A Review of the Literature
Background of Saudi Arabia’s Policy and
Perspectives on MOOC Education
Any consideration of contemporary policy-maker perspectives regarding the
educational efficacy of technology-enabled distance and MOOC education at the various
levels of Saudi Arabia’s educational system needs to be made in light of the historically
unique development of the nation’s educational system.
Prior to the discovery of oil on the Arabian Peninsula in the 1930s, a large
majority of the population lived in tribal cultures with limited economic resources, no
systems of formal education, with widespread illiteracy the norm. The discovery of
significant oil reserves and its ensuing intense exploitation brought a rapid increase of
export revenues into state coffers and provided the economic resources for accelerated
infrastructure, social, and educational development.
Over the next three decades, the construction of maritime ports, communication
networks, vast highway systems, power grids, and modern housing transformed much of
rural as well as urban life. That said, the country’s education system—virtually nonexistent in prior years—was only first structured and formalized in 1930 under the
Directorate General for Education. Focused largely upon Islamic religious studies, that
initial effort to provide educational opportunities to the general population failed to keep
pace with the unforeseen demands facing it.
Even twenty years later, and after King Abdulaziz bin Abdelrahman Al-Saud had
decreed the establishment of schools and the recruitment of administrators and instructors
as a national imperative in 1945, by 1950 the national literacy rate remained abysmally
low with student enrollment in state-sponsored schools standing at less than 30,000.
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Teacher qualifications continued to be vague if not non-existent, and teacher training was
given minimal policy focus.
It was only with the renewed attention to the need for a coherent national education
policy and an accompanying financial commitment to its complete implementation with
the establishment of the Ministry of Education in 1953 that enrollment began an
exponential increase, doubling in just one year. That financial commitment has been
maintained through the years to the extent that the student population of 52,000 in 1954
now stands at more than 6,000,000; accordingly, the number of schools increased during
the same period of time from just 469 in 1954 to nearly 30,000 schools today.
In 1957, King Saud University was established, and is now among 25 public
universities and 27 private under the purview of the Ministry of Higher Education, which
was created in 1975.
The study of Islam remains a core curriculum within the Saudi educational system,
but the demands of a resource-rich economy with an increasing profile in the world
community of nations requires increasing diversity in all courses of study and the
adoption of improved instructional techniques. An expanding curriculum places
demands not only upon existing facilities, but upon educational modalities and protocols.
Given that, there have been a series of National Development Plans that have driven
enormous improvements in physical plants, student facilities, and teacher training. But
those improvements have not been arrived at absent the challenges of ongoing
maintenance, the need for constant expansion, the evolving quality, context, and content
of course offerings, and the planning and implementation of new technological tools.
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Early evidence of official awareness of the need for the adoption of contemporary
learning technology came with the creation of the Ministry of Education’s Audio-Visual
Unit in 1959. There were entrenched cultural impediments to any shift in instructional
methodologies, but the shift in teacher training emphasis from traditional instruction to a
focus on educational outcomes under the guidelines of the Fourth National Plan in 1985
under the new Educational Development Department presaged an increased appreciation
for and interest in the implementation of educational technology.
Few global societies have witnessed the adoption of internet technology over the
past decade at the pace of Saudi Arabia. With a majority population of young adults,
internet usage grew exponentially between 2005 and 2015, providing an active student
population eager to engage in e-learning. (Imran, 2012).
This rapid engagement with technology has driven distance education models
toward two innovative imperatives: the individual flexible teaching model and the
extended classroom model (Rekkedal, 2007). These are facilitated through online
technology into both single-student and group models of collaborative learning, both of
which provide for direct contact with instructors, fellow students, and information
databases.
In spite of the increased acceptance of technology in education among some
quarters, some academics stood firmly entrenched for many years in more “traditional”
methodologies and protocols and remained been resistant to the adoption of any new
tools that may be available (Alqurashi, 2009), including the use of the internet,
distant-learning developments, and MOOCs as they pertain to certain curricula.
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While acknowledging the “potential” value of online and distant education in
a world of rapid technological change, concerns about the relevance of on-campus
attendance at brick-and-mortar institutions and what may be the fading value of
face-to-face student-teacher interaction have been an argument for the control and
limitation of MOOC adoption across the educational spectrum.
