grades, as well as for 
Syrian refugees who have completed secondary 
education or higher in Syria, however, lack the 
proper documentation to prove it. CBE offers Syrian 
refugees a potentially affordable pathway toward 
producing documentation that proves secondary 
school attainment, thus gaining access to higher 
education institutions.  The majority of respondents 
from Edraak’s FGDs at the Za’atari camp confirmed 
the widely discussed issue of documentation among 
refugees in Jordan and throughout the world. While 
many refugees have already completed secondary 
education, the Jordanian MoE does not formally 
recognize the Syrian Baccalaureate (12th grade) 
certificate. Consequently, Syrian refugees must 
either repeat grades or remain out of the higher 
education system with few employment prospects 
for regular income. The main attraction of the CBE 
model is its affordability and flexibility in setting 
the pace at which students progress in coursework, 
depending mainly on demonstration of competency 
rather than merely scoring highly on a standardized 
content exam (Haynes et al., 2016). Although the 
CBE model has only been applied in schools abroad 
and not in emergency situations, the model could be 
piloted in Jordan to target the population of Syrian 
refugees who are eligible for secondary school 
equivalency but have yet to achieve it either due to 
lack of documentation or for being out of school for 
more than 3 years. Impact studies thereafter could 
assess whether this model should be scaled at the 
national level in order to ensure quality learning for 
all students, not solely the advantaged and the high-
achieving. Technology could be leveraged in this 
particular model, using online tools to monitor and 
track academic progress, administer assessments, 
and provide access to material that can be learned 
at the student’s own pace, preferred location, and 
level of proficiency.

2. Subsidize content and competency Tawjihi 
equivalency exams for Syrian students who 
cannot afford the fee. For Syrians who have their 
secondary school leaving examination certificated 
with them in Jordan, the fee of taking the equivalency 
exam will be too burdensome. Therefore, the MoE 
should consider subsidizing the fee for refugees 
who cannot afford the cost , and also disadvantaged 
youth who may benefit from these exams. Aid 
organizations and donors working in this space are 
also encouraged to include support on this front in 
their response programs.

3. Research the feasibility of increasing the age 
limit after which students may not enroll in the 
formal education system, as well as assess the 
risks associated with psychological impact of 
such a decision. A student enrolling in the formal 
schooling system must not be 3 years older than 
his/her peers. However, due to the conflict, many 
Syrians have been out of school for longer than that. 
Research has shown that there may be negative 
psychological impacts on overaged students who 
either repeat grades or re-enroll in grades out of 
which they dropped, in addition to negative effects 
on academic performance (Andrew, 2014).  Research 
on the issue should lead to recommendations on 
ways in which overaged Syrian children can enter 
any given grade, all the while mitigating the negative 
consequences associated with such experience.

4. Provide high-quality TVET options for Syrian 
refugees in order to increase their employment 
opportunities in the Jordanian labor market. 
The Jordanian labor law does not prohibit non-
Jordanians from entering many technical and 
vocational professions; therefore TVET should be 
exploited as an avenue for professional growth 
among Syrians in fields that allow access to migrant 
labor (MoL, 2016b). Given The Jordan Compact, 
education providers and donor agencies should 
consider taking advantage of the newly created 
jobs and invest in providing quality training and 
education for refugees in technical and vocational 
fields, especially those relevant to Jordan’s export 
sector, in order to increase their chances of matching 
the job’s skills requirements.

5. Clearly communicate the process by which 
Syrians may obtain work permits. The MoL should 
ensure that procedural issues are not hindering 
progress towards Syrians’ integration in the local 
labor market. A clear communications strategy 
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should be developed, in addition to setting up a 
system that extends support services to Syrians 
should they need assistance in acquiring information, 
making an application, and/or providing the proper 
documentation. For example, the MoL could 
develop an online portal or mobile application to 
facilitate the dissemination of information and the 
submission of applications.

6. Conduct further research on the legal 
environment surrounding Syrians’ inclusion in 
the local labor market. Research has shown that 
integrating refugees in local labor markets could 
potentially contribute to GDP growth in the host 
country. Economic growth in Jordan and Lebanon has 
declined between the year 2011-2014, with a decrease 
of 3% and 7.4% of GDP respectively. Consequently, 
work opportunities have also decreased (Errighi & 

Griesse, 2016). The costs of not flexibly integrating 
Syrians in the local labor market could exceed the 
costs of allowing them full access. There needs to 
be a deeper understanding of the legal barriers that 
exist for Syrians hoping to participate in the local 
labor market, as well as a cost-benefit analysis of 
options around Syrians’ economic integration. Laws 
and regulations set by the MoL need to be assessed 
in relation to their inclusiveness of refugees, as well 
as their impact on the national economic growth 
rates and the humanitarian crisis facing Syrian 
refugees. Recommendations should be made on 
amending such regulations to alleviate the harsh 
socioeconomic conditions facing Syrian refugees, 
in addition to promoting larger GDP growth rates 
by taking advantage of additional human capital in 
the economy, especially in high priority areas in the 
Jordanian economy.
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