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The ‘Joy of Heaven’ for Lebanon’s poor
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

S 

aadat al-Samaa — the “Joy 
of Heaven” — has become 
accessible for those who 
cannot afford a decent 
meal in impoverished Trip-

oli, Lebanon’s second largest city 
and home to about 200,000 Syrian 
refugees.

The restaurant bearing the unu-
sual name is a luxurious place of-
fering free meals to the poor who 
could not otherwise consider going 
to such a place. It has a set weekly 
menu and a staff of volunteers.

“I did not expect to see such a 
sumptuous restaurant. The name 
indicates clearly that it is a res-
taurant for the poor, which makes 
us expect a simple place offering 
regular and plain meals,” said Abou 
Tony, 75.

“I am really thrilled about having 
a decent good meal of which I have 

been deprived for years, basically 
since my wife passed away. I live 
alone and all I can afford are sand-
wiches and canned food,” he said.

The restaurant, which opened in 
April, is in the historic seaside Mina 
quarter of Tripoli and is the second 
such outlet to be established by 
Majdi Allawi, the head of the non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
Saadat al-Samaa. A similar restau-
rant opened in Beirut two years 
ago.

The two-storey building, which 
can take up to 80 diners, is in a 
freshly refurbished building with 
an arcaded roof and stone walls, 
nicely illuminated with intricate 
lighting. It is equipped with new 
oak tables and chairs and large tel-
evision screens.

Abou Tony is among dozens of 
destitute people, including Syrian 
refugees, who flock daily to the res-
taurant. A big board at the entrance 
features the list of dishes prepared 
by a specially hired cook and served 
by nine volunteers.

“Charities and social welfare 
groups have been helping us in run-
ning the place, basically by provid-
ing volunteer workers,” said restau-
rant supervisor Robert Ayoub.

He said the NGO relies on dona-
tions in kind and crowd funding to 
sustain operations, which feed up 
to 150 persons daily, seven days a 
week. “In case we have more peo-
ple coming in, there are alternative 
dishes, such as quickly prepared 
pastas and other fast-food, because 
we refuse to have those coming to 
us return with empty stomachs,” 

Ayoub said.
As with its founder, a Shia who 

converted to Christianity, Saadat 
al-Samaa’s clients come from vari-
ous religious groups, sects and na-
tionalities.

The place is open to all — be they 
Muslims or Christians, Lebanese or 
Syrians — who are unable to obtain 
decent and nutritious meals, Allawi 
said.

“The aim is to assist those in 

need, especially that the economic 
conditions in the country are be-
coming increasingly difficult,” he 
said. “Also, with average salaries 
being so low, no one can afford to 
take his children out for lunch or 
dinner and I believe it is the right of 
every person to experience a meal 
in a five-star restaurant.

“When I was young during the 
(1975-90) civil war in Lebanon, I 
was deprived of such outings with 

my family. That is why I wanted to 
open this restaurant in this impov-
erished city, because hunger and 
deprivation have no colour, reli-
gion or nationality.”

Tripoli has the highest rate of 
poverty in Lebanon. Conditions 
for its 400,000 inhabitants have 
worsened with the influx of about 
200,000 refugees fleeing war in 
Syria and an estimated 250,000 
Lebanese rural migrants who 
moved to the city looking for em-
ployment opportunities.

A recent UN study indicated 
that 57% of Tripoli’s inhabitants 
are poor and deprived and 26% of 
them suffer extreme poverty and 
are classified within the most dis-
advantaged category. About three-
quarters are struggling economical-
ly, 35% suffer health problems, 35% 
live in inadequate housing and 25% 
are deprived of education.

While free food is traditionally of-
fered to the needy and those fast-
ing during the Muslim holy month 
of Ramadan, Allawi’s endeavour is 
bringing a smile to deprived fami-
lies throughout the year.

“I came today with my three chil-
dren. They are thrilled at the idea 
of having a meal in a restaurant. 
Since we fled Syria four years ago, 
we haven’t had a decent meal. This 
place makes us feel that we are dig-
nified humans and have the right 
to some joy,” said Syrian refugee 
Khadija al-Said as she walked into 
Saadat al-Samaa.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

A family enjoying a free meal at the Saadat al-Samaa restaurant in 
Tripoli, Lebanon.

“The aim is to assist 
those in need, 
especially that the 
economic conditions 
in the country are 
becoming 
increasingly 
difficult.”

Majdi Allawi, the head 
of the non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) Saadat 
al-Samaa

The struggle to prepare for college in Saudi Arabia
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

U 

niversity professors in 
Saudi Arabia invariably 
place incoming fresh-
men students into two 
categories: students 

educated in private or internation-
al schools and those young men 
and women taught in Saudi state 
schools.

The disparity between the two 
groups presents special challenges 
for university administrators and 
professors. Privately educated stu-
dents generally are placed in ad-
vanced streamlined classes. Fresh-
men educated in state schools are 
often directed to remedial instruc-
tion. Major weaknesses among 
state school graduates include Eng-
lish language and critical thinking 
skills.