Dr. Ali Abu Reesh has earlier pointed to the realities of “technophobia” that
creates a passive non-interactive learning environment, as well as to the lack of
training on the part of instructors. Supporting that contention are the
administrative challenges of maintaining up-to-date technology and, according to
Dr. Sameer Aljabri of Umm Al-Qura University’s English Department, the paucity of
“space assigned for extra labs.” (Alqurashi, 2009).
The entrenched reactions of those initially resistant to the adoption of online
and technological learning tools at the time may be considered as reflective of the
challenges facing a generation of educators caught at a crossroads. Sufficient
computer skills were, as recently as five or six years ago, a considerable impediment
to developing and monitoring online curricula. Those with a history of instructional
success and tenured professional standing have a natural aversion to change; why
fix something that is not perceived as broken? And simple “technophobia” itself—
wherein changes in environment and professional status may be perceived as
possible in the face of unproven tools—has been a likely historical impediment to
the adoption of the world of blinking cursors.
Additional impediments to the earlier successful adoption of technologydriven learning were apparent in the lack of understanding on the part of many
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educators as to the benefits of distant online learning. Given that failure, the
institutions within which those educators work routinely failed to provide the
training and support required for the development of individual and staff fluency in
the use of the available technology.
Those challenges to widespread acceptance of online education are
considerable, but so, too, are the perceived benefits derived by students engaged in
e-learning coursework. Among the most notable, according to Reesh, is
“interactivity” allowing students a more active role in their own learning.
Increased student engagement appears to derive from the capacity for
individual self-scheduling, the ability to repeat course modules and exercises, open
access to materials, and online interchange and discussion with other enrolled
learners (Alqurashi, 2009). There has long been discussion around the challenges of
student engagement and exploration of information (Von Glaserfeld, 1990) pointing
to the development of process skills and improved attitude toward learning through
increased engagement and responsibility for individual outcomes, all of which can
be reasonably attributed to the activities inherent in online “distant” learning.
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Educational Perspectives of MOOC
As recently as 2014, the Saudi Arabian government publicly made the official
perspective on the value of Massive Open Online Course education quite clear. They did
so with an announcement issued by the Ministry of Labor for the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia His Excellency Eng. Adel bin Mohammed Fakeih of a MOOC of an initiative to
provide “accessible, relevant, high-quality education opportunities for our citizens” with
the aim of providing vocational training and educating skilled workers across a wide
demographic that includes Saudi women, youth, the disabled, and those living in
widespread rural environments (SPA 2014). Clearly, one sector of the government
recognizes the potential of MOOC to develop and educate a technically-proficient
workforce and to economically empower its citizenry and society as a whole.
This recognition flows from the Ministry of Education’s declaration of its work as
“a strategic investment” in the development of the nation’s “knowledge economy” and
the maintenance of its social and cultural stability (Al-Anqari, 2013). Among the
initiatives under the purview of the Ministry is the National Center for E-Learning and
Distance Learning. Established and guided by Dr. Abdullah Al-Megren, Ph.D under the
auspices of the Higher Education Ministry, the mission and efforts of this group in the
development and implementation of distant learning strategies under MOOC protocols is
evidence of the acceptance of online education tactics and methodologies by national
policy makers in the belief that “the future of education is the future of the nation and elearning is the future of education,” (Al-Anqari, 2013).
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When he ascended to the throne in 2005, King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
made the education of his subjects a prime focus of his reign, first providing scholarships
to students for higher education abroad. During his seven-year reign, economic support
of all educational initiatives throughout Saudi Arabia was increased by more than $30
billion, and has been responsible for the proliferation of college and university campus
facilities as well as for the implementation of the country’s first university allowing co-ed
enrollment. Significantly with regard to the increased emphasis in the development of
educational protocol and technology reforms, as recently as 2014 the government
committed an additional $21 billion for the training of new teachers (Ross, 2014).
