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R y m e  A l h u s s a y n i  

Lebanon’s traditionally high tuition fees force 

more and more students to drop out in times of 

economic crisis. A new initiative seeks to stem the 

tide and safeguard the country’s most valuable 

asset.  

 



In September 2020 Lara Sl im,  a 25 -year-old student in architecture,  left  

Beirut to  complete her  master ’s  degree in Brussels .  She was not the only 

one:  Fol lowing the port  explosion,  the f inancial  meltdown, and the death 

rate surge due to the protests  and th e pandemic,  many young Lebanese 

just  wanted a way out,  a  beam of  hope.  

 

But instead of  concentrat ing on her  future,  the young student  

immediately faced a new chal lenge:  Although S l im had some savings on 

the s ide that would self -sustain her l iv ing necess it ies ,  she real ized 

quickly that she couldn’ t  keep up paying her  col lege fees.  “The thought 

of l iv ing alone abroad and struggl ing to  transfer  col lege fees because of 

what is  happening on the other  s ide of  the world is draining enough,  but 

I  had to maintain  my emotional  and mental  wel l -being,  as  wel l  to keep a 

good performance at  school  “ ,  she says.  

 

Lucki ly  enough,  the col lege 

administrat ion was understanding of  

the s i tuation and kept postponing her 

payment unti l  she was f inal ly  able  to 

sett le  the f irst  payment just  recently.  

 

Sl im’s  case is  typical  for  the chal lenges 

many young Lebanese are fac ing today.  

In a country,  where the economy is  hit  

hard by mult iple  cr ises and family 

savings are melt ing away under  rapid 

inf lat ion,  more and more students 

seem to be unable to  pursue the ir  

education and drop e ither  out of 

col lege or  university.  That concerns 
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students abroad,  as  wel l  as  those who stay in Lebanon.  

 

Already before the cr is is  hit ,  the educational  system in Lebanon was 

fac ing an inequal i ty  gap:  between pr ivate and publ ic  sc hools,  as wel l  as 

between those who are pr iv i leged and those who cannot afford tuit ion.  

The abrupt shift  to  the digital  realm fol lowing the Corona pandemic has 

expanded this  div ide and forced students to  engage in remote learning,  

whi le  some of  them did no t have the proper  means and tools  to  pul l  

through.  

 

A UNHCR survey conducted in Apr i l  2020 found that out of  a  sample of 

10,000 famil ies  in need,  only around half  own a te levis ion at  home and 

almost none have tablets  or  computers ,  but only a smartphone. 

Simultaneously,  schools  had to increase their  tuit ion fees to meet the 

current l iv ing condit ions whi le  some parents lost  their  jobs and weren’ t  

even able to  afford the init ia l  required payment.  

 

When Lara Sl im faced her  own hardship abroad ,  she decided to take 

matters into her own hand. Sitt ing in  her room back in Brussels,  try ing 

to  untangle  a solut ion for  her  school ’s  drawback,  she came up with the 

Khayar ,  an init iat ive  which name stands for  “choice” .  I ts  a im: to  provide 

an equal  choice and an equal  opportunity for  every Lebanese student.  

 

“We didn’ t  want a temporary solut ion, ”  Sl im says.  “We wanted to create a 

mindset that directs  the Lebanese inte l lect  to  the r ight people by 

providing them the chance to complete their  education whi le  they give 

back their  t ime to community service hours,  internships,  jobs,  and 

needed human resources in NGOs and start -ups.”  

 

 



Once they complete their education, the 

beneficiaries are supposed to volunteer for an 

NGO or a similar initiative  

To reach that a im, Khayar  wants to  strengthen the t ies  of  L ebanese 

students al l  over  the world,  but also tap into the diaspora ’s  wi l l ingness 

to  invest  in educat ion,  innovation,  and communicat ion.  Whi le  founding 

Khayar ,  Si lm could re ly on pre -exist ing networks.  The 2019 protests  in 

Lebanon created some sort  of  a  co mmunity of  young people craving to 

help in any way they could.  So after  months of  long -hours zoom cal ls ,  a 

couple of  v is i ts  to  Lebanon and good networking,  the init iat ive  was 

launched.  

 

During the f irst  months,  Khayar  has been focusing on helping studen ts  

who have a semester  or  a year  remaining to complete their  education. 

One of  the init iat ive ’s  most important goals  is  to  provide those students 

with their  univers ity  degrees in order  for  them to move to their  

professional  l ives and help the community in return.  “We want to  break 

the v ic ious c irc le  of  being dependent, ”  says Sl im. “ Instead of  growing 

accustomed to only receiv ing the means to survive,  we want to  teach the 

youth and students in part icular  to  give back to their  community,  the 

community they be long to.”  