“I can hardly motivate my stu-
dents who just don’t want to be 
in class,” complained one English 
language department supervisor 
at a Jeddah university. “They don’t 
even belong here.”

It is a harsh assessment and not 
always fair. The Saudi Ministry of 
Education has taken steps since 
2007 to overhaul the education 
system. Many graduating seniors 
are fluent in English and eager to 
engage with instructors at the uni-
versity level but overall the system 
remains mired in outdated teaching 
methods and lack of supervision of 
teachers.

The result is that students often 
score less than 3 when they need at 
least 6.5 to 7.5 on English skills tests 
— known by the acronyms IELTS 
and TOEFL — to qualify for admis-
sion to Western universities.

Abdullah Murjan, an English 
teacher at a Jeddah secondary pub-

lic school, said he is assigned to 
teach gifted students. His students 
speak English well but struggle 
with writing.

“Most of the teachers are not 
well-prepared,” Murjan said. 
“There is not enough knowledge 
with pronunciation and grammar. 
The whole subject is taught in Ara-
bic.”

Murjan referred to the Grammar-
translation method, conceived to 
teach Latin in the 16th century. The 
US military uses the technique to 
teach soldiers foreign languages be-
fore overseas postings.

Saudi state schools use the meth-
od to teach English. It streamlines 
explaining words and phrases and 
allows instructors to explain the 
subject in their native tongue. How-
ever, the method teaches about 
English rather than teaching the 
language itself. It also prevents stu-
dents from classroom participation 
and curbs spontaneous conversa-
tion.

“There is little practice and teach-
ers don’t force students to speak 
English,” Murjan said.

The Ministry of Education rec-
ognised that students were unpre-
pared for university-level courses. 
In 2008, a royal decree was issued 
to establish the Tatweer Education 
Holding Company to develop an 
education system on par with other 
countries.

Maryam Albilaly, a coordinator 
assigned to implement the Tatweer 
project and run the professional de-
velopment programme for teachers 
in Medina, said it established 25 fe-
male and 25 male secondary “smart 
schools”.

Smart schools use advanced tech-
nology as teaching tools. White-
boards and projectors were stand-
ard equipment and each student in 
the programme received a laptop 
computer. It was a first for students 
in Saudi public schools but the ini-
tial phase was short-lived, Albilaly 
said. The equipment needed regu-
lar maintenance but technicians 
could not keep up with the demand 
for service. Administrators aban-
doned the equipment.

The teachers’ professional de-
velopment programme ran better. 
Tatweer was faced with reversing 
a culture in which schools had no 

coherent plan to implement cur-
riculum or evaluations to assess 
teacher professionalism. School ad-
ministrators more or less evaluated 
themselves without established 
criteria. Evaluation of students’ 
progress was minimal.

Tatweer developed a programme 
to assess schools’ progress and the 
role of administrators and teachers 
in the school’s educational mission.

“Schools don’t know how to as-
sess their own situation,” Albilaly 
said. “Now (administrators) know 
they should depend on them-
selves to change their schools. The 
programme is a model for leader-
ship. They know exactly what they 
should do. It’s like a map for them 

to plan.”
The Tatweer programme has 

proved to be a success at the ex-
perimental stage and the Educa-
tion Ministry wants to copy it for 
other schools. The Tatweer plan 
has mushroomed from the initial 
50 schools to about 900.

While Albilaly said changing the 
teaching and administrative cul-
ture in public schools will lead to 
better education for students, she 
acknowledged that she has been 
unable to chart students’ progress.

Traditionally, Saudi public 
schools had focused on memorisa-
tion with little interaction between 
student and teacher. Saudi publica-
tions were the textbooks of choice, 
which limited students’ view of the 
world. Much of that has changed 
with the introduction of computers, 
access to the internet and use of in-
ternational textbooks. Students are 
more engaged with their teachers. 
Laptops encourage performance 
tasks that can be measured by in-
structors, although data on success 
rates continue to be elusive.

“Before, nobody was trained to 
deal with cooperative learning,” 
Albilaly said. “That has changed as 
students respond to teachers now.”

Educators such as Albilaly argue 
that a primary goal to boast student 
performance is to change the infra-
structure of school administrations 
but methodology in teaching Eng-
lish remains an obstacle.

English reading comprehen-
sion, writing and even the ethics of 
learning are tough nuts to crack, ac-
cording to Murjan.

“Students don’t always do the 
work,” he said. “I ask them to write 
something and they go to Google 
translate and then copy and paste 
their work.”

Once public school administra-
tors have established a thorough 
method of reviewing teachers’ 
performances, Albilaly said she ex-
pects student progress evaluations 
to follow. It will lead to better Eng-
lish instruction.

“The first step is for administra-
tors and teachers to learn how to 
evaluate themselves,” she said.

Saudi students sit for their final high school exams in the Red Sea port city of Jeddah.

Traditionally, Saudi 
public schools had 
focused on 
memorisation with 
little interaction 
between student and 
teacher.

“I can hardly 
motivate my 
students who just 
don’t want to be in 
class.”

An English language 
department supervisor at 

a Jeddah university