Challenging the progressive development of Saudi Arabia’s educational reforms,
however, is its tradition of gender separation in social, economic, employment, and
educational realms. With the role of women in the kingdom long prescribed by
traditional religious mores, it was only as recently as 1999 that women were provided
access to limited higher education curricula. In spite of the fact that women today
comprise a majority of the nation’s university graduates, they are constrained to liberal
arts and education majors; due to religious and cultural traditions research grants,
scholarships, and permission to study abroad are rarely granted to women (Bruff 2013).
The product of this anachronistic cultural gender bias has produced a society built
around “parallel institutions” wherein duplicate educational facilities and teaching
paradigms have been the traditional norm. The cost of this infrastructure and the support
systems required to manage it are neither inconsiderable nor efficient; they arguable fail
to return the full potential of their financial and human investment.
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With the objective of educating all of Saudi Arabia’s students—including its
female population—MOOCs arguably perpetuate the phenomenon of gender separation
and “parallel institutions” and may only promise ongoing frustration in the country’s
efforts to develop an educated workforce able to self-support and capable of contributing
to the overall national well-being. While MOOC may be available online in even the
most remotely rural areas, there is the likelihood of ongoing isolation from fellow
students and professors as well as the preservation of gender separation as the cultural
educational norm, hardly conducive to the free exchange of ideas and improved learning
patterns. This phenomenon has been long observed since Saudi Arabia’s initial forays
into “technological education” through the use of remote broadcast closed-circuit video
coursework, which effectively maintained the gender separation status quo (Gais, 2014).
Given that reality, Dr. Azzam ibn Muhammad Al Dakhil, Saudi Arabia’s Minister
of Education, believes that working side-by-side with independent Saudi entrepreneurial
efforts, the development of MOOCs offering basic coursework ranging from religious
studies to biomedical engineering in a native Arabic language platform will be a step
forward in providing learning opportunities to those currently outside of the traditional
educational system.
There is a common apprehension among policymakers that MOOCs have the
potential to create disruption of the current higher education paradigm (Alraimi, n.d.) .
To date, that has not occurred, as Saudi Arabia’s universities have only engaged MOOC
as ancillary to traditional classroom and seminar protocols. The greatest expectations for
MOOC currently is a positive influence upon enterprise and skills training with the
product of that influence to be measured in primarily economic marketplace data.
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There are, however, serious shortfalls in MOOC education identified by a range
of policymakers (Hiltz 2005). Among them is the current state of Saudi Arabia’s internet
infrastructure and the range of individual access to those services. There is currently only
58% internet penetration in the country, with significant upload and download speed
challenges faced by the large content loads of MOOCs, which leads to an imbalance of
opportunity for general student population access. While MOOC registrations continue
to rise in number, the percentage of course completions remains less than impressive
Henson 2010). Current data indicates a worldwide completion rate of university level
coursework using any of today’s MOOC platforms at below 0.2%, indicating today’s
student generation may be “sampling” the tools but have not yet committed to ownership.
The fundamental question remains whether or not MOOC coursework is the equal
of face-to-face learning in terms of efficacy. Just four years ago, there were
approximately 150,000 students from more than 160 countries enrolled in MOOC. There
is no argument that the 95% dropout rate of those enrolled far exceeds any such statistic
shown in a face-to-face teacher-student instructional paradigm (Dahlstrom 2014). But
the claim of efficiencies of MOOC suggests that a 5% completion rate (the only measure
of success being a passing grade and completion certification) is significant if only in
terms of numbers implied by that percentage at more than 7,000 students. Moreover, the
worldwide acceptance of MOOC pedagogy appears dynamic and aggressive; in 2014,
MOOC coursework enrolled 2,500,000 students from every developed nation on the
planet (Sreenivasan, 2014).
According to data provided by Anant Agarwal, the MIT computer science and
engineering professor who first offered his coursework online at no charge on an open
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enrollment basis and who is now CEO of edX, a nonprofit learning enterprise currently
offering free academic training provided by major universities, there is more to MOOC
than simply a recitation of data and information; student engagement, interactivity, and
feedback are at the core of the offering. He does, however, agree that MOOC is only a
supplement to, and not a replacement for, face-to-face classroom instruction.