 

Once they complete their  education,  the benef ic iar ies are therefore 

supposed to volunteer  for  an NGO or  a s imi lar  init iat ive.  In  i ts  appl icat ion 

form,  Khayar  performs a background check in order  to  pr ior it ize  the 

people who are in need of  a f inancial  support ,  then they transfer  the fees 

direct ly  to  the univers ity.  Although they are st i l l  s truggl ing to  f ind 

partners,  Sl im’s init iat ive  has just  funded their  very f irst three students 

and by the end of  the month.  They wi l l  be funding three more,  a ccounting 

for  a total  of  s ix .  



“ I  was scrol l ing through my Instagram feed and I  was looking for  any page 

that helps students ,  because I  kept gett ing messages from my univers ity 

to  del iver  an outstanding payment by  the end of  the month.  I  had no 

other  choice,  to  e ither  pay or  drop out of  col lege, ”  says Marc Frem,  a 

senior  at  the American Univers ity  of  Sc iences and Technology in Beirut.  

“Lucki ly ,  I  got a fo l lower shar ing on his  story that there is  a  new 

organizat ion helping students with their  univers ity  tuit ion fees i f  needed. 

So,  I  went ahead and appl ied.”  

 

Frem was one of  the f irst  students to  get the funding f rom Khayar .  But 

much more is needed. “Due to the economic cr is is ,  a l l  students –  

especial ly  in pr ivate univers it ies  –  need any f inancial  support ,  knowing 

that the salar ies  of our parents were terr ibly affected by the cr is is .  And 

the dol lar izat ion of the tui t ion fees next year  wi l l  increase the problem,”  

says Nour Obeid,  a senior  student at  Saint  Joseph Univers ity ,  who also 

completed her  studies thanks to Khayar ’s  ass istance.  

 

In a recent interview,  Joseph Jabra,  the president of  the Lebanese 

American Univers ity  (LAU),  stated that dur ing the 2019 -2020 academic 

year  the rate of  students who previously needed f inancial  ass istance rose 

from 45% to 65%. “And we expect this percentag e to reach over 75% in 

2020-2021,  as  the number of  middle -c lass famil ies exper iencing f inancial  

diff icult ies  is  increasing.”  

 

Another  problem is the continuing bra in drain.  More and more Lebanese 

professors and academics are leaving the country,  throwin g the already 

strained system further  into turmoil  by draining i ts  inte l lectual  

resources.  According to Zahi  Ramadan,  a professor  at the Lebanese 

American Univers ity ,  the absence of education wi l l  create a v ic ious c irc le 

that wi l l  be hard to recover  from.  

 



 

Khayar is now targeting individual donors, 

organizations and education funds  

This  is  why,  in his  opinion,  i t  is  v i ta l  to  inv est  in the education system 

and retain high-cal ibre professors to ensure a proper future for  this 

country:  “Education is  extremely important,  as  i t  is  the backbone of any 

proper ly working society.  I t  provides a chance for  a better career and a 

future for  our  younger  generations,  who wi l l  one day inher it  the country 

and i ts  economy. As our  current system needs much overhaul ,  our  best 

bet remains on our youth’s  init iat ives. ”  

 

But can those init iat ives real ly  contr ibute to  save Lebanon’s  broken 

education system? Along with her fundrais ing manager ,  Khayar  founder 

Lara Sl im is now targeting indiv idual  donors,  organizat ions and education 

funds.  They are looking for  any potential  col laboration to provide the 

proper  educational  support needed,  inc luding tools  and  devices,  

internship offers ,  and job opportunit ies .  

 

The aim is  to  be able  to  create a strong community.  “We want students 

to  benef it  from us.  But we want them to work for  projects  that mean 

something on a community and social  level,  as  wel l , ”  S l im says .  

 

Khayar ’s  f irst  benefic iar ies  at  least  seem to have already inter ior ised this  

concept.  “ I  appl ied because I  feel  l ike  I  want to  contr ibute to  bui lding 

Lebanon but I  wasn’ t  able  to, ”  says Marc Frem,  the student from AUB who 

is  now complet ing h is  degree  in Forensic  Sc iences thanks to the init iat ive:  

“ I  want to  graduate and get the r ight exper ience in the f ie ld to  proper ly 

serve my country,  to  give back and to provide a nurtur ing environment,  

one we al l  dream of.”  
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