MOOC critics abound. Among them is the President of the California Faculty
Association, who points to the lack of concern for “quality of education” in the face of
faster, cheaper learning systems. Setting aside the undefined implication of “quality” or
her potentially skewed agenda as a representative of California’s higher education
employees, she strenuously urges resistance to the temptation to look for “silver bullets”
to cure educational budgetary shortfalls and challenges.
Those educators who have successfully employed MOOC technology to convey
course material meet criticisms with equal levels of enthusiasm. In 2013, University of
Massachusetts Professor Brian White reportedly replaced his entire lecture curriculum
with MOOC instruction, and claims that it enabled his students to then attend his face-toface instruction prepared with the fundamental concepts required for actual, engaged
classroom interaction.
In their September 2014 study of the learning end product and efficacy of
attending face-to-face instruction versus attending MOOC instruction in the study of
Introductory Physics, Kimberly F. Colvin et al, the impediment of insufficient metric data
that was earlier identified (Hollands, 2014) was addressed. Using two contrasting
approaches to their analysis—pretest and posttest conceptual questions and an item
response theory “ability” analysis—study administrators had an expectation that
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freshman college students attending face-to-face instruction would demonstrate increased
abilities week-to-week over their online peers that was simply not reflected in their data;
there was no evidence of improved learning among the face-to-face classroom students
relative to those attending only MOOC coursework. (Colvin, 2014). In their analysis of
student performance data, Colvin et al point to the self-selective nature of MOOC
students who are educationally self-motivated, older in age, with more years of college
coursework to their credit than those freshman with whom they were compared. Like
other MOOC curricula, the online dropout rate of the test group was substantial; while
such factors likely fog data on a one-to-one comparative basis, the efficiency of the
online protocol appears clearly demonstrated.
Among policymakers, there is growing appreciation for the unique challenges and
opportunities provided by MOOCS (Bali, 2014). “Massive” and “open” by their very
definition, MOOCS present to each enrollment session an unpredictable volume of
students of equally unpredictable backgrounds and levels of pre-enrollment preparation.
The problem this presents to course developers and online instructors is one of
curriculum and subject matter design, as well as conducting coursework from a studentcentered standpoint. The creation of a functional paradigm supporting interaction both
among the students themselves and between the students—individually and as a group—
with the instructor remains a complex structural and management challenge (Anderson,
2011).
Moving past the mechanics of course development, some express reservations
regarding MOOC instructional and content quality. When course content is standardized
to the lowest denominator of information required for subject area “knowledge,” Stanford
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University economist Caroline Hoxby suggests, student interaction with professors
eliminates any exposure to nuance or judgment. Hoxby is also critical of the tendency to
award degrees based upon MOOC performance as undermining the value proposal of an
elite university education (The Economist, 2014).
There is no assertion among contemporary researchers that MOOCs fail to
provide educational opportunities to those who may not otherwise enjoy the benefits of
higher education or of skills development. In Saudi Arabia, because the two predominant
MOOC providers allow access with zero financial expense to students and provide
substantial curricula in Arabic, formerly formidable barriers of language, cost,
geography, or individual scheduling are fading away. Educational policymakers,
recognizing these advantages, and aware of the effective learning and skills improvement
provided to those who complete MOOC coursework, are embracing the technology but
are nonetheless faced with cultural and political concerns. Among those is the possible
erosion of cultural identity and Muslim tenets brought upon by the adoption of MOOC
courses designed and promulgated by Western educators. The rapid onset of MOOC
adoption by American universities of high regard—Stanford, Harvard, MIT—and their
close relationship with the entrepreneurs and engineers behind edX makes those concerns
not entirely unreasonable.
Saudi Arabia’s official state policy of creating widespread academic and
vocational opportunity, and of enabling widespread access to learning tools via online
coursework even for those with limited economic resources, is in itself an affirmation of
the credibility assigned to the educational effectiveness of MOOCs. The fundamental
potential of MOOCs to expose heretofore unreachable student populations—formerly
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tools of digital literacy and value-driven education currently outweighs concerns of
possible online learning shortfall as compared to face-to-face traditional classroom
learning. Students have been shown to learn as effectively online as in a classroom
setting, and policymakers currently subscribe to those findings (Colvin, 2014). That
translates into an ongoing commitment on the part of policymakers, despite the
difficulties and challenges of implementation, to promote the further development of
MOOCs for the educational, social, vocational, and professional advancement of the
greatest number of learners.
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Economic Perspectives of MOOC
It is reasonable to note the distinction between educational “efficiency” and
“effectiveness”. The absence of any profit motive on the part of public education in
Saudi Arabia may provide less apparent impetus toward the development of MOOC, but
that ignores the frequently subtle undercurrent of economics as either an impediment to
implementation or as a desirable effect of implementation.
Because Saudi Arabia enjoys a unique domestic resource position as manifested
by its ranking among global petroleum exporters, the country is in an enviable position to
commit significantly to the widespread, intense, and accelerated development of MOOC.
The question is whether or not policymakers are inclined to make such an investment
outside of the traditional educational paradigm (Albalawi 2007). For MOOC to deliver
its full economic potential in the labor force, brick-and-mortar institutions as well as
private industry will need to recognize the value of such learning through formal
accreditation and certification, which remain talismans of knowledge often given more
weight than actual knowledge itself in the Saudi marketplace.
With King Abdullah’s May 2014 commitment of more than $21 billion and his
approval of a five-year plan to train 25,000 new teachers and create additional
educational centers beyond the reach of the nation’s existing universities, private
entrepreneurial efforts to build MOOC platforms have surfaced (Gais, 2014). Among
them, in 2013 the Arabic language Rwaq MOOC portal, developed by independent Saudi
entrepreneurs Fouad Al-Farhan and Sami Al-Hussayen, began providing a range of
distance-learning curricula that includes such disparate matter as religious studies and
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biomedical engineering. Shortly after Rwaq went online, India’s high-tech educational
entrepreneur Anant Agarwal’s edX partnered with Jordan’s Queen Rania Foundation to
build another Arab-language MOOC platform, Edraak, which today stands as edX’s most
significant national partnership.
An attempt to distinguish between the perspectives, policies, and incentives of
Saudi Arabia’s educators vis-a-vis those policymakers with other progressive interests
provides a blurred picture. Because the nation’s political leaders have recognized a gap
between its workforce and a sporadically growing economy moving inexorably toward
participation in an expanding technological global environment, they have for many years
engaged the services of foreign workers living within the country. In a nation with a
population approaching 28 million, nearly 6 million foreign nationals live and work in the
country, with most of Saudi Arabia’s specialized and technically trained labor force
hailing from Western Europe and North America (CIA, 2015). The implementation of
Edraak and Rwaq pursuant to considerable governmental investment is an indicator of
awareness on the part of King Abdullah and his ministers of the need to better prepare the
indigenous population to participate in an unpredictable and dynamic global economy.
Educational policies, then, appear on parallel tracks. Those outside of academia
are prescribed and driven by a national leadership that recognizes the nation’s women,
youth, disabled, and rural inhabitants as a significant and under-utilized talent pool and
potentially productive workforce. Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Labor—tasked with
meeting the rising demand for skilled workers—manages the investment in the current
national initiative to provide MOOC resources with an emphasis in practical employment
skills development. The emphasis from the perspective of the Ministry of Labor is
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outlined as an effort to “bridge the gap between education and employment, but there is
evidence of some curricular crossover with MOOC initiatives in the purely academic
sector (Ba-Isa, 2014).
Currently ranking 68th in GDP percentage spent on education, Saudi Arabia stands
in the top third among global nations, and with 46% of its population under the age of 25
and 60% under the age of 30, when King Abdullah’s established the Educational
Development Department under the Ministry of Education in 1985, he demonstrably
emphasized official awareness of the need to educate all citizens and prepare them for
participation in the contemporary economy. In supporting official commitment to the
utility of MOOC, Saudi educational policymakers, like those in Western Europe,
subscribe to the economic value offering principles of “education access,
experimentation, and brand extension” (Epelboin, 2013). There is also an awareness of
the personal economic influence of MOOCs upon individual Saudi students engaged in
secondary and university educational programs who currently spend considerable sums
on individualized private tutoring services, “a common issue for families” (Brahimi,
2015). When students have 24/7 access to coursework in Arabic, learning is facilitated
without incurring additional enrollment fees or other costs associated with protracted
face-to-face learning modalities.
Educational policymakers do not have a blind eye turned toward the climbing cost
of many degree programs and private school tuitions in the country. For those enrolled in
private universities, tuition levels are on a par with those in the U.S., among the highest
in the world (Deloitte, 2014). As the demand for advanced education and technical
degrees increases, school fees do so as well. This becomes a factor for those expatriates
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studying in Saudia Arabia who may be compelled to return to their native countries, thus
creating the potential for a “brain drain” of skilled talent.
Additional negative economic consequences of widespread MOOC adoption are
anticipated in the duplication of course materials currently taught in the traditional
classroom protocol. The programming input of learning materials, testing modules,
discussion, and grading protocols into a digitally-based MOOC system is not without
significant cost (Riggan, 2012). Staffing and management requirements in a MOOC
context creates additional cost affecting net value. Because of the unique nature of
individual courses and levels of instruction, that cost is difficult to assess in a preimplementation developmental stage. Economic analysis abhors a data-vacuum, and
where the ever-expanding technological landscape is applied to dynamic student and
learning requirements across various educational hierarchies, actionable-predictive data is
elusive in the extreme (Zhu, 2012).
According to Hoxby, the threat to elite educational institutions worldwide posed
by MOOCs is manifested on an intrinsically uneven playing field. She notes that
universities—and those in Saudi Arabia certainly fall into this area of concern—offer a
labor-intensive hands-on educational experience to students on a highly subsidized basis.
When a student can study identical course content via MOOC with no significant cost to
the student and with greater personal flexibility, the incentive to pay the cost of university
tuition is dramatically reduced.
The university learning experience offers ancillary elements of socialization,
community interaction, and personal contact with instructors, factors which may pale in
the minds of students compared to cost savings and efficiencies realized by MOOC
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engagement. This, of course, has the potential for eroding face-to-face enrollment and
the consequent loss of student tuition revenues should MOOC accreditation be promoted
on a par with the award of a university degree.
Additional economic impacts of increased access to MOOCs are perceived by
many education policymakers as positive. Not the least of these is the potential for
expanded course offerings to both the enrolled, academically oriented university student
population and to those non-enrolled learners seeking only skillset certification in a
specific discipline. Both Edraak (programmed and provided from outside Saudi Arabia
but delivered in Arabic) and Rwaq are offered to all enrollees without cost. This is highly
attractive to the individual student-user, but may certainly have an impact upon the
nation’s private schools where tuition fees support institutional operations and provide
for instructor salaries.
Within the financial paradigm of Saudi Arabia’s public schools and governmentsupported universities, any concerns of MOOC impacting revenues are moot. Given the
low course completion rates common to MOOC, it is clear that online education does not
currently threaten traditional face-to-face teaching paradigms where progressive learning
occurs with objectives of degree attainment. In the near term, the potential for significant
MOOC disruption of the current learning environment appears limited.
Where MOOC coursework is offered by standing institutions of higher learning,
there is an economic impact projected insofar as academic leaders, professors, and
instructors require both training and experience in the development, design, maintenance,
and functional oversight of MOOC curricula (Zhu 2012). MOOC courses may be free to
the individual student, but they are not “free” for those providing them. The purely
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economic costs of implementation remain amorphous and dynamic, requiring additional
institutional and Ministerial experience over time before any complete cost-benefit
analysis can be made.
While the very “open” nature of MOOC and the flexibility it provides to
educators and to students alike is believed by King Abdullah and his ministers to promise
net positive economic benefit, and while the cultural, social, and political impact of
providing dramatically improved educational access is not debatable, the fulfillment of
those expectations may not be realized immediately. Questions of learner motivation,
teacher enthusiasm, and ongoing capital investment, as well as the evolution of Saudi
Arabia’s cultural realities will all have direct influence upon the ultimate computation of
economic benefit from MOOC engagement.
Will MOOC be the path to improved education and economic promise in Saudi
Arabia or lead to the brink of disaster? That answer will only be found in time.
